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It is understood that there have been three Dark Ages.  

The first when the moon Nacinth shattered - rendering the 
world a wasteland.  Birthing new races and lands, the world 
was rebuilt over a thousand years of turmoil.  

The next when the Pale Lyzan King reigned and command-
ed scores of dragons to raze the cities of man.  Even now, 
the Lyzan hold to a prophecy that their great Pale King will 
be reborn.  

The final Dark Age…when Zorn conquered the world, he 
sought to bring unity and enlightenment through the sword.  
When he died, the false peace shattered, and the nations tore 
themselves apart. 

I fear another such Dark Age would be the end of Terragard.

- Wizen Marliveaux, Magicai of the First Order
Annum 1362



 Grint wasn’t a hero.  It wasn’t a concept he dwelled upon 
as he pulled his coat’s thick, leather collar against the chill 
biting the back of his ears.  Heroes did brain-addled things 
like saving people or going on long winded quests.  And their 
motives were always thick with steaming piles of altruism.  
That wasn’t Grint.  He was a thief an exceptional one if you 
asked him and a taker who enjoyed stealing coin as much as 
spending it.  If he could just get the butterflies out of his gut, 
tonight would be a marvelous night for larceny.
 Grint leaned against the inn’s window. The splintered 
wood framing creaked against his weight as he wiped a sleeve 
across glass tarnished with soot.  Firelight burned within, 
sliding its warm light across a face described as both rugged 
and handsome with a youthful appearance that dared one to 
guess his age.  With a free hand, he rustled a mane of shaggy 
red hair and scratched the stubble of a beard that never quite 
grew no matter how long he went between shaves.

1
“A poor thief is a poor thief.”

                                       - Blue Fingered Hobbe     
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 “Wolves are active tonight,” an old man said as he walked 
past.  His torch flickered in the wind as he peered into the 
dark woods, listening.
 “They sound scared,” Grint said.  Their yelps had been 
echoing through the trees since he stepped outside.      
 “Ayup,” the old man said, still looking into the dark.  “There’re 
outhouses behind the inn.  This is a respectable town.”
 “Ayup,” Grint replied.  Aping the old man’s accent was an 
instinctual response, a bit of cheek that flavored most of how 
Grint interacted with the world.  The old crow deserved it.  
He wasn’t relieving himself.  He came out hoping the moun-
tain air would quell the thieves’ gut and let him get back to 
his business.  Hobbe always said he didn’t care how good a 
thief someone was, they all got the thieves’ gut.  That was 
true to a point, but Grint was sure it was worse for him.
 Besides, the spot gave him a good view of the card game 
he stepped out on.  It was unusual to get up in the middle 
of a hand, but Grint needed the air and losing a few hands 
would help with appearances.  Maybe one of them would slip 
up and peek at his cards.  It wouldn’t matter if they did.  The 
first part of the job required them to accuse Grint of cheat-
ing.  But ferreting out someone’s proclivities was a great way 
to survive another day.
 “Are you one of the logging boys?” the old man asked, 
satisfied that the wolves weren’t coming in to town to eat 
their livestock.  There was a downturn to the man’s mouth 
that Grint didn’t appreciate.  Was it a permanent feature or 
directed at him?
 Kambar was one of a dozen small hamlets along the 
mountains of Upper Anghor.  The fifty-odd families who lived 
here were self-sufficient and traded among themselves, sel-
dom seeing anyone from the capital.  As remote as they were, 
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the towns maintained a few establishments for the logging 
companies that worked the steel oak forests saturating the 
mountain slopes.  The loggers were under contract by Duch-
ess Aerienne to farm the towering oaks which could rise as 
tall as two hundred feet.  The trade of steel oak kept Upper 
Anghor independent from Greater Anghor to the south, but 
such political motivations were uninteresting to Grint.  What 
intrigued him was the coin the loggers earned each month 
when they met their quotas. 
 “Have a good night,” Grint ignored the question as he 
stepped onto the porch that ran along the front of the name-
less inn.  Two loose chains hung from the eaves and swayed 
in the breeze.  The discarded sign, splintered and worn clean, 
leaned beneath a window.  Grint hadn’t bothered to inquire 
further to the name, knowing it would be an infuriating play 
on words: The Oak-Inn Shield or the Kambar Mount-Inn.  
Blind madness, he thought.
 A small flame sparked to life illuminating a thin man of 
a sallow complexion wearing a black, woolen arming cap.  
The suddenness of it made Grint flinch, pulling him from his 
thoughts. 
 “The Mother Moon is full,” puffs of smoke rose from the 
pipe as the stranger spoke. 
 “Uh, and the night is…dark,” Grint responded with 
a shrug.  A disapproving clucking sound followed Grint 
through the doorway.
 The tavern offered a warm embrace, most welcomed after 
the autumn chill.  Embers danced from shifting logs within 
the dominating stone hearth.  Dark flagstone walls, chipped 
from years of wear, cast odd shadows from the flicker of can-
dles set in pockets.  The rafters shook as a trio of musicians 
played a tune about a farmer becoming a king.  Loggers and 
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townfolk alike laughed and clapped along, stomping their 
feet in appreciation.  The smell of roasting chicken, ale and 
sweat sat thick upon the air.  Grint smiled.  Backwater, filthy 
taverns made him feel alive.  
 By the end of the night, I’ll have every coin in this room.  The 
queasy feeling faded as he imagined a pile of gold cupped 
in his hands.  Thieves’ gut was no match for succulent gold 
and savory silver.  He’d spend that money or gamble it away 
because there was always another job.  Marm always had in-
teresting contracts if he meandered over to Tan Tan.  Or 
the Barlabee Brothers down in Dook.  No chains on my ankles, 
Grint sang in his head to the tune the band played.
 “Another ale?” the svelte serving girl shouted over the 
noise.
 Grint nodded, trying to recall her name.  The buzz from 
a half-dozen ales made mundane details slippery, but Grint 
wasn’t here to make friends.  Not with the business planned.  
Another ale can’t hurt, he thought as he cut his way through the 
crowd.  The room was bursting with patrons, ten to twelve to 
a table, except for the solitary table in the back corner where 
a woman being called ‘cold’ and ‘best not to bother’ sat.  She 
watched the room over steepled fingers and a flagon of wine.  
Her appraising stare focused on the card game, and that was 
what unnerved Grint.  Was she a thief catcher?  An adventur-
er on some Kry-damned quest?  When the fighting started 
- and it would, that was how it always played out - would she 
join in?
 The tavern’s owner, Nigel, an aging man of medium 
build sat in front of the bar chatting with the logging cap-
tains as they drank flat ale from chipped, wooden tankards.  
Behind the bar was an array of shelves lined with cups, bowls, 
mugs, hunting trophies and an ugly, twelve-inch tall statue 
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of what appeared to be a woman with a triangular head and 
four snaking arms.  What the artist wanted to convey eluded 
Grint, but he appreciated that it was carved it from jade.

 “Took you long enough,” Toothless said as Grint sat down 
at the table littered with coin, cards, dice, and mugs of ale.  A fat 
brown cat curled around one of the table’s legs, waiting for any 
mice daring enough to come sniffing around for crumbs swept 
off the table.  The game was a popular variation of Fiddler’s Fair 
called Cheat Me, and they had been at it for several hours.  
 “I was trying to give you a chance to steal back the coin 
I’ve fleeced you for,” Grint answered with a winning smile.  
Elti, the only woman at the table, threw back her head with 
laughter.  She had been reticent to say much about herself 
but had the look of a south sea pirate with cooked skin, tat-
toos, and a swath of shaved scalp on the right.
 “You raised seven silvers while outside,” Black Samuel 
sneered as he licked his lips.  The fat-fingered oaf sat across 
from Grint, a pair of cards mashed against his mud-stained 
vest.  Yet this slovenly appearance, with greasy, unkempt hair 
and bits of cheese tangled within his dark beard was purpose-
ful.  The stains were even and brushed on.  The crumbs were 
impossible; Black Samuel hadn’t touched a bite of cheese all 
day.  That ill-temper he radiated was quite real so Grint kept 
quips about a passing relationship with soap to himself.
            Grint peeled up the corners of his dog-eared cards 
and looked at the three and seven cards in his hand.  “Seven 
silvers, you say?  That was very generous of me.  Why don’t 
we make it twenty though?”
            As Grint shoved the small stack of silver coins into the 
pot, the priest beside Black Samuel whistled and folded his 
cards.  “No faith, Valun?” Toothless asked.
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 “I have faith in wine,” Valun said.  The priest was a fol-
lower of Petra, Goddess of Harvests, a broad definition that 
included the harvest of wood. Valun had been traveling with 
the loggers, blessing their camp.  Typical priests of Petra 
were drunkards who found worship at the bottom of a cup.  
Valun did not contradict the stereotype.
 “If you want me to think you have twenty-four points in 
your hand, you’re a pitiful liar,” Black Samuel said, pointing 
a meaty finger at Grint.
 “Why do they call you Black Samuel?” Grint asked be-
fore draining the last dregs from his mug.  “Or did you call 
yourself that?  Did you wake up one morning, see that shag 
of black hair and decide…black hair?  ‘Black Samuel!’”
 “It’s because his teeth are black,” Elti said.  The woman 
had her feet up on the table and was picking bits of chicken 
from her teeth with a two-pronged metal fork.
 Grint leaned forward, squinting his steel-gray eyes.  
“Why yes, I see that now.  I doubt I’ll be able to look at any-
thing else all night.  How unfortunate.”
 “Enough about my teeth,” Black Samuel said, keeping 
his mouth hidden.
 “You bought none cards this hand,” Marcus, the final play-
er at the table said as he looked over at Grint.  The kid was on 
the edge of manhood yet holding on to childlike awkwardness 
with his mannerisms and soft-spoken nature.  Valun vouched 
for him, saying he was the fastest logger anyone had seen.  
With those skinny arms, Grint would make a Goblin’s wager 
he wasn’t.  
 “I bought too many,” Marcus added as he folded.
 “Just you and me now,” Black Samuel said with a black-
toothed smile.



DARK AGES 13

 “Are you going to run your mouth or ante up?” Grint 
asked.  The serving girl swayed over and set a new mug be-
side Grint.  Anya?  Artis? Andee? Grint worked through a list 
of names, trying to remember hers.  Instead of leaving, she 
leaned against him and ran her fingers through the tangles 
of his hair.  The warmth from her body was pleasant.
 Beads of sweat sprang to life on Black Samuel’s forehead.  
As they trickled down, they gave his waxy complexion an aw-
ful sheen.  Licking his lips was his tell for a winning hand and 
that tongue was wagging like a happy dog’s tail.  Yet there was 
doubt.  To see Grint’s cards he would have to go all in.  He 
could bark at Grint all night but now had to back it up with 
coin.
 “Would you hurry,” Valun leaned against an elbow as 
he sipped his mulled wine.  “I would like to play another 
hand tonight.”
 “You shut up,” Black Samuel growled, but it lacked any 
conviction.
 “Which cards are worth twelve points?” Grint leaned in 
to (Arielle’s?) body and whispered the question so that every-
one could hear.  Elti and Valun snickered.
 “The howling hounds,” she replied, furrowing her brow, 
trying to connect how someone was winning at a game with-
out knowing the rules.  
 “Oh,” Grint said playing off her confusion and peeking 
down at his cards again - a three and a seven.  “Can I take my 
bet back?”  This elicited a few more laughs and even a wild 
bark from an onlooker at the next table.
 “You’re always so funny,” Black Samuel said with no amuse-
ment.  “Let’s see how you laugh your way past two stars.”  He 
slapped his cards on the table and shoved a pile of coins for-
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ward.  Both cards depicted bright stars with the number elev-
en inside.
 “My cards don’t laugh,” Grint smiled.  “They howl at the 
moons,” and turned over two skeletal hounds barking at a 
night sky.  The number twelve painted within Effulg while 
the shard of Nacinth stabbed towards her.  The proportions 
were off, but those sorts of imperfections spoke to Grint.  
They were from his personal deck, swapped while everyone 
watched Black Samuel shovel his coin into the pot.
 Valun whistled and Elti grunted as she took her feet off 
the table.  Black Samuel stared at the two dogs with a va-
cant, dumb look, trying to work out what just happened.  All 
the while his jaw opened and shut trying to form words, but 
none tumbled out.  Grint raked the pitiful amount of coins 
toward him, waiting for someone, anyone to call him out.  So 
far, only young Marcus had the wherewithal to look confused 
as he glanced at the discard pile.  
 That’s right, kid.  Put it together, Grint thought.  “I’d give 
you all a chance to win your coin back, but I doubt there’s two 
coppers left in this town.  Not that your, uh, quaint mountain 
village is poor,” Grint finished with an apologetic glance at 
Attila?
 A loud, cracking slam made the table shudder and the 
coins jump.  A few pieces of copper continued spinning as 
Grint beheld the large, black bladed knife jammed in the 
center of the table.  Black Samuel took his hand off the hilt 
revealing intricate threads of black and silver wrapped in a 
crossing pattern.
 “Onion-eyed pignuts!” Grint eyed the blade, noting that 
the length of the blade was on scale with a man’s forearm.  “Is 
that a knife or a sword?”
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 “I’m calling you a cheat!” Black Samuel’s face darkened 
with each word.  The music quieted as everyone watched the 
table, including the proprietor, who appeared displeased by 
the brewing conflict and large knife penetrating the table.
 The clay mug had a rough texture, but the ale inside was 
smooth.  Grint drank deep and sighed as he put the mug 
down, “Why is it that whenever someone loses coin they call 
the winner a cheat?  We’ve all lost our fair share of hands to-
night.  Calling me a cheat now is so…so…” Grint snapped his 
fingers, trying to remember one of the ten-coin words that 
Hobbe loved throwing around.
 “Clitch,” Toothless added, nodding with satisfaction at 
his answer.
 “Yeah, clitch…wait, what?  No, it’s not clitch,” Grint said 
shaking his head.
 “What kind of word is clitch?” Elti asked as she looked 
around.
 “No such word,” Valun added.
 “He means cliché,” Nigel said as he tapped a massive, 
bloodstained cudgel against the knife’s hilt.
 “Right, cliché.”  Grint kept his eye on the cudgel.
 “Don’t know what neither of those words mean,” Black 
Samuel’s voice was a mumble as he retrieved the blade.  
Under the scrutiny of the owner, the divot left behind by 
the blade looked much larger than it was.  A long moment 
stretched out as Nigel weighed the damage against the pos-
sibility of a full-fledged brawl.  His bouncers, two large piec-
es of muscle named Tahr and Grag, who up to this point 
had been sitting behind the bar eating chicken legs and 
playing a game that involved slapping one another across 
the face, were making their way over.  
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 “Maybe we wrap this game up,” Nigel said as more of a 
command than a suggestion and shouldered the cudgel.
 It was at this moment the serving girl picked up Grint’s 
winning hand.  “I didn’t think our dogs were skeletons,” she 
said.  That small comment was enough to light a fire in Mar-
cus’s mind and he rummaged through the discards.  When 
he found what he was looking for, he slammed it face up on 
the table: a twelve-point, gray fur hound, howling at Effulg 
with no sign of Nacinth.
 “Cheater!” Black Samuel roared as he shook a fist in the 
air.  Elti slid a spiked set of brass knockers over her knuckles 
as she stood.
 “You have a good explanation for this?” Valun asked, his 
friendly demeanor vanishing.
 “Let’s not be hasty,” Grint said.  Holding his hands out to 
soothe the growing hostility, he let the pocketed three and 
seven cards fall from his sleeve.  The slip of the cards looked 
accidental as intended.  That was all part of the con.
 Chaos erupted ith everyone shouting, pointing fingers, 
and waving daggers.  Black Samuel was past civility and flung 
the table aside.  As it shattered against the flagstone wall, the 
brown cat hissed and darted off.  Black Samuel was a good 
head taller than Grint and wider by a mile.  As he advanced, 
Grint planted his feet and prepared to disarm that gorgeous 
blade from Samuel’s hand.  The fight was a necessary part.  
Getting stabbed to death was not.
 The fracas ground to a halt as the two meatbags, Tahr 
and Grag, intervened.  The first stepped in front of Black 
Samuel, shoving him back, while Grag wrapped a thick fist 
around each of Grint’s arms.  “You’re going nowhere,” his 
hot breath, smelling of eggs left to sit in the sun, enveloped 
Grint’s face.
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 “Out of my way,” Black Samuel yelled.  “I plan to open 
that runt up and see how many more cards spill out.”
 “Not unless Nigel says.”  Tahr stood a head taller than 
Samuel and leveraged that size to quiet the gamblers.
 “I have no desire to fight,” Grint offered to anyone will-
ing to listen.
 “No?” Valun mocked.  “Shouldn’t have stolen from us then.”  
 The loggers gathered around, cheering for blood, and 
chanting for a fight.  None of them cared who had cheated as 
long as there was blood.  Black Samuel was drinking in their 
adoration and strutting about, miming what he planned to 
do with his knife.
 “How about we call it even and walk away?” Grint had 
no expectations anyone would accept the offer, otherwise he 
wouldn’t have made it, but it played up appearances.
 “They’ll be walking away,” Tahr waved a hand to the oth-
er players.  “You?” his jowls swayed back and forth as he shook 
his head.  Grag squeezed Grint’s wrists, and he clenched his 
teeth to swallow the pain.
 “There’s still time to reconsider,” Grint said trying to 
convey more bravado than his strained voice would carry.  “I 
am very dangerous.”
 Black Samuel threw his head back and let out a booming 
laugh, echoed by the onlookers.  As the rich sound subsided, 
he stepped forward, waving his knife back and forth in front 
of Grint’s face.  “You won’t be doing nothing dangerous.  Not 
with your arms in those vices.”
 A slow smile split Grint’s face and the deep, mirthful ma-
levolence within the expression gave Black Samuel pause.  
“He only has my arms,” he said with a wink.
 Black Samuel frowned as he worked out the puzzle, but 
Tahr solved it first and shouted, “Grab his Kry-damned legs!”  
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 Grint kicked, and the toe of his hard-soled walking 
boot connected with the hilt of the Black Samuel’s dagger.  
The blade flew free and stuck in the rafters with a metallic 
twang that reverberated in the stunned silence.  Black Sam-
uel looked up, exposing himself to a second kick.  The blow 
caught him beneath the jaw and he stumbled into the crowd.
 Planting his feet, Grint threw his head back into Grag’s 
face.  There were several indistinct groans over the meaty, 
cracking sound of the bouncer’s nose shattering.  Warm 
blood drenched the back of Grint’s neck.  Grag’s hands fell 
away as he dropped to his knees, clutching the ruin of his 
face.  Free from his fleshy restraints, Grint picked up a chair 
and put his back to the wall.  Goose pimples rose along his 
arms as the chill from the stones bled through his coat.  The 
crowd formed a semi-circle, caging him in and remaining out 
of reach.  Grint jabbed the chair towards anyone who ven-
tured too close, but it was a flimsy, pathetic deterrent that 
wouldn’t last long if anyone rushed him.
 “Enough,” Nigel shouted, and the crowd parted to let 
him pass.  Any concerns over property damage fled as he 
swung the cudgel round, smashing the chair into splinters.  
Grint imagined how ridiculous he must look standing there 
with only a shard of wood in his hands.  The crowd’s roar 
was appreciative and Grint prepared to duck the next swing, 
but Nigel changed course and punched the head of the cud-
gel into his gut.  Grint choked for air that wouldn’t come as 
stars, vast and brilliant, danced across his vision.  Falling to 
his knees, his face was flush with fire as lances of pain radiat-
ed out from his stomach.
 “I will kill that man,” Black Samuel proclaimed, but the 
voice sounded disjointed and thick, like he was speaking with 
a mouth of honey.
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 “There will be no killing without my say,” Nigel said, 
quieting the cries for blood.  Five sweaty digits snaked their 
way through Grint’s hair and yanked hard, directing his gaze.  
Their faces were close so that as Grint’s vision returned, he 
could make out the imperfections in Nigel’s green eyes and 
the deep pock marks hidden just beneath his gray beard.  
 “We have a right,” Toothless whistled his r’s, a sound that 
trailed off as Nigel turned an icy stare on him.
 The innkeeper stood, pulling Grint to his feet alongside 
him.  “We all have a right and we’ll exact our toll this night as 
Petra demands!”

 “That’s blasphemy against Krypsie,” Grint said, regain-
ing his breath.  It burned his throat to speak, but he couldn’t 
help himself.  “I’m telling the Papality.”
 Nigel pressed the end of the cudgel into Grint’s neck and 
stared at him sideways.  “Annabelle, dear, fetch me some rope.”
 “Annabelle,” Grint snapped his fingers.  “Her name is 
Annabelle,” he continued under Nigel’s cold gaze.  “I was 
way off.”
 “Don’t want him hung,” Black Samuel growled.
 “And he won’t be,” Nigel pointed the cudgel in Samuel’s 
face, who quieted as he leaned away from the weapon.  “We’ll 
tie him to the rafters and take turns hitting him with Glory.”
 “You call your stick, Glory?  That’s adorable!” Grint 
laughed.
 Refusing to respond, Nigel twisted Grint’s hair as he 
dragged him towards one of the support posts.  “Tahr, take 
the rope from her and toss it over those beams and help me 
with your brother.”
 Nigel loosened his grip as the crowd parted to let them 
pass.  Grint leaned against a support post, his vision swim-
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ming, and marveled at the angry faces surrounding him.  
The whole tavern was taking part.  Everyone except the cold 
woman who remained seated, and watched the proceedings 
from beneath her hood.  If she was a thief catcher, she was a 
piss-poor one.
 “Stop being a baby,” Nigel slapped Grag whose moan-
ing had reached a dramatic level.  “Annabelle, don’t just 
stand there.  Tie him up.”  The girl jumped at the sound 
of her name, her chin quivering in what might have been a 
shake of the head.  “Don’t worry now, he won’t try nothing.  
Will you?”
 “Wouldn’t dare,” Grint replied, bravado wafting off him 
in obnoxious waves.  Just minutes ago she was draping her-
self over his shoulder, but now hesitated to step close.  Her 
hands shook as she wrapped the rope around his waist in 
slow methodical circles, treating him like an adder that could 
strike any moment.  When she screwed up the courage to 
glance up, she found Grint smiling ear to ear.
 “What?” her voice cracked.
 “I had hoped we would tie each other up tonight.”  A few 
chuckles cut through the angry mutterings, which set Nigel 
off.  Storming forward, he grabbed Grint by the hair and tore 
a clump out with his twisting.
 “Stop that,” Grint said, slapping at Nigel’s arm.
 “I wanted to give Grag the first crack at you, but I think 
it’ll be Annabelle, considering your rudeness.”
 “Rudeness?  That was foreplay!  I feel sorry for the wom-
en in your life,” Grint said, watching the innkeeper’s eyes 
bulge and face turn red.
 “Someone bring me a gag,” he demanded through grit-
ted teeth.
 “Now you’re getting it,” Grint laughed.
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 “I’m tired of his flippancy!”  Nigel looked around and 
found that the entire crowd had their backs to him as they 
watched the hearth.  “Anyone?”  A loud, thrumming wind 
was beating against the walls from without, and the fires in 
the hearth were dancing in time, spilling embers onto the 
cracked, wooden floor.
 “What is that?” Elti asked.  “That wail?”
 “I don’t hear no wail,” Black Samuel sneered.  He opened 
his mouth to insult the woman, but then the sound inten-
sified, and they all heard it.  It was a scream or screech not 
unlike a child who fell from some great height.
 “That’s an unnatural sound,” Valun said as it continued 
to intensify.
 “Tahr, go look,” Nigel commanded, but the bouncer 
didn’t move.  “Are you deaf?  Go look.”
 “Not going out there with no banshee,” Tahr said, his 
fatty jowls shaking in time with his head.
 “No such thing as banshees,” Toothless added.  “That’s a 
Sylph Queen!”
 “That’s not a Sylph Queen,” Grint said.  He had untied him-
self and was throwing the rope on the floor.  “That’s a dragon.”
 “No such thing as dragons,” Marcus stammered.
 “Yes, there are,” Elti and Black Samuel said in unison.  
Judging by the number of paling faces in the crowd, more 
than not knew what they said to be true.  
 Torches blazed past the windows, back and forth they 
went as panicked shouts accompanied them.  Nigel took a 
few hesitant steps toward the door, and Grint wondered if 
the man would have the stones to go out.  The answer would 
remain a mystery as a townsman burst in, torch held high.  
It was the old man Grint encountered earlier and his mouth 
was working, but no words came out.
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 “Mason,” the innkeeper called out.  “What in the hells of 
Asteros is going on out there?”
 Mason looked around as if he was just now realizing 
where he was and shouted, “Dragon!”
 An earth-shaking thud and a blood-curdling scream 
drowned out the old man’s proclamation.  Grint took a step 
back before the front wall of the tavern caved inward, bury-
ing old Mason amidst the stone and straw debris of the roof.  
A mammoth dragon head swung round, knocking loose any 
falling beams as it uttered an ear-shattering roar.
 The dragon’s head was the size of ten men, and was the 
only part of the beast able to fit inside the tavern.  Its long, 
serpentine neck stretched through the hole, obscuring a 
winged body larger than the inn itself.  Its blood-red scales 
glistened in the firelight as a forked tongue flicked out, tast-
ing the human fear.  Golden eyes, alive with chaos, stared at 
the inhabitants who backed against the walls.
 Nigel crept forward, hoping to pull Mason from the de-
bris, but the movement caught the dragon’s attention and 
it knocked them sideways with its monstrous head.  They 
soared like leaves on the wind, crumpling to the floor after 
striking the wall.  Grint could see the rise and fall of their 
chests.  Alive, if not a little broken.
 One brave fool brandished a broken table leg at the 
dragon.  Its rebuttal was as swift as a bolt of lightning and 
before the man could move, two giant nostrils flared before 
his face.  The dragon exhaled, blowing the man’s hair back.  
A hysterical scream broke the nervous silence before the 
logger fainted.  Bits of the thatch roof dislodged in great 
chunks as the tavern shook.  Men and women dove for cov-
er from the assailing shower.  The dragon’s roars were tri-
umphant…and hungry.
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 The dragon quieted, its eyes coming to rest on Grint, 
who leaned an arm against the beam, coils of rope at his feet.  
Annabelle, hands over her face and cowering behind Grint’s 
legs, screamed.  It was a piercing sound that made Grint’s 
eyes water and the dragon shake its mammoth head.  The 
beast roared again and Grint could smell slaughtered sheep 
on its breath.
 “I don’t want to die,” Annabelle cried.  It was a nice re-
spite from the screaming, which returned once she finished 
speaking.  Grint hoped she would faint soon.
 Soft thuds, much like the sound of rain drops against 
thatch, rang out.  First one, then three, and then a score in 
rapid succession.  The townsfolk were shooting arrows as 
someone shouted orders.  The folk of Kambar had dug out 
militia armor, unused for a decade, and mounted an offen-
sive.  It wasn’t the brightest idea, but Grint had to tip the 
proverbial cap to them for not just rolling over in the face 
of danger.  The dragon cocked its head and something like 
amusement passed through its eyes.
 A large spear bounced off the dragon’s neck, sufficient 
enough to garner the beast’s full attention.  More debris 
showered down as it pulled its head free.  Grint could hear 
the screams of a dozen men fleeing.  The dragon roared and 
spat fire, lighting the night as if the sun had risen and set 
again.  There was nothing that anyone in the village could 
do to stop the beast.  It would rage on until everything that 
remained smoldered in ash.  Grint’s knuckles popped as he 
flexed them.  It was time.
 Black Samuel’s knife remained buried in the rafters.  
Shouldering past Elti, Grint leapt at the blade, his fingertips 
brushing against the hilt as he came away empty handed.  
Black Samuel laid with his hands over his head just a foot away, 
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so Grint stepped on top of him and tried again.  This time his 
hand grasped the hilt of the dagger and his weight pulled it 
free.  In all Terragard, there were perhaps a hundred knives 
that might surpass this one’s perfection of weight, balance, 
and sheer beauty.  How Black Samuel had come to own it was 
a true mystery.
 “What are you doing?” Toothless asked, standing a few 
feet away, his trousers wet with urine.  If Grint needed help, 
he wouldn’t find it here.
 Annabelle’s shrill screaming rose above everything else, 
which was at least something Grint could remedy.  Walking 
over, he lifted her chin and pulled her into a deep kiss.  She 
tensed at first, shocked by the suddenness, but then returned 
it with fervor.  When he stopped, she looked at him with de-
sire and confusion, uncertain of how she should feel.
 “Wish me luck,” Grint said.
 “With what?” she asked, terror and a scream building 
back up in her throat.
 “This,” he said with a wink as he sprinted towards the 
dragon.  The creature was spitting fire above the homes as 
Grint reached the gaping maw that was the tavern’s front 
door.  An upended barrel rocked back and forth amid the 
wreckage and Grint used it to leap onto the dragon’s flank.  
 Once there, the dragon roared and whipped its head 
about.  Horn-like protrusions jutted between the scales, 
and  Grint used them to climb out of reach of its razor-sharp 
teeth.  With an angry screech, the dragon spread its wings 
and in one great beat, rose toward the stars.  Grint looked 
down into the receding inn.  Annabelle held an outstretched 
hand toward him - and abruptly fainted.  
 At least the screaming stopped.



They had been referring to Eleanor as ‘the cold woman’ for 
the better part of the evening.  It was not a distinction that 
bothered her.  Nor was sitting in a low-lit corner of the tav-
ern.  The torch behind her was slowly dying, and she waved 
away the clueless pip of a girl who came to relight it.  Eleanor 
enjoyed the darkness and deep shadows.  Even with her hood 
pulled up a few drunken loggers thought to approach her, 
but something in her depthless brown eyes chased them off.  
Before long, word spread about the cold woman and atten-
tion tapered off.  By the time the Cheat Me game was erupt-
ing into accusations of treachery, the only person who paid 
her any mind was the waif who refilled her wine whenever 
she held it aloft.

Trained in the art of seduction by paramours, Eleanor 
could wrap any man or woman in a web of pure infatua-
tion.  Were that her goal, any of these mud-thubbing loggers 

2
“I’ve met the Dragon King.  He asked, ‘Why shouldn’t I let my 
dragons devour you?’  I told him of my undying love for drag-
onkind.  He guffawed, belched fire, and asked, ‘Why?’  Well, 
your kingship - dragons ate my last three wives!” 

                             - Morro the Mad, the Wandering Jester    
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would murder their mothers for a mere glance or brush of 
her finger.  It was lucky for them - that was not what Count 
Danghier desired.  The Master bestowed upon her the grand 
honor of this quest.  Greater still would be the renown upon 
completing it, and the ascension of rank within the Count’s 
inner-circle.  All other goals, entertaining as they may be, 
must fall aside.

The expedition began as many did with the Count’s 
necro-mages divining answers from the spiritual plane.  The 
art of scrying, while helpful, often became riddled with am-
biguities as the threads of life altered from moment to mo-
ment.    Pull too hard on one and others fell away.  Through 
the myriad possibilities, they gleaned a starting point for 
her: Dirty Gull, a disreputable port city on the northern 
coast of Taryn.  The main industry in Dirty Gull was the pro-
curement of Salt Fish where catching one of the monstrous, 
man-eating sea monsters required the proper lure.   Three 
decades earlier, the city rioted against the practice of throw-
ing condemned criminals into the ocean as bait.  Since then, 
Dirty Gull had fallen in to a state of perpetual corruption 
making it the perfect place to find a suitable thief.  Upon her 
arrival the mission changed. 

A shambling corpse crawled from the sewer with a mes-
sage, “Cardiffe.  Black hair.”  

On it went, the necro-mages providing a sliver of detail 
each time.  In Cardiffe they spoke to her through the flames.  
In Hangham, the rats.  Through smuggler dens and prison 
barges, from one dirty tavern to the next she followed the 
trail, uncovering the description of a thief named Black Sam-
uel.  The last missive directed her south toward Hyriad in 
Greater Anghor.  It was happenstance she found him in a 
tavern with no name - in a town few knew existed.
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Yet, Eleanor hesitated to approach the brawny, erstwhile 
scoundrel.  There were a dozen ways to insinuate herself 
into the game, but she remained content to watch it unfold.  
There was much to learn about a person from how they 
played cards.  How they reacted to highs and lows, their pre-
dilections, and their fears.  As the night progressed, she be-
came less inspired by the man long sought.  He lacked subtle-
ty, had a handful of tells, tried to bully every pot, and barked 
like a rabid dog.  Worse, it wasn’t an act.  That was Black 
Samuel plain and true.

The quixotic nature of scrying came to mind.  Had the 
necro-mages pulled too many threads, changing the quarry?  
Eleanor went around the table, judging each player.  The pi-
rate woman had skill, but a general malaise overall.  Petra’s 
priest had yet to win a hand and the gangly boy would get 
chewed up by the larger world.  The local wasn’t worth con-
sidering, but the red-haired man - well he interested Eleanor.

Before she approached, tempers flared, and drew the 
collected patrons into a maelstrom of madness.  Her thief 
was a cheat, spilling cards from his sleeve with such graceful 
elegance it became impossible for her not to see the design 
behind it.  There was skill in his fighting, even a modicum of 
grace, but he allowed the upper hand to slip from his grasp.  
What was there to gain?  The question rankled her.  Why 
draw their ire unless he had a partner mixed in?  No one 
stepped up to help.  As they tied him to the beam, she won-
dered if her judgement was askew.  Perhaps he was just an 
inept cheater.

When the dragon crashed through the wall, all thoughts 
of cons and thieves fled from her mind.  Eleanor reached 
under her cloak and grasped the hilt of a long dagger.  It was 
a comforting gesture and nothing more.  This blade would 
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do little to the dragon aside from infuriating it.  Eleanor’s 
blood froze as the dragon swept its gaze across the room and 
those golden eyes met hers.  Of all the myriad creatures in 
Terragard, dragons terrified her most.

Count Danghier sought to cure her of this fear by drop-
ping her within the deep, craggy mountains north of the 
Krau plains.  According to the Magicai, the abyssal caverns 
stretched for miles, some touching the Sun in the Center.  
While the oppressive heat was too much for even the hardi-
est Stoneskin miners, dragons found it palatable and used 
the labyrinths as pupping grounds.  In the texts, during cer-
tain solar cycles, the younglings would climb to the surface 
to temper their scales in the cold mountain air.  Not every 
one of them survived the process.  That was according to the 
Magicai.  Eleanor wondered if any of them ever witnessed 
the event for themselves or if they just imposed their views 
as they believed.

It was enough that the Count believed, so Eleanor tra-
versed the mountains, searching every cave and cavern, sus-
taining herself on spring water and the occasional moun-
tain goat.  For three weeks she braved the harsh elements, 
relying on wits and a will to survive.  On the twenty second 
day, she took shelter in a cavernous maw pungent with the 
stench of bat guano.  Slipping on slick rocks she brought her 
hand down on a cluster of daydream mushrooms, mashing 
them between her fingers.  The fungus was high in protein, 
but hallucinogenic.  It had been two days since she had sol-
id food, so the mushrooms were tempting, but best avoided.  
The sky rumbled and spit sleet out in chilling waves, driving 
Eleanor deeper to stay dry.

That was when she heard the first cry as young claws 
scratched their way up the tunnel.  The dragon pup that 
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appeared was already the size of a horse and given another 
three months it would be a mammoth with scales stronger 
than steel.  Eleanor’s only hope to slay one was to fell the 
beast before the tempering occurred.  The blade trembled 
in her shaky hands as waves of nausea and terror threatened 
to choke her.

The dragon’s scales shone deep black with speckles of 
white that reflected the gray afternoon light.  It stumbled 
around the cave in a drunken stupor, blinking eyes unaccus-
tomed to sunlight.  As it neared, the pup stopped and flared 
its nostrils, smelling the stink of fear radiating off Eleanor.  
Focusing its pale-yellow eyes, the pup made a barking sound 
and nipped the air as it trotted closer.  

With her back to the wall and cold sweat trickling salt 
into her eyes, Eleanor dug deep to find a moment of cour-
age.  Her blade was quick, shattering brittle scales and cut-
ting through tender sinew.  The dragon pup tried to rear 
away, but Eleanor ducked below and hacked again, this 
time removing the young beast’s head.  Without a brain, 
the body lumbered before falling on its side in a shudder-
ing thud.   The convulsions started moments later, followed 
by a thick, mucus-like froth that stank of sulfur and foun-
tained into the air.

The head was heavy, forcing Eleanor to drag it through 
the dirt to the weathered leather bag the Count provided.  
More barking pups ascended the tunnels and swarmed over 
the carcass of their fallen sibling.  A deep, wailing roar fol-
lowed, signaling the impending arrival of a parent and the 
need for a hasty departure.  The ledges and rocks were slick 
with frozen sleet and she lost her footing several times in 
a mad dash to get clear of the cave.  The deep roar of a 
fully grown dragon echoed through the mountains before 



D.S. TIERNEY30

it took flight.  Eleanor wedged herself between some rocks, 
letting a thin layer of sleet cover her as the beast soared in 
a wide circle.

The dragon was tenacious in trying to track her, and it 
took Eleanor a full month to climb out of the mountains and 
deliver the head.  Her reward had been a pack of faithful 
hounds though it had always felt like a hollow victory.  Kill-
ing the pup had not cured her of her fears and the proof of 
that was how she froze before the red scaled dragon’s roar.  
In the deep recesses of her fear, she wondered if this was the 
same dragon from the cave.  Dragons were intelligent de-
spite their bestial appearance.  Had it tracked her?  No, that 
was just madness trying to creep into her mind.

The next moments transpired from the corner of her 
eye.  Eleanor watched the red-haired man kiss the barmaid 
and sprint headlong towards certain death.  It took him three 
heartbeats to run outside and leap on the monster’s back.  
The beast screamed in defiance, rattling the woodwork and 
drowning out the screams.  The rider remained unperturbed 
as the dragon beat its wings and shot skyward.

“Blood soaked madman,” the pirate woman said as she 
brushed debris off her coat.  Eleanor agreed.  Who sought to 
battle dragons?  Even she had faced only a pup and then only 
at the behest of her master.  This man leapt onto the back of 
a grown dragon with little regard for his own fate.

Stepping through the shattered doorway of the tavern, a 
bitter wind brushed Eleanor’s cheek.  Effulg’s fullness made it 
easy to distinguish the dark shadow of the dragon against the 
stars as it soared and rolled to dislodge the passenger.  Fire 
blooms lit the sky, but there was no view of the rider.  He must 
still be on its back or the dragon would have returned.  Even 
without seeing him at work, the display was breathtaking.



DARK AGES 31

Townsfolk stood on the muddy path they called a street 
and stared at the night with mouths ajar.  Those who had 
been in their houses came out and joined the militia in view-
ing the spectacle.  Dragons were elusive beasts, sometimes 
hiding from view for centuries.  The simple folk of Kambar 
had not seen one in generations and dismissed the caution-
ary tales as fanciful.  This tale was different.  Its telling would 
pass down from generation to generation, growing in gran-
deur each time as stories did.  In the stories to come, the 
dragon would grow to the size of a mountain and the gam-
bler to the stature of a visiting king.  A monument to this mo-
ment would dominate the town square and families would 
claim lineage with the king.  A few generations further and a 
war would break out wiping the sweet hamlet of Kambar out 
of existence.

Eleanor didn’t need a scryer to see the chain of events 
leading to that day in some distant century.  For now, she 
stood amongst the denizens of Kambar while they made ap-
preciative sounds as if watching an alchemist’s sky-fire show.  
Even had she the desire to warn them of the poisonous seed 
they planted - they wouldn’t listen.  Half-hearted cheers rose 
and quickly fell as the heroics forced each person to confront 
the impotence of their own inaction.

The whispers grew as the battle lingered on, “How long 
can this continue?”  “How can he survive?”  And they spoke 
the worst in the quietest of breaths, “What if he loses?”

Inevitably, one would win out over the other.  The hope 
that the rider would win ebbed and flowed with each looping 
twist or roar from the primal beast, but the townsfolk held 
on to their hope with steel gauntleted fingers.  They knew 
failure meant their destruction.  The militia had been inef-
fective and if the scaled monster returned, it would offer no 
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quarter.  Those who survived the onslaught would find their 
deaths delayed behind a short life of begging and starvation.

“Behold,” an old woman cried out.  The dragon roared 
once more breathing a pillar of fire three miles high.  Then, 
like a candle being snuffed the fire faded.  The darkness left 
behind a ghostly image of the dragon with its wings spread 
wide. Until that too faded.  Night blind, no one saw the beast 
or hero fall.   The last remnant of the battle was a distant 
thud that trembled the earth.  Eleanor judged it at two miles, 
maybe more.  The mountains could play tricks with sound.

“Are they both dead?” A man wearing leather armor too 
small for his rotund belly asked, looking around for answers 
no one had.  

“No one survives a fall like that,” someone answered.  
The milling crowd kicked their feet and made disgusted 
sounds, not wanting to admit the truth of that statement.  
No man could fall from that height and survive.  

“Unless…” Eleanor whispered.
“Unless what?” a woman asked, her brows raised as she 

sought answers.  Eleanor turned and stared with cold regard.  
A strong woman with thick arms, perhaps a smith by trade.  
She swallowed hard and withered under Eleanor’s gaze.  

The idea born in Eleanor’s mind was almost too prepos-
terous to give credence to.   Just as the cards spilled conve-
niently from the hero’s sleeve - had this been a show?  A mum-
mer’s farce on a grandiose stage?  It was ludicrous!  No one 
could train a dragon - domesticate one.  But what if?  The 
town of Kambar survived - almost unscathed.   The taller 
barns needed minor repairs, but other than the tavern, the 
dragon destroyed nothing.  Even its flames missed anything 
of importance.  Igniting only trees and hay bales. 
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A sound theory, but Eleanor let it go.  She was unwilling 
to accept that a man who trained a dragon would stoop so 
low as waste it on cheating at cards instead of conquering 
kingdoms.  That would be an egregious lack of vision.

With nothing more to see, she walked back into the tav-
ern.  The townsfolk began the chore of repairing their vil-
lage as the loggers gathered their belongings to return to 
camp.  A handful of the tavern’s patrons remained, includ-
ing the innkeeper and card players, all covered in dust and 
straw.   The priest attempted to soothe everyone with use-
less benedictions that only the gangly boy seemed willing to 
hear.  Eleanor wanted to hate them for their weakness, but 
how could she when she showed an equal measure of cow-
ardice when faced with the dragon?

Her bag lay askew on the floor beside her seat, so she set 
it on the table to confirm the contents.  With the red-haired 
hero gone, she didn’t see another option outside of Black 
Samuel.  It irked her to give the barbaric thief the glory of 
serving the Count.  Black Samuel was a feeble specimen and 
feared he would not have the subtlety to infiltrate  Ballas-
trine’s manor and gain what the master desired.  

Perhaps she should leave Black Samuel here and contin-
ue south to Hyriad.  Time had yet to run dry in the hourglass, 
and Hyriad was large enough that she could find a local seer 
to divine a new name.  And if there wasn’t anyone else, then 
she would do the job herself.  The Count could forgive if he 
got what he wanted.  The ends justified the means.

Eleanor’s shoulders sagged as she exhaled and pounded 
the flat of her fist against the table.  The Count allowed a cer-
tain amount of leeway in executing her duties - but diverting 
from the path he clearly set before her was self-delusion.  Or 
worse, self-destruction.  It would be Black Samuel she took 



D.S. TIERNEY34

with her and pray to the unholy dead that her ability to coach 
him along the way would prove enough.

A flash of movement beside the wrecked wall caught 
her eye, and she shifted her weight while opening her right 
shoulder.  The knife in her hand hidden below the table.  This 
gave her a clear view of the hooded man, hidden in the shad-
ows outside the tavern.  He did not look in her direction, in-
stead his attention was on the street and the people busying 
themselves with repairs or putting out fires.  His right hand 
hung by his side and working through a series of hand ges-
tures that none in Terragard could decipher.  The hounds 
knew to remain outside town and out of sight.  By ignoring 
that command, Bowman faced grievous consequences and 
her wrath, but how angry could she be?  Easily her favorite, 
Bowman knew well her fear of dragons and came to confirm 
her safety.  Eleanor signed her own message, I will rejoin you 
soon.   Just as quick as he appeared, Bowman vanished into 
the night.

“What was his name?” a logger asked, drawing every-
one’s attention.  “Does anyone know?”  A twinge of fear rip-
pled through Eleanor but eased when she realized they were 
not asking about Bowman, but the brazen hero who died 
fighting a dragon.

“I don’t have a clue,” Nigel answered.  “It seems we 
should know.”  The innkeeper stood and shook off the trem-
ors of fear as he scanned the room.  When his gaze fell upon 
Black Samuel, he shouted, “You!  Black Bastard!”

“Samuel,” the dark-haired man corrected, unable to 
meet Nigel’s gaze.

“Your name is no matter,” the innkeeper responded.  
“What we want is the name of that man.  You must have 
picked it up during the game.”
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“I did not,” Black Samuel admitted.
“Did none of you know?”  One by one they shook their 

heads, ashamed of the simple act of decency they overlooked, 
had always overlooked, and would continue to overlook.

“To die unknown,” Valun said.  “I shall beseech Petra to 
welcome him to her vineyards.”

“Grint,” Annabelle blurted out.  “His name was Grint.”  
She touched her lips as she spoke, perhaps imagining the 
kiss given before departing this world.

“Well then, let us raise a mug to Grint,” Nigel said wav-
ing a hand.  The bouncers went behind the bar to fill mugs 
with ale.  This aroused everyone’s attention, and they gath-
ered to accept their free drink.  Eleanor watched, unable to 
shake the notion that something was missing.  The back of 
the bar, battered and disheveled, looked somehow barren.  A 
silly observation given the attack, but very few of the mugs 
and casks fell from the shelves.  So what was she missing?

“That means you, Black Bastard,” Nigel shouted, noticing 
that Samuel was not taking part.  Under the scrutiny of the 
tavern, Samuel shuffled forward and accepted a mug.  With 
drinks in hand, Tahr and Grag rejoined the group and as one 
lifted in honor of their unlikely savior.

“To Grint,” young Marcus shouted.   They each took a 
drink and bowed their heads.  Eleanor took a mug, but did 
not drink or bow, content to observe, her lips quivering with 
amusement.

“To Grint!” came another shout from behind the 
bar.  Everyone lifted their heads.  Several mugs shattered on 
the floor as their contents spilled over leather boots before 
flooding the cracks between floorboards.

The foam head from a hastily poured ale covered Grint’s 
upper lip,  and he smiled at the crowd of people staring 
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awestruck, their mouths agape.   “Are we not toasting any-
more?”   Still receiving no answer, he tilted the mug and 
drained the rest of its contents.  As he slammed his mug onto 
the bar, he wiped a sleeve across his mouth, leaving a muddy 
streak in its wake.

Eleanor found herself both shocked and pleased.  How 
had he survived?  How had he returned and gotten behind 
the bar with no one noticing?  Without her noticing?  That he 
had done so only reinforced her desire to take him instead 
of Black Samuel.

Grint refilled his mug and hopped onto the bar to sit 
with his legs dangling over the edge.  Grag leaned on a chair 
beside him, blood caked around his crooked nose.   Grint 
reached over and rubbed the bouncer’s bald head.  “No hard 
feelings about the nose?”

“You killed a dragon,” Grag replied, wide-eyed and in awe.
“That I did,” Grint nodded as if it were nothing.  He took 

another drink and let his smile falter.  “Now, who here was 
calling me a cheat?”

That was all it took for the gathered mass to collect ev-
ery bit of copper, silver - even gold - from their pockets and 
offer it to the dragon slayer.  Grint beamed as he held open 
a fine leather coin purse for them to deposit their hom-
ages.   Eleanor surmised the amount of coin he now held 
was close to thirty times larger than what he would have 
won playing Cheat Me.  As the last coin clinked inside the 
bag, he tied the string and made the pouch disappear up 
his sleeve.  The very cheek!

Annabelle shoved past the loggers to stand beside 
Grint.  She held her chin high as if named the Queen of Up-
per Anghor.  Eleanor stifled a laugh.
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“I could use a room,” Grint said to Nigel with a wink.
“Of course,” Nigel stammered.  “Anything you want!”
“I have one,” Annabelle said and blushed at the roar 

of laughter.   Embarrassment did not stop her from taking 
Grint’s hand and coaxing him from his seat atop the bar.  The 
man shrugged and smiled as the loggers parted to let them 
through, slapping his back while making lewd jokes.

“I want my knife back,” Black Samuel called out. The 
crowd quieted and Grint pulled his hand free.

“Why don’t you go on up,” Grint said to the girl.  “I’ll be 
along.” Annabelle hesitated and then skipped up the stairs.

“My blade,” Black Samuel repeated.
“This blade?” Grint asked as he drew it and flipped it 

back and forth through the air.  An appreciative gasp and 
hoots of laughter filled the room as the showman continued 
to make the blade dance with ease.  

“I’m keeping it,” he announced.  “It’s nice.”
Black Samuel blinked first and lowered his eyes.   The 

crowd laughed and Grint sheathed the blade in a belt loop, 
then tipped an imaginary cap to the crowd.  Many voices cried 
out for him to remain and drink, but he motioned toward 
the stairs with an apologetic shrug.  They bandied a few more 
jokes about, but before anyone else objected, he disappeared.

Eleanor sat back down and nursed her ale.  Now that 
Grint had returned, she would await him here.  The party did 
not die with his absence as the loggers and gamblers milled 
around, drinking, toasting, and telling stories.  Even the sur-
ly innkeeper seemed happy and uncaring of the gaping hole 
in his tavern.

“I object to him taking my blade,” Black Samuel glow-
ered when pressed.  Those around him laughed with great 
delight, which only darkened the man’s mood.
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“Should have told him that when you had the chance,” 
Toothless shouted, spit spraying with each word.

“He preferred to stand there pissing himself,” a rotund 
man with little left of his hair chimed in.  Men who would 
never have dared insult someone like Black Samuel no lon-
ger feared doing so.  The bestial figure had proven himself 
weak.  But she sensed him using the ridicule to stoke angry 
fires deep within.  He was not the man for the job at hand, 
but perhaps there were other ways to make use of him?

Annabelle returned, clopping down the stairs with a sour 
twist to her mouth.  Eleanor reckoned that her footfalls, exag-
gerated as they were, sounded much like a mule on a cobble-
stone street.

“Done already?” Nigel laughed. “I guess being a dragon 
slayer doesn’t mean you’re good at everything!”  There was 
uproarious laughter throughout.

“No,” Annabelle pouted.  “Nothing happened.”
“What?” Nigel asked, confused.
“He came in, smiled at me and then climbed out the win-

dow,” she sat at the bar and dropped her head into her arms 
while pretending to cry.  Eleanor stood and shouldered her 
bag.  There was no need to remain for the theatrics.  Grint 
vanished and she would need to find him.

Exiting the tavern, Eleanor heard someone ask, “Nigel, 
where’s that ugly statue you keep behind the bar?”

“What? It’s gone!” Nigel sounded despondent.  “Every-
one look around, the dragon must have knocked it over.  Fam-
ily heirloom that is.”

Eleanor laughed as she stepped into the cold Upper An-
ghor night.  A purse full of coin wasn’t the mark at all, but a 
statue of jade.  Dawn neard, but she felt confident that her 
hounds could find where Grint had gone.
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“Mistress,” Bowman said as he fell in beside her.
“A man left the inn through a window,” Eleanor said.  

“Find him.”
“As you wish,” he said and whistled for the others.  El-

eanor smiled as she looked up at Effulg and the shattered 
remnant of  Nacinth.   The hounds would find the thief for 
her.  This turned out to be a fine night.  

“A fine night indeed.”



Only an hour remained until dawn’s red kiss would paint 
itself on the eastern horizon and wake the world.   Grint 
fought against the exhaustion burning behind his eyes, his 
displeasure at being kept awake manifested itself as an ach-
ing bloom in his chest.   All he wanted was to lie beside a 
warm fire and count the coins from his haul.  Instead, moldy 
bark crumbled against his back as he listened for the fools 
hunting him.   In the pre-dawn gloom, the dark and light 
conspired to trick the eyes, but his ears told the truth.  They 
were out there and tracking him with enthusiastic fervor.

A long howl hung in the air until answered by anoth-
er, sending ripples of goose flesh along Grint’s arm.   This 
wasn’t a lone man, but a group sweeping the forest; and 
they brought dogs with them.  The night had been going so well, 
Grint thought as he shifted the sack’s strap and repositioned 
the jade statue so the serpentine arms stopped jabbing his 
ribs.  It hadn’t been hard to steal, not with everyone’s atten-

3
“In the art of negotiation, it’s the one who thinks they’re 
getting the deal that always gets fleeced.”

                - General Mackius
   The Tragedy of King Mezzer
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tion on the dragon.  The only concern was the cold woman 
spotting him.  There was something about her.  A demeanor?  
A sense of superiority?  Grint knew the type; with eyes that 
saw nothing but watched everything.  Yet the dragon shook 
her, pulled her onto the street and while everyone thought 
Grint was sacrificing himself, he snuck through the tavern’s 
back door.

The kry-damned statue was heavy.   Heftier than any 
jade he’d encountered and his shoulders ached every time 
he shifted the sack from one side to the other.  The weight 
slowed his pace, but he couldn’t leave the ugly thing for his 
pursuers to happen upon.  That defeated the whole purpose 
of being here.  Faighur needed it for a buyer and Grint owed 
him for the time his friend helped pilfer a cursed necklace 
down in Marinoire.  So Grint agreed to the job and they ran 
the old dragon-slayer con.  Faighur, Grint thought, where is 
that bloody dragon when I need him?  

Another dog howled far to the right.   It  had a higher 
pitch than the first two and moved fast, making a lot of rack-
et.  Grint pushed away from the tree and jogged onward.  The 
night offered decent cover, but was just as dangerous, limiting 
visibility to a few feet.  Dense forest underbrush hid crags or 
shale deposits that slid underfoot, waiting to mark his posi-
tion.  The ground sloped southward, steep enough to make 
traveling with the burden of the statue an arduous task.  More 
than once he tangled his foot in a root or stumbled over a rock.

Grint’s haste to distance himself caused an awful racket, 
but his mystery guests weren’t any quieter.  Hunters always 
boasted of sneaking up on their prey, but those were just tav-
ern-tales.  People made a noise.  Animals too.  None of them 
could help it.  That was how he first noticed they were fol-
lowing him.  The subtle snap of twigs, shuffling of leaves, the 
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flutter of an owl’s wings taking flight, and the cry of bats atop 
the trees.  The forest sang a song in the night - if you knew 
what to listen for.  

Upper Anghor maintained a small military component 
closer to the capital.  But left the mountain towns on their 
own, relying on locals to protect themselves.  The Kambar 
militia formed at the sight of the dragon, but why would they 
be after him?  Once they finished cleaning up the town, they 
would go south to search for the dragon carcass.  They al-
ways did.  That was the beauty of the con.  Could someone 
have sussed out the deception and formed a mob to spill his 
blood?  No, Grint thought.  That wasn’t this.  Mobs were no-
torious for the noise they made, hefting torches and shout-
ing challenges into the night.  They wanted you to choke on 
your fear as they tightened the noose.  The group tracking 
him maintained discipline, moving within the darkness, al-
lowing their dogs only enough leash to… 

“To keep me moving east.”  They were herding him.
Grint paused, placing a hand against a sap-coated ma-

ple.   Closing his eyes, he listened to the night.   Down the 
slope and to the south - the heavy footsteps of a man.  A dog 
trailed behind him, almost on top of him, making it hard 
to differentiate the two.  Another raced along the northern 
slope scaring wildlife.  It barked, snapping twigs and scatter-
ing a herd of rabbits.  Someone shouted a word from a lan-
guage Grint never heard before.  The loping trot of a dog 
departed from the source of that shout.  What in the bloody 
addled Hells of Astapoor is going on?  With growing certainty, 
Grint knew they were closing their trap.

There weren’t many viable options to consider.  Standing 
his ground allowed them to approach in unison.  He might 
as well give up.  All Grint had to fight with was a stolen statue 
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and knife.  If they were thief catchers the statue was damn-
ing enough for losing a hand in most places.  They may even 
consider the knife an act of theft.  Grint would argue that 
taking Black Samuel’s knife while the man stood in a puddle 
of his own piss wasn’t theft.  Not that it would do him any 
good.  Thief catchers didn’t concern themselves with things 
like details.  

Hiding wasn’t any better than standing.   The image of 
hunkering down beneath the brush, hoping they passed 
by made him laugh involuntarily.  A fool’s wager.  The dogs 
would catch his scent.  Even if they were the dumbest dogs in 
the world the rising sun would reveal his position and that 
would be that.

Grint punched the maple and felt a flap of skin peel away 
from his knuckles.  Shaking blood from his hand, he lament-
ed leaving his travel bag beside the bedroll he longed to lie 
in.  There were things in that bag he could use to confuse 
his trail, but it was out of reach and nothing more than a 
dream.  The best and only real option was to change direc-
tion, charge a tracker, slow them down, hobble them, create 
confusion, and slip the trap.  Maybe from there he could turn 
the tables and herd them.   

It’s a terrible plan, he told himself.   There were too 
many variables and no way to know how many trackers on 
his tail.   Three at least, but the noise from the dogs could 
hide their real numbers.  Grint had only a passing knowledge 
of the forest from the two days spent camping as they planned 
the job.  If the trackers were local, their familiarity with the 
surrounding woods, even in deep darkness, would eclipse his 
own.  Surprising them would be tricksome enough, but the 
unpredictable nature of their dogs added a dangerous fac-
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et.  Any chance of success hinged on each tracker having only 
one dog.  Any more than that and they would overwhelm him.

Sliding downhill through the tress, Grint raced towards 
the sounds of pursuit.  The barest hint of morning lit the way, 
a strange half-light casting shapes on the edges of trees, cre-
ating illusions of phantoms lurking everywhere.  It was un-
settling and Grint’s heart jumped at every shadow.  Pausing 
amidst a small copse of rotted trees, Grint tossed the statue 
beneath a stone outcropping.  He snapped a moldy branch 
and laid a piece of torn cloth over it before he set about mak-
ing a racket, slapping his knife blade against the tree trunk 
and throwing rocks.  When he heard a dog sprinting toward 
him, he dropped and rolled beneath the lip of the rock.

The sound of nails scratching against stone made Grint’s 
hair stand on end.  He took a deep breath as the dog leapt 
toward his decoy.  For an instant he saw a tangle of brown 
and white fur before the mutt disappeared behind drooping 
fern leaves.  Relying on his ears alone he heard the rustling 
of leaves and a heavy-booted step.  A man grunted, a guttur-
al, angry sound followed by steel dragging the length of the 
trunk.  The man?  How did he get so close?  A murder of ra-
vens screamed as they took wing and the man tossed a hand-
ful of bark mere inches from Grint’s face.  The fabric decoy 
tore as the man snatched it from the stick and then a deep, 
snorting inhale that painted a mental picture of the tracker 
jamming it against his nose.  Why is he smelling it?  Why not give 
it to the dog?

The answer didn’t change the plan.  Hobble the scout, 
get over the rock, find the next choke point and Krypsie will-
ing the dog wouldn’t follow.  Keep at it, one by one and swing 
them back around, draw them north towards Faighur.  The 
dragon would be angry.  And no doubt require Grint to pull 
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another job as a recompense for the trouble, but they could 
haggle that point over drinks.  Both very much alive.  Hobbe 
laughed within his memory, his former mentor’s voice fill-
ing the role of Grint’s subconscious.  Plans only work so long as 
Lady Lorelai doesn’t pull on her webs.  The chiding caution was 
right; the Goddess of Chance was an ever-present concern 
and the only god Grint took care not to anger.

There was no time for liturgical rituals or runes to gain 
her favor.  It was time to act.  Grint rolled out and snatched 
a hunk of wood.  The tracker threw down the torn scrap of 
cloth, seeing through the ruse, but it was too late.  Grint was 
on him before he could shout a warning or prepare a de-
fense. The heavy stick shattered the man’s knee, bending it 
inward as he collapsed like a marionette against the base of 
the tree.  The force of the blow snapped the branch, leaving 
the top half dangling from a thin piece of bark.  Grint held 
on to it, searching for the dog.  When the mutt didn’t appear, 
Grint threw it aside and retrieved the statue.  Hope sprang 
and blossomed as Grint slid over the rocks.  Maybe the plan 
isn’t banjaxed after all!

That hope died a quick and inglorious death under the 
sound of scattering leaves and the rhythmic pant of a dog 
in full stride.   Grint rolled over the rocks, sliding through 
a crevice as he caught the barest flash of red fur between 
trees.  A different color, which meant a different dog.  Where 
was the first dog?  Too many questions.  Grint moved, count-
ing on the man’s screams to cover his steps.  Except, the man 
made no sound, just a single, gravel-rough shout.  

“Here!”
How is he not in agony?  Grint thought as he backed 

away.   He stepped on  light feet but each crunch beneath 
his boot sounded like thunder.  Another tracker found the 
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first, their muffled whispers echoed.  Grint needed to move 
- now - with or without the benefit of cover.  If either track-
er decided to peek, they would see him making an awkward 
attempt to tip-toe backwards.   Groping for a tree to hide 
behind, he lunged around clinging to the first he felt like a 
drowning man.  The thick trunk worked fine to block their 
view. A few steps more and he could make a run before they 
came looking.  Babbles from a nearby brook tickled the in-
ner part of his ear - water echoing through rock.   If the rock 
formations stood tall enough, he could use them as a natu-
ral choke point to hold these ghandra fools off.

The cold press of steel beneath his chin made Grint’s 
breath catch.  Now where did that come from?

“Shh,” her soft whisper warmed the edge of his ear and 
made Grint believe for the briefest moment that she might 
be there to help.

“Where is he?” their whispers grew to shouts.
“Here,” the woman at Grint’s back answered.  Even as 

she uttered the word, a man hopped atop the rock, an arm-
ing sword in his left hand.  The tangled mop of greasy black 
hair did nothing to hide a face crisscrossed with scars.  As he 
looked at Grint, his upper lip peeled back, baring his teeth 
like an angry mutt.

“Behave yourself,” the woman whispered to Grint and 
waited for his nod to remove the blade from his throat.  
“Bring him,” she added with a wave of her hand.

The scarred tracker stepped off the rock, holding the tip 
of his sword at Grint’s eye.   His steps were graceful, and he 
moved with surprising ease in the dark.  As he circled behind 
he lifted the bag off Grint’s shoulder with his blade, then 
patted him down with a free hand.  Discovering only Black 
Samuel’s knife, he confiscated it with a hasty tuck into his 
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belt.  Shouldering the bag, he slapped the flat of the sword 
blade against Grint’s back, urging him to follow the woman.

They rounded the rock, back to where the man he crip-
pled sat with his back against a rotting tree.   The woman 
crouched beside him as two other trackers lit torches for her 
to inspect the wound.  Like the scarred man with the sword 
at his back, the men bore peculiar disfigurations.  One with 
burn scars across his face.  The other missing his nose, giving 
him a skeletal look.  And with the torches lit, Grint noted the 
injured man’s milky white eyes.  Like a blind man.  Who are 
these people?

Upon ‘seeing’ their quarry caught, the blind one cried 
out in pain.   “Now he screams,” Grint grumbled, which 
earned him a strike from the pommel of the sword.  Grint 
dropped to his knees, grabbing the side of his neck.  The 
woman glared at him.

“Bowman displayed great discipline,” she replied.  “His 
strength is an example to us all.”

Grint took what measure of the woman he could.  Tall 
and slender with neck length black hair brushed behind her 
ears.  A travel cloak hung over her shoulders, thick wool in 
pristine condition.  It implied the garment was new, or the 
woman wasn’t one for hard travel.   There was something 
familiar to her accent.  A smooth lilt from the Sandy King-
doms, but also the hard vowels of Bar Church, and even that 
odd question-like lift at the end of a sentence - a Tarynese 
trait.   This was a woman from everywhere and maybe no-
where.  Not unlike Grint.

“I am not an example,” Bowman said through the pain.  
“I am a failure, undeserving of the gift.”

“Nonsense,” the woman said.  She ran her fingers through 
his hair and pet his face with the back of her hand.  The af-
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fection she felt for him was clear in the gesture, but it wasn’t 
love.  It was the way one regarded a dear pet.  Grint looked 
around for the dogs, of which there was no sign.

“We will return as heroes and the Count will bring you 
back to us,” she continued.

“Death is the gift long promised,” Bowman replied.
“Death is the gift long promised,” the others repeated.
“Death is the gift long promised,” the woman whispered 

as she drove a long-bladed dagger into Bowman’s chest.  His 
body shuddered and his arms fell upon the moss as he 
coughed up blood, gurgling his final breath.

Grint turned away, hiding his face behind his hands.  That 
won’t be enough.  Brushing leaves aside, he uncovered a patch 
of dirt and began scratching a looping symbol.  The scarred 
captor interrupted him with a swift kick.  Grint rolled to the 
side and then crawled back toward the symbol, frantic to 
complete his work.  The one without a nose put a boot down 
on Grint’s hand, gentle at first, but harder as Grint tried pull-
ing it free.

“Enough,” the woman said, and the man lifted his 
boot.  She wiped the blade against Bowman’s chest, leaving 
a wet streak of blood the fabric appeared to drink.  For a few 
moments she inspected the symbol, following the lines with 
the tip of her knife.  Then she cocked her head, looking over 
at Grint.

“Is that Parthian?” she asked.
“Trying to curse us,” the burned man said.
“No,” she continued looking at the symbol.  “Carvo mallar 

behonas.  It’s an old blocking ward.  Who are you hiding from?”
“You never know who’s looking through the eyes of the 

dead.”  Grint rubbed his hand.  The boot print would turn to 
an angry bruise in a few hours.
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“No one is watching,” she replied.  “The dead are dead.”
“Whatever you say.” Grint knew better.   Sometimes 

someone was looking.
The woman regarded Grint, a bemused smile on her face.  It 

would be easy to look at her as just a pretty face with wide eyes 
and full lips, but that was the honey trap.  Once you dropped 
your guard all the coldness hiding beneath her skin bubble out 
to freeze you.  For the first time, Grint truly saw her.

“You were at the inn,” he said without question.
“The cold woman,” she replied, not hiding the mirth in 

her voice.
“If you wanted the statue, we didn’t need to do all of 

this.”
“Statue?” she asked.  The one Grint nicknamed Cross-

hatch opened the bag with the jade statue.  She threw her 
head back laughing.  It was a rich sound.  Another weapon 
to disarm the unaware.

“It’s for sale if you want it,” Grint added.
“I have no need for that.  Well done though.  It will be a 

long time before they realize it was you who took it.  If ever.”
Grint looked around.   If they weren’t after the statue, 

then what was this?   The men held themselves in a rigid 
manner.  All scarred, but their bodies hardened like weap-
ons.  Not a single one bore any sigils or marks of allegiance, 
but moved as a trained unit.

“Who are you people?” he asked, giving voice to the ques-
tion.

“I like that.  More concerned with whom we are than 
what we want.”

“I like to know whom I’m dealing with,” Grint replied.
“Who do you think we are?”
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As much as he hated being in this position, he knew he 
would have to play her game.  “You’re not thief catchers, 
because you don’t care about the statue.  For a moment I 
thought you might be from the Papality with the way you 
chased me, but there’s no way any of you are Ropes.”

“Run afoul of the Papality?” she asked.
“Who hasn’t?” Grint responded as he stood, brushing 

dirt from his leather pants.
“Who we are isn’t important, Grint.”  He winced at the 

sound of his name.  “What you can do for us is.”
“What I can do?  Is this a job?” Grint clenched his jaw, 

exasperated.
“Let’s return to your camp,” she answered.  “We can dis-

cuss all of this beside a fire.  I would prefer to remove the 
chill from my bones.”

“What camp?” Grint asked, giving his best clueless look.
“If we could dispense with games, this will go smooth-

er,” her tone was patronizing.   “I would never believe you 
planned to wander the wilderness with just a stolen statue 
and knife.”  She held the knife out to Grint, hilt first.  The 
men tensed as Grint accepted and sheathed the blade, re-
maining on guard even as he slung the sack containing the 
statue over his dominant arm.

“Follow me,” Grint said, giving up on tricking his way out.
“Take Bowman,” she commanded her men.   The one 

with the burn - Torchy -  slung the corpse over his shoulders 
while the others vanished into the forest.   Eleanor walked 
beside Grint as he scanned the terrain.  There wasn’t any im-
minent danger from this group, but if the terrain offered an 
opportunity to turn the tables, was it worth considering?  

“You have me at a disadvantage,” Grint said as he picked 
his way along the rocky path.
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“How so?”  Her tone made him think of a cat playing with 
its kill.

“I don’t know your name.”
“The cold woman doesn’t suffice?”
Grint couldn’t help but laugh.  Everything about her cen-

tered on the goal of disarming.  “Not if you have a job for me.”
“Eleanor,” she replied.  And even as the name left her 

lips, “How did you do it?”
“I took it off the shelf when no one was looking.”
“The dragon,” her tone less mirthful.   “How did you 

tame it?”
“There was nothing tame about that beast,” Grint re-

plied.  “I’m just glad I was there to save those people.”  
Eleanor laughed again but this time there was no humor 
behind it. 

A snapping branch caught Grint’s attention.   In his 
mind he pictured Faighur crashing through the trees, but 
it was just Torchy yanking his boot free from the under-
brush.  “Who is he?” Grint asked.  He didn’t care, it was 
just a distraction to pull her mind from the dragon.  The 
story fell apart under scrutiny.

“That is Malus,” she said.  “On our flanks are Tamos and 
Callum.”  Hounds howled again, one on each side.

“And the dogs?” It was a valid question, but Eleanor 
laughed at it.  Grint wished she would stop doing that.

They walked for a time as Grint sought landmarks to lead 
them towards camp.  The sound of Eleanor’s dogs followed, 
but they never showed themselves.   Of Faighur there was 
no sign.  At this point it was better if his partner remained 
away.   Such a sudden appearance would stir up a ruckus 
under normal circumstances, and Faighur was not normal, 
even by this lot’s standards.
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Halting beside a fir tree, Grint bent a branch aside and 
reached into the tangle.  “It’s best if we keep moving,” Elea-
nor tapped her foot.  Was she revealing her tell for annoy-
ance?

“We’re here,” Grint said in a grunt, groping for the pull 
chain.

“I thought we were through with the games,” all traces 
of humor vanished.

“Not a game,” Grint’s voice strained as he started pulling 
the chain.  The ancient metal flaked bits of rust as he yanked 
on it, but it refused to budge.

“He could have a crossbow hidden in there,” the noseless 
one said, appearing from the dark with his sword drawn.  Be-
side him a deep brown shepherd dog growled, its hackles 
raised.  It sniffed Grint’s feet, continuing a deep growl that 
sprang from deep in its throat.  The dog’s muzzle was a cross-
hatch of scars.   And that’s when Grint realized - the dog’s 
names were Tamos, Callum and Malus.

The woman has skinlings with her.  This just keeps getting better.
“Who hides a crossbow in a tree?” Grint shifted his weight 

to get a better grasp on the chain.  Faighur had been the one 
pulling it before and he was far stronger.   “The latch pull 
won’t give.”  He planted a foot against the trunk and used his 
weight - and it clicked.  The branches to his left swung open 
revealing a covered path into a sheltered oasis.

“Amazing,” Eleanor breathed as she inspected the gate-
way.  Grint ducked under the branches but Noseless yanked 
him back.  The dog called Crosshatch trotted in first, sniff-
ing the path.  After a minute he returned and barked at El-
eanor.  Noseless relaxed his grip as Eleanor waved Grint on 
with a gesture that said, after you.
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The path curved, hiding a covered campsite large enough 
for twenty.  Towering pines ringed the grotto, grown togeth-
er to form a natural barrier.  In the center sat a fire pit full of 
charred stones and ashes with a single clearing above open 
to the sky.  Just large enough to vent the smoke.  At night, 
the  darkness within was almost impenetrable, but dawn’s 
light was finding its way through the wooded ceiling, provid-
ing just enough clarity for everyone to get situated.  Grint 
suspected the ones who made this place used magic on the 
vent.  It had been decades since anyone last stepped into this 
place and the branches never grew to cover it.

Eleanor’s minions followed and Grint snapped his fingers 
to get their attention.  “Be good lads and start a fire.”

They made no move to listen until Eleanor echoed the 
command, “Light one.”

“I see how it is,” Grint laughed as he knelt beside his trav-
el bag, transferring last night’s coins to his dwindling stash.

“Do you see?” the tracker’s voice was harsh with a stran-
gled quality.  Grint couldn’t tell which it belonged to until 
the fire lit his features.  Crosshatch, the cut one.

“I liked you better as a dog,” Grint replied.  The tracker 
drew his sword but backed down at Eleanor’s gesture.  Grum-
bling like a dog, he helped with  the supplies,  but couldn’t 
help glancing at Grint, his dead eyes flecked with gold from 
the dancing flames.

“Prepare Bowman,” she said.  Her trained dogs nodded in 
unison as they undressed their dead companion.  “Have you 
used this spot before?” Eleanor ignored the growing tension.

“Would it matter if I had?” Grint closed his bag, settling 
with quiet satisfaction on  the well-worn travel blanket left 
beside the trees.  The skinlings spat whispered curses, caring 
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little for the disrespect he showed their mistress.   Eleanor 
did not seem fazed.  

“Having a familiarity with a place can lead to greater 
magical power.”  Eleanor walked the perimeter, brushing 
her palm across the brittle needles of low-hanging branches.  
“I’ve noticed elder wards carved in the bark.”

“This place is old.”  Grint took off his coat and used the 
tree to scratch a spot between his shoulder blades.

“So, you are familiar with it.”
“No,” Grint replied.  “I don’t get to Upper Anghor of-

ten.”
“Angry gamblers, dragon attacks, and being hunted in 

the night,” she took a seat close to her men, but with an easy 
sightline to Grint.  “I can’t imagine why you wouldn’t like it 
here.”

Grint smiled, but nothing more.  It was clear what she was 
doing, and he didn’t intend on falling into her web.  Eleanor 
would try to put him at ease with light conversation, humor, 
maybe a sly smile that hinted at them falling in love.  Any 
connection they formed became an exploit to leverage ne-
gotiations in her favor.  They were negotiating, even if Grint 
didn’t know what the endgame was.  He hoped it wasn’t to 
slay a dragon.  That wouldn’t go well.

“I once used a fight to distract a rather loathsome man 
from my true target, much like you did tonight.”  And there 
it was.  Her attempt at a connection.

“I never said I didn’t like Upper Anghor,” Grint replied.  
“You said I didn’t, all I said was I hadn’t gotten up here much.”  
The cold look she gave was reminiscent of the tavern, shrewd 
and unemotional, but the unintended tapping of her foot 
told a different tale.  Good, Grint thought, she knows I’m not 
falling into her trap.
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The minions held red bladed knives as they bowed over 
Bowman’s corpse.  When they satisfied whatever ritual they 
were performing, they carved Bowman up.  First, by severing 
each bone at the joint.  Then fingers, wrists, elbows, and so 
on.  Grint’s stomach shrank and he fought hard against the 
urge to sick up.  He’d seen men butchered on the field of bat-
tle and dispatched some himself.  It was the ceremonial act 
that bothered him.  The methodical way they cut and placed 
the dismembered parts in a pile.  Grint wanted to block it 
from view but doing so would mean breaking eye contact 
with Eleanor and that was not something he could do.

“And yet you found this place.”  The twinkle in her eye 
sparkled at Grint’s discomfort.   Taking a seat where she 
had held strategic purpose.  Eleanor was playing two hands 
ahead in a game Grint had yet to drawn a card in.  

“Dumb luck,” Grint lied.  She outmatched him in every 
regard but he wasn’t rolling over.  

The oasis was easy to find for those with an unscrupu-
lous background.  Decades past, smugglers ran contraband 
through Lake Tarsis and created the hidden camps to rest 
and lie low.  Anghor’s unified navy once patrolled the chan-
nels between lakes forcing the smugglers to adapt and find 
overland routes to avoid capture.  Once safely past the pa-
trols, they could load their goods onto new boats at Lake Ur-
thery.  That was all before the Papality took control of the 
region and snuffed out illegal trade markets.  Camps like this 
faded into obscurity but the markers and language remained 
for those who knew how to read them.

It wasn’t knowledge he planned to share with his new 
friends.  Hobbe taught him several rules for negotiating and 
chief among them was never playing your hand first.  Grint 
could wait  for Eleanor to move on from the idle conversa-
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tion.   It was a game of chicken where the first person who 
asked what the other wanted would be at a disadvantage.  Un-
fortunately, Eleanor learned the same lessons and wasn’t in 
a rush to give in.  No meat here.  Just a lot of fat.  Thinking of 
meat and watching the minions at work made Grint’s face 
pale.  Eleanor cocked her head and smiled.

“Are they making you uncomfortable?”  The triumph in 
her tone was that of an owl spotting a field mouse and de-
ciding on how best to prepare the meal.  “I understand that 
death and violence frighten you.”

Grint’s understanding of her approach deepened.   It 
wasn’t about putting him at ease but scaring him, making 
him beg for his life.  In a state of panic he would do what-
ever job they offered - for free - if only they would let him 
live.  Mutilating a body, albeit gruesome and dramatic wasn’t 
unlike the tactics of the brokers or fences Grint often dealt 
with.  When starting a new partnership, they always made 
him watch their muscle beat someone bloody before sitting 
down to talk business.  The ‘cross me and this is what will 
happen’ routine.  Once he looked at it in that context her 
antics became less frightening.

“I try to avoid the killing part,” Grint said, letting the 
tension melt from his shoulders.  “Have nothing against 
death and violence.”

“This is tiresome,” Crosshatch whispered to Noseless. 
“Time is of the essence.”  

That was the thing with smugglers.  They were all par-
anoid about plots behind their backs.   Dens like this were 
enchanted to amplify even the slightest whisper.  The mag-
ic came from the runes Eleanor saw carved in the branch-
es.   When Crosshatch spoke, every word echoed as if he 
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stood and shouted.   Eleanor’s mouth thinned to an indis-
cernible line.

Grint beamed as he broke eye contact, looking past Elea-
nor to the huddled men prostrating themselves before her.  
“Well there it is,” Grint laughed.

“There what is?”  Her response was a final, desperate at-
tempt to regain even footing.

“Time is a precious commodity, and if you want to keep 
using mine, it will cost you.”  Grint put his right arm behind 
his head making himself comfortable.  Eleanor watched for 
a few moments, weighing her choices behind those frozen 
eyes, and then tossed two silver squares.   Grint snatched 
them from the air and with a deft flick of his wrist, made 
them disappear.

“Sufficient for a few words?” she asked.  Grint nodded 
and so she continued.  “I have a job that requires a man of 
skill.”

“And what skills do you think I have?”  Grint slid his hand 
under the latch of his bag, releasing the secret catches, and 
sifting through its contents.

“Don’t sacrifice the ground you won being obtuse.”
“Your silver is running out,” Grint pulled a hunk of cheese 

from a wax wrapping and popped it in his mouth.  A poor 
choice considering the dismemberment occurring across the 
fire.

“I need someone who can make a tavern full of peo-
ple intent on killing them, give away all their money in-
stead.”  She leaned forward, baring the slightest amount of 
cleavage.  “Someone adept enough to rob them blind while 
their eyes are wide open.”

“You want to talk to the thief?” Grint made a show of 
untying the top of his shirt and leaned forward, exposing 
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his own chest.  “That’s fine, but this conversation just got a 
lot more expensive.”

Eleanor leaned back, tapping her feet.  She inhaled.  Held 
it.   And exhaled as she produced a hide pouch which she 
tossed at Grint’s feet.  The jingle of coin as it landed satis-
fied his ears.  Grint snatched the pouch and ripped open the 
drawstring.  A gorgeous assortment of silver and gold from 
all over Terragard twinkled in the firelight.  He couldn’t help 
but lick his lips.

“What’s the job?”
“What we seek,” Eleanor said, “is an urn possessed by a 

bitter rival.  We have a man on the inside, so all you need to 
do is bring the urn back to us.”

Grint tore his eyes from the coin, observing Eleanor from 
under his brows.  “I’ve been doing this most of my life.  Long 
enough to know there’s more to it than that.  Always is for a 
purse this bloated.”

Eleanor drew a map in the dirt.   “There’s a city in the 
mountains where the nobility go…”  Her words cut off as the 
purse full of coin landed in the middle of her drawing.

“I know what the Terrastags are.”  Grint stood and hung 
his coat on a branch.  The action gave him an excuse to pre-
pare for a fight.  Saying no would turn this thing bloody.  The 
minions were already on their feet.  Knives dripping with 
blood gripped in their meaty paws.  Grint’s new blade was 
close at hand, and now his bag as well with more than a few 
tricks tucked away inside.  Getting to the exit felt reasonable 
if the men didn’t turn into dogs.  In hindsight, he shouldn’t 
have given the coin back.

“Sit,” Eleanor commanded.   “Everyone.”   The minions 
did, but Grint continued standing.   “Please.”  



DARK AGES 59

Grint compromised by leaning against the tree, digging 
at a piece of bark.  “Not doing it.  It’s suicide.  That place 
devours thieves.”

“If you would allow me to elaborate,” Eleanor’s voice 
dripped with honey.  “We have a way in and back out.  Your 
role is more like a courier than a thief.  A courier we don’t 
want seen.”

Grint stabbed the tree with his knife and stepped away, 
shaking and nodding his head in a silent debate.  Losing the 
private argument, his shoulders sagged, and he chewed his 
lower lip before he faced Eleanor and said, “I get paid the 
pouch and…”

“And whatever else you steal.  As long as I get the urn.”
“The pouch,” Grint held up a single finger.   Eleanor 

tossed it at his feet.  “Whatever else I steal,” he held up a sec-
ond finger.  “And ten thousand gold triumverates after the 
job is done.”  A third finger went up.

Torchy laughed, then Noseless and Crosshatch.  “What is 
a thief going to do with that much gold?”

“Buy my own Terrastag manor,” Grint said still holding 
up his fingers.  “Now shut your mouths before I hold up a 
fourth finger and demand that all of you get dismembered to 
match your friend.”  Torchy looked ready to snap, but Nose-
less put a hand on his shoulder.

“Why would I pay you ten thousand?” Eleanor respond-
ed as if the outburst had never taken place.

“Time is of the essence and I’m your only option,” Grint 
didn’t hide his satisfaction.

“You’re far from my only option,” Eleanor laughed.
“Head back to Kambar then,” Grint shrugged.  “There 

were two other thieves at that Cheat Me table, but my guess 
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is they’ll soil their britches when you say the words Terrastag 
Manor.  Price just went up to eleven thousand.”

“Three thousand,” she countered.  “While we wish to ac-
quire the urn with haste, Tamos is not an expert on our time-
line.”

“Death is the gift long promised,” Grint said.  Eleanor 
gave him a dangerous look.  “I’ve been around necromancers 
before.”

“Is that a problem?”
“I don’t care if you enjoy dead things,” Grint waved his 

hand.  “You want the urn for a ritual?  I’ll get it for you, but 
don’t tell me there isn’t a timeline.  Not when the Stabbing is 
what?  A moon’s cycle away?”

Eleanor’s shoulders dropped a hair as her foot stopped 
tapping.  The Stabbing was a convergence of the moons Ef-
fulg and Nacinth.  Once a decade, the shard of the shattered 
moon Nacinth crossed into the mother moon.  Effulg turned 
blood red when it happened, as if stabbed.  Spiritual fanatics 
and necromancers used the time to perform some of their 
most powerful rituals.  Hobbe said it was a bunch of guff and 
all in people’s heads, but by Eleanor’s reaction, she believed 
- and the urn was essential to that.

“Five thousand.  Final offer,” she said as she stood.
“Fifteen,” Grint replied.  “It’s still my neck.  I don’t care 

how good your way in or out are.  It’s the Terrastags.”
“Then we have an accord,” she held out her hand.  

Grint spat into his and they shook.  There was no further 
commentary or argument from her minions.  They knew 
to hold their tongues.

Grint picked up the statue, tucking it into his bag before 
walking toward the exit path.  
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“Where are you going?” Noseless asked.
“To finish my first job,” Grint replied, already looking 

forward to handing off the burdensome statue.  Noseless ap-
peared ready to follow but Eleanor cleared her throat and 
that stopped him.  “Sorry pup, my buyer doesn’t like the un-
known.”

“And you’ll be back.”  Eleanor’s cold eyes expected an answer.
“I always finish my jobs,” he winked.

*****

Making his way through the forest was much easier with 
the sun up.  And no one chasing him.  But he still felt the need 
to pause and listen for Eleanor’s hounds just in case.  Either 
they were better at sneaking than they let on, or Eleanor felt 
content to let him conduct his business.  Half a mile north of 
the oasis, along the steepening slopes of the mountains was 
the clearing he sought.   A lonely sentinel sat on the slope 
staring at the new sun.  A thick gray cape draped over his 
shoulders and his well-worn woolen arming cap pulled over 
pointed ears.   Faighur had owned the hat for as long as Grint 
knew him - which was most of his life.

Faighur did not stir as Grint approached or even when he 
sat in the grass beside him.  It was not until Grint produced 
a bladder of fire rum that his old friend moved.  He smiled, 
eyes wide and mouth open in anticipation of a sip.  Faighur’s 
skin was smooth, almost slick, and colored the faintest hue 
of grayish-green.   Beneath that ratty, old cap was a bald 
head.  A trait Grint assumed extended everywhere else on 
his person.  Though he never got drunk enough to ask.

“Drink up,” Grint said.
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“Torsha,” Faighur replied in his monotone way before 
drinking.

“Remind me what Torsha means again.  Is it Thank you? 
Or burn in Parthia?”  Grint leaned back on his elbows looking 
at the final few stars that had yet to accept the dawn.

“There are many I would tell to burn in Parthia,” Faighur 
replied.  “You are not one.  It means thank you.”

They sat in silence as they passed the skin back and forth, 
but it wasn’t uncomfortable.  It was the relaxed silence that 
good friends knew how to share.  With the skin drained and 
a warm buzz in their chests, Faighur turned his attention to 
the sack containing the jade statue.

“Did you have trouble stealing it?”
“You took your time bashing your giant ugly head 

through the wall.”  Grint smirked as Faighur made a disgrun-
tled sound.  “But after my incredible heroics it was easy.  No 
one was watching the back.”

Faighur was a skinling like Eleanor’s dogs.   Except his 
change allowed him to transform from man to dragon.  The 
suicidal risk in becoming a dragon made him the only per-
son of any race to accomplish the feat.  The rituals involved 
in skinling magic were odd and beyond Grint’s desire to un-
derstand.  Not that Faighur would talk about it even if Grint 
wanted him to.   His friend was tight-lipped about the sto-
ry.  The costs were great to become a normal animal.  Kryp-
sie only knew what it cost him to become a dragon.

Much like all the thieves Hobbe collected, Faighur was 
an orphan.  A cult looking for warrior blood butchered his 
family.  When the God of Thieves found him, Faighur sur-
vived by stealing food from vendors in Barro Dineer.  Grint 
remembered him as a shy boy with a penchant for laughing 
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in awkward situations.  Crews always had their fair share of 
in-fighting but no one ever fought with Faighur.  That was 
his strength.  At least until he underwent the change.

“You neglected to answer my challenge question outside 
the tavern.”

“I’ve told you a hundred times, I’m not replying to those.  
We don’t need a fiddle-dragged code because we know who 
each other are!”

Faighur made a non-committal sound and whistled at 
the statue.  “Still, my buyer will be quite pleased.  A Sylph of 
this magnitude is scarce.”

Grint dropped the statue when he heard the word Sylph 
and rolled away.  Faighur caught and set it on the grass while 
Grint hopped around shaking his hands and wiping them 
against his pants.  

“Brau fallah geihanid,” Faighur hissed, inspecting the 
Sylph for damage.  “This one houses over a thousand souls.”

“You had me steal a pox-horned Sylph?  With a thousand 
ghosts inside of it?”

“Yes,” Faighur said, looking up. “What did you think it 
was?”

“A kry-damned jade statue!” Grint shouted.
“The things you get upset about,” Faighur replied, cock-

ing his head.  
“I had that thing around necromancers,” Grint growled, 

pointing at the statue.   “Do you know what they could 
have done to me if they knew what it was?  Or what was in-
side?”  The thought made him ill.

“Is that what they are?  I could not tell.”  Faighur admired 
the statue as the first rays of sunlight struck its side.

He couldn’t tell?  It meant Faighur knew they were chasing 
him.  Knew they caught him and brought him back to the oa-
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sis.  All of that and he hadn’t done a thing to intervene.  In-
stead, he sat on the hill looking at the horizon - because it 
wouldn’t have occurred to him to help.   That was Faighur 
now.  Most things didn’t occur to him.  The thoughts of a 
dragon’s mind were far beyond a simple man’s understand-
ing.  The affable boy Grint knew was long gone.

“I have been human too long of late,” Faighur said as he 
stood.  “I long for the winds.  Would you like me to fly you 
somewhere away from those people?”

“No,” Grint said emphatically.
“Your fear of heights is amusing,” he replied in a voice 

bereft of amusement.  “And contradictory of the feats I have 
seen you perform.”

“They have money.  And a job,” Grint responded.
“Sometimes that is enough,” Faighur nodded.  “Yet this 

group smells wrong.  They will try to kill you.”
“I’m sure they will,” Grint smiled.
“Is it worth it?”
“It’s the Terrastags,” Grint lifted his eyebrows and 

beamed a smile.  Faighur’s eyes widened in the first spark of 
emotion Grint had seen in years.

“Ma’harata,” the skinling breathed.
“You want in?”  Faighur nodded but looked down at the 

Sylph.   “Go meet your buyer.   I’d prefer this group doesn’t 
know about you.  Let’s plan to meet south of Tarsul; before the 
mountain passes.  Oh, and let Marm know I may send word.”

Faighur removed his robe and hat, placing them in the 
bag with the Sylph.  Beneath he was naked so Grint averted 
his eyes, lest he get his answer on the coverage of hair.  “Be 
careful, my friend,” Faighur said.  “I do not long for the day 
when I will have to avenge you.”
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“That’s a long time from now,” Grint replied. Dragons 
lived for centuries. Who knew if that held true for skinling 
dragons.  Either way, Faighur would outlive Grint.  It didn’t 
take a seer to scry that.

“I hope so.  Gerahast!” he shouted and broke into a sprint 
down the slope.  As he neared the trees Faighur leapt into 
the air and rose much higher than Grint could have man-
aged.  As he cleared the treetops, great wings sprouted from 
his back and a serpentine tail emerged.  The neck lengthened 
as thick scales rippled into existence.  Where once there had 
been a man, there was now a dragon flying low across the 
horizon.  Grint sat back on the grass and watched.

It always helps to have a dragon up your sleeve, was his last 
thought before sleep took him.



“Wake,” the gruff voice commanded as a hard boot dug 
into Grint’s side.  

Grint rolled over and hopped to his feet, drawing the 
stolen knife.   In his mind, it was a nimble and awe-inspir-
ing move.  In reality, the fire rum running through his head 
skewed his equilibrium.   So he stumbled and dropped the 
knife.   As he recovered, he squinted against the light and 
found Crosshatch shaking his head.

“Krypsie’s sake, Crosshatch.  You’re not a sight I want to 
wake up to.”

“Did you pass out?” the minion was incredulous.
“Maybe,” Grint answered as he stretched and cracked his 

neck.  “Has she summoned me?”
Tamos grunted, pointing their way down the hill.  Trav-

eling with a hostile at your back was never a wise way to con-
tinue living, but they weren’t foolish enough to kill him with 

4
“The Papality have their pilgrimage of nine towers. Parthians 
their seven glories.  For a thief it’s just one: The Terrastags.”  
    – Blue Fingered Hobbe
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the job unfinished.  That didn’t dissuade an image of Cross-
hatch burying a dagger in his back as they walked.

Gold given is gold they’ll kill you to get back.   An old les-
son Hobbe taught over and over because there was truth 
to it.  The more gold someone offered for a job, the more 
certain it became they would kill you to take it back.  In the 
world of thieves, the stingy brokers are the ones you could 
trust.  Fifteen thousand gold triumverates for a job was an 
egregious amount.  Even with the Terrastags involved.  Grint 
knew with certainty they would dispatch him once he deliv-
ered the urn.

I have until then to figure out how to avoid that, Grint 
thought.  They won’t try anything until then.

Every plan you make, expect your opponent has made two. 
Another of Hobbe’s lessons came to mind.  Grint could even 
picture the smug look on Hobbe’s face, nodding as he spoke.

“Shut up,” Grint said, swatting at the imagined voice.
“I wasn’t speaking,” Tamos replied as he shoved Grint. 

Grint listened to the sound of the morning birds as his breath 
puffed out before him.  Tree sap ran thick across the bark as 
small critters darted about under the brush, emboldened by 
the light.  It wasn’t often he found himself awake at such an 
hour to experience these things.  The morning is a rude time 
of day.

Grint yanked the latch to open the oasis.  Eleanor and 
Torchy cut their conversation short, having learned their 
lesson from the night before.   A flat iron pan sat over the 
smoldering embers, frying a pile of meaty-hash that filled 
the oasis with its rich aroma.  Grint opened his mouth in a 
cavernous yawn and sat beside his bag, leaned back, then 
closed his eyes.  One more hour of sleep and he would be 
right as rain.
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A tin plate slapped the dirt by his feet, followed by the 
word, “Eat.”

“I’m sleeping,” Grint replied as he waved his hand to 
shoo them away, eyes still closed.

“We’re leaving,” Crosshatch said as he nudged Grint with 
a boot.

“Have a good ride,” Grint wished they would just shut up 
and let him sleep.  The urn would still be there whether they 
left now or in an hour.

“I’ll drag you if I must,” Crosshatch nudged him again, 
his glee at the prospect of doing just that was plain in his 
voice.  Not wanting to test the hound, Grint sat up and wiped 
the sleep from his eyes as best he could.

“I’m a thief.  A nocturnal creature.  Only monks get up 
at this abominable hour.”  He reached down and collected 
the plate.   It smelled good at least.  A  fork stuck out from 
the hash, so Grint took a heaping pile, but paused before it 
reached his mouth.  Should he be suspicious that their dead 
compatriot’s body was absent?  All that remained of the de-
parted was a puddle of red-hued mud.  Had they cooked him 
up for morning vittles?  Grint looked at the hash.

“We’re not eating dog?” he asked as he looked over at 
Eleanor.  Her expression remained flat, showing neither an-
noyance nor amusement.

“It’s kipper,” Torchy answered.  His face sagged, insulted 
by the suggestion.

“That’s good then,” Grint said.  “Death is not a gift I want 
for breakfast.”   He shoveled a forkful into his mouth and 
choked.  Kipper hash was a simple dish used to feed military 
units.  The primary ingredients being potatoes, peppers and 
kippers; which were small rodents not unlike a squirrel.  If 
memory served, the dish originated in the northeast.  If you 
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ever wanted to know where someone came from?  Look to 
what they ate.  Food always told the tale.  This lot hailed from 
Taryn or Cattachat.  Grint put that tidbit in his back pocket 
in case he needed it later.

As he swallowed the first bite, he jammed the fork back 
in the hash and tossed the plate to the ground.  “I didn’t poi-
son it,” Malus commented.

“With as much garlic as you used, Torchy, I would dis-
agree.”  Grint filled his mouth with water, then swished and 
spat it back out.  Anything to clear the taste.

Grint knelt in front of his travel bag, a constant com-
panion on all his adventures.  Upon a cursory glance it was 
unremarkable, a simple burlap bag with two straps to sling 
over the shoulders.  It had once been gray, but years of travel 
stained it a multitude of colors, including blood - of which 
only some was Grint’s.   Frayed seams lined the edges and 
three sewn leather patches sealed up holes that would oth-
erwise dump the contents onto the ground.  Only the latch, 
a flat piece of tarnished copper looked out of place and a 
bit too grandiose.  Grint ran his finger over the odd symbol 
etched into it; three daggers falling to the right.  He never 
found out what it meant, but he cared a great deal for what 
it did.

The thief cocked his head at the latch sitting just a tad 
askew.  Glancing over his shoulder, he looked first at Elea-
nor, then to her hounds.  Torchy busied himself wrapping a 
hand burnt to match his face.  Grint allowed himself a chuck-
le, then cupped his fingers under the latch and used his body 
to hide what he did.  The bag unhooked, and he tossed the 
flap over the back.

“An interesting defense.”  Eleanor stood behind him and 
he flinched.  He hadn’t heard her approach.
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“It does the trick.”   The first thing he pulled out was 
a simple necklace of black string with a bleached knob of 
wood hanging on the end.  The hand-etched carving depict-
ed a man and a woman embracing, but was faint.  The image 
almost worn clean away after years of running his thumb 
across the surface.  Grint put the necklace on and tucked it 
into his shirt.  Next, he grabbed a small pouch of seeds and 
dried fruit.  A half handful would be enough to satiate him 
until lunch.

“What else is in there?” Eleanor craned her neck, curios-
ity getting the best of her.

Grint closed the latch and slung the bag over his back as 
he stood.   “Clothes, food, and more than a few things that 
help me along the way.  So keep your paws off it if I’m not 
around.”   Grint pointed at Malus’s hand, which he tried to 
hide behind his back.  “There’re things in here that can level 
the mountains.”

Tamos laughed, “Which mountains?”
Grint stopped at the mouth of the exit path and turned 

toward his new compatriots, all humor gone from his 
face.  “All of them.”  And then exited.

Outside the oasis, the crispness of the morning struck 
him anew.  A breeze picked up, and the chill cut through his 
coat until he tied it shut.  There would be a storm in a few 
days.  The air had that quality.  Eleanor stepped out next, fas-
tening a thick purple cloak around her neck.  The wind rip-
pled the fabric and blew strands of hair across her face.  For 
a moment she reminded him of Jessua, so he turned away.

“Are we waiting for Noseless?” Grint peered around for 
the missing minion.

“Who?” Eleanor sounded confused.
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Grint made a hand motion around his nose, “Noseless.  
The one without the nose.”  And then under his breath, “I 
thought it would be obvious.”

“Callum,” she said, enunciating his name, “has gone to get 
you a horse and will meet us at the base of the mountains.  I 
think it wise to avoid the roads until we’re well clear of Kambar.”

Grint leaned against a tree and closed his eyes waiting 
for the minions to finish breaking camp.   Fire rum and a 
sleepless night made poor travelers.  A short nap followed 
by a cup of coffee would go a long way towards getting him 
down the mountain, but it didn’t seem his benefactors were 
much inclined to allow that.  

“Next time, clean your own dish.”  Grint opened his eyes 
to find crosshatch waving a tin plate in his direction.  The 
moment, combined with the alcohol became too ludicrous 
for Grint, who threw back his head and laughed.  It wasn’t 
the reaction the minion expected, and Tamos lowered the 
plate while looking at his mistress in confusion.  Grint shook 
his head and walked away.

“Where are you going?” Eleanor called out.
“To the Terrastags.  You coming?” Grint answered.
For a blessed time, they walked in silence, carving a new 

trail through the trees.  Paths on the mountain were rare 
and overgrown from decades of disuse, making the going 
slow.   Crosshatch lugged the gear on his back as Torchy 
scouted the woods.  In his dog form, Torchy was a mastiff 
with blood red fur.   It made Grint wonder what Noseless 
looked like as a dog. 

Around midday, Grint pulled a few sticks of dried beef 
from his bag and gnawed on them.  Eleanor walked a few feet 
to his right, wiping the back of her neck with a kerchief.  Sparse 
tree cover on the lower slopes let the sun through, baking the 
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land.  The temperature warmed enough to cause a thin sheen 
of sweat to break out.  Grint walked up beside her and offered 
her a piece of jerky, which she accepted.

“Venison?” she asked and Grint nodded.  “I’ve been won-
dering,” which was never a good statement to hear.  It meant 
the conversation would go in an unpleasant direction.

“About?”
“You don’t have your own horse.”
“I don’t have a pet dragon,” Grint rolled his eyes.
“Interesting that was your first thought.”
“That’s where you were heading,” Grint answered.  “Sure, 

you’d twist and turn your way there, but that’s what you want-
ed to say.”

“And yet…” she began, but Grint cut her off.
“I’m not Zorn, flying around on the back of a dragon.”
“Zorn flew on Racs,” she corrected.
“Rac, dragon, flying Lyzan,” he waved his hand in the air.  

“The point is, if I tamed dragon, why didn’t I have it eat you 
and your dogs last night?”

“A fair point,” she said, considering the words.  “It is 
just odd that someone who may need to escape in haste 
does so on foot.”

“When I need a horse, I steal one,” Grint said.  “When I 
need coin, I sell the horse.  It’s worked my whole life, so why 
try anything different?”  Eleanor nodded, perhaps satisfied 
by the answer, perhaps not.  It was difficult to read her ex-
pressions, but she remained silent which suited Grint.

As the sun set, they reached the base of the mountains 
and found Noseless waiting with the promised horses.  Elea-
nor conferred with her scout as the others unloaded a large 
tent and set it up.  Grint found a patch of grass warmed by 
the sun and put his bag down before retrieving a shirt from 
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within.  He balled the garment up and put it under his head.  
Within moments he was asleep.

*****

During the night, the sound of whispers woke Grint.  
Sleeping light was a necessary skill every thief learned, but 
Grint took it a step further and trained himself not to flinch 
when he awoke.  Two figures stood by the horses, obscured 
by a thin layer of fog and swirls of mist.  Grint could make out 
one of them; Eleanor.  The other had their hood up, but he 
reasoned that it was one of her minions.  The stature.  The 
deference they paid her.   The barest hint of conversation 
floated on the wind.

“Don’t rest until you…” their muffled words were diffi-
cult to piece together without the benefit of reading their 
lips and cut off as an owl hooted.  Eleanor turned her gaze 
towards Grint, who planned only to feign sleep but fell back 
into the real thing.  

He woke again in the morning, leaving him to wonder 
if the encounter was a dream.   Dew slicked the grass and 
soaked his hands as he sat up.  One hound sat close by, lying 
on his belly, panting with its tongue hanging out.

“Crosshatch, you need to stop watching me sleep.”  The 
hound bared its teeth, hackles rising.  Grint yanked free a 
moldy piece of wood, half buried in the mud and tossed 
it over the dog’s head.  Crosshatch watched the stick but 
didn’t move.

“Fetch,” Grint said.  The mutt barked at him.  Eleanor 
whistled and Tamos quieted, trotting across the camp to sit 
at her side.  Skinlings were odd, even Faighur.  They often 
preferred their animal form to their humanity.
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Grint brushed himself off, then picked up his bag and 
the shirt he used for a pillow, slinging each over a shoul-
der.  Torchy was cooking breakfast again.  More kipper hash 
by the smell.   What a treat.   Eleanor stood by the flames, 
warming her hands.  Behind her they had raised a fair sized, 
white tent.   With the entrance secured, Grint couldn’t see 
inside, but it wouldn’t surprise him if she had a bed.

“Where are you going?” she asked as he walked past the fire.
“Washing up,” Grint replied.
“Food is almost ready,” Torchy said over the hiss from the 

frying pan.  Grint waved his hand and kept walking.  Nose-
less had disappeared again and they were shy a horse.  Not a 
dream.  Where did you send him Eleanor?  What goal demanded 
‘no rest’ until completed?  Or found?  Whatever it was, it meant 
trouble for Grint, that much he could surmise.  But he kept 
turning it over in his mind as he left the camp behind.

The birds were talkative, their calls filling the air, but 
not so loud that he couldn’t hear the babble of a creek.  He 
adjusted his path a little to the right and kept going until 
he found the serene little stream.  A tree sat atop the em-
bankment where he hung his bag and coat.  The necklace 
was next, hung with a gentle hand on a small knot, followed 
by his shirt, boots and socks.  Rolling his pants above the an-
kles, Grint stepped into the water.

It was cold, no doubt feeding from a majestic mountain 
reservoir, but also refreshing.  Grint wiggled his toes in the 
silt as the water brushed past his shins.  The creek deepened 
an eyeshot downstream, but there was no time to dive in.  
Instead, he reached down and splashed water on his chest 
and arms, scrubbing the grime away.  He finished by dunking 
his head and loosening all the dirt and bits he could from his 
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hair.  As he stood and shook his tangled locks, he imagined 
looking like a dog drying itself.  The irony wasn’t lost on him.

Grint sat with his back to the tree, drying his feet with 
yesterday’s shirt and contemplating the midnight conversa-
tion.  A riddle with no answer.  None he could fathom with-
out more to go on.  “Just keep your head up and eyes open,” 
he warned himself.  Putting on the shirt he used for a pillow, 
Grint grabbed his belongings and strolled back to camp.    

Eleanor and her minions exposed a weakness without 
realizing.  It was after all not a weakness one often consid-
ered.  They may be travelers, but they weren’t rough travelers, 
preferring the comfort of camps and cook fires.  Each knew 
the song of battle and fought hard, but in the dull moments 
between brawls they stayed at inns and took baths.   Grint 
would make a goblin’s wager that the hounds slept at the foot 
of her bed.  Too bad for them, the road was a tough place 
and Grint had every intention of making it harder.

Torchy had a plate of hash waiting for Grint while a pot 
of coffee simmered over the flames.  Grint availed himself 
of both and smiled at the rich, refined taste of the coffee.  
Not at all like the bitter stuff he choked down when he had 
the coin to buy some.  The hash also had far less garlic and 
was close to edible.  Shoveling the last heap into his mouth, 
he washed it down with coffee and then dropped the cup 
and plate.

“I told you to wash your own dishes,” Crosshatch said in 
a voice sounding like a bark.  He may be in human form, per-
forming mundane chores, but there would always be a part 
of him that remained a dog.

“That’s not what she’s paying me for,” Grint said with a 
wink.  “Now which one is mine?”

“The gray,” Torchy answered.
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It was clear why they chose that horse for him.  At his 
approach, the gray bucked and stamped its feet.  The horse 
flared its nostrils as Grint reached into his bag and pulled 
out a chunk of dried apple.  The stallion sniffed at it and 
then took it from Grint’s hand, nipping him.  Grint didn’t 
scold him.  Instead, he reached up and stroked his nose, 
which seemed to calm the beast.

Opening the saddle bags, Grint pulled out a brush and 
brushed the gray, avoiding the bruising on his flanks where 
some muck-coddled rider kicked him often and hard.  The 
gray danced as Grint neared the bruises, but some calming 
sounds and the promise of more apple put him at ease.

“And what’s your name?” he asked.
“It’s a horse, what need does it have for a name?” Cross-

hatch mocked.
“One could say the same for dogs,” Grint said as the 

horse bobbed its head and whinnied.  People underestimat-
ed a horse’s intelligence at their peril.  Crosshatch grumbled 
but let him be after that and Grint continued brushing down 
the stallion.  Along with the bruises were a plethora of scars 
from arrows and sword.  The horse had seen battles through 
the years.  Some scars were a decade or more old.  As he fin-
ished, he took another bit of apple and let the stallion eat it.  
This time he didn’t nip the hand.  

“Every horse needs a name,” he whispered as the horse 
chewed its reward.  “What do you want yours to be?  Thorny?  
Kingston? Marble?”  The horse seemed to pay little attention 
to the names he listed until he reached, “Storms?”  At the 
sound of that name, he bobbed his head again.

“Storms it is then,” he said with a satisfied smile.  “You’ll 
rage like a tempest when you need to.  I can see that.”
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“Are you about done?” Eleanor sat atop her horse and 
looked down at Grint with impatience.

“Yes,” Grint said and mocked a bow.  “Right away, mis-
tress.”

Eleanor rolled her eyes as she wheeled the horse 
around.  Grint stowed the brush and mounted Storms, who 
only bucked a little at his new rider.  Reaching forward, Grint 
pet the horse’s neck to ease his tension and then slapped the 
back of his own neck with both hands.  The blood drained 
from his face.  Eleanor and her minions trotted a few lengths 
ahead, talking about the best route to Tan Tan, but their 
voices trailed off as Grint galloped full speed towards the 
creek he bathed in.

Torchy screamed in alarm, but Grint didn’t care.   His 
heart pounded against his chest as he raced headlong to-
wards the trees.  Storms whinnied with pleasure at the pace 
and only shook his head when pulled to a stop.  Grint leapt 
from the saddle, breaking into a run as his feet touched the 
ground.   The horse pawed at the dirt as Grint darted be-
tween trees to the edge of the creek.  Hanging on an old knot 
swung the necklace he forgot to put back on.  Grint pulled 
it down and put the loop over his head.  It was the last thing 
Jessua had given him.  The last bit of her he had.

“I didn’t take you for sentimental,” Eleanor said.  Grint 
froze mid-motion.

“I’m not,” he answered as he finished tucking the necklace 
into his shirt.  Eleanor never bothered to dismount her horse 
at the edge of the trees.  Miraculously, Storms remained there 
too.  Only now did he stop to think the horse might bolt.

“For a moment I thought the gray had gone rogue,” Elea-
nor said, her face full with a sinister smile.  “Tamos thought 
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you were trying to run and wanted to shoot you with an ar-
row.  Neither instance was true.  Such a spirited run for a 
simple trinket.  Must hold great value?”

Grint ignored her as best he could as he walked back to 
Storms and swung his leg over the saddle.  “Or is it more 
witchcraft?” she continued.  “Something to protect you from 
the all-seeing eyes?”  Her tone was thick like honeyed syrup.

He gave no answer.  Let her work out her own story.  Peo-
ple were arrogant enough to believe their answers were al-
ways the correct ones.  Give them the barest nugget and soon 
enough they would hand you your own alibi.

Foolish boy, Hobbes’ voice laughed.  You’ve betrayed your 
own weakness!

Grint wished for the second time in as many days the 
old voice would shut up.  “How about you tell me this plan 
of yours?”



The plan.  It was a simple enough idea.  Within the Ter-
rastags was an urn her master required.  It was solid gold and 
the size of a man’s forearm with ancient runes carved along 
the base.  The current resting spot of the urn was the subter-
ranean vault of Lord Ballastrine, which was where the need 
for a thief came in. 

A cover story provided by the Count would allow Grint 
to enter the city unmolested.   From there he needed to 
break into Ballastrine’s manor, find their contact within the 
vault, and take possession of the urn.  If he was everything 
he claimed, Grint should be able to get in and out before 
anyone was the wiser.

Once he delivered the urn, the hounds would kill 
him.  That part she would hold back for obvious reasons.  The 
discovery of his mauled body beside fragments of a shattered 
replica urn should be enough to close the circle, eradicat-
ing any trace of Count Danghier’s involvement.  Thinking of 

5
“Leverage, my boy.  Leverage is all you need.  With the proper 
leverage one can open a door, move a log, or topple a King.  
Leverage!” 
   – Master and Apprentice, Volume 1
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the thief’s demise brought a smile.  His inane banter spilled 
forth without end and wormed its way under her skin.

On their second night of travel, towering storm clouds 
swallowed the moons, darkening the land.   Eleanor knelt 
beside the campfire, drawing a diagram of the Terrastags 
in the dirt.   Fresh rabbit meat sizzled over the cookfire as 
Tamos set up her tent.  The thief stood over her shoulder 
asking questions, but Eleanor couldn’t focus.  Each time he 
shoveled food into his mouth the  fork scraped against the 
tin plate.  And each time she imagined taking the fork and 
stabbing him with it.

“It is not to scale,” she said through gritted teeth, “but 
it is close.”

“There’s plenty of dirt if you need to make it bigger,” he 
said.  The fork scraped again.

“It need not be bigger.  What you need to know is that 
there are five boulevards running north to south and five 
running east to west.”  Eleanor jabbed a stick at each as she 
spoke.  “At each intersection is a public square.  If you lose 
your bearings, find the one in the middle.  It’s called Divinity 
Square and has a fountain depicting the gods.”

“All one hundred of them?”
Eleanor dropped her shoulders and exhaled, then looked 

over her shoulder at the thief.  “I doubt very much that the 
Lords and Ladies of Terragard put much faith in the bush 
spirits of the commoners.”

Grint shrugged, “Sounds less impressive.  Just show me 
where this Bardo lives.”

“Ballastrine,” she said, turning back to the map.  “I have 
told you his name three times.  Bardo is the alchemist you are 
meeting in the vault.  The manor of Ballastrine is here.”  El-
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eanor stuck the poker into one of the grid segments near the 
upper right corner.

Grint nodded as he walked over to ladle more hash onto 
his plate.  The thief tore a piece of rabbit and dropped it on 
top, sucking the grease from his fingers.  The meat burned 
while the hounds worked on the tent leaving the stench of 
charred rabbit lingering in the air.  Grint made a face as he 
chewed but said nothing as he took the plate over to his bag. 
“You still haven’t told me what the story is that will get me 
through the gates,” his words close to unintelligible under 
the chewing.

Eleanor produced a fine, dark lacquered disk the size of 
her palm and threw it to his side.  “The Dueling Spiders?” 
he asked as he inspected the intricate carvings on the sigil of 
two mirrored spiders holding swords above their heads, each 
pointed towards their counterpart.  “House of the Geldens?”

“You know of them?”
“I’ve robbed them,” Grint answered.
Eleanor laughed, but realized he wasn’t joking.  Was she 

impressed?   “The Crown of the Seven Kingdoms have no 
holdings in the Terrastags.  You will enter as a representative 
of the Geldens to appraise a manor for purchase.”

“The Geldens are rich,” Grint replied. “Won’t that draw 
attention from someone wanting to impress them? The Gov-
ernor?”

“Governor Ardon is a self-important narcissist.  He won’t 
leave his manor for anyone shy of Krypholos.  He will expect 
the Geldens to attend him once they arrive.”

“You know a fair bit about the inner workings of the Ter-
rastags.”  Grint looked up from the disk.  “How?”

Eleanor produced a second disk, this one with the carv-
ing of Danghier’s sigil; eight snake heads blossoming out 
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from a single stalk.  “Not one I recognize.  I must not have 
robbed your master yet.”

“I would not advise you try.”  It was a warning the thief 
laughed at.

“If you have a disk, I would assume you have a manor?”
“My master does,” Eleanor answered.
“Why the story?  Why not give me yours and skip the po-

tential for a mess?”  It was a fair point, but one that had an 
answer.

“Our house cannot connect to the theft,” Eleanor said.
“They’re rivals,” the thief worked out.   “The urn goes 

missing and Master Snakeheads will be the first one blamed.”
A pot of water slammed to the ground, spilling liquid 

that hissed as it ran into the fire.  Tamos stood over the mess, 
his eyes ablaze with fury.  “You will not demean or disrespect 
the name of Count Danghier!”

“No offense,” Grint said, holding his hands up. “I meant 
no disrespect to,” and then he looked at Eleanor with a hid-
den smile, “Count Danghier.”

Eleanor stared back, her face made of stone.   It did not 
matter if he knew the Count’s name as it was not something 
she was trying to hide from him.  It was the ease at which he 
whittled out information that rankled her so.  There would be 
no need to punish the hounds as the information had no value 
- unless one considered that names themselves held power.  El-
eanor needed to know what the thief had in that kry-damned 
bag of his.  The trip would give her opportunity to charm him 
and then he would spill his secrets.  They always did.

“Big storms coming in tomorrow,” Grint said as he 
tossed his plate into the overturned pot.  “Will make travel-
ing fun.”  And then closed his eyes.
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***** 

The prediction was as accurate as it was frustrating.  In the 
hour before dawn the rain started and refused to let up.  For 
two days they traveled under a deluge of rain and sleet, each 
keeping their own company in miserable silence.   It didn’t 
take much to draw a person into themselves.  Save for the 
thief.  Nothing appeared to bother him.

They crossed the border into Greater Anghor on the first 
night and camped beneath a canopy of trees.  Even within 
the tent the moisture seeped into everything.  Eleanor woke 
up feeling leaden and irritable.  A mood that worsened as she 
stepped outside.  The thief remained dry, a remarkable feat 
for having in the tall grass with nothing but a bedroll.  Every-
thing else in the camp looked water logged, so it was a puzzle 
that worked through her mind as they rode.

At dusk they set up camp, cursing the unending 
storm.  Eleanor commanded Malus to remain outside with 
the thief.  To see what magic he used to remain dry.  It must 
have been magic.   The hound lay outside the tent whin-
ing without end, so she relented and allowed him in.    Ma-
lus curled up beside his brother.  Eleanor took the time to 
dry his red fur before laying back.  The slap of rain on the 
canvas made sleep a stranger for many hours and when she 
awoke, a chill had settled into her skin.  As before, the thief 
appeared unaffected by the weather.  She found him leaning 
against a tree, smoking a wooden pipe that he chewed as of-
ten as he puffed.  

“What is that?” she asked.
Grint pointed the end of the pipe at some bushes.  “Nest-

el,” he said.  “It’s flavorful,” and held the pipe out to her.  She 
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refused.  It smelled like a dead skunk.  Tonight, Malus would 
remain with the thief no matter how often he whined.

With the Anghor Mountains now at their back.  The quar-
tet of riders sat atop a rise that sloped across several miles to the 
shores of Lake Tarsis.  The rain turned to a fine mist that bit at 
them from whichever direction the wind blew.  A town sat on 
the shore, faint firelight twinkling in the growing darkness.

“Ten, maybe twelve buildings,“  Tamos said, holding a 
hand over his brow to shelter his eyes.

As miserable as she felt, Eleanor wanted to limit the num-
ber of interactions they exposed themselves to.  A small copse 
of trees further inland caught her eye.   “We’ll make camp 
there.”

“And mark ourselves as bandits,” Grint said.   “More 
natural to go into the town.  Besides that’s swampland.  Ga-
tors and snakes.”

“Dinner,” Malus said, sounding excited.  Grint laughed.
“I’m ready for a bed and a hot meal that Torchy hasn’t 

butchered.”
“You can cook your own meals,” Malus said, sounding 

insulted.
Bickering aside, the thief’s proposal spoke to her.  One 

night in this remote fishing village would not jeopardize 
their mission.  Even were Ballastrine to come this far in his 
search for retribution, all he would glean from the encoun-
ter was that he traveled the wrong direction.  “Yes, let us see 
what the village has to offer.”

It was not much.   Tamos’ estimations were cor-
rect.  Ten buildings; all ramshackle heaps of roughhewn 
planks jammed together with pitch and spikes.   A dirt 
road ran through the center of the village with five hous-
es on either side.  The anatomical origin of each house - a 
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tiny square shack - was visible beneath years of repairs and 
additions.  Of the ten, only one appeared suitable for oc-
cupants.  It was the largest, boasting a second-floor, glass 
windows, and a railed porch around the structure.

The rains turned the dirt road into a thick mud good 
for snagged the horses’ hooves as they stepped.  Half sunk-
en in the morass was an overturned boat, propped up at the 
bow.  Two dogs sheltering themselves from the storm fought 
over a bone.  Their battle stopping only when they noticed 
the mounted strangers.  Angry barks filled the night.  The 
thief turned to regard Tamos and Malus with a giant grin.  No 
doubt his ceaseless flippancy would soon follow.

“Quiet down, ungrateful mutts!”  The porch door swung 
open and a man of medium build and middling age stormed 
out.   In his youth he may have been attractive.   Now he 
was balding, tired, and flabby with an inordinate number of 
scars along his forehead.  More troubling was that he wore 
only a long nightshirt, buttons askew.  Thank Krypholos, it 
hung low enough to cover his bits.  But not by much.  The 
man jumped when he saw the entourage outside but recov-
ered with a slap of his ample belly.

“We’re traveling south,” Eleanor answered the unasked 
question.  “The weather has been unfriendly.  We thought 
perhaps a night beneath a roof might reinvigorate us.”

“Don’t get many visitors,” the man said.   Other vil-
lagers opened their doors enough to peek through the 
crack.  Their curiosity at the sound of voices tempered by 
a mistrust of outsiders.  They were rough folk, hair in tan-
gles, clothes torn and sullied.  True fisherfolk who saw little 
of the outside world.

“We need a room if you have it.”
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“A room?   Yes,” the man answered, his face splitting 
wide in a smile.  “Where are my manners?  Plenty of room 
here.  Plenty of room.  No place to stable your horses, but 
you can tie them to the rails.  Plenty of room.  I’m Jacken, the 
mayor of this village.”

“We can pay,” Eleanor said, reaching for her coin purse.
“Unnecessary,” Jacken said.  “Plenty of room.  Only the 

one spare room in my home.  Which I insist you take.  Best 
room in the village.  Nothing less for the leader of this bold 
expedition.  The others can find rooms with my people.”

“I know which room I’m taking,” Grint said, dismount-
ing.   He smiled at two women leaning against their door-
frame, giggling as they whispered to one another.  Twin sis-
ters and even without all their teeth Eleanor could recognize 
a comeliness to their appearance.

“No.   No, no, no,” Jacken said, stammering and splut-
tering.  “No.  Lonnel!  Lonnel, come out here!”  The mayor 
came down the steps, his bare feet squashing in the mud.

Another door swung open spilling bright firelight onto 
the street.   A bent, angry looking old man stepped out 
and spit something dark that landed beside one of Grint’s 
boots.  “What?” the codger said.

“Need you to take this one in,” pointing at 
Grint.  “Show him our heartiest hospitality.  Can’t have rep-
utations besmirched.”  

“No,” Lonnel said.  When his door slammed shut the en-
tire structure shook.  The mayor gathered fistfuls of mud and 
began throwing them at the side of Lonnel’s house, shouting 
for him to come back.  A loud crash sounded inside the hov-
el and the door re-opened.  “Come on in if you’re coming.“ 
Grint shrugged and wandered in.  The door closed once more.
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“Now that’s settled, we can get out of this rain,” Jacken 
pointed a muddy hand at his door.  Eleanor dismounted and 
tied her horse beside Grint’s.  Jacken offered her his hand in 
ascending the two steps to the porch.  Eleanor accepted the 
gesture as to not be rude.  Tamos and Malus followed, but 
the mayor blocked their way.  With a wide smile he directed 
them to a house across the street.  “Plenty of room.  Plenty.”

Jacken wasn’t an obstacle to the hounds, but a roll of the 
eyes and nod from Eleanor sent them on their way.  The may-
or puffed his chest as if his antics dissuaded them.  Ridicu-
lous.  “After you,” she said.  But before she entered, Eleanor 
paused.  Was that laughter coming from Lonnel’s shack?  Had 
the thief’s quick charm worked on the old man?  Or was this 
another game?  It was difficult to tell with that one.

“Yes, yes, please come in,” Jacken said.  Eleanor let it go, 
not seeing the potential harm if this was a game.

The interior of the mayor’s abode did not subvert her 
expectations.  The pungent stench of lake fish lay thick on 
the air. It emanated from a small room to the left where she 
could see fish hanging from hooks over barrels of salt.  It 
drowned out the underlying smell of mildew and rot that 
settled into the wood.  Mold bespeckled the floors and low-
er walls while many boards disintegrated from rot, expos-
ing large gaps between rooms.  It looked a long time since 
anyone tried to repair the damage.

“How did you become mayor?” Eleanor ran her finger 
across a board which folded in on itself like parchment.  How 
is this house still standing?

“I own the boats,” Jacken replied.   The ass of a man 
even sounded prideful at the admission.   “It gets cold at 
night.  Perhaps you would prefer to…”
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“You mentioned a spare room,” Eleanor said in a tone 
that demanded his pursuit of the subject go no further.  

“My pleasure,” Jacken said with no sign of rejec-
tion.  “Through the door to the right.  I can’t speak to the 
freshness of the linens.  A lady like you deserves much more.”

“This will do,” Eleanor said as she entered the small 
room.  The bed was small with a lopsided mattress on an old 
wooden frame.  Pieces of straw stuck through the threadbare 
cotton sheet and around the half-sized fur they placed on 
top as an afterthought.  They used a rice sack for the pillow 
casing, and as Eleanor placed her hand against it she realized 
it was not a casing at all, but a sack of rice used for a pil-
low.  The comfort of sleeping in the tent set a low bar.  This 
room failed to best even that.  But it was dry, so she would 
accept the hospitality for what it was.

Sleep was difficult to come by as the hours dragged on, 
but she did not find herself afraid.  There was little to worry 
her in a place like this.  Even if the entire village descended on 
the room, their cost in blood would outweigh their baser de-
sires.  No, the insomnia came from the creaking floorboards 
outside the door.  From the heft of the steps, she judged it to 
be the mayor.  Though there could have been someone else 
in the house she did not see.  Eleanor spent years training 
her mind to alert her of noises at night.  Catching her un-
aware was near impossible.  While the mayor was the least 
threatening man she encountered on this journey, his ca-
cophonous footfalls were akin to a two-ton bell clanging in 
a city square.

As night stretched toward morning, she reached the lim-
it of what good manners allowed.  Swinging her legs out of 
bed Eleanor stepped like a wraith.  The first blade she pulled 
from her bag was a dagger with a barbed edge that hummed 
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when unsheathed.  Opening the door, she found the mayor a 
few steps away, wringing his hands and mumbling something 
unintelligible.  His eyes opened wide when he saw her and 
Eleanor couldn’t help but wonder what imaginings raced 
through that simple mind.

She grabbed his filthy shirt in her left hand and shoved 
him against the wall while bringing the barbed blade to rest 
against his throat.  The metal sang and whined for the blood 
hidden just beneath his skin.  It had been long since the sing-
ing blade last fed.  The smile melted away from the mayor’s 
face as the blade scratched his throat.

“Keep away from this door.”  Eleanor’s words were tone-
less, allowing the man to insert whatever malice he desired.

“Just checking on my stocks in the other room,” the may-
or said, his voice strained.   “Didn’t mean to disturb.”   His 
eyes darted back and forth as he spoke.  Eleanor felt the fran-
tic desire to escape radiating from his flesh.

“Then you best pray to whatever mud-covered water god 
who pisses in your lake that those stocks keep until morn-
ing.   If you pass by my door again, I will feed you the tool 
you seem so desperate to use.”  Eleanor used the blade to 
lift his chin, forcing him to look into her eyes.  She was care-
ful not to draw blood.  Even the smallest drop would incite 
a bloodlust within the blade that would require exsanguina-
tion.  The mayor nodded with a quiver, so Eleanor removed 
the blade and shut the door.

She was not disturbed again, but sleep remained out 
of reach.   Incensed by the denial of bloodshed, the dag-
ger made discordant sounds that stung her ears.   In hind-
sight, she should have used a different blade or even her 
sword.  The additional intimidation of the singing blade was 
overkill.   Hubris caused her sleeplessness.   Eleanor wres-
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tled with killing the mayor outright.  It would shut the blade 
up.    A simple thing to accomplish, but the fisher people 
would form a mob.  Maybe even hire a constable.  Remaining 
anonymous - discreet was still the most important part of the 
mission.  Fantasizing about his death would have to suffice.

At the first hint of morning light, Eleanor collected 
her things and left.  Mayor Jacken did not come to bid her 
farewell.  That victory would have to be enough to curb the 
foul mood she felt.  The hounds were by the horses ready-
ing them to ride.  Much to her surprise, the thief was also 
up and ready.  He knelt in the mud, rustling a young boy’s 
hair.  Grint gave the boy a coin making Eleanor wonder if the 
child was now the richest person in town.

“Such a waste,” she said as Grint mounted his 
gray.   “These people don’t understand money.   That child 
will end up throwing it in the lake.”

“Kings and Queens think they rule their little kingdoms,” 
he replied as they trotted up the road.  “You want to see true 
power?  Find the children born in gutters and tremble if you 
find them watching you.”

The thief had such odd notions.



It was a two-day ride to Tan Tan where Eleanor planned 
to hire a boat.  The weather remained against them, slowing 
their pace.   Time was not yet short but only just.  Travel by 
water could fulfil her desire to make up time and give her a 
much-needed break to clear her muddled mind.  Half a day’s 
ride from the city her mind wandered to a warm bath with 
suds.  A plate of hot food prepared by someone other than 
Torchy.  Malus!  Eleanor gritted her teeth.  The thief’s way 
of thinking seeped into her brain like poison.  Even now she 
heard him calling her faithful pup ‘Torchy’ as the two bick-
ered over recipes.

“Malus,” she called out. “Take point and watch the farm-
houses.” A pointless command, but it would separate them 
and give her a break from their infantile arguments.  Malus 
trotted past and slowed after a few hundred feet.  Scanning 
the horizon as he muttered retorts to a discussion he was 
no longer having.  

6
“The network of thieves throughout Terragard are so perva-
sive and well organized that one cannot help but wonder at a 
God of Thieves overseeing them all.”
       – Wizen Alanna, Magicai of the Third Order
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The road beyond the fishing village widened.   Large, 
flat stones buried beneath the mud kept the horses from 
getting stuck.  Someone once tried to build a road here, Eleanor 
mused.  An ancient attempt at creating something perma-
nent.  Had it been Zorn when he conquered the world?  Whoev-
er the architect, the job remained forever unfinished.  Per-
haps  the money-lender realized the futility of the goal?    Small 
farmhouses dotted the countryside, sitting on open fields 
that stretched for miles.   It was poor, agrarian land that 
would never yield a return from civilizing it.  Pitiful wretch-
es.  What point is there to your existence?

“Settle a bet,” Grint said, riding up beside her.  His words 
pulled her from the first peace she had in days.

“If you continue to annoy my scouts,” she said without 
waiting to hear what this bet was, “they will rip out your 
throat.”

“They won’t do anything without you telling them to,” 
Grint laughed.

“Then perhaps I will tell them to.”
“Torchy would kill Crosshatch if you told him to.”
“What’s your point?”
“It doesn’t matter if I infuriate them  They’d kill me if I 

was their best friend.  Might as well have some fun.”  Eleanor 
opened her mouth to spit an insult but nothing meaning-
ful came to mind.  She remained quiet.  A poor retort was a 
worse defeat than silence.

“So, the bet Torchy and I have is…”
“Quiet,” she snapped as Malus held up a hand.  A rider 

approached from the east.
As they grew closer she recognized it as Tamos.  Was he 

being pursued?  The horse labored with exertion, its chest 
heaving in full gallop.   Tamos stood in the stirrups, whip-
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ping the crop for speed.  What creature in Terragard could 
make him travel with such haste?  No.  He knew better than 
to lead anyone to her.  His urgency came from purpose, not 
fear.  Tamos slowed as he approached his brother.  There was 
news to impart.

“Wait here.”   The thief heeded the command with a 
cheeky wink.   At least he didn’t comment.   Insufferable!   El-
eanor kept the horse to a trot as the hounds rode to meet 
her.  “What news?” she asked.  “Ballastrine?”

“No, Mistress.”   Tamos glistened beneath a sheen of 
sweat.  His voice breathy and incoherent as he tried to speak 
between drinks of water.

“Take your time and compose yourself,” she command-
ed.  Tamos pulled a rolled piece of parchment from his coat and 
handed it to her.  Words were unnecessary.  As she unfurled it, 
Eleanor closed her eyes and screamed silently at all the demons 
in Perdition.  Something sour woke in her belly and raged in re-
sponse.  She wanted to breathe fire like a dragon and topple cas-
tle walls like a stoneskin giant.  Pulling on the bridle, she turned 
the horse and walked it back to the thief.

Grint leaned back in the saddle as he stared skyward, 
humming a somber song Eleanor did not know.  He sat up 
at their approach, the smile on his face faltering under the 
storm in her eyes.  That was at least a victory.  Hollow as it 
may be.

“Everything all right?” Grint asked, looking past her to 
the two scouts.  Like Tamos, Eleanor did not vocalize an an-
swer.   The parchment would say what she could not.   The 
thief took it, and for a few moments studied it.  A smile re-
turned as he did.   When he turned the wanted poster to-
wards them he was outright laughing.
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“If you look at it in the right light it almost resembles 
me,” he said of the drawing.  Eleanor thought it captured his 
likeness well.

“It is you,” Tamos said, snarling his upper lip.
“What?”  Grint looked again, his brow crinkling.  “How 

can you tell?”
“It says your name under the picture,” Eleanor rolled 

her eyes.
“Huh?  So that’s how you spell my name,” Grint used a 

finger to trace over the letters.
“You can’t read?” Malus asked, appalled.
“And you can?” the thief sniped back.
“Yes.”
“Oh,” Grint said, embarrassed.   “Good for you.”   He 

handed the poster back to Eleanor and trotted past them.
“You never told me you have a bounty in Tan Tan,” Elea-

nor said, following.
“I didn’t know there was one,” he answered as he 

snapped his fingers.  “Wait,” he continued, mumbling a lit-
any of names.  When he got one sounding like ‘Marm’ he 
snapped again.  “Could be her.  But that was years ago.”  He 
shook his head.

“The wronged have long memories,” Malus said.
“Perhaps you had best tell me where else you’re wanted,” 

Eleanor said, lamenting the death of her plan to hire a boat.
“It might be easier to tell you where I’m not,” Grint smiled.
“Do I appear to be in a humorous mood?”
“Knob Junction for ransoming a Countess.  Although she 

hired me to kidnap her, so that one isn’t fair.  Then there’s 
Dirty Gull for thirty counts of larceny.  Mount Kahlick and 
Undertwa.  Bisserby…”
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***** 

Eleanor and Tamos rode in to Tan Tan side by side.   It 
was a small city, boasting only a few streets on an upper pla-
teau with a dozen more by the water’s edge.  There, a spider’s 
web of docks reached out into the frigid depths of Lake Tar-
sis.  Only a few of the buildings reached two stories and their 
overlapping cedar shakes rattled in the wind.  Molded steel 
oak supports etched with the intricate symbols of an out-
lawed religion adorned the corner of each home.  The nar-
row cobblestone streets made their ride uneven, but were a 
nice change from the slow drudge through the mud.  Worse, 
the city had a stink that stung the nose.  Rotting crab?

Along the docks stood a lone barracks house flying the 
sigil of Duchess Arienne.  None of the four chimneys smoked 
on this chill day, giving Eleanor reason to wonder if the flag 
was an ornamental affectation.   There didn’t appear to be 
an actual garrison presence.  The size of the barracks could 
house a mighty force.  Five, maybe six hundred?  She doubt-
ed anything more than the  local militia used it now.  Trade 
through the lakes suffered since the Papality claimed the Anto 
Republic and Baltrude fractured into civil war.   Everything 
came overland from the south now, crippling the once thriv-
ing lake towns.

Tamos led them along the main thoroughfare.  A hand-
ful of people stood around reading the wanted posters.  Doz-
ens of notices lined each post they passed.  Those gathered 
turned to watch, hopeful to match their face with a boun-
ty.   Between their heads, Grint’s poster looked back, his 
stupid grin mocking her.  Sometimes his poster was on top. 
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Other times obscured by newer crimes.  One thing was cer-
tain, they had wanted the thief for a long time.

The pair stopped at an inn called The Drowning Tur-
tle.   A line of horses whinnied, pulling against the hitch-
es as they dismounted.  With no sign of a pass-through to 
the stable, Eleanor believed they were to leave their hors-
es here.  Against better judgement she left Tamos to tie the 
horses and started up the steps.   Tan Tan reeked of a city 
rampant with thievery, so Eleanor paused and flicked a hand 
signal for Tamos to remain with the horses and their belong-
ings until she negotiated a room for the evening.

A smattering of locals sat at the tables, eating and drink-
ing while two lanky boys sang and step-danced.  A thick man 
with scarred cheeks leaned against the bar tapping his foot in 
time with the music.  The white towel slung over his shoulder 
and interest he showed marked him as the one to speak with.

“Are you the proprietor?”
“I am at that,” he answered.  “McCauley.  Welcome to the 

Drowning Turtle.”
“Tell your livery man I have two horses outside.”  She re-

moved her gloves and looked around the room.
“No stable so no livery,” McCauley said.  “You can leave 

your beasts tied outside.  Or there’s a stable a street down 
that charges fair prices.”

“An inn without a stable?   That’s ludicrous,” Eleanor’s 
voice was as sour as her glare.

“Never needed one,” the innkeeper answered, uncaring 
of her tone.

“With all the wanted posters, I would say you do.”  Elea-
nor felt triumphant in her response.

McCauley laughed, “No one steals in Tan Tan without 
paying the price.”  Tamos entered with a saddle bag draped 
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over each shoulder.  McCauley looked past her, appraising 
the scout.  “You needing two rooms then?”

“If you offer them,” Eleanor replied.  “Or should I look 
elsewhere for that as well?”

“Two silver ladies,” McCauley gave her a flat look.
“I don’t have any ladies,” Eleanor said.  Ladies were the 

local currency.  Coins etched with a curvy woman meant to 
resemble the Duchess of Greater Anghor.   “I can give you 
silver daggots.”

“Don’t know what those are,” McCauley gave her a ques-
tioning look.  “I’ll take four though.”

“Four?”  Eleanor stepped back.  “Daggots are from Cat-
tachat and thicker than your ladies.”

“We don’t get a lot of foreign trade.  So I’ll need someone 
who can take them to a bank in Edelgrah or High Grace.  Lot 
more effort.”

“Three then and I would like a hot bath and meal brought 
up,” Eleanor countered.  McCauley took time to consider the 
offer and then nodded as he held out his hand.  Eleanor de-
posited the funds.

“Up the stairs, last door on the left.”  The patrons clapped 
as the boys finished their dance.  McCauley waved a hand at 
one who jumped off the dais and led them.

The boy lit an oil lamp on the side table illuminating the 
modest room.  There was little in the way of comfort aside 
from the single bed and a chair beside the table.  The mud-
caked window afforded a view of more mud in the alley be-
low.   It was warm and dry.  Those were the main comforts 
Eleanor sought.

“I paid for a bath,” Eleanor said to the child.
“I’ll run it now,” he said with his hand out.
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Eleanor dropped a copper bit there.  The thief’s warning 
of children running the world echoed in her head.  It would 
be a joyous day when she rid the world of Grint.  The boy 
trotted away closing the door behind him.

“Watch the horses,” she said, feeling a cold chill run up 
her spine.  “And make sure no one is watching us.”

“Mistress?”
“An odd notion,” she traced her hand along a splinter in 

the wooden door.  Or a carving.  “Just be sure.”

***** 
 

The bath was as lovely as she hoped.   The copper tub 
kept the water at the perfect temperature to soothe her 
aches.   There was danger in relying too much on comfort 
and the softness it created.  A truth her younger self would 
scream at her.  But the higher she rose within the ranks of 
Count Danghier’s service, the greater the comforts afforded 
to her.  Eleanor was not stupid.  It was a purposeful manip-
ulation meant to make her reliant on the Count.  One she 
bought into with a deep, unwavering loyalty.

The bed was the softest she laid in since beginning this 
journey.   Sleep came quick yet ended before morning.   A 
man’s voice roused her from her slumber.  She reached for 
the dagger she forgot to leave beside her pillow.  A sloppy 
mistake borne of exhaustion, but she wasn’t helpless.  Elea-
nor’s left hand circled the man’s throat in a grip that left him 
gasping for air.  The word, “Mistress,” choked out.  Without 
hesitation she released her faithful hound and listened as he 
sucked in air.   Then got up and lit a candle.   Tamos back-
handed the candle, knocking it from the table.



DARK AGES 99

“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“There’s been a theft,” his voice strained.  “Instrument 

of importance.  A mob formed.  Eyes downstairs.  All on me.”
“Gather our things,” she commanded.  The mob wouldn’t 

find a stolen instrument, but there were things in her posses-
sion just as damning.  Necromancy was tantamount to heresy 
this close to the Papality and looked down on everywhere 
else.   The forceful use of spirits and communing with de-
mons who fed upon the living was the antithesis of every re-
ligious belief.  There were also irreplaceable items she would 
not want grubby, inconsequential mud fishers pawing over.

Tamos shouldered the bags and opened the win-
dow.  “I’ll bring the horses round to the next block.  Follow 
the alley to the next street and we’ll ride out of town.”  El-
eanor nodded in agreement and the scout dropped through 
the opening.  He waited for Eleanor to join him and then 
pointed her way through the back alley while he disap-
peared to gather their horses.

Eleanor stood in the dark mouth of a far alley, waiting 
for Tamos.  A flurry of activity buzzed as townsfolk rushed 
about, forming into mobs heading towards the Drowning 
Turtle.  A few glanced her way as they passed, and it made 
Eleanor sick to think her face would end up on one of these 
silly posters.   When they found her gone from the room, 
they would conclude she stole this instrument and perhaps 
send a thief catcher after them.  Such a person did not worry 
her.  Losing time covering their tracks did.

Eleanor sat atop a hill south of Tan Tan, watching torch-
es bob through the city.  A beautiful tapestry of stars covered 
the night sky, but Eleanor kept her focus on the mob.  The 
wind bit at her cheeks, so she raised her hood to give some 
meager shielding from the cold.  It was an hour since they 
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fled the city.  No one yet came to look for the travelers who 
disappeared from the inn.  What were they waiting for?  They 
had to have discovered she left by now.

“I located Malus’s camp,” Tamos said as he rode up.  El-
eanor yanked on the reins to spin the horse round.  

Tamos rode with his shoulders squared and eyes for-
ward.  Eleanor knew her hounds and when something up-
set them.  Tamos kept his eyes on the path, neck tight with 
strain.  “What is it?” She asked.

“It is,” he paused and considered his words, “It is best 
you see for yourself.”

Eleanor despised circumvented explanations and rid-
dles, but her desire for an answer would not have to wait 
long.  As they approached the dull light from a smoldering 
campfire, Malus stepped from the shadows to greet them 
and take the reins from Eleanor’s horse.  None of her worst 
nightmares manifested as she glanced around.   There had 
been no attack, no fire, no discovery - and then she heard 
the twang of a stringed instrument and stared wide-eyed at 
the thief sitting amidst a pile of furs.  He strummed a long-
necked guitar with small round body as he chewed on a long 
stem of dried meat.

“What is that?” she asked as Grint adjusted the knobs to 
change the sound.

“Banjo,” he answered without looking up.  “They come 
from the old dust towns out in the Frontier.  Worth a lot of 
money in some places.”

“Where did you get it?”  Her words trailed off as she pieced 
together the answer.   She felt the blood draining from her 
face as he plucked at individual strings to create a tune.  Malus 
brushed down her horse trying to remain out of sight.
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He dropped his head under her glare and let the brush 
hang at his side, “Mistress, he left before I knew it.”

Eleanor wanted to erupt for the second time today.  To 
spew ash and let the molten fire in her chest bleed through 
her pores.  She wanted to eviscerate Malus and feel his en-
trails slide between her fingers; to tear off his burn-scarred 
flesh and burn him again.  Each pluck of the banjo’s strings 
magnified her rage.

“Stop that,” she snapped at Grint.
“I also stole furs,” Grint said.  “None of you seemed con-

cerned that we’ll be traveling in cold mountain terrain with-
out warm clothes.”  And then played a somber tune.

Eleanor breathed in, held it, and exhaled.   Malus and 
Tamos stood in a static pose somewhere between pounc-
ing on the thief and falling at her feet, waiting on what-
ever command she issued.   “Ready my tent,” she said, her 
breath clouding the air in front of her face.  “And put out the 
fire.  You and the thief sleep in the cold tonight.”

 
***** 

The journey was no easier the next day.  Or the one af-
ter.  The thief returned to his endless list of places the author-
ities sought his head.  No matter how often she stated that was 
sufficient; he continued.  Worse yet, he concocted a jaunty 
tune on the burgled instrument that wormed under her skin.   

A ruby ring here, a silken dress from Bashere.  Fifty stones 
and a copper bone in the Sandy Kingdoms I fear. 

The storms returned at night.   Whipping winds shook 
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the canvas of her tent, sounding as if a great battle were be-
ing waged.  Hail stones and freezing rains abated by morn-
ing, but left her with little in the way of sleep.  The thief re-
mained unfazed and woke with a smile and fresh tune.  The 
only bright spot she found in those days was that no thief 
catcher trailed them from Tan Tan.  And the city of Bryce 
was close at hand.

In far Mont Challice I stole a young queen’s kiss, along 
with her gold in a state of bliss.   Now I’m wanted for that 
and for this.   So I no longer ride through far Mont Challice. 

Hope disappeared in the thick fog surrounding 
Bryce.  Tall-masted ships flying the Papality flag sat anchored 
in the harbor.  Soldiers and Ropes roamed the streets hang-
ing the priests of whatever minor gods they could find.  One 
of the murdered priests was the object of affection of a salt 
witch living on an island in the bay.  In her anger, she con-
jured a thick fog over the city.  According to the guard Tamos 
spoke with the Papality were mounting an offensive against 
the witch.  No one thought that would end well for them.

The streets of Bryce were silent as they rode through.  No 
streetlamps were lit, no hearth fires burned in the win-
dows.  The residents hid behind locked doors while ghostlike 
bodies swung from ropes along the boulevard.  The Papality 
was thorough in their executions.  Even the jester’s school fell 
to their might.  The splintered door swung in the wind.  A steel 
latch tapped against the stone.   A sound  magnified in the 
silence.  Students laid in a heap against the wall, each run 
through with methodical proficiency.   The Papality hadn’t 
bothered to hang them.  They would find no aid in Bryce.  So 
Eleanor set her mind to Tarsul, the last of the lake cities. 
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In Edelgrah, In Edelgrah, I robbed old Saint Shaw.   Ten 

golden teeth from his crusty maw.   In Edelgrah, In Edelgrah. 

Tarsul has promise, she allowed herself to admit.  Nestled 
against the cobalt blue waters of Lake Tarsis; Tarsul was un-
like her brothers to the north.  Tan Tan and Bryce were crea-
tures of steel oak and brick; where Tarsul’s structures were 
soft lake stone dug up from the shallow drafts.  In sunlight, 
the lake stone shimmered.  A vision to behold, making the 
city appear as tranquil as the waters it sat beside.  It was both 
a breathtaking and dizzying display.

Tarsul had no wanted posters.  No Papality thugs to incite 
the ire of witches.  Taking a boat was now pointless.  South 
of Tarsul they would follow the Duchess Highway until they 
needed to cut across the lowlands.  There they would head 
east into the mountains.  But a bed and night of quiet sleep 
would be enough to rejuvenate her.  As they entered an inn 
called the Praying Priest of Payment, Eleanor’s desired only 
to climb the oak staircase and fall into a deep sleep.

“The infamous Grint!” the burly, dark bearded man be-
hind the bar shouted as he slammed the wooden tankard in 
his hand, splintering it into a hundred pieces.

Grint squinted and cocked his head.    After a moment 
he smiled, “Beauregard?  Well, I’ll be a shameful lock pick!”

“You’ve got a cheek coming in here!” Beauregard 
stepped from behind the bar as all eyes fell upon Eleanor 
and her traveling retinue.  Beauregard stood at least seven 
feet tall and walked with a grace that belied his size.  Chairs 
scratched as patrons acted in haste to get out of the way of 
his lumbering strides.  He walked the length of the tavern, 
his face darkening with each step.  Grint waited with a stupid 
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smile - as if this man meant to buy him an ale rather than 
bury him beneath the kegs in the basement.

“You look cross,” Grint said.
“Do I?   What would give you that idea?”   Beauregard 

clenched both fists tight.  Droplets of blood squeezed between 
the fingers of his left hand and spilled to the floor.  Sprouting 
from splinters of the mug he smashed digging into his flesh.

“Did I steal from you?” the thief scratched his head 
and looked around.   Eleanor gave him a flat-eyed glare.   
Grint shook his head and said, “No.  No!  Never stole from 
you.”  The smile returned.

“No, but you slept with my wife,” Beauregard said in a 
booming voice.  A hushed whisper echoed through the on-
looking gallery of drunks and degenerates that comprised 
the patronage of the Praying Priest of Payment.  Even as the 
innkeeper announced this, a statuesque woman of a height 
with Beauregard stepped from the back room looking con-
fused.   The woman was gorgeous with flawless skin and a 
long blonde braid that fell almost to her feet.  She had the 
look of a wolf woman from the Frozen North.  The patrons 
looked at her and then the two men and back again.  Eleanor 
didn’t need to be a scholar to know this was the wife.

“Come on, Boory!  I didn’t know she was your wife when 
I slept with her!” Grint replied.

“The first time,” Beauregard said.  “What about the oth-
er times?”

Grint shrugged, “I mean, look at her.   Can you blame 
me?”   Beauregard followed Grint’s gaze to the wolf wom-
an.  His face turned the color of a winter’s fire.

“That’s not Mabby, you mud-choked idiot!  That’s my 
new wife!”
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“In that case,” Grint said with a smile at her, “it is a great 
pleasure to meet you.  I’m Grint.”

The milk-witted woman had the audacity to smile back and 
even blush, which was more than enough to set Beauregard 
off.   His right fist was a battering ram that collided with the 
thief’s face and sent him cartwheeling across the floor.   That 
wasn’t enough for Beauregard.  His greed for destruction still un-
quenched, he cracked his knuckles with a mind to satiate himself.

Grint, ever nimble, leapt to his feet before Beaure-
gard got three steps and yanked a torch from the wall 
sconce.  The innkeeper stayed out of reach as Grint waved 
the torch.  “I don’t want any trouble,” Grint said.  “My com-
panions and I need rooms.”

“There are no rooms for you here,” Beauregard shouted, 
a blood vessel in his temple throbbing.  “Out!”

Grint stepped towards the door, careful to keep the inn-
keeper far enough out of reach.  Twice before he reached 
the door, he had to swipe the torch towards some industri-
ous fool who thought to intercede.  Ultimately, he reached 
his goal unmolested.   Pausing within the doorway, Grint 
smiled at Beauregard once more and said, “I didn’t catch 
your new wife’s name.”

“Out!” came the bellowed response.   Grint tossed the 
torch in the air and slammed the door shut.   Beauregard 
caught it and a moment of silence fell over the tavern as no 
one knew quite how to react.  As the silence stretched on, Be-
auregard turned until he stared straight into Eleanor’s eyes.

“Was I being unclear?” he asked.
“We only have the misfortune of traveling…” she began.
“Out,” he said with a snap.  “I don’t care if you just met 

him on the street.  You walked in with him.  By Krypsie you’re 
walking back out with him.”
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On another night, in another place, Eleanor would cut 
through the collected gathering without effort.   Beating 
the innkeeper would require skill, his wife too if she was a 
wolf woman, but they would both fall.  This was not another 
night or place.  Such a violent outburst could cost a hound, 
the thief, or the most precious commodity - time.  Eleanor 
bowed and led her hounds outside.

Grint sat on his horse, looking at the darkened buildings 
lining the street.  Eleanor swallowed another violent outburst, 
squeezing her eyes shut.  The night air was crisp and some-
one close by was baking apples.  I could still salvage something 
from tonight, Eleanor thought as she opened her eyes.

“Find us a new inn,” she said.   “I’m tired and hun-
gry.  Find whoever is baking the apples.”

“No,” Grint said.
“What?” Eleanor asked.  Grint wasn’t looking at her but 

pointing her attention to the rooftops.   The lights inside 
the tavern blinded her, so it took a moment to adjust to the 
dark.  Small, shadowed shapes crouched on the edge of taller 
buildings, whispering among themselves.

“Goblins?” Malus asked, which elicited a laugh from the 
thief.

“Children,” Eleanor corrected.  The eyes and ears of the 
city.

“There will be no inns open to us tonight,” Grint said 
as he walked his horse towards the eastern gates.  Eleanor 
shook her head.  Her exhaustion would need to wait. 

The streets were silent save for the clip-clop of hooves 
upon stone pavers.  They passed other inns, all lit with warm 
fires and the sound of merriment.   Each with a huddle of 
children skulking in the alley, or hanging from the eaves bar-
ring them from any thought of entry.  As they continued, an 
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unbidden thought wormed its way into her head.  Was it a 
coincidence that the first inn they rode to had a man looking 
to confront Grint?  The theatrics of it was not dissimilar to 
what drew her to him in Kambar.  Had he manufactured the 
incident?  Was there a Beauregard in every inn?  Waiting to 
begin a confrontation that would send them away?

Eleanor continued to chew it over as they rode south 
along the Duchess Highway.   If true, what was Grint gain-
ing?   Comfort, she thought.   He knows my weakness and 
is denying me comfort.   Eleanor needed to follow this 
thread.  There was something more here she was missing.

Grint pulled out the infernal banjo and played a song 
about unfaithful spouses.   The shape of the puzzle mani-
fested in her mind.  When had the thief taken the upper 
hand?   It was so subtle she failed to notice.   The fishing 
village.  Where he suggested they stay.  In the morning he 
gave a coin to the child.  The pieces fell in their appointed 
pattern from there.   Wanted posters and a theft with no 
thief catcher to pursue them.  Even now, every note from 
the stolen instrument caused tension and anger amongst 
her pups.  In Bryce, a foggy city with hung priests lining the 
street.  But was also the home of a jester college.  So tired 
by then, she never thought to check the dead or consult 
them for guidance.  For all she knew they were scarecrows 
stuffed with straw and draped with vestments.

So why?  Not to be a nuisance.  The thief acted with a 
purpose, that much she knew.  He wanted her tired; making 
mistakes.  Not to escape the work, but because he knew fin-
ishing the job meant his demise.  Clouding her judgement, 
he could maneuver events toward an outcome where he got 
paid and kept his head.  Smart, but infuriating.  If she hadn’t 
been planning to kill him, she would now.
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“Malus,” she called, and the scout fell in beside her.  El-
eanor leaned over and whispered a command.  He moved to 
complete it with great fervor.  Malus galloped into the dark-
ness.

“I guess he didn’t like my song,” Grint said as he watched 
him go.

“None of us do,” Tamos answered.
Eleanor would keep quiet about her discovery.  Best to 

let the thief think he was still pushing her.  In the meantime, 
she would have her own fun and see how far she could swing 
the pendulum back.

An hour later, Malus returned and led them into the for-
est.  They climbed a steep hill and though the horses needed 
rest; they managed the task.   

Cresting the top, Malus dismounted and called out, 
“Here.”  

A rejuvenating smile curved Eleanor’s lips as she sur-
veyed the new campsite.  There was a small clearing with an 
overhang of trees that would protect them from any rain or 
sleet, but best of all, just within the trees was a small statue 
upon a pedestal.  At the base were three skeletons, peppered 
with arrows and chipped bones.  Torn, stained furs hung in 
tatters off the bones.  The statue was old.  The wear of years 
leaving little but the vague impression of a hunched man 
draped in robes.   A newer mark drawn in blood obscured 
the faint remainder of an ancient inscription carved on the 
base.  The bloody mark of a Brotherhood Knight.

Eleanor wanted to laugh.   She sent Malus to sniff out 
a shrine to the God of Thieves but had not expected him 
to find one littered with the dead.   This was so much bet-
ter.  “Kin of yours?” she asked as she dismounted.
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Grint brushed down his horse, pausing long enough to 
look over his shoulder at the skeletons before continuing his 
task.  “One of them may be my cousin, Dodger.”

Sarcasm was not what she expected, but she pushed 
on.  “And is this your God?  What do they call him?  Tinder 
Hobe?”  Grint threw his head back and laughed.

“A God of Thieves?” Grint stowed the brush in the sad-
dlebag.  “You’ve been out in the woods too long.  Believing 
the folktales.”

Grint picked up the banjo out and plucked the 
strings.    “Blue Fingered Hobbe, the God of Thieves…”  The 
song continued, but Eleanor heard no more amidst waves of 
racking pain shooting through her right arm.  Pulling off her 
glove, she found a black mark on her palm.  A spreading shad-
ow that followed the lines and crevasses.   Somewhere far away, 
Tamos yanked the banjo and smashed it on the ground.  There 
was an argument, but the words drowned beneath an ocean of 
pain.

“Enough,” she screamed, unsure if she meant the argu-
ment or the pain.

“Crosshatch owes me money for that,” Grint said.
“We need the camp,” Eleanor ignored him.  “Find some-

where else to sleep.”  The thief stood his ground, perturbed 
by the loss of the instrument.  “Go, or I’ll let them do what 
they’ve been wanting to.”

Grint cracked his neck to the side and spat.  Without an-
other word he shouldered his bag and draped a fur over his 
shoulders.  As he disappeared into the trees Malus stepped 
beside her, watching him go.

“Shall I follow him?”
“No,” she said, fighting the pain to speak.  “Gather those 

skeletons around the fire.”
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“Mistress?” Malus replied, his concern for her growing as 
she fell to her knees.

“Do it!“ Looking at her hand, she found it swallowed by the 
inky mass beneath her skin.  “The Count wishes to make contact.” 

***** 
 

Grint walked through the woods, making no effort at 
stealth.   Twigs snapped, leaves crunched, and stones scat-
tered down the slope to his left.  At one point he whistled 
a tune he played on the banjo, but he was terrible at whis-
tling and the sound was uneven.  Most of the time it sounded 
more like an old man trying to cool his tea than an actual 
song.  Had that Kry-damned mutt not smashed the banjo he 
could have played it.  The banjo would be a problem.  At least 
it was one for another day.

“You sound like an angry giant stomping around,” a 
monotone voice said.

“And you smell like a badger that died, got eaten, and 
crapped back out,” Grint answered.

“Rude,” Faighur said as he conjured a flame from his 
finger to light the long pipe sticking from his mouth.  Grint 
smiled and dropped the remnants of the banjo to clasp 
hands with his friend.

“Is that Marm’s banjo?” Faighur asked, pointing the pipe 
at the wreckage on the ground.

“It was,” Grint replied.
“That will be troublesome.  Marm loved that banjo.”
“She can take it from Beauregard’s cut,” Grint said as he 

placed his bag against a tree.  “His penance for not knowing 
how to stage a punch.”
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“He’s angry that you slept with his wife.”  Faighur puffed 
smoke, watching Grint rummage through his bag.

“I never slept with her,” Grint said.
“He thinks you did.”
“Not my type.”  Grint sat back on his heels clutching the 

necklace through his shirt.
“I liked Jessua,” Faighur said.  “She was sweet.  And good 

for you.”
“Yes, she was.”  Grint continued sifting through the con-

tents of the bag.  “Where the bloody grief is it?  I can’t find 
anything in this milk-sotted bag.”

“Did it work?”
“What?” Grint asked and then realized that Faighur was 

asking about the plan.  “Yeah.”  Then, “I think.”
“I remain unconvinced,” Faighur said in the closest thing 

he could to frustration.  “I promised a lot of coin.  The jest-
ers seem especially greedy.”

“It was working,” Grint said.  “Where the blaze is it?”
“It is not now?”
“I think she’s on to me,” Grint admitted.  “Ha!  Got it!”
“What makes you think that?”  Faighur asked, trying to 

look over Grint’s shoulder.
“She tried to get a reaction out of me with a shrine to 

Hobbe.”  Grint pulled a red jewel, the size of his palm out of 
the bag.  An amulet wrapped with an intricate gold weaving 
and a single loop where a chain could attach.

Faighur sniffed at the air, “I do not sense a shrine.”
“A Brotherhood Knight desecrated it,” he said as he pol-

ished the jewel.   Faighur made an angry sound.   A dragon’s 
sound.  

Grint knelt, facing Eleanor’s camp.  He closed his eyes 
and placed the jewel against his forehead.  The cold stone 



D.S. TIERNEY112

warmed, but wasn’t unpleasant.  No, it was quite the oppo-
site.  The amber glow coming off the jewel filled his mind, 
melting away all cares and pains.  Melting him away.

When Grint opened his eyes, he was not in the for-
est, but back in the camp.   At least his sight was.   His 
physical form stayed with Faighur, but the magic tore a 
piece of his spirit free to wander.  That was what the jew-
el did.   Now he stood just a few feet from the firelight 
watching Eleanor and her hounds perform a strange rit-
ual.   They stood in a triangle around the fire with the 
thieves’ skeletons interspersed between them.   Cross-
hatch and Torchy knelt while Eleanor stood before the 
growing flames, clutching her wrist.  From this distance, 
Grint couldn’t tell what was wrong with her hand, but 
it had turned dark.  He didn’t dare get closer.  Without 
knowing what magic was at work, he wouldn’t know if 
they could sense him watching.

As the flames reached skyward, Eleanor took the dark-
ened hand and plunged it deep within.  Her head leaned back 
and shoulders tensed.   “Ortium,” she stammered through 
clenched teeth and then relaxed as the flames retreated, re-
leasing a gaseous purple cloud.  The first of the three skele-
tons rose and rotated as the cloud fed upon it.

The vapor hung over the fire, pulsating with the rhythm 
of a heart.  Her heart?  Grint did not know but continued to 
watch as a figure took shape.  Was this tall, gaunt man, with 
angular features sharp enough to cut, Count Danghier?  His 
eyes, colored purple by the vapors danced with a promise 
of madness and forthcoming anarchy.  There was something 
beautiful about the Count.  If you considered the moment of 
your own death beautiful.
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“Count Danghier,” all three spoke at once.   It was 
him.  The puppet master stood with his arms held wide in all 
his imposing glory.

“My dear Eleanor,” he said in a smooth voice that ran 
like oil atop water.  “I expected contact much sooner than 
this.   I was beginning to - worry.”  As he paused, his smile 
broadened, betraying the sentiment as a lie.  This was not 
a man who felt emotional connections.  This was someone 
who exploited them.   Eleanor ate up the attention like a 
starving child.  So besotted with her benefactor she ignored 
the chains he shackled her with.

Eleanor dropped to her knees and tried to kiss the hem 
of her master’s robe, but the smoke slipped through her fin-
gers.  “All is going according to plan, Master.”

“Good,” Danghier replied and touched her head with 
an intangible pat.   “Have you prepared Black Samuel on 
how to gain my prize?  Where is he?  I do not see him.”  The 
Count’s gaze swept across the camp and paused for a preg-
nant moment at the spot Grint watched from.  Grint want-
ed to flee from those eyes, terrified this madman would in-
hale his spirit and swallow him forever.  The Count’s gaze 
moved back to Eleanor.

“The thief is ready, Master.   We will have the urn and 
return home before the ritual time.”   Eleanor kept her 
head lowered as she spoke, awaiting a response that never 
came.  When she looked up, it was to find Danghier wagging 
a single finger in her face.

“You’re being obtuse, little girl,” he said and her head 
jerked sideways from an invisible strike.  “Be plain with me.”

“There was a slight deviation,” she stammered.
“Go.  On.”
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“I found Black Samuel to be an inferior specimen.  Inca-
pable of accomplishing the most basic of tasks,” her words 
were quick as if she were trying to get them all in before pun-
ishment rained down upon her.

The Count replied, but a wave of pain and nausea passed 
through Grint, obscuring the moment.  The magic was turn-
ing on him.  Soon it would require more of his spirit.  He 
would not have much longer, but needed to hear what their 
plans were.  How they intended to kill him.  The second skel-
eton was being consumed.  He had to hold out against the 
growing pain.

“I have given you leeway in the past, Eleanor, but I 
thought I made myself clear.  Was I unclear?” Danghier asked 
as he struck Eleanor again.

“No Master,” she said through tears.  “You were not.”
“There is naught to do now,” The Count continued.  “The 

choice is made.  Who is he?”
“His name is Grint,” she said.
“Not a name I have heard,” The Count said as he consid-

ered it.  “Is it a surname or familial name?”
“The only name he goes by.”
“Odd. And you have prepared him for what we require?” 

Danghier asked.  Eleanor nodded as the third skeleton rose.
“Yes, but he is aware we intend to kill him,” she answered.  
“Will he complete the job?”
“The prestige and the gold are too much for him to pass 

on.  I also suspect he now owes money…”
This was it, yet the magic was not cooperating.  A vibrat-

ing quake grew from the center of his chest as the magic 
hungered for more of his spirit.

“Pray your failure is not beyond the measure of the pain 
I can inflict,” the Count was snarling.  What had he missed?
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“No, my Master,” Eleanor shook her head.  “I have sent 
Callum…”   More pain, sharp as a needle un-threading the 
stitching of his spirit.  “He will bring…”  The camp sight flick-
ered.  “That will be the end…”

The vision dissolved.  Faighur yanked the stone away and 
threw it on the ground.  The world rushed back like water 
from a broken dam and Grint choked on reality before catch-
ing his breath and falling onto his back.  A pile of half-frozen 
leaves cushioned his head, and they felt wonderful against 
the inferno of a headache raging through his skull.

“They were about to tell,” Grint said.
“You were under too long,” Faighur replied.  And then 

after a few moments, “Keeping an EyeSight in your bag is a 
poor idea.”

Grint laughed.   “If you knew everything I had in that 
bag, you’d leave this continent and never come back.”

“What did you learn?”
“She sent Noseless to get something,” Grint answered, 

but Faighur didn’t know who that was.  “And her boss is a 
jack-ape.”

“That does not seem worth the risk,” Faighur admonished.
“We’re about a week’s ride from the Terrastags,” Grint 

said as he sat up.  The world doubled over and he rubbed at 
the bridge of his nose until the sensation settled.  “I need you 
to get there ahead of me and wait inside.”

“Inside the Terrastags?” Faighur said with the first spark 
of emotion Grint heard in a while.  “You are the jack-ape.  I 
do not see how I’m expected to gain entry.”

Grint pulled a wooden disk from his breast pocket and held 
it out to his friend.  The sigil carved on it was of eight snake 
heads blossoming out from a single stalk.  “I lifted it from one 
of the skinlings.  Their master has a manor in the city.”
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Faighur took the disk and looked it over.   It looked so 
small in his oversized hand.  “And they will let me in?  I am 
barely passable as human anymore.”

“They’re necromancers, and I’ve gathered that the Ter-
rastags don’t care how you make your gold as long as you pay 
it to them.  You’ll be fine.”

Faighur nodded and pocketed the disk.  “I will get the lay 
of the land and meet you when you arrive.”

“You best get moving,” Grint said as he picked up the 
EyeSight and put it into his bag.  “She’ll send the dogs to find 
me once they’ve recovered from their ritual.”

“Be safe, my friend,” Faighur said as he disappeared into 
the forest.

Grint smiled and set his back against a tree to wait for 
the dogs.  Eleanor knew what he had been up to.  “This job 
is anything but safe.”



Grint squirmed within the silken confines of the emerald 
green coat and trousers Eleanor foisted upon him.    There 
was also a matching white silk shirt that wasn’t white but had 
some absurd name like egg-skin.  The material was too thin, 
allowing the cool mountain air to cut through leaving him in 
a perpetual state of freezing.  It made him feel uncomfortable, 
exposed, and in danger of sliding out of the saddle.   When 
she presented it, they argued over the thing until Grint re-
lented.   Hate it or not, Eleanor’s explanation for wearing it 
made sense.  The guards would never believe he served a great 
house like the Geldens dressed as a vagabond thief.

At least the woman and her dogs allowed him to do this 
part on his own.  That was a tradeoff he could live with.  They 
parted company a day earlier where Eleanor, Crosshatch, and 
Torchy could cut through the forest and connect with the 

7
“And so Myralee, Goddess of Hope bore unto the world a child 
and named him Zorn.  When he conquered the world, he broke 
her heart.  When he died, he shattered it.  
Beware, youngling, the Tears of Hope.”  

     – Tennebrue, the Rogue Wizard
inscribed by his 53rd apprentice
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road running south towards Dook.  When Grint had the urn, 
he was to bring it there and complete the exchange.   That 
part was a lie and all the players knew she would kill him, but 
why speak plain and invite the chance to let the ‘how’ slip?

Thoughts of Eleanor fled from his mind as the towering 
one hundred-foot wall came into view.  The massive barrier 
made of clay, stone, steel - and as some legends stated the 
shattered bones of giants - made his skin crawl.    It ran for 
miles east, south and west of the city.   The city sat against 
a thousand-foot cliff that comprised the northern wall.  The 
sheer-faced stone rose into the mountains and rumors spoke 
of traps for anyone foolish enough to attempt scaling down 
its length.

Guards who looked no larger than ants, paced back and 
forth atop the ramparts and would do so all day.   The dif-
ference in the Terrastags was that those guards were look-
ing into the city rather than watching out.    No force ever 
attacked the city.    There was no point to do so.    The area 
held no tactical advantages and would be next to impossible 
to march an army through the thick forest and tight stone 
crags.  This was a resort for the rich and powerful with the 
simple rule of ‘behave yourselves.’  The retribution befalling 
a monarch who betrayed that rule was a strong deterrent.    

The guards’ eyes watched the streets in a constant vigil 
against thievery.  A fact that occupied Grint’s thoughts as he 
rode closer.  For a thief, pinching a modicum of the wealth 
buried in these vaults was the heist of heists and the one way 
to get your name said in the same breath as Blue Fingered 
Hobbe.   The deadly allure of this place enticed thieves for 
generations, spawning a multitude of tavern tales about 
those who failed spectacularly.    While the  God of Thieves 
may not know them, their names had become infamous.  Ter-
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mund the Tunneler tried to dig beneath the wall, but found 
the fortification continued underground.    He dug so deep 
the tunnel collapsed on him before he ever found the bot-
tom.  Hackne of Marlowe tried to catapult himself over.  The 
splatter of blood still painted the southern wall.  Yallo, a wild 
woman from Tandana set a herd of pigs on fire to distract 
the guards, but only set herself ablaze.  The list went on and 
on.  In fact, the only story ever told that came close to a suc-
cess involved a Parthian thief who stole the heart of a Queen.

A friend from the old days - Poor, dead Tebbs - once dared 
Grint to rob the Terrastags.  Being young and stupid he ac-
cepted.  He made it no further than a few miles from the Red 
Goat Inn before Hobbe caught up and cuffed him for intense 
stupidity.  Had he made it to the city, chances are he’d be just 
another name on the list.  Instead, Hobbe brought the whole 
crew to the Barrows where everything would change.  That 
was where Grint would meet Jessua.  He touched the neck-
lace beneath the dreadful silk shirt.

Many people camped beside the road in a make-shift tent 
city all its own.  Just a few at first, but the number grew the 
closer he got to the gates.    Trade workers, potion makers, 
stitchers, and hunters.  People of all trades.  A man fixing the 
wheel of his cart looked up at Grint and took his hat off in a 
gesture of deference.

“What are you doing here?” Grint asked.
“Waiting to get into the city.”  From the look of his wag-

on, the old man had been waiting a while.
“How long do you have to wait?”
“Longer than you will,” a young man said sitting up in 

the driver’s seat.  He glared at Grint, stifling a laugh at the 
silken suit’s expense.  The old man struck the side of the wag-
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on with a long pole and startled the kid who went back to 
adjusting something under the seat.

“Forgive he brashness of youthm m’lord.”  Grint almost 
laughed at being called a lord but held it back.  Instead, he 
waved a hand in what he imagined was a gesture of forgive-
ness and rode on.  

A line of people formed, waiting on the guards at the 
gate.   Everyone on foot.   Grint wondered if he should dis-
mount and walk Storms from here.  A man with shaggy hair 
and a coat of stitched pelts swatted an arm as Storms bit the 
back of his collar.   He brandished a wood axe as he turned 
around with fire in his eyes.  Whatever words he wanted to 
sling died in his mouth as he measured the station of the 
man atop the horse.  Grint smiled and gave him a nod. 

Two guards appeared, dragging a man through the 
gates.    Whatever his crime he struggled hard to free him-
self.   The man kicked and screamed until the guards heard 
enough and threw him to the ground.    They stomped on 
him with their heavy steel boots, silencing his cries.  A squire 
ran through the gate and finished dragging the man’s limp 
body toward the stocks.  It would be a miracle if he lived the 
night.  A chill ran through Grint.  If he died, there were a lot 
of eyes to see through.  He tried subtly to hide his face. 

The guards spotted Grint and eyed the line ahead of 
him.  “Look lively,” one shouted as they turned their boots 
onto the men and women standing ahead of him.    They 
kicked a handful aside before others got the hint and moved 
without the gentle prompting of steel boots.  With the way 
clear they waved Grint forward.  He did his best to ignore the 
hate thrown his way as he stepped Storms past.

“State your business,” a fat, sweaty man said without look-
ing up.  Grint knew the type.  Only on rare occasions did he 
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deal with anyone of higher social status, so he carried a bored 
tone and a predisposition towards making people wait.

“I represent Prince Oryn, of the Geldens,” Grint said as 
he removed the token from his coat pocket.  Hearing the word 
‘Prince’ the guard looked up and straightened his uniform.

“Pardon,” he said as he took a kerchief from his coat to 
wipe his face.  Grint passed the token to him for inspection.

“What is this?” a man of higher rank stepped from the 
gatehouse.  He wore the same dark coat as the others but also 
crossing sashes of golden scales.    Grint doubted it was real 
gold or even gilded.    The closer the man came, the clearer 
the brush strokes on the scales became.   Some fool painted 
it.  Did he know?  Atop his head was an ill-fitting helmet with a 
ridiculous purple plume that waved in the wind as he walked.

“A representative of the Geldens, Captain.    Sir.”    The 
Captain snatched the token from his underling and took his 
time inspecting it before squinting at Grint.

“And are you a Gelden?”  The Captain’s tone held a hint 
of disbelief.  Grint pegged him as a self-important man who 
wanted to catch one thief before his sad, bland life end-
ed.  The irony was that his opportunity had come and would 
soon slip right past.

“Me? Krypholos, no,” Grint laughed. “I am but a valet for 
Prince Oryn. His Majesty sent me ahead to prepare their arrival.”

The Captain nodded along as Grint spoke.  “Wait here,” 
he said and took the token back to the gatehouse where an 
old man slept sitting up and appeared displeased at being 
woken.  Unlike the others, he wore a plain gray robe with a 
simple rope tied around the waist.  He was bald save for a few 
wisps of white hair scattered amongst the liver spots.  Those 
eyes though; they were sharp and peeling away the layers of 
Grint’s story.  The token sat in his palm where the old man 
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spat and waved his right hand above it.  A blue light shone 
from the token as he whispered an incantation.

“What’s that?” Grint asked.
“Authenticating,” one of the rough guards an-

swered.    They were flanking his horse, ready to pull him 
down if the coin proved false.

“Dillard,” the Captain said with a snap.  The guard grum-
bled something before taking his frustrations out on the 
next merchant in line.

Once the old wizard completed his examination, he 
handed the token back to the Captain and nodded.   “You 
check out,” he said as he brought it back.  “If you’re looking 
for lodging, try the High and Might Inn.  No better rooms 
in the whole city.”  Given the Captain’s state of dress, Grint 
doubted the claim.

The gates creaked open after the Captain pounded his 
steel gauntlet against the wood.  The old wizard locked eyes 
with Grint as he passed by.   A dark twinkle lived in his eye 
saying, the token may have passed the test, but not you.  The silk 
shirt stuck against beads of sweat running down his back.  As 
much as he hoped it wasn’t the case, he knew the old bastard 
would cause a fair bit of trouble for him if he let his guard 
down.   Grint rode on with all the noble swagger he could 
muster and lost his breath at the first sight of the splendor 
waiting within.

The streets were a flurry of activity.  Merchants hawking 
their wares filled every space imaginable.  No wonder there’s 
a line to get in.   The upper echelon of society browsed and 
took in the street performers.   Jugglers, puppeteers, magi-
cians all working for tips and careful to step clear of guards 
who looked to brook no nonsense.    Manor houses, some 
three to four stories hid behind alabaster white walls or-
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nately crowned with gilded steel bars weaved in circular pat-
terns.  Now that is real gilding, Grint grinned at the thought.

“Five apples for a Golden Mayor, my lord.”  Grint wasn’t 
used to being looked at as anything more than a drifter and 
almost passed the man by without remark.

“I’ll give you a silver pip for one.”  The hawker thought it 
over and tossed the apple to Grint.

Grint took a bite and swore the juices tasted sweeter.  Was 
it the grandeur of the place coloring his mind or was it some-
thing more?  The air felt warm.  Temperate enough to take 
his coat off.   And the sun was shining.  Was it his imagina-
tion?  He could swear the morning sky outside the gate was 
slate gray, but it was a beautiful summer’s day within.  Magic.

At the first square beyond the gate, Grint dismount-
ed.  The crowds thickened and trying to navigate from horse-
back was tricky.    The merchants were more than happy to 
move aside, but the nobles wouldn’t budge.  Their looks of 
self-important entitlement despite their rank were worth 
more trouble than Grint wanted to deal with.    The foun-
tain in the middle of the square glistened in the sunlight, 
white marble streaked with grays and blacks that almost ap-
peared to move when water spilled over the edge.  Two tiers 
of carved statues adorned the monument.   They looked to 
be wrestling in the old Zornish style.   Storms pulled gently 
toward the fountain, eager to taste the clear water trickling 
like rain.

Before they reached the edge, a man in a plain brown jer-
kin and knitted hat knelt by the edge trying to hide a bottle he 
dipped in the water.  Without hesitation, two guards emerged 
from the crowd, yanking him to his feet.   They slapped the 
bottle from his hand with a cudgel and dragged him off amidst 
protests.  “It’s for my pregnant wife!”  Nobles, dressed in their 
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finery followed the trio, waving coin purses and calling for wa-
gers.  Two drunks in silk shirts to rival Grint’s shoved at one 
another which escalated into fisticuffs.  More guards appeared 
as a fresh call for wagers rang out.

Grint went south from the square unsure if the rules 
allowed nobles to drink from the fountain.   Storms pulled 
at the lead line, reluctant to leave the water.   “Best not to 
test it, boy.”  The horse dropped its head, pouting.  The new 
street they walked had few manor houses but no shortage 
of guards dressed in house colors.  Intermixed between the 
gates were small shops such as Terastaggered Wines & Fine 
Spirits and Twitch’s Coinery.   Each place hung a small sign 
out that read: Token Holders Only.

Ahead on the right was the place the Captain recom-
mended, The High and Might Inn.  Grint’s nose wrinkled at 
the punnery.  Aside from its attempt at comedy, the inn ap-
peared to be a well-appointed building of red brick and aged 
oaken beams stained a brilliant golden-red.  Gas lamps lined 
the walkway between flower boxes full of white roses.  Two 
imposing red doors dominated the front of the inn, but Grint 
walked past and turned down the stone horse’s path just be-
side the building.  Behind the inn were the stables where a 
young boy, bucktoothed and squinting against the sunlight 
came out to greet him.

“Welcome to the High and Might Inn, I’m Jabe.  I’m hap-
py to stable and feed your horse.”  The boy had a rote way of 
speaking.

“Double rations for him,” Grint said.  “I’ll make it worth it.”
“This is the High and Might Inn.  All horses get double 

rations.”  The boy was fighting between instructions and his 
desire to see what I’ll make it worth it meant.
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Grint handed the boy the reins and removed his bag from 
the saddle.  When Storms was in hand, he flipped a small bit of 
unmarked copper to him.  Jabe looked at it with flat, expres-
sionless eyes disappointed by the meager amount.  When he 
realized there would be nothing more, he took the horse into 
the stable and left Grint staring at the back of the inn.  While 
not as ornate as the front, the rear was still well-to-do with 
intricate stone patterns and well-tended topiaries.  Beyond 
the hedges, he glimpsed a white gate leading to a larger gar-
den area that offered privacy for the guests.

Grint entered to find a bored looking man in silver vel-
vets staffing the front desk.    He had a pinched face, stuck 
in an expression of dissatisfaction as he judged the world 
through half-lidded eyes.    That judgement came down on 
Grint, who he no doubt categorized as an undesirable be-
cause of his entry through the back door.

“Yes?”  The question dripped with incredulity.  How dare 
you enter this fine establishment was what the man wanted to say 
but decent decorum forbade such rudeness.  Even the man’s 
smile mirrored the subtext of the greeting.

“I’d like two rooms.”  Grint took off his coat off and shook 
a plume of dust free.  The act offended the steward.

“Stop that at once,” he demanded.  “And leave!  We do 
not allow those who do not have a tok…”  The steward’s jaw 
stopped spewing out words but continued to open and close 
as he looked at the token Grint presented.  He quickly real-
ized who the sigil upon it belonged to.  “Is that?’

“Prince Oryn.  Of the Geldens.”
“The Geldens?”  And then, “You?”
“No,” Grint shook his head and gave a winning 

smile.    “I’m just their man.    The Prince doesn’t care for 
waiting.    I’m here to procure accommodations.   The gate 
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captain seemed to think this was a place I could do so.  Un-
less he was mistaken?”

“It would be my ultimate pleasure to serve you.”  The steward 
gave a stiff-backed bow and smiled.  “My name is Montrouse.”

“Of course it is,“ Grint replied, leaving the steward at a 
loss for words.  Montrouse bowed again and led them up two 
flights to a resplendent hallway.  The decor would not be out 
of place in a palace.   Golden frames encrusted with jewels 
displayed priceless pieces of art, a small table at the top of 
the stairs with solid gold candle holders, and an ornate glass 
bowl filled with pearls.  It was difficult to remember that this 
was just an inn.  There was a king’s ransom in wealth and this 
was just the hallway.

“Our rooms draw the finest nobles waiting to meet 
with the Governor.”   Montrouse’s voice came out in a slow 
drawl that connected each word to the one before.  “I don’t 
have full suites, but there is half-suite with a small servant’s 
room.  I trust that will suffice?”

Montrouse paused by a door on the left side of the hall-
way, a golden key in hand.  The left side faced out the back 
with a view of the western wall.   What Grint wanted was a 
view out the front.  He jerked his head toward the door on 
the right, “What about that room?”

“The Grand Adjutant is occupying those rooms.  A roy-
al judge of the Trinian Provinces,” he added in response to 
Grint’s frown.

“And a prince.   My Prince.   Should stay in the smaller 
room while an adjutant…”

“Grand Adjutant.”
“…Grand Adjutant stays in the larger?”    Grint let the 

words hang in the air while a battle raged within the stew-
ard’s mind.  
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“I see your point,” he said after a time.  “But the Grand 
Adjutant has been waiting weeks to meet with the Governor.”

“And Prince Oryn is meeting with him the night he ar-
rives.  It would be a pity for his first comments to be about 
lackluster service at the High and Might Inn.”

That was enough to change the steward’s disposi-
tion.   He unlocked the door and entered without invita-
tion.  Grint waited in the hall as the shouts grew in volume 
and intensity.  Words such as ‘impropriety’ and ‘lack of deco-
rum’ flittered about before the door opened depositing the 
Grand Adjutant into the hall.    “Now see here!” the portly 
old gentleman cried, his golden robes shaking as Montrou-
se shoved him through the opposite doorway.   Two young 
servants, a man and a woman poked their heads out.  They 
were both dressed in white robes wrapped tight around their 
bodies.    The Grand Adjutant was from the Trinian Prov-
inces where a major fortress of the Brotherhood Knights 
stood.  Grint hoped one of those steel bastards didn’t appear 
next.  He’d run afoul of their kind one-to-many times.

The Grand Adjutant rang a bell from his new room.  The 
two servants hurried his belongings to him.  Grint brushed 
past them as they exited and walked straight to the window, 
thankful that there were no Knights.  Three blocks east and 
one to the north.  Ballastrine’s manor.  The view wasn’t clear 
but he could see a tower and widow’s watch rising above the 
walls and other manors.    It would be enough to learn the 
landmarks around the manor while he searched out Faighur 
and figured out how to get inside.

“As you can see, there are two full rooms and a private 
dining area.”  Montrouse was giving the full tour, but Grint’s 
attention remained outside.   The old wizard from the gate 
wandered along the street outside, two guards in tow.  Grint’s 
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heart pounded in his chest, seeking escape.  This was not the 
place to get caught up in.  Directing the guards to spots that 
gave a good vantage of the front door and stable path, the 
wizard nodded and waddled away.    The tension eased, but 
his throat remained bone dry.   That wizard has concerns and 
nothing more, otherwise they’d kick in the doors.

“We decorate all the walls with it,” Montrouse said, pride 
in his voice.  Grint realized the steward was pointing his at-
tention to the obscene amount of velvet covering the room.

“I once knew a Duke who covered his walls in velvets,” 
Grint said looking around.  “Not just one layer, but two.”  As 
he looked up at the ceiling, he whistled.  “He never put it on 
the ceiling though.”

“Our guests enjoy it.”    Montrouse’s shoulders stiff-
ened.  What didn’t offend him?  A small gold box filled with 
coins sat against the window.  Grint took a coin, closed the lid, 
and tucked the box in his bag in one smooth motion.  Thank 
you, Grand Adjutant.

“No offense meant.”    Grint flipped the pilfered coin 
to the steward who let it fall to the floor as his expression 
turned from offended to horrified.

“This is not some brothel where we fling money about!”
Grint paused before leaving the room.    “Keep it or 

don’t.”  And then kept walking.  It was a sloppy move.  Civ-
ilized persons of noble blood didn’t go about throwing 
things at one another.   At least not in public.   The wizard 
and guards occupied his mind, not notions of propriety.  An-
other of Hobbe’s lessons intruded on his thoughts, Best not to 
spend too much time looking at the right hand and missing what the 
left is doing.  The old man was right.  Making a mistake with 
Montrouse could prove as deadly as one with the old wizard.
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The builder shaped the doorknob on the front door into 
a golden lion’s head.  It was awkward to hold and even worse 
to turn.  The guard across the street tensed and pretended 
to browse a vendor’s stall filled with scarves as Grint stepped 
out.    It was a better cover than his partner, who stood by 
the stable path studying the sky.   Grint considered exiting 
on the roof and slipping them, but if the wizard posted a 
spotter there would be no way to talk his way out of it.  He 
also couldn’t hide in his room.   Slip the noose and snap the 
trap.  Leaving through the front confirmed what he  suspect-
ed.  Their orders were to watch him.  For now.

It was not yet midday, but the streets of the Terrastags 
overflowed with shopping nobles, street hawkers, and trav-
eling performers.  Grint paused at a cart selling wine flutes, 
pretending to fix his hair in a looking glass.  A two-man pa-
trol passed from the opposite direction without looking at 
or acknowledging the two following him.    Grint tilted the 
glass to get a look at the roofline, continuing to preen until 
satisfied no sentries watched from on high.

Grint continued along under the pretense of shop-
ping.    Another two-man patrol passed by but this time one 
glanced at him.  Were they watching him?  Was this the same 
patrol that passed by him before?    No, their gaits were dif-
ferent.   Were they?   Of that he was not sure.   Three young 
maidens laughed as they browsed the fabrics of a blind mer-
chant.  Grint tucked himself in beside them, running his fin-
gers through a translucent sash, watching.  The patrol walked 
by his escorts with no words or hand movements.  Escort, only 
one guard now, not two.  Where had the other one gone?  He’s 
gone back to fetch the wizard.  Grint rubbed his neck as he felt the 
noose tightening around it.   How blind had he been?   Blind 
enough I couldn’t see I’m already standing on the gallows.
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Grint took a corner of fabric with his left hand and 
looped it through a maiden’s belt while he perused fab-
ric with his right.   As she walked away, she pulled the bolt 
loose.  The fabric maker shouted and the silk strip blocked 
the road.  It would be a momentary distraction, but maybe 
enough for him to lose the guard.   Slithering through the 
crowd was difficult, the throngs only accommodated a path 
for the patrols.  A street awning collapsed onto a stall of bird 
cages, releasing a flock of exotic Parthian birds.  The chaos it 
unleashed was more effective than Grint’s silk trick.  People 
ran around in blind panic as if the colorful birds had any in-
terest in feasting on their eyes.

Grint turned left at a fountain depicting a mammoth bear 
on its hind legs and kept a brisk pace without breaking in to a 
run.  Guards appeared from every direction, sorting out the 
mess and restoring a modicum of calm.  His tail would catch 
up soon so he needed to keep changing direction and let the 
sea of people swallow him up.  Could he make it to the next 
fountain?  Grint eyed the alleys on the right and left.  Slim, 
dark passages running between or behind the manors.  The 
problem was slipping into one without a multitude of eyes 
seeing him.  There were at least three patrols on the street, 
two guards in front of a manor gate, and a half-dozen more 
on the steps of a magnificent-looking bank.  Grint blended in 
beside a street magician waiting for the opportunity to van-
ish.  The magician wasn’t bad, his sleight of hand was almost 
fast enough to fool Grint.  A fireball jumped into the air and 
the crowd applauded.  Grint stepped into a shadow as their 
heads turned but moving further could draw the guards on 
the bank steps.

A rickety cart full of kegs lost its wheel and the whole 
load crashed onto the street.    Another timely distraction 
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drawing everyone’s attention.  Grint moved further into the 
alley.  The smell of baking bread was all that followed.  Lady 
Lorelai is smiling on me.  It was a happy thought which turned 
sour.  If the Goddess of Luck was here and bending events in 
Grint’s favor it would amount to no good.  A God’s involve-
ment was always more trouble than it was worth.

Grint came out one street to the south and fell in beside 
a trio of lords well into their cups for the earliness of the 
day.  “Good day, sir!”  The lord beside Grint noticed him and 
smiled with the half-lidded stupor that accompanied drunk-
enness.  Still, he appeared a man of pleasant demeanor.

“Good day.”  Grint gave him a tip of the imaginary cap.
“I am Abner, Lord of Linglewood.”    Abner slurred 

his words but Grint remained confident he said Lingle-
wood.  “These are my cousins, Crayven and Billis.”

“Crayven, like the Wolf King of old,” Crayven added, 
sloshing his cup as he spoke.  “Not craven, like a coward.”

“I’ll make a note of that.”  Grint smiled and accepted the 
skin of wine passed to him.    “That’s an interesting coat.   I 
met an acquaintance earlier who loves velvet,” he said after 
he took a drink.  Abner wore a coat of blue velvet and looked 
to be Grint’s size.  Getting out of the green might throw off 
the guard.  So, he took it off and held it out to Abner.  “A gift 
from the Prince of Geldens.”

“Oh ho!  A Prince!”  Abner stumbled as he took the coat 
and examined it.  Then he removed his own and handed it 
to Grint.  “Let it not be said Linglewood gives what it gets.”

“That makes no sense,” Billis said.
“Quiet now, or we’ll send you back to the manor.”
Over the bickering, Grint heard a woman crier calling 

out for patrons.  Something she said caught his ear.  “All are 
welcome, even the Tebbs’ of the world!”
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“This is my stop,” Grint said as he slapped Abner on the 
shoulder.  

“It was a pleasure.  If you are ever in Linglewood, come 
feast with us!”  The trio bumbled on as Grint donned the new 
coat.  The arms were spacious, meaning poor Abner was in 
for a tight fit.  Guards and patrols walked past, but none paid 
him any mind.    Their eyes watched the common folk, not 
token carrying nobles.

“All are welcome here.   All welcome,” the woman con-
tinued to shout.  The crier was a buxom woman standing in 
front of a tavern called the Southern Dawn.  It was a shab-
by establishment, in stark contrast to the surrounding opu-
lence.  “You sir,” she said, addressing Grint.  “You look like 
one of our sort.”

“Looks can be deceiving.”  Grint held up the wooden to-
ken, and the woman laughed.

“So they can.  Our regulars don’t carry those, but all are 
welcome.”

“Even Tebbs,” Grint said, pocketing the token.  To that 
remark, she squinted.

“You steal that token?”  Her voice was a whisper.
“I only steal hearts.”  As the woman barked a throaty 

laugh, Grint went through a series of hand signals.  Four 
fingers, two, then three.    Pinky then thumb tapping 
against the thigh.  She responded in kind as she finished 
her lengthy guffaw.

“That is not good.  Not good at all.  Has that ever worked?”
“I promise they get better when I’ve had some ale.”
“I doubt that, but go on in,” she said and returned to her 

calling.  “The only thing you can steal in the Terrastags are 
hearts!  Steal mine and win an ale.  All are welcome!”
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Grint walked up the steps to the tavern but didn’t en-
ter.  Instead, he stepped through a small curtain to the left of 
the door.  The path beyond led to a thin alley, heavy in shad-
ow, thick with mud, and full of a stink beyond description.  A 
tavern band rumbled on within, accompanied by the rhyth-
mic thump of the patrons stomping in time.  A hooded man 
sat on an overturned crate taking bites from an unpeeled 
onion.

“That’s disgusting, Faighur.”
“This is one of the few things I can still taste,” the skinling 

replied.  “I take what I can get.  You’re welcome, by the way.”
“For what?”
“The awning and the cart.”  Faighur slapped a hand on 

his thigh, shaking the empty sling draped there.
Grint threw back his head and laughed.    “Krypsie be 

praised!  That was you?”
“Who did you think it was?”
“Lorelai.”  Grint pulled a small bit of beef from his bag 

and gnawed on it.
“You think too highly of yourself.”
“What’s with the tavern?   Out of place for the Terrast-

ags.”  Grint kicked at the brick wall, watching chunks of mor-
tar shower the alley floor.

“There is no fountain to Hobbe.  There is a tavern.”
“Lucky him,” Grint replied. “You learn anything interesting?”
“If I knew how wretched a place this was beforehand, I 

never would have let you talk me in to coming here.”
“That’s helpful.    This place is madness, I’ll grant you 

that.  I’ve been here two hours and they’re already following 
me.”  Grint scratched his head and looked both ways down 
the alley.    The itch between his shoulders telling him he 
hadn’t lost that guard.



D.S. TIERNEY134

“They are,” Faighur replied, his voice flat.  “Someone de-
livered a letter to the gate after you went through.  They’ve 
been following you since.”

“Who even knows I’m here?  A seer?”
“I don’t think it’s that deep a mystery,” Faighur said, look-

ing disappointed.  “You’re an Apple Filling.”  It was an old as-
sassin’s term for disguising poison in a drink or food.  In thief 
lingo it meant a decoy who distracted from the real plan.

“Maybe,” Grint admitted.  “It makes little sense.  Elea-
nor spent a lot of effort to bring me here just to use me as 
a distraction.”

“I hope you’re right.”  Faighur popped the last of the on-
ion into his mouth and swallowed, then stood.  “There is a 
gate two blocks south.  Say the word and we go.  We’ll do to 
those necromancers what we should have in Upper Anghor.”

“We finish the job,” Grint said.
“For as much as you hate Hobbe, you sound just like him.”
“What have you learned about the manor?”  Grint’s tone 

was harsher than it should have been, but it bothered him 
when anyone compared him to the old bastard.   Or did it 
bother him that Faighur was right?   They should cut and 
run.  He had for less misfortune than this.   The job hadn’t 
gone sideways yet.  But it was sinking like a dying boat.

“Come,” Faighur said, and they continued through the 
back of the alley.   “I have not gotten too close to the man-
or.  There are wards everywhere and they become more per-
vasive the closer you get to the Governor’s Mansion.  They’ve 
even warded the sky so I couldn’t fly out if I wanted to.”

The alley came out in a small tent filled with wood carv-
ings.  An old, blind woman sat on a stool whittling at a block 
and gave no mind to Faighur.   Yet, when Grint passed she 
reached out and snagged his wrist.  No words passed between 
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them as she pulled a small figure off the shelf and tried clos-
ing it in his hand.  Before she could, Faighur pulled him from 
the tent.   “Don’t dawdle, there’s a small window for what I 
want to show you.”

“How does everyone living here get past the wards?”  They 
passed through a square whose fountain depicted stone boats 
fighting in what looked like the Provincial Wars between the 
Orrish and Sandy Kingdoms.

“Keep your voice down.  They train the guards as thief 
catchers.  Thank Krypsie you haven’t been here long enough 
to steal anything.”  Grint hissed and slapped his bag where 
the bulk of the small golden box sat.   Faighur grabbed his 
coat and pulled him to the side of the street.  “Grint?”

“There was a golden box full of coins just sitting 
there.”    Faighur shook his head and grumbled something 
unintelligible.

“Ditch it now and it may buy us some time.”
“It’s a golden box.  Full of coins,” Grint reiterated.
“Inno jamoi,” Faighur spat and stalked off.    “Anything 

that’s not nailed down.”
“That’s the point,” Grint said as he followed. “Now, the wards?”
The pair paused by another alley and waited for the pa-

trol to walk by before stepping in.   The alley systems were 
like a different world, dark and seedy.    Dirty in a way that 
seemed impossible when compared to the streets.  “Do they 
glamour the streets?”

“In a way.  Keep the common folk from looking into the 
alleys or entering them.”

“So how are we doing it?”
“The tokens,” Faighur replied.    “It’s the same with the 

wards as I can tell.  The tokens let you past but for the man-
ors you need the specific one to the house.”
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Getting in to Ballastrine’s manor would require getting 
one of his tokens, which could take time.  “What about the 
waterways?  You can’t ward water.”

“From what I learned in the tavern, the water in the 
streets isn’t what goes in the manors.”   Faighur slowed his 
pace as they neared the end of the alley.

“Why?”
“Their water comes from a special system running from 

the Governor’s Mansion.  Something magic about it or there 
is when he gives them a taste.  The Governor claims they’re 
the Tears of Hope.  No one can say if that is true.”

Faighur pressed Grint against the wall and pointed into 
the square.   The large fountain depicting the gods rose tall-
er than the other fountains Grint saw.  The square was larger 
still with a score of stalls and performers.  Tables covered by 
massive umbrellas let the nobles sit in the shade while enjoy-
ing a repast and some entertainment.  What the skinling drew 
Grint’s attention to was a young man sitting backwards on a 
chair as he surveyed the square.  “Ballastrine’s son.  He comes 
here each day to gawk at a young lady from another house.”

“And he has a token.”  Grint smiled and chewed on his 
lower lip.  “I’ll go snatch it.  You run interference.”  Faighur 
shook his head and pointed to the three house guards a 
few paces behind the lordling.  Grint shrugged.  “I’ve done 
more under worse conditions.  You remember the Chalice 
of the Moons?”

“I’d feel better if there weren’t a hundred thief catchers 
within a knife’s throw.”

“So what then?   A Donnel Berrybright?    I win him the 
girl’s heart and get invited to dinner?”

“That could take weeks.”
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“True.”    Grint tapped a fingernail on his teeth as he 
thought.  “Do the guards carry tokens?”

“I don’t believe so,” Faighur said, the hint of a smile on 
his lips.  If the guards could get in without a token, it meant 
the cancellation was an area effect.

“The Goblin Tailor of Garr.”  Grint snapped his finger.
“While we could approximate their attire, would they not 

recognize you as an imposter?”  Faighur sounded doubtful.
“Not if they don’t get a look at my face.  Once through 

the gate, I’ll duck to the side, move slow.    I think it could 
work.    Right?    Faighur?”    His companion went silent and 
worse yet was no longer beside him.  

“Who you talking to runt?”   Black Samuel asked as he 
shoved Grint against the alley wall and pressed a dagger 
against his throat.

“Black Bastard? What in Krypsie’s name are you doing 
here?”

“Watch what you call me while I have a knife to your 
throat,” when he smiled he showed off his decaying, black 
teeth.  “Speaking of knives.  Where is mine?”

Grint smiled back as he tapped Black Samuel’s 
knife against the man’s precious jewels.    “You mean my 
knife?”    Black Samuel grunted and tried to pull away but 
Grint held him in place.  There was someone else in the al-
ley, hiding themselves behind Samuel’s massive frame.  Grint 
knew Eleanor and her sniveling hounds well enough to know,

“Noseless?  So that’s where you went.”
It took Black Samuel a moment to piece it together, but when 

he did, his face turned sour – more sour.  “You know him?”
Grint squinted as the moment dragged on.  “Which one 

of us were you asking?”
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“You?”  Black Samuel did not sound at all sure.
“His leash holder hired me to steal an urn which I now 

see was not an exclusive contract.  Breaking a lot of rules.”
“It’s my job now,” Black Samuel said and then after a 

mental struggle added, “How much is she paying you?”
“Twice what they offered you,” Grint said.
“Twice!”  With Black Samuel distracted, Grint dropped a 

knife from his left sleeve and pressed it against his rival’s jug-
ular.

“Two knives to one.”  Grint pushed Samuel back, clear-
ing himself of the wall.

“Idiots,” Noseless whispered.  “The guards will see.”
“You’re paying him twice what you’re paying me?”
Noseless sighed.    Grint imagined many instances of 

this stupidity as the hound traveled with this dullard.   “He 
doesn’t know what you’re being paid, so how can it be dou-
ble?  Think!”

Being called out as an idiot was enough to bring out Black 
Samuel’s anger to its full splendor.  Knives or not, he shoved 
Grint once, twice, and then with his ample size a third shove 
that sent Grint stumbling out of the alley.  The first thing he 
hit was a large pole over a baker’s tent, which collapsed.  Next 
was a chair that sent him flailing into a table where he scat-
tered glass bottles and a carafe of wine.   The wine found a 
new home on the dress of a pretty young woman out for a 
stroll.   Grint hit the ground hard and made the knives dis-
appear into his sleeves before anyone saw them.    The girl 
shrieked, mostly out of surprise but was composing herself 
even as Grint sat up.

“I am very sorry,” Grint offered her a silken kerchief.  The 
girl smiled and was handling the moment much better than 
Grint could have hoped.
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“Clumsy dog of low birth,” a young man shouted.   “Of-
fender of beauty and destroyer of purity!”    The voice grew 
closer and the girl’s eyes widened.  Grint turned to find little 
lordling Ballastrine descending on him with his sword drawn.

Of course, he thought.  This is the girl he watches.  Maybe I 
can convince them to fall in love?  Donnel Berrybright anyone?

“I challenge thee to a duel!” young Ballastrine shouted 
to raucous applause.  The girl, meek of voice tried to object 
but no one heard her.

“A what?” Grint asked.  Black Samuel skulked in the al-
ley’s mouth, a giant grin painting his ugly face while he made 
a rude gesture of three fingers pointed down.  Go die was the 
rough translation.   This sinking ship of a job just sunk.



Grint hadn’t woken up this morning intending to duel 
the Lord’s son they hired him to rob, but you played the hand 
dealt.  Eleanor played her own hand.  Black Samuel.  What an 
unexpected displeasure that was.  It all but proved Faighur’s 
theory of Grint being an Apple Filling.  Where in the sour crack 
is Faighur?  I’m not an Apple Filling.  More of a Full Hand with a 
Shot of Clear.   Eleanor doubled down on her original wager 
with Black Samuel.   Using the rival thief to keep Grint off 
balance the way he had with her.

“Do you even own a sword?  Rat-tailed wretch!”  The lit-
tle lordling played up to the crowd.  They encircled the du-
elists while providing them a healthy berth.  More onlookers 
joined, crowding the square as word of a duel spread.  Those 
who could not see climbed like spiders on the edge of the 
fountain, shouting bets in time with catcalls.

“Let’s do this with fists,” Grint said, cracking his knuckles.

8
“Grint, for the last time. Don’t steal for the right reasons.”  

- Blue Fingered Hobbe
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“Swords!”  The little lordling had a temper.  The girl he 
sought to impress stood at the edge of the crowd holding a 
thin shawl over the damp stain on her dress.  The look on her 
face wasn’t hard to read.  She wanted to be anywhere but here.

“Daddy never taught you the word no, did he?“  Grint let 
two knives drop from his sleeves, Blackblade in his right and 
a blunt-bladed, swatter in the left.  “Allow me to rectify that.”

The lordling’s eyes widened at their sudden appearance, 
but composed himself making a joke to the crowd.  “He wish-
es to fight with dinner knives!”

“It’s not too late, kid.  You’re not winning yourself ground 
with the girl.”    Young Ballastrine glanced her way.    She 
averted her eyes as the surrounding crowd clapped her 
shoulders.  His face flushed a deep red Grint never saw be-
fore.  There was no way out of the duel.  The crowd wouldn’t 
let him leave with money on the line.   Grint would use the 
opportunity, goad the boy close, and find the kry-damn to-
ken to his house.  The lordling rushed forward, shrieking an 
unintelligible battle cry as he bandied his rapier.  He looks like 
a mud-drowned maniac.  Grint slapped the attack away with his 
swatter and slashed the young man’s ribs with Blackblade on 
the follow through.    It wasn’t deep, just enough to remind 
the boy that combat wasn’t a game.  

Grint’s one advantage over Black Samuel was that nei-
ther possessed the proper token to get past Ballastrine’s 
gate.    The little lordling did and Grint would have it be-
fore this duel ended.   Ballastrine  jumped back and thrust 
his rapier.    The tip of the blade wavered an inch from his 
chest.  Grint stepped toward him and pinned the blade un-
der his arm.    Ballastrine struggled to break away, but not 
before Grint slipped a hand in the right pocket of the kid’s 
coat.  Nothing.
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Are you sure Black Samuel doesn’t have a token?  It was Hob-
be’s voice, speaking with that know-it-all inflection.    As if 
he knew secrets he couldn’t share until you figured them 
out.    Odd that Eleanor never told you what the tokens were 
for.  Funny to find him traveling with Noseless when Eleanor said 
they needed to avoid suspicion.  Funny.

“Real bloody funny.”   Grint didn’t mean to vocalize his 
reply to Hobbe.  Even during a fight some might judge him 
mad for talking to himself, but the words never rose above 
the clamor.    The lordling pushed Grint away and straight-
ened his coat.  Can’t have a wrinkle during a death duel.  With 
a flourish of his left hand, the kid danced, stabbing the ra-
pier at Grint’s left eye.   No one will hire a blind thief, Hobbe 
laughed.  Grint jumped back as a second thrust came close 
to his right eye.  

“Enough,“ he grunted and charged.  Impatience threat-
ened to overcome his desire for caution, something he chid-
ed himself for as he checked young Ballastrine’s next pocket.   
This mummery grew tiresome, but he couldn’t let the lord-
ling know he was taking the token.   Breathe you fool and do 
the job, he thought as he patted down the pants with the flat 
parts of his blades.  Still no token.  There had to be one on 
him.  Did the guards have it?  Did he have a bag Grint missed 
at the table?  

Grint ducked below a clumsy blade swipe.   As the lord-
ling’s jacket fluttered open, he saw the subtle circular outline 
of the token within an inner pocket.  Making the blades dis-
appear into his sleeves, Grint clenched his fists and slugged 
the kid in the gut.   The blow took his feet out from under 
him, and the lordling fell forward.  Grint punched him again 
and snatched the token while the boy crumpled.  The slap of 
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flesh against stone sounded as the kid hit the street, losing 
whatever air remained in his lungs.

“Stay down, kid.  Yield.  Quit.”  Even as Grint spoke, the 
lordling searched for his sword, struggling to his knees.  “This 
is over.”  The crowd swallowed the words or maybe the kid 
had too much pride to give up.   Either way, he had to end 
this.  Grint kicked the sword out of reach and shattered Bal-
lastrine’s knee with the thick heel of his boot.  The joint bent 
the wrong way with a sickening crack.   The crowd gasped, 
then roared with animalistic pleasure.

House guards in Ballastrine colors paced at the edge of 
the crowd.  They bounced on their feet, torn between rushing 
to the side of their charge and risking interference.  When a 
fight involved betting, stepping in could earn them a trip to 
the gallows.  Grint counted three.  Were there more before 
the duel?  It didn’t matter.   They knew Grint now - at least 
by sight.  Black Samuel earned himself a healthy head start 
while keeping his anonymity.   The house guards would fol-
low if Grint ran; making the token in his pocket all but use-
less without some way clear.

“Dragon!” Someone screamed.   The crowd quieted, no 
one quite believing the claim.    A few people laughed.    A 
heckler made a lewd remark.  The deafening roar and ris-
ing spout of fire changed everyone’s minds.    Faighur, you 
idiot.    You’ll get yourself killed.    True or not, the result was 
widespread panic as the crowd ran in every direction.   Bal-
lastrine’s guards started toward Grint, who wasted no time in 
running the opposite way.  He danced past a gaggle of young 
girls and jumped on the lip of the fountain to stay above the 
frenzied crowd.  Leaping off, he struck the back of a man in a 
chef’s hat and had to roll back onto his feet.  A cloud of flour 
puffed into the air.
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Grint let the flow of the crowd pull him from the 
square.  Even a block away the chaos died down.  A fresh cry 
from the dragon renewed the panic.  Grint hoped his friend’s 
plan factored in an escape.  A cadre of four wizards trotted 
toward the beast.  Flakes of ice snowed around them as pow-
erful magic danced between their fingers.    For a moment, 
he considered rounding back to help, but knew that would 
infuriate the skinling.   Faighur did this to get Grint out of 
that square, not pull him back.  He hated it, but the dragon 
was on his own.

A single house guard remained on his tail.  The others must 
have stayed with the lordling.  I hope.  The crowd’s flow took him 
toward his goal.  One street left.  Another right at the statue of the 
frog.   Grint ducked around a large group of women in blue 
dresses and shed the blue jacket.  Another left and then straight 
on.  Was the crusty wizard still looking for him?  The guards 
he assigned?  Too many unknowns.  How far ahead had Black 
Samuel gotten?  Was he ahead?  Was he biding his time hop-
ing Grint would get himself killed or caught?

Grint stopped behind a cart of leather boots, ducking 
down as he pretended to check his own.  A few dozen people 
ran up the street, but most had taken shelter indoors.  Their 
faces pressed against windows as they looked for signs of 
the dragon.  Five vendors gathered in a cluster, pointing at 
columns of smoke while wishing ill on their competitors.  A 
large retinue of soldiers made a racket as they marched dou-
ble time.    A nobles on horseback charged out of his man-
or, flanked by two dozen guards.     People leapt out of the 
way.  Grint was sure the man would have run anyone down 
who got in the way.   The banners carried by his men bore 
the sigil of Ballastrine.  Grint watched the Lord ride past, a 
gaunt man with a pointed black beard and ashen face.  The 
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column of guards continued pouring from the manor, fifty 
to sixty strong.  How many did that leave in the manor?  Not 
enough to stop me.

With Lorelai’s luck, the trailing house guard would fold 
in with the rest of the men.  Grint waited for the last of the 
guards to trot past.  A short dash along the walkway led him 
to a spot where he could slip into an alley beside the man-
or’s southern wall.   Many of the manors had trees on their 
grounds and Grint hoped to find one hanging over the ten-
foot walls.  Grint could touch both alley walls as he walked.  It 
had been a while, but he was fairly confident he could leap 
off one wall and up the other.  Then grab onto a tree to get 
over the gilded coils on top of the wall.  

That plan ended up being unnecessary as he came across 
a servant’s door built into the alley wall.  A smooth wooden 
door he estimated to be of considerable girth as he tapped 
a finger against it.  There was no exterior latch, something 
that would have proven problematic had some not already 
kicked it in.    The door stood ajar, wood splintered where 
the inner bar tried to hold it closed.  Black Samuel beat him 
here.  What need did he have for a token if he could kick a 
door in while the wards let a column of guards out the front 
gate?    Smart.    Too smart.    For Black Samuel at least.    An 
entire night of gambling with the man and he never once 
showed this level of ingenuity.   Eleanor did.   Was she with 
him now?  Had they been together the whole time?

Run, stupid boy!  Hobbe’s voice banged like a bell.  Get out!
No.    This was still a Terrastag manor.    Stolen gold sat 

fat in his pocket and the promise of more lay inside.   And 
after that, there was the urn and Eleanor’s payment - which 
he would see doubled!    You’ll be too dead to enjoy it.    Grint 
shut the voice from his mind.  Faighur risked himself to get 
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Grint here.   The thief would not do any less to see the job 
done.  There isn’t a shiny coin in the Hells of Astapoor I’m going to 
let Black Samuel be the first thief to rob the Terrastags!

Beyond the gate sat a small guard house of white stone, 
large enough for a single man on a stool.    The stationed 
guard was dead.  Black Samuel snapped his neck, leaving it 
hanging at an odd angle.   Dead eyes stared at Grint.   The 
thief couldn’t worry whether Rent watched through them.  It 
wasn’t his kill.  Another hope.  Another maybe.

A small garden path led from the wall to the manor.  Peb-
bles crunched underfoot as he jogged toward the hedges cir-
cling the house.  Two guards peered through the front gate, 
their attention focused outward for now.  Probably mad they 
didn’t get to go.  The path hooked right as it neared the manor 
and led to a door - also kicked in.  The sounds of a struggle 
echoed from the room within.  Black Samuel had no subtle-
ty.  He was what they called a basher.  A thief who broke any-
thing in their way.  A blunt object with no sense of subtlety.

Grint found a secluded window behind a hideous hedge 
cut in the vague shape of a four-legged animal.    A large, 
multi-paned window with hinges that opened outward.    A 
single silver latch held it closed.  Easy enough to unlock with 
a blade, but first he pulled a flat copper disk from his bag and 
tapped it against the wooden frame.  A sparkle of red light 
wound around the latch.  Grint nodded, warded.  A trip ward 
like this one was easy enough to disarm.  Grint pulled a bul-
bous, black rock from his bag and scraped it with Blackblade.   
Agot stone, and the shavings from the soft stone deadened 
most magic.   The scraping sound raised a few goosebumps 
on the back of his neck and left a greasy black streak along 
the blade.  The latch sparked as he touched the blade to it, a 
brilliant blue color that meant the ward had fallen.
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Grint climbed in the window, the sounds of struggle still 
audible from here.  Black Samuel could bash his way in and 
draw all the attention.  Grint was a shadow who would slip 
away before anyone knew he was there.

“Speaking of robbing,” Grint whispered as he looked 
around the room.  He was in a study with shelves full of old 
tomes.  Certain dealers would pay a year’s wage for just one 
book, but unless you knew what you were looking for, it was 
best to pass.  In the center of the room sat an oak desk that 
glistened from the oils used to wipe it down.    A quill, ink 
pot, wax stamp, and paper were all arranged in meticulous 
order.    A large, golden bust of Ballastrine dominated the 
edge of the desk.  It would be too large to take, but the string 
of pearls wrapped around its neck fit neatly in Grint’s bag. 
Four colored gems, each the size of a fist sat on a glass shelf 
by the window.  Each placed in such a way that the sun would 
glitter through them as the day moved on.    Grint tapped 
the copper disc on the shelf and smiled when nothing hap-
pened.    The four jewels went into the bag along with the 
golden prongs displaying them.

The hallway had gone silent, so Grint opened the study 
door and peaked out.    A thick red runner embroidered 
with ornate golden thread ran the length of the wide hall-
way.    Ruby encrusted candle sticks sat in sconces between 
framed paintings and crystal vases.  Far to the right, a pair of 
feet disappeared as someone dragged their body away.  While 
Black Samuel covered his tracks, Grint went the other way, 
stepping on soft toes toward the main staircase.  Eleanor said 
the urn and her contact were in a sub-basement.  The door 
for it would be somewhere in the basement larder.

Grint squeezed himself into a thin alcove housing a stat-
ue as he heard a woman’s voice nearing.  A door to his right 
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opened.  A maid dressed in baby blue skirts stepped halfway 
through.    She turned so that her back was to Grint as she 
yelled into the kitchens.  “I’ve got to get the bloody eggs.”

“What for?”   Another woman replied.   Far back in the 
kitchens from the sound.

“You know the Lord will want an afternoon egg when he 
gets back.”  There was irreverence and disdain in her voice.

The unseen woman laughed.    “With all the strutting 
he’ll be doing at his brat’s duel, you’d think he could lay his 
own egg.”

“Krypsie knows the cold bitch he married can’t.”
“Marna!  You’ll get us both switched.”  Grint found the 

exchange amusing but hoped Marna didn’t turn and see 
him.  What he would have to do to her would be less funny, 
and that was nothing compared to what Black Samuel might 
do if he came around the corner.  None of those scenarios oc-
curred and the jocular maid turned away from Grint.  Marna 
pressed on a flat panel beneath the master staircase.  It must 
have housed a hidden switch as the panel slid open to reveal 
a much rougher door.  The basement door whined in protest 
as she opened it.

A flame flickered to life, spreading its light across Grint’s 
face.    Wood scraped against metal as he watched her pull 
the torch from its sconce and start down the steps.    Grint 
waited in the alcove, one eye on the hall the other on the 
doorway.   As the light faded, he stepped on tiptoes toward 
the stairs.    It was a darkened recess, lit only by the torch 
Marna carried.  From here he could see the faint outline of 
two doors below and hear the vague sound of running wa-
ter.  Faighur mentioned the Governor doled out water to the 
manors.  That must be where it comes in.
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Something hot blazed suddenly to life in Grint’s 
chest.    The thieves’ gut come home to roost.    It was a 
poor time to feel antsy, but the urn being so close gave it 
life.    No.    There was no time for the fear and he wouldn’t 
make the time to let it grow.  A deep breath and a moment of 
silence.  Enough to hear the heavy steps of Black Samuel as 
he stomped around the corner.  Grint had but a moment to 
turn his body to meet the charging bull.

The basher slammed into him, his meaty hands clam-
bering for purchase around Grint’s neck.  Grint held one of 
Samuel’s hands at bay while blindly jabbing left after left into 
the bull’s side, trying to break a rib or break him off.  They 
kicked and punched one another as their bodies shifted on 
the upper landing.   Grint could feel his heels slipping over 
the edge of the stairs.

As they thumped down the first step, they heard Marna 
singing.  Her voice distant, coming from somewhere deep in 
the cellar but the tune carried.  The melody was light and as 
she reached the chorus; he realized the song was Harford-
shire Maidens.  It was the drivel they sang at spring festivals 
to get the young girls excited for love.  Jessua hated it.

Grint kicked a foot out from under Black Samuel and 
they slid down half the staircase clutching at one anoth-
er’s throats.    “All the maidens know when it’s time to come 
home.”  They stopped as Samuel’s large frame wedged in the 
tight space below the rail, allowing Grint to get loose and 
land a punch against the basher’s right eye.   “All the maid-
ens know when it’s time for love, love, love.”    Black Samuel 
cursed in a hushed whisper and put the flat of his foot into 
Grint’s belly, launching him into the air.  “Find that boy, spin 
him round.  Make Mama proud.  Sing out loud.”  Grint fell the 
rest of the way down without touching a step; landing on 
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his back.  “The first boy to fall will be the one who is yours.”  His 
head slapped the cold dirt floor and stars appeared where 
none could be.  Grint hated the song too.

Wasting no time, he pushed himself up while fighting 
the spins that threatened to put him back down.  Black Sam-
uel righted himself and stomped down the steps, ignorant 
of the truth they were not alone in the cellar.  Grint stepped 
backwards through the doorway, fists raised and ready for 
a fight.  The maid stopped singing.  She held the torch up, 
straining to see what caused the noise.

Through the door were two rows of shelves reaching the 
ceiling, each stuffed full of food.  A center aisle divided the 
larder running from front to back.  Grint stepped right and 
as Black Samuel spotted the woman, he stepped left.   The 
rivals stared at one another as the maid scanned the cel-
lar.  “Duhast?  Is that you?  Duhast?  Come here, boy.”

Grint could see his breath coming out in frantic 
puffs.   Unnatural, frigid air bit at his skin.   A chilling spell 
to keep the food cold.   The arctic temperature made Grint 
recognize the odd, hot feeling pressing against his side.  He 
looked at his trusted travel bag with the horrified realization 
that something inside had gone amiss.  He flipped open the 
cover.  Black Samuel looked on with morbid curiosity.  Some-
thing glowed white hot beneath his balled-up shirts.

Dear Krypsie!    It was the Tricorn of Emblazoning.   Such 
a ridiculous name.  The Tricorn was three crystals, all worth-
less on their own, but each imbued with powerful magic.  As 
the stories went, the Tricorn could start an unstoppable 
fire.  Grint stole it from a wizard and expected a sizable re-
turn for the trouble.  Except no one knew how to make them 
work and no one wanted to buy something useful only as a 
curiosity.  For the past three years, Grint used the crystals as 
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fishing lures and had eaten well.  Something in the basement 
set them off.  The cold, Grint thought.  Of course, the bloody cold!

“Come and I’ll give you a treat.”  The maid kept calling 
for what Grint assumed was the family dog and moved on to 
bribing it.  Then in a more forceful tone, “Come!  Now!”  The 
Tricorn glowed brighter and Grint knew he had to take it 
out.  An unquenchable fire was not something he wanted to 
set off in his bag.

The maid sighed and lowered the torch as she walked to-
ward them.    “If you’ve gotten into the water again, I’ll tan 
your hide as dark as Lord Ballastrine will mine!”  She passed 
by without seeing the two thieves crouched in the dark and 
stepped into a chamber across the hall.

With her back to them, Grint pulled out the Tricorn and 
tossed it at Black Samuel.  It glowed dimly, but the heat com-
ing off it was enough to sting Grint’s hands when he touched 
it.   The big, dumb animal that Black Samuel was, stared at 
the glowing crystal with awe and greedy anticipation.    As 
he caught it he offered a smile that said; I don’t accept your 
bribe.   I’ll keep this beauty and kill you too.   Then the burning 
heat sank into his hands.  Grint climbed the shelves as Black 
Samuel dunked the Tricorn and his hands into an open bar-
rel of chilled mead.  The groans of pain and mewling whines 
faded as Grint put distance between them, crawling and 
leaping from shelf to shelf.

As he reached the back of the cellar and climbed down, 
Marna reappeared waving her torch against the dark-
ness.  Grint shifted a heavy crate to watch her through the 
shelves.  She turned toward the mead barrel and he expected 
cries or sounds of alarm.  Nothing.  Black Samuel must have 
moved and so should he.
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Eleanor’s meager directions were to find a rack of shelves 
against the back wall.  There would be one that served as a 
door.  Behind he would find a spiral staircase leading to the 
contact.  Grint counted three racks against the back wall, but 
only one left sweeping scratches in the dirt.   He pulled on 
it but the kry-damned thing wouldn’t budge.  There wasn’t 
time to pull everything off the shelves, so he slid his hands 
over the wood, feeling between bottles stacked atop each 
other looking for a pull lever or release.  Instead, he found a 
keyhole.  A bloody, ram-baked, sour-cracked keyhole.

The maid heard the noise he made and came closer, 
waving her torch down each aisle she passed.  “Duhast?” she 
whispered each time.

Grint pulled a skeleton key and pick from his bag and 
jammed it in the keyhole.   He picked locks like this in his 
sleep.  Not like this, Hobbe warned.  Test it, he thought and 
pulled out the copper disc.  It tapped blue.  No traps.  The 
girl was now only two rows away.  The light from her torch 
casting the barest flicker on Grint’s arm.    And where was 
Black Samuel?    Grint put the skeleton key back in and 
worked the pick.  He went to a place in his imagination like 
Hobbe taught him.   A place he could see the inner work-
ings; the cogs and pins as he manipulated them.  One row 
away but Grint almost had the lock.

It clicked, and the shelf opened a crack.    “Du-
hast?    Who?”    The torchlight shone bright on his back, 
painting his shadow on the shelves.   The maid stood behind 
him.  Grint cursed and turned.  To her credit she didn’t ap-
pear panicked; just confused.

“Sorry Marna,” Grint said, and she cocked her head.  The 
right hook hit her hard and even though he pulled the punch, 
she rolled until she came to rest against a shelf, where she lay 
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unconscious.  Somewhere in the dark, Black Samuel’s laugh 
echoed off the stone walls.

Grint slipped through the hidden door and closed it be-
hind him.   There was nothing to lock on the inside, so he 
hoped it locked on its own.  It wouldn’t buy him more than 
a few moments, even a basher like Samuel knew how to pick 
a lock.  Grint ran down the steps, staying close to the inner 
wall, leaping over every other step.  Once he got to the con-
tact, he could lay a trap for Black Samuel.  I can…

Grint ran into the guard before he knew what he was see-
ing.   Wearing heavy leathers and a burnished skull cap the 
guard craned his head towards the noise on the stairs.  When 
he saw Grint, he reached out a hand and smiled.  Grint plant-
ed a foot against the outer wall and launched himself into 
the man.  Knuckles against teeth, the guard grunted.  They 
stumbled through a small hallway.    Grint punched him 
again, his knuckles wet with blood.    When they slammed 
into the door, it swung open, depositing them on the oth-
er side.   Grint hopped to his feet, fist cocked back, but the 
guard lay still.

“What did you do to Mullens?”  There stood a man with 
shoulder length white hair, black goatee streaked with gray, 
and a burgundy robe tied neatly with a silken cord.  The stu-
dious look on his wizened face belonged to someone who 
knew they were smarter than you.

“Barlow?”    Grint asked as he turned to look for some-
thing long and sturdy to block the door with.

“Bardo,” the man corrected.  “But Mullens?”
“I don’t know who that is.”  A metal pipe the length of 

five arms balanced atop two pieces of wood.  Glass ampules 
dangled from it but Grint didn’t care.    He yanked the rod 
from its perch.  The glass shattered on the floor.
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“Now see here!”  Bardo’s voice squeaked as he pointed at 
the tendrils of smoke rising from the floor.  Grint ran to the 
door and stood left of the opening.  Black Samuel, ever the 
basher, pounded down the staircase with abandon.    When 
he breached the door, Grint swung the pipe and caught 
him in the throat.  His head went back while his feet contin-
ued forward and he slapped the ground with the flat of his 
back.  Grint straddled his chest and bashed him a few more 
times for good measure.

“Go.  To.  Sleep.”  Each word punctuated with a swing of 
the pipe.  Satisfied, Grint tossed the pipe aside.

“Who is that?”
“There’re a lot of names here.    Grint.    Bardo.    Mul-

lens?”   Grint pointed himself, the contact, and then at the 
unconscious guard.  Bardo nodded with each name.

“And him?”
“An assassin sent to kill you.    Now if you don’t mind, 

I’ll take the urn.”   Grint looked around the room.   There 
were four tables situated around the space, all covered with 
books, glass jars, small fires, boiling liquids, and running 
tubes thick enough for a mouse to run though.  A tall cur-
tain obscured the back of the room, burgundy like Bardo’s 
robe.  Did he plan that?  Grint spotted the urn on the table 
furthest right.

“Yes, that’s it, but it’s not ready yet,” Bardo said as Grint 
walked over to the prize.

“What is all of this?”   Grint ran a hand along the tubes 
dripping red liquid into the urn.  He tried following them back 
through the maze of tables where they crossed and tangled.

“That’s what I mean.  I began filling it after my morning 
meal.  It’s not ready yet.”
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“No.  No, no, no.  No.”  Grint shook his head as he turned 
toward who he assumed was an alchemist.  “I’m here to steal 
the urn.  I don’t care about the rest of this.”

“The urn is useless without the blood,” Bardo said as he 
shuffled through some papers.

“That’s blood?”  Grint almost asked if it was an animal’s 
or human but decided he didn’t want to know.

“Yes.  When it’s done, it needs sealed with rituals to pre-
pare it for activation.    I explained all of this to Eleanor.    I 
can do most of the sealing and activations while we’re on 
the road, but the blooding must occur now.”  The alchemist 
found a sheet of parchment and held it out to Grint as if that 
would explain everything.

“We?”  Grint’s eyes went wide.
“Yes, of course,” Bardo seemed quite surprised by the 

question.  “I am the one who knows the rituals.”
“I had a bad enough time getting in here and you expect 

me to take you back out?”
“That’s what Mullens was for.  Our escort.”  Bardo 

looked around the table at the still form of the guard. “Did 
you kill him?”

“No,” Grint answered as he looked at the tubes.  If they 
dripped any slower than this, Grint would lose his mind.  “Can 
you hurry this up?”

“How do you know?”
“Because the God of Murder isn’t here.   How long will 

this take to finish?”
“What an odd thing to say.”
“How long?”  Grint asked again.
“You’re early,” Bardo said and then jumped as Grint 

slammed his fist against the table, shaking the urn. “Half a day.”
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“Half a day?”  Grint stepped around the table and drew 
the large knife from his belt.  “We don’t have half a day.  The 
Lord and all his men will be back soon and when they get 
here, they’ll kill us.”

“You see, you’re early.    I wasn’t expecting you.”   Beads 
of sweat ran down Bardo’s temples and into his eyes, making 
him blink.

“They’ll kill us.  You.  Me.  Mullens.”
“Mullens?”
“Mullens too,” Grint said poking the tip of the knife 

against the underside of Bardo’s nose.  “All of us.”
“I’ll collect my notes and see if I can complete this any 

sooner.”  Bardo gave a weak smile and shuffled over to a pile 
of books.    Grint sheathed the knife and saw one of Black 
Samuel’s legs twitch.  Retrieving the pipe, he gave the bash-
er another hit and tossed the weapon aside.  Bardo jumped 
when it hit the floor.

Hobbe laughed at Grint, Should have run, 
boy.  Should.  Have.  Run.  He couldn’t argue.  The teachings 
of Blue Fingered Hobbe were immutable truths.  He should 
have run.   Would have if it hadn’t been for Faighur.   Don’t 
blame the dragon.  He was the only one who hasn’t made a mess of 
this.  This is all on me.

Grint stared at the urn which looked no fuller than be-
fore.  The sinewy tubes did what they needed to, but the pace 
was all wrong.  In fact, one worked against the rest as drops 
of blood seeped through a crack, falling onto the table.  “Is 
this supposed to be like this?”

“I’m working as fast as I can,” Bardo called out.
Grint snorted.  Working as fast as he could.  They were 

all working their way - in a hasty manner - towards old Jim 
Gallows.  Mister Longtimbers and the Motherly Hug if you 
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please.  What had he expected?  This was the Terrastags.  Did 
he think he would just walk in, rob them blind, and walk 
back out while double crossing the necromancers?  Sure.  I’m 
Grint.  I can do it.  The kry-damned hubris.

Grint held a finger under the dripping blood and rubbed 
his thumb against what fell, smearing it into the skin.  It felt 
warm to the touch.  He felt warm.  Help her.   It was a whis-
per of the mind.   A forgotten fragment of memory.   Grint 
reached down and touched the snippet hanging around his 
neck.  He pictured a moonlit dell in a blanket of fog.  A girl in 
white.  He felt compelled to follow the sinewy tubes if only to 
find her waiting at the end.

Bardo was deep in his books and oblivious to the thief’s 
movements.   Grint followed the tubes to where they disap-
peared over the curtain.    It was a thick, soft material.   Vel-
vet, he thought.  Montrouse would approve.  He pushed at the 
curtain until he found a seam to step through.  Beyond, the 
room was dark with only a single candle to provide light, but 
it was enough to illumine the towering marble pillar with 
crossing chains wrapped in tight circles around it.  Slumped 
at the base was a little girl on her knees and manacles around 
her wrists that kept her arms raised high.    Her skin bled, 
chafed and rubbed raw by the metal.  The tubes were living 
things, latching onto her arms with leech-like teeth.

Sweat dripped from the tangles of her dark hair, landing 
within the pooled fabric of soiled white robes.  Grint reached 
out and brushed her hair aside.    She was little more than 
a child.  Ten, maybe twelve.  Her eyes appeared listless and 
heavy lidded, but she managed a glance with her jaundiced 
eyes.  Save her, Jessua said as if whispering in his ear.  Had the 
girl’s lips moved as Jessua spoke?  Grint stood outside him-
self, watching as he took the knife and cut the tubes.   The 
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leech tubes writhed in pain before the toothy mouths opened 
and dropped to the floor, leaving purple bruises on the girl’s 
arms.  Free her.

“Thief?   Thief?”   Bardo called out for him, unaware of 
Grint’s discovery.  Knife in hand, Grint stepped through the 
curtain and strode toward the alchemist.    He felt both in 
and out of control as he argued with Jessua.  This isn’t what I 
do!  Bardo stared, a stupid look on his face for such a smart 
man.   Grint struck him across the side of the face with the 
butt of the knife, then grabbed his long white hair at the top, 
slamming his face into the table.  Warm blood sprayed from 
his shattered nose and Grint let him slump to the floor.  Bar-
do looked up and mouthed something through shattered 
teeth.  “Why?”

Grint pushed open a door to his right and smiled.  Bar-
do tried to crawl away, but the attempt was futile.    Grint 
grabbed him by the boots and dragged him, taking pleasure 
in Bardo’s pain as the alchemist’s head bumped against each 
stone.  The room Grint discovered was a privy large enough 
for one.  A marble bench with a hole sat above a larger hole, 
and it was here that Grint deposited the alchemist.  The hole 
wasn’t deep.  A ten-foot fall into two feet of putrid waste.  He 
wouldn’t die.  Not unless the wounds got infected from the 
sludge, but that wouldn’t happen right away.    And it had 
nothing to do with Grint.

Stalking across the room, Grint upended tables and 
smashed glass bottles.    Some candles flickered and went 
out.  Others started a blaze from the mixing liquids.  The urn 
sat on the last table.  Grint dumped out the girl’s blood and 
threw the metal thing into a spreading fire where it spit and 
sparked.  The curtains ignited and Grint decided it was time 
to go.  The girl remained where he left her and she slumped 
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into his arms as he picked the manacle locks open.   A tiny 
thing weighing less than the bag on his shoulder.

The curtains fell from their hooks into a pile of ash as smol-
dering threads floated through the air.  Grint edged around the 
flames, careful to keep the girl’s thin gown clear.  Bardo’s moans 
floated up from the privy.  Mullens lay still.  Black Samuel was 
missing, along with the urn.  Did that matter?  Grint didn’t think 
so.  From Bardo’s explanation the urn was only a small part of a 
bigger need.  I need it!  To finish this bloody, cursed job!

The job is over, Hobbe said.  With his mentor’s voice back, 
Grint felt himself again.

A single vial of blood with a cork stopper rolled along the 
floor.  Grint lifted a foot to smash it but picked it up instead.  Ev-
ery instinct said to dump it, get rid of it, leave it behind, but he 
put it in his pocket instead.  Better to keep it with him than leave 
it for someone to use as part of a tracking spell.

The ascent to the cellar felt never ending as the full weight 
of what happened tried to crush him.    The seeds of doubt 
crept in.  Was this right?  Panic once fed became a voracious 
beast so Grint beat it back down to let it starve.  There would 
be ample time to think about it later.  Grint reached the hid-
den door and with a twist of the handle the door swung out.  A 
roaring fire reached for Grint and the girl, forcing him back 
down the steps.

The larder was aflame.    Thick smoke rose from burn-
ing shelves of food as the conflagration spread onto the raf-
ters.  Grint looked back; the winding staircase sat dark and still 
save for the smoke clinging to the ceiling.  There was no way 
the fire could have beat them up or even spread this far.  Was 
there?    No.    It was the Tricorn and its unquenchable hun-
ger.  After it finished on the mead - it lit the barrel.  Caught 
between two fires, staying still meant certain death.
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Grint wet two shirts from his bag and wrapped one 
around the girl’s face and the other his own.   They almost 
tripped over the maid who had yet to wake up.    Wherev-
er Black Samuel went he didn’t feel the need to save Mar-
na.  Grint did.  Readjusting the girl in his arms, he slung Mar-
na over the other shoulder and walked in a crouch, trying to 
keep them all beneath the smoke.  The Tricorn’s fire raged 
on in the larder and hadn’t spread into the hall or stairs.  

“Balls,“ he grumbled as he contemplated a climb up an-
other staircase, this time carrying two people.

The sounds of a fight stopped Grint’s progress halfway 
to the door.  Metal on metal and the signature growl of one 
Black Samuel.    The heavy footfalls of steel boots clanged 
over someone shouting orders.  The basher ran straight into 
the hornet’s nest.   Grint was careful with Marna as he laid 
her in the doorway and retreated down.  There had to be a 
place to hide and wait this out.  The larder wasn’t an option 
and the alchemist’s dungeon was out of reach.  

Acrid smoke poured from the larder and billowed up the 
stairs to the main house.  Fight or no fight, they wouldn’t be 
able to stay here much longer.  Grint reached into his bag for 
the waterskin and wet the shirt over the girl’s face with the 
dregs of what remained.  It wasn’t much, if he had more wa-
ter he could douse their clothes and find a corner to hide in.  

The last place left to them was the room opposite the 
larder.  A doorless arch of ancient stone led the way in to a 
dank, cool chamber untouched by the Tricorn’s fire.   The 
only meaningful feature was the convex wooden sur-
face running horizontal against the far wall.   It was a tiny 
place.  You could take two steps in any direction to touch a 
wall.  With no places to hide - unless Grint made them invis-
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ible behind a few discarded buckets - they would get caught 
the moment someone came downstairs.  

There was nothing in his bag that could make them in-
visible, but he felt a hum beneath the wood piping; a vibra-
tion both soothing and consistent.  The surface chilled and 
wet his palm as he laid his hand against it.  Rivulets of water 
trickled onto the dirt floor.  This wasn’t something decora-
tive installed by a madman with too much gold, but an aq-
ueduct.  Grint slid the hatch open revealing a small river of 
water flowing past and  laughed.    The Governor doled out 
water as he saw fit and the maid was afraid the dog had got-
ten in to it.  It was dark and wet and as good a place to hide 
as any.  If he hid with the girl inside, they could wait for night 
and sneak out after everything calmed down.

Grint slipped the bag off his shoulder to lower the girl 
into the water and turned back to grab it.  In that one instant 
with his back turned she disappeared.  A wisp of white fabric 
vanishing beneath the surface.  The water flowed, but the cur-
rent didn’t look strong, so Grint jumped in.  When his feet 
touched the bottom a hidden force yanked at his boots pulling 
him under.  The firelight receded as the current dragged him 
deeper.  Grint raked his hands along wood slick with algae and 
could find no purchase to halt his momentum.  

An absolute darkness blinded his vision, so striking 
a metal grate was a shock that forced all the air left in his 
lungs out in precious, wasted bubbles.  The girl’s white dress 
tangled around the bars, her bare feet slapping his legs as 
the current ebbed and flowed.  A choking sensation wrapped 
around Grint’s throat as he fought for the breath he was 
so desperate to take.   There was a way out, he just needed 
to think.  Feeling the bars, one shook in his grip.  The bars 
weren’t wide enough for them to squeeze through, but per-
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haps he could force the loose one free.  It was an exercise in 
mind over situation as he gripped the grate and kicked.  It 
took a lot of energy while trying not to black out.  His face, 
shoulders, chest, belt; each a battle against oblivion.   The 
moment the bar came free, the current yanked them.

As he struggled to extricate himself he hooked a leg on 
the bar and pulled the girl through.   He had no notion if 
she was alive or dead.  They flowed through the tunnel until 
Grint couldn’t hold out any longer.  Water flooded into his 
lungs as his brain forced a breath.   Convulsions racked his 
body, violent tremors carrying the certainty of death.  And 
then all the water shot out in a savage cough.  Grint’s throat 
burned as he sucked air coated with dank mildew and old 
rot.  It filled his mouth.  Somehow he was above water, but 
still couldn’t see.

Pulling the girl under his arm, he groped for a wall, a 
ceiling, but neither were within reach.  Nor could he touch 
the bottom any longer.    The small passage opened in a 
larger aqueduct it seemed.    The current was still strong, 
so Grint floated on his back and pointed his feet into the 
flow.  He pulled the girl onto his chest and heard her cough 
out a spray of liquid that slapped against the water.  Other 
than that she remained lethargic.

They drifted in a blind man’s dark unable to see their own 
hand in front of their face.  Water splashed all around, drain-
age from other ducts feeding into the larger, causing ripples 
that rocked Grint.  The roar of water grew louder, echoing 
and reverberating from every direction until it disoriented 
every sense.   Sounds like a waterfall, Grint thought.  He felt 
both proud and stupid as they fell over the edge.

There was no telling how far they fell.    Maybe fif-
ty feet.    Maybe more.    Sometime on the way down he lost 
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hold of the girl.  He scratched at the air but came up emp-
ty.  When he hit the water, his shoulder wrenched backward 
threatening to pop.   The waterfall shoved him deep below 
the frigid depths twisting and flipping him around.   As his 
momentum slowed, he found himself unsure of which direc-
tion up was.  He held his hands out and kept them still.   A 
down current pressed against the back of his right hand.  He 
was upside down.

Grint flipped himself over and swam to the surface, 
his lungs hungry for air as he broke through and breathed 
in.  “Kid?” he croaked but couldn’t hear his own voice over 
the thunder of a dozen waterfalls.   Grint swam, feeling for 
any trace of the child but coming up empty.  In his mind he 
painted a picture of this place as a giant mausoleum.  Here, 
his waterlogged corpse would float in this  place of inter-
ment for all eternity.  Panic was all too happy to feast on the 
thought.

Think, Hobbe screamed, but it was too late.   Grint was 
tired, half-drowned, and desperate.    Panic took over as he 
flailed around - swimming in circles for all he knew - in some 
vain attempt to find the edge of a vast underground reser-
voir.  When a strong current pulled him down he thought, 
Good, at least I don’t have to panic anymore.

The water sucked him into a smaller tunnel where he 
could feel rough stone walls on either side.    It was a small 
comfort, but not the only one.  Before his breath gave out, 
he realized he could see the faintest silhouette on the stones 
growing more pronounced every moment.  The flow of wa-
ter leveled out, giving him a breath of air above the surface 
just as it slammed him in to another set of metal bars.

The girl struck him in the back a moment later and he 
reached around to pull her above the waterline.  Her face was 
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pale, eyes closed, and water trickled from her nose.  Beyond 
the bars the water fell into a flowing river running through a 
giant cave.  Not a cave exactly, the far wall dipped low, but the 
shine of daylight peeked below the lip.  Grint wedged himself 
between the ceiling and floor and kicked at the grate.  The 
mortar was old and gave way after a few solid tries.  The grate 
crashed in a shallow pool.  They quickly followed it.

This time Grint kept hold of the girl even as they went into 
the river.   The current wasn’t strong and the water only hip 
deep.  Grint swam with the girl to a rocky shore.  His fingers 
dug into sharp stones that littered the bank.  They cut into his 
palm but he ignored that as he struggled upright and checked 
the girl’s heart.  For a moment he thought her dead but then 
heard the faint beat.  She was alive and began coughing up 
water.  Her eyes fluttered and she blinked at him before pass-
ing out.

Grint walked toward the light beyond the cave leaving 
the girl to rest.    The overhanging rocks dipped low, but 
Grint could crouch below them with little trouble.    A cold 
wind cut through his wet clothes, specks of ice forming on 
his sleeves.   A gray sky hung overhead while a light flurry 
of snow fell, coating the surrounding trees.  Had he forgot-
ten it was autumn in the mountains?    Being in that place, 
even for a short time had mangled his perceptions.     The 
Terrastags were not far.  He could see them a half a mile to 
the west.  The giant wall stood above the trees, dominating 
the horizon.

Grint laughed as he ducked back into the cave, causing 
him to cough up a lungful of water.  He had done it.  He was 
the first thief to rob the Terrastags and get out alive.  The 
jewels and gold in his bag were proof.  And the girl, the girl 
was too.    The girl.    What in the seven depths of Junkar’s 



DARK AGES 165

Palace was he thinking?    Grint wasn’t an altruist.    All he 
had to do was take an urn full of blood to the necroman-
cers and he would swim in a river of gold from here to the 
Sandy Kingdoms.  Instead, the voice of his childhood love 
told him to save her and he had done it.  A voice.  Or was it 
something else?

Grint stood over her.  The cave blocked most of the wind 
but the chill still felt heavy in the air.   When night fell, it 
would get worse.  The child was barefoot and wearing a torn 
white dress that would provide no warmth.  The dress wasn’t 
suitable for traveling the Krau Plains and they were in the 
mountains - and they would need  to move fast.    How was 
he going to do that with a kid who would die from expo-
sure on the second day?   What if he left her?   They would 
find her.    Ballastrine.    Eleanor.    And if they didn’t?    The 
world would eat her alive.   A kid on their own never stood 
a chance.  You could ask Grint’s dead sister if you didn’t be-
lieve it.  Could he even trust the girl?  The feeling that she 
bewitched him still plagued his mind.  Something happened, 
because nothing in that basement went according to plan.

Grint pulled out Blackblade and knelt over her listless 
form.  He put both hands on the hilt and held it high.  This 
is the right thing to do.   Quick and clean.  Hobbe said it - the job 
went to the dogs.   I’m faster on my own.    And yet he couldn’t 
do it.  It wasn’t Jessua’s voice telling him not to, and it sure 
wasn’t Hobbe; the voice of his mentor screamed for him to 
do it.  It was just…

Grint rolled off and fell on his back.  The blade clattered 
on the stones and scattered a few pebbles into the water with 
a tiny plip – plip – plip.   In his bag were a handful of caras 
sticks; small twigs really, brown with white striations down the 
length.  Grint took one and broke it in half, holding one end 
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while closing the girl’s hand around the other.  The ends smol-
dered red and burned like a candle’s wick.  The heat started 
in their chests and warmed outward until even their clothes 
were dry.

With a sigh, Grint pulled out the few travel clothes he car-
ried and covered the child.  His gut rumbled, and he felt the 
bile in his throat.  A lot of people would want him dead for this 
and he had no next move.  “What have I gotten myself into?”

 



9
“No one fails me.  Let alone twice.”  

- Count Danghier

Eleanor stood with her back against a curved marble wall 
watching the final test of a makeshift gallows.  The structure 
straddled the Great Grizzly Fountain so that the bean-bag 
man they tested it with would drop; stopping just short of 
the crystal waters each time.  The hooded man operating the 
lever gave the city officials a salute.  This was the first public 
hanging in twenty years and the crowd frothed with excite-
ment for its commencement.

Noseless whimpered at her side until she yanked on his 
chain.  Calling him that was not an accident this time.  The 
name would remain in her thoughts and on her lips until 
she felt he served his penance for failure.  Just as he would 
remain in his hound form.  It always interested her how the 
skinling magic worked on her pets.   Tamos with a scarred 
muzzle, burned Malus with fire red fur, and Callum, her 
noseless boy took the form of a black mastiff with a flat snout.
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Guards bedecked in red and black sashes appeared, shov-
ing the crowd out of the way as they cleared a path for the 
doomed prisoner.   Soiled burgundy robes hung in tatters 
off his shoulders which shook with each step.  Was he cry-
ing?  The guards stabbed at his back with their spears but El-
eanor missed his words over the pleasured cries of the gath-
ered crowd.  Although his face showed like a map of giant 
bruises and the scabbed cuts oozed puss from infection; she 
knew this to be Bardo.  And Bardo walked alone.  One noose, 
one hanging.  Both thieves escaped capture.

A Papality priest waited atop the gallows, chanting an 
inane liturgical ritual as he sprinkled Bardo with blessed wa-
ter from an aspergillum.  Eleanor was not the only one to roll 
her eyes.  The cadre of wizards watching did not appreciate 
the priest’s inclusion.  For Eleanor, it was that she did not be-
lieve in Krypholos and marveled at how others could.  There 
were no Gods.  No Krypholos, no Lorelai, no Death.  Just the 
insatiable realms of the demon lords or the spiritual oblivion 
awaiting you when you died.  Given those choices, how could 
you not follow the demons?

The crowd roared their approval as the executioner 
pulled the lever, releasing the trap door beneath Bardo’s 
feet.  The rope snapped tight and his body jiggled in a one-
man death dance no one else would join.  Stones, debris, and 
other assorted junk continued to strike his body until he 
stopped moving.  The crowd cheered again.  

Two guards in Ballastrine colors took an interest in El-
eanor.  She was careful not to look but watched them from 
the corner of her eye.  They disappeared when Bardo’s life 
did, leaving her to wonder if they were reporting her appear-
ance to their lord.   It was a paranoid line of thinking, but 
likely true.  She should never have come into the city.  There 
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should never have been a need.  Eleanor yanked on Nose-
less’s chain eliciting a whimper.

Bardo was dead and the two thieves remained in the 
wind.  This was why Noseless was being punished and why 
her own punishment would be worse.  When she instruct-
ed the hound to fetch Black Samuel, it wasn’t with a plan 
in mind.   Plans were fluid things shifting with the terrain 
as whims and decisions unfolded, often  outside one’s con-
trol.  When the thief played his games, she formed a coun-
termove.  Put Black Samuel in his path.  The idea was to spur 
Grint on, force him to make rash decisions.  Change the ter-
rain, take the urn, and kill them both to leave a tidy end to 
the tale.

Callum’s failure was allowing them to meet too 
soon.   Losing Black Samuel before the duel.   And Grint 
after it.   Eleanor walked away from the gallows, clicking 
her tongue in a command to Noseless.  Find a scent.  Bar-
do being the only one hanged meant the thieves escaped 
Ballastrine’s manor.  Or he had them and they were being 
interrogated.  There had been a fight in the manor, a nasty 
affair.  The informants could tell her that but not what hap-
pened to the fighters.

Noseless pulled at his chain, leading them along the Cause-
way.  Scorch marks and rubble littered the alleys.  Cleaning 
and repair work was well under way, supervised by a cadre of 
wizards cloaked in red and black leathers.  The hawkers and 
performers gave them a wide berth.   A sentiment Eleanor 
did not share.  Stories of a dragon appearing interested her 
more than a need to defer to the Governor’s wizards.  Long 
had she suspected the thief’s valiant confrontation in Kam-
bar had been a sham.  This confirmed it while asking new, 
disturbing questions.
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Dragons could not appear and vanish at will.  Yet that was 
the story everyone told.  One moment it raged through the 
city, the next it was - gone.  Dragons were mindless, greedy 
animals incapable of deception.   They sought hoards of 
gold, easy food, and avoided human contact.  Eleanor kicked 
a piece of charred half-melted marble with her foot.   The 
street cleaner who witnessed it choked in horror and fell to 
his knees, begging her forgiveness as he chipped away at 
the debris.  Noseless growled but the man continued unper-
turbed in his duty.  

Never once, in the history of Terragard, had there been 
an account of someone taming a dragon.  Such a feat, while 
nigh impossible, may not have been outside the realm of pos-
sibility.  Eleanor beheld enough oddness in the world to keep 
her mind open to possibilities but the simple answer here 
was Grint had not tamed a dragon.  The thief used illusion 
magic.  It was a kind she had never seen, but it was the only 
logical truth.  The dragon came and went at his will.  How an 
illusion affected its surroundings was a curious question and 
one she intended to ask when she found him.

Noseless whimpered as he sat and pawed the air.   Did 
he have one of their scents?  Eleanor knelt beside him and 
scratched his neck.  His gaze focused on a commotion in the 
street.  Thirty city guards and three hooded men.  Wizards 
of a different sort to those at the gallows; these were Truth 
Scryers.  The High and Might Inn must have housed one of 
her missing thieves.  Grint, she believed.  Callum would have 
told her if Black Samuel came here.   In confirmation, two 
guards led a gray horse from the stables.  The mount Grint 
called Storms.   Moments later a Scryer shoved a thin man 
through the front door, spilling him spread eagle onto the 
street.  Issuing a cacophony of wails and babbling incoher-
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ent protestations, the man refused to shut up until a guard 
mashed his face under their boot.  The lead Scryer gave a 
command for the guards to shackle him.  They passed Elea-
nor in a procession towards the Governor’s palace and the 
deep dungeons waiting below.  Many begged for the gallows 
after a single day in the Governor’s care.

From the street, Eleanor could see the front door cracked 
at the knob, swinging loose on its hinges.  A single guard re-
mained stationed beside the door ignoring anyone curious 
enough to peak.  “Inn is closed,” he said as Eleanor walked up 
the steps.  A flash of her house token and a piece of silver in 
the palm changed his mind.  Now he ignored her too.  Eleanor 
let go of the chain allowing the hound to dart inside.  A boy 
screamed as Noseless cornered him behind a podium.

“Inn no be open.”  The boy had a stunted, simple way of 
talking that grated Eleanor’s ears.

“I trust you are not in charge?”   Dressed in burlap 
clothes, both torn and dirty, the child was not an ideal can-
didate for greeting new guests.  Neither was a broken door 
or city guard.

“No-no, they took him away.”  Noseless drooled as he 
bared his teeth, nipping close to the boy any chance he 
could.  “The dog?”

“Was he the owner?”
“The dog.”  The boy’s tone was more forceful, bordering 

on an order.  That was not something she would brook.  A 
tap of her foot and Callum stepped forward, barking just 
inches from his face.  The boy wet himself.

“Was he the owner?”
“No, ma’am.   Montrouse think he being the uh-uh 

man.  He no-no be.”
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Satisfied with the respect, she whistled and Callum 
heeled at her side.  “What can you tell me about the business 
with the city guards?”

“I get beat for talk about the inn.”  The boy shook his 
head as he spoke.

Eleanor took out a small golden coin and rolled it across 
the back of her hand.  “Boy…”

“Jabe,” he said with wide eyes.  This would be more mon-
ey than he had ever dared to see.  If it were real.  It was not.  A 
simple piece of iron painted gold.

“Jabe.  Tell me.”
“The guards take him because the guest upstairs.  Said 

he should have know-know he was a thief.”  The boy spoke 
in a strangled series of sounds, his throat fighting between 
greed and a forthcoming beating.

“Is the man upstairs now?”  Eleanor’s face flushed with 
wrathful excitement.

“That man?  He no-no here.   Don’t come back last 
night.   That’s why the wizards say Montrouse should have 
told them.”

“How did the wizards know to look here?”  Eleanor knew 
the answer, even as the boy confirmed it.

“The mean wizard got a letter at the gates.”  A pang of 
regret fell like a weight from her chest into her gut and lit it 
ablaze.  The letter seemed such a good idea.  Another way to 
put coal under the thief’s feet and make him rush his prepa-
rations.  Take away his time to get leverage over their trade 
and avoid certain death.  Now it proved to be the folly Tamos 
warned it might be.  

“What did he look like?  Red hair?  Unkempt?”
Jabe nodded.  “Green silks.”
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“Are any of his belongings still upstairs?”  Jabe frowned at 
her.  A stranger coming in off the street and asking questions 
aroused suspicions.  “I am a thief-taker,” she replied.  “Hired 
by an outside individual.”

Jabe, oblivious to the working of the world, accepted the 
explanation without thought.   “Coin for the key,” he said, 
holding out a wrought iron key.  Eleanor nodded, and the 
boy snatched the coin from her as he dropped the key in her 
gloved palm.  “Third floor, left then right.”  Jabe bolted out 
the back door.

“Stay,” she said to Noseless, who laid down beside the 
stairs to gnaw on the leg of an ornamental chair.

Third floor, left then right.  The key turned out to be use-
less.  The wizards who came before her melted the lock.  A 
useless show of strength.   The steward would have given 
them a key.  They wanted to show what they could do and 
instill a little fear while doing it.  Wasted potential.  True fear 
arose from engineering a situation to show your target that 
control of the outcome was never in their hands.  Once you 
did that, they could never look at you as anything less than 
an immovable wall.   Melting locks was a parlor trick invit-
ing challenge.

Rooms at the High and Might Inn were beautiful, well ap-
pointed, and regal.  How Grint secured them with just a to-
ken and a tale reminded her of why she chose him over Black 
Samuel to begin with.  That had been the first mistake.  The 
second was in believing the sacrifice of Bowman would paint 
her as an immovable object in his mind.  It did not.  Grint 
was a different breed of man.  Underestimation had been her 
third mistake.

“Too many mistakes,” she said as she ran a finger over 
a lacquered wood table.  The room was bereft of any effects 
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personal to the thief.  Grint left nothing behind or perhaps 
the Scryers took it.  The bed looked unused, so the former 
seemed true.  This was a dead end.

Eleanor walked down the stairs, holding in her rage and 
a desire to smash the High and Might Inn’s very tasteful dé-
cor.  The only part of the day to give her any cause for smil-
ing was knowing the useless stable boy would be dead by sun-
rise tomorrow.  The coin, which she handled with gloves was 
laced with a tactile poison already working in the boy’s sys-
tem.  In an hour he would have a fever and in two his throat 
would swell shut, rendering him speechless.   As the night 
wore on the fever would burn every organ in his body.  And 
he thought he was being so clever trading the coin for the 
key.  Eleanor whistled and Noseless fell in beside her carry-
ing the leg of the chair in his mouth.  It wasn’t an act of pure 
malice.  She needed to cover her tracks in case the boy took 
someone else’s coin to talk about her.

The guard was no longer stood at his post outside the 
inn.   A street recently full of gawkers was now clear for a 
block in each direction.   It disconcerted her that someone 
could arrange this in the short time she investigated the 
inn.  Something or someone powerful was at work and Elea-
nor despised being the object of scrutiny.

As she stepped into the street, a dozen armed guards trotted 
from the alleys and stable paths.  Gold and red tabards embla-
zoned with black skulls and white lightning bolts decorated their 
chest pieces.  These were Ballastrine’s men and they formed a 
circle around her, swords drawn.  A covered rikshaw carriage ap-
peared from down the street.  The runner pulled it forward, the 
clicking of steel soled boots echoing off the cobblestones.  The 
carriage came to a halt outside the circle where the runner turned 
it sideways and stepped around to open the door.
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“Hello Eleanor.”   Lord Onor Ballastrine stepped out, 
stretching his arms as if he had fallen asleep on an afternoon 
stroll and wasn’t the author of this situation. 

Eleanor crouched down and scratched Callum’s ears, 
unconcerned at the number of guards the Lord of Grauss 
brought with him.  “Onor.”

The informal use of his name rankled Ballastrine’s 
guards as they muttered in disapproval.   Ballastrine 
dropped the pretense of stumbling on her, the smile fad-
ing.  “The happenstance of finding you here a day after a 
grievous theft is a bitter fruit.”

“Did you lose something?  Was that why your alchemist 
got hung?   Perhaps additional hangings would instill the 
proper motivation in your guards.”

“I’ll hang you,” he said in a low, angry voice.  “I’ll do it 
from the roof of this inn if you don’t return her!”

“Her?”  The question and the confusion were real.  As 
was the concern over who Ballastrine was referring to.

“I could accept the theft of the urn Danghier and I quar-
reled over.”  Ballastrine paced as he exhorted.  “All part of 
the larger game he and I play.  But to take the urn and the 
girl is tantamount to a declaration of war!  Worse to find that 
his dogs appear to be in league with the coward who crippled 
my son.  The games have ceased and my rebuttal is at hand!”

Ballastrine was a prize fool.   Without the slight-
est prompt he vomited out most of the answers she 
sought.   The urn and mysterious girl were not in his 
possession.   One, if not both thieves made it out with 
them.   Why had they taken a girl?   She was not part of 
the contract.  It was another question she intended to ask 
when she found them.
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“Would you like me to find the thief for you?  My hounds 
are most capable.  I must warn you, Count Danghier gouges 
on prices.”

“Find them?”  Ballastrine was apoplectic as drops of sa-
liva shot from his mouth.  “You will go nowhere.  Find no 
one!  My men will beat you, hold you down, and make you 
watch as they cut your mutt’s head off.  Then they’ll shove 
the beast’s head over yours and watch you die the death of 
the thousand drowning cheetahs!”

That took things too far. “Which of these men is your 
favorite?”

“What?”  The change of topic and her uncaring, bored 
demeanor took Ballastrine by surprise.

“Onor, which of these men is your favorite?”   Eleanor 
pointed at the men in the circle.

“You will address him as Lord Ballastrine!”   Eleanor 
turned her head and smiled at the young man shaking in 
rage at the lack of propriety shown.  He had the same ashen 
skin as Onor and a pinch on the bridge of his nose.

“Your nephew, yes?”
“Yes, what are you getting at?”  Even as Ballastrine asked, 

Eleanor went to work.  As Onor spoke the word getting, Elea-
nor’s sword sank into the throat of the man to the nephew’s 
left.  On at? she spun and drove the singing dagger through 
the exposed armhole of the guard opposite, puncturing his 
heart and pleasing the enchanted blade.  Past that came the 
screams.

Eleanor was an assassin and danced around the circle 
with graceful pivots and timely dips.  Each strike of her blade 
was precise without a single superfluous movement.  Ballas-
trine’s guards were nothing more than paid bullies.  Bottom 
of the barrel men whose only job was protecting a house 
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in an un-robbable city.  The talented killers in Ballastrine’s 
service were off fighting a war for their Lord.  Eleanor out-
matched the men and cut down each; except for his neph-
ew.   By the time Onor’s back pressed against the rikshaw 
door, his guards twitched the last drop of life.

The nephew stared at her in wide-eyed disbelief, shak-
ing with cowardice, yet he still lifted his sword.  “Stefane!” 
Ballastrine shouted and urged him to the rikshaw.  Callum 
snarled at the young man as he ran to his uncle’s side.  The 
runner opened the door to usher Stafane in and held it for 
Onor, who did not seem ready to depart.

“If we’re done, I have things to accomplish today.”  The 
singing blade squawked as Eleanor re-sheathed it.

“This is not over.”  The blood drained from Ballastrine’s 
face.   “You and Danghier have maneuvered poorly.”   The 
Lord of Grauss stepped into his carriage.  Eleanor watched 
the runner pull them back the way they came.

“What is all this?”  Eleanor turned to see three wizards 
and dozen city guards from the corner of her eye.

“Civil dispute,” she replied and held up Danghier’s token.  
“What interest do you have with the inn?”
“None.”  Eleanor stepped over the corpses as she walked 

away.  There was nothing the city guards could do.  A conflict 
between token holders was none of their business.  In fact, she 
could walk down the street, cutting the throat of every mer-
chant she found and they wouldn’t lift a finger against her.

What tormented her was the depth of shite she found 
herself wading through.   Lord Ballastrine would make his 
displeasure known and inevitably draw the ire of her own 
master.  Of all the commands he issued, keeping the mas-
ter’s rival in the dark - while maintaining a certain level of 
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deniability - had been paramount.  And she still did not even 
have the prize to offset his forthcoming anger.

Wandering the city streets was not a plan.  For now, she 
would return to Danghier’s manor and set all three hounds 
loose to find a scent.  The thieves must still be in the Terrast-
ags.  The moment the dragon appeared the wizards locked 
and warded the gates.  She just needed time to squirrel them 
out before the thief catchers did.   In a day, they would cut 
Bardo’s body down from the gallows.  A few silvers exchang-
ing hands and she could jam his spirit back into that meat 
prison and get answers.   Her deepest fear was that Grint 
and Black Samuel had been working together since the tav-
ern.  Would she have been so blind as to not see it?  Could 
she have been?

The gates to the manor opened as she approached and 
shut of their own accord when she passed through.   It was 
a small manor compared to many others but being osten-
tatious was not a quality the Count possessed.  The manor 
was a family holding passed down through generations.  The 
only reason Danghier maintained it was for the cover it pro-
vided.  Anything to draw attention away from his rise in the 
necromantic arts.  In complete contrast to that discretion, a 
wight in boiled leathers stepped from behind a bush, long 
spear held in its left hand.  Bits of hair and flesh covered the 
skeleton, mummified to the bone.  The creature chattered 
as she walked past.  Somewhere in that noise was a language 
the things used to communicate.  Noseless paid the creature 
no mind.

“Garas!   Garas!” The doors to the manor opened as 
Eleanor shouted for the necromage who kept up full-time 
residence.  “Garas!  I’ve told you to keep those kry-damned 
wights out of view.  Garas?”
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Eleanor entered the study where Garas liked to read by 
firelight, hoping to find the man.  Her hounds were there with 
Garas, who wore a look of consternation.  Eleanor opened 
her mouth to ask what was going on when the necromage 
pointed to the couch.   There sat a mammoth figure with 
bushy black hair, stitching up an open wound, and bleeding 
over the vintage white velvet cushions.  Black Samuel.

“You.”  Eleanor’s lips curled back and she wished she had 
fangs to tear his throat out.  The man grunted as he jammed 
a needle and thread through his skin.  “What happened?”

“What happened?”  Black Samuel looked up from his ef-
forts and let the needle dangle against his arm as he pointed 
a meaty finger in Eleanor’s face.  “You hired another thief to 
do my job.”

“What I hired you for…”
“I got your vase,” Black Samuel interrupted her and 

tapped a burlap sack that had been laying behind his feet.  As 
he went back to stitching, he kicked it towards her.  It clanged 
with a metallic thump as it rolled end over end.   Eleanor 
snatched up the sack and pulled the urn out.

“What is this?”   What she pulled out of the bag was a 
scorched bent thing with a single recognizable glyph on the 
side.  Melted slag obscured the rest.

“The urn thing.”  Black Samuel grunted again as he fin-
ished closing the wound.  “And I want double for it.  That’s 
what you were paying the other guy.”  Callum walked around 
the couch with a low growl that angered the thief.  “No, he 
never said what you were paying, but he said double.  I want 
double.”

“For this?”  Garas came over and took the urn from El-
eanor.   His study of the artifact elicited several displeased 
sounds.  Eleanor tried to tune it out as she stared down Sam-
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uel.  “The urn alone is useless.  I needed the urn filled with 
blood.  Is there any blood in that urn?”

“Never said anything about blood.”
“What I said was to take it from the other man when he 

came out of the manor with it.”  Eleanor was fuming.
“I don’t recall that.”  Black Samuel did not seem to care or 

feel threatened.  “If you need blood, just kill one of your dogs.”
“It requires the blood of a certain sacrifice.”   Eleanor 

couldn’t believe anyone was this thick. How had the Count’s 
seers named him?

“The girl the runt found?”  
Eleanor’s interest in what he said renewed.  “The sacri-

fice was a girl?  Did Grint take her?  Where is he?”
Black Samuel stood and brushed past her.  The Count’s 

bar was stocked with expensive wines and rums and this man 
had the gall to help himself.  “That man is a cheat and a cow-
ard.  Hit me as I walked in the door.  When I woke up the 
room was on fire.  I took the urn and left.  I saw him for a 
moment carrying a girl.  Also saw a lot of guards.  They’re 
dead now.  Like Grint will be.”

At least she didn’t need to worry about the two of them 
being in league.  Grint had the girl Ballastrine wanted and 
was somewhere in the city.  Where though?  Could he still 
be in Ballastrine’s manor?  An interesting thought.  “If you 
drink that, it’s worth more than I owe you.”  Black Samuel 
paused with the glass to his lips and stared at the translu-
cent brown liquid.

“Mistress,” Garas whispered.  She left the thief to con-
template the drink.  “The urn itself is useless, but there is a 
small amount of material within.”

“And what can you do with it?”  The hounds barked, El-
eanor looked back to see that Black Samuel had consumed 
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the rum and was pouring another glass.  The poor, stupid fool 
didn’t know when he was being fattened for the slaughter.

“A base direction.  The strength of which will give us an 
idea of distance.”  Even as he spoke, Garas began preparing 
herbs in a mortar and grinding them up.  “Will only last a 
moment, but it will be a starting point.”

“The girl alone, can she be useful?”
“To the Count’s ritual?  Oh, yes.  The magic will be more 

potent with the girl but I thought getting her out was im-
possible.”  A pinch of oil.  Snake poison.  With the scale of 
a salt fish, Garas scraped out the material and dropped it in 
the mixture.  A smoky haze rose, the stench of ancient  life 
and seaweed, and like a finger the smoke pointed east.  El-
eanor walked over to a map of the city stitched into a mural 
on the wall.  Three manors to the east, some alleys, and two 
stores.  A place to start.

“Mistress, if I may,” Garas was whispering.  “The smoke 
was faint.”

“Meaning?”
“The girl is outside the city walls.  Miles outside.”  The 

thief took the girl - an impossible task - and then got her 
out of the city.   Another impossible task.   She chose  her 
thief too well.  But east?  There was nothing between here 
and Cattachat.  Not even a hedge kingdom.  Not with the 
Dire Lands so close.

“Black Samuel,” she said as she walked over to him.  His 
eyes already bleary from the drink.  “Where would a thief go 
to ground if they traveled east of the Terrastags?”

“Want me to find him for you?   Going to cost you 
triple.”   He stumbled as he stepped away from the 
bar.  “No.  Four times.  Pay me four times what you paid him 
and I’ll take you.”
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“So you know?”
“There are places,” Samuel slurred.
Eleanor stepped behind him and drew the singing blade 

across his throat.   The blood flowed into its blade and it 
cheered at another feeding so soon after the first.  Black Sam-
uel gurgled as he swung a giant arm around.  Eleanor ducked 
and cut again.  And again.  The blade sung so sweet.  When 
his head came loose from his body, she sheathed the knife 
and seared the neck closed on the fire.

The body twitched on the floor until the hounds de-
scended and feasted on the succulent meat.  Eleanor slapped 
Black Samuel on the cheek.  “Garas, be a good chap and wake 
him up.  Black Samuel here may be of some service to us.”  A 
chance existed for her to come out clean.  Eleanor poured 
herself a glass of rum and allowed a smile to form on her lips.



10
“In the past, the line between a thief and catcher blurred.  
The empathic requirements of the thief catcher often led to the 
hunter turning to the life of the hunted.  With a simple inhale 
of Calystro, the path you seek will open before you and your 
prey will have nowhere to hide.”  

- Dorre Tantanno, Chief Orrish Alchemist

It was near midnight when a thief catcher interrupted 
Grint.   Another few moments and he would have finished 
carving the last warding glyph at the base of the knotty 
pine.  The snow turned to rain during the day and then back 
to an icy mist that swirled around in looping sweeps.  The 
forest offered little respite from the elements.  In the moun-
tains, the weather did as it pleased and offered only a per-
petual chill that sank beneath your skin.  Grint’s breath blew 
out in a great gust, clouding the face of a thief catcher as he 
choked him out.

It was their second day on the run and the first of many 
thief catchers already caught up to them.   Thank Kryp-
sie the catcher concerned himself with speed rather than 
stealth.  Grint heard his boots crunching in the permafrost 
from a half mile away and ambushed him by a ravine out-
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side the glyph circle.  They struggled until Grint took the ad-
vantage and pinned the man’s arms under his knees.  As he 
weakened, Grint grabbed him by the hair and punched him 
several times.  When something in his cheek gave way, Grint 
stopped.  The thief catcher fell unconscious but still breath-
ing.  Grint dragged him further from the camp, looking for 
an ideal spot to leave him.

The thief catcher carried a club and wore a brown back-
pack that Grint tore from his back.  Rummaging through it 
he found a rope intended to truss up the girl and decided, 
what works well enough for the girl will do just as nice for you.  The 
man moaned when Grint tightened the knot.  

“Shut up,” Grint said, returning to the backpack.   He 
found it full of useful items; furs, a bedroll, dried beef, and 
water skins.  The man tried to hide a small pouch in the bag’s 
lining.  Grint cut it free and smiled at the silver coin.  Not 
enough to settle his debts with Marm, Beauregard, or Dirty 
Lonnel; but it was a start.   At the bottom of the backpack 
he found a tightly wrapped rag containing two milky white 
crystals, each the size of a knuckle.  Calystro.  The kry-damn 
thief catcher used Orrish drug magic to hunt them.  That 
explained how he found them so fast.   There was a time 
when Grint could find a market to resell the stuff.   Until 
thieves realized what it did.  Then an unspoken rule fell into 
place.  Anyone caught trading in Calystro ended up dead or 
marked.  Grint hefted a giant stone and smashed the pouch, 
satisfied by the glass-like crunch.

The thief catcher wept.  One half lidded eye watched him 
destroy what must have been a sizeable investment.  Grint 
tossed the bag to the side its contents spilling out and rolling 
down the hill.  “Your keepsakes are yours.  If you have any 
skill, you’ll be free in a day or two.  Don’t follow me.”  Be-
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fore Rent, Grint would have killed the man to cover his 
tracks.  Too big a risk now.  

“Next time I kill you.”  The man didn’t need to know it 
was a lie.  For good measure he took the man’s boots.

Grint listened to the night as he walked back to camp.  Ice 
falling from trees, critters in the underbrush, nighthawks in 
the sky, but no hounds.  More thief catchers would come.  The 
list of people who wanted a piece of Grint grew longer every 
day.  What worried him most were the necromancers.  In a 
fight he could take the hounds one on one, but not Elea-
nor.  There would be no stopping her.  Understanding that 
truth, Grint wasn’t afraid to light a fire for their camp.  Those 
who came looking would find them with or without it, so he 
might as well die warm if that was what Krypsie wanted.  Ac-
cording to Hobbe, Krypsie wanted nothing except the taste 
of wine, but that wasn’t as colorful a saying. 

Ducking under a low-hanging branch, Grint entered 
the escarpment that served as their camp and dumped the 
new supplies and firewood by his bedroll.  The girl sat cross-
legged in front of a pile she arranged around herself.  Grint 
noticed with growing horror they were the items from his 
own bag, now upended like the thief catchers backpack.

“What in all three salty serpents are you doing?!”  Grint 
snatched up his bag and crouched just outside the cir-
cle.  The girl skittered back pulling her knees to her chest 
while wrapping her arms tight around them.  Grint hadn’t 
meant to frighten her.  Or had he?

“It’s just.   You shouldn’t play with these things.   Some 
of them are very dangerous, kid.”   Why was he apologiz-
ing?  What was she to him?  A victim?  A job?  A bauble to sell 
to the highest bidder?

“Lark.”  Her voice was little more than a whisper.
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“Right.   Lark.”   Grint picked up the red glass cylinder 
with spiraling gold snakes and began carefully wrapping it in 
the glyph covered cloth that contained its magic.  “Want to 
tell me why they had you in that dungeon, Lark?”

“What is that?”
“Turns people to stone,” Grint hefted the wrapped cyl-

inder and shoved it in the bag.  The girl flinched and put a 
hand over her mouth.  “I stole it from a drunk wizard.”

“And this?”  Lark pointed at a red jewel hanging from a 
gold chain.

“An EyeSight.   It lets you see things far away.”   Grint 
wrapped it alongside a cluster of multi-colored crystals and 
small black orb filled with lightning.

“Like a looking glass?”
“No.  It shows places you shouldn’t be able to see.  As if 

you were right in the room.”
“Does it hurt to do that?”  The girl looked around at the 

items, eyes wide with wonder.  Curiosity was a killer.
“Yeah, it tears at your spirit and makes you want to use 

it more.  The last owner got so he couldn’t take it off.  Mober 
was dead when I found him.”  With the more volatile items 
packed away, Grint grabbed the rest.   “How long did they 
have you chained up?”

The girl shrugged.  “Does all magic hurt?”  Lark looked 
at her arms, tracing the bruises from the worm tubes.

“Not all.”  Grint held up his copper disk.  “This detects 
magic wards.  These stones help deaden magic.  This key can 
pick most locks.  All harmless.”  Grint packed up his clothes 
and stolen goods, leaving just a deck of Cheat Me cards for 
the girl to play with and a box of herbs.

“Is that food?”
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“You hungry?”  The girl nodded.  Grint threw her an ap-
ple and wished they had Storms with them.  Lark kept look-
ing at the box as she ate.

“You don’t want to eat anything from this box.  They’re 
poisons.   There was a girl; a friend who taught me about 
herbs.  She was a natural.”  Grint sighed as he looked at the 
box.  Lark wore a sympathetic smile that unnerved him.

The Cheat Me deck she could keep.  The cards were easy 
to come by.  Grint sat with his back to a tree and started dis-
secting the confiscated boots with Blackblade.  

“Hold up your foot.”  The girl looked up from the cards; 
confused.   After some consideration she leaned back and 
lifted a bare foot in the air.  Grint shut one eye and estimat-
ed the size.  She sat dropped her foot and resumed flipping 
through the cards, giggling at the pictures.

The fire crackled.   A pleasant sound  and he hummed 
himself a tune while he worked.  Keeping busy, the tension 
fled from his distracted mind; and he forgot for the briefest 
moment that the world was out to get him.  Grint finished 
stitching the first boot and tossed it to her.  “Try that on and 
let me know if it fits.”  

Lark put the cards down and yanked the boot on with the 
exaggerated effort of a child.  Wiggling it around, she gave 
him a smiling thumbs-up.  Grint went to work on the second.

“Who was the man you beat up?”   Grint looked up, 
shocked that she heard the fight.   The girl’s focus stayed 
on the cards, flipping them one by one.  What else did she 
know?  She’s knows enough to open my bag.

“Someone bad,” he replied.
“Will there be others?”   Grint stabbed his thumb with 

the needle as his attention drifted.  
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“Yes.” The questions were natural he just didn’t want to 
answer them.  Or rather, he wanted her to answer his ques-
tions.  It hadn’t gone unnoticed that she avoided them.

“Will you let them take me back to the bad people?”  This 
time she looked back.

Honestly?  I should.  He tossed the second boot to her and 
stood up.   “Walk around in those and let me know if they 
need adjusted.”   The fur he took from the thief catcher 
would be too long for her, but he draped it over her shoul-
ders to get a feel for how much he’d need to take off.

“I’m not cold,” she pouted under its weight.
“You will be when there’s no fire.  And you need to get 

used to moving in it.  For when we’re traveling.  How are the 
boots?”

“Loose,” she answered.  Grint waved his hand for her to 
give it all back to him.

“Eat the mash in the cook pot,” he instructed.  A fair bit 
of the fur would need taken in, but he could use the rest to 
make them hats or scarves.   “You lost a lot of blood.  That 
will help.”

“It’s not poison?”  The girl looked at the box of herbs.
“No,” Grint laughed.
Between bites of mash she asked, “Where are we go-

ing?”  Food spraying with each word.
“I don’t know.  East.”  Blackblade cut through the furs 

with ease.  How in the greasy grip of Grummand did Black Samuel 
come by it?  The boots needed just a few stitches to tighten 
their grip on her feet.   Their travel options were pathet-
ic.  West was the Terrastags.  Death.  To the North sat impass-
able and/or inhospitable mountain ranges that could take 
weeks to climb.  If they survived.  Death.  South would take 
them through Dook and right into Eleanor’s lap.  Death and 
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more death.  The necromancers might even bring him back to 
life just to kill him repeatedly.  

“You don’t know?  Or east?”  Grint appreciated her sar-
castic tone.  Had she picked that up from him?

“Somewhere the bad people won’t follow.”  Such a place 
didn’t exist, but the kid didn’t need to know it.  They would 
head east until someone ran them down.  It would happen.  The 
pace they needed to maintain would tire them out even though 
he felt strong now.  And the hunters would keep coming.  One 
after the other.  More once the contract circulated.

“Will you sell me to someone bad?”
I should.  “Rest up, we’ll head out at first light. Maybe 

before.”
“There are dark shadows around you, but not in you,” 

Lark said as she laid down on the bedroll.  The fire lit her 
face as she watched the flickering flames, using her left arm 
as a pillow.  “That’s why I’m not afraid of you.”

Grint leaned puffed up some fur scraps and closed his 
eyes.  It had been absurd madness to take the girl from the dun-
geon.  Not that he didn’t care; it just wasn’t the contract.  Con-
tract?  The entire job was a lie.  Objects to venerate demon 
lords were one thing, but human sacrifices another.  Freeing 
Lark was the right thing even without Jessua’s voice telling 
him.  But what had he pulled out of the dungeon?  They want-
ed her blood.   But why?    With necromancers, the reasons 
were too many to count.   Still, there was something unset-
tling about her.  She opened his bag without setting off the 
trap.  Maybe she got lucky?  The glyphs on the bowl and herbs 
he put in the mash didn’t affect her.  Maybe she’s something I 
don’t know about?   Grint fell asleep hoping to hear Jessua’s 
voice again.  Hoping for an answer that never came.
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*****

They made good time the next day as they descended the 
mountain slopes toward a deep eastern valley.  The storms 
that hung over them as they fled the Terrastags dissipat-
ed, leaving the sun to shine in a deep blue sky.  The winds 
remained unpleasant, and they bundled up against its bit-
terness, but Lark kept up with the pace Grint set.  She even 
appeared deft of foot as she darted around trees and hopped 
over exposed roots.  Along the way she hummed a snippet of 
song that Grint recognized as The Enchanted Fountain.  A 
jovial tune about a boy who freed a woman trapped in the 
fountain by an ancient lord.  The woman later reveals her-
self to be a monster who tries to devour the boy.  With his 
doubts about Lark; the song conjured visions of himself as 
the boy and her the monster.  How does the boy defeat the mon-
ster?  Grint hummed along, trying to remember the words.

Thunder boomed far to the southeast.   The forest ob-
scured the sky, except what was overhead.   Odd, Grint 
thought as he looked up.  There hasn’t been a cloud all morn-
ing.  The wind blew south so any storms forming should stay 
clear of them.  As the rocky path turned into a grassy slope 
Lark gasped and smiled with the wonder of a child seeing 
something for the first time.  Along the northern mountains, 
a faint orange smudge painted the horizon from east to west.

“Is that a second sun rising?”
“No, that’s the Dire Lands,” Grint said.   Getting close 

enough to see the perpetual fires was too close for his taste.
“What are the Dire Lands?”
“Long time ago they called it Zorn.  Then their King, also 

named Zorn, made himself an Emperor and conquered the 



DARK AGES 191

world.”  As they got towards the bottom of the slope, Grint 
climbed onto a fallen tree and lifted Lark over.

“Did they name him after the kingdom or the kingdom 
after him?”  Grint laughed.  Not because it was a stupid ques-
tion, but because he never asked and didn’t know the answer.

“I don’t know.  Are your boots loose?” he asked, seeing 
them wiggle as she walked.

“A little,” she said.  “So why is it the Dire Lands now?”
“When Zorn died the wizards in his kingdom fought 

to see who would rule next.   A lot of bad magic got un-
leashed.  Fires that never go out, monsters that grow from 
the ground, magic storms.  No one lives there anymore.”

“When did that happen?”
Another crack of thunder to the south.   This time it 

sounded close.   Jutting mountain peaks cut into the sky in 
every direction.  But no clouds.  The thunder gave him an 
uneasy feeling.  “Long before us,” he finished, and they con-
tinued.

Climbing the next slope took longer.  The girl’s boots 
slipped loose every few feet and Grint kept listening  for 
thunder.   At the summit, a small spring trickled beneath 
what could have been a statue.  Grint filled their water skins 
while they sat to eat.  Erosion claimed the statue’s features 
but Grint thought it could have been a soldier holding their 
sword on high.  An old partner once claimed the mountains 
near the Dire Lands hid Zornish fortresses full of gold.  Was 
Seve right?   The gold-itch fell on Grint as he ran a hand 
over the rocks looking for a passage.

“Grint,” the girl said.
“What?” Was that a draft? There, just by the trickle of water?
“Grint?”   The fear in her voice chased away the gold-

itch.  Grint turned to see a muscled man in wolf furs stepping 
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around a tree.  His shaggy hair slick with sweat and streaked 
with gray.   The pock-marked edges of his sword gave  the 
blade a misshapen form.  Then he bared his teeth.  A mouth-
ful of glittering sharp things cut into daggers; all chiseled to 
a fine point.  The sunlight caught a gold medallion resting 
among the thick carpet of chest hair between his furs.  Kry-
damn Tall Company!  The next thief catcher found them.

*****

Night had fallen by the time they found a suitable place 
to rest.  Grint carved more glyphs into the trees and slumped 
beside the fire with a pained grunt.  The battle against the 
thief catcher was brutal.  The salty bastard bit his forearm 
and tried for his neck a few times.   Grint matched his bru-
tality and came out on top, leaving the man tied to the face-
less stone statue.  There wasn’t much on his person, just the 
sword and medallion.  Both would fetch a meager price but 
one coin was as good as fifty.  They didn’t find a travel bag but 
didn’t take the time to search either.

Grint poured water on the wound, then a healthy 
splash of fire rum.  He squeezed his eyes shut and gnashed 
his teeth.   The next bit of rum went into his gut.   Lark 
watched as he heated a needle over the fire and stitched the 
wound closed.  He smiled at her with a flat piece of leath-
er clamped between his teeth.  A piece with well-worn teeth 
marks.  When he finished, he wrapped it with a thin piece of 
white cloth and stitched the bandage shut.

They needed to eat, needed to set traps for critters or 
they’d risk running out of food.  There were many needs but 
what he wanted was to shut his eyes for a few moments…
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*****

The hill crested like a lazy wave in the deep ocean.  Sky-
blue flowers covered the landscape and fluttered in the warm 
summer’s breeze.  The sun beat down on his shoulders.  It felt 
nice after having been cold for so long.  On top of the hill was 
a young woman, her short brown hair a thorn bush’s tangle 
that did not quite reach the simple white dress she wore.  Her 
back was to him but he would know her anywhere.  The freck-
les dotting the back of her neck were a well-studied map.  The 
softness of her hands, the scent of lavender flowers, her 
warmth.  As he ran up the hill, reaching a hand towards her, 
Jessua turned and screamed, “Wake up!”

*****

Grint opened his eyes, unsure how long he slept.  The 
question would go unanswered as he heard the girl scream 
and leapt to his feet.  She stood a few feet away, Blackblade 
held in her tiny hands as she struggled to keep the heavy 
dagger pointed toward the shadows.  Grint used a hand up 
to block the firelight and saw a dark shape moving between 
the trees.  Not the hounds, he thought with a relaxed sigh.  

Grint got up and rested a hand on her shoulder.   The 
girl jerked.  Gently, he removed Blackblade from her grasp 
and ushered her behind him in case the creature charged the 
wards.  It poked its head around a tree, giving Grint a better 
look.   A golem, midnight black with sinewy skin stretched 
over its distorted frame.  This one tried to walk upright, but 
kept falling onto all fours, its hairless skin glistening.  It wore 
a human face with an elongated jaw that jutted out.  Serrat-
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ed teeth snapped the air around the glyphs and flinched back 
as the air crackled with energy.  A noise in the woods drew its 
attention.  The golem darted off for easier prey.  

Grint went back to his bedroll and sat down.  Lark nuz-
zled against his side.  “Was that a dhog?”

“What?  No, just a golem.”  Grint didn’t like her bringing 
up dhogs.  Not with the phantom thunder booming to the 
south.  “What do you know of dhogs?”

The girl shrugged.   “Just something I heard.   Was the 
golem from the Dire Lands?”  She dangled the gold medal-
lion and let it sway back and forth.  The thief catcher car-
ried the markings of the Tall Company.   They weren’t too 
bad.  Drunks and misfits.  Easy to bribe - except for this one 
who seemed more beast than man.  When one of the Col-
lectives came looking there would be hard choices to make.

“Maybe.   It wasn’t like most.”   Golems were hairy and 
stood on two legs.  This one could have grown in the sour 
soil of the Dire Lands.  Traveled a long way if it did.  Sleep 
would be light in case it came back to test the wards.

“You’re a thief.”  It wasn’t a question.
“Yes,” Grint wondered where she was going with this.
“Do you decide what you steal?”
“Sometimes.   Sometimes someone hires me.”   Grint 

averted his eyes from the medallion in case the girl was try-
ing to mesmerize him.  A lonely life, not trusting anyone.  It was 
something Jessua said to him the second time they met.

“I want to hire you,” Lark said as she dropped the medal-
lion in the dirt and pulled away to face him.

“And what do you want me to steal?”
“Me,” she said as if it were the dumbest question in the 

world.
“I already stole you,” Grint laughed.
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“And now I want you to return me.”  
Grint frowned, “How could you want to go back there?”
“Not there.  Home.”  
Grint picked up a stick and scratched a rough outline 

of Terragard in the dirt.  Where he estimated their camp 
was, he jammed a dot in the dirt then handed her the 
stick.  “Show me where.”

“I…I don’t know,” she stammered.   Grint shook his 
head.  “It’s called Teal…Thiel.  It’s called Thiel.”

“Never heard of Thiel,” Grint said.  Was it made up?  It 
could be real and someone could pay a tidy finder’s fee for 
their long-lost child.

“I was in the dungeon for years,” tears fell from her 
eyes.   Grint squirmed, ever uncomfortable around feel-
ings.  “I don’t remember where it is, but my parents are King 
and Queen.”  Now, if that was true - if - a monarch would pay 
a ransom for the return of an heir.  

“We can play for it!”  Lark pulled the Cheat Me cards from 
her pocket and held them up.  “If I win, you take me home.”

“You need dice for Cheat Me,” Grint laughed.
“Then we can draw cards to see the highest.  The guards 

in the dungeon used to do that.”
Grint motioned for her to hand the deck to him and 

shuffled.  He did some elaborate tricks that made her giggle 
and then placed the deck face down.  “You go first.”

Lark picked up a card and chewed on her lip as her shoul-
ders sagged.  Grint picked his card and dropped the twelve 
in front of her.  Lark tried to throw hers in the fire, but it 
fluttered well short of the flames.  Two points.  Grint swept 
up the cards and handed them back.  She shuffled through 
them for a short time in silence and then looked up eyes red 
from tears.
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“You…you cheated, didn’t you?”
“Of course,” Grint admitted.  The girl cried again.  “Lis-

ten, kid.  I steal things to buy more things I don’t need.  Or 
I get drunk.  I don’t do quests.”

“Then I’m dead,” she choked out.  “You should have let 
me drown or stabbed me with that knife in the cave.”  Grint 
flinched, he hadn’t realized she was awake for that.   Reti-
cence turned to shame, and he took a big breath.

“Okay.”
“Okay?” she sniffled.  “What?”
“When we get somewhere civilized, I’ll see if we can find 

where Thiel is.”  The girl jumped on him, wrapping her arms 
around his chest.  “I said we’d try.   I’m not promising any-
thing.”  And I’m not even sure we’ll live long enough to find 
civilization.  “And I’m not doing this for free.”

“My family will pay you a mountain of gold,” her voice 
muffled by his coat.   “It has my face on it, so you can re-
member me.”

A flash of lightning lit the campsite.   Closer than 
ever.  “That’s the dhog,” Lark said as if she was pointing out 
a cat sitting on a fencepost.  Something deep and cold ran 
through Grint, who spent the rest of the night staring into 
the darkness.

*****

A dhog was a person once.  Usually a wizard or witch 
who drank too deep of  their magic.   Sometimes they 
weren’t magical to begin with but unlucky enough to touch 
a cursed object that overwhelmed their frail, human ves-
sel.   Whatever the cause, they became mindless wretches 
no longer identifying with whom they had been.   In pop-
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ulated areas they hunted  dhogs.   In the wilds, they could 
wander for decades unchecked as their bodies twisted and 
their magic corrupted the land.    

Before the sun rose, the dhog stumbled through the mist, 
hurling lightning bolts at their camp.  Grint had dozed for 
a moment but shot up, Blackblade at the ready.  This was a 
fight he couldn’t win.  But he could run.  He tried to shoulder 
his bag, but it slipped off when grabbed the girl and shoved 
her into a run.  Leaving it behind broke his heart but there 
was just no time.  Lark pulled away, an indistinct shape in the 
fog ahead of him.  

They ran with reckless abandon, uncaring of the dan-
gers hidden in the morning gloom.  Lightning snapped like 
a whip at the ground throwing Grint against a tree.   His 
injured arm bled, the stitches snapping as his arm scraped 
against the bark.  A cry, both a mixture of anger and pain 
filled the morning.   Blood oozed into the bandage as he 
pushed himself up.  Loose stones scattered as he stood but 
he kept his balance.  

“Grint!” he heard Lark call.   A purring gurgle cried 
back.  The dhog moved, swirling the fog.

There was no path  underfoot.   No deer trails to fol-
low.  All Grint had to guide him was the faint bit of Lark’s 
fur cloak swimming in the mist.  Had he not focused on that 
he would have bashed into her when she skidded to a stop. 
Grint dove to the side and landed against a steep incline of 
shale stones that rained atop his shoulders.  They ran them-
selves into a ravine buffeted on all sides by steep slopes.  How 
high did they go?  Grint couldn’t say.  The fog hid anything 
beyond a few feet.  Grint tried to lift Lark, help her climb, 
but there was no purchase and she fell on top of him amidst 
another shower of stones.
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The snap of lightning ceased, and the morning grew 
deathly quiet.  An electrified buzz raised the hair on the back 
of Grint’s neck.  Lark tugged on his coat as they heard shuf-
fling steps and a labored wheeze growing closer.

“When I hit it,” Grint said, twirling Blackblade in his 
hand, “run past and get back to the camp.  Get that red cyl-
inder from my bag.”

“No,” she whispered.
“Don’t argue,” he said.  The dhog came into view.   Each 

step a shambling agony that twisted its face.  It had been a 
young boy, maybe a few years older than Lark.  Now its skin 
turned gray and sunken.  Its hair thinned to a few wisps, hang-
ing over eyes crackling with the promise of mayhem.  What 
remained of its clothes had melded to its skin.  Puss oozed 
from wounds around the petrified fabric and tore open with 
each movement.

Grint hoped that killing this thing wasn’t murder.  That 
Rent wouldn’t see.   Kill it?   I’ll be lucky to survive this!   The 
dhog’s mouth cracked as it bit the air.  Grint darted forward 
cocking back the knife as he ran.  He was of such little con-
sequence to the thing.  The dhog snapped lightning from its 
fingers.  The surge threw him into the stones.  Static tingled 
through his limbs, biting with a thousand tiny stab wounds 
that sapped the air from his lungs.  

Through sheer force of will he fought off the embrace of 
darkness.  Blackblade lay in the dirt beside him.  He picked 
the knife up by its tip and tried to decide which of the four 
dhogs his blurred vision presented was the real one.  All he 
needed was one clean throw.  The dhog ignored him and fo-
cused on Lark.  Its shambling steps took it closer to the girl 
who froze in terror.  The dhog opened its mouth, intending 
to feed.  Grint threw the blade but his strength fled and the 
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knife skittered across the ground.  He wanted to scream but 
had no air.  There was nothing he could do but watch the 
dhog wrap its arms around Lark.  The world flashed white, 
and a warmth filled him like the flowered field from his 
dream.  And then darkness.

*****

When he woke, it was midday.  Dark bellied clouds raced 
through the sky leaving behind sweeping shadows and a light 
drizzle that carried an understated, cold ferocity.  He sat up 
and wiped the moisture from his face, then winced as thun-
dering drumbeats of pain bashed against his temples.  For 
a moment he struggled to recall who he was or why he was 
waking up in the dirt, but the sight of Blackblade brought it 
all back.  There was no sign of Lark.  Or the dhog.

“Lark,” he tried to call out, but the sound was little more 
than a scratch in his throat.  Pushing himself to his feet, he 
took a step and fell sideways onto the shale.   It took some 
time to dig himself out of the stones, and he took a more 
cautious approach to standing.  When he could take a step; 
he did, and then another.  Jolts of lightning passed through 
his muscles leaving a tingling sensation in his fingers.   He 
fumbled with the knife as he picked it up and shoved it in 
his belt. 

Where he last saw Lark, he found a dark scorch mark where 
the ground turned to glass.  The rain beaded on the surface and 
rolled clear.  “Lark,” he yelled again and this time it came out 
as a hoarse whisper.  Better.  Grint retraced his steps through 
the forest trying not to think about the kid becoming a molten 
puddle in the dirt.  That wasn’t her.  When he got back to camp, 
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he would regroup and track her.  The dhog was dead, it had to 
be, otherwise it would have eaten him too, to put it indelicately.

Grint started a mental list of magical creatures that 
could destroy a dhog.   There was more to this child than 
innocence.  The necromancers wanted her blood for a rea-
son.   Dragonfire could destroy a dhog; burn one to cin-
ders.  Lark wasn’t a dragon, even a skinling one.  Grint thought 
of his friend.  Faighur’s appearance would be welcome, even 
if he was angry about him mucking the Terrastag job.  The 
skinling invested a fair amount of gold into the job, only for 
Grint to run off with the bank.   Given their longstanding 
friendship, Grint hoped it would earn him a moment of ex-
planation, but among thieves there was little forgiveness.  

“Grint!”  Lark shouted as she ran towards him, her fur 
cloak whipping behind.  She barreled into him, causing him 
to stumble back a step.  Lost in his thoughts, he had wan-
dered into camp without realizing it.  Lark beamed at him, 
arms wrapped tight around his waist.  Purple stains ringed 
her mouth and the spaces between her teeth.  Back by the 
dying embers of the fire sat a pile of berries and some dried 
meats the girl sat on a kerchief.  The red cylinder sat beside 
the food, the glyph-stitched cloth wrapped around the base.

“I thought you were dead.  Which was very scary, but 
then I saw you were breathing and I wanted to come back 
and get you something to eat and so I gathered…”   The 
girl’s words came out in a rambling slurry until Grint put a 
finger over her mouth.

“What happened to the dhog?”
“I…I don’t know,” she answered as she stepped away 

from him and shrugged.  “It tried to hit me with lightning 
and I think it destroyed itself.”

Grint nodded as he walked across the camp.  “Pack the 
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cylinder and the meats.  Leave the berries.  Some of them 
might be poisonous.”

“You should rest,” she sounded concerned.   So was 
Grint, just about different things.  A dhog couldn’t destroy it-
self.  That was half the problem with the things.  They were im-
mune to their own magic and most other magic besides.  Was 
the girl lying?  Or did she not know what happened?

“We’ve lost half a day.   It’s too dangerous to stay 
put.”  Grint gathered everything he could and stuffed it in 
his bag.  The numbness in his extremities faded slowly, but 
it was fading.  If a thief catcher caught them, it would be an 
easy slaughter.  What a grand thought.

As they walked, Lark took his hand and hummed a new 
song.  Something about it sounded familiar but he couldn’t 
place it.  Did she use emberstalk venom?  The emberstalk was 
a parasitic snake that burrowed into the skin and wrapped 
itself around a person’s spine.  They were common in Lyzan 
swamps.  The venom was lethal to wizards, but it wouldn’t 
turn a dhog into a glass puddle.  And the girl didn’t show 
signs of host sickness.

The question plagued him as they navigated through the 
low hills at the base of the mountains.  That night they camped 
beneath a rocky outcropping beside a babbling brook.  Grint 
walked around the trees and drew the normal glyphs along 
with a few new ones that eliminated more monsters from his 
mental list.  The girl wasn’t demon possessed.  She wasn’t a 
banshee, or a veyhex, or even a goblin in human skin.  The 
last was a mental joke for Grint who needed the laugh.  He 
pictured the alchemist fumbling about, trying to get the gob-
lin out of the girl’s skin.  Goblin blood was no more magical 
than any human, but it was an amusing image.
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“You drew more sigils than before,” Lark said as he start-
ed the fire.

“We’ve found more things to worry about.”  A better lie 
than, I have no clue what you are and that worries me.

Lark smiled as she chewed on a piece of dried bread 
that somehow survived at the bottom of Grint’s bag with-
out molding.  That night she slept beside him.  She hadn’t 
left his side since the dhog.   Contradicting emotions ran 
through him as she twitched in her sleep.  A deep desire to 
run.  That was how he preferred things.  Alone save for short 
stretches where he worked with a partner.  But somewhere 
below that was the disturbing need to keep the girl safe, and 
it spread through his mind like a disease.  Was she influenc-
ing that feeling?  

Some nights you got to sleep.   Others, it wasn’t in the 
deal of the cards.  Grint spent the night listening for hounds, 
thief catchers, dhogs, and golems.  For monsters known and 
unknown.  Every time he came close to nodding off he start-
ed awake, expecting the monster in his lap to wake up and 
devour him.  It was the second longest night of his life.

Dawn broke, and he woke Lark with instructions to 
smother the fire while he packed up.   As he finished, he 
found she wandered off and felt a stone drop in his stom-
ach.  “Lark?” he called out in a loud whisper.   Images of a 
thief catcher behind a tree with a knife to her throat filled 
his mind.  The sound of her laughter was not at all what he 
expected.  Lark sat beside a brook dangling her feet in the 
water as she traced a carved image on the tree beside her.

“Did you carve this last night?” she asked as he approached.
“No,” Grint replied, looking at the carving of a rudimen-

tary goblin head with three waving lines beneath it.  “That’s 
old.”  Old and faded, easy to miss in the dark.
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“What does it mean?”  She continued tracing it and then 
pulled her hand away as if she was touching fire.  “Should I 
not touch it?  Is it dangerous?”

Grint smiled.  “It’s fine.  A symbol for a rambler town.  See 
these three marks,” Grint traced the wavy lines with his fin-
gers.  “It’s a direction.  Southeast.”

“Is a ramble town like where they kept me prisoner?”
“If there’s an opposite of what the Terrastags is, it would 

be a rambler town.”  The girl still had a questioning look as 
they walked back to camp, so Grint went on.  “They’re towns 
built by people who don’t want to live in a place with rules or 
under a lord’s thumb.  Sounds happy, but it’s not.  It’s full of 
criminals, convicts, killers…”

“Thieves?” she asked with a wry smile.
“Thieves too,” he gave her a playful shove.  “Pick up the 

furs.  It’s for anyone who wants to disappear.”
“Should we avoid it?”  Grint thought about it.  It wasn’t 

part of the plan.  There’s a plan?  They would have missed it if 
Lark hadn’t found the symbol.  The sky darkened under the 
weight of thick clouds.  Yesterday’s storm was just the first 
touch of something worse.

“I don’t think we’ll have a choice.   This storm will be 
bad.”   Grint ushered her from the camp.   There was no 
guarantee the rambler town was still there.   Sometimes 
they disappeared as quickly as they popped up.  But if it was, 
they could wait out the storm, resupply, and get their bear-
ings.  Maybe someone there has heard of Thiel.  Maybe there’s a 
fence for the jewels and gold box.  Maybe we won’t get killed.

The rain fell in thick sheets as Lark ran through a ver-
dant field, spinning around.   The hill sloped up towards a 
pine forest.  At the top, Grint paused beneath the shelter of 
a fir as he scanned the landscape behind them.  There had 



D.S. TIERNEY204

been no sign of Eleanor or her hounds.  Did she even know 
he was alive?  That he had the girl?  The thief catchers knew, 
but Ballastrine could have sent them.  He never asked.  Not 
that they would have given him the truth.  It was possible El-
eanor didn’t know or guessed his escape route wrong.  None 
of that sat right.  Eventually she would be there.

“How far away is the town?”  Lark held her tongue out 
trying to catch raindrops.  The words took a moment for 
Grint to decipher.  

“Shouldn’t be far.   They never mark the towns more 
than a day’s hike out.  Why?”  Lark lifted her left boot, which 
came apart at the seams.  Grint whistled between his teeth 
and thought, Just like my life.



11
 “Papa Deego is the wolf
  When he eats the chickens and hens.
 Papa Deego is the storm
  When he drowns them in fives and tens.
 Papa Deego is the man
  Who approaches with grit and grim
 Papa Deego is Death
  And you can’t run away from him.”

- Rhyme from a children’s game

A slat of wood leaned to the right.  The wind shook the 
wood, and it creaked against the rusted iron nails holding it 
together.  Grint wiped a thick layer of mud off the face.  The 
inscription read: Here be Finder’s Lot.  The rambler’s town 
sat upon a butte surrounded by a bottomless crater.  A hun-
dred crooked buildings rose above the crumbling stone 
foundations of an ancient fort while narrow rope bridges 
spanned the gap between.  Strong gusts swayed the bridg-
es.  Grint felt sick just looking at them.

Crumpled stone buttresses littered the hills, all 
marked in the old architectural style Zorn with looping 
curves.  Etched reliefs depicting the heroic exploits of Zor-
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nish generals  lay forgotten in the mud.  Before the impe-
rial expansion they would have used this as a border for-
tress.   After the death of Zorn and unfortunate creation 
of the Dire Lands no one remained to man it.  When the 
ramblers moved in was anyone’s guess.  Places like this had 
short memories and cartographers knew better than to put 
them on a map.   Hobbe said the first rambler was a gob-
lin which was why they used the goblin glyph to mark the 
path.  Grint had been a child when he first heard that story 
and always assumed the thief master told him that as a bed-
time story.

The tattered remnant of an old tent, entangled in the 
bare branches of a tree ruffled and snapped.  Grint shield-
ed his eyes against the dust from the long dormant soil and 
looked at the skies.  The coming storm would soon drown the 
land.  But Finder’s Lot didn’t care.  The city came alive with 
dancing fires as the skies darkened.  The sun dipped below 
the mountains and the remaining light faded fast.   If they 
didn’t move soon, they would have to navigate the bridge in 
the dark.

“Can we cross?” Lark asked.  Laid out on her stomach, 
the girl poked her head over the edge of the chasm.

“Soon,” Grint said, watching a bulky man struggle to 
cross the bridge.  Passing someone on the small bridge was 
an easy way to get yourself robbed or killed.

“How deep does it go?”  Lark plucked a stone from the 
mud and tossed it down.

“I don’t know.  Deep enough to kill you.  Come away.”  Grint 
drew Blackblade from his belt and shifted his body to hide it be-
hind his right thigh.  Lark ignored him and threw more rocks, 
laughing with nervous excitement each time.
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The temperature dropped and fat raindrops slapped 
against his hair, chilling him as the water ran down the nape 
of his neck.  The wind kicked up again and carried with it 
aromas of char, old wine, rot, and the unwashed.   All the 
smells you’d expect from a place like this.  The bulky man 
stepped off the bridge, stumbling in his cups.   Stretched 
across his frame and tearing at the seams, the patchwork 
vest he wore didn’t look like it belonged to him.   Probably 
stole it off someone’s corpse.  His cheeks flushed red with exer-
tion highlighting a nasty scar where someone tried to chew 
off his face.  Glassy eyes blinked toward Grint as if he didn’t 
understand why a person would stand in the mud.  Then he 
offered a wicked smile that never touched his eyes.

“Spare some coin?”  He slurred the words as he licked his 
lips with a swollen tongue.  “Going to Little Lot.”

“No coin here,” Grint said.  The drunk stepped toward 
him but halted when he heard Lark’s voice.

“Do you think there’s a big lake down there?  With mer-
maids?  I hear water.”

“Hello little one,” the drunk changed his direction with 
almost fluid grace and took a few shambling steps toward her. 
Grint grabbed the back of the vest and pressed Blackblade 
against his throat.  

“Keep moving or you’ll find out what’s down there.”
The drunk nodded when Grint let him go.  He stumbled 

a step or two and turned, madness alight in his eyes.  As he 
smacked his lips, Grint could see the internal battle raging 
between leaving and killing them both.  The thief was always 
ready for a fight but fighting drunks was unpredictable.   It 
would be a nasty bit of squabble even without the worry of 
Lark lighting the world on fire or turning them all into little 
black puddles of glass.  Praise Krypsie, Grint thought as the 
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drunk stumbled off with a half wave.  Grint watched to be 
sure it wasn’t a ruse, but the drunk never looked back.  He 
disappeared into the gloom.  Off to Little Lot.  Wherever that is.

“Who was that?” Lark asked, standing by his side.  Her 
hand slid into his smearing mud across his palm.

“A fool who will get himself killed.  Let’s cross.”  That was 
all he needed to say.  Lark yelped with joy and ran onto the 
bridge.  Grint took a more cautious approach planting his 
feet after each measured step.   Holding the rope on either 
side in a white-knuckled grip, he could feel the rough fibers 
digging into his palms.  A thief with a fear of heights?  How droll, 
Hobbe mocked.  Grint scaled towers, rode the back of a drag-
on, and even swung across an impossible canyon on a fraying 
rope.  All in the pursuit of gold.   But that didn’t mean he 
liked it.  He couldn’t abide heights.  Something about falling 
to one’s death just struck him as a daft way to die.

“Do you remember Grint?”
“The thief who stole the Hungering Blade from the De-

mon Lord Anastassus?”
“That’s him.  Do you know how he died?  He fell off a 

bridge!”  The laughter filling the tavern would be grand and 
Grint’s place in history would forever be the punch line of a 
drunkard’s joke.  

Lark’s bare feet slapped against the planks as she ran 
back and forth in blissful ignorance of the danger.   Grint 
wanted to shout at her but his throat felt tighter than his 
grip.   Storm winds rocked the bridge and one of Grint’s 
feet slipped, dangling over the abyss before he righted him-
self.  Some kry-damned god is having fun with me, he thought as 
he furrowed his brow.  Sheets of rain began pouring down, 
drenching his face as distant thunder boomed.
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Which god controls the wind?   Grint couldn’t recall their 
name, but also thought there were four.  One for each direc-
tion.  Leave it to the gods to contrive a system where four gods do 
what one should.  Mocking the gods helped occupy his mind 
long enough to get across the bridge and onto solid ground 
once more.

“Can we go over again?”  Lark stared back from where 
they came, a mad elation in her eyes that reminded Grint 
of the drunk.  A disquieting comparison, and one that made 
Grint believe this entire misadventure was taking place on a 
rope bridge; one strong gust from toppling me into the abyss.

“Later,” Grint said, fighting down an urge to be sick.
The rope bridge fed onto a small street barely large 

enough for a cart.  Discarded shards of pottery and heaps 
of bloody clothing lay along the length of a crumbling wall 
leading to the main avenue.   An overturned horse cart 
propped against the building on the corner housed a family 
of tabby cats.  Paving stones from the old fortress streets lay 
buried beneath inches of thick mud that covered the top of 
Grint’s boot when he stepped.  Lark sank in to her ankle and 
laughed as it squished between her bare toes.

“Better hope that’s not horse dung you’re stepping in,” 
Grint said and the girl froze.

“No,” she replied, disbelief creeping into her 
voice.  “You’re joking, right?”

“Stay close,” was all he said as they turned down the 
main avenue.  

Finder’s Lot didn’t make improvements on the original 
layout of the fortress.  They built whatever they wanted wher-
ever they could find the space.  A main thoroughfare curved 
in both directions, following the outer edge of the butte in 
a giant ring.  Each building along the road looked unique, 



D.S. TIERNEY210

built with any materials they had on hand.  Woods of differ-
ent size, type, and thickness; stone or brick and sometimes 
both; hemp sheets for doors; and some fool even used a mas-
sive sail for their roof.  Finder’s Lot was a patchwork puzzle 
that didn’t fit together.  Thick smears of tar filled gaps be-
tween boards and around the windows where the red glow 
of candles lit the night.  Rain poured off the roofs in gushing 
waterfalls, falling into barrels that overflowed onto the sod-
den streets.

“What’s that?”  Lark tugged on his sleeve as she looked 
over her shoulder.  A raven-headed man, bare chested with 
tattoos, a necklace, and scars crouched atop a barrel.  Iron 
manacles clasped his wrists while chains bolted to the bar-
rel shook.  The creature opened its beak and screamed as he 
made quick hand gestures at them.  “Is he a dhog?”

“No,” Grint said, imaging a scene of white fire scorching 
the rambler city from existence.  “He’s a Bhanyu.  An animal 
bonder who took his gift a little far.”

“What’s he doing?”
“I don’t know,” Grint tried to tug Lark away, but she re-

sisted.  “Whatever it is, it’s not good.”  The gestures went too 
fast for Grint to decipher.  They could have been wards, cast-
ings, even curses.   It wouldn’t surprise Grint for a rambler 
town to curse someone as they entered, just to make them 
pay for the cure.

“Can we free him from the chains?”
“No,” he tugged her again.
“You freed me from chains, why not him?”   The girl 

stomped her feet, refusing to move.
“He’s not a prisoner.”  Grint directed her eyes to the key 

on the Bhanyu’s necklace.   “He chained himself up.”  Lark 
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didn’t understand the why of it anymore than Grint.  “Maybe 
he’s afraid someone will steal his barrel?”

The girl giggled and then clapped a hand over her 
mouth.  A scream ripped through the storm as a man stum-
bled from a tavern, clutching his belly.   Mud splashed as 
he dropped to his knees and his intestines slipped out be-
tween his thumb and forefinger.  Another man stepped out, 
the rain matting his wild, black hair.  Dark shadows hid his 
face until the lightning flashed, illuminating the elongat-
ed scar across his mouth.  It made him look as if he wore a 
permanent sneer.  Mr. Gutless tried to crawl away, but Sneer 
yanked his hair and drove a small blade into the base of his 
neck.   The rumble of thunder drowned out the death rat-
tle as Sneer wiped the blade on his victim’s shirt and walked 
away.  Lark buried her face in Grint’s coat, shaking.  All Grint 
cared about was that Gutless didn’t look their direction when 
he expired.  We should be safe.

Gales of laughter filled the night punctuated by the 
rhythmic pounding of feet.  Muddy urchins appeared from 
dark alleys to squabble over the dead man’s pockets.  A child 
no older than Lark ripped off the boots and ran, chased by 
two others who meant to claim the prize.  Grint kept Lark 
close as they passed.  

What Grint sought was the tavern closest to the main 
bridge.   The horse carts in the street led him to believe 
there must be a crossing large enough to accommodate wag-
ons.  Taverns by the main gate were always the tamest.  The 
people passing through frequented them, and someone with 
miles of road still ahead was less inclined to kill you.  What 
passed as tame in Finder’s Lot remained to be seen.

Few buildings they passed had covered porches, but 
those that did looked unsafe.   Slanted things sinking in 



D.S. TIERNEY212

the mud, but that didn’t deter dozens of shadowed figures 
from using them.  Whispers and laughter followed them 
as they walked.  The alleys were dark webs spun through-
out the city and filled with hungry eyes that hated.  The 
creak of rope and sway of a body caught their eyes as fire-
light glinted off silver armor.

“Shiny,” Lark whispered as she reached out to touch a 
boot.  Grint pulled her hand away.  A Brotherhood Knight, 
foolish enough to have entered this place.   Such unbeliev-
able hubris.  To think he could deliver justice in this place.

“This is what we want,” Grint said, looking past the 
knight, into the tavern his corpse decorated.   A wide-
mouthed arch stood across the street and a sturdy bridge be-
yond.  They stepped on to the porch where Grint tapped his 
boots against the wall to knock loose the mud.  The rotting 
wood splintered.  No one seemed to notice or care.  The heat 
slapped them across the face as they walked in, but at least 
it was dry.

Lark covered her ears as the shouts reached uncom-
fortable levels.  Tables crowded the tavern, filled with men 
and women drinking, gambling, threatening, and swearing.   
The way they jammed the tables together left little room to 
walk.  Servers as rough as any patron pointed meat stickers 
at anyone who got too friendly.

“I’ll give you ten culls for an hour with the girl,” a man 
shouted.

“Something that sweet, I’ll give you thirty!”
The low taverns, places of ill repute, were all the same.  Ta-

bles, servers, a bar, and then somewhere in a corner the man 
who ran it all.  This establishment was no different.  Under 
a torch suspended from the rafters sat a thin gentleman in 
baggy gray clothes, his hair slicked back.  The napkin tucked 
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into his collar was a map of blood splatters that Grint hoped 
came from the slab of beef he cut into.  Thick muscled goons 
with cudgels looped in their belts circled the table, shoving 
aside anyone who ventured too close.

“Little girl, I’ll give you thirty for your friend!”
Grint didn’t need to pull Lark as they walked toward the 

back.   She attached herself to his arm the way he held on 
to the rope bridge.  Sneer watched them, sitting against the 
wall, hair still wet, knees stained with mud and blood.  His 
stare was reserved for Grint as they passed, never sparing a 
glance for Lark.  Was Rent looking through those eyes?  Why 
did that scar make him think of Eleanor?  Her hounds were 
all scarred, but that didn’t mean everyone with a scar was 
one of her hounds.

“What do you want?” a goon asked, freeing the cudgel 
from his belt.

“A word with the gentleman of the tavern,” Grint re-
plied.  He knew the proprieties of speaking to a fence.

“Why would he speak with you?”
“Because even at a glance, I recognize a man of opportunity.”
“Are you a believer?” asked a wiry young woman with red 

and black streaked hair and eyes as sharp as a falcon.  A small 
cutting blade danced between her fingers, highlighting the 
scars earned from learning the trick.

“Krypsie is a tired old drunk who doesn’t care about us,” 
Grint answered.  “So, no.”

“Do you believe in Blue Fingered Hobbe, who gives us 
the gift and makes all things possible?”

“I believe in what I can steal and the profit it brings, 
which is all the belief Hobbe wants,” Grint answered.  The 
woman stopped smirking and held the blade between her 
middle and ring fingers as she closed her fist.
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“Let him through, Abbitha.”   The gentleman fence sat 
back from his meal, watching the exchange.  Abbitha relaxed 
and waved Grint through but closed off her arm as Lark tried 
to pass.  Grint looked from the guard to the fence who smiled 
and said, “The girl too.”  Lark stood behind Grint’s chair as 
he sat down.

“I am Tzivo, of House Artus,” he extended a hand in 
greeting as a servant removed the dishes.

“Grint.  Nothing else.”
“I doubt that,” Tzivo said with a smile.   “You spoke of 

opportunity?”
Grint opened his bag and took out a few of his low yield 

items.  A crystal pendant on a rope necklace, a thimble of 
silver, and a ring of bleached bone.  Tzivo smiled as he put a 
magnifying monocle on his eye to examine each.

“I pay in culls.”
“Is that the local currency?”
“You are new here,” Tzivo replied.
“Passing through,” Grint said.  Lark stepped away from 

the chair, feeling braver in the confines of the fence’s com-
pany.  She jumped at any loud noise but remained curious 
about everything happening around her.  Grint wondered if 
she had ever seen a crowd this large.

“Culls are what you’ll want to use in outfitting your-
self.  If you use anything else, you’re like to get your throat 
cut.  Will you need a horse or shoes for the girl as you head 
towards…?”

“Thiel,” Grint turned back toward Tzivo. “Ever heard of it?”
“As in Senethiel?  Bad luck to name your town after the 

world breakers.”
“It’s a kingdom.  Don’t know where it is though.”
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“Neither do I,” Tzivo answered as he put the monocle 
down.  “I will take the crystal for the information.”

“What information?”
“About Thiel.”  Tzivo scooped up the necklace and hand-

ed it to a servant who put it in an iron lockbox.
“You knew nothing about Thiel.”  Fences were notorious 

for their frugality, but this was bordering on the egregious.
“That it had no value to you does not mean it did 

not cost  for me to give.”   Tzivo spread his arms wide and 
smiled.  “I can give you one hundred culls for the other two 
pieces.  Enough to outfit yourself.”

“They were offering me thirty for a turn with the girl, I’m 
sure your lockbox opens wider than one hundred.”

“An offer you did not consider,” Tzivo smiled and tapped 
a finger under his right eye.  “Tzivo sees all.  One hundred is 
more than generous for the remaining pieces.  I’m happy to 
give you less.”

Grint hated dealing with new fences.  It was always the 
same.  Endless bargaining for a tenth of what the items were 
worth.  Worse yet, Grint had no frame of reference for a cull’s 
worth.  The offer could be a copper’s weight for gold.  If he 
needed more, he could come back.  There was still the gold 
box and the jewels from Ballastrine’s manor.  It would be an 
affront to sell them so cheap but continuing to live would be 
worth the price.

“I’ll take it,” he said with a deep sigh.  Tzivo scooped up 
the items as before and handed them back.  The servant re-
trieved ten iron coins from the box and set them in the cen-
ter of the table.  Culls were octagonal coins with ten raised 
pips on one side and smooth on the other.

The gentleman fence snapped his finger, summoning his 
servant who brought the whole chest over.  With nimble fin-
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gers he dug out ten new coins and put them down beside his 
wine glass.  These culls had a raised copper edge and a single 
copper pip.  Grint took the hundred culls while looking at 
the new pile.

“One thousand culls,” Tzivo answered.
“For?”
“The girl.”  Grint shook his head and dropped the culls 

in his pocket.   “Not for any purpose as base as what you 
imagine.  I would feed and clothe her.  Educate and train her 
as Abbitha was.”  Abbitha sat on the edge of the table to his 
right, he blade dancing once more.  “Or, you can continue 
your journey towards the fictional kingdom of Thiel.”

Grint considered the offer.   Tzivo was right that Thiel 
didn’t exist, but Grint always knew that.  There was no King’s 
bounty waiting for the little princess to return.  And this…
this would be a better offer than anything Grint could ar-
range.  Wasn’t it always going to come to this?  Lark wasn’t 
his apprentice, she wasn’t his ward, and she wasn’t his daugh-
ter.  She was the side effect of a job gone wrong.

“Why her?  There’s a hundred urchins in the streets.”
“Monsters,” Tzivo spat.   “Couldn’t trust them and 

couldn’t train them.”
Tzivo added another five hundred culls to the pile.  Find-

er’s Lot wasn’t paradise, but she would be safer here than 
with him.  No thief catcher would step across those bridg-
es.  If he could leave her here, maybe he could lead Eleanor 
away until the Stabbing came and went.

“Two thousand,” Grint countered.  Tzivo considered the 
offer and then scooped up all the culls and put them back in 
the chest.

“No girl, no deal,” the gentleman fence smiled.
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Grint jumped out of his chair and looked around.  He had 
forgotten Lark was there.  How much had she heard?  There 
was no sign of her.  “Where?” he asked Abbitha who smirked 
and pointed at the front door.  Grint looked past the guards and 
saw a man leaving.  Grint pushed his way through the crowd.

“Get her, Mikael.  I’ll catch up,” a drunken man shout-
ed as he fumbled with his coat.  Grint planted a boot in the 
man’s back and sent him face first into the wall beside the 
door.  The oil lamp over his head shattered and a flower blos-
som of fire spread across the tavern. Grint heard screams as 
he burst through the door but didn’t care.

Ankle-deep puddles dotted the street, rippling in 
the  light drizzle that now fell.  Grint slid in the mud as he 
jumped off the porch and fell onto his side.  Pickng himself 
up, he watched the man named Mikael run into an alley.  Grint 
gave chase his shoulders rubbing both sides of the claustro-
phobic alley.  Deeper in the walls narrowed further, so he ran 
sideways while jumping over debris and rats.  Street urchins 
hooted as they watched from nets strung between buildings.

Grint ran blind until the alley opened onto a street only 
an arm’s length wider.   Mikael stood a few feet ahead, his 
focus drawn elsewhere.  Unable to stop, Grint rammed into 
his back, the force shoved him down.  Flopping like a dying 
fish, he coughed up chunks of mud that poured into his open 
mouth.  Grint fell as much as he jumped on Mikael, mashing 
his face deeper in the mud.  An incoherent scream bubbled 
up from the muck and Mikael threw Grint off, wavering as he 
tried to stand.  

The thug needed to clear his eyes, wiping vigorously at 
the grime.  Grint took the advantage and struck with a right 
hook that sent him tumbling into a ruined stone wall.  A gift 
from the old fortress, Grint thought as he smashed Mikael’s 
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face into the image of a knight on horseback.  Bits of shat-
tered teeth fell from the thug’s mouth while others remained 
embedded in the stone.  Blood bubbles forming on his lips, 
Mikael dropped, twitching and mewling.  Grint pulled Black-
blade, no longer caring what gods watched.  

Lark yelped, a squeaky, surprising sound.  Grint hadn’t 
seen her at first.  She stood in the street, hair matted against 
her pale forehead, and legs a muddy mess.

“Lark,” he said as he stepped past the man.  Each step 
he took she retreated until her back pressed against an iron 
door surrounded by gargoyle heads.  Grint held up his hand 
and sheathed the knife.  “Kid,“ he whispered, waving for her 
to come away, but she shook her head.

“Lark,” he repeated, “Listen.   You need to get away 
from…”

The stone gargoyles opened their eyes as the imposing 
iron door opened.   Deep shadows coalesced around Lark 
and yanked her inside.  Grint shouted as he sprinted toward 
it, knowing he had to get in before it closed.  Iron door means 
salt witch, Hobbe warned.  I know, Grint answered as he led 
with his shoulder.  Pain shook his body as the door fought 
back, but he rolled through the threshold before it clicked 
shut.  Tumbling face first onto a cold, dirt floor he heard the 
lock slam shut.  Then nothing else.

Two candles flickered on a table in a small room forgot-
ten by the world.  Cobwebs swung against a draft whistling 
as dust swirled and skittered with the mice.  Ancient scrolls 
sat on crooked shelves.  The paper so delicate they would no 
doubt crumble at the touch.  The room smelled like rotted 
meat on a summer’s day and Grint gagged.

“I did not invite you, the man of many threads,” a 
scratched, disembodied voice whispered.
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“Give me back the girl,” Grint said.   He reviled these 
creatures; and creatures they were.   Nothing else in Ter-
ragard was as nasty as a salt witch.

The shadows in the far corner moved as something 
dragged itself across the floor.  It leapt onto the table, joints 
snapping with every movement.  The salt witch was old, may-
be as old as the fortress itself with stringy white hair so thin it 
did little to hide the jaundiced skin beneath.  Her body bent 
in odd ways, popping audibly as she settled into a crouch 
upon the table.

“The gods are upon you,” she moaned.
“There are no gods here,” Grint answered with a shud-

der.  Had he killed anyone in his haste to reach Lark?  He al-
most killed Mikael.  Wanted to kill him.  How sure was he 
that no gods were present?

“Silence,” she screeched.  “Webs upon webs and strings 
with no end.  Even a marionette does not dance to so many 
tunes.”  The excitement in her voice palpable and stressed by 
the stream of urine loosed on the table.

“Filthy,” Grint spat on the dirt floor. “Just give me the girl.”
“Girl is mine now.  Mine, mine, mine,” her tongue, a dry, 

black thing licked the air.  “Come to my door she did.  They 
all come, one by one and two by two.  The urchins feed Hat-
tie, take care of Hattie.”

“I can pay.”
“Metal coins hold no interest.  Make your offer sweet.”  The 

witch was open to bargaining.  That was a good sign.  It also 
meant, if he made a poor offering she would unleash whatever 
hells she had squirreled away in this dark abattoir.

Grint went through a mental inventory of what he car-
ried.  And went through it again.  There was one thing she 
would want, and he didn’t want to offer it.  Hattie wasn’t in-



D.S. TIERNEY220

terested in the jewels or even the magic baubles.  A salt witch 
fed on things of spirit and life.  Reluctantly, he grasped his 
necklace by the trinket and yanked it off.  Hattie sniffed at 
the air and quivered in divine pleasure.

“Now you  interest us,” she cackled.   “Such pure emo-
tion.  Love!  Loss!  A feast for a century.”

“This.  For the girl.”
The scream started as something small and erupted with 

such a vibrating force that the very sound assaulted.  “The 
girl is mine!  We bargain for your life.”

“Kry-damned witch,” Grint gritted his teeth against the 
pain.

“Keep your bauble,” she said as she hopped off the ta-
ble, disappearing beneath.  When her face reappeared from 
the shadows, the candlelight danced across her many wrin-
kles, making them sway like the ocean tide.  “What I want 
is a name.  One little name.  Of all the strings tied to you, I 
want the one so thick and dyed with misery, tied right to your 
heart.  Give me the name.”

“I’m walking out of here.  Whether you’re alive when I 
do depends on you giving me Lark.”

“Say the name.  Speak the name.”
“Give me the girl!”
“No!  The Dennel is mine!  Give name to the God of Mur-

der!”   The witch flicked her hands and a thousand spiders, 
each as big as a rat descended from the ceiling.  Their silken 
webs floated on the air wrapping around Grint’s arms and legs.

Fighting against the restraints he swatted at them with 
his knife, but there were so many.  Eruptions of puss splat-
tered the walls with each strike, smaller spiders birthing 
from the goo.  The room overflowed with spiders, dropping, 
crawling and biting.  A numbness spread through him, slow-
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ing his movements.  Hattie cackled from her hideaway, her 
bones snapping and resetting with every movement.  Hobbe, 
for once if you can hear me…

A flash of white light shattered a wardrobe from the in-
side.  A second filled the room.  Two short pulses but they 
were enough to chase the spiders.  Grint expected webs to 
cover his body, but when he looked down, he saw it had 
been an illusion.  The white light flashed again and Hattie 
skittered from under the table and hissed at the wrecked 
wardrobe it came from.

Grint grabbed a bookshelf and pulled it down.   Hattie 
screamed as it collapsed on her and struggled against its 
weight.   From the splintered wardrobe Lark emerged and 
jumped into his arms.  Together they ran towards the iron 
door.  With the witch distracted, it opened but slammed as 
they tumbled into the street.  

Grint breathed a deep sigh.  The mud soaked into his coat 
but felt cool on his neck.  The sun shone down, baking the 
mud and he blinked against the light.  Was it morning?  How 
long had they been in the witch’s home?  Lark knelt an arm’s 
length away looking down at him.  As he propped himself up 
she reached out and punched his arms with her little fists.  It 
didn’t hurt but the pain on her face hurt him in other ways.

“Lark,” he said, which just prompted her to hit him 
again, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Shut up.”  Her punches grew listless as she tired and she 
wiped at her face with the sleeve of her dress, spreading mud 
across her cheeks.  Grint wanted to say more but stayed qui-
et.  At least she isn’t hitting me with light, he thought.

Lark looked down at the mud and punched it sending 
drops in every direction.  Something moved over her shoul-
der, Grint could swear it.   Leaning to look past her, he saw 
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two glowing yellow eyes in the dark.    Whatever it was, it 
cocked its head.  Squinting, the nightmare he long dreaded 
materialized.  Two hounds stepped from the alley and split 
to flank them.  A canvas of scars covered the one on the left; 
the right shook drool from its jowls; the sunlight setting fire 
to its blood red fur.  Crosshatch and Torchy.

Scooping up Lark, Grint ran.   They stumbled through 
the twisting maze of alleys as she squirmed in his arms, 
hitting him in the chest, and trying to wrench herself 
free.  She didn’t understand.  She never met Eleanor or her 
hounds.  Grint held her tight and kept running, hearing the 
panting breaths of the hounds in close pursuit.  

Any chance to turn, he took.  First right, then left, and 
then right again.  They needed to lose the hounds, steal a 
horse on the main street, and make a run for it.  Another left 
and he could see the open boulevard, just beyond a few loi-
tering locals.  One of them stepped in Grint’s path.  The mud 
sloshed around his boots as he skidded to a halt.

“You owe me a cull, Mabry.   I told you he hadn’t left 
town.”  Abbitha lounged against the alley wall with two thugs 
and a man named Mabry; who Grint nicknamed Sneer.   In 
the bright morning light, his scar shone a deep purple, mak-
ing it look somehow more sinister.

Lark squirmed free, all spit and fire until she saw  Tzi-
vo’s crew.  She took a step back.  Grint turned his attention 
from Abbitha to look for the hounds and she put a boot into 
his back.  He went face first into the mud, banging his chin, 
and biting a chunk from his tongue.  Grint coughed, tasting 
the blood filling his mouth.

“Bloody iron pigs.”  He spat a wad of red.  “I don’t have 
time for this.”
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“We have all the time in the world,” Abbitha’s laugh 
sounded sweet.   Nothing like the woman.   Sneer drew his 
blade and threw it.   From his knees, Grint tossed himself 
to the side.  He struck the wall at an awkward angle feeling 
something snap in his shoulder.   A vibrating tingle passed 
through his right arm before it went numb.  Another blade 
struck the mud a few inches from Grint’s face.

“The girl is ours now.  Recompense for the damage to Tzi-
vo’s tavern.  Took an hour to put all the fires out and by then 
the cutter had to put poor Abrim out of his misery.  Burns 
all over his body.”  Abbitha produced a sword and waved it 
around in a flourish.  “All Tzivo wants of you is your head.  I 
think he plans to stitch it on that Brotherhood Knight.”

“Don’t have time for this,” Grint repeated as he grabbed 
the blade from the mud and flung it underhanded.   Even 
lefthanded it caught a thug in the chest.   At this distance it 
was hard to miss.  Derelict crates shattered under the man’s 
weight and he smashed his head against the wall.

Grint had just gotten to his feet as the other thug drove 
a knee into his groin.  He missed the important parts.  Grint 
slammed his head into the man’s nose and maneuvered him 
like a shield as Sneer threw another knife.  The blade struck 
bone with a thick snapping sound, and the thug tensed.  Ab-
bitha crouched out of view and popped back up, striking 
Grint from over her man’s shoulder.  Pain blossomed as his 
nose bent sideways under her blow.  The back of his throat 
filled with blood and snot.   Grint spat a mouthful of the 
crap into the muscle’s face and shoved him.  Bloodyface fell 
back taking Abbitha with him.  As they hit the ground, her 
sword ran him through, sprouting from his stomach like a 
magic tree.
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“No more!” Lark shouted.  The color drained from her 
eyes as her hands glowed.  It was happening again.

“No!”   Grint jumped in front of her, hoping her fear 
of hitting him with the light would calm her.  Sneer drove 
a fist into Grint’s kidney, then his ribs.   Still he refused to 
move.   Maybe it was fear of her wiping the whole place 
clean.  Maybe she was just too young to have real blood on 
her hands.  Whatever the reason, he stood his ground even 
as Sneer drove punch after punch into his torso.

Lark dropped her hands, color returning to her wide eyes 
as she pled in silence for Grint to act.  He nodded toward the 
knife in his belt which might have been a million miles away 
with the way his right arm hung dead at his side.  She jumped 
toward him and pulled Blackblade loose, shoving it in his left 
hand.  Grint smiled and spun, the knife slicing open Sneer’s 
face.  The good half.  The thug’s eyes rolled back as blood 
fountained from his mouth.  

Grint was vaguely aware that Lark had his right hand and 
led him out of the alley.  Abbitha freed herself from Bloo-
dyface’s dead weight as Eleanor’s hounds stalked past.  They 
watched the battle, content to let it play out.  Now they ad-
vanced ready to take on an injured Grint.  They growled at 
Abbitha and sniffed the surrounding air.   Holding up her 
sword, she pressed her back to the wall, looking to Grint with 
pleading eyes.  When they transformed to human form, she 
dropped the blade and fainted.

“Give her to us and I’ll kill you quick,” Tamos said as 
he and Malus walked naked onto the street.  Grint limped 
on, his knee a throbbing mass of fire.  Dozens of onlookers 
parted to let them pass.  There was no need for the hounds 
to rush, they followed at an even pace.  Escaping from this 
was an impossibility.  His right arm hung limp, moving only 
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because the girl held it.  Blood flowed from his broken nose, 
giving him the red beard he always wanted.   Somewhere 
along the way he dropped Blackblade, his grip too slick to 
carry the weight.

Eleanor waited ahead with Noseless at her side, his tail 
wagging.  The hound licked its lips, anticipating an easy vic-
tory.   Grint blinked, not quite believing what he was see-
ing.  The woman held a large head aloft like a night man’s 
lantern.  The severed head’s mouth moved, whispering as its 
milky, dead eyes darted back and forth.  It was Black Samuel’s 
head, Grint realized.  Eleanor killed him and used her necro-
mancer magic to bring it back.  What secrets had she pried 
from him?  Of course Black Samuel knew this place.  Eleanor 
never needed to chase him through the woods.  Not when 
she could wait for him to bring the girl to her.

“End of the story,” Grint coughed as he stumbled 
to the side of the street.   They could get him, but not 
her.    He ushered Lark toward an alley and blocked the 
mouth.  Half dead - almost fully dead - he would face this 
on his feet.   Balling his left hand into a fist, he held it 
up.  Eleanor and her hounds gathered before him and had 
the audacity to laugh at the gesture.

“Run, little bird.   Run far and run fast.”   Lark fought 
against him.

“Papa Deego,” she said, tugging on his sleeve.
Grint didn’t understand.   “Papa  Deego?”   Diz-

zy and  struggling to stand  it was all he could do to keep 
his fist up.  “Papa Deego is a children’s rhyme.  There is no 
Death.  No god of death.”

The town of Finder’s Lot went still.   No boisterous 
shouts, no bets on how long Grint would last.  No laughter or 
tears.  Just the steady sound of boots crunching in the mud 
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as they hastened closer.   Eleanor and her hounds looked 
left.  Everyone looked left.  Grint’s mouth went dry and filled 
with ash.  He didn’t need to look to know who walked the 
streets of Finder’s Lot, but he did anyway.

Striding up the avenue, four deadly shades at his side, 
bedecked in a long black coat and wide-brimmed hat was 
Calabassus Rent.  The God of Murder.  The divine bastard 
held out a hand to Grint as he approached, victorious smile 
from ear to ear.

Grint looked down at Lark and whispered, “Do it.”

The world turned white.



12
 “A Bhanyu and a Willen walk into a tavern…”

- Joffer the Mummer

Grint hadn’t known what to expect when the white light 
enveloped him.   Would it burn or be cold?   If the energy 
tore him apart, would he have time to scream?  Death was 
not a journey Grint prepared himself to take.  Not that any-
one did.  But Grint had seen the loom behind the stitch and 
gotten the story straight from the bull’s arse.  As the saying 
went.  There was no After, no Palace of Light or battle lodges 
for the brave.  No flight of dragons or rebirth.  When you 
died, whatever intangible piece of spirit that made you who 
you were just stayed where you fell.  Shoulder to shoulder in 
an infinite crowd of spirits as far as the eye could ever see.  It 
must have been nice to be one of the first spirits with room 
to wander.

Spending eternity crammed in the melting pot of Find-
er’s Lot and Zorn was not what Grint desired.  It was a stupid, 
romantic notion, but he wanted to die on a small stretch of 
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beach just off the eastern coast.  Within a stone’s throw of 
where Jessua died.

The sensation he felt when the white light enveloped 
him was far different from anything he imagined.   It felt as 
if someone tied one end of a rope around his waist and the 
around a tornado and then let it loose.  A tornado filled with 
wild horses pulling him sideways.  Grint wanted to vomit but 
had no stomach or throat to do it with.  He was part of the 
light but also moving through it.  How far?  How fast?  There 
were no points of reference, just light.  The pressure of the 
movement grew stronger and squeezed him through a minis-
cule space no larger than a blade of grass.  And then darkness. 

***** 

Air rushed into his lungs and he coughed up chunks 
of phlegm that splattered on his chin and ran down his 
cheek.  Grint’s head pounded like he lost a drinking contest 
with a goblin and the sunlight burned his eyes as he opened 
them.  A blue sky filled with fluffy white clouds crawling lazily 
along.  That one looks like a rabbit.  He lay in the grass watching 
the clouds like a child.  The rougher blades poked against his 
neck and hands.  Thinking back on the last sensation before 
he blacked out, Grint felt relieved to feel anything.

Small hands hit his stomach.  “Ow,” he said flatly.  The 
hitting stopped.

“Grint?”
“Hi kid,” he replied.  “Are we dead?”
“I hope not.”  Her voice was full of worry.  
That doesn’t sound promising.  Grint pushed himself up, 

forgetting that his right arm was next to useless and fell 
back.   The ground spun beneath him bringing back the 
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nausea.  After taking the time to make sure everything re-
mained in his stomach, Grint tried again and took a physi-
cal inventory.  I dislocated my right arm at the shoulder.  Left leg 
feels numb but not broken.  And the knee…“Burns!“ when I flex 
it.  Dark purple bruises painted a map across his ribs, ten-
der to the touch.  He could feel the nose swelling and used a 
light touch on the scabs clotted around his nostrils.  He had 
to keep spitting out mouthfuls of sludge draining down his 
throat.  There were times he had been this bad off, but al-
ways in different company.

“Never a dragon around when you need one.”
“What does that mean?” she asked.
“Nothing.”   Grint looked around.   They were on top of 

a squat hill surrounded by dozens more all similar in size.  It 
looked like an ocean of grass during a storm.  “Where are we?”

The girl shrugged, but he hadn’t expected her to 
know.  It was a question for himself.  Craning his head as far 
as he could, Grint spotted the squat butte and Finder’s Lot 
miles in the distance.  The rambler town was little more than 
a smudge with tendrils of smoke snaking above.  The God of 
Murder will burn that town to the ground.

They were miles from Finder’s Lot.   The light moved 
them in seconds.  The kid moved them.  Pulled them out of 
certain doom and given them a head start.  How much of a 
head start was questionable.  Grint knew he wasn’t moving 
anywhere fast.

“Hand me my bag.”  There were herbs in there that when 
combined could dull his pain for a short time.  

“Lark?”  The girl sat in the grass staring at him with tears 
welling up in her eyes.   Grint didn’t need to ask what was 
wrong.  That he remembered.
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“You wanted to sell me.”  She was angry.  She would al-
ways be angry when this part came.

“No, I wasn’t.   Hand me my bag.”   Lark didn’t 
move.  “Please?”

The girl dragged the bag over and hit Grint again.  She 
punched his left shoulder, which was the one spot on his 
body that didn’t hurt. So he let her. “I heard you. Two thou-
sand gulls.”

Culls, but no one likes to be corrected.  So he kept quiet and 
dug out the alchemy box.  Annamourn for the pain and Gis-
sel for taste.  Grint shoved a pinch of each in his mouth and 
dry swallowed, then used the blood filling his mouth to swish 
the grunchles down his throat.  As Lark continued punching, 
her hands flickered with light.  Grint grabbed her waist and 
tossed her onto the grass before she obliterated him with 
magic.  She sprang to her knees, a hateful twist to her face.

“Stop,” he said.  “Listen, kid.  Look at me.   I’m busted 
up.  If we make it to that forest south of us it will be because 
Krypsie flew down from the sun and gave us a ride on his 
golden steed.”

“You weren’t busted up when you tried to sell me.”  
The kid has a point, Hobbe added.
“I thought you’d be safe there.  Safer than you are with me.”  
A weak argument.  You wanted rid of her and two thousand 

culls buys a lot of booze to drown the guilt.
“I am safe with you.  Look how far we’ve gotten.”
“On luck.  And luck runs dry.”  Grint grabbed more An-

namourn.  “I’m a thief.  I survive because I don’t stand in any-
one’s eyes and when I leave they never know I was there.  This 
bag,” he grunted as he lifted and shook it.  “It’s a bunch of 
tricks and I’m about out of them.”

“You promised to take me to Thiel!”



DARK AGES 231

“Leave off with Thiel.  We both know it’s not real.”  Grint 
saw that her hand was bleeding and waved her over, but she 
didn’t budge.  “Come here.”

“Why?”
“You’re bleeding.”  Lark relented and walked over on her 

knees.  “How did this happen?”
“That lady threw a knife at me,” she said holding 

her palm out.   It was a minor cut.  The blade must have 
glanced her.  Eleanor wouldn’t kill the girl.  Not yet.  Grint 
cleaned the blood and wrapped her hand tight.   It might 
need stitched whenever they got somewhere.  And where is 
that?  Grint washed the girl’s blood off his fingers and got to 
his feet, laboring with the effort.

“Can you do that thing again?   With the light to, uh, 
move us?”   Did she have enough control of the magic to 
know what to do?  Or would she vaporize them if she tried 
again?  Lark held her hands out from her sides and closed 
her eyes.  Nothing happened.

“I can see it but I can’t touch it,” she said, flicking her 
hands.  Tiny strobes of white light danced between her fin-
gers, but nothing else.  Giving up, she shook her head.

“It’s fine.  Let’s go.  We need to get out of sight of that 
town.”  If Rent left anyone alive, they would come looking for 
the pair.  Eleanor would be at the front of the posse.  Tzivio 
right behind.  Krypsie help us if those two work together.  Sling-
ing the bag’s strap over his neck, Grint fashioned a loose sling 
for his arm.  It jostled as he walked but would keep most of 
the pain at bay until he found time to pop the shoulder back 
in.  Lark wouldn’t be strong enough to manage that.

The hill sloped on all sides leaving no easy way down.  It 
was slow going.  One wrong step and he risked injuring him-
self further.  In contrast, Lark bounded down the hill with 
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great ease.  His ribs stung with each breath and he found 
himself winded by the time he stepped off the hill.  An old 
path covered by dead grass wound through the hills and 
connected with others.  They looked like giant infinity sym-
bols all lined up.  These weren’t just goat paths.  Something 
about them felt unnatural.

“Thiel exists.  You’ll see.”  The kid hadn’t even given him 
a chance to put both feet on flat ground before she started 
in again.

“Fine,” Grint replied, trying to catch his breath.
“Not fine.  It’s true.”
“I’ll make you a new deal.  If it is real, I’ll only take half 

a king’s ransom in payment for your return.   If it’s not, I’ll 
find the lowest, nastiest piece of human filth to sell you 
to.  Deal?”  Grint stretched, hiding a wince of pain as he held 
out his left hand.  Lark glared at him and stomped off.

“Stay to the path and keep heading south,” he yelled 
after her.  The pace he set was slow, weighted down by his 
dragging leg.  Fighting against the symphony of pains bat-
tering his body was constant.  Annamourn cut it back, but 
not enough.  Taking more would make him dizzy and want to 
sleep.  Maybe when they got somewhere safe.  He could rest 
for a day or two.  Does such a place exist?  Lark stayed in sight 
but carried a mean grudge, refusing to look back.

“What are you going to do with her?” Jessua asked as she 
fell in step beside him.  

“I don’t know,” Grint replied as if talking to your dead 
love was not strange at all.   “Keep us alive until the Stab-
bing.  The necromancers will lose interest after that.”

“And then what?   Leave her in a basket outside an or-
phanage?  Retire from the life and raise her as your own until 
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you succumb to the need for another fix from the one joy 
you can’t deny?  Train her as your apprentice?”

“Not bloody likely,” Grint laughed and regretted it as the 
pain bit at his side.

Jessua walked in a white dress with a pale-yellow coat 
over her shoulders and matching yellow silk ribbon in her 
hair.  Grint smiled as he watched her, forgetting how much 
he missed this part.  “What?” she asked with a blush.

“Yellow suits you.”
Jessua adjusted the coat, wrapping herself tight.   “I’m 

cold and you’re dodging the question.”  Grint flinched when 
she mentioned being cold.

“There is no answer,” A fat fly buzzed around his head 
and he swatted at it.  “I didn’t put any thought into this.  I’m 
just trying to survive.  But she’s Dennel, so even if I escape 
what’s behind me, what’s ahead will do me in.”

Dennel.  Child of a god.  There were dozens of myths and 
fables about such beings.  All of them cautionary tales about 
the corruption or overreach of power.  Even Zorn, the most 
well known Dennel in history fell in that category.   Grint 
knew little beyond the stories.  Hobbe had always been reti-
cent to expound on the subject but offered a crude explana-
tion one drunken night.  Dennel didn’t come into the world 
in traditional fashion.  The god formed them inside them-
selves and laid them like an egg.  Hobbe’s explanation made 
more sense than that, but the image of a god crapping out 
an egg child never left Grint’s mind.  Once born, the Dennel 
became its own being and led a normal human life.  When 
they died, the god reabsorbed them.  Hobbe never created 
one, so he said.  What he was clear on was their power.  It var-
ied wildly.  Even though Lark used light, it didn’t mean her 
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father was Krypholos, God of Light.  It could be Abbanath 
the Bargainer.  The sheer strength of a Dennel’s power could 
make the most adept witch look mundane.

If the salt witch told the truth, Lark was a Dennel.  It add-
ed context to the value of her blood and answered why the 
dhog focused on her.  Her power would be a beacon for any-
thing with sensitivity enough to see it.  Knowing what she 
was gave Grint no comfort.  

Their path took them back and forth around hills.  Grint 
monitored the sun to make sure they weren’t going in circles, 
but without being able to see the horizon, there was no tell-
ing how far the forest was.  His energy to keep going had run 
out, so Grint paused and sat against the hill in an unceremo-
nious heap.  When Lark realized he wasn’t following her, she 
came back, kicking stones around the trail.

“Still not speaking?”  She kicked another stone, but at 
least looked at him.  “Can you go up that hill and tell me how 
far we are from the forest?”

Lark nodded and stepped through Jessua as she 
climbed.   The hills weren’t tall, maybe twenty feet, but 
even that was too much for Grint to manage.   The An-
namourn fogged his mind, but there was also an itch telling 
him he missed something.   Grint felt the chills spreading 
through his body and watched his hand tremble when he 
held it up.  A bad sign.

“Too early to be bone sickness,” Jessua said.  He couldn’t see 
her any longer, but her voice remained.  It wasn’t bone sickness, 
it was something else.  A crutch inside him that was fading.

“Do you want me to count back and forth or by 
rows?”   Lark was already at the top and shouting back 
down.   Grint stared at a floppy leafed purple flower with 
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black veins running through the petals, trying to recall 
where he had seen it before.  “Which one?”

“What do you mean back and forth?”   Grint called 
back.   Lark made a pointing gesture at the hills left, then 
right.  Left then right.  “Is it like that all around?”  Lark spun 
around, shading her eyes from the sun when she needed and 
then nodded.

Grint looked back at the flower.  “Raven’s Tears,” Jessua 
answered for him.  “Decorates cairns of the dead.” 

These weren’t foothills, it was a burial ground, and each 
mound was a tomb.  Grint waved for Lark as he forced him-
self back to his feet.  When she reached him she opened her 
mouth, but he put his hand over it and made a gesture for 
her to remain silent.  She nodded that she understood.  Grint 
felt a surge of adrenaline giving him new reserves of strength 
and they continued along the path.  A necromancer could 
do a lot of damage within a graveyard.  And the dead didn’t 
care for visitors even without a necromancer’s help to wake 
them up.  With the age of this place, he’d win a goblin’s wager 
that the tombs were filled with Zornish soldiers.

Grint quickened his pace and was wheezing by the time 
they reached an old, dead tree just outside the cemetery.  

“Can I climb it?”  Lark whispered, and he nodded.  She 
jumped onto the lowest branch, kicking her feet  as she 
tried pulling herself up.   Grint sat in the shade and shut 
his eyes.  It was midday, and the heat felt unbearable.  If he 
could rest, the afternoon would cool enough for him to trav-
el again.  Just a little while.

Except it’s not hot out.   It was Hobbe’s voice.   Jessua had 
gone.   Grint thought on that statement as he fell asleep. 

*****
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“There’s a cart,” Lark said as she dropped out of the 
tree.  The thud of her feet woke Grint, and it took a moment 
to remember where they were. 

“What?”
“A cart,” she repeated as she pointed down the old stone 

path beside the tree.  “Do you think it’s bad people?”
“Out here they’re all bad people.”  It was a nihilistic view, 

but the girl needed to learn the world would tear you down if 
you weren’t careful.  Take what you could when you had the 
chance.  “Help me up.”

Lark grabbed his left hand and tugged.  There was no 
chance she could budge him, but he didn’t need her to lift 
him, just to give him enough leverage to fight through the 
pain.  The treeline across the dirt road was sparse, with fif-
teen to twenty paces between each trunk.  The forest thick-
ened deeper in but getting there before the cart would be 
impossible.  Even now, he could hear the horse’s hooves on 
the packed dirt and the distant creak of a wheel in desperate 
need of oil.

Grint limped across the cart path, needles of pain stab-
bing every inch of his body.  They made it to the second tree 
before the cart appeared.   Keeping themselves hidden be-
hind a pine as it approached.  Grint looked for the driver, 
but couldn’t see them through the brush.  If it kept its pace 
the cart would pass them by in a few moments.  Instead, the 
creaking axle slowed until it stopped altogether.  The horse 
stamped a foot with impatience and snorted.  A low-hanging 
branch obscured the driver’s chair, and no one had gotten 
down.  What are they waiting for?  Are they taking a break?

“Do you think they saw us?” Lark whispered.   Grint 
reached down to his belt for Blackblade and felt sick when it 
wasn’t there.  A vague recollection of dropping it in Finder’s 
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Lot came back.  Grint almost asked Lark if she had it, but 
the knife tip poking against his ribs dissuaded him.  The per-
son standing behind him whispered a shushing noise into his 
ear.  Grint nodded.  People need to stop sneaking up behind me.

“Hello there, young lady.”  The voice of the stranger 
was nasally, almost childlike.  Lark jumped at the sudden-
ness of the greeting and the stranger who offered it.  “No 
need to be afraid.”

“We’re alright, sir,” Grint said.   “No need for you to 
stop.”  The poke in the ribs became more pronounced.

“The way the two of you limped through that graveyard, 
I would beg to differ.”  Grint had yet to see the stranger, but 
the way Lark frowned made him think there was something 
here that didn’t jibe.  

“Made me say, Spiru, those folks look like they could use 
a hand.”   Spiru kept the knife against Grint’s ribs hidden 
from her view.

“How very considerate, Spiru,” Grint said and earned a 
deeper jab of the knife and a subtle push forward.

“The Papality offers blessings to those who help travel-
ers in need.”  Spiru gestured at Lark as they walked, but she 
refused to move until Grint gave her a nod.  “There, now we 
can all ride in the cart.  Spiru will be happy to take you where 
you need to go.”

The stranger changed his position to keep the blade hid-
den, giving Grint his first look.  His skin was the color of old, 
faded copper and etched by the weathering of age.   Slate-
gray eyes, hidden beneath the permanent squint of a man 
who spent years in the sun, watched Grint carefully.  Long, 
silken gray hair fell behind his shoulders and as he smiled, 
Grint expected those stone etched features to crack.  Spiru 
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looked like an old Bhanyu, an ancient one from the etchings 
Hobbe kept in his vault.

“My daughter and I are from a hamlet called Praeto-
re.  We got lost during a hunting expedition and set upon by 
thugs from that town there.”  Grint made it up as he went, 
hoping this encounter was random.   Maybe the old man 
would let them go.

“Dangerous place, Finder’s Lot,” Spiru said in that child-
like voice, sounding out of place from someone so old. “I 
know Praetore well and can put your feet on the right path.”

Grint’s stomach turned as the pieces of a puzzle fell in 
place.  This wasn’t random, and there was no talking their 
way out.  Kind old Spiru with the child’s voice was an assas-
sin of the highest order.  On his best day the fight would be 
a longshot.  This was not that day.  When they reached the 
cart, the stranger smiled and offered a seat up front for the 
girl.   Lark stood her ground, but at a knife’s urging Grint 
nodded and she hopped up.

Smart girl, he thought.  She learned enough to follow his 
lead.  With her magic too weak to use, they needed to stay 
alive for a day or two.  Then they could unleash it and keep 
moving.  

Hobbe laughed in the back of his mind.  Already using her 
to your advantage.  That’s my bo…

The assassin slammed Grint’s face into the side of the 
cart once Lark was out of view.  It caught him off guard; the 
blow dazing him.  The strength Spiru exhibited was as alien 
to his body as the voice.  Grint blinked, trying to stay con-
scious.  Spiru slammed his face again.  From a dark recess of 
his mind, Grint felt himself being lifted into the cart.

“Is he okay?”  That was Lark.  The cart lurched forward.
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“Your father fell.  He needs rest.”  
Kry-damned krau assassin!

***** 

Krau assassins were dangerous beings, having honed 
their craft over thousands of years.   They weren’t immor-
tal in the traditional sense.  You could kill them, but when 
you did their spirit went into another body.  The krau could 
then continue their mission, safe in the anonymity of a new 
form.   The bodies they inhabited came from nests forged 
from their dark magic.   Anyone who stumbled into a nest 
suffered agonizing pain while the magic tore their spirit 
apart.   When the process completed,  the body became an 
empty vessel perfectly preserved until the krau needed it.

The krau were by-products of old De’Krau magic even 
the gods didn’t understand.   There was no hierarchy or 
honor among them, selling their skills to the highest bid-
der.   And some madman put marks on Grint and Lark. 

***** 

Grint struggled back from the darkness.  A laborious pro-
cess, but one that gave him time to listen.  The crackle of a 
fire, the call of a night bird, the distant rush of a river, and 
the mumble of voices close by.  Children’s voices?  Lark and 
Spiru.  A thick crust formed around his eyes and cracked as 
he forced them open.  He was in the back of the cart.  Thick 
with must  and old rot.   The burlap flaps opened with the 
breeze.   Grint saw nothing but darkness on the other side 
except for the occasional spark from a fire.  Was it the same 
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day?  Without knowing how long he slept, there was no way to 
know.  If enough time passed, perhaps Lark’s magic was ready.

Grint wanted to time his movements with the call of 
that kry-damn bird, but even the slightest movement made 
his body angry.   Wretched pain became a constant thing, 
reaching every point in his body.  As yet, his injuries hadn’t 
healed.  The dislocated shoulder, cracked ribs; and why were 
his feet cold?  Shifting to look, he wiggled his toes.  Spiru 
took his boots.   Bloody deranged fish-swiller.   Whoever hired 
the krau didn’t want them dead or they would be.  But Spiru 
didn’t want them running either.  Grint had one good arm to 
feel around with.  His bag wasn’t here.  The many knives he 
carried on his person were all meticulously searched for and 
removed.  Without weapons, what hope did he have against 
the assassin?  Spiru even took the small sticker he kept in his 
boot.   Being covert in this current physical condition was 
pointless, so he focused on climbing out of the cart without 
falling on his face.

Nausea gripped his gut as he stood, but he found com-
fort in leaning against the wagon.  Charred leaves and roast-
ing acorns led him to the fire.  Grint limped, dragging his leg 
and stretching to get the blood flowing.  Spiru sat on a log 
with Lark beside him.  As Grint appeared, he took the cross-
bow resting by his feet and placed it on his lap, pointing the 
bolt at Lark.  The girl ate a bowl of soup but looked at Grint 
for directions he wasn’t able to give.

“I hoped you would sleep through the night,” Spiru 
said.  “I feared the smell of food would wake you but poor 
Lark was so hungry.  We had to risk it.”

It was the same day then.   Maybe a few hours past 
dusk.  How long does the kid need to recharge the magic?  Grint 
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didn’t think they could hold out the two or three days he 
hoped to.  Not against a krau.

“She told you her name?”   Lark looked down into her 
soup, avoiding his glare.

“We’ve talked about many things.”   Grint settled himself 
onto a log opposite the fire as Spiru spoke.  “I regaled her with 
my recollections of Praetore.  A town she seems woefully igno-
rant of.  Have you been keeping her chained in a basement?”

It was the Terrastag job then.   Not a surprise.   Marm 
wouldn’t send a krau after him over a broken banjo or a 
handful of promised gold.  This was about Lark.  Which one 
had done it though?  Ballastrine or Eleanor?  Spiru smiled at 
him, a cat playing with the mouse before dinner.

“What sort of monster would do a thing like that?”  Grint 
saw his bag by the fire.  Thankfully, it remained closed.  

“When you’ve been around the world as much as I have, 
the things people do stops surprising you.”  It was the first 
true thing Spiru said.

“Do you mind?” Grint asked, pointing at his bag.   If 
the assassin had tried opening it and failed, he showed no 
signs.  Spiru drummed his fingers on the crossbow and nod-
ded.  With exaggerated groans, Grint dragged the bag over 
to a log opposite the fire and sat.  Spiru cleared his throat, 
showing Grint the finger held firmly on the trigger.   Krau 
could be overconfident and sloppy and Grint counted on 
that as he obscured their view with the flap of his bag.  

“Here we go,” Grint said after rummaging through the 
bag.   Wagging a water skin in the air, the assassin watched 
on with a smug look  of amusement.   The skin often held 
fire rum  but Faighur drank what remained back in the An-
ghors.  The krau didn’t know that, and what he didn’t know 
would be useful.   Spiru lifted the crossbow, making Lark 
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aware of the danger for the first time.  Grint mimed a look 
of surprise at the weapon and offered the skin.  “It’s just fire 
rum.  Would you like some?”

“No, and neither should you.”  The assassin liked games 
but his tone said this one was over.  “Not while you’re heal-
ing.  Have tea instead.  Young Lark can pour it for you.”

Good, keep biting little fishy.
Lark put down her soup and brought him the teapot and 

a clay cup while Spiru kept the weapon pointed at her.  Her 
hands shook as she poured, so Grint put his over hers to help 
steady it and gave her a wink.  Steam rose from the brown 
liquid and even with a broken nose, the pungent, sour smell 
presented itself.  Grint took a sip and swished it around his 
mouth before swallowing.

“Juniper leaf.”
“An acquired taste to be sure,” Spiru held his own cup 

out for the girl to refill.  When it was, he took a deep sip and 
smacked his lips in appreciation.

“You mentioned being chained in a basement,” Grint 
said.  Spiru looked at him over the rim of the cup.  “How is 
Ballastrine?  Is it Lord Ballastrine?  I can’t recall.  There’s so 
many Counts and Dukes and Lords wrapped up in this.  I can 
never keep them straight.  A Queen or a King, those I un-
derstand.  What on Terragard is a Viscount?  Do they make 
these titles up?”

“We’re dropping the pretenses then?”  Spiru finished his 
tea and aimed the crossbow toward Lark again.

“I don’t see the point in them.   We all know who we 
are.”  Grint finished his tea and held the cup out.  Lark gave 
him a look and stood to refill it.   “It seems I’ve acquired a 
taste after all.  And you don’t need the crossbow.  It’s a nice 
affectation, but a threat is only useful if you can back it 
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up.  You won’t kill the girl.”
“But I could still kill you,” Spiru replied as he swiveled 

the crossbow in Grint’s direction.  Before Lark sat back down, 
he nodded for her to refill his cup too.

“You won’t kill me or you would have by now.”  The tea 
was terrible, but he needed Spiru to keep drinking his.  “Bal-
lastrine wants me with the girl.  Or you want me for your nest.”

Spiru threw his head back, filling the air with laugh-
ter.   “You know what I am?  Wonderful!  What gave it 
away?  Was it the voice?”  He rested the crossbow on his lap 
as he drank his tea.

“No matter how many bodies you jump to your voices 
always stay the same.”

“Such as it is,” Spiru mused.  “Ballastrine called his forc-
es in the south to join the hunt.  Hired a mercenary group 
called the Tall Company and even has his house guards 
sweeping the countryside.  I told him, ‘Onor, all you need is 
me.’  And here we are.”

“I met one of the Tall Company.  He bit me.”  Grint rolled 
up his sleeve and exposed the bandage.  Spiru clucked.

“Such savagery.  Ballastrine wants the girl back, that’s 
without doubt.  You?  All he wants are the how and the why 
of it all.  I don’t think you’ll survive the process.”  Spiru fin-
ished his tea and lifted the crossbow again.  “I’ll make you a 
deal.  If you tell me, I can make it easy for you.  My nest will 
make it feel like going to sleep.”

“How magnanimous,” Grint rolled his eyes.  Spiru smiled 
and gave a shrug.

“The choice is yours.”
“Give me a day or two to think on it?”  Spiru bobbed his 

head back and forth and then shrugged again.
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“Just be sure to make the choice before the choice makes 
you.”  That appeared to conclude the matter as the three sat 
in silence, enjoying the sounds of the night.  The crackling 
fire chatted with the river.   And the kry-damn night bird 
must have gone to sleep or found somewhere less populated 
to sound its hideous cries.  

Breaking the silence, Spiru said, “You know, I seem to 
recall an old brother named Corrado.  He tried changing his 
voice, but it always sounded forced.  Unless someone knows 
what to look for, they would never qurdfgtun…”

Spiru’s voice trailed off as he lost the ability to form 
words.  Next, his jaw flopped open and the crossbow slipped 
out of his grip, firing into the dirt.  The bolt shattered, and 
the pieces scattered across the ground.  A moment later he 
fell off the log.  Lark yelped as he hit the ground.

Grint stood, feeling less injured than he had let on.  The 
shoulder was still out of whack but everything else felt better 
than he had in days.  As he approached the paralyzed body 
of Spiru, the only thing he saw moving were the eyes, which 
darted back and forth.  Grint loomed over him, listening to 
the assassin’s long, wordless whine.

“I wasn’t sure it would work,” Grint said, tapping Spi-
ru’s cheek with his toes.   “I use agot stones to kill magic 
traps.  Shave a little off onto a knife or lock pick and you get 
right through.  You have to keep them dry, otherwise they 
crack and dissolve.  I dropped a small piece into your teapot.”

Grint limped over to his bag and splinted his arm in the 
strap.  “Lark, do me a favor and load anything useful into the 
cart.”   The girl nodded and grabbed an armful of furs too 
large for her to carry.  Grint picked up the teapot and swished 
it.  By the sound there were a few cups worth left inside.
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“It doesn’t affect me because I’m not magic,” Grint 
poured the rest of the pot down Spiru’s throat.  “But you?  Ev-
erything about you is magic.”   Grint closed his mouth for 
him, but it fell back open.  “I had been hoping it would kill 
you.  Kill the krau part of you, but paralyzing you is fine.  I’m 
happy it did.   If it hadn’t, I’d give your offer with the nest 
serious consideration.  Lark?”

The girl poked her head through a hole in the burlap at 
the front of the cart.  “Yes?”

“Bring me some rope if he has it.”   Spiru did.   Lark 
dragged a long coil, the ends trailing in the dirt behind 
her.  With her help, they tied the assassin to a tree.  

“I mean, can you imagine me in a krau nest?  Or with 
that squeaky voice?“   Spiru whined in response, the inflec-
tion changing as it went on.

“What’s he trying to say?” Lark asked.
“Who cares?”  Grint tore a piece of fabric from the as-

sassin’s shirt and tied his mouth shut.  “So the spiders don’t 
crawl in.  You can thank me later”

Lark loaded the last useful thing in the cart and hopped 
onto the front seat.  Spire hadn’t hobbled the horse, just tied 
it to a nearby tree.  Grint untangled the line and climbed up 
beside Lark.  They took a moment to look at Spiru, tied to a 
tree in the dying firelight.  “Will he come after us?”

“I’m hoping we’re far enough away it won’t matter,” 
Grint said.  The assassin wouldn’t forget this.  A krau’s mem-
ory was long.

Grint yanked on the reins but the horse resisted 
them.  A slight whip of the lead lines and the cart lurched 
forward.   They would need to turn around to get back on 
the stone road.  Something snapped behind them, a deep, 
angry noise that upset the horse.   The beast became rest-
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less, rearing its head and ignoring the reins.  The snap came 
again and turned to a burning sound as an amber glow lit the 
night.  Grint and Lark looked back at the cart to see a swirl-
ing red light tracing glyphs along the wooden panels.  From 
the light, thousands of fireflies erupted into the sky.

“What kind of salt swilling pig puts a trap on his cart?” 
Grint shouted.   The horse screamed in terror as it bolted, 
dragging them through the forest.   The cart rocked and 
jumped as it ran over roots and bashed against trees, but the 
horse had the bit and wanted nothing more than an escape 
from the swarming fireflies.  Grint realized with great hor-
ror what they were.  Fire wasps.  The wasps darted back and 
forth, slashing at them with razor sharp wings.  Great burn-
ing welts rose where they stung.

Lark buried her head in Grint’s lap and he did what he 
could to shield her.  The sound of the river grew louder.  Good, 
he thought.   If they could get to the water, they could get 
away from the bugs and maybe find the cart again when the 
magic passed.  Grint did his best to hold on while covering 
Lark in a blanket.  The trees thinned and disappeared.  Grint 
looked past the horse but saw nothing ahead of them.  Noth-
ing?  The fell away beneath them and they floated awkwardly 
in the air before gravity reasserted itself.  They plummeted 
down into the icy currents of the river below.  The horse had 
run them off a cliff.

The horse and cart crashed into the water first, fol-
lowed by Lark and Grint.  A shock from the cold water gave 
him renewed clarity and new depths to the pains across his 
body.  The bag that saved his life many times had him wrapped 
in its embrace while dragging him down.   Grint struggled 
out of the strap while fighting a current that bashed him into 
hidden rocks.
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Lark struggled to stay above the water a few lengths 
away.   A spray of white foam swallowed her as she hit a 
rock and when he saw her again, the girl floated motion-
less.  Grint kicked toward her, but the bag held him back.  He 
couldn’t swim with one arm and hold it.  That bag was his 
life, his tricks, his tools and the summation of his wealth.  He 
screamed in rage as he dropped it.  The tears running from 
his eyes conveniently masked by the river; he swam  to the 
girl.  Somewhere in the night he could hear Hobbe laughing 
at him.

The girl spat up water as he pulled her onto his stomach 
and together they floated on their backs with the current.  At 
least I can see where we’re going this time.  Not that sight was 
helpful, not when each step of the journey robbed him of 
something else.

“Canoes,” the girl whispered.  Grint saw them too and 
kicked hard to get them close to the shore.  When the riv-
er bed was shallow enough to touch, they crawled through 
the muck and fell on their knees beside a few anchored ca-
noes.  Grint traced a hand over the hardened burlap hull and 
recognized the symbols painted there.

“Let’s not go swimming again,” Lark said with a 
smile.  Grint felt no joy.  Not with what he’d lost and what 
they’d just found.

Leaves rustled  as the first small man appeared.   They 
moved quick, darting back and forth as they ran.  A warrior 
Grint didn’t even see coming struck him across the face with 
a painted leg bone.  Three others emerged from the forest 
and shoved Lark onto her back.    Tying their ankles with 
rope, the little people dragged them along a path.  

Grint protested, “We weren’t going to steal them!”  But 
the orange-skinned man ignored him.  As he repeated it, a 
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trailing warrior pointed the sharpened end of their bone 
spear against his throat.  He thought better of arguing and 
did as they wanted.

More little people emerged from yurts in their village as 
they dragged the prisoners in.   The orange-skinned people 
were the Willen, a diminutive and tribal culture that migrat-
ed like gypsies.  Bone magicians, spirit callers, and fierce war-
riors.   They were reasonable unless you somehow offended 
their sensibilities.  Trying to steal their canoes might do it.

The tribesmen and women who dragged the pair fetched 
the elders.  One in particular, stepped out of a yurt wearing 
a disgustingly large wooden mask.  He looked at Lark and 
then did a double take at Grint.  The masked man and the 
elders exchanged words, and he laughed before coming over 
to kneel beside Grint. 

“Bsshlngtmme.” 
“What?” Grint asked. The mask muffled what the Willen 

said.
The Willen shook his head and removed it. “I knew you 

were ugly, Grint, but what happened to you?”
“Hello, Tin Boots,” the thief replied, dropping his head 

on the dirt.



13
“The Willen have no home, no recognizable gods and no inter-
est in the sharing of culture.  Is it not clear they are the children 
of the Great Deceptor?”

- Pope Gaius Demarcus 
Living Embodiment of the Papality

“Take good care of that one,” Tin Boots shouted over the 
music.    “He’s very important.”   The onetime thief raised a 
mug in Grint’s direction then quaffed it in a single swallow.  A 
gesture Grint would have reciprocated had the bone priest-
esses tending his wounds allowed it.  Instead, they made dis-
approving sounds and resorted to slapping his hands when 
he tried to drink.

“You should stay clear of the Crowning Priest,” the el-
dest of them said as she dabbed the fire wasp welts with a 
soothing balm.   From their chatter, he believed her name 
was Dry Twig.  The Willen practiced spirit and bone magics, 
but rudimentary herbal reliefs had their uses.  Dry Twig and 
her assistants tapped runic bones against Grint’s flesh as they 
chanted.  Blue sparks jumped with every tap.  Grint liked to 
avoid magical remedies, but each time they made the sparks 



D.S. TIERNEY250

fly he could feel his wounds knitting back together.   Given 
what he’d been through, he’d take the help.

“I’ve known him most of my life,” Grint replied.  
“Not something you want to admit to these women,” 

Wet Snake poked him harder than necessary, eliciting laugh-
ter from the other priestesses.  Their work continued.  All 
the while chattering away in their language, pointing at scars 
long healed.  Each had its own story, but they’d have to let 
him drink if they wanted to hear them.  

“Brasta cur,“ Dry Twig scolded them.  Grint knew a few 
Willen words, most of them profanities, but also enjoyed how 
they named themselves.  In Willen custom, their names came 
from bones rolled by the elders.  Often, they adhered to no 
known standard of sense.  Tin Boots, Dry Twig, Wet Snake, 
Angry Leaf, etc.  

The village came alive with activity as Willen men and 
women ran about with torches, lighting great bonfires.   A 
tired-looking man barked orders at two younger boys who 
hurried to fill cauldrons with water from the river.   Three 
broad-shouldered Willen spit a salted boar over the central 
fire.  The rich aroma filled the air, creating a long rumble 
in Grint’s belly.    Shaggy dogs with stumpy legs drooled as 
they gnawed on discarded bones but scattered as the Willen 
rolled out massive clay pots filled with fermented milks and 
wines.  The band plucked the strings of small banjos, blew on 
flutes, and slapped leather wrapped drums.  An hour earlier 
they had all been asleep.

“It is our custom when we have guests,” Dry Twig whis-
pered to Grint who watched the preparations with great ap-
preciation.

“Even in the middle of the night it seems.”
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“Even then.”  She examined his nose and not gen-
tly.  Then grimaced each time he flinched.  “Do you want it 
fixed or not?”

Grint nodded.  He would take healing, the feast, and a mo-
ment of time with an old friend.  The road hadn’t been kind.

“Try some of this mare’s milk,” Tin Boots said as he held 
a cup out to Grint.

“Away with you, charlatan.”  That was Oil Shell? working 
on his leg.

“Come now, Shelly,” Tin Boots said in a sweet coo.  The 
women laughed.

“You’ll not trick her into your yurt again,” Dry Twig 
grunted.    “Be away.”    Tin Boots grumbled, waved a hand, 
and jumped into a line of dancing Willen.  

“He thinks he is fooling everyone with his piety,” Wet 
Snake said, and the others agreed.

As the priestesses finished, Dry Twig walked around and in-
spected their work.  She was not shy about pinching and prod-
ding his flesh as she went, but Grint took it in stride.  Satisfied, she 
made an affirming noise and her assistants put their bones and 
tools back into bags hanging off their hips.  Dry Twig reached a 
calloused hand up and checked his eyes before putting her own 
tools away.

“You should be well as long as you rest.”  After a consid-
ered pause, she continued, “You should have told us there 
was other magic working in you.    It did not conflict with 
ours, but if it chose to, it could have been troublesome.”

“I didn’t use…” Grint stopped and looked across the 
camp at where Lark played with the Willen children.  

Dry Twig looked too and jammed a finger into his 
chest.   “You have a good heart,” followed by a poke to the 
temple, “and some intelligence.  Choose better friends and 
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divest yourself of all those gods weighing you down.  They’ll 
get you killed.”

“I know.  If you have any ideas how I can get rid of those 
two, I’m listening.”  Grint tested his shoulder.  It felt better 
than it had in years.  

“Two?” Dry Twig cocked her head and 
laughed. “Two!”  Shaking her head, she walked away.  Grint 
stood, but the magic they used made him dizzy.

Unable to follow the priestess, he shouted after 
her.   “Why is that funny?  How many kry-damned gods are 
tied to me?”  He knew of Hobbe and Rent, but who else?  Kry-
pholos?  Lorelai?  Whoever Lark’s parent was?  He was still 
turning it over in his mind as Tin Boots came over and put 
the aforementioned cup of mare’s milk in his hand.

“Quite the scrap you got yourself in,” and then, “Hey!” as 
Grint put the cup to his lips.

“What?”  Grint looked over the top of the cup with con-
fusion.  Tin Boots lifted his cup high.   “Oh,” Grint caught 
on.  The two clanked their cups and recited the toast the old 
crew concocted:

 
Thief in the street 
 Thief in the gutter 
 One coin, two coin, poor as butter 
Thief on the roof 
 Thief in the night 
 Three gold, four gold, all is right 
Thieves getting drunk 
 Thieves like to skim 
 All gold everywhere, the drinks are on him!
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They finished with another clink of cups and drank deep-
ly.  Grint hadn’t tasted the Willen mare’s milk yet, and it was 
not at all what he expected.    The dominating flavor was a 
sour, creamy texture, but also tasted hints of wild berry, for-
est moss, and mushrooms.  No one ever accused him of hav-
ing an adventurous palate, but while he was here, he would 
accept a refill.    The milk spread through him like a warm 
blanket and eased any lingering pains.

“I thought maybe you had forgotten that.”   Of all the old 
crew, Tin Boots was not the one Grint thought of as sentimental.

“As often as we all recited that, I believe our spirits will 
babble it in the Afterwards.”

“To the good old days,” Tin Boots smiled.  “How is Hobbe?”
“Not dead.”
Tin Boots choked on his milk and coughed it out.  After 

he wiped his mouth against a sleeve, he looked at Grint.  “Still 
with the two of you?”

It was a friend’s question, borne of concern.  It shouldn’t 
make Grint angry, but it did.  Any mention of Hobbe had that 
effect.  Then why do you talk to me in your head?  Tin Boots still 
saw Blue Fingered Hobbe as a benefactor, guiding wayward 
children towards their true callings as master thieves.  Grint 
did not share the interpretation.

“Do you have a shrine to Hobbe in that yurt of yours?  Or 
some token around your neck?  I’ll take my advice from those 
who haven’t turned away from the life.”  The words came out 
harsher than intended.  Tin Boots turned away.  Grint soft-
ened his tone when he continued.  “What is it you do here, 
with all of this?  What do they call you?”

“A Crowing Priest,” he replied, the red in his cheeks fad-
ing.  “It’s an easy job.  Now and then they want me to incant 
over something.  I do and then we celebrate.”
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“The priestesses called you a charlatan.”
“I am,” Tin Boots laughed.  “They know it, I know it.  Ev-

eryone in the tribe knows it, but no one cares.  They’ve had 
good fortune since I arrived, so they’re content to let me 
keep doing it.   I think some of them hope the Spirit Lords 
are working to make me a believer.”  Tin Boots waved a hand, 
dismissing the idea.  “There’s nothing in the Afterwards ex-
cept for a mountain of the dead ten thousand generations 
deep.”

“What do you get out of it?”  Grint watched some Willen 
girls braiding Lark’s hair as she laughed.  Since their travels 
began, all she’d seen were monsters and death.  And almost 
drowned twice.  Have a laugh, kid.

“I don’t have to look over my shoulder for thief catchers, 
Ropes, or Brotherhood knights.  No getting double-crossed 
by thieves looking for a larger share.  I don’t get mugged by 
fences who don’t want to pay or hunted by brokers who can’t 
accept it when a job goes sideways.  I don’t wake up from a 
drunken stupor wondering where all my coin went.  Best yet, 
I don’t have to plan a hasty job just so I can eat.”  It had been 
a long time since Grint had seen Tin Boots, but what he de-
scribed was the day-to-day life of being a thief.

“Sounds nice,” Grint lied.    Some thieves just got 
tired.  That wasn’t Grint.  “We all die penniless and alone.”

“Not me,” Tin Boots said, raising his voice over the mu-
sic.    The silence stretched between them until Tin Boots 
asked, “What’s the story with the girl?”

“Don’t you know?  Since there’s a festival I assumed you 
incanted over her.”

“That sounds obscene!”  Tin Boots laughed, the melan-
choly moment passing away.
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“It’s a long story, but I got hired to steal an urn.  When 
I got there, it was being filled with her blood.  So I took her 
out and we’ve been on the run.”  It left out a lot, but he didn’t 
have the mental energy to relive the whole saga.

Grint stood and put weight on his left leg for the first time 
since Finder’s Lot.  It felt a little stiff and needed more rest, but 
the smell of food made him want to eat.  Besides, another cup 
of mare’s milk on an empty stomach and he would pass out for 
a week.  The Willen priestesses were miracle workers, but even 
they wouldn’t be able to wake him from that.

“Grint the rescuer,” Tin Boots said in a sing-song 
voice.  “I guess I can understand.  The kid does kind of re-
mind me of Jessua.”

At the sound of her name, Grint’s chest burned and 
face flushed.    He reached for the necklace and almost fell 
to his knees when he didn’t find it there.  A vague recollec-
tion of pulling it off in the salt witch’s home came back, but 
he hadn’t given it to her.  Tin Boots continued talking, but 
Grint retreated into his mind, retracing where it might have 
fallen.  Had it fallen in the river?  Did the krau take it?  Had 
he dropped it on the witch’s floor without realizing?  Did El-
eanor have it?

Tin Boots tugged on Grint’s sleeve.    Time must have 
passed.  Tin Boots had been right beside him and now the 
Willen handed him a plate of food.   The appetite which 
had been there moments before fled, but he accepted the 
food.  They walked to a long stump where Grint sat, holding 
the plate in his lap and a vacant look on his face.

“Were you in the Dire Lands?”
“What?”    Grint shook off his thoughts of the neck-

lace.  Grease ran down the Willen’s chin as he shoved hand-
fuls of pork in his mouth.
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“The girl, was she being held in the Dire Lands?”
“No,” Grint replied, nibbling on a carrot.   The food 

looked tasty.  “The Terrastags.”
Tin Boots dropped the plate, splattering the contents in 

the dirt.  Two Willen ran over and cleaned it up with prom-
ises to bring a new plate.  Tin Boots ignored them, staring 
at Grint, working his mouth open and shut.    “You.   Took 
her.  From the Terrastags?  You got in?  And back out?”

“There were jewels too.”    Grint held his hand out like 
he had one of the giant things in his clutches.    “A ruby, a 
sapphire, and an opal.  All as big as a hand.  Worth twenty 
thousand barsuls in the Orrish Bank easy.  Each.”

Tin Boots slapped his own face, salivating at the thought 
of that much coin.  “Where are they now?”

“In the river,” Grint said.  The words hurt his mouth and 
his head.   Tin Boots moaned.   Grint felt no better about it 
than him.  “We went off the cliff and into the river.  The jew-
els went in the drink.  Poof.”

Tin Boots recovered from the news as a new plate landed 
in his lap.  After scarfing half of its contents, he asked, “Why 
did they want her blood?”

“She’s Dennel,” Grint said.    This time Tin Boots threw 
his plate into the dirt and waved off the Willen who came to 
clean it up.

“She’s what?”
“The necromancers want it for some ritual at the 

Stabbing.    I’ve been trying to keep her alive.    Making it 
up as I go.”   Grint folded a piece of ham and put it in his 
mouth.    Once the juices ran down his throat, his appetite 
returned and he shoved it in hand after hand.

“Is she Hobbe’s?”
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“No,” Grint said between bites.  “I don’t think so.  May-
be?    She doesn’t know or hasn’t told me if she does.”   He 
wouldn’t put it past Hobbe to create a Dennel and orches-
trate some convoluted way to cross their paths.

The Willen brought a new plate to Tin Boots despite his 
earlier protestations and he set it down between them.  “Ab-
bas samaha,” he whispered.  It was one of those bits of wille-
nese Grint knew.  It translated into awestruck disbelief with 
profanity attached.  Three Willen women scoffed at the foul 
language, but then urged Tin Boots to join them in a dance.  
He looked at Grint with a sly grin.

“Go,” he said.   Tin Boots hopped up before the words 
left his mouth.  Grint’s burdens weren’t his friend’s.  Best to 
let him enjoy the party.  

“Watch my plate,” Tin Boots said and trotted over to 
dance with the women.  Along the way he stopped a server 
and must have told them to bring Grint some wine as a mug 
appeared in his hand moments later.  Grint watched the rev-
elry as he ate and when he finished his plate, he started on the 
one Tin Boots left behind.  He allowed himself a smile as he 
imagined the mock outrage the Willen would spew at finding 
it empty.  As if he hadn’t left it for me to eat.  That was how it was 
with old friends.  The interactions became rote.  He thought 
about Faighur and wished he was here.  Not for the dragon 
part of him, but the man he had been.  Grint, Faighur, and 
Tin Boots were once a part of Hobbe’s crew.  Chances to see 
them - and the others - were ports in a long storm.

After a few more songs, the music died out.  Replaced 
by rhythmic rattling.  The crowd quieted as the chieftain, a 
woman named Empty Candle stood on a stump.  She waved 
a blue flamed torch back and forth and the Willen swayed in 
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time.  The priestesses joined the chieftain, arranging them-
selves around the stump.

“This young child has come to us with a grand tale and 
request for aid.” Empty Candle didn’t speak standard, so Dry 
Twig translated her words for Lark.  A young Willen boy in 
white robes stood behind Grint, doing the same.  The chief-
tain’s voice was as soft as a feather drifting upon the wind, 
but her words stung.  He lost his entire life in the river saving 
Lark and the first thing she did was ask the Willen for help.

“We have agreed to supply that aid,” Dry Twig an-
nounced.  The Willen cheered.

Calls rang out to “Roll the Bones!”
“Give her a true name!”
“Little Lark,” Empty Candle said as Lark stepped out of a 

yurt to stand beside the chieftain.  Even with the Willen wom-
an on a stump, Lark stood taller than her.  Grint noticed that 
they braided Lark’s hair to match the chieftain’s.  “The tribe 
has called for you to become one of us.  Will you accept?”

“Yes,” she whispered, her nervousness clear.  The village 
went silent, so even her small voice boomed throughout.  The 
Willen erupted in shouts when the drums and rattles began 
anew.  Two muscled Willen men carried a lacquered box and 
set it down before her.  Tin Boots followed them, once more 
wearing the ridiculous wooden mask.  He must be in constant 
danger of tipping forward.  The Crowing Priest splashed water 
on the chest with a wooden spoon, dousing Dry Twig in the 
process to great gales of laughter.  No wonder they love him.

“Who is this that seeks to join the tribe?”
“Lark,” she answered.
“Lark no longer.  We shall now entreat the Spirit Lords 

to choose your true name.”  Empty Candle reached into the 
box and pulled out a handful of rune-etched bones, each 
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no larger than a knuckle and cast them into the dirt.   The 
priestesses gathered and conferred with one another before 
presenting their findings to the chieftain.

“The Spirit Lords have spoken!  Your true name is Thun-
dering Toad!”

“A grand name,” someone shouted in standard.   Grint 
didn’t know what made it a grand name, but most of what 
the Willen did was foreign to him.

“We shall now beg the Spirit Lords for one final gift.  The 
destiny of our Thundering Toad.”

Grint heard tellings of this ritual but never witnessed 
it.   The bone priestesses would channel their magic, open-
ing a glimpse into someone’s destiny.  With a positive vision, 
the Willen believed a life lived in service to the Spirit Lords 
would ensure the events unfolded.  If poor, it warned of how 
not to live.    The Willen relied on their belief of the Spirit 
Lords, which Grint knew weren’t there.  Or maybe they were 
and Hobbe never admitted it.   What kind of vision would 
they see from a Dennel?    Lark looked expectant, even ex-
cited.  Grint wanted to fill a skin of wine, maybe go drink in 
peace; but leaving the ceremony would be an affront.  Friend 
of the Crowing Priest or not.

The ritual began as Willen in white robes fanned the cen-
ter bonfire.   Chanting bone priestesses danced around the 
flames which spewed a multitude of colors swirling around 
the smoke.  The colors fanned out like paint on a canvas and 
coalesced into an image of an island surrounded by crash-
ing waves.  Overhead, the skies darkened.  Nacinth stabbed 
into Effulg.    The image shifted to Lark surrounded by red 
rivers of blood.  Her body floating above a portal.  Demons 
poured out of the maw in endless columns.  From within the 
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writhing mass, a gigantic demon lord rose.  The destruction 
it wrought was absolute.

“Inno Jamoi,” Grint breathed.  The Willen screamed in 
terror.   The tribe looked to the fading images, crying and 
shaking their fists.  Their Spirit Lords commanded that all 
demonic forces were a pestilence that fed on spiritual en-
ergies.   The necromancers desire for Lark and her Dennel 
blood made sense.  What was locked away in that little girl’s 
veins held power unimaginable.  Enough to open a doorway for 
a mud-soaked demon lord.  How stupid had he been to assume 
they wanted to bind a minor demon or seek a double-edged 
boon?  Demons were untrustworthy sacks of filth in the best 
conditions.  This was so much worse.  

The priestesses walked around, directing the more stead-
fast members to help calm the tribe.  When everyone settled, 
the women gathered in a circle around the chieftain, discuss-
ing what comes next.   Lark stood alone, the firelight danc-
ing across the wet streaks running down her cheeks.  Grint 
thought of going to her, but the ultimate truth of the vision 
stopped him.  Everything he’d done to this point, sacrificed, 
and tried to keep her from.  It had all been worthless.  Her 
destiny was the same as it always was.  He had nothing left to 
give her but cold anger.  Grint eased himself into the shad-
ows.  No one would expect him to stay or care where he went.

“Be silent,” Empty Candle called out.  “Be silent.  There 
is a solution.”

The tribe stifled their tears and listened.     “The Spirit 
Lords have guided us to a solution.  We will honor Thunder-
ing Toad’s request for aid and embark upon a quest…”

That was all Grint needed to hear.   Grabbing a skin of 
wine from the tables, he pulled the cork free with his teeth and 
drank.    If the kid wanted the Willen to help, they could help 
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her.  There was no kry-damned way he was embarking on any 
quests.  No money in quests.  Just a lot of misery.  Grint stopped 
on the sandy shore where they landed hours before.   The night 
sky sparkled with a million stars.  Grant sat and continued drink-
ing what might have been wine.  Dawn was in the first steps of 
breaking, turning the eastern sky a soft shade of pink.

It was time to come up with his own plans.  He had noth-
ing left outside the clothes on his back, which had seen better 
days.  If the map in his mind was correct, he was well north 
of the Sentent Sea.   Not much here.   Perhaps he could get 
Tin Boots to arrange for someone to take him downriver.  Or 
give him a canoe.  Wouldn’t need to be far, just to the closest 
farm or trading post.   From there he could work and steal 
his way through the hedge kingdoms until he got to Mariet-
ta.  One of the few fences he trusted, a man named Penser 
had been haranguing him for years to do a job.  This quali-
fied as being desperate enough to take him up on it.  Eleanor 
would come for him once the Stabbing passed.  Grint knew 
it would be personal for her.  Spiru would come too; and Bal-
lastrine.  They would all have to get behind Rent.  Going to 
need a lot of eyes in the back of my head.  Maybe Tin Boots 
has the right idea.

“Stay close should the camp,” a Willen bone thrower said 
in a terrible approximation of broken standard.

“Bloody goat vomit,” Grint jumped at the suddenness of 
the voice.  He needed to get better at watching his back.  The 
Willen warrior emerged from the trees, gray ash smeared 
across his orange face.  Without a second glance at Grint he 
stepped to the water’s edge and scanned the high cliffs.

“You haven’t found a bag have you?”    Grint used his 
hands to give the dimensions, but the bone thrower never 
looked.  “Might have washed up?  I dropped it in…”
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“The dark stirs.”
“Right,” Grint replied, unsure if that was what the Wil-

len meant to say.  
“Human to camp and safe,” even in broken standard the 

disdain was clear.  “Will not ask again.”
“So much for being an honored guest.”  Grint wandered 

off but wanted to use a Willen profanity.  A foolish desire 
that would earn him the blunt end of the warrior’s spear.  No 
reason to be angry with the Willen, they’d done him a great 
service and saved his hide.  It was just easier than being an-
gry with…

“Lark,” he said.  She stood in the path, big brown saucer eyes 
staring at him.  “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for your quest?”

“Our quest, right?”
“This wine disappeared quick,” he shook the empty 

skin.  “What’s the quest?”
“Glagarat?  To live with the Mopey Kind.”  She said, un-

sure of the words.
“Gorgolath,” Grint corrected.    “The Magicai.”    They 

were a quixotic bunch, but the greatest practitioners of 
magic in Terragard.  If anyone could help a Dennel it would 
be them.   Grint’s own relationship with them was tumultu-
ous.  He had both stolen for and from them.  “You’ll love it, 
they have a floating castle.”

“Oh,” she said.
“Not exactly Thiel though, is it?”
“No,” she replied, kicking at a stone half buried in the 

dirt.  “Will you come?”
“Not for all the boats in Abersinth.”    Grint tossed the 

wine skin aside and walked past her.  Lark latched onto his 
waist, holding on as hard as she could.  “Get off.”

“No!  Stay with me!”
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“Get off,” Grint shouted as he pried her loose.   Lark 
landed on her rear and skidded twice.  The look of hurt in 
those eyes almost cracked his defenses.  “I told you before, I 
don’t do quests.  I’m not a hero who saves people.”

“Yes, you do,” she challenged.
“What?    You?”    Grint gave her a hard stare.    “I didn’t 

save you.  What did you think would happen when the bad 
people stopped coming?  Did you think we’d buy a farm and 
grow turnips or milk pigs?  That I would just forget about the 
magical land of Thiel?”

“I’m sorry I…” the girl stammered through tears.
“Stop it!    I’m a thief.    I steal things and get money for 

them.  So far on this little journey you’ve cost me a lot.”  Grint 
counted it off on his fingers.   “Fourteen thousand gold for 
the urn, sixty thousand Orrish barsuls for the jewels.  Make it 
one hundred thousand for all the things in my bag, and then 
there’s the king’s ransom for returning you to Thiel.    I’ve 
killed people for a fraction of that.”

“You don’t kill,” she said as she wiped her nose on her 
sleeve.

“That man in Finder’s Lot?   The one you called Papa 
Deego?   That’s Calabassus Rent.    He’s the God of Murder 
and he showed up because he wants me as his shadow ser-
vant.”  Lark shook her head back and forth as he yelled.  “He 
wants me because I’ve killed lots of people.”

“That’s not true!”
Grint got on his knees and right in her face.  Defiant, she 

didn’t back down, didn’t wilt.  Grint respected that.  “Wake 
up, kid.  The world is a cruel place.  If you leave here with me, 
you’re done.  The moment those necromancers catch us, I’ll 
sell you off to save my skin and make back my money.”
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Lark punched him with the bottom of her fist, hitting his 
cheek once, twice, three times.  Grint took a step back, and 
she followed suit.  They stood looking at one another until 
Lark screamed, thrusting her hands toward him.  The white 
light flickered but did nothing more.

“Now you’re getting it, kid.    Save yourself.”    Lark ran 
away, sobbing as the night swallowed her.   When her cries 
faded, he looked up at the morning sky and said, “Better she 
learns it now, right?  Right?”

To that there was no answer.  No Hobbe.  No Jessua.  “Just 
talking to my bloody kry-damned self.”  

The birds sang their morning song hopping from branch 
to branch.  With no sleep since the assassin knocked him out, 
he knew he needed a few hours or a few days.  Whatever the 
Willen would give him.  From there he could make his way 
on foot.  No need for the river.  Somewhere along the way he 
could steal a horse and ride to Marietta.

“Is there a yurt I can sleep in?”   Grint asked a passing 
Willen who didn’t understand, so he mimed sleeping and 
pointed at the yurts and then back to himself.  She pointed 
to the yurt on her left and went back to her morning work.

The village began their morning, cleaning the refuse 
from their  revelries.    Whenever they planned to leave for 
Gorgolath it wasn’t immediate.  No travel preparations were 
being made.  There was no sign of Tin Boots, so Grint decid-
ed he would find him after he slept.  Tell him his plan over 
a drink and get moving.  No need to drag it out any longer 
than that.

Grint couldn’t stand in the cramped yurt, but his primary 
goal was sleep.  The furs sprawled across the floor were soft 
against his cheek.  What it lacked in height the yurt made up 
for in length, allowing Grint to stretch out.  Sleep was a com-
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fortable shoe slipping on, so when the first Willen screamed 
he imagined it in a dream.   Not until horns blasted did he 
wake, dragging his head across the hide dome as he sat up.

Nightmares from the demon realm crawled to life as he 
looked outside.  Skeleton warriors ran amok, slashing the yurts 
and fighting the Willen who came out.  The bone throwers co-
ordinated their attacks, but each time they struck off an arm 
or leg the bone rolled back and reattached itself.  Grint scram-
bled out on all fours as the yurt collapsed.  The air whistled 
as a pitted cudgel swung towards him.  Rolling onto his back, 
he dodged again.    The weapon bashed the ground, bounc-
ing loose pebbles and acorns.    A massive skeleton, adorned 
in rings of silver armor and a tarnished, copper cudgel strad-
dled Grint.  Its bones creaked each time it moved.  Grint felt 
around for a weapon and came up with a tiny stone hammer.   
The skeleton laughed until Grint jammed the hammer into its 
groin.  When it stumbled, he jumped to his feet and onto it.   
With his thumbs in the empty sockets of its skull, Grint plant-
ed his feet against the ribs and pulled.  The head came free, 
flying through the morning air as it escaped his grasp.  The 
rest of the bones fell inert.

“I hate skeletons,” he said.  Their appearance was no coin-
cidence.  The armor was Zornish era.  He’d looted enough over 
his lifetime to know it on sight.  This was Eleanor’s work.  She 
must have awakened the burial grounds outside Finder’s 
Lot.   The horrific vision of the demon lord could still come 
to pass.

Grint grabbed the copper cudgel, but it was a dense thing 
and difficult to wield.  The weight of it pulled him forward as 
he swung it high.  In an uncontrollable run, he crashed into 
two skeletons disemboweling a bone thrower.  One of their 
skulls shattered under the accidental fall of the cudgel.  The 
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other skeleton broke in half at the waist.  Even as Grint lost 
his footing and tumbled past, he could see it beginning to 
repair itself.  An older Willen man helped him up as a row of 
warriors pushed the advancing monsters back.  Armed with 
a thick roller used for flattening grains, the cook knocked 
a charging skeleton aside as it flanked.  Grint grabbed the 
roller and pointed to the shattered skull behind them.  The 
baker smiled his understanding and ran off to tell others.

“Go get them you bloody maniac,” he said, grabbing a 
spear and shattering the reforming skeleton’s skull with the 
blunt end.

The village was in chaos.  Fighting was widespread while 
skeletons set fire to anything they could.   The bone priest-
esses threw magic, great sparks of red and blue that disin-
tegrated the assaulting force.  But there were hundreds of 
skeletons.    Overwhelming odds against a small tribe like 
this.    Grint saw no sign of Eleanor, but there wouldn’t be, 
would there?  She would appear when the screaming ended.

“Lark!”  Grint shouted as he ran.  A skeleton leapt at him 
from a burning yurt, knocking his spear away.  Grint backed 
up a step and charged, putting his shoulder into it.  Locked in 
its embrace, he tore the bones apart with his bare hands.  It 
began reassembling as he stepped past, clawing after him as 
it dragged itself along.  

“Lark!”
A human scream differed from a Willen’s.   When Lark 

shrieked, the sound cut through the bedlam.  Grint banked 
right, grabbing a spear stuck in the ground.  Several skeletons 
chased him now, so he tipped over a tanning rack hoping to 
slow them.  Through the trees, Willen warriors fought against 
two skeletons dragging Lark by her hair.  The Willen swatted 
the arm gripping the girl, breaking it free, but it kept reat-
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taching.  Both Willen fell in a spray of blood as the other skele-
ton slashed sharpened fingertips across their throats.

Grint swung his spear sideways and knocked the skulls 
off both bodies.  Neither one smashed, so the headless bod-
ies continued dragging the girl.    Grint struck at the arms 
until one backhanded him across the face.    Blood trickled 
down his cheek.  Rage overtook him.   Grint picked up the 
thick bone staffs lying beside the dead Willen and gripped all 
three together.  He struck at headless monsters.  Bone shards 
flying in every direction.

“I. Just. Got. Healed!” he shouted as he hacked away.  The 
skulls rolled toward him, mouths snapping at his ankles un-
til he stomped them back into dust.   The reforming bones 
fell lifeless around Lark, who cried and crawled into Grint’s 
arms.

“Smash the skulls,” Grint yelled at a passing Willen man, 
not knowing if he understood.    There was no time to do 
more.  The Willen would need to fend for themselves.  Grint 
had to get the girl out of here.  Lark smiled at him and opened 
her mouth to speak, but he covered it and shook his head.

“You’re going to call me a bloody hero or say I rescued 
you again.  Just don’t.”  Lark smiled and nodded but the hap-
piness faltered.  More skeletons closed in on them and they 
brought reinforcements.  A large skeletal bear smashed a yurt 
with its gargantuan head and roared in silent triumph.  The 
surrounding skeletons banged swords against leather brac-
ers as they urged the beast on.

“Fuzz lipped, blasted, horn pocked, silken suited sons of 
monkeys and…” the litany of profanity continued as he ran 
with Lark in his arms.  She climbed onto his back, so he could 
swing the bone staff.  They darted back and forth between 
trees, Lark calling out where the skeletons were.  The bear 
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was a slow, ponderous thing that had trouble navigating the 
confines of the forest.   The human skeletons did not share 
its limitations.   They ran with great speed and climbed the 
trees, leaping from limb to limb.  

“Lark, your magic?”  Her weight shifted, and the spark of 
white flashed, but nothing more.

“It’s still not working,” she yelled back.  More profanity.
Grint knocked skeletons aside when he could, but his 

angle was poor.  There was no strength in the swings, so the 
skulls never broke.  He only slowed them down.  They would 
keep coming until he found a place to stand and fight.  Search-
ing, they ran down a gentle slope, Grint’s feet slipping on wet 
leaves.  It was a losing battle.  Only a matter of time.  The skel-
etons would never tire, never stop, but Grint would.

A skeleton dropped from the trees and landed on Lark.  Grint 
lost his footing, and they tumbled another fifteen feet before 
bashing into a tree.  The skull came to rest beside Grint, so he 
smashed it with a stone and stood to face the rest.  One at a time 
or all at once, he would take down as many as he could.

A stream bed  trickled behind them, leading to a small 
waterfall.    Beyond that he heard water flowing through 
rocks.  Sparing a glance, he saw a large lake, its shore maybe 
five hundred feet away.  “Lark, run down to the water.”

“What about you?”
“I’ll be behind you,” he said.  The skeletons stopped ad-

vancing and massed in front of him, banging their swords 
again.  Grint looked for the bear.  It stood further back, still 
as a statue.  The swords continued.  

Thump thump thump.  Thump thump thump.  Swords they 
never used.  We’re being herded again.

“Lark, keep running!” he shouted a moment before the 
hound blindsided him.



14
“Of all the men I’ve killed, you were my favorite.” 

- Wolf General Appa to the Rope of Naringham

Eleanor strode through the forest watching Callum tack-
le the thief.   The magnificence of the hound’s form as he 
leapt.  Such beauty and grace wrapped in a deadly skin of 
muscle and teeth.  Hound and human tumbled, kicking up 
scraps of dead leaves until they splashed in the shallow rem-
nants of a dying stream.  Callum barked, his jaws snapping 
mere inches from the thief’s exposed neck.   Grint’s arms 
strained under the weight and he rocked them back and 
forth into a roll.  Together, they disappeared over the edge 
of the waterfall.  The little thing they hunted had the audaci-
ty to scream at Eleanor before chasing after her guardian.  It 
would please her to watch the girl die.  But did it still please 
her to watch Count Danghier rise in power?

The skeletons gathered behind her, hesitant to move 
without her command, but the dead fidgeted.  They inched 
toward the edge of the falls, restless to move, to act, to live 
again.  Eleanor waved a hand to dismiss them.  Their appear-
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ance, the necessity for them, rankled her to the core.  Skel-
etal teeth chattered as they ran up the slope, herding the 
undead bear with them.  She thought the situation to be well 
in hand when she arrived at the rambler town.  It was not her 
fault a god intervened.  It was not my fault!

“The most pathetic excuse of the failed is that it was not 
their fault,” she said with a promise to punish herself fur-
ther.  Perhaps the Count would view her pro-active punish-
ment as an act of contrition.

As soon as she left the Terrastags, cowardly Garas con-
tacted the Count and informed him of all developments.  The 
sniveling, mewling traitor!  Had she found success in Finder’s 
Lot forgiveness may have been hers.  Escaping that blood-
bath with her life and those of her hounds felt like victo-
ry.  The God of Murder is real!   Eleanor fought her way to the 
bridge, staying well clear of the deity, his shadows, and the 
death they dealt.  

The Count waited outside the town, smiling at the sounds 
of carnage as if he were an old dog basking in the morn-
ing sun.   Crossing the bridge drenched in viscera, she ap-
proached her master.  The Count tilted his head.  She knew 
the look.  Walking out of the town empty-handed left her 
no room for reasonable discourse.  Victory turned to ash.  At 
the Count’s command, Garas and a fist of necrolocks raised 
the Zornish warriors from their slumber.  To Eleanor’s great 
shock, the Count did what he had never done before.  Given 
a third chance.

A blood red hound and brindle brown with scarred muz-
zle padded up beside her to sit at attention.   Sinew hung 
from their jaws.  They’d eaten well of the little folk.  Eleanor 
clapped her hands, and both hounds transformed into ar-
mored soldiers, ready for battle.  Malus and Tamos knelt on 
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her flanks as she ran fingers through their hair.  Even as men, 
she preferred treating them as dogs.

“Callum has our prey,” she said.  “Let us finish this business.”
They drew their swords, pleasure radiating off them.  Kill-

ing the thief became a personal goal for each of them.  They 
put that aside and remained by her side as she stepped to 
the edge of the falls.  Calling it a waterfall was a fallacy.  The 
forest stream did little more than trickle over the edge where 
it splashed into a muddy pool.  A dried out river bed of stone 
and puddles of brackish water extended to the shores of a 
lake.  Eleanor lifted her face to the rising sun.  The warmth 
kissed her cheek as cool air, thick with the smells of pine and 
wet stone blew past.  On this day, the sweetest sense for Elea-
nor was the taste of victory.

Callum was a few hundred feet away, running and fight-
ing with the thief who struggled to keep the hound apart 
from the child.  A wordless yell echoed as Callum tore a chunk 
out of the thief.   The little thing threw rocks and darted into 
a cave when the hound turned its attention on her.  Faith-
ful and ever dutiful, Callum loped after her, sniffing the air 
as he vanished inside.  The thief stood, mouthing a curse as 
he picked up a giant rock and followed.  Eleanor watched as 
he paused, chest heaving and slick with sweat.  Was he con-
sidering leaving?   Escape shall not be yours, thief.  Our business 
goes beyond the child.  As if he heard her thoughts, he looked 
their direction and smiled.  Then entered the cave. 

“Always insufferable.   Come,” Eleanor command-
ed.  “Callum will either finish this or flush them out.”

Descending the rocks in a series lithe steps, Eleanor 
avoided the muddy pool.  After all the trials, humiliations, 
and failures she endured and continued to endure, it would 
be a great vindication to hold the child out for her mas-
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ter.  As they neared the cave mouth, she issued hand signals 
for the hounds to flank the entrance.  Eleanor basked in the 
sunlight, sword drawn to await the outcome.

***** 

The rock strained the bite wound on his left arm, tearing 
the skin, but it was the only thing he had left to fight with.  
Deep darkness draped across the cave tunnel, making the 
footing precarious at best.  Narrow walls brushed against his 
shoulders.  He hoped he wouldn’t have to drop the rock and 
crawl.  Twice his foot slipped on rocks slick with algae and 
once in a crack that twisted his ankle.  Yanking it free, he 
rotated the foot, thankful he didn’t snap the bone.  Echoes 
danced off the rock, playing tricks in the darkness. The 
hound growled, and the girl screamed.  Sounds intertwined 
and surrounded him, making him dizzy.  The light dimmed 
the deeper he went until it resembled a cloudless night when 
Effulg waned.  Vague shapes moved through the dark.  Grint 
hoped it was Lark, or even Noseless.  Krypsie only knew what 
else could live in a place like this.  Cave trolls.  Red tips.  Bas-
silisks.  The kid grunted by the back wall, trying to wriggle 
through a crack too small even for her.

Noseless had a midnight black coat, making him difficult 
to see as anything more than a shadow within a shadow.  The 
girl screamed when the hound bit into her leg.  Grint rushed 
forward, kicking a scatter of stones as he entered a larger 
chamber.  The hound turned, the movement nearly imper-
ceptible, but enough light seeped in to cast a highlight on 
the edge of his fur.   Grint swung the rock and connected 
against the hound’s head.  The mutt flew left.  The thump 
of stone as something sizeable struck the wall.  Without his 
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full vision, Grint relied on sound and brought rock down 
where he heard the beast’s snorting breath.  Its fur grew wet 
with blood after each strike.  Noseless whimpered, making 
half-hearted attempts to fight back.  A sharp crack of bone 
ended the struggle.  Grint tossed the rock away, a dull suck-
ing sound came from the hound as it labored for air.  Warm 
blood dripped from his hand.   Grint  shuffled backwards, 
breath heavy.

A small hand reached around his and squeezed.  His gut 
reaction was to strike at it but he blinked and saw the silhou-
ette of the girl.   The sounds of pain changed from canine 
to man as Grint led her away.  A wavering shaft of sunlight 
came through the crack.  A point of egress in an otherwise 
dead-end cave.  The crack was long but narrow.  Too small 
for him, but if he could widen it, maybe he could squeeze 
Lark through.   Grint found another stone and struck the 
wall.  Sparks flew, after brief flashes of light.  He pounded 
the wall until the stone broke apart in his hands, leaving his 
knuckles swollen and bleeding.

A flash of white light shocked him and then anoth-
er.  Grint felt a momentary surge of hope that she could spirit 
them away.  It faded as her light did.  Lark’s power hadn’t re-
turned.  The darkness settled over them like a death shroud.  

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.  The apology echoed back.
“We’ll go out the front,” Grint said, knowing it was sui-

cide to exit the way they came.  Callum laughed and coughed 
something in the dark.   He knew the truth the same as 
Grint.  Escape meant getting past Eleanor, hounds, and the 
undead.  They couldn’t remain here either.  How long before 
Eleanor sent the other hounds?  Before the skeletons?  Be-
fore Eleanor herself?
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“Grint,” Lark whispered as they neared the cave mouth.  The 
fear in her voice shook him because it was also his.

Eleanor stood at the ready, ten feet from the cave, hold-
ing a long sword to the side at an angle.  Her expression flat, 
unreadable, but that made it more menacing.  The woman 
didn’t need to scowl.  Didn’t need to gloat.  Her actions were 
her emotions.

“Everything we’ve been through, this will be easy.”  Grint 
ruffled the girl’s hair as he spoke.  But she had met Eleanor 
in the streets of Finder’s Lot.  Witnessed her brutality.  The 
other reality he hid from her was how tired he felt.  Dry Twig 
ordered him to rest, and he hadn’t abided the rules.  And all 
magic had rules.   A cold fire spread through his chest, ra-
diating from his heart.  This wasn’t the thief’s gut, it was a 
raging inferno burning down a forest.  A small voice scared 
to accept this fate cried out in his mind.  It wasn’t Jessua or 
even Hobbe.  This was Grint; The five-year-old dirty urchin 
boy stealing his way across Dirty Gull in service to Hanging 
Ben’s wallet.  

Are you going to die for this girl?  Do I grow up to be so point-
less?   Grint tried to shut it out, but its nagging was inces-
sant.   Lark tugged on his sleeve, her eyes begging for re-
assurance they would survive this.  You let Calle die.  You let 
Jessua die.  Just let this one die!  Lunacy!  Madness!

“Grint?”
“Stay here, kid.”  Grint let her hand drop from his as he 

stepped out of the cave.

*****

Eleanor kept a keen eye on the cave, waiting for some 
sign of Callum.  Nothing stirred since the flashes of light.  If 



DARK AGES 275

the thief and girl evaded capture again, it would mean her 
life.  The rope given by the Count was long enough to hang, 
resurrect, and hang her again.  Waiting was no longer a lux-
ury afforded her.  The others would need to go in.  Eleanor 
prepared the order, but then the thief stepped out, arms 
wide, and weaponless.

“If you imagine being unarmed will save you, then you 
have miscalculated.”

“I hoped it might help in that regard,” the thief 
smiled.  “Not sure what you want with me.  You have Black 
Samuel’s head, so you must have the urn.  The better thief 
finished the job.  I concede.”

“I am in no mood for your foolishness,” Eleanor 
said.  “Bring me the girl.”

“When you had the head, did it talk to you?   I saw its 
mouth moving, so it must have.  He was a terrible conversa-
tionalist.  I feel bad for you.”

“The girl.  I will not ask again.”  Their eyes locked, so she 
could see the slight shift in his, back and forth.  He is watching 
Tamos and Malus.  The men stalked closer every moment.  El-
eanor flicked her hands, issuing a silent order to stop.  Was 
Grint drawing them in to unleash more trickery?  If so, she 
would deny him that strategy.

“You don’t want the girl.  She’s more trouble than she’s 
worth.  And we estimated her worth at fourteen thousand 
galleons, yes?”  Her men waited with tense anticipation.  She 
could feel their desire to jump at him, but he appeared un-
fazed.  What trickery did he have in store for her?

“How about we make it twenty-eight thousand,” Eleanor 
smiled a wolf’s grin. 
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The thief laughed.  “That’s good.  I know that scam.  Do 
you want me to sing you a song from the last time someone 
tried it?  I recall Tamos loves my singing.”

“What about the scam where I kill you a thousand differ-
ent ways?  Now, do what I ask.”

“I don’t know that one,” he said, sparing quick glanc-
es and frowning at their inaction.  Why did he want them 
close?  What was he planning?  “How about I counter with 
this?  Give us a head start and I won’t kill Noseless.”

Tamos screamed a despairing sound through gritted 
teeth.   Eleanor stepped forward, pointing her sword at 
the thief’s throat.  Grint threw his hands up as he stepped 
back.  “Whoa!  Hold on.  Hold on!”  When Eleanor lowered 
her sword, he said calmly, “Let’s go back to the twenty-eight 
thousand…”

Something struck him in the back of the head, pitching 
Grint forward.  A small rock tumbled across the ravine.  The 
thing ran out of the cave turning left towards the lake.  It sur-
prised Tamos to see her, but he recovered and reached to en-
snare her.  The little thing put both hands in his face blinding 
him with a flash of white light.  He fell to the ground, writh-
ing with his eyes covered.  The little monster scampered over 
him and continued toward the lake.

That was enough.  Eleanor would end this herself once 
and for all.   “Mistress!”   Malus’s terrified voice cracked,  so 
she turned…

*****

She hit me with a stone!  In the back of the head!  Grint con-
ceded that during the conversation he’d offered to sell her.  I 
need to explain what it means to wait for my signal.  Blood slicked 
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the back of his head as he struggled to his feet.  The stone 
barely broke the skin but head wounds gushed no matter 
how small.  I told her the plan, didn’t I?  Grint’s recollection on 
that point was vague.  All he remembered was telling her to 
stay put as his own thoughts screamed.  She must have thought 
I was trying to sell her.  Again.  He as much as told her he would 
in the Willen camp.

Explanations would have to wait for their survival, an 
outcome far from guaranteed.  Lark ran for the water while 
Crosshatch writhed on the ground.  The girl did her part; the 
rest was up to Grint.  Eleanor’s focus strayed as she watched 
Lark.  The distraction gave him an opening to exploit.  Torchy 
screamed his warning as Grint put a shoulder into her midsec-
tion.  They rolled across the rocks in a heap.  Eleanor jammed 
her thumbs into Grint’s eyes, so he dropped an elbow into 
her throat and her grip fell away.  Her sword glistened in the 
morning light, Grint picked it up, ready to end the woman.

Skinling transformations disquieted Grint.   Watch-
ing human flesh turn to beast - and where in Krypsie’s name 
do their clothes go?  Torchy turned to his hound, dark leather 
jerkin and pants morphing into red fur.  His claws scratched 
against the rocks as he bound toward them.  Grint spun and 
bent his knees, ready to roll when the hound leapt.  In midair, 
Torchy turned back to a man.  Their swords clashed, and the 
vibration shook his injured shoulder, breaking apart the Wil-
len healing.  Grint cried out, clutching the joint.  Torchy went 
back into hound form, growling at Grint as he circled around 
to where Eleanor lay.  Then back again to scoop his injured 
mistress into his arms.  Grint fought through the pain.  Hold-
ing the sword with both hands,  he put everything he had 
into it and slashed Torchy down the length of his spine.  The 
leather jerkin  tore open,  driving the hound to his knees. 
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I can do this, he thought.  I am doing this.  The hounds are down, 
Eleanor is down.  I have her sword.  Run kid, I’ll be along and… 

***** 

Rage consumed Eleanor.   She had been so singularly 
focused on the child she left herself open to attack.   Ma-
lus screamed into the stones beside her, his back an open 
wound.   There was a depth of violence to Grint’s fighting 
style she had not expected.  It wasn’t elegant, but it was ef-
fective.  As she stood to face him, a crossbow bolt whistled 
through the air and buried itself in his left shoulder.  The im-
pact spun him in circles before he dropped to his knees.  An-
other high-pitched whistle.  This bolt glanced off his right 
temple.  It struck the ground and shattered into a thousand 
shards.  The final bolt struck his stomach.  Grint shuddered 
and coughed up blood.

With his head down, the blood in his mouth streamed 
onto the rocks.  He looked at her beneath his brows, a look 
somewhere between his indignation at her cheating and ad-
miration for the same.  A look that reminded her of…Elea-
nor shuddered.  The God of Murder looked at her in such a 
way, a baleful stare that scorched her to the core.  She had 
never held a belief in the gods.   Assumed them to be the 
mewling myths of the pathetic and desperate, but that man, 
that being who stood before her was of such undeniable di-
vinity that the very air became a weapon assaulting her in 
waves.  The enormity of his power in opposition to her own 
master was to compare the Mother Moon to a mote of dust 
existing at the moment the sunlight caught it.  She cried in 
private, for her shattered idolatry of Count Danghier and 
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the knowledge that no demon in any of the Seven Realms 
could stand against such a being.

So, what was it then, to kill the human this god so covet-
ed?  What retribution would they face?

“Mistress,” the crossbowman called as he ap-
proached.  Two soldiers trotted from the lake shore, adorned 
in thick, wine-colored, leather armor.  A raised image on the 
breast piece depicted a horned demon riding a four-legged 
beast with a serpentine tail.  Atherton’s Drach Riders.  That 
smarmy bastard would want the credit for this.

“Why are you here?  This was my honor,” she said as they 
walked past, crossbows on shoulders, to examine their shots.

“You see,” the elder of the two said, “you missed the 
shot because you gripped the stock too hard.  Pulled it on 
recoil.”   The man ran a finger along the cut above Grint’s 
ear.  The thief swatted at them.

“I asked what you’re doing here,” Eleanor repeated.
“I heard, but I don’t answer to you,” the elder said.  The 

three slashes on his shoulder piece marked him as a Sergeant, 
but Atherton taught his corpsmen that even the lowliest 
among them was above everyone else.  A foolish notion.  It 
fueled Eleanor’s anger, and she was far from unarmed.  The 
Singing Blade hummed in  her belt, a hungry sound excit-
ed by its desire to feed.  Eleanor drew it, filling the morning 
with the song of death.  The younger soldier reacted first.  

He lifted his head and saluted, “Death is the gift long 
promised.”   They knew she could kill them and didn’t 
care.  To them it was an honor, the next step in their mis-
guided devotion to the Count.  How far had she fallen from 
her own devotion that she now thought it misguided?

The thundering gallop of horses approaching brought 
an end to their standoff, such as it was.   Six riders silhou-
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etted against the shimmering surface of the lake rode in 
formation.  On the far left, the rider struggled with a writh-
ing child slung over the saddle.  They have the child, Eleanor 
realized.   She knew well the lead rider’s countenance, and 
she sheathed the knife to its great disappointment.  Eleanor 
pulled Malus to his feet so the Count would not see him as 
weak.  Tamos nursed his own wounds as he limped over to 
bare his brother’s weight. 

“Your eyes?” she asked.
“The child blinded me, but the effect is fading.   Do I 

smell the Count?”
“Yes, my pup,” she whispered as the riders slowed to a 

stop.
“Eleanor,” Danghier greeted her with a delighted cack-

le.  “I believe you lost this.  Again.”  Garas had the girl draped 
over his horse and turned to pat her on the back in coordina-
tion with the Count’s words.  All six men laughed.

“I was dealing with the thief.”  Her tone cool and unapol-
ogetic.  “The child would not have gotten far.”

“It appears my bowmen dealt with the thief, Houndmis-
tress,” General Atherton said to more laughter, but only five 
of the six joined in.  The Count frowned at her, squinting his 
eyes the way he did when he looked inside her mind.

Danghier kicked a leg over the saddle and dismounted 
with the fluid grace of a water dancer.  The tight, black rid-
ing pants stretched with his movements, the intricate silver 
piping along the seams added flair to his fine physique.  His 
black leather boots, laced to his knees, clacked on the stones 
as he landed.  A soft breeze rustled the loose gray shirt, half 
buttoned to bare his chest.  The Count pulled his black coat 
from the pommel of his destrier and slipped it on.   Thick 
wooden buttons jangled as he put his hands through the 



DARK AGES 281

white lace cuffs.  His black hair always oiled and slicked back 
from his flawless, pale face.   The small spikes woven into 
the long point of his goatee jingled as he walked towards 
her.  They were no mere affectations, Eleanor once witnessed 
the deadly barbs exsanguinate a man in a heartbeat.  They 
converted blood into raw magical power the Count could 
use at his leisure.

“What is this I sense?” he asked as those slate-gray eyes 
bore into her.  “Has your commitment faltered?  Have seeds 
of contempt found root in the mind I created.”  Danghier 
punctuated it all by putting a single finger against her fore-
head and pushing.  “How is that possible?  Were the failures 
you experienced of my making?”

“No,” she said as little more than a mumble.
“No, they were not.  I lay the errors at your feet.”  Danghi-

er circled her as he talked, the barbs in his beard coming dan-
gerously close to her neck.  “Had you hired Black Samuel, as 
I ordered, we would have been able to avoid this chicanery.”

“I found Black Samuel to be incompetent…” Eleanor 
stopped speaking as Danghier grabbed a handful of her hair 
and pulled it with just enough pressure to keep her off bal-
ance.

“You question my omniscience and doubt my perfec-
tion.  And all because you cannot accept your own shortcom-
ings.  Black Samuel would have completed the job and been 
easy to dispose of.  Black Samuel…”

“Was a basher and an imbecile,” Grint coughed more 
blood after he spoke.  “I watched him work, he wasn’t even 
good for a basher.  Eleanor made the right choice.”

“Who is this that deems himself worthy to 
speak?”   Danghier let go of her hair and walked over to 
Grint.   The thief swayed back and forth, fighting against 
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unconsciousness.  The Count steadied him by grabbing his 
face under the chin and forcing him to look up.  “Such a base 
creature.  Ruled by emotion rather than money.  How did you 
corrupt the incorruptible?  Cause failure in the infallible?”

“I believe there’s been a mistake.”  With his face in the 
Count’s hand, his words came out as nearly unintelligible 
mush.  “I have a deep affection for money.”

“Do you now?”  The Count let go, sneering at the blood 
left on his gloves.

“We were in the middle of negotiations when those milk 
sauced gangers showed up.   I believe we settled on twen-
ty-eight thousand galleons.”  Grint spread his lips wide in a 
painful smile filled with blood.  “For services rendered.”

“The very cheek!”   Danghier backhanded Grint across 
the face.  The thief crumpled onto the rocks but laughed like 
a mummer as he lay there.

“When I kill you, I’ll tear your skull out through your 
throat,” Grint laughed until the  bloody cough shut him 
up.  The Count shook his head holding the glove out for an 
attendant to clean.

A bird of prey screamed as it rose into the sky, a fresh 
kill in its talons.  Eleanor allowed herself the whisper of a 
smile.  There was murder being done in this place.  Was the 
god watching even now?  Or could he see only the moment 
of death?  Would he appear and lay waste to them all?

“What are you doing?”  The Count looked at her, a deep 
scowl on his face.  Eleanor bowed.

“Apologies, Master.  I was just being cautious.”
“By watching the sky?”   The Count’s voice became 

mirthful, a signal to the others it was time for them to 
laugh.  “Should we worry about flying Willen?  Or are you 
still scared of dragons?”
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Their laughter masked the guttural growl until it 
reached a terrifying crescendo.  The thief moved with such 
speed and ferocity she’d not thought possible, yanking the 
crossbow bolt from his gut as he moved.  The Count’s eyes 
widened in disbelief.   He stood frozen, helpless as Grint 
slashed at him with the bloody bolt.   Eleanor was a hair 
faster and grabbed the back of Grint’s collar, pulling him 
back.  It was a close thing; The tip tore through the Count’s 
gray shirt but nothing more.  Perhaps she should have let 
him do it, but the old training was too ingrained for her to 
allow harm to come to the man she called Master.

The younger Drach Rider jumped when Grint first 
moved.   The knee-jerk, frightened boy fired his weapon 
wildly.  Having not learned from his earlier lesson, he pulled 
the shot.  As Eleanor pulled Grint away from her master, the 
bolt whizzed past, burying itself in General Atherton’s eye 
instead.  The old bastard gasped and moved his mouth but 
nothing came out.  The life gone from him; He fell from the 
saddle.  Death is the gift long promised.  Eleanor smiled to her-
self.

When Eleanor pulled Grint back, she stabbed the Sing-
ing Blade into the open wound in his belly.  The blade sighed 
in exultation as it drank his blood.  Eleanor held him close, 
putting her mouth against his ear and whispering, “Tell your 
master I would serve him.   I would murder the world for 
him.  Can he see us now?  Can he hear me?”  Grint flailed 
his arms, trying to hit her.  It was a pathetic attempt with no 
strength behind it.  When she pulled the blade free, he slid 
from her grasp, slumping on his knees.

Count Danghier stood over the young Drach Rider, the 
deadly barbs in his beard devouring the last of his blood.  The 
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desiccated husk turned to dust within the armor, piling at 
the Count’s feet.  “What did you say to him?”

“Only that I was fulfilling my promise to kill him,” Elea-
nor lied and the Count couldn’t tell.  The omnipotence he 
claimed to possess was nothing more than another story.

Danghier ran a finger through his slashed shirt as he ap-
proached.  “You have failed me more than I’ve allowed any-
one else.  Yet you remain useful.”  He put his hand over hers 
and relieved her of the Singing Blade.

“I remember when I gave you this.   Has it served you 
well?”  Eleanor nodded.  The Count grasped her left fore-
arm with intense strength and in one swift motion severed 
her hand at the wrist.  There was no pain, not yet.  Her mind 
had yet to comprehend the loss and register what it was she 
should feel.  The blade sang so sweet and even more so as 
the Count had it flat against the wound.  With a whispered 
word, the barbs in his beard glowed amber and sent streaks 
of fire into the blade.  The Singing Blade glowed with white 
fire, searing her wound.  The pain came crashing in, but she 
knew enough to remain quiet.  A single scream and he would 
kill her.   When finished, he placed the knife in her right 
hand and tapped her cheek.

“Punishment is how we grow, is it not?”
“Yes, Master,” the urge to scream grew as she spoke.  
“Good.  Now gather your hounds, or are you unable to 

manage even them?”
It was an odd question, but she understood once she saw 

Tamos and Malus walking towards the cave.  “Their brother 
has not come out.”

“Leave him then,” Count Danghier said with a lazy wave 
of his hand.  “The next part of your penance.  Someone put 
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Atherton’s body on the back of a horse.  Why must I issue 
every command?  Anticipate.”

The Singing Blade was dead, the metal grew dull and 
rusty before her eyes.  The Count’s magic burned out what-
ever lay inside when he sealed her stump.  Eleanor could no 
longer look at it, so she dropped it beside the thief and whis-
tled for the hounds to join her.  We must leave you for now, 
sweet Callum, but I will remember this place and return.

“Good news, Eleanor!   We have an extra horse for 
you.  Hurry now before I change my mind.”  

Eleanor mounted the offered beast.   Something she 
found more challenging with just one hand.  She managed 
it, even under the scrutinizing gaze of Danghier and his ret-
inue.  Her faithful hounds, just two remaining now, flanked 
the horse as they rode east along the lake.  Why had the God 
of Murder not arrived?  Grint was dead.  Atherton, the sol-
dier, and countless Willen, all dead.  Yet the god remained 
aloof.  Had she misjudged what he was?  The strength of his 
power?  No, I know what I felt.  

The thief’s journey ended in blood.   Danghier had his 
prize, and the Stabbing drew near.  Looking back, she watched 
the thief until tall pines obscured him from view.  Her eulogy 
for him consisted of a single thought, Such a waste.



15
 “His ghost in the glade, drawing her near.
  Be not afraid, come and die my dear.”  

- The Sadness Song

The sound of galloping horses receded, leaving just the 
trickle of water, sighing of boughs in the wind, and an occa-
sional animal’s call.  Grint took a breath, sucking in air that 
tasted like a blacksmith’s forge.  A burning furnace ignited 
in his chest.   As he sat up, blood filled his mouth.   A cool 
wind brushed the back of his neck.  The sensation felt glori-
ous.  Then he vomited.  With his eyes closed he didn’t know 
if it was on himself or the ground.  Dying was bad business, 
but still he smiled.

“I tricked you.   I’m not dead yet.”   Maybe not, but he 
would be soon.

Someone left a blade laying on the rocks.  A rusty thing 
and dull enough to have trouble with butter, but anything was 
better than nothing.  The knife looked familiar but it must 
have been here for a long time.  Perhaps a skeleton dropped 
it.  Whatever its origin, the pock-marked edge had the right 
amount of bite to tear open the seam of his coat.  Something 
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beneath it poked his ribs as he played dead.  And before he 
died for real, he wanted to know what it was.  No point going to 
the Afterwards with a mystery to solve.  That’s what makes vengeful 
spirits.  I think.

The rusty butter knife wasn’t Blackblade and Grint strug-
gled to cut more than a few threads along the inner seam.  The 
unknown item provided a grand mystery to solve and as he 
thought on it more, hope bloomed.  Could it be something 
from his old bag?  Maybe something magic, one last trick for 
the thief.  One last escape from death.  Drenched with blood, 
he had to peel his clothes away to see beneath.  His fingers 
fumbled with the act, tearing open scabs or removing skin 
each time.  More leaked out every moment, pooling in the 
recesses of the fabric.

Grint’s mind wandered, the mystery losing its luster.  Pull-
ing the knife out of his shirt, the troublesome seam tore 
with it, depositing a small vial into his lap.  At first glance he 
thought it empty, but when he plucked it from a pool of his 
own blood, it too contained blood.  Lark’s blood.  Somehow 
the vial survived the arduous journey from the Terrastags.

He fell onto his back, laughing, or what he approximated 
as a laugh.  A pile of leather armor lay beside him, ash and 
dust swirling in the wind.  Pieces of bone, still decaying stuck 
out at weird angles.  A small piece of skull, the eye socket in-
tact, sat in a mound of dust.  It made it look like the skull was 
watching him.  Judging him on his death.  Grint didn’t know 
who he was, perhaps the archer who shot him.  

“We all die penniless and alone, that’s what I told Dry 
Boots…Tin Twig.   My friend.   Well, Skully, that’s not the 
case.  Not anymore.”  Using his thumb, he popped the cork 
stopper and poured the blood into his mouth.  The empty 
vial fell from his limp hand and shattered.  Near as he could 
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figure, touching her blood let him hear Jessua and some-
times see her.  Drinking it had to have the same effect.  He 
would die with her in his eyes.  Penniless, but not alone.

“What?“ Grint asked as he turned towards Skully.   “Oh, 
that looks nice.“  Staying awake was too hard, so he laid down 
beside his new friend.   The sunbaked warmth of the rock 
provided a nice counter to the cold wind.  

Droplets of blood fell from his fingers as he lifted his 
arm.  Grint pet the top of the skull and rested his hand there.  
It crumbled under his touch. 

“Rest in peace, Skully,” he murmured with his eyes 
closed.  They murdered Grint, so it stood to reason that Rent 
would see this.  Not having to run from the god gave him a 
reason to smile.  “But tell Rent he’s too late.  Take it up with 
Hobbe.  They can squabble over a new fool.”

Grint drifted off…

***** 

She lived in an old covered wagon cramped with books 
and clothes.  What passed for furniture were planks of wood 
balancing over cauldrons or crates.   Everything kept simple 
enough for her to transform it into a workbench when the need 
arose.  Scorch marks ran up the walls like paintings, mixing with 
the stink of things cooked, boiled, or burned.  She’d patched 
the hole in the roof a dozen times, but it always fell apart.  The 
magical fire that made it left behind a residue that disintegrat-
ed wood.  The wagon sat on the edge of a farm, nestled between 
two trees and a puddle-sized pond with three fish.  To a seven-
teen-year-old thief like Grint, it was a palace.  Hobbe’s prized 
apprentice never had his own home, so Jessua’s old wagon was 
as close to perfection as he could imagine.
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Grint leaned back in a wooden chair.  The one piece of 
real furniture she owned.  The back scraped against the little 
red door with rusty hinges that squawked when you opened it.  

“If the edges of the hole are the problem, why don’t you 
cut the planks out and replace them?”  

“If you want to get a wood saw and some wood, you’re 
welcome to do it,” Jessua said, head buried in her work.  To-
day she busied herself by cutting pungent swamp leaves into 
tiny pieces.  When she had an ample pile, they went into a 
large bottle over heat.  Grint hadn’t a clue what it was for, 
but the alchemist asked her to do it, so she did.  The duty of the 
apprentice isn’t to ask why, Hobbe’s voice chimed in.

“I can’t.  I have important circus business to attend to.”
“Are we back to the circus farce?”   She didn’t look up 

as she spoke.  Her attention remained on the task and her 
hands were as steady as any thief when she cut.  “I thought 
we agreed it wasn’t necessary.”

“I never agreed,” Grint said.   “I value your neck too 
much.”

Hobbe brought his young crew here intending to rob Lord 
Calle of his sizeable vault.  With Hobbe, it was never about walk-
ing in and taking something.  Any basher could do that.  Hobbe’s 
first lesson for his ‘children’ was to rob someone so they thanked 
you for it.  For this job, they posed as a circus troupe.  Hobbe 
worked every facet of the plan, re-worked it, and had them re-
hearse it until no variable existed - except for Grint falling in 
love with the alchemist’s apprentice.  How could he not?  No 
matter the efforts he took, he remained unable to keep his eyes 
off her.  And thank Krypsie she felt the same.

“Just my neck?”
“All of you, my love,” Grint replied.  If Hobbe found out about 

her…that she knew who they were and what they were doing…
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Jessua got up from her bench, straightening the light 
green dress full of holes and patches.  It’s my work dress, she 
would say when he teased her about it.  Taking a rare break 
she sat on Grint’s lap.  Even the apron showed stains in a hun-
dred different colors, but it was her eyes Grint couldn’t get 
enough of.  She linked her arms around his neck and kissed 
him.  It was a soft kiss, filled with endless possibility.  Com-
fortable.   When she stopped, she pressed her forehead 
against his and smiled.

“You reek of swamp leaf,” Grint laughed.  Jessua stood up 
and pulled the legs of the chair out so he toppled to the floor.

“Nobody’s perfect.”  She sat back at her workbench.  Grint 
brushed himself off and stood behind her, burying his face in 
her soft, brown hair.  She melted into him and sighed.

“I have to finish this.”
“I know,” Grint’s voice was a mumble in her hair.
“And you have important circus business.”
“Meet me. Tonight, in the orchard.”
“Past curfew?”   Her question was tentative, ner-

vous.  Breaking the Lord’s curfew was dangerous.  “Why?”
“I plan to pick a lot of pockets at the afternoon perfor-

mance and I’ll have a bag of coins for your roof.”
“You are a thief!” Jessua was as good at mock outrage as 

anyone.  They kissed again.

***** 

…and then opened them again.  The sun had swung past 
midday.  So I’ve slept for a few hours at least.  Being alive came 
as a pleasant surprise.  That he hadn’t bled out or drowned 
in his own lungs was a treat.  A tingle beneath his skin, al-
most like an itch spread through his muscles when he moved. 

Grint sat up, unsure at first if he would be able to.  The 



DARK AGES 291

blood on his shirt dried in the sun and cracked as the mate-
rial folded, crumbling in tiny flakes across his lap.  There was 
no pain as he flexed his hands into fists, nor from the arrow 
sticking out of shoulder - or the one in his stomach.  Grint 
ran his fingers over the rough scab where Eleanor stabbed 
him.  If he picked at it, he imagined a stream of blood might 
flood out, not unlike breaking open a keg.

Getting to his feet, he cracked his neck and took a deep 
breath.  He felt fit.  Ready to run.  Ready to fight.  The air was 
full of scents Grint had never experienced before.  The path 
of a raindrop falling from a storm cloud.  How long ago was 
the storm?  A day for some, years for others.  A spot of dirt 
on a stone left behind by a Willen girl as she ran towards 
the lake.  The last breath of a squirrel run down by a fox at 
dusk.  All of it was there.  And the colors…   this was from 
Lark’s blood.   It hadn’t delivered Jessua but healed him in 
ways he never expected.

“It won’t last,” a young boy said.  Grint never heard him 
approach and scanned the horizon, wanting to piece togeth-
er how he - they - had done it.  There were three children be-
hind him, not one.  Two boys and a girl, all wearing dirty rags 
tied around the waist with rope.  The girl held a sharp stick, 
the end whittled into a point.  It reminded Grint of what they 
used to carry back on Peach Street in Dirty Gull.  They would 
steal the spoke of a chair from the auction house and shave 
it into a sticker.  That had been their initiation.  Do that and 
you could work for a crew.

“Who are you?”
“The blood won’t last,” the three children said in uni-

son.  More children stepped out from behind them and more 
behind them.  It continued as they multiplied across the ravine. 
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“Wait a tick.  What?”  Disbelief was the best way to de-
scribe Grint’s reaction.   How could all these children hide 
behind the first three?

“You’ll still die.”  It was a cacophonous sound when they 
said it together, forcing Grint to cover his ears.  The children 
closed their mouths, opened their eyes wide, and ran into 
the forest.   Something had terrified them and its shadow 
loomed over Grint.

Snakelike hands slithered around his throat.  Grint could 
feel every callus, scar, and ridge of skin on those cold fingers 
as they squeezed his neck like iron.  The hand belonged to a 
man, six feet tall and slender as a stick.  The stove pot hat on 
top of his head was missing its top, so his crusty, unwashed 
hair stuck out at odd angles.  In his nightmares, this man al-
ways had spiral circles for eyes.  It was no different now.  The 
Proprietor of Peach Street.  Hanging Ben.

“Where have you been, little one?”  Hanging Ben’s voice 
came close to the sound a dying cat makes.  “I looked and 
looked for you.  Found your sister, I did.”  Grint was now five 
years old, dangling helplessly in the gang master’s grip.

“Do you know what I did with dear sister?   I cooked 
her up in a pie.”  Hanging Ben danced with unencumbered 
glee.  “Every year I’ve had a single piece and kept the rest on 
ice.  Every year I’ve promised myself that I would find you be-
fore I finished.  But your sister is all gone, boy.  Tucked away 
in my tummy because you left her behind.”

Maniacal laughter, gleeful in its malevolence ripped 
through the air as the boy struggled against Hanging Ben’s 
grip.   It was a pointless struggle.   A child had no power 
against such a monster.  “I’ll have myself a pie made just of 
you.  Once a year, a sweet smack of Grint.”  Ben pulled him 
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towards a mouth opening impossibly wide.  To go into that 
gullet would be a place he’d never return from.

Someone struck Hanging Ben on the shoulder and he 
fell to the side, releasing the boy.  Grint landed on his feet, 
looking up at a young woman in a white dress.  The wood-
en oar she gripped had cracked and would shatter with an-
other strong blow.  The sun set behind her, but when she 
smiled, it was brighter than the celestial fire highlighting 
wisps of her wild hair.

“Come with me, little one.”  Grint followed as she danced 
from stone to stone, the furious scream of Hanging Ben chas-
ing behind.   Urchins, drawn forth by the Proprietor’s call, 
crawled to the surface.  Their little bodies squeezed between 
rocks as they fought their way up, filthy faces twisted in angry 
scowls.  They swiped at the escaping duo with hand-carved 
stickers.  When any got too close, the girl hit them with the 
oar and they shattered into dust.

There was no escape from the army of urchins, so the 
girl pushed him against a tree and stood in front of him, jab-
bing the oar to keep any urchins at bay.  A cave mouth called 
to Grint, Come in and find salvation, but she pulled him back 
when he started walking.   The urchins surrounded them, 
chanting dirty rhymes as they laughed, staying out of reach 
of her oar.  Hanging Ben rose from the sea of destitute chil-
dren, holding his arms wide, cackling as he approached.

“You can fight them,” she said to the boy who stared 
in transfixed terror at his approaching doom.  Little Grint 
shook his head.

“This is no good.   I need my Grint.”   She knelt and 
pressed a fingertip against his forehead as the urchin hands 
tore her apart.  The skies cracked, a deep sound that shook 
him to the bone.  The urchins, Hanging Ben, and even the 
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girl broke apart in a swirling whirlwind of ash and dust.  A 
cloud of detritus so thick it choked him, filling his nose, his 
throat, and his eyes.

When it cleared, he found himself in a high-roofed tent, 
supported by a large beam forty feet tall.  Grint was still a 
young man, seventeen if he took Hobbe at his word.  And 
this was a circus tent, he came to realize, leaning against the 
thick support rope behind the performance stage.  Rows of 
seats built into the hillside filled with watchers.  Patrons come 
to see the marvels of the show.  During which, the younger 
boys of the crew - hidden in a network of tunnels under those 
seats - would reach up through holes to snatch a purse of 
coins, a piece of jewelry, or in times of great luck, an ornate 
weapon.  It was all bonus loot.  The real target of these trips 
was always someone important.

Grint was the escape artist, the one they trusted to slip 
out of dastardly, death defying situations, but it wasn’t his 
turn yet.  A young boy held center stage, juggling with youth-
ful exuberance.  Watching him, Grint felt sad and awash with 
doom.  A single phrase kept repeating in his mind, Poor dead 
Tebbs.  The sands of life were running out for him, but it was 
not yet time.  For now, he juggled twelve balls in a giant cir-
cle, faster and faster.

The crowd fell silent.   There were no appreciative 
hoots.  No applause.  Corpses occupied the seats, gaunt faced 
and rotting.  They stared ahead, jaws opening and closing as 
strings of saliva dripped down their chins.  Grint’s eyes slid past 
them to land on an empty seat in the back row.  Her seat.  Why 
did it cause him such alarm to not find her there?  Because she 
always came to see him.  Where was she?

“She dies tonight,” Poor Dead Tebbs said.  His attention 
drifted from the juggling as he addressed Grint.  Each time 
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a ball dropped, a slash appeared on his body, blood soaking 
his white shirt.  “She’s dying right now.  I’ll die tonight too, 
but you won’t care about that.  You’ll shed no tears for Poor 
Dead Tebbs.”

That wasn’t true.  Tebbs’s death hit him hard, but com-
pared to Jessua… The crowd stood as one and shambled 
toward him.  Tebbs, a mess of cuts and blood, reached out 
with broken hands, swinging his fists at Grint.  The ground 
beneath the stage erupted as corpses clawed their way to the 
surface.  The dead came for him and they were hungry.

Grint shoved his way through them, dead hands reaching 
out, tearing at his clothes and flesh.  Each step was a battle 
as he fought through a sea of the dead.  Tebbs cried out, his 
words the wail of a banshee, “Save me, Grint.  She’s already 
gone, but you could save me.  Don’t let me die like you do 
everyone else.”

They tore the last of Grint’s clothes from his body as he 
struggled through the mouth of the tent.  He stood naked in 
the moonlight, the tent - having served its purpose - disap-
peared.  Blood stained his skin from a hundred dead-hand-
ed scratches, each infested with maggots.   He could feel 
them crawling under his skin as he looked towards the hori-
zon.  The ocean’s surface sat in placid serenity, lit by Effulg’s 
soft light.  A three-masted ship waited in the harbor, disguis-
ing the singular nature of its evil in a tapestry of beauty.

Grint ran.   The maggots devoured him from the in-
side, but he did not care.  This time he would save her.  It 
wouldn’t be too late.  This time he would catch the cart be-
fore it reached the boat and save her.   Tree limbs spread 
wide across the path, clawing as they sought to ensnare 
him.  A root snaked from the dirt to wrap his ankle.  Grint 
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went end over end, an unfriendly tumble that left him feel-
ing broken as he came to rest at the bottom.

The shoreline was a scatter of rocks in small coves dom-
inated by overhanging trees.   The waves, small and weak, 
lapped against the shore as they came in.   A mound of 
white fabric, soaked through with seawater, lay piled in the 
surf.  An arm stuck out of the fabric, burned by ice and cold 
as the grave.

“No,” Grint sobbed as he crawled on hands and knees 
toward the tangle.  “It didn’t happen like this.”

Grint pulled the heap onto his lap and cried over the 
girl who lay lifeless in his arms.   With great care, he cra-
dled her head in the crook of an arm as he kissed her fore-
head.  Jessua’s skin was pale blue and covered in tiny crystals 
of ice.   There was no breath in her, but her eyes fluttered 
open; Milky, gray, dead eyes that moved like a blind person, 
searching through the darkness.

“You’re alive?”  Her eyes tracked to him as he spoke.  She 
grimaced, and her tears became icicles as she brushed his 
face with the back of her hand.  The gesture left streaks of 
frost against his cheek, but he didn’t care.

“No, my love,” she replied.  “I’m dead, but you need not be.”
The ocean rose, pooling around her dress, his knees, and 

then his waist.  Jessua floated in his arms.  “I’m not leaving you.”
“I’m not here.  It wants you to think with your heart, so 

it can devour you.”
“What does?”  The water reached his chest, so he stood 

and held her tight against his chest.  Perhaps it was an answer 
to the question, but as the water rose, Lord Calle stepped off 
the ship and walked across the water, his hands held out as 
Hanging Ben’s had been.
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“One last kiss,” she said as she slipped a hand around 
the back of his head and pulled him close.  Sea water gushed 
from her mouth into his and the ocean swallowed them 
whole.  Grint flailed beneath the icy waves, choking on the 
brine.  As the calm acceptance of this fate came over him, 
the water receded.

Grint, now a man, stood on an island.  The waves beat 
mercilessly against the shore as a strong breeze floated past, 
choking the air with smoke and brimstone.   A behemoth 
dominated the island, hundreds of feet tall with red skin and 
molten eyes.  The demon lord from Lark’s vision.

“Here he is!  Grint, the master thief.   The marauder 
without conscience.  The man who measures the worth of a 
person’s life by the weight of a coin.  Show him then.  Show 
him the weight of that coin in the lives he has destroyed.”  It 
was Eleanor, standing at the feet of the demon, wearing cer-
emonial armor, lacquered, and detailed with burning bodies 
falling from the sky.

The image conjured reality.   Bodies began falling 
through the thick black canopy of smoke.  Corpses splashed 
into the ocean, the noise digging into his brain.  Each one dis-
appeared beneath the waves and resurfaced on shore where 
they threw golden coins at Grint.   The gold felt no more 
harmful than an acorn, but as the bodies grew in number, 
so did the coins.  They assaulted the thief on all sides.  The 
coins piled up, burying him in their golden embrace.

The demon walked with great lumbering strides, crush-
ing Eleanor.  A volcano, hidden somewhere beneath the wa-
ter erupted, coughing its magma skyward in a glowing pil-
lar.  The demon transformed, first into Count Danghier and 
then into Lark.  The Dennel girl stood before him, skin red 
and blistered, eyes a deep pit of fire.
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“How many dead bodies have you left in your wake?”  Lark 
asked in a hollow voice.  “Just in the time I’ve known you?  The 
alchemist, Bardo.  The basher, Black Samuel.”  Each time she 
said a name, the waves rose and formed a liquid image of the 
person and their death.   “The skinling, Faighur.   The thief 
catchers.   The dhog.   The Willen and your dear friend Tin 
Boots.  The krau.  Me.  No wonder the God of Murder covets 
you so.”

The sea churned with images.   The dead stood on the 
sandy shore as the gold piled around him.  “I’m sorry,” he 
said to her.

“I am immune to your cries.  If what you love is gold, 
we will see you drown in it.”  The dead were not just faces, 
they were faces he knew.  Lives lost, some sacrificed, some 
he ended.   “There shall be no escaping your fate.   No 
tricks up your sleeve.”

Think not with your heart, Jessua had said.   But how 
could he do otherwise when confronted with all of this mis-
ery?  Blackblade was in his hand, but he did not remember 
recovering it.  It wants to devour you, Jessua whispered.  Lark 
shrank, running toward him with blinding light forming in 
her hands.  It became clear.  Grint drove the blade into her 
heart…

…and the illusion shattered, falling away like broken 
glass.   It had been the Dennel blood coursing through his 
mind, consuming him with its hungering magic.  Before he’d 
only exposed himself to a drop or two, but this time he’d con-
sumed a vial.

Grint found himself in the lakeside cave, stabbing the 
rusty knife into stone.  All the pain remained with him, the 
stab wounds and the blood oozing from his belly.  None of it 
healed with her blood, and his body shook with the freezing 
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grip of death that came with bleeding out.  Breathing took 
effort, and he sucked in air with starving hunger.

A dying laugh filled the cave.   “You’ve gone insane, 
thief.  I shall enjoy watching you die.”

“Noseless?  How are you still alive?”  The words sounded 
flippant in his mind, but the delivery was soft and broken.

“I’ll live longer than you, I wager.  If the Master wills, I’ll 
live long enough to watch you rot.”

Grint laughed, a phlegm wracked sound that spilled 
blood down his chin.   The Dennel blood wanted to con-
sume him but had given him the key to his survival.  The es-
cape artist had one last trick up his sleeve.  One last card to 
play.  His feet fought against his commands, but he shuffled 
across the cave and fell beside Noseless.

“What are you doing?”   Grint pressed the dull blade 
against Noseless’s chest.  The scout tried to push it away, but 
had less strength left than Grint.  “It doesn’t matter if you 
kill me.  Death is the gif…”

“I don’t care,” Grint said as he put all his weight behind 
the blade and drove it into the skinling’s chest.   Noseless 
choked, shutting his eyes tight as the pain fed on him.  Grint 
put a bloody hand on the man’s forehead and used his 
thumb and forefinger to pry the eyelids open.   Noseless 
tried to look away, but Grint turned his face each time so 
their eyes met.  There was little fight left to the hound, and 
he faded fast.  Death’s vacancy entered his eyes.  Grint let 
go, hearing the body slump over.

There was nothing to do now but stand and wait.  The 
cave held a chill, but the temperature dropped fur-
ther.   Moisture, dripping in an endless cadence from the 
ceiling suddenly ceased.  The shadows deepened, creating 
new definitions to the word darkness.  A man materialized 
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from the dirt, his great, wide-brimmed hat turned down.  A 
red scarf blew in a breeze that didn’t exist.   Beneath the 
brim, his wide smile sparkled in the faintest of light.  The 
God of Murder had come to collect.

“Grint,” he said in a soft, oily voice.
“Rent,” and then Grint collapsed.



16
“Don’t gamble with gods.  We cheat, and we don’t lose well.”  

- Blue Fingered Hobbe

Grint gasped as he woke from a dream about falling.  Un-
less the Afterwards was far different from what Hobbe told 
him, he was genuinely surprised to be alive.   And equally 
dumbfounded to not be a shadow puppet tied to the God 
of Murder.   A tattered curtain covered the only window 
in the room and did a poor job of it.   Beams of sunlight 
seeped through gaps and tears in the thick fabric.  Someone 
had tucked him into bed, swaddling the blankets beneath 
him.   It made him wonder if the whole ordeal had been a 
bad dream.  The necromancers, Lark, the heist, and fleeing 
through the woods.  Moving even the slightest reminded him 
of the pains, wounds, and tears inflicted on the journey.  Not 
a dream at all.

Someone wrapped a bandage around his shoulder.  The 
tight weave of cloth kept him from pulling it apart, but he 
could feel the mash of healing herbs packed against his 
skin.  When he put pressure on it, the wound burned.  It was 
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the same for his stomach, though they dipped those bandag-
es in wet flour to make them rigid.  As he lay in the dark, the 
familiarness of the room settled on him.   Rickety shutters 
with broken slats.  The mattress with a soft lump between his 
shoulder blades.  Grint didn’t need to turn his head to know 
there would be a door to his left with a knob that wobbled. 
Along the baseboard, there were crude carvings made by 
two young boys trying to map out their master’s vault.  Even 
the cinnamon smell remained, baked into every fiber of 
the place, but it was old now, like the dust in this unused 
room.  Grint’s room.  Why in the fuzzing gullet of a dragon did 
Rent bring me to the Red Goat Inn?

Grint sat up, the bandage around his midsection made a 
crunching sound as they separated.  He pulled a layer away to 
get a look at the wounds, spilling the packed herbs onto the 
mattress.  “Why did you let him do that?”  A woman stood 
in the doorway, back-lit by candles in the hall.  She carried 
a large bowl of water under her arm that sloshed when she 
put it on the chipped blue nightstand.  Sitting on the edge 
of the bed, she shoved Grint’s hands away as she fussed over 
the bandage.

“Leave off,” Grint said as she pushed him onto his pillow.
“Quiet,” she said.  The command in her voice hadn’t less-

ened over the years, and he listened.  “This will get infected 
if you don’t let it heal.”

“Hello Alanna,” Grint grunted as she tightened the dressing.  
Alanna was keeper of the inn.  The one who made things 

run and had been doing it since Grint was a small boy.  Long 
before then too.  She may have been getting on in years, but 
that made her no less vivacious.  Grint smiled at her once 
vibrant red hair now framed by streaks of white.  Age settled 
on her face, but it was a compliment to her beauty.
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“Welcome home Grint,” she said as she put her hand on 
his cheek and then examined his wild mop of hair.  “I can trim 
this for you while you’re here.  Shame to hide that pretty face.”

“This isn’t home.”
“If you’re tending to him, you need to bloody well tend 

to him,” Alanna spoke into a dark corner of the room.  Grint 
knew what that meant and scowled.   When she picked 
up on his change of mood, she poked him in the chest. 
“He hasn’t left your side since you arrived, so have a little 
heart.   It’s not as if the almighty Grint is infallible.”  Alan-
na collected the unused bandages and walked toward the 
door.  “Rest, or I’ll send Gus up to make you rest.”

The door closed as Grint swung his legs out of the 
bed.  “You saucy, ox-bottomed scump!”

The shadows in the room ran together like water and 
formed into a frail, elderly man.  It’d been years since Grint 
last saw him, and somehow he looked old.  Hobbe hunched 
forward and kept his arms wrapped around his sides.   His 
hair had always been light, more the color of sun-baked pep-
per than the stark white mop swept over a bald spot he wore 
now.  Was it possible for a god to age so many years in such a 
short amount of time?  To age at all?

“You should rest,” Hobbe said as Grint pulled on the 
knob.   It wobbled the way he remembered, but wouldn’t 
budge.  Hobbe had a hand up, using a form of his power to 
hold it shut, but that didn’t stop Grint.  It was pure stubborn-
ness, and he kept trying until a sharp pain in his stomach 
made him step back.

“You’ve pulled a stitch.”   Hobbe flinched when Grint 
slammed a fist against the door.  “You should put your 
clothes on, unless you intend to regale the common room 
with your nature.  They’re on the chair by the window.”
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“I can see them without your help,” Grint mumbled un-
der his breath.  They were new clothes, but in the style Grint 
liked.  Alanna was too good to him.

“So, you can respond.”
Grint held the new leather pants in his fist, shaking 

them at Hobbe as his voice got louder.  “You want me to re-
spond?  Is that what you want?”

“I want us to talk,” Hobbe said.  His voice remained even.
“You’re out of luck.  We have nothing to talk about.”  Grint 

finished putting on the new clothes.  Everything fit, except 
where the bandages bulged out.

“There are things…”
“You can make me do to listen.  I know,” Grint waved his 

hand, wishing the god would just shut up.
“No,” Hobbe said, his voice rising for the first 

time.  “Things you don’t yet underst…”
“I understand that you’re a god, but you’re not my 

god.   Not after you sold me to Rent.”   Hobbe’s face 
sagged.  “What?  Did you think I didn’t know?  Or I wouldn’t 
find out?  That salt-addled banger has been chasing me from 
one end of Terragard to the next.  And you can dispense with 
the theatrics.   I know you too well to think you’re despon-
dent.  The only things you care about are what you can steal.”

Grint walked to the door.   It opened on its own be-
fore his hand reached the knob.   Hobbe had given up on 
talking.   Good, Grint thought, not feeling good about it at 
all.  They had a tumultuous relationship, but Hobbe was still 
the closest thing he had known to a father.  He hated hating 
him, but hate was often all he could feel when he looked at 
the God of Thieves.

Like Hobbe, the Red Goat Inn looked as if it had gotten 
old in a hurry.  The hallway runner lost its color, becoming 
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frayed around the edges.  Plumes of dust rose with each boot-
ed step.   Someone started to paint the walls but managed 
only half the job.  The attempt hadn’t been recent.  The new-
er paint chipped as Grint ran his hand over it, revealing the 
old color beneath.  A fat, orange tomcat slept by the stairs.  It 
picked its head up as Grint approached and then watched 
a mouse scurry by.  The tomcat tested the distance with its 
paw and when it saw that catching the rodent would require 
movement; It laid back down.  Hard to get good help.

Downstairs sat the common room, a great two-story 
space with arched ceilings supported by thick beams.  And it 
always looked cluttered.  Maybe it was the two dozen tables 
scattered across the cobblestone floors.  Ot the piles of straw 
clumped on top of old rugs.   The good rugs are down in the 
vault.  A performance stage sat between two giant hearths, 
both lit for the autumn chill.  Torches embedded in the walls 
would never burn out unless Hobbe willed it.

Grint took it easy getting down the stairs but could see 
Alanna’s face twist into something angry even before he got 
halfway.  A polished mahogany bar ran along the back of the 
room and Grint took a seat on a stool, readying himself for 
a verbal lashing.

“What part of the word ‘rest’ was unclear?”
“I’m not resting in that room,” Grit replied.  “I’ll take an 

ale.  The amber kind if you have any.”
“Not while you’re healing,” she said as they engaged in a 

staring contest.
“I’m parched.”
“Have water.”  Neither was backing down.
A mug slid the length of the bar, the molded copper 

scratching against polished wood.  Grint snatched it before 
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Alanna could and took a deep swig.  The amber liquid both 
cooled and burned his throat.

“Thank you, Gus,” Grint said, never taking his eyes off 
Alanna.  Gus married Alanna long ago, breaking the heart 
of every thief who walked into the bar and got lost in her 
sparkling jade eyes.  The couple ran the inn on Hobbe’s be-
half.   His given name was Gustav, which he expected you 
to call him if you were new to the inn or on his unfriend-
ly list.  He was an imposing figure, six-foot-tall, muscles as 
big as boulders, and skin so dark it made the Kingdomers 
look pale.  The bald-headed barkeep had once been a thief 
in Hobbe’s crew and claimed to hail from a land east of the 
Frontier, but no one believed it.  The Frontier was deadlier 
than the Dire Lands and twice as big as Terragard itself.

“One ale is fine,” Gus said in his booming voice, standing 
firm before his wife’s glare.

“Just the one,” she relented and rested a hand over 
Grint’s.  “It’s good to see you.”

“You too.”  Grint kept a tight grip on the mug.  It would 
be just like Alanna to try to take it from him.  “Why did Rent 
bring me here?”

Alanna’s face grew hard.   “Ask him yourself,” she an-
swered through pursed lips.

There are moments in a life so important they harden 
within amber.  Within that frozen tableau, a person can study 
those memories, revisit, and dissect them.  Then there are 
moments of supreme absurdity where time races, afraid the 
sanctity and seriousness of life might  be questioned.   This 
moment was one of the latter.

Calabassus Rent, the God of Murder, sat at a dirty table 
covered in cheese crumbs as he sipped tea from a chipped 
cup.  His signature hat, scarf and gloves sat on the next ta-
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ble.  A patina of yellow dust covered everything in the inn, 
and always had, giving it a dingy appearance.  The bedrag-
gled nature of the inn was a nuisance to the god, who flicked 
his hand to sweep it away.  Grint had never seen him without 
his hat, but the short, slicked black hair framed a pleasant 
if not pale face.  Legend said the color of his skin changed 
depending on the person looking at him.  But that could be 
a myth.

Grint grabbed his stomach as he stood.  The walk to the 
far end of the inn took no time at all, but he couldn’t recall a 
single step past the first.  As he sat, Rent took a sip from his 
cup and put it down, flicking away the dust once more.  The 
look he gave Grint would put any gambler he’d ever met to 
shame.  Not a flicker of emotion.

“I have been - admiring the artwork,” Rent said.  Com-
missioned works of art adorned the walls of the common 
room.   All portraying Hobbe’s various crews over the past 
centuries.  The oldest carved from wood.  The newer painted 
on wood, canvas, or stitched into a tapestry.

“That rendering contains you?”   Grint didn’t turn to 
look.  He knew it well.  Oil on canvas.  The old crew.

“Yes.”
“And the others in the painting?”
“Most are alive.  I think.  You would know better than me.”
“Poor doomed Tebbs,” Rent said, relishing the name.
“Poor Dead Tebbs,” Grint corrected.  “You remember him?”
“I remember every death,” Rent smiled from ear to ear. 

Grint wanted to ask about Jessua.  He knew most of the sto-
ry, but not how it happened.  Could he trust Rent to tell 
him?  To give him the truth of it?  Grint let it pass, afraid 
the god might tell him.  The two sat in silence while Rent 
took another sip of tea.
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“Why did you bring me here?”
“That was part of the arrangement,” he replied in his 

soft-spoken tone.  “When I won you.”
“Yes, in a game of cards.”  Grint had no desire to listen to 

a recounting of the tale.  “What arrangement?”
“Twenty-four hours, that is what I promised Hobbe.  And 

that time has begun.”   Having delivered the news, Rent 
wrapped his scarf around his neck.

“Why do you want me?  Why am I so special to you?”
“You?” Rent paused in putting on his hat and threw his 

head back in laughter.  It was a sickening sound.  “There is 
nothing special about you.  Well, that is not entirely true, I 
must admit.  You are a gifted thief, perhaps second only to 
the God of Thieves in that regard.  I have delighted in the 
myriad ways you have slipped away as I pursued you, but as a 
killer you are sloppy.  Brutish even.  In a confrontation, you 
win more from luck than skill.  The only value you hold is 
the pain it will cause him to see you become one of my shad-
ows.  You look terrible, by the way.”

Grint thought the god of murder was insulting him, but 
it was Hobbe he addressed with the last.  Hobbe stood at the 
bottom of the stairs, listening.

“So, I’m just a stone in a game of Gorgolath?”
“Stones have value in that game.   You’re more of a 

disk.”  It was a low insult.  The disk was the game piece the 
others stepped on.  Satisfied with answering questions, Rent 
put on his gloves and stepped away from the table.

“Wait,” Grint said, using the chair to help him stand.
“Excuse me?” the god’s voice turned to steel.  Calabassus 

Rent was not someone you commanded.
“The girl I was with in Finder’s Lot.  The necromancers 

have her.  Do you know where?”
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“Necromancers kill often.  No doubt I could find them, 
but I will not.”

“Why?”   Rent’s hand was on the front door.   “They’re 
summoning a demon lord.  I’ve seen the vision.  If they suc-
ceed, it will be a new dark age.”

“Dark ages are good for murder,” Rent replied.
“I need to save that girl,” Grint all but fell to his knees to 

beg.  “I need…”
The front door swung open, slamming against the inner 

wall.  Bright, morning light silhouetted Rent in the doorway 
as the wind whipped his long-tailed coat.  Yellow dust from 
the road spun in cyclonic circles, sweeping into the inn.  One 
of Rent’s shadows lurked outside, stalking back and forth.

“I do not care what you need.  Perhaps  I was lax in my 
collection of you, but do not mistake that for any manner of 
fondness.  I am not here to bargain or grant you boons like a 
common genie.  Your banal desire to save a child is of no con-
sequence.”  Rent stepped through the doorway and down the 
front steps before turning back one last time.  “I will return in 
one day.  Do not leave these grounds.  There are fates much 
worse than death.  For you and for those you care for.”

The door to the inn closed, leaving Grint to stare at the 
stained wood.  The sun grew a little brighter as his oppressive 
weight lifted.  Grint hadn’t realized it was there until now.  

“Grint?   Are you all right?”   At the sound of Faighur’s 
voice Grint spun around.  He was both shocked and delight-
ed to see his friend.  They embraced with good cheer.

“You’re alive, thank Krypsie!  I didn’t know if you got out 
of the Terrastags.”

“I had to hide for two days.  By the time I left - I failed in 
finding you.  I’m sorry.”  True sorrow filled his voice.  Does he 
blame himself for me turning to Rent?
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“How did you know I’d be here?”  An evasive look passed 
over Faighur’s face.  “You didn’t know.  This is the broker 
you’ve been working for?   Him?”   Grint pointed at Hob-
be.  The thief master placed the jade statue of the woman 
with snaking arms on the table in front of him.  “Wait.  Is 
that?   That’s the kry-damned statue we stole from Upper 
Anghor?   All this time it worried me you might be mad 
about the Terrastag job going south…”

“Grint!” Hobbe bellowed, and the room quieted.   “For 
once in your sow-sotted life, shut up.”   Grint did, but the 
scowl remained.  “Do you want to save that girl?”

Without another word, Hobbe picked up the jade statue 
and walked out of the inn.  A windstorm kicked up, obscur-
ing the air with thick clouds of dust.  The god disappeared 
into it after a few steps.  

“You should follow him,” Alanna said.   “You’ll want to 
follow him.”

“Unbloody believable,” he groaned as he followed into 
the storm.

The Red Goat Inn was a solitary building on a long, lone-
ly road.   That was how Hobbe wanted it.   The inn was  for 
thieves who - by Hobbe’s estimation - earned a place at one 
of the tables.  Across from the inn sat the only other build-
ing; A large horse barn.  Hobbe slid the barn door open as 
Grint shielded his eyes against the dust.  Once Grint stepped 
inside, the door shut and torches lit.  Hobbe stood in a dark 
shadow cast by bales of hay, jade sylph in his hand as he 
stared down at Callum’s corpse.

“Noseless?  Why did Rent bring him here?”
“He didn’t,” Hobbe said.  “Rent’s biggest flaw is his desire 

to gloat.  He couldn’t help himself.  He reveled in telling me 
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how you summoned him and where it happened.  So, I re-
trieved our friend here.”

“Tin Boots was…”
“…is fine,” Hobbe finished.   “I checked on him.   I 

didn’t want to upset the other Willen, so he didn’t see me, 
but I saw him.”

“And what good is the corpse going to do us?”   The 
stench coming off the hound was putrid.

“I’m a god, daft child.  I’m going to pull his spirit out and 
if he doesn’t talk… Into the sylph he goes.  Not why I had you 
boys steal this piece, but it will do.”

“Why do it at all?”
“I know you don’t believe it, but I never wanted that girl 

to come to any harm.”  There was sincerity on his face, but 
Grint didn’t care.

“That girl?  She had a name.”
“You’re right.  It was Jessua.  I never wanted Jessua…”
“Then you should have waited!”  Grint’s voice startled the 

roosting birds who flew around in quick circles.  “Why couldn’t 
you?  You’re the God of Thieves!  You could have stolen from 
Calle whatever you wanted.  I could have kept her safe!”

“There’s no changing the past.  Not even I have that pow-
er,” Hobbe said.  “Maybe this will make up for it.”

Grint believed nothing could ever make up for it but 
if it helped him save Lark, he would let the God of Thieves 
try.  Callum’s body convulsed as a sparkling red cloud pushed 
its way through the open wounds.  A fine mist rose, twisting 
around until it formed into a rough approximation of the 
man’s body.

“Even in oblivion, I cannot escape you,” Noseless 
whined.  “Put me back.”

“Where did they take Lark?”
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“Death has not changed my loyalties,” the spirit re-
plied.  “Wait, what pain is this?”  Callum’s feet frayed like an 
unraveling thread being sucked into the sylph.

“I am selling this to a salt witch.  Do you want your spirit 
torn apart in a witch’s spell?  Tell him,” Hobbe said, sounding 
like the Hobbe of old.

“Stop the pain!”  Noseless was just a torso and head now, 
the magic worked fast.

“Tell me then!”
“Cattachat!  On the shoreline north of Dayermere.  The 

Roosting Cliffs they’re called.  Stop it, put me back where I 
belong!”

Hobbe looked at Grint.   “Finish it,” Grint said and 
walked out of the barn, Callum’s wailing cry followed him. 
As he walked back into the inn, Alanna and Faighur exit-
ed a hidden door under the stairs with big crates in their 
arms.   Gus stood behind the bar, rolling out maps and 
weighting the corners down with mugs.  They looked up as 
Grint entered, waiting for some word.

“Do you have any maps of the Cattachat coast?” he asked.
“I have many maps!”  Gus’s smile broadened as he rolled 

out the requested area.  They crowded around the bar, trac-
ing their fingers along it.  “What are we looking for?”

“Here,” Grint said as he jammed his finger on the port city 
of Dayermere.  “Then the Roosting Cliffs?  I don’t see those.”

“The bird drawings,” Gus pointed at some squiggled 
lines meant to represent birds.

“Gulls?  Ravens?”
“Racs,” Hobbe answered, and they all whistled.  The old 

god sat down on a stool and a mug of amber beer appeared 
in his hand.  Racs were giant birds, carnivorous beasts grow-
ing as large as a dragon.
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“I worried it would be too far to fly to,” Faighur nodded 
as he measured the distance.  “This should be fine.”

“Faighur…”
“I insist,” the skinling said.  “I got you into this with the 

sylph job.  Best we finish it together.  No arguments.”
“I noticed you didn’t have your bag,” Alanna said as she 

and Gus put the crates on top of the table.  “It’s not magic, 
but here’s a new one and any supplies you might need.  Some 
of my mare’s milk for poisons.  Sigil scarfs, they won’t stop 
spells but will dull them.  Enchanted whistle, makes animals 
docile.  I heard there were hounds.”

“Skinlings,” Grint added.  “Still might be useful.”
“There are firejacks in the bottom, so be careful with 

those.”  Alanna stepped close and whispered.  “There’s some 
Nacinti in there.  Don’t use it.”

“Unless I have to,” Grint nodded.  The Orrish drug mag-
ic would be a last resort.

“No need to be coy,” Hobbe said as he took another sip 
of ale.  “I heard it all.”

Alanna wiped the heel of her hand across her cheek-
bones, trying to hide the tears.  “I remember the day Hobbe 
brought you here.  Thought it destiny that he found such a 
sweet boy with hair as red as mine.”

“I wasn’t sweet,” Grint blushed.
“You were to me.  I doted on you more than anyone else, 

I know that.”
“Alanna,” Grint started, but found he couldn’t say 

more.  He put his head onto her shoulder and cried.  Her 
arms held him tight and rocked him as she used to.  The way 
she had after Jessua died.  If Hobbe was a father to him, she 
was his mother, and he loved her as fiercely as if she was.
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“Okay now,” Gus said in his gentle giant’s voice.  “Save some 
for me.”  Gus hugged him so hard Grint feared he might re-in-
jure the shoulder.  When he let go, he had tears in his eyes.

“Come back to us,” Alanna said.
“Always,” Grint replied.  They went through the door be-

hind the bar where their rooms were.  Faighur disappeared 
during the goodbye, leaving Grint alone with Hobbe.  That 
wasn’t an accident, he thought.  Grint walked around the bar 
and poured himself an ale.  Hobbe held his out and Grint 
refilled it for him.

“Least you can do,” the god smiled.   “I don’t hear the 
clink of coins in your pants.”

“I don’t have a tab?”   They drank in silence for a 
time.  “Rent said he would come for anyone…”

“They will be safe,” Hobbe answered.  “Rent won’t touch 
anyone.   You worry about staying alive and getting that 
girl.  Pour me another.”

Grint did for them both.  “How does the God of Thieves 
lose at Cheat Me?”

“A story for another night,” Hobbe answered.   He lost 
on purpose.  Grint didn’t know if that made him angrier or 
not.  Games within games.  That was Hobbe.  “When you get 
that girl, you run and hide.  Stay out of his sight.   I’ll sort 
things with Rent.”

Grint finished his ale and walked toward the stair-
case.   Faighur could come get him when they needed to 
go.   “Grint?”   He turned toward Hobbe, who stood at the 
base of the stairs.  “I wish things had been different.”

What do you say to the man you love most in the world and 
hate as much?  “Goodbye, Hobbe,” was what he came up with.



17
“How beautiful the convergence of Effulg and Nacinth must 
have been when both were whole.  Two perfect spheres, joining 
as one.  With Nacinth shattered, the convergence has become 
The Stabbing and is nothing more than a time for the wicked 
and the damned.  Such a pity.”  

- Pope Gaius Demarcus 
Living Embodiment of the Papality

Eleanor dipped her hand in the tepid water of a barrel, 
breaking the layer of grime settling on the surface.   She 
splashed it across her face uncaring of the quality or lack 
thereof.  The steady rise in temperature made wearing the 
ceremonial armor a burden.   The orders issued made no 
allowances for removing any piece until the ritual complet-
ed.  A dozen steps to her left, a soldier dropped from heat-
stroke.  They were not the first.  Death is the gift long prom-
ised.  The water refreshed even if it only lasted a moment or 
two.  With the sun setting, the promise of a cool night was 
almost too much to hope for.  A life in the fire of the nether 
realms was what she agreed to, so why balk at it now?  Per-
haps because I no longer believe.
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The Cliffs of Cattachat towered hundreds of feet over the 
Krypholos Ocean and stretched for hundreds of miles in both 
directions.  Settlements such as Dayermere dotted the coast-
line, tucked into small breaks in the cliff.  The Count’s hold-
ings were a long ride north of the city, far enough to avoid de-
tection.  Discovery wasn’t a concern, not with Lord Dayermere 
under the Count’s control.  But there was never a shortage of 
fools looking to meddle in the affairs of a necromancer.

The necrolock seers cautioned the importance of com-
pleting the ritual once it began.  Disruptions could be cat-
aclysmic.   The Count, ever a slave to their notions of the 
future, moved the ritual from his fortress atop the cliffs 
to a suitable site on the small island offshore.   There they 
would chain the child to an archway until The Stabbing oc-
curred.  Eleanor’s place should have been on that island - in a 
place of great honor - but the failures of her adventurism came 
with a cost.  Reduced her to a mere spectator from afar, she 
would stand with the common soldiery as the Count attained 
his lifelong reward.

A place on the island was not all she lost.  After the Count 
severed her left hand, he gave it back.  In a way.  Upon their 
return to the camp, the Count made her watch as the necro-
locks peeled away the flesh on the severed appendage, the 
muscles and tendons, leaving only bone.   Count Danghier 
forced Eleanor to her knees in front of the entire army.  Per-
forming incantations, the skeletal hand twitched to life, seek-
ing to kill its former owner.  Danghier laughed as the necro-
locks reattached it to her stump.

The new hand proved  superior in every way.   Stron-
ger, impervious to pain, and unbreakable; But it served the 
Count and would obey only when her goals aligned with 
his.  Moments of doubt incited its anger.  The skeletal hand 
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clicked together, reading her thoughts as it clawed toward 
her throat.  Thank the netherworlds it had minimal control 
of her arm.  As long as she kept it away from her body it would 
cause no harm.  This was now, what about when she needed 
to sleep?  The Count’s admonition to, “Get your mind right,” 
became a constant thought running through her mind.

“That thing unnerves me,” Malus said as he ap-
proached.  The scout cupped a hand in the water and drank.

“It is a reminder of my failures.   The choices I should 
have made against those I did.”   The ownership of failure 
calmed the hand.

Malus lowered his voice, “How can it be a failure when 
the ritual goes as planned?  The thief annoyed me with his 
troublesome antics, but he did what no other could.   I be-
lieve the Count is being too harsh.”

The hand lunged for Malus.   Eleanor groaned as she 
pulled it back to her side.  Malus’s loyalty to her was unques-
tioned.  He saw any pain inflicted on her as too much.  Would 
he still if he knew of her treasonous thoughts towards the 
Count?

“It is best not to voice such things,” she said, struggling 
against the pull of the hand.   Malus was not wrong.   One 
need only look at Black Samuel to see he would never suc-
ceed.  Was there a traitor in their ranks designing a mission 
destined to fail?  Or to succeed while bringing her low?  The 
necrolocks could be petty when they weren’t getting enough 
of the Count’s attention.  Had one maneuvered to remove 
her from the Count’s graces?  The hand shifted from seeking 
Malus back to her.

“Apologies, Mistress,” Malus bowed.  “The hand tells me 
you feel different.”
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“Find Tamos and clear us a spot on the ridge to view the 
ritual.”  The conversation was best ended.  Malus accepted 
the command and shifted into dog form to better track the 
whereabouts of his brother.

Eleanor dunked her head in the water barrel and let 
it trickle down her body as she stood.   She cupped anoth-
er handful and watched it run through her fingers.  It was a 
perfect metaphor to describe the eroding loyalty she had for 
the Count.  The hand lunged again, and she contemplated 
cutting it off.  That action would signal the severing of her 
relationship with Count Danghier.  Was she prepared to do 
that?  The Count’s reputation for excessive cruelty was leg-
endary.  Had he stopped at excluded her from the island, she 
might have come back around.   She could even brook the 
mummery of this hand business for a time.  But for him to 
leave Callum behind?  And upon their return, to dash Bow-
man’s dust into the wind?  Two of her beautiful boys gone 
and for what reason?  A tantrum.

Eleanor walked through the camp, the Count’s army gave 
her a wide berth.  Soldiers sat in circles, drinking and laugh-
ing.   Such lack of discipline was abnormal, but their com-
manders were elsewhere and no one felt the need to correct 
the behavior.  Some stood when they saw her, but she passed 
by, paying them no mind, lost as she was in her own thoughts. 
When had she become so contemplative?  Where had the de-
cisive Eleanor gone?  The relentless and unquestioning version 
of herself?  She likened herself to an arrow that once flew true, 
but now had a nick in the shaft so it wobbled when fired.  An 
arrow of that sort was what they gave the infantry to use as fod-
der.  The answer to her question was so clear, even the hand 
knew.  When?  It had been the moment she beheld a god.
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A deep shadow passed overhead and for a moment she felt 
elation.  Had her thoughts drawn the God of Murder?  It was 
not the god, just a rac.  The bird beat its great brown feath-
ered wings as it circled the camp.  Two archers drew back on 
their bows but did not fire.  The racs were easy enough to kill, 
but the carnage would incite the rest of the flock.  They were 
restless today - odd behavior for them.  Could they sense the 
impending ritual?

A soldier stepped from her tent and the circling rac 
dove, snatching the unsuspecting woman into the air.   It 
climbed a hundred feet as archers loosed their arrows.  Id-
iots, Eleanor thought.   Such panic was contagious.   The 
rac tossed the soldier into the waiting talons of her young 
where they tore her apart in a cloud of red mist.  A single 
boot fell in a torrent of gore.

Eleanor crouched as she examined the sky, unwilling 
to become a rac’s next meal.   The hand gave up its desire 
to strangle her, agreeing with a plan for self-preserva-
tion.   More racs flocked, drawn by the blood and angered 
cries of the mother.  Soldiers unprepared for combat would 
make easy targets for the flock.  The camp was about to turn 
into a bloodbath.  And then it wasn’t.  The racs screeched 
and fled over the ocean.  As their screams receded a new one 
filled the air to the west.  A roar she was all too familiar with.

“Dragon!” she shouted.  A fist of soldiers running past 
skid to a halt, looking around in bewilderment.   The  cap-
tain scowled at her, whispering to his men  she was just a 
mad woman.  Eleanor ignored their glances as she scanned 
the horizon.  In the deep recesses of her fears - she knew it 
was the thief’s dragon come to avenge him.  That was pure 
lunacy, wasn’t it?
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“Mistress?” a young private stepped close.   “It’s just 
racs.”  The patronizing scump!  Eleanor brooked the abuse long 
enough and would not allow more.  She struck the soldier 
across the face with the skeletal hand.  An impact so severe 
it spun the woman’s head around with an audible snap.  The 
private collapsed into a heap as the others watched.   The 
strength of the hand would take getting used to.

“Turn the catapults west and find the necrolocks.  There’s 
a dragon coming.”  Whether or not they believed her, they ran 
off.  Eleanor’s search continued, doubt creeping in.  Had she 
been wrong?  Then she saw it, flying low with its back to the 
setting sun.  A smart creature.   “Dragon!” she yelled again, 
pointing towards it, but the second warning came too late.

The dragon landed on the command tent with a bellow-
ing roar that shook the camp.  The tent collapsed under the 
weight of the beast.  Eleanor heard strangled screams from 
within as the dragon quieted.  General Tamood and his hon-
or guard would have been inside.   The blood red dragon 
stomped the tent with its claws, killing anything that moved. 

Ten soldiers ran at it, long lances they gathered to fight 
the racs now held towards the creature.  The dragon belched 
liquid fire and incinerated them.  Only dust remained.  The 
surrounding tents went up, burning anyone foolish enough 
to hide there.  Eleanor froze, consumed by fear and the real-
ization that the coloring of this dragon matched the one in 
Kambar.  Its yellow eyes focused on her and it beat its mighty 
wings as it leapt forward.

The dragon landed fifty feet away, shaking the ground 
beneath her feet.  It lowered its head in a defiant roar that 
struck her with a gale force wind.  She dug her boot heels in 
the dirt to keep from toppling over.  A shadow jumped off 
the beast’s back.  A wraith, born of nightmares, come to con-
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sume her.  The man rolled as he landed and came up sprint-
ing.  Mud coated the shag of his hair and clothes on his back, 
but there was no doubt it was the thief named Grint.

“Impossible,” she breathed as he charged her, sword in 
hand, a crossbow slung over his back and bag slapping his side.

Had Tamos not chosen this moment to intervene, El-
eanor would have remained frozen in a stupor as the thief 
brought his sword crashing down on her skull.   Ten feet 
away, Tamos tackled the thief.  The hound locked his jaw on 
the thief’s forearm while Grint punched him, trying to pry 
the teeth loose.   Their wrestling continued as they rolled 
around on top of one another.  The thief got his feet under 
Tamos’s belly and launched the hound in the air.   Eleanor 
looked away from the battle as the two circled one another.

The dragon had moved on, breathing  fire across the 
camp  while using its giant head to batter scores of sol-
diers.  Necrolocks, alerted by the screams, gathered in forma-
tion.  They threw green swirls of fire that rebounded off the 
dragon’s scales.  Adapt!  Find a new tactic, she thought.  They 
did.  Scores of the dead littered the ground, and the necro-
locks used them to their advantage, forming the corpses into 
a giant writhing creature.   The abomination towered over 
the camp and replaced incinerated bodies with fresh ones as 
fast as the dragon could destroy them.

The abomination reached out with what approximated as 
arms, and the dragon backed away.  An angry screech stung 
Eleanor’s ears as the abomination swatted the beast’s leath-
ery wings.  A shower of bodies rained down, but they stood as 
soon at they landed and shambled back toward the abomina-
tion to re-assimilate.  On the surface, the corpses crawled like 
ants, writhing in agony.  Two thick hands grasped the dragon 
around the throat and the beast screamed.  Then disappeared.
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The suddenness of it startled her.   The abomination 
stumbled about as the necrolocks tried to discern what hap-
pened.  She recalled her theory that the dragon was nothing 
but a creature of illusion magic, but how could that be?  The 
fires and the death were real.  No illusion could do that.  How 
did the thief manage it?  Eleanor intended to ask.

The thief and hound battled, blood flying from a dozen 
fresh wounds.  Tamos charged as Grint dropped to his knees, 
but before her hound could sink his teeth in, the thief did an 
acrobatic flip and jammed his sword back, catching Tamos in 
the ribs.  Her whimpered and snarled, baring his teeth.

“Come on, Crosshatch.   Fight me.”   Grint bait-
ed him, and he took it.   Shifting to human form, Tamos 
stretched and moved, testing the wounds he received as a 
hound.   Drawing the knife Grint dropped in the rambler 
town, Tamos tossed it back and forth between hands.  The 
thief cocked his head and glowered.

“That’s my knife.”
“Come and take it then,” Tamos challenged back.   It 

echoed the challenge from an age past in Kambar.  Eleanor 
doubted Grint would back down as Black Samuel had.

A man in light brown robes ran past Eleanor, someone 
unknown to her.  The thin-bladed sword she held clattered 
to the ground as she watched him transform into the red 
dragon and devour Tamos.  Her faithful hound disappeared 
into the creature’s mouth.  The beast never broke stride as it 
continued through the camp.

“Bloody pox ridden, malodorous, ogre-mouthed 
goat!  That was my kill!”  Grint shouted at the dragon as he 
picked up Blackblade.  The ground rumbled as the abomina-
tion spotted it and gave chase to its prey.  The thief dove out 
of the way of the lumbering atrocity.
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“It appears killing no longer bothers you,” Eleanor said 
as he brushed himself off.

“It was never the killing as much as what came after,” 
Grint answered, twirling both sword and dagger as he wait-
ed for her attack.

“And a skinling dragon.  You have never failed to both 
vex and impress.”

“Where is Lark?”  Night was imminent and the moons, 
bright in the sky, approached the allotted time.

“Put her out of your mind.  It is too late for a rescue.”  El-
eanor swiped her sword through the air as she readied for bat-
tle.  “For now, it is time for the fight we promised one another.”

“You don’t want to fight me,” Grint shook his head.
“Why is that?”
“I cheat.”   In one smooth motion, Grint dropped the 

sword and swung the crossbow off his shoulder.  As the bolt 
flew towards her, she imagined it sinking into her eye.  Was 
their battle over before it began?  The new hand had other 
ideas.  It snatched the arrow out of the air.  Splinters rained 
as it crushed the bolt in its fist.  It was the thief’s turn to gawk 
in wonder.

“That’s new,” he said.
“A gift from the Count.”  She looked at the hand with a 

new appreciation.
“You need a new master.”  Grint kept his eye on her while 

picking up the sword he dropped.
“Perhaps you could introduce me to yours?”   Eleanor 

charged forward, her form with a sword described as me-
ticulous.  Grint dug a boot into the mud and kicked a giant 
clump.  The hand swatted it aside.  To his credit, Grint did 
what he could to dodge, roll, and block with the black-blad-
ed knife, but the battle between them was never even.  His 
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chest heaved, and he labored from fresh wounds that soaked 
through his coat.

“How does it feel?  To know I won’t relent.  That you 
will bleed out.  Knowing every cut is a marker on the path 
to your death.”

“I’ve died once,” Grint said.   “I didn’t care for the 
taste.”  He lunged, a valiant but doomed effort.  The hand 
blocked his strike while she slashed his shoulder.   As he 
reeled, she kicked him to the ground.  It was time to end this.

The dragon roared as it charged her.   Eleanor almost 
broke into a run but recognized how futile that would be.  Its 
mouth opened and glowed red with the promise of all-con-
suming flames.   The abomination fell on it, burying it be-
neath a deluge of bodies.  Eleanor wore a wicked grin as she 
turned back to Grint.

“No more,” she shouted.  He’d crawled away but stopped 
when she shouted.   “You will learn your place in this 
world.  Under my boot.”

Grint wore his own smile as he threw a small gem.   It 
glittered in the moonlight, tumbling end over end.  Anoth-
er futile gesture.  The hand snatched it from the air - and 
it exploded.  The blast threw her back.  A shoulder popped 
as she struck the dirt while one of her legs bent the wrong 
way.  The pain became indescribable.  Eleanor fought to her 
feet.   Cinders danced around her face, making her vague-
ly aware that her hair may be on fire.  Most of her clothes 
burned away, revealing charred flesh.

“I told you I cheat,” Grint repeated, but this time it 
sounded sad.

Eleanor shambled toward him, each step agonizing.  Even 
in this state, she would prove herself his match.
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“Not yet, not bloody yet!” Grint yelled at someone be-
hind her.  Who?  It hurt to turn.  Someone put a hand on her 
shoulder and she stopped.

“I warned you what would happen if you left the inn,” 
the man said, his voice the sound of quiet death.

Grint looked at her, “Count Danghier.  Lark.  Where are 
they?”

Eleanor opened her mouth, but the sound she made 
didn’t match any words.  Grint looked over the cliff as light-
ning struck upwards.  There, she thought.  It’s not hard to fig-
ure out where they are.  Eleanor watched the thief sprint to-
ward the edge and leap off, arms and legs splayed out.  What 
had he done?  That fall was hundreds of feet.

Eleanor collapsed into the arms of the god, who cradled 
her.  She looked into that magnificent face and tried to say 
thank you.

“Don’t thank me,” he replied.   “You will not survive 
this.”  The hand clawed its way to her throat.  And Rent let it.



18
 “Thimmy Thommy saved the girl, 
  saved the girl, saved the girl
 From beneath the fountain, 
  beneath the waves, 
   beneath the swirl
 A hundred years he longed for’a friend, 
    a friend, a friend
 When a monster she became, 
  he cried to no end, no end, no end.”  

- The Enchanted Fountain

What in the bloody name of Krypsie was he thinking?  A 
man terrified of heights leaping blindly off a cliff.  It wasn’t 
the dumbest thing he’d ever done, but  was kry-damned 
close.  Lightning continued to strike the sky from somewhere 
on the island.  The moons were converging.  The Stabbing 
was at hand and time grew short.  There weren’t other op-
tions.  At least that’s what he told himself.

Frenzied racs filled the sky, driven mad by the lightning 
and the dark energies it promised.  Grint influenced his free 
fall to the left and windmilled his arms as a massive rac flew 
beneath him.   He slid along its back,  feathers slipping be-
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tween his fingers.  The bird cried and banked.  Grint grabbed 
onto the scapular of its left wing and held so tight his knuck-
les ached.

The rac rolled, dangling Grint over the great nothing-
ness below.  A white feathered flash brushed past his legs and 
he heard the snap of a beak over the rushing wind.  Grint 
lifted his legs as it returned, looking to avoid a fate at the 
bottom of the bird’s belly.  The big beast righted itself.  He 
screamed into its feathers, praying to any god who’d listen 
that he was a small enough target to ignore.  A shadow ob-
scured Effulg, bright and beautiful in the night sky.   The 
shadow grew and with it, a high-pitched scream.   Talons, 
gleaming in the moonlight dove for Grint.  So much for bloody 
prayers.  He watched it drop; Blackblade held tight in his 
hand.  Grint slipped between its talons to bury his knife in 
the heart.  A fountain of gore showered over him.

“Bloody dung trolling gods,” Grint coughed as the rac 
crashed, splattering its guts onto the larger bird.  The bloody 
mess covered everything.  Grint wiped a handful of viscera 
from his face, realizing his position on the food chain.  Chum 
in the air.  The rest of the flock smelled it, screaming in glori-
ous delight as they flocked toward him.  Grint fumbled with 
the crossbow, his hands slick and slipping on the string.   It 
clicked and fired a wild shot.  The sky swarmed with birds, 
making it impossible to miss.  The first kill offered a momen-
tary distraction.  The flock tore into the injured bird, forget-
ting him.  Then the rac he rode abruptly rose.  Grint yelped, 
cursing the thing for it need to eat.

Feathers slick with blood slid through his fingers.  The 
rac’s tail rushed to greet him.   No amount of arm flailing 
would slow his inevitable plummet into an icy death.  A drag-
on’s cry boomed behind a plume of fire.  The racs scattered, 
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their cries changing from ecstasy to alarm.  About time know-
ing a bloody dragon paid off.  Grint slid off the rac, shouting, 
“Faighur!”

Faighur dove, tucking his wings to match speed.  Rushing 
winds battered Grint as he fell.  This was his nightmare.  The 
punchline to the joke of his life.   Faighur winked as he 
dropped below him.  Grint reached, hooking an arm around 
a boney protrusion on the dragon’s neck.  No longer falling, 
he pulled himself tight against the dragon’s back.  Satisfied, 
Faighur banked sharply to avoid more racs, all  displeased 
at the loss of their meal.   Grint’s stomach lurched as they 
pitched left then right.  And his face ached with the effort of 
keeping his eyes closed.

“You jumped off a cliff,” Faighur yelled.  Even with the 
wind rushing in his ears, the dragon’s voice carried.

“It seemed the fastest way down.”
“You could have died!”
“The God of Murder showed up, I didn’t have time for 

careful planning,” Grint said, hoping that ended it.  Talking 
while trying to keep his stomach where it belonged was not 
where he wanted his focus.

A smaller rac landed on Faighur’s back, its beak poised 
to skewer Grint.  Faighur rolled and swatted it with a leath-
ery wing.  Grint had to hook his knee around another spike 
to keep from tumbling off.   There’s no way I won’t be sick, he 
thought,  gritting his teeth.   As Faighur leveled out, Grint 
threw up.

“Trying to kill me?” he shouted, wiping bile from his 
mouth.  “This is why I need a saddle.”

“If you put a saddle on me, I will eat you,” Faighur 
roared.  Fair enough.
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Metallic tings, like steel raindrops, hit the dragon’s 
scales.  An arrow shattered a few inches from where Grint’s 
hand had just been.  The dirt-blinded idiots were shooting 
arrows from the cliffs, hitting whatever they could.   Burn-
ing feathers floated on the wind, flitting around like fire-
flies.  Faighur did what he could to get them to the island, 
but the racs gathered in legion, blocking any attempt to dive.

Golden eyes blinked in the darkness.  Something small 
moved by the dragon’s tail.  Grint’s shifted his weight, try-
ing to see past the protrusions.   A face stared back at 
him.  “Torchy?”

Malus stalked up the dragon’s back, but now that Grint 
spotted him he cast off the need for stealth.   “I knew the 
dragon would lead me to you.”

“Is this because I insulted your cooking?”  Grint ducked 
under the thick club Malus swung.  “It got better.  You just 
need to use fewer spices.”

“I don’t know how you’re alive, but I plan to close that 
mouth forever!”  Malus brought the club down.  It rebound-
ed off the scales and almost struck him.   Faighur roared 
and looked back.   Whatever he expected to see, it was not 
Grint fighting another man.  Distracted, Faighur missed the 
gray-feathered rac on his left.   The matriarch of the flock 
matched the dragon in size.  It dug its talons into his neck.  His 
scales cracked under the pressure.  Loose shards flew, spraying 
the combatants.  Faighur bit the air trying to shake her loose, 
but she kept a firm grip and pecked at his face.

Grint and Malus held on for dear life as Faighur turned 
in violent circles.   The dragon sank his teeth into one of 
the bird’s wings and tore.  Blood showered the sky.  Raining 
onto the dragon’s back.  Grint put Blackblade in his mouth 
and crept toward Malus.  With careful steps, he reached for 
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each spike, securing himself before his feet slipped or drag-
on shook him loose.  

“Here little, Torchy,” Grint said through a mouthful of 
knife.  Before the hound could react, Grint slid through the 
blood and slashed the backs of his legs.  Malus screamed, but 
it was little more than a flesh wound.  His thick leather pants 
blunted the worst of the strike.   Malus used the dragon’s 
battle to his advantage.  When Faighur turned, he dropped 
along the body and swung himself around as they right-
ed.  The momentum carried him back and he speared Grint 
in the stomach with his cudgel.  

They darted between the spikes, slashing and bashing one 
another.  A small black feathered rac tried to land between 
them.  It hovered over them, flapping its wings and snapping 
its beak.  Malus shifted into hound form and barked to draw 
its attention.  Grint jammed Blackblade into its throat.

As the bird fell away, Malus shifted back and smiled.  
“Too bad I have to kill you.” 

“Are you starting to like me?”
“No.”  Man became hound and lunged at Grint.  In the 

moment before they collided, he shifted back again, driving 
his shoulder into Grint’s chest.  Falling on his ass, Grint slid 
until he slammed against a spike.  Malus pounded the cudgel 
against his chest. 

“For my mistress!”  Faighur rose.  Malus threw himself, 
letting gravity do the work, but this time Grint was wait-
ing.  The dragon leveled out and Grint threw a handful of the 
shattered scales.  Enough to distract the hound.  One, two, 
three kicks to Torchy’s groin.  The look on his face asked, how 
could you?

“Sorry,” Grint said as he pushed the hound onto a spike.  Ma-
lus screamed, staring at the bone impaling his shoulder.
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Leaving the hound behind, he worked his way toward 
the head.   They needed to land.  Time was not their ally.   
Nacinth’s tip touched the edge of Effulg.  The Stabbing had 
begun.   Before Grint could voice those concerns, the ma-
triarch returned and slammed into Faighur.   Grint slid to 
the edge.  Grabbing wildly and covered in death, his fingers 
slipped off anything that might break his fall.  The rac broke 
off, circled, and came in for another strike.  Faighur lit it with 
dragon fire, but the bird’s momentum carried the flaming 
carcass into them.

Grint jumped over the edge, plummeting toward the wa-
ter.  Had he not he would have burned to death.  Faighur’s 
back smoldered.  Slowly, the dragon went limp.   His eyes 
closed as he went into a spin.  Grint had just enough time 
to hope his friend survived before they hit the icy cold wa-
ters of the Krypholos Ocean.   The riptide pulled him un-
der, dragging him along the rough corral.  Falling wasn’t a 
skill he excelled at, but swimming - that was something he 
could handle.   Grint fought through the choppy surf and 
found Faighur floating face down a few yards offshore.  Un-
conscious, he’d shifting back to human.   Grint pulled him 
onto the beach and put his ear against Faighur’s chest.

“Come on!” he screamed, pounding on his chest.  He hit 
and listened.  Hit and listened.  Then came the faint beat of 
his heart.  He lived.

A man coughed in the shallow water.  Malus crawled out of 
the sea, his shoulder a bloody ruin.  The hound collapsed with 
his face in the sand, sending plumes into the air as he strug-
gled.  He swatted the air as Grint approached, holding out a hand 
to keep the thief at bay.  Grint slapped it aside and punched him 
in the face.  Then again.  Malus’s hand fell limp.  Grint picked up 
a stone and brought it down, over and over.
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“Death.  Is.  The.  Gift.  Long.  Promised.”
That was the last of the hounds.  Grint left the stone be-

side the body and sat beside Faighur, chest heaving from the 
exertion.  Ocean salt sat heavy on the air as the cacophony 
of rac cries continued.  The birds stayed clear of the island, 
only circling the edges.  The magic of the ritual must be holding 
them back.  

The cliffs loomed above.   “I jumped off those bloody 
things,” Grint said as he dragged Faighur to the tall grass 
above the tide line.  A small stone outcropping looked like a 
good place to leave him.  “Remind me not to do that again.”

“You got carried away with the hound,” Grint said imi-
tating Faighur’s voice.

“I know.”   He patted his friend’s chest with a bloody 
hand.   “I can’t stay.   Whenever you wake up…” Lightning 
stabbed skyward.  “…you’ll know where I am.”  The crack of 
thunder shook Grint’s teeth.

It was a barren island, composed of loose stones and dirt 
sloping toward a high ridge.  The ritual would be somewhere 
beyond that.  Grint found it odd, there were no picket lines, 
no patrols, no wandering monsters.  The only thing of note 
was a grouping of tents beside a wooden watchtower.  An un-
manned watchtower.  Everyone’s gone to watch.

Grint took his first step onto the slope when Rent’s voice 
boomed out.  “Go no further.”  It sounded like steel pulled 
from the blacksmith’s forge, hissing in cool water.

Grint stood soaked, shivering, bloody, and tired.  What 
was he going to do against a god?   Throw a firejack at 
him?  Rent waited with six of his shadows, all lined across the 
dunes.  “Just, just let me do this.”

“You think one life will cancel out all those who have fall-
en by your side?  By your hand?”
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“No,” Grint admitted.  “But maybe it’s a start.”  Hobbe’s 
words to him.  They weren’t that different after all.

Rent raised his hand as if he were about to pick a piece 
of fruit from a tree.   “You don’t want me,” Grint con-
tinued.   “There’s a woman on top of the cliff.   The one I 
fought.  She’ll serve you.  She wants to serve you.”

“Silence,” Rent said.  “There are forces at work here that 
would oppose me if I deterred your path.”  A smile spread as 
he bowed his head.  Hobbe said something similar.  Coming 
here would cause complications.  Rent wasn’t Hobbe.  Would 
he invite the opposition?   The god watched Grint, eyeing 
him in a way he never had before.

As he remained silent, Grint took a hesitant step 
back.  Then another.  Grint ran up the slope.  Rent’s words 
reached out to him as a whisper, “No more games, child.  Save 
the girl or don’t, I do not care.  But when you’re done, you 
are mine.”

Whatever force forestalled the God of Murder wasn’t a 
friend.  Grint asked himself the question he often did, “What 
have I gotten myself into?”

Effulg shone over the island while crimson Nacinth be-
gan its stabbing.  A red tint lit the edge of Effulg, blood from 
the Stabbing.  Arcs of lightning snapped at the sky in an ever 
increasing pace.  Grint reached the crest of the slope on his 
hands and knees, careful to stay low as he peeked over the 
lip.  A jagged crater dominated the center of the island, with 
four concentric ledges ringing it at lower intervals.  Crum-
bling stone buildings sat on the upper ring.  Plain architec-
ture built to serve a purpose, not for beauty.  Each sat at a 
point of the compass.  No doubt the original inhabitants of 
the island felt the crater held power.  Maybe it did.  Maybe 
that’s why the Count chose it.  
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Streams of green fire emanated from the buildings, 
crackling as the converged on a central point.  Necroman-
tic magic, drawn from spirits and deals with demonic forc-
es.  The air throbbed, moaning in its vain attempt to crush 
the unnatural magic.  Below the fire, soldiers stood in for-
mation.  Wisps of white energy flowed from their backs, ris-
ing to the buildings.  The Count was using his own army to 
power the ritual.  Three hundred, maybe four, all willing to 
die for his goal.  The third ring sat empty, save for a single 
wooden tower with a plank of wood stretched out, floating 
on its own.  At the end of the plank, directing the streams of 
emerald flame stood a man in purple robes.

“Danghier,” Grint whispered.
The floor of the crater churned with a mass of minor 

demons.   Diminutive creatures with red skin and black 
horns.   Grint’s run-ins with the creatures taught him they 
held little in the way of intelligence.  More appeared every 
moment, pouring through an archway portal activated by 
the necrolock fire.  Hundreds of the little creatures spilled 
out, rushing toward…  Well Grint wasn’t sure what he this 
was.  The demons massed at the center, shoving and climb-
ing over one another in their effort to climb two thick pil-
lars.   The way they writhed reminded Grint of the corpse 
abomination.  The pillars came together in the shape of a 
torso, and floating where the center of the chest would soon 
be, was Lark.

Grint climbed over the lip of the crater and slid down the 
partial slope on his back.  If he stopped the channeling, per-
haps he could force the portal shut.  How he would do that 
was anyone’s guess, but the lack of a plan never stopped him 
before.  A ten-foot drop waited at the end of the slope.  Grint’s 
knees nearly buckled as he jumped down.   Moving like a 
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ghost, he crouched in the shadows whenever he could.  No 
one patrolled.  No one watched.  

The upper ring ran a quarter mile around.  Great stones 
littered the ground, some as large as cottages.  Grint had ex-
plored many abandoned ruins in his unending quest for rich-
es, but few showed this level of decay.  It must have been pre-
Zorn, thousands of years old.  The complex glyphs carved in 
the wall confirmed it.  Grint had never seen their like.  

The ancient ruins provided ample cover for him to get 
close to the first of the holds.  Three robed necrolocks sat 
outside, resting in silence.   Their faces sagged, all color 
drained from their flesh.  Each nodded their gratitude as a 
young page brought water.  The magic required for the rit-
ual was killing them too.  The Count was going all in on his 
Cheat Me hand.  A horn blew within the structure and the 
page vanished through the darkened doorway.  The necro-
locks stood, shaking and unsteady as they shuffled after the 
young man.   The emerald magic flickered and vanished, 
then reappeared in the span of  a breath.   Three different 
necrolocks stumbled outside, collapsing against the wall.  So 
they’re working in shifts.

Grint ran the totals.   Six necrolocks per building times 
four.  Subtlety wouldn’t last beyond the first.  Once this fire 
went out, the others groups would be on guard.  “Unless they 
think there was an accident,” Grint said trying to convince 
himself.   Rummaging through his bag, he pulled out the 
wrapped cluster of firejacks.  “Four left.  Four buildings.  It 
could work.”

Nacinth delved deeper into Effulg, the Stabbing wasn’t 
giving him time for careful planning.  It needed to happen 
when they were all together and for that he had to wait for 
their change.  Seconds turned into minutes.  Nacinth inched 
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ever on.  Grint bounced on his toes, eager to attack.  If they 
didn’t move soon he’d have to… The horn blew and the page 
came to fetc the three.  Finally.  Grint took the first firejack 
and threw it in the doorway.  As it detonated, he dove behind 
a curved stone and covered his head.   The night inhaled, 
sucking the air from his chest.   Stones shattered as green 
fire flew everywhere, raining magic that sizzled through the 
rock.    Then came the screams.  Grint poked his head over 
the wall and laughed.  The wreckage teetered and slid into 
the soldiers below, crushing two divisions.

“If I can do that three more times, I’ll be dancing by 
morning.”

Grint sprinted, his feet silent in the rough dirt path-
ways.   The demon horde slowed - if only by a hair.   The 
necrolock fires conjured by the remaining necrolocks wasn’t 
enough to keep the portal running at its fullest poten-
tial.  But there were still so many demons coming out.  Those 
in the center climbed on top of one another, screaming as 
they reached for Lark’s feet.   Nacinth marched on, uncon-
cerned with the needs of the mortals below.  I can still get the 
other three buildings, Grint lied to himself.  The truth would 
crush him if he allowed it to.

“Oy, who the scarffe are you?”  Grint slid to a stop.  The necro-
locks at the next post had wandered, surprising him.  No one 
raised an alarm.  They stood, staring at one another.

“Runner from the third division.  Supposed to deliver a 
message and make sure no one is using magic other than 
those up top.”  Grint gestured to the ruined hold.

“Third division?” the necrolock on the left asked.
“We don’t use runners, do we?  They send orbs?”  That 

was the one on the right.  Maybe.  With their hoods up, they 
all sounded the same.
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“What’s your name?” Middle asked.  Grint threw Black-
blade into the dark shadows of his hood then kicked Left in 
the groin.   Before Right could scream, Grint slammed his 
forehand into their mouth.  With the next firejack in hand, 
he threw it into the hold and shifted Right to take the full 
brunt of the blast.  It blew apart, showering the ring in stone 
and ash.  A red light soared high into the sky.  Alarm horns 
blew.  Long wails that disrupted the ritual.  The hold didn’t 
collapse like the first, forcing Grint to scramble through piles 
of stone.  The doorway was blocked by debris, so he jumped 
onto a wooden crossbeam and slid through what used to be 
a second-story window.   Cries from the not-yet-dead rose 
through the rubble.  Necromancers longed for death, so let 
them have it.

Grint ran on, halfway done, just like The Stabbing.  If he 
knew a spell to stop time, he would use it.   Lark vanished 
beneath the swarm of demons who were now forming into 
arms.  The lower half of the creature solidified, shaggy hair 
sprouting from the red flesh.  Giant hooves appeared where 
feet should have been.  It wasn’t too late for Lark.  She was 
still somewhere in that mass.

An orb of green fire hit the wall ahead of Grint, throwing 
him sideways.   His antics had drawn Danghier’s ire.   Grint 
locked eyes with the Count as he got back on his feet.  Do 
you recognize me?  Do you remember me?   I promise if you don’t 
now, you will before tonight is through.  Grint gave the Count a 
four-fingered gesture translating to a rude part of Krypsie’s 
anatomy.

Soldiers no longer needed for the ritual  climbed onto 
the top ring.  Balls of green fire flew towards Grint, lobbed 
from necrolocks around the crater.  Bolts of magic zipped by 
in haphazard criss-crossing patterns.  
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“Focus on the portal, you idiots!”  The Count screamed 
for them to re-focus.  Grint slugged a soldier, knocking him 
down, and kicked another in the face before they finished 
lifting themselves onto the ledge.  If he could disrupt just 
one more of the holds, he could save that last firejack for 
the Count.

Arrows cut through the night, raining everywhere.  Grint 
slid under the arcing wave and screamed in frustration as 
one of the Count’s fireballs hit the ground by his feet, ig-
niting his boot.  He slapped at the fire, but it refused to go 
out.  The shelf cracked and collapsed, taking Grint down with 
it.  Riding the avalanche, he kept himself on top as the debris 
rolled through the archers.  Hands reached up, begging Grint 
for help.   Their screams cut short as the stones consumed 
them.  Grint rolled onto the third ring stopping at the edge.  A 
hundred angry demonlings snarled and clawed at his feet dan-
gling over the side.  At least his boot stopped burning.

Grint scrambled away from the horde with a petrified 
howl.  Scarffing demons!  Destroying the holds was no longer 
an option.  The Stabbing neared completion.  Grint took one 
of the two remaining firejacks and threw it at the portal.  You 
never know till you try, as Seve used to say.   Destroying the por-
tal could stop the flow of demons.  The firejack flew toward 
its target and stopped.  It hovered there then curved to the 
left.  Had it bounced off an invisible barrier?  It landed at the 
base of the tower, obliterating the supports and scores of 
demonlings massed around it.  The tower fell forward, the 
floating plank crashing into a hundred pieces.

The demonlings were replaceable, more pushed through 
the viscous fires of the portal every second.  He wouldn’t try 
again.  The last firejack was for the Count.  Grint looked for 
him in the rubble, but he’d escaped the blast and floated 
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atop the growing monster.  “Kill him!”  The Count screamed 
while the demonlings formed around him.  The kry-damned 
Count intended to be the head of this thing.

Soldiers jumped down from the second ring in surging 
waves.  Grint tackled one, driving him back through a door-
way carved into the stone.  The heavy wooden door slammed 
shut as they toppled through.  A second soldier banged into 
it, throwing it open.   Grint greeted him with Blackblade, 
throwing it in his chest before pulling him inside.  He could 
use the body to block the doorway.

The first soldier punched him in the back of the head 
with a gauntleted fist, planting Grint’s face into the stone 
wall.   Instead of pressing the attack, he pulled at the body 
blocking the door.   Grint recovered, horse-collaring him, 
slamming his face into the dirt.

“What are you making out there?”  Grint kept stepped 
on the back of his head.

“The instrument of your destruction,” he laughed.
“Where is the demon lord?”
“What?” the soldier sounded genuinely confused.  “The 

Count was never summoning a Lord.  He is the Lord!  No de-
mon can be above him!”

The soldier was a sycophant believing in the all-power-
ful Count Danghier.  But that didn’t mean he was lying.  The 
door shuddered as more soldiers battered it.  “How do I stop 
it?”  The soldier opened his eyes in surprise and choked with 
laughter.  Grint stomped his face until the soldier went limp.

They bashed the door with relentless abandon, shak-
ing dust loose from the ancient stone walls.  The madmen 
weren’t content to come through; They wanted to take the 
whole place down.  Grint searched for another way out.  It 
was a small space, maybe ten feet by ten with only one 
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exit.   The stone sizzled and melted as green fire chewed 
its way through.  A crack appeared and a small spark rico-
cheted, strobing each time it struck something.  Grint dove 
onto the floor, but a second crack appeared and the fire that 
came through hit his leg.  His leather pants burned, and he 
slapped at them, burning his fingers in vain.  

“Spell scarves!“ he yelled, slapping a dead soldier on the 
cheek.  Grint pulled one from the bag and doused the flame 
as the sigils glowed.  An axe punctured the wooden door and 
then a sword.  They were coming through.  More green fire 
bounced around.  Grint tried hiding under the soldiers, but 
once they ignited, he had to abandon that idea.   Wrapping 
his face in a scarf, he steeled himself.  The green fire kicked 
like a mule when it hit.  He needed to get out of here.

Dying wouldn’t save Lark.   Wouldn’t stop the ritual or 
Danghier.   Dying wouldn’t even get him out of the deal 
with Rent.  The God of Murder would yank his spirit back 
dead or alive.  It was last resort time.  Grint dug into the bag 
and pulled out the wax wrapping of Nacinti.   Orrish drug 
magic?  What am I doing?  The red powder was a close cous-
in to Calystro, but its effects were nastier.  Nacinti, like the 
moon of Nacinth.  Fire based rage magic and as potent as it 
got.  It didn’t guarantee he’d get through the soldiers, but he 
wouldn’t feel a thing while he tried.

Are you sure this is what you want to do?  That was the old 
Grint.   The one before Eleanor and Kambar and Lark.   A 
Grint unencumbered by emotional connection.

“That’s a stupid question,” he answered and not because 
it was too late to turn back.  

All Grint needed to do was get through the army, get 
inside that thing, pull Lark out, and get her to port herself 
away.  No need to take him with her.  The withdrawals from 
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the Nacinti would kill him if his wounds didn’t.  He wished 
he had Jessua’s necklace, some small piece of her in these 
last moments.  Grint put the powder on the end of the blade 
and inhaled.

The effects were immediate.  His blood boiled as liquid 
fire scoured his body clean of fatigue, injury, and pain.  A red 
tint soaked his flesh followed by the loss of rational thought.   
Everything receded into his raging desire to accomplish one 
goal: get the girl.

The door tore apart like parchment.   The first soldier 
through tried to run at the sight of Grint’s burning eyes, but 
the throng of men at his back would not budge.  Grint pushed 
against the surge, the bones of those caught between cracked 
and shattered.  Screams of the dying filled the air as word trav-
eled.  Slowly, the pressure lessened.  In the open the soldiers 
circled him, slashing in panicked strikes.  Their blades cut the 
surface of his skin but could penetrate  no deeper.   Arrows 
broke against him, leaving the faintest of marks.

A man charged, sword overhead.  Grint punched through 
his chest.  It was a blur of carnage.  They harried Grint on all 
sides, but he kept swinging, striking, tearing, and bludgeon-
ing.  At one point he picked a dead man up by the ankle and 
swung him around, taking down a dozen more.  The crowd 
parted for a giant of a man, armored in gold, and carrying a 
Warhammer of bone.  He waved the hammer around, laugh-
ing as they cheered him on.  Grint ran at him.

“Death is the gift lon…” the golden giant said as Grint 
slapped him across the face with a firejack.   The head dis-
appeared in a burning blast, and the resulting shock wave 
sent the rest of the soldiers flying.  Grint stood his ground, 
looking down at the empty space where his right arm used 
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to be.  Now it ended above the elbow.  It looked to him like 
someone else’s injury, so he paid it no mind.

The way to the wrecked tower was clear.  The creature’s 
head swallowed Danghier.   The Stabbing was moments 
from completion.  Grint ran, his feet dancing on burning 
wood that collapsed behind him.  As he reached the end of 
the tresses, he jumped into the writhing mass of demon-
lings.  They reached for him, welcoming him into their em-
brace like a long, lost brother.



19
“There isn’t a single person I would put before myself.”  

- Grint

This wasn’t what he expected.    Grint stood on a grassy 
plain that stretched far beyond the horizon.  There were no 
mountains, no trees, or dips and rises.    Just an endless flat 
prairie like a millpond on a quiet morning.  A breeze brushed 
across his face, swaying the grass.  The sun shined overhead, 
but it felt neither warm nor cold.  Effulg hung low on one hori-
zon.  And on the other?  That must have been what Nacinth looked 
like.  Grint stared at the red moon, unbroken and dazzling in 
its beauty.  Yet, something was off about this place.  The color 
of the grass, the deep blue sky, the dirt beneath his boots.  The 
color faded.   Grint wouldn’t have noticed it had he not first 
looked at the rich color of…  Nacinth moved, its position now 
beside Effulg, and once more shattered.

“Grint?  You came for me!”  Lark jumped into his arms.  She 
buried her face in his chest, struggling to wrap her tiny arms 
around him.    Tears soaking through the thin fabric of his 
shirt.  Grint embraced her back, fighting back his own tears.
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“I’m sorry about throwing a rock at you,” she said, her 
voice strained after a long cry.

Grint smiled, “I would have thrown a rock at me too.  But 
I wasn’t selling you to them.”

“I know that,” Lark nodded.    “Now.”    She looked 
around.    The sadness in that look would have burned the 
heart of the coldest man alive.  “You shouldn’t have come.”

“Nothing in Terragard could have stopped me.”
“You’ll die here.”  It wasn’t a prediction, but a certainty.
“We all die.”   Grint put a hand on her cheek, too cool 

to the touch.  Sweat glistened through her dark hair.  Wild 
strands stuck against her forehead and temples.    A sallow 
tone crept into her complexion, washing away her vibrancy 
the way it had the world around them.  Grint traced a thumb 
across the deep rings under her eyes.  They once looked at 
him so full of wonder.  Now they were listless, tired.  Like the 
day I found her.  

“Besides, you still owe me a lot of money.”
Lark’s responded with a weak smile and cough.  “They’re 

draining me,” she said in answer to the question Grint 
couldn’t bring himself to ask.    “They’re draining you 
too.”  Lark grabbed his right hand and held it up.  Flakes of 
skin broke off, floating away like ash.

“I thought I lost this arm,” Grint smiled, trying to ignore 
the truth of the situation.

“You did,” she whispered.  “This place isn’t real.”
Grint put two fingers under her chin and lifted her 

face.  “We’re not done yet.  Let’s find a way out of here.”
“There is no way out!” Lark pulled away, scream-

ing.   “This goes on forever, because we’re inside that thing 
and it’s feeding on us.”
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“Nothing goes on forever.”  Buttered bollocks!  When did 
I become so cheerful?

“This does.”
Grint turned in a slow circle, the horizon ever con-

stant.  Maybe she’s right.  “Lark?  If you’re the heart of this, can 
you control it?”

“No, I’m its food source,” she replied.    “The control is 
somewhere else.”

“Do you know where?  Can you feel it?”  Danghier would 
be the control.  He made himself the brain of a Dennel pow-
ered demon of gargantuan proportions.    If she could find 
him, they could get out.

“Maybe,” she shrugged.  “It’s like a string pulling on me.”
“Follow the string.”  Lark fought the idea, but Grint put 

both hands on her shoulders and steadied her.  “We’ve got-
ten out of worse, right?”

“I would have died if you let them drain all of my 
blood.”  It was the first smile in minutes.

“And I would have died if you didn’t port us away from 
Papa Deego.”

“I can’t make my light here,” she said.
“It’s okay.    Just close your eyes and point the way the 

string is pulling.”  Lark nodded, squinting harder as the mo-
ments dragged on.  Grint looked at his hands, bits of shed-
ding skin danced on the wind.    A squeamish feeling over-
came him.  The haunting echo of Noseless begging for his 
spirit as Hobbe put him inside the sylph.  The way the hound 
dissolved had too many similarities to this.

“It’s there!” Lark said, pointing to her right.    Grint 
scanned the horizon looking for any changes but seeing 
nothing.  “Maybe I’m wrong?”
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“No,” Grint said.  “Look.”  The smallest speck of purple, 
no bigger than a pebble hid within the grass.

“It’s far,” she said, kicking a half-buried stone.
Grint cocked a thumb at his back.  “Get on.”  Lark gig-

gled and clambered up, her feet kicking into his side as she 
struggled to adjust.  This was all a fabrication of the mind, 
but she felt light on his back.  And frail.

The pocket world offered no notions of time.   The sun 
never budged from its midday zenith.   Effulg its constant 
companion, sulked low on the horizon.   The only visible 
change came from Nacinth.   The remnant moon flickered 
from a shard to unbroken and back again.  They ran through 
the grass for what could have been centuries, never stopping 
to rest, never needing to eat.  The speck grew larger.  Lark 
said it looked like a tower when she could still speak.   Her 
grip faded halfway there, and she almost fell.  The last leg of 
the run he carried her in his arms.

The tower grew on the horizon, sprouting like a weed 
looking to strangle the world.  Clouds swirled overhead, heav-
enly whirlpools showing a window to the world beyond.  “The 
monster’s eyes,” Lark whispered.  Or did she?  Grint couldn’t 
be sure she spoke.

The eyes  shifted to Faighur; The mighty dragon dared 
to stand in the demon’s path.  Grint yelled at the skies, “Kry-
damned fool!  Why didn’t you stay on the beach?  I don’t want 
you to die too!”

When they reached the base of the tower, Grint set Lark 
in the grass.  She tried to lie down, rubbing at her eyes.  “I’m 
tired,“ she whined.

Grint made her sit up.  Fear took root in his chest.  Afraid 
she might disappear if she fell asleep.   “I know.   Just try.” 
The black stone tower sat alone in the landscape.  A castle 
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turret made of smooth glass.  Grint pressed his hand against 
it,  drawn into its reflection of the  dying world.   The glass 
sank under the pressure of his palm, but never broke.   In 
a slow trot, he searched the tower, finding no doors or 
ways inside.   There weren’t even windows to leap to.   All 
his search revealed: The tower was thicker at the base than 
the top.  Could he trust that?  Everything in this place felt 
like an illusion.   Grint gritted his teeth, setting himself to 
climb.  More heights, he thought.   The smooth surface sank 
beneath his fingers, providing decent hand holds.   Grint 
pulled, pushing his feet in.  Hold by hold he climbed.  Don’t 
look down, Hobbe laughed.  

At the summit he found Count Danghier floating, arms 
spread wide.   The necromancer wasn’t aware of Grint.  He 
hung catatonic, his eyes rolled back and mouth hanging 
open.  Great strings extended from each of his fingers and 
whipped in the wind as he jerked them.  The demon reacted 
to his movements.  The Control.  One of the gossamer strands 
extended past Grint, who leapt up and held on.  He imagined 
Blackblade in his hand, and there it was.  But no matter how 
hard he slashed, the string would not cut.

“Danghier,” Grint shouted as he inched his way along the 
string to its source.  “Death is the gift long promised.”  The 
barbs in the Count’s beards struck out, extending several 
feet in long whips.  They tore into him, but he ignored the 
pain, reminding himself it wasn’t real.  

“Are you sure?”  Was that the Count?  It sounded like his 
oily voice but his mouth never moved.  Grint climbed, trap-
ping the barbs within his body.  Excruciating pain screamed 
like white light and clouded his vision.  

“You can never win here,” The Count said, and this time 
he was sure it was him.  
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Grint stabbed Blackblade wildly.  On the third at-
tempt he felt it plunge into flesh.   The pain faded, and 
his  vision returned.   Blackblade protruded from Danghi-
er’s throat.   Shuddering, a hideous noise emanated from 
his mouth, followed by the violent spewing of blood and 
green fire.  The seizure culminated as dust exploded, snow-
ing over him in soft flakes.  Grint cheered, but the victory 
would be short-lived.  The dust reformed in a shock-wave of 
energy that threw him from the tower.

Grint landed in the grass, stood, and dusted him-
self off.    The fall should  have killed him, but the benefits 
of this purgatory worked for all of them.    Grint climbed 
again.  Killed the Count.  Fell.  Climbed, killed, and fell - over 
and over.  Each time the Count reappeared.  Each time Grint 
felt emptier - a little more tired than the last.    How many 
times?  Grint lost count.  Count.  He hated puns, even unin-
tentional ones.

“Stop,” Lark said, her voice strangled.  Grint pressed his 
fingers into the tower, getting ready to climb.  “Please stop.”

Lark lay in the grass, having ignored Grint’s request to 
sit.  Could he blame her?  How long had he left her there 
while he fought the Count?  Fought the Count.  As if it was 
ever a fight.  Grint stumbled to her side, brushing the hair 
away from  her pale skin.  She smiled at him, her lips cracked 
and eyes fluttering.   Grint sat and pulled her head into his 
lap.  As he ran his fingers through her hair, the strands came 
out in great clumps.  Grint looked away.  Through the heav-
enly eyes, he watched Faighur fight.  The demon battered his 
friend.  Behind them, the night sky burned with streaks of 
green fire.  It looked like quite a fight.

“I need to stop him,” Grint wheezed.    Too tired to 
move.  “I can stop him.”
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“You can’t,” Lark said, her eyes closed.  “You can’t de-
stroy the mind here, it’s too powerful.  But I think I know 
another way.”

“I’m open to suggestions.”  Grint wanted to lie down and 
close his eyes too.  He pulled off his coat.  The sun didn’t give 
off any warmth, but he could pretend.

Lark pulled the knife from him.  It didn’t take much ef-
fort on her part.  Blackblade looked dark in her tiny hands.

“I tried that, remember?  He just keeps coming back.”
“Not him,” she said as she tapped the blade against her chest.
“No.”  Even shaking his head took effort.   “No!”   Lark 

nodded and tapped her chest again.   Grint eased her head 
from his lap and stood.  It cost him everything to do, but he if 
he stayed with her he knew he’d relent.  The selfish side of his 
mind whispered.  It wanted him to do it.  Keep on living!  Lark 
didn’t move, save for the shallow rise of her chest.    Grint 
trembled as he paced.  When did we become so weak?  The flecks 
of skin poured off now.  How much more did he have?  We’re 
not a hero.

His right knee buckled as the joint dissolved.  Grint col-
lapsed beside Lark.  Her eyes struggled open.  “I don’t want 
you to die here.”

“Neither of us is dying.    I still have to get you back to 
Thiel.”

Lark tried to laugh, but it sounded more like a death rat-
tle.  “You know there’s no Thiel.”

“We have to hang on.    Faighur will kill this thing and 
pull us out.”  Grint’s waved a hand toward the clouds, but the 
gesture flopped sideways.

“We can’t, and he won’t,” her voice took on a ferocity he 
never heard before.  “Danghier will defeat him and I’ll watch 
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you die.  I’ll watch as you turn to dust while I remain here, 
immobile for eternity, staring at a sky full of horrors.”  She 
sounded much older.  Was it her parent?  The part of her 
Dennel blood the god existed in?

“I can’t do what you’re asking,” Grint protested.    He 
thought of his fever dream in the cave.  He’d stabbed her in 
the heart and it broke the visions.

“I used to dream about you.   Chained in the base-
ment.  While dying a slow death.  I knew one day you would 
come and rescue me.  It made me happy when woke up to 
see you.  At first, I thought it was just another dream.”  She 
went silent, tears streaming from her eyes.  “I’m sorry I en-
chanted you.”

“You didn’t,” through tears of his own.
“At first I did.  Mostly I didn’t.  It’s time, Papa.”
Grint got on the one knee he had left and lifted the 

knife over his head.  Blackblade shook, so he held it with 
both hands.  It reminded him of that time - in an age gone 
by - when he contemplated doing this beside a river outside 
the Terrastags.  The memory made him weep and drop his 
arms.  “I can’t.  I’m supposed to save you!”

“Please,” she begged.  “Don’t leave me like this.  I can’t 
move anymore.”

“Lark…”
“Kill me!” She screamed.    Her voice echoed, strong and 

mighty.  Grint found the strength to plunge the knife into her 
chest.  As the world turned white, he found the strength to smile. 

*****
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Faighur walked the upper ring of the crater.  Choosing 
his steps, avoiding the bodies amid an endless sea of demons 
and necromancers.  Nacinth passed through Effulg, marking 
the end of the Stabbing for another cycle.  In the final mo-
ments of the ritual, the towering demon drew on immense 
power and prepared its killing blow.  Defenseless and beaten, 
the skinling accepted his fate.  And then…  Well, then it ex-
ploded.  The rain of death after the blast burned an indelible, 
chilling image the skinling would carry the rest of his days.

Fashioning a long stick, Faighur found it useful for 
shoving the bodies aside in his search for Grint.   The out-
come of this evening carnage was undoubtedly the thief’s 
work.  Faighur reached the summit of the crater just as Grint 
leapt into the mass of demons.  Whatever horrors he experi-
enced on this island, he imagined they paled compared with 
Grint’s trapped inside that thing’s innards.

Faighur continued the search, even after the sun 
rose.   There seemed little hope his friend survived, but he 
would not let him spend eternity in this abattoir.  He would 
find his spirit and bring it back to the Red Goat Inn.  Grint 
would hate that, but perhaps love it too.  

Along the beach, not far from where Grint left him, 
Faighur found the first sign of life.    A half naked man sat 
in the surf.    Some madness had befallen the poor soul as 
he sewed a demonling leg onto the vacant stump where his 
right arm used to be.

“Grint?” Faighur asked, his tone soft.    The man lift-
ed his head.  His tongue lolled under a deluge of spit and 
blood.  What could you say when magic obliterated your low-
er jaw?  Merciful gods, he thought.  At least it was not Grint.

“Danghier!  Where is he?”  Calabassus Rent appeared in 
a rush of darkness and foul wind.  His grabbed the Count’s 
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throat and lifted him above the waves.  Danghier could give 
no answer even if he wanted.  Realizing this, Rent alternated 
between drowning the dying man and strangling him.  It was 
a macabre scene that Faighur wanted no part of.

In the rocky hills on the eastern end of the island, tucked 
in a small crevice, Faighur discovered the young girl.  Only 
eight or nine by his guess.  Carefully, he picked her up and 
cleaned the blood from her face with water from a skin.  It 
was a wonder, but she still clung to life.  Was this the child 
Grint sought?  It gave him hope he may yet find his friend.

“Give her,” Rent commanded, standing on a tall rock, 
flanked by his shadows.

“What is she to you?” Faighur asked, holding her close.
“How dare you question me?”  Rent’s shadows drew blades 

of dark ether.  Faighur put the girl down and shifted.  The mas-
sive dragon body poised to protect the child.  Rent laughed.

“A skinling dragon?  Real dragons hold no challenge for 
me, what do you imagine you will do?”

Faighur knew he was right.   The battle against the de-
mon left him beaten and tired.   Even without that, there 
wasn’t a scenario where he could present a challenge to the 
god.  Neither was he prepared to let the God of Murder take 
the girl.  Not after everything Grint sacrificed.  It would be 
a dishonor.

“Move.  Or I will move you.”  Rent’s expression expressed 
a wish for conflict.

- Enough, Calabassus Rent, God of Murder. –
The ocean roiled.  Angry waves crashed against the beach 

creating fountains of sea spray a mile high.  A woman of sig-
nificant stature rose from the deeps, a mile offshore.   Lob-
ster shell armor adorned a body draped in nets.    A metal 
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helm rested on her head, but the curved tusks extending in 
odd directions were a part of her and not an ornament of 
the helmet.

“Asper?  What business is this of yours?”  Rent’s tone lost 
its bite, but he wasn’t backing down.

- The child is Dennel.  I am making it my business. –  The 
God of Oceans never moved her mouth.  The voice echoed 
in the crash of the waves.

Rent looked at the girl with renewed interest.    “Is she 
now?  That’s what the fuss is over?  A Dennel?  Is she yours 
then, Asper?”

- No.  I warned you to stay away.  It is not a warning I shall 
repeat. –

“Who are you to warn me?  I am the God of Murder, little 
fish.”   Rent’s shadows postured with their blades but made 
no move towards the water.  

A wave like no other Faighur ever witnessed rose behind 
Asper.  It grew until it scraped the stars.  Such a thing would 
swallow the island, the land beyond, perhaps the entire world.

- What is a thing like murder?  Woman killing man.  Man 
killing man.  Such meaningless conflicts when held in contrast to 
the power of the ocean! –

Rent vanished without another word.  The wave dimin-
ished.  When it reached shore, it lapped harmlessly against 
the sand.  Faighur turned toward the God of Oceans.

- There is a Willen at the Red Goat Inn.  He will know where 
the girl is to go. –

“My friend?” Faighur yelled as Asper sank into the 
brine.  She paused, just a head above the water.

- You will not find any meaning ful part of him here. –
Faighur wept.  When his grief had no further voice, he 

left.  The girl slept, so he cradled her in his arm and carried 
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her as they flew west.   He did not look back at the island, 
but vowed one day he’d return and scorch its existence from 
the world.

The girl woke by the time they arrived at the inn.    At 
first, the sight of a dragon terrified her, but she calmed once 
Faighur turned into a man.  Her mood changed again when 
Tin Boots greeted them.    Giggling with excitement, she 
bowled the Willen over with a hug.  Faighur smiled.  Hobbe 
mentioned the Willen lived but gave no further details.

“After the skeletons, the tribe decided I wasn’t such good 
luck.  Oh well, what’s given goes away soon enough.  As the 
big boss always says.”    Tin Boots drank from a skin of fire 
rum.  Faighur licked his lips, waiting for a taste.

“I should…   I need to tell them…” Faighur struggled 
through the words.

“They know,” Tin Boots said as he handed Faighur the 
rum.  A look of sadness shared between them like the rum.  

“I should still…”
“Best if you don’t,” Tin Boots frowned at the shadows 

milling around the inn.  “Not right now.  Besides, we have to 
get this little one to Gorgolath.”

The shadows watched them as they waited for their mas-
ter.  That would have been Grint’s fate had he survived.  “Per-
haps you’re right.”

The first two nights of their journey were quiet.  The trio 
sat around the campfire, pushing food across their plates 
rather than eating.    They were islands in an ocean, each 
unto themselves, no one speaking or judging when someone 
broke into tears.  

On the third night, they told stories about Grint.    Tin 
Boots regaled Lark with a humorous tale.  “Grint once stole 
a bottle of whiskey from the God of Bargains.”  Faighur knew 
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the story well, but relived it through the wondrous expres-
sions the girl gave.    “The god visited the inn to trade with 
Blue Fingered Hobbe.   A notorious cheater, Maguire was 
looking to trade a bag of pitted pearls and cracked diamonds 
for…    Well I don’t remember what.  While the gods argued, 
Grint popped out a second-floor window and picked the lock 
on Maguire’s wagon.

“Something everyone thought impossible,” Faighur added.
“Not for Grint,” the girl smiled.
“No, not for Grint,” Tin Boots agreed.  “After taking it, 

we all camped in the barn and got drunk.  Hobbe was furious 
when he found us.  But later on, when he thought they were 
alone, he congratulated Grint.”

“Always his favorite,” Faighur said before breaking into 
tears.

The stories continued when the tears allowed.  Faighur 
spoke of a time when Grint bought himself a pirate ship, 
which he ran aground two days later.  Lark laughed at that, 
water shooting from her nose.  Before the night ended, she 
told them of their journey from the Terrastags.

The next night, she asked about Jessua.  They grew quiet, 
exchanged glances, and in solemn voices told her about the 
Girl in White and Poor Dead Tebbs.

On the eighth day, when they grew tired of flying, they 
stole horses from an unguarded tavern.  The horses belonged 
to thief catchers who chased them with stubborn doggedness 
until they abandoned the horses and flew off.  The bags of sil-
ver the thief catchers left in the saddlebags went with them.

Twelve days after the Stabbing, they arrived on the slop-
ing plains beside the Gaerus River.  The floating island known 
as Gorgolath drifted in the breeze.  Massive stalactites hung 
below the island, forming a singular point.   Swirling white 
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clouds obscured the magicians’ castle, a conjuration of the 
weather meant to dissuade intruders.

“It’s obnoxious.  Who can get up there to disturb them?” 
Tin Boots said after Lark asked him.

“Milk sotted Magicai,” Lark said, and the thieves laughed.
“They’re coming,” Tin Boots pointed at four robed men 

stepping from a breach of light.
“Try not to call them milk sotted.  I suspect they will get 

angry,” Faighur gave her a wink.
“Do I have to go with them?  I’d rather be a thief instead.”
“This life…  It isn’t what you think,” Tin Boots pat her on 

the shoulder.
“And it isn’t what he would have wanted for you.”  Faighur 

often felt clueless about Grint’s intentions but felt confident 
in this one.

“I think you’re wrong,” she said, a dangerous twinkle in 
her eye.  “He would have thought it good fun.”

“You may be right,” Faighur smiled.
“Goodbye, Thundering Toad,” Tin Boots used her Wil-

len name as he kissed her cheek.
Lark walked toward the waiting Magicai, but halfway 

there she stopped and ran back.  “I forgot.  Last night I had a 
dream.  I saw Grint.  He was older and on a farm with a young 
woman and jester.  But also, Jessua was with him.  I think he’s 
happy.”

“A good dream,” Faighur fought against the lump in his 
throat.  “I hope you have many more.”  I hope in that place my 
friend finds the happiness he could not here.

The three hugged.    Lark returned to the Magicai and 
didn’t look back.  The tremble in her shoulders told them 
why.  Taking her in their embrace, the Magicai disappeared 
in a dazzling flash of light.  The thieves found it hard to leave 
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and loitered without speaking.   They sat in the tall grass 
along the river, watching the floating island.  As day turned 
to dusk, Gorgolath moved northward, speeding against the 
wind.  That was that.

“What now?” Tin Boots asked.
“I would like a dragon’s horde,” Faighur said.    “I have 

never had one.”
“Can we run the dragon slayer scam you and Grint per-

fected?”
“No,” the skinling said without explanation.
“What?  Why the fuzz not?”  The answer must have both-

ered the Willen.  He did not use profanity the way Grint had.
“No one would believe a Willen could slay a dragon.”
“Give me back my bloody wooden mask and I’ll slay you 

right here.  Incant you right into the ground!”
Faighur listened to Tin Boots as they walked, but it was 

Lark’s dream that stuck with him.   He hoped that night he 
might dream of his friend too.  See him happy and reunited 
with Jessua.  His friend Grint.  The hero.

 



20
“No good story ends with a dead hero.”  

- Grave of a dead hero

The crashing waves soothed his aching head, and the sun 
warmed him skin that hadn’t felt its kiss in a long time.  It was 
a beautiful way to wake up.  Sand contoured his back and cra-
dled him in a mother’s embrace.  After the past few weeks, 
this was better than he could have imagined.   Better than 
Willen healing or the herbs Alanna…  When a cold tongue 
licked his face, Grint waved his arms and sat up.

A fat dog, brown and white with great jowls, ran around 
him.  After each circle it stopped to breathe, wiggle its bum, 
and lick Grint’s face.  “Hey now,” he said, trying to avoid the 
latest round of kisses.  The dog settled as Grint scratched 
him.  “What’s your name, huh?”  The bulldog lifted a paw 
and put it on Grint’s right arm.  All thoughts of names es-
caped his grasp.

Nearest he could recall he’d lost the arm.  It disintegrated 
in a plume of red mist when he slapped a golden soldier with a 
firejack.  And he’d inhaled Nacinti.  Grint stood, the dog rolled 
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onto its back and stretched.   He tested his arms, legs, and 
pulled up the thick brown shirt he wore to look at his stom-
ach.  “No scars.  No withdrawals.”  All in all, quite confusing.

Grint found himself on a beach he couldn’t remember 
coming to. White sand shifted beneath his boots.   Behind 
him, the dunes swept up in thirty-foot swells.  Dried grass 
and cattails crowned ridge.  The beach curved north for a 
half a mile where it ended in a forest of green trees.  The 
southern stretch looked similar, except for a broken stone 
jetty, thick with barnacles reaching past the surf. An island 
sat a hundred feet offshore. It was a  small thing of sand 
and rock with a single palm tree hanging over the water.  A 
monkey sat in its shade, watching him with disinterest.  The 
bulldog caught sight of it and barked, darting back as the 
waves crashed in.  Beads of sweat formed under his clothes 
and he remembered he wore clothes meant for winter, not 
summer’s heat.

“Going to call you Newman,” Grint said.  Newman ap-
preciated the name and jumped on Grint to lick his face.  “All 
right, boy.  No one needs to act like a Baltrudian.”

The memories leading up to now were cloudy, disjoint-
ed.  He’d been in Cattachat.  That was where he lost the arm 
he’d gotten back.  And this was not Cattachat.  The northern 
shorelines of Cattachat, Taryn, and Baltrude were harsh plac-
es.  Lots of stone and little in the way of trees.  He recalled 
an island, but not the monkey’s island.   Something larger, 
full of death and green fire.  Had there been a yellow field of 
grass?  That made little sense, but he couldn’t shake the im-
age.  Or the tall, black tower.  And the girl dying in the grass.

“Lark?” he said, craning his head around.  “Lark!”  Grint 
ran up the beach shouting her name.  Memories crashed in 
like waves, leaving the pain of his choices behind.  Kill me, 
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she had said.  “Lark!”  Kill me.  Kry-damn idiot he was; He 
did.  Grint fell to his knees in the sand and cried out, scream-
ing in rage at the sky.  Newman waddled over and laid with 
his belly in the sand, resting his head on his paws.   Grint 
punched the sand until his energy faded and waved the dog 
over.  Newman leaned against him, licking the tears from his 
cheeks.  This time, Grint let him.

When he settled, he decided to climb the dunes  and 
look  west.   Nothing but wetlands filled with long-legged 
white birds and herds of deer.   An alligator floated along, 
waiting for a chance to feed.  Thick forests obscured the hori-
zon beyond with little to show in the way of landmarks.  Is this 
Golganna?  Somewhere further south, like The Keeps?  There had 
been a white light at the end.  Did Lark send him here?  Did 
she send them both?

“Lark?” the white birds took wing, and the deer scat-
tered, but there was no sign of the girl.

Newman ran around the beach, digging and barking at 
something in the sand.  Grint slid down the dune, feeling ill, 
imagining Lark buried there.   The bulldog bit onto some-
thing and pulled, grinning happily as Grint ran up.  “Let me 
see,” he said, and Newman deposited it at his feet.  The hilt 
was one he had become comfortable with, but the blade of 
the large knife had become twisted and scorched.   Black-
blade was a ruin of its former self.  

“I liked this knife,” he said and then shouted, “Lark!” at 
the monkey.

“She’s not here,” Hobbe answered.  Grint spun around, 
brandishing the wrecked knife like a fool.  “You planning to 
scratch me to death?”

Hobbe looked happy to see him, the way someone does 
when they haven’t seen you in a long time.  Grint lowered the 
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knife, thinking to put it in his belt, but tossed it aside.  New-
man ran after it and brought it back.  Grint waved him away, 
so he laid down and gnawed on the hilt.

“It’s good to see you, boy.” 
“Where’s Lark?”
“Safe.  Alive.  She’s been with the Magicai.   Is a Magic-

ai.   The youngest student  who  ever achieved the rank of 
Wizen.”  The waves crashed as Grint processed that informa-
tion.  She has been with…  rank of Wizen…

“There’s a lot I don’t know about the Magicai,” Grint 
said, piecing it together.  “Doesn’t it take decades to become 
a Wizen?”

Hobbe squinted and averted his eyes.  “Maybe we should 
sit down.”  Two chairs appeared in the sand.  Grint sat, un-
sure where the thief master was taking this.  Hobbe pulled a 
large beef sandwich from under his chair, the juices running 
through the meat soaked into the cuts of bread.   “I expect 
you’re hungry.”  Grint felt ravenous and took the sandwich as 
his stomach rumbled.  Not wanting to miss out, Newman left 
the knife and settled his head in Grint’s lap, waiting for a taste. 

“As you know, gods play games.”  Hobbe laughed at the 
look Grint gave him.  “Not the ones you’ve come to, uh, love 
from me.  Or Rent.  There are gods, powerful gods, who get 
bored every century or two and use the world as their game-
board.  Daemar, Asper, Lorelai.  Krypholos used to join in 
before he got funny.”

“This was…  This was a game?”  The last half of the sand-
wich dropped from his hands and into Newman’s mouth.

“Parts,” Hobbe admitted.  “I’ll be honest, I don’t know 
everything they were up to, but it led to that island.”

“And you sat back and let it happen?”
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“Open your eyes,” Hobbe snapped.   “When you fell in 
their path, I did what I could.  I put you in the pocket of a 
god they wouldn’t cross.  It wasn’t perfect, and it caused you 
grief, but I had hoped it would stop them from meddling 
with you.”

“How far back does this go?  Rent chased me for a year 
before Eleanor.”

“Long before that.”  Hobbe pulled out another sandwich 
and a mug of amber ale from his reserves at the inn.  Grint 
wanted to take it, but something pulled at him, making him 
feel cold.

“You keep saying these things like they’re ancient histo-
ry,” Grint said.  “It went back years.  Lark became a Wizen.  I 
left her a few hours ago.  What aren’t you telling me?”

“You didn’t just leave her.”  Hobbe squirmed in his chair 
and offered the ale again.  Grint took it and drank.  Some-
thing told him he would need it.  “When it ended, it ended 
bloody.   The necromancers died, and Lark lived.   But you 
were…  Scattered across the bottom of the ocean.”  Grint spit 
out the ale.

“I traded in a lot of leverage.   Asper watched over 
you.  Daemar took me to her brother, Fenter who put you 
back together in exchange for a piece of metal from my 
vault.”

“I was dead?”  Grint felt the world tilting.
“Not dead.  Not alive.  The Dennel magic did something 

between transporting and tearing you.”
“How long, Hobbe?”
“It took Fenter seventeen years,” Hobbe admitted with 

tears in his eyes.   Grint ran to the water.   He fell on his 
hands and knees and vomited that tasty sandwich.  Newman 
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barked at him, distressed at his sickness and salty about the 
wasted food.

“Seventeen years?”  Grint trembled as he stood.  “Sev-
enteen?”   Hobbe patted him on the shoulder.   “Lark grew 
up.  Does she know I’m alive?”

Hobbe shook his head.  “No one outside of me and the 
other gods I mentioned.  And Rent.   I told him.  He won’t 
bother you again.”

“How did you manage that?  More leverage?”
“The sylph you boys stole had a spirit inside he wanted 

more than you.”
“And what of Faighur?  Tin Boots?”  Hobbe gave him a 

sympathetic look.  Grint choked on the burgeoning lump in 
his throat.  It’s what you did when you got gut punched.

“Tin Boots was about ten years ago.  Thief catchers.”  
Tin, you kry-damn fool, why did you get back into the life?  
“Faighur lost himself in the dragon-side.   The dragon 

king killed him over territory.”
“The others?   Bakka?   Veselli?   Mappy?   Cham-

bers?”  Grint had lost a lifetime in just seventeen years.   It 
seemed so small and yet stretched like an ocean of time.

“Brotherhood Knights, Ropes, salt witches.”
“I’m the last.”
“If you’re thinking you won the Last Man Wager you all 

made; Mappy claimed it a few years back.”  Hobbe laughed, a 
soft sad sound from a father who’d lost all his children.  Grint 
couldn’t help but feel the first spark of pity and love for the 
god he had in years…  Decades.  “Come back to the inn, Al-
anna will cover you with kisses.”  Grint smiled at the offer, 
but the horizon called.

“I think I need to find my feet,” he said.   Hobbe nod-
ded.  He understood.



D.S. TIERNEY364

“If you need anything, you know where we are.”  Hob-
be started walking away but then turned and flipped a 
gold coin.  Grint snatched it from the air and looked down 
at it.   “It’s from the winners.   For services rendered, they 
said.  Throw it in the ocean if you want or give it to the mon-
key.  But if you’re open to suggestions, there’s a town about 
half a day through the forest.   A tavern full of bad gam-
blers.  Oh, and the bulldog is from me.  Been training him 
for you.  Figured you could use a friend.  He’ll follow you to 
the ends of the world.”

“Hobbe?”   The god cocked his head, waiting for the 
questions.  “Who made Lark?”

“She didn’t join in the whole mess, but it was Myralee.”  God-
dess of Hope.  That made Lark a little sister to Zorn.

“And the game?  What did they win?”  Hobbe shrugged 
in response.  Some things even he didn’t know.

The God of Thieves vanished, leaving Grint and Newman 
to find their way.  Good to his word, there was a town through 
the woods.  They reached it by the time the sun was setting, 
and walking was a tiring business.  Grint went straight to the 
inn.  The placard out front had a dog’s tail holding a mug 
with the name Wag the Grog.  Newman growled at it, earn-
ing a scratch.  “Good dog.  Puns are bad.”

Like most rural inns, the common area doubled as a tav-
ern.   The server, a dark boy with a quizzical look came by 
with a tray full of mugs.  Grint availed himself of one.  “Hey 
now,” the boy squawked.  Grint drained the mug and put it 
back on the tray.

“Send another grog over to the card table.   And get 
me a room with bath privileges.  I haven’t bathed in sev-
enteen years.”

“That all costs coin, mister.”
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“Grog now, bath later.  I’ll have the coin.”  The far table 
had a game of cards in full tilt.  Cheat Me.  Grint laughed at 
the poetry.  An empty chair called his name, and he pulled it 
over from the neighboring table.

“Table is full,” a mean-looking man with a thin mustache 
said.  Grint took out the gold galleon and rolled it across the 
top of his hand.  All eight players eyed it with great anticipation.

“Jaymes, I think we can allow one more,” a beauti-
ful young woman with chocolate skin said.   She’d be trou-
ble.  Just the kind Grint loved.  Newman laid down beside his 
chair and started snoring.  

When the cards fell, and the dice rang out, Grint 
smiled.  It wouldn’t take long to fi ll his pockets.  From here, 
he’d pay Lord Ballastrine a visit.  Beat him black and blue and 
drain his blood into a kry-damned urn.  And if a privy was 
close by... Well the possibilities were endless.

“What’s funny?” the woman asked.
“Nothing.  Just fi nding I enjoy poetry.”  Grint picked up 

his cards: two howling dogs and tossed the gold coin into the 
pot.  “Let’s gamble!”
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I always wanted a bulldog.

We got Newman as a puppy; Around the same time I created Ter-
ragard.  I remember him watching as I painted the first map on my 
corkboard.  Back then he liked to bite feet.  Made for interesting 
writing sessions!
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my side.  Newman was there when I finished Dark Ages and when I 
started Terragard Tales.  Sometimes he liked to come down and talk 
while I recorded.  I got annoyed at the time.  Stupid.

We lost Newman shortly before this publication.  It broke our 
hearts.  Shattered them.

In every other draft, the dog at the end was named Yap.  I changed 
it to Newman and made him a bulldog.  Maybe that’s a selfish au-
thor thing to do.  I don’t care.  I’d give anything to have him back.  
But I can’t.  So I gave him to Grint.  I know they’ll watch out for one 
another.  Until we meet again.
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