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Twilight of Kerberos: Night's Haunting

 


Lucius felt the strands of magic twist out of synch as the wizard began muttering, his fingers moving in a complex rhythm.


Magic surging from his pointed finger, Lucius hurled a bolt of withering energy, intending to shatter the wizard's concentration and ravage his body with the touch of death. 


The wizard continued his incantation but raised one hand, the other still drawing patterns in the air. Lucius' bolt stuttered and dissipated. An instant later, the wizard unleashed his own spell, and Lucius felt his limbs go rigid as an invisible force clasped itself around his body.


Despite himself, Lucius began to feel an appreciation of the wizard's talent. Though it was clumsy and inefficient compared to the grace of the Shadowmage's path, the man had learned enough discipline to block Lucius' magic while continuing to manipulate his own.


He saw the wizard grin in triumph as his spell's hold tightened around him.
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Chapter One

 


The crossbow had been specially modified for the purpose, and Grayling could easily appreciate its craftsmanship as she watched Ambrose hefting it into a firing position.


The brass plates along its length strengthened the weapon against the massive pull of its string. Along the top surface, a long tube of variable lenses ensured the weapon would strike whatever it was aimed at. It was these that Ambrose adjusted now, carefully making allowances for range, elevation, even the slight breeze that rolled in from the sea, nearly two miles to the west.


A wicked looking double-hook protruded from the end of the bolt, carefully fashioned to fly through the air with the least disturbance or deviation.


Just ahead of the firing lever, a metal eyepiece stood proud, and through this was threaded a silken rope, fixed to the trailing point of the bolt. The rest of the rope, thin and light but extremely strong, lay coiled at Ambrose's feet as he balanced in the branches of the ash tree that overhung the walled garden. Its other end was tied to the trunk itself, in a slip knot that Grayling stood ready to adjust as soon as the bolt flew.


Grayling glanced over Ambrose's shoulder.


"Guard turning around again, get ready."


"Say when," Ambrose whispered.


The guard strolled past the round pond at the garden's centre, then disappeared into the small cherry orchard.


"Now!" Grayling hissed.


As soon as the bolt left the crossbow, Grayling saw it was flying true. The silk rope trailing behind it, the bolt sailed over the three storey mansion to arc over the roofline and out of sight.


Immediately, Grayling pulled hard on the slip knot while the uncoiling rope hissed through the crossbow's eyepiece. For a few seconds there was play in the rope, then it snapped taut. The hooked bolt had found purchase. Grayling placed a foot on the trunk of the ash tree and pulled, making sure the rope would bear weight. Satisfied, she twisted the knot until it bit deep and the rope thrummed slightly as she brushed her fingers against it.


"Your turn," said Ambrose, as he began to dismantle the crossbow, hiding components in pouches and belts.


Grayling was wreathed in a black silken bodysuit. Hugging every contour of her body precisely, there was no play or loose folds in the material, allowing her to move in absolute silence. Instinctively checking the short sword sheathed between her shoulders, the silk rope coiled around her waist and the small bundle at the small of her back, Grayling wrapped her legs around the rope and began to pull herself along its length towards the mansion's roof.


She was suddenly grateful for the hours of training she had been forced to endure within the guildhouse. She remembered cursing Ambrose at the time, for he had merely been tinkering with his crossbow while she had been climbing up and down ropes for nearly a week in preparation for this job. Now, however, she sailed up the rope, hand over hand in easy, practised motions.


Catching sight of movement from the corner of her eye, she stopped suddenly. Grayling was very conscious that she swung just a few metres above ground whose guardians would kill her as soon as catch her. A lone dog had appeared from around the far end of an outbuilding, and it sniffed the air tentatively. A lean creature, she could see it was powerfully built, no doubt bred to hunt and bring down thieves.


As it loped across the lawn toward her, a suspicious growl building in its throat, Grayling reached behind her back and fumbled with her pack, drawing out a small pouch. With a single, swift motion, she flung it over the dog's head, back toward the coach house. For a moment, the dog seemed confused, and it looked up at her quizzically. Then the scent of the pouch reached it and, with a hurried bark, it ran at full flight back to the coach house, head swinging from side to side as it searched for the pouch and its irresistible odours.


The activity caused the guard to emerge from the orchard. He looked across the lawns, hands on his hips, as if trying to gauge whether any investigation into the dog's activities was worth his time. Evidently, he was paid well enough, as he started to march towards the disturbance.


As she continued her climb, Grayling smiled. The guard would likely find the pouch she had thrown, but he would then discover all dogs would take a special interest in him for the next few days, as the mixed oils and powders within the pouch transferred their scent to those that handled it very easily. It was an ingenious design, as it meant that only one dog had to make contact with the pouch for it to affect a whole pack, the scent rubbing off from one animal to another.


Within minutes, Grayling had crossed the lip of the roof and, gently, she lowered herself down from the rope, feet first. Tightly bound canvas pads woven into the feet of her bodysuit permitted her to drop down silently, yet gave enough grip on the sloping tiles to stop her sliding. Quickly glancing around to ensure there were no guards stationed on the roof itself, and that no one in the gardens below had spotted her ingress, Grayling realised she was now virtually invisible against the dark tiles of the roof. She stepped lightly to the top of the roofline, and held up a hand. The signal told Ambrose he could now cross, and that the second team could also proceed in their part of this mission.


Running a hand along the length of the rope as she walked back down the slope of the roof, she felt it twitch as Ambrose started his ascent. He lacked her agility but, at the same time, she was not entirely sure she could have made that shot with the crossbow - this was, after all, why they worked in teams.


Looking out across the gardens, she waited until she saw Ambrose was halfway towards the mansion before looking down at the bay window on the floor directly below. She uncoiled the shorter rope wound about her waist, and knotted one end above her hips. As Ambrose, puffing slightly with the effort of pulling his body up to the roof, dropped down beside her, she handed him the other end of the rope.


"Getting too old for jobs like this," Ambrose muttered, as he sat down on the tiled roof and braced his legs against the guttering.


"Just don't let go," Grayling winked back, and then turned to scrabble down from the roof, head first.


Slowly lowered by Ambrose, she scaled the short distance without sound, inching towards the wide bay window. She looked into the dark interior, taking a few seconds for her eyes to adjust. As expected, the window looked into a wide corridor. She could see a portrait directly opposite her, looking down onto a wood panelled floor. At the foot of the bay itself, a wide upholstered chair was placed, perhaps to provide light to some rich noble looking to get away from the bustle of his household in the company of a good book.


Satisfied that no one prowled the corridor, Grayling crawled down a few feet further so she hung in front of the window's locking mechanism. A cautious probing told her the mechanism was engaged - as she had expected it to be. The owner of the mansion was arrogant, but he was not stupid enough to spend gold on hired mercenaries, then leave a window unlocked.


Reaching for her pack again, she produced an instrument that looked like a small wooden cup, with a butterfly screw inserted into its base. Placing the open mouth of the cup firmly against the glass of the window, Grayling slowly twisted the screw. Inside the cup, gears engaged and diamond-edged blades ground against the glass, scoring a deeper cut with each rotation, the tiny scratching noise barely audible.


After a minute of grinding, Grayling removed the cup and slid it back into her pack. Before her was a perfectly round score mark in the glass. She tapped the bottom of the circle once. The glass tilted free and she swept it clear before it could fall inside.


Pleased with her work thus far, she reached into the hole and grasped the short lever built into the wooden frame. Testing it gently to begin with to ensure it would not grind or squeak, Grayling then pulled the lever to unlock the window.


Lowering herself to the window's level, Grayling spun on her rope so she was upright, then crept inside the mansion, stepping on the chair as she entered. Glancing down the corridor, she saw multiple doors on either side. There was no sign of life. With a confident smile, she untied the rope, then gave it a slight tug to let Ambrose know she was in. Taking an easy breath, Grayling stepped down onto the panelled floor.


And immediately froze.

 


Shifting his position on the tiled roof of the old Brotherhood chapel, Lucius Kane moved closer to the chimney stack to avoid being silhouetted against the huge blue sphere of Kerberos. Though it was the dead of night, the gas giant cast an eerie grey light across the city, enough to give thieves cover in the shadows, but not so much that they could be careless.


From his perch, Lucius could see the entire city laid before him like a mosaic of stone and lantern light. Behind him, Meridian Street ran down the hill from the fortified north gate through the heart of Turnitia. There, down the slope, the huge Vos Citadel stood, its five towers imposing themselves over the city, just as the Vos army had done some years before. Beyond, the docks were hidden from view below the cliffs that marked the western boundary of Turnitia. Lucius could hear the savage ocean, constantly pounding at the ancient monolithic defences that protected the harbour. It was a sound every citizen of Turnitia learned to tune out, though visitors often found themselves missing sleep for days on end before they adjusted.


Drawing his cloak tighter about himself, Lucius all but disappeared against the stone chimney stack as he resumed study of the building before him. The mansion and its surrounding gardens were large, but not as ostentatious as many others in the immediate area. The owner preferred to display his wealth and power in other ways.


Henri de Lille, a successful merchant from Pontaine, was well known to the thieves' guild of Turnitia, as he had established an extensive network of business interests in the city while it remained free and neutral from the bickering between Pontaine and the Empire of Vos. When Vos entered the city during the last war, de Lille had little to fear, for his own empire had been built on servicing the needs of Vos and Pontaine nobles who still wished to trade with one another. He was a broker in the main, and money flowed through his hands like water, maintaining tight control on the flow of goods between Andon and Malmkrug.


Not that any of this mattered to Lucius or any of his fellow thieves, of course. Politics was not their strength, and they shied away from murky entanglements. Their interest was in fleecing de Lille in as efficient a manner as possible.


This meant that, rather than target de Lille's very well protected warehouses and stores of goods he transferred from one nation to another, they ran an extortion racket among the Pontaine man's lieutenants and officers. Insurance, of a type. In return for regular - and not insubstantial - payments, the thieves' guild guaranteed not only that none of their operatives would steal from de Lille's property, but that they would also ensure no independent thieves made the attempt either.


On the whole, a merchant like de Lille was probably better off with an arrangement like this. The guild made sure it operated in a very low key fashion, and the losses paid to them were likely far less than if thieves had free range over his property, without factoring in the reputation a merchant can lose by having his warehouses constantly plundered. However, a man like de Lille never got to be as rich as he was without an over-developed sense of greed, and he had gradually grown tired of paying the thieves for, as he saw it, nothing.


That was when the hired mercenaries were brought in. Well-armed, they protected de Lille's belongings like an iron wall, and were more than capable of seeing off any of the guild's collectors. Revenue from de Lille dried up overnight, and that made certain members of the thieves' guild anxious.


Including Lucius. The entire thieves' guild ran on a franchise system where senior thieves would create missions and ongoing enterprises, and gain a permanent income from them (minus the guild's own take, of course). They would effectively employ lower ranking thieves, and split their share in ever decreasing amounts. The longest serving thieves might have dozens of such operations, all providing a flow of cash, while younger members might only have part shares in one or two. Indeed, with so much of Turnitia sewn up by enterprising members of the guild, it was difficult for a young thief to create a brand new franchise, and as a result many were passed on from one thief to the next in the event of death or retirement.


De Lille had been Lucius' franchise, passed on to him after the war between the original Night Hand thieves and the Guild of Coin and Enterprise. The war had shattered both guilds utterly and the new thieves' guild was an amalgamation of members from both sides. When de Lille had employed his mercenaries and refused to pay the guild its rightful share, he had deprived Lucius, and many other thieves, of a lucrative income. More to the point, if word got out that de Lille was able to poke the thieves' guild in the eye without retribution, then many other merchants might get the same idea.


So, this evening was about retribution, and a lesson to be taught. Maintaining a healthy relationship with the beggars' guild - the spies of the city - Lucius had learned that de Lille had recently brought a large haul into the city from Andon, planning to sell it to Vos nobility. Lucius' interest was in a particular item known as the Torc of Vocator Majoris, an old Pontaine artefact said to protect the wearer from assassination. He doubted its powers were real, but the torc was worth a great deal of money and having it stolen would lose de Lille a great deal of face among his wealthiest customers. That alone would serve as a potent reminder that no one, no matter who they were, ever crossed the thieves' guild.


Lucius had already begun moving from his perch when he saw Grayling shimmy up the rope and distract the merchant's dogs. De Lille's mansion was said to be very well protected, both by guards and traps designed to catch unwary thieves, and so he had decided to take two teams on this mission. More thieves meant a smaller percentage for him at the end of the night, true, but this job was about more than just the money.


Swinging down from a rope he had tied around the chimney stack, Lucius dropped spryly into a shadowy alley between the chapel and a small residence. Taking a quick look out of the alley to ensure the main thoroughfare remained deserted, Lucius sprinted across the road on the balls of his feet, making little noise. In the opposite alley, running straight past the wall of de Lille's grounds, he nodded a silent greeting to Swinherd, his own team mate.


Lucius watched as Swinherd grabbed a pole ladder from the shadows, and laid it against the wall. 


Swinherd was on top of the wall in seconds, and he held a hand out as he scanned the surrounding gardens, holding Lucius in check until he was sure the coast was clear.


Had he taken only one team to de Lille's mansion, Lucius might have instead chosen Ambrose to accompany him, the man who had first inducted him into the guild and taught him so much. Or perhaps Grayling, a woman he had fought side-by-side with during an escape from the Vos Citadel. He had not worked with Swinherd a great deal, and the man had a reputation for impetuousness, but Ambrose had suggested Lucius take him on this mission. Swinherd had, of late, started to learn the locksmith's trade and, as useful as that alone might have been inside the mansion, it seemed as though he was also starting to learn patience.


A waved signal from Swinherd saw Lucius scampering up the ladder, and he too perched on the wall, studying the gardens while his partner drew the pole ladder up from the alley, and carefully wedged it between the top of the wall and the side of the mansion. Seconds ticked away as he made sure the metal claws were firmly gripped. While Lucius wished Swinherd would hurry so they could quickly gain entry into the mansion, he also knew that if the pole ladder was positioned incorrectly, it would slip and collapse as soon as either of them put any weight upon it.


Finally satisfied, Swinherd cast a quick glance at Lucius, who nodded in assent, and then carefully climbed the ladder to the roof. As soon as his foot left the last rung of the ladder, Lucius sprang onto it, and proceeded to follow.


"Larken? Where the dogs got to?" 


The voice from the other end of the path caught Lucius with alarm, and he instantly went rigid, trying to make himself as invisible as possible. Another voice sounded to Lucius' left, coming from somewhere near a coach house a few dozen yards away.


"They're round here," it said. "Acting crazy."


"For the love of God..." protested the first voice and heavy footsteps, accompanied by the unmistakable chink of mail armour, grew louder as a mercenary came down the path. As he came into view Lucius recalled the old thief adage: if you can see them, they can see you.


Taking a quick breath, Lucius reached within his mind's eye to find the threads of magical energies running through his consciousness. He had been able to tap this sorcerous power for many years now, but his recent training allowed him to gather the threads he needed and wield them almost as a reflex.


Selecting the darkest of the threads, he mentally pulled, breaking it away from the others, and imagined it wrapping itself around his body, the magic twisting and writhing under his direction. To any observer, Lucius' form would seem to shimmer and distort before growing fainter, as if he was being stretched into the nearby shadows. To the mercenary, his mind on the important matter of his employer's dogs, Lucius was no more than an indistinct shadow at the corner of his eye. With the garden full of such shadows, he paid it no more attention than he did the rest, and carried on, oblivious to the thief's presence.


Waiting until the guard had disappeared behind the coach house, Lucius started up the pole ladder again, letting the magical darkness slowly uncoil itself. Once on the roof, he directed Swinherd to the rear of the mansion, where they had agreed they would gain entry. He was about to follow but glanced across at Ambrose, who was still at the edge of the roof, holding the rope that trailed off the edge down to the bay window below. Lucius frowned at that, as he was sure Ambrose would have reached the roof long before he and Swinherd had. He should be inside by now.


Casting a rueful look at Swinherd as the younger man disappeared over the roofline, Lucius padded quietly to Ambrose, a knot starting to grow in his stomach at the thought of his plan unravelling so soon.


Seeing Lucius approach him, Ambrose exhaled in relief.


"Something's wrong," he said, and Lucius had to stifle a groan. "Got the tug from Grayling, but it's gone all quiet now."


Rubbing his forehead in frustration as much as thought, Lucius made a quick decision. He was determined that his plan would stay more or less intact.


"Okay, I'll go down," he said to Ambrose. "Once I'm in, you go over the top with Swinherd. You remember everything about the entry from the back?"


Ambrose nodded. Both teams had been briefed well on one another's roles, in case of any last minute changes.


Following Grayling's descent, Lucius scaled down the rope quickly as Ambrose once again braced himself against the weight. Scanning the bay as he went down, Lucius saw nothing out of the ordinary. As he drew level with the window, he peered inside and saw the black, slender form of the female thief, standing in the corridor, utterly rigid. He put his head through the open window and glanced up and down the corridor, trying to see if perhaps a squad of mercenaries held her at crossbow point. There was nothing.


"Grayling. What's wrong?"


"Thank God it's you. Filcher's floor. Heard it crack as soon as I put a foot down."


"Is the chair secure?" Lucius asked, indicating the furniture in the centre of the bay.


"I think so, yes."


Hooking a foot inside the bay, Lucius entered the mansion, and perched himself on the chair, before tugging on the rope twice to let Ambrose know he was now free to follow Swinherd around the back of the mansion. 


He glanced at Grayling, impressed with both her composure and stillness. Other thieves might have panicked at discovering they were standing on a filcher's floor, but Grayling remained stock still. That was when the floor must have shifted, as she put her full weight on to it; the flexible floorboards designed to crush glass and ring chimes mounted underneath. They were carefully built so even a tentative footstep could trigger the trap.


They were lucky, for Grayling had frozen the moment she knew what was happening, and her quick reactions had probably saved all of them.


"Alright, you're safe now - this will probably get a bit cold, so be ready."


Grayling slowly and gently nodded her assent, as Lucius reached down with his right hand, his left holding the back of the chair to support his weight. Again, the threads of magic leapt to the forefront of his mind, and he twisted them around, conjuring their potency as he made their power manifest.


Eyes widening slightly in amazement, Grayling watched as a fine mist grew around her foot and then spread up and down the entire length of the corridor in seconds, forming a carpet an inch thick. Looking over her shoulder at Lucius, she saw him frown in concentration then shiver as he lowered his hand to the floor, his fingers turning pale blue as he allowed the magic to flow through him. She had witnessed his shadowmagic before, but he never used it at the guildhouse and she was awestruck every time. 


As he touched the filcher's floor, there was a tiny crackle of energy as the mist around his fingers dissipated, frozen to the wooden boards of the corridor by the extreme magical cold. This effect radiated out from Lucius, spreading down the corridor, causing Grayling to gasp at the cold as it numbed her foot. Within a few heartbeats, the mist had completely disappeared, leaving behind a fine sheen on the floor, freezing it still.


Lucius let go of the breath he had been holding and looked up at Grayling, smiling. Gingerly, he took a foot off the chair and set it down on the floor, gradually adding his full weight. The boards he rested on remained inflexible and no alarms sounded.


"It's okay, you can move now," he said. "Just be careful not to slip on the ice."


Grayling was tentative in her movements at first, but quickly gained confidence in the solidity of the floor. She stooped to massage her thighs, and then straightened to stretch her back, both having suffered cramp from being held immobile for too long.


"We ready?" Grayling asked.


Lucius looked down the corridor to his right, and beckoned Grayling along. The libraries of the guildhouse had borne much fruit for this mission, including detailed plans for the entire house. The thieves' guild had many such plans for buildings across the city, acquired with either great expense or great skill from the architects that had built them, over many years. These plans had formed the basis of many raids in the past, and were a valuable resource.


The members of both teams had memorised the mansion's floor plans, and their methods of entry had been built around them. They could not be sure de Lille or some past resident had not changed the interior, of course, as indeed the flicher's floor indicated, but the main structural design should have remained more or less intact. Both Lucius and Grayling already knew they were on the right floor; now they just needed to head deeper into the mansion, where a small set of windowless interior rooms suggested the prime location for both de Lille's personal quarters and his most treasured belongings.


Counting doors as he padded down the icy corridor, Lucius finally stopped at one, and listened. He felt Grayling tap him gently on the shoulder and, turning around, saw she was indicating that she go first. His first reaction was to refuse, but he quickly reflected on her agility and the bodysuit she wore, designed purely for stealth, then nodded.


Slowly, and with painstaking care, Grayling twisted the door's handle, gauging whether it was locked or not. It wasn't and, with equally measured pace, she quietly opened it, ready to halt her actions immediately if the door should squeal on its hinges or someone should be present on the other side.


She turned back to Lucius, held up two fingers, then one. She then made an "o" with finger and thumb, and finally held up her hand, palm facing him.


Lucius nodded. Two guards, about ten yards away, in front of a door.


Reaching down to his belt, Lucius produced a pouch whose end was sealed but had a wick poking up through the fabric. Not wanting to spend time with a flint and steel, he willed the forces of magic to his bidding, and touched the wick with his finger. Instantly, a flame took to it and it fizzed - an almost trivial spell for Lucius now, though he remembered a time when he had trouble controlling effects so small.


He passed the pouch to Grayling, who took great care not to inhale the smoke streaming from it. Sliding the door open a fraction wider, she flicked the pouch down the corridor.


Inside the short passageway, one of the mercenaries was alert enough to notice the pouch as it slid along the floor. He took a step back, but the pouch suddenly puffed open with a low gasp, coating both him and the other guard in a fine white powder. The powder quickly sank back to the floor, but by then they had both inhaled it. The alert guard suddenly found his senses dulled, as his hearing fled, and the walls of the passageway seemed to bend into one another. He saw a short black form pacing menacingly towards him, but his throat would not co-operate as he tried to shout an alarm. He managed to get his hand around the pommel of his sword as blackness overtook him, and he felt as though he were falling a long way.


Entering the passageway, Lucius and Grayling saw the two guards succumb to the sleeping draught, slumping against the walls as they sank to the ground. Lucius winced as the mail armour of one scored a line in the plastered wall, causing a low grinding noise. Grayling, too, was concerned at the unintended noise, and they both froze on the spot as they listened intently, trying to detect any sign of alarm in the mansion. 


There was nothing.


"Guards mean we are on the right track," whispered Grayling.


"So does this door."


Grayling had noted that the door seemed unusually elaborate when she had first seen it from the other end of the passageway, but she had put that down to a merchant's poor taste in interior decoration. As she looked now, she saw that the design was in fact an elaborate mechanism.


The centre of the door was dominated by four short swords, built into large metal dials, each surrounded by strange glyphs and markers. Each dial was linked to the others by shafts of steel and, from there, thicker shafts were driven into the surrounding door frame and, presumably, extended some distance into the wall.


Lucius sighed. He had heard of such doors before, though he had never seen one himself. Built by esteemed Vos craftsmen, such portals were used to secure the most valuable of possessions, and were rumoured to be only in the possession of the richest nobles and best-connected holy men. That de Lille had one made Lucius think he had underestimated the man's wealth by a significant degree.


The swords and dials, Lucius saw, formed an elaborate combination lock, with each sword being turned to face a number of markers. So long as you knew which markers each sword should point to, the door could be opened within seconds. Lucius did not know, as his research for this mission had not even hinted that such a door might be present.


"So, you wish you had stayed with Swinherd now?" whispered Grayling with a smile.







Chapter Two

 


Squinting down the wooden tube, Ambrose surveyed the doorway from the safety of the adjoining passage. Inside the tube, two mirrors had been precisely positioned so a thief looking at the mirror at the bottom end of the tube would actually see the world from the vantage of the one at the top. As the tube was a foot long, this made it an ideal tool for peering over walls or, in this case, around corners. 


Ambrose could not remember exactly what the device was called, so he called it his jerriscope. As impressive as his jerriscope was, however, the doorway that blocked their progress was a great deal more elaborate.


"Passage is clear, but we have a problem," he told Swinherd. 


Swinherd peered through the jerriscope, and whistled quietly.


Before him, the width of the passage was blocked by a wall of glass. Set into the panes was a single door, with an exposed locking mechanism. As Swinherd broke from cover to better view the obstacle, he could see that the glass was as thick as his smallest finger.


"Force the lock, you smash the glass," Ambrose said. "Clever. I would guess the glass has been stressed so the whole lot will come down. Very noisy."


Swinherd snorted and reached for his belt, bringing up a small leather pack as he crouched down in front of the lock. He unrolled the pack on the floor, revealing a selection of finely crafted lockpicks, a collection that had cost him four months' income.


"But there is a flaw," he whispered. "By setting the lock in glass, I can see half the mechanism. I'll be through this in less than a minute."


Ambrose had already set his glass cutting cup to the door, just a few inches above the lock. 


"No," he said. "You are looking at a false mechanism, designed to lure a thief away from the tumblers. You'll think you have it, force the lock, and then break the glass. Look..."


Frowning, Swinherd reconsidered the lock. 


"No, I don't think..."


With a slight crack, Ambrose withdrew the cup, then popped the circle of glass free. Reaching inside, he pulled the latch, and carefully swung the glass door inwards.


"Swinherd, my friend, you may be adapting to the locksmith's trade quickly, but you still have a lot to learn about being a thief."

 


Before exploring the junction, Grayling flattened herself against the wall, using the back of her arm to wipe the sweat from her brow. Lucius had finally lost patience with the combination lock, and focussed fiery magics that had, eventually, melted the mechanisms, allowing him to pull the securing bars free, one by one. It had taken time, and Grayling thought the back draft of heat would boil her alive. Her hair was sodden, sweat ran freely down her face, and her bodysuit was growing more uncomfortable by the minute.


For his part, Lucius seemed less affected by the heat, but the directed concentration of such powerful magic had left him breathless. Their prize was close, however, and the combination door seemed to be the last obstacle barring their way into de Lille's inner sanctum.


On the original architectural plans they had studied before launching this assault, the small complex of three rooms and their adjoining corridors had lit up like a beacon. All interior rooms, with no windows, they were perfectly situated to house valuables - all approaches could be trapped or sealed, unless you could tunnel through walls.


Along the corridor, mounted on wall brackets at regular intervals, were strange orbs, glowing with a yellowish light. Lucius had never seen such artefacts before, but he had heard of them. Crafted by the wizards of the Three Towers in Andon, also known as the League of Prestidigitation and Prestige, the orbs were magical, needing a simple touch by their owner to dull or brighten them. That de Lille could afford to light his entire inner domain with them was further testament to his wealth.


Grayling tapped his arm.


"Two more guards," she whispered, indicating one of the passageways leading from the junction. "The rest are clear."


"We have our target then."


"You have more sleep powder?" 


He shook his head. "No. This one we'll have to do the old-fashioned way."


"I'll go first."


"On your word."


Slowly, Grayling drew her short sword from across her back, the scabbard lined with cloth so the weapon slid free without sound. Behind her, Lucius did the same, but also plucked a dagger from his belt. Grayling padded around the corner at speed, arrowing straight towards the mercenaries and the oaken door they guarded.


Lucius' dagger flew over her shoulder to sink into the throat of one man, causing him to gag while blood flowed between his fingers as he fought to stem the flow. His cry of alarm was little more than a low gurgle. 


His partner was taken fully by surprise as Grayling charged him, her canvassed feet making little noise as she quickly closed the distance. He managed to draw his sword and flail blindly, batting aside Grayling's disembowelling thrust by luck more than skill. Grayling winced as the swords met and a metallic clang rang clear, impossibly loud in the tight, quiet passageway.


Changing grip on her weapon, she forced the guard's blade up, over their heads. Seeing the man begin to recover his wits, she jabbed a knee hard into his groin. Air exploded from his lungs, and her face was showered in the man's spittle. He bent low, allowing Grayling to smash her forehead into his nose. She heard the crack over the guard's moan of pain as he tried to draw breath. With one arm, Grayling pushed him back against the wall and rammed her sword into his stomach. He twitched as the weapon entered him, and Grayling clamped a hand over his mouth as she slowly laid him on the floor. 


She looked up at Lucius, who was casting anxious glances behind them. 


"Did that betray our entry?" she asked.


"I can't hear anything," he said after a moment. "What about within?"


Placing her ear to the door, Grayling concentrated, trying to pick up the slightest noise. There was nothing.


She tried the door handle, and found it was locked.


"You sure this is the right room?" she asked. "Wouldn't put it beyond our man to use a decoy."


Lucius shook his head. "I thought about that. De Lille is paranoid, but everything we've seen here tonight suggests he likes his luxury. It's the largest room in this area. I can't see him at ease anywhere else."


Grayling shrugged. It sounded plausible. She inspected the lock, wondering if her own skills in lockpicking would suffice or whether they would have to wait for Swinherd. Hearing Lucius rummage through the guards' mail coats, she glanced behind her.


Finding nothing on the guard Grayling had silenced, Lucius crossed the passageway to check beneath the mail of the other man. Reaching under the guard's chin, Lucius wrinkled his nose as his hand became coated in blood. He then grunted with satisfaction, withdrawing a cord looped around a key.


"Too paranoid," Lucius whispered. "Our merchant feared someone would somehow circumvent the guards altogether, thus he gave them a key so they could come and rescue him at his call. Just makes our job easier though."


Lucius turned the key in the lock slowly until they heard a quiet click. Looking at Grayling to ensure she was ready, he entered the room beyond.


Inside, the room was illuminated by the lighted orbs, but they had been set to a dim glow, barely casting their light across the soft rugs that littered floor. The walls to his left and right were lined with overcrowded bookcases, and a single desk covered with stacked sheets and discarded quills stood in the centre of the room. On the far side, behind gossamer thin veils, was a wide bed. Lucius could just make out a motionless form lying beneath the sheets. De Lille.


Waving Grayling in, Lucius padded to the desk, the thick rugs aiding his stealth. Carefully, he began to search for their prize. Grayling, meanwhile, started to work through the bookcases.


Finding nothing of note in the desk, though raising his eyebrows more than once at the figures he glanced on the sheets denoting the value of some of de Lille's recent transactions, Lucius crossed to the bookshelves to aid Grayling. 


After a few moments, he started to get nervous. Their entry into the mansion would not remain secret for much longer, as a patrolling guard would inevitably happen across the open window or blasted door, and Lord alone knew what Ambrose and Swinherd were getting up to. Added to that, de Lille could awake at any minute, and if they were caught in his room, they would have to either retreat or kill him; neither of which was the desired objective this evening.


A sniff from Grayling caught his attention and he looked around. The small thief had apparently abandoned her search of the bookcases out of frustration and had started lifting rugs. By the desk, right were Lucius had been standing, she pointed to the floor beneath a large bearskin. Set into the wood was a small metal safe.


Nodding, Lucius prompted her to open it, and she quickly drew a pick from her pack, then began probing. A thought crept into Lucius' mind, a feeling that something was not quite right, and he frowned as he tried to detect what was wrong.


The location of the safe seemed right; hidden, yet easy to access while de Lille worked at his desk. The lock seemed fairly rudimentary but, like that of the door they had just entered, it seemed as though the merchant was confident that no one would get this far into his home.


So what was it? He watched as Grayling flicked tumblers, one by one, working further into the mechanism. Giving up on his search, Lucius instead called the threads of magic to his aid, ready to shape and twist them to face whatever threat was to be unleashed.


In his mind, he saw them, pulsing cords of magical energy, each a different hue, each containing a different potential that could be caught, separated and shaped to his whim, allowing him to conjure fire, give himself inhuman strength, suck the life from another living being, or any one of a multitude of actions. 


He noticed then that several threads had started to bend and twist of their own volition, and he frowned. The threads of magic always curled and twisted around one another, making the process of separating and using them difficult without practice and training, but here they appeared to be curving around something. He had seen that effect before, but only when in the presence of another mage, such as Adrianna. This did not look quite the same. It was more... subdued, somehow.


Grayling felt the last tumbler click and, with a satisfied smile, placed her hand on the safe's lever, ready to wrench it open.


Lucius hissed, stopping her instantly. She looked at him quizzically.


Waving her back, Lucius crouched down and studied the safe intently. He saw nothing unusual but, closing his eyes and focussing on the magical streams, he saw them split and curve far more acutely.


Opening his eyes, he saw Grayling looking at him with concern.


"Trapped," he mouthed to her, causing her to frown in puzzlement. She shrugged, ready to accept his lead. After all, she was well aware that he could sense things she would never be able to see.


Turning his attention back to the safe, he gently placed a palm flat on its surface and closed his eyes again. This time, the obstacle that forced the threads to split and curve was obvious. He saw a small nest of crackling magical energy resting in his mind's eye, its presence forcing the threads to avoid it. He knew that nest represented the safe or, at least, the magics bound within it.


Mentally grabbing a thread, he pulled it closer to the safe, and saw wisps of coloured gas, the raw essence of magic, begin to siphon off from the safe. After a few seconds, it was done. No more gases were drawn from the safe, and its nest of energy seemed diminished somehow.


For a fraction of a second he relaxed his control of that single thread and energy immediately began to flow back to the safe. Grasping the thread with his mind again, he halted the flow.


Briefly he wondered what to do next, then an idea occurred. Brow creasing with concentration, he tried to reach out to another thread that slipped and bent its way around the safe. He started breathing hard, and felt himself tiring; he had never before tried to utilise two threads at once.


Slowly, wearily, he brought the second thread over to the safe, and felt his confidence grow a little as, once again, gaseous energy began to transfer from the safe to the thread. After a few seconds more, the ball of energy representing the safe was a little smaller still.


Now he knew what to do, but he was dubious about his ability to control multiple threads at a time. Fervently, he hoped the next thread would prove sufficient to disarm whatever protective magic had been placed upon the safe.


As threads were removed from the main flow of magic, the remainder seemed more chaotic in their path around the safe, as if they were becoming less stable, and it occurred to Lucius that he had no real idea of what he was doing. Was he creating a hole in magic itself as he bound more threads to his control? Or was the more violent twisting and curving of the threads a natural result of his low level of training and understanding? He now began to wish he had paid far more attention to Adrianna and Master Forbeck.


The third thread bucked and twisted, and he had the bizarre image of a kicking and screaming child. Screwing his eyes tight with concentration, he forced the thread, inch by inch, toward the safe. It bucked and rolled under his touch, but he managed to move it close enough for the transfer of energy to resume. As the magical essences started to shift away from the safe, he breathed in relief as the energies around the safe shrank by a much greater margin.


That was enough for the rampaging thread to wriggle out of his control. Like a writhing snake, it coiled back upon itself and, for the briefest instant, touched the safe. The safe exploded, blowing Lucius onto his back.


He felt Grayling grab his shoulders and start to haul him up, but his vision was blocked by a thick mist that rolled with unnatural speed from the lighting globes, down the walls, to fill the room. When his hearing returned, he was aware that de Lille's room was ringing to the sound of a large, thunderous bell.


Still shaky on his feet, Lucius shook his head to clear the daze left by the blast, and saw Grayling reach down to the safe, twist it open, and grasp something inside. Grinning, she held a golden chain in front of him, a stone-encrusted, moon-shaped device suspended from its length - the torc.


Nodding his thanks, Lucius gestured that they should leave. The doorway was barely visible through the roiling fog, but as he took a step towards it, he saw Grayling's eyes widen in alarm. He dropped to the floor and rolled, as a sword blade hissed through the air behind him. Hearing it thud into the floor, Lucius sprang to his feet, his own weapon in hand. 


The fog began to sting his eyes and Lucius blinked to clear his vision. De Lille stood before him. Two quick thrusts from the portly merchant drove Lucius back, and then spun him around as he desperately parried. 


He swung for de Lille's head, but his blade was met by the merchant's own before it could strike. Another thrust pierced Lucius' guard and buried itself in the side of his hardened leather tunic. The blow was a glancing one, but he felt a rib give way and wetness start to spread along his side. Lucius began to realise that, for all his bulk and love of riches, de Lille was a most credible swordsman. This was not something he had factored into his plans.


"Go!" Lucius shouted at Grayling. 


He saw her hesitate for a second, and then watched her slight form disappear into the fog. He nodded to himself; there was no sense in them both dying here when they were so close to completing the mission. He just hoped the small thief would be able to make her way past the mercenaries that were undoubtedly on their way.


Opting not to play to de Lille's strengths, Lucius backed up a couple of paces, reaching for the threads, but his enemy was quick, closing the distance immediately. De Lille thrust again, a blow aimed straight for the heart, though Lucius was more prepared this time.


Catching the thrust he turned it aside and reached forward with his left hand. Lucius willed. From his palm, a bolt of flame shot forth. Incredulous, Lucius watched it split apart, discharging its energy harmlessly either side of de Lille.


The merchant advanced, chopping and thrusting with easy, almost lazy blows. The fog was starting to dissipate, but that did not help Lucius in the least, as he was beginning to feel himself tire.


Backing off another few paces, he thought hard. The merchant had to be wearing some charm. That made some sense, and if anyone could afford such defence, it was de Lille.


The merchant pushed from his back foot and he lunged with the speed of a viper, delivering a thrust aimed at Lucius' belly. 


Lucius twisted away. The blade gouged a line against his leather tunic, which held, though he would carry a bruise for a week. Unbalanced, Lucius crashed to the floor, sprawling on his back, his sword clattering away from his grasp. Upon him in an instant, de Lille levelled his sword at Lucius face.


Weaponless, Lucius fell back to his magic. He could not disappear into the shadows with de Lille so fully aware of him, and he knew that a direct attack would be instantly nullified by whatever protection the merchant had bought. That just left flight and escape.


Taking a deep breath, Lucius concentrated. It felt as those his veins were burning with the energy being channelled through them. He gestured towards one of the thick rugs lying in the centre of the room. 


De Lille saw the rug fly through the air towards him and reacted instantly. He whipped his sword around, but was engulfed by the rug.


Lucius leapt to his feet and pounded out of the room, realising only as he came to the first junction that he had left his sword behind. He had little wish to confront de Lille again in order to retrieve it.


Retracing his steps, he sprinted past the ruined combination door and on through twisting passageways to the corridor with the filcher's floor, all the time hearing the shouts of mercenaries and the stomping of their steel-clad feet. The ice holding the floor of the corridor in place had melted some time ago, leaving a damp sheen, but now the alarm had been sounded there was little need for caution.


With no more pretence at stealth, Lucius ran, feeling the boards shift beneath his weight with each step, every movement eliciting crack, thunder or crash. A mercenary stepped out ahead of him, clad in metal from head to foot. The guard held a spear, ready to gut the thief as he approached.


Lucius closed the distance between them and then dropped, skidding under the mercenary's guard along the wet floor. Once past the mercenary, Lucius scrambled to his feet and vauled for the chair in front of the open bay window.


Looking down at the courtyard and gardens below, Lucius snorted in frustration. There was no convenient pond or thicket for him to leap into and a drop from this height would leave him with a broken ankle or worse. Glancing upwards, he thought he would have a chance at scaling the bay and get from there onto the roof, but he was distracted by a roar from back inside the corridor. 


He twisted to one side, desperately hanging onto the window frame as a spear was thrust at him. Realising just how precarious his position was, Lucius grabbed the shaft of the spear with his one free hand and pulled. Perhaps thinking Lucius was trying to pull him out of the window, the mercenary relaxed his grip on the spear. That was what Lucius had been waiting for.


Thrusting the spear back into the window, Lucius felt the butt connect with the mercenary's chest, sending him stumbling back. Lucius then leapt upwards to catch the roof of the bay and hauled himself onto the roof. 


He saw Swinherd fighting a guard, the thrusts and swings from the mercenary forcing the thief back with every step. Glancing back across to the garden, Lucius saw Grayling sliding down the rope across the wall, followed by Ambrose, mercenaries racing below in a vain attempt to stop them. Gathering what remained of his strength, Lucius pounded up the tiles towards where Swinherd was fighting.


A vicious swipe from the guard caused Swinherd to back up, and the thief lost his footing, slipping down to one knee as he tried to keep balance on the ridge of the roof. However, the guard paid him scant attention, instead hacking down on the escape rope with his sword, the blade passing through it easily. Lucius was sure Grayling had reached safety, but he saw Ambrose fall, disappearing into the hedges. Guards were cleaving their way through the vegetation within seconds.


The mercenary on the roof turned back to Swinherd. Roaring to distract the man, Lucius ploughed into him. The mercenary slid down the incline of the roof, frantically scrabbling to arrest his descent. With a forlorn scream, he disappeared.


Not waiting to hear the crash of the armoured guard hitting the ground, Lucius grabbed Swinherd.


"There will be more of them up here at any moment," he said.


"They've already discovered the ladder and kicked it down," Swinherd said. "I've found something else though. Come on!"


Behind them, the mercenaries had apparently erected their own ladder, for two appeared on the roof at the far end of the mansion. Heading in the opposite direction, Swinherd guided Lucius along the roofline, and then threw himself down its incline, sliding to the rear of de Lille's home. Controlling their descent, they steadied themselves as they reached the edge. Looking down, Lucius saw that an outbuilding butted onto the back of the mansion, its own sloped roof reaching up perhaps half the height of the main building. 


"It's a longer drop than I thought," Swinherd admitted.


Lucius looked over his shoulder to see mercenaries rapidly approaching, with more close behind. He groaned in expectation of the coming pain.


"We have little choice," he said. 


Grabbing the stone gutters, he swung his legs over and dangled for a few seconds before letting go. 


Lucius seemed to fall for an age. Then, with a jarring thud, he slammed into the roof tiles of the outbuilding, shattering dozens of them with the impact. Immediately, he began to slide down, causing a cascade of broken tiles to tumble before him. He was barely aware of rolling off the roof until he hit the grass with a blow that forced all the air out of his body.


Another thud in the ground right next to him marked Swinherd's impact. The thief moaned in pain as Lucius forced himself to stand.


"You alright?" Lucius asked as he reached down to help Swinherd.


"Just twisted me ankle," Swinherd said, though Lucius saw the pain he was in, and wondered if the fall had not broken it.


Quickly looking about him, Lucius searched for an escape route. Swinherd would slow him down, but he couldn't leave him.


More shouts from mercenaries alerted him to hurry, as those on the roof began directing the efforts of those in the gardens. The shortest route out of de Lille's grounds was the tall wall that surrounded them on all sides, but Swinherd was in no shape to scale anything, and he could hardly throw the man over it.


If not over, then through.


Though he was mentally exhausted and in pain, Lucius raised a hand and the threads of magic came to his mind's eye. He reached out for what he knew to be the most destructive of them, a source of magical energy that he had only before used in small measure. Now, he grasped the thread in its entirety.


The magic bending under his control, he gasped at the effort it took to fashion it into shape. It felt like hammering steel with his bare hands, and he cried out with the raw effort as he felt the energy begin to burn into his flesh. Sweat erupted all over his body, and he clenched his fist as he felt the magic begin to build up to its critical point, fingers digging deep into his palm until it began to bleed.


With a roar, Lucius released the magic.


The force of the arcane blast drove Lucius a step back. An invisible fist drove through the air with the speed of a cracking whip and impacted against the wall. 


Bricks and mortar flew high into the evening sky as the wall folded under the attack with a thunderous crash, debris raining down to bounce off the roof of de Lille's neighbour.


Swinherd looked up at Lucius, stunned.


"I had no idea..." he began.


"There's no time for that," Lucius said, hauling Swinherd to his feet and ignoring the man's sharp cry of pain as he placed weight on his injured foot. Slinging Swinherd's arm across his shoulders, Lucius half ran and half staggered through the gap in the wall. Behind them, he heard mercenaries running for the gap as well, and this drove him to move faster, becoming oblivious to Swinherd's agony and his own exhaustion. Once in the dark of the alleys, he knew they would be safe.







Chapter Three

  


Stretching his full length, Lucius groaned in contentment as he languished under the soft cotton sheets, and then yelped as the movement twisted the wound in his side, the lance of pain causing him to grab his side, trying to ameliorate the pain.


Elaine laid her head on his bare chest. "That will teach you to move quicker when an angry merchant comes at you with his sword."


He grunted in reply, not rising to the bait. Casting a glance around Elaine's tiny room, he saw how much the guildmistress had changed it since the old master's time. The desk was still there, but it had been shunted to one side along the wall, and papers were neatly stacked along one edge, rather than scattered in loosely organised piles. It was not that Elaine ran a tighter ship than Magnus, Lucius knew, just that she brought only the most sensitive documents into this, the guildmaster's office. The majority of her work was conducted elsewhere in the guildhouse.


The rest of the room was strewn with her belongings. Books - lots and lots of books - sat on shelves or were otherwise stacked in tall towers. Two chests contained Elaine's clothes, another her personal weaponry and tools of the thief's trade. It was amazing that she had managed to fit the wide bed into the room at all, and Lucius had never worked out how she had managed to get it up the narrow stairs.


A cloud shifted, and sunlight streamed through both the skylight and the tiny round window set opposite the door, its rays picking out the motes of dust that floated in the air. Movement from Elaine caught his attention, and Lucius stared in half-amazement as she reached under the sheets and produced the Torc of Vocator Majoris. Holding it up, she stared at it, turning it slowly.


"Shouldn't that have gone into the vault?" he asked.


Elaine shrugged. "Perk of being guildmistress. Do you think it really works?"


"Protection from assassins? I don't see how."


She continued to look at it intently, and Lucius supposed she viewed the Pontaine artefact as some sort of challenge. After all, before adopting the mantle of guildmistress, she had been Magnus' master of assassins, and that was an area of guild business she still took a deep interest in. That had been Lucius' greatest source of unease, reconciling the teasing, reflective and indefatigable woman he slept with, to the stone-cold killer he knew her to be.


"Do you have a buyer lined up?" he asked, after she had remained silent for a few moments.


"We'll keep it for a while," Elaine said as she carelessly tossed the torc onto the floor. "Maybe get some of our men to look at it, determine its true potential. There's no hurry."


"Business is getting back to normal," he said, referring to the reformation of the guild from the ashes of the thieves' war.


She turned back to him, tapping her fingers rhythmically on his chest as she thought. 


"There is still a long way to go," she said. "The pickpockets are back in operation in the Five Markets and, gradually, the merchants are being brought back into line with their payments - your work with de Lille will help a great deal there."


"Happy to be of service," he said, running a hand down her back.


"We'll have to start from scratch with the longer term projects. I want to get that prostitution ring going - the kids running the pickpocket franchises do well under our care, and I know we can do the same for these women."


"As well as draw in revenue from them," Lucius said.


Elaine raised her eyebrows. "That is the reason we are all here. But I mean what I say - we can provide protection for the girls, set standard rates, invest their shares of the franchise, and give them a chance for a decent future, the same as any of our current members. Overall, they will be better off."


With a fluid motion, Elaine whipped the sheets away from herself, and leapt from the bed. She crossed the small room and went to her desk. Lucius watched her leaf through the pages, taking the opportunity to admire her naked body. Her dark hair fell loose down past her shoulders, and she moved with the easy grace common to all good thieves. Exceptionally well-toned for a woman of her age, her skin was nonetheless criss-crossed with a multitude of scars, a testament to the bloody work she had carried out in the past. Those flaws had never bothered him on a physical level, though they always served as a reminder of what she was capable of; perhaps that was part of the attraction.


They had been sleeping together for several months now, the relationship starting a little after the guild had been put back together. Lucius had still not really worked out why she had chosen him as a partner or, for that matter, why he had accepted.


At least ten years his senior, Elaine was not known for sleeping with other thieves. He might have thought he provided her with mere physical relief, but over the past few weeks they had started talking more in bed after making love, though the conversation tended to revolve around guild activities rather than anything truly personal.


They should have been rivals, of course, for both were aware that Lucius could have easily taken the leadership of the guild after the thieves' war. As it was, Lucius was keen to advance to a position of responsibility, but he had no desire for complete authority. Elaine most certainly did, and what Elaine wanted she tended to get, one way or another.


Still, he had to admit, he liked her. After all, she was an utterly capable warrior, a cold killer, an energetic lover and a superlative guildmistress. He was surprised more thieves had not fallen for her. Then again, perhaps they had and were just intimidated by her manner. There were times when he could well understand that.


"We done?" Lucius asked when he saw Elaine's attention was sinking deeper into her papers.


"We're done," she said, a little distracted, before remembering herself and looking over her shoulder briefly. "Work never stops."


"Too true." Lucius watched Elaine work for several minutes more, rummaging through her paperwork to find the information she sought.


He saw her frown as she looked up from her papers, then cross over to the window. Grasping the latch, she threw it open and looked down at the street below.


"What the hell is going on?" he heard her mutter.


Vaulting from the bed, he joined her, standing behind as his arms encircled her waist. Briefly, he enjoyed the feel of her body up against his, but then he saw what had caught her attention.


The street outside was thronged with a crowd, people streaming past toward the centre of the city. Beggars, merchants, storekeepers, labourers, all pushed past and tripped over one another as they hastened along the street, chatting eagerly with their neighbours. 


Turning to glance back at Lucius, Elaine looked at him for answers, but he just shook his head in puzzlement.

 


The crowd thronged in the Square of True Believers, people jostling for position even as more filed in from the surrounding streets. Children were held close by their parents, lest they become utterly lost in the sea of bodies, while more adventurous onlookers scaled discarded crates, wagons, and statues for a better viewpoint. At the furthest edges of the crowd, where the press of people was lighter, the pickpockets worked, the occasional cry of "thief!" accompanied by quick footsteps and scattering children. 


All eyes were on the wooden dais and pulpit that had been constructed in front of the Cathedral. A sudden influx of funds from Vos had driven the completion of the Cathedral, so that its towers now loomed over the square. Rumours abounded that the Cathedral's quick construction had as much to do with a cut in the height of the two towers flanking the massive wooden doors to the nave as it had with more money being made available. The priests of the Final Faith had originally intended the Cathedral to be the tallest structure in the entire city, presiding over even the five towers of the Citadel. However, the lawmakers within Vos had stood their ground, and the message was clear; even the religion of the Final Faith could not be allowed to overshadow the rule of Vos.


A hush fell over the crowd nearest the Cathedral, and it quickly spread over the entire square as the tall metal-bound doors of the massive edifice opened. Only subdued murmurs rippled through multitude as the first figures strode proudly, in two lines, from the innards of the Cathedral.


Resplendent in white tabards bearing the red crossed circle of their Order, the Swords of Dawn put the garrisoned soldiers stationed to police the population of Turnitia to shame. Their armour was of the latest fashion, sporting plates over the normal mail to protect the shoulders, forearms and thighs. Their helmets remained open-faced but were far more intricately crafted, with state-sanctioned prayers inscribed in gold on their tall, flat surfaces, topped by short red plumes. What arrested the attention of most, however, were their wicked-looking weapons, slab-sided halberds, great pole axes that looked as though they could cleave a full grown man in two with a solid blow. These were new weapons in the Vos arsenal and, though untested in open warfare, they had already garnered a fearsome reputation among the citizens of the Empire.


The Swords filed out of the entrance of the Cathedral and down its steps, marching in perfect harmony, the clanking of their armour echoing across the square. Fanning out, the soldiers assembled themselves in two lines either side of the dais, staring implacably out at the crowd, as if daring anyone to make a foolish move.


No one dared. As one, the Swords raised their halberds a few inches above the paved stones and then brought them down in unison, the sound commanding instant silence from the gathered citizens. None stirred as their attention focussed on the open doors of the Cathedral and its dark interior.


A young priest, flanked by two neophytes, walked solemnly from the Cathedral, swinging censers in time with his steps. They were all clothed in the white robes favoured by clergy of the Final Faith, though the priest's clothing was draped in a green stole that denoted his rank. With aching slowness, he paced down the steps and, reaching the dais, handed the censer to one of the neophytes before climbing the pulpit.


Sure he had the attention of everyone, the priest raised his arms, and breathed in deeply before speaking.


"Blessed are you, you who attend the consecration of this great city's cathedral, dedicated to the one, true Final Faith. Your devotion is noted by the Anointed Lord herself, for she has sent her humble representative to us today. Pray silence for the Preacher Divine, Alhmanic."


After stepping down from the pulpit, the priest turned to face the Cathedral and waited, his head bowed. 


A minute passed with no movement from within the cavernous interior. The people simply stood, almost entranced as they awaited the most powerful member of the Final Faith to ever visit their city.


There was a collective intake of breath as. The Preacher Divine seemed to materialise out of the Cathedral. One moment there was nothing, and then there he stood, staring imperiously across the square.


The Preacher Divine was old, with thinning white hair above a majestic beard. However, as he started down the steps, it was clear he moved with the quick and easy grace of a man both young and physically fit. Those closest saw that while his skin was hard and weathered, it was barely touched by age. His eyes were clear and roved constantly over the crowd, as if able to pick out infidels with the merest glance.


He walked with a tall gilded staff that he clearly did not need, its metal butt hammering the ground with each step. A large blue stone was mounted at the staff's tip, grasped by silver claws. Dressed in white robes similar to the clergy on the dais, the Preacher Divine also wore a dark red cloak that trailed behind him as he walked, along with metal bracers on his arms and a thick leather tunic of exquisite craftsmanship. He gave the impression that he had fought a battle every step of the way to Turnitia but had not tired in doing the work of the Final Faith.


Mounting the pulpit, the Preacher Divine gazed down on the people - his people now. He nodded approvingly.

 


"Friends. Oh, my beloved friends. You are welcome here, at the first true house of the Final Faith in the worthy city of Turnitia. You have accepted the inspired leadership of Vos into your lives - now accept the true belief of the Final Faith into your hearts. I am Preacher Divine Alhmanic, and I bring you the blessings of the Anointed Lord and all the benefits that follow."


A few in the crowd cheered, though most merely clapped. He held up a hand again to silence them.


"This city has faced trials and hardships throughout the years. Interference from decadent aristocrats in Pontaine, misguided leaders who told you that safety can only come from that ridiculous idea, independence. Look about yourselves now," Alhmanic said, sweeping an arm over the entire square. "Do you stand alone? Are you not here, now, with your fellow citizens? Does not the merchant rely on the baker to provide the bread on his table? Does not the baker rely on the farmer to provide wheat? And does not the farmer rely on the Vos guard to keep him safe from brigands? We are all bound, one to another. An independent city cannot function any better than a man living on his own in the wilderness."


He paused for a moment to let his words sink in.


"This Cathedral, this magnificent building that will set your city apart from lesser settlements, brings with it a new era for Turnitia, one filled with wealth and prosperity for all decent people. Those of you who toil daily, be it in the docks, warehouses, or your own shops, will gain the full measure of your labours, a just reward for a day's work. For those whom independence and Pontaine ruined, those who are destitute but would willingly work for the betterment of your society, you will have every chance to find the same success as your peers."


The crowd's interest was piqued at the mention of money. It was the same in every city in the world, and Alhmanic had given variations of this speech a hundred times. Identify an enemy or cause for the people's hardships, then promise a better life under the Final Faith. Of course, you had to back up your promises to some extent.


"We have already trained many new stonesmiths, carpenters and other craftsman during the construction of this Cathedral - we did not only pay these men and women a fair wage, but taught them a trade so they can continue to work and to earn for the rest of their lives. And we are doing more; as a part of the Vos Empire, Turnitia is a vital port. This means we need more workers on the docks, more labourers for the warehouses, more taverns and shops for them to spend their hard earned wages, more mentors for their children, more builders for their new homes, and more craftsmen to provide everything they need. Everyone in this city can benefit from our work here."


More cheers rang from the crowd and many reached for him with their hands. Alhmanic nodded magnanimously before continuing.


"New charities are being set up as I speak. Those out of work can draw a stipend, so long as they make themselves available for the new work we are creating. This means no one ever need starve! Physicians are on their way from the Empire, ready to administer their skills to anyone who needs them, for fees anyone can afford - the Final Faith will make up any shortfall! We will also commence building Turnitia's first university within the year. Any hardworking citizen will be able to get an education and better themselves!"


The people before the Divine Preacher were now even more enthusiastic. Offering free money had a way of eliciting such a response, though Alhmanic knew the machinery of the Vos Empire was efficient enough to not only keep the promises he was making, but also claw back the expense through taxes. Not that the people need hear about that now, of course, nor about the nature of work that would be found for them if they wished to avail themselves of the charity of the Empire.


What was important now was the creation of a new enemy. In the end, life probably would get better for most of the people in the city, but they would pay through the nose for it and, as always, it would be the Vos Empire and the Final Faith that benefited the most.


"But my friends, my cherished friends, there are those who will work against us. Those who prey on the weak, the innocent, the hardworking. Liars, thieves and murderers, those who would use deception, crime or sorcery to make themselves rich at the expense of decent people like you. They grow fat as your lives become ever harder. Well, no more! 


"Magic, in all its forms, has the potential to bring truly wondrous boons to an entire city, yet its practitioners lock themselves away, intent only on their own wealth. The first Imperial Decree of this new, golden era is that all magic within the city of Turnitia will be regulated. Only those with a licence may practice magic, on pain of death. This will weed out the miserable tricksters and charlatans that have plagued you for too long."


Alhmanic doubted whether many of the people here had suffered, directly or otherwise, from rogue wizards, but practitioners were such easy targets. By its nature, magic was difficult for most people to understand, and so anyone well versed in its use was always treated with suspicion. After all, what was a simple labourer to make of a man who might be able to read his mind or burn down his house with a mere gesture?


"There is another blight, one that has plagued this city since its formation. Organised crime. From the pickpocket on the street to the thug who extorts decent shop owners for so called protection, from the con man running crooked games in your favourite tavern to assassins who lurk within the shadows, everyone is affected by these malcontents."


For a moment, Alhmanic lowered his voice, forcing the crowd to keep silence in order to catch his words.


"No longer, my friends, no longer. We will not suffer these criminals to make an easy living at your expense. I vow to you, every resource the Empire has here will be used to smash the centre of organised crime, the so-called thieves' guild. And we will do more, my friends, much more. We will also wipe out that nest of traitors, assassins and infidels - the Shadowmages!"







Chapter Four

 


"I really wouldn't worry about it."


Lucius glanced at Forbeck Torquelle. His mentor was pacing the perimeter of the empty warehouse they used for infrequent training sessions, the master slowly encouraging his pupil in the refinement of the art of the Shadowmage. Forbeck leaned on a cane as he walked, and was dressed in a fine jacket and pantaloons, for all the world like a Pontaine noble, complete with tight, trimmed beard.


"Vos means it this time," Lucius said. "Have you seen how many troops the Preacher Divine brought with him? Or the money they suddenly found to finish the Cathedral? Mark my words, they will come for you. They'll come for all of us, thieves and mages alike."


Forbeck sighed. "Lucius, my worrisome student, I have survived attacks from the Empire before now, and I will ensure we survive this one. Now, concentrate. You told me before you see the magic as individual threads. I want to focus on that for a while. Close your eyes..."


"He has a point," said another voice. Adrianna rested casually against a wooden pillar. "I've been watching this Alhmanic, and he is top grade material. They say he has the ear of the Anointed Lord herself."


"All preachers like to say that," said Forbeck. "Lucius, lock on to one thread, any one you like..."


"This one has the Swords of Dawn at his beck and call. You don't get that just by preaching to the masses. Alhmanic has clout, and is capable."


"But he has no magic, so how can he stand up to us?" asked Forbeck. "I promise you, he won't even find us. It is Lucius here who has more to worry about."


"True, with the promises he made at the Square, he will target the thieves' guild first," said Lucius.


"Vos has the resources to bring wizards into the city," said Adrianna. "They can afford the best."


"Well, not quite the best," Forbeck smiled.


"It is a danger," Adrianna said insistently.


"All the more reason for Lucius here to gain greater skill with his arcane manipulations," Forbeck said. "He is your friend. Perhaps you can get him to focus."


Adrianna sighed and pushed herself away from the pillar to stalk across the warehouse, her heels cracking on the flagstones with every step. Lucius turned to give her a wry smile as she approached.


While they had certainly had their differences in the past, Lucius had found Adrianna's acceptance of his presence in the city had grown over the past few months. Though the thieves' guild occupied much of his time, his renewed dedication to learning the arts of the Shadowmage, however loosely, had earned her respect.


He still found her cold at times, and wondered just how much emotion she possessed, beyond hatred and anger bent toward any who threatened the Shadowmages. Theirs was a loose guild, devoid of the rules and regulations that the thieves needed just to function as an organised body. In comparison, the Shadowmages received few instructions from superiors, and rank was assumed with experience and skill, rather than structured with rigid promotion. Every Shadowmage pledged to aid others in training, and all swore never to openly oppose another. They worked as spies, infiltrators, sometimes assassins to anyone who could afford their services, and few contracts were turned down on moral grounds. For a true Shadowmage, the principle aim was the betterment of their skills in both magic and stealth, not the accumulation of wealth, knowledge or material power. A Shadowmage would refuse a commission if either another Shadowmage was likely to be found on the side of the target, or if the work simply did not interest him.


This made the Shadowmages' guild incredibly difficult to penetrate or control, and that worried many within the Empire of Vos. After all, any one of them could become a target of a Shadowmage's skill, hired by a rival or enemy from Pontaine, and there was little defence against a skilled Shadowmage. When Vos had first invaded Turnitia, the Shadowmages had been purged and driven underground. Though weakened, enough had survived to continue the traditions and, now they were regaining their past eminence, it seemed as though someone in Vos had decided they needed to be taken down again.


For his part, Lucius considered himself more thief than Shadowmage, but his uncanny natural talent in manipulating magic had caught the attention of both Adrianna and her master, Forbeck. He appreciated their trust in him, but Lucius all too often wished he could be a more regular petty magician, using magic just as an aid to thievery, rather than reaching for something greater.


Standing in front of him, Adrianna wore a pained expression. 


"Please, Lucius, he will keep us here all day if you don't do as he says."


"There are worse ways to spend an afternoon," Lucius said, but dutifully closed his eyes and concentrated on the threads of magic.


"Now, take a deep breath, and open your eyes," said Forbeck, "but keep the magic in your vision."


This was an exercise Lucius had been made to practice many time before, and he had become somewhat proficient at it. While using magic in battle or on a thieves' mission, he had grown used to summoning the arcane power in a split second. However, doing it slowly, while training, had always been more difficult. Perhaps it had something to do with the lack of adrenaline, maybe it was simply because his life was not at risk. 


Gradually, it had dawned on him why Forbeck continually repeated exercises like this, concentrating on elements of the craft that, in theory, he could already do quite easily. By performing the actions slowly, consciously, he could study the magic more closely. It was like duelling; there were people who were natural talents in the use of a blade, and could be quite formidable fighters. If, however, they were taught to slow down their actions and actually study what they did and why, they could be rebuilt as far superior warriors.


In the end, magic was not that different from combat. The source of the power just came from elsewhere.


"Create fire."


Lucius held up a palm and a swirling ball of fire sparked in his hand, then steadied.


"Good," said Forbeck. "Now, pass it to Adrianna."


Adrianna waited patiently as Lucius willed the fire to, slowly, lift from his hand and cross to hers. He felt a mental nudge as her magic briefly brushed against his own. Their eyes met, and she gave him a slight nod. He realised they were both thinking the same thing; a year ago, this amount of control would have been beyond him. Today, however, Forbeck wanted more.


"Nice. Now, let Adrianna pass into the shadows."


Lucius took a deep breath before starting the new conjuration. He had wreathed himself in darkness many times while working with thieves, and it was something all Shadowmages could do. To pass that ability onto someone else, however, was quite difficult.


In his mind, he saw the threads spinning around the single strand that fed the natural forces sustaining the fire in Adrianna's hand. He could see wisps of energy spiral off that strand as his spell continued to pull energy away. Concentrating, he slowed the other threads down so he could pick the grey, almost colourless strand that governed the magics he used to hide himself from others.


Plucking the thread, he suddenly became mindful of controlling the conjuration he already had manifested. A break in concentration could either snuff out the flame or cause it to swell in intensity, searing Adrianna. He felt his forehead grow wet with perspiration.


"Steady, Lucius," Forbeck said softly.


Lucius visualised draping a cloak of raw arcane power around Adrianna. Before him, her outline turned indistinct and pale. 


Lucius could also feel Adrianna's presence in his mind, a vessel that contained a solid core of magic, potent and vivid. He felt the warmth of her arcane power breath through him. Adjusting his control of the shadow cloak that he had spun around her, he reached out to brush against her presence, feeling the magical energies respond to his touch.


Looking up, he saw Adrianna staring at him, wide-eyed, mouth slightly open in surprise. She then smiled wolfishly, and he reddened in embarrassment. Though he had known Adrianna for years now, he had never had a moment with her that was so intimate. 


The cloak of shadows fell from Adrianna and the ball of flame spluttered as Lucius' control was disrupted by a flood of emotion.


"Concentrate" Forbeck said, apparently unaware of what was passing between his two students. "We have a long way to go yet, Lucius."


The next exercises took a while to work through, as Forbeck pushed his levels of concentration further and further. Every time Lucius' mental control failed, Forbeck would start him again from the beginning.


First, Adrianna's cloak of shadows was brought back into existence. Then Lucius was commanded to flood his muscles with power, greatly increasing his strength and physical endurance, before he created an invisible shield that he had to manoeuvre to deflect small stones that Forbeck pelted him with. He was told to cast his mind around the warehouse to locate the nearest vermin - and then suck its life out with the most vile of death magics.


Each new task required a new strand of energy to be pulled, teased and shaped, even as Lucius tried to maintain the other conjurations. He was not always successful, and he received a particularly painful lesson when his shield failed and one of Forbeck's pebbles caught him on the temple. Even then, he was proud that of all the spells that failed from the break in concentration as his world spun around, the flame in Adrianna's hand was not one of them.


Finally, soaked with sweat, Lucius thought he had achieved what Forbeck was searching for. With the ball of fire, stone shield and cloak of shadows, he had three spells running simultaneously, and he felt he could keep them going for at least a minute or two longer. However, Forbeck still wanted more.


"Feel the magic flow through you, Lucius. Reach out with your mind, and search the remaining threads. You have always felt their presence, but I want you to become ever more familiar with them. Imagine a time when you can control any number of them. Don't see them, feel them."


Reaching out, Lucius could clearly visualise the spinning threads, three of them static and stable as he continued to draw upon their power.


He brushed against each thread, drawing a murmur of satisfaction from Forbeck as he passed over two of them, triggering a tremor in those forces that Forbeck could feel. While Forbeck was a far more accomplished Shadowmage than he was - would likely ever be - the master was limited to just a few forms of magic, as were all Shadowmages. It was Lucius' ability, perhaps unique, to feel all forms of magic that had drawn Forbeck to him.


The threads that he was still taking power from felt taut and straight, while the others seemed to snake around his fingers, ready to be moulded and forged. Slowly, Lucius made his way from strand to strand, sensing each one's energy and potential. He reached out for the next and felt... nothing. An empty place that should be filled. All he could feel was darkness, and a chill cold swept over him, freezing his mind. Lucius stared straight into a void, a region of absolute, utter nothing. 


Crying out, Lucius fell, the conjurations forgotten.


Lucius came to and opened his eyes to look up at Adrianna's face, her expression a mixture of curiosity and concern. Her hand was brushing his brow, and his head lay in her lap. 


"Are you alright?"


Lucius frowned, trying to recall what had happened. "I think so." 


"You gave us quite a scare," Forbeck said. "I've never seen a loss of concentration do that before - not to someone as proficient as you."


"No, it wasn't that," Lucius said. "It was something else. Something cold and dark and... I don't know how to describe it."


Adrianna helped Lucius to his feet.


"Try," Forbeck said.


"I just saw nothing. No, that's not right. It was an empty space. I reached for a new strand, one that, somehow, I knew should be there. But it wasn't."


"Have you used this strand before?"


Lucius thought hard. "No. Never. But I just felt as though it should be there. It's like... someone takes a book from your shelf, but you cannot remember which book they took. And yet you still know it is gone. Does that make any sense?"


"Maybe," Forbeck said. "It is certainly fascinating. Lucius, I have always said you you are something of a mystery to me. Most Shadowmages are confined to the study of just one or two forms of magic. But you are different. You have access to all forms of magic, and I don't know why. My interest, of course, is whether this is something that all Shadowmages should be able to do, but have just forgotten over the ages."


"So what type of magic is it that is formed of nothing?"


"I really don't know. Maybe some strand of magic is missing..."


He trailed off, prompting Lucius to speak.


"Yes?"


Forbeck smiled. "I can give you a legend, for whatever that is worth. What do you know of the Old Races?"


"They built the harbour outside the city thousands of years ago. Apparently. Every now and again we hear about some artefact of theirs in the guild. That's about it."


"The two Old Races formed two great empires, elfs on one side, dwarfs on the other. These two empires were far more advanced than we men have ever been. There are tales of huge towers a mile high, of great magics that could fulfil any desire, of mighty sky ships that, some say, could even voyage to Kerberos itself.


"For millennia, these two empires worked together in peace and mutual prosperity, but something went wrong. Elf began to fight dwarf, and a terrible, terrible war broke out. The land shook and the sea boiled - even the sky itself burned with the magic the two empires unleashed upon one another. The death toll was catastrophic, but still they fought on, each determined to construct bigger and better war machines or destructive spells. In the end, one side went too far. Think on this for a moment. The wizards of Pontaine long ago classified the types of magic: necromancy, natural magic, spells of shadow, elemental forces, and battle magic. Once the wizards had this structure and began classifying individual spells, however, certain issues became readily apparent."


"What issues?" Lucius asked.


"They soon discovered that necromantic castings were naturally more powerful than those rooted in natural forces. In their turn, spells governing natural forces had dominance over shadow."


"That means one wizard will naturally be better than a peer, no matter how hard they both study," Lucius said.


"Well, sort of," Forbeck said. "Effort and raw talent still count for something, I am happy to say. But you have the essence of it. However, think about it in respect to your own abilities."


"If I understand the relationship of magic, then when I face another practitioner, I can gain a natural advantage over him."


"Precisely."


"So why did you not explain this to me before? It might have come in useful!"


"I was interested to see whether this would have been something you discovered for yourself. You may have come across something altogether more fundamental."


"Which is?"


"Well, there are some contradictions with this view of magic. Imagine a circle. We'll call it the Circle of Power. Start with necromancy at the top. It is ascendant over nature, which is next around the circle. Nature, in turn is dominant over shadows. Then follows the elemental forces and battle magic."


"So battle magic trumps necromancy, completing the circle," said Adrianna.


"You would think so, wouldn't you?" said Forbeck. "That is exactly what every master wizard thought for centuries. However, it has never been proved. There has never been one successful experiment or casting that proves that battle magic is ascendant over necromancy, or that necromancy is subservient to battle magic."


"So what is dominant over necromancy?" asked Adrianna.


"Nothing. Or, at least, nothing that we have found."


"So..." Lucius began hesitantly, not sure he had understood where Forbeck was going. "It is like a part of the circle is missing?"


"Precisely!" 


"But what can cause magic to go missing?"


"The two empires fought, and one of them went too far. Everything I have ever heard and read has said it was the elves that pushed too hard and brought destruction to both empires. It is said that they had such a mastery of magic that they were able to bring one of your threads, as you call them, into the physical world - permanently. Imagine that, the essence of raw magic, made physical. It would be like... being able to wield the power of the sun. You could control the stars themselves!"


"That didn't happen though," said Adrianna flatly.


"Of course not. They could not control that much magic. A cataclysm befell them. Huge portions of their empires fell into the sea, which began to churn with endless storms, as it does today. Elf and dwarf were completely wiped out, leaving our race behind. All their knowledge, all the grandeur of their civilisation, wiped out in an instant because of greed and the desire to massacre their enemies. In doing so, they took some part of magic with them."


"Is all that true?" Lucius asked.


"No idea!" Forbeck grinned. "It fits all the known facts, but could still be completely wrong. We may never know the answers! 


We'll continue your training and see what happens. Still, we have done enough for today. Rest and reflect on the tale. For my part, I must bid you farewell - affairs of other guild members call upon my time."


"I'll come with you," Adrianna said.


"Foolish girl, don't worry for my safety - I am more than capable of taking care of myself."


"She's right," Lucius said, suddenly thinking of Magnus, the previous guildmaster of thieves. "You should not wander the streets alone."


"I thank you both for your concern, truly. But there are some things, I confess, that I must do alone, and I will not suffer interference from those seeking to protect me from an illusory threat."


"Well, just keep an eye open," he finally said.


"My dear Lucius, coming from a thief, that is indeed good advice!"


Lucius became aware of Adrianna standing close behind him as they both watched Forbeck leave the warehouse. She placed a hand on his shoulder.


"He knows more about our craft than you and I are ever likely to know, but I believe he is underestimating the intentions of Vos this time. Keep your ears open, Lucius; see what your thieves can find out about this Preacher Divine. You and I have to work together if we are going to keep Master Forbeck alive."







Chapter Five

 


Staring in disbelief across the Five Markets, Ambrose shook his head, unable to reconcile what he saw with any kind of sense. He had worked the Five Markets for years, managing children the thieves' guild recruited as pickpockets within his own franchise. It was a lucrative business, and served the guild as a tool for bringing young blood into its ranks. He had grown used to working under the shadow of the Vos Empire, personified by the soaring towers of the Citadel that loomed darkly over each of the separate markets.


Now, his worst nightmare had come true. Being so close to the Citadel, small patrols of red-liveried guards were common enough, and it was his role to keep his pickpocket teams on the move, timing patrols so the guards did not see the same familiar faces in the crowd time and again. 


As soon as he arrived in the Five Markets that morning, Ambrose saw what had changed. The guard were present in force. Pairs of guards stood at every conceivable entrance to the markets, from the wide Ring Street that linked all the markets, to the smallest alley. Larger squads marched past gaudily coloured stalls, ever vigilant for thievery. Ambrose had also noted that a single guard armed with yellow and black flags stood at the top of each tower, using his vantage point to direct patrols to anything suspicious.


He had already visited the other four market plazas, and the same system was in place in each. Standing beside a statue of the Anointed Lord, Ambrose fumed. Vos had promised to close in on the thieves' guild, and their first target was all too clear. They had shut his franchise down.


Already, several three-child teams had been apprehended before Ambrose could give orders for them to halt their business, and he had seen them led into the Citadel, furious at his inability to help.


"What are we going to do, Mr Ambrose?" asked Jake, a young boy of perhaps nine or ten, already a superior pickpocket who had taken over the leadership of his own team.


Ambrose sighed. "Go home, Jake. Tell everyone to go home. We can't work like this."

 


Sipping at his wine to hide a self-satisfied smile, Reinhardt Perner relaxed back in his chair, eyeing the official seated opposite him. He cast a glance past the sacks of wheat, barrels of ale and stacks of bread, over to the Vos guardsman standing outside the front door of his store. A warm feeling spread through him, and he knew it was more than just the wine working through his system. For the first time in a very long time, he felt free. Free to do business and free to earn a decent profit through his labours.


"You have my sincere thanks, Councillor," he said to his companion, a short man dressed in a dark tunic, tidy but not ostentatious. "My business has been terrorised for as long as I can remember by those rogues. Your man there will serve to be an admirable deterrent."


"It is the least we can do, Master Perner. Merchants such as yourself are the backbone of this city, and we consider it our utmost duty to protect your business. As the Preacher Divine himself has said, we are here to ensure decent people do not have to struggle to make a living."


"And you say your man will be relieved every day?"


"Twice a day," the councillor assured him. "And if the thieves are foolish enough to come here in force we can have a full squad here in minutes. Our men are drawn from the core of the Vos army, and many have fought against the finest Pontaine has to offer. A few thieves will be no contest."


"That is all to the good, Councillor. I cannot tell you the fury and frustration I have had to endure over the years. Helpless, I have been, as the thieves and their thugs visited me every week, seeking their 'insurance' money, as they called it. I had to pay them. I saw what they did to Roman's store next door."


The councillor frowned. "There is no store next to yours."


"Exactly. It was burned to the ground overnight."


"Ahhh. Well, you need not worry yourself about such things any longer."


"Again, you have my gratitude."


Reaching into his tunic, the councillor produced a leather scroll case and, unscrewing its lid, withdrew a single sheet of paper. 


"There is just one more thing we need to attend to," he said.


"Oh?" Reinhardt set down his wine glass, suddenly feeling uneasy. He took the paper handed to him and started to read. It took him just a few seconds to comprehend what he was looking at.


"This is an increase in taxes - it will be nearly triple what I pay already!"


"In effect from this morning," the councillor said. He took up his own glass and drained it. When the merchant did not respond, the councillor leaned towards him. "Guards cost money, Master Perner. Catching thieves costs money. Charity costs money, and I am sure you wish to contribute your part to help those less well off than yourself."


Reinhardt looked as though he was about to argue, but the councillor spoke first. "You are going to be better off, Master Perner, believe me. You will be able to operate your business in peace, without interference from the lawless elements of the city. You don't need my promise for that, you will see it for yourself over the next few days. You will have to pay for law and order, but with peace comes prosperity. Already, immigrants from other Vos cities are arriving, and we will draw more people in from the Anclas Territories. Lord alone knows they will be happy to move out of that hell hole. More people means more customers, Master Perner. I am sure someone with your acumen will find a way to take advantage of that."


Setting the demand down before him, Reinhardt sighed in frustration. Without running precise figures, he already guessed he would be paying the Vos government more than he had ever paid the thieves' guild. On the other hand, he had already seen business start to grow since the Preacher Divine had arrived in Turnitia so maybe, just maybe, there was something in what the Councillor was saying. He forced himself to smile.


"Of course, Councillor, you are quite right. We must all pay our share to maintain this fine city. You certainly have my full support."


"That is good to hear, Master Perner. And I am sure we will be seeing you at the service tomorrow morning at the Cathedral. You and your entire family."


"Tomorrow morning? I am afraid that will be quite impossible, Councillor. I have deliveries to take in and customers to-"


"It was not a request," the councillor cut in. "The priesthood of the Final Faith have some important messages to tell you. I am sure you would not want to miss them. Ever. I am telling everyone in this quarter the same thing."


Reinhardt frowned, but he took the councillor's meaningful look on board. He cleared his throat.


"Of course, councillor. Our spiritual health is just as important as the maintenance of the city's economy."


"I am glad you agree. As I said, decent people like yourself are what this city needs. You work for the betterment of Turnitia, and you will find yourself prospering in ways you cannot yet imagine."


The councillor stood and bade him good day before leaving. Reinhardt watched him depart, a worried expression on his face. He always knew the city would pay a price in accepting Vos, but for the first time he began to wonder just who they were all making a deal with.

 


Harker reached down to feel the mule's leg, pretending to locate a sprain. His eyes, however, were roving up and down the street, searching for any sign of a patrol of Vos guards. He had timed the patrols, of course, and was reasonably sure that his thieves would be undisturbed for at least a half hour, but it always paid to be prepared.


The rest of his team was inside the warehouse and, every few minutes, they trotted out with boxes, sacks and crates. It was a straightforward theft, a relatively easy job here, in the merchant's district. Rows and rows of warehouses supported Turnitia's economy, with goods coming in every day by both sea and road. The city had not lost its reputation for independent trading, even with Vos now in control, and it was still discreetly a hub for merchants of no political affiliation who wished to trade across the divide between Vos and Pontaine.


The thieves' guild monitored the district daily, and Harker specialised in low-cost commodities from warehouse break-ins. Though individual hauls generated smaller profits, they were largely risk free and he could run several in the course of one profitable afternoon, whereas other thieves might spend a week planning one job for a precious prize guarded by mercenaries, soldiers and traps.


A loud rattle arrested his attention, and he saw another cart pull out of a side street, laden with boxes destined for the port, or perhaps just another warehouse. The labourer leading the mules looked tired and bored, but nodded at Harker as he passed.


Harker inclined his own head in greeting; just two low paid labourers sharing the common bond of their work. He returned to his mule's leg, keeping the labourer in his peripheral vision, but the man and his goods kept on plodding wearily down the street. Harker's own cart was about half full, and he tapped his foot impatiently as he waited for his thieves to return with more ill-gotten gains. One more trip after that, and they should be done, he reckoned. 


Looking back up the street, he noticed the labourer had stopped opposite one of the many alleyways that ran between the warehouses. He squinted to get a better look, then realised with alarm that the labourer was gesturing towards him. Seconds later, a squad of six Vos guardsmen shot out of the alley, and started running toward him. They did not shout after him or demand his surrender, but their spears were levelled with clear intent.


"Fire!" he shouted into the open door of the warehouse, the pre-arranged warning he had agreed with his team. Bad experiences in the past had taught him that shouting "Guards!" when being pursued was a very, very bad idea.


Trusting his team to make their own escape, he slapped the rump of his mule and dragged it forward into an uneasy trot, hoping it might outrun heavily armoured men. Another squad of guards appeared from an alleyway ahead and he cursed as they spotted him, drawing their weapons.


Hauling his mule around, the animal rumbling its protest at his mistreatment, he headed for the side street the labourer had appeared from. 


He skidded to a halt, the mule bucking its head in confusion. In front of him, a third squad waited, spears lowered to receive him, forming a prickly barrier. Behind, the first two squads appeared, the soldiers manhandling Terri, one of his team. 


"Excellent work, men," said one of the Vos soldiers, a sergeant Harker saw from the golden insignia woven into the chest of his red uniform. "Are the secondary squads in place?"


"Yes, sir."


"Good, they'll catch the rest of the scum." He cast a disgusted look at Harker. "Someone arrest that man. I want to get at least one more lot before shift's end."

 


Leaning against the wall of the alley, Sebastian fumed as he watched what was happening in the Square of True Believers. He knew exactly what Vos was doing but, as yet, he could not see a way around it.


The square was filled with street traders, entertainers and, of course, believers seeking to make their prayers known to the priesthood of the Final Faith in the new Cathedral. They all stayed away from the western side of the square, however. That had been reserved for the beggars.


Even now, they watched the beggars with a strange mixture of contempt and pity. Massive wagons had been brought into square, and there was polite applause from onlookers as Vos guardsmen began throwing bundles from the wagons into the outstretched hands of the beggars. More soldiers were on the ground, ready to break up any fights in the desperate crowd clamouring for alms, but there was a strange sense of order in place. The beggars had been promised that there was more than enough for everyone and, looking at the size of the wagons, it was easy to believe, despite the many hundreds of needy people that had gathered. 


The bundles were ripped apart, and cries of delight rang across the square, as the poorest citizens of the city discovered that the benevolent Empire of Vos had gifted them not just bread, but fruit, new clothes, a skin of wine, and even a small pouch of silver. These cries fuelled more applause as the richer citizens saw their taxes at work, bathing in their own charity.


Sebastian knew better. Those were his people that had been herded into the square, members of the beggars' guild, all of them. 


Someone in the Vos-led government had been very, very clever. He had to give them that. Any other official might have just tried to bribe the beggars with bread, believing them to be poor and hungry. That had been tried before and, predictably, it had not worked. Beggars had still lined the streets after weeks of donations. 


What had not been understood before was that the beggars of Turnitia were not necessarily poor and starving - certainly not if they had been part of the beggars' guild for any length of time. The guild turned destitution into a profession, and Sebastian's people were very good at what they did. Beggars feigned diseases and injury, turning their deceptive plight into pity from those who were supposedly better off. It was ironic that many of the beggars that received handouts were actually wealthier than many of the labourers and craftsmen who gave freely. But then again, that was the whole point of begging.


Under Sebastian, the beggars' guild had developed so that every beggar in the city belonged, and all benefited from its membership. Plots were allotted and rotated so that each beggar had a good opportunity for charity and no one region of the city was buried under hordes of begging cripples.


More than that, Sebastian had turned the natural tendency of so-called decent people to ignore beggars into a virtue. The beggars' guild had become the eyes and ears of the city, and their recent alliance with the thieves' guild had borne fruit for both.


Someone within the Vos military had finally caught on, however. For the entire morning, Sebastian had watched helplessly as his people were rounded up by Vos soldiers and piled into wagons. He had first thought they were being taken to the Citadel or perhaps even deported from the city, as part of some Vos scheme to clean up the streets. Their true aim was far more insidious, and Sebastian pounded the wall with an angry fist as he sought, without hope, for a response that would save his guild.


The wagons of beggars had been driven to the Square of True Believers. More soldiers ensured no one was able to leave, much to the chagrin of those who felt they had been picked up like sacks of wheat and then dumped in the square. However, when more wagons arrived, the beggars stopped complaining. 


By providing more than just food and drink, the Vos government was buying their loyalty. Better clothes immediately made them look like anything but beggars. Cold, hard silver meant there was little to be gained by begging anyway. After all, why squat in the gutter with hand outstretched to passers-by if Vos was going to give you money for doing nothing? True, some of the more successful beggars would not be taken in, being too wealthy to be turned so easily. However, they were few in number and were certainly not the heart and soul of the guild. 


A young girl of no more than fifteen summers came from the depths of the alley to stand next to Sebastian. Wearing an elegant gown, the girl looked more like the daughter of a rich aristocrat than the beggar she was. She had been forced to change from her normal, grubby attire in order to avoid being picked up by the guards with the rest of the beggars. Linking an arm through Sebastian's, she too watched what was happening to the beggars.


"Grennar," Sebastian acknowledged.


"What are we going to do?" 


He looked down at the ground. "Go to the thieves. Tell them that, from today, my guild no longer exists."







Chapter Six

 


The elegant wood-panelled walls of the guildhouse's council chamber used to give Lucius a measure of confidence in his chosen career. With the wisest and most experienced thieves seated around the long table that dominated the room, the atmosphere was one of business and considered opportunity, not petty larceny and common crime. Theirs was a true profession, taken every bit as seriously as the merchants of the city who planned the continuance of their wealth for years into the future.


The comfort was not there today, and everyone fidgeted around the table as they waited for the guildmistress. The council had shrunk in size since the thieves' war, and the empty chairs around the long table now felt like an ominous sign.


Opposite Lucius sat Ambrose and Nate. The former had been Lucius' own mentor when he first joined the guild, and Lucius had come to trust the veteran thief completely. Nate, on the other hand, could have been considered a rival. Nate was the youngest thief on the guild's council and was known to be ambitious, yet Lucius had leapfrogged right over him to adopt a very senior position among the thieves. Some said Nate was merely biding his time to avenge himself, but Lucius had found him to be more or less dependable, though the young man could argue with the best of them during the meetings.


There was an empty seat next to Lucius, as his place was at Elaine's left hand. On her right was Wendric who, officially, at least, was her lieutenant and second in command of the guild. Lucius' presence made that position a little less clear, and many thieves in the lower ranks assumed that he had usurped Wendric as well.


What they did not know was that the void left by the death of the previous guildmaster had been resolved neatly between Lucius and Elaine, one night while on a mission to finish the thieves' war. Lucius did not want the responsibility of ownership of the guild, but he did want a position on the council. Elaine, on the other hand, very much wanted to become leader of the guild. By allowing Wendric to retain his position as lieutenant, both he and Elaine had worked to dissipate the suspicions that had grown over Lucius' magical talents. Most thieves had been set against allowing wizards into the guild, believing them portents of bad luck, but Elaine and Wendric, helped by Lucius' own actions, had convinced most that having a Shadowmage could only benefit them all.


Lucius' attention was brought back to the meeting by Nate hammering his fist on the table as he stood, leaning forwards.


"Launch a rescue bid or retreat, those are the only choices," he said, his ire aimed squarely at Wendric. "I won't leave our people in the Citadel to rot, but if that is the choice of this council, then we have no option but to shut down our operations. We no longer have the manpower to operate effectively."


Ambrose laid a hand on Nate's arm, indicating that the younger man should sit down.


"In principle, I agree with you, Nate - we all do," said Ambrose. "In practice, we have to be smart."


"We are in danger of losing control of all operations," Wendric pointed out.


"True," said Ambrose. "But we are not losing them to a rival guild. The merchants and wealthy citizens will still be out there in the days and weeks to come. My point is we need not act hastily."


"Agreed," Lucius said.


"I suspect, if we wait just a little longer, we may have unexpected allies," Ambrose said, and the others looked quizzically at him. "Taxes have been increased fourfold. People are required - required - to attend services of the Final Faith in that damned Cathedral of theirs. This is a dictatorship in the making and, if I know the people of Turnitia, they won't stand for it. One day, very soon I'd wager, they'll wake up to realise what cold steel fist they have around their throats."


"That is a lovely idea, Ambrose," said Wendric. "But while the people of this city may grumble about Vos' new regime, they will do little about it."


"That is true," Lucius said. "Vos has been smart, giving people just what they thought they wanted. The streets have been swept clean of crime, trade is increasing and, on the face of it, life is getting better. Maybe they will awake to see what is really happening but by then, it will be too late."


"For that matter, there may not be any real people of Turnitia left," said Nate.


"What do you mean?" Lucius asked.


Nate shrugged. "Have you seen who is arriving in the city, who is responsible for the influx of trade? They are all coming from Vos. And they are buying property here too - they are set to stay. It won't be long before these visitors from Vos outnumber the natives. Then we will be a true Vos city."


That thought floated over the table for a few minutes before anyone else spoke.


"Well," Wendric said finally, "that is something to worry about in the future. Our prime concern right now is that our work as a guild is being severely restricted. Even Elaine's assassins are having a hard time of things, as Vos guardsmen have been assigned to anyone who might remotely be a target for their knives."


The door to the chamber flew open with a bang, Elaine sweeping through it at speed. Behind her trotted a familiar face at their meetings, the beggar girl known as Grennar.


"Gentlemen, forgive my late entrance, but I have just heard something disturbing, and we have much to do," Elaine said as she hurried around the table to take her place. Grennar sat next to Ambrose.


Lucius cast a glance at Elaine, and he immediately saw a haunted look behind her eyes. He could only imagine the pressures she was under as she tried to manage a guild that was falling apart. As she took a deep breath to compose herself, Lucius found he wanted nothing more than to reach under the table and take her hand, but he knew better than to try. They had agreed from the outset of their relationship that any display of affection or over-familiarity between them would only shake confidence in the guild's leadership.


He would hold her close that night but, for now, Elaine would have to stand alone.


Elaine gestured to the young girl opposite her. "Grennar, go ahead."


The beggar girl had been presented to the thieves as a go-between, a liaison, linking thief and beggar in the common causes they shared. At first, many thieves presumed she was a calculated insult aimed at them from beggars who believed themselves superior as an organisation, but Lucius saw she had impressed even the most senior of thieves very quickly.


Though barely fifteen, with a freckled face and the slightest of frames, she had the uncanny knack of getting people to listen when she wanted to talk. She also seemed to know exactly what she was talking about on any given subject that cropped up during the council meetings she attended, which was not always the most obvious trait of some of the thieves present.


"Sebastian sent me," Grennar said. "You heard the promises the Preacher Divine made. Well, he is carrying them out - right now."


"Giving alms to your people, so they need not beg," said Lucius.


To his surprise, Grennar gave an appreciative smile. "It was very neatly done."


This frank analysis surprised Lucius, and he wondered if she was simply relating what her own guildmaster had told her, or whether she had formed the opinion herself. If the latter, Lucius could see why Sebastian kept such a quick mind close to him, however young the head around it.


"Anyway, it means our guild has effectively been shut down," Grennar said simply.


"You have no loyal members to rely on?" Elaine asked. She was mastering her shock at this turn of events, but Lucius could still hear tones of it in her voice, and he wondered if the other thieves noted it too. Wendric, probably, as he had known her the longest.


"Oh, we have people who have pledged themselves to the guild and Sebastian both," Grennar said. "But not enough. Not enough to function as a guild, and certainly not enough to gather information across the city. The rest... well, they look after themselves before all else. I imagine it is much the same in your guild."


Elaine looked sharply at the young girl, then shrugged. "That is true enough." She looked at each of the men around the table in turn before making her pronouncement. "They will be coming for us next. And quickly."


Round the table, the men shuffled uncomfortably.


"We have to clear the guildhouse," Wendric said.


"We have to do more than that," Elaine said. "As a guild we are almost paralysed in our ability to conduct business. With the beggars taken out of play, we are also blind. We are in a very precarious position."


"What is your plan?" Ambrose asked.


Elaine was clearly reluctant to give her next orders, but she forged ahead.


"Clear the guildhouse. Move the vault too, and get our people to take as much as they can carry from the libraries, laboratory and armoury. Everyone splits into individual groups, each headed by a single senior thief who chooses their own safe location and way of continuing business. No senior thief is to know where any other senior thief and their group operates from."


"You are talking about breaking the guild!" Ambrose protested. Nate was uncharacteristically silent, but looked as though he was going to be sick.


"The senior thieves are divided into groups as well, with each senior thief reporting to one of the council. Again, each council member will know which senior thieves work for them, but not who works for anyone else. You are all free to conduct yourselves as you see fit. I will stay in touch with the council members and no one else to preserve everyone's safety. With luck, we will be able to reform as a guild after these troubles."


"You want us to start clearing the guildhouse right now?" Nate asked, finally finding his voice.


"Nate, understand this. The beggars are finished. The Vos guard could be gathering their forces in the Citadel to march on us right now, and we would not know anything about it."


Nate opened his mouth, and then closed it again.


"Start the evacuation now," Elaine said. "Arrange for sentries to watch every approach, and get them to sprint back here if they so much as smell a Vos patrol. Pick your senior thieves and arrange contact locations. I'll stay here to lead the last of us out."


"No," Wendric said, shaking his head. "As guildmistress it is imperative that you survive any attack. The guild really will fall apart if you are captured or killed."


"Wendric and I will lead the last of us out," Lucius said. "All those in favour?"


"Aye!" said Ambrose and Nate together, as Wendric raised his hand to signal assent.


"Motion is carried by the council," Lucius said, looking at Elaine.


For a second, he thought she would overrule them, as was her right, then he saw her shoulders sag just a fraction. "As you wish," she said quietly. "In that case, I'll safeguard the transition of the vault."


Breathing a sigh of relief, Lucius nodded in agreement. After the thieves themselves, the vault was the most precious resource the guild had, the store of its most valuable possessions. It would also be the first thing to leave the guildhouse, and Lucius felt better knowing Elaine would be following it.


Elaine looked around the table once again. "Keep the faith, we will prevail. Now, get to work, we have a lot to do, and not much time."


With Grennar the men stood and filed out of the council chamber, but Lucius stayed next to Elaine as they departed.


"Ambrose was right, you know," she said quietly. "We could end up spreading ourselves so thin that Vos just sweeps us up one at a time. Or maybe we do all survive, but the separate groups grow too used to doing things their own way - then we have twelve guilds instead of one, and another thieves' war."


"That might all be true," Lucius said. "If we had a weak leader. You'll hold it together."


Elaine was silent for a moment, then said in an even softer voice, "I am not certain I can. Not this time. Not against this enemy." Giving a short self-deprecating laugh, she ran a hand through her hair. "There is no one else I would have said that to!"


Casting a glance around, to make sure that no one was spying upon them, Lucius reached across and took her hand.


"We won't let you down, I promise. You can rely on us."

 


Glancing up and down the twilight-darkened street, Lucius rubbed his hands nervously. Vos would make its move against the thieves any time now, he could feel it in his bones, and yet he was standing in the middle of an open street, ready to be taken in by the first patrol that saw him. Still, he had learned not to ignore Adrianna when she sent one of her arcane summons. He doubted the slow chiming inside his head would cease for days if he refused to heed its call.


He waited at a small junction in Lantern Street, barely a quarter mile from the thieves' guildhouse, the wide roadway lined with small houses and the occasional shop. To his back lay an alley, his location chosen to allow for a quick retreat into its narrow, dark entrance if trouble should arise.


Within minutes, he saw Adrianna stalking confidently towards him, her tied up hair bouncing cheerfully along behind her. Her face did not match its gaiety.


"Aidy," he greeted her. "This is an unusual place for you to want to meet."


"It is close to your guildhouse, and I know you have problems there," she said. "I thought you would resist coming if I tried to drag you halfway across the city."


"Hardly," he muttered, but she pretended not to hear him.


"I see the beggars have gone."


"And with them, our eyes and ears," he said bitterly.


"Then you haven't heard what has been happening up on the hill."


Lucius glanced up Lantern Street, thoroughfare winding its way up Turnitia's slope. The buildings in that, the far eastern part of the town, were mostly residential, and mostly larger estates with extensive gardens, where the richest of the city lived. It was where de Lille had made his home.


Adrianna grabbed his arm and led him into the alleyway.


"They have started clearing out unregulated wizards - you either sign up, or get taken into the Citadel," she said.


Lucius frowned. 


"How can they get away with that? Why start on the richest and most powerful in the city - that has to be causing them problems."


"Ah, that is what I thought at first, but you are not thinking it through." There was just a hint of the old, self-satisfied Adrianna in that comment, the one that had always chided him in the past. "These are the people who think themselves above the common law, and are thus more likely to be caught red-handed. But that is not really the point - after all, what does Vos care if it has to manufacture evidence to carry a conviction in its so-called courts? No, what do these people have that no one else possesses much of?"


"Money."


Suddenly, it became obvious to Lucius what Adrianna was getting at. That rich merchants and titled nobles were prone to dabble in sorcery was no secret. Most saw it as a mere diversion, and were thus no great practitioners. They became bored with their meagre efforts and went on to seek other distractions. However, a few had not only the wealth but the patience to pursue the craft, and these men and women could become quite proficient. They also had the arrogance to think that Vos would ignore their studies, but their wealth was an additional attraction.


"Vos are imposing heavy fines?" he asked.


"No, think larger," Adrianna said. "They take everything. The silver, the jewels, the horses - and the property. Some of the larger families are resisting, but Vos will get what it wants in the end. Enough grand houses and enough silver to attract nobles from all over Vos."


"And we get a new ruling class."


"There you go," she said. "I knew you would get there."


"Alright, alright," he said. "So, are we in danger?"


Adrianna stopped, and released his arm as she turned to face him.


"They have some wizards in the city already. Using them to shut down the magic of those they go after so the guard can make easy arrests."


"Will that work against us?"


"Against proper magic, you mean? No, those fools won't stop a Shadowmage."


"But Vos must have considered that."


"Indeed. Among the other Shadowmages there is talk of a secret cabal, something created by the Anointed Lord herself to be used as a weapon against her most powerful enemies. A group of witches, warlocks and wizards who have trained their whole lives to balance their talent with one another. Some Shadowmages say they can feel them approach, that they are already near the city."


"And what do you say?"


He saw her outline shrug. "My skills do not fall that way. But I can believe this cabal exists. Indeed, I would be surprised if Vos did not have a weapon like that."


Lucius thought for a moment. "So what do we do?"


"We await their arrival, Lucius. And then, you and I will erase them from the face of the city!"


He laughed. "Just you and I?"


"Oh, the others will do their part," she admitted. "But no one can counter a wizard as well as I can, and there is no one here with your raw talent and power.


"You and I are not like the other mages, Lucius. You and I can achieve anything we set our minds to. For years I have watched you waste your talents, despairing that you would ever rejoin the fold. Now you are back, I see that we are a natural fit. Our talent, our... spirits complement one another so well. Let our magic fuse together and there will not be a force in the whole of Vos that can bring us down!"


Lucius had felt the wrath of her tongue many times in the past, but he had never heard her speak with such passion and conviction. She was standing close enough for him to feel her breath, hot and excited. In his mind's eye he shared, just for a moment, her dream, and saw the limitless power two Shadowmages working together could achieve. 


He thought of the times Adrianna had scorned him, had insulted him and, ultimately, had pushed him further in the understanding of his own arcane talent. All that dwindled away as he felt the closeness of her presence, the nearness of her body as they stood in that alley. Without thinking, he reached out to pull Adrianna close and kissed her.


For several seconds, he held her until it dawned on him just what he had done.


Their lips parted, and Adrianna stepped out of his hold. Though he could not see them, he could feel her narrow dark eyes on him. At that moment, he would not have been shocked if she had cursed him, struck him, or unleashed the full magical arsenal she held at her command, reducing him to a pile of dust where he stood.


Instead, she just smirked. Then turned and walked away.


Lucius' gaze followed her as she stalked down the alley and into the twilight city. His life had just become a lot more complicated.







Chapter Seven

 


When the Empire of Vos dropped the hammer on the thieves, it came quickly.


As arranged, Lucius and his thieves were among the last to be in the guildhouse, tasked with ensuring documents of tertiary importance were gathered and moved to a safer location; the most critical books and scrolls had already been taken from the vast library.


In command of one cell of thieves was Hengit, a senior man in the guild whom Lucius knew only slightly. However, his reputation was that of an old curmudgeon, what Pontaine soldiers called a grognard. Still, he was a senior thief for a reason, and Lucius had been given no reason to suspect his capabilities. The constant grumbling, aimed at the lack of apparent sense in the council and the decisions it made, were expected.


Elaine had already left. Both Lucius and Wendric had seen to that, watching her spirited away by the most trustworthy thieves they knew. Officially, she escorted the primary contents of the vault, though Lucius was left wondering which was really more important - the money, or the guild's mistress.


He had not been able to properly say goodbye to Elaine, and it surprised him that he felt a cold blade in his chest at the thought. The guildhouse had turned into a site of near anarchy once the evacuation order had been given, and there was no room for privacy, even for the guildmistress. All Lucius could do was fervently hope that no harm would come to her, and that they would be meeting again soon.


Hengit's thieves, those he would be leading under Lucius' direction in the coming weeks, had large backpacks that they stuffed with maps, floor plans, books of record, and anything else that came easily to hand. Their role was to secure as much of the guild's knowledge as possible, knowing that Vos soldiers would likely destroy everything they found. The libraries represented all the information the guild had gathered throughout the years, from detailed architect's plans of important buildings, to records updated regularly of traffic to and from the warehouses of merchants.


A loud crash from the floor below signified the arrival of the guards. Standing at the doorway of one of the chart rooms that served as the guild's libraries, Lucius heard the panicked shout of one of the returning sentries.


"They're coming, everyone clear out!" the man yelled as he ran. "The soldiers are coming!"


Lucius waved impatiently at Hengit. "Okay, that's it," he said. "Get your men out, Hengit, it's time to go."


The veteran thief needed no second telling, and he barked an order at his three younger charges. They immediately filed out of the library, leaving Lucius alone for a moment, looking at the huge multitude of papers and books that remained. In their haste to carry off the most important items, the thieves had left drawers and cabinets open, papers strewn across the floor around them. He wondered how long it would take the guild to recover so much lost knowledge, and whether the thieves could ever truly be the same efficient organisation without it.


Sighing, he turned and jogged out of the door, heading for the stairs.


The ground floor of the guildhouse held barely contained panic. The few remaining thieves darted across the common room in different directions, some heading for the rear door, some the front, others heading upstairs to escape across the roofs of nearby buildings. 


They had all spent many hours in the common room, a place set aside for thieves to talk, to plan, to relax after a hard day's - or evening's - larceny. The bar had been stripped of liquor, and Lucius suspected much of it had left the guildhouse before even the contents of the vault. Furniture and various ornaments of questionable value had followed the drink quickly, though Lucius could not find it in his heart to blame those who had taken them - they were thieves, after all.


"Forget the doors!" Lucius shouted. "The soldiers will have those covered."


He had been involved in a running battle through the streets of Turnitia in the past, and did not relish the idea of repeating the experience with trained soldiers on his tail.


"Head for the tunnels, we can lose them down there," he said.


Hengit and his three thieves waited impatiently for Lucius, the elder giving him pointed looks. However, Lucius had made a promise to Elaine that he would be the last to leave, ensuring all thieves in her charge got away cleanly. It was not a responsibility he was willing to relinquish.


"Leave that!" he said angrily, grabbing one thief who was burrowing into a niche in the common room wall, likely retrieving something precious stashed there years ago. "There's no time!"


As the last man fled from the common room, Lucius gestured to Hengit that they should move on.


A deafening crash from the front door of the guildhouse hastened them all.


"Capture or kill, it's all the same to me," said a voice from behind them. "There will be bonuses for every live one you get."


Pushing Martelle, one of Hengit's young thieves, through the rear door of the common room, Lucius cast a glance over his shoulder to see a Vos soldier enter behind him, sword drawn. As their eyes met, Lucius drew a dagger from his belt and flung it across the length of the room. At that range, it did no damage, and Lucius hung around just long enough to see it skid off the mail of the soldier's chest, scoring a rip in his tabard.


They raced through the rear passageways and rooms of the guildhouse, coming to the kitchens where a stove had been moved to reveal a deep shaft into which had been set metal rungs. There were several entrances to the tunnels beneath the thieves' headquarters, but this was the largest.


Hengit was helping Martelle down the rungs, almost throwing the young thief down the shaft. Acutely conscious of the sounds of soldiers fanning throughout the building, Lucius considered drawing his sword to defend Hengit and the others, but quickly dismissed the idea. He would likely have need for the weapon later and a naked blade would simply encumber him on the rungs of the shaft. There were plenty of stories of thieves carrying their swords in their teeth, but practical experience had taught Lucius this was a bad idea.


It seemed to take ages for Hengit to swing himself over the lip of the shaft and start descending, while the soldiers moved towards them both with terrible speed. As soon as Hengit had descended a few rungs, Lucius leapt over the edge and began to climb down as fast as he dared. 


Cursing the shaft's builder for not installing a ladder they could all simply slide down, Lucius looked up to see the curious faces of two soldiers staring back at him. One of them turned and shouted for more men to join them as the other dangled his legs over the edge and reached for the top rung.


Lucius raised one hand and leaned back as far as he dared. He flooded the top of the shaft with fire, the flames fanning out from his outstretched hand to crawl inexorably up the curving walls, roiling as they engulfed the soldier. The man managed a single, strangled scream before the fire sucked the air out of his lungs. Lucius only just managed to bark a word of warning as the heavily armoured body fell past him into the darkness.


Not waiting to hear the sickening crunch below, Lucius sped down the last few rungs.


At the bottom of the shaft Hengit was waiting for him, a lit torch already in his hands, taken from a rack stood next to him. Lucius nodded at the other torches still in the rack.


"Burn them," he said the Hengit. "No sense in making things easier for the soldiers."


Hengit nodded and grabbed another torch for himself, before ripping the others from the rack and snapping them underfoot with the heel of his boot. Lucius, flanked by the other thieves, stared down the two passageways that led from the chamber.


"We could get back onto the streets anywhere along Lantern Street or around the Dogs," one of the thieves said as he gestured to one of the tunnels. Buenwerner, Lucius thought his name was.


"Bad decision, lad," Hengit said.


"He's right," Lucius said. "Vos will have covered every street within a mile with soldiers. They'll be expecting us to come up from beneath the city. No, we should take the sewers."


None relished that thought, but the sewers allowed access to almost every part of the city, and a group of thieves could lose themselves within their labyrinthine twists and turns for days. The drawbacks were, unfortunately, obvious.


Together, they raced through the small network of tunnels that led to the guild's main sewer entrance, a stout stone door designed to look like part of the sewer's brick wall from the other side. The sewer door was cracked open, the mechanism that allowed the heavy bricks and mortar to swing freely groaning quietly as they heaved on it. A terrible, gut churning stench immediately assailed their nostrils, and Lucius was not the only one who gagged. Martelle raised a ragged cloth to his face to try to mask the noisome smell, but Lucius gritted his teeth and stepped onto the ledge that ran alongside the vile sluggish river.


Hengit did not seem to mind the dark environment. He surprised Lucius further when he closed the sewer door behind them and, leaning against it, placed a palm on its surface.


"She was our home for many years," he whispered.


Looking back at the others, he caught Lucius' stare, and looked down, embarrassed. 


"Come on," Lucius said to them all. "We'll head for the docks. It's a long way through this muck, but Vos cannot cover the entire city."


"And don't fall in," Hengit said. "Vos won't need trackers to follow you on the surface if that happens; they'll just follow the stink."


Doing their best to ignore the stench that was beginning to settle into their clothes, hair and skin, the thieves made their way cautiously through the sewers, hopping from ledge to ledge, their passage lit only by Hengit's torch. At one junction that opened into a wider tunnel travelling east to west, Buenwerner cocked his head and stopped.


"Did anyone hear that?" he asked.


"Just rats, keep on moving," Hengit grumbled, anxious to be back on the surface and in the fresh air. Lucius, however, had stopped as well. Straining his ears, he looked down each path, trying to pinpoint the faint noise.


"That is not rats..." he said quietly.


Frozen, they all stood stock still, their senses reaching into the darkness around them. It was Hengit who identified the sounds first, and he cursed vociferously.


"Dogs," he said. "They've brought damned dogs with them."


"That makes no sense. Dogs can't track in the sewers," Martelle said.


Hengit snorted. "Tell that to Vos. They've probably got dogs that are bred in cesspools, just to catch thieves in sewers."


"I can't tell where they are coming from."


"Sounds just bounce around these tunnels," said Hengit. "We won't know until they are on top of us."


"Get moving," Lucius urged. 


"But what if we start moving straight towards them?" Martelle protested.


"We'll get as close to the docks as we can before they reach us. Get moving!"


They turned west. The ledges running alongside the effluent here were wide enough for cautious movement, but their speed caused more than a few nervous moments as a foot slipped on slime or a head was cracked against the low ceiling. At every new junction, Lucius paused to listen for signs that their pursuers were closing in. 


"I think there is more than one patrol down here," Hengit said.


"I know," said Lucius. "They seem to be moving alongside us, but that doesn't make sense - dogs should follow us directly, right?"


"Right."


"So how can they be matching our movements? If one patrol has our scent, how does it let the others know?"


Shrugging, Hengit turned to follow the others. "No idea. Maybe they have runners on the streets above, going to and from each patrol."


There was a hiss from Martelle up front. "I saw something," he said.


"What?" said another.


"Don't know - flicker of light, or something."


"That's just our torch reflecting off the walls. You're getting jumpy."


"I know what I saw!"


Carefully picking his way along the ledge, Lucius made his way past the other thieves to Martelle. The young thief looked at him, worry evident on his face.


"Just down there, maybe a couple of dozen yards," he said, pointing. "A flash of light."


A howl echoed down the tunnel behind them, chilling them to the bone


"Behind us!" Hengit shouted. "Move! They've found us!"


That was all Martelle needed, and he sprinted off as fast as he dared.


"No, wait!" Lucius cried out, stretching out to grab Martelle, but he was too late. The thief was already out of his reach.


First one soldier, then another, detached themselves from the shadows of a side tunnel, leaping into the effluent. They seemed completely unaffected by its stench and were quickly joined by another pair. All four levelled crossbows at Martelle, who had skidded to a sudden stop before them.


The twangs of the crossbows' mechanisms echoed in Lucius' ears as four bolts shot through the air to skewer Martelle's body. The young man's expression was a mixture of shock and fear as the life went out of his eyes and he toppled into the stream, taking his torch with him.


"Move!" Lucius shouted as he drew his sword and raced forward. Covering the distance in seconds, he was on the soldiers as they were still struggling to reload.


Smashing one man senseless with a hurried blow across the top of his head, Lucius noted curiously that the design of the soldier's helmets was very different from anything he had seen before. Apart from the eye sockets, they seemed to be completely enclosing, and where the men's mouths should be was a complex arrangement of cloth and two wide pipes, jutting out like dark tusks. It occurred to him that Vos might well have been far more prepared to tackle the thieves, even here in the sewers, than any of them had suspected.


Lucius bullrushed the soldiers, toppling them headfirst into the sewage. Then, raising a hand, he caused a large wave of stinking filth to rear up to the ceiling, before slamming down on the soldiers, smashing the life out of them.


Looking back at his companions, ignoring their wide-eyed astonishment, he quickly made a decision.


"Get moving, to the docks," he said, flattening himself against the curved wall to give them room to pass. "Hengit, you lead."


"What about you?" Hengit asked.


"I'll delay any other soldiers long enough to give you time to escape."


"Don't be a damned hero."


Lucius shrugged. "It's my job, my responsibility. Yours is to your men."


"We only have one torch left."


"You take it," Lucius said. "I'll work better without it. Now go!"


Hengit snorted in frustration, then drove the thieves on. Lucius watched them go as he called upon his magic to wrap him in shadows.


The patrol coming towards him now was stronger than the last, with two dogs leading six men. They wore the same strange helmets as the others, but Lucius had already seen their weakness. While the devices might well make a voyage through the sewers more bearable, it also greatly restricted their eyesight and probably their hearing. That would make achieving surprise far easier.


The dogs bayed as they ran along, occasionally stopping to make sure their masters had not fallen too far behind. Lucius extended his magical concealment, allowing the noisome stench of the sewer to wrap itself around him too, making him invisible to the hounds' heightened sense of smell.


Leaning around the corner of the junction, Lucius took note of the positions of his enemies. The dogs were just a few yards away, the soldiers not far behind. He saw another man move up behind the soldiers. He was tall, and walked with a stoop to avoid scraping his head on the ceiling. He was wearing leather rather than chain and was unarmed. More than that, the stink of the sewer clearly did not affect him at all, as he wore no helmet.


"He's close," the man said, and then closed his eyes. Immediately, Lucius felt a sudden pressure in his head and, searching for the threads of magic, saw them buckle and twist under the strain of a new magical presence. 


Lucius knew how the soldiers had found them so quickly. This man had to be one of their highly vaunted wizards.


Maintaining his shadow cloak, Lucius reached forward and mentally grasped a ball of air, no more than a handful, beside the head of each dog. With a quick, savage twist, he shunted the air out of place, creating an instant vacuum. 


Two simultaneous bangs echoed around the sewer. The soldiers were startled, but the effect on the dogs was more profound. They bolted, whimpering as they fled back up the sewer, and nearly knocking one soldier off his feet.


"He's here," the wizard said.


The soldiers readied their weapons, and Lucius could see how they intended to fight. One soldier would keep him busy with a sword, while another fought past him with a spear, jabbing over the shoulder of his ally. 


"Pull back," the wizard instructed. "This is my work."


The wizard stepped coolly past the soldiers.


Lucius dropped the shadows around him, and stepped out to meet him.


"Turn back now, and trouble us no more," Lucius said.


This elicited a chuckle from the wizard.


Lucius felt the strands of magic twist out of synch as the wizard began muttering, his fingers moving in a complex rhythm.


Magic surging from his pointed finger, Lucius hurled a bolt of withering energy, intending to shatter the wizard's concentration and ravage his body with the touch of death. 


The wizard continued his incantation but raised one hand, the other still drawing patterns in the air. Lucius' bolt stuttered and dissipated. An instant later, the wizard unleashed his own spell, and Lucius felt his limbs go rigid as an invisible force clasped itself around his body.


Despite himself, Lucius began to feel an appreciation of the wizard's talent. Though it was clumsy and inefficient compared to the grace of the Shadowmage's path, the man had learned enough discipline to block Lucius' magic while continuing to manipulate his own. 


He saw the wizard grin in triumph as his spell's hold tightened around him. However, the magic was relatively simple to pick apart.


Not wanting to reveal what he was doing, Lucius picked at two threads of magic, trapping and holding them firm under the presence of the existing spell. Then, feeling the wizard was coming to the end of his ritual, he triggered his own spell.


The magics expanded quickly, blasting the binding spell apart. Lucius quickly channelled the magic forward, repulsing the force of the spell the wizard was preparing back at him.


The wizard held out a hand to dismiss the attack, but he had not counted on its raw strength. He was thrown backwards against the wall, and buried in an avalanche of bricks and dirt as the roof of the tunnel came down on top of him. Everything suddenly went black.


Gasping for air and gagging against the stink of the sewer, Lucius called a small ball of flame to his palm. He saw that the tunnel had completely caved in ahead of him, the passageway blocked by a wall of brick and earth. Lucius whistled quietly. He had not intended to cause major damage to the sewer itself, but the amount of energy needed to break the wizard's binding spell had been greater than he had first thought. When released, all that power had had to go somewhere. 


Resolving to take a little more care in shaping his spells when in confined areas, Lucius started down the sewer again, the ball of fire in his hand lighting the way to the docks.







Chapter Eight

 


Stretching uncomfortably in the chill morning air, Lucius drew his cloak closer around him. Sounds of people talking animatedly started to penetrate his sleep addled mind, then he snapped open his eyes, suddenly remembering where he was.


Another heap of cloth started to stir within a doorway opposite, and the stink of last night's alcohol washed over him as a vagrant growled irritation and rolled over. Lucius sat up and scratched at his hair, conscious that he still reeked of the sewers himself. 


At the far end of the alley, he saw people moving in the main street, and gradually became aware of a low, deep chiming. It took him a further moment to realise he was hearing the newly installed bells at the Cathedral, now used to summon the people of the city to the Square of True Believers. Standing up and shaking the last dregs of sleep from his system, he wandered out to see what was happening.


After leaving the sewers the evening before, Lucius had not found Hengit and the other thieves at the docks, nor had they been present at the pre-arranged meeting point behind the silversmiths' near the cliffs. He was not overly worried, as he knew Hengit was an extremely capable thief. Perhaps another Vos patrol had been close on their heels as they left the sewers, or maybe they had run into soldiers above ground and Hengit had decided to lay low for a while. He was sure he would get a chance to rendezvous with Hengit soon.


Rumours were running rampant, it was clear from the excited chattering of the crowd, as friends and strangers alike tried to guess what was going on at the Cathedral. Some were saying that it was to be an open trial of a group of rich wizards, while others opined that a city-wide carnival was in the process of being set up. One old woman told anyone who would listen that the stipend granted to beggars was being extended to all common people, though at a lower rate of course, to demonstrate the generosity of the Empire. Lucius grabbed a young man by the arm to ask him for clearer details, but all he received was a shrug. 


He arrived at the square just as the bells stopped tolling, and saw the area was packed with people, the crowd heaving as individuals jostled for the best position. The guard were present in force, their red uniforms and spears or halberds acting as islands in the press of people. However, Lucius doubted any pickpockets or malcontents would dare to make their presence felt today, not after recent events.


The dais at the front of the Cathedral had been reconstructed, but it was much longer now, spanning the whole width of the stairs leading up to the main entrance, with the pulpit offset to one side. As the Swords of Dawn filed down the stairs in two columns, the crowd fell silent, and Lucius waited with them, straining his eyes to pick out the Preacher Divine from the darkness of the Cathedral's interior. He did not have long to wait.

 


Alhmanic straightened his cloak and pulled his tunic taut before accepting his staff from the acolyte standing dutifully next to him. He waved the man on, indicating he was ready.


"Preacher Divine," the man muttered in acknowledgement before he turned and walked out of the Cathedral, taking the steps with care and solemnity as he approached the dais.


The crowd filled the square outside and he suppressed a satisfied smile, lest one of the nearby clergy see it and think it pride. The people were completely silent, expecting his arrival, and he kept them lingering for a few seconds longer. Alhmanic glanced at the seven sullen looking men, bound and held under the spears of imperial soldiers just inside the Cathedral's doorway. Today, he would give the crowd something they had never seen before.


Planting his staff firmly on the flagstone floor of the Cathedral, its hammer blow echoing throughout the massive nave, Alhmanic strode forward into the daylight. A few in the crowd dared to cheer his appearance, but they were quickly silenced by a single thump of the guards' halberds on the dais. Straight-backed and majestic, his cloak flowing behind him, Alhmanic descended the stairs of the Cathedral slowly, as much to give the crowd a chance to see him before his words took sway as to continue building the tension of the moment.


Climbing the pulpit, he gazed across the crowd, conveying his absolute authority over the people of Turnitia.


"Beloved friends," he started, raising his hands as a blessing to all. "The past few days have been hard on all of us. Many brave soldiers have been wounded or have died in service to Turnitia. The people of this great city have had their own burdens to bear, which you have undertaken with the same fortitude. We are united in both our pain and determination to make this a better place to live, where freedom and prosperity are not the preserve of a few, but the right of all!"


This time, the guard made no move to stop the crowd from expressing their gratitude. Though many of them were now facing higher taxes, they had also seen their silver being put to work in cleaning up the streets.


"There are many rumours circulating in the city at the moment. As you all well know, loose talk has little value and is rarely the whole truth, or even part of it. However, it is my most humble joy to tell you now that one rumour is true. Late in the evening yesterday, noble Vos agents located and wiped out the headquarters of the perfidious thieves' guild. That is right, my friends, the Vos Empire has once again made good on its promises and destroyed crime on all levels in this city."


The ovation Alhmanic received on this pronouncement lasted more than a minute and he let the wave of sound wash over him. When it finally began to subside, he raised a hand to let the crowd know more was to come.


"Of course, you know as well as I that there are those who will always prey on decent, hardworking people, so criminal activity will always be present. However, without an organised guild behind them, these villains will be rudderless, directionless - and easy prey for our town guard!


"This also leaves us free to continue our good work. I promised you the destruction of the thieves' guild, and it has come to pass. I now tell you that we are commencing the next stage in cleaning this city for decent folk. Those terrible practitioners of darkness, the evil merchants of foul sorcery, the Shadowmages, will be next. This I promise to all of you. And to demonstrate our intent, I have another gift for you."


So saying, Alhmanic gestured towards the Cathedral. A line of men, each led by a Vos soldier, were marched down the steps. They looked haggard, and everyone could see that their hands and ankles were bound, allowing just enough movement for them to hobble down the steps. On the dais, other soldiers carried seven heavy wooden blocks, setting them down in a line. There was an audible gasp as a few in the crowd began to understand what was about to happen.


The men, their courage clearly broken, were led onto the dais one by one. None looked out at the crowd. The youngest was weeping, shaking his head as if to clear it of a bad dream.


"These are seven of the worst sinners we found among the thieves," Alhmanic said, turning back to the crowd. "Each one of them is responsible for many murders, rapes, and unspeakable acts. To seal our pledge to you, the decent people of the city, we will carry out their sentence before you, so you can see justice being done."


There were more gasps from the crowd as others began to catch on to what the Preacher Divine intended. Turnitia had never before seen public executions and, indeed, had prided itself in the past with the idea that they were not needed. Some people were clearly revolted by the idea and yet, as Alhmanic had guessed, they could not seem to bring themselves to turn away.


Alhmanic gave a nod to one of the Swords, who then turned to his men and barked an order. As soldiers forced the thieves to their knees, the executioners stepped up to the dais as one. They hoisted their halberds, the silvered axe blades glinting.


With seemingly no signal from Alhmanic, the halberds descended as one.

 


"What in the hell...?"


Lucius' exclamation drew a few stares from those closest to him, but the attention of most was riveted on the events happening up on the dais. He had recognised Hengit the moment the man had been led out of the Cathedral, and saw Martelle following him. The other thieves he recognised, but their names escaped him at that moment.


He listened to the Preacher Divine blathering on about the evils of the city, and knew that any charges levelled at the men were read purely for the benefit of the crowd. They were thieves, true, but not one of them was a murderer. As soon as the wooden blocks were broughtout, Lucius knew what was about to happen.


Lucius yelled his defiance and began pushing through the crowd. Some responded angrily and pushed back, but he was oblivious. He took no notice of the shoves and kicks, nor of the soldiers whose attention he gained and were themselves beginning to make their way through the crowd towards him. All he could think of was reaching the dais. He reached out for the threads of magic, trying to decide what manner of sorcery to unleash.


The halberds were raised, yet Lucius had barely managed to push a dozen yards through the crowd. 


"No!" he cried, hand outstretched as if he could stop the halberds from descending.


An iron grip seized his arm and spun him around.


"Don't be a fool!" a voice hissed in his ear, and he turned to see Adrianna, her eyes glinting dangerously.


Behind him, Lucius heard the halberds biting into the wooden blocks and dropped his head as the crowd cheered. Adrianna glanced at the soldiers closing in on them, and pulled at Lucius, propelling him away from the Cathedral and now bloody dais.


"Come on!" Seeing the look in Adrianna's eyes, people parted before her.


Lucius stumbled behind her. He vowed that the Empire would pay for what it had done, but first, he wanted to ensure that no other thief would be executed in that manner again. For that, he would have to call the council together.

 


He had never seen Adrianna's home before, but it surprised him that she had a very respectable house within the higher end of Turnitia. It was nothing like the mansion of de Lille, but she was well placed among the most respected craftsmen and professionals of the city. 


The interior of the house did not seem to match her personality at all, with rich rugs, furniture and ornaments suggesting a lady of means, perhaps a lucky widow. Then again, Lucius considered as he luxuriated in the bath Adrianna had insisted he take after smelling the stink of sewerage on him, anything that could throw people off what she really did for a living was a good thing.


The house must have cost Adrianna a fair sum and he supposed all those years taking Shadowmage commissions while he had been in the Anclas Territories playing mercenary had paid off. The bathroom was tiled, with gilded hooks for clothes and towels lining one wall. A mosaic depicting a forest scene, complete with sunny glade and deer, dominated the opposite wall. The bath was large enough to accommodate three or four. 

 


"Are you comfortable?" Adrianna asked, and Lucius turned to look over his shoulder. She was carrying his clothes, apparently having just washed them, and was hanging them up on the hooks that ran along the wall. He sank deeper into the water.


"This is divine." He guessed that some soothing herb or mineral had been added to the water.


"It was the first thing I installed when I bought this place." Adrianna stepped out of her long, black dress.


As she climbed in to the bath, sighing happily as the water closed over her, Lucius could not help but stare, seeing for the first time her well-toned legs, immaculate pale skin and small but firm breasts. 


She slid down, submersing her head under the water, and he felt her legs slide along his. When she surfaced she gave him a quizzical look.


"What's wrong?"


Lucius found that words refused to come, and he ended up shrugging pointlessly. 


"There was nothing you could have done for those men, you know," she said


"I know. It was a good thing you were there."


"Where else would I have been? The cabal was there. I could feel them. They were there, in the Cathedral, watching the proceedings."


"For what reason?"


"If I had to hazard a guess, I would say they were looking for us."


He thought about that for a moment. "You think they are as good as Vos believes they are?"


"Yes."


He groaned. "So what do we do now?"


"Oh, I have an idea," Adrianna said, and she moved over so that her face was just inches from his. Lucius was acutely aware of the pressure of her breasts on his chest.


"I have a very good idea," she said, as she pulled herself up to kiss him.

 


The sex had been vigorous but brief. Passionate but cold. Adrianna had been skilful, as he had always imagined, in his most candid moments, she would be. But the whole incident had seemed rather abrupt. He sat up in the bed, wondering what to say.


"I want you to join us," Adrianna said. "Properly I mean. Stop messing around with your little group of thieves, and start fighting."


"What do you have in mind?" 


Adrianna's eyes glowed for an instant as the passion took her. "We unite, as an army! With the Shadowmages working together we cannot be defeated! We will smash their soldiers and tear down their precious cathedral. And then we'll march on the Citadel itself. Their wizards will not be able to stop us, and this cabal will wither under our assault! The city will be released from the yoke of the Empire, and the people will thank us for it. We'll then do as we wish!"


"What does Master Forbeck have to say about this?" Adrianna's eyes flashed dangerously. "The fool cannot see beyond his own studies," she said, almost spitting the words. "Look at what he is doing with you. Testing and poking and prodding, trying to unearth some great inner secret. What he should be doing is showing you what power you possess and how to use it!"


Lucius began to get the uneasy feeling that seducing him had been Adrianna's way of getting him to agree to her plans. If that were indeed true, it was an unusually clumsy move on her part. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up, gathering the sheets around his waist.


"Forbeck has been very useful, Aidy," he said. "I understand far more now about what we do than I ever did before."


"You still know nothing! There is so much more, Lucius, and I can show it to you. I can be your new teacher. The Master has the talent, yes, but he lacks the vision of what the Shadowmages could be!"


"Are you challenging his leadership?"


She looked at him curiously for a moment. "No. But I do want to show him where he is going wrong. One solid victory from you and me, and the rest will come down on our side. He will have no choice then but to accept what we have done, and then continue the good work. We can do this, you and I."


Lucius looked into her intense, unblinking eyes. "I can't."


He did not see the slap coming, and he staggered under the force of the blow, his cheek stinging hotly.


"Damn you, Lucius! You are deserting us, now of all times?"


Raising a hand, as much to ward off her anger as defend against any further attack, Lucius struggled to keep his voice even.


"In case you had not noticed, Aidy, the thieves have deeper problems right now, and they need me."


For a moment, just a brief moment, Lucius thought Adrianna would strike him down with a powerful blast of magic. She was furious, and he could see her shaking with barely controlled rage. Abruptly, she turned, facing away from him.


"Look," he said, trying to find some way of placating her, yet not daring to reach out and touch her shoulder. "Let me get the thieves together. They are good at what they do. We can use them as spies and find out exactly what the Empire is up to. Then we can hit Vos where it really hurts. You and me. Together."


For a few seconds, Adrianna did not say anything. Then, without a word, she stalked towards the door and flung it open. Her hand still on the handle, she turned back.


"From you, I guess, that will have to do," she said to him. "You can let yourself out."







Chapter Nine

 


Lucius hunched over his tankard, painfully aware that he looked every inch a ruffian not wanting to be spotted. The common room of the Red Lion was busy with quiet conversation, not yet full of the coming evening's revellers. Known to a few select thieves, the Red Lion and its smooth-talking owner had a long history with the guild. The establishment had provided a safe meeting place for conspiring thieves, a location to store stolen goods and even neutral ground for burglars and their fences. This evening, the inn was serving as the council chamber; or, at least, one of its upper rooms was.


When he entered the tavern, the landlord - Myrklar - had caught his eye, a pre-arranged signal that Lucius should simply sit down at the bar, order a drink and keep a low profile. There was someone in the common room that Myrklar was suspicious of.


More people entered the tavern, demanding drink; a few others left. While pushing three full tankards to a group of tradesmen, Myrklar glanced quickly at Lucius, his blinked signal missed by everyone else in the common room. Standing up, Lucius moved to the back of the tavern and, once out of the lantern light and among the shadows, located the steep wooden stairs and began to climb.


Keeping his footsteps light, knowing that the thin floor could betray him to anyone listenly below, he padded to the end of the short hallway. At the far door, he paused, then knocked three times, each with precise pace.


The door opened a few inches, revealing Wendric's suspicious face. Upon seeing Lucius, the man relaxed. As he followed Wendric into the room, Lucius noticed the man sheathing a dagger.


"A little jumpy, Wendric."


"You're late."


It was a far cry from the council chamber of the guildhouse. Small and dirty, it looked as though Myrklar had used it to store things perhaps best left forgotten. There was no table, just a single fragile looking chair occupied by Elaine. Wendric and Ambrose sat on upturned wooden crates.


As he sat on a barrel, Lucius flicked a glance at Elaine. The lines on her face betrayed the strain she was under and, not for the first time, Lucius found himself half-wishing he had accepted responsibility for leadership of the guild himself. Their relationship would certainly be easier under these circumstances and, perhaps, a lot closer. If he were leader, no one would see anything wrong in him betraying affection with a hug or a kiss. It would be a natural thing for a guildmaster to look after his mistress. 


"Myrklar delayed me," Lucius said, then looked around, frowning. "Where's Nate?"


Elaine just shrugged, while Ambrose shook his head. 


"Like you, he should have been here some time ago," Wendric said flatly, and there was something in his tone that made Lucius look at him curiously. 


Wendric looked as though he were about to continue, but Elaine cut him off. "He may turn up later. We'll start without him."


Raising his hands in a helpless gesture, Ambrose said "Well, where do we start? You have my loyalty as always, Elaine, but what is the council without a guild?"


"It's a start," Lucius said.


"That's right," Elaine said. "So long as the leadership is intact, the guild has direction - which is what I have called us here to discuss."


Clearing his throat, Wendric took the lead. "It's obvious. The executions in the square were a travesty, one we cannot let go unanswered."


"What do you suggest?" Ambrose asked.


"We hit back," Wendric said. "We go after the Vos officers, those fops in the Order of the Swords of Dawn, their wizards, and then the Preacher Divine himself."


"There are not enough thieves to do that," said Lucius. "And I am not sure we could execute such a large scale attack without some thief turning to Vos and informing them of our plan."


"I'm surprised to hear you being defeatist," Wendric said. "Was this not your plan in the thieves' war, hitting our enemy wherever we could, making them pay for every inch they took from us?"


Lucius looked at him sadly. "This is not the thieves' war. The Empire is far stronger now than it has ever been, and our guild has not just been damaged, it has been smashed."


"Then we go slower," Wendric insisted. "We use only those we trust, we pick our targets carefully. Forget the lower ranks, aim for those who really matter. The commander of the Citadel has been keeping his head low. He's never revealed himself, and with good reason. We find out who he is, where he is skulking, then finish him off! The Preacher Divine too, while we are at it."


"The commander of the Citadel?" Ambrose asked. "You are suggesting a target whose name and face we do not even know?"


"He's right," said Lucius. "We no longer have the resources to gain that information easily-"


"I never said it would be easy," Wendric cut in, exasperated. "However, we can-"


This time, it was Lucius' turn to interrupt. "It's too dangerous, Wendric! It risks the entire leadership of the guild, and for what?"


"For what? For the blood of our fallen comrades, Lucius. As a sign that the guild is still here. As a rallying call for all those thieves that think we are dead and buried, and have started to drift away."


"No." Elaine spoke quietly, but her voice still overrode Wendric's. "Revenge, however much desired, is not the way forward."


Wendric bowed his head to stare at the floor, clearly frustrated. 


"Is that becoming a problem?" Lucius asked. "Are they starting to leave the guild?"


"It is quite natural," Ambrose said. "Without the guild around to support them, give them jobs and protection, most will drift off sooner or later and become independents."


Lucius' look of dismay made Ambrose chuckle. "They are thieves, Lucius. At the end of the day we deal with people who lie, cheat and steal for a living. You and I may be loyal, but we have a great deal invested in the guild and its members."


"Is that why Nate is not here?" Lucius asked. "Has he gone?"


"Wouldn't surprise me," said Ambrose.


"Bugger Nate," Wendric said. "If he's gone independent we're best rid of him anyway."


"And if he sets up a rival guild?" Lucius asked.


Elaine shook her head. "He doesn't have the pulling power to bring enough thieves in to make a serious challenge. He may try but, trust me, it will be the least of our problems." She changed the subject. "How have your senior thieves done with re-establishing the franchises?"


"They haven't," Wendric said. "Things are just too tight right now, the Empire has made it impossible for us to operate. We can't intimidate a merchant when he knows a shout to the guard will bring an entire squad running, and the streets are so heavily patrolled they might as well be barracks."


"And I won't risk my kids in the markets or the square," Ambrose said. "They have watchers in the towers of both the Citadel and the Cathedral, signalling to guards on the ground as soon as they so much as sniff a thief working the crowd."


No one said anything after that, and an oppressive silence fell upon all four thieves. Lucius could feel the morale sapping out of the others, and he wondered whether this would be the last meeting of the council. It was Ambrose who finally broke the quiet, with a short laugh that he quickly suppressed with his hand. 


"What's so funny, Ambrose?" Elaine asked him.


"It's nothing really. It just occurred to me that this was how the guild first started. A small group of thieves, sitting around, wondering how they could make more money and make it without getting caught."


It took a few seconds, but Wendric finally began to smile at that thought, and then Elaine joined him.


"That's it," she said. 


"We operate as if we are starting from scratch. Forget the franchises, at least the larger and more elaborate ones, stay away from the organised stuff. We just offer support for thieves interested in the wider picture."


"Even if it just starts with us and a few we trust," Wendric said.


"Right. Random burglaries, pickpocketing, that kind of thing. We organise the fences, create safe houses for thieves on the run, the basic functions any guild should provide. Keep things compartmentalised with the existing cells, but gradually bring things closer together as we start to gain pace."


Lucius began to smile too. "It could just work. It will be tough, but it could work."


"It needn't be that tough," Elaine said. "After all, we still have at least some of the resources and contacts of the old guild to fall back on, plus the knowledge and experience of the best thieves in the city."


"Well," Ambrose said, "count me in. What do you want from us, Elaine?"


"You were right about the markets and the square. So gather your kids, just a couple of teams made from the best, and start running pockets in the streets - Street of Dogs, Lantern Street, the places where there is healthy commerce and plenty of alleys to lose yourselves in. With practice, the kids will be able to alert you to a patrol before it gets within half a mile."


Lucius found himself enthused with the challenge. Building a new guild from scratch took imagination and experience, and while the grander plans were discounted or at least sidelined, they quickly had a framework of operations that could be enacted by a small number of thieves.


When Elaine finally called an end to the meeting, she caught Lucius' attention and bade him stay in the room with her for a moment longer. 


Making sure that the door was firmly closed, Lucius turned to face her and, for a moment, they were both silent.


"I miss you," he said.


She smiled and crossed the few paces between them to embrace him. Resting her head on his shoulder, Elaine held him tight.


"You know I feel the same," she said. "But you also know what I have to do right now. I... I'm not saying the guild is more important..."


"I understand, Elaine, I really do. Whether the guild is more important or not isn't the issue. It is more important right now, and I do understand that."


"I do believe we can rebuild the guild," she said, moving away. "But it will be a lot harder than I let on to the others. I think they know that."


"They'll stand with you, whatever happens."


"Which is why they deserve my full attention. If that means I am less attentive elsewhere..."


"Really, Elaine, as I said, I understand. I know how hard this is for you. But we'll do this. We'll succeed. Whatever happens thereafter... we'll deal with it then."


"Thank you," she said. "I need you to do a couple of things for me."


"Name them." 


"First, find Grennar or Sebastian. We need to get the beggars up and running again. They can do the same thing we are, start from scratch." She gave a short laugh. "I have a feeling they will find success quicker than we do."


"Consider it done. What else?"


"I never really understood what your other friends were and how they work. You have powers... well, I don't begin to understand them, and I don't know whether your other friends would be willing. But we could use any help they can bring."


Lucius grimaced, thinking immediately of Adrianna. He opened his mouth to speak, but thought better of it. Instead, he said, "It's possible... but unlikely. I'll do my best, but such help... well, it may come with a high price."


"I'll trust your judgement in the matter," Elaine said.


He nodded, aware she was placing no small measure of responsibility on his shoulders. Before he left, he cast one last, long look at her. He admired her, standing tall, though her guild was in pieces, arms defiantly crossed over her chest, a determined look on her face. He felt a longing in his heart, a need to sweep her up in his arms, to reassure her that they would come through this, that he could protect her from any who would dare harm her. He realised then that he cared for Elaine a great deal, and that she would forever have his support.


But he did not truly love her.

 


Forbeck stood just inches from the edge of the cliff, the harbour of Turnitia far below him. He could see the cranes and lifts that littered the cliffside, though they rested silent from their labours of hauling goods up from and down to the docks. There were no ships currently in the harbour to service.


Beyond the docks and piers, the water was calmed by the immense monolithic blocks that towered at the harbour's edge, almost as high as the cliffs on which he stood. Their method of construction was a mystery even to the greatest wizards of Vos and Pontaine, though it was generally agreed that the monoliths were ancient Old Race constructions. Together, they formed a complicated pattern that stood as a bulwark against the permanently raging ocean that lay just beyond.


On the cliffs, Forbeck could hear the perpetual storm that broke incessantly against the barrier, expending its energy in a fruitless effort to reach the harbour. For a thousand years, probably more, Forbeck reflected, these monoliths had stood against the sea, and they would likely be around for millennia more.


Forbeck ambled along the cliff's edge, lost in thoughts of old races, deep magics, and the formation of the world and universe. Here, right at the edge of land, where civilisation met the crashing torrent of endless waves, Forbeck loved to think, to plan, to theorise. Quite apart from his vocation as a Shadowmage, it was why he had first settled in Turnitia, a city ostensibly free and independent in deed as well as thought.


That had changed somewhat with the coming of the Vos Empire. 


This was not the first time Vos had been heavy-handed toward the city, and he doubted it would be the last. The Shadowmages had suffered in the past, but they were wiser now. At some point, Vos would overreach itself, and that would be the time to move.


Forbeck slowed his pace as he approached a group of warehouses and frowned. Vos soldiers stood around the buildings, perhaps seeking to catch another thief.


Not wanting to be stopped and questioned, Forbeck turned and limped towards the city proper, faintly annoyed that his reverie had been disturbed. He picked up the barely cobbled path of Cliffside Way, ignoring the unwholesome odours that emanated from some of the terraced houses.


Another patrol turned a corner ahead of him, and started marching down the street. Thinking their presence and manner a little too coincidental, Forbeck turned abruptly and headed down one of the many alleys that ran between the terraced blocks. Behind him, he heard the unmistakable thuds of armoured men picking up their pace.


Once within the alley, Forbeck stopped and stood with his back flat against the stone wall. Within a single breath he had gathered the shadows about him. As the soldiers turned into the alley, he gave them a scornful look while they searched for him, his magically enhanced stealth rendering him invisible. After a few seconds, their sergeant ordered them forward, guessing their fugitive had run down the alley and was now in another street.


Forbeck allowed himself a quick smirk before he released the shadows about him and continued on his journey. 


As soon as he stepped out of the alley, he sensed something was wrong.


Forbeck saw a cowled figure detach itself from the shadows of a rundown block of houses. He saw a flash of fine silks under heavy cloth, as well as a glimpse of a blade. Above all, he felt a surge of arcane power, just hovering at the edge of his attuned senses.


Deciding this was an encounter best avoided, Forbeck turned to head back down the alley, but saw another cloaked figure slowly walking towards him from the other end. This one had the suggestion of a woman in the way it carried itself and, again, he felt a surge of magical energy as it approached. When others arrived, seven in total, all wreathed in the same pale cloaks, Forbeck understood.


"So," he said. "You are here."


There was no reply as the figures closed in. As they approached, each figure raised their hands, and Forbeck felt a wave of power roll towards him. Leaning on his cane, he braced himself, but was still forced to take a step backwards. He felt the power build up within the cabal again, and he realised that they were not casting a spell as such, merely finding links between them that they could use to focus and magnify one another's energy.


"Fascinating," Forbeck said.


He closed his eyes briefly, calling upon his own magical reserves, then brought his cane down with a sharp rap. Fire erupted where he stood and radiated away from him at great speed, incinerating weeds and discarded parchment in its path. The cabal stopped, now standing just a few yards away. He felt a wave of power pulse from them once again, and watched it just roll over his flames, snuffing them out instantly.


Not even slowed down by his magic, the invisible wave of energy continued toward Forbeck and slammed into him with devastating force. He dropped to his knees. The pain, concentrated right into the centre of his mind, was nearly overwhelming.


Gritting his teeth, Forbeck slowly raised himself back to his feet. Looking up at the faceless figures of the cabal, he dimly began to formulate a plan. He doubted any one of them could best him in a duel, but somehow they had developed the ability to fuse their talents together, making them far more powerful than any one mage. However, every chain has a weak link...


Forbeck reached forward to unleash a bolt of arcane fire at the figure in front of him. It was a crude spell, but potent, and Forbeck was counting on its swiftness to beat any defence the cabal would have.


The bolt shot through the air, sizzling as it flew, leaving a smoky trail. Curving slightly as it neared its target, the spell suddenly sputtered and fizzled out. The wave of power that had annihilated the bolt hit Forbeck with a mighty crack that arched his back and dropped him to the floor.


As he struggled to open his eyes, the intense pain blocking all coherent thought, another wave rolled over him, then another, each one coming much quicker than the last, and each building to greater magnitude. Insensible, Forbeck rolled on the ground, only pure instinct driving him to move, to seek refuge.


The cabal resumed their slow, deliberate march towards the Shadowmage. As they built up the last wave of energy, the figures collectively sighed as the power flooded out of their bodies. The last wave smothered Forbeck, holding him in a rigid, pain-filled grip.


Raw arcane energy reduced Forbeck to dust.


As the cabal departed, the sea wind blew down the street, scattering the ashes. Within seconds, only his cane, sundered in two, remained.







Chapter Ten

 


While Grennar cut a beautiful, even faintly aristocratic figure in her long gown, Lucius appeared more as a rogue. He tried hard to ignore the glances he received as the two of them wound their way through the streets of Turnitia. 


For her part, Grennar seemed not to notice, and held her head up high as if the streets belonged to her. Lucius had found her lurking near the Square of True Believers, watching the comings and goings of Vos officials around the Cathedral. During their quiet conversation, Grennar had made it clear that while her guildmaster had given up on the beggars, she most certainly had not, and she seemed pleased when Lucius had told her that efforts to rebuild the thieves' guild had begun.


Grennar was only too glad to take him to meet Sebastian, and Lucius was surprised to find himself being led up the hill to the eastern side of the city. 


"What, you thought Sebastian made his home in some random alley, or in the sewers?" Grennar had asked. "He is probably richer than any thief."


Lucius doubted that, but didn't argue the issue. Instead, he let the beggar girl lead him to a small but very well-appointed house built within a stone's throw of the city's eastern gate. 


As they entered the modest grounds of the estate, Grennar produced a large iron key and opened the front door, revealing a short hall and stairs. She indicated a door set to one side of the stairs, then left, closing the door behind her. Clearly, she had received instructions not to attend this meeting.


Coughing to announce his presence, Lucius entered the door.


A fireplace blazed in the centre of one wall, though the weather was by no means chill. Beside it was a single leather wingbacked chair, placed next to a small table on which Lucius could see an open bottle and glass filled with a deep red wine. Opposite the fireplace, within a wide bay window was Sebastian, stood over a desk and staring intently at an open book. He wore a tight fitting but exquisitely tailored tunic, and flicked over a page of his book as Lucius entered.


Books lined shelves along each wall and were piled on every available surface. Tables sagged under the weight of many tomes, and further piles on the floor reached Lucius' waist. There must have been several thousand in this place, ranging from small handbooks to massive volumes that would cover Sebastian's desk when opened.


"Do you like my library, Lucius?" Sebastian asked, without looking up.


"It's impressive."


"It's my passion," Sebastian said, turning to face Lucius. "The Harmonies of Artitucus, the seventeen surviving plays of Damans, the Kerberos observations of Brach, and Loom's Histories of the Vos-Speaking Peoples are all here. Treatises, atlases, encyclopaedias, and satires. I have even started collecting the comedies of Pontaine Treen.


"Finally I have the time to commit to my collection. It really is fascinating. For years, all this knowledge has been stored, uselessly, on these shelves. Now I can begin to enjoy them. I have been planning a trip across Pontaine, and maybe to Allantia, to track down some of the volumes I am missing."


"And what about your beggars?" Lucius asked.


Sebastian shook his head. "They are not mine any more."


"We are reviving the thieves' guild. We would like the beggars to be beside us. For mutual benefit, as always."


"You are on a fool's mission. Vos is too powerful, their stranglehold on the city too firm. One day, maybe, the guilds will rise again. But not in my lifetime. I have been guildmaster of the beggars for many years, Lucius. I have earned my retirement."


"We have adapted! Our guilds cannot function as they once did, true, but there are other ways of doing business. Start small again, like us. There may well be new opportunities that did not exist before. Vos will have its loopholes and blind spots - that is where thieves and beggars thrive. With or without you, the thieves will rise again. But it will be easier if the beggars are with us, gathering information in ways no one else can."


"You are not listening to me. There are no beggars any more. Even the old hands are drifting away."


"So bring them back to the fold. I know why you are here, reading your books, Sebastian. You are trying to recapture that thrill of discovering something new. When the beggars were reporting to you from across the entire city, you learned new things every day. Some of the information you used, the rest you sold. Remember that feeling, when you learned which Citadel guard could be bribed or blackmailed? And remember how much you could charge me for that little scrap of information? Or which noble's wife was seeing what merchant, or who had bought a new piece of land and what they wanted to use it for?"


Sebastian smiled. "We learned quite a few things about your thieves too. 


"But it is all academic. No beggars, no guild, no information. Whether it was the Preacher Divine himself, or one of his administrative lackeys, whoever targeted my guild did it very neatly. The damage has already been done."


"Nothing is irreversible," Lucius said.


"Maybe you are right but, as I said, even my old hands are gone, those I thought might never leave. It really is just Grennar left, and she does not look much like a beggar these days." Sebastian smiled again. "If only that girl were a little older, I would suggest you speak to her about a new guild."


Silence fell over the two men for a few moments.


"I don't know how you would go about it," Sebastian said eventually, "and I would bear no costs, now or later, but... If the thieves were to somehow disrupt the alms-giving, a lot of people would start to go poor and hungry. Under those circumstances, I cannot see how I could do anything but reform my guild."


Lucius frowned. "Stop the alms-giving?"


"Either in the city, or hit Vos' silver train as it travels south to Turnitia. That would also disrupt much of what Vos does here, which I guess is a goal for you anyway. Think of what you could do with all those unpaid soldiers..."


The idea of hitting the Empire's silver train was a daunting one, for its defences were near legendary. But that was not Lucius' immediate concern.


"You actually want me to force people into poverty?" he asked.


Sebastian shook his head. "I knew you would have trouble with that. You know, Lucius, for a thief, you have a strange moral code."


"It is one thing to rob a merchant of a few trinkets or take silver for keeping the peace in a busy street."


"Oh, you have done more than that. What about the hardworking labourer whose pocket you pick in the market? I know you have done that yourself in the past. What about the shop that is forced to close its doors because of your extortion rackets? And did you ever stop to think about the girls your people were using in the prostitution rings? Every crime has a victim, Lucius."


Lucius opened his mouth and closed it again, having no real answer for the beggar.


"It is easy to justify, Lucius," Sebastian said. "I've done it myself. Think of it this way. You are not forcing people into poverty - they are already there. They are merely accepting the charity, for want of a better word, of the Empire. You know as well as I do that comes with a heavy price. This is why you are fighting Vos, correct?"


Lucius nodded and Sebastian continued. "Think of those prostitutes. The whole justification for bringing them into your guild, aside from profit of course, was that they would be safer. They would have protection, set rates, apothecarial support, and all the rest. In short, they would be better off.


The same applies to my beggars. They may have to work for their silver, but they are better off working than being completely reliant upon the Empire and its fickle wishes. Young or old, fit or crippled, there is a place for every man, woman and child among the beggars. We support them and train them, and no one ever goes hungry. We do not tie them into the guild, and they are free to leave at any time, taking their earnings with them to start a new life - if that is what they want. Can you say the same of Vos?"


"No," Lucius said. "Once Vos decides what to do with them, their fates are sealed."


"Probably in some back-breaking engineering work deep in the Empire."


That caught Lucius' attention. "You know that for a fact?"


Sebastian shrugged. "I heard things in the last days of my guild. But suppose, for a moment, that it is not true, that Vos has only good intentions and, once you and I are cleared out of the city, Vos will leave. What happens then?"


"Well, the guilds will come back. Probably overnight."


"Under whose guidance? You might still be here, Lucius, but I'll be as far from Vos as I can get. The beggars might then be led by a real villain, like the guildmaster in Andon, who uses his people as thugs and whores."


"Alright, you have made your point."


"Will you do it?"


Lucius saw the sense of what Sebastian was telling him, but it was a big leap from making a few robberies to intentionally depriving the weakest and poorest people in the city of food. That was even before he could start thinking about how it might actually be accomplished.


"Let me talk it over with the others. We might find a better way."


"Well, think quickly, Lucius," Sebastian said. "There is not much time."

 


Outside, Grennar looked at him questioningly. Lucius shrugged and walked past, soon becoming wrapped in his own thoughts. He already knew that he would try to end the alms-giving. He just had to justify the action to himself.


He spent some time meandering the streets of the wealthier end of Turnitia, letting recent events turn over in his mind, thinking about how to resurrect the guilds. Choosing turns at the junctions of the cobbled streets at random, Lucius suddenly stopped, an odd sense of familiarity creeping over him. It took him a few seconds to understand why the area he was in, with its large houses nestled in their wide gardens, had given him pause.


The house before him was notable for being a new construction; while most buildings on this street were at least a century old, this one was younger than he was. Whereas others were built mainly of hewn stone, this used brick throughout its construction, and the materials were not yet weathered. An unfamiliar red carriage was parked in front of the house's main entrance. 


Lucius began to pick out features he did recognise: the apple tree on the left, whose branches he had learned years ago; the wooden bridge just beyond the front gates that led over an elongated pond, in which he had sought to catch the fish that lurked in its depths. 


It was the place he had been born, and raised for much of his childhood. Standing there, he recalled the events of the night that had altered the course of his life. The rioting mob that had swept over the garden, the deaths of his father, mother and sister, the burning of the house. All because his father had belonged to the Brotherhood of the Divine Path, and not the Final Faith. 


One way or another, the Vos Empire had a lot to answer for. 


Lucius breathed a silent prayer to the souls of his family, more out of respect to their memory than any belief they would actually hear him. No, he would not make revenge his motive. But that did not mean he was not going to do everything in his power to make Vos' position in his home city as difficult as possible. His own affairs would likely take care of any vengeance his family required in their graves.


Lucius felt a flicker at the edge of his senses, a silent ripple in the fabric of the world about him, and a wall of air slammed into his side, blasting him off his feet. 


Hitting the ground hard, he gasped for breath while looking to see what had attacked him. He fixed upon the figure stalking down the street, its long hair tied up behind its head, dark eyes almost black under a frown. 


As Adrianna stooped to grab him by the collar and yanked him to his feet, Lucius gaped.


"Aidy, what do you think you're doing? Anyone could see us here."


She threw him against the wall of his old home. The impact knocked the wind out of him again, and he could sense the magic fuelling Adrianna's strength. Looking up at her, he saw she was maddened with rage, magic giving her fury form. He was in trouble.


She seized his collar and drove his head back against the wall.


"Did you feel it?" she hissed at him.


"What, Aidy?" he gasped, the pressure at his throat making breathing difficult. "Feel what?"


"Of course you didn't. You have always been so far removed from us."


Her knee drove into his stomach as she released him. Wheezing, he fell, and lay still as Adrianna ranted.


"He's dead, Lucius!" she screamed, her voice hoarse. "Dead! While you were off playing thief, they killed him."


Knowing he might regret it, Lucius climbed to his feet and, leaning on the wall for support, tried to face down her fury.


"Forbeck," he said.


"They tracked him down, like he was no more than vermin. I warned him and I warned you..."


As she rounded on him, Lucius could feel the magic surge inside Adrianna, and he braced himself. Then she seemed to droop, her shoulders sagging, and the magic faded. He reached out to touch her, but her head snapped up to face him and he saw that while her magic had been tempered, her anger was still unchecked. The glare she gave him was full of loathing, and he suppressed a shudder.


"How did it happen?" he asked.


She looked down for a moment. 


"I'm not sure. Probably the cabal, or maybe it was one of us, trying to make a deal with the Empire."


He frowned. "Surely not."


"This is what I have been trying to tell you, fool. We can't trust anyone! Vos is tearing this city apart, and we must make a stand, or fall!"


"We must be cautious and take our time," Lucius said. "The thieves are making some progress, and we have a few ideas on how to hurt the Empire. We are getting the beggars' guild back on its feet too, and together-"


"Thieves?" she cried. "Beggars? Do you think they are the allies I seek? You are nothing more than a common criminal, Lucius, feckless, lazy, and utterly without spine."


He ignored the insults. "I promise you Aidy, once we are back on our feet, I'll make sure we give you all the support we can."


"And I promise you, Lucius," Adrianna said, her eyes burning, "I will not rest until every Vos-born man, woman and child in this entire city is dead, their corpses lying in the streets. I will drive out the Vos army and destroy this so-called cabal. I will make the slaughter in this city a monument that will burn across the entire world!"


She abruptly turned from him and stormed down the street. He briefly considered chasing after her, trying to reason with her, but he might as well try to placate the ocean. Adrianna was like a force of nature, and one could either stay out of her way or be crushed by her. 


He just prayed that, when she struck, he would be in a position to limit the damage. He could not let her carry out her threat against innocent citizens of the city, wherever they were born.







Chapter Eleven

 


"Riders!"


The cry went up on the thieves' right flank, and they sought shelter in the rough ground, hiding behind boulders and within cracks in the rock. 


"Everyone down," Lucius called, though the order was unnecessary; many of the thieves were jittery out in the open countryside.


Along with Ambrose and Wendric, he led a force of nearly two dozen thieves, all that could be gathered from the remaining cells of the guild. They had kept Elaine out of the coming battle to ensure the guild's future, but Lucius was painfully aware that his small army represented the vast majority of the guild's strength, which was a far cry from what it had once been. He just hoped it would be enough for the task at hand.


Wendric crawled across to Lucius, keeping himself hidden as he moved, and joined him behind a large rock.


"Outriders," he said. "Looks like Vos is on time."


"Never thought they would be anything but," Lucius said with a grin. "We can't let the caravan get any warning of our presence. Ambrose's archers ready?"


"Just give the word."


Peering out from behind the rock, Lucius could see thieves littering the broken ground before him, all crouched behind cover. Ahead of his ragtag force, Lucius could see the horsemen, outriders of the silver train they were lying in wait for.


These Vos soldiers were trained to cover long distances around a moving army or convoy of wagons, acting as scouts and sentries. Though they sported wicked looking long spears, they carried food and survival gear in preference to heavy metal armour, relying only on leathers and pot helmets for protection. Perfect prey for snipers.


To one side, he saw Ambrose amidst his archers, looking to Lucius for the signal to attack. Lucius raised a hand in preparation as the outriders advanced.


"If any of them escape, our whole plan is ruined," Wendric said under his breath.


"Ambrose knows what to do," Lucius said. 


The veteran thief had already taken action, and Lucius saw several thieves crawling away from the horsemen, flanking them. Picking their way slowly, to avoid twisting a hoof on the rough ground, the Vos soldiers drew closer in a rough line. Lucius dropped his hand.


At Ambrose's sharp order a dozen arrows streaked from the thieves' hiding places. One rider fell from his horse, while three others slumped in their saddles, arrows jutting from their chests and necks. More arrows struck the horses, and their shrieks panicked the others. Within seconds, the discipline of the Vos outriders had vanished as horses reared, slipped on the uneven ground and collapsed, taking their riders with them.


One rider possessed the presence of mind to arrest his frightened mount and, kicking hard as he turned it about, started to race away from the thieves, trusting in his luck and his god to ensure his horse kept its feet. As one, Ambrose's flanking thieves rose from their hiding places and loosed another flight of arrows, the dark shafts tracing a shallow arc across the sky before falling around the fleeing soldier. Two missed and clattered among the stones, while another sank deep into the horse's rump, causing it to stumble. The final arrow struck home in the centre of the soldier's back, and he lurched to one side in his saddle, causing the horse to fall in a cloud of dust and kicking legs.


Lucius could hear men groan above the shriller cries of injured horses, and he waved his group forward to silence both. The men and women drew daggers and short swords, and went about their work with pitiless efficiency; within a few minutes, silence fell across the rocks.


The thieves edged closer to the coastal road and looked down onto the well-used track about eight yards below the escarpment on which they had hidden themselves. Beyond the track was a little vegetation, then a sheer drop as a cliff descended to the crashing ocean far below. 


Lucius had remembered this place from a mercenary job he had taken years ago, when he had escorted a merchant's wagon through what had then been bandit territory. With the constant traffic to and from Vos, the bandits had long since gone, but every thief present hoped to teach the Empire that their roads were no longer safe. If what Lucius had told them was true, doing so would prove to be highly profitable.


They did not have long to wait. A low whistle from Ambrose, higher up the escarpment, caught their attention.


"Here we go," Wendric said, checking the tension on his bowstring. Satisfied, he laid his quiver on the ground and drew an arrow. Some other thieves had done the same, while others had removed all of their arrows and driven their tips into the ground. All had their eyes fixed firmly north, waiting for the appearance of more Vos soldiers.


"Here they come," Wendric muttered, sighting his first target.


Lucius looked down the coastal road and smiled.


"This is going to be perfect," he said.


The silver train moved slowly, taking several minutes to come into view. Three more outriders led the column in front of two covered wagons, which Lucius guessed carried more soldiers as well as supplies for the entire convoy. Trailing at the rear was a similar wagon and three more outriders. However, it was the magnificent wagon in the centre of the formation that had all the thieves' attention.


Drawn by six huge draft horses, it towered over the wagons before and behind it. Large metal sheets were hammered onto its sides, each punctuated with a single arrow slit, betraying the crossbow-wielding soldiers inside. On top of the wagon, Lucius could see half a dozen more soldiers sheltering behind crenellated walls, again armed with crossbows.


It was a moving fortress, apparently impregnable.


"That thing is built to wage war," Wendric said.


"It is more for show than practical use," Lucius said. "It would not do much good in a battle. It's too slow. Although it will no doubt cause us some problems."


"Our arrows are just going to bounce off it."


"The horses are still its weakness. Stick to the plan. Once we immobilise it and take care of the rest of the train, it will seem a little less fearsome."


With aching slowness, the convoy began to file past below them. The thieves kept their heads down; only Ambrose kept watch, using his jerriscope to see over the lip of the escarpment. 


The minutes dragged by, and Lucius grew impatient, looking to Ambrose for the signal to attack and resisting the urge to crawl forward and look over the escarpment himself.


At last, Ambrose waved a hand, then raised himself to a kneeling position, exchanging his jerriscope for his shortbow. The other thieves followed him.


Lucius stood up from behind the escarpment. The lead wagon was right below his position, and the outriders had already moved past, presenting their backs to the thieves. The men closest to Lucius, led by Wendric, all aimed at the target that had been assigned to them - the horses of the lead wagon.


Arrows lanced down on their marks. The horses were soon bristling with shafts, and began to panic. The wagon driver, caught completely unawares, lost the reins as the horses tried to bolt. One fell motionless to the ground, two shafts sprouting from its head and neck.


Another volley of arrows cut the driver down and disabled the other horses. Dead or wounded, they were no longer a concern, and Lucius directed the thieves' fire to the horses of the second wagon. 


Further down the caravan, Ambrose's thieves had attacked the trailing wagon, and already two of the horses were immobile. Lucius smiled grimly. So far, the plan was working. The driver of the huge war wagon looked about desperately, caught between his desire to hide and his duty to drive the wagon clear of the ambush. He chose the latter, but the six-horse wagon was not an agile vehicle in the best of conditions, and the thin track ahead of him, winding between the high escarpment and the sheer cliffs, was filled with crippled wagons and screaming horses. There was nowhere for him to go.


An angry shout caught Lucius' attention, and he turned to see the leading outriders gesturing futilely up at him. They were looking for a route up on to the escarpment in order to bring the ambushes to battle, but the closest slope upwards was some way north, and their long spears were designed for charging, not for throwing.


Closing his eyes momentarily, Lucius concentrated, pulling upon one of the threads of magic; he immediately felt the presence of the sparse vegetation around his feet, the rocks behind him, and the ground below. Shaping the thread, he fashioned a huge harpoon in his mind's eye, rippling with arcane energy. Crouching, he hammered both of his fists onto the ground. 


Wendric cast him an odd look, seeing only his fellow thief beating at the rocks. In his mind, however, Lucius watched his bolt of energy drive through the ground, through the stone and rock of the escarpment, and under the horses of the outriders. The ground burst open beneath their feet in an explosion of force that threw earth high into the air. One horse and its rider, nearest the centre of the burst, was catapulted over the cliff, to be lost in the churning waves of the sea. The other two horses whinnied pitifully, their legs broken by the spell. One rider was trapped under his mount, the other pulling desperately to free his comrade.


It had taken the thieves just moments to launch their ambush, but the speed at which the Vos soldiers responded was impressive. Crossbow bolts began to fly from the top of the large wagon. A few seconds later, they were joined by shots from inside the large wagon, the tips of crossbows protruding slightly from the slits in the metal armour.


The shots were hurried, but several thieves yelped as bolts flew too close for comfort, or else found their marks. From their vantage point, the thieves had a clear view down onto the crenellated roof of the wagon, and when the Vos soldiers halted shooting to reload, several arrows fell on the chests and faces of the men stationed there. However, while other thieves targeted the main body of the wagon itself, their shots were not accurate enough to find the narrow slits, and bounced and skidded off its metal hull. When the soldiers inside reloaded, the thieves had no choice but to go to ground.


"This could end up being a stalemate," Wendric said.


"No, we can break the deadlock," Lucius said, and he ran past Wendric to be nearer the armoured wagon and the thieves attacking it.


"On my mark," he called to the thieves. "Stand and fire!"


A few of the thieves looked up at him dubiously, but they dutifully nocked arrows to their strings.


"Wendric," Lucius shouted over his shoulder. "Break out the ropes, and wait for my signal."


He saw Wendric give instructions to his thieves, who buried spikes and hooks into the ground or wedged them between rocks. Crouching at the lip of the escarpment, they held coiled lengths of rope that had been tied to the spikes, waiting for the next order.


"Up!" Lucius said. As one, the thieves stood and loosed, once again watching their arrows bounce uselessly off the armoured wagon.


A second later, crossbows were again pushed through the slits.


"Hold and reload!" Lucius shouted, before the thieves could think about ducking down again. This drew some dubious looks, though all but one held his ground.


Quickly drawing upon the thread of natural magic once more, Lucius reached out with his hand and felt the wind currents flowing in from the raging sea. Binding them to his will, he felt the air itself buckle and reshape itself under his direction, forming a fast moving barrier between the wagon and the thieves. 


When the crossbows of the Vos soldiers fired, their bolts travelled just a few yards before being ripped from their courses by the wind, only to fall to the ground half a mile away. Lucius briefly released the air currents from his command, and turned back to the thieves.


"Continue shooting, keep their heads down if nothing else!" So saying, he turned to Wendric and nodded. 


Wendric barked an order, and his thieves threw their ropes down the escarpment, throwing themselves over the edge and sliding down to the road. Glancing back up the track, Lucius saw that Ambrose was slightly ahead, with his men already on the road and approaching the rearmost wagon.


The continued volleys from the remaining thieves on the escarpment were sufficient to at least disrupt the return shots from the armoured wagon, and when Lucius saw crossbows begin to appear at the slits, he once more brought down his wind shield to block the flight of the bolts. Satisfied that the morale of the Vos soldiers was at least shaken, he turned to the archers.


"Carry on shooting," he said. "Give us cover down there."


He ran back down the length of the escarpment and swung himself over the edge when he reached the first rope. The ramps at the back of the first two wagons had dropped down, and Vos soldiers were beginning to pour out, brandishing spears and shields. Lucius cursed, praying that the archers had seen them and were already taking aim. The thieves down on the road would be little match against trained and heavily armoured soldiers.


Climbing down the rope, hand over hand, he drew his sword as soon as he hit the ground, just as the first volley of arrows from the escarpment started to fall among the soldiers.


The arrows found two of the soldiers, their tips passing shield and armour to bury themselves in their flesh; the rest were caught on shields. Wendric thrust under the guard of one soldier who had raised his shield to defend against the volley, the thief meeting no resistance as he sank his blade into the man's side.


Other thieves were having less luck, and quickly found themselves on the defensive, driven back by the disciplined soldiers. Angling their shields to face both the archers and the thieves on the ground, they paced forward, steadily driving the ambushers toward Lucius' position. 


Seeing the attack faltering, Lucius cried out for his men to scatter, clearing a path between him and the soldiers. Taking a deep breath, he summoned his magic forth, holding his hands outstretched, palms upwards. He felt the energy pour down his arms, swelling until he held a large, rolling ball of fire steady, its flames licking just a few inches above his naked skin.


He flung the fireball forwards, feeding ever more power into the spell so the ball accelerated as it flew through the air. It struck the shields in the centre of the soldiers' line with blinding speed, knocking the soldiers back several yards. Seeing his chance, Wendric raised his sword and shouted a rallying cry. His thieves charged.


Once among the disorganised and battered soldiers, the battle became more even. Here a thief was smashed in the face by a soldier's shield and spitted on the end of a spear, while there another parried a soldier's blow with one blade and struck under his guard with the other, finding stomach, thigh or shin. 


The soldiers, adhering to their training, tried to reform their shield wall, but were matched by thieves working on instinct and relying on foul play. A soldier confronting one thief would be flanked by another, piercing the chainmail on his back with a well-placed dagger thrust. Within moments, the dead and dying of both sides littered the ground, hindering those still fighting.


Shouts from further up the road checked Lucius' own entry into the fray. Ambrose's thieves had met the soldiers stationed in the rearmost wagon. Their fight was nearly finished, the soldiers outnumbered and already depleted by arrows, but some of the thieves had begun to panic. It took Lucius a few seconds to work out what was happening; he took a step towards them, then stopped as he felt a familiar pressure inside his head.


On top of the armoured wagon, a middle-aged man, looking like a wealthy merchant in his gilded blue tunic, was peering down at the thieves. Lucius saw the magical strands flex and twist at the presence of this man, and knew another spellcaster had joined the battle.


The Vos wizard held his hands out to the sky, then pointed down at the thieves at the far end of the train. Among the thieves, the corpses of the slain Vos soldiers stirred. They grasped the ankles of thieves to bear them down, or dragged themselves to their feet, picking their spears up and advancing on the thieves once again.


Ambrose, unshaken by the obvious sorcery, advanced upon the animated corpses, sword in hand. Following his example, some of the thieves stood to fight the enemies they had only just killed, while others panicked at the sight of the unnatural soldiers, and two broke and fled.


The raised soldiers were uncoordinated and inaccurate, if no slower than they had been in life, and no longer fought as a single unit, but if they could pick themselves up after every death, they would inevitably overwhelm the thieves sooner or later.


Turning to the larger battle at the front of the train, the Vos wizard began to chant his spell once more, and saw Lucius standing before him. Their eyes locked in a grim challenge, and Lucius could not help give a wicked smile.


He could feel the Vos wizard pluck and twist at the strand of magic that governed death and unlife - necromancy, Forbeck had called it. He could also see that this was the only talent the wizard could manifest. The man, for all his long years of study, might as well have been completely ignorant of all the other radiant shades of magic, and the power that lay within them.


Lucius remained calm as the wizard dropped the corpse-raising spell and prepared an attack that would suck the life out of him. Alright Forbeck, you old rascal, Lucius thought. Let me see if your theory of magic has any weight.


The strand of death and black hate buckled as the wizard siphoned power from it. No other type of magic held dominance over necromancy, which in turn held dominance over magic of the natural world. However, elemental forces were in direct opposition to necromancy, and it was this thread that Lucius drew from, constructing a cloud of magic and manifesting it in front of him. A thin mist began to form, hanging motionless in the air in front of him.


A dark bolt of energy leapt from the wizard's outstretched hand. As it collided with the mist, Lucius' magic began to split and break, but he concentrated hard, mending the magical shield. For a few seconds, the two spells vied with one another, and Lucius felt the strength of the wizard's craft. The man was well-versed in his chosen form of magic but, for all his ability, lacked the versatility of a Shadowmage.


The Vos wizard withdrew his spell and prepared another. Lucius went on to the attack immediately, punching the air as he forced his mist cloud forward to envelope his enemy.


The necromancer panicked as he was cloaked by the soft, cool mist, and Lucius smiled as the man fumbled his counterspell. Lucius focussed on the mist wreathing the wizard's body, forcing it to drive inwards, seeping in through the man's clothes and skin. He fed more and more power into the spell as it gained a foothold in the wizard's own flesh, and water flooded the man's lungs and burst through his mouth. Unable to breathe or speak, the wizard could do nothing against Lucius' spell and, held rigid by the magic, slowly drowned where he stood.


Lucius saw the dead soldiers drop motionless to the ground once more and knew the wizard was dead. He released his spell and the wizard fell out of sight behind the crenellations of the armoured wagons.


The corpse soldiers no longer hindering them, Ambrose's men raced down the road, keeping out of shot of the crossbowmen still locked inside the armoured wagon. As soon as they entered the battle alongside Wendric's thieves, the Vos defence folded. Once surrounded, they died.


Wendric staggered towards Lucius, not wounded but clearly exhausted by the short fight. He had ripped a scrap from a fallen soldier's tabard, and was cleaning the blood from his sword.


"That was tight," he said, once his breath had been recovered.


"It's not quite over," Lucius said, nodding to the armoured wagon. He looked back at the thieves behind Wendric, some of whom were noticeably limping or holding blood-sodden makeshift bandages to their sides. "How many did we lose?"


"More than we hoped for, a little less than we feared. A lot of walking wounded too."


"I have a feeling they will feel a lot better about the journey back to Turnitia when they are carrying a sack full of silver each," Lucius said.


"So, what are we going to do about the last wagon?" Wendric asked. "We had not accounted for that."


"Burn it," a young thief said as he walked up to the two of them.


"It's metal, fool," another said, joining them. "Metal doesn't burn."


"It's only metal on the outside."


"He's right," said Lucius, who had been thinking along similar lines. "Stay here."


Walking up to the armoured wagon, aware of the stares of the thieves behind as they wondered what he was going to do, Lucius called out to the soldiers inside.


"Surrender," he said simply. "The rest of your men are dead and you are alone. Surrender."


A single crossbow was thrust through the nearest slit, and Lucius stepped to one side as the bolt was loosed.


"This is your final chance. Surrender, or die where you are."


There was no response. The silver train to Turnitia had to be carrying a vast wealth to fund all of the Empire's activities in the city. Punishment for a soldier deserting such a prize had to be unimaginable. Sighing, Lucius stepped closer to the wagon, taking care to stay out of the line of sight of any of the arrow slits. Standing with his back to the wagon, the nearest slit just inches away, Lucius closed his eyes as he summoned one last spell. Whirling around, he clamped his right hand over the slit, and let the arcane energy pour down his arm and through his hand, erupting as scorching flame that filled the interior of the wagon.


Men shrieked with burning agony, and the stench of burnt flesh blew back into Lucius' face. He kept the fire rolling inside for a few seconds and, when the screams and cries had faded away, snuffed out the flames as quickly as he had created them.


Movement above him caused Lucius to jump back, hand flying to the hilt of his sword. A body, still smouldering, hung over the crenellations above, a single arrow jutting out of its neck. Hearing someone approach behind, Lucius turned to see Ambrose walking towards him, bow in hand.


"He was probably just trying to escape. Didn't want to take the chance though."


Lucius looked up at the corpse and then back at Ambrose. 


"That was a fine shot. And it suits our purpose that none of them survive this attack. It will raise more questions in the Empire if the silver train simply disappears."


"Aye, that's true," Ambrose agreed. "So what would you have done if they had surrendered?"


Lucius shrugged. "Given then a cleaner death, perhaps."


"Well, just remember, we did not strike the first blow in this war."


"That's what I keep telling myself."


More thieves started clustering around them, expectant looks on their faces, looking for all the world like children expecting a great gift on their birthday, and Lucius could not help but smile. Within seconds, half a dozen thieves had scaled the sides of the wagon, and called down that they had found a trap door leading inside.


"Get inside and see if you can unlock the ramp," Lucius shouted up to them.


They disappeared from view for several minutes, though everyone outside could all hear the occasional curse of frustration as they tried to work the locking mechanism. Lucius waited patiently at the rear of the wagon. He was finally rewarded by a cheer from inside and the sound of the heavy latches turning. A slit of darkness appeared at the top of the ramp as it slowly lowered on thick chains.


The thieves stood at the ramp's edge, their expressions a mixture of triumph and revulsion. Lucius waved them out, and sent others in to drag out the bodies. A cursory check was made to see if any still lived, but Lucius' magic had killed them all.


The bodies removed, thieves flooded into the wagon, tearing up the benches that lined the walls in search of the treasure they had been promised. Wendric stormed on board, threatening to make any thief who did not listen to him penniless, and drove them out. He waved Ambrose on, and the veteran thief began a systematic search of the interior, ignoring the suggestions shouted out to him from the thieves clustered outside.


Finally, Ambrose stood, looking critically at the floor of the wagon. He stamped a foot down on the wooden boards, then looked up, grinning. The excitement among the gathered thieves was palpable.


When Ambrose called for crowbars, two thieves rushed to help him, and Lucius followed. The thieves feverishly levered up the boards, snapping the wood in their haste and Lucius spotted a flash of metal. More boards were removed, revealing six square steel chests. Each chest was nearly two feet to each side, and one of the crowbar thieves whistled as he began to wonder how much silver each chest could contain. The crowbars were employed again to open the chests.


Their contents glinted in the daylight. Lucius stared at them, his mouth open. He had never seen so much wealth. Nearly filled to the brim, every chest was heaving with newly minted silver coins, their pristine edges sharp and unsullied by the hands of merchants and craftsmen.


Wendric boarded the wagon and glanced at the chests, and then smirked to himself. "There's more than a million silver coins there, boys," he said. "Maybe two million."


There was no reaction from the thieves outside the wagon, just a silent awe at being in the presence of so much wealth.


"So, what do we do now?" Ambrose asked after several moments' silence.


Lucius shook himself, remembering that he wanted to be out of the area and back in the city as soon as possible.


"Get your sacks ready," he said to the thieves, unfolding his own. "Form an orderly line - believe me, there is more than enough here for everyone. Take as much as you can carry. It's yours. No guild tithes on this job, you keep everything you can carry."


The thieves had not been expecting that level of generosity, and they whooped with glee and greed, causing Wendric to bark at them to restore order once again. As he left the thieves to stuff as many coins as they could into their sacks, pouches and underclothing, Wendric walked over to Lucius who, having slung his own sack of silver over his shoulder, was near the cliff top, staring out at the sea.


"We had not agreed to that," Wendric said. "You'll spoil them. They'll expect to retain all of their takings in the future."


Lucius shook his head. "There will be plenty of time to restore discipline later, and I daresay few will disobey while Elaine is guildmistress. It's alright this time. Thieves are not usually expected to fight pitched battles against Vos soldiers, and many of them are wounded. It will also do something to stop others leaving the guild altogether. Hopefully, there will be more volunteers next time."


"I suppose," Wendric said.


"But all of that does not really matter," said Lucius. "It is the big picture we must look at. The important thing is that Vos loses its silver, that we begin to starve them out of the city. Without money, we have a much easier time putting the guild back together. I don't mind if a few thieves get rich helping us do that. Besides, if they get to keep all the silver they carry, it will make this next step a bit easier."


So saying, he turned from Wendric and headed back to the wagon. He could not help but smile again at the sight of the grinning thieves, all loaded down with silver.


"One last task, my friends, and then it is back to the city," he said, eliciting a cheer of triumph from them. He pointed to the armoured wagon. "I want you all to push that over the cliffs."


The grins fled from their faces immediately. The wagon was still full of silver and even though not one thief could carry any more about his person, the thought of pitching all that wealth into the endless sea was anathema to any thief.


"You... you're kidding, right?" said one thief among the crowd.


"It has to be done. You know that. If we just leave it here, or bury it, or hide it somewhere, Vos may find it. Our task was not to get rich, but to make the Empire poor. What you are carrying on your backs is... a bonus. Do what I ask."


The thieves moved half-heartedly, some running back on board to cram another coin or two into their boots. When they were assembled around the wagon, ready to push it forward, no one moved. 


"Alright boys, it pains me too, but needs must," Ambrose said, and Lucius was not sure whether he was just making a show of solidarity or not. "On the count of three..."


The wagon was weighed down with its metal armour, but the straining thieves gradually got it moving again, and inching towards the cliff edge. The massive structure slowly gained momentum, and soon the thieves were half running as they pushed it. At a shout from Ambrose, they released the wagon, and watched as it trundled toward the cliffs. For a brief moment, it tottered as the front wheels hit empty air, and then dropped out of sight. Later, Lucius would swear he heard more than one thief sobbing.


Once the haul of silver had been thrown from the cliffs, getting the thieves to clean up the rest of the battleground was easier. Any horse that was still fit was led away, to be taken back to the city, but the dead were dragged to the cliffs and then pushed over. The wounded were killed cleanly and then they too were thrown over. Wagons, dead soldiers and dead thieves quickly followed them, the latter thrown with a degree of reverence and a few words dedicated to their souls.


As the thieves cleared the remainder of the battlefield, collecting stray arrows and covering pools of blood with earth and dust, Wendric approached Lucius.


"So," he said. "We'll call that a success then."


"I think so. It could have been so much worse for us," Lucius said.


"Well, in two weeks, when they send the next silver train, we can do this all over again."


Looking north to the Vos Empire, Lucius grimaced.


"Next time, it will not be this easy."







Chapter Twelve

 


As morning turned into afternoon, Elaine wandered slowly through the southernmost of the Five Markets, her arm linked with that of a tall, fair-haired man. Gesturing at the various stalls they passed, his Vos accent was clear as he chided vendors for the prices they tried to charge, or else made disparaging comments about the quality of their merchandise. Dressed in good but affordable clothes, to the casual observer they appeared to be the epitome of middle class Turnitia, hard-working but living comfortably. 


Even if such an observer did not miss the man's tone dropping whenever the crowd thinned out, and the couple would talking in hushed voices, they might only presume that the conversation had turned to matters only a man and his wife need know. There was certainly nothing in their demeanour to suggest that here was the mistress of the remaining thieves' guild, discussing work with one of her lead assassins.


"I feel we are being shut out," the man was saying, as he steered Elaine away from a meat vendor whose prices had attracted a mob of excited wives and house cooks. "We are poised to act, and yet you are holding us back in favour of operations by footpads and burglars."


Elaine smiled to herself. "There is no disrespect intended, Heinrich. Their talents are useful right now. Yours will come into play soon enough."


"And what of the attack on the silver train? Our skills would have been well suited to that mission." 


That question caused Elaine to glance at him and raise an eyebrow, though she quickly reflected that it was difficult to keep any secret from her assassins. After all, she had taught several of them herself and, through her position in the guild, elevated the role of the trained killers.


"The ambush will turn into a battle, and I will not risk our most capable members going toe-to-toe with Vos soldiers. You are better operating from the shadows. You know that."


Heinrich frowned. "I was thinking more of the rewards from the mission. There are a lot of thieves getting rich right now, while the assassins are kept on a chain."


"I thought that might be more to the point. I trust you have informed the others that there will be plenty of opportunities for everyone soon enough?"


"Of course."


"Any talk about splitting and starting an assassins' guild?"


They had entered Ring Street, the thoroughfare that joined the Five Markets and ringed the imposing Citadel. They turned off the busy road and headed for quieter streets. 


"No. Not that I have heard of, anyway," Heinrich said. "I wouldn't worry too much about that. Business was always good under your employment, and we all trust that you will steer us back on course."


"There will be some hard work for the assassins before that happens," Elaine said. "Hard, unpaid work."


"I think, after their recent inactivity, your people will happily take it," Heinrich said, smiling. "They will see it as a point of pride, and a chance to refine their skills. What did you have in mind?"


"The chief point of discussion in the next council meeting. So long as the attack on the silver train is at least a marginal success, we'll see what effect it has on the Vos forces in the city."


"And then?"


A wolfish look crossed Elaine's features. "Let's just say that if the assassins start tracking Vos officials and military leaders, I don't believe their time will be wasted."


"Sounds like war." Heinrich did not seem unhappy with the idea.


"That is what I am trying to avoid, as I am not sure even our assassins could survive a war with Vos. However, a few blades in the dark, a poisoning here or drowning there, might just make the Empire's position here untenable. We avert war and win by default."


"What if that is not enough?"


"Then, so long as we survive, we keep fighting. I'll not be driven from this city."


Heinrich shrugged. "You'll need to find some way to finance our people in the long term. Their loyalty to you is firm at the moment, but it may not last, especially if they start dying."


Nodding grimly, Elaine stopped as they came to a junction where the narrow road joined Lantern Street, a livelier part of the city that was home to many of the permanent traders and craftsmen's workshops. She turned her head to one side slightly as Heinrich leaned over and kissed her cheek.


Turning on her heel, Elaine retraced her steps, thinking hard as she went. The news from Heinrich was encouraging, and she felt she had at least some time with the rest of the assassins. Unlike most of the rogues in the thieves' guild who might engage in the odd murder for silver, her killers were true professionals. They knew when they needed to act, and when they should lie low.


She glanced up to see a woman approaching her from the other end of the street. Elaine found herself unnerved to see the woman walking straight towards her, eyes fixed on hers.


Dropping a hand down to her stomach, Elaine brushed the pommel of the short knife she had concealed under her tunic, and slowed her pace, looking to the alleys she passed and the few passers-by behind her. She suddenly felt very exposed, and wondered if an ambush was about to be sprung.


The woman continued her approach, her pace not slackening in the slightest as she stalked forwards. Elaine saw she was around her own age, with dark hair tied up behind her head. She wore a tunic of black leather, with unusual metal discs woven into the fabric, each dulled so as not to catch the sun. What arrested her attention, though, was the woman's eyes, beautifully wide but almost black as she stared back. Elaine was sure she had seen the woman before.


As they moved to within a few yards of one another, Elaine whipped her knife out from under her tunic, keeping the blade down at her side, but in clear view of the other woman. The only response was a smile as the woman cupped a hand and then thrust it at Elaine, as if she were throwing something.


Elaine had barely started to dodge when she was blasted off her feet by a moving wall of air.

 


The thieves had scattered long before Turnitia had come into sight as they walked back along the coastal road. Wendric and Ambrose had taken the bulk of them in a wide loop around the city, beyond the sight of its walls. There were numerous ways into the city that avoided the two main gates in the east and north walls, from storm drains to overflow pipes leading straight to the sewers. The thieves' guild had long since mapped them all, and they had been a staple of smuggling franchises until Vos had strangled illicit trade in the city.


The journey along the coastal road, in the company of the remaining jubilant thieves, had been an amiable way of passing an afternoon. Though loaded down with heavy coins, even the wounded thief, his left arm strung across his chest with a makeshift sling, was laughing. They were giddy with their success, and while Lucius kept quiet himself, he enjoyed listening to their plans on how they were going to spend their fortunes. Even the hilly terrain through which they travelled did nothing to dampen their spirits, though every few paces one thief or another would stop to shift his sack from one shoulder to the other.


"Going to set me up a dozen new franchises," one said. "Maybe something at the docks, corner all trade coming in by sea."


"Investing in the future, then?"


"Aye, only sensible thing to do."


"Well, in that case I think I'll get myself a new sword. One of those Allantian-forged jobs, perfect balance, they say."


"That's for the future?"


"Sure, I'll need it for when we go for the next silver train!"


"You would be better off investing in a pony and cart, so we don't have to tip so much into the sea. What about you, Alfred, what are you going to do with your money?"


There was a long pause. "I think, on balance," the thief Alfred said, "that I'll take three rooms at the Red Lion, and invite every whore, troubadour and gambler to join me. Oh, and make sure Myrklar never runs out of wine. Think I'll get through this little lot within a month or so, then I'll be ready for more work."


His plans were met with stunned silence, until he turned and winked at the rest of them. They all laughed then, though Lucius was still not sure Alfred was completely joking. He just hoped they would all have the sense to keep their heads down for the next few weeks. Any sudden appearance of huge quantities of cash would lead even the dullest Vos sergeant straight to a guilty thief, once the raid on the silver train became common knowledge.


"Hey, what's going on there?" one thief asked.


The walls of Turnitia had come into view as they mounted the rise, and Lucius' gaze was drawn straight to the thin columns of smoke rising from the centre of the city. He frowned. The smoke was too thick to come from a blacksmith's, and there was too much for it to be an isolated house fire.


"Looks like it's near the Citadel," said one thief.


"A riot, you think?" Alfred asked.


Lucius shook his head. "I can't see the Vos guard tolerating angry crowds long enough for them to light more than one or two fires. It looks like a battle is going on."


That subdued the thieves, though their eyes lit up when Lucius slung his own sack of silver from his back and bade them share the load between them. Telling them to get back into the city through less obvious routes as planned, he jogged ahead, wanting to see what had happened within the city.


It took him nearly an hour to reach the northern city gates. They were wide open, as was usual during the day, but completely untended. Hesitantly, fearing a trap, he approached the gates and peered inside, half expecting to see ranks of Vos soldiers beyond, spears and crossbows levelled at him as he entered. There was nothing. As he passed under the high stone arch of the gatehouse, Lucius began to pick up speed, looking anxiously for anyone that could tell him what had happened. Every street near the gatehouse was deserted, with the windows of many of the buildings shuttered or barred. He made his way towards the centre of the city, heading for Ring Street and the Citadel.


The northernmost of the Five Markets looked like a battleground, and Lucius wondered if he had missed a sneak attack from some secret army of Pontaine, come to claim the city from the Empire. 


On Ring Street, three houses blazed, pouring black smoke into the afternoon sky, the columns streaking across the huge azure sphere of Kerberos. The dead lay everywhere on the cobbles of the marketplace, their bodies looking as if they had been picked up by some giant and then dashed on the ground. Limbs and heads lay at unnatural angles, while some were impaled on the smashed remains of vendors' stalls. He could not see a single wound on any that looked as though it was made by a weapon.


He walked across the marketplace stunned, unable to believe what he was seeing, and he was not alone. Others stumbled over bodies as if in a daze. Every now and again, someone would cry out as they recognised a loved one, falling to their knees beside a body.


It was a massacre, indiscriminate killing on a scale he had only seen performed by the worst mercenary companies operating in the Anclas Territories. The broken bodies of Vos soldiers were scattered all over the cobbles, most near the sealed gates of the Citadel. However, many more of the dead were ordinary men and women, the life blasted out of their corpses. With a shock, Lucius realised that many children were among the dead, covered by the bodies of their mothers or fathers as if they had tried, in vain, to shield them from attack. There were a hundred or more dead in the market.


He walked past the wreckage of one stall, its bright green awning now a tattered sheet flapping in the breeze. The wood used to build the stall was little more than jagged splinters, mixed with the broken crockery the stall had sold. Seated on the ground next to the ruin, Lucius saw an aged woman, her long silver hair shielding her eyes from the devastation surrounding them.


She sat, motionless, staring into nothingness, one hand on the twisted body of a man of similar age. His dead gaze was fixed on the sky, his neck broken.


Crouching down by the woman, Lucius gently took her hand.


"Are you hurt?" he asked, but received no response. He moved so he was crouching directly in her field of vision, and carefully brushed her hair to one side, before repeating the question.


She did not stir for several seconds. When she looked up at him there was fear in her face.


"I will not harm you," he said softly. "Are you injured?"


Slowly, she shook her head. "I'm fine," she said simply. She was silent for a moment more, then added, "Pietre threw me behind the stall. Then he died."


Lucius looked around the market. The scene was being repeated all over, with survivors emerging from the wreckage, aided by those who had ventured to the scene of the battle. The gates of the Citadel opened enough to let a squad of Vos guards through, and they immediately set to work, dragging the bodies of fallen soldiers into the fortress. Only then did Lucius notice that the walls of the Citadel themselves had sustained damage. Great gouges had been torn into the stonework, as if by a powerful siege engine. Mystified, he turned back to the woman.


"What happened here?"


"She said she had come for everyone Vos-born," the woman said after a moment's hesitation. "Then she started attacking the soldiers."


"Who?"


"Some people started cheering at first, seeing the soldiers thrown around like rag dolls. But when she ran out of soldiers, she turned on everyone else. She just... broke them. Threw them into the stalls, the buildings, each other."


"Lady, who did this?"


"Pietre wanted to run, but I was frozen where I stood. Too scared to move. He saw what she was doing, as she killed everyone she could see. He saw her come towards us, and got me out of the way. Then she... she..."


Lucius grasped the woman by her shoulders, shaking her slightly to bring her attention back to him.


"Please, you must tell me," he said. "Who was it?" He knew the answer before the woman spoke.


"Some maddened wizard, some rogue mage. Said she wanted to destroy everything Vos-built and Vos-born. Cloaked in darkness, she was."


Dropping his own gaze to the ground, Lucius sighed uselessly, trying to find some course through the disaster.


"Why did she leave?"


"I don't know," the woman answered bleakly. "I don't think there was anyone left to kill."


Squeezing the woman's hand slightly before he stood, Lucius turned and walked slowly away. He had heard Adrianna's threats, of course, but it staggered him to think she had done this to so many innocent people. She was ferociously dedicated to the Shadowmages and their loose guild, and he could well believe that she would cheerfully slay every Vos soldier and official if it would make them leave the city, but he had never thought she was capable of this level of destruction. 


As he left the marketplace, he turned to look at the scene of the massacre. The other troubling thought was that Adrianna was more powerful than he had suspected. Lucius remembered his confrontation with her outside his old home, and how he felt she could easily best him if angered. He had had no idea how true that was. The magnitude of the magics she must have controlled to destroy so much was astounding. He had begun to think he was starting to make progress in the Shadowmage's art, but he was no more than a novice. Adrianna's power and talent were far beyond his own.


Turning into a short dead end of an alley, Lucius leaned against the wall of a small brewing house for support as he gathered his thoughts. He knew exactly what he had to do next, but he feared the confrontation. 


Taking a deep, ragged breath, he summoned the threads of magic to his will, shaping them into a quiet clarion call that would find Adrianna and let her know where he was. He felt the magical chimes radiate away from him, and he turned to leave the alley, wanting to find a more discreet place to meet.


His delicate chimes were suddenly overwhelmed by a massive tolling, a mighty arcane summons that sundered his own spell and caused him to stagger under its force. It felt as if he were inside a huge bell that rang with a deep, bass note, and Lucius clutched at his head.


Breathing heavily under the strain, he built a magical defence that siphoned off a little of the summoning spell's energy. Each peal was still a deafening blast inside his head, but the pain became manageable and, once he was sure his feet were steady, he left the alley. Adrianna was calling him to the harbour, and she had left him with little choice other than to obey.

 


The incessant tolling had receded by the time he reached the harbour, becoming little more than a constant, dull throbbing in his mind. Tolerable, yet impossible to ignore. It directed him along the cliffs, where labourers toiled with boxed crates and sacks, piling them onto flat platforms that were then hoisted into the open air by sturdy cranes and lowered to the docks. Evidently, a ship was expected, and there were plenty of merchants who wanted to take advantage of another vessel daring to run the gauntlet of the churning seas.


Moving away from the bustling activity, Lucius continued along the cliff top before stopping. He had reached his destination. Looking about, he frowned. The homes of one of the poorer districts of Turnitia were immediately to his left, along with a few scattered warehouses. Gulls circled lazily above him. Beyond them, the calm waters of the harbour belied the crashing storm that raged against the monoliths at its mouth. Adrianna had found a well-hidden lair in which to hide.


Walking to the very edge of the cliffs, he looked down, and fought against the heady sense of vertigo. The docks seemed far below, and their stone foundations, married to wooden piers, stretched out into the harbour like fingers. A single piece of black cloth, perhaps torn from a larger cloak, fluttered in the sea wind, seemingly caught on a jagged outcropping of rock. Lucius smiled.


Calling upon the magical strands, he constructed a spell he had seen performed before, but had never attempted. Shaping the arcane energy to call wind currents to his command, he shaped an invisible, shallow bowl just beyond the cliff's edge. Raising a foot, he stepped tentatively over the lethal drop.


His foot was buoyed up by a solid support of air. It felt like stepping into a bowl of corn and, hesitantly, he brought his other foot on board. Arms instinctively outstretched for balance, he hung motionless in mid-air.


Conscious that a flying man would bring unwanted attention from the labourers working further down the cliffs, he willed the cushion of air into movement, and Lucius gently floated downwards to the black rag.


The cliff side bowed out during his descent, hiding a cleft from casual view. Only someone suicidal enough to try and scale the sheer surface would find it. Shifting the flow of air supporting him, Lucius descended into the cleft and spotted a small cave or tunnel, boring straight into the cliff side. He dropped to its level and stooped as he stepped onto solid ground.


Inside, the cave quickly widened, its ceiling rising so he could stand. He took a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the gloom, and noticed that, a little further in, the rocky walls seemed to glow with their own dull, green-tinged light. Lucius had heard of luminescent moss in the past, but this seemed different somehow to him, and he suspected the light was being sustained by magic as he felt the threads ripple with the presence of an existing enchantment. The threads began to noticeably buckle and twist as he took a further step inside, causing him to halt quickly.


There was another spell at work here, some sort of ward or trap to discourage unwanted visitors, as unlikely as they might be. Having no wish to inadvertently activate the spell, he created his own shield against it, drawing upon the same shadow magic that created the ward. Wreathing himself in the conjuration, he thus appeared invisible to the spell, and he walked passed with trepidation, ready to react if his assumptions about it were wrong.


The tunnel twisted a little before descending on a gentle slope, the route always lit by the softly glowing rocks. He marvelled at the construction of this place, and the effort it must have taken to bore this far into the cliff. Whether it had been done by mundane means or magical, it was something of an achievement.


Lucius felt the presence of Adrianna a moment before he saw her. The tunnel jinked slightly to the left and, as he rounded the corner, widened out into a roughly hewn chamber with two more passages leading off it, deeper into the cliff. Before them stood Adrianna, arms folded across her chest while her dark eyes bored into his.


He did not need to see Adrianna's face to feel her fury, for it punched through the air like hammer. More disturbing to him were the threads of magic he saw in his mind, pitching and twisting as if reacting to her very presence. Lucius had known that meeting Adrianna was dangerous but, for the first time, he gave himself only even odds for walking out of her lair alive.


"Adrianna..." Lucius began, but immediately faltered. He realised that he really did not know the woman before him at all.


"Useless, feckless, ignorant thief," she hissed. "You have wasted everything you have ever been given. You are no more use than a miserable beggar, scrabbling for whatever scraps Vos leaves on the table for you to steal."


Lucius took a breath before speaking.


"Adrianna, what have you done?" he asked. "All those people..."


"Idiot! If you had accepted our alliance, if you had joined me, this war would be over already! The power of the Empire would be in ruins, and this city would be free again. And where were you instead? Playing bandit in the hills!"


For a second, Lucius was speechless. "And what did you think you were going to achieve? Do you know how many innocent people you have killed?"


She gave him a scornful look. "Together, we could have blasted the Citadel into ruins, then marched on the Cathedral. Vos would have had nowhere to run! We could have blasted every one of them clear out of the city!"


"And how many others would have died? My God, Adrianna, there are dead children in the markets! How does that advance your cause?"


"If it means the Empire withdraws, a few dead, more or less, certainly does not hinder it," she said flatly. 


"We don't have to be like this, Adrianna," Lucius said evenly; if there was one thing he was sure of, it was that Adrianna would not look kindly on any display of weakness. "That banditry in the hills you talk about probably did more damage to the Empire in the long run than your own attack. You don't have to become like Vos in order to beat it."


"You fool," she said, as if talking to a particularly slow child. "Becoming like Vos has no relevance whatsoever. What matters is who wins! Who is left standing after this war is done - and it will be done very soon, Lucius, mark my words."


"There is another way."


"No," she said. "Not any more. They have started to strike at us. We must hit back, and harder. Show them that we are invincible, that whatever hurt they bring upon us will be revisited upon them a hundredfold."


He tried another tack. "Even if I had been there, two mages cannot defeat the entire Citadel, let alone every soldier Vos has stationed in the city."


Something flashed in Adrianna's eyes, and she looked down at the ground for a few seconds, as if trying to reign in her anger. When she spoke, it was with deliberate slowness, as though each word was difficult for her.


"After all these years, you still do not realise what a Shadowmage is capable of. Forbeck knew, but he kept it chained, muzzled. You do the same thing, but through sheer ignorance. I can show you what power a Shadowmage unleashed has, Lucius. Two of us, working together in concert, would have been unstoppable! I can take over your teaching, shape you into one of the most potent mages this miserable world has ever seen."


"Adrianna..." Lucius began, slowly coming to an unnerving conclusion. "Have you taken over the Shadowmages' guild?"


She waved his question away as if irrelevant. "Two of us could achieve so much, Lucius. The guild as a whole could become all-powerful in this city." She smiled dangerously. "Even almighty."


He stared at her.


"Still, there is time for you to make amends, Lucius," Adrianna said. "I have a task you can aid me with. Follow me."


She spun around to head down one of the other passages, but stopped when Lucius called out to her, keeping her back to him.


"I cannot help you in this," he said.


"You will."


"Adrianna, I don't want to become your enemy."


Looking over her shoulder, Adrianna gave him a dark look.


"No," she said. "You don't."


Lucius watched her disappear down the tunnel. For the moment, at least, he knew he was safe. If Adrianna needed him, she would not kill him unless he forced her hand. Wiping his brow of sweat, he started after her, apprehensive of what favour she would require of him in order to keep the peace between them.


The passage dropped again, a little steeper than before, and opened out into another chamber. Before him was an unfurled bedroll, together with a small store of bread, dried meat, and wine. Adrianna had evidently spent some time in this lair already. As he entered the chamber, his eyes were drawn to one side, and he gasped.


Arms forced either side of her head by manacles of glowing silver energy, Elaine was held fast, Adrianna's prisoner. A similar band of energy blazed across her face, effectively gagging her. When she saw him, Elaine's eyes narrowed with loathing, and he groaned under his breath, dreading whatever Adrianna had been telling her.


"Oh, Adrianna, what have you done?" he said quietly, as much to himself as the two women.


"Your thieving whore has been my guest here," Adrianna said. She stood next to Elaine, arms folded again over her chest.


"As you can imagine, we have had all sorts of things to talk about."


"So what do you want?" he asked, refusing to be baited. He would deal with the fallout with Elaine at a later time, when both of their lives were not in danger.


Adrianna smiled, malice creeping across her face. "There is a ship outside the harbour, waiting for a break in the storms so it can safely negotiate the monoliths and enter Turnitia. I will calm the storms, so it can sail into the harbour-"


"You can do that?" Lucius asked in amazement, interrupting her. The energy that had to be harnessed in order to attempt such a thing was almost beyond his comprehension. 


She gave him a contemptuous look before continuing. "The ship is full of Vos soldiers. A lot of them. They are here to lock down the city, and wipe out the last of the Shadowmages."


"You want to destroy the ship."


"Of course."


"So why not just smash them against the harbour defences? It would be a lot easier."


"Because, fool," Adrianna said, spitting at his stupidity, "I want the people of the city to see it happen. To understand what is going to happen to anyone who supports the Empire."


His shoulders sagging as he realised he would not be able to reason with Adrianna, Lucius sighed helplessly. While the thieves had certainly killed their fair share of soldiers, the cold-blooded drowning of hundreds of soldiers was not something he could easily stomach. He looked at her bleakly.


"Why are you doing this?"


Eyes narrowing as if she were looking at something deeply repulsive, Adrianna spoke quietly at first, her voice slowly rising.


"Unlike you, I was here when the Empire first came to this city. They promised everything in the world, but brought with them terror and death. You fled. You didn't see them attack the Shadowmages the first time around, wiping us out one by one."


"Adrianna-" he started, but she cut him off.


"You didn't see it. I did. I watched Master Roe die. Now Forbeck is gone, and I won't permit the Empire to kill us off again, not after everything we have achieved since." She took several steps towards Lucius to emphasise her point. "The Vos Empire is evil, Lucius. You know that. They have a twisted bitch in power who sends her lackeys everywhere to act in her cruel name. I will do anything - absolutely anything - to safeguard this city and my guild."


"Even if that turns you into one of them?"


She snorted. "People are going to die in this war, as they die in any war. But I won't subjugate the city. I won't lock people in the Citadel. I won't bleed them dry with taxes. I could not care less how people want to live their lives. I just want to make sure Shadowmages have a place where they can practice their art without persecution."


"And that is worth the deaths of innocents?"


"Defeating Vos is worth the deaths of a few innocents, certainly. It is a means to an end, Lucius, nothing more."


"The end does not justify this means."


He watched as Adrianna walked back to Elaine. "Well," she said. "That is not important right now. You are going to help me."


Knowing what was coming, Lucius asked the question anyway. "And if I refuse?"


Adriana looked at him, then crouched down beside Elaine, running her hand through the thief's hair.


"Then your bitch will die."


Elaine turned to look at Adrianna, their faces no more than a few inches apart. Lucius shuddered at the thief's murderous look, realising that, even if he managed to persuade Adrianna to release Elaine, one of them would be dead by the end of the week. He was not wholly sure whose side he would run to, if both asked for his aid.


"You give me no choice," he said softly.


"No," she said, smiling at him. "I haven't."







Chapter Thirteen

 


Walking several paces behind Adrianna, his head bowed, Lucius' mind raced as he tried to find a way out of the horrors he was about to take part in. He would not have liked to take on Adrianna on the best of days, much less when she was prepared for him. How could he match her talent for spellcasting when she held all the cards?


At least Lucius had persuaded her to release Elaine before they embarked on this attack. Adrianna had relented to his demand too quickly for his liking, and he suspected it was all part of a game, a demonstration perhaps that she saw no difficulty in reaching Elaine once more if he reneged on his agreement. For her own part, Elaine had shown no gratitude as Lucius levitated her up the cliff face on his platform of air. Refusing to meet his gaze, she had marched back into the city. He feared what plans she was now making, and whether they included him.


Lengthening his stride, Lucius caught up with Adrianna as they approached the cluster of cliffside cranes and lifts that served the docks. He cleared his throat.


"You may be right about working together, Aidy," he started. "Maybe I have been concentrating too much on the thieves. You and I could target the Vos leadership of the city, maybe take out the Citadel's commander, and the Preacher Divine too - he would be a very visible loss for the Empire."


"Now you are starting to think properly, Lucius," Adrianna said. "That is a good idea, and one we will attend to in due course. However, the leadership will be weakened without their soldiers. Trust me, this way is better."


He was silent for a moment. 


"So why come to me through Elaine?"


Adrianna shrugged. "Over the past few months, you have reverted back to your old ways. You have become... unreliable. She seemed the simplest route to guarantee your obedience."


"You told her about us, didn't you?"


Adrianna flashed him an amused look.


"I thought she would be interested. It hardly matters, either way," she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. "She might have cared for you quite a lot, I think. But she was not right for you. Don't pretend you were in love with her."


He looked at Adrianna curiously. "Do you think I love you?"


"I think you fear me. For the moment, that is enough."


Lucius sighed in desperation. "I can understand your anger towards Vos - I have lost at least as much myself. But you are courting madness with these attacks, Adrianna."


"Fool!" she spat. "You think me insane? You are not seeing this as I do. There is a wider world, Lucius, one beyond the petty concerns of thieves and their whores. Do you still not understand? There is a chance, a very real chance, for a better future for the Shadowmages. We just have to reach out and take it! We have suffered from leaders who have been too blind to events in the outside world, who have believed that the pure study of magic can fend off the interference of others."


"Isn't that what the Shadowmages' guild is all about?"


She ignored his question. "I will not fail. You, you are no different from those doddery old men, the so called masters. You are no better. You have no gift for leadership - you handed the entire thieves' guild to that bitch because you did not know what else to do."


"Then why invest this time in me?"


"Your training as a Shadowmage is far from complete. It is time you saw exactly what we are capable of."


As they approached the nearest crane, they attracted the attention of the sweating labourers. Two decided that Adrianna would be impressed by cat calls and overly loud comments on her physique, growing lewder when she ignored them.


"I can't work with this noise," she said to Lucius. "Get rid of them."


He looked at the labourers blankly, and then back to her. 


"What do you want me to do with them?"


"I really don't care," she said distractedly, and Lucius realised she had already begun to prepare her magic. "Blow them off the cliff for all it matters, though I presume you'll choose to do something less lethal."


Turning to face them, Lucius tried hard to keep an apologetic look from his face.


"Get out of here," he said to them, jerking his head in the direction of the city.


"You what?" said one of the cat callers, standing up straight from the wooden strut he had been slouched over, letting Lucius see his full height.


Looking him directly in the eye, Lucius flooded his hand with raw, magical energy and hurled it to the ground just in front of the labourers' feet. With a crashing boom, it exploded, showering them in clumps of earth.


One raised his hands to show he had no argument with Lucius, and ran past him. He was quickly followed by the others, though the cat caller looked surly as he departed.


Adrianna had walked to the very edge of the cliff, where she stood, motionless, the sea wind tugging at her clothing. Eyes half-closed, she seemed serene and calm. Lucius, however, saw something very different.


He saw the threads of magic react to Adrianna's sorcery, bucking and twisting as she drew off vast amounts of energy. Then the strand fuelling the arcane forces of nature that she was attempting to control throbbed and exploded, eclipsing all the others with its radiance. It flashed and strobed as Adrianna took its power and shaped it.


The sound of waves crashing on the harbour defences, a constant noise in the city, disappeared. Mouth gaping, Lucius stared at Adrianna, seeing her eyes alight with the power she controlled. Even at the sea's calmest, when ships dared to negotiate the narrow gaps between the defences, still the waves smashed and thundered. Now, they were utterly still. The magic required to influence something so mighty dwarfed his understanding.


As the sea wind began to blow steady, its usual choppy motion calmed by Adrianna to aid the ship's passage into the harbour, she gave a wolfish smile, and once again Lucius felt the build up of arcane force as she prepared to unleash her next spell, that would send the vessel to the seabed. 


He looked at her curiously now, wondering why she had insisted he join her in this venture. Adrianna's power and ability clearly exceeded his own, by several orders of magnitude, and she certainly did not need him to scare away a handful of dock workers. So why was he there? Did she want to demonstrate to him what Shadowmages could be capable of? Or was this some lesson in compliance, a warning if he refused her wishes in the future? 


Whatever the answer, he resolved to ride her anger out for the moment, and find another way to get through to her later. 


As the prow of the ship came into view, appearing from behind the central monolith that dominated the harbour, Lucius frowned. 


The ship was a three-mast Vos merchantman, a broad vessel contoured to slice through the largest of rogue waves. He had been expecting to see one of the five-mast frigates the Empire favoured to move soldiers long distances around the coasts of the peninsula, bedecked with weaponry to hurl spears and blazing rocks onto a hostile shoreline.


The merchantman negotiated the harbour defences with deliberate care, sailors crossing the main deck and through the rigging and making adjustments to ensure the large ship did not approach the piers too quickly. As they caught sight of the harbour and cliffs, the sailors cheered, grateful to have survived another voyage across the churning seas. The deck soon filled with more people, streaming from belowdecks. Shielding his eyes from the sun, Lucius squinted to get a better look, as he could not imagine Vos discipline breaking down just because a friendly port had been sighted.


"Something's wrong," he said under his breath. None of those on the main deck were in uniform, and he was puzzled. It then struck him that there were children in the crowd. Some stood atop the railings that ran alongside the main deck, while others were being hoisted onto their parent's shoulders for a better look at their first sight of Turnitia.


"Adrianna, stop," he said. "You've made a mistake, that isn't the ship you think it is."


In return, she shrugged. "It will sink just as well."


Lucius looked at her uncomprehendingly until he realised that this is what she had been planning all along. The tale of more soldiers being brought in to completely flood the city was a fabrication to manipulate him into doing what she desired. Right now, she just wanted to kill.


He took her arm, forcing her to face him. Her attention diverted from the ship, she gave him a mixed look of disgust and irritation.


"Let go of me," Adrianna said.


Suppressing the impulse to swallow, he stared levelly back at her.


"I am not going to let you do this."


She narrowed her eyes. "You will. One way or another, Lucius, you will, that I promise."


"More innocents?" he shouted back, losing his patience. "How much more blood are you looking to cover yourself in, Adrianna? All those families, all those children in the market not enough for you?"


"It will never be enough, don't you understand? Whether the Empire chooses to take over this city by force of arms or by colonisation, it makes no difference! Soldiers or civilians, they are both weapons used by Vos, and whichever weapon they choose to employ, I will destroy!"


Lucius could see she was serious in her decision, and cursed himself for seeing a rough sort of logic behind it, but he remained adamant.


"No, Adrianna. Just... no."


For a split second she stared balefully back at him, and he prepared himself for a blast of magic. When she did strike, she caught him completely by surprise. Balling her fist, Adrianna caught him hard on the left side of his chin.


Reeling under the forceful blow, Lucius staggered back until he found his feet. He immediately felt a surge of magic as Adrianna began building up the power to fuel a spell, aimed directly at him. He dragged on a thread, and aimed a bolt of raw energy at the ground before her feet, much as he had done with the labourers.


The crackling energy exploded as soon as it hit the ground, and knocked Adrianna back a step. As Lucius had hoped, the distraction had been enough to stall her spell, but she immediately resumed gathering energy, with far greater speed than he expected. Watching her build up to the spell's peak, he pulled on the power of two threads, more out of instinct than design, crudely fashioning them into large, wide shields that interposed themselves between the two Shadowmages.


Screaming with the intensity of its speed, the sea wind was whipped by Adrianna into a living tornado. The air currents swept past her, barely ruffling her hair, then turned and sped, arrow-straight, toward Lucius. This piston of air smashed into his hastily erected shield, and he struggled to maintain its cohesion as the invisible barrier was flayed by Adrianna's attack. Desperately, he flooded the shields with more energy, opening up a direct conduit from the magical threads.


Lucius was losing. The first shield vanished suddenly, its hold on reality vaporised by Adrianna's attack. He felt a surge of energy as she directed her attention to annihilating the last barrier between them. Gritting his teeth with the effort, he commanded the shield to become tighter and narrower, focussed against her continuous blast. It was whittled away, inch by inch, the energy he was pouring into the arcane defence sapped away quicker than it was filled.


A sharp pain exploded in his head as the last barrier broke apart, and Lucius felt a solid punch on his chest as the column of air blasted into him. He was lifted bodily off his feet and flung from the cliff, spiralling through the sky as Adrianna's magic lifted him higher and higher on a terminal arc. Then, her spell dissipated.


Lucius tumbled from the sky, his vision blurring as the world flashed past him: sky, cliffs, piers, sea, ship. Falling with mounting speed, he desperately sought to regain control of his magic but, for the first time, the threads did not appear in his mind's eye. His attention was rooted firmly on the sea as it rushed up towards him with lethal acceleration.


Lucius was falling so fast that he was struggling to breathe. Closing his eyes, he concentrated hard and dimly made out the threads of magic. They appeared, faint, but calm and serene, as if undaunted by his worldly concerns. Despite their stillness, he had difficulty in reaching out to trap one, as if they receded as he approached. Unconsciously, he opened his eyes a fraction, and saw the surface of the sea was much closer now, and moving swiftly.


Squeezing his eyes shut and clenching his fists in concentration, Lucius groped mentally for the thread he needed. It responded reluctantly to his summons and, as he tried to shape the air beneath him into an invisible platform that would arrest his descent, it fractured then danced away from him.


Panicking now, Lucius screamed in terror, knowing his life would end shortly. The scream echoed in his mind and he desperately clawed after the thread, finally grabbing the strand.


Later, he did not remember actually fashioning a spell; one moment he was fumbling with the thread, then he was in the water and sinking. The force of the impact smashed the air out of his lungs, but whatever magics he had manifested had done enough to slow his fall to a survivable level.


He was carried deep under water and, for a moment, was content to let it, mind and body both stunned into inaction. As his lungs began to burn, he kicked out, then reached for the surface, guided only by the dulling light of the sun. Lucius clawed his way upwards, his lungs feeling as though they were about to explode, his world becoming lighter. 


As his head burst free of the water, Lucius gasped and choked. He closed his eyes and tried to control his breathing, hardly daring to believe he was still alive. A sharp splintering sound brought him back to the present.


Looking across the harbour, he saw Adrianna's magic destroying the merchantman. He felt the concussion as bolts of compressed water, summoned by Adrianna, punched into the ship's hull. As each one struck, it holed the hull below the waterline, causing splinters to spiral away from the impact. Already, the ship was listing toward the cliffs, the people on board screaming as they grabbed for support.


Feebly, Lucius tried to summon the threads of magic to their aid, though he knew he would never be able to bring enough power to bear to break Adrianna's spells. The threads remained elusive, his control over them shattered by terror and exhaustion. 


Water reared up either side of the merchantman, like two huge waves that were held immobile. As one, they came down upon the deck of the ship with shattering force, and with a grinding of wood upon wood the vessel split in two. The masts smashed together in a tangle of rigging and sails as prow and stern both rose to point at the sky, while the crew and passengers on board were crushed inside the wreckage.


Some managed to escape, and Lucius started to swim to a family who had leapt clear of the ship as it broke up, the father gathering his wife and two children closer to him as they began to swim to the piers. More waves of concussion swept over Lucius as bolts of compressed water, smaller than those before but still utterly lethal, started to streak through the remaining wreckage, smashing the life out of anyone who had survived the initial attacks. Lucius stopped, treading water as he gaped at the sheer callousness of what he was witnessing.


Within minutes, all that was left floating on the calm harbour waters before him were jagged pieces of wood and sail cloth - few now recognisable as once having been part of a ship - and bodies. Sailors floated alongside families, all twisted and shattered.


Turning back to see the cliffs, he saw Adrianna, dark and indistinct. She stood motionless for a few seconds, then turned and walked back towards the city, out of sight. Lucius stared after her long after she had gone, knowing that one way or another, she had to be stopped.


He just had no idea how that was now even possible.







Chapter Fourteen

 


As he approached the entrance of the Red Lion, Lucius deliberately slowed his step. While this meeting of the council was critical in planning the guild's next steps, he had no wish to confront Elaine just yet. He had seen the look in her eyes, directed at both him and Adrianna, and he knew there would be no mercy there when the time for settlement came.


It was selfish, he knew, to be more concerned about Adrianna telling Elaine of their brief liaison than about Elaine's abduction. After all, Adrianna was anything but predictable now, and there had been no guarantee that either of them would have walked out of her lair alive. Yet his infidelity, as loose as his relationships with both women had been, seemed the greater betrayal to him. It surprised him to find he actually felt ashamed.


Putting a hand on the latch of the Red Lion's heavy door, Lucius took a deep breath, then entered. The mid-afternoon crowd was light, with just a few scattered patrons nursing their drinks, and Lucius guessed that the Empire's sudden reversal of finances, courtesy of the thieves' raid on their silver train, was beginning to impact the poorer people of the city already. With a sudden tightening of alms, there was less to spend in the Red Lion.


Myrklar glanced up at Lucius as he delivered tankards to two ragged looking men, die-hard drinkers who would spend their last silver on beer even if it meant going without food. He nodded to Lucius, indicating the coast was clear of anyone he deemed suspicious.


Climbing the stairs, Lucius hoped no one would notice the feeling of dread that fell over him. He had deliberately arrived a little later than normal so Wendric and Ambrose would be there, having no wish to be alone in a room with Elaine just yet.


Before opening the door to their ad hoc meeting room, he took another deep breath, then entered. Only Elaine and Wendric were inside, and he cursed Ambrose silently for being even later than he was.


Wendric smiled his greetings, and Lucius nodded in return, but Elaine refused to look him in the eye, taking a deep interest in a stack of parchments she held on her lap. Examining each sheet in turn with great care, she seemed oblivious to Lucius' arrival.


"Well, Lucius, we certainly created a stir with that raid," Wendric said with a smile.


Taking a seat on an upturned crate, Lucius acknowledged the compliment with a wave. "We did well. All of us."


"I have a feeling that Lucius has another similar attack in mind," Wendric said, turning to Elaine. "We should get the word around that Lucius is the brain behind all of this - it could really pick up morale."


Elaine merely responded with a half-nod, not raising her gaze to either of them. Wendric cocked an enquiring look at Lucius, who just shook his head slightly. There was no need to provoke Elaine if she did not want to be brought out into the conversation, and he had no wish to air matters at this time.


"The idea was the beggars', not mine," he said simply.


"Well, true," Wendric said, deflating a little at the obvious tension between the two other thieves. "But it was you who put the plan into motion."


Lucius just shrugged at that, and all three fell into silence, interrupted only by the occasional parchment being ruffled and set aside by Elaine as she worked through the stack. Wendric, clearly unsure of what to do or say, just fidgeted, while Lucius stared into a corner, as if his mind was far away.


Ambrose finally shuffled into the room.


"You're late," Elaine said, and there was a distinctly cold edge to her tone, though Lucius doubted it was actually aimed at Ambrose.


"Ah, yes, sorry," Ambrose said, having heard the undercurrent in Elaine's words. "Small matter of a patrol, wanted to make sure they did not follow."


"Well, you are here now," Wendric said, a little too quickly. He waved Ambrose to another crate. "Let's get started. You want to go first?"


Ambrose shrugged. "I'll give you the bad news first. We are still losing thieves. They are either going independent or leaving the city altogether. Which, it has to be said, is understandable."


"Large numbers?" Wendric asked.


"Large enough. A couple of cells have fallen out of sight completely. The others are reporting thieves missing here or there."


"Any chance they have been taken by Vos rather than just leaving?" Elaine asked.


"That is possible," Ambrose conceded. "However, some of their colleagues have said that there had been talk of leaving, either us or Turnitia as a whole, beforehand. Our people are being cautious, and there is not much opportunity for Vos to act against us at the moment. To all intents and purposes, the guild is barely functioning within the city walls, and the Empire is keen to not draw attention to what little we are doing. I think most have left us voluntarily."


"They'll come back," Wendric said. "Once we start operating as a proper guild again, they'll come back."


"They won't have a choice," Elaine said firmly. 


"So the raid on the silver train did nothing to encourage other thieves?" Lucius asked.


Ambrose smiled at him. "Oh, it did a great deal, I think. First, the thieves that came with us, as rich as they are, are now intensely loyal to the guild, and to you."


Lucius noticed that Elaine's eyes flickered over to him for a brief second on hearing that, and a feeling of impending doom fell across him. My God, he thought, now she is thinking that I will challenge her leadership. As Ambrose continued, he resolved to talk to Elaine sooner rather than later, their personal feelings be damned. The guild, in its current fragile state, could not take any vagaries from the council, and he certainly wanted to avoid a dagger between the shoulder blades from one of her assassins.


"News of the raid is spreading, and people are liking what they hear. If we were not currently fragmented into cells, we would have everyone right behind us. As it is, the dispersed nature of the guild limits communication."


"That is what it was supposed to do," Elaine said, her voice stern.


"True," Ambrose allowed. "It is just a shame, that is all. Give it another couple of weeks, perhaps another raid, and we'll likely start bringing the independents back into the fold, wanting a piece of the action."


"Getting the franchises up and running will also have a similar effect," Wendric said. "Everyone knows the value of getting in at the start of a new franchise, and we will effectively be wiping the slate clean. Anyone with a bit of nous will be able to set themselves up for life."


"Competition will be fierce, then," Ambrose said.


"That is no bad thing," Elaine replied. "With competition comes better franchises and a healthier guild."


"So, you all set to conduct another raid against Vos' silver train?" Wendric asked Lucius.


"I would like to," Lucius replied slowly, thinking his plan through as he went. "We should have more support from the other thieves this time around, which is just as well, as this battle will be ten times harder. We'll have to pick a new battleground, and Vos will be prepared this time."


"What is the worst they could do?" Ambrose asked. "They had that armoured wagon last time, and a wizard and we - well, you - took care of them both."


"If I were a Vos commander responsible for the safety of the silver train after an attack like ours, I would escort it with an entire legion," Lucius said.


They fell silent again for a few moments, each considering that possibility. 


"So... how would we attack a formation like that?" Ambrose asked.


"I am not sure we can," Lucius admitted. "That said, I'll give it some thought. This is what we need in the guild right now, a real bonanza that shows both Vos and the people of the city that we are not dead and buried. It will bring the thieves crawling out of the woodwork, make us a real power to be respected. From there, we can see if we can bring the Empire around to their old way of thinking - tolerate the presence of the thieves, knowing the alternative is worse."


"Sounds like a plan," Wendric said, evidently glad to have some clear direction to the meeting.


"No," Elaine said, causing Lucius to glance up at her. For the first time since she had been taken by Adrianna, their eyes met. Her glare was cold and empty, and determined. There was little left of the woman he had known before.


"We cannot rely on Lucius' plan," she said with some finality, and Lucius wondered if the reference to his plan was not a slight intended to let the other council members know that his position was no longer as privileged as it had been. "We have to, finally, acknowledge that we are once again at war, this time with a far more powerful enemy than a rival thieves' guild. The simple choice before us is whether to surrender and quit or fight on."


"I'm your man, Elaine," Ambrose said. "Where you lead, I'll follow."


"I think you'll be taking on an enemy that can destroy us all," Wendric said. "But I would never let you do that without me at your side.


Lucius opened his mouth to speak, but Elaine spoke first, not bothering to hear what he had to say.


"Then war it is."


Ambrose whistled quietly, and Wendric cleared his throat.


"So, how do we assemble our forces, and what are our targets?" he asked.


"We continue with our current aims, but on a larger scale," Elaine said. "And we aim them directly into the heart of the Vos presence in the city. In running Turnitia, Vos depends on two things; a continuing flow of silver, and order. We cut off the first, and disrupt the second."


"Agreed," Wendric said. "How far do we go?"


Elaine fixed him with a cool and level gaze. "This is war, Wendric. We hit as hard as we can, as often as we can. Mobilise the cells. Rob the soldiers of their pay, raid the Cathedral, and put the word out that any trader, craftsman or merchant who openly supports Vos is our enemy. Steal their tools, drive their customers away, and burn down their shops, warehouses and homes. Conversely, those willing to help us by providing supplies or safe houses will be rewarded. Let them know that we will look favourably on their support after the war is won too - their neighbours will be paying protection money, but they won't. And if they do not agree, lean on them."


"Done right, we could turn whole districts of the city against the Empire," Ambrose reflected.


"And let it be known that anyone wearing the uniform of a Vos officer is an open target. I'll personally pay a bounty of one hundred silver for a sergeant, and five hundred for anyone of higher rank."


Wendric glanced up at her. "Is that just for thieves, or an open offer to anyone?"


Elaine opened her mouth to answer, then hesitated as she reconsidered.


"That is a good idea, Wendric," she finally said with a grim smile. "Open it to anyone. I don't fancy the chances of an untrained thug trying to claim a sergeant's head, but it will cause a great deal of chaos if mobs start attacking patrols."


"And then we keep up the pressure," Wendric said. "Keep hitting these targets, and the whole will begin to fail."


"That is what you need to arrange. However, if this is going to be successful, then the people giving orders to the soldiers will have to fear us too. It is easy enough to send a patrol of soldiers out into the city to protect the holdings of some rich merchant or break down the door of a suspected safe house, but if we can ensure that the men and women giving those orders can expect reprisals as well, then they might start thinking twice about doing it. Which will lead to more chaos as the Vos military becomes paralysed."


"That is where your assassins will come into play, I am guessing," Ambrose said.


"Of course," Elaine said simply. "And, like the thieves on the streets, we will do it in a way that will not be missed. A massacre of those in command, a message that we can reach anyone, anywhere. And that message will be clear to the successors of those we kill too."


"The only way you will do that," Lucius said, speaking at last, "is to enter the Citadel."


"Naturally. We have done it before."


Lucius shook his head. "The Citadel is better defended than it has ever been. They have far more soldiers, and-"


Elaine interrupted him. "And our assassins have become much better at what they do."


He continued, undaunted. "And they have much better magical support than before."


"You have beaten their wizards already," Ambrose said, frowning. "They do not seem all that much to me."


"All we have met so far are court practitioners and battle mages," Lucius said. "Whom, incidentally, you should not underestimate, Ambrose. However, there is a new force in the city, a cabal of wizards that are skilled at working together, somehow. They are extremely powerful, and capable of pretty much anything."


"How do you know this?" Ambrose asked.


"Oh, Lucius lies in many beds when it comes to magic," Elaine said, and he gave her a sour look in return. "Though for all his skill, it seems there are some mages he cannot best."


Ambrose and Wendric frowned in confusion, wondering at the animosity between the other two.


"That may be true, Elaine," Lucius said, his patience ebbing, "but I can tell you a bunch of assassins, no matter how well-trained, are going to be annihilated if they try to take on this cabal."


"We don't need you."


"He's right," Wendric said. "This is the Citadel we are talking about, not some lonely outpost in the wilds. Even if this cabal is not there, it would be folly to go in without Lucius. I don't pretend to understand what he does or how he does it, but the only time we have ever broken into the Citadel - and out again - was alongside him."


She glared at Wendric. "I would remind you that I am in command of this guild. I decide who does what, and when."


"And I would remind you that, as your lieutenant, it is my role to balance those decisions," Wendric said. "I don't give a damn what is going on between you and Lucius, but it seems to me that he is willing to work with you, and I have worked too hard getting this guild back together to squander anything on a disagreement, whatever its cause. If we lose our guildmistress now, that will be the end. The guild will fold, and you do not have the authority to make that decision."


"He's right," Ambrose said, adding his support.


Elaine glanced briefly at the floor, fuming.


"Fine," she said.


The meeting developed into a series of discussions covering the technical details of what they had decided, much to the relief of Wendric and Ambrose. Names were drawn up for specific missions, meeting places agreed and targets decided. It was resolved that decoys would be needed for many of the tasks they hoped to accomplish, in order that the thieves would be able to work without interference from Vos patrols. Ambrose's children would once again have gainful employment.


Finally, Elaine called an end to the meeting and, buoyed with the thought of definite action, Wendric and Ambrose left in high spirits to begin their part in the coming war against Vos. Elaine had been content to watch them leave, but when she saw Lucius had hung back, she stood up abruptly and started for the door. Lucius put a firm hand on the door, holding it closed, and she glared at him.


"Elaine, we need to speak," he said.


"I have nothing to say to you," she spat back. "I sent you out to get us new allies, and instead one of them attacks me - me! - directly."


"I had no idea she would do that! I tried to convince her to join us, but she-" 


"Oh, I know well how hard you tried to convince her," Elaine interrupted him. "A difficult and exhausting task, I am sure."


Lucius tried another course.


"Alright, Elaine, have it your way. I know I made mistakes, and I doubt you'll ever appreciate how much I regret what has happened. Either way, you and I can't give a damn about it while we are fighting against the Empire. The consequences of us falling out could hurt too many others."


"Why do you think you are still here in the council?" she asked. "This guild is the most precious thing to me, and I won't let you or anyone else destroy it. So, for now, you stay. And you do as you are told."


She stepped to one side of him and put her hand on the door's handle. Sighing in defeat, he moved away to let her past, but Elaine stayed for a moment longer.


"When this is over, I want you out," she said. "Out of the council, out of the guild, and out of the city. I never want to so much as hear of you again, and you know I have my own ways to make sure that happens."


Elaine opened the door and turned back to him with an expression of disgust. 


"I will never trust you again."







Chapter Fifteen

 


The events of the past few days had come as something of a shock to Elouise. Her affiliation to the thieves' guild had been born out of disaffection with the society into which her family had tried to propel her. Endless lessons in etiquette with alternative Vos and Pontaine influences - whichever her family happened to be trying to impress at the time - watching her tongue against unguarded comments, the fashionable balls, ridiculous clothes, the petty politicking that was all the more vicious because there was no real penalty for failure... the list went on.


So she had become a thief, stealing away when her family was not watching, or when she was supposed to be with some man of "quality" that her parents wanted her to court. Thieves did not ask questions, and were interested only in her abilities which, over time, had grown to some measure of competence.


Elouise had no illusions about becoming some criminal master, but the occasional raids and burglaries she attended under the leadership of senior thieves gave her life some substance, and not a little excitement. It had turned out to be quite profitable, too.


That part of her life had turned on its head when Vos had cracked down on the guild, tearing apart its headquarters and beheading those it caught. All of a sudden, being a thief was not as much fun as it used to be, and she had fled into the arms of her family and the society in which they moved. The irony that she had sought sanctuary among the same Vos nobles that had hounded her thievish comrades was not lost on her.


When she heard the thieves' guild was not only still alive but was beginning to fight back, Elouise had been dubious. Being chased by the guard, even caught and fined, might shame her family, but she could shrug it off. She could not dismiss the executioner's axe so easily. However, she had been sympathetic to the plight of her old friends, and stayed in touch. When they returned and said they were planning a massive strike against the Empire, and that there was a role for her, something perhaps closer to her ideals of personal safety, she had accepted the challenge.


So it was she found herself in the Five Markets, clothed in the tight fitting leather tunic and trews that she adopted when engaged in her thievish duties. Trailed at some distance by a group of seven teenage boys, Elouise inspected the vendors and stalls she passed with some care. 


Already briefed on which stalls to concentrate on, she carefully gauged each, looking for telltales that would reveal the trader's allegiance. Whenever she came across a trader who spoke with a heavy Vos accent or whose wares were of obvious Imperial origin, Elouise would lean forward and rest a hand on the side of the stall, hunched as if inspecting the goods closely. If her suspicions were confirmed, she would tap her fingers, three times.


Across the other side of the pathway between the lines of stalls, a group of boys gossiped, the breadth of their conversation ranging between girls of their own age, and those perhaps a little older, and who among them would win a free-for-all brawl. They were ignored by traders and passers-by alike, just a typical group of kids wasting time in the markets.


Anyone watching more closely might have noticed that the tallest of the group, a reedy boy called Mattais, spent little time engaged in the debates of his friends, his attention fixed firmly on a young woman as she moved from trader to trader. Every now and then, he would lean across to one of his friends and whisper something, perhaps a simple observation, perhaps an instruction.


Watching all of this, Jake stood with his back to a pile of stacked crates. Arms crossed, he hopped from foot to foot absent-mindedly with impatience, waiting for the fun to start.


Turning away from the older boys for a moment, he sought out Michelle and Emma from amongst the crowd, two girls he had never worked with before. They were easy to spot, as both wore bright tunics, of red and of green, guaranteed to attract attention.


Both were about eight or nine, a little younger than him, but he had been suspicious of them, instead wanting to rejoin his old team. However, when Ambrose had visited with news that the pickpockets were going back into business, the old thief had insisted this was a special team, with each member selected for one primary reason - all three were exceptionally good runners, and knew the alleys of the Five Markets better than anyone.


This reasoning, the creation of an "elite" team as Jake liked to think of it, had put him in high spirits and he could not wait to get started. He caught Michelle's eye, trying to hurry her on. She shrugged and cast her head about, inspecting those closest to her, and inclined her head, surreptitiously indicating a family that pushed through the crowd past her.


Assessing the mark, Jake smiled. The family was obviously from a humble background, the father probably a craftsman who worked hard for every silver he earned. He also looked fit, and should not drop out of a chase too soon. Jake nodded to Michelle, who grabbed Emma's attention, and then he looked back to see if Elouise was ready.


She was. Jake uncrossed his arms, letting her know that his team was in place and ready to strike. In answer, she reached up and, with great deliberation, tied back her long hair.


The signal was given.


Sidling up to the craftsman, Michelle reached for his belt pouch and, using a tiny blade, sliced the leather straps that held it in place. It dropped neatly into her hand, but instead of turning away with her stolen money, Michelle tripped and brushed against the man.


He looked down at her, frowning, then his hand went instinctively to his belt as he realised that he had been robbed. Giving a cheeky grin, Michelle turned and ran into the crowd, the craftsman just a few feet behind her, giving pursuit.


As the craftsman's family raised the cry of "Thief!" soldiers began to move into the crowd, closing in on Michelle from several angles. Her bright red tunic made it impossible to escape their attention.


Squeezing through the crowd, dodging the grasping hands of citizens quick enough to spot what was happening, Michelle was joined by Emma, and the two girls ran side by side for a few paces as the pouch switched hands. Then, they split, both running as fast as they could in separate directions.


"No, it is that one, the one in green!" the craftsman shouted to the nearest soldiers, pointing at Emma as she sped away. 


Confused, the soldiers split up, trying to chase both girls now, but their carefully constructed ring, designed to hem in a pickpocket, had been shattered. People were thrown to the side as the soldiers barrelled past them, sweating hard in their armour as they tried to keep up with the children.


Seeing the soldiers occupied with the pickpockets, Mattais whistled to his friends, and they immediately halted their conversations. As one, they charged the first stall that Elouise had picked out for them, kicking the table over onto the terrified vendor. Goods were crushed underfoot or thrown out into the crowd, where people scrabbled for them, causing more obstacles for the soldiers.


Smiling at the chaos that reigned through the market, Jake trotted over to the drop-off point near a textiles trader. A minute later, Emma came pounding past him, soldiers hot on her heels. She flashed a smile at him as he held out a hand, keeping it low near his waist.


Brushing past him like a feather, Emma kept on running, jinking suddenly as she headed for one of the alleys that ran out of the market. Jake had to jump out of the way of the soldiers who, in their frustration, were beginning to flatten anyone who did not move quickly enough. 


Seeing them disappear after Emma, Jake walked away casually, feeling the weight of the stolen pouch within his own tunic.

 


His head hunched over the table, Reinhardt Perner cursed as he read the figures on the sheet before him, over and again. The conclusion was inescapable.


The Vos councillor had been right; more customers were indeed coming to the city. However, the taxes now levied on his business were sucking him dry. The figures did not lie. He was working harder than ever, but earning no more than before.


Sighing, he reached across the table to grasp his beaker of wine but he halted, the drink at his lips. He sniffed at the wine and placed it back on the table. Even the imported vintages lost their taste when his finances were looking so bad.


The sound of a scuffle at his front door caused him to lean to one side to look past the sacks of corn stacked around the central pillar of the main shop floor. With alarm, he realised that the Vos soldier posted outside was brandishing his spear at someone just out of sight on the street. As Reinhardt watched, a scrawny man in ill-fitting clothes sneaked up behind the soldier and with a single, swift motion, stabbed him in the ribs with a broad-bladed dagger. The man withdrew his blade and stabbed the man again and again.


Rendered speechless and immobile with alarm, Reinhardt watched helplessly as more men appeared and the soldier, his struggles growing ever more feeble as blood poured out of his side, was dragged into the shop and dumped on the floor. Stepping over the body, the scrawny man walked over to Reinhardt's table and sat himself opposite. He reached over for the beaker of wine and, after sniffing it suspiciously, downed it a series of gulps.


"Good evening, Mr Perner," the scrawny man said with a leer. 


Behind him, other thieves spread out around the shop, selecting sacks of grain, small barrels of ale and cuts of beef. Reinhardt started to stand, his mouth open to protest, but the scrawny man brought his attention back to the table as the large dagger was produced once more, still wreathed in the soldier's blood, and slammed hard, point first, into the table.


"Now, don't you go worrying about my friends there, Mr Perner," the scrawny man said. Reinhardt sat back down, his attention fixed on the dagger embedded in his table, blood running down its blade and pooling on the varnished wood.


"You've been a little bit naughty, haven't you, Mr Perner?"


Reinhardt looked up, blankly.


"What do you mean?" he managed to say.


"Oh, don't be so coy, Mr Perner," the scrawny man said. "You have been just a little bit naughty. Talking to those nasty, rude, Vos-types. And getting them to put a soldier on your doorstep, if you please! It seems you don't remember your old friends, Mr Perner, and that makes us sad."


Realisation began to dawn on Reinhardt, and he closed his eyes as his shoulders slumped. He suddenly knew exactly where this was going.


"What do you want?"


"Well, Mr Perner, we are not greedy men, as you well know, and we really only have your best interests at heart. Even though you have been naughty recently, we are willing to forego all that nastiness. And we won't even be charging interest. Just see to our man when he comes around for the collections every week, and we'll say no more about it. Seems to me that is very fair."


"I can't..."


"What was that, Mr Perner, I could not quite hear you." The scrawny man had stood up, and was now towering over Reinhardt as he leaned over the table.


When Reinhardt finally looked up, the thief could see the worry and fear in the trader's eyes. 


"Vos is taxing me through the teeth. I don't have anything else!"


The scrawny man took a step back and stood up straight, rubbing a hand across his chin as if in deep thought.


"Well, that is a problem, and no mistake," he said. "I could quite easily see how a man might be ruined when he pays two masters, and neither of us want that, do we Mr Perner?"


Reinhardt shook his head dumbly.


"Seems to me that you can pay us or pay Vos. Hmm... Best you pay us, I think. It would be better for both you and your family. Yes, I am convinced, you are better off paying us. We'll take care of any nasty men Vos sends your way, just like we took care of that poor sad bastard lying on your floor. In the meantime..."


Plucking the dagger from the table in one heave, the scrawny man turned and grabbed the nearest sack of corn, slinging it over his shoulder. He put his other hand to his mouth and whistled. Another thief trotted in, carrying a lighted torch, its flames flickering as it passed through the threshold of the shop. As Reinhardt looked on, the thief began to dip the torch in amongst the dry sacks, then tossed it on to a bale of cloth stacked along a wall.


The scrawny man waved cheerfully as he left with the other thieves, ignoring Reinhardt's plaintive wail as the man rushed across his shop, trying desperately to extinguish the flames with his cloak.


"Think he got the message?" asked the thief who had thrown the torch as they began to walk up Lantern Street.


The scrawny one smiled. "Aye, I believe we did good work there."


"Didn't we just burn down his entire shop?" asked another.


"Nah, he'll put out the flames, if he moves fast enough. And I'll wager he will, men tend to be motivated when their livelihood is at stake. He'll lose a good portion of stock in the process though."


"Well, that will just make it harder for him to pay us later in the week, surely?"


"It will teach him that, between us and Vos, we are the ones that should be feared. Vos will just arrest him for non-payment of fines. We can finish him off completely." The scrawny man looked over his shoulder as thin trails of smoke began to pour out of the windows and door of Perner's General Stores. "Right now, that is what is important."

 


Leaning cautiously around the side of the tall wooden warehouse, Grayling watched the red-liveried soldiers of the Vos patrol march stiffly across the street junction a few dozen yards away. As always, they were right on time, their carefully planned misdirection using multiple patrols and rotating routes easily predicted by thieves who had watched them for days on end.


Pulling back, Grayling unslung her short bow and drew a single arrow from the quiver strapped to her back. She took one deep breath, then stepped away from the warehouse, in full view of the soldiers. Aiming for just a second, she let the arrow fly, and watched it thud with a dull smack into the chest of the rearmost soldier along the line.


To their credit, the soldiers reacted quickly, the sergeant shouting commands as his men unshouldered their spears and began to charge towards Grayling. Ice ran in the short thief's veins for a second as she watched the heavily armed and armoured soldiers start pounding for her. Keeping her bow in hand, she turned and ran back around the warehouse, raising her fingers to her mouth to whistle as she went, praying the others heard the signal.


Angry at having already lost one of their own, the soldiers flew around the corner. The sergeant, leading the squad, was run down in a flurry of hooves as another thief, riding a large grey horse, smashed into him. Throwing themselves to either side, the other soldiers managed to escape the horse's impact, but their formation was instantly scattered and, with their sergeant out cold and not giving orders, they split up. A handful continued the chase after Grayling, while the rest tried giving chase to the rogue horse rider, throwing their spears uselessly after him.


Seeing that she was still being followed, Grayling crossed the street and dived into a short dark alley between two more warehouses. A low, terrible growl faced her within the alley, and she kept to one wall, moving quickly but carefully. Lunging from the shadows, a large black mastiff slathered as it barked and strained against its chain to reach her. 


Holding a hand out in a futile attempt to calm the creature, Grayling quickly passed it, and hoisted herself over the six foot fence crossing the alley. She heard the soldiers just steps behind her and unsnared the mastiff's chain from the hook on her side of the fence. The threatening growls changed into a roar from the dog and screams from the soldiers as the mastiff was unleashed.


Trotting out of the opposite end of the alley, Grayling looked up and down the wide road into the merchant's quarter of Turnitia, dominated on all sides by the long warehouses that handled most of the city's trade. A little further along, another thief was being hotly pursued by more Vos soldiers and, seeing the opportunity, Grayling whipped out another arrow and sent it flying. It buried itself in the back of one soldier's leg.


Realising that his squad was in danger, this sergeant barked orders, and one man split off from the rest, running away from the thieves and into the main part of the city. The others continued after their original quarry, leaving their wounded comrade in the middle of the street, writhing in pain as he clutched his wounded leg.


Grayling let the single runner go, knowing full well where the man was headed and how necessary it was to the thieves that he remain untouched, however tempting a target he might present. Instead, Grayling had already settled on her prey - news of the guildmistress' bounty on sergeants had swept through the thieves, and she intended to be the first to claim it.


Running after the fast disappearing squad, she tore past the wounded soldier, breaking her stride only to kick the man hard in the face. The tables had turned, and the forces of Vos were going to feel the wrath of the thieves.


The squad, fixated on the thief they were chasing, pursued him into a warehouse whose doors had been left wide open. As soon as the last soldier ran past the threshold, two thieves jumped from behind a wagon next to the warehouse. Moving swiftly, they flung the doors shut, driving a wooden pole through the handles to seal the entrance.


More thieves appeared from the surrounding area, armed with burning torches, and set light to spots along the walls of the warehouse that had been prepared with lamp oil. The flames took hold fast, and the thieves retreated, dooming the soldiers inside, and eager to move on to the next task. Grayling, however, slowed as she approached the warehouse and waited, pacing outside the building.


The flames clawed their way up the sides of the warehouse, and thick black smoke began to pour into the sky. After a few minutes, Grayling was ready to give up, presuming the men inside had already succumbed to the roiling smoke, if not the flames. Then she heard a crash from the opposite side of the building, and she sprinted around, readying another arrow.


A section of the wall splintered at about head height as she rounded the corner, then the thin wedge of an axe blade appeared as someone started to hack their way clear of the growing inferno. After a few more blows, smoke started pouring out of the gaps growing in the warehouse's wooden walls. The axe blows stopped and the wall thudded once, twice, then three times, as if something heavy was being thrown against them.


In a crash of splintering wood, the sergeant burst through the weakened wall, coughing and spluttering from the smoke as he fell to his knees. Grayling gave a low whistle that made the sergeant look up at her, straight into the point of an arrow. Releasing the string, Grayling smiled as the shaft was buried in the sergeant's throat, its bloody head emerging from the back of his neck. Stooping down, Grayling took the bronze sergeant's crest from the man's chest. The sergeant pawed weakly at Grayling, desperate for aid, but she pocketed the crest and turned, content to let the man die slowly in pain.


Wanting to see how other thieves were faring, Grayling retraced her steps but came to a sudden stop when she reached the main street leading into the district. The runner sent by the sergeant she had just killed had done his work. 


Marching down the street, the Vos military had arrived in force. A dozen squads moved toward her in unison, brandishing spears, swords and shields, armed for a real battle. Grayling vowed that the thieves would give them one.


She sent an arrow soaring toward the assembled ranks, but the range was too great and the shot fell short. It was enough to catch the soldiers' attention, though, and two squads detached themselves from the main body to pursue her.


Grayling immediately retreated, diving back among the warehouses and locating a storm drain she had earlier marked as a point of retreat. Lifting the grate, she lowered herself inside quickly, slipping and sliding down the wet, moss-strewn tunnel into the sewers. Too excited to even notice the stench, she quickly got her bearings and headed east to begin the next phase of the plan. With any luck, they would soon have half the soldiers of Turnitia in the merchant's quarter, tied up and useless as they chased fleeting shadows.

 


Drawing his cloak around him, Lucius blew into his cupped hands to ward off the coming evening chill. Balanced on a ledge that wrapped around the spire of a chapel, he had a good vantage point over much of the city and, more importantly, the closest wall of the Citadel.


The chapel was a new construction, one of several that had sprouted up around the city as the Final Faith spread its influence. There were plenty of rich nobles and wealthy merchants who were keen to curry favour with Vos officials by demonstrating their piety in commissioning their own chapels, and these places of worship were quickly filled by less well-off citizens who had their own reasons to attend the regular Mass.


The whole western end of the city, from the Five Markets to the harbour, was in chaos. Fires raged in both shops and warehouses, each carefully targeted by the thieves, and soldiers ran in the streets from disturbance to disturbance with little direction. Columns of smoke rose across the city, the black fog gathering into a great cloud above the streets that smeared across the face of Kerberos' giant sphere; an unintended consequence, but a welcome one.


Their plan was working, that much was clear, Lucius decided as he turned his gaze to the Citadel. Though the fortress was too vast for him to see as a whole from the chapel, he could see the nearest facing wall was undermanned, the few scattered soldiers on its ramparts peering over into the city, wondering when they would be called to rougher duty. Several dead soldiers had already been carried into the gatehouse, nestled in the belly of one of the Citadel's giant towers.


In the shadow of the great wall, Lucius saw other forms moving. The assassins of the thieves' guild had gathered in force for the strike they planned tonight; all the disruption enacted by the other thieves was merely the prelude to unbalance the forces of Vos and give this attack the best chance of success.


The assassins had already begun swarming toward the wall, taking up their final positions before they launched the assault. Some stayed on the ground, using alleys and walls for cover, while others gathered on rooftops. Together, they spanned one great wall, the furthest moving up past the great tower to the next wall.


Shifting his position, Lucius took a couple of steps around the ledge until he was behind the spire, hidden from any spying eyes on the Citadel's wall. His eyes adjusted to the gloom as he looked into the alleys below. He spotted the form he was looking for and gave a short wave. There was a flash of a toothy grin as the young boy below waved back and ran off. Within minutes, the boy would reach Ambrose, and the Pontaine rockets the veteran thief had acquired from a friendly trader the day before.


"So, it begins," Lucius muttered to himself, as he clambered down the side of the chapel, the stepped stone construction of one of its buttresses aiding his descent. He dropped down into the chapel's grassy grounds, and trotted into the empty market that sprawled before the great tower. Moving quietly, he took his place behind a tall wooden stall, its tenant having long since disappeared after the day's trade. Two assassins waited patiently for him.


After glancing to check it was Lucius who approached, Elaine turned from him to look pointedly at the skyline.


"Ambrose is late," she said, gesturing at the empty, smoke-filled sky.


"No," Lucius said coolly, not wanting to start an argument just before the assault began. "There is still time."


The assassins had split into three-man teams, the better to support one another on what would be a very difficult attack. Lucius had seen Elaine's face when she realised that everyone else had simply presumed he would be on her team, and he knew she had not been comfortable with the idea. It frustrated him in turn to think Elaine would not trust him on a mission, regardless of their own personal issues.


He found the third member of their team, Heinrich, harder still to deal with. He was a typical stone-cold killer, the archetypal assassin who killed without thought or conscience for silver. He had taken a dislike to the man instantly, and this was only magnified as he watched Heinrich and Elaine make their final preparations for the assault. Lucius knew Elaine trusted the man and might even call him a friend, but it was not until he saw Heinrich reach over and adjust the scabbards holding Elaine's twin swords on her back that it occurred to him that they could be sleeping together.


That darkened his mood, as he continued to watch them out of the corner of his eye, noting every point of physical contact they made. 


He checked himself, then smiled self-consciously. Was that jealously he was feeling? Lucius sighed. The noise pricked the ears of both Elaine and Heinrich, and they threw irritated glares at him which he waved off dismissively.


The hell with it, he thought, Elaine can sleep with whomever she likes. He really did not give a damn any more. There were more important things in his life than in whose bed he lay.


With a shrieking whistle that shrilled across the entire city, a column of sparkling fire rose into the sky from close by, then exploded beneath the pall of smoke hanging above. The flash lit up the city for a fraction of a second, then more trails of fire rose into the sky, one after the other, to explode. Ambrose had unleashed both a signal to the assassins and a distraction to the remaining guards within the Citadel who, even now, were running along the walls to get a closer look at the fire trails as they hung for a few seconds in the sky before winking out. Lucius knew Elaine felt the same relief he did that the rockets had worked as intended.


"That's it, go!" Elaine hissed as she rose, running for the wall and keeping her head low, Heinrich close behind.


Along other sections of the wall, the other assassins were moving in. Some, like Heinrich, were swinging grapples up past the crenellations running along the top of the wall; others scaled the walls with climbing spikes or used heavy crossbows to drive bolts trailing rope into the stone wall of the Citadel and swiftly cross the void. Lucius had no idea how the devices had been rescued from the guildhouse before the Vos attack, and began to wonder what else Elaine had managed to save. If nothing else, she was a most capable guildmistress.


Heinrich was already scaling the rope, having ensured the grapple at the top of the wall was secure. Lucius followed, trying not to grunt with the effort, conscious that Heinrich was making it look very easy. As soon as Heinrich swung his boots over the top of the wall, Lucius heard the sounds of a sword fight above him and started to climb faster. While he did not like the man, Lucius knew of his reputation and did not relish the idea of penetrating the Citadel without him.


Peering over the wall before throwing himself over, Lucius saw Heinrich to his right, engaged with two Vos soldiers. One cowered away from the assassin's paired long- and shortswords behind his shield, his own blade only occasionally flickering out to test an opening. The other stayed behind the first soldier, jabbing at Heinrich with a spear.


Lucius pulled himself over the wall and drew his own weapons, a sword and dagger, before wading in to help Heinrich. There was space on the wide rampart for them to fight side by side, and the soldiers began to give way under their combined assault. 


Ducking a thrust of the spear, Lucius slammed his dagger into the top of the shield, forcing the soldier to duck. Lucius hooked his sword under the shield's bottom edge and heaved upwards, and Heinrich stabbed forward with his long sword, a smooth and supple movement that tore through the soldier's mailed shirt to cleave his heart. As the man dropped, Lucius and Heinrich advanced on the remaining soldier, who backed off a few steps to give himself room, the tip of his spear darting forward at head height to slow their step. Lucius could see the soldier assessing the situation, casting a glance at the dead man now behind his attackers and realising the situation was desperate.


With a loud cry, the soldier stepped forward and swung his spear sideways, hoping to use the weapon's momentum and his own strength to knock his attackers flat. Heinrich ducked under the blow, but it nearly blind-sided Lucius, who had expected the assassin to block the attack. At the last second, Lucius raised his sword to catch the spear, the blade biting deep into the shaft. Twisting his wrist slightly so the spear could not easily be withdrawn, Lucius tried to pull back, but the soldier had a better grip on his weapon and when he heaved, Lucius followed, stumbling forward.


The soldier took another step back, frantically trying to shake his weapon free, but Lucius and Heinrich were quicker. Even as the spear came free of the sword, Lucius' dagger was plunging into the soldier's neck and Heinrich's own blades were thrust deep into his stomach.


The soldier sank to the floor as Lucius and Heinrich ripped their own weapons free. Lucius was about to compliment Heinrich on his style, but a thunder of heavy footsteps and rattling chain caught his ear. 


He whirled around to see a third soldier who, having crept up behind them during the fight, now charged at Lucius' back. Lucius spun to face the man, trying to bring his sword into a defensive position against the blow, knowing already that he was too slow. The soldier had raised his sword high above his head for a vicious downward cleave that would split Lucius' skull in two - and then he stopped.


Lucius frowned as the soldier looked at him blankly, sword still held high. With a crash, the man collapsed to his knees, and then fell flat on his face, his sword clattering away before tipping over the edge of the wall to fall into the courtyard below. In his back, a throwing knife protruded.


Beyond the fallen soldier, Lucius saw Elaine clawing her way onto the wall, and he smiled.


"Thanks," he said with genuine relief, and ignored the sour look he received in return.


Elaine glanced at the dead soldiers and then into the compound below. Dominated by the central keep, the bailey was a hive of activity, with the authoritative shouts of officers organising squads of soldiers into platoon and company before dispatching them to various parts of the city. The inner walls were strewn with outbuildings built along their length, a variety of stables, guardhouses, blacksmiths, and stores.


Elsewhere along the wall, more assassins had entered the Citadel, and three teams had already descended into the bailey, engaging the closest soldiers before the Vos forces had time to react. As the officers began to notice the presence of intruders, more and more soldiers peeled away from their formations to take up arms, but the assassins in the courtyard quickly melted away, retreating to the walls or to the towers, where the tighter confines would favour their style of battle, not the soldiers'.


Gesturing for them to follow, Elaine started running along the wall, heading for a stone bridge that ran from the nearest tower to a large gate mounted halfway up the side of the keep itself. As Lucius followed, he eyed the keep, the massive fortified structure that was the centre of all Vos operations and government in the city. He remembered being inside it once before, as a captive.


This time, he vowed, the upper hand would stay with the thieves and their trained killers.







Chapter Sixteen

 


The passage was lit by slow-burning torches that sputtered in wrought-iron brackets as Elaine closed the heavy door, filling the passage with a tangle of wavering shadows until the light steadied. Voices could be heard far off, commanding and authoritative, as the men of the Citadel struggled to keep a rein on the chaos in the city.


Crouching in the shadows, Elaine, Heinrich and Lucius paused with weapons drawn, alert for any reaction to their entrance. The battle within the tower and along the bridge that connected it to the keep had been fierce but brief, and dominated by the assassins. Other teams had briefly joined them and the defenders of the tower, depleted by the need for soldiers to control the city, had been wiped out quickly.


Now they were alone, the other teams having moved off to different areas of the keep. They had all been briefed on a broad range of targets, from the mysterious Commander of the Citadel himself, to various functionaries and officials responsible for the day-to-day running of Turnitia. However, if they were Vos-born and had a measure of authority, anyone could be considered fair game this evening.


While most teams were heading for the higher levels of the keep, where they expected to find most ranking individuals, and a few stayed near ground level where soldiers were still assembling, Elaine led her team underground, into the darkest reaches of the Citadel. 


Lucius had guessed why, and who she was hoping to find there. For his part, he was happy with the assignment, for he had been incarcerated within the dungeons of the Citadel in the past, however briefly, and was familiar with the area.


Holding up one hand and pointing forward, Heinrich padded ahead, following distant voices. A few paces behind, Lucius and Elaine followed, senses straining, determined not to be caught flat-footed should a soldier or official inadvertently happen upon them.


Moving silently, foot by foot, they followed Heinrich, trusting to his keen senses and memorised maps of the Citadel. While the guild had never been able to put together a complete plan of the keep - the Vos military being very careful to guard the identities of its architects - years of bribery, trespass and even incarceration had all led to pages upon pages of maps being compiled and revised. The final picture, while not yet complete, had been invaluable to the assassins while planning the assault.


The light became brighter and voices louder as they ventured into the more populated areas of the Citadel. The corridor widened suddenly and opened onto a long balcony. Hugging the wall as he moved out into the open, Lucius saw they were in one of the keep's large halls, the balcony running along three sides of the immense space to a long, wide staircase that ran to the ground floor.


The hall's floor was a war of order against confusion. Soldiers tried to assemble in tight ranks as their commanding officers gave them instructions for deployment within the city, while officials ran between desks, clutching bundles of parchment. To one side, wine and steaming food were being served to a group of richly dressed men and women - high-ranking members of the city's government, Lucius supposed - while messengers and runners wound their way through the milling crowd, passing in and out of the many doors that lined the hall.


Across the hall, on the other side of the balcony, Lucius saw another two of their assassination teams. He saw their leaders picking targets out from among the crowd and wished them luck striking a few Vos officials down before being discovered and forced to retreat. Beside him, Elaine hissed, and gestured to the wide staircase.


In his full Final Faith regalia, the Preacher Divine had appeared, wreathed in whites and trailing his red cloak behind him. Leaning on his staff, Alhmanic mounted the first few steps, then turned to face the churning mob, stretching out his arms to either side.


"Silence!" His voice rang out across the hall, its deep tone cutting across all other conversation. Officers stopped giving orders; officials and servants instantly halted their own discussions mid-sentence.


"This is a time of trial, my friends," Alhmanic said, once he was sure everyone was paying him his due attention. "The criminal elements of the city have turned against us, as we knew they would. But they have made a grave error! For our prey have revealed themselves. Now, instead of sending our brave men into the darkest and dirtiest regions of the city, we can strike them down in a single evening!"


"Would like to see you try," Lucius heard Elaine mutter, and he smiled.


"Remember this, all you of Faith," Alhmanic continued, unaware that a number of assassins had already marked him for a dead man and were even now taking aim. "You do God's work this evening, and your actions are blessed. Together, we will make this city a true child of the Empire, elevating Vos beyond our weak, decadent enemies in Pontaine."


The Preacher Divine went on, but the attentions of Lucius and Elaine were caught by Heinrich, who pointed out a single Vos officer. Wearing the gold epaulets and braid of the military, along with the cropped beard common among the higher ranks, he seemed unremarkable, perhaps no higher than a captain in rank. While that made him a viable target nonetheless, Lucius looked back at Heinrich quizzically.


"That's the Commander of the Citadel, I am sure," Heinrich said.


Elaine frowned. "You certain?"


"The description fits."


"The uniform doesn't," Lucius pointed out, remembering the last commander he had faced, a rich and respected baron. The post of the Citadel's commander was highly sought after, even though Turnitia was still technically outside the Empire's borders. It was generally presumed that it would one day become another Vos city, in name as well as fact, and that meant there were plenty of opportunities here for an ambitious noble. As effective ruler of the city, the commander could do pretty much as he pleased.


"I would say he has learned the lesson of his predecessor," Heinrich said with a rare smile. "He is not drawing attention to himself.


Holding up a hand, Heinrich caught the gaze of a leader in one of the other teams. The two assassins exchanged hand signals for a moment, then the other gave a nod of assent. Heinrich grunted.


"Dressing down will not help the commander now. Come, we should move on."


Creeping along the wall, Heinrich led them to a thin spiralled staircase set into the wall and started to descend, sword in hand and ready to spit anyone who should happen to be moving upwards. As Lucius set foot on the first stair, a shriek of pain behind made him look back.


The assassins had started their attack, launching a barrage of knives and arrows at selected targets among the crowd below. Lucius followed an arrow as it lanced through the air and smacked into the Preacher Divine's shoulder with a wet thud. The big man went down with a howl, dropping his staff and clutching at the wound as he rolled down the staircase.


Elsewhere, the agents of Vos were falling with knives in their throats and backs, or else impaled on arrows and bolts. Gradually, they began to recover, officers ducking behind their own men as they assembled rough shield and crossbow lines, while others charged past the wounded Preacher Divine up the staircase to assault the balcony, but after their initial strike the assassins had already retreated. The two teams split and headed deeper into the interior of the keep to continue murdering ranking members of the Vos military and government.


Nodding his satisfaction, Lucius dived into the spiral staircase before anyone thought to look in his direction. As he trotted down the stairs, circling around and again, he started to gain on Elaine, ahead of him. She passed by an entrance leading into the hall, just as a shadow clouded the threshold.


A Vos soldier shoved his head inside the narrow space, having seen movement inside. He spotted Lucius rushing toward him and looked up, alarmed. Fumbling with his scabbarded sword, hindered in the enclosed space, the soldier opened his mouth to shout a warning to his allies in the hall, but was cut off by Lucius' blade, burying itself deep in one side of his chest. Lucius caught his fall and lowered him to the floor, glancing through the entrance to the hall. 


It had started to empty, with officials running for their lives and soldiers eager to avenge the deaths of their comrades on the assassins. No one was looking his way, and Lucius heaved the soldier's body further into the staircase, lest it be spotted.


There was nowhere else to stash the body, and Lucius knew it would soon be discovered. Trusting to fate, he carried on down the winding stairs into the foundations of the keep. As they opened into a wide, dank corridor, Lucius was greeted by Elaine's withering stare.


"For the love of all that is holy," she whispered. "Keep up!"


He shrugged in reply. 


Further along the corridor, Heinrich hissed at them to both be silent and, exchanging looks, Lucius and Elaine moved forward to join him. 


Deep beneath the Citadel, the corridors were walled with rougher stone, giving the walls an irregular appearance. The air was cool and damp, with fewer of the slow-burning torches bracketed to the walls. No doubt that helped provide an atmosphere of despair to those incarcerated within, but Lucius was thankful for the shadows they provided.


Advancing cautiously up the corridor, they were soon brought to a halt by a raised palm from Heinrich. He glanced back and held up two fingers, then made a slicing movement across his throat. Two guards ahead.


Straining into the gloom, Lucius picked out a set of alcoves a few yards ahead, though it took him a few more seconds to make out the forms of two soldiers, partly hidden in the recesses on either side of the corridor. Before he could ready his weapons, Heinrich and Elaine were already padding ahead, hugging the walls. 


Deciding that this was a task best left to professionals, Lucius hung back, ready to support either should their slaying go awry. He need not have worried. 


The two assassins moved slowly but with intent. Swords drawn, they held the blades back behind them, careful not to reveal their presence by an inadvertent flash of torchlight from the naked metal. They froze for a few seconds when the soldiers exchanged a few words, indistinct from where Lucius crouched, but the tone was one of complaint, perhaps a mutter about their shift patterns, locked into the dungeons while their colleagues swept through the city restoring order.


When the assassins moved again, it was as one, and with speed. As Elaine dashed the last few feet to her target, Heinrich copied her motions on his side of the wall. Lucius heard a gasp from the guards as each saw the other's attacker, but the assassins whirled like tightly wound springs, their blades sweeping through the air to embed themselves in the soldiers' stomachs. In the same movement, Elaine and Heinrich grabbed the soldiers' mouths while twisting their swords, holding the men rigid with pain yet silent. 


They lowered the dying men to the floor, then slit their throats. The assassins pushed the bodies further into the alcoves, clearing the way. With luck, the bodies would not be found until the shift change.


Pushing on, they were soon in the heart of the dungeon complex, passing cells filled with the misery of the city: traders who refused or were unable to pay their fines, beggars who had not given up their profession, murderers, rapists and drunkards, as well as those that Vos simply found unpleasant or inconvenient. Each cell was secured by a thick wooden door, the only view to the corridor outside through a tiny window set with metal bars. Lucius had spent time in one of these cells, and he did not envy those incarcerated within, oblivious as they were to his passing and that of the two assassins.


The dungeon was quiet, and Lucius presumed most were asleep, or else sunk into the deep depression or half-sleep he had seen in those locked away for months on end without any hope of release. From some cells, they heard quiet snoring, from others gentle moans, though whether they were from pain, loss, or despair, Lucius could not tell. As he passed one cell door, no different from any of the dozens of others in the underground complex, he stopped and cocked his head. Something had caught his attention, and he concentrated to find the errant sound.


"Lucius," someone whispered.


He looked up at the cell's door, and opened his mouth in astonishment.


"Harker, is it?" he said, trying to place the man's face, half-hidden as it was by the bars set into the door.


"Gods be praised," Harker said. "It is you! I thought you council types had forgotten all about us! You freeing everyone?"


Lucius hesitated for a moment, and then considered the options. He had been part of a widespread break from the dungeons before and while many had been recaptured or killed in the attempt, some had made it out of the Citadel. Back then, they had not had the advantage of the Citadel, indeed the entire city, in total chaos.


"Hold on, Harker," he said, as he began to study the door and assess its weak points. He was no locksmith, and any magical method he might employ was sure to attract attention. 


"What are you waiting for?" Elaine asked, appearing at Lucius' side. He glanced around, and saw Heinrich a little further ahead, looking back at him with impatience.


"They've got thieves here," he whispered. 


She looked at him incredulously. "Well, of course they have. Where do you think they put all the thieves they capture?"


Lucius ignored the sarcasm. "Elaine, we have an army down here, if we release them."


"And we have a mission to perform right now," she shot back. 


"But-"


"The answer is no, Lucius," she cut him off, then looked up at Harker. "Sorry, Harker, there are bigger things going on right now. You'll have to wait a little longer."


For a second, Harker was speechless, then he found his voice. 


"You've got to be kidding..."


Turning to look at the door, Lucius briefly considered the lock and what it would take to blast it apart, but Elaine saw his look and grabbed his arm.


"I said no, Lucius," she hissed, jerking him back up the corridor. "We free them later, when the mission is done, or not at all."


He threw an apologetic glance at Harker, then glowered at Elaine.


"This isn't right," he said. "We can't just leave our people here. They could be dead tomorrow - probably will be after what has happened this evening."


Elaine released his arm, and moved forward, ignoring his protests. He started forward, intending to reiterate his point, but was brought up short by Heinrich's hand on his chest.


"Shut up, right now," the assassin said dangerously. "You give away our presence and I swear I'll kill you right here. And don't think she will give a damn."


Anger suddenly filled Lucius, but he bit his tongue, chaffing under both Heinrich's threat and his intimation of knowing Elaine's mind. He had little doubt the two assassins knew what they were doing, but leaving Harker and God knows how many others behind to rot in the cells seemed criminal. The freedom of fellow thieves was a greater priority than the deaths of a few Vos officials, he thought.


Gradually, the corridors of the complex began to appear cleaner and were certainly better lit. They were leaving the cells behind. Elaine still led the way, and Lucius noticed she had become more focussed, as if she were hunting and knew her prey was close.


His suspicions were confirmed when she drew up short at a junction, and peered around the corner quickly. She turned back to glance at Heinrich, smiling.


"He's here," she said quietly. "Three guards with him."


"Officer of the Dungeon?" Lucius asked.


Heinrich gave him a look of annoyance. "Of course," he eventually said.


Lucius nodded. When he had heard that Elaine was intending to go down into the depths of the keep rather than the floors above, he had guessed her intended target. The Officer of the Dungeon, a title currently held by a man known as Jonas Traugott, or simply the Thug to those who had been incarcerated by him, would always be a man much hated by thieves. Jonas had come into the city at about the same time as the Preacher Divine, but had already gained a reputation for brutality and cruelty, treating anyone born in Turnitia as though they were less than human. It was widely believed that his methods of extracting information had been the principle means by which the Empire had found the thieves' guildhouse.


His death might not shake the Vos government of the city to its foundations, but it would be a gesture greatly appreciated by every thief still free, and may shape the attitude of his successor.


"He's mine," Elaine said emphatically, and Heinrich made a sweeping gesture with his hand, indicating the officer was all hers.


Heinrich and Lucius moved up so they were just behind Elaine, as she reached into a pouch and produced a handful of small pellets. They averted their eyes as she threw the pellets down the corridor. 


Lucius was aware of a bright flash around the periphery of his vision, like a sheet of lightning, but there was no sound other than startled cries from ahead. Led by Elaine, Lucius and Heinrich charged around the corner, sprinting to the chamber that lay just ahead.


The chamber was small, but well-appointed. Rich rugs covered the floor, and the scattered tables were strewn with clothes, bottles, books, and food. There was a finely crafted lute propped up against one wall; above it, a framed picture of some distant landscape. The chamber was a little palace within the heart of the keep, all of it paid for with the goods and belongings confiscated from those locked up in the cells behind him.


Four men were present in the room, chairs fallen among them. They staggered about the chamber, hands clasped to their eyes, blinded by the explosion of light.


Leading the charge, Elaine and Heinrich hit the men without mercy. Elaine dodged a clumsy blow as a soldier lashed out with his fist, his eyesight beginning to return. She buried one sword in his thigh, and passed him as he fell to the floor howling in pain. She had eyes only for the Officer of the Dungeon, easily recognised by the gaudy gold trim he had added to his plain red Vos livery, and the cluster of rings worn on the fingers of both hands.


Heinrich's short sword finished off the man Elaine had downed, and he moved on to the next soldier, who had recovered his wits enough to scramble for his spear. Heinrich stamped on the weapon, and the soldier jumped backwards to avoid a vicious thrust.


Moving further into the chamber, Lucius ducked a chair thrown by the third soldier and leapt onto the central table, scattering bottles and plates. The soldier was panicked by the sudden assault, but recovered well, reaching for the first thing to come to hand. Advancing on Lucius, he swung the lute, grunting with the weight of the unwieldy instrument. 


Jumping down from the table, Lucius blocked the lute with his sword, but it smashed though his defence and slammed into his shoulder, sending him reeling. He ducked another swing, but was forced to step back, knocking into the table. As the soldier swung the lute for the third time, Lucius raised a hand to ward off the blow, but the instrument had too much force behind it. 


The tortured strings cried out and were silenced as the neck of the lute shattered against Lucius' skull in a shower of splinters. Staggered by the blow, Lucius reeled, flailing with his sword to keep the soldier back.


The soldier dropped the tattered remains of the lute, grabbed Lucius and threw him against the nearest wall. The impact jarred Lucius' sword from his grip, but he retained hold of the dagger in his left hand. Shaking his head to clear the fog, Lucius saw the soldier advance, fists raised. Lucius held out a hand as if begging for a moment to recover, and the soldier gave him a cruel grin.


As the soldier took another step forward, Lucius pushed off from the wall and sprang for the soldier. He took a punch to the side of the face, but grabbed the man's tabard and plunged the dagger into his neck. 


Blood spurted across the chamber and, for a second, they stood face to face, the man looking blankly at him as if not comprehending that he had just been killed. Then, the soldier's eyes glazed and Lucius released his grip, allowing the man to fall to the floor.


He saw Heinrich had already dispatched the soldier he had faced, and had now turned to watch Elaine.


"Stop playing with him, Elaine," the assassin said with a note of reproach.


The Officer of the Dungeon was scared, Lucius could see, and he flailed desperately with a short sword, trying to keep his attacker away. Elaine had scored several hits on him, and blood flowed freely down his arms, legs and chest. Another wound was gouged into his cheek, and Lucius had no doubt Elaine was trying to make a point, prolonging the man's agony in return for all the cruelty he had handed out to his prisoners. 


Stepping back, Elaine paused to give Heinrich a look of mock disappointment, turned back to the officer and smiled, before lunging. She buried both her blades into his stomach and released them so they stood proud. 


Looking down in horror, the officer dropped his own weapon and grabbed the hilts of her blades as if to pull them out. Gasping for breath, he fell to his knees, looking up at Elaine in a mute plea for help. Still smiling, she grasped the swords, twisting them slightly as he moaned in pain. Then, with a great heave, she ripped them free before planting a boot on his chest and kicking him to the ground.


He lay there, squirming slightly while blood flooded out to stain the deep green-patterned rug he had fallen onto. Elaine stooped to pick up a corner of the rug and cleaned her blades one at a time.


"You just going to leave him like that?" Heinrich asked.


Elaine shrugged. "No more than he deserves. No less either. The pain will give him something to think about while he dies."


"It's bad tradecraft," Heinrich said, shaking his head slightly.


Sighing, Elaine looked down at the pitiful figure of the officer, who was coughing up blood, crimson trails running down his face. She looked back at Heinrich and nodded, stalked over to the man and ended his life with a blade between the ribs.


"So, job done," Lucius said, looking at the carnage around them. "We release the prisoners now?"


Elaine was looking about herself as well.


"No," she said slowly. "We carry on."


"Carry on?"


"No one has been this deep into the Citadel before. I want to see what else they have here." She saw Lucius frown, as if about to debate her instructions. "We have only presumed the higher ranking officials and officers are on the higher levels of the keep. While we have this chance, we should push on."


Lucius thought he saw a look of concern on Heinrich's face, but it was gone quickly, replaced by a quick nod.


"We push on, then," Heinrich said, "as the guildmistress commands."







Chapter Seventeen

 


Deep beneath the Citadel, beyond the dungeons, they found a vast warehouse.


Lucius whistled softly to himself. The ceiling was not high but, after the low stone arches they had become used to, the double-height chamber seemed to soar above them. Square-carved pillars supported it at regular intervals and, while there were plenty of larger warehouses in Turnitia, Vos had not been idle in using it.


Stretched out over perhaps three acres, mountains of sacks and piles of crates were collected neatly, all ordered by contents, age and usefulness. A cursory investigation of the closest sacks revealed several tons of grain. Clay pots held lantern oil.


"There's enough food and supplies here to last years," Lucius said in some wonder.


"I bet they have a well sunk somewhere inside the Citadel, probably within the keep itself," Elaine said. "They could withstand a siege indefinitely."


"You think they are expecting trouble, perhaps from Pontaine?" Lucius asked.


Heinrich shook his head. "I would expect every major Vos stronghold to have something like this. My people like to be prepared for any eventuality. Given current relations with Pontaine, and the people of this city for that matter, it is a wise precaution."


Lucius looked about him, at all the crates, bottles, sacks and pots, thinking.


"We should destroy it," he said after a moment.


"No," Elaine said flatly.


"It's a legitimate target, if we are waging war!"


"I don't disagree," she said. "But how would you go about it, exactly? Burn it all?"


He was about to agree, then saw the immediate flaw. Billowing smoke underground, especially while they might be stalled by Vos reinforcements on the way out, would be a potentially lethal hindrance, not a victory. Then there were the still trapped prisoners to consider. Another thought occurred to him.


Reaching a hand out to a sack of grain, he closed his eyes briefly, summoning the threads of magic. He felt them begin to work, sucking in moisture from the surrounding air, and concentrating it on the contents of the sack.


As Elaine and Heinrich watched, the sack became sodden before their eyes, the material stained dark as trickles of water began to run down its side.


Lucius looked back at them expectantly, but was greeted by Elaine's sour look.


"That is very good, Lucius," she said with some measure of sarcasm. "Tell me, how long would it take you to do that to all the grain here?"


He looked ruefully at the pile of sacks before him, conscious that it was just one of dozens stacked around him. She had a point.


"We could bury it," he said, eyeing up one of the square columns. Heinrich grabbed his arm.


"Not while we are still down here," he said forcefully. "You can work whatever magic you see fit, after we have left."


Lucius was surprised by his venom.


"Of course," he said, pulling his arm away.


Elaine had wandered off from the two of them, and her voice floated back from behind a row of crates.


"Come and have a look at this."


Glaring at each other, Lucius and Heinrich joined her, and immediately caught sight of what had attracted her attention.


A small oaken door was set into the wall, which Elaine had opened. Inside was another spiral staircase, descending further, and Lucius guessed it must lead to another level. However, he noted that while the rest of the corridors and chambers had shown signs of age, the staircase was new - or else supremely well-preserved. More than that, its walls were completely smooth.


"Either of you heard about a level beneath the dungeons?" Elaine asked, and frowned when she saw them both shaking their heads.


Lucius took a pace forward, and cocked his head as he peered down the stairs into the dark. Something tickled the back of his mind, and he held the mental image of the threads of magic in his mind's eye for a moment, watching them jitter ever so slightly, as if they were troubled by the presence of something that drew upon their energies.


"I don't like this," he muttered.


"What's to like?" Elaine said impatiently. "We've come this far, and if Vos has installed a new level in the Citadel, we need to know about it."


Elaine started for the staircase, but Lucius put a hand on her shoulder. She whipped around, but he held up a hand to stall her.


"I'll go first," he said, then saw her start to protest. "There's magic here, Elaine, I can feel it. I need to go first."


Still, she did not look happy, but after a moment's hesitation, she waved him on.


The stairs wound on, diving much further than those that had brought them to the dungeons. Lucius strained to see into the darkness, and was eventually forced to conjure a small ball of blue fire in his hand just to light the way. The feeling of being in the presence of powerful magics grew as he followed the smooth walls ever downwards.


A light, growing steadily brighter, began to illuminate the stairs beneath him, and Lucius snuffed out his fire. As one, all three slowed, moving stealthily as they cleared the last of the stairs and cautiously examined the corridor at the bottom.


It stretched off into the distance for hundreds of yards. Like the staircase, its walls were utterly smooth, as were the ceiling and floor. There were no flagstones laid here, just the smoothed surface of plain rock; Lucius suspected the whole level had been constructed by magic rather than human labour.


Lucius soon realised that the light, which now allowed him to see for hundreds of yards down the corridor, was emanating from the walls themselves. He recalled seeing something similar in Adrianna's lair and took a breath, marshalling his own magic.


"We should turn back," he whispered.


"Are you mad?" Elaine asked. "There are no guards here, we have the freedom to roam where we wish - and if Vos is planning something down here, we need to know about it."


"I don't wholly disagree, but you said it yourself. If this place is so important, why are there no guards?"


Behind them both, Heinrich sighed. "He may have a point, Elaine. If there are no guards, then whatever is here is either worthless, which I think none of us believes, or else does not require protection."


"Which makes it all the more important for us to discover it," Elaine said stubbornly.


"The magic here is very powerful," Lucius said. "The three of us alone may not be enough."


"You know my feelings for the man, Elaine, but when it comes to magic, I think we should trust him," Heinrich said.


She would not be swayed. "We've handled worse in the past, and what Lucius cannot handle with his own magic, you and I can finish off with our blades. If this is important to Vos, then it is important to us as well."


So saying, Elaine brushed past Lucius and started padding down the corridor, though the bright light from the walls deprived her of any shadows within which to hide. Lucius looked over to Heinrich, and saw him staring after Elaine, a troubled look on his face.


"Come on," Lucius said. "We have to follow her."


Heinrich nodded. "Aye, she'll go by herself just to spite us."


The corridor stretched for an age, and Lucius started to wonder if there was not some deeper enchantment preying upon them, for the passage extended into the distance with no end in sight. They stopped every few seconds, listening for any tell-tale of an ambush: the scrape of a sword drawn from its scabbard, the gentle clink of mail, a stifled breath, anything that would betray an imminent attack.


There was nothing. They were completely alone.


Still Lucius was not at ease. If anything, his nervousness grew, as he saw the threads of magic were still disturbed.


A grinding noise of metal on stone seemed thunderous in the silent confines of the corridor, and they turned to see a heavy portcullis of dark blackened metal slam down from the ceiling behind them. Lucius felt a rising panic, as none of them had spotted any change or mark in the corridor when they crept past. Another portcullis dropped in front, leaving them trapped in an area just a few yards long.


The corridor before them shimmered, as if in a deep haze of heat, and through the distortion, Lucius saw a chamber appear, just beyond the portcullis barrier. Where there had been an endless corridor, there was now a widened area of the same smooth stone, with perhaps half a dozen soldiers led by a tall, fair-headed woman wreathed in green silks.


She pointed a long, aristocratic finger without speaking, and two soldiers ran forward with spears, jabbing at the assassins through the bars of the portcullis. Another two readied heavy crossbows while the rest hefted wicked looking halberds.


Parrying the first spear thrust at her, Elaine side-stepped the blow, then jumped back. Heinrich took the simpler course of sheering the head off the spear nearest him with a powerful overhead hack, then he too paced backwards, eyeing the crossbowmen.


Seeing that they stood trapped, waiting to be spitted with bolts by soldiers who had all the time in the world to aim, Lucius sheathed his sword and dagger, then clenched his fists in front of his chest as he tugged on the invisible threads, drawing power for a new spell. He punched forward with both fists, releasing the energy and roaring in anger, letting his emotion drive the spell as much as his skill.


The pulse of energy slammed into the portcullis with a terrifying crash that caused the soldiers closest to it to yelp and spring back. The metal had yielded a few inches, with the centre of the portcullis buckled and twisted, bars broken and snapped apart. Seeing the barrier resist his spell, Lucius gathered more energy, building it up into a powerful attack that would flatten everything before him.


Sensing the danger, the tall woman reached forward with a casual gesture, and the portcullis erupted into crackling lightning, bright sparks playing up and down its surface. The portcullis surged with energy briefly, then the lightning leapt across to Lucius. 


His body jerked in pain as the lightning swept through him and the spell he was forming slipped from his mind to dissipate harmlessly back into the threads. Draining its own power, the lightning relaxed its grip on his body, and Lucius sank to his knees as he tried to catch his breath.


"Cover me," he managed to say to Heinrich and Elaine. They exchanged looks, then leapt forward, using their bodies to shield Lucius.


Elaine had already drawn a throwing knife, and she heaved it at the nearest soldier, but the blade was hastily aimed and clattered off the portcullis. Trying the same thing, Heinrich was more accurate, and sent his spinning knife through the gap in the portcullis that Lucius created. It buried itself in the forearm of one of the crossbowmen, causing him to cry out as he dropped his weapon. His comrade raised his crossbow and aimed straight at Heinrich.


"Lucius, what ever you are doing, do it fast!" Heinrich said, as he jumped onto the balls of his feet, readying for a desperate leap to one side when the bolt was loosed. A strained voice came from behind him.


"Move... now."


Heinrich and Elaine leapt behind the Shadowmage. Lucius had pulled himself to his feet and was holding his palms out as if carrying a great ball. In his mind, he saw the immense energy he had been preparing as a tumultuous, writhing sphere of multi-coloured winds that whipped around at terrible speeds.


With another cry, he threw the energy ball forward, seeing it speed from his hand to the portcullis, though it was invisible to Elaine, Heinrich and the soldiers.


It blasted into the portcullis and detonated. The portcullis collapsed, unable to withstand the assault. Great masses of stone were torn free as it was ripped from its mechanism, and shards of metal and rock were catapulted towards the soldiers with lethal force.


Men shrieked in pain as they were impaled on metal bars or struck by stone. Amidst all the carnage, the tall woman casually, almost contemptuously, raised her hand, palm outwards. The force of the blast, along with its killing shrapnel, seemed to flow around her and the two soldiers standing impassively behind her. They showed no fear as the spell abated and the woman gestured them to move forward over the bodies of their dead and dying allies, halberds raised as they approached Lucius.


Another gesture from the woman froze the air about her into long, thin, needle-sharp ice. The foot-long darts hung in the air for a moment, then arrowed towards Lucius. Lucius raised an invisible shield, deflecting the bolts into the wall where they shattered into fragments of crystal.


Though panting from the exertion, he was now smiling. The tall woman was accomplished enough and, unusually for a Vos-trained wizard, very fast at building spells. Her magic was similar in its discipline to Adrianna's, but he had faced the Shadowmage before, and this woman did not have anything like Adrianna's power or raw talent. His elation at this discovery nearly cost him his life, and Lucius only ducked at the last instant as a halberd hissed through the air above him.


"We'll take this scum," Elaine said. Both she and Heinrich had seen the danger to Lucius, and moved up alongside to protect him. "You take down that witch."


Metal smashed against metal as Elaine raised her sword to parry another halberd swing, and was pushed back by the blow. While the halberd was relatively unwieldy in close combat and easily caught on a blade, the sheer weight behind its attack was enough to send a swordsman flying. Elaine cursed and recovered her balance, ready to face the soldier as he marched upon her.


The Vos wizard smiled at Lucius and beckoned him on. Resolved to tear her arrogance apart, he formed a bolt of black energy that hissed as it fed on the life of everyone present in the corridor. Launching the bolt at the woman, he saw her smile slip as it knifed into her chest. The woman's skin turned ashen, and she looked visibly shaken as she started chanting, preparing another spell.


Heinrich had already dealt with the soldier he faced, moving inside the halberd's reach and driving a sword up through the man's jaw, and the soldier now lay twitching on the floor.


Heinrich advanced on the remaining soldier, who sensed his approach and turned side on to see both assassins. That was all the advantage Elaine needed. Kicking the halberd's shaft to one side, she slashed with one blade, sliding it off his helmet and drawing a deep cut down his cheek. With the other, she stabbed, the blade piercing the mail on the soldier's thigh.


He fell to one knee, bleeding from leg and face, supporting his weight with his halberd. The assassins gave him no time to recover, and savagely hacked and stabbed until he lay still.


Her spell complete, the woman stretched forth her hand and channelled more lightning into Lucius. Lucius had already constructed another invisible barrier and the lightning smashed into it, ripping the strands of energy that bound his defence together, sparks flying to either side as the magics fought one another.


Lucius directed more energy into the shield, repairing it as quickly as she flayed more layers from its surface. He stared grimly at the tall woman, matching and countering her spell as she stepped up its magnitude. 


Slowly, tiny flaws started to appear in his shield, and Lucius frowned in concentration as he poured more energy from the threads into the barrier, but still the strength of the wizard's spell increased. When she cried out in pain, Lucius began to wonder if the wizard had not unleashed some terrible spell she could no longer control.


Standing rigid now, the woman was immobile, hand still directed toward him, still funnelling lightning into the shield, though now it was blinding in its intensity. She looked like a puppet, directed by the will of another, and this impression was reinforced as Lucius watched his shield begin to dissolve. He desperately shored up his defences.


From the corner of his eye, he saw the heat haze appear again, this time in the far corners of the chamber on either side of the wizard. An arch appeared in each, with corridors receding away into the distance. Lucius did not know if this was the true layout of this part of the keep, or just another illusion.


He stumbled as a wave of power swept over him, and it took a moment to realise that it had been in his mind alone. It had felt as if someone very powerful and very learned in magics was flexing his muscles before entering the fight.


Screaming now, the endless shriek ripped from her throat, the woman began to shake, though her hand was still rigidly pointing toward him, the lightning pouring out with ever greater intensity. The wizard looked insensible, her eyes rolling in their sockets, glazed over as if she were somewhere else.


The energies channelled by her body had risen tenfold again, and the power was beginning to leak from her tall frame, sparks jumping out through her silk garments, setting them alight. Lucius moaned with the effort of keeping his shield intact, now reduced to the thinnest sliver of a defence.


In the corners of his eyes, he saw a figure appear in each of the corridors now stretching from the chamber. Each was cowled in a pale robe, face hidden within its shadowy recess. They stood, immobile, staring at Lucius and his pathetic efforts to resist the magic of their vassal.


Another pulse of energy swept over Lucius and he staggered under its impact, unaware of Elaine's steadying hand on his shoulder, unable to hear her words. He could feel other centres of power, other crafters of magic, hidden from his view, working together. Perhaps their power was being magnified by the strange construction of this part of the keep, or perhaps they could do it naturally, but he had not felt a force so powerful since confronting Adrianna. Even then, he could not say who was the greater - the Shadowmage, or what must be the Vos cabal.


The tall woman's head now lolled to one side, and Lucius doubted that she was still alive. Still, she was serving as the link to the cabal, their instrument against him. Seeing his shield begin to wither and die, he yelled out loud as he pushed it forward, flooding it with a final burst of energy.


The wave smashed into the tall woman. Unable to offer any resistance, her body folded under the blow, bones breaking as she was thrown off her feet into the wall behind. She fell limply to the ground, unmoving.


The lightning storm ceased with the death of her body, leaving the chamber eerily silent. Lucius became aware of Elaine shaking him. Looking up the twin corridors, he saw the two cowled figures advancing smoothly, as if floating a few inches above the ground.


"I can't fight them," he gasped. "We've got to get out of here."


Heinrich had already hurled a knife at one of the cabal wizards, but the blade had winked out of existence as it spun through the air, not even passing the length of the chamber.


Another pulse, yet stronger than before, hammered Lucius and he reeled, clutching his head as pain lanced through his mind. He looked at Elaine through hazed eyes.


"The portcullis is jammed," Elaine shouted, her voice seeming to come from a far distance. "We can't go back."


"Distract..." he managed to say, but the assassins understood immediately.


Heinrich readied his sword and sprinted towards one of the cabal wizards. Elaine went to follow him, but Lucius grabbed her shoulder. He saw her glance at Heinrich, but he gripped harder, turning her around as he reached out with his other hand, summoning the energy to build his spell. The fog clouding his mind suddenly vanished, and his vision returned with renewed clarity. Lucius knew that Heinrich had succeeded in distracting the cabal wizards for a brief moment. He also knew the assassin was already dead.


With a ragged breath, he drew in air and concentrated, drawing the magical energies he needed to him, conscious that he had but seconds before the wizards behind recovered from whatever Heinrich had done. He formed a blast of energy and sent it streaming toward the portcullis, but collapsed with the effort. He heard Elaine's desperate cries as she threw her weight against the shattered portcullis.


Lucius heard a crash of metal, then Elaine was with him, hauling him to his feet. He stumbled forward, then felt her stop.


"Heinrich..." she said.


"He's dead."


Elaine froze in place, and Lucius saw her look back, though whether it was to seek vengeance or try a desperate rescue, he could not say. 


"Don't be a fool," Lucius said. "He's dead."


"Then they die too," she said.


"Elaine, we've got to go now. Too much depends on you. Remember the guild!"


"I don't care about that."


Lucius looked at her, fear and desperation on both their faces.


"Yes you do."


Still she hesitated. He grabbed her around the waist and dragged her through the portcullis.


"For God's sake, Elaine, we leave now!"


For the briefest moment Elaine resisted, then a shadow seemed to fall over her. Her face grew steely; Lucius felt sorry for the next soldier they met.


Behind him, sorcerous energies began to escalate again, poured into a spell of devastating proportions. The thieves fled back up the corridor, and to the spiralled staircase up to the keep's dungeons. Lucius pushed Elaine into the recess and made sure she was climbing before he cast a look over his shoulder.


Pursuing them down the corridor were several cowled figures. No longer floating serenely, he could see them running with desperate speed as they saw their victims escaping. One flicked a hand in an elaborate gesture, and a tiny red spark shot unerringly toward Lucius.


Sensing the power contained within the little spark, Lucius threw himself up the stairs, his legs pumping as he mounted the steps two at a time. He felt the spark build vastly in intensity, and then a thunderous crash blasted behind him just inside the corridor. The dark staircase was lit up in a brilliant orange as flames clawed up the stairs, eager to consume him.


Yelling at Elaine to move faster, he scrambled up the stairs, feeling the heat licking at his boots and cloak. Dust scoured from the walls by the blast was driven up before the flames, and Lucius began to choke as his vision was clouded. Stumbling, he felt his way up the stairs.


The flames receded as the spell subsided. Not wanting to see what the cabal would do as a follow up, Lucius hurried up the staircase.


Elaine was waiting for him in the underground warehouse. She was bent over, hands on her thighs as she struggled to regain her breath. Looking up as he approached, also gasping for air, Elaine gave him a poisonous look.


"Bastards," she said, and Lucius had the unnerving thought that she blamed him for the loss of Heinrich. 


He thought of all the things he could say to her - apologies, sympathies, even an attempt at reconciliation - but dismissed them all.


"We have to go," he said. "They're still following. I can feel them."


"They are too powerful for you to fight?" It could have been a jibe at his skill with magic, or it might have been an honest question. Lucius pushed the thought from his mind.


"I can't face them directly, but I think there is one thing I can do that, if nothing else, will cause them a great deal of frustration."


Elaine gave him a strange look, but followed him as he ran through the lines of stacked crates to the entrance of the warehouse. Stopping at the door, he gestured for Elaine to get behind him.


"Two birds, as they say..."


Feeling the magic surging within him again, Lucius drew the energies together into a jagged bolt of light. With a push of his mind, he sent it lancing toward one of the columns supporting the high ceiling of the warehouse.


The column blew apart under the pressure of the spell, sending chunks of stone spiralling into the furthest recesses of the warehouse. For a brief second, nothing happened, then a deep, low, vibrating rumble that seemed to emanate from the keep itself. Sacks of grain tumbled from their piles and crates crashed to the floor.


"Now, we really do have to go," Lucius said, taking Elaine's arm and pulling her away from the warehouse, retracing their steps into the dungeons.


Behind them, cracks appeared in the ceiling of the warehouse, thin slivers at first, but rapidly growing into wide gashes that streaked across the open spaces between the remaining columns. Rock and earth rained down from the ceiling as the entire warehouse began to shake violently. An ear-splitting crack resounded throughout the lower levels of the keep as the ceiling finally gave way under the pressure of the keep above. 


Tons of rock and debris crashed down into the warehouse, instantly flattening everything within.







Chapter Eighteen

 


Thieves and assassins flooded the Citadel, presiding over a reign of terror and death as they took revenge on their oppressors. The assassins remained focussed, locating targets of value and importance and sending them to hell with blade, bolt and arrow. The thieves freed by Lucius and Elaine were less selective. They killed anyone they met, be they official, soldier or servant.


Some, the most experienced and the most terrified, kept their heads enough to follow Lucius and Elaine out. Others rampaged through the keep on a killing spree.


Lucius could do nothing for them. He had given them all a chance for survival and escape; their lives were now in their own hands.


Spilling out onto the bridge between the keep and one of the towers lining the Citadel, Lucius and Elaine found themselves at the head of a mob of the most desperate, those who had seen enough of Vos cruelty and just wanted the freedom of the city. Some had managed to snatch up weapons from defeated soldiers, and a couple had grabbed shields as well, but most were unarmed.


A small group of assassins and thieves had taken up position on one of the walls, holding back squads of soldiers on both sides to protect the ladders and ropes they had deployed down the Citadel wall. Their outlines were barely visible in the soft glow of burning buildings in the city, set against a black sky. No cheers of relief came from the men he led, however; stretched across the bridge, they saw the soldiers of the Order of the Swords of Dawn waiting for them. 


The Swords, immaculate in their white tabards, were motionless, and their demeanour radiated discipline, halberds held aloft in perfect ranks.


Lucius cast a glance at Elaine, his eyebrows raised. She shrugged.


"Nothing else for it," she said, turning back to face the rabble of thieves behind her and raising her voice. "We either fight our way through the Faith's so-called elite soldiers, or we retreat, and die in the Citadel. What say you?"


That brought a ragged cheer from the thieves, albeit half-hearted. Not one of them doubted the efficiency of the Swords.


Raising her sword aloft, Elaine marched forward, and Lucius kept pace by her side. After ensuring the thieves were following her, Elaine picked up her pace, first jogging, and then sprinting as they charged the line.


The Swords of Dawn did not so much as twitch their halberds before the baying horde's onslaught. They simply waited for the thieves to hit their line, where their training would ensure short work of the desperate charge. 


Lucius cursed, having hoped their line would at least begin to soften and drift apart as they received the charge, allowing some thieves to break through and begin a general brawl. Able to get a soldier on his own, two or more thieves had a chance, but fighting like a disciplined military unit gave all the advantages to the Swords. If they would not break, he would have to force them.


A dozen yards from the Swords' line, Lucius skidded to a stop and dropped to one knee. He thumped a fist to the bridge's stone surface, flooding the area before him with magical energy, pouring it into a wave that rolled inexorably forward. 


Few thieves saw the shimmering wave, glinting with a dull sheen as it sped towards the Swords, but they cheered with sudden elation as the centremost guards reeled back, pushed by the hand of a giant. Those who had taken the brunt of the wave flew backwards into the ranks behind them, while those on the periphery staggered, some dropping their weapons as the thieves hit the disrupted line.


Weak after directing such a powerful spell so quickly, Lucius tried to make his way back to Elaine's side, but the mob of thieves swept past him. He saw them crash into the line, and their momentum tore the Swords' formation in two as the centre completely buckled under their charge.


He was aware that those hitting the flanks fared less well, with many being cut down by a sweeping halberd before they had a chance to throw a fist or strike a blow. Most in the centre turned on the guards nearest them with a rare fury, hitting them in the sides and rear, though a few kept on running for the safety of the city. Lucius could not find it in his heart to blame them, though he wished they had stayed to finish the fight.


A stocky knight bawled orders at his men, and the Swords' formation, though broken in two, suddenly became rigid, the soldiers at the front of the fight steeling themselves to face the thieves. Halberds began to swing again, and men and women started to fall beneath their heavy axe-heads.


Lucius pushed his way through the mob of thieves, trying to reach the centre of the fight, hoping to break the line again and reach the knight. With him dead, the Swords' morale might be shaken enough for the thieves to regain an advantage. Elaine had already seen this possibility, and Lucius watched as she railed against the soldiers, ducking their slicing halberds, and thrusting her swords past their clumsy parries. An upswing from a soldier drove the shaft of his halberd into her stomach, and then clipped her across the chin. Elaine reeled back in shock and pain.


Seeing this, Lucius grew frantic, desperately clawing his way through thieves to reach her. He heard another hollered order from the knight, and the soldiers closest to him surged forward, as those behind closed in, trying to crush the thieves between them in the shattered centre.


Hefting his dagger, Lucius tried to throw it at the knight, but the thieves were being hemmed in tighter and tighter, and there was not enough room to cast it properly. The blade went wide, disappearing behind the knight to fall into the compound far below.


That gave Lucius an idea.


Side-stepping a halberd thrust at his chest, Lucius stabbed forward with his sword, gouging a deep cut in his attacker's forearm. As the halberd dropped to the floor, Lucius stepped under the soldier's guard and drove his knee into man's stomach. He grasped the soldier's elaborate tabard, then shouted over his shoulder to the thieves.


"Grab them! Push them over the edge!"


Where lack of arms and skill had betrayed them, the thieves now took advantage of their weight of numbers. Halberds flashed, carving holes among the ranks of the thieves, but enough closed in to engage the Swords close up, where large weapons like halberds were useless. Pinned against the bodies of the soldiers, the halberds were held immobile, while small blades in the hands of thieves easily found their way through gaps in mail armour.


"Push!" Lucius yelled, and he felt the thieves behind him surge, pressing him forward into the soldiers. At first, the Swords resisted, but as the thieves grew in confidence, the line began to be driven back. Startled yells from the rearmost soldiers told Lucius they had seen the danger, but it was too late, and he grinned with malicious glee as, over the heads of the Swords, he saw the knight desperately grab at the nearest tabarded figures as he lost his balance. For a second, the knight seemed to hang at an impossible angle over the edge of the bridge. Then, he fell, disappearing from view.


Soldiers quickly followed him, and the pace of the thieves' push increased as the resistance against them waned. With a kick, Lucius pitched the soldier he still held over the metal railings lining the side of the bridge, and watched him fall down into the bailey where scattered corpses of his comrades already lay still. Lucius gave a howl of victory, fairly stunned that his plan had worked, but it was cut short as he realised the thieves behind were still pushing.


Hold!" he shouted desperately. "Hold!"


Kicking with all his strength, Lucius saw the metal railings approach, saw the yawning emptiness open before him, but his feet slid uselessly across the stone bridge. The air was driven from him as his stomach was pressed into the railings and his body was forced over it, so he was looking directly into the bailey. Beside him, another thief lost his battle against the surge and fell, screaming until he hit the ground with a dreadful impact. 


Feeling himself toppling over the edge of the railings, Lucius closed his eyes to await the inevitable. It had been a good idea, and it had saved everyone else, but his quick wits had also killed him.


A hand grabbed the back of his collar and hauled him away from the railings. Lucius remained bent over double as he tried to catch his breath, then he looked up to see the face of Harker, beaming at him.


"Bet you're glad you rescued me now, eh?" Harker said.


"Harker..." Lucius began, then stopped to cough. "Harker, I owe you a drink."


"I'll hold you to that. But for now, I think we'd better get moving."


With no more Swords of Dawn to block their path, the thieves had already started the race to the walls. The few soldiers scattered around the tower proved no match for thieves drunk on their victory over the best the Final Faith had to offer. Elaine led the charge, Lucius saw, while he had to be content bringing up the rear and making sure no thief dallied to torture fallen soldiers.


He was reunited with Elaine at the top of the wall, as she organised the thieves' descent of the wall.


"That was.... inspired," she said to Lucius as he held a ladder steady for thieves clambering for the ground.


"I'm just glad it worked," he said. "If those soldiers had recovered... well, it doesn't bear thinking about. That could have got very nasty, very quickly. Were you hurt?"


She dismissed the question with a wave. "Just a few scratches. I'll be a whole lot better when we leave this place."


Lucius glanced down at the ladder. The thieves had reached the bottom and were already running as fast as they could to their favourite bolt-holes. Waiting until the thieves had found their way out, the assassins were now scaling down their ropes.


"After you," Lucius said, gesturing to the ladder, but Elaine shook her head.


"I'm the leader of the guild, remember? I leave last."


Lucius found himself disagreeing with that sentiment, however noble it might have been, but this was not the place to argue. That could be left to their next council meeting, preferably voiced by Wendric. Swinging himself over the wall, Lucius gripped the ladder tightly with hands and ankles, and slid down. He hit the ground smiling. They were far from safe, he knew, as the streets would be flooded with Vos soldiers, but just being able to leave the Citadel seemed a huge step.


When Elaine slid down next to him, she beckoned.


"Come on, let's get out of here," she said. "Then we can see just how much damage we have done to the Empire."


"And start planning the next strike?" he asked, still smiling.


"Indeed."


The rest of the thieves had dispersed quickly, spreading throughout the city to brag quietly about their heroic escape, nurse wounds or mourn lost friends. Elaine and Lucius ran through the deserted market, but slowed down once they reached the quieter side streets. The streets were unusually busy for the time of evening, people hurrying past them everywhere they went. Lucius dismissed it as a by-product of the thieves' reign of chaos that evening, but was puzzled as he saw more and more families, parents often carrying children. They all seemed to be heading to the eastern quarter of the city.


It was Lucius who first voiced his doubts. They had turned onto Meridian Street, the wide cobbled thoroughfare that rolled down the gentle slope Turnitia was built on, from the North Gate to the harbour. As he looked down to the city westwards, he gasped.


"My God, Elaine, how many buildings did you tell our men to fire?" 


"Just..." She trailed off, eyes widening as she took in the devastation.


The entire western quarter of the city was ablaze, a wall of flame that was gradually creeping through the city, consuming one building after another. Rising from the burning ruins, thick smoke poured into the sky, completely blotting out Kerberos and the stars with an impenetrable black pall. A mass of people flooded the lower end of Meridian Street, all of them climbing the slope away from the flames. Those in front were running while others, much slower, struggled with hand carts and wagons full of whatever possessions they had managed to save from the fire.


"No way," Elaine said, still in shock, as the fastest of the fleeing mob began to pass them. "No way did our thieves do this."


"Someone got carried away," Lucius muttered. "Got careless. God, what have we done?"


"One reckless thief did not do all this. What about those who escaped the Citadel? Some were itching for vengeance."


Lucius looked at the rolling inferno, seeing it stretch right across the city, burning through homes and warehouses alike. It was nearing the main commercial hub of Turnitia, the flames beginning to lick around the shops situated on Ring Street, near the westernmost of the Five Markets.


"No, there hasn't been enough time - this happened while we were in the Citadel. Someone planned this, Elaine."


"Not us," Elaine said firmly.


"No, not us," he repeated. He began to feel an icy hand grip his stomach. "Come on. People are going to need our help."


Elaine looked as though she would protest for a moment, then dutifully followed him down Meridian Street. Their progress slowed as they tried to push their way through the crowd, and they were met with dazed, smoke-stained faces. Seeing the crowd get even thicker further on, Lucius grabbed Elaine's arm and steered her off the thoroughfare and into the side streets.


Even these were packed with people, all trying to escape the fires but, squeezing between families and carts, they made better progress. The crowds gradually melted away.


They were near the westernmost market, and though the fires were still at least a quarter mile away, Lucius could feel the heat from them, swept up through the city by the sea wind which fanned the flames. An orange glow surrounded everything, even when the fires were out of sight.


They heard the crackling of burning wood, and the occasional thundering crash of a burning building, followed by bright cinders spiralling up into the dark sky. Screams and cries for help reached their ears as a steady rain of ash begin to fall, driven before the flames by the sheer heat. The inferno stretched horizon to horizon.


"There is no way this can be stopped," Elaine said. "It's too large."


"Even a fire this big can be made to burn itself out," Lucius said. "Look."


He pointed down a junction of streets where, at the far end, a squad of Vos soldiers were hacking away at a low building with halberds, axes and whatever tools they had managed to find on the streets.


"They're creating a firebreak."


"They're not completely useless then," Elaine said. "Will it work?"


"If there are enough soldiers here, then yes, they have a chance."


"So what can we do?"


Lucius watched the soldiers as they brought one exterior wall crashing down, one of them leaping back as a section of the first floor tumbled down near him.


"I think I can do that," he said. "With magic, I mean."


"You can destroy a building?" Elaine asked, incredulously.


"It will be difficult, but I think I can do enough damage to make a building collapse. After all, they are using nothing more than hand tools," he said, gesturing to the soldiers.


"And if they just happen to be passing by while you are casting your great spell?"


"That's where you come in. Watch my back, and we'll see if we can't help stop this."


Waving a hand to indicate he should lead, Elaine followed Lucius along a side street, away from the soldiers. As they ran, the screams of terrified citizens grew louder, but Lucius guessed they were coming from behind the wall of flame, and were beyond help. Turning back onto a straight road that led to Ring Street, Lucius looked for a suitable building, but his eye was drawn to the bodies strewn across the ground before him.


Many had been burned alive, the blackened, crisp corpses twisted in agonising contortions by the heat, smoke still rising from the motionless forms. He did not need to mention to Elaine that the fire was close but had not yet reached this part of the city, and again, he felt something cold in his stomach. Elaine tugged at his sleeve, and pointed at another set of bodies. These had not been burned but were lying in unnatural positions, their limbs broken, as if they had been thrown against the side of a building or dashed against the ground like a rag doll.


As they stood, dumbfounded, they heard a choking cry. Lucius looked around for the source, finally fixing upon an upended wagon, overturned by the evacuating crowd in their haste. Rushing over, he put his shoulder against the wagon's broad wooden side and heaved, but he might as well have tried to move the Cathedral.


Elaine had dropped to her hands and knees and was looking underneath the wagon, crawling around to get a better look at who was there. She bent lower, so her head was beneath the overturned rim of the wagon, and Lucius heard her speaking softly. Standing up, she walked around to his side of the wagon. 


"There's a child there," she said. "Lord alone knows how it survived the wagon flipping over, but I can't reach it. Can we roll it back?"


Lucius shook his head. "It's far too heavy. Stand back though, I think I can move it."


"Careful," Elaine warned him. "If it slides, you'll crush the child. Try to flip it from the front, there may be more room."


"I can do better than that," he said, as he vaulted up onto its chassis.


Feeling the grain of the wooden planks that formed the wagon's floor, Lucius let the flow of magic course through his body, directing it to his right hand. Flattening his palm, he drove it through the wood like a spear, the spell hardening his flesh and lending strength to the thrust.


Wood splintered as his hand broke through a plank and, magic suffusing his arm until it burned, he wrenched his hand back, tearing a hole through the floor of the wagon. The spell dissipated, and he heaved at one of the planks. He studied the hole he had made and waved Elaine over.


"You are smaller than I am - can you get through there?"


Elaine joined him on top of the wagon, but looked doubtfully at the thin gap. She bent over it and whispered down.


"It's alright, don't struggle. I'm going to get you out of there." 


For all the time he had known her, Lucius had never heard a single note of tenderness in Elaine's voice, and he felt his heart warm to hear it now. He watched as Elaine lay flat on the underside of the wagon, and wriggled through the hole until her head, shoulder and one arm was buried within it. When she started to shuffle back, Lucius grabbed her waist and helped her. As soon as her head was free, Elaine braced herself with her free arm and pulled a dirty, soot-covered child in a ragged shift free from the wreckage.


The child looked at them with wide eyes, the only part of its body that was not covered with soot or grime. Lucius could not even tell whether it was a boy or girl until Elaine, finally, after gentle coaxing, persuaded the child to talk.


"What happened to you then?" Elaine asked.


"I was running with everyone," the boy said. Lucius guessed he was in his early teens, but short for his age. "From the fire."


"With your parents?"


The boy shook his head. "No, they're dead."


"Oh, I'm sorry," Elaine said, shocked by the boy's bluntness. He gave her an odd look.


"They died years ago," he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


Lucius smiled, in spite of himself. "He's one of Sebastian's lot."


"A beggar?" Elaine asked.


The boy looked up defiantly at her. "It's an honest profession."


"You don't need to explain," Lucius said. "Can you tell us what happened here? How did the fire start? Was it the thieves?"


"They started fires, sure. We all saw what they were doing. People started panicking, soldiers started running around. And then death arrived."


"Death?"


The boy shrugged. "That was what people were calling it. It floated, and looked like a woman. It looked like the saints look, in the pictures - but saints are supposed to be nice, aren't they? This one killed. Went from street to street, killing and killing everyone it met. It came along here. Started killing soldiers and when they were all gone, it started killing everyone else. I hid..."


Lucius and Elaine looked at one another meaningfully.


"I've seen bodies like that before, Lucius," Elaine said, venom creeping into her voice.


"Yes," he said quietly. "So have I."


"It's your witch, isn't?" There was accusation in Elaine's voice.


Lucius grasped her shoulders. "Elaine, I want you to leave now. Take the boy with you. Find somewhere safe to hole up."


"The hell I will!"


"Elaine, you cannot fight this woman. She's too powerful."


"No one bests me twice, Lucius," Elaine spat, and she jumped off the wagon to walk away, heading toward the oncoming flames. 


She called back to him. "I presume we just follow the screams."







Chapter Nineteen

 


The screams did indeed lead the way.


As they drew closer to the raging inferno, Lucius and Elaine felt the heat building on their skin. The air was hard to breathe, as though the flames were sucking it from the city, intent on turning Turnitia into a wasted ruin.


Lucius saw that, contrary to what he had seen when further away, the fires were not one, perfect straight line consuming all in their path as they advanced, but patches of destruction racing one another through the city. As the fires reached the Square of True Believers, they slowed, perhaps suppressed by the Lord of All Himself as they licked the buildings nearest the Cathedral, which had remained untouched by their terrible heat. As they burnt through the tightly packed houses that spread away from the harbour, the flames increased in pace, surging ahead as they gouged a ragged, blackened wound in the city.


The streets were mostly empty; they saw only a few men and women, usually on their own, stumbling away from the oncoming flames, looking dazed.


Over the crackle of the flames and the crash of broken buildings falling under the onslaught, Lucius and Elaine both heard calls for help. Whether from those trapped in buildings already aflame or watching their loved ones burn, each cry pulled at their consciences, but they pushed on, following the loudest screams, Lucius dreading what he would find.


All around, dogs barked frantically.


As they neared the firestorm, houses burning on either side of the street, the heat became unbearable, and Elaine staggered, gasping for breath. Lucius put an arm around her shoulders and closed his eyes, summoning an arcane, invisible globe about them. Elaine looked up at him in surprise as cool air washed over her, and their breathing became less laboured. 


They heard a man cry out in agony, somewhere very close, just beyond the line of low houses on their right. It was a gargled scream, born of pure torture, and it ended abruptly. An instant later, they felt the ground tremble as a tremendous crash resounded about the street, and a column of ash and cinders rose high into the pitch black sky from behind the roofs of the dwellings.


Propelling Elaine forward, keeping her close so she did not leave the protection of his globe, Lucius led them down a narrow alley between the burning houses. Fire arched over them as it leapt from roof to roof, lighting the alley in a deep orange glow, and he began to run as he felt his grip on the shielding globe begin to slip.


Rushing out the other end of the alley, they skidded to a stop, confronted with a scene of horror.


Blackened, burned and twisted bodies littered the street before them. The buildings on either side, two- and three-storey homes that had once belonged to some of the wealthier trade families of the district, were pouring fire and smoke into the sky, and some had started to collapse. A sheet of flame rose from the far end of the street, crossing its entire width as though the cobbles themselves were burning, and driven against this towering fire were a dozen people, cowering on the ground under the oppressive heat of the flames around them. Already, their clothes and hair were beginning to smoulder, smoke trailing up from each to be quickly lost in the maelstrom of soot and embers.


Before the people was a ragged line of half a dozen Vos soldiers, clearly daunted but resolute in their duty to protect themselves and the people behind them. Most were armed with spears and took cover behind shields, but two were armed with crossbows, and they pointed them upwards, toward one of the burning buildings.


Lucius looked at what they were aiming at, and gasped. The building's entire front wall had already crumbled, opening the rooms inside to the rest of the world. They burned ferociously but, hovering just in front of the second floor, suspended in open space by a column of air summoned to do her bidding, was Adrianna.


Standing motionless in mid-air, she looked down on the small crowd with imperious wrath. She was dressed in her usual black tunic, and wore a dark cloak that billowed out behind her in the air currents that held her aloft.


One of the cowering citizens crawled forward to the line of soldiers. A middle-aged man in clothes that had been half burned away, he started to chant, making obscure gestures with his hands, and Lucius suddenly realised he was a wizard, perhaps one of the Empire's own.


He had no chance to release his spell or even finish its construction, as Adrianna glared down at him and pointed. Lucius felt her magic surge forward, striking the wizard and the soldiers around him. They crumpled before his eyes, as if a great weight had been thrown casually on top of them, flattening them as they fell. Limbs, necks and bodies were twisted at angles that were terrible to behold, and none moved thereafter.


Outside of the spell's effects, the two crossbowmen nodded as they agreed upon a plan, and they broke ranks, each skirting to one side of Adrianna. Aiming high, they loosed their bolts, the dark missiles almost invisible against the glare of fires around them.


Adrianna did not betray any movement or reaction, but the bolts stopped suddenly in mid-air, just a foot away from her heart, as if they had been fired against an invisible wall. Their points blunted, they fell harmlessly to the street below where they clattered uselessly on the bone dry cobbles.


This seemed to attract Adrianna's attention, and as she raised both her arms high above her head, the two crossbowmen followed suit, kicking and screaming as tightly controlled winds picked up their bodies and hurled them into the sky.


Lucius did not see where they landed, as they were thrown clear over burning roofs. He strode down the street towards Adrianna, Elaine just a few paces behind, neither entirely sure of what they were going to do.


"Aidy!" Lucius called.


Slowly, Adrianna turned to face him, the soldiers and city folk forgotten for the moment.


"Lucius," she said, acknowledging his arrival. Her voice was calm and level, as though spoken in normal conversation, but still he heard it clearly above the howling of the flames and screams of the dying.


"Aidy, what are you doing?" Lucius asked, despairing.


"This is the time, Lucius," she said. "Now. Right now. Help me erase the Vos scum from the city and we will finally be rid of their influence. Finally, we will be free!"


He gestured at the burning buildings around them. "Aidy, there will be no city! You haven't declared war on the Empire, you are killing everyone."


"They had their chance to leave," she said, nodding towards the frightened people below her. "Instead, they chose to hide behind Vos. They have chosen their path. Their lives and homes are forfeit!"


"What justice is that?" Lucius called up to her, desperate to keep her talking, even as his mind raced to find a way through this.


She looked down with a puzzled expression. "What in hell has justice got to do with anything? Was it justice when Vos soldiers first marched into this city? Was it justice when they started wiping out anyone who opposed them? Or was it justice when they killed Forbeck? No, Lucius, this is not about justice. All that is left is victory for us, and total, crippling defeat for them. It is not enough that we drive them out - they must be too scared to come back for fear of what we will do to them."


"At what cost, Aidy? How many innocent people must die, how much of this city will you destroy in order to save it?"


"As much as it takes, fool!" she spat. "A city can be rebuilt. A city can be repopulated. A Shadowmage cannot be replaced. You, as much as any of us, should understand that."


He shook his head. "I cannot agree."


For a moment, Adrianna just stared at him, and Lucius could not tell whether it was out of pity, disdain or loathing.


"From the day I first met you, I knew you had abilities that could surpass any of us. I also knew you would never reach your true potential. You, Lucius, are the worst kind of traitor to us. You have the talent that could change the entire world for us, but you are too lazy, ignorant and feckless to see that. Go. Take your whore with you, and go. Consider it my last favour to you that I spare your lives."


"I cannot let you carry on with this massacre," he said flatly.


She smiled at him without a trace of humour. "I did not think you would."


With the speed of a coiled serpent striking, Adrianna's hammer bolt of magical energy surged down towards them. Lucius and Elaine dove away from it, rolling on the ground as the bolt smashed into the street, throwing up cobbled stones and earth from the impact.


Rolling back to her feet, Elaine whipped out the last throwing knife at her belt and let it fly at Adrianna. The knife hissed through the air, but was deflected from its path at a gesture from the Shadowmage. In turn, with a contemptuous look, Adrianna punched the air. 


Lucius recovered his own footing just in time to see Elaine thrown through the air. He reached out with his own magic, but felt the threads slip from his control as he realised he could not build a spell in time to counter Adrianna's. Elaine soared across the street as if propelled from a catapult, and crashed through the burning front of a small shop. The force of the throw brought down timbers from the floor above, and the flames inside billowed briefly, swallowing the assassin completely.


"By all that is holy, I'll make you pay dearly for that, Adrianna," Lucius said, his voice low.


"This is what I have been trying to get through to you, idiot!" Adrianna shot back. "People like that are barely worth the ground they walk on! You and I, on the other hand, we are precious, Lucius."


He did not wait to hear more. Knowing that Adrianna had access to far greater magic than he, Lucius realised he had to use any advantage he had if he were to survive this encounter, let alone emerge without defeat. Seeing Elaine so casually killed, he finally knew that he had to try to take Adrianna down any way he could.


Quickly tugging on two threads of magic, he sent twin bolts toward Adrianna. They were not powerful spells, and he nodded grimly to himself when he saw them dissipate harmlessly against the shield Adrianna had raised around herself, and was apparently maintaining without effort. In his mind's eye, he saw the bolts completely absorbed. That told him something, at least.


Seeing the distraction, the crowd of people caught near the fire began to move. First one started to crawl away, then another sprang to their feet and started to run. Within seconds, they were all sprinting for their lives, scrabbling to get away from the terror that had nearly claimed them.


Adrianna noticed this and frowned. As they ran past her, she conjured a great ball of air, the currents whipping around inside tighter and tighter. Hurling it down, she threw it into the front of a building just as the people streamed past it. The structural support for the front wall buckled under the strain and started to tumble, even as the flames inside grew with a new intensity as they were fed with the released currents of air.


With a terrible but inevitable slowness, the front of the building collapsed, masonry and burning timbers crashing down into the street on top of the crowd. Only those who had first started to run escaped; the rest were crushed by falling stone or consumed by the flames.


Cursing Adrianna's callousness, Lucius aimed another set of magical bolts at her, this time drawing on different magical threads. One of them, the bolt that took its energy from the darkest of magics, reacted violently with her shield.


His theory, and that of Master Forebeck, was confirmed. Now Lucius had his weapon. 


He pulled on the thread of unlife, pouring its energy into a new spell around Adrianna. Almost instantly, she saw what he was doing and began to fuel her own shield, but as he clenched his fist, Lucius felt the pressure of his spell begin to squeeze her shield dry of energy.


The rate at which Adrianna repaired the damage he dealt to the shield was impressive, he could not deny, but the death magic he used simply annihilated the natural energies she was using, draining them as fast as she could funnel magic into her defence. Flooding the air about her with his spell, Lucius felt the crack as her shield buckled and broke.


As his spell reached Adrianna, she screamed aloud, and he saw her skin turn grey as heat, vitality and life were drawn from her. The air currents holding her aloft failed, and she plummeted to the ground, where only a hastily improvised spell saved her from a mortal fall. Hitting the ground hard, she rose shakily to her feet almost immediately.


Her face was a mask of hate, filled with rage that Lucius dared to penetrate her magics and had actually managed to hurt her. Colour flooded back into her skin as arcane energies surged through her, and Lucius quickly reshaped his spell to form a protective wall between them.


The dark bolt of energy that she flung at him ripped through his magical wall as though it were paper and exploded against his chest, throwing him back as it sizzled with a cold fire. Clutching his chest in pain, Lucius cursed himself for not anticipating her move; after all, the shadow bolt she had just sent his way was a branch of magic that Shadowmages were all familiar with. Now he had to find a way to trump the magic of shadows as well as Adrianna's grip on natural sorcery. 


He saw Adrianna fuelling another spell, and there was no mercy in her expression. Lucius could feel the thread of shadows twist and lose focus as Adrianna pulled upon it to do her bidding and relinquished all control, knowing he could not compete with her directly. Instead, he plucked the more stable strands of four threads, more or less at random, sweating as he quickly assembled them into a multi-layered shield.


The shield was only just raised in time, and Lucius knew he would have to be quick in its manipulation if he were to survive her next strike. Each layer was painfully thin, having been hastily formed, and the effort of controlling four threads at a time was taking its toll, as his vision blurred and breathing became shallow. He could feel the strength ebbing from his limbs and his thoughts becoming disjointed.


Adrianna's next bolt of shadow was a hammer blow that shattered the first two layers of his shield as though they were no more than air. The next, a gossamer thin construction, formed from the same natural magic that Adrianna was gifted with, held.


Immediately dissolving the rest of the threads, Lucius sank more energy into that single defence. He felt Adrianna narrow her focus as she, too, poured magic into her spell, trying to drive her bolt through the shield and into his body. Lucius' control began to slip as his shield grew in power to match the onslaught, but still Adrianna's spell pressed at him.


For a brief second, Lucius felt the pressure of Adrianna's spell relax, and he wondered whether she had abandoned it. Then she threw a second bolt at him. It sped into the shield, growing in strength as Lucius' own spell began to fuel it. He cried in alarm as he saw his defences falter and felt an icy grip of cold air begin to circle him like a snake. As if a giant had plucked him from the ground, Lucius found himself tossed through the air, flying across the street to land hard on the cobbles. 


Choking, Lucius was dimly aware that the throw had stunned him, and struggled to draw breath into his tortured lungs. He knew Adrianna was not far away and would be preparing her next spell, one that would finish him off if he did not get back on his feet.


Shaking his head to clear his vision, Lucius took a deep but painful breath, and then raised himself up on his arms. Slowly, he stood, and faced Adrianna.


She had taken to the air again, and was floating above the ruined shop. Her defences were back up again, and Adrianna was already summoning magic in readiness for their next bout. She looked as healthy and alert as when they had started this fight.


"I never wanted to kill you, Lucius," Adrianna called down to him. "But you are beginning to prove a hindrance. For the good of our future, you cannot be allowed to interfere further."


Lucius felt the energies build up within Adrianna, and knew that he had neither the strength nor the talent to defend himself. He knew he had only a few more seconds of life left to him.


"It doesn't have to be this way, Aidy," he said bleakly. "We could still be allies. You just have to..."


Words failed him.


"You have no idea of what is going on, or what has truly been at stake. You have wasted every opportunity the Shadowmages have offered to you, and now that will prove your downfall. You could have been one of us, Lucius, not a common thief."


"So maybe I am just a common thief, Aidy. You could let me walk away now. I've left this city before, I'll leave it again," he said, trying not to sound as though he were begging. Dignity aside, he guessed how Adrianna would regard any display of weakness.


Instead, she actually smiled.


"You would come back," she said. "You always will. I don't think you could ever stay away for long."


In his mind, Lucius felt Adrianna start to feed energy into her spell. He stared up at her, facing annihilation.


"This would just happen later, if it did not happen now," Adrianna said. "Best we end this now, Lucius."


A flash of movement from behind Adrianna drew Lucius' gaze, and he was astonished to see Elaine. Shakily moving toward Adrianna, sword drawn, Elaine looked ravaged. She was blackened with soot from head to foot, which did not disguise the ugly wound that bled from her scalp or her limp.


Lucius opened his mouth to shout, but he suddenly realised he did not know who to shout to. Despite her injuries, Elaine slithered towards Adrianna with cat-like grace, a look of grim, deathly determination on her face.


Sensing something amiss, Adrianna spun around, and saw Elaine, just feet from her. Before she could reshape the spell, the assassin sprang forward, hacking down with the sword and burying it deep into Adrianna's shoulder. Lucius saw blood spray from the wound, the sword's tip visible through her back.


Adriana screeched, a piercing, inhuman wail. She raised her free arm and let the magic she had gathered flow without control. A firestorm of bright, multi-coloured light sprang from her hand, shards of magic lancing through Elaine's body and spilling out into the shop's crumbling walls where they exploded in a shower of burning debris.


Unable to take this last abuse, the building sagged and collapsed in on itself in a mass of flames, rubble and smoke that billowed up into the sky, carrying burning embers with it. 


Lucius stared at the ruin, where Elaine and Adrianna had fought a moment before, now buried deep within the burning rubble. 


Lucius fell to his knees and, covering his head with his arms, wept.







Chapter Twenty

 


With the rising sun climbing the eastern sky, Turnitia was already a boiling hive of activity. People moved through the streets with purpose, either joining the crowds in the Square of True Believers or near the northern gate, or else hawking their wares to the mob from street corners. A few, no doubt, moved with more nefarious tasks in mind.


Lucius had found one of the few quiet places in the city, on the northern tower of the Citadel, one of the highest points in Turnitia. Since the earliest hours of the morning, the Citadel had been all but deserted, with just a few officials and servants inside. None had even challenged him when he had strode confidently through the gatehouse. From this vantage point, Lucius could watch almost the entire northern half of the city, looking down upon its houses, shops, and squares.


Gazing to the west, enjoying the fresh breeze that washed in over the cliffs, Lucius tried not to look at the great blackened gashes that still marred the city, whole districts still in ruin. In the two months since the great fire, as the citizens had started to call it, the city had rallied and rebuilt a great deal of the destruction, but it would take much longer to erase the last evidence of the attacks. Maybe a lifetime, for those who lost loved ones that evening, and there were many who had lost wives, husbands, and children. Listening to conversations in taverns and inns, it seemed as though everyone at least knew someone who had died, and most had far more personal tales to tell.


Around the cliffs and harbour, many new warehouses and loading stations had sprung up within weeks the fire, and the merchant's quarter looked much like it always had. Not even a city-wide disaster could interfere with the merchants, it seemed, and Lucius suspected more than a few had made a great deal of money in the rebuilding, and were silently thanking the tragedy.


"You are still an easy man to find," a voice called out behind him.


Turning around, he forced a smile as Adrianna climbed the last few stairs that led up to the tower's roof. Though her hair had begun to grow back, her face would remain a network of burn scars. There was no doubt that it marred her beauty, but Lucius could see something of a change had come about the Shadowmage since the great fire and he suspected she no longer cared for something so trivial as beauty. 


Her shoulder would eventually heal, but her left arm was still bound up in a sling, and he had noticed Adrianna still winced whenever she moved too quickly, or brushed her arm against something. There was some comfort to be had in seeing that she was still human.


They had never spoken of the evening of the great fire, nor of the death of Elaine. Neither wanted to pick at old wounds. 


Lucius believed Adrianna somewhat unhinged. At first, he had hoped her madness held at its root some measure of shame for the atrocities she had committed, but it seemed there was no room in her heart for mere mortal conscience. She had become drunk on the power she now wielded with such finesse, and was a dangerous person to know.


For his part, Lucius had buried his feelings for Adrianna, both good and bad, deep down. There was simply too much at stake now, and while the sun seemed to be rising on his city, he had vowed not to rock the boat between the guilds. Either way, he had resolved to be very, very wary around her.


He suspected she knew this, and that it amused her.


"I was not trying to hide," he said, gesturing to the battlements, indicating that she should join him.


As she walked over to view the city alongside him, Adrianna smiled, creasing the scars that ran across her cheeks.


"Just as well," she said.


Turning to follow her gaze north, Lucius watched the crowd gathered in the Square of True Believers, spilling out into the North Way towards the city gate. A great column of red marched out of Turnitia, the full weight of the Vos military that had been stationed in Turnitia, along with its assorted officials and hangers-on. The people of the city were respectful in their farewells to the soldiers that had watched over them in recent years, but few were sad at seeing them leave. Some might even have joined the crowd just to make sure the Empire was truly departing.


The day before, the Preacher Divine had made another speech in front of the Cathedral, exalting those in the city who followed the Final Faith, and urging them to do God's will when he left. He had tried very hard to make the retreat of Vos look positive, as though it was in the natural order of things, but nothing could hide the injury that had been done to the Empire or, for that matter, the Preacher Divine himself. The assassins had crippled his right arm, and the best Vos surgeons had been unable to save it.


For better or worse, the combined efforts of Adrianna and the thieves' guild had made the Empire's position in the city untenable. Within a week of the great fire, when Vos officials and commanders were still foundering from lack of leadership and the demands of a broken city, Baron de Sousse, up to then a relatively minor lord from Pontaine, had decreed that the rule of the Empire in Turnitia was over, and that he would take the city under the protection of his estates.


It was a simple land grab, but it left the Empire with a stark choice: leave the city or go to war over Turnitia.


It was certain that Pontaine could not face war itself, but nor could Vos, and the presence of de Sousse's army so close to the city forced the withdrawal.


"Thought I would find you two up here," a young voice said, and Lucius smiled as Adrianna whirled around.


"Good morning, Grennar," he said. "Won't you join us?"


"I will, thank you."


"How did you know we were here?" Adrianna asked suspiciously.


Grennar gave her a pained look.


"You think the mistress of the beggars' guild does not always know where the mistress of the Shadowmages and the thieves' guildmaster are, at all times?"


"Frankly, no," said Adrianna.


"Oh," Grennar said. "In that case, you might want to think about moving from your lair in the cliffs."


Lucius chuckled. When the Shadowmage threw him a dangerous look, he held up a hand.


"Do not trouble yourself with what Grennar does and does not know," he said. "Just be sure to consult her whenever you need to know anything that happens in the city."


Lucius admired Grennar a great deal. She was wise beyond her years, as the saying went, and there was much that she and Adrianna had in common. After Sebastian abdicated leadership of the beggars' guild to go travelling, Lucius had wondered whether Grennar would have the strength of character to govern a guild filled with so many older than herself.


She had risen to the challenge. Just as Adrianna had some very definite ideas about how the Shadowmages' guild should be organised and run, so too was Grennar determined to leave her stamp upon the beggars. With him now running the thieves' guild, the three of them had formed an alliance of sorts and, though Lucius and Grennar did not really trust Adrianna, they could all see the possible benefits and support the alliance could offer. Grennar had nicknamed them the Triumvirate, and proclaimed their ability to run the entire city.


Lucius did not believe their influence would stretch that far, but the possibilities were interesting.


For his own part, Lucius had finally accepted leadership of the thieves. He still maintained that it was not something he wanted but there had been no one else he trusted. A very long conversation with Wendric had left him with the impression that the Lieutenant had risen as far in the guild as he ever intended. Wendric liked the authority he carried as the guild's second, but did not want the responsibility that went with overall leadership. He wanted to be the man behind the master, not the master himself. That left Lucius.


Deep down, Lucius had told himself that he would stay just a few years and abdicate when someone better came along. Until then, there was plenty of work to be done and the idea of shaping the guild to his own personality had an appeal.


"Good riddance to them," Grennar said, pronouncing her judgement on the Vos soldiers as they began to wind their way through the north gate.


"What is the word on the streets?" Lucius asked.


Grennar shrugged. "The people seem optimistic. Not sure why. Our new masters may not be that different from our old masters."


"Pontaine has a different way of doing things," he said.


"We will find out soon enough," Grennar said. "Their army will be here before the evening."


"That soon?" Adrianna asked.


"You don't think Vos just picked a random day to leave the city, do you? They wanted to keep their claws in the city for as long as they possibly could."


"Any rumours on this Baron?" Lucius asked.


"More than rumours. We have already had an audience."


Lucius and Adrianna turned to face her, brows raised.


"How did you manage that?" Lucius finally asked.


"It's my guild now, thief. We are doing things my way, and I always thought Sebastian limited himself by only having agents within the city walls. I simply... expanded things."


Again, Lucius chuckled.


"Impressive," Adrianna allowed. "How did your contact with the Baron go?"


"Well, by all accounts," Grennar said. "The... situation in the city was explained to de Sousse, and he has requested a meeting with the three of us."


Adrianna and Lucius glanced at each other briefly, thinking the same thoughts. It was Grennar that spoke them out loud.


"It seems the Baron de Sousse is an intelligent man. He recognises who has the power in the city and he is willing to do business with us."


Lucius smiled. "That is good work, Grennar."


She gave him a mock curtsey.


They returned to the battlements, each now lost in their own thoughts and plans as they watched the last Vos soldiers leave the city and start the long march back to the Empire.


Lucius knew he would have trouble with some of his thieves, particularly those that had been in the guild the longest. And the assassins, of course. They all knew about his Shadowmage abilities, and not all were comfortable with a wizard among their ranks, especially as they had learned how Elaine had died. The resentment would only get worse when they found out he had also pledged himself to renew his magical training under Adrianna's direction. That, of course, would carry its own dangers, but the recent events had convinced him that he could no longer turn his back on his heritage. For better or worse, he would be both thief and Shadowmage.


So, he thought, there was a new age coming for Turnitia. It might never be the free and independent city it once was, long ago, but if this new Pontaine lord was prepared to deal with guilds on the fringes of society, life was about to improve.


The world was opening up with possibilities.
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Chapter One

 


The world was plunged into darkness. There was a scream. 


The scream in question came from one Maladorus Slack, entrepreneur and guide, hired only hours before by Kali Hooper after he'd approached her in the Spider's Eyes claiming to know the location of a forgotten passageway leading directly to the fourth level of Quinking's Depths. It was an audacious claim, and it wasn't every day that Kali trusted the word of some drunk in a backwoods tavern, but there had been something in the way Slack made it - with wariness, rather than greed, in his eyes - that had made her take a gamble on its veracity and hand over fifty full silver for the privilege of having him share it with her. 


As it turned out, her money had been well spent. Slack guided her at twilight to a cave in the hills above the remote town of Solnos and deep within, pointing out an overgrown cryptoblock defence that he swore - once unlocked - would enable her to bypass the Depths' first three levels and find treasure of such value that she might, as he so colourfully put it, "come over all tremblous in the underknicks." Kali had had a word with him about this, pointing out that it was her business what went on in her underknicks and, far more importantly, that she didn't do what she did for the money. Most of the time, anyway.


She felt a bit bad now, about having pinned him against the wall. Especially considering the man's fate. Not that it was her fault - or his, really. For one thing, Slack's nervousness had threatened to make him come over all something else in the underknicks and he had stuck to her like a limpet even though she tried to shoo him away, and for another there was no way either of them could have anticipated what was going to happen once they had found what lay within the Depths.


Perhaps, though, she should have done. Perhaps the way things had gone she should have realised that the whole thing was going to go tits up.


"This cryptoblock," Slack had said as she had begun to work on it in the cramped conditions of the cave, "It is some kind of puzzle, yes?" He was crouched awkwardly between the skeletal remains of previous adventurers who had found there way there, trying to ignore the fact that every one of their bones was completely, utterly shattered. 


"Not some kind of puzzle," she replied. "A very specific kind."


"You have seen such things before?"


"Once or twice. Cryptoblock defences are typical of an ancient race called the dwarves."


"The Old Race, you mean? With the pointy ears and bows?"


Kali sighed but took time to set him straight because Slack had at least heard of the Old Races, which was more than could be said of most people on the peninsula. "No, the other lot. The noisy ones with axes and blood pressure."


"Bows, axes, what does it matter?"


Slack sniffed the kind of sniff where you could hear the contents of his nostrils slop against his brain, and Kali grimaced in distaste. But as she once more felt his hot, alcoholic breath in her face, the man seemed to accept the truth of what she was saying.


"I remember. These dwarves were supposed to have been masters of deadly traps, yes?"


"Oh, yeah."


"Then this door is such a trap?"


Kali glanced at the skeletons on the floor of the cave. "Either that or these guys succumbed to a very bad case of the jitters."


Slack glanced fearfully around the cave, looking for hidden devices.


"You won't see a thing," Kali advised. "They were master engineers, too."


"Then I hope you know what you are doing!"


"Wish I did," Kali said. She was working on one particular area now, concentrating hard, tongue sticking out between her teeth between responses. "Trouble is, each cryptoblock is different... springs, balances, counterbalances... you just have to feel your way around." She suddenly pulled back with a gasp as something sprang inside the cryptoblock and one of its component parts snapped into place where she had delved a moment before. "Farker!" she cursed, shaking and sucking her fingers, then almost casually grabbed Slack's sleeve, pulling him aside as a solid stone fist the size of an outhouse punched down from the cave roof onto the spot where he had stood, reducing what remained of the skeletons to dust. With a grinding of hidden stone gears, the fist retracted, and Kali returned to her work, leaving Slack where he was, white-faced and with a small stain spreading on the front of his pants.


"Sorry about that," Kali said. "Getting somewhere, now."


She continued to work diligently on the puzzle for the next few minutes, Slack staring warily around himself, below and above all the while, flinching or emitting a little whimper each time there was the sound of something clicking into place in the cryptoblock. But at last there was a sound that was different to the others - somehow final - and Kali stood back with a sigh of satisfaction.


Slack regarded her and the cryptoblock with some puzzlement, because at first nothing seemed to happen. Then each part of the cryptoblock that Kali had repositioned retracted into another adjacent to it, which in turn retracted into adjacent parts. Other components of the cryptoblock automatically moved up or down, enveloping their neighbours or moving in or out. This reordering became faster and faster, the size of the cryptoblock diminishing all the time until Slack found himself staring at a small cube where the cryptoblock had been. For a second it simply hung there, and then Slack jumped back as it, too, retracted - this time, into itself. Nothing remained of the cryptoblock - nothing at all.


"I do not understand," he said. "It is gone. How can it be gone?"


Kali looked at him, smiled. Questions, always questions. "The corporeal stability of the cryptoblock has been transfeckled," she said, adding in response to his puzzled stare, "It's a dimension thing." She hoped it sounded convincing because, frankly, while having cracked a few of these things, she really hadn't a clue. There was no way, however, that she was going to let Slack know that.


Thankfully, Slack wasn't interested in deconstructing her statement too deeply. Because his attention had been sidetracked by other things, namely the glittering ore in the wall of the passageway revealed by the vanishing cryptoblock. It was only triviam, all but worthless, but its glittering held the promise of greater things, and as Slack wiped sweat from his lips with his arm, Kali frowned. There was a growing air about the man that suggested while he'd been happy to guide her to the entrance, he'd never really expected her to open it, and now that she had was maybe having second thoughts about who deserved the treasure beyond. Her suspicions were confirmed as Slack raced ahead of her into the opening.


Cursing, Kali threw herself forward and grabbed his tunic from behind, just in time as it turned out. Slack was already skidding helplessly down a sharp incline and Kali fell onto her stomach with an oof as she was wrenched in after him. Her dark silk bodysuit tore at the waist and rough stone grazed her torso as she skidded down in his wake, but then she hooked and jammed her feet against the sides of the narrow passageway, tearing away loose stones and crying with the effort as she applied pressure to slow their progress. They continued to slide for a few more seconds but at last came to a stop. Slack was now a dead weight on her arm, the man dangling above a dark and seemingly bottomless abyss into which the disturbed stones poured around him, clattering echoingly ever down.


Kali heaved him up. "Looks like I'm going to have to keep an eye on you in more ways than one," she chastised.


"I was - I was checking it was safe," Slack protested, breathlessly.


"Yeah, right," Kali said. She positioned herself on a safe part of the ledge, rubbed her stomach and cursed. "There are rules to this game," she added, "and rule one is watch every step."


A flash of resentment crossed Slack's face as he dusted himself down, but then he turned to stare into the dark, shaken by the end he had almost met with but staring with undisguised greed. Kali joined him at the edge of the abyss, wondering fleetingly whether it might be easier if she just shoved him off, but considering what it was they faced it was obvious Slack could do nothing without her.


As always, through her research, she had known roughly what to expect when coming here, but as always the expectation never quite did the reality justice. The two of them were staring into a vast natural cavern that must have extended beneath three or four of the hills surrounding Solnos, a huge expanse barred with immense stalactites and stalagmites with a pillar of azure twilight streaming down from somewhere above at its distant centre. The pillar of light was the only illumination in the darkness, and picked out an isolated column of rock, maybe six feet in diameter, whose base disappeared into the abyss below. It was clearly unreachable by conventional means but was nonetheless Kali's destination. She bit her lip and studied her distant goal. At this distance, she could not make out the details of what she knew lay there but her above average eyesight could at least discern the motes that danced in the pillar of light did so slowly, in an almost dreamlike way, as if something beneath them was affecting the reality where they hung. Something that itself played with reality. Something magical.


Kali had no doubt that she'd found what she'd come for. All she had to do was reach it. 


"There?" Slack observed incredulously. "But there is no way across!"


"Rule two," Kali answered, pulling a small object from one of the pockets in her dark silk bodysuit. "Plan ahead."


Slack stared at a small, carved piece of stone Kali held in her hand, then watched her move to the rock wall, brush away some lichen from a small area and then insert the stone into a niche revealed behind. She tightened her grip on the stone and then, with a grunt, turned it solidly to the right, to the left, and then twice to the right. Something grated behind the niche and then below, in the darkness, something rumbled. Slack watched in amazement as, continuing to rumble, a rock column rose slowly from the abyss, shearing thick cobwebs, dust and the detritus of ages from itself as it came. The top of the column stopped level with the ledge on which they stood, some hundred feet out into the void.


Kali withdrew the stone key from the niche and smiled. Slack, meanwhile, stared at the column and then Kali, regarding her quizzically.


"I still do not understand," he said. "That is still too far away to reach."


Kali nodded. The fact was, it was just too far away for a running jump, even for her. But even had she been able, she wouldn't have tried. Revealing her unique capabilities to a man who would, for the price of a shot of boff, tell all and sundry about a freak who could make such a jump was not a wise move. In a backwoods region such as this, such tales could easily reach the ear of some overzealous Final Faith missionary, and she had no wish to be dragged to a gibbet and burned as a witch. Luckily, however, there was no need to jump at all.


"Rule three," Kali said. "Be patient."


She smiled again as, from under the lip of the ledge where they stood, a scintillating layer of bright blue energy moved out towards the risen column, manoeuvring itself around stalactites and stalagmites to form a zig-zagging translucent bridge. More motes danced lazily in the blue, before freezing where they hung, trapped in what had appeared. 


Slack squinted, frowned, and Kali realised he hadn't a clue what he was looking at. It was easy to forget that while she lived with such wonders on a day-to-day basis now, the average peninsulan, especially those out here, had never once encountered the threads.


"It's called magic," she explained.


"Magic?"


"It's -" Kali paused and contemplated. How exactly did you explain magic to a man like Slack? "It's kind of like using the world around you... a way of doing things with invisible tools."


"So, with this... magic, I could dig a cesspit with an invisible spade?"


Kali pulled a face. "Uh, yeah, I suppose," she conceded, thinking that she was the only one digging a hole around here. "Let's move on, shall we?" 


A wary Slack dibbed his toe onto the bridge, clearly not trusting its solidity, and as he did Kali strode casually by him into the void, high-fiving stalactites and humming a happy tune. She reached the column and waited for Slack to catch up before she inserted her stone key into a second niche carved in its centre. This time she turned it left three times, right and then left again. There was another grating sound, and another rumbling from below.


"Six columns," Kali explained as another rose ahead of them, "six combinations. If all are entered correctly, they form a bridge all the way to where we want to go."


Slack sniffed, becoming over-confident once more. "That sounds easy enough."


"Easy?" Kali chided as she waited for the bridge to form and skipped onto the next stage. "You think I got this key from some bloody adventurer's corner shop? It's been crafted from separate components, six again, each one hidden in a site rigged to the rafters with every kind of trap imaginable. These past few weeks I've been shot at, scolded, suffocated, stifled, stung, squeezed, squished and squashed, so maybe, Mister Slack, you should rethink your 'easy'."


"And you say you are not doing this for the money?"


"Nope," Kali said. "Holiday."


"Holiday?"


"Holiday." The fact was, she was still reeling from recent events and revelations, so much so that she'd had to get away, from friends, from the Flagons, from all of it. Not that there were actually that many friends around right now - she'd barely seen hide nor hair of Merrit Moon or Aldrededor since she'd brought the Tharnak from the Crucible, the old man, whose shop was being rebuilt after the k'nid attacks, and the pirate spending all their time tinkering with the ship in Domdruggle's Expanse. Dolorosa had summed it up with a phrase that had brought a grin to her face - boys and their toys. There was a serious side to their tinkering, it had to be said - readying the ship for whenever and for whatever it might be needed - but a desire not to think about that was what had brought her here. Slowhand, too, was currently absent from her life - the archer making good on his promise to avenge the death of his sister. Not, of course, that she'd had time to miss Slowhand or the others - the holiday she'd taken, she'd chosen specifically to keep her on her toes, and she had lost count of the number of times she had barely avoided it becoming a funeral. In short, she'd had one hell of a time, and the acquisition of what lay ahead of her was the last challenge she had to face. Because what she had so far not told Slack was that forming the bridges was only half of it - and what would happen if you didn't input the codes directly. She debated keeping this aspect to herself but what the hells - it would do him good to know how much he needed her around.


"One wrong move," she said, "and the entire mechanism resets itself. The bridges behind and ahead of us would disappear and we'd be stranded on the current column. Not to worry, though - it's not like we'd starve to death or anything - because the column would then retract into the depths below - bang just like that. That's when we'd need to worry."


Slack peered warily into the black depths. "Are you saying there is something down there?"


Kali leaned over his shoulder, cheek to cheek, and whispered, "Something horrible. There's always something horrible."


With the even more restrained Slack in tow, Kali negotiated three more bridges, coming at last to the final one - the one to the resting place of the artefact. This time she wielded the key but hesitated as she held it before the lock, drawing a worried glance from her side.


"There is a problem?" Slack asked.


"No, no, no problem," Kali responded. Well, not much of one - only that at this point in the game it was most likely she'd get them both killed. The fact was that while her studies of the dwarven key had revealed a pattern to her, she'd been sure of all the combinations except this last. The combinations represented a really quite simple series of nods to the inclinations of the dwarves' multifarious minor gods - "lightning" equalling "from above," in other words up; sunrise, east, therefore right; sea, which from this point on the peninsula was to the west and so was left - and so forth. The problem with the last combination was that it contained a glyph for the god of wind, and frankly that one had left her stymied. Wind, after all, could come from any direction, north, south, east or west, down, up, left or right, so how in the hells was she supposed to know where it came from? In the end, she'd whittled the possibilities down to two answers - up, because the wind in this valley was predominantly northern, which was spurious to say the least, and down, or south, because... well, because.


Hesitantly, she inserted the key in the final niche, turned most of the combination, and stopped before the final twist. North now, or south? If she guessed wrong, the last thing she'd see would be Slack wetting himself, and she could think of better images with which to depart the world. She stared at the smelly man and decided. Because it had to be, didn't it?


She turned the key south, locked it into place. After a few seconds the bridge appeared.


Kali sighed long and hard, realising she'd gambled correctly. And on a dwarven joke. A crude but effective joke, much like the dwarves themselves. She could imagine them roaring with laughter when they had thought of it - hey, Hammerhead, how about this? There's more than one kind of wind!


Beside her, Slack whooped, and not about to tell him she'd just gambled both of their lives on a fart, Kali moved on without a word, setting foot on the reassuring solidity of the central column. And right in front of her was what she had come for.


The Breachblades. Legend had it they had been forged by the greatest of dwarven smiths from wreckage washed up on shore near Oweilau millennia before. No one knew the origin of the wreckage but many speculated it had been part of a machine of those said to live deep beneath the sea, themselves having forged it from a material from the skies capable of withstanding the pressures of impossible depths. Whatever its origin, the metal possessed unprecedented properties, a toughness that was as evident in its finest component parts as its largest. It had taken the finest dwarven tools to extricate a piece which could be worked but from it the smith had produced prototypes of weapons for use against the elves. The blades were said to be sharp enough to slice through anything - rock, metal, or, more relevantly, the impenetrable armour with which the elves had by that time garbed their warriors. For such was the armour's indestructibility that one elf was able to cut a swathe through hundreds of dwarven warriors before being felled, and their enemies were desperate to even the odds. The irony was that though the dwarves had planned to forge a thousand such blades, these Breachblades were the only ones ever made - the moment of their forging coinciding with a new found peace between the Old Races that, in itself, was to last for almost a millennium. They were, in other words, unique, a one of a kind artefact that Kali had had on her 'must have' list for as long as she could remember. The only sadness was that because of the need to protect Twilight from itself, she could never let anyone know she had found them, let alone sell them, which was irksome because with the money they'd raise she could rethatch the Flagons with gold. That was something she had planned to do with the money for the plans for the elven ship, the Llothrial, but the Filth had put paid to that when they had visited the tavern uninvited one night. The bastards.


Kali sighed and picked up the Breachblades from their resting place in the pillar of light, swinging them about her experimentally. Some sources said they were even capable of slicing an elf's soul from its body and, while she held little belief in the whole Soul-goes-to-Kerberos thing, she couldn't deny a certain aura about them as they cut the air with a sibilant whoosh. She weighed the weapons in her hands, feeling as if she were barely wielding anything, their metal as light as a feather...


Which was something that could hardly be said about the rusty, serrated blade she felt suddenly pressed against her throat. Kali sighed again, but this time with a weary resignation.


Well, that was a surprise.


"I will be taking those, Miss Hooper," Maladorus Slack said from behind her. His blade wasn't anywhere near as uncomfortable as the fact that he was pushing himself up tight against her, his other hand rubbing slow circles on the exposed midriff beneath her torn bodysuit. His breath was hot as he added, "Drop them to the ground."


"You sure about that?" Kali responded.


"What? Of course I am sure!"


"Only it's just," Kali went on, "that if I drop them to the ground then you'll have to pick them up, and while you're doing that I'll kick you in the nuts so hard people'll be calling you Four-Eyes."


There was a hesitant pause.


"I told you, Slack, plan ahead."


"Then pass them to me slowly, between your legs."


Kali drew in a sharp breath. "Or No-Nuts."


"Over your shoulder, then!"


"Mister Knife-head." 


"Damn you, woman. You are toying with me. Buying time."


"Actually, no. I'd prefer to get this over with quickly. Have you any idea at all how much you stink?"


"I sympathise. But you will not be able to stink... smell me when you're dead."


"Don't kid yourself, swamp boy."


"Give me the blades."


"No."


"No?"


"No."


Slack sighed in exasperation and Kali smiled, having waited for it. All you ever had to do was wait for the sigh of exasperation because at that moment you knew that whoever thought they had the upper hand was momentarily off guard. She took advantage of this subtle shift in his stance to elbow Slack in the ribs then fling his gasping form around in front of her, kicking his legs out from under him as he came. It was a manoeuvre that should then have enabled her to pin him to the ground with her much sharper blades at his throat, and that was exactly where they would have been were it not for the fact that at that very moment the entire cavern trembled violently, so much so that it almost spilled them off the column. Kali stumbled and dropped to her knees, the Breachblades skittering from her hands. There was another tremble and Kali looked upwards, thinking what the hells? She hardly cared as, with a cry of triumph, Slack grabbed the blades and ran for the bridge, then she remembered the hand on her stomach and with a grunt of irritation made to pursue him. But she abruptly stopped about four yards onto the bridge. 


What the hells? she thought again. 


The tremors, the quake, whatever the pits it was, seemed to be interfering with the energy bridges throughout the cavern and, as Kali watched, each faded or flickered dangerously on and off. In his greed, Slack seemed not to have noticed but the very surface on which his filthy little feet pounded was already beginning to sparkle with the very same pattern it had when it formed. For whatever reason, the magic seemed to be destabilising.


"Slack, come back!" Kali shouted, but the only response she got was a backward flip of a finger. "Fine, you idiot, run, then! Just get off that farking bridge!"


This actually had the opposite effect to what she intended, and Slack paused in his tracks, turning to face her with a curious glance. It was the worst thing he could have done. And as Kali suddenly leapt back onto the security of the central island with a startled yelp, Slack's perspective on his situation turned his mood from triumphant glee to undisguised panic. For as his gaze shifted from Kali down to his feet he saw that the bridge was flickering more rapidly now, blinking in and out of existence every half second, the rapidity of the transition the only thing that was stopping him from falling through. There was no guarantee that it was going to continue blinking in that fashion, though, and the sudden realisation that at any moment there could be nothing between himself and an abyss filled with something horrible galvanized the thief into turning and running for his life. Unfortunately, the exercise was pointless, the man having realised his predicament at approximately the half way point of the crossing, so whichever way he went he seemed doomed. And a few seconds after he began his run for his life Maladorus Slack found himself treading air, and then, with a whimper, a forgiving dog-eyed glance at Kali and a scream, he was gone, flailing into the abyss.


"No!" Kali exclaimed with a stamp of her foot, but couldn't help raising her eyebrows when she saw the Breachblades resting on the still-flickering bridge, still held in Slack's severed hands, amputated the moment he'd fallen through. As sorry as she felt for the prat, even if he'd brought his fate upon himself, at least the blades had survived. And if they remained where they were long enough, all she had to do was reach them.


Which led Kali to her current predicament.


Reaching the blades was not her biggest problem. The tremors that seemed to have distrupted the magic of the bridges were continuing, dust and small stones cascading down from above, coating her in a grey shroud and forcing her to occasionally dodge a fall of heavier rocks. Whatever was causing the tremors was powerful enough to have disturbed this sanctum of ages and there was no guarantee that the whole lot wasn't going to come down on her head at any moment. She had to get out of there fast. But that was going to be easier said than done considering their current status of the bridges - there was no order, pattern or meter to their flickering at all. They seemed simply to be responding to some unknown, outside interference, which meant she had no way of judging what was coming next. Still, what was the alternative? If all of the bridges vanished completely, she'd be spending the rest of her life taking very short, circular walks. All she could do was make a best guess with each bridge, starting with the first - and do it fast.


Kali studied the stretch of energy and crouched down, poised like an athlete in blocks, ready to make her move. The bridge went through a cycle of non-existence, translucence and then the half second fluctuations that had occurred before Slack had vanished. As soon as these began she burst forward, legs and arms pumping, until she neared the Breachblades. She did not slow to pick them up, instead performing a rolling somersault as she ran, grabbing a blade in each hand and tucking them under her arms, and as she came upright again swinging them forward and clenching them in her fists like batons, flashing at her sides. The Breachblades sliced the air as she continued to run, almost as if they were slicing away any wind resistance she faced, and she seemed to run faster.


But would it be fast enough?


Kali made the first column safely and kept running there, in a circular fashion, taking deep breaths while the second energy bridge reached a point in its fluctuation cycle that she felt stable enough to make a move, and then again she launched herself onward, reaching the second pillar just as the bridge behind her flickered out completely. This time, she did not continue running but stopped and narrowed her eyes, muttering a curse as she studied the remaining bridges. She cursed not because the state of the bridges had worsened but because a second spanner had been thrown into the works, namely that the columns themselves had begun to slam themselves up and down, as if someone had inputted the wrong combination sequence in their niches. No one had, of course, it was just that whatever was causing this interference seemed to be affecting everything. And it was clearly worsening.


Now it wasn't just the across she had to contend with, it was the up and the down, too. Of course, it had to be, she thought, rolling her eyes. Gods forbid she ever encountered anything that was farking easy. Her mind raced, trying to think in three dimensions how each column acted with each bridge. If she went immediately, the bridge would vanish before the next column rose, if she went in a second she'd make the end of the bridge but by then the column would have dropped, and if she waited until each were half way up and half way over...


Gods, it was no good. It was like being in the middle of some kind of weird game.


The only decision she could make came to her unbidden. Fark it.


Kali roared and raced forward, jumping the insubstantial sections of bridge ahead, panting and running on the spot in those places where she needed it to cycle back to some state of stability, throwing herself onto the next column as it rose towards her. As it did she leapt up towards the next bridge, flipped herself onto it and pounded onward, making the next bridge with half a second to spare. Only one to go now, but it was flickering with greater and greater rapidity, but at least there was no dancing column at the end of it, only the ledge that led to the exit. Breachblades whooshing against the air, her own breath heavy in counterpoint, she began to pound along its length. She was going to make it. She was going to-


A rockfall obliterated the ledge and the exit. At the same time the bridge flickered out of existence about thirty yards ahead of her. Crap.


Kali didn't stop running, her mind racing for a solution, eyes scanning the cavern ahead of her for something, anything she could use. Then it loomed out of the darkness, and Kali knew it was her only hope. She continued to run and without hesitation leapt out into space towards it, arms and legs wheeling, hoping fervently that the Breachblades did exactly what they said on the tin.


She thudded into the stalactite with an oof, both of the blades held solidly in her hands embedding themselves deeply and effortlessly into the rock.


"Oh, yes!" she cried, elatedly.


Kind of. Because then the blades began to cut down through the stalactite, and she looked down the length of her body past her feet. Beyond, she saw the last of the bridge flicker away completely, and all around the cavern, the others, too, and beneath where they had been, all there was was the abyss. She was dangling in a blackness alleviated only by the shaft of light now some way behind her, but somehow it managed to pick out the broken body of Slack far below being consumed by something... well, by something horrible. Okaaay, she thought. I've done it again, haven't I? Leapt before I looked. But hey, look on the bright side - at least the sun seemed to be coming up.


The bright side dimmed somewhat as, while she hung there over the abyss, it illuminated her predicament rather too well. Muscles straining to maintain their grip on the Breachblades, they were continuing their work rather too well, slowly slicing their way down through the stalactite that had proven to be her saviour. The pressure of the blades in the growth was already proving too much for it and, above her, a half-inch crack suddenly appeared across the horizontal, making a loud, cracking sound in the silence and spewing streams of rock dust into her face. Kali swallowed. Clearly, she couldn't hang around here all day.


As the stalactite jolted and dropped above her - the half inch gap widening to an inch, about to separate at any moment - Kali once more looked up, working out a possible route to safety and determining that the hole through which the light streamed was her only chance. She said her goodbyes to Slack and then, taking a deep breath, folded her legs up so that the soles of her feet rested on the stalactite and then kicked herself off it, maintaining a tight grip on the blades as she somersaulted backward. The stalactite she had left behind broke away, turned end over end through the air and then plummeted to the cavern floor, and Kali grunted as the blades impacted with another, slightly higher stalactite behind her. 


"Gahhh!"


It was a precarious series of moves but gradually the hole in the cavern roof drew closer.


Maybe when she reached it she'd be able to find out just what the hells was going on. 
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