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  Githnar took several seconds to respond. Finally he shook his head. “I cannot utter the blasphemous things written in that sinful document,” he insisted. “But I can warn you with all my power as a priest of the Children of Pflarr. Beware of the evil thing entombed in the sacred burial urn. If you loose such an evil creature upon the world, you will never force it to return to its cursed prison.”
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  Captain Hernán Costa watched in silence from the thick forest shadows as Don Fuentes unlocked his gate and walked to the edge of the road. The young noble glanced nervously in both directions. His finely barbered mustache drooped in an irritated frown as he muttered a soft curse to himself. The Honorbound officer had followed Fuentes all the way from the capital to his hacienda on the outskirts of Paso Dorado, a small trading town in Almarrón’s eastern woodlands. Costa knew that the noble had not had an opportunity to dispose of the cinnabryl on the trail from Ciudad Tejillas, and he had been watching the hacienda since they arrived in Paso Dorado.


  Fuentes spat onto the hard-packed red dirt of the road and turned back toward his house, leaving the ornate black iron gate open. Costa interpreted the unlocked gate as proof of his suspicions. The young heir to the vast Fuentes ranch had reported four thefts of the monthly cinnabryl rations during the last six months. Costa had told Tristan that the young aristocrat was either amazingly careless with the precious substance or he was selling it for personal profit.


  Tristan Medina, the founder and commander of Baron Maximiliano’s elite company of Honorbound guardsmen, had not tried to dissuade the captain from his self-appointed mission. Costa had resigned his commission in the baron’s company as a matter of principle when Maximiliano had refused his request to assign Honorbound escorts to protect the cinnabryl shipments from both common and noble thieves. Tristan had supported his favorite officer in the disagreement with the young baron, but the old warrior knew that practical politics would have a higher priority than morality with Maximiliano. The baron did not subscribe to the rigid Honorbound Precepts and Protocols and felt no obligation to embarrass a noble kinsman by such an obvious display of mistrust. Don Fuentes, a distant cousin, had reported the loss of cinnabryl as a case of petty theft. An official Honorbound escort would elevate the matter to a public scandal. The public would know that Maximiliano doubted either his kinsman’s competence to protect valuable property or his honesty.


  Truth and integrity were far more important to Costa than a rich man’s pride or political convenience. He loathed the sinister games that Tristan had to play in order to remain in command of the Honorbound company he himself had founded to protect the first baron, Maximiliano’s father, from rebellious commoners and greedy nobles like young Fuentes.


  “Watch him like a cat watches a mouse,” Tristan had advised the captain. “He’s got friends everywhere, even inside the company. Don’t try to confront him. We want his buyers, not him. You and I both know that Fuentes is only doing what most of his rich neighbors are doing as well. The only way we can stop it without damaging the baron is to track the cinnabryl to its ultimate destination.”


  It offended Costa to ignore the rich aristocrats who were stealing the precious substance from their poor tenants, but he agreed with Tristan that the problem had to be solved at its source. If the demand were stifled, the nobles might be more inclined to distribute it among the peones, just as the baron had intended when he returned to the governor’s mansion. Maximiliano had used the promise of free cinnabryl to win support of the peasants away from his corrupt rival, Don Esteban, who had overthrown the old baron by leading a commoner revolt. In the twelve years of Esteban’s rule, the unscrupulous dictator had become even more corrupt and selfish than the aristocrats he had ousted from power. Much of the cinnabryl now being distributed among the poor had been confiscated from Esteban’s personal cache after Tristan Medina’s elite company of Honorbound warriors had restored Maximiliano’s family to the Almarróñan throne.


  Costa leaned his head against the small tree. The dusk was thicker now, and the evening shadows were blending with those of the forest behind him. The moonlit ribbon of road in front of the Fuentes hacienda contrasted starkly with the darkness around him. He could feel the cold dampness of the ground spreading into his hips and shifted his position to squat with his back against the tree. Costa was a man of action, and waiting was not something he enjoyed. His gloved fingers absently fondled the small warm talisman of pure cinnabryl that hung at his chest between his shirt and his hard leather armor. The warrior’s thoughts turned to the powerful substance and the events that had caused him to wait in the cold night for Fuentes to complete his crime.


  In the heartland of the Savage Coast known as the home of Los Guardianos, the crimson mineral was the only defense anyone had against the dreaded Red Curse. Without the precious substance, horrible Afflictions began to transform nearly every resident of the dangerous region as soon as they reached puberty. The Afflicted, with their hideous deformities, led miserable lives, shunned by nearly everyone with enough cinnabryl to escape the same fate.


  Wealthy Almarróñans had always boarded the rare mineral, insuring themselves and their families from birth against the ravages of the Red Curse. It was the aristocrats’ poor tenants and servants who suffered most of its terrible effects. Before the revolution, cruel landlords used their hoards of cinnabryl to hold their servants and tenant farmers in bondage to the large haciendas. When Maximiliano returned to power, one of his first actions was to allot a monthly supply of cinnabryl to anyone who could not afford to buy enough of the costly substance to protect himself and his family from the Curse. The baron sabotaged his own good intentions when he trusted dishonest nobles like Don Fuentes to distribute the cinnabryl among the commoners in their districts.


  “The baron is letting the wolves feed the sheep,” people were saying in rural marketplaces.


  “He’s not going to put his own kinsmen in prison, no matter what they do,” others added.


  It was the latter complaint that had offended Hernán Costa’s sense of justice and forced his resignation from the governor’s garrison of Honorbound warriors. He had devoted his life to the Precepts and Protocol of the Warrior’s Honor, rigid codes of conduct binding all Honorbound warriors throughout the older baronies of Los Guardianos. Costa had viewed his commander’s refusal to confront the thieving nobles as a direct violation of the Precepts, and he had warned Tristan that he could not order the warriors under him to overlook such obvious crimes.


  “Then you must resign from the garrison,” Tristan had told his favorite officer. “I will not ask you to compromise the code. The baron is still having to contend with countless lies spread by Don Esteban’s secret supporters. Any scandal now could upset our fragile government while we lick our wounds from the revolution. Leave the politics to me.”


  “Does that mean you’re just going to let Fuentes and his friends do whatever they like? The peasants on those haciendas need that cinnabryl!” Costa had replied fiercely.


  “That’s how you can help fix this mess,” the old warrior had said, lowering his voice to a coarse whisper. “Follow Fuentes. Find out what he does with the baron’s cinnabryl. He must be selling it, because he has all that he could ever need for himself and his family.”


  “A spy? You want me to become a spy? That’s impossible! The Precepts forbid such dishonorable work.”


  “Let me be the one to interpret the Precepts, Captain! It was my hand, after all, that drafted the pledge you signed as a boy. Must I remind you that your first loyalty is to your mission? You have orders. Obey them!”


  Tristan Medina lost his temper with Costa so seldom that his anger embarrassed the young warrior. The captain apologized to the commander for his outburst and requested punitive duties as penance for having confronted a superior officer.


  “Punishment? You haven’t done anything but voice an honest opinion, Hernán,” Tristan replied in a softer voice. “You’re a fine officer, but you’re too hard on yourself. You need to temper the rules with some common sense. Perhaps I trained you to follow the code a bit too well. There will be no punishment. Just return to the barracks and let it be known that you have resigned from the company over a disagreement with me. The Precepts permit you to wear the white sash as an Honorbound Companion of One, and you will report directly and only to me.”


  Costa had never before questioned any mission Tristan Medina assigned to him, and he did not understand the commander’s advice about “tempering the rules.” But he followed Tristan’s orders to the letter, explaining his sudden departure as a personal difference of opinion with his old tutor. None of the other officers in the garrison seemed surprised that Costa had chosen to work as a Lone Honorbound. He had few friends in the company and was considered too rigid by most of the junior officers he commanded. Many of them were even pleased to see him leave the garrison. It was hard enough to follow the Precepts and Protocol without having a perfectionist like Costa remind them daily of their failures.


  The distant sound of galloping hooves on the road jerked the captain’s thoughts back to the task at hand. He stood quickly, instantly alert and grateful for something besides memories to think about. A cloaked rider reined a large horse to a momentary halt outside Fuentes’s gate and was just beginning to dismount when the noble appeared at the gate, opened it, and joined his visitor at the roadside.


  “Where in the name of the Judge have you been?” Fuentes demanded. “I’ve been waiting for you since this afternoon. You were supposed to be here at dusk.”


  “Some things cannot be rushed, Don Fuentes,” answered the rider. “Certain arrangements could not be made until this morning. You do not need to know the details, I am sure.”


  The rider’s accents were familiar to Costa. Although he did not recognize the voice, he was positive that the man was from Saragón. Only a few years before, he had fought at the Battle of Morrión and had served with Saragóner Honorbound warriors under the command of Sir John of Cimarron. The cultured Ispan accents of the southern Montejo province were unique in Los Guardianos. But it was the arrogance in the rider’s voice that impressed Costa more than the accent. The visitor had brushed aside Fuentes’s rebuke quickly and decisively, with no apology and with only a minimal explanation. His host’s aristocratic heritage apparently meant very little to the stranger from Saragón.


  “Have you brought the gold?” Fuentes demanded, glancing furtively in both directions up and down the road.


  “Are we to conduct business in such a manner, right here in the open road?”


  “I have guests at the hacienda. They must not see you,” Fuentes replied, gesturing nervously to the lights of the house behind him. Costa knew that he was lying, because he had been watching the gate since their return from Ciudad Tejillas. The rider seemed almost amused by his host’s clumsy lack of manners.


  “What curious customs you have in Almarrón,” he told Fuentes.


  He dangled a leather pouch over his horse’s mane and said nothing. Fuentes darted forward and handed the rider a small wooden chest no larger than a medium-sized book. Costa recognized it instantly as one of the cinnabryl containers used in the baron’s distribution program. The Saragóner took the box and tossed the pouch to Fuentes. Costa heard the muffled metallic clink of coins when he caught the leather bag.


  “Until next month,” said the rider. Without waiting for Fuentes to reply, he wheeled his large horse in the moonlight and sprang away at a gallop toward the north.


  Costa tensed himself, ready to mount his own horse as soon as Fuentes returned to his house, but the greedy man was too anxious to count his money. He opened the pouch and poured its contents into his hand, studying each coin before replacing it into the bag. When he was finally satisfied that it was all there, Fuentes tied the string and tossed the little bag in the air, catching it jauntily with a swipe of his hand. Then he turned toward the gate. This time he locked it and soon disappeared down the drive to the front of the hacienda. Costa waited until he heard a door slam, then led his horse through the trees until he could no longer see the lights of the house.


  Moments later he was riding at a fast canter toward the north. As long as he could see the fresh tracks of his quarry, the Honorbound did not want to push his horse. It would be too easy to miss a side trail at full gallop, and he also did not want the courier from Saragón to hear the sound of galloping hooves behind him. Costa, the son of a stableman, knew horses better than he knew people. He could spot the mark of a unique horseshoe as easily as many men recognized faces. He also knew that the horse would have to stop before long, since neither rider nor mount had been able to rest at Fuentes’s hacienda.


  The Honorbound had ridden at a leisurely pace for no more than twenty or thirty minutes when he noticed the tracks change. The rider had slowed the animal to a trot and had left the main road on a trail veering off to the right, into a small thicket. Costa did not change his pace but rode steadily onward, past the side trail for more than two hundred yards. Certain that he was out of sight and earshot, the warrior dismounted and led his large war-horse into the woods. The underbrush was too thick for such a large animal to move through it silently, so he tied the reins to a sapling and continued on foot to circle back toward the spot where the rider had left the trail.


  He smelled hardwood smoke before he saw the glow of the tiny fire through a thick bank of dried vines. The rider had stopped beside a small brook to eat and rest his horse. He was a slender, dark man with glistening skin the color of polished mahogany. He was standing over a small fire, using its light to study the contents of the chest he had purchased from Fuentes.


  Costa’s trained warrior’s eyes quickly spotted the Saragóner’s weapon, a superb dueling rapier made of rare and costly red steel. The unusual metal was the residue of cinnabryl after it had lost its protective strength. It was lighter and harder than tempered steel, a perfect material for both weapons and armor. Costa’s own rapier had been forged from the precious substance, and his leather jacket had slender strips of red steel sewn into its lining to make it an effective armored tunic. The Saragóner’s sword resembled Costa’s own, but was better made and had a basket hilt to protect its owner’s hand from edged blades. The officer crept closer to get a better look at the dark stranger who was wielding the weapon of a professional warrior.


  His attention was so focused upon the man at the fire that he tripped over a root just as he reached the end of the wall of vines. The Saragóner froze, his dark eyes scanning the darkness beyond the fire. His hand slid to the basket hilt of the rapier as he slipped away from the light of the fire into the shadows beyond.


  “Who’s there?” he shouted in the Honorbound’s direction.


  Costa could not remain hidden and silent. The Protocols required him to issue a clear challenge before any confrontation that might lead to combat. He stepped clear of the vine curtain and approached the shadowy figure behind the fire. The dancing flames illuminated the warrior’s tall frame and coppery skin. He was nearly twenty-five, but his beardless face made him appear much younger. The white satin sash that marked him as an Honorbound knight seemed to glisten in the firelight.


  “I am Captain Hernán Costa, bound in honor to defend the State of Almarrón,” the warrior announced. “You possess property belonging to the people of Almarrón. I have come to recover it and return it to its rightful owners.”


  “What’s this? A genuine Honorbound officer? I am honored to pursued by such an elite policeman,” said the courier’s mocking voice from the shadows. “What offense have you committed, Captain? Why are you being punished in this manner? Surely you have better things to do than dabble in a harmless black-market transaction.”


  “The theft of Baron Maximiliano’s cinnabryl is not a small crime, even for someone from Saragón. Step into the light so that we can discuss the matter face-to-face.”


  “You have a good ear for dialect, Captain Costa. And I find it interesting that the cinnabryl now belongs to your baron instead of your people. If I had spoken with you last year, it might have been Don Esteban’s cinnabryl. Isn’t it curious how quickly ownership can change in the Savage Baronies?”


  The stranger stepped into the flickering circle of light. He was nearly as tall as Costa and wore brightly colored silk clothes beneath his dark forest-green cloak. His red and yellow shirt was open, revealing a tiny container of pure cinnabryl suspended against his mahogany chest by a shining golden chain. A deep crimson fluid glowed dimly inside the vial. The cloak was furled away from the man’s right shoulder, allowing him easy access to his rapier. His brown hand was already inside the red steel lace that formed the weapon’s basket hilt. The small casket with the stolen cinnabryl was in his left hand.


  “You may call me ‘Chulo,’ Captain. It is a reference to my taste for colorful shirts. Now, what exactly was your point regarding the cinnabryl? Since you have been following me, you must know that I have paid a handsome price for it. Unless I am mistaken, my transaction with Don Fuentes makes me the rightful owner of this ‘property,’ as you call it.”


  “The cinnabryl did not belong to Don Fuentes. He had no right to sell it to you. If you wish to recover your losses, you must settle the matter with Fuentes. My only concern is to return the contents of that box to the people of Almarrón. I don’t wish to fight you, but I will do whatever must be done to recover the cinnabryl.”


  “What devotion to duty!” Chulo mocked. “Of course you shall have the cinnabryl!”


  With a sudden movement, the Saragóner tossed the wooden box into the fire. Costa was so distracted at the thought of having the precious substance destroyed in such a fashion that he reached reflexively to save it from the fire. A flash of red and the sound of steel made him freeze before he could retrieve the chest. The point of Chulo’s rapier was prodding his chest armor, just below his unprotected neck. One quick upward thrust would be enough to end Costa’s mission in failure and death.


  “This is a mistake, Chulo,” Costa warned the Saragóner. “If you murder me, hundreds of Honorbound warriors throughout the three Enlightened States will be united in one mission-to find you.”


  “Murder? Since when is a duel considered murder in the Baronies, Captain? I haven’t had an interesting opponent in months. Defend yourself!”


  Chulo used the point of the rapier against the armor as a spring to push Costa off-balance. When the Honorbound recovered his footing and stood, Chulo was waiting for him across the fire, his rapier poised in a classic en garde position.


  “Hurry, Captain,” he said with a smile. “You might be able to save the cinnabryl if you kill me quickly enough.”


  Costa glanced at the box, which had begun to smolder in the coals at the edge of the campfire. “As you wish, Saragóner,” he replied.


  His rapier flashed from its scabbard in an instant, first upward in a duelist’s salute, then forward to cross his opponent’s weapon. The polished movement startled Chulo. His dark eyes narrowed as the two of them began circling the fire, studying each other’s position for an opening. Costa parried several thrusts and soon realized that Chulo’s skills matched the professional weapon he wore. Despite his name, this was no casual dandy or swashbuckler. He was well trained and athletic. Costa would have enjoyed the contest if the box of cinnabryl were not starting to burn. He decided to use the most immediate advantages he had—his armor and his great strength.


  When Chulo made his next lunge, Costa moved in front of it instead of dodging it. The point of the weapon penetrated the leather coat easily enough, but was foiled by the bars of red steel sewn into its lining. The Honorbound twisted his body suddenly and caught the spine of the rapier in his gloved hand. With a powerful jerk, he ripped the weapon from his opponent’s hand and slammed the fist that held his own sword into Chulo’s astonished face. Even before the Saragóner hit the ground, Costa kicked the box out of the fire and smothered the flames with his foot.


  Satisfied that the cinnabryl was safe, the Honorbound turned to take the Saragóner into custody. Chulo had recovered from the blow to his fist and was propped on his elbows, staring at Costa with hatred in his eyes. The warrior leveled the point of his sword at his captive.


  “Get on your feet,” he ordered the Saragóner. “I’m taking you back to Ciudad Tejillas for trial.”


  “Fool! You won’t take me anywhere!”


  Chulo’s face suddenly stiffened and seemed to redden in the light of the campfire. The skin began to ripple, as if something alive were beneath it, trying to burst free. To Costa’s amazement, hard, flat scales suddenly burst through the flesh of Chulo’s face and chest. His entire body thickened beneath the loose-fitting silk garments. Within seconds, the transformation was complete. Dark red scales covered Chulo’s body, protecting him from Costa’s rapier as if he were wearing plate steel armor.


  Costa stepped away from the monstrous face and body. “An Inheritor!” he shouted. “You’re a filthy Inheritor!”


  The warrior despised men like Chulo, who had learned how to manipulate the effects of the Red Curse to suit them. They used cinnabryl and special preparations like the crimson essence in the vial suspended from Chulo’s neck to control the physical effects of the Curse, which they called their “Legacies.” Most residents of the Baronies, like Costa himself, wore cinnabryl to suppress the effects of the Curse. Inheritors used the substance to benefit from its Afflictions and often banded together in secret societies such as the Order of the Flame and the Ruby Brotherhood.


  “Give me my weapon!” Chulo demanded as he stood to confront the warrior. His voice was deeper and muffled by the thickened skin around his mouth and throat. He had drawn a large dagger with a basket hilt of its own, identical to the one on the sword. It was a main gauche made of red steel, a matching weapon for the rapier. Costa responded to Chulo’s demand by tossing the Inheritor’s rapier as far as could into the darkness across the small brook. The disfigured man cried out in rage and rushed the warrior.


  Costa met his charge with a lunge of his own. The rapier’s tip struck one of the Inheritor’s scales, but did not penetrate the thick hide. Chulo swept the main gauche in an arc toward the Honorbound’s arm, forcing him to withdraw his sword. The captain attacked the Inheritor repeatedly, each time taking advantage of the deformed man’s slower reactions and clumsy movements to dodge the dagger and to prod the unnatural skin in dozens of places for a soft spot. As the contest continued, though, Costa thought he detected a subtle change in Chulo’s face. The outlines of the scales seemed to be getting fainter. At first he thought it was an illusion caused by the firelight, but he soon realized that the scales were shrinking. He attacked with a new fury, backing his opponent toward the bank of vines that Costa had used for cover.


  With a final desperate swipe of the main gauche, Chulo flung himself against Costa, trying to crush him with what remained of his Legacy’s scales. Costa spun away from the dagger, catching the Saragóner’s wrist in a powerful grip and twisting it downward, trying to wrest the weapon from his scaly hands. Chulo bellowed in anger and tore himself from the warrior’s grasp. The momentum of his struggle thrust him into the dangling vines, where he thrashed frantically, entangling himself in their thick tendrils. With a final desperate effort to free himself, the Saragóner slashed at a vine around his neck with the dagger. The red steel blade severed the vine easily enough, but continued to pass through flesh and muscle. The scales were gone, and the tender flesh of his neck was bare to the razor edge of his own weapon. A gusher of crimson flooded from the severed jugular vein as Chulo slumped into the vines with a horrified expression.


  Costa watched him die, knowing that nothing could be done for him. When the rasping gurgle of his breathing stopped, the warrior turned toward the coals of the fire to retrieve the stolen cinnabryl. His first mission as a Lone Honorbound was successful, although Tristan would not welcome the information that Almarróñan nobles were selling their cinnabryl to foreign Inheritors.
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  The woman raised her head toward the red-tinted cloud on the horizon moments before the distant hoofbeats broke the morning silence. She wiped the sweat from her eyes, smearing the caked red dust across her brown forehead, and studied the dark figure that preceded the billowing pink cloud. Then she tossed the rest of the table scraps into the hog pen and gathered her ragged skirt above her calves to run to the dirty adobe hut.


  “Jorgé! Jorgé! A rider is coming!” she yelled as she neared the porch.


  Even before she reached the shack, the rough wooden door burst open. A tall man ducked slightly to avoid hitting his bald head on the undersized doorframe and stood on the stone porch, squinting into the morning light at the approaching horseman. He raised a huge deformed arm to his aged weathered face, shielding his bloodshot eyes from the sunlight with a fingerless hand shaped like a grotesque garden spade.


  “What have you done now, basta?” the woman cursed “Have you killed someone? Have you insulted another man’s woman again? Did you steal—”


  “Shut up!” he shouted, raising his afflicted hand to silence the angry woman. He tried desperately to remember his evening in the cantina, forcing his Curse-ravaged brain to recall anything that might be bringing an angry man to his door at such an early hour. He had never had a quick wit, even before the Affliction, and his constant hangover clouded what was left of his brain.


  Jorgé gave up his futile search for lost memories and studied the rider more closely. As soon as the horseman was near enough to see the brightly colored clothes and silver-encrusted saddle, Jorgé laughed and spat onto the dusty porch.


  “This one is coming to give us more than trouble, Fidelia,” he told the woman. “Go inside and bring my good serape—and the little jug. Our visitor will be thirsty.”


  The woman snorted and wiped acid drool from her mouth with her tattered sleeve as she frowned at her companion. He drank too much mescal, and he was a stupid man, but he had always cared for her and ignored her ugliness when others ran from her in fear. She went into the small hut and found Jorgé’s best serape. It was woven from the finest Guadalante wool and colored with rare dyes found only in the goblin-infested Badlands. Then she fumbled with her bandaged hands among the cluttered shelves in their kitchen to collect the small glazed jug. She scurried onto the porch just as their visitor trotted his large horse through the open gate in the rail fence and reined the powerful animal to a halt in front of the small clay house.


  “Are you Jorgé Alvarez, the one they call ‘The Digger’?” the newcomer demanded. His tone and accent made it obvious that he was more comfortable demanding rather than asking for anything, including information.


  Jorgé waited until the woman had draped his rugged frame with the Guadalante serape before straightening himself to greet the visitor. The serape lent an air of comic dignity to the old gaucho as he raised his brick-red face to meet the rider’s haughty gaze. The woman noticed that her companion kept his deformed hand hidden beneath the bright designs of the cape.


  “Good morning to you, señor.” Jorgé greeted his visitor as if he had not heard the stranger’s sharp demand. “It is already a hot day, and you have ridden far. Perhaps you will join me in a salute to the sun?”


  The visitor’s eyes darted to the jug in Fidelia’s bandaged hands and noticed the acid holes in the woman’s filthy sleeves. He shook his head and reached for the canteen attached to the saddlehorn.


  “I never drink alcohol before sundown,” he told Jorgé. “But I’ll drink your salute with water to wash this damn vermeil dust away.” His aristocratic manner had softened. His sudden daytime temperance was a lie to avoid contaminating himself with whatever cursed slime coated the jug and to avoid letting the old drunk draw him into an alcoholic’s fantasies. But he needed this unsavory man’s help and saw that the old gaucho was too proud to be treated as a common peasant.


  “As you wish, señor,” Jorgé replied. He reached for the jug with his good left hand, bracing it with the broad paddle that had once been his right one. The stranger gasped audibly when the afflicted limb emerged from the folds of the scrape. Jorgé ignored his shocked expression and took the jug from Fidelia between his fingers and the enlarged palm and raised it to his lips.


  The amber fire of the aged liquor filled his throat and chest with warmth, instantly lifting the fog of his hangover from the much cheaper brews he had drunk in the cantina. The old gaucho’s mood changed almost immediately as the effects of the strong mescal spread. His eyes brightened, and his dark brown lips cracked open to display the few remaining front teeth dangling from his disfigured gums. It was difficult to separate the red-brown patches of decay from the dark vermeil stains on what was left of his teeth.


  The stranger waited until Jorgé lowered the jug before repeating his question. “I am Don Guido de los Ventes. I am seeking the one the one they call ‘The Digger,’ a man named Jorgé Alvarez. I require his services to dig a new well on my hacienda. Is this the house of Señor Alvarez?”


  Jorgé hesitated deliberately, enjoying the look of disgust on his visitor’s face as the aristocrat stared at his misshapen hand.


  “What do you think this is good for, Don Guido, if not for digging? Do you think I make fine jewelry with it, or perhaps use it to play delicate music on a guitar?”


  The old gaucho stepped from the stone porch and waved his afflicted hand in the visitor’s face.


  “No, señor, I can do none of these things. But my Legacy has given me something that no one else in Almarrón possesses. I can move more of this cursed red dirt with this ugly hand in one hour than most men can dig in a whole day. Jorgé Alvarez, at your service, Don Guido.”


  The wealthy man frowned doubtfully at the clumsy appendage, wondering how much of Jorgé’s claim was an alcoholic boast. For a moment, he weighed his doubts against the testimonies of neighbors who had used the old man’s services and the immediate need he had for more water on his ranch.


  “If you can dig me a well in three days, I will reward you with a month’s supply of cinnabryl.”


  Don Guido’s bright blue eyes narrowed seriously as he made the offer. He was accustomed to impressing tradesmen and craftsmen with his charm and wealth, and he fingered the carved cinnabryl amulet at his wrist so that Jorgé would see how large it was. Even without weighing the bracelet, any skilled sage would have estimated the amulet to have at least another four weeks of protective power.


  But Jorgé was not impressed. He waved the offer aside with a deformed hand. “I have no need for cinnabryl, Don Guido. I once used it in Guadalante, but not here. I got this ugly flipper in the Badlands, and it would take more than all the red gold you own to give me back my hands.”


  Don Guido, whose personal supply of the precious metal was even greater than that of most of his wealthy neighbors, was not accustomed to having his offers refused. “Well, if you don’t want it, use it to heal your wife. It seems to me that she could use more than you can get from the state.”


  “Are you insulting my wife, Don Guido?” demanded the old man. He stiffened and raised his bony brown chin. The aristocrat realized he had irritated the old gaucho merely by recognizing the woman’s ugliness and tried to soothe Jorgé’s injured pride and sense of honor. The well was far more important than his own pride.


  “Forgive me, Señor Alvarez. I was only wondering if the lady’s hands could not be healed to their original beauty with a bit more cinnabryl. The government gives so little to the people that it is seldom enough to do what needs to be done.”


  Fidelia stared sullenly at the two men. She knew nothing of the cinnabryl distributions ordered by Maximiliano, the new Baron of Almarrón. Jorgé seldom took her into the village, and their only visitors were angry men whom Jorgé had insulted or people like Don Guido who wanted to hire him.


  “What is he saying, Jorgé? Has someone found a cure for the Curse?”


  “It’s nothing but politics, Fidelia,” her husband replied. “Pay no attention to politics.” He did not tell her that he usually spent both their shares of cinnabryl at the cantina as soon as the distribution was made each month.


  Don Guido quickly changed the subject, not wanting to alienate Jorgé even more. “Forget about the cinnabryl,” he told Jorgé. “I’ll pay you forty silver pieces to dig my well, and an extra ten if you can start today.”


  Jorgé’s eyes widened at the amount. It was more than anyone had ever offered before.


  “I can leave immediately, patrón,” he agreed. “I can guarantee you a new well within three days. Saddle my horse, Fidelia! I must help this fine gentleman find water.”


  The afflicted woman was so accustomed to her husband’s sudden shifts in mood and impulsive behavior that she simply handed the jug back to Jorgé and headed for the crude stable.
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  Jorgé followed his new benefactor as fast as his old horse could trot. Don Guido slowed their pace when they neared Paso Dorado and left the main trail to follow a faint path to the north. Jorgé had to spur his decrepit animal to turn it from the familiar destination of Pablo’s cantina but managed to follow the don’s lead away from the town. The old gaucho had never been farther north than Paso Dorado and was surprised when the path rejoined the main trail just outside the small market town.


  “From here we go into the hills,” Don Guido told Jorgé. “My ranch lies between the Rio Alnorte and the road to Ciudad Real. I will go slow so that your animal does not have a heart attack.” The rich man’s grin meant that the horse was not his only concern, but Jorgé was too exhausted from his hangover to reply. He merely nodded and trudged silently behind the huge silver-framed rump of Don Guido’s black stallion.


  When they crossed the Alnorte River far to the north of Paso Dorado, the wealthy landowner stopped and pointed northward. “My ranch starts at the fork of the river and goes all the way to Gorgoña. There is more than enough water here, but I need a deeper well close to my house,” he told Jorgé.


  They continued following the trail to the Gorgoñan border until they came to a stone wall with an ornate gate made of black wrought iron. A carved wooden plaque depicted a large face with puffed cheeks blowing the sails of a ship. The name “Los Ventes” was emblazoned on an unfurled pennant below the ship. “My family was one of the first Guardianos to settle here,” he explained proudly.


  Jorgé replied with a disinterested grunt and waited for the don to open the gate.


  The northern edge of Don Guido’s hacienda stretched for nearly three miles along the border with Gorgoña in the rolling Sierra Borgosa hills. The central compound was a compact set of dusty white adobe buildings nestled among the few remaining trees along the trail to Ciudad Real. The Los Ventes family had overused the land for three generations, and the pink soil was dry and lifeless, with piles of dead brush scattered throughout the compound.


  “It is not as bad as it looks,” Don Guido told Jorgé. “The well that irrigates the upper hacienda went dry four weeks ago. With just a little water, this whole hillside is green all year long. That is why we need your services, my friend.”


  Jorgé ignored the don’s ingratiating manner and squinted at the desiccated homestead, wishing he had bargained for more money. He could smell desperation where dry wells were concerned, and he knew how quickly it made spoiled rich men spend their gold.


  “Show me the old well,” he told the don. There was a new tone of authority in his voice; he was in familiar territory now, and he knew exactly how to proceed. It was one of the few things left intact in his cursed mind, and it seemed to work in perfect conjunction with his unusual Legacy.


  Don Guido led him to the rear of the main house, where a brick patio had been built to surround a covered well. The roof of the well house was made of ornate red tile to match the roofs of all the other buildings in the compound. Jorgé peered over the edge of well into the dusty blackness. A stout rope was attached to a heavy wooden bucket and windlass above his head.


  “I can do one of two things, patrón,” Jorgé told his employer. “I can make this hole deeper, or I can dig a new one somewhere else. If we are lucky, a deeper well will give you sweeter water and more of it, but may take days to dig. A new one will take much less time, but it will mean that you have to build a new well house.”


  He wanted Don Guido to make the decision so that he could not be blamed for the results. Jorgé had encountered many dry wells before and knew that the best solution was usually a deeper well. When shallow wells became dry, it was because the rain had not been good for months, and a new shallow well would be just as dry in a few days. He was hoping that Don Guido would be too impatient to wait for a deeper well and would order the quicker solution so that he could collect his fee and return to Paso Dorado by nightfall.


  The landlord took the bait. “This is an urgent matter,” he said gravely. “We must have water immediately. My wife’s flowers are dying, and our kitchen has no fresh vegetables. She can no longer entertain our guests adequately and is becoming too embarrassed to attend social functions.”


  Jorgé grinned, baring his rotting red teeth. Don Guido was not only desperate, but he was also henpecked! He could almost taste the mescal in Pablo’s cantina.


  “Then we must dig a new one, patrón,” he announced. “Show me the largest tree in your compound. It will grow above the best water.”


  Don Guido smiled again. His social and marital dilemma would soon be resolved, he thought. “You see that big cyprus tree, the one beyond the servants’ quarters?”


  Jorgé looked where the don was pointing and saw a towering evergreen, taller than any other tree in the vicinity. From its height and girth, he guessed the age of the tree at more than two hundred years. “That’s where we will find enough water for your flowers,” he told his employer, “and for anything else you want watered.”


  At the base of the tree, Jorgé noticed that its roots plunged into virgin rocky soil. It was one of the few spots around the compound that had not been plowed, hoed, or otherwise cultivated. The limestone rocks, too, were unusual in that they seemed to have exploded from the earth in a circular fashion, resembling a crater of a tiny ancient volcano. The magnificent tree was growing on the edge of this rough circle, which was more than three hundred yards in diameter.


  The old gaucho stood with his back to the tree and began stepping off measured paces toward the nearest building. At fifty yards, he stopped and gestured at the ground.


  “Here is where we will dig your new well, Don Guido,” he said confidently. “The ground is not too hard, and we should find water quickly. It is not very far from your patio, and your servants should be able to move the old well house without difficulty.”


  He carefully removed his good serape and handed it to his employer. “Go and stand beside the tree, patrón,” he suggested. “This is dangerous and dirty work.”


  Don Guido took the colorful garment and retreated to a safe distance behind the broad cyprus trunk. He watched in fascination as Jorgé fumbled with his one good hand to loosen the collar of his dirty white shift. When the drawstring was free of the bow Fidelia had tied that morning, he thrust his large afflicted arm over his head and tossed the shirt a good ten yards away. Don Guido stared at the old range rider’s dark brown back, covered with lighter-hued scars of untold wounds. He suspected that many of them were wounds inflicted from the rear as The Digger was retreating from danger, perhaps from an angry husband or boyfriend somewhere on the western frontier.


  But it was The Digger’s afflicted arm and hand that demanded most of the don’s attention. The huge arm began bulging in curious muscular lumps at the elbow, forming a forearm as thick as most men’s calves. Instead of a narrowing wrist and hand, Jorgé’s arm widened into a broad, flat blade without digits. The spadelike appendage was slightly pointed, with one huge discolored claw covering its tip.


  Jorgé leaned forward and touched the ground with his right claw, then turned slowly so that the sharp point etched a circle around his slender body. He straightened and glanced at the tree to be sure Don Guido was out of the way. Then he raised the massive limb above his head and suddenly plunged it into the hard ground, attacking it with flailing punches.


  A shower of dirt, rock, and dust exploded into the air around The Digger, hiding him completely from Don Guido’s astonished eyes. Amid the billowing cloud of debris, there was a curious sound, somewhat like the distant thunder of hoofbeats from dozens of horses. The dust seemed to settle, but Don Guido realized that it was only because Jorgé was already working in a deep pit. The growing pile of dirt and rocks from his excavation had formed a neat circular wall around the pit, much like the regular sides of an anthill. Letting his curiosity override his concerns of safety, the don crept forward until the steady shower of debris began to hit the sharp tips of his decorated boots.


  The excavation lasted only a few more minutes. Don Guido noticed that the dirt flying out of the pit had begun to change color and consistency. Instead of the vermeil-tinged dust and clay, the deeper soil had no red hues and was turning darker. When Jorgé stopped, the dirt at the top of the pit was dark brown and clumped together in moist clods. There was also a musky, dank odor drifting from the hole. It reminded the landlord of the smell of a well-fertilized garden after a rain.


  “Have you found water?” shouted Don Guido. Only silence answered the don’s excited query. He stepped carefully forward, trying to avoid soiling his expensive clothes with the malodorous mud that covered the edges of the pit.


  “Almost, patrón,” Jorgé answered finally, his voice sounding subdued. “But there is something else down here.”


  “What else?” demanded Don Guido.


  “Bones, patrón. Dozens of bones.”


  “Fool! There is no cemetery here. My ancestors were the first settlers ever to come here. No one is buried in this place.”


  “No, no, Don Guido,” Jorgé called from the pit. “These are not the bones of humans. They are those of devils, with horns!”


  “Bah!” scoffed the don. He was an educated man and had little patience with tale of monsters told by illiterate drunkards. “Move the bones and finish my well. I am not paying you to gawk at cow skeletons!”


  There was a long silence from the pit, followed by more sounds of digging and even darker dirt cast out of the hole. The excavation continued for another ten minutes, with muck-covered debris and mud scattering in all directions around the pit. The smelly ooze spattered on one of Don Guido’s tailored trouser legs, causing the aristocratic dandy to jump sideways. As he did, his ankle cracked sharply against a large angular object that had just been cast from the pit. The don’s knee twisted painfully as his leg collapsed beneath him. He tumbled to the muddy ground, his aristocratic chin buried in muck. Just as he was struggling to rise, a shower of water shot outward from the new well, washing some of the dark mud from the object that had tripped the landlord. It was only a foot away from his face, and it seemed to be baring its gruesome fangs directly at his eyes.


  “Aaaii!” shrieked the startled don. He threw an arm over his face and began to scramble frantically away from the skull. Oblivious to the filth covering his fine clothes, Don Guido waited until The Digger finished and the spray subsided. Then he leaned closer and peered at the huge head.


  It was a gigantic humanoid skull, at least three times the size of a normal one, with a flat forehead dominated by huge brow ridges and very deep but tiny eye sockets. A small pinched nasal root was squeezed between the minuscule eyes and flared into a short, round snout just above the upper teeth, most of which were sharp and pointed, like those of a large reptile.


  Jorgé emerged from the pit caked with mud and soaked with sweat and water from the new well. He found Don Guido trying to drag the huge skull away from the circle of excavated dirt.


  “What is it, patrón?” the old gaucho asked nervously. “Is it a devil?”


  Don Guido sneered at Jorgé. “Do you see horns? There is no devil here, you fool. It is just the skull of a giant, and a stupid one at that. Look at those tiny eyes and that empty head. For all the size of the skull, his brain must have been no bigger than a dog’s. And those teeth! He must have been some kind of wild creature who ate raw flesh.”


  Jorgé stepped forward cautiously and leaned his face toward the skull and poked it gently with his mud-encrusted flipper. The skull tilted to one side, then rocked back to stare vacantly at the two men.


  “I know there were horns, Don Guido,” Jorgé insisted. “They were sticking out of the mud as if a devil were rising from the earth to meet me. They must be here somewhere.”


  The Digger ran back to the circular wall of debris surrounding the pit and began to rummage through it with his afflicted hand. The arm moved so quickly that Don Guido could see little more than blurry motions and flying mud. Finally Jorgé paused and stooped to examine something in the mud. The don couldn’t see what he was doing, but The Digger finally turned toward him with something cradled in his hand and scaled flipper. The old gaucho’s mouth cracked in a puzzled, toothless grin.


  “I found the horns, señor, but they are not horns. They are big teeth.”


  He brought his discovery to his employer, who took the lower jaw of the giant creature from Jorgé’s misshapen hand and laid it carefully on the red ground below the skull. It fit perfectly, the pointed lower teeth meshing easily with the upper ones, except for two huge tusks that curved upward on either side of the flared snout.


  “It looks like a wild boar with the face of a giant and the teeth of a crocodile,” said Jorgé.


  Don Guido raised his eyebrows and cocked his head at the skull, then nodded slowly. “You have described this thing well, Alvarez. I wonder what the rest of it looked like.”


  “There are other bones in the dirt, Don Guido. If you wish, I can find them for you. It will not take long and will cost you very little silver.” Jorgé was interested more in the silver than in the bones. The well had not taken long to dig, and he wanted to add to his wages.


  The landowner looked at the sun and frowned. “No. You have done what you came to do. The well is finished and the hour is late. My servants can pick the bones out of the dirt when they move the well house. Come to the stable and wash yourself. Then meet me in the kitchen and I will pay you.”


  Don Guido’s brusque manner signaled that his need for Jorgé’s services had ended. The aristocratic demeanor had returned, and it was time for the hired help to go home. The old gaucho muttered something about “rich fops” and headed for the cyprus tree to collect his shirt and his serape. On his way to the stables, he studied the tiny artifact he had found embedded in the jawbone of the giant creature.


  It was a large, perfectly carved arrowhead, fashioned of some kind of smooth black glass. The edges were still razor sharp, even after penetrating the jowl and bone of this heavy-browed monster. Just below the surface of the glass, as if it were glazed over, was a simple design of some kind, etched in gleaming silver. The glyph reminded the illiterate old gaucho of something familiar, but the memory was just beyond the limited reach of his afflicted mind. When Don Guido shouted from the kitchen, Jorgé stuck the artifact into his pocket with his good hand and turned his simple thoughts toward money and mescal.


  Chapter 3
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  “… and in the pit, I could see the gigantic monster’s horns coming closer and closer. Just when it was ready to strike, I attacked the beast with all my fury and strength.”


  Jorgé jabbed the air quickly with his heavy scaled flipper, scattering his rapt audience at Pablo’s cantina in Paso Dorado. He paused to lift the tumbler of mescal to his mouth before resuming his embellished tale of his adventures at Don Guido’s hacienda. Only a few of his listeners had even heard of Don Guido de los Ventes, and even those who knew the name were not likely to have met him.


  “My digging hand was a powerful weapon,” Jorgé continued. “It cut through the monster’s thick hide and even the bone as if they were made of sand. Blood was everywhere, blinding me. But I kept moving toward the terrible creature, swinging my arm so fast that it could not see to escape the blows. Suddenly my hand hit something very heavy, and I felt the monster shudder. I knew it was dead even before it fell into the bloody mud at my feet.”


  “What kind of creature was it?” asked a young farmer whose dark brown eyes were wide with excitement. Several hours and many drinks ago, he had stopped in the cantina for a glass of wine on his way home but had been captivated by Jorgé’s impossible stories and the free mescal he was pouring.


  “A dead cow he had to move out of the well,” suggested a more cynical listener. The small crowd around Jorgé’s table laughed in comic relief from the drama of The Digger’s tale. The critic at the bar was Bartólome Lopez, a well-known silversmith in Paso Dorado. He was a regular customer in the cantina and had heard all of the old gaucho’s stories. Each time Jorgé told one of his frontier sagas, the details changed, and the events became more miraculous as the Digger drank more mescal.


  “No! Not a cow, Lopez!”


  Jorgé slapped the scarred tabletop with his afflicted hand so hard that two of the heavy tumblers and an ale crock bounced off it to the sawdust-covered floor. His outburst was enough to silence the fickle audience’s laughter and recapture their attention. The Digger pointed to the young farmer.


  “This young man is smarter than you, Lopez. He wants to know what this thing is. I want to know, too. It was like nothing I have ever seen. The head was like your own, Lopez, only bigger, with eyes so tiny that I could hardly see them. And the teeth! Horrible fangs, every one of them, with two giant tusks in its lower jaw, like a wild boar. No, Lopez. By the immortal Ambassador, this thing was like no animal I have ever seen!”


  The crowd murmured and whispered among themselves, just as impressed by Jorgé’s serious manner as by the details of the monster. Even those who had heard the old gaucho’s tales before recognized a difference in the way he told this story. Everyone also knew that Jorgé was a superstitious man who would never invoke the name of the Ambassador just to make a story more believable.


  Bartólome Lopez, however, remained unimpressed. He slammed his drink down on the bar and turned his thick body toward Jorgé’s table.


  “Tell us about the rest of this monster, Alvarez,” he challenged. “Was it the body of a bull, perhaps with hooves? Or was it a giant, maybe ten or fifteen feet tall? And what happened to its horns?”


  Jorgé stared silently at Lopez’s fat, bearded face, wishing he could slap it just once with his heavy working hand. He tried to force thoughts into his stunted brain that would help him respond to the silversmith’s questions without losing face with his audience, but the thoughts would not come. He began to babble.


  “The thing was, uh… it was… it was—”


  “It was not there!” Lopez interrupted, bringing a chorus of disappointed sounds from those of the audience who had wanted to believe the old gaucho. The fat artisan’s face was flushed with excitement as he moved in for the coup de grace.


  “If it was there, what happened to all of the blood you say was everywhere? Did it vanish into the air, like water on a hot day? We see no blood on your clothes, Alvarez. And there is nothing but dried mud on that filthy thing you called your ‘weapon.’ And how did you get this gigantic monster out of the pit? Did you cut it into small pieces without getting its blood on your clothes? Where is some evidence, old man? Show us something we can believe and hope that the mighty Ambassador is not offended for calling him to witness such lies.”


  Jorgé frantically searched his scattered thoughts for something to say that would rekindle the rapt attention of the crowd around his table. Several of them were shifting their chairs and moving. If he did not say or do something quickly, they would leave him alone and renounce him as a liar in the cantina. In desperation, he plunged his good hand into his pocket and withdrew the only evidence of his adventure he had managed to steal from the hacienda.


  “Here is your proof, Lopez!” he bellowed. “This is the arrow that killed the thing!” He slapped the sharp black point on the table before him, recapturing the attention of everyone in the small cantina, but only for a moment. The young farmer, still wanting to believe in the old man’s colorful story, reached forward and took the ancient artifact, raised it close to his eyes, and studied it carefully for a long moment. Then his forehead wrinkled in a disappointed frown.


  “Hey, this is just an arrowhead like the ones I plow up in my field almost every day!” he exclaimed. “It’s a pretty one, but it’s too old for you to have killed a monster with it!”


  The room burst into even louder laughter than before at the young man’s serious manner and gullibility. He flushed and tossed the artifact on the table. “You almost had me believing you, old man,” he told Jorgé. “That was a good story, though.”


  The farmer began to laugh and joke with the others at his own expense, deriving a newly acquired sense of town wisdom from the experience. As the boisterous crowd, primed with Jorgé’s mescal, turned away from his table, the old gaucho felt more alone and embarrassed than ever. He grabbed the arrowhead and returned it to his pocket, then rose hurriedly and headed for the door amid the derisive shouts of his former audience.


  Outside the cantina, Jorgé squinted in the torchlight, trying to identify his old horse among the crowd of animals tethered at the single hitching post. There had only been two other horses tied to the rail when he arrived at dusk, but now there were at least a dozen. He had just stepped into the road, hoping to spot the mare’s unusual dappled rump, when a voice called him from the shadows at the corner of the cantina.


  “Señor Alvarez? May I have a word with you before you leave?” The strong tone and polished accents, along with the courteous manner of the speaker, captured Jorgé’s attention instantly. The old gaucho forgot about his horse and turned toward the dark figure.


  “Who are you, señor? I do not recognize your voice,” Jorgé asked the stranger.


  “A friend, Señor Alvarez. One who wishes to help you profit from your discoveries. One who believes in your story that those rude bumpkins dismissed in such an embarrassing fashion.”


  The man’s words and soothing voice were exactly what Jorgé needed to hear to recover from the humiliation inside the cantina. It was as if the stranger somehow shared the Digger’s anger and loneliness and was both willing and able to help him overcome the pain of his rejection.


  “They know nothing of the world outside of this little market town,” the stranger added, once again mirroring Jorgé’s angry thoughts. “How can they understand the dangers of the Badlands or the ravages of the Red Curse without their precious cinnabryl to protect them? How can they know anything of the terrible events and creatures that roamed these hills thousands of years before Don Guido de los Ventes’s noble ancestors arrived on the Savage Coast?”


  “That’s just what I was trying to tell those fools!” Jorgé cried. “The only thing they know to talk about is next year’s crop of turnips! They have no sense of adventure, and they know nothing of the Curse.”


  “Ah, but you know how terrible the Red Curse can be, don’t you, my friend? And you have had more adventure in your tortured life than you have time to tell in some cheap cantina.”


  The speaker stepped into the torchlight and extended a hand to Jorgé. “Miguel Prado, at your service, Señor Alvarez,” he said, bowing in a courtly fashion.


  It was a small, simple gesture but an effective one. No one, not even Fidelia, enjoyed touching The Digger. They acted as if his cursed arm and hand were contagious and might infect them, too. But this suave, educated stranger was treating the old gaucho with great respect and was reaching for his hand as if he were his social equal. Jorgé grabbed the man’s hand with his good one and pumped it strongly as he studied Miguel Prado’s unusual appearance.


  The man was almost as tall as Jorgé and was dressed entirely in expensive suede leathers. His hand was firm and warm, giving The Digger an impression of quiet strength and trustworthiness. Prado wore a well-made saber of rare red steel, its scabbard hanging loosely from an ornate leather belt. A large golden ring on his middle finger glimmered in the torchlight, its dark red stone capturing the flickering flames deep within its mass. Prado’s face might have been sculpted from smooth bronze metal had it not been for a few tufts of black hair on the upper lip and chin. A heavy golden chain hung around the man’s smooth brown neck and passed into the loose collar of his russet suede shirt. His penetrating dark eyes drew Jorgé’s thoughts and attention to his face just as strong magnets attract steel.


  “Let us continue this conversation in my room at the Hotel Castile, my friend,” Miguel Prado suggested. “Perhaps you will honor me with the rest of your fascinating story in return for a glass or two of some humble wine? The hour is late, but what can that matter to such adventurous men as ourselves?”


  Jorgé felt the warmth of Prado’s hand spread into his arm, merging somehow with the pleasant, reassuring smile of his new friend. Jorgé’s weathered face flushed with excitement at the thought of being an invited guest in the most respectable inn in Paso Dorado. The only time he had ever entered the plush hotel had been through the back door, to deliver eggs to the cook. He loosed his old mare’s reins and led the horse behind his wondrous new acquaintance toward the better side of town.


  Just inside the inn, the astonished night clerk leapt to his feet as soon as he spotted Jorgé entering the front door. Prado raised his hand and spoke in a soft, measured tones. “This man is with me,” he told the frowning attendant. “He is my guest, and he will be treated with the same respect you have given to me. Is that clear?”


  The clerk stared in disbelief at Jorgé, then at Prado’s unwavering gaze. “Yes, Señor Prado,” he replied quickly. He knew that the well-dressed man was generous with his money and that he possessed a quiet authority that no one wished to challenge. The frequent guest wore his polished sword a bit too comfortably to risk incurring his impatience. Jorgé swelled his chest and raised his tanned chin as he strode past the front desk and followed his new friend up the carpeted stairs to the guest rooms.


  Jorgé could not remember ever seeing such a large room in an inn. A massive armoire stood against the wall adjacent to the door. There was a sturdy poster bed near double windows at the front of the hotel, and a satin-covered couch opposite the door. In the center of the room there was a heavy table covered with green blaize and four polished chairs. The inn was a favorite stop for wealthy Guardianos traveling between Ciudad Real and Ciudad Tejillas, and they enjoyed gambling, and more amorous games, during their brief stay. Two wall lanterns and a small chandelier with at least a dozen candles flooded the spacious room with yellow light, which danced on the crystal facets of the tumblers and decanter of wine on a silver tray on the gaming table.


  The Digger hesitated, a little overwhelmed by the plush furnishings. His host waved him toward the table.


  “Sit down and make yourself comfortable. Perhaps you would like a glass of the house wine while we talk?” Prado waited for Jorgé to settle himself in a chair, then poured some of the dark amber liquid into two heavy crystal tumblers. He raised his own glass and sniffed. “Renardy muscatel, I think. It should be rather sweet and robust, Señor Alvarez.”


  Jorgé tossed the imported wine into his mouth as if it were a shot of mescal, then held out his tumbler for Prado to fill it again. The Digger reached into his pocket and produced the unusual projectile point, laying it on the green cloth in front of his host. Prado grunted a mild exclamation and reached for the artifact. He tilted his head slightly to let the chandelier illuminate the point, turning it gradually so that the light magnified every possible angle.


  The perfect facets of the polished obsidian surface caught the flickering candlelight and reflected it into Prado’s dark eyes. The facets were smoother and even more regular than those on the hand-cut Almarrón crystal goblet on the table. But it was the silver glyph that shimmered deep beneath the ebony surface that captured most of Prado’s attention. It was similar to the Common character for the harvest month of Ambyrmont, resembling a scythe, but with a diagonal slash across its center. It was obviously not a natural feature. Some skilled hand had crafted the point and then had somehow buried the mysterious glyph beneath its hard exterior. Prado studied each of the facets again, trying to find the slightest opening that might have been used to insert the delicate silver monogram, but saw nothing. The arcane skills that had embedded the glyph were definitely not those of a jeweler.


  Prado had seen enough. He laid the artifact gently on the green blaize and leaned across the table toward The Digger. “I will confide in you, my friend,” he told Jorgé in a low voice. “I am a procurement agent representing a wealthy patrón who collects fine antiquities. If you are willing to consider an offer, I am sure he would pay handsomely to add this beautiful artifact to his collection.”


  Prado paused, noting the sudden excitement in Jorgé’s dull face. “Of course, he would want to know every detail of its origin. If you wish to get a good price, you must tell me the complete story of its discovery. But not the story you told those farmers in the cantina. I want you to tell me exactly what you saw at Los Ventes. You must omit nothing, and you must add nothing. Do you understand, my friend?”


  The agent leaned close to The Digger’s ear. His whispered, hypnotic words seemed to envelop Jorgé’s dull brain. The Digger knew that a truthful reply was essential and that any attempt to deceive Miguel Prado would fail. He raised his eyes to look into Prado’s face. The agent’s gaze was so intense that Jorgé knew immediately that he could not possibly deceive this man. The sensation was so compelling that the words began to pour unchecked from the gaucho’s mouth. Within just minutes, Jorgé had told him every detail of his discoveries in the pit, including exact dimensions of the “devil” skeleton. When he reached the point in his narrative about removing the bones, Prado interrupted the monologue for the first time.


  Exactly where had he found the artifact in relation to the bones? Had it been embedded in a bone? Had he removed anything else from the site? When Prado was satisfied with the answers to his questions, he leaned forward and tapped Jorgé’s hand.


  “I will give you six ounces of cinnabryl for your artifact, Señor Alvarez,” he suggested abruptly, although he was sure that the filthy old gaucho would have gladly traded it for a bottle of cheap wine.


  “Cinnabryl? What would I do with that rich man’s magic charm?” The Digger asked.


  “You could take it the alchemist in Ciudad Tejillas and let him prepare a cure for that arm,” Prado replied quietly, “or perhaps a cure for your wife’s Affliction.” He had heard gossip in the tavern concerning The Digger’s woman and her deteriorating Affliction but doubted if it mattered as much to Alvarez as a few drinks in Pablo’s cantina.


  In the end, The Digger settled for two new gold pieces.
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  Two days after his unusual purchase, Prado pounded loudly on the heavy outer door of Mazrooth al Yedom’s laboratory. He noticed a fluttering of cloth at the narrow lighted slit above the door, which served as both a window and a peephole. Prado heard the clatter of an iron bar and squinted as bright light from the courtyard burst from the doorway. The shadowy figure framed in the entrance startled Prado, even though he had seen Mazrooth many times before. It was a man with skin the color of old clay bricks, just a shade or two lighter than The Digger’s weathered flesh. His full beard and hair were a striking blend of black, copper, and gray. Uncommon Legacies had left a large third eye in the center of his wrinkled forehead and a pair of slender, fleshy antennae on the top of his bald head.


  “What is this, Prado?” he demanded impatiently. “You know I reserve evenings for my laboratory work.”


  “I located the one they call ‘The Digger,’ Master Mazrooth. At a tavern in Paso Dorado.”


  “I gathered that much from your appearance at this hour. Can this not wait until daylight? Did you not acquire the artifact? It seemed simple enough a task for someone with your hereditary talents.”


  Prado ignored the veiled reference to the Charm Legacy that had made him such a valuable aide and procurer to Almarrón’s wisest and most renowned wizard. For all of his wisdom and arcane knowledge, Mazrooth lacked the most basic social skills. The old wizard made no secret of his distaste for fellow humans and relied almost entirely upon Prado’s Legacy and natural charisma to deal with other people.


  The agent ignored his powerful patrón’s sarcasm. He had heard and seen much worse reactions from Mazrooth. He smiled and patted the soft pouch at his belt. “Oh, it’s here, I assure you. And I think you will want to hear the details of its discovery after you have seen it.”


  Mazrooth scowled, causing the furrows in his aged face to deepen. The wizard knew that Prado would not have dared intrude upon his laboratory time in this manner without good reason.


  “Well, come in, then,” he muttered resignedly. “We can’t discuss business in the doorway, and you have already disturbed my work.” Mazrooth stepped aside to let Prado enter, then slammed and barred the door behind them. The agent followed the wizard across the lighted courtyard and through the inner door. From Prado’s prior visits, he guessed they would be conferring in Mazrooth’s library, where the old man spent most of his time during daylight hours.


  The room was cramped and cluttered, despite its massive dimensions. Shelves of rough-hewn oak covered every wall from the cut stone floor to the timbered stucco ceiling. Books, scrolls, and bundles of loose foolscap filled the shelves in apparent disarray, spilling onto the floor and onto a pair of heavy tables, which were as long as the two largest shelves. Every flat surface in the room was cluttered with piles of books and papers. Some of the heavier volumes were being used as weights to hold the curled edges of brittle scrolls that were spread over the center of the tables. The faded ink depicted characters of languages Prado did not recognize.


  Mazrooth al Yedom stood at a smaller table, rolling what appeared to be a map into a tight cylinder. The wizard tied the rolled parcel with a piece of rag and tossed it onto a carpet by the fireplace. He frowned at his unexpected guest.


  “Show me what this ‘Digger’ creature stole from Los Ventes,” he ordered sharply. The agent settled himself in a chair opposite the wizard and opened the pouch. He handed Mazrooth the arrowhead and watched his host’s deformed face and waving antennae for a reaction to the artifact. Prado charged his clients according to their hunger for his various procurements, and their first reactions were often as clear as price tags in a curio shop.


  Mazrooth did not disappoint him. His red-stained eyes suddenly widened. The wizard took a magnifying glass from his robe and held the point to the light to study it more carefully. He turned the glistening black arrowhead between his thumb and forefinger, letting the light of the candelabra reflect from the glassy surface into his third eye.


  “This is indeed a most intriguing artifact,” he muttered finally. “What is its provenance? Tell me precisely what this Alvarez man told you about it.”


  Prado was expecting the demand for a verbatim report. All of his clients insisted upon details, usually suspecting him of fraud or theft. Mazrooth, however, expected much more than general particulars and background information, and Prado was able to satisfy the wizard’s penchant for detail with his unusual memory. He had always been able to recall conversations and events with great clarity, and the Curse seemed to have sharpened his memory abilities. It was not difficult for him to repeat everything that was said in a conference, even with four or five people speaking at one time. He could even duplicate facial expressions and tones of voice to enhance his verbatim reports. The talent had insured Prado’s success as a spy as well as a “procurement agent” throughout the Savage Baronies.


  He leaned back in the stained armchair, shut his eyes to focus on his evening with The Digger, and began speaking with Alvarez’s own unlearned accents, just as the old gaucho had spoken. He also repeated his own questions, changing his voice to identify the transitions in the conversation. He omitted nothing and was at the point of offering The Digger a choice between gold and cinnabryl when Mazrooth interrupted his report.


  “That’s enough,” said the wizard. “It is obvious that the athach was killed by this beautiful weapon.”


  “Athach?”


  Mazrooth’s lips curved in a rare half smile. “A giant athach is what Alvarez found in the pit, Prado. I’m afraid that it was not quite as exciting as Señor Alvarez wished it to be, but it is interesting nevertheless. Athaches are an ancient race of moronic humanoid giants, with quite unique mandibular tusks. They have been extinct in the Baronies for more than one thousand years, perhaps because their low intelligence did not prepare them for confrontations with cultures capable of weapons like this. Stupid beasts, but challenging enough for a lone archer, wouldn’t you say?”


  Prado nodded and waited for Mazrooth to continue. The wizard’s knowledge of ancient artifacts and legendary monsters always enthralled him, and he hoped that he would hear more about the strange creature. But Mazrooth disappointed him.


  “It’s not athaches we should be discussing, Prado. We should be more concerned with the creators of this marvelous little device. I suspect that the hand that fashioned it was far more dangerous than the brute it destroyed.”


  Prado’s brows furrowed. “Who made the arrowhead, Mazrooth?”


  The wizard smiled faintly at the agent. “What do you think, Prado? Whose workmanship is this?”


  Prado studied the old man’s face. Mazrooth was toying with him, luring him into speculation, either to test his knowledge of rare curios or to determine the agent’s evaluation of the item. Mazrooth usually paid Prado a percentage of the value of collectibles, regardless of their procurement costs. In the early days of their association, Prado had suffered major losses by overvaluing items and paying too much for them, either in coins or in cinnabryl. The losses proved to be invaluable incentives, prodding the agent to learn how to identify ancient objects with only the merest glance.


  “Late Oltec, obviously,” Prado said quickly. “The obsidian workmanship is flawless.”


  “And the glyph?”


  “I’ve never seen anything like that before,” Prado admitted. “It looks a little like a calendar mark, the symbol for the month of Ambyrmont.”


  “Well done!” said Mazrooth. “You’re developing a good eye for these details. There is indeed a resemblance to the character for early autumn. The only difference is the diagonal transection of the crescent. Even without the mark, it would be a handsome collectible. With it, the artifact becomes much more interesting to students of ancient sorceries like me.”


  Mazrooth never expressed gratitude, but Prado knew he was pleased. The wizard mentioned an amount in cinnabryl that compensated the agent far more than mere words.


  Chapter 4
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  The entrance to the famous Rio Mercurio silver mine was framed with bleached hardwood timbers cut by the first generation of Traladaran miners to settle in the rugged Sierra del Plata hills. None of the majestic cyprus trees remained on the rocky, eroded slopes surrounding the old mine shaft.


  The Rio Mercurio was the prominent Galvez family’s most productive mine. In one year alone, it had yielded eight tons of the purest Almarrón silver, now crafted into many thousands of old coins, sword hilts, saddles, and antique jewelry scattered throughout the Savage Baronies. Two generations of famed Almarrón silversmiths once spun the brilliant Rio Mercurio metal into delicate threads that they embroidered into the fine filigree that still bears the Almarrón trademark as far as distant Hule.


  As the main shaft of the Rio Mercurio plunged deeper into the heart of the Sierra del Plata, the mother lode and its gleaming tributaries narrowed and shrank. In the months before the Galvez patriarch closed the mine, a day’s work was yielding barely enough of the rare white metal to mint more than a handful of coins. Don Galvez finally sealed the entrance to the Rio Mercurio and moved his mine crews to more promising locations. When Maximiliano catered to the greedy interests of local nobles in the legendary Almarrón silver wealth, many of the old mines were reopened in the hope of discovering lost veins of the precious metal.
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  Manuel Ortiz struck two more blows with his pick and squinted in the dim light of his candle, waiting for the dust to settle so that he could see the results of his probe. He had been following a thin line of silver ore in a side shaft that forked away from the exhausted mother lode. It was one of the few old veins which did not seem to narrow and vanish into the wall.


  As the candle-lit haze subsided, Ortiz rubbed his sweaty eyes in disbelief. Then he scrambled to the wall so that he could feel the gleaming band before sounding the alarm. There could be no doubt. The vein was twice as wide as it had been! His pick was leading to a new lode of the precious Rio Mercurio ore.


  “Jefe! Come to me! Come quickly!” he shouted into the cramped side shaft behind him. Moments later, he saw the bright glow of the foreman’s oil lantern and heard the sound of metal scraping against the rough rock shaft. The corridor was so small that only one person could crouch in it at a time. When Juan Gomez finally squeezed himself into the tunnel close enough to touch the young miner’s boots, he was frowning and impatient.


  “What is it, Ortiz? Are you hurt?”


  “No, sir!” blurted the excited boy. “There is much silver here! It is getting very wide!”


  “What are you babbling about?” muttered the boss. He was tired of supervising inexperienced miners, who often could not distinguish a silver vein from a line of worthless mica in the flicker of a miner’s candle, but he had trained this one himself.


  “Just look,” the boy pleaded, pointing ahead of him.


  “How can I, with you in the way? Slide toward me and let me try to squeeze past you.”


  The youth scrambled to obey the foreman’s instructions, nearly burning the old man’s face with his candle as he inched his way along the narrow passage. Gomez waited for the boy to clear his heavy boots, then thrust himself forward to the end of the side shaft, where an old cave-in had halted digging. He removed a rag from his work pouch and wiped the wall where Ortiz’s pick had removed several large chunks of rock. Raising his battered but bright lamp to the seam, his eyes widened.


  “By the Judge! It is wider! Quick, boy, hand me your pick!”


  The thrilled youth clambered to the old man’s side, passing the heavy tool to his boss. Gomez exchanged his lamp for the pick and instructed the boy to direct its glare above the seam. The foreman swung the tool with surgical precision, each blow cutting neatly into the widening silver seam. The old man’s heart was racing with the same excitement he remembered from his own youth, spent deep in the Rio Mercurio, when new veins of the precious metal were discovered nearly every day. After four careful strikes, he dislodged a small, angular block of ore from the wall and turned toward the light to examine it more closely.


  “Now this is real silver!” he exclaimed, handing the rectangular chunk to his wide-eyed assistant. “Look at it, boy! Study it. Feel its weight. Rub it with your fingers so that you will know it as well as you know your own face. This is what we are looking for. I knew this old woman had more children to give us!”


  Ortiz didn’t notice his boss’s sudden abandonment of his initial pessimism, nor did he understand the old man’s lurid association of silver mining with childbirth. The weight and feel of the metallic rock in his hand and its sparkling glow in the lamplight had trapped his attention. This was nothing like the small nuggets he had been scavenging from the residue on the floor of the main shaft. This was something far more substantial, and he had discovered it!


  “Did you hear me? Take it to the patrón!”


  The foreman’s sharp command pierced the boy’s wonder. He nodded and turned toward the main shaft.


  “Leave me the light, fool!” shouted Gomez.


  The young miner stopped and placed the heavy lantern so that its reflected glow shone directly on the glistening silver seam, then scrambled away by the dim light of his candle. Gomez watched his slender figure vanish in the murky tunnel, recalling his own youth in this very mine, when his limbs were not stiff and his body not so thick. In those days, he could race through the labyrinth of corridors by candlelight, scarcely brushing the hard rock walls of tunnels. Now it required a painful squeeze. The foreman grinned at his own nostalgia and returned his attention to the widening band of silver ore above his head.


  He struck two more well-placed blows with the pick, then studied the seam. It was definitely wider now and appeared to be rising into the ceiling of the tunnel. If it continued to rise, they would have to start excavating upward, which was the most tedious and dangerous mining operation in brittle rock walls like those of the Rio Mercurio.


  “You’ve still got some tricks up your sleeve, old woman,” Juan Gomez muttered. He grinned as he took careful aim at the base of the seam and swung the heavy tool with all of his strength and weight.


  The tunnel seemed to explode when the pick struck its mark. A blast of cold, stale air rushed into the side tunnel and extinguished the shielded lantern just a moment before the ceiling disintegrated above the old foreman’s head. He tried to duck and cover his head with his arms, but the avalanche of rock was upon him before his knees touched the floor of the shaft. A huge slab of rock smashed into his hips and legs, pinning him helplessly while smaller fragments of the ceiling crashed into his back and head, granting him the last mercy of unconsciousness and ending the intolerable pain of his crushed spine and abdomen. Above his lifeless body, a large hole yawned from what had been the silver seam. In the absolute blackness of the tunnel, an eerie pink light spilled faintly from the new aperture. Swirls of rock dust from the cave-in were settling to the ground, aided by a soft rush of stale air from the glowing mouthlike opening.


  Manuel Ortiz had just reached the main shaft when he heard the muffled roar of the cave-in behind him. The boy wheeled around, ready to rush to his foreman’s assistance, only to meet a blast of rock dust boiling out of the narrow passage into his face. The dust forced its way into his lungs, driving him backward. He stumbled blindly, gasping for air and groping for the walls of the main shaft, until he saw the lighted entrance ahead of him.


  The cloud of dust had burst out of the mine ahead of him and was just beginning to drift away in the sunlit air when he emerged from the mine. Francisco Lopez, Don Galvez’s nephew and manager of the Rio Mercurio, was already running toward the entrance with four other men. Ortiz fell to his knees, coughing in spasms to eject the metallic grit that lined his throat and lungs. One of the miners with Lopez jerked the boy’s head backward and poured water from his canteen into his mouth until he gagged and spewed the liquid onto the ground, clearing his throat of the abrasive dust.


  “What happened, boy?” Lopez demanded. “Where is Gomez?”


  The frightened youth gestured behind him. “Inside… a side shaft. I found a vein of silver, and Gomez told me to come tell you, Señor Lopez. I don’t know what happened after I left him.”


  Lopez looked at one of the older miners. “Did he have smokepowder?”


  The grizzled old man shook his head quickly. “No, patrón. We would never use it inside the Mercurio. The walls are far too brittle. Juan Gomez himself has told us never to even take it inside the mine.”


  “It must have been gas,” said another miner.


  “Yes!” said a second experienced miner. “There may be other explosions. We should try to get him out immediately.”


  Francisco Lopez grasped Ortiz by his shoulders and stared into his frightened face. “What did you say about silver? What did you find?”


  “We can talk about silver later, patrón!” Bartólome Moreño stepped between Ortiz and the manager, prying the aristocrat’s hands away from the boy’s arms. The young noble glared furiously at the miner’s stubbled face but did not challenge the older man’s demanding manner.


  Francisco Lopez was the youngest son of Don Galvez’s sister and resented his assignment as manager of the Rio Mercurio. The gossip among his social acquaintances portrayed the posting as mild punishment for his mother’s disgraceful marriage to a drifter from Cimarron. Don Galvez’s sons and one other nephew were managing more lucrative mines rather than depleted old relics like the Rio Mercurio. Along with the mine itself, Lopez had inherited its aged crew. Men like Juan Gomez and Bartólome Moreño had worked with his grandfather to explore the old tunnels and were the miners who had discovered the mother lode that gave the mine its name and made the Galvez family wealthy and famous. He hated dealing with the unwashed, crude veterans who admired his grandfather and uncle so much, but he knew that his mother’s family held them in high regard and would favor them in a dispute.


  “You are right to think of the foreman first, Moreño,” he told the older man. “I was only trying to learn something that would give us his location. I have a map of all the silver veins, and I was hoping—”


  “We know what you were hoping, Señor Lopez,” interrupted Moreño. “Juan Gomez is our friend, just as he is your uncle’s friend. I am sure that Don Galvez would tell us to forget about the silver and try to save the life of the man who made the Galvez name famous throughout the Savage Baronies.”


  Without waiting for a reply, Moreño led Manuel Ortiz to the entrance and gestured for the other miners to follow. “Take us to this side passage, boy. Show us where you left Gomez.”


  “I will ride to the hacienda to tell Don Galvez of this terrible thing,” Lopez told Moreño.


  “An excellent idea, patrón,” Moreño replied as he entered the mine with Ortiz. “This will be dangerous work, and we need all the help Don Galvez can send.” He did not add his thought that the manager would only be in the way if he remained at the mine.


  Manuel Ortiz quickly led the rescue squad to the side tunnel. The passage was clear of debris for the first hundred feet, but then became cluttered with chips of rock and dust as they approached the site of the explosion. The lanterns of the crew flooded the narrow corridor with light. The boy’s hopes of rescuing his foreman began to fade rapidly when he realized that the rocks they were climbing over were getting much larger. Suddenly he cried in despair and pointed wildly at the pile of debris that covered the spot where he had left Juan Gomez.


  “There’s his leg!” The boy screamed and started to rush forward. Moreño grabbed Ortiz’s shoulder and jerked him back so violently that the youth lost his footing on the rock-strewn floor and fell against the large man’s chest.


  “You don’t want to move anything in a pile like that until you see what’s what,” the old miner warned Ortiz. “We can’t do anything for Gomez now. He’s squashed flat as a board. Should’ve known better than to dig from the top. Down here, we say that when a roof falls, it keeps on falling until it gets rid of all the fools. Are you a fool, boy?”


  Manuel Ortiz stopped struggling in the powerful man’s grasp and stared at the motionless leg protruding from the pile of rubble. He realized that the ceiling of the shaft was now twice as high as it had been when he began to dig the vein of silver ore. There had to be tons of rock covering the rest of Gomez’s body. The leg seemed twisted at an unusual angle, with the toe of the boot bent toward the floor but the knee pointing upward into the debris. The foreman’s trouser leg was soaked with blood, and ominous lumps of crushed bones beneath the dark fabric were sobering proof of Bartólome Moreño’s pronouncement of death.


  “Let’s get a cart and some timbers,” Moreño told his crew as he released the boy. “It’ll take us half a day to get that roof shored up and the rocks out of here.”


  “I want to stay,” Ortiz told Moreño.


  The big miner directed his lantern beam into the boy’s face and saw his grim frown. He knew that Ortiz had been working closely with Gomez and that the foreman had developed a paternal fondness for the boy. He had even told Moreño that Ortiz reminded him of his own childhood in that very same mine.


  “You can do what you want to do,” Moreño replied. “You ain’t got a boss now. Just don’t be a fool like he was and tickle this old girl in the wrong place. She’ll squeeze the life right out of you. But you might want a light, just to keep you company.”


  Manuel Ortiz felt comforted by Moreño’s acceptance and took the lantern from his big hand. He watched the rescue squad climb their way back toward the main shaft and soon saw their lights vanish around a turn in the cramped corridor. The boy wiped tears from his dirty cheeks, glad to be alone so that the rough mine crew couldn’t see him weeping quietly for the only person who had ever shown him kindness and friendship. He would miss everything about the crusty old foreman, even his orders and colorful stories. In his first year in the mine, Ortiz had learned to ignore the old man’s stern manner and had begun to realize that the foreman genuinely cared for him and was being protective with his warnings and  threats. Gomez’s stories of his hard youth spent in the bowels of Almarrón’s most famous silver mine had begun to sound familiar to Ortiz, as if the old man knew the private details of the boy’s own unhappy childhood.


  Ortiz stared at the lifeless, twisted limb protruding from the pile of fallen rock, forcing himself to picture the terror that Gomez must have felt in the moments before the roof of the shaft crushed the life from his wiry body. It was difficult for the boy to imagine that something as simple as a cave-in might have taken the life of someone like Gomez, who seemed to be so strong, even indestructible. The foreman had told him countless stories of mine disasters in which much weaker men had survived for weeks beneath piles of rubble like the one now covering his own body. It was at that moment that the young miner felt a surge of hope that the old man might still be alive, that somehow he might have survived the crushing weight of the rocks.


  Ortiz hurriedly set the lantern on a large flat rock and directed its glare on the leg. Remembering Moreño’s warning, he crawled forward cautiously, ready to retreat at the first sound of a falling rock. When he was close enough to touch the leg, he inched his arm toward the boot and quickly grasped Gomez’s calf just above the stiff leather. The old man’s flesh was still warm, but it felt like unresponsive putty beneath his fingers. In the bright lantern light, Ortiz could see that the skin remain depressed and pale where his fingers had probed desperately for a pulse. It was the first time he had ever felt dead flesh, but there could be no mistake. His friend was dead, just as Moreño had told him.


  Suddenly his childish hopefulness was overwhelmed with a sense of rage. His lips curled in fury as he felt the anger surge through his young muscles. He began to curse the mine as if it were a living thing, wanting somehow to hurt it, to punish it for destroying the one person in the world who mattered to him.


  “Cursed hole in the ground! Damned mountain! Why did you kill him? He loved you, and you killed him!”


  Tears were streaming now down his contorted face. Overcome with rage, Ortiz forgot Moreño’s warnings and fell with a cry of anguish onto the pile of rocks that covered his friend’s crushed body. He began to kick and dig at the base of the heap, wildly shoving and tossing the rocks behind him into the corridor. He worked in grim silence, his lips twisted in a savage scowl. A few small rocks began to tumble from the top of the precarious heap, dislodged by his furious assault, but the boy was too absorbed in his rage to heed the warning.


  He heard the beginning of the rockslide before he saw it. It sounded like distant thunder, as if it were coming from somewhere deep inside the pile. An instant later, the floor of the passage began to shake so violently that Ortiz’s knees collapsed beneath him, and an instant later the top of the pile suddenly dropped inward to fill the hole he had dug. Panic overwhelmed the boy. His feet and legs flailed desperately against the rumbling floor as he tried to regain his footing. Just when he managed to rise to one knee, a rock crashed into his lantern, plunging the corridor into dense blackness.


  From some deep layer of his memory, Ortiz recalled a reflex that Gomez had taught him in his first few weeks in the mine. He dropped to the floor, curled himself into a tight shell until his forehead rested on his knees, and covered the back of his head with both hands. In the darkness, the terrified boy felt hundreds of rocks pummeling his back, arms, and hands. Most of the stones were no larger than his head, but a few seemed to weigh more than his entire body. The slide lasted only for several seconds, but Ortiz waited for two or three minutes after the last rock had fallen before trying to raise his head. There was a terrible weight wedged. against his back, and it took most of his strength to push the slab to one side.


  As he raised his head, the boy was astonished to see a swirling pink haze near the ceiling. He had expected total darkness, the sort of absolute blackness that only miners know. But instead, there was a faint reddish glow near the top of the large rock pile. It was an such an eerie light that Ortiz wondered for a moment if he might have died in the rockslide and was experiencing some sort of supernatural presence. The pains in his back and shoulders were all too natural, though, to be part of such an ethereal experience. The mysterious light was just as real as his bruises. He could even see the rounded outlines of rocks as the dust of the slide began to settle.


  Ortiz painfully squirmed his body out of the waist-high layer of displaced rubble and positioned himself so that he could stand on the unstable rocks. He waited for some of the stones to settle, then carefully inched his way toward the main pile. The pink glow cast just enough light for him to see that Gomez’s leg was now completely covered. The boy wondered for a moment why he hadn’t noticed the glow before but quickly realized that it was so faint that even a miner’s candle would hide it. He was so curious about the source of the glow that he forgot his anguish over the foreman’s death and started to climb the pile toward the ceiling of the corridor.


  It was easier to climb the rubble than he had thought. The angle wasn’t as steep as it had been before the rockslide. The nimble boy managed to scramble up the heap in minutes, finding himself surrounded by the pink glow in a crevice between the ceiling and the top of the rubble pile. The crevice was wide and high enough to permit him to crawl toward the source of the light, a large opening at the end of the side shaft, where the old ceiling and wall had joined. A shiver ran through Ortiz’s body as he realized that the cavity was exactly where the vein of silver ore had been. Juan Gomez must have pried loose the entire slab of ore and caused the entire roof to collapse. The silver vein had led directly into the opening just ahead—the same cavity from which the eerie reddish glow now flowed into the crevice.


  Ortiz inched his way excitedly toward the opening. As he neared the hole, he could feel a slight drop in temperature and noticed a distinct musty odor. More curious than ever, he thrust his head and shoulders though the cavity.


  The boy stifled a cry of shock. He was looking down into a rough chamber whose walls reflected a dim but-steady pink glow. Just below his face, on the floor of chamber, he saw a glistening dark object. It seemed to be a statue of a doglike creature, carved from some kind of glossy black stone. The pink light was so pervasive in the small chamber that it was impossible to determine whether it was emanating from the glistening statue or the rough walls. Even in the minimal light, the canine features were quite distinct. The muzzle was slender and gracile, more like the face of a fox than a dog. The creature’s forearms were crossed at the chest and ended in humanlike hands that held several unusual items Ortiz did not recognize. The garments depicted on the carved figure were unlike any clothes the boy had ever seen. A short toga was trimmed with gleaming silver bands, which seemed to be composed of strange markings and tiny designs.


  The boy twisted his chest, trying to wedge himself farther through the opening so that he could get closer to the unusual statue. He managed to wriggle both arms free, extending them into the chamber, and started to push against the inside wall for leverage. He felt his waist slide forward several inches. Then eagerly he began to push against the stones in the shaft with his feet. To his horror, the rocks beneath his feet gave way, leaving his legs suspended in air for only an instant before the unstable ceiling collapsed a second time. Inside the chamber, the boy’s eyes widened in terror as the rim of the cavity disintegrated around him and crushed his small body directly on top of Juan Gomez’s crude tomb.


  Chapter 5
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  Baron Maximiliano de Almarrón y Escudor was listening intently to his advisor, the wise and powerful Tristan Medina. The old Honorbound warrior had served three generations of Almarrón’s nobility, having been groomed as a bodyguard and boyhood friend to the first baron by Maximiliano’s grandfather long before he had founded the State of Almarrón. It was Tristan who had guarded the old baron and his family during the darkest days of the revolution, and it was he who had hid Maximiliano from the despotic cruelty of Don Esteban after the first baron died. The old warrior had dedicated his life to the service of Maximiliano’s lineage and had formulated the strategy that led to Esteban’s defeat and the restoration of Maximiliano’s bloodline to power. Of all the soldiers loyal to his father, the young baron relied most upon old Tristan, and had entrusted to him the task of organizing a company of Honorbound guards to protect the nobility from the continuing threat of another rebellion led by the exiled dictator.


  “There is strong conjecture, Baron, that the object may be the missing body of the Ixion manikin,” Tristan was saying. He spoke in a hushed murmur, even though the baron’s chambers were empty and the outer hall was guarded by his own Honorbound guardsmen. “A mystic from Gorgoña has been telling her disciples that the manikin has been found, and that Ixion himself has instructed her in a vision to reunite his body with his head.”


  “The Barrier Mask?” Maximiliano exclaimed.


  The baron was referring to the ancient Oltec relic that had bestowed a magical boundary around the Barony of Saragón and protected it from foreign invaders. The mask remained in the possession of Don Luis de Manzanas, one of the region’s original Inheritors and a friend of Maximiliano’s. Legends claimed that the mask was merely one portion of a magical manikin called the “body of Ixion.”


  “Exactly, Baron,” Tristan replied. “And whether or not her vision is real, Esteban’s people are starting to whisper about plots among your nobles to surrender Almarrón’s independence to Saragón and Gorgoña. They are saying you will let Don Luis de Manzanas have the statue so that he can add its power to that of the mask. Esteban’s agents are saying that you have used your friendship with Don Luis to sell our people as slaves to wizards and Inheritors.”


  “But we don’t even know what the damn thing is!” Maximiliano protested.


  “Rumors suffice for truth in these troubled times, Baron.” The old Honorbound glanced at the dark portrait of the baron’s father, which hung above the heavy conference table. The first baron’s steel-gray hair shone through the grime and soot that had collected on the large canvas. His tired eyes seemed to be agreeing with his old friend’s counsel; he, too, had been victimized by the careless chatter of disgruntled commoners. In his case, it had led to a revolt in the capital and a coup that had cost him his life. Even worse, the same man who had profited by his father’s downfall was now poised to use the same tactics against Maximiliano.


  “Damn it, Tristan! We’ve got to silence Esteban and his rabble-rousers! I’m doing everything I can to protect the citizens of Almarrón from the scourge of the Red Curse. If I consult occasionally with Doña Esperanza in Gargoña, it is to enrichen our people by securing markets for Almarróñan produce and crafts. As for Don Luis, he is my friend, and he continues to help us provide enough cinnabryl to ward off the Curse in Almarrón.


  Tristan nodded sadly. He had watched helplessly as Esteban’s loyal supporters had twisted and deformed Maximiliano’s benevolent policies into deceptive grist for their revolutionary rumor mill. Each day they “exposed” new “plots” by the old aristocracy against the “downtrodden” working people of the Savage Coast’s first democracy. From his hiding place in exile, Esteban himself directed the campaign of misinformation that swept through the capital and managed to undo much of Maximiliano’s public works in the countryside.


  “What can we do, Tristan?” Maximiliano’s voice reflected the young baron’s frustration with the political warfare being waged from afar by his old rival. He was an intelligent and courageous warrior, but he lacked the underhanded tactical skills he needed to fight Esteban on his own terms.


  “We must first determine the truth about this statue from the silver mines, Baron. Until we know exactly what forces may or may not be locked within that curious object, we cannot respond directly to Esteban’s rumors.”


  “Agreed,” the baron replied. “I shall send for a team of scholars from Gorgoña today. Dona Esperanza owes me a favor. She will not hesitate to assist us.”


  Tristan shook his head fiercely. When he spoke, his manner was more forceful. “No, Maximiliano! We must not invite foreign involvement in this matter. Esteban would use it against us immediately. We must rely solely upon our own resources to evaluate this object.”


  “But who in Almarrón possesses sufficient knowledge of ancient relics to undertake such a study?” the baron demanded. “We are a nation of artisans, farmers, and seafarers. We have only a handful of wizards and mystics within our borders, and I doubt that any of them possesses the antiquarian lore required to identify this artifact correctly.”


  “There’s old Mazrooth al Yedom,” Tristan suggested softly, as if the wizard’s name itself were too dangerous to utter loudly.


  “Mazrooth al Yedom? The old mystic in the Sierra Borgosa? You can’t be serious, Tristan. He’s an Inheritor! I hear he has even stopped using cinnabryl and has let the Curse destroy his brain!”


  The old warrior smiled. There was a distant look in his watery eyes. “If the Curse has destroyed even half of Mazrooth’s brain, he’d still be able to outthink any ten of those armchair scholars from Gorgoña. Mazrooth is hard to look at, but he has been studying the Red Curse longer than anyone outside of Saragón. He’s also the Baronies’ leading expert on Oltec artifacts.”


  “But no one in Almarrón would trust the word of an Inheritor,” Maximiliano protested.


  “Mazrooth al Yedom is no typical Inheritor, by any means,” Tristan replied. “He maintains his association with secret Inheritor societies like the Ruby Brotherhood only to acquire adequate cinnabryl for his research. As for his Afflictions, I understand that many of them are intentional. Mazrooth has exposed himself many times to the Curse in order to measure its impact and to learn how to master its effects. His experiments have left him physically weak and disfigured, but his brain is intact, I can assure you.”


  “And you say he has knowledge of Oltec artifacts?”


  Tristan nodded. “He is one of the few scholars outside of Saragón who has studied the mask of Ixion. I understand that Mazrooth believes there is a connection between Oltec sorceries and the Red Curse. His theory has led him to collect and catalog Oltec artifacts throughout the Baronies. So, you see why I think he is our first—and perhaps only—logical choice.”


  “I defer to your judgment, Tristan. Send for him immediately.” There was a note of impatience in the baron’s voice that reminded Tristan of the child he had helped raise, both as a dedicated Honorbound guard and as a devoted uncle. Maximiliano’s mother was Tristan’s youngest sister.


  The old warrior smiled and shook his head. “It won’t be that easy, Nephew. Mazrooth never leaves his citadel in the Sierra Borgosa highlands because of his physical Afflictions. Travel weakens him, and he prefers not to deal with the reactions of strangers who are repulsed by his appearance. I think also that he simply does not want to interrupt his work.”


  “Then it’s impossible!” Maximiliano blurted. “Find someone else!” It annoyed him when Tristan called him “nephew” because it always meant that his old tutor was reasserting his familial authority to avoid a direct order. For an Honorbound, it bordered on a violation of the rigid Protocols, but it was permissible for an uncle.


  “There really isn’t anyone else in Almarrón, Nephew. You must dispatch someone immediately to the Sierra Borgosa to solicit Mazrooth’s assistance. If he agrees, we shall have to transport the statue under guard to the wizard’s citadel.”


  Maximiliano thought a moment. “I think I know someone who can convince the old man to help us,” he said. “But the high road to Sierra Borgosa from the silver mines follows the border with El Grande Carrascal. Those Yazi savages even attack our armed patrols from the garrison at Castillo de Tordegena. It’s far too dangerous to risk damaging such an important artifact in a gnoll raid merely to avoid a minor inconvenience to Mazrooth al Yedom. I still think we should bring it here.”


  The old warrior raised a gnarled hand to reassure his nephew. The red circle tattoo of a veteran Honorbound, surrounded by a white ring to make it more visible against his Curse-tinted skin, reminded the baron that Tristan’s military advice had led to Esteban’s defeat and had restored the old order in Almarrón. It also had been Tristan’s signal for his former student to pay attention to important lessons when the baron was just a boy.


  “It may be wise to keep the statue far away from the capital, Maximiliano, at least until we know its nature. The miners are convinced that it is cursed and blame it for two deaths.”


  “Superstitions rabble!” snorted the baron. “Those old shafts with their rotten timbers are deathtraps. It doesn’t take an ancient Oltec curse to cause a cave-in in old mines like the Rio Mercurio.”


  “It’s the dwarves on the crew who have me worried,” said Tristan. “They were brought to the Sierra del Plata by the Traladarans to work the first silver lodes. They’ve seen nearly everything there is to see inside the roots of those mountains, but this thing frightened even them. They told Galvez that the chamber that held the statue hadn’t been cut with picks or any sort of mining tool they know. One of them said it looked as if someone had melted a pocket deep in the heart of the silver vein and then sealed the statue inside the chamber with molten silver. He said the walls of the niche were perfect mirrors, and they were reflecting a red glow coming from the statue when they found the site of the cave-in.”


  “Who was the first to mention the manikin of Ixion?” asked the baron.


  “One of the humans. A friend of the dead foreman. He was born near Las Manadas and grew up hearing his people talk about the power of the Barrier Mask.”


  Maximiliano stared in silence at the huge fireplace. Finally he shrugged his broad shoulders and nodded. “I suppose it’s best to let old Mazrooth examine the thing in his laboratory. He’ll probably do a better job there than inside the mine. I’d rather err on the side of caution with unknown forces. From what you’ve said, he seems to be our best choice for what may be a dangerous task. Who will be guarding the artifact between the mines and the Sierra Borgosa?”


  Tristan flashed an approving grin through his coarse white whiskers. “My best officer,” he replied. “Hernán Costa. You may recall training with him during the Narvaez trouble.”


  “A tall man, good with animals?”


  “Aye, that’s the one. His mother gave him to me to raise when he was seven years old, just before that bastard Esteban turned traitor and declared himself our savior. Costa’s father was your own sire’s groomsman before the rebel rubbish killed him.”


  “I didn’t know he was still in your company,” said Maximiliano. “Isn’t he the stubborn one who resigned because I wouldn’t let him arrest Don Fuentes?”


  “He’s not stubborn… just a bit too righteous, perhaps,” answered Tristan. “Hernán Costa has sworn allegiance to me and to our family as an individual Honorbound warrior. He performs special tasks for me that require both secrecy and absolute discretion. There is no one in Almarrón whom I would trust more with our future, Nephew. Captain Costa is the bravest and most loyal officer under my command.”


  Maximiliano said nothing. He merely nodded and glanced up at the oil portrait to meet his father’s stony gaze. Of all the old baron’s bequests, he was particularly grateful for his uncle’s unwavering loyalty and guidance. He was glad to let someone else worry about the mysterious discovery in the old silver mine so that he might concentrate on the daily political storms also willed to him by his noble father.
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  For Almarróñan nobles, Ciudad Real was much more than the capital of neighboring Gorgoña. The famed city was the hub of traditional Los Guardianos culture. Its inns and taverns were among the oldest social institutions in the Savage Baronies and had served more than four generations of Guardianos nobility the finest foods and offered the most luxurious accommodations south of Hule.


  Miguel Prado nudged his mount forward so he could tie its reins to the iron hitching ring outside the herbalist’s shop next to the Golden Horse Inn. The agent glanced to both sides of the empty cobblestone boulevard and waited for old Perez to light the lamp in the window of his shop. It was only a few minutes after daybreak, and no one was likely to be on the street in the tavern district so early in the morning. For two months, Prado had relied upon late night revels and morning hangovers to hide his secret meetings with Don Esteban, the exiled former governor of Almarrón. They both knew it was just a matter of time before Maximiliano’s agents traced Esteban’s movements to Ciudad Real, but meanwhile they could enjoy the pleasures of the Gorgoñan capital and the secrecy of Perez’s shop. Prado stepped quickly and lightly onto the boardwalk just as the old man cracked the front door to admit his early visitor.


  The herbalist was fully dressed and alert. Prado had never known him to be late or unprepared for one of their clandestine appointments. He respected the old man’s professionalism and could sense that the appreciation was mutual, although Prado’s motives were mercenary rather than political. Despite their different individual interests, they were united in their ultimate objective: to see Esteban restored to power in Almarrón.


  “Wait in the back,” Perez told Prado. “He’s not here yet.” The herbalist was already parting a beaded curtain for his guest to enter the workroom behind the front counter. The agent ducked through the portieres and sat on the bench stool by the room’s only window. He preferred the firmness and height of the stool to the cushioned depths of the well-worn armchair in the corner.


  Prado glanced out the stained-glass window at the rear entrance of the inn next door and its stables across the service alley. He was convinced that Esteban had chosen this location because it offered a convenient but inconspicuous bed and breakfast prior to their meetings. The debonair aristocrat always appeared to be fully rested and well groomed, and Prado had never heard the sound of hooves to announce his arrival. The agent had never asked his employer about the logistics of their arrangement, preferring to observe and deduce rather than believe a professional politician.


  The sound of low voices from the front room interrupted his speculation. He turned just as Don Esteban’s manicured hands and freshly barbered face were passing through the portieres. The scout stood to greet the man who paid him so well to spy on the Maximiliano regime in Almarrón.


  “Good morning, Señor Prado. I trust your night ride was not too unpleasant? I debated with myself for hours before imposing upon you in such a fashion.”


  Prado shrugged as he shook the former governor’s hand. “It was nothing, Don Esteban, I assure you. It took only four hours, and the evening was warm for this time of year.”


  “Excellent. You will be well rewarded for your diligence, my friend. When I return to Almarrón, I have plans for your talents.”


  The scout could not suppress a smile. “I would prefer a more modest but immediate recognition, Excellency.”


  Esteban flashed his teeth in a polished grin and patted Prado’s arm. “By Ixion, I enjoy your candor, Miguel! But of course you would, my friend. And you shall have it now.”


  The ousted politician’s exaggerated smile faded to match the coldness of his eyes. He reached into a fold of his cloak and withdrew a small leather pouch. “This will reimburse you for your expenses on behalf of our cause since our last meeting, Prado. I think you will find it adequate if not excessive.”


  The agent took the pouch, noting both its weight and the use of his surname without the “Señor.” The artificial formalities had ended. Business had begun, and Esteban was establishing his dominance over a paid employee. Prado was too professional to let such things bother him. In fact, he was glad to get past the posturing. He was bursting with curiosity about the reasons for such an urgent summons. His informants in Ciudad Tejillas usually were the first to know of major developments in Maximiliano’s activities, yet he had heard nothing during the past few weeks.


  Esteban sat in the armchair opposite Prado’s stool and leaned forward to talk in a low, guarded voice. The noble did not question the loyalty of old Perez in the front room, but he seldom spoke carelessly about important matters.


  “What do you know of the statue in the silver mine at Sierra del Plata?” he asked quickly.


  Prado seemed dumbfounded, as if he had never heard a word about such a statue. He started to say as much when Esteban raised a hand to stop him.


  “No need to protest your ignorance, Prado. I can see from your expression that you know nothing of the matter. It makes me wonder if I have paid you too much.”


  The agent was rarely embarrassed in front of a client, but this was one of those times. “Perhaps if Your Excellency will tell me a bit more about this ‘statue,’ I can look into the matter and…”


  “Silence. I won’t pay for information I already have. I want you to prevail upon an acquaintance of yours to examine the object in question before it is appropriated by our greedy governor. And I want the results of that examination before the report reaches Maximiliano.”


  Prado frowned as he heard Esteban’s demand. “Acquaintance? What acquaintance? I don’t know… Wait! You can’t mean Mazrooth al Yedom.”


  “Of course I refer to Master Mazrooth al Yedom,” Esteban hissed, lowering his voice and gesturing for Prado to do the same. “Is he not the leading authority on Oltec relics in Almarrón? Is he not one of the few scholars in all of the Baronies who has examined the mask of Ixion?”


  The spy smiled grimly and shook his head. “Mazrooth al Yedom never leaves his citadel in the Sierra Borgosa. He is a powerful man, but his studies of the Curse have left him crippled and sour. He despises humanity and avoids contact with other people whenever possible. You will never be able to persuade Mazrooth to investigate some mysterious statue in a silver mine.”


  “What if it were the body of Ixion?”


  Prado frowned at Don Esteban’s mention of the ancient Oltec immortal. He had little patience with superstitious people and was surprised to hear Almarrón’s “liberator” refer to the legendary manikin that had inspired so many scholars and power-hungry politicians to waste their time and fortunes digging in dust-covered tombs. He smiled.


  “You’re not falling for that old story, are you, Don Esteban? No one knows the true origin of the Barrier Mask—not even the great Mazrooth.”


  “Legends and origins do not excite me, Prado. Think of what the mask has meant to Saragón. It is the key to Don Luis’ reign, and it has insured the safety and defense of his people ever since its discovery. Imagine what powers the manikin’s body would bestow upon its owner and upon the nation it guards. The overblown fame of Saragón would pale in comparison to that of the barony possessing the body of Ixion.”


  Prado’s smile faded. Superstition bored him, but greed was serious business. It was common knowledge that Don Esteban and other powerful men in the central baronies were jealous of Don Luis. They resented Saragón’s traditional leadership in both warfare and sorcery. The spy also had firsthand knowledge of the close friendship between Don Luis of Saragón and Esteban’s enemy and rival, Baron Maximiliano. The power of envy, greed, and revenge was easier to understand than ancient superstitions, and those universal motives had brought Prado great wealth in their service.


  “I am beginning to understand the seriousness of this matter, Don Esteban,” he told his patrón. “You think that Maximiliano will use his connections in Saragón to enhance his power through this new discovery.”


  “Precisely,” agreed Esteban. “My sources in Sierra del Plata tell me that the statue possesses dangerous magical powers and has already killed two people. They also say it was hidden in a secret place that could only have been prepared by powerful sorceries. You must speak to Mazrooth as soon as possible. We must learn the truth about this terrible artifact before Maximiliano permits his Saragóner henchmen to steal it and use it against us. The young baron is no match for those dark wizards and Inheritors. They will add the body of Ixion to the mask they already possess and use their new powers to dominate us even more than before. Stooges like Maximiliano will become mere servants of the Saragóners, and Almarrón will be little more than a mining and farming colony for those pompous intellectuals.”


  Esteban paused and studied Prado’s attentive expression.


  “It will not be necessary for Mazrooth to leave the comforts of his citadel,” he told the spy. “Even as we speak, Maximiliano is sending a well-guarded expedition to Sierra del Plata with instructions to take the statue to Mazrooth’s laboratory. My rival has already sought Mazrooth’s assistance, and he has agreed to examine the artifact, but only at his own convenience. Just as you said, he refused to leave his home and insisted the statue be brought to his door.”


  Prado was no longer surprised that Esteban had learned such details so soon. The silver mines and the miners who worked in them had been among Esteban’s closest supporters during his twelve-year reign as revolutionary dictator. The mines had been one of his first seizures, and he had maintained good relationships with the disgruntled laborers throughout his autocratic rule. Esteban had appealed to the illiterate miners by claiming to be a commoner himself, and he had convinced them he knew firsthand what it was like to labor for ungrateful aristocrats. It was rumored that many of his fugitive guerrilla fighters now hiding in the swamps of Gorgoña were unemployed miners from the Sierra del Plata. Through friends and relatives of his exiled army, Esteban would learn immediately of any unusual events in the mines, especially something as momentous as the discovery of a powerful magical relic with such obvious political and military value.


  “And you want me to represent your interests to Mazrooth while he studies this mysterious artifact?”


  Esteban smiled for the first time since his arrival. “Now we’re understanding each other, Prado. Under no circumstances must you leave Mazrooth al Yedom’s side until he identifies the statue and the power within it. If it is truly the body of Ixion, we must act quickly to prevent its removal by Maximiliano and his Saragóner allies. Can I rely upon you to see to this matter.”


  The spy did not reply immediately. He was calculating the perceived value of such a mission to the egocentric former dictator who still called himself “El Salvador,” the “savior” of his people.


  “There will be a considerable bonus above your customary fee for confidential services,” Esteban added quickly, as if he had heard Prado’s thoughts. “There will also be a position of great power in my government when I return to office.”


  Prado suppressed a grin. “Twice my usual commission will be sufficient, Don Esteban. I do not fancy a political career.”


  The ousted dictator frowned at the price but nodded brusquely. “Agreed,” he told the agent. “When will you be able to leave for the Sierra Borgosa?”


  “Today,” Prado replied. “The sooner, the better. Mazrooth will be requiring my assistance, though he doesn’t know it yet. I will need more details. Describe the statue to me.”


  “Unfortunately I cannot,” said Esteban. “My sources at the mines did not see it themselves. Before they had an opportunity to examine the artifact, old Galvez closed the shaft and posted guards at the entrance to the mine. I suspect he was acting on Maximiliano’s orders.”


  Prado muttered a mild curse. “This is preposterous, Esteban. You want me to infiltrate Mazrooth al Yedom’s home and base my explanation entirely upon gossip? What has led you and Maximiliano to this madness? The secondhand rumors of some superstitious miners?”


  Esteban frowned at Prado’s outburst. He wasn’t accustomed to being challenged by people who worked for him.


  “Curb your tongue. There’s more than gossip to this matter. Two men have died!”


  “A mine accident,” countered Prado. “They happen often in Sierra del Plata, I am told.”


  “What about the chamber?” Esteban argued. “A secret pocket in the heart of a mountain, carved with sorcery that melted the silver in the walls. And the light coming from the statue was enough to illuminate the shaft without candles or torches.”


  Prado shook a finger in his employer’s face. “Ah, now we have some details, however exaggerated they may be. Tell me exactly what your sources told you. Try to be precise, Don Esteban. Mazrooth al Yedom likes precision.”


  “I have heard that the statue is that of man’s body with the head of a wolf,” he replied.


  The scout didn’t seem to be overly interested in the shape of the object. “What is the material?”


  “Some kind of black glass,” Esteban replied. “Shiny and hard, with silver clothes and writing. The same silver that oozed from the veins of the chamber walls, like water seeping from the sides of a well.”


  Prado ignored his employer’s colorful analogy. “And there was a light coming from the object?”


  Esteban nodded. “When the rescue team arrived, the candles of the two victims were out, yet they could see in the dark because of a faint red glow that filled the shaft. I am told that they used the light to find the bodies and then traced the glow to the statue itself. The workers who discovered it were so frightened that they wanted to use smokepowder to seal the chamber and leave it buried forever.”


  “Were these experienced miners?” asked Prado. He wanted to be sure a novice had not been frightened by reflections of torches used by the rescue squad.


  “The best,” Esteban replied. “The first victim was a foreman who had many friends. Half of the rescue team were dwarves who had worked those tunnels most of their lives, and the others were some of the oldest miners in the Sierra del Plata. None of them, not even the dwarves, had ever seen anything like the glow from that statue.”


  “What did you say about its being dressed in ‘silver clothes’?”


  “That was the phrase my source used. He also said he saw some silver writing on the cursed thing. They covered the statue and sealed the shaft before he could get a better look.”


  Prado was silent for a few moments. He was sure now that Mazrooth would be intrigued by the object. From the description, it seemed to resemble the magical obsidian artifact from the well at Los Ventes. He still remembered the faint pink glow that emanated from the arrowhead after untold centuries. The old wizard wouldn’t be able to resist a chance to study the statue from the mine, no matter what it was. More importantly, he would need someone to deal with Maximiliano and Esteban. Mazrooth disliked human contact, but he loathed politicians and avoided them at all costs. The agent felt a surge of confidence.


  “You can rely upon me completely, Don Esteban,” he told the dictator. “I now have enough information to interest Master al Yedom in our mutual concerns.”


  Prado had profited many times from the old wizard’s reliance upon his diplomatic skills to handle men like Maximiliano and Esteban. More often than not, he managed to be paid by both parties as a double agent. What he did not tell “El Salvador” was that he had already been dispatched to Mazrooth’s mountain home by Esteban’s rival on a similar mission. Prado had never worked as a triple agent before, and the prospects were exhilarating.


  Chapter 6
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  The warrior reined his purebred stallion to a lurching halt at the rim of the Sierra del Plata hills. Below him was the lush valley the miners called “Green Cove.” It was only a narrow canyon, watered by several sparkling springs that had been diverted from the silver mines scattered along the canyon walls. Still, the patch of green was a welcome relief to the desolate rust-colored landscape he had been riding through for more than three hours after passing the fork to Costella.


  Below him, the large haciendas of the noble families who owned the mines were all nestled in the valley. Their lands weren’t large enough to support commercial farming, but each of the walled compounds had its own kitchen garden and fruit orchard. Hernán Costa took a small nautical spy-glass from a breast pocket inside his dusty leather armor and scanned the little settlement. The telescope was one of his most valuable weapons. It had saved both his life and the outcome of his mission on at least a dozen occasions. “Professional soldiers who work alone must develop their own strategic intelligence,” old Tristan had told him just a few months earlier when he resigned from the company garrison to serve Almarrón as a Lone Honorbound.


  In the myopic window of the spyglass, Costa soon found the hacienda of Don Galvez, clearly marked by the throng of horses and men milling around the front gate. The Honorbound suspected that only a few of the visitors had legitimate business with the owner of the Rio Mercurio mine. The rest were there out of curiosity. Word traveled quickly in the three “Enlightened States,” and he was sure spies from Saragón and Gargoña were among the onlookers in Green Cove. He had passed numerous travelers on the normally deserted high road from the Almarrón capital, and the warrior knew that most of them were heading for the Sierra del Plata to gawk at the mysterious statue that had already killed two dozen people, according to tavern gossip in Ciudad Tejillas.


  Costa’s mission was clear. Don Galvez’s men would load the object in a wagon and accompany him for the short distance to the ruined fortress of Castillo de Tordegena. At the ruins, he would commandeer half of the garrison to escort him the rest of the way to the citadel of Mazrooth al Yedom in the Sierra Borgosa hills. Tristan had given him complete discretion regarding the treatment of civilians such as those gathered outside the barricaded gates of Don Galvez’s hacienda. The statue was to remain hidden from view, and no one would be permitted to follow the wagon.


  Costa returned the telescope to his pocket. Then he retrieved a white satin sash from his saddlebags. When he had tied the broad sash around his waist, he removed the riding glove from his sword hand and looped it through the sash. The brilliant red and white circle tattooed behind his knuckles glared in the mountain sun. The mark of the Honorbound would be clearly visible to anyone who might have thoughts of interfering with his mission. It was not his intention to invite challenges from third-rate duelists or disgruntled populists who resented the aristocracy whom he served. The purpose of the display was to allay the fears of casual observers who were sure to notice the gleaming rapier of precious red steel hanging at his side. While his profession as a warrior would be obvious from the tools of his trade, his motives would be suspect. Costa wanted the onlookers to know that he was in the Sierra del Plata not as an individual but as a commissioned Honorbound officer.


  The warrior spurred the stallion to a spirited canter and quickly descended the canyon trail to the grassy meadows below. The throng outside Don Galvez’s gate grew silent as they recognized the white sash and tattoo. Costa heard sporadic murmurs of “Maximiliano” and “Honorbound” as he nudged the big horse through the crowd. Just as he had intended, no one questioned his arrival, nor did anyone challenge him directly. There was a whispered remark about “rich aristocrats and their hired killers,” but it was muttered behind his back, and he never responded to anonymous cowards.


  “Open the gate and close it after I have passed,” he commanded the powerfully built man guarding the front entrance to Don Galvez’s hacienda. The guard, whom Costa suspected was one of the don’s miners, recognized both the Honorbound emblems and the authority in the warrior’s voice. He didn’t have to be told that this was the escort they had been expecting. The large man easily lifted the heavy timber that barred the entrance and held the gate open for Costa and his mount to pass. Then he replaced the bar and pointed to the large whitewashed building at the end of a short tree-lined avenue.


  “Don Galvez waits for you in the hacienda, but he thought there would be more of you,” the guard said. There was a slight smile and flash of yellow teeth beneath the dirt and whiskers on his broad face.


  Costa showed no sign of having heard the miner’s clumsy attempt at sarcasm. He merely gestured behind him at the crowd. “Sound the alarm if any of those people try to do more than look through the fence.”


  “They won’t,” the guard replied. It was not bravado, but rather a simple statement of fact. Costa recognized strength, and he knew that this was not a man one could argue with, nor someone who made idle threats. The warrior was satisfied that Don Galvez’s security system was effective enough for the moment. He clucked softly to his horse and walked it gently toward the building.


  As he neared the hacienda, he saw several small children running for the front door and calling loudly to someone inside. The door opened almost immediately. Two muscular men stepped onto the flagstone patio; both were brandishing heavy but crude swords and were moving aggressively toward him. Costa’s trained eyes instantly measured the length of each man’s sword arm and studied their lumbering movements for a sign of martial training beyond the level of a common soldier. By the time Don Galvez himself appeared in the doorway behind them, the warrior was satisfied that neither was a trained swordsman.


  “Relax, hombres,” the old aristocrat called. “It is the officer in charge of the escort squad. Put your weapons away.”


  Costa’s tattooed right hand slipped unobtrusively from the hilt of his dueling rapier. He was relieved that Don Galvez had appeared before his men could challenge him. Though they were armed with much heavier weapons, Costa was sure that he could have “parried their attack easily. To someone with his training, both were clumsy and defenseless opponents, and it might have violated his Honorbound Protocol to have fought them.


  “Don Galvez?” he called to the elderly man.


  “I am he. Have you come from Maximiliano?”


  “It is my great honor to serve the household of Baron Maximiliano de Almarrón y Escudor,” Costa replied, raising his tattooed fist to his forehead in the formal Honorbound salute to a host.


  “You don’t have to use his fancy titles with me, son,” said the old man. “I was the old baron’s friend a long time before little Max was born. We fought the damn Yazi together, right here in these hills. I knew your boss’s father before he tacked that ‘Escudor’ on his name; in fact, I helped him add it. But you’re much too young to know about any of those things.”


  Costa bowed respectfully to his patrón’s family friend. His obligation to serve Maximiliano’s family extended to their closest friends and allies, particularly in matters of great import to the security of Almarrón. He also had a natural obligation as an Honorbound visitor to respect his host. The Protocols were clear on both points.


  “Captain Hernán Costa at your service, Don Galvez. Please consider my weapons and my honor yours to command.” The warrior repeated his Honorbound salute, this time bowing slightly to the old aristocrat, who seemed impressed with the officer’s sincerity.


  “Well, that’s real nice of you, Hernán,” he told Costa. “I hope I never have to hire you, but it’s good to know your name if I do. By the way, that’s a fine piece of red steel you’ve got hanging at your side. You wouldn’t want to sell it, would you? I’ll pay you a good price.”


  Costa smiled. It wasn’t the first time a wealthy man had wanted to buy the rapier. The weight and strength of red steel made such weapons highly prized possessions throughout the Savage Baronies. Most professional warriors carried at least one red steel weapon, and his sword had been a present from Commander Tristan six years before, when he had returned from a successful campaign in Saragón. He had been tempted to replace it with the handsome rapier with the basket hilt that had belonged to the Inheritor from Saragón whom he had fought the previous month, but he decided to keep the familiar one instead.


  “You may command my sword in the service of Almarrón, Don Galvez, but you may not possess it. It is a token of trust and appreciation bestowed upon me by a superior officer. To sell it at any price would insult and dishonor the bond between my commander and me.”


  Galvez laughed. “I figured it wasn’t for sale. But you can’t blame me for trying. Come on inside and wash some of that trail dust out of your throat before we get down to business.”


  Costa tied the stallion’s reins to the hitching rail on the patio, next to a full watering trough, then followed his host into a spacious front room with a raftered ceiling and white adobe fireplace. The two men who had confronted him outside were standing near the window, where they could watch the front gate. Don Galvez motioned for them to leave.


  “Pedro can handle the gate,” he told them. “Go on out back and get the wagon ready.” When they were alone, the old man ushered Costa to a leather chair by the fireplace. He gestured toward a tray with two decanters and some glasses on the table at the warrior’s elbow.


  “Help yourself, Captain,” he told the Honorbound. “That’s some of the best wine you’ll ever taste. Grew the grapes in my own arbor, right here in Green Cove. And that water is the purest springwater in the world. Comes out of the rock in my oldest mine. I call it liquid silver—cold, shiny, and precious.”


  Costa nodded appreciatively and poured himself a full tumbler of the water. It was sweet and cold, just as Don Galvez had promised. It was so refreshing that the warrior poured another glassful before settling back into the plush leather armchair.


  “So, how many men you got?” asked his host.


  “My instructions are to request escorts and guides from you as far as Castillo de Tordegena,” Costa replied. “I shall select the official escort party for the caravan from among the garrison at the castle.”


  Don Galvez frowned and leaned forward. He patted Costa’s armored forearm with a huge slab of a hand, hardened by his early years in the silver mines. “Did you see that mob out there, son? Half of them just want a good look at the thing we found in my mine, but the other ones are thieves, spies, and assassins who’d cut their own mothers’ throats for a lot less than that statue is worth. We’ve had to post guards at every gate once the word got out about that cursed thing. And you want to carry it thirty miles into Yazi country with just you and my miners to guard it?”


  The old man grinned and squeezed Costa’s arm before settling back in his chair. The Honorbound did not reply immediately. He had seen the crowd outside the gate and guessed that Don Galvez’s estimate of the dangers was exaggerated. He had spotted no more than five or six individuals who carried themselves in a suspicious manner, and of them he believed only two or three might have been professional thieves or fighters.


  “I’d like to borrow the two men who met me on the patio,” he told his host without responding to the don’s warning, “if they’d be willing to travel with me as far as Castillo de Tordegena.”


  The aristocrat squinted at the warrior, studying the unwavering dark eyes and athletic frame beneath the combination of leather and steel that protected his chest. It took only a few seconds for him to decide that Hernán Costa would not be intimidated by anything he could say.


  “They’re my sons, and they’ll do what I tell them to do. You’ll need a teamster, too,” he said as he rose from the chair. “No need to waste a guard on muleskinning. Come on out back. I’ll show you what all this fuss is about.”


  The old man led the Honorbound through a large kitchen and out of the main house, into an interior courtyard. A small covered wagon, commonly used as a mess wagon and mobile pantry in rural Almarrón, was just outside the door. It was hitched to a brace of sturdy brown mules and was surrounded by a cluster of rugged, dirty men armed with pick-axes and heavy swords. Costa recognized the two men from the patio and noted three more miners, two of whom were dwarves with matted hair and beards. The third stranger was a massive older man whose scowl was obvious, even beneath his filthy whiskers and sweaty grime.


  “You’ve just met my sons, Martin and Sebastian,” Don Galvez told him. “The others are the rescue squad that found that damn thing. Rétes and Topa have been with me since I opened the Rio Mercurio, and Bartólome Moreño there is my other shift foreman. He lost his best friend because of that evil statue.”


  “Juan Gomez would never have been in that dried-up hole if El Salvador was still governor,” the huge man proclaimed. “Tell that to His Almighty Majesty, ‘King’ Max.”


  Costa glanced at the tall older miner who towered over the two dwarves. He felt the anger in his cold eyes pierce his brain. The warrior guessed that Moreño’s bitterness had as much to do with the death of a friend as with class hatred. He wasn’t going to provoke a fight merely to defend the baron’s honor against the caustic remarks of a grieving man.


  “I seldom see the baron, Señor Moreño,” he told the angry man. “What you say about Don Esteban and the mining operations in Sierra del Plata may be true. Nevertheless, it has nothing to do with my business here. Will you give me the details of your discovery so that I can provide the information to the scholar who will be studying the statue?” Costa saw no reason to mention Mazrooth al Yedom to these superstitious men. Mazrooth’s reputation as a wizard was common knowledge throughout Almarrón, and wizardry was still an unpopular profession among uneducated people like these.


  “Details!” Moreño thundered. “How many times do I—”


  “Simmer down,” Don Galvez ordered quietly. The big man responded instantly to his patrón’s instruction, perhaps through many years of accepting the old man’s authority.


  “No need for us to go over that ugly business again. It’s all down here in these reports,” said the nobleman as he patted Moreño’s huge shoulder. He handed the Honorbound a thick packet of folded papers tied neatly with a black ribbon and sealed at the knot with a blob of red wax. Costa noticed that the impression in the wax matched the gold monogram ring on his host’s index finger.


  “This is a full account of the discovery,” said Don Galvez. “I’ve even tried to draw a map of the corridors in the vicinity of the chamber where they found the bodies and that cursed thing. You can open it if you want to. Tell me if you need any more information.”


  The warrior shook his head. “I’m sure it is a full report, Don Galvez. I shall deliver it personally to the scholar who will be examining the object.”


  “Scholar, huh? Is that what they’re calling people in Mazrooth al Yedom’s line of work these days?”


  Costa’s face must have betrayed his surprise at the violation of Tristan’s security measures. He had instructed the warrior to keep the destination of his convoy confidential. “Relax, son,” said Don Galvez. “This is Almarrón, you know. Nobody keeps a secret long in the heartland of Los Guardianos. Everybody knows old Mazrooth lives in the Borgosa hills, and that’s where you’re heading. There’s nothing else up there except some ragtail Dead Yucca Yazi, and I doubt if you’re hauling that cursed hunk of glass over a hundred miles just to give it to those savages. Come around here and let me show you the damned thing so you can get moving. You’ll want to reach the ruins before sundown.”


  Don Galvez moved toward the rear of the wagon and was reaching for the canvas flap when Costa stopped with a firm hand on his wrist. “I’ll do that,” he told the old man. There was a coldness in his voice that seemed to match the strength in his grasp. The aristocrat stepped aside and waited while the Honorbound raised the flap and peered inside the wagon at its mysterious cargo.


  The statue was swathed in a heavy canvas tarpaulin. The fabric clung loosely to the sculpted features like some crude funeral shroud. Costa could only estimate its dimensions as roughly those of a small humanoid shape. He couldn’t distinguish its features without removing the cloth and didn’t intend to uncover the statue until he delivered it to Mazrooth. Costa had encountered dangerous sorceries on other missions, and he tried to avoid unnecessary personal contact with magical objects. The warrior was concerned less for his own safety than for the outcome of his mission. He also remembered Tristan’s instructions to conceal the artifact for security reasons. From what his host had said, too many people already knew about their plans, and he didn’t wish to simplify the task of any professional spies who might be waiting for a glimpse of the important discovery.


  Costa closed the flap and tied it tightly to the wagon frame. Then he turned and faced the huge man who had insulted Maximiliano. “You are the eldest and most experienced man on the crew, and I am sure you wish to honor the memory of your friend,” he said to Moreño. “I want us to travel as comrades, not as enemies. While it is true that I serve Baron Maximiliano, my first loyalty is to our country. I think you share my love for Almarrón, Señor Moreño, and I respect your political opinions. Will you ride with me, señor, and help protect this cargo that may have cost your friend his life? The future of Almarrón might depend upon the bravery of you and your crew, and I need to be able to rely upon your great courage.”


  The Honorbound officer knew that he had to win the respect of Bartólome Moreño in order to command the support of the crew. It was one of the simplest but most effective leadership tactics he had learned from Tristan: “Accept the natural leaders of your men and mold them to suit your purposes.”


  The huge man frowned and turned away to hide the tears that had welled in his eyes at the mention of his friend. The Honorbound’s plea had appealed to Moreño’s simple patriotism and had stirred emotions he hadn’t felt in years. Costa always approached such strong persons as this one with the same honesty and strength they respected in themselves. He usually dealt with common soldiers, and these miners responded well to the same directness. Without answering the warrior, the foreman turned to his crew and gestured toward Costa.


  “Well, you heard the man,” he told the crew in a gruff voice. “Get your horses, and let’s get this damned piece of rock out of the valley before it kills somebody else. The sooner we get to the old castle, the sooner we’ll be able to get back home and bury our friends. Topa, go around to the front and get the soldier’s horse. Let’s go!”


  As the crew collected their mounts, Costa motioned to his host. “It would be helpful, Don Galvez, if you could send a message to Commander Tristan Medina in Baron Maximiliano’s household in Ciudad Tejillas. Tell him that we have left the Sierra del Plata with the object and are taking the border trail to Sierra Borgosa. I doubt if we will encounter difficulties, but I like to keep my superior informed of my progress.”


  The old aristocrat winced at Costa’s optimism. “You don’t know the Long Legs like I do, Captain. The stretch between here and the Sierra Borgosa is pretty clean, but the Yazi still think it’s their country. Almarrón might claim it, but the Long Legs believe it’s part of El Grande Carrascal. My men can get you through to the old castle, but those thieving bastards will be watching every move you make. Just remember they’re always out there, along with whatever trash is liable to follow you from here.”


  “I appreciate your advice, Don Galvez,” the warrior replied, “but I’m not going to let a band of desert bandits endanger this mission and compromise the honor and security of Almarrón. At the moment, I am more concerned about being followed than about fighting a few gnolls.”


  The Honorbound took his stallion’s reins from the dwarf and signaled to the others in his caravan to start moving. The creases in Don Galvez’s weathered face deepened. He waved to his sons and to Moreño. When the dwarf Rétes snapped the wagon reins and clucked twice, the mules began to pull the covered wagon toward the main gate. Costa raised his hand and pressed his knuckles to his forehead in a farewell salute to the old man before wheeling his mount and joining the big foreman at the rear of the wagon.


  Chapter 7
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  No one followed the wagon as it left the valley. The caravan moved slowly through the front gate, and the crowd grew strangely quiet as they passed through the entrance. It was such an eerie silence that Costa felt puzzled at first, then apprehensive and uneasy. He disliked unpredictable situations, and the lack of any reaction from the curious throng was certainly unexpected. The Honorbound watched over his shoulder as they began to climb the mine trail out of the valley but saw only two riders leave the hacienda at a full gallop, one heading east toward Ciudad Tejillas and the other taking the north road into the farm country around Paso Dorado. He presumed that the messenger riding toward the capital had been dispatched by Don Galvez, as he had requested. But the northward rider would be reporting to someone else.


  “He’s going to tell whoever sent him where we’re taking the statue,” said Moreño. The big foreman was riding behind the covered wagon with Costa and had edged his horse closer to the warrior’s side. He had been watching the riders, too, and now he confirmed Costa’s presumptions. “The first one was one of the new boys from the day shift. I figure he’s heading for that boss of yours in Tejillas. I don’t know who the other one was, but he don’t need to follow us to know where we’re going. There ain’t nothing ahead but the mines and the ruins, and no one would ever think we’re taking it back to the Rio Mercurio.”


  Costa nodded silently to the foreman. He suspected that Moreño knew the second man, too, and that he knew he worked for Don Esteban. But it didn’t matter now. He was sure the spy had also learned of their ultimate destination. His mouth tightened at the thought of the baron’s enemies knowing their plans and progress even before he reached Mazrooth al Yedom.


  The trail remained wide until they passed the last of the mine entrances, high above the valley. It turned into a narrow track near the crest of the Sierra del Plata hills, snaking upward between rugged outcrops of reddish-gray stone. Costa had never fought in mountainous terrain, but his warrior’s training led him to dart his eyes from rock to rock and shadow to shadow, trying to anticipate any likely ambush positions.


  “You won’t see ’em till they’re on you,” said Moreño. The Honorbound realized that the big man was watching him more than he was scouting the trail. Don Galvez’s two sons were plodding side by side in front of the mule team. The foreman squinted into the low western sun ahead of them.


  “A Long Legs can hide behind a rock smaller than his head,” he said with a grim smile. “I heard one of the soldiers at the castle say he walked up on four of ’em in broad daylight and never saw a thing till one of those sneaky hyenas stuck a spear in his leg. If it hadn’t been for his buddies, they’d have cooked him for supper that night.”


  Costa smirked at the miner’s folk wisdom about the Yazi gnolls. He had heard similar folktales of savagery and cannibalism regarding the Gosluk goblins before he had fought them in La Pampa Rica. More to the point, Tristan had briefed him on the Long Legs and other Yazi tribes before he left Ciudad Tejillas. His old mentor had described a very different sort of enemy, one with great cunning and wiles, and considerably more civilized than the Gosluk.


  “I don’t think the Yazi eat their enemies any longer,” he told the foreman. “They’re good fighters, good enough to storm and take castles, and scholars say they’re more civilized than some of their cousins in the north.”


  Moreño snorted derisively. “You think you know ’em, do you? Well, let me tell you a few things about the Long Legs you can’t learn from some old graybeard teacher.” He pointed to their left, at the crest of the ridge they were following. “Just about two months ago, old Rétes and me was taking provisions to the garrison at the ruins. It was right around here that we heard something up yonder by them blue rocks.”


  Costa raised a gloved hand to shield his eyes from the bright afternoon sun. In the distance, he saw a patch of bluish-gray boulders perched on the steep slope, just below the crestline.


  “We pulled up so we could listen better, and about that time, some of the littler rocks started moving! It was them thieving Long Leg bastards. They was painted blue to blend in with the rocks. They come down that mountain hollering and whooping like banshees. Little Rétes hauled out a flint-lock bigger than he is and shot the first one that got to the trail. I didn’t carry a gun back then like I do now. All I could do was ride up and grab that dwarf off the wagon. There must have been a dozen of ’em, and they all had these long spears with bright metal points and painted shafts decorated with feathers. Just as I swung Rétes up behind me, one of them dog-faced critters got him in the knee with a spear. Well, we rode down this damn mountain till we got to the mines and raised enough men to go back and get what was left of the wagon. Them thievin’ cowards had already run off with all the food and stuff. They just left the one Rétes shot lying in the trail. That’s how we knew about the paint.”


  Costa seldom paid serious attention to rural war stories, which were almost always embellished with heroic details that could not have happened. But this story sounded less embroidered than most and was recent enough to have a direct bearing on his mission. The Honorbound found himself staring at the blue outcrop a little more carefully as they neared the spot of the ambush. Some of the information in Moreño’s story interested him, in view of Tristan’s briefing. It had confirmed his teacher’s description of the hit-and-run tactics of the Yazi gnolls and their preference for bronze-tipped weapons. But the details about the use of camouflage paint were new. Tristan had told him that the Yazi often painted their skin in tribal designs merely to identify themselves to each other, but he hadn’t mentioned deliberate camouflage.


  “Tell me more about the paint they wore,” he urged the foreman. “Was it just a solid color, or was it in the shape of designs or symbols?”


  “It was solid, all right,” the big man replied. “They had them other marks, too, but they was covered with the blue paint. You had to get real close to see those little stripes and circles and other marks.”


  “Circles? What circles?”


  “Kind of like that one on your hand,” Moreño replied with a gesture of his chin. “It was hard to tell whether they was tattoos or spots. Some of them ugly bastards got spotted fur, just like a wild hyena. But we saw they was tattoos, like yours, when we washed that blue gunk off the dead one. It was a row of double circles, red ones inside of white ones, running all the way up both arms.”


  Costa was silent, trying to absorb the impact of Moreño’s description. If his account was accurate, it meant that the Long Legs had transformed their military strategies in at least one major way since their crushing defeat at the Battle of Morrión. The markings Moreño had described were clearly those of Honorbound warriors. Costa didn’t understand their behavior, which seemed almost cowardly in terms of the Precepts and Protocols that governed not only his old company but all Honorbound warriors in the territories of the Savage Coast. Those codes of behavior united and defined all Honorbound warriors, regardless of their race. A true Honorbound would never have attacked a defenseless food wagon without a clear warning. And a fellow Honorbound would never have left the corpse of a fallen comrade behind to risk desecration by an enemy.


  “Was the dead Yazi dressed any differently than the other ones?” he asked the foreman.


  “The only thing I can remember for sure is this white belt,” he told Costa. “It wasn’t fancy, like the one you’re wearing, though. It was just an old leather belt painted white. I could even see the paint flaking off in spots.”


  The warrior clenched his jaw. This was something that Tristan hadn’t known about when he had briefed Costa in Ciudad Tejillas. Had he known that the gnolls between the Sierra del Plata and Castillo de Tordegena were sophisticated enough to have their own Honorbound company, his strategy might have been different. Costa was beginning to see the wisdom in Don Galvez’s suggestion that he might need a larger escort from the mines to the ruins.


  “How far are we from Castillo de Tordegena?” Costa asked the foreman.


  Moreño glanced at the view on both sides of the rail. “I reckon about three hours,” he replied.


  “That would put us at the ruins just at dusk,” Costa thought aloud. “That’s cutting it a little close if you think the Yazis are watching us. Can’t we move a little faster?”


  The miner pointed to the covered wagon rocking in and out of the ruts in the old trail. “You don’t want to push those mules too hard,” he advised the warrior. “They’re old and tired and stubborn, just like their skinner. They know the trail to the castle like they know the main shaft in the Rio Mercurio. I seen old Rétes go to sleep with the reins in his hands coming back from the garrison and not wake up till they pulled up by themselves outside the hacienda. But one thing they can’t or won’t do is hurry.”


  Costa thought Moreño was probably right in his assessment of the mules. He had been dependent upon mule teams before and knew from experience that it was difficult to force them to alter their pace. Resigning himself to a protracted trek, not only to Castillo de Tordegena but also all the way to Sierra Borgosa, the warrior forced himself to relax and to control his impatience.


  They rode for nearly two miles without speaking. The trail narrowed to a thread that wound its way upward. A steep cliff on the left made it impossible to see around the hairpin curves. A deep ravine on the right forced them to hug the side of the cliff so tightly that the hubs of the wheel scraped the rock. Costa watched the bouncing wagon lurch around the bend, hoping the added weight of the stone figure wouldn’t make it unmanageable on the treacherous bends. Suddenly he heard a sharp command from the dwarf, followed by the squeal of metal against metal.


  “Whoa! Whoa now, damn your hide!” Rétes shouted to the animals. Sparks and smoke spewed from the iron wheel rim as the dwarf stomped on the brake lever and jerked the reins to halt the plodding mules. Costa and Moreño heard shouts and the clatter of hooves in front of the covered wagon, but they couldn’t see around the wagon because of its canopy and the cliff. Realizing that it was impossible to get his large horse around the stalled wagon, Costa jumped from the saddle and ran to the rear of the conveyance. He ripped the ties open and flung the canvas flap aside so that he could see Rétes’s stubby shape and bearded face through the tunnel of sun-bleached fabric.


  “What’s the matter?” he yelled to the dwarf.


  “Landslide!” Rétes answered. “The trail’s blocked!”


  It didn’t require military training to see how vulnerable they were on the cramped trail, with no room to turn around nor defensive cover against an attack. The warrior sensed immediate danger and gave a quick order to Moreño, who was still on his horse.


  “Stay here and guard our rear while I see what it looks like up ahead.”


  Costa ran to the right side and inched his way sideways along the edge of the ravine until he was in front of the mule team. Rétes was standing on the driver’s seat, his bullwhip in one hand and the reins in the other. The two Galvez brothers had ridden up the trail to inspect a pile of rubble that had fallen from the cliff and now blocked more than half of the narrow track. Both men had dismounted and were leading their horses around the pile of debris. Costa trotted forward to join them.


  “How bad is it?” he called to Sebastian, who was closer to him.


  “Bad enough to keep us here after dark,” the young man replied. “It’ll take a full crew at least two hours to clear the trail.”


  “How far are we from the garrison?”


  “Not too far. Once we get to the top of this rise, it’s downhill all the way to the ruins. I’d guess it’s around thirty minutes’ ride from here.”


  Costa glanced at the sky, which was beginning to turn orange. He had almost decided to make a hasty camp for the night when a gentle gust of wind brought a familiar but ominous odor to his nostrils.


  “Someone has to ride to the garrison for help!” he told the two brothers. “Which one of you has the faster horse?”


  Sebastian, the younger and smaller of the two, did not hesitate to reply. “Me. And I can ride better than Martin, too.”


  The warrior didn’t wait for his older brother to dispute the claims. He told Sebastian to ride as fast as he could to the garrison and tell them they were under attack.


  “Attack? We’re not under attack,” Martin protested.


  “We will be by the time you get moving,” Costa replied. “Don’t you smell something peculiar around these rocks?”


  Martin cocked his head and sniffed. Suddenly his eyebrows furrowed and he looked at the Honorbound with anxious eyes. “Smokepowder! Somebody blew up the cliff. It’s a trap!” he cried.


  “That’s right. It’s a deliberate barricade. Now, go!”


  Sebastian spurred his horse and sped away, leaving Costa and his elder brother standing by the fallen rocks. The warrior nodded at Martin’s sword. “How good are you with that weapon?” he asked the principal heir to Don Galvez’s great wealth.


  “I trained at—”


  “Hey, we got trouble back here! Yazi! Coming fast!”


  Moreño’s loud bellow from the rear of the wagon interrupted his boss’s son. Costa broke into a run, with Martin just behind him. The dwarf had already heard Moreño’s alarm and was diving through the canvas opening behind the driver’s seat with a flintlock rifle in his hand. The Honorbound and the young swordsman scampered past the wagon as fast as they could to join Moreño on the trail behind it. The foreman had already dismounted and was arming a wheel lock pistol while leaning against the cliff. He was staring down the trail that led back toward the mines.


  Costa felt his hair tingle with excitement when he saw what had caused the foreman’s alarm. The trail was crowded with creatures the warrior hadn’t seen since the Yazi wars. The gnolls stood upright, considerably larger than an average human, and had canine faces and low foreheads. Some of them were thickly furred, with dark, spotted markings on their upper legs and arms. The ones with the spots also had pronounced scruffy manes, which reminded Costa of wild hyenas. The other gnolls were taller and more slender and lacked both the spots and the manes. The small ones had shorter, more delicate snouts and higher foreheads, with long pointed ears. All of the gnolls were painted with geometric designs in bright colors and wore laced bone gorgets and leather breechclouts decorated with multicolored feathers. Each carried a bronze-tipped spear resembling a short lance or javelin and a stiff rawhide shield. Both shields and spears were decorated with symbols and feathers matching those on their bearers.


  What surprised Costa most about the mob was that they were not charging the trapped wagon. There must have been at least thirty spearmen in the band, and they could have easily overwhelmed the tiny caravan, but they seemed to be waiting for something, perhaps a signal, before attacking.


  “Hold your fire,” Costa murmured to Moreño and Rétes. The dwarf had crawled to the back of the wagon and was peering out the rear flap. With his bearded cheek pressed against the stock, the barrel of his flintlock musket appeared to protrude from his matted whiskers. For a few seconds, which seemed to be hours, the Yazi band stood silently in the trail, their red-tinted muzzles raised as if they were sniffing the air for the scent of a quarry. It was the dwarf who ignited the tinderbox.


  A loud boom issued from the rear of the wagon, followed immediately by a suffocating cloud of burned smokepowder. The dwarf’s musket ball struck one of the stockier gnolls directly in the chest. The bones of the gorget blew apart, scattering on the ground in front of the surprised band of Yazi warriors.


  “That’ll show ye what’ll happen to any dog-faced bastard who sticks a spear in Lomo Rétes’s leg when he’s trying to retreat,” the dwarf yelled.


  The stunned gnolls recovered from the surprise shot in seconds and launched a flurry of spears at the wagon and its defenders. Costa dived beneath the wagon, narrowly avoiding the razor edge of a spear, which hit a wheel spoke and bounced into the ravine. The Honorbound grabbed Don Galvez’s elder son by the ankles and dragged him under the wagon to safety. The dwarf wasn’t as lucky. One of the short javelins pierced his left shoulder, spinning him around so that his short trunk hung upside down against the back of the wagon. For just a second or two, his eyes were wide in terror as he saw a cluster of spears descending upon him in a gentle arc. A muffled grunt was the only sound Rétes made as he died with three shafts riddling his stubby body.


  Moreño flattened himself against the cliff until the first flight of heavy missiles had passed his hidden niche. When he saw his old friend die, he leapt into the middle of the trail and fired both pistols into the front rank of the gnolls. One of them dropped to the ground, a gaping hole where his muzzle had been. Another screamed in agony as a pistol ball tore into his stomach. The huge foreman dropped his empty pistols onto the ground and pulled a heavy cutlass from his belt. He was stepping toward the nearest gnoll when a spear pierced his thigh and another grazed his cheek. Before he could react, Costa had grabbed his arm and was dragging him beneath the wagon.


  “Keep him quiet,” he told Martin Galvez. “All of this might have been avoided if his friend hadn’t decided to shoot. Now I’ve got to try to get us out of this mess.”


  Costa left them and walked with empty hands into the space between them and the gnolls. His white sash was shining in the red dust cloud that had risen during the skirmish. Costa shouted at the gnolls in Common, hoping that one of them would understand the human language of commerce. He knew the Gosluk goblins sometimes used a dialect of Common as a trade language and hoped that the Yazi gnolls did the same.


  “Let it be over,” he shouted. “Blood has spilled from both sides. If more is spilled, then more will die. This I swear by the Precepts of my company.”


  There was a low chattering sound among the ranks of gnolls, followed by a loud howling call by one of the warriors in the rear of the band. Costa wondered if they had understood his words, or if they were merely confused by his appearance. Then he heard the sound of hooves and saw the rear ranks of the gnolls parting to permit a rider to pass among them. As the lancers moved aside, he saw an astonishing figure mounted, with only a blanket for a saddle, on a sturdy pinto pony.


  It was a smaller gnoll than the ones on the ground, but it was obviously of the same bloodlines as the ones without the manes. Then he realized it was a female! Her snout was even shorter and more gracile than those of the taller males. Her legs were clad in a leather breechclout like the other warriors and were fitted in long boots without spurs. Instead of a bone gorget like her companions, she wore a chain mail shirt several sizes too large and used two crisscrossed leather belts to mold the metal fabric to her slender figure. She wore the same sorts of geometric designs as the other tall gnolls, but also had a row of red circles inside white ones tattooed up both forearms. And the white satin sash around her tiny waist was almost identical to Costa’s own sash. The female gnoll was an Honorbound warrior like himself!


  Costa noticed that the warrior’s skin had the characteristic red tinge that meant exposure to the full force of the Red Curse over a long period of years. She wore a small cinnabryl talisman, and he wondered whether gnolls were affected by the Curse in the same fashion as humans were. He also saw that she had not drawn either of her weapons, a large curved sword he recognized as a khopesh and a set of brass flind bars. Costa raised his tattooed fist to his forehead in a formal salute to a fellow Honorbound.


  “Do you understand Common?” he asked the female warrior.


  “Common, Yazi, Gosluk, and Watakan,” she replied quickly in the same language. “Which do you prefer, human?” Her voice was a husky blend of throaty vowel sounds and lisping consonants. Costa suspected that the shape of her muzzle made it difficult to articulate human speech in the front of her mouth, so she compensated by shifting the sounds to the back of her throat. The effect was similar to the sounds produced by a ventriloquist, yet had a sensuous quality some women used intentionally to attract men.


  “Common will do,” he said. “What is your company?”


  It was customary for Honorbound opponents to identify themselves before either trying to kill each other or agreeing not to kill each other.


  “I am Marshal Vupilor Watak, of the Red Creek Honorbound Confederacy,” she responded. “Our mission is to guard El Grande Carrascal from intrusions. Your caravan has violated our boundaries. What is your mission in our homeland?”


  Costa felt somewhat relieved. The gnolls were not common bandits, as Moreño had described them. They were on a military mission, however misguided it might be. He always preferred to negotiate with or even to fight fellow military officers. Even the most vicious warrior could be trusted, after a fashion. But it was usually impossible to negotiate with thieves.


  “Captain Hernán Costa, Marshal Watak,” he introduced himself with a how. “I serve His Excellency, Baron Maximiliano de Almarrón y Escudor and the sovereign state of Almarrón as an Honorbound company of one. My mission is to convey the contents of this wagon to a private person in the Sierra Borgosa hills.”


  The gnoll female glanced over Costa’s shoulder at the covered wagon. “That’s the same wagon your governor uses to supply the soldiers at the old castle,” she told him, “and this is the road to the castle. Have you forgotten your Precepts? You have already fired upon us without warning. Are you now lying about your mission?”


  Costa might have been insulted by the warrior’s suspicions if the dwarf hadn’t opened fire upon her soldiers, just as she said. He stepped aside and waved toward the wagon.


  “The shot was an unfortunate mistake, Marshal. The person who fired is dead. In fact, we have suffered two casualties among each of our parties. You are welcome to search the wagon for food and supplies. I assure you that its contents have no military value whatsoever. We carry an ancient artifact that may interest only sages and other scholars with antiquarian concerns. You may examine our cargo yourself.”


  The gnoll officer nudged her pony with her knees, riding past Costa to the rear of the wagon. Moreño glared at her from beneath the wheels but said nothing. His wounds were painful enough to keep his anger under control, and Martin Galvez was prepared to restrain him if it became necessary. From her mounted position, she could see into the conveyance, but she couldn’t see beneath the tarpaulin covering the statue.


  “Show her the statue,” Costa called to Martin.


  The young aristocrat climbed into the covered wagon and quickly whisked the shroud from the carved figure. The warrior on the pony stood in her stirrups to get a better view of the wagon’s cargo. She stared at the jet-black statue for what seemed to be several full minutes, then whirled her pony toward her soldiers and barked a command in a language that sounded like a blend of high-pitched whines and low growls. To Costa’s astonishment, the gnolls began to run and leap into the ravine on the right, vanishing into the thick brush on its slopes within seconds. The officer was left alone on the trail with the wagon from Sierra del Plata. She nodded briefly to Costa, then gave her pony an invisible signal with her knees. The little animal darted away down the trail and out of sight around a curve, leaving Costa and the remainder of his caravan alone on the darkening mountain.


  “I’ll be damned,” Costa murmured to himself. He didn’t know whether to congratulate himself on his diplomacy or to prepare himself for another attack.


  “Captain Costa? Maybe you’d better come look at this!”


  Martin Galvez was motioning from the rear of the covered wagon in an agitated manner. The warrior turned away from the empty trail and walked to the wagon. He pulled himself up by the frame and stood on the wheel hub to look inside the canvas covering. It was the first time he had seen the statue, and its smoothly sculpted features were breathtaking. The artist’s hand had captured every detail of the delicate canine features. Even more intriguing was a pulsating red light that throbbed from some unknown source deep within the translucent ebony figure. With each pulse of light, the carved features seemed to come alive. They were the unmistakable features of Marshal Vupilor Watak, the Yazi Honorbound officer who had just spared his life and his mission!
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  It was dark when Sebastian Galvez returned with a detachment of guards from the garrison at Castillo de Tordegena less than an hour after the skirmish with the Yazi and their unusual leader. The young lieutenant commanding the relief platoon was too impressed with Costa’s Honorbound status to question his authority when the warrior prevented the curious officer from looking inside the wagon. Costa ordered the lieutenant to have his men clear the trail immediately, and did not leave the wagon unguarded until they were ready to continue. He lit as many lanterns as he could find in the wagon so that their light would mask the pulsating glow from the statue that seeped from beneath the tarpaulin.


  The two Galvez brothers helped Moreño into the wagon after one of the soldiers bandaged his leg and face. The elder Galvez climbed onto the springboard seat to take the place of the dead dwarf at the reins of the mule team. As soon as he moved the wagon past the bottleneck between the cliff and the ravine, his younger brother gathered the two riderless horses and followed the well-lit caravan down the sloping trail to the wide hollow where the garrison was headquartered.


  It was a dark, starless night, and the lights of the stockaded camp were a welcome sight to Costa and his men. Two guards swung the heavy gate open to admit the wagon and its escort, then closed it quickly behind them. The young officer in charge of the relief platoon directed Costa to a large circular tent erected toward the rear of the stockade. He instructed other soldiers to care for the men and their animals and to help the Galvez brothers remove the dwarf’s body from the wagon. A short, stocky officer wearing the epaulets of a colonel in Almarrón’s militia met the caravan just as they were stopping in front of the tent.


  “Good evening, Captain,” said the officer. “I am Colonel Gustavo Madras, commander of the garrison at Castillo de Tordegena. We have been expecting you but did not know when you would arrive. I understand that you have had an encounter with a band of Yazi thieves.”


  Costa dismounted and saluted the commander. He noticed a deformed leg and wondered if it were a battle wound or an Affliction of the Red Curse. The man’s hair and skin were so dark a shade of red that they appeared black in the shadows of the camp. Occasional flares from a torch or cooking fire revealed the crimson hues in his face and eyes.


  “I am Hernán Costa, Lone Honorbound in the personal service of Baron Maximiliano. It is true that we were stopped by Yazi, Colonel Madras, but they did not behave as thieves. I can give you a full report of the incident, but first you will need to see my warrant.”


  He handed a four-fold letter to the colonel, who broke the baron’s seal and read it by the light of a torch. His thick, auburn eyebrows furrowed as he studied the order a second time.


  “These instructions are clear enough, Captain, but I am just a little curious about your mission. It is not often that I am requested to compromise the security of my garrison by dividing it to send an entire platoon to escort a caravan with an unknown cargo to an unknown destination. Perhaps you could enlighten me somewhat regarding the more general aspects of your mission?”


  Costa hesitated. He didn’t wish to alienate the colonel by seeming to override the authority and judgment of a superior officer, but he had promised Tristan that he would maintain as much secrecy as possible about the statue.


  “May we go inside your tent, Commander?” he suggested.


  The colonel gave an understanding nod. He raised a flap of the command tent and stepped aside to allow the Honorbound to enter. The garrison was a lonely post, and secret missions from the capital did much to relieve the old veteran’s boredom.


  Costa accepted a large tankard of ale and sat at the campaign table, which was covered with maps of the castle ruins and adjacent areas. After swallowing a long draught of the cool, bitter liquid, the warrior leaned across the table and began to confide a few details of his mission to the colonel. He did not describe the statue, nor did he mention the possibility that it was the manikin of Ixion. He told Madras only enough to make the commander feel more involved in the mission, but nothing that might compromise its outcome or violate his promise to Tristan.


  The colonel, who was filling the tent with acrid tobacco smoke from a large pipe, waited for him to finish before he responded. “This is a most serious matter,” he muttered gravely. “The baron honors me with his trust in such a mission.”


  Costa lifted the heavy tankard to hide his expression. Tristan had warned him that Madras’s intellectual skills weren’t nearly as strong as his courage and loyalty. The senior Honorbound had confided that the garrison post had been given to the veteran in gratitude for his outstanding service to Baron Maximiliano and his family, but only because it was the kind of duty that did not require a great amount of thought. It was a routine guard assignment, for the most part, since the Yazi conflict had dwindled to a minor borderlands annoyance. Junior officers could handle the daily tasks of policing the ruins and patrolling the border, while the colonel could end his career in an honorable fashion without interfering with any important military operations. Costa disliked any sort of deliberate deception, even when the intentions were both honorable and justified, as they seemed to be in the matter of Colonel Madras. But the Honorbound was satisfied that he had not lied to the old officer; rather, he had let the man misinterpret a partial report. The warrior’s rigid code of ethics had been bruised but not broken.


  “Well, you shall have my best platoon,” Madras assured him. “I’ll send the same one that just rescued you from those thieving savages. You’ll like Lieutenant Vargas. He’s a hard worker, and he knows how to follow orders. But tell me about your trouble out there. How’d you hold off those ugly bastards with just a few civilians?”


  Costa stifled a smile. Career officers like Madras usually believed that the only warriors capable of wielding a sword wore uniforms. “It was not very difficult, Colonel, because the Yazi simply left as soon as they saw we were not carrying provisions to your garrison. Perhaps they knew that Lieutenant Vargas’s relief column would be coming soon and did not want to stay in the vicinity.”


  “Hah!” the commander exclaimed, slapping the map-covered table with a scarred, hamlike hand. “They know better than to toy with me. Did you know that I’ve been fighting these savages for more than twenty years? I was at both Morrión and Red Creek with Sir John of Cimarron. I know those animals like I know my own horse.”


  “Red Creek?” Costa asked, remembering the gnoll Honorbound’s mention of the famous battleground in the name of her company. “Wasn’t that the last battle against the Yazi confederation, in the heart of Long Legs country?”


  “That was it. Big John led us against the bloodthirsty hyenas who massacred all the miners and settlers right here in Almarrón, just before they burned the castle. It was those Long Legs that did it. If it hadn’t been for them, the Chiriquis and the Dead Yucca Yazi wouldn’t have had the brains or the guts to put up that kind of fight.”


  Costa stared at the cloud of yellowish smoke above the colonel’s dark red hair. The Honorbound knew the frontier military history of Almarrón better than most professional warriors, but his teachers had not spent a lot of time describing the physical and cultural features of the Yazi tribes. From his recent encounter with them, he realized that there were some major differences among the gnolls everyone called “Yazi” that armchair sages seem to have overlooked.


  “Perhaps you can clarify something for me, Colonel. The Yazi back there on the trail were a mixed bunch. Some of them were huge, with spotted fur and long snouts. They had symbols like this painted all over their bodies.” He traced a few diamond shapes with his bare finger on the tabletop.


  “Those were Chiriquis,” Madras said quickly. “They’re stupid, but mean and strong. They’re so dumb that they’ll run right across an open field, armed with nothing but spears and axes, at a line of muskets and cannons. You can cut them down before they get within a hundred yards of your lines. They’re the ones the Long Legs used to storm Castillo de Tordegena till it fell. The Chiriquis’ bodies were piled up so high outside the walls you could almost climb them up to the parapet.”


  The Honorbound nodded. He vividly remembered the scene on the trail, with the brutish Chiriquis standing in front of the smaller gnolls with smooth skin and slender necks.


  “There were some other gnolls on the trail who looked more like humans,” he told the colonel. “Their markings consisted more of lines and chevrons, and their skin was either shaved or hairless. They also had short, pointed snouts and large eyes.”


  “And they were using the Chiriquis as their shields,” Madras added knowingly. “They were Long Legs, Captain, and they’re just as smart as a lot of humans I’ve seen. They’re the ones that organized all the gnolls in El Grande Carrascal against the settlers and tried to cut off Guadalante from Almarrón and Cimarron.”


  “They looked so different that it was hard to believe they were gnolls.”


  Madras puffed his pipe and raised a finger. “Let me show you something, Captain,” he said as he began rummaging through the maps on the table. He found an old hand-drawn campaign chart of El Grande Carrascal and spread it out between them. Then, with a stubby maroon finger, he stabbed a spot on the lower portion, marked with a large black square near a river.


  “That’s the original Long Legs camp,” he told Costa, “right by the New Hope River. They say their people have been in the southern corner of El Grande Carrascal longer than Traladarans have been in the Baronies. According to their legends, they once lived on the coast, all along the Gulf of Hule. They say they had to retreat into the desert when the Thyatians started settling the Claw Peninsula. Some old-time gauchos claim there was a time when the Long Legs and the other gnolls fought each other. The first clan to join the Long Legs was the Watak. They’ve interbred with each other for so long, it’s hard to tell who’s who today. What I always say is that if you see a Long Leg with a long snout and spotted hair, it’s probably part Chiriquis. If he’s little and has a short, sharp muzzle like a fox, you got yourself a purebred Watak.”


  He pointed to another marked spot, just north of the Long Legs’ Camp. “This X marks the ruins of an old town in the desert. Some folks call the place ‘Buenos Viente’ and say that the ancestors of the Long Legs built the town before the gauchos ever started moving west. I’ve seen it myself, and my own opinion is that it couldn’t have been built by any gnoll. I guess some of the first Long Legs could have moved into those deserted ruins and camped there for a while, though. Anyhow, nobody lives there now, Yazi or human. People say Buenos Viente is haunted, and that keeps most folks away, including the Long Legs.”


  Costa started to ask the old officer about Honorbound companies among the Yazi, but stopped himself. If he had to describe Vupilor Watak, he might have to explain her behavior at the wagon and reveal more than he wanted to the colonel. He had already said more about his mission than he had intended to say and did not want to elaborate on any of the details.


  The warrior stood and reached for his host’s hand. “Thank you for that information, Colonel. It explains many of the differences among the gnolls I saw today. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to make sure my men are comfortable and that Lieutenant Vargas has enough information to prepare his troops for the escort duty. We will also need to transport the injured miner and the body of the dwarf back to the Sierra del Plata.”


  “Of course, Captain,” said the commander. He pushed his stout frame up from the table and clapped the warrior on his shoulder. “I shall send for Lieutenant Vargas immediately and share these orders with him. But I will not violate your confidence regarding that mysterious cargo of yours.”


  “You may exercise your own discretion in the matter, Colonel Madras. You may decide that the lieutenant needs to know the details of our mission in order to prepare his men.”


  Madras’s Curse-afflicted face twitched. His jaw tightened and his frame stiffened. He believed that someone was allowing him to make an important decision for the first time in years. Had not Costa told him that the future of Almarrón might depend upon their handling of this serious matter? Costa saluted the old warrior and left the command tent, satisfied that the colonel would indeed tell the lieutenant everything he had said, saving him the trouble of repeating the edited version of their mission in the morning.


  An orderly ushered Costa to a small private tent not far from Madras’s quarters and sent for food and drink. He told the Honorbound that the Galvez brothers had been settled in similar accommodations, and that the wagon was under close guard in the center of the parade ground. The soldier left after Costa gave him orders to relay to the Galvezes and to Lieutenant Vargas.


  After eating as much of the dried salted meat and hard roll as he could stomach, the warrior removed his armor and extinguished the lantern. He lay in the darkness on the thick bed of hay that served as both a cot and horse food in frontier posts such as this one. Images of the gnolls on the trail cluttered his thoughts, keeping him awake for at least an hour.


  He couldn’t erase the image from his mind of Marshal Vupilor Watak’s shaken look when she saw her own gracile face sculpted in the black stone beneath the tarpaulin. For some reason, he imagined that it must have been as shocking as suddenly reading your own name on a tombstone. Perhaps that was one of the reasons he was so bothered by the colonel’s stories about the origins of the Yazi Long Legs. On the campaign map, the ghost town called Buenos Vientes was due west from the Almarrón coast, where legends say the Long Legs originated. And just between the coast and the deserted ruins were the Sierra del Plata hills, where the statue with the Watak face had been found….
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  An orderly woke Costa and the Galvez brothers an hour before dawn. After a hasty breakfast, the warrior left his two companions to check the wagon and prepare it for the long journey to northern Almarrón while he found the camp healer’s tent. It was a long rectangular shelter, with eight raised cots lined up neatly along one wall. Crude wooden cupboards and tables stood against the opposite side, with a walkway running down the middle of the spacious tent. Only two of the cots were occupied, one by a soldier with two heavily bandaged arms and the other by the huge foreman from Sierra del Plata. The entire right side of his bearded face was bound in clean white bandages, and his left leg had been wrapped so thickly that it appeared to be nearly twice as large as the other. The large man was sitting up, eating porridge from a heavy bowl when Costa approached. He glanced at the warrior with his one good eye for a long, searing moment, then turned away and continued to eat.


  “We’re leaving at daybreak for the Sierra Borgosa,” Costa told Bartólome Moreño. “The commandant of the garrison will take you back to the valley as soon as you are able to travel. I want you to tell Don Galvez that both his sons are going on to the north with me, and that they will return with the escort platoon. Tell him that they will be safe and under guard for the entire journey.”


  Moreño flashed his one free eye at the Honorbound. “Safe? You mean safe and alive? Or safe and dead, like Rétes? You call yourself a warrior? You let them dog-faced pieces of dung kill my last good friend on this earth! I saw you dive under that wagon when the spears started flying. You’re the one that should’ve been stuck like a pincushion instead of old Rétes.”


  The foreman’s face was dark red from anger, and a large vein throbbed in his forehead. Tears of emotion had flooded his good eye. Costa had dealt with grieving comrades on the battlefield before and wasn’t surprised to encounter such a blend of grief and rage. The fact that the big man had also just lost his oldest friend in the mine made his reaction even more understandable.


  “There was nothing anyone could do for Rétes,” he told the wounded man in a low, controlled voice. “He shot first because he wanted revenge for the injury he suffered on the trail with you. The gnolls attacked because Rétes killed one of them. They weren’t aiming for anyone but the dwarf.”


  Moreño made a sudden move, as if he were trying to lunge at Costa, but the pain in his leg stopped him. He winced as he waited for the wave of agony to pass. “Out here we say you got to kill a Yazi before he kills you,” he murmured through clenched lips. “They ain’t nothing but thieves and murdering cowards, and the only time you can trust one is when he’s dead. And the same goes for that little bitch gnoll you was being so friendly with! I seen her face when you let her look at that damned statue, and I seen that magic light get stronger when she touched it! This business is evil! It’s already cost the lives of two fine men and one good boy, and if I could get out of this bed, I’d smash that cursed lump of black glass to pieces, and you with it!”


  Costa saw that there was nothing he could say or do to soothe the foreman’s anger. He had hoped that the man’s injuries had prevented his noticing the female gnoll’s reaction to the statue, but it was not important now. By the time Moreño was able to travel and report what he had seen to anyone, they would already have delivered the artifact to Mazrooth al Yedom. The warrior rose to leave, then stopped.


  “Unless it becomes, uh, inconvenient, you will be able to take Rétes’s body back to the mines for burial. Otherwise, the soldiers will have to cremate him.”


  “You mean if he starts to stink,” said Moreño. “Tell them soldier boys that if they burn that body, I’ll toss them into the fire along with it. Dwarves have to be buried so they can meet their maker. I’ll do it myself when the time comes.”


  Costa nodded grimly and then left the old miner to his grief. In all of the rancor that Moreño had expressed, only one statement had aroused something more interesting than empathy. He had said that the red glow from the statue increased when the gnoll touched it. No one else had been close enough to verify Moreño’s report except the Watak herself. If it were true, Costa wondered if a force within the stone image might somehow have recognized a kindred face to its own carved features. The warrior was still trying to grasp the arcane notion of intelligent stone when Lieutenant Vargas hailed him and reminded him that they had planned to leave at first light. The caravan was waiting for his signal.


  With so many guards surrounding the wagon, Costa felt comfortable enough about the security arrangements to ride at the head of the column with Vargas. The two Galvez brothers rode together on the wagon, with their horses tied behind it. Two dozen of the garrison’s best cavalry formed a moving cordon around the covered wagon. The Honorbound was satisfied that neither bandits nor gnoll guerrilla units like the one led by Vupilor Watak would risk an attack on such a well-armed force.


  By the orange and gray light of dawn, Costa got his first glimpse of Castillo de Tordegena. It had once been a massive fortress, with two watchtowers and a moat, and had dominated the high plain just north of the Sierra del Plata hills. The castle was designed to protect the rich cattle and farmland known as “La Pampa Calavera” from gnoll raids and to serve as a staging base for expeditions and wagon trains heading across the barren El Grande Carrascal toward the rich farmlands of Guadalante. As the Yazi confederacy grew under the influence and leadership of the Long Legs, wagonmasters stopped using the shorter but more dangerous route across the Great Carrascal scrubland. Ravaged by incessant raids, farmers and ranchers in La Pampa Calavera deserted their tenuous holdings and retreated to the south, along the New Hope River in Cimarron. The great castle of the aristocratic Tordegena household was left to dwindling fortunes and diminished military support because of the Gosluk wars in the north. The Long Leg strategists saw their opportunity and took it, laying siege to mighty Castillo de Tordegena and finally storming it and burning sections of it to the ground.


  Now, two years after the final defeat of the Yazi at Red Creek, a ruined tower of the castle jutted skyward, just a dark, jagged silhouette to remind passersby of the violence that had dominated the Almarrón frontier such a short time ago. Lieutenant Vargas saw Costa’s rapt stare and pointed to a breach in the side wall of the castle.


  “That’s where the Yazi blew up the magazine,” he told the warrior. “We still don’t know if they planned it or if it just happened by accident, but it doesn’t matter. The results were the same.”


  Costa recalled Tristan’s lessons about the fall of Castillo de Tordegena. On the eighteenth night of the siege, a small party of Yazi sappers managed to scale the low eastern wall, on the Almarrón side of the fortress. They had slipped into the castle and had remained hidden throughout the following day, watching the activities of the garrison and learning where all of the food, weapons, and smokepowder were stored. On the following night, they killed two unsuspecting guards and began to ransack the arsenal, throwing weapons and provisions over the wall to the siege force. When they had emptied the arsenal of weapons, they had just begun to do the same with the kegs of smokepowder in the magazine when the entire stockpile exploded, breaching the wall and permitting the siege force to storm what was left of the surprised garrison. In the months that followed, firearms and other weapons from Castillo de Tordegena would be captured from Yazi forces in both El Grande Carrascal and in Cimarron, but they would lack the commodity they needed most—smokepowder—to use the weapons against the frontier army of Sir John.


  “Why haven’t the Tordegenas rebuilt the castle?” Costa asked. He knew that the old aristocratic family was distantly related to the baron’s, and he suspected that their fortunes were faring better now that Maximiliano was back in power.


  “That’s the second reason we’re out here, Captain,” the young officer replied. “In the years since its fall, the ruins have become a home to many bandits, fugitives, and victims of the Red Curse. The Tordegena family has used its influence with Baron Maximiliano to have the militia patrol their property in an attempt to rid the ruins of these unsavory and dangerous transients. I must admit, though, that our entire garrison is far too small to take on that task. The border patrols are more than enough to keep us occupied.”


  Over his shoulder, Costa watched the ruins recede into the distance as the caravan wound its way northward through the beautiful hill country. The mornings in early winter were usually cool enough for cottage fires in the coastal baronies, but he saw no smoke anywhere on the horizon, not even from small cooking fires. As the lieutenant had said, the destruction of Castillo de Tordegena had meant fewer settlers in western Almarrón, and many of those who already lived in the hills had left their homesteads for safer locations.


  They had been traveling for nearly two hours without resting when Lieutenant Vargas signaled to his sergeant, a thin, wiry man with a thick, drooping black mustache.


  “Sergeant Soto, we’ll break for no more than fifteen minutes at the well,” he told the slender man, who had joined both officers at the head of the column.


  “Yes, sir. But what should we do about the Yazi? Do you want to post guards and break in shifts?”


  “No, Sergeant, I don’t think that will be necessary. They’re keeping their distance,” Vargas replied. “I’ve been watching them since we left the castle.”


  The sergeant saluted, then raised his hand and shouted a command to his squad. The column behind them echoed his command, relaying it past the wagon to those guarding the rear. As the entire caravan ground to a halt in a grove of trees, Costa quickly stood in his stirrups and twisted his head to scan the horizon to the west and south.


  “What Yazi?” he demanded. “I don’t see anyone.”


  The junior officer glanced to his left and pointed with a gloved finger toward the southwest. “See that row of specks on the side of the hill over there? The hill with the clump of trees on top? Watch the specks closely, Captain, and you’ll see what we were talking about.”


  The Honorbound reached into his armored leather jacket and withdrew his small spotting telescope. He focused the powerful little spyglass until he could recognize the distant figures. They were mounted gnolls, only four of them, and they seemed to be stopping to rest at the same time the caravan paused.


  “Why didn’t you tell me we were being followed, Lieutenant?” he asked the young officer.


  “I didn’t think it was important, sir. The Yazi always watch us when we leave the stockade,” he told Costa. “It’s just a scouting party. They’re probably confused by our change of habits and just want to see what we’re doing and where we’re going. If this were a normal patrol, we wouldn’t be this far away from the garrison, and we wouldn’t have the supply wagon with us. After yesterday’s action, they already know there’s nothing worth stealing in the wagon, so I don’t think they’ll bother us.”


  Costa dismounted to let his horse rest and drink from the pool formed by the overflowing artesian well Vargas had selected for their break spot. The well water ran downhill from the pond in a shallow brook, which disappeared into a thickening copse to the west. He remembered such a thicket on several maps of the border and suspected that the forest watered by the stream was almost all outside the Almarrón boundary. Vargas confirmed his recollection and waved an arm toward the trail.


  “We’re traveling northeast now,” he told Costa. “The trail veers around two separate forests that were once inside the settlement zone. If you go due west through this forest, you’ll be right at Dead Yuccas Camp, at the start of the oldest shortcut across the Carrascal Desert. Ever since the Yazi uprising, both forests have been inside gnoll country.”


  “So we’re in gnoll territory now?”


  “No, sir. The trail is the boundary, and it cuts through the southern forest. Everything on the eastern side of the trail, including the well and the pond, belongs to Almarrón. Everything down there,” he added with a nod toward the shadowy woods, “is claimed by the Yazi as their ancestral hunting grounds. They say their ancestors’ ghosts still haunt the deepest part of the forest and tell them to guard it from outsiders who would try to clear the trees for farmland.”


  “Which Yazi claim the forests?” asked the Honorbound. “All of them, or just the Chiriquis?”


  “The Chiriquis say they own the southern forest, where we are now,” Vargas replied, “and the Dead Yuccas claim the northern area. Your hermit wizard lives up there close to the Dead Yucca ghost forest, just where the trail turns north toward the Gorgoña border. Old Mazrooth built his fortress on the top of a hill overlooking the northern forest.”


  Costa tried to place the lieutenant’s details on the mental image of the map he had seen in Madras’s tent. “So the Long Legs make no claims in the highlands,” he muttered.


  Vargas thought it was a question. “That’s right, Captain. In fact, they’ll tell you fast that their ancestors never lived in the ghost woods. Most Long Legs think the Chiriquis and Dead Yuccas are dumb and superstitious, anyway.”


  The Honorbound nodded. He was beginning to see a consistent pattern in the relationships among the Yazi tribes. The Long Legs had emerged in his mind as a group of outsiders relative to the other gnoll tribes, perhaps coming to El Grande Carrascal from the coastal regions along the Gulf of Hule, just as old Colonel Madras suggested.


  When the caravan began moving again, the forest thinned and soon gave way to open, rolling hills with gray boulders dotting the landscape. Costa immediately looked to the west to see if the gnoll scouting party was still there, but he didn’t see anything in the distance.


  “I guess they went home,” the lieutenant suggested when he noticed the warrior searching the horizon. “They probably decided we were too far north to concern them. Or they might not want to get any closer to Mazrooth al Yedom’s place. I’ve heard the Yazi talk about him, and they all think he’s some kind of monster or demon, what with all of his Afflictions from the Curse.”


  “Have you ever seen him?” asked the Honorbound.


  “No, sir, but the stories people tell about him are enough to make superstitious savages like the Yazi keep their distance. I hear he has eyes in the back of his head and can make himself invisible any time he wants to. Some people say he can talk to the dead and that he can make food and water out of thin air.”


  Costa smiled at the young officer’s report of the local rumors surrounding Mazrooth al Yedom. Tristan had provided a less sensational description of the old wizard before the warrior left Ciudad Tejillas. The Honorbound master told him to expect an old man who had become so obsessed with his study of the Red Curse that he had permitted himself to become an Afflicted in order to record the progress of the Curse and to experiment with ways to control its effects.


  “Be prepared to be repulsed,” Tristan had said. “Mazrooth al Yedom is a horrific presence, and he changes each time I see him. Frequently he has just acquired some new grotesque appendage or Affliction that he’s still learning to manipulate and control. I cannot prepare you specifically for his appearance because I do not know the current direction of his studies. On other occasions, he will appear to be as normal as any unkempt wizard, except for two useless eyes at his temples. I think he enjoys their effect on strangers and has decided not to try to remove them with sorceries. Mazrooth insures his privacy by relying upon the negative reaction of strangers to his appearance and manner. You will have to ignore his lack of hospitality, and perhaps whatever oozing, malodorous secretions may be dripping from him at the moment.”


  “Wizards have inspired some of our more interesting legends,” Costa told the young officer. “I’ve only known a few in the flesh, and none of them were very ordinary, to say the least. But the gossip about them was always more imaginative than their subjects. Perhaps that is the case with the stories told about Mazrooth al Yedom.”


  The lieutenant’s cheeks flushed slightly. He had been trying to impress the experienced Honorbound with his maturity and command skills as well as his knowledge of Almarrón’s western frontier. Now it seemed to him that the warrior regarded him as a common gossip!


  “I was only reporting what I have heard other people and some Yazi traders say about him, sir,” said the embarrassed officer. “I myself have no opinion, because I have never met this wizard.”


  Costa chuckled and raised a hand. “No need to be defensive, Lieutenant. I can see that you’re not a superstitious man who would accept such nonsense as fact. Mazrooth al Yedom, I understand, is the sort of person who encourages gossips to exaggerate the stories about his magical talents. He enjoys keeping people far from his door, and from what you say, he’s doing a good job at it—particularly among the Yazi.”


  The young officer’s blush deepened at the warrior’s compliment. He raised his chin and then pointed northward. “You’ll be able to judge for yourself very soon, Captain,” he told Costa. “There’s Mazrooth’s compound, on that high ridge.”


  Costa looked quickly, following Vargas’s gaze. A row of hills extended into the distance, like steps on a porch. The hilltops grew more rugged as they ranged farther away, with increasingly larger outcrops of pinkish-gray stone on the highest ridges. The farthest hilltop was almost completely ringed by stone, and a thin wisp of smoke was curling skyward from a large outcrop in the center of the hill. On the western slopes of the hills and in the broad valleys between them, a dense forest extended as far as Costa could see. He presumed it was the legendary Dead Yucca “ghost forest” that his young guide had mentioned earlier.


  “He lives alone in a stone fortress on that hilltop,” Vargas said. “It was just a limestone shelter in Yazi country thirty years ago. Nobody knows exactly when old Mazrooth started adding chambers and walls, but it was complete by the time of the Yazi war. His closest neighbors are a few Dead Yucca gnolls left in the Sierra Borgosa, and they stay away from him out of fear and superstition. Some of the rancheros between here and the Gorgoña border say they see riders from the north visiting the citadel once or twice or week, but they never see Mazrooth leave.”


  Costa did not reply. Tristan had already described the wizard’s habits and reclusiveness. The master had also said that Mazrooth maintained close ties with the Ruby Brotherhood of Inheritors, who supported his research into the causes and effects of the Red Curse. The Honorbound guessed that the riders from the north might be members of the Brotherhood bringing Mazrooth supplies and news from elsewhere in the Baronies.


  As they neared Mazrooth’s citadel, the trail turned from the northeast toward the border with Gorgoña. Costa remembered the boundary maps he had studied and guessed that the trail would follow the Almarrón perimeter until it merged with the highway from Paso Grande to the Gorgoña capital of Ciudad Real. They were very near to the center of the old Los Guardianos territory, which formed the cultural heart of the Savage Baronies.


  When the caravan turned up the narrow track that led to the laboratory, Costa noticed that the soil and rocks had taken on a more prominent reddish hue. He remembered suddenly that this was also in the vicinity of the earliest reported cases of the Red Curse. It had been in the borderlands of Saragón, Gorgoña, and Almarrón that the Curse was first discovered eleven years earlier by Don Luis de Manzanas of Saragón. According to Tristan, Mazrooth al Yedom was a close friend of Luis and his companions, the original Inheritors, who now were the founders of three major secret societies devoted to the lore and legends of the Red Curse. Such connections would have made this location an ideal headquarters for research into the Curse, and that was probably the main reason Mazrooth had selected it for his laboratory.


  The Honorbound patted his chest beneath his armor and tunic, just to feel the reassuring lump of cinnabryl next to his skin. Tristan had given him the new talisman just a few hours before his departure from Ciudad Tejillas. Costa had seen severely afflicted persons wearing the largest cinnabryl charms, and he had seen still others with no cinnabryl at all escape most effects of the Curse. The warrior didn’t enjoy wearing cinnabryl because it reminded him of his own terrible Legacy, an overwhelming wave of hostility and aggression that he had spent most of his mature life trying to control. The cinnabryl made it easier, but it still required a conscious effort to keep the deadly impulses in check. He had accepted the new talisman reluctantly, merely to honor Tristan, but at this particular location, he was glad to have it against his chest.


  The column slowed to a crawl as it proceeded uphill to the wizard’s fortress and laboratory. The citadel seemed to grow naturally hut of the red-tinted limestone on the highest hill along the ridge. Huge blocks of stone had been quarried with such precision that most of the wall and lintels fit tightly, even without mortar to bind them. The wall formed a rounded face of natural stone, enclosing an ancient bluff shelter behind it. Two tiers of slender windows, hardly more than arrow slots, ascended the curved front of the citadel. On the brow of the hill, above the old shelter, a cluster of stone chimneys rose like miniature towers from the steeply sloped ground. Fragrant wood smoke was drifting lazily from three of the chimneys, braiding together to form the single stream that Costa and Vargas had seen from the distant trail.


  “We’re not the only visitors at Mazrooth’s door,” Costa murmured to the lieutenant as they halted the column on a wide plaza of stone some twenty feet below the wall of the citadel. A slanted ramp led to a massive double door, framed by precisely cut limestone posts and lintel. A solitary figure, dressed from head to foot in russet leather garments, was descending the inclined plane from the doors to the plaza. Costa recognized the agile step of a trained swordsman and noted the well-oiled scabbard for the red steel sabre at his side. Simpletons with shallow experience might mistake the man’s handsomely barbered face and tailored leathers as marks of a harmless fop, but Costa recognized them as the disarming uniform of a professional fighter. Such fools would only make that mistake once, he thought.


  “Welcome to the home of Mazrooth al Yedom, Captain Hernán Costa. Master Mazrooth has asked me to greet you and to make you comfortable while he completes a delicate experiment. I am Miguel Prado, Special Envoy of his Excellency, Baron Maximiliano, to Señor al Yedom. The baron has asked me to act as liaison between you and the Master Mazrooth in this confidential matter.”
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  Miguel Prado’s greeting at the wizard’s door unsettled Costa. Tristan had said nothing about an envoy from Maximiliano. Yet this strange man knew his name, which he could have learned only from Tristan or from Baron Maximiliano.


  “Wait here. Let no one near the wagon,” he murmured to Lieutenant Vargas.


  The warrior dismounted and dusted his sleeves before removing his gloves. Then he met Prado on the ramp and offered his hand. The scout grasped it firmly and glanced at the Honorbound’s emblem in the center of the red circle.


  “I do not recognize your insignia, Captain. It is not the monogram of the baron’s guards, yet it is vaguely familiar…. Ah, I know. It resembles the tattoo on the hand of Commander Tristan.”


  Once again Prado had managed to surprise the warrior. It wasn’t often that he encountered someone who understood the significance of Honorbound emblems, much less one who was observant enough to remember subtle differences. Tristan had presented Costa with a personal emblem when the captain had completed his mission in Saragón. The old warrior had designed the symbol himself, adding a third crescent to his own crossed crescent emblem. The gesture was one of great honor, and Costa had accepted it as a token of his mentor’s respect and approval.


  “Commander Tristan himself awarded me the emblem,” he told the agent.


  “There is great pride in your voice, Captain, and I am sure that it is well deserved. Such an honor from one’s superior officer is seldom appreciated by civilians, but I have worked with warriors most of my life, and I know that you must have earned that design with your blood and your courage. Please accept my sincere commendation, Captain Costa.”


  The scout’s voice and words caused Costa’s ears and cheeks to redden even more than their natural Savage Coast blush. The warrior despised flattery, but Prado had managed to make it sound so sincere that the Honorbound could only be embarrassed. It was an art that the agent had perfected, among his other manipulative skills, and one that blended seamlessly with his Charm Legacy. In combination, the acquired and inherited skills were irresistible to all but the most strong-willed targets.


  The Honorbound made a deliberate effort to control his reaction. He always felt uncomfortable and vulnerable whenever strangers were able to provoke such an unwilled reaction. The fact that he was at the home of a renowned wizard made him even more cautious and circumspect. Tristan had warned him of manipulative powers and enchantments that could be as deadly as a razor-edged sword in the hands of a veteran warrior.


  “I was told nothing about an envoy,” he told Prado.


  The agent’s red-rimmed dark eyes flashed with interest. There was a hint of challenge in the warrior’s voice. Costa wouldn’t be easily distracted by expert praise and flattery. Using his skills to manipulate sycophants and politicians was often boring, but this promised to be a more stimulating game.


  “The baron decided on that course of action after you had departed the capital for the Sierra del Plata. He naturally summoned me. I have handled many delicate and sensitive matters for Maximiliano and his family, and he trusts my judgment in the field, just as he trusts the swords of Commander Tristan and his Honorbound companions,” Prado added with a gesture that included Costa in his reference to the baron’s guards.


  Costa was both suspicious and curious. He had never heard Tristan mention Miguel Prado, and the commander was involved in most of the baron’s confidential business. It was difficult to believe that Tristan had never mentioned Prado’s name if the agent had been so involved in the baron’s personal or political affairs.


  “I see that you have doubts,” said Prado. “Perhaps the contents of this communication from your commander will assuage them.”


  Another surprise. The agent withdrew a thin, four-fold envelope from a breast pocket and gave it to the Honorbound. Costa’s eyes widened when he saw Tristan’s twin crescent seal. Unless his signet ring had been stolen from his dead finger, the impression was his and the letter was authentic. He tore it open and read the note in the familiar script.


  
    

  


  
    My compliments, Hernán.
  


  
    

  


  
    The bearer of this note is Señor Miguel Prado, a personal agent of Baron Maximiliano. The Baron has asked Señor Prado to act as an envoy and messenger in the business at hand, which I do not need to elaborate in writing. Our Lord Baron is convinced that he needs regular information concerning your host’s progress, and that Señor Prado is the person who can best provide such reports. You will regard Miguel Prado as a personal representative of Baron Maximiliano and treat him accordingly.
  






  
    Let the Precepts and the Protocols be your guide in this as in all matters of authority.
  


  
    

  


  
    Honoring the Sovereign State of Almarrón, I remain
  


  
    Tristan Medina, Knight Commander
  


  
    

  


  Costa reread the letter, satisfying himself that it had indeed come from the hand of his superior and mentor. Then he carefully folded it and placed it in his sash.


  “You must pardon my caution, Señor Prado. As you said, this is a most delicate matter. and I had to verify your credentials.”


  Prado’s barbered mustache bent in a quick smile. “Your caution is both understandable and commendable, Captain. The Commander told me that you were the best person to supervise the escort of the artifact to Mazrooth al Yedom’s laboratory, and now I see that he was entirely correct in his choice. But let us not delay. We must move the wagon and its cargo into Mazrooth’s citadel. I will not feel safe until it is behind those doors and under our host’s watchful protection.”


  The Honorbound nodded toward the covered wagon and the mounted guards. “It is already well guarded, señor. But I agree that we need to let the wizard begin his work as quickly as possible. Where is our host? And his servants?”


  The agent laughed softly. “Master Mazrooth employs no one. As you will see, I doubt if anyone would wish to live under these conditions for very long. No, Captain, our host prefers to live as a hermit and resents having to interact with anyone, including me. He uses me from time to time, such as on this occasion, when contact with other people is absolutely unavoidable. I act as his intermediary so that he can remain isolated in his laboratory, which is where he waits at this moment. And it would not be wise to try his patience, I might add.”


  Prado turned to the heavy ironbound doors of the fortress and swung them outward. Costa stepped through the doorway after him for his first glimpse of the wizard’s retreat. The gray limestone floor of the landing and ramp continued inside the wall, forming a great entry hall or courtyard whose ceiling was formed by the natural overhang of the bluff shelter. The air inside the wide alcove hall was humid, with both heat and light coming from a curious source. High above their heads, a row of globular objects hung from the shelter’s natural ceiling. Each of the spheres glowed with a bright phosphorescence, which cast an eerie white light over the stone courtyard. The light was so colorless that it seemed to bleach the hues of their clothes and skin by several shades, giving them a washed-out appearance. Costa squinted at the suspended globes, then gestured at the wagon.


  “What kind of sorcery is this?” he asked Prado. “I’m not going to risk exposing the artifact to anything that could damage it before Mazrooth has a chance to see it.”


  “The lights are not magical, and they will not harm the statue,” Prado replied. “Mazrooth is also a master alchemist, and those are glass balls filled with a substance called phosphor, I believe. I know very little alchemy, but that is what Mazrooth told me the first time I visited him here. I had similar reservations about the source of their strong light and heat.”


  Costa clenched his lips but decided to trust Prado’s explanation. To his right, the shelter was partitioned into five crude stalls, with a handsome horse occupying one of them and a large rabbit warren in another. Along the opposite wall of the spacious enclosure there were two rows of large clay pots containing numerous plants, which the Honorbound recognized as edible vegetables and fruits. There were numerous species of beans, peppers, and squashes, as well as tomatoes and apples. Each plant was heavy with larger fruit than Costa had ever seen in Almarrón. A long wooden trough ran between the clay vessels, with slender bamboo rods extending from its sides into the pots.


  “This is his greenhouse,” Prado said. “He produces better food than any farmer in the Baronies and grows everything year-round by controlling the climate and light. You will enjoy dining at Mazrooth al Yedom’s table, I assure you, Captain. But now I must urge you to have your wagoner drive his team up the ramp so that we can unload your mysterious cargo. Both our host and I have had to restrain our imaginations for two long days while we awaited your arrival. Tell your men to park the wagon there, by the inner entrance.”


  Prado was pointing to another pair of doors, not quite as large or sturdy as the reinforced outer portals of the citadel, but nevertheless soundly made of heavy oak timbers. The warrior agreed and signaled for Sebastian Galvez to drive the wagon up the ramp. The younger brother cracked the bull-whip over the ears of the mules, causing them to snort and jerk their traces. Their iron-shod hooves clattered on the stone ramp as they pulled the light wagon up the gentle slope and through the massive doorway of the wizard’s citadel.


  The eyes of both Galvez brothers were wide in fright as they entered the courtyard and saw the brilliant phosphorescent light fade the colors around them. Most of Almarrón’s rural population feared supernatural forces, but the mining communities of Sierra del Plata had more than their share of superstitious people. The two young aristocrats would never be able to distinguish alchemy from sorcery, and they both believed that they were surrounded by dangerous magical forces. Costa recognized their nervousness and tried to reassure them.


  “It’s just some special lights that Master Mazrooth uses to grow vegetables,” he told the frightened brothers. “Park the wagon by the door so we can unload the statue and get it inside the laboratory.”


  While Sebastian guided the mules into place in front of the door, Prado leaned closer to Costa. “Mazrooth will want to make a preliminary investigation of the object before permitting it inside his quarters. He has instructed me to leave the artifact in the courtyard until he has had an opportunity to examine it for hidden traps and similar dangers. Mazrooth has made many enemies and rivals throughout the baronies,” the agent added, “and he thinks it would not be impossible for a certain few of them to engineer such an elaborate story to have their vengeance. So you see, Captain, Mazrooth al Yedom trusts no one, including me.”


  Costa frowned, but when the mules stopped, he stepped to the rear of the wagon and called the Galvez brothers to his side to help unload the statue. The three of them managed to slide the heavy object toward the rear of the wagon and, with Prado’s help, lifted it out of the conveyance and onto the limestone slab. The sleek canine features gleamed in the stark white light of Mazrooth’s greenhouse and courtyard.


  “It’s beautiful!” Prado exclaimed. He ran his hands over the hard black glass, trying to imagine how anyone could have sculpted such a figure without leaving tool marks or chipping its delicate features.


  “It’s cursed,” mumbled Martin Galvez, who was watching the agent caress the unusual statue. “I’d be careful if I were you, señor. It can kill you without touching you. I never want to see the damned thing again. Let’s go, Sebastian. Get those mules turned around and get us away from these damned unnatural lights.”


  Both men were climbing onto the wagon when Prado stopped them. “We may need the wagon to haul the statue to the capital,” he told them. “The baron has authorized me to pay Don Galvez handsomely for his wagon and mules so that we will have them if we need them. This pouch contains cinnabryl worth two hundred gold royals, which is twice the value of the mule team and the wagon. I am sure that your father will be delighted with the transaction.”


  The don’s two sons looked at each, then at the bulging leather pouch in Prado’s hand. Sebastian made the decision for his father and elder brother, grabbing the pouch and dumping the glowing lumps of smooth red stone into his palm. He had never seen that much cinnabryl in one place in his entire life.


  “You just bought yourself some mules and a wagon,” he told Prado as he tied the purse strings and thrust the pouch inside his shirt. “Come on, Martin. Get your horse.”


  “Wait,” Costa called to them as they were untying their mounts from the wagon. “We’ll need you to help us get the statue inside.”


  “They will not be needed, Captain. You may dismiss them so that we can proceed with our important work.”


  The voice that interrupted Costa’s orders came from the inner doors of the citadel. A thin man, dressed in a dark brown robe, open at the collar and trimmed with rabbit fur, was standing just outside the doors, on a wide stone stoop raised slightly above the level of the courtyard. There was something blurry and inconstant about his face. The features seemed to quiver and distort themselves, resembling a rippling reflection in a deep pool of water that had been disturbed slightly by a drop of rain. The distortion seemed to center upon the man’s eyes, which appeared to be changing in number as he spoke—first two, then four, then three. His long gray heard was streaked with red and black, and his skin had the dark brick color Costa associated with long-time residents of areas infected with the Red Curse. On his bare chest, he wore a heavy gold chain attached to a huge cinnabryl talisman carved in the shape of two intertwined serpents holding a vial of red liquid between them in their coils.


  The Galvez brothers didn’t wait for Costa’s dismissal. They leapt onto their horses and slapped their haunches to ride out of the courtyard without looking back at the strange figure in the brown robe.


  “You may now instruct those armed men at my door to be on their way, Captain Costa. I dislike weapons, and I will not tolerate uninvited guests. My agreement with your commander included just you, not the others. I shall begin my study of this most unusual artifact when they have departed and cannot interrupt my work.”


  Before Costa could reply, the wizard stepped back into the shadows of his inner doorway and slammed the heavy panel shut. The warrior frowned quickly at Prado, who was obviously enjoying the effects of Costa’s first encounter with Mazrooth al Yedom. Then he took a step toward the inner doors. Prado stopped him with a surprisingly strong grasp around his upper arm.


  “You really have no choice, Captain,” he told the Honorbound. “If you want Mazrooth to examine the statue, you will do exactly as he says. He will not return until you send them away.”


  Costa jerked his arm away from the agent’s hand. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but that’s not the Mazrooth al Yedom I was told about. There’s nothing grotesque, or even very unusual about that man, except for that hazy aura around his face. Who is he, Prado? And who are you? How did you get that letter from Tristan?”


  The warrior’s hand had dropped to the hilt of his rapier when Prado activated his Charm Legacy. Costa’s anger and suspicions dissipated almost instantly when the effects of the Legacy invaded his mind. The practical, battle-seasoned Honorbound was overwhelmed by a sense of confidence and trust in this stranger whom he had just met.


  “We only saw what Mazrooth wanted us to see, Hernán. He was using his Disguise Legacy to mask his true appearance. In time, perhaps he will be comfortable enough with you to let you see him as he really is. Meanwhile, we need to send the soldiers away so that he can begin the work we are both here to see. Thank the lieutenant for his assistance and order him to return with his men to Castillo de Tordegena.”


  Costa smiled at the agent, glad to be able to follow Prado’s simple instructions. He went outside the citadel and descended the steps to Lieutenant Vargas’s side and retrieved the reins of his horse from the young officer.


  “Everything is in order here, Lieutenant,” he told Vargas. “If you leave now, you’ll be back at the garrison before nightfall.”


  Vargas frowned. “It was my understanding that we would camp here to guard the perimeter of the citadel. Commander Madras told me that we—”


  “I am rescinding Commander Madras’s orders, Lieutenant. Your escort duty has been successful. We have delivered the cargo to Mazrooth al Yedom, and you may now return to your normal duties at Castillo de Tordegena. I shall give a full report of our mission to Baron Maximiliano himself, and I shall suggest your name for the annual promotion list. You’ve done an outstanding job, Vargas, both on this escort service and on last night’s rescue squad. Good-bye, Lieutenant.”


  The Honorbound turned to lead the big stallion up the ramp. “But, sir,” Vargas called, “we need water for our horses.”


  Costa seemed not to hear the plea. He had done what Prado told him needed to be done and had already dismissed the young officer and his troops from his mind. He was anxious to rejoin the agent and be ready to help and protect him in any way he might be needed.


  Vargas muttered a mild expletive involving a reference to arrogant superior officers and signaled to his men to turn their mounts toward the south. He was mystified by Costa’s sudden change in demeanor but didn’t wish to argue with a highly placed Honorbound captain of Maximiliano’s personal guards. They could rest and water their horses at the Chiriquis forest, where they had paused in the morning, and still be in the garrison by nightfall. The two Galvez brothers joined him at the head of the column, and none of them saw the massive outer doors shut behind the charmed Honorbound, locking him inside the citadel with Miguel Prado and Mazrooth al Yedom—and the mysterious statue that had been sealed for untold centuries deep within Almarrón’s oldest silver mine.
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  The heavy doors closed behind Costa the moment he stepped into the brightly lit courtyard. Mazrooth had already reappeared and was standing next to Prado beside the artifact. The warrior was crossing the limestone terrace toward them when the wizard’s head turned. For just the briefest instant, Costa caught a glimpse of something unnameable, an inhuman visage with multiple eyes and pincers where a mouth should be. But the effects of Prado’s Legacy still clouded his mind, and he found it difficult to concentrate on anything but being near the secret agent. When he managed to focus on the two of them together, Mazrooth’s face had resumed its watery, blurred outline—not quite right, but completely human. The wizard’s eyes locked onto his, a tiny red flare shining deep within each pupil. Then he glanced away, staring at Prado with a look of utter disgust.


  “You used your damned Legacy,” he muttered to Prado. “Now he’s a zombie and will not be able to answer my questions intelligently. Was there no alternative?”


  The scout shook his head. “He was going after you, and it was either the Legacy or a confrontation. Which would you have preferred?”


  “Neither, blast you, Prado. I just want to see what these simpletons have stumbled upon in that silver mine. I do not want to deal with some righteous slave to the tedious Honorbound Protocols, particularly if his intelligence has been compromised by your hereditary spell. You need to control it better than that, Prado.”


  Costa joined them before Prado could reply to the wizard’s chastisement. “They’ve gone, Miguel,” he told the scout, “just as you wished.” Mazrooth winced at the sound of the agent’s first name, then gave another perturbed glance at Prado.


  “Perhaps the captain can occupy himself with the wagon and the animals while I have a look at this interesting relic,” the wizard told the scout.


  “Splendid idea,” Prado agreed. He suggested that the Honorbound might wish to unhitch the mules and find stalls for them, as well as for his own horse. “You may want to wash them down and groom them a bit before nightfall,” he added.


  Costa seemed delighted to hear the agent’s suggestions and hurriedly began to loosen the traces on the mule team. The priority of his mission had been superseded by an obsessive need to please Prado. As he headed toward the stalls with the three animals in tow, Mazrooth and the agent turned their attentions to the artifact from Sierra del Plata.


  “Great Yehm! What does that glyph remind you of?” Mazrooth demanded.


  He was pointing to one particular character in the middle of a long string of silver glyphs along the hem of the ebony figure’s left sleeve. Prado did not need a second look. He had first seen an identical symbol only a few months before, on a green baize tablecloth next to the misshapen hand of Jorgé “Digger” Alvarez. Like the silver glyph on the arrowhead, the silver embellishments on the statue appeared to float just below the translucent surface of the black glass. The intense phosphor lights of the wizard’s courtyard reflected the gleaming inner highlights of the varied silver designs, making the carved clothing of the humanoid creature with canine features appear more realistic than any other statue Prado had ever seen. It was so lifelike that the agent wondered if it had perhaps been made by pouring melted glass into a perfectly cast mold. Mazrooth al Yedom seemed to be hearing Prado’s thoughts, or perhaps merely following the same line of reasoning.


  “No visible cast lines, nor lost wax marks,” he was muttering, mainly to himself.


  Prado had watched him examine many antiquarian pieces and knew that he talked to himself only when the objects in question greatly fascinated him. The agent also noticed that the wizard’s antennae had become visible, along with his extra eyes, and that even the terrible arachnid fangs were swimming into view. Whenever he studied interesting artifacts, particularly those of possible magical origins, Mazrooth often lost control of the Disguise Legacy he used to mask the hideous disfigurements of his experiments with the Red Curse and cinnabryl. The wizard was normally able to hide his horrible Afflictions for hours at a time by using the disguise effects.


  Not even Mazrooth’s oldest Legacy-ridden colleagues in the Brotherhood of the Ruby, with whom he freely shared his rare crimson essence, could remain unnerved in the wizard’s presence when he relaxed the inherited disguise. Prado’s attention was diverted from the intriguing statue as he watched in horrified fascination as Mazrooth’s human fingers were transformed into long segmented digits with wriggling, hairlike cilia at the knuckles and sharp claws instead of flat nails at the ends. The scout glanced away, not wanting to look into the terrible arachnid face with its four human eyes and its nose positioned above the poisonous fangs of a giant spider.


  “There simply is no opening on this surface,” he heard Mazrooth say to himself. The words were slurred, rather like the speech of someone who has been deaf from birth and has learned to speak by watching the lip and tongue movements of other people.


  “Wait! What is this?”


  The agent glanced back at the figure. The wizard’s body seemed to have shriveled beneath the brown garment. He had completely forgotten the Disguise Legacy, and the back of the robe was distended in at least six places by what seemed to be additional elbows. Mazrooth was lying against the glassy surface, pressing his human forehead with its huge third eye against the smooth chest of the statue. He seemed to be peering into the translucent ebony depths of the artifact. His slender antennae were waving excitedly, occasionally brushing the smooth black surface.


  “What do you see, Mazrooth?” Prado asked.


  “Movement!” came the muffled reply. “I feel movement inside the artifact. We must take it into the laboratory immediately. I must perform tests that cannot be conducted under these lights. I must…”


  The wizard stopped in midsentence, staring at something behind the agent. Prado whirled around to face Hernán Costa, who had just finished settling the animals in their stalls. He had been too absorbed in the wizard’s discovery to hear the warrior approach.


  “Mazrooth says there is something moving inside the statue,” said Prado. He was going to order the charmed warrior to help them move the artifact, but he stopped abruptly when he saw the look on Costa’s face.


  The Honorbound was staring in disbelief at the wizard’s hideous face with its extra eyes, antennae, and arachnid pincers. His hand dropped involuntarily to the hilt of his rapier. The shock of Mazrooth’s terrible face and arachnid hands pressed against the surface of the object he had been ordered to guard sparked a wave of panic in the warrior’s confused mind. The challenge to his sense of mission suddenly blended with the effects of Prado’s Legacy. He not only had to guard the statue from the monster slathering on top of it, but he also had to guard Prado from the same terrible creature. Both imperatives converged. The red steel rapier sprang from his belt, its shining tip leveled at the inhuman creature who bore little resemblance to the image projected by Mazrooth’s Disguise Legacy.


  “Get away from that statue or die!”


  “Mazrooth! Watch out!”


  The wizard rolled to one side just as Costa lunged. The tip of the foil barely missed Mazrooth’s crumpled form. Stripped of his disguise, the wizard appeared almost too weak to move, though he had managed to dodge Costa’s expert thrust. As the warrior recovered his balance, he suddenly became aware that it had been Prado who had warned the creature of his attack. The seeming treachery of the agent canceled the dwindling Charm Legacy and restored Costa’s memory of events before its effects had clouded his mind. He remembered the moment that the Legacy invaded his brain and how it had torn his sworn allegiance from the mission and diverted it into personal service to Miguel Prado. He turned his weapon toward the man who had interfered with his duty.


  “En garde!” he shouted in deference to the rigid Honorbound code, which required a challenge before an attack. The scout’s face hardened. In a flash of motion, he drew his own sword. It was a polished saber of red steel with a basket handle, and Prado wielded the expertly balanced but heavy dueling weapon as if it were a lightweight foil. Both men were trained duelists and immediately assumed classic defensive postures.


  “Stop it! Both of you!”


  Mazrooth’s biting command froze the two duelers in their positions as they glanced over their shoulders. The wizard had reinstated his Disguise Legacy, controlling it even better than before. There were practically none of the quivering effects at the outline of the image, and his face was now completely humanoid.


  “Do either of you bumbling fools realize what ancient secrets this vessel might contain? Can you stop trying to kill each other long enough to help me get it inside the laboratory? After that, you may resume your act of mutual suicide as long as you do it out of my sight and hearing.”


  Costa was too absorbed in trying to fathom the transition in Mazrooth’s shape and appearance to respond. Prado, who had seen the wizard use his disguise many times before, answered for them both.


  “I regret any misunderstandings that may have invited the captain’s anger. There are moments when I have difficulty controlling my Legacy, and this was one of those instances. I knew of no other way to stop Captain Costa from invading your privacy. Perhaps he has forgotten the Protocols that require respect for one’s host. It seems that he also places little value in his own commander’s instructions. Curious behavior for an Honorbound officer, wouldn’t you say, Captain?”


  The warrior managed to switch his attention to the agent’s charges. Prado’s mention of the Protocol and of Tristan stung his sense of honor. Unforeseen events may have complicated his assignment, but his duties were still clear, and he had permitted wizardries or Legacies or both to distract him from his mission. He had given his solemn oath to defend and respect his host, yet had made hostile gestures toward Mazrooth not once but twice. And he had challenged Baron Maximiliano’s personal envoy to a duel! He would need to confess his transgressions to Tristan at the earliest opportunity and ask the commander to assign punitive reparations in order to salvage his damaged honor.


  The Honorbound raised his rapier in a salute to both Mazrooth and Prado, then kissed its hilt before holstering the weapon. “Señor Prado appears to know the Honorbound Protocol better than I,” he said with embarrassed humility in his voice. “I beg your forgiveness and trust that you will permit me to remain—”


  “Yes, yes!” Mazrooth interrupted gruffly. “Save that drivel for someone who cares. Just keep your damned sword in your belt and help me move the artifact inside.”


  The wizard turned toward the inner entrance to his citadel. As he moved, Costa saw the outline of his body shimmer slightly, reminding him that this was not the wizard’s true shape. He waited for Prado to position himself at the head of the statue, then stooped to lift the carved feet. Remembering Mazrooth’s excited claim before their confused confrontation, the warrior expected to feel some kind of movement within the statue, perhaps a vibration. The obsidian figure was cold and smooth and hard, but completely still and very heavy for its small size. Neither he nor Prado was able to lift his end of the artifact. They could only budge the black figure by pushing it.


  “Do not slide it!” Mazrooth thundered. “You might scratch or break it. I will have to do it myself.”


  Costa recalled the wizard’s Curse-ravaged, weakened frame lying beside the statue and wondered how such an infirm man could hope to do what two muscular swordsmen in good condition could not. He watched in quiet fascination as the sorcerer removed a small loop of dark leather from a pouch on his belt. He leaned forward and lightly touched the center of the statue with the loop, muttering an incantation in a language Costa had never heard. The syllables contained guttural sounds emanating from the back of Mazrooth’s throat as well as vowels foreign to any dialect in the Savage Baronies.


  Suddenly a shimmering orange aura enveloped the obsidian sculpture. Costa emitted a soft gasp as the heavy artifact began to tremble, then bobbed upward as if it were a splinter of wood rising to the top of a water bucket. The statue remained floating and motionless, approximately waist-high. Mazrooth waved them toward the artifact.


  “Come on. One of you take the head, the other the feet. All you have to do is guide it into the laboratory. It has no weight, but you might ram it into a wall if you are not careful. You know the way to the laboratory, Prado.”


  The wizard left the two stunned men alone. His disguised form seemed to stumble awkwardly through the inner doorway while Prado and Costa extended their hands into the thin orange light that surrounded the figure. As soon as they felt the hard surface beneath their fingers, it began to move. It had no weight, just as Mazrooth had said, but the levitate spell hadn’t altered the object’s mass. Once it started moving, it was difficult to stop or to change directions. The open courtyard gave them plenty of room to learn how to manipulate the levitating figure before they guided it through the inner doorway.


  “The laboratory is straight down the central hallway,” said Prado. He was walking backward, holding the statue by its narrow shoulders. They had entered a narrow corridor, constructed of limestone blocks, which seemed to pass into the interior of the hill, well beyond the overhang that Mazrooth had transformed into a walled courtyard. Identical open archways on either side of the hall led to small lighted chambers. Costa counted four oil lanterns between the entrance and a closed archway at the end of the hall, which appeared to be their destination. He was too busy trying to guide the floating stone sculpture down the narrow passage without damaging it or the walls to notice the furnishings of the open rooms off the corridor. Just as they reached the end of the hall, Mazrooth opened the heavy iron-studded door from inside the laboratory.


  “Bring it to the center of the floor, under the skylight,” Mazrooth instructed them.


  The laboratory was a wide, curved room, with a domed ceiling that rose apparently almost to the crest of the hill. Sunlight poured into the spacious chamber from a single sky-light framed with large timbers in the dome above their heads. It formed a rectangle of bright light on the rough stone floor, near a table which was cluttered with dozens of excavated artifacts, each bearing a small tag labeled in black ink with writing Costa did not recognize.


  “Try to turn the sculpture so that its feet will rest on the floor,” Mazrooth ordered.


  Costa gently pushed the stone feet down while Prado lifted the figure’s canine head. At first they used too much force and the artifact began to topple over, but they caught it easily and corrected its position. When it stopped moving, the statue was hovering perhaps a yard above the floor in an upright position.


  “That will do,” said the wizard. He stepped closer to the sculpture and raised the leather to its head, then murmured more of the guttural words as he slowly lowered the loop. The statue’s weight seemed to return just as slowly, causing the carved ebony feet of the heavy sculpture to settle gently onto the stone floor. The orange aura vanished immediately, leaving only the light from the ceiling to illuminate the delicately carved features. It seemed smaller now, no more than five feet high from the tip of its long ears to the floor, as it stood in the center of a large room, surrounded by three tall men.


  Costa was astonished by the sheer power of Mazrooth’s magic. He was a practical man, and he appreciated things that worked. The wizard’s mysterious shapechanging talents and the envoy’s disturbing Charm Legacy were powerful, too, but they depended upon mental distortions for their effects. The Honorbound preferred to deal with physical things, and Mazrooth’s simple levitation spell had thoroughly mystified him. He imagined countless applications of such power in warfare.


  The wizard walked slowly around the upright sculpture, pausing now and then to lean closer for an examination of some minute detail. After he had circled it several more times, he seemed to have a sudden idea. Glancing upward, he motioned excitedly toward the chain that controlled the skylight.


  “Pull that chain at your elbow, Captain. We need darkness!”


  Costa grasped the small links and began pulling. High above his head, a horizontal steel shutter slid into place, cloaking the laboratory in semidarkness. The only light in the room was coming from a pair of lanterns on the specimen table just a few feet from the sculpture. Their yellow glow reflected from the glossy features of the artifact.


  “Douse those lanterns, Prado!”


  The agent quickly obeyed the wizard’s strident command, plunging the spacious room into total blackness, but only for an instant.


  “There!” cried Mazrooth. “Do you see it?”


  From the deepest core of the obsidian sculpture, they saw a rosy spark ignite and spread to fill the statue. The crisscrossed silver trim, with its strange glyphs, stood in sharp contrast to the transparent matrix, backlit by a swirling red fog. They stared in speechless wonder as the snakelike inner haze danced and wormed its way throughout the finely sculpted features like a scarlet eel trapped in a large ornate bottle, searching frantically for a way to escape its dark glass prison.


  Mazrooth stepped closer to the glowing sculpture. He raised one hand and whispered a quick spell word. Costa saw a single blue-white ray of light shoot from his hand toward the sculpture. It seemed to explode against the figure, flaring brightly in all corners of the laboratory and blinding the warrior for several seconds. In the last glimpse he had of the sculpture before Mazrooth cast his detect magic spell, Costa saw the swirling red haze form itself into a wispy entity with a distinct yet ephemeral head and face. As the spell’s aura faded, so did the red glow within the sculpture, until the room was silent and pitch-black.


  “Find the chain and open the skylight,” Mazrooth murmured from somewhere in the thick darkness.


  Stunned by what he had seen, Costa groped for the chain, which he discovered only inches from his hand. Within seconds, the iron shutter slid open, allowing the bright afternoon sun to beam down upon the shining black sculpture with the head of a jackal and the body of a human. Mazrooth was still standing near the statue, his dark lower eyes bright with excitement as he stared at his reflection in the glassy surface.


  “So there you are, gentlemen,” he finally said in a hushed, awestruck voice. “What we have before us is definitely not the fabled manikin of Ixion. It exudes magic, but it bears no resemblance to the Barrier Mask of Saragón.”


  “What kind of statue is it?” asked Costa. “It seems alive.”


  “Ha! Did you hear, Prado? The captain thinks the artifact is alive. There’s truth in what you say, Honorbound. It has life in it, yet it has no life of its own.”


  “Is that a riddle?” Costa asked.


  Mazrooth’s eyes gleamed even brighter. “A riddle? Why, yes, Captain. At one level it is a riddle, but not in the way you mean. You see, gentlemen, this beautiful sculpture is not a statue at all. It is a container. A magical black vessel, fashioned perhaps thousands of years ago by powerful secret knowledge to hold an intelligent life-force so strong that it has survived an unknown number of centuries in the dark heart of a silver mine.”


  Chapter 12
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  Costa’s first afternoon at Mazrooth’s citadel had been so bizarre that his mind felt numb by the time Mazrooth sealed the vessel inside the laboratory for the evening. The glowing thing inside the artifact did not return, even as the Ambyrmont sun sank behind the hill and the skylight darkened. The wizard had fed them a surprisingly delicious meal of boiled rabbit meat and biscuits. Now he even seemed cordial as they sat in his study after supper. The warrior gave the packet of statements and maps drawn by Don Galvez to Mazrooth, who merely glanced at each of them hurriedly, making no comments at all. He seemed unimpressed by the accounts of the miners’ deaths and lingered only over the clumsy renditions and descriptions of the chamber that had held the sculpture for unknown centuries or even millennia.


  “There are countless possibilities regarding the entity in the vessel,” he told Prado and Costa. “Whatever is in it was placed there deliberately by arcane powers that I do not yet understand. We must assume that the sculpture was designed specifically and carefully to contain that entity, perhaps in the fashion of a master silversmith who crafts a fitted case for an important creation.”


  “Can you not simply open the case and see what is inside it?” Costa blurted, producing a sudden outburst of laughter from Prado. The color in the Honorbound’s face deepened. “I fail to see the humor in my suggestion,” he said quickly. “It seems to me to be the logical thing to do.”


  “On the contrary, Captain, it is the least logical thing to do,” Prado contradicted. “The presence within the sculpture may be exceedingly dangerous. In fact, it was probably sealed inside the vessel to protect those who made it. Am I correct in this, Mazrooth?”


  “Perhaps,” the wizard replied, “but then again, the vessel may contain a treasure beyond your imagination, an entity of such intelligence and power that it can bestow great wealth and wisdom upon anyone who releases it from its prison.”


  “A djinni?” asked Costa.


  “Where did you ever hear of such things as djinn?” Mazrooth demanded, his lower eyes brightening. He seldom discussed magical topics with anyone and was mildly surprised to hear the practical warrior express any knowledge at all of such things. “I will wager that Miguel Prado here, who fancies himself a more sophisticated man of the world than most others, has never heard of a djinni.”


  Prado scowled and waved his hand to dismiss the question. He never enjoyed being the butt of Mazrooth’s sarcasm, particularly when the wizard made him feel inferior to a common soldier.


  Costa looked away from the wizard’s face, with its third eye and indistinct antennae. The Legacy was fading again, and the warrior found it difficult to concentrate on other things, knowing what lay beneath the disguise.


  “I heard about djinn in the gaucho campaign, at the Battle of Coresillas,” Costa replied, staring into the fire. “I was a page then, loaned by Tristan to a Saragóñan Honorbound named Haffi. Commander Haffi’s skin was nearly as black as that sculpture in your laboratory. He claimed that his paternal ancestors were all Ylari emirs from the deserts of Ylaruam. Most of the other Honorbound in his company had mixed ancestry and were proud of their Traladaran heritage, but Haffi remained true to his lineage. Every evening, when the campfires were burning low, Haffi would tell us stories of his homeland, and many of them involved djinn and other kinds of genies. The tales usually spoke of djinn as powerful, dangerous creatures who had been captured by sorcery and imprisoned in magical containers like urns, bottles, and lamps. They often rewarded anyone who released them, but some could never be trusted. I have forgotten most of the details of the stories. I must admit that I thought of them as bedtime amusements for children.”


  “Nevertheless, you have remembered their substance, Captain, and you have summarized them very well indeed,” Mazrooth replied approvingly. He rose from his chair by the fire and stumbled across the room toward a huge bookshelf that extended from the floor into the shadows of the ceiling. Costa noticed that his body twisted at odd angles with each step and that the back of his robe had begun bulging as it had in the courtyard.


  “All of these volumes and scrolls come from Ylaruam,” he told his two guests, waving a hand at the lower section of the large shelves. “No other sources in the Baronies have written so completely about these ancient lands before the Traladarans invaded the Savage Coast. If you want to know about Oltec civilization and culture, you must first learn to read Ylari—or at least listen carefully to the desert stories of people like this Haffi of Saragón.”


  The wizard paused, then turned and pointed to Costa. “But you know only the name djinn. You do not understand the elemental powers that give them life and direct their behavior. If the force within the vessel is indeed a djinni, then the hand that fashioned its prison belonged to a culture that possessed knowledge even I can hardly imagine. To unleash such a being without the means to control it could destroy Almarrón and perhaps all of the ‘mighty’ Guardianos civilization you are sworn to defend, Captain. So, no, I do not think smashing the obsidian container would be the most logical way to proceed.”


  Mazrooth’s biting sarcasm ridiculed Costa even more than Prado’s laughter. The warrior blushed and nodded his head, feeling foolish for having suggested such an idea. “Then how will you ever identify the nature of the thing?” he demanded, not bothering to conceal the frustration in his voice.


  The wizard glanced at the agent. “Prado knows my methods well enough. Perhaps he can explain it to you. It is nearly time for bed, and I have several things I must study before I rest, including these accounts from the Sierra del Plata. You must find a place to sleep yourself. My home is not equipped for guests, and there are no beds other than mine. Except for meals, I let visitors satisfy their own needs and find their own comforts. The only rooms in my house you may not enter are sealed in a manner that you would not understand.”


  Without another word, Mazrooth left the two men in the study and stumbled into the hall. Costa watched his twisting, shuffling motions with a mixture of sympathy and curiosity.


  “It gets worse in the evening,” Prado said, noting the warrior’s expression. He enjoyed his reputation as the person who knew Mazrooth al Yedom better than anyone else in Almarrón. The wizard had no friends as far as Prado knew, and he considered only a few fellow mystics and wizards to be peers. All of his older acquaintances seemed to reside in Saragón, including many Inheritors in the Ruby Brotherhood who relied upon the wizard for their crimson essence, a very rare liquid which permitted them to acquire additional Legacies. Prado had learned a great deal about Mazrooth by acting as his antiquities procurement agent for the past two years.


  “I don’t understand why he has permitted himself to become so severely afflicted by the Curse,” said Costa. “He’s one of the most powerful wizards in the Baronies and seems to possess great knowledge of alchemy. And he wears more cinnabryl than anyone else I have ever known. Could he not have taken precautions to prevent such terrible effects?”


  The agent stood and turned his back to the fire. He gave Costa a patronizing half smile. “Master Mazrooth has devoted his life to unlocking the mysteries of the Red Curse. In order to study the effects of the Curse, he has intentionally permitted himself to experience each stage of Affliction. He has suffered greatly for his knowledge, and has compensated for his Afflictions with his magic.”


  “What are his Legacies, anyway? I’ve never seen such Afflictions.”


  “The most debilitating one is a rare Legacy, common only in the Mazrooth’s native Kingdom of Herath. People there call it Webcasting. In extreme forms, the Afflicted assume the shape of humanoid spiders, rather like the fabled araneans of horror tales. Like Mazrooth, they display an extra pair of eyes and grow arachnoid fangs. Their hands resemble spider legs, complete with spinnerets for casting the strong silk strands that give the Legacy its name.”


  “Can he not find a cure?”


  “I’m not so sure he wishes to be cured,” Prado mused. “You saw him today on his best behavior. He thought enough of you to wear his mask. Most of the time he doesn’t bother to hide his Afflictions. I think he derives a measure of sadistic pleasure in shocking the sensitivities of aristocrats and politicians. As for the local superstitious farmers and Yazi rabble, he enjoys seeing them run from what they believe is a man-eating aranean. The end result in both cases is that they leave him alone and let him do his research.”


  The Honorbound found it difficult to believe that anyone’s privacy could be worth the price that Mazrooth had paid, but he had. to admit he had never known a wizard personally. And from what he had seen that in one afternoon, they were definitely not ordinary people.


  “How did he hide his Afflictions? Was that sorcery? Or perhaps hypnotism?”


  Prado’s dark eyebrows curled. He rubbed the cinnabryl talisman at his throat absently while he was thinking. “I’m not sure about that,” he finally replied. “Mazrooth seldom talks to me or to anyone about his magical arts, but I’ve noticed that the image just seems to happen, without his doing or saying anything. Spells generally require particular physical components or at least a spell word or two. That leads me to suspect that it is another Legacy.”


  Costa stood and stoked the fire, which had begun to settle. The orange flames and red sparks flared brightly in the dimly lit study. He stared at the glowing coals, trying to understand everything that he had seen and heard. The warrior knew that Inheritors deliberately acquired multiple Legacies, but Mazrooth’s blend of sorcery and inherited powers confused him.


  “How many Legacies does he have?”


  The agent’s eyes brightened. “Who knows? Mazrooth collects them like some sages collect books. He knows more about the Curse and its effects than anyone else in the Baronies, I’d wager.” Prado glanced at the golden chain around Costa’s tanned neck and wondered what Legacy its talisman was keeping at bay. He liked to know about the inherited abilities of people with whom he dealt. It avoided misunderstandings and embarrassing surprises at inopportune moments. “Speaking of Legacies, what is yours?”


  The warrior’s lips tightened. To ask a stranger to reveal his or her Legacy was considered a violation of privacy in polite circles and a breach of security among military persons. In his case, Costa had vowed never to use the Legacy again after it had resulted in the death of a friend in a minor argument.


  “That does not concern you,” he replied coolly.


  For a moment, Prado’s expression didn’t change. Then he smiled and bowed his head slightly. “Pardon my boorishness, Captain. I fear that our conversation made me forget my manners. Of course your Legacy is none of my business. I merely assumed that it was only fair to know yours, since you have already seen mine, however unfortunate the circumstances may have been.”


  Costa ignored the agent’s invitation to share confidences. He realized that their congenial conversation may have been just another example of Prado’s manipulative skills. Even if it were not, it would be difficult to trust the smooth-talking envoy. He decided to change the subject.


  “What did Mazrooth mean when he said that you knew his methods? How long will it take him to identify the thing in the statue?”


  Prado’s smile faded. He recognized Costa’s shift from a personal to a businesslike manner and realized that his question about the Legacy had pushed him too far. There would be no more private revelations from the Honorbound that evening.


  “Just as long as it takes him to decipher the silver glyphs below the surface of the vessel,” he replied. “Inscriptions such as those usually provide clues to the nature of artifacts. Mazrooth has great expertise in ancient languages of the Savage Coast, and he may be able to translate these within a few days, perhaps even hours. I have seen him do remarkable things with fragments of scrolls written in exotic languages. However long it takes, it is never wise to open a magical container until you know the contents, no matter how impatient you may be.”


  Prado sounded arrogant and condescending, and he meant to conclude their conversation on that note. He wanted to leave the Honorbound with the impression that he knew far more about Mazrooth than he actually did, and he wanted Costa to feel even more insecure about magical knowledge. Both impressions would make the warrior rely more upon the agent as an intermediary with Mazrooth. Costa would be less likely to deal directly with the wizard, and Prado could control the information he was receiving. He wouldn’t be able to use his Charm Legacy effectively against the Honorbound again, and he needed a way to manipulate Costa without it.


  The warrior was too tired to respond to Prado’s reminder of his naive suggestion regarding the magical vessel. In two days on the highland trail, he had managed to get only a few hours of sleep at Castillo de Tordegena, and he was exhausted. After removing his leather armor, he retrieved his blanket from the stable and spread it on the filthy carpet near the hearth. Prado had claimed a large stuffed armchair and hassock for a makeshift cot, and there were no other soft spots in the entire citadel. He thought fleetingly of sleeping in the stable on some hay, but decided that he would rather experience some minor aches in the morning than be cold the entire night. The warrior also preferred to sleep closer to the laboratory door to satisfy his sense of duty as a guard of the black vessel and its mysterious contents.


  It seemed that he had barely had enough time to fall asleep when he felt a sharp, stabbing pain in his ribs and heard Mazrooth’s sonorous voice shouting in his ear. The wizard was prodding him roughly with the toe of his shoe and yelling something about the door.


  “Get up, Costa! See to the door! Get up, do you hear?”


  The fire had died and the room was cold. There was a hazy gray light filtering into the study from a skylight just a bit smaller than the one in the laboratory. Mazrooth was fully dressed, and his red-tinted black eyes were raging in fury.


  “You brought them here, damn you! Now you can get rid of them! Get up!”


  Costa pushed the wizard’s foot aside, nearly knocking the frail man down. He fumbled hastily among his outer garments on the floor for his rapier and rushed out of the study. The inner door to the citadel was wide open, and the white phosphor light from the courtyard spilled into the central hall. He glanced to his right at the laboratory door but saw that the door was still tightly closed. He broke into a run and burst into the courtyard.


  Prado was standing by the outer portal, whose outline was shimmering with a faint blue glow. The agent had his saber in his hand and appeared to be listening at an iron peephole to something outside the citadel’s wall.


  “What is it?” Costa cried.


  “Yazi gnolls! Dozens of them! They’re everywhere! They were here before daybreak. Mazrooth saw them as soon as he opened the door after his meditation. He managed to seal it with a spell before they could get inside. They must have followed you all the way from Castillo de Tordegena, because most of them are gone from the Sierra Borgosa.”


  The warrior motioned for Prado to step away from the door. He slid the iron patch over the peephole to one side. In the gray morning, he saw a sight that chilled him even more than the cold mist on Mazrooth’s high hillside. The trail outside the citadel was filled with gnolls of all sizes and shapes. Most appeared to have Long Legs markings and belonged to the large spotted race Colonel Madras had called Chiriquis, but there were many of the smaller-boned, slender Watak among them as well. They must have been there for some time, because they had built several fires that had burned to ashes. In just the small window of the peephole, Costa counted more than three dozen of the savages, and he knew there must be at least twice that many in the front of the citadel alone. He slammed the peephole closed and turned to Mazrooth, who had joined them in the courtyard.


  “How long will that spell last?” he demanded.


  “It will last as long as I wish it to last,” Mazrooth replied. “But there are enough of those creatures to force their way in here if they choose. It is their very presence here that concerns me most. I seldom see a gnoll on that trail, and now it is filled with them. As I said inside, Captain, you must have brought them with you, and you must send away. I don’t want them at my door.”


  “The local Yazi are too frightened by his magic and his Affliction to come within miles of his door,” Prado added. “These must have followed you and the escort party from the south.”


  Costa quickly opened the peephole again for a more careful look at the gnolls gathered at Mazrooth’s door. This time he noticed they were not merely milling about in an unorganized crowd, but were positioned in something very similar to a military skirmish line. Like the party that had attacked the wagon in Sierra del Plata, they were ranked by tribes. The brutish foot soldiers, armed with spears, swords and axes, were all large spotted Chiriquis Yazi and were stationed in the first rank, close to the wall. Just behind them were a mixed group of Chiriquis and smaller-boned Watak Long Legs, armed with short bows and slings. In the rear were the Beast Riders, mounted mainly on desert mustangs that had been painted with tribal symbols matching those of their riders. All of the cavalry appeared to have the high foreheads and sharp snouts of the Watak Long Legs. A chill passed through Costa when he noticed that at least four of the Beast Riders wore white sashes and had red circles tattooed on their arms. One of the gnoll Honorbound company was Vupilor Watak.


  She was dressed just as before, with her slender, graceful head wrapped in a tight turban with a white-tipped brown feather stuck in the front. Her secondhand chain mail shirt was caked with red dust, and the Honorbound sash was so discolored that it was difficult to see that it was white. She sat easily and confidently on the pinto pony, as if the sturdy animal were an extension of her lithe, muscular legs and hips. Whenever she wished it to move, the trained beast responded instantly to gentle squeezes and nudges from her furry knees.


  “Well?” Mazrooth demanded. “Do something! This is why you’re here!”


  When Costa did not reply immediately, Prado reached forward and slammed the peephole shut. “Turn off your disguise,” he suggested. “Let them see your aranean side, and show them a few lethal tricks. Unless I am very much mistaken, that will send them packing a lot sooner than our resident Honorbound guard, with his tattoos and sash. They’ve got those, too, but I doubt if they have a wizard to equal your power.”


  Costa ignored Prado’s insulting remarks. “Remove the spell on the door,” he told Mazrooth. “I have to go talk to them.”


  “No!” objected Prado. “It would leave us completely defenseless. They would kill you, in any event. Leave the wizard lock spell intact, Mazrooth. It will discourage them from trying to breach the wall until you can ready a more deadly reception. These are savages, Costa. You can’t negotiate with savages.”


  “They are led by Honorbound knights,” Costa told Mazrooth. “All Honorbound Companions, whether human or gnoll or any other race, must abide by the Protocols. Moreover, I know the female commander. She led a well-organized ambush on our wagon but let us pass freely when she might have killed us. They didn’t want our lives then, and they don’t want them now.”


  “Then by all means, tell us why they are here,” Prado said angrily.


  “I don’t know yet. But if you’ll open the door, I can find out.”


  Mazrooth’s four eyes darted from Prado to Costa. The wizard agreed with the agent regarding the risk of an invasion if he removed the lock. He wouldn’t be able to recast the same spell immediately, but he doubted if the gnolls would be aware of such magical limitations. To Prado’s chagrin, he chose the warrior’s solution. With a quick word and gesture, the blue aura around the double doors vanished. Costa moved the heavy oak bar and pushed one of the massive portals open just enough to squeeze through.


  “Lock it behind me,” he told Prado. The agent didn’t need to be told twice. He slammed the panel and slid the bolt in place, leaving Costa alone and armorless on the wide stone ramp between the Yazis and Mazrooth’s citadel. The nearest Chiriquis, a huge gnoll with gaudy yellow paint daubed in the center of each brown spot, barked a loud warning as soon as he saw the warrior. The Yazi’s dirty scruff bristled as the untrained foot soldier tried to assume a fighter’s stance, raising an old battle-axe with a notched blade in a threatening manner.


  Costa realized suddenly that he still had his rapier in his hand and must have appeared to be attacking the soldier when he burst out of the citadel’s doorway. Lacking his scabbard, the Honorbound slid the shimmering red steel blade into the waistband of his trousers. Then he raised both hands high above his head to show every Yazi in sight that he was unarmed. A growling murmur swept through the gnoll ranks. Costa saw most of the heavier snouts in the two front echelons turn toward the rear. The Chiriquis troops were asking their Long Leg officers for instructions in the face of such a strange and unexpected circumstance.


  When Costa saw the Honorbound officers watching him, he turned his right hand so they could see the brilliant red emblem with his personal insignia in the center. The three Watak males nudged their horses closer to Marshal Vupilor’s pony and began conferring. Costa was sure they were deciding how to apply the Honorbound Protocols to him, just as he would have done if the situation were reversed. He hoped that the Yazi Honorbound companies had adopted all of the more important Protocols, particularly the Protocols of Challenge and Fair Combat. If so, they would never permit their troops to massacre a smaller enemy force, and that would mean that neither he nor the others would be harmed.


  The conference seemed to go smoothly until one of the males raised himself on his horse, craning his neck at Costa. He seemed to be looking at the ground in front of the warrior. Suddenly Costa knew what the gnoll was doing. He was trying to see if the human was wearing a white sash! The warrior had rushed out of the study so quickly that he had remembered neither the sash nor his armored leather coat. In the next instant, the Honorbound was gesturing energetically at his own belt and yelping excitedly at Costa. The other two males looked at Vupilor Watak, as if to see how she planned to handle their high-strung companion. The female simply barked a gruff command to the yelping junior officer, who immediately ceased his dramatic tantrum. Costa had seen similar precombat displays among some of the Gosluk goblinoids and knew that they were designed to incite troops to battle. He was glad that the Red Creek Honorbound Company was well disciplined and that the female marshal was able to control the officer with a single word.


  As soon as her three officers were satisfied that Costa was entitled to reciprocal Honorbound courtesies, the female turned her pony and goaded it into the wooded area on the other side of the road. Moments later she rejoined her companions, but she wasn’t alone. An old Watak Yazi male, with white fur and a stumbling gait, was walking alongside her, using a stout staff to support his weight. The old Watak resembled the marshal more than any of the others. He wore a long gray robe, trimmed in scarlet bunting and edged with mystical symbols of some kind. There was a lump of cinnabryl almost as large as Mazrooth’s hanging from a silver chain around his scrawny, scruffless neck. Vupilor reined her horse until the elder nodded and began to push his way through the ranks toward Costa. The female commander dismounted and followed him in silence to the base of the ramp where the warrior waited.


  “Greetings, Marshal Watak,” Costa hailed in a strong, clear voice. “I am surprised to see you again in such a short time.”


  “May Tabak be with you, Captain Hernán Costa.”


  Her heavily accented and guttural Common was difficult to follow at first, but it was soon obvious that her grammar and vocabulary were excellent.


  “We have come to pray before the sculpture in the wagon,” she told Costa quickly. “This is my uncle Joffik, our tribal priest and archivist. I have told him the details of our adventure two days ago. He thinks the statue may have been sacred to our ancestors. He wishes to see it and perhaps to pray to it on behalf of our people. We have traveled many miles to provide Joffik this important opportunity to communicate with our ancestral spirits.”


  Costa waved his arm to include the entire gnoll force. “If that is your only purpose, Commander, why have you brought so many soldiers? You could have accomplished what you seek with just the shaman and yourself.” He trusted the Honorbound Code and Protocols would force the officer to be completely truthful.


  “They are here to take the statue back to Buenos Viente if Joffik wills it,” she said without excitement or threats in her voice. “We have heard rumors that this place is guarded by a powerful wizard, and we knew you had brought a large detachment of soldiers with you from Castillo de Tordegena. We had to be prepared to fight for the relic if the shaman orders it.”


  The old priest leaned closer to the marshal and whispered something to her. His eyes were clouded with a white film Costa thought might be severe cataracts. “Oh, yes,” she added. “Joffik reminds me that we had to protect you from the Chiriquis. They wanted to kill you.”


  “Prejudice is everywhere,” Costa told her, thinking of Prado’s remarks about savages. He had already decided to risk letting the two of them examine the artifact if Mazrooth approved. In the back of his mind, the resemblance that both Vupilor and Joffik bore to the sculpted figure might somehow be critical to its identification. He knew a refusal would simply mean an assault on the citadel, and he had seen at Castillo de Tordegena what the Long Legs had been able to do to a much more secure stronghold.


  “Come with me to speak with the master of this place. He alone can grant you permission to enter his laboratory.”


  They followed him up the ramp. Mazrooth was at the peephole, where he and Prado had been watching and listening to the conversation.


  “It is out of the question!” Prado was shouting as they reached the door. “No one should see that statue until you have finished with it.”


  “Do you dare to speak for me?” Mazrooth thundered. “Open the door and let them both join us. Do you not see the resemblance between the smaller Yazi and the sculpted countenance of the vessel? And did you not observe the emblem on the female’s arm? We may be very near to a translation of those inscriptions!”


  The door to the citadel flung open. In a most unusual gesture, Mazrooth himself appeared on the threshold to welcome his new guests. Both Prado and Costa noticed that his Disguise Legacy was now flawless, yet another indication that the wizard was displaying his best behavior. Then Prado remembered Mazrooth’s last comment. As Vupilor Watak entered the citadel, she bowed to her host in perfect Honorbound tradition, saluting him with her tattooed arm. In the center of each scarlet circle was a familiar black symbol. It was very similar to the glyph Prado had first seen on the enchanted arrowhead he had acquired from Jorgé Alvarez as well as the silver inscriptions within the black vessel from Sierra del Plata.


  Chapter 13
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  Mazrooth’s decision to permit the Yazi Honorbound and her tribal shaman to view the vessel infuriated Prado. He was counting on the absence of anyone but Costa to simplify his reports to both Esteban and Maximiliano. The spy also wanted as few witnesses as possible to whatever measures he might need to take once Mazrooth had identified the artifact. He was a calculating man and liked to keep the formula for success simple and very much in his favor.


  For more personal reasons, Prado was angry with the wizard for his choice of Costa’s counsel over his own. He had always relished jealousy and envy in other people, often referring to them as the “prime emotions of mankind.” It was child’s play to manipulate a jealous man, and Prado played the game very well. But now he was experiencing the rare circumstance of having to shrink in the shadow of a common soldier. The agent regarded it as an intolerable insult and resolved to settle the matter in a permanent fashion as soon as he concluded his current business.


  The controlling factor in Prado’s fury was his unrelenting prejudice toward all nonhuman races, particularly those with canine features. It had its roots in his stormy childhood. Abandoned at birth in Renardy by his sire, a notorious rogue gambler from Cimarron, Prado’s unmarried mother had drifted from port to port along the Savage Coast, selling herself for food and shelter for her and her infant son. The unfortunate woman soon discovered that she was infected with the Red Curse and had to have increasing amounts of costly cinnabryl to ward off the disfiguring effects long enough to attract customers. Prado’s earliest childhood memories were of a motley succession of his mother’s clients, some staying with them for just a few hours at a time, others for days or even weeks. They never bothered him. In fact, only a few seemed to even notice that he was there at all. But he loathed the sweaty, violent creatures who sought his mother at all hours, particularly the ones with fur—the canine lupin and the feline rakasta from Renardy and Bellayne. They seemed to enjoy commanding the services of a human female and even fought duels among themselves to determine her next companion.


  In time, she had earned a reputation on the docks as a “dog lover” and was shunned by human and even rakasta clients. Deprived of many of her regular customers, she was forced to choose between cinnabryl and food. The cinnabryl supply dwindled rapidly, and his mother slipped into the terrifying cycles of the Curse. Prado was only twelve when she began to grow more bestial in her appearance. In her Time of Loss, she merely seemed tired, with darkening hollows beneath her eyes and increasing pain in her joints. But as the Time of Change began, it became obvious to everyone that it was the Curse. It manifested itself at first by a light downy growth of hair on her back, which then spread to cover her entire body. The next few days were a time of agony as well as change. The bones of her face and body began to be transformed beneath her new layer of golden fur. In the night, she screamed and howled in pain, nursed in her torture by her young son, who understood neither the Curse nor the Affliction that was changing his mother into something other than human.


  It was on the morning of the fourth day that Prado realized in horror that his mother was changing into a doglike animal with fur, snout, fangs, and claws! The transition was complete the next day. Prado was so relieved that his mother’s physical agony had ended that he failed to see the deep mental anguish wrought by her new Animal Form Legacy. The poor woman refused to eat, snarled and growled whenever anyone approached their door, and tried to hide her bestial features from her own son. She grew weaker and more depressed as the days passed, and Prado finally decided he would have to find help.


  While she slept, the boy left the room and found an old afflicted sailor everyone called “Bug-Eyes” because his eyes extended beyond his forehead on stalks. In his youth, Bug-Eyes had been on every sea captain’s list whenever they assembled a crew because he could spot the tiniest sail on distant horizons or locate fish three hundred yards away. Now he was just a drunken derelict, like so many other afflicted castaways on the Savage Coast. When Prado tried to tell him what was happening to his mother, the old man’s stalked eyes drooped sadly.


  “It’s too late, boy. She’s got the Curse. Ain’t nothing you can do about it now, any more than I can change these blasted insect eyes. She could’ve stopped it with enough o’ that red junk they call cinnabryl, but it’s way past that now. All you can do is love her, even if you can’t stand to look at her. Underneath that fur, she’s still your mama, and she needs you just like you needed her when you was a fry.”


  With tears streaming down his dirty face, Prado had raced back to the hovel. As he rounded the corner, a crowd of clock rabble had gathered on the side of the transient inn where they lived. He knew even before he pushed through the legs and bodies what he would find. His mother lay facedown on the boardwalk, her furry neck bent at such an odd angle that her canine muzzle was pointed at the second floor window from which she had leapt. The cruel comments of the mob masked his sobs as he watched his mother’s deformed, twitching body expire.


  “Lupin whore!”


  “Filthy dog-faced bitch!”


  When he could no longer stand to hear the disgusting insults directed at the brave woman who had sold her vital cinnabryl to keep her helpless son alive, Prado ran as fast as he could away from the docks. His own Charm Legacy manifested itself within the next few years, and he learned quickly how to use it to get nearly anything he desired. But he never lost his childhood memories of the terrible death of his mother and her humiliation by the canine lupin who kept her in cruel bondage to her desperate need for cinnabryl. In time, his unspeakable rage fermented into hatred of all nonhumans, but especially of lupins and other races with canine features such as the Yazi gnolls.


  Inside the citadel, Prado was more silent than usual. He watched in sullen hatred as Mazrooth ushered the two Yazi into his study and asked Costa to bring them some hot maté from the small kitchen. The wizard appeared to be almost sociable as he tried to engage the old priest, Joffik, in a conversation about tribal magic. It was halting because Mazrooth’s command of Yazi was limited to the Dead Yucca dialect spoken in the Sierra Borgosa, while Joffik spoke hardly any Common. Prado heard the phrase “Buenos Viente” several times and understood enough to know that the shaman lived at the ruins and had been using some of the ancient buildings in his rituals. Costa soon returned with five steaming mugs of the powerful stimulant, a gift to Mazrooth from a gaucho Inheritor from Guadalante, a fellow member of the Ruby Brotherhood. Prado refused the beverage and signaled to Mazrooth to follow him into the hall.


  “I cannot remain under your roof as long as those filthy beasts are here,” he told the wizard in a hoarse whisper.


  Mazrooth’s third eye flashed for a second with a bright scarlet pinpoint of light. He sometimes had to make a deliberate effort to understand simple human emotions, but Prado’s hatred was so obvious that he merely nodded in agreement.


  “This may be an opportune time for you to visit the capital and report to the baron,” Mazrooth suggested. “You will not be needed here for a few days. The Honorbound Protocols shared by Captain Costa and Marshal Watak will provide sufficient protection from the Yazi militants outside my door. As for the shaman, I am intrigued by his knowledge of the ruins at Buenos Viente. There are many things I want to learn from him that may relate to my study of the artifact from Sierra del Plata. You may tell the baron that it will be several days before I can answer his questions regarding the vessel. I shall expect your return within the week.”


  With that impersonal dismissal, Mazrooth turned away and joined his guests in the study. Prado watched the wizard’s spindly figure shuffle down the hall and reminded himself that Mazrooth was perhaps the only person he had ever encountered who had seemed completely immune to his charismatic manipulations and even to the effects of his Legacy. If the agent had expected Mazrooth to display any sign of interest or even curiosity in his prejudicial hatred of the Yazi gnolls, he would have been deluding himself. The wizard seldom expressed emotions other than impatience with incompetent people and a powerful, all-consuming obsession with the Red Curse. For Mazrooth, the emotions of other people were inconsequential and uninteresting, except when they interfered with his work. In this case, Prado had admitted that his emotions might interfere with his objectivity, and hence his usefulness, at the citadel. In Mazrooth’s view, the simplest solution was to be rid of the agent until he could contribute effectively to the task at hand. The wizard certainly wasn’t interested in the roots of Prado’s irrational hatred of the Yazi and would never have criticized him for it; such foibles of human nature simply did matter to him.


  When Prado saddled his horse and led it down the ramp, he was prepared to use his Legacy to get past the nearest gnoll soldiers, but it was unnecessary. The Yazi on the trail merely watched in silence as the spy mounted the animal and trotted past them. They seemed to ignore the possibility that he might be riding for reinforcements to drive them away. But then he remembered the distance between the capital and the Sierra Borgosa and understood that they believed their mission would be accomplished, one way or another, before he could return with soldiers from the coast. Their quiet stares as he rode through their ranks made him feel uneasy about exposing his back to their spears and arrows, but he fought the impulse to spur his horse to a gallop until he was well beyond the citadel on the eastward trail along Almarrón’s hilly border with Gorgoña.


  He had already planned his strategy by the time he reached the north-south crossroads. Don Esteban was waiting for word to arrange a meeting, and they often used Bartólome Lopez, the silversmith merchant in Paso Dorado, as a messenger. Prado decided he would head south, toward Ciudad Tejillas, but stop at the silversmith’s shop to send a message to Esteban. He would arrange with the ousted dictator to meet him in Paso Dorado on his way back from the capital.


  It was almost noon when Prado arrived in Paso Dorado, where he had acquired the black spearhead from Digger Alvarez just a few months before. Tradesmen were still in their shops, preparing to close for the afternoon siesta, which they usually spent in Pablo’s Cantina and other taverns. He drifted through the back alleys, making several random and unnecessary turns just to confuse anyone who might be watching, and finally tied his horse to a rail in the rear of Lopez’s shop.


  The big man was bent over a delicate piece of silver chain when Prado entered through the back door. He glanced up, letting the jeweler’s loupe fall from his eye and dangle by its cord against his worn but clean woolen shirt. Lopez’s dark eyes narrowed when he recognized the spy. He thrust himself up from the workbench so quickly that his stool fell to the floor. Prado waited until he hurried into the front of the shop, barred the front door, and hung a “closed” sign in the window. It would seem normal at that time of day, and people who knew the silversmith better than others would merely assume that he was taking an early siesta.


  “Are you insane, busting into my shop in broad daylight?” thundered the burly silversmith. He glowered at Prado as he picked up the stool and sat, waving toward a bench on the opposite wall for his uninvited visitor. The spy shook his head.


  “I’m not staying. This is a matter of some urgency. I must meet with our mutual friend here at your shop tomorrow evening. I will be lodging at the Castile, but it would not be wise for him to come there.”


  “What about me?” Lopez demanded. “I have to live with these spoiled snobs every day! I fix their spare cinnabryl amulets when my own family can barely afford enough of the stuff to stave off the Curse. If they find out Don Esteban is using my shop to meet his spies, they’ll kill me and cut off the cinnabryl for my wife and children. He can’t come here!”


  Prado paused, not insensitive to Lopez’s plight. The artisan didn’t know it, but he had touched a personal nerve from the agent’s troubled boyhood. Denial of cinnabryl to one’s family in order to control an enemy was a notorious tactic of certain wealthy aristocrats. The cruel practice was the main reason many commoners hated Inheritors, and it had been a major factor in Don Esteban’s successful revolution. Baron Maximiliano had managed to undercut the Inheritors’ control of the precious substance by distributing small amounts of it to all commoners who couldn’t afford to acquire their own cinnabryl. In rural areas such as Paso Dorado, however, unscrupulous landed aristocrats had used their influence with Maximiliano to establish themselves as the distributors of cinnabryl to the peasants and shopkeepers in their neighborhoods. Cinnabryl had become the medium of exchange for special favors in the frontier feudal economy. The power had shifted from the Inheritors to the “spoiled snobs” Lopez had mentioned, and the commoners lived in fear of having their supply reduced or cut off completely at the whim of an angry landlord. The whole sordid arrangement reminded Prado of his mother’s treatment at the hands of her wealthy lupin clientele just before her Affliction and subsequent death.


  “You have made your point, Señor Lopez,” he told the artisan. “Try to arrange a private table at Pablo’s for tomorrow evening around eleven o’clock. Make sure Don Esteban is in disguise, and post lookouts near the tavern. I will join him no later than midnight. If I do not appear by then, see that he leaves immediately and crosses the border as quickly as possible.”


  Lopez frowned suspiciously. He had never trusted the smooth-talking agent and often wondered why Don Esteban placed so much confidence in such a man. “Just one question, Prado. Why don’t you just go to Gorgoña and meet him there? It seems to me that it would be safer. Don Esteban will want to know why it is necessary for him to return to Almarrón where so many are hunting him.”


  “The baron has many agents watching the borders for Don Esteban,” he replied. “If they see me, they’ll know that I am not where I am supposed to be, and they may try to follow me. I am sure that El Salvador would rather risk personal capture than exposure of his hidden headquarters in Gorgoña.”


  The large man accepted Prado’s explanation and gestured toward the back door. “I will convey your message to Don Esteban. Now, leave before someone notices your horse and thinks that a thief has broken into my shop during the siesta hour.”


  Prado gave him a grim smile and stepped onto the back stoop. Glancing to both sides of the quiet alley, he congratulated himself on timing the hasty meeting during the siesta.


  Within minutes, the small market town was behind him as he rode hard on the dark trail through the thick coastal forest that was his usual shortcut to the capital from Paso Dorado. He followed the logging trail to the edge of the cliffs overlooking the Gulf of Hule, then traced the cliffside trail to the sheltered harbor of Ciudad Tejillas. The spy paused to rest his horse on the rim of the cliff and studied the picturesque scene below.


  At least a dozen merchant ships were docked in the harbor, waiting for their cargoes to be loaded or unloaded. Almarróñan silver, coffee, tobacco, and handmade furniture were the main exports, bound for nearly every port along the Savage Coast as well as Hule and Yavdlom across the gulf. The most important incoming cargoes were shipments of the precious cinnabryl from Vilaverde at the northern end of the Baronies. Hundreds of smaller fishing boats were either moored in their slips or sailing homeward with their evening catch. The late sun had already transformed the whitewashed seawall and ramparts of the Governor’s House into a golden seaside palace by the time Prado arrived in the bustling capital.


  As was his custom when he reached the old city so late in the day, Prado left his horse at a stable convenient to the Governor’s House and found a room in a quiet tavern, where he could refresh himself before seeing the baron. Dependent as he was upon the impression others had of him, the spy liked to present himself to important clients neatly dressed and rested so that they would sense that he was in calm control of whatever situation had brought him to their doors. It was after eight before he had bathed, dined, and walked to the old Traladaran mansion that housed the baron and his staff and served as a headquarters for the port of Ciudad Tejillas. A young Honorbound lieutenant he didn’t recognize stopped him at the gate and demanded to know his business at that hour of night.


  “I am Miguel Prado, Lieutenant. Special envoy of Baron Maximiliano on confidential business for His Excellency. I have authority from the baron himself to disturb him at any hour when there is an urgent matter at hand, as there is now. Admit me at once and call your commander.”


  There was just the right blend of authority and urgency in Prado’s appearance and voice to impress the young officer with his importance. He signaled immediately for a soldier to guard the gate while he escorted the agent into the mansion. Just inside the grand entry hall, with its hand-cut crystal chandeliers and polished mirrors, the lieutenant offered Prado a chair while he went in search of Commander Tristan. The old Honorbound appeared a few minutes later and greeted the agent with a formal yet somewhat stiff salute. Prado noticed in a quick glance that the elder guardsman’s face was flushed, as if he had been engaged in either strenuous activity or an upsetting conversation. Since he was not perspiring, the spy guessed it was the latter.


  “Good evening, Commander. Have I come at a bad time?”


  Tristan waved the rhetorical question aside. Both he and Prado knew that Maximiliano would want to talk to the agent no matter what he might have interrupted. “Come this way, Señor Prado,” he told the agent somewhat brusquely. “The baron has given instructions that he will see you immediately.”


  Prado followed Tristan’s aging but muscular figure through several interior halls until he stopped at an unmarked door and knocked softly.


  “Come in at once!” Prado heard Maximiliano call in the distinctive, aristocratic foreign accent he had cultivated in his youth at the Saragóner court of Don Balthazar de Montejo y Aranjuez. Don Esteban had made Maximiliano’s foreign connections to Saragón into an issue of treason during the struggles that led to his ouster. Bards throughout Almarrón perfected comical imitations of the baron’s educated Saragóner accent and made him the butt of political jokes.


  Tristan opened the door and stepped aside to permit Prado to enter first. He then followed the agent into the baron’s chamber and paused before closing the door.


  “Shall I join you, my lord, or shall I wait outside for your instructions?”


  There was a stiff nuance in the commander’s voice that alerted Prado’s sensitive ears to the possibility that there had been some kind of recent disagreement between the baron and his senior guardsman. That might explain the flushed appearance of the Honorbound commander in the hall, Prado thought. He kept his face flat, displaying nothing of his conjectures.


  “Of course you should join us, Tristan,” the baron said impatiently. “What I just said was not meant to be a personal criticism. It is merely a fact.”


  Prado glanced quickly at the Honorbound, just in time to see the color deepen in the elder warrior’s weathered face. It was enough of a reaction to verify his interpretation of some kind of personal difficulties between the officer and the baron. The agent filed it in his memory, along with several other suggestions of tension between Maximiliano and Tristan he had observed during the past few years. It was his business to know about vulnerability in important relationships, and he sensed a growing fissure in this one that might become worth exploiting.


  “I apologize for the delay, Señor Prado,” said the baron. “Commander Tristan and I were discussing our difficulties in tracking down the traitorous criminal, Alcalde Esteban. He seems to be able to elude the commander’s best efforts and appears to come and go at will inside Almarrón. We think he has taken refuge among the bandits and pirates of the—”


  “I am sure Señor Prado is not interested in this matter, Excellency,” Tristan blurted, interrupting Maximiliano before he could finish revealing their current intelligence regarding the location of Don Esteban. The Honorbound was much more sensitive to security issues than the young ruler and had always been closemouthed around Prado. The spy noticed that the baron used the title “Alcalde,” or “Mayor,” rather than “Don” in his reference to the fugitive dictator. Esteban had been the commoner mayor of Ciudad Tejillas before he declared himself ruler and savior of Almarrón.


  “It is not a matter of interest, Commander,” Prado told the old warrior, “but one of time. I have some distressing news that I must relate to the baron, and I am sure that both of you will want to act upon my information quickly.”


  Maximiliano motioned for Tristan to close the door. The two of them sat at the large fireplace and leaned closer to Prado’s chair while the spy began the version of his story he had crafted for the baron’s ears. He gave a factual account of Costa’s loss of temper, though he omitted telling them he had provoked the Honorbound’s anger by using his Charm Legacy. Tristan’s lined face darkened as he heard Prado tell of Costa’s impatience with Mazrooth and the manner in which the wizard had halted their confrontation before it could escalate into a deadly duel.


  “That’s not like Costa!” Tristan interjected. “He would never violate the Protocols by treating a host in such a fashion. And he certainly wouldn’t have jeopardized his mission to engage in some meaningless personal squabble!”


  “Nevertheless, that is precisely what he did,” Prado said convincingly. “But what disturbed me most about Captain Costa was his insistence that Mazrooth should share the secrets of the artifact with a Yazi gnoll.”


  “What are you saying?” Maximiliano cried.


  “What Yazi gnoll?” Tristan demanded, his steel blue eyes glaring at the agent.


  Prado could sense that he had timed his revelation perfectly. He told them about the arrival of the Yazi and about Costa’s intervention when he had wanted Mazrooth to keep the gnolls outside the citadel.


  “He told Mazrooth that he could handle the situation without calling for reinforcements because he knew the Yazi Honorbound in charge of the war party,” he added.


  “The Yazi have no Honorbound!” Tristan exclaimed.


  “I beg to differ with you on that point, Commander. Not only do they have their own Honorbound, but Captain Costa and the gnoll also seemed to know each very well. They even knew each other’s names.”


  “Preposterous!” thundered Tristan. “Costa has never been in El Grande Carrascal or any other gnoll country before. Who was this Yazi? What does he call himself?”


  “Herself,” Prado corrected. “Captain Costa called her ‘Vupilor Watak,’ and she used his given name, ‘Hernán,’ without being prompted. And she was not the only Honorbound there. There were three others, all male and all wearing the same kind of sash you’re wearing, Commander Tristan. As soon as they recognized each other, they started discussing the Protocols, so I know they were Honorbound, just like the captain.”


  “By the Great Ambassador, what is going on out there, Tristan?” Maximiliano demanded.


  “You’re a liar, Prado!” Tristan charged. “Captain Costa may not be able to defend himself and his honor, but I can do it for him. On your guard, you—”


  “Commander! Have you lost your senses? This man is on our side! Remove your hand from your weapon. Leave this room and do not return until you are able to conduct yourself with the dignity worthy of Almarrón’s senior warrior and my personal guard.”


  Maximiliano’s crisp order stifled Tristan’s anger almost instantly. He could hardly believe he had lost his temper in such a fashion. His thoughts flustered by the sudden outburst, he turned away quickly and obeyed the baron’s command, shutting the door behind him.


  Prado waited until Tristan was gone before finishing the carefully woven blend of truths and half-truths that he hoped would divide the baron even further from his old bodyguard.


  “I did not want to say it while Commander Tristan was here, my lord, but it seemed to me that there was an attitude of conspiracy between the captain and the Yazi female. I tried to warn Master Mazrooth, but I think he knew that any resistance to the Yazi would result in catastrophe and death. Captain Costa’s alliance with the Yazi Honorbound left Mazrooth no alternative but to accede to Costa’s insistence that the gnolls should participate in the study of the artifact.”


  “These are very serious charges you are leveling against Captain Costa,” said the baron. “He has a distinguished military record and has served us well on numerous confidential missions. Like Commander Tristan, I find it most difficult to believe that the captain could be engaged in some farfetched plot with Yazi savages against his homeland.”


  “That is not my impression, either, Excellency. On the contrary, I believe that Captain Costa is a great patriot, who is doing what he thinks is best for the future of Almarrón. Perhaps the fact that he left the Governor’s Company of Honorbound, which guards this very house, is significant. I wonder, my lord, if there are not some internal frictions among our own Honorbound that have led some of the more independent personalities such as Captain Costa to build their own alliances and to form their own opinions about what is best for Almarrón.”


  Maximiliano frowned gravely at Prado’s suggestion of a split within the ranks of Almarrón’s Honorbound. It wasn’t the first time the possibility of such a division had been discussed. Under Tristan, the Honorbound company had prospered considerably since the defeat of Esteban and the confiscation of his great wealth by Maximiliano. The baron had entrusted the security of Esteban’s fortune in gold, silver, and cinnabryl to Tristan, and only Tristan’s closest Honorbound officers, like Costa, knew its hidden location. Wealth, knowledge, and power had become centered in the upper echelons of Tristan’s Honorbound force, and several of the baron’s confidential advisors had warned him that the conditions might be ripe for a successful military coup d’etat if the Honorbound officers chose to take control of the government. There would certainly be no other agency within the country strong enough to stop them.


  “Tell me about the artifact,” Maximiliano ordered Prado in a subdued voice. He was deliberately changing the subject because he didn’t want to consider the possibilities of a military coup just then. “Has Mazrooth even begun his study, with all of this intrigue going on?”


  Prado decided to lie in order to prolong the arrangement with Mazrooth—and his cinnabryl payments.


  “He still has no idea of its origin. Mazrooth is reading his old notes concerning the Barrier Mask of Saragón, searching for a clue that might relate the mask to the sculpture from the mine. His preliminary opinion, however, is that the statue does indeed possess a strong magical aura. I need to get back to Mazrooth’s citadel as quickly as possible to monitor his research and to ensure that it is not compromised by the alliance between Captain Costa and the Yazi Honorbound.”


  “Shall we send troops from Castillo de Tordegena to disperse the Yazi rabble?”


  Prado shook his head. “I do not think that will be necessary, my lord. By the time you could send a messenger to the ruins and the troops could travel to the Sierra Borgosa, those ignorant gnolls will have become bored with waiting and will probably be gone. It is more of a nuisance than a threat. The real danger is that a more intelligent enemy might be able to use Mazrooth’s discoveries to enhance his own political power at the expense of the people of Almarrón and their legitimate ruler.”


  “You’re talking about Captain Costa again, I presume?”


  “I am describing anyone who would take advantage of Master Mazrooth’s great knowledge for selfish purposes,” Prado replied. “If that description applies to Captain Hernán Costa, or to anyone else in a position of trust, we must stop him at all costs.”


  Maximiliano’s mouth tightened. He was reluctant to take Prado’s analysis to the next logical step, but it was obvious that the agent was trying to implicate Commander Tristan Medina, his father’s personal friend and his own guardian, in a suspected Honorbound conspiracy to overthrow his regime.


  Chapter 14
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  Mazrooth al Yedom had already forgotten Miguel Prado’s confession of racial hatred by the time he rejoined the two Yazi and Hernán Costa in his study. The wizard seldom concerned himself with human frailties. He regarded all obsessive thoughts, including his own, as illnesses to be treated or milked for the mental energy they contained. Mazrooth freely admitted to his own prepossession with Curse lore and magical objects that might add to his growing understanding of the mysterious malady that plagued most of the Savage Coast. The quest for more knowledge about the Curse, particularly its effects and its origins, had been a driving force for most of his life.


  The wizard was convinced the origins of the Red Curse couldn’t be dismissed as easily as some scholars had, calling the pervasive vermeil in affected regions “dragon blood” and the rare cinnabryl “dragon bone.” According to the most popular legends, the powerful dragon Immortal known to many races as the “Great One” had rained his own blood and bone upon evil spider beings called araneans to chastise them for their cruel treatment of his descendants, the Wallara “chameleon men.” The Great One’s rage was so terrible that it destroyed almost all life in what is now the Savage Coast and remains to haunt all who come to the region as the Red Curse.


  In his many years studying Curse lore, Mazrooth perfected numerous alchemical procedures to analyze the age and composition of both vermeil and cinnabryl. At first his research seemed to support the “Dragonfall” theory, indicating that both substances appeared in the region at approximately the same time, around fifteen hundred years before the present. But when Mazrooth turned his attention to the alchemistry of vermeil and cinnabryl, he learned that the two materials were completely unrelated physically. The faintly glowing red dust called vermeil seemed to be a magical organic substance, with many unusual cell components. Cinnabryl, however, was a rare metal that had no organic cell structures at all. The Dragonfall theory might account for vermeil, but not for cinnabryl, though both substances had magical properties and both had materialized at the same approximate time.


  That rough date also corresponded nicely with the destruction of several major centers of civilization scattered throughout the Savage Coast. As a young wizard sent by the Herathian magiocracy to investigate the effects of the Red Curse in the eastern baronies, Mazrooth had explored numerous ruins of the ancient culture that seemed to have disintegrated at the time vermeil and cinnabryl first appeared. While most antiquarian sages referred to the ruins as “Late Oltec,” to distinguish them from “Classical Oltec,” Mazrooth believed the latter civilizations bore little or no resemblance to the original Oltec culture brought by the region’s first human settlers. The most obvious difference between the two was in the Late Oltec preference for tools made of black volcanic glass. Obsidian spearheads, knives, and tiny darts or arrowheads were almost always found in conjunction with cinnabryl deposits and virgin accumulations of vermeil.


  Classical Oltec tools and art objects, on the other hand, were intricately carved pieces of flint, wood, and stone, like the famed Barrier Mask of Saragón. Anyone who had seen and collected hundreds of specimens of both types of artifacts, as Mazrooth had, could spot the differences immediately. Both civilizations appeared to have used magic commonly in the manufacture of these objects, but the later relics emanated a stronger dweomer than the others. Mazrooth wasn’t sure if the magical aura in the obsidian artifacts was stronger because they were more recent, or because the power of the hands that created them was greater. He only knew that it was easier to detect the magical dweomers of objects made of obsidian, like the black vessel of Sierra del Plata.


  The wizard had just recently begun to notice the peculiar method of embedding silver glyphs barely beneath the translucent glass surface of the more powerful magical implements of the later type. The silver inscriptions appeared to be something akin to spell words or incantations on scrolls, but tied directly to the substance and function of the artifact in question. Until Costa brought the sculpted vessel to his laboratory, Mazrooth had never seen more than one glyph on a single artifact, like the one on the arrowhead procured by Miguel Prado from Jorgé Alvarez. He was beginning to dismiss the inscriptions as something other than writing, perhaps nothing more than personal signet emblems to identify the hands that crafted the artifacts. But now, with the elaborate inset glyphs on the canine figure depicted in the black vessel, Mazrooth was positive that the glyphs were written characters in a hitherto unknown language. Classical Oltec script had been deciphered long before Mazrooth began delving into the mysteries of the Red Curse. It was a language of hieroglyphic pictures and stylized pictographs. The glyphs on the obsidian relics were more like standard orthographic characters in modern languages.


  The wizard now believed that the key to understanding the differences between Classical Oltec culture and this later civilization lay in the untranslated script. He was convinced the eyes and hands that fashioned the black vessel and trapped the formless being within it were alive when the Red Curse descended upon the Savage Coast. He had needed a clue, some incidental fragment of meaning that his powerful mind would be able to expand into a translation of this unknown script. And now the Yazi female, with gracile canine features like those sculpted on the vessel, was sitting in his study, proudly displaying her tattoos, a string of symbols similar to those on both the arrowhead from Los Ventes and the vessel from the silver mine.


  Costa was trying to offer Joffik more of the strong maté tea when the wizard rejoined them. The old priest spoke almost no Common, and the female warrior was having to translate his words into their dialect of Yazi.


  “He says that the spirit of the maté is too strong for his ancient skin and bones to contain,” she told Costa. “But I will have more. It is invigorating, and the ride from Buenos Viente was a long one.”


  While Costa went to the kitchen, Mazrooth took advantage of her mention of Joffik’s home to ask her about the ruins. He had never visited the site and was wondering now if it might be related to the Late Oltec civilization of his research. He had ignored that possibility because most travel reports indicated the deserted town was of more recent Traladaran origins.


  “I have often heard of Buenos Viente, but have not seen it. What does it look like? Is it made of adobe or stone?”


  The Honorbound gnoll didn’t answer the wizard herself. Instead, she deferred to Joffik, translating the questions into their Watak dialect. The priest’s clouded eyes tried to focus in Mazrooth’s face.


  “Both,” he replied through his niece’s interpretation. “The buildings on top of the ground are made of white mud, but those below are cut from stone.”


  “Do the lower ones have mortar holding the stones in place?”


  In many of the later sites Mazrooth had studied, the stonework had been so carefully crafted that the builders hadn’t used mortar. Some of the angles in the vaulted ceilings had seemed either impossible or perhaps achieved only through sorcery until he made elaborate drawings and measurements. His study had revealed that the architects who designed the larger structures had used a combination of gravity and superior stonecutting skills to erect buildings that could last thousands of years without the impermanence of mortared joints. Vupilor had trouble translating “mortar,” but Joffik seemed to know what she was trying to say.


  “How can you know of these things without seeing them?” asked the old priest. “Are you an Immortal?”


  There was a suggestion of superstitious fear in his sightless eyes and voice that Mazrooth wouldn’t have noticed if Costa hadn’t returned with the tea just in time to hear the reply and Vupilor’s translation.


  “Can’t you see he’s scared of you?” Costa asked Mazrooth.


  The wizard seemed surprised by Costa’s observation. “Scared? Why would he be frightened? I merely asked a simple question.”


  “You are asking him about a holy place, and it seems that you already knew the answer,” Vupilor added in Common. “Why don’t you let him tell you about the ruins in his own words and without interruption. He is regarded among his people as a very wise man, and it is considered impolite to ask too many questions of a priest.”


  Costa was momentarily startled by the Honorbound’s educated voice and wisdom. He had always heard that gnolls were less intelligent than most humans and wasn’t expecting her to be so articulate. Mazrooth seemed not to have had such expectations and responded immediately to the warrior’s suggestion.


  “Of course he would be disconcerted. As you may have gathered, I possess very few social skills. May I rely upon you to be less precise and literal in my remarks to your priest?”


  The female’s slender muzzle parted in what Costa thought might be a slight smile. “If you will trust me to edit your words, I shall try to convey your true meaning in a fashion that Joffik will understand.”


  “Agreed,” Mazrooth said quickly, with a wave of his hand.


  The old cleric mumbled a few words to his niece when he heard his name, and she answered him with a longer phrase.


  “He asked what we were talking about, and I assured him that you were not an Immortal and that you meant no disrespect when you asked him about the ruins. He would now like to describe his Holy Ground to you.”


  “Excellent,” said Mazrooth. “Please continue.”


  Through Vupilor’s expert translation, the priest described a large subterranean complex of chambers and corridors, covered for centuries by the sands of El Grande Carrascal. He depicted a lost culture devoted to the worship of Tabak, the Yazi name for Ixion. His own people, he said, helped build the underground city many centuries before the Traladarans arrived to construct their own little mud town on the surface.


  “The legends of my people say that the rulers of the city beneath the sand were humans who angered a powerful dragon by their worship of Tabak,” said Joffik. “The dragon fought with Tabak over the lives of the priest’s ancestors, and the battle was so fierce that their thrashing destroyed the fields and houses above the ground, creating the vast desert scrubland known as El Grande Carrascal. The injuries to both the great dragon and Tabak were so terrible that the blood of the two combatants spread over all the lands of the Savage Coast, bringing both a plague and its cure to everyone who lives in the region. The dragon’s blood brought evil and death, while that of the Immortal Tabak bestowed protection and curative powers upon his faithful believers in the subterranean city.”


  “The Red Curse,” Costa murmured.


  Mazrooth nodded. “You have just heard the Yazi version of the Dragonfall theory. It is difficult to believe that so many different races could tell the same story, give or take a few particulars, if there were not at least a modicum of truth in it. This version contains a novel feature. It suggests opposite, perhaps conflicting, sources for vermeil and cinnabryl, a fact that I have verified in my own research. It also proposes an explanation for many of the underground remnants of ancient cultures I have studied from this same period.”


  “Are these the Oltec people who were here before the Traladarans?” Costa asked.


  “Most sages would say so,” Mazrooth replied, “but I think differently. I do not know who built these subterranean palaces and cities, but I am almost positive it was not the Oltecs.”


  “Ask him what happened to the people who built his ‘Holy Ground,’ ” Costa suggested. “See if he has a legend that will tell us who they were and where they went after the Dragonfall.”


  “I don’t need to ask him, because he has already answered it,” Vupilor told Costa. “The ‘people’ who built it are still there. As my uncle has told you, it was our Watak ancestors who constructed the ancient city, and their spirits still live in the ruins beneath the ground. Joffik prays daily to the Watak ancestors who inhabit his Holy Ground, and my Red Creek Company of Honorbound are sworn to guard their graves from all who would violate them. That is the purpose of our presence here.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Costa. “The statue was found in a silver mine, not in a tomb. And not even in El Grande Carrascal, for that matter.”


  Vupilor raised her snout, as if she were trying to detect a scent. As she did, Costa noticed a thin leather cord around her neck that disappeared beneath her heavy shirt of tarnished chain mail. He wondered if it were a cinnabryl talisman.


  “Do you think the boundaries of El Grande Carrascal were decreed by Tabak himself? Or do you believe that my people are willing to accept a line drawn on a piece of paper by some Traladaran ancestor of yours to define their homeland?”


  The warrior had a fiery light in eyes that Costa recognized instantly. It was the look of a zealous fighter whose patriotic embers had just flared.


  “We Long Legs believe that Tabak alone will determine our future,” she continued. “The mountains you call Sierra del Plata were my ancestral home for a thousand years before your forebears arrived on this coast. As for the artifact your miners unearthed in our sacred mountains, we have reason to believe it contains the body of one of our first rulers.”


  Costa frowned in disbelief. “Nonsense!” he exclaimed. “There isn’t any corpse inside that statue. You’ve seen it yourself. It’s far too small to contain anything even half your size.”


  “That is not what Joffik says. He tells me that our ancestors were master sorcerers, who could have placed a thousand bodies in a single grave. It would have been like them, he says, to have placed the spirit of an important ruler inside a silver mountain. And it would be like your people to defile the tomb for whatever material wealth may lie within it.”


  Costa raised a hand to mollify her rising emotion. “If you mean my ancestors, I think you should know that they—”


  “She means the human grave robbers who stole her people’s sacred treasures from the underground city nearly five hundred years ago,” Mazrooth interrupted. “Some of them stayed and built the Traladaran town of Buenos Viente and have been fighting the Yazi ever since. Those are the ghosts who inhabit the old town today, I would venture to say. In any case, we’ve had enough squabbles in the past two days. Come with me, Marshal Watak, and bring your priest. I shall show you the sculpture from the mine, and you will be able to judge for yourselves whether it might contain one of your ancestors.”


  Vupilor rapidly translated the wizard’s invitation to Joffik. The aged war priest used his staff for a crutch, pushing against it to help him rise to his feet. They formed an odd procession, with Mazrooth’s spidery figure masked by a glimmering surreal human facade leading the way down the corridor to the laboratory door, followed closely by the aged war priest leaning on his niece’s muscular tattooed arm as well as his ancient clerical staff, and finally Hernán Costa bringing up the rear.


  Mazrooth paused for only a second or two in front of the rounded door, muttering a spell word to cancel the wizard lock spell he had placed on the single entrance the night before. He then turned the iron ring and pushed the panel open. Bright sunlight had filled the spacious workroom from the skylight in the ceiling. Costa satisfied his sense of security by seeing that the sculpture was where they had left it, in the center of the laboratory. Nothing about it seemed to have changed, and the glossy black surface was quiet and still except for the reflections of movement from the four of them. The heavy tables lining the curved wall were still overflowing with glass tubes, flasks, and retorts crowded among books and papers, so that practically no table surface was visible in the entire room.


  As soon as Vupilor led Joffik to the vessel, he started shaking so violently that Costa thought he might be having a heart attack. When the convulsive trance ended, the old priest raised his staff with both hands and started reciting a repetitive Yazi phrase in a singsong voice.


  “Bilzet pogdez Tabak… bilzet pogdez Tabak…”


  “What’s he saying?” Costa asked Vupilor, who was staring anxiously at her excited uncle.


  When she didn’t reply, Mazrooth muttered in the warrior’s ear. “It is a standard goblinoid dialect. He is merely saying ‘May Tabak protect and guide me’ over and over again. A typical priestly reaction to something he does not comprehend.”


  Joffik repeated the phrase at least a dozen times, then lowered the staff and leaned cautiously toward the figure. His furry, arthritic fingers stroked the smooth black surface of the snout, caressing the sculpture with great reverence. The priest’s hand slid to the long jackal-like ears, running over them gently. It took just a few minutes for Costa to realize what he was doing.


  “He can’t see it!” he whispered to Mazrooth. “He’s totally blind!”


  “He sees with his fingers,” said Vupilor. “He is examining the statue by touch. That is why I had to bring him here. I could not even draw him a picture. He had to ‘see’ it himself, in his own way.”


  Costa grunted. “You lied to me. You told me he might be able to help us identify the artifact, yet you knew he couldn’t even see it.”


  “She did not lie,” said Mazrooth. “Look at him. He will learn more about that figure with his hand in just a few minutes than you have seen in two days with your eyes. He has called upon the power of Immortal Ixion to guide his fingers, and his prayer has been answered. Do you see the aura?”


  The wizard was referring to a faint cushion of yellow light shimmering between the priest’s outstretched hand and the black glass. The fingers were moving fast, barely skimming the finely sculpted features of the vessel. Joffik knelt so he could reach the base of the image and feel the carved humanoid feet that served as a pedestal for the artifact.


  “Look!” Costa exclaimed in a hoarse whisper.


  As the priest’s hand slid toward the figure’s ankle, crimson smoke billowed inside the vessel from its large feet, flooding into the hollow legs and trunk, and even into the head and ears. In an instant, the jet-black figure was transformed into a bright scarlet statue, with silver ribbons of magical glyphs flashing their unknown messages into the eyes of the astonished observers.


  Suddenly a great burst of energy seemed to explode within the vessel, blinding everyone in the room except Joffik, whose sightless eyes were immune to the magical glare.


  “Ah!” exclaimed Mazrooth. The wizard whirled away to shield his sensitive eyes from the burst of light. Costa and Vupilor both threw their arms over their faces. When the flare subsided, it was a full five or six seconds before any of them could see again. Costa’s eyes recovered sooner than the others’, letting him be the first to see Joffik’s robed figure writhing in pain on the stone floor in front of the sculpture. The vessel was dark again, as if nothing had happened. The blind priest was pressing both hands against his furry head. The helmetlike turban had fallen from his high forehead, releasing the priest’s long ears from their confinement beneath the folds of brightly colored silk. Costa pointed in speechless silence at the Yazi’s ears, which were unlike any gnoll’s he had ever seen. They were the ears of a jackal or a wild dog rather than those of a hyena. They were also exact replicas of the ears he had been stroking with his fingers just seconds before the force within the vessel blinded everyone else and cast the priest onto the stone floor.


  “Quit gawking and help me get him away from that thing!” Vupilor was yelling. The two warriors grabbed the old priest and dragged him quickly across the floor, propping him up against the wall more than a dozen feet from the vessel.


  “Is he alive?” asked Mazrooth. The wizard had finally recovered his sensitive vision and was standing over them as they ministered to the semiconscious priest. “Give him two swallows of this.”


  The wizard handed Costa a small glass vial containing a fluid with a slight greenish tint. When the warrior hesitated, Vupilor grabbed it from him and pulled the cork from the vial with her teeth. Then she tilted her uncle’s head against her armored chest and poured half of the contents into the side of his muzzle. When the potion trickled down his throat, the priest coughed and opened his clouded eyes almost immediately. He called for his niece, who patted his shoulder and assured him that she was there. Then he began to speak in her ear, weakly and slowly at first, but gaining in strength and speed as the healing potion took its full effect.


  “Translate,” Mazrooth told her quickly.


  Vupilor nodded and began interpreting everything the priest was telling her. “He says it resembles a burial figure, but it does not contain an ancestral spirit. He doesn’t know what the entity is within the sculpture, but it’s too powerful for his protection spell to handle. He says he has seen figures like that in the past, before his eyes failed.”


  “Where did he see them?” Mazrooth demanded. “At Buenos Viente?”


  “No,” said Vupilor, “not anywhere in Yazi country. He says he saw them in a cave across the great sea when he was a child.”


  “Sea? The Gulf of Hule?” asked Costa.


  “I think so,” she replied. “He has always said that we have relatives in Outer Yavdlom, at a watchtower called Vastrovek.”


  Joffik suddenly raised himself higher against the wall, temporarily energized by the potion, and shook his head forcefully. He spoke rapidly to his niece, repeating the name of the keep several times as he talked.


  “He’s correcting me,” she told the two men. “It was not at the Keep of Vastrovek that he saw the tombs, but in a cave in the great plain protected by the tower. The guardian priest of the burial cave was his teacher.”


  “Ask him if he remembers seeing writing of any kind in these tombs,” Mazrooth prompted. “Since he couldn’t see the glyphs on the vessel, you might remind him of the one on your arm.”


  The two Watak Yazi exchanged a few more phrases, and then the Honorbound rose and walked to the gleaming vessel. She moved her head from side to side, eliminating the glare of the morning sunlight so that she could see the silver bands beneath the surface. For a long moment, she glanced between her Honorbound tattoo and the sculpture. Finally she turned and faced her companions. Tears were in her eyes as she reported what her uncle had said.


  “The emblem means ‘Guardian.’ My uncle copied it from the cave in Yavdlom when he was an apprentice to the Keeper of the Tombs. He presented it to me as my own Honorbound symbol when I swore allegiance to the company and pledged to defend our people from those who violate our holy places. Now I understand why he chose this particular emblem. He knew that it would tie me to our ancient heritage, just as this mysterious statue links us through the centuries to the cave in Yavdlom where my uncle took his vows as a priest of Tabak.”


  Vupilor pointed to the black vessel. “Do you see that face? It is the face of my people. It is my face. Look at me.”


  She tore the turban from her head and let her long ears spring upward. From his angle of view, Costa saw the vessel behind her as a shining shadow that duplicated the graceful curves of her face and neck. Even her upper body, with her athletic breasts flattened by the heavy chain mail, resembled the youthful male figure in the sculpture. There could be no doubt that both Joffik and his niece were descended from a creature very much like the one depicted on the vessel.


  Mazrooth motioned to Joffik, who was beginning to weaken again. “Take your uncle to my bedchamber,” he told the Yazi Honorbound. “It’s the first room on the right when you leave the laboratory. Put him to bed and then join us in here. There are matters of some urgency that we must plan.”


  Vupilor assisted the priest to his feet and supported his frail body while they left to follow the wizard’s instructions. As soon as they had left, Mazrooth beckoned Costa to approach the sculpture again.


  “Whatever is within the vessel seemed to recognize the priest,” he told the warrior. “You saw what power it has, even from the depths of its magical cage. It is absolutely essential for us to translate those inscriptions. I doubt if the old priest is literate in that script, even if he were able to see the glyphs. Our only hope is to locate the cave in Yavdlom of which he spoke. It must have been more sixty years ago that he took his clerical vows, and it is entirely possible that the tomb he mentioned no longer exists. Still, we have to try. I would send the niece alone, but I fear for her safety. There are, I believe, many persons in Almarrón who retain considerable hostility toward Yazi Long Legs. Is that an accurate assumption?”


  Costa nodded. “A great many lives were lost during the Yazi wars, and people still remember the battles of Morrión and Red Creek. It would definitely not be wise to send her to the capital alone, but I cannot leave my post without the approval of my commander. My orders are to remain with the artifact until you determine its exact nature, and Commander Tristan is the only person who can alter those instructions.”


  “Tristan Medina will do as I suggest,” said Mazrooth. “Prepare for travel. You and the Yazi Honorbound must leave this afternoon for Ciudad Tejillas. I believe the entity within the vessel is getting stronger, and we must identify it in order to control it if it somehow escapes from the vessel. There are countless questions that must be answered, and all of the answers depend our ability to read those inscriptions.”


  “Shouldn’t you ask Vupilor Watak if she is willing to leave her uncle alone with you?”


  “He already has, and the answer is yes,” said the female warrior. She was standing in the door, her long ears pricked forward and turned toward Costa and the wizard.


  “Our sense of hearing is second only to our sense of smell,” she added. “I have already told my uncle that I must see the tombs of my ancestors for myself. He understands the power of what you are calling the ‘vessel’ better than any of us. He also has decided to trust his host. He told me that anyone with such bad manners could not possibly be hiding anything.”


  Mazrooth said nothing as he turned toward his laboratory desk to draw a facsimile of the inscriptions for them to take to Yavdlom. But Costa thought he saw a quick smile crease the corner of his mouth.


  It was nearly midnight when the wizard summoned Costa and Vupilor to join him at the large copy desk he had pulled near the vessel. Bright lanterns were lit in every corner of the large laboratory and cast their yellow glows across the features of the black vessel, making the jackal-like ears of the artifact appear even longer. As Costa walked past it, the curved silver inscriptions seemed to undulate as the angle of his vision shifted. It was merely an optical illusion, but it made the glistening black figure’s slender chest appear to be rising and falling, as if it were breathing.


  On the slanted top of the copy desk, the wizard had spread a small rectangle of thin parchment and had duplicated each of the silver bands in linear form, reproducing the unusual symbols in jet-black ink with uncanny accuracy. Each stroke of his nib was clean and straight, without the choppy and erratic lines one might have expected from an old man. Mazrooth shook drying powder onto the parchment and blew it gently across the smooth yellow surface. When he was satisfied that the ink wouldn’t smear, the wizard rolled the small document into a tight scroll and tied it with a black ribbon.


  “If you find the cave, look for glyphs like the ones I have transcribed from the vessel. Better yet, you may be able to locate the priest who oversees the ancestral tombs the shaman mentioned. If so, he may be able to suggest meanings for some of the symbols. Record everything you see and hear exactly as it appears to your senses, no matter how bizarre or even impossible it may seem to be at the time. Magic is a matter of minute detail, and you will have no way of knowing what is important to my task.”


  Costa took the scroll and told Mazrooth they would leave at dawn. “I’m sure Commander Tristan will approve of this change in my mission,” he added, “but even if he doesn’t, I’ll be back the day after tomorrow while Vupilor goes on to Yavdlom. Either way, you should have the information you need within a week.”


  “If it exists,” Mazrooth reminded him. He looked at the Watak warrior. “I know you have an excellent manner of speech, particularly for what Señor Prado calls a ‘savage,’ but can you read and write? The only reason I ask is to know what to expect if you must travel to Yavdlom alone.”


  Vupilor didn’t seem insulted by the question, nor was her reply indignant. “My entire family worked for generations as peons at the Dos Cabezas hacienda. I studied every day with the Cristobal children in their private school on the hacienda. I speak, read, and write both Common and classical Traladaran. There is no question of literacy in my native tongue because both Watak and Yazi are unwritten languages. Except for some of the old symbols my uncle remembered from his youth, like the one he gave to me, my people have no way to express ourselves except with our spoken words, our actions, and our thoughts.”


  “You communicate far better with those limitations than many so-called literate humans do with their idiotic legal documents and political decrees,” Mazrooth replied. “Then either of you will be able to record what you see in Yavdlom. Good. Now let me continue my work alone. Try not to not disturb me when you leave in the morning. I have a number of procedures to perform that will require several days to complete.”


  “How is my uncle?” Vupilor asked as she was leaving the laboratory. The priest was still lying unconscious in Mazrooth’s bed. She had mapped on the floor beside her uncle, ready to attend to him, but he hadn’t moved a muscle.


  “I believe he will recover well. The force within the vessel appears to have reacted to his clerical spell. I haven’t been able to question him yet, so I don’t know what sort of special incantation he was using that wakened the thing inside the glass. Whatever it was, it apparently acted as a momentary bridge, permitting Joffik’s mind to enter the vessel. The explosion of energy we witnessed must have occurred when he forced his way out of the vessel. You may be sure I will be watching him closely while you are gone.”


  What Mazrooth did not tell Vupilor was that he was concerned with the possibility that the entity might have used the priest’s spell to exit the glass walls of its magical cage and had entered Joffik’s brain at the moment of the energy burst. The most disturbing evidence supporting that theory was the fact that the swirling red cloud within the vessel had vanished at the instant of the explosion. He had encountered ethereal beings many times and had always noted such obvious interplanar disturbances when portals were opened between two planes.


  Without knowing exactly what kind of force they were dealing with nor what manner of priestly spell Joffik had invoked, Mazrooth could only speculate on the possibilities and try to be prepared for any circumstance. Until he had more data, he was assuming that the entity had used the clerical spell to escape the vessel and was now trapped within a new prison—the mind and body of the illiterate Yazi priest.


  Chapter 15
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  The seeds of doubt Prado had planted in Maximiliano’s thoughts began to bear fruit even before the spy left the capital for his secret meeting with Don Esteban. He had just packed his saddlebags and was coming downstairs for breakfast when one of the tavern maids, a rotund halfling with a constant vacant smile, met him on the landing. Her plump face was flushed, and she was breathing heavily, having just run upstairs from the cellar kitchen.


  “Oh, sir, I’m glad I caught ye! There’s an urgent message for ye from the Governor’s House. Ye must go there at once.”


  Prado handed the halfling woman a kopec and thanked her for her trouble, then took his time at breakfast and had a leisurely walk to the mansion. He suspected that Maximiliano had stewed over his suggestions for most of the night, and he wanted the baron’s irritation to be fresh when they met. Politicians were much easier to manipulate when they were angry, worried, and tired, which meant Maximiliano would be ripe for a second course of deception.


  The spy didn’t anticipate an immediate result from his subversive conversation. If Maximiliano had trouble sleeping, Prado attributed it to growing tension over other matters between the baron and his uncle. From his many sources of information in the capital, the spy had learned that Tristan and Maximiliano had been arguing over the distribution of cinnabryl to the poor. The Honorbound commander was encouraging his nephew to let his company’s officers handle the distribution, rather than continue the current practice of letting local landlords pass it along to their peasant farmers. Tristan was hoping to end the illegal practice of withholding the precious substance by unscrupulous aristocrats in order to control the labor of their tenants. A thriving black market in cinnabryl was already well established in farming towns like Paso Dorado, and Tristan was worried it could get out of hand unless the baron controlled it more directly.


  Maximiliano, however, refused to listen to his uncle’s advice. He said he didn’t want the elite Honorbound guardsmen used as social welfare agents, and he told Tristan it would be insulting to his highborn friends and relatives to usurp their right to care for their own tenants. According to his sources, Maximiliano had already accused Tristan of indirectly supporting revolutionary agenda by proposing to use the Honorbound in a manner that would undercut the authority of Almarrón’s hereditary landowners. The baron saw the suggestion as an invitation for old-fashioned Traladaran liberals to come out of their holes and press for reforms, just as they had when his father was ousted from office. Prado’s suggestions that the Honorbound commander and his favorite officer might have their own private agenda had been carefully designed to build upon these continuing conflicts between Maximiliano’s political sensitivities and Tristan’s sense of morality. He had few doubts that politics would triumph over morals, as it always had in the Baronies.


  When he arrived at the gate, he was delighted to see that it was manned by a common soldier instead of an Honorbound. He presented himself to the young guard, whose nervous manner suggested something of the atmosphere in the mansion.


  “Go right in, sir,” he told the spy. “The baron has been asking for you all morning.”


  Inside the Governor’s House, Prado noted once again that no Honorbound officers were on duty. A veteran soldier, well known in the capital, sat at the reception desk. He glowered at Prado as he approached.


  “So you’re the one who’s caused all the ruckus! It’s about time you showed up. Come with me.”


  The barrel-chested warrior led Prado to Maximiliano’s stateroom, the official Governor’s Office in the large building. The baron was alone when the veteran knocked and ushered Prado into the room.


  “Where in Hel’s name have you been? I sent a message to that favorite inn of yours more than two hours ago.”


  Prado bowed and apologized, explaining that he had come as soon as he had received the summons.


  “Has something happened? There is some urgency in your voice, Baron,” said the warrior.


  “Leave us!” Maximiliano shouted to the veteran. When the door shut behind him, the young aristocrat shook his head. “That man is one of my best soldiers, but he has no sense of manners.”


  “Where are your usual guards, my lord? The Honorbound?”


  The baron’s face clouded. “Confined to their quarters, Prado! After you left last evening, I couldn’t sleep. Although you didn’t say it in so many words, I detected some concerns in your report about the relationship between Captain Costa and Commander Tristan. The longer I thought about it, the more obvious it became. There is even gossip among my staff that Hernán Costa is Tristan’s bastard son!”


  Prado looked away, nodding slowly to hide his elation. The suggestion that Tristan and Costa were father and son was an old joke in the Honorbound barracks, having started when Tristan took the child from his mother after his father was killed by the same Traladarans who put Esteban in power. It was common knowledge that Costa’s father was a favorite servant of the old baron, a groomsman whose knowledge of horses was unequaled in Almarrón. There had never been any real evidence or even serious suspicion that Tristan had sired the boy, but Prado decided to help Maximiliano’s paranoia take its own course.


  “Why, yes…. I do remember hearing something about an early connection between them, but surely it was nothing more than the affection of an expert trainer for his star pupil. Of course, if there were such a blood tie, it would make Hernán Costa eligible for your father’s baronetcy, wouldn’t it? If you die without an heir, that is,” he added quickly, as if it were a sudden afterthought.


  “Immortal Judge!” sputtered the baron. “In all of my concerns over security, I overlooked the fact that Costa’s bastardy would make him my cousin! I thought I had exhausted all possibilities for a motive, but I failed to see the most obvious one!”


  “Motive for what?” Prado asked in mock innocence.


  “For exactly what you warned me of last night. A motive for treason. For a coup d’etat. The only question is the extent and depth of the cancer. Until I know otherwise, I shall assume that every Honorbound officer in Tristan’s company is supporting the plans for the coup.”


  Prado hesitated, not wanting to say anything that might undo the remarkable effects of his meeting with Maximiliano. It had already been more effective than he could have hoped, presumably because he had underestimated the severity of the conflict between the baron and his uncle. He decided to tread carefully to avoid undermining too much of Maximiliano’s trust in his capacity as an advisor.


  “My lord, I have serious doubts that anyone but the most senior echelon of Honorbound Companions are involved in Tristan’s plots. In fact, it may be restricted entirely to Tristan and Costa, particularly if their objective is succession to your office. If I were in your place, Excellency, I think I should not want to forfeit the training and dedication to duty that all of the younger Honorbound possess in abundance. You will need their services now more than ever. Need I remind my lord that without rival heirs, succession in circumstances like these is usually preceded by assassination of the incumbent?”


  The agent’s poisonous finale of lies had a chilling impact upon the youthful baron. Maximiliano’s lack of heirs had been a sensitive subject for the baron since his return to rule. He made no secret of his desire to find a suitable wife who could bear a son and keep the aristocratic bloodline alive, and gossips were beginning to question the baron’s virility. Prado’s mention of his lack of an heir added to Maximiliano’s desperation and distrust.


  “Assassination?” he cried. “You cannot mean that Tristan would contemplate such a cowardly and treacherous act toward his only nephew!”


  “I am only advising Your Excellency to take precautions,” said Prado in a low, confiding tone of voice. “It is better to be circumspect in situations such as these than to be blinded by old memories of family and friends. Times change, my lord, and so do people. Hernán Costa believes he owes you nothing, and he has everything to gain from your death. Of course, neither he nor your uncle will admit to these ambitions if you confront them. They will be relying upon Your Excellency’s good nature to mask their intentions.”


  Maximiliano was obviously shaken. The baron didn’t want to believe Prado’s suggestions but felt overwhelmed with feelings of trust and friendship toward the agent. He rose from his chair and came around his large desk to face Prado. The noble’s eyes clouded with emotion as he faced the spy and grasped him firmly by the shoulders. “As difficult as it is to accept the thought of my uncle’s collusion in this plot, I know your advice is wise, my friend. I have always relied upon Tristan’s counsel in political matters, but that is impossible now. What shall I do?”


  Prado saw that the moment was right to reap the harvest of his Charm Legacy. He patted Maximiliano’s arms reassuringly and began to outline his strategy.


  “First, my lord, we must isolate the leader from his men. You will need to meet with the other Honorbound officers and tell them what you have discovered about their commander and his pretender captain. They are sworn to your service, not to his, and they certainly have no allegiance to Costa, who has chosen to leave their company. From that point, you may rely upon the Honorbound Precepts and Protocols to handle events. The company will protect you from Costa and Tristan and see that both are punished for their treachery.”


  Maximiliano looked away from Prado’s magnetic eyes, trying to focus objectively on his idea.


  “It is really very simple, Excellency, and it will work just as I said. In the meantime, I shall return to Mazrooth al Yedom’s laboratory and keep Captain Costa under close surveillance. We must not let him know his plot has been discovered until it is time to spring the trap.”


  The baron furrowed his dark eyebrows. “Will that not be dangerous? The captain is an expert swordsman.”


  Prado smiled confidently. “I am no stranger to swordplay, my lord. Besides, I would do anything in my power to ensure that your benevolent rule continues for the future good of Almarrón. You are Almarrón’s truest friend, Baron Maximiliano, and I shall always be at your service.”
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  The agent hardly noticed the short ride to Paso Dorado. His thoughts were filled with images of his future as Maximiliano’s primary advisor and confidant. With Tristan out of the way and the baron’s seal of approval, he would easily become the second most powerful man in Almarrón. Quite an unlikely outcome for the orphaned son of an afflicted waterfront whore, he thought coldly, congratulating himself on his masterful use of the Charm Legacy.


  Prado arrived in Paso Dorado just after dusk. The clerk at the Hotel Castile recognized him immediately and gave him the key to his usual room.


  “It is good to see you again so soon, señor,” said the clerk, although it had been more than six months since the agent’s last stay at the market town’s only comfortable inn. The clerk remembered the visit vividly because of Prado’s guest, the afflicted gaucho everyone called “The Digger.” After the agent and his filthy guest had left, the inn’s maid had to open the windows to rid the room of the terrible stench Alvarez had left behind. The clerk had amused himself for weeks speculating on Prado’s business with The Digger, but in the end, the handsome gratuity the agent added to his bill bought his silence. In his business, discretion brought customers back and made them more generous on each visit.


  The secret agent was in good spirits and requested a flask of the inn’s best brandy, along with fresh towels and soap. Within the hour, Prado had bathed, shaved, and dressed for the evening. He ate a leisurely steak supper in the inn’s dining room and timed his meal so that it would be over just in time for his meeting with Don Esteban. Punctuality meant much more than mere courtesy in his profession. Timing often was so critical in meetings such as these that success and failure were only a few minutes apart.


  He was pleased to see that Pablo’s Cantina was crowded and boisterous. It was always better to conduct confidential business in conditions that would make it difficult for anyone to remember exactly who was there. The hour he had chosen was also perfect for his purpose. It was late enough in the evening for the local customers to have dulled their senses with the potent mescal and tequila they all seemed to favor. In the morning, he doubted if any of them would be able to recall particular faces they had seen after ten o’clock in the dark, smoky tavern.


  Just as they had planned, Bartólome Lopez’s huge figure was seated against the wall in one of the darker corners of the cantina. He had lowered the flame in the small table lantern to a dim glow and was conversing with a smaller man seated with his back to the door. Prado was pleased to note that he would never have recognized the famous El Salvador, Don Esteban, from the rear. The aging dictator-in-exile had dyed his gray beard and long hair for the occasion. It was a common reddish black, like the hair of an outdoorsman who had spent many years being exposed to the vermeil dust covering everything in Curse regions. Esteban wore an old felt hat. Its wide rim was bent and drooped over his ears and eyes. A ragged, poorly made serape completed the disguise. No one would have believed that the powerful and wealthy despot who had governed Almarrón for years was now drinking cheap tequila in a rough farmer’s tavern, dressed in rags instead of the fine silks from Hule or Yavdlom he used to favor.


  Prado pushed his way through the bleary-eyed mob and sat down at the table without a word. Esteban kept his head down, as if he had had too much to drink, but stared coldly at the agent from beneath the wide brim of the misshapen old hat.


  “This had better be important,” he murmured to Prado. “I don’t like the idea of risking my life to save you the trouble of a few hours’ ride.”


  Prado glanced at Lopez, wondering if the silversmith had given Esteban the message he had instructed him to deliver. The big man anticipated the agent’s scrutiny and hastily defended himself against the unspoken question. “I explained it to him, just as you told me to.”


  “I’m sure you did exactly what you were supposed to do, Lopez,” Prado told him. “And now I want you to go have a drink at the bar.”


  The artisan’s bushy black mustache twitched. He regarded himself as one of Esteban’s most trusted supporters in Almarrón. To have the glib foreigner dismiss him from a confidential discussion with his political idol, El Salvador himself, was worse than a slap in the face. Lopez’s hands on the tabletop clenched in fists. The big man was on the brink of surrendering to an urge to throttle the smug spy when Esteban touched his arm.


  “It is sometimes better not to know everything, my friend. Go to the bar as Señor Prado suggests. But be on guard for any dangers while we confer.”


  Lopez flashed an angry glare at Prado, but the edge of the insult had dulled. It was worth the momentary humiliation of being sent away for El Salvador to call him “friend.” The big silversmith stood and pushed his way through the sweaty crowd to stand at the bar. While waiting for the bartender to take his order, he glanced sullenly over his shoulder in order to watch the table where Prado and Don Esteban were deep in conversation.


  “Mazrooth believes that it may be even more powerful than the Barrier Mask,” Prado lied. “He thinks it is definitely Oltec in design and that it was fashioned by the same hands that made the mask and bracers of Ixion. The only question is how to tap its great power. There seems to be a force within it that is strong enough to kill without touching the figure. That makes it dangerous to study. It will require more time to know exactly how to control such a force.”


  Esteban leaned closer to the agent and growled through his teeth. “Then you have nothing, basta! I guessed all of that before you went to spy on the wizard. Is that the information you brought me from hiding to hear?”


  Prado stifled his outburst with a negative gesture. “There is more important news from Ciudad Tejillas,” he said. “There are indications that an attempted coup has failed and that Maximiliano is concerned the Ruby Brotherhood may be trying to usurp the office of governor.”


  The former dictator’s jaw dropped. “Coup? Who was it? Who could have gotten past Tristan? My assassins have been trying to get close to Maximiliano for months!”


  “They did not need to get past Tristan, because it was Tristan himself.”


  Esteban was so stunned he couldn’t speak for several seconds. “That’s impossible,” he hissed. “Tristan worshipped the very ground that the old baron trod and would never do anything to harm his son. Great Hel, man! He founded the Honorbound company in Almarrón! He would rather die than violate his vows.”


  Prado smiled. “That’s true. But his vows do not direct him to protect the baron. Tristan has sworn to defend the State of Almarrón from all enemies, whether from within or without its boundaries. And he has determined, as you might agree, that Maximiliano is an archenemy of his beloved country. Commander Tristan was a patriot long before he became an uncle.”


  The agent’s clever words touched on Esteban’s hatred for his rival. El Salvador had indulged in similar rhetoric about the baron for such a long time that it was easy for him to believe that someone else had finally discovered the “truth” about Maximiliano. “Tell me more. What was it that alienated Tristan? Exactly what has happened?”


  Prado was excited and refreshed by the success of his lies. The story he had fabricated during the long ride from the capital flowed easily and smoothly from his lips. He told Esteban a fantastic tale of intrigue involving Maximiliano’s well-known friendship with Don Luis de Manzanas of Saragón and Doña Esperanza of Gorgoña. Playing on privileged gossip regarding the shady past of the Gorgoña ruler, he implied that the notorious “La Gata” was not only a thief but also an adventuress who had once seduced both Maximiliano and Don Luis in their youth. She was still using her feminine wiles, according to Prado, to manipulate the two most powerful nobles in the adjacent states of Saragón and Almarrón. Her purpose, he said, was to. establish a federation in the Los Guardianos heartland that would become the center of political and military power throughout the Savage Baronies.


  It was easy to convince Esteban of the fictional details because the ousted governor already suspected Maximiliano of foreign dalliances and intrigues.


  “So Tristan discovered evidence of Maximiliano’s treasonous foreign affairs,” Esteban muttered. “I’ve been warning everyone for years that son of a miserable bastard was a thief and a traitor!”


  “That’s just the background,” Prado told him. “Tristan has always known of the baron’s sympathies in Saragón and Gorgoña. It was the matter of the Ruby Brotherhood that set the coup in motion.”


  “Cursed Inheritors! What have they to do with this?” Esteban stormed, a bit too loudly for the crowded cantina. Several drunken heads turned toward their table but lost interest as soon as the two men lowered their voices again.


  “You know, of course, that Don Luis was one of the original founders of the Order of Crimson?”


  “I know very little of those fanatics,” Esteban admitted. It was bad enough to have to deal with occasional uncontrollable and unpredictable outbreaks of single Legacies without deliberately seeking additional ones. He did know, however, that the Crimson Inheritors tended to be less militant than either the Order of the Ruby or the Order of the Flame. He motioned for Prado to continue.


  Prado resumed weaving his tapestry of lies, fabricating a complex tale of intrigue and secret alliances, with Hernán Costa and Tristan Medina at the center of a conspiracy with Mazrooth al Yedom to take over the government of Almarrón. It all seemed entirely logical to the ousted dictator, who had come to believe many of the paranoid charges of foreign conspiracies he himself had leveled at Maximiliano.


  “And then Maximiliano discovered the plot?” he asked Prado.


  “Exactly,” the spy replied. “Maximiliano has placed Tristan under house arrest, humiliating him before his own Honorbound company. I gather that he will be executed according to the tenets of his own Precepts and Protocols soon. I have convinced Maximiliano that Costa should remain free until he leaves Mazrooth’s citadel with the artifact in hand.”


  Prado paused to pour them both a large measure of brandy from the innkeeper’s flask. He seldom trusted the food and spirits served across the cantina bar. The crowd had quieted slightly, perhaps an effect of the large amount of the owner’s clear but potent liquor they had consumed. There was a twenty-gallon still in the basement, and none of the bottles stayed empty longer than a few days.


  “You’ve done well to tell me of these important events,” Esteban told the spy. “Keep me informed of every significant development as soon as you find it convenient to meet. Perhaps the herbalist’s shop would be better for our next conference. We don’t want to advertise our association any more than is absolutely necessary.”


  Without another word, Esteban reached into a fold of his cape and placed a small leather pouch on the table between them. Prado didn’t open it before pocketing the bag. From its size and weight, he was sure it contained a generous amount of cinnabryl. He would keep what he needed for his own talisman and sell the rest before he left Paso Dorado. The graft-ridden rural areas, with the aristocrats hoarding cinnabryl destined for poor farmers and other laborers, was a perfect place to profit from the rare mineral. Inheritors from Gorgoña and Saragón operated a flourishing black market in cinnabryl, smokepowder, and red steel, all of which Prado was able to acquire with very little effort other than a vivid imagination and his Charm Legacy.


  Esteban rose and headed for the door while Prado signaled to Lopez that they were leaving. The spy waited for the silversmith to exit the swinging saloon doors, then followed him onto the boardwalk. Just as he was joining Esteban and Lopez at the hitching rail, Prado felt a heavy weight descend upon his shoulder, which spun him around so fast he almost tumbled into the street. A dark, shadowy face loomed out of the darkness at the corner of the building, sending chills through the agent’s scalp. His hand clutched the hilt of his poniard and the blade was halfway out of the scabbard when the reddish-black lips parted, revealing a broken grin of rotten teeth and the glimmer of silver crowns.


  “It is me, Señor Prado—Jorgé Alvarez!” The Digger said in a loud but slurred voice. “I see that you have been partying with that bastard Lopez. If you shook his hand, you had better count your fingers, because that son of a bitch cannot be trusted.”


  “What did you call me, you miserable piece of afflicted excrement?” Lopez demanded, moving toward The Digger with a pistol in his hand.


  “Put that damn thing away!” Esteban muttered harshly. “You will attract a crowd! Leave us at once!”


  The large man glowered at Alvarez, then glanced at Prado with the same angry look, as if it were the agent’s fault that the town drunk had chosen just that moment, when they were leaving the tavern, to step into the shadows to relieve himself.


  “You heard our friend,” Prado hissed. “Put the pistol back in your belt and wait for me outside the inn. Do it now!”


  Lopez whispered a curse but obeyed them both. He stuck the wheel lock pistol into a front pocket and stalked sullenly across the wide dirt avenue toward the Hotel Castile.


  Digger Alvarez raised his misshapen arm and flipper in an obscene gesture at the silversmith’s broad back. “That’s right, you fat-assed coward,” he called in a drunken voice, “do what your betters tell you to do. And don’t come back!”


  “Hold it down, Alvarez,” Prado ordered, glancing nervously at Esteban. “It’s almost midnight. You’ll wake up the whole town.”


  The afflicted old gaucho leaned closer and tried to pull the agent’s head closer to his own. “This damned town needs to wake up,” he slurred. Prado recoiled from his putrid, alcoholic breath and pushed him away.


  “Go back inside, Alvarez. Have another drink.”


  “Will you drink with me like before, señor? Or is it only when I have something you want?”


  “I shall win you as soon as I finish my business with this gentleman. Now, go.”


  Alvarez thrust his drunken face toward Esteban, unable to hold his head steady for very long. Before he could get a good look at the exiled dictator, Prado shoved him gently but firmly toward the swinging doors. The Digger stumbled, but maintained his balance and entered the cantina. As soon as they were alone, Esteban mounted his horse and motioned for Prado to come near. The man known to the poor as El Salvador nodded at the louvered saloon doors and leaned down to whisper a command to his hired agent.


  “That filthy creature has seen us together. Kill him.”


  Without waiting for a response, Don Esteban dug his spurs into the large bay’s flanks, rearing the horse before it burst into a fast gallop past the darkened buildings of the sleeping market town. Prado watched the riding cape billow in the wind behind his employer as he tried to devise a way to entice Jorgé Alvarez to leave the cantina without being seen with his prey by everyone inside. He had just resigned himself to the risk when The Digger stuck his head through the doors.


  “You coming inside? I ain’t got enough money for a drink,” he mumbled.


  Prado’s eyes glistened in the moonlit night. He raised his flask of fine brandy. “Why drink that swill when we can have fine Renardy brandy in the fresh air? I have an extra bottle in my saddlebags behind the cantina.”


  The spy was already walking toward the side of the tavern. Digger Alvarez stumbled off the boardwalk to follow him into the shadows.


  Chapter 16
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  Costa was fascinated by the ease with which Vupilor handled her pony. The Yazi warrior seemed to command the animal without moving a muscle. At first he thought she must be nudging the beast gently with her knees, or squeezing her naked thighs against the bare hide slightly when she wanted the pony to turn. But as he watched her ride, studying her effortless movements in total concert with her mount, he realized that Vupilor was not using her body at all. Among human Honorbound, Beast Riders were usually just expert horse handlers. They had trained with their animals for years until both rider and mount had merged to become a fighting unit. A good Beast Rider was worth two or three average cavalry men or women. They could make jumps other riders would never even consider and traverse twice as much terrain of any kind, all because of the years of training and trust between beast and human as a team.


  But this was different. The bond between Vupilor and her strong pinto pony was unlike any relationship Costa had ever seen between human Beast Riders and their mounts. Whenever she wanted the animal to stop quickly, she merely lowered her head, pointing her sharp little snout at the pony’s head. She never pulled the reins, and in fact didn’t even use a bridle bit in the horse’s mouth. The pony, whom she called “Liska,” wore only a soft halter made of bright strips of colored cloth, braided together into a thin loose rope that tapered to a thick cord for reins. It wouldn’t have held the animal if he wanted to break loose. On his brown and white rump, Vupilor had painted her personal emblem with a bright red ocher pigment, but that was the pony’s only adornment.


  When they stopped for water or to rest, Vupilor let Liska’s rein dangle to the ground and simply walked away from it, letting the pony graze or drink freely. At the end of the break, she merely looked in the direction of the little animal, which stopped whatever it was doing immediately, as if its master had whistled or called its name, and trotted to her side. The lithe Watak would then hop lightly onto Liska’s bare back, sliding her strong legs forward so that they rested comfortably on top of the powerful pinto’s bulging shoulder muscles. When they rode at a full gallop, she leaned forward, pressing her foxlike muzzle against the dark brown mane and pulling her legs up on the pony’s ribs.


  They were a curious team, the Watak Yazi warrior who combined high intelligence and sensitivity with the telepathic skills of an ultimate Beast Rider, and her human counterpart. Costa didn’t consider himself to be a Beast Rider, though he had worked and trained with his young stallion for nearly five years. Tristan had helped him select the horse from among those in the baron’s stables, pointing out the features that would make him a powerful battle mount with proper training. Costa named the horse Thorsteed, after the Immortal General, patron of warriors. The two of them had fought the brutish Gosluk in La Pampa Rica, and the animal had saved the Honorbound’s life at least twice during that protracted campaign.


  Unlike Vupilor’s unfettered mount, Thorsteed was a fully equipped, lightly armored war-horse, complete with chain bridle, thick reins, large leather saddle, a thick woolen blanket, and bulging saddlebags crammed with the Honorbound’s field supplies. In addition to all of that, he was draped with a heavy half-barding of common chain mail, resembling the mail coat worn by the Watak officer. Though he was a very strong animal, the stallion couldn’t possibly maintain as fast a pace as Vupilor’s pinto. They had to stop more frequently than the Watak Honorbound, and the ride to the capital took nearly the entire day. If they had stayed on the main south road, which led through Paso Dorado, it would have taken even longer. Both Costa and Vupilor had decided it would be better to avoid larger towns until they reached the port because of the racial prejudice many Almarróñans still felt toward Yazi. Neither of the warriors was concerned as much for his or her safety as for the delays that such unpleasant diversions might cost them.


  On their third rest stop, Costa asked Vupilor about her Honorbound company. He confessed that he had been completely astonished to learn that the Precepts and Protocols had penetrated into El Grande Carrascal and seemed to have been embraced in such a serious fashion by the Long Legs and their gnoll brethren. The fine red-tinged hairs above her delicate eyes bristled and her nose flared when he referred to the Yazi gnolls as her “brothers.”


  “I am not a ‘Long Legs’ ” she told her fellow Honorbound, “and the term ‘Yazi’ is not what my people call those who live in El Grande Carrascal.”


  Costa gave her a puzzled look. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I merely used the same terms everyone on the western border uses.” He repeated what Colonel Madras had told him at Castillo de Tordegena about the differences among the various tribes of gnolls living in the desert scrubland.


  “First of all, this Colonel Madras of yours is a demented old fool whom your government posted to that garrison because he was too much of an embarrassment anywhere else,” she replied. “Secondly, he knows next to nothing about my people. Until he was ordered south to reinforce the outnumbered soldiers at Red Creek, he spent most of his military life not far from Mazrooth’s citadel, in the homeland of the people he calls the ‘Dead Yuccas.’ His first experience with my kinsfolk was our successful destruction of the castle at Tordegena.”


  “How do you know these things about the colonel?”


  Vupilor grinned, baring her small, bright white fangs and wrinkling her finely marked muzzle. “We know most of your older officers and soldiers on our border as individuals, and furthermore we have studied their personal habits most carefully. It is a matter of survival for us. You, on the other hand, know us only as a category, as ‘Yazi savages’ or ‘Yazi gnolls’ as opposed to ‘Gosluk savages’ or ‘Gosluk goblins.’ If a human is ever interested in one of us as a person, it is usually either a passing curiosity or a momentary urge such as lust or greed that motivates him. Which is it for you, I wonder?”


  Costa looked at the defiant expression in her dark brown canine eyes and realized that she must have encountered cruelties he didn’t even want to imagine at the hands of human soldiers on the lawless frontier. That was the simplest explanation for her unprovoked bitterness toward him. She was guilty of the same sort of prejudice she was accusing his people of, and he was the closest human target at the moment.


  “For me, it is a professional rather than a personal curiosity,” he replied. “I’ve always found that it is easier to work with a professional colleague if the two of you can be comfortable with each other. Since we’re going to be working closely together for the next few weeks, I merely wanted to know how to avoid using tribal or ethnic labels you regard as offensive. I also admire the way you handle your horse,” he added as an afterthought. “But other than that, I seldom think anything about you, either as a person or as a category.”


  Costa turned away without waiting for her reply and mounted his stallion. She watched him settle his weight in the heavy saddle, wondering if he meant what he said. After just a moment or two, she decided it didn’t really matter and flashed a mental command to her pony to come to her.


  She easily caught up with Costa’s heavier horse and adjusted her own pace to match his. They rode in silence for several minutes before she resumed their discussion.


  “My people refer to themselves as the Watak,” she told him. “We are not a tribe but a pair of clans. We have myths and legends that suggest that our ancestors may have been related to those you call ‘Chiriquis’ and ‘Dead Yuccas,’ but most of us would be insulted if someone other than a human lumped us together as a tribe called ‘Yazi’ or anything else.”


  “But you and they speak Yazi,” said Costa.


  This time she responded with a yelping sort of laugh. “And you and I are speaking Common. Does this mean we both belong to a tribe called the ‘Common’? Language is just one part of one’s cultural identity, Captain. There are many other ways to define ethnic heritage besides language. The people you call ‘Long Legs’ are actually a group of five clans who live in the southern end of El Grande Carrascal. Two of those clans are composed of my relatives. The other three clans are more closely related to the central and northern peoples whom you lump together as ‘gnolls.’ ”


  She yelped again in amusement at the confused look on his face. Costa started to reply with another question, but stopped when he saw the sparkle in her eyes. She was enjoying having a conversation that didn’t involve threats or insinuations of ethnic inferiority with a human. The Honorbound smiled and nodded at her furry legs on the flanks of her pony.


  “I never thought your legs were long enough to qualify for that label, anyway,” he joked. “What does ‘Watak’ mean?”


  “It means ‘Dawn People,’ ” she replied. “Joffik tells me it is because our ancestors came from the east, from lands where the sun is born each day.”


  “Yavdlom,” said Costa.


  “Yes. And now I am returning to look for my roots in my ancestral home, while you are on a mission of service to your young master, Baron Maximiliano.”


  “If you’re telling me simply that your mission is more personal than mine, I agree,” Costa replied. “But I have sworn allegiance only to two authorities in terms of the Code: to the State of Almarrón, and to the service of an old man named Tristan. I serve the baron only in order to honor those two causes.”


  Vupilor didn’t reply. She knew of Tristan’s reputation as a warrior and as an honorable man. She had never heard anyone, even among the human haters of her clan, say anything derogatory about the founder of Almarrón’s Honorbound Company. In fact, she and the other Honorbound warriors who called themselves the “Red Creek Companions” had modeled their version of the Code and Protocol upon the principles that Tristan had established in Almarrón.


  It was Costa’s allegiance to the State of Almarrón that bothered Vupilor. Her people had always resented that the Thyatian pioneers who moved like a great tidal wave from the Gulf of Hule into the valley of the New Hope River pushed the Watak westward in front of them, squeezing them into less and less hospitable corners of their own land. They had made their final stand in the highlands of the Sierra del Plata and the fertile grasslands of La Pampa Calavera. But the Thyatians were too powerful and greedy for silver and pasturage. They forced the Watak and other Yazi clans, mostly gnolls, into the barren scrubland known as El Grande Carrascal. At the same time, other pioneers from Saragón and Gorgoña followed the valleys of the Rio Copos and Rio Negro Rivers to settle in what would become the “Gaucho State” of Guadalante. The cluster of people lumped together as “Yazi” were then completely encircled by the Thyatians, and the humans were drawing the circle even tighter by moving into the desert and building small villages at watering spots such as Buenos Viente, an ancestral Watakan holy place.


  It was too much for the Watak and other Yazi to bear. They joined forces in coalitions to resist the encroaching humans and to drive them out of their ancestral grounds. The humans responded by erecting huge watchtowers and castles along the edge of El Grande Carrascal. The most joyful day Vupilor could remember in her young life was the celebration among her people when the castles fell at Pardalupe in Gorgoña and Tordegena in Almarrón. The Yazi forces, led by officers of the five southern Long Legs clans, moved into Cimarron in search of smokepowder to replace the store of it destroyed by accident in the magazine at Tordegena. It had been almost two years to the day since her father and two brothers had died at Red Creek, along with many of her clansmen. The next spring she declared herself an Honorbound and dedicated herself to the defense of her clan’s few remaining holy places and boundaries against the land-grabbing humans from Almarrón and Cimarron who had killed most of the males in her family.


  As they rode in silence, Vupilor found it difficult to dislike the strong yet gentle man riding beside her. He was unlike most other humans she had ever met, whose mannerisms usually reminded her of the man named Prado she had met at Mazrooth al Yedom’s laboratory. As for Mazrooth himself, she was completely confused by the wizard’s appearance. It was obvious he had numerous Afflictions as a result of the Curse that had ravaged everyone living in the vicinity of the Savage Coast, but there was something more unusual about him than his Afflictions and Legacies.


  It was difficult to name the thing that was troubling her about Mazrooth al Yedom, but it reminded her somehow of the telepathic moments she had with her pony. She guessed that the wizard might be using his magic to read thoughts whenever he could, just to guard himself from visitors with malicious motives. It was possible, she supposed, that her natural mind-reading skills had somehow intercepted Mazrooth’s thoughts, even though she had never been able to communicate telepathically with humans before. It was probably pointless, she thought, to continue trying to understand anything about humans like Mazrooth; from what she had observed, few of his fellow humans could even begin to comprehend the magical powers that wizards manipulated so easily.


  “Look, Vupilor. Ciudad Tejillas!”


  Hernán Costa’s announcement interrupted the warrior’s puzzled thoughts of Mazrooth and wizardry. He was pointing into the darkening sky just beyond some distant hills. Although they could not yet see the water of the gulf, great flocks of circling seabirds marked the location of the port city’s harbor. The sinking sun behind them cast golden red hues into the purple storm clouds gathering over the harbor.


  “We may have a rough sea voyage ahead of us,” Costa said. “That’s a pretty sky, but there’s a lot of rain in it. We’ll need to book passage to Yavdlom as soon as possible.”


  Vupilor did not reply. For all her education and practical manners, she had never been able to cast aside her typical Watakan superstitions regarding natural phenomena. In her world, it rained because the spirits of water were locked in combat with those of air. Clouds were their battlegrounds; the darker they were, the bloodier the conflict. Rain was the blood of water spirits wounded in the fray. She didn’t want to imagine sailing on a sea of spirit blood to a distant land of ghosts, much less discuss her fears with a human Honorbound.


  It was nearly dark when they finally rode through the city gates in a pouring rain. Dating to a far more dangerous time, the portals no longer guarded anything more than Thyatian history, recalling the days when the State of Almarrón did not exist. When the gates were built, the Barony of Sotto was at war with the secessionist Barony of Gorgoña. But now the heavy timbers that had barricaded the only free port of Sotto were gone. As the gateway to modern Almarrón, the port now remained permanently open and unguarded to anyone who chose to risk the Red Curse by entering or leaving the Savage Coast.


  “Before we start looking for a ship, let’s find a stable for the horses and get of this rain,” said Vupilor. “Liska is telling me he is tired, and I am sure that your Thorsteed is even more exhausted with all that wet padding he’s carrying.”


  Costa smiled and nodded. Vupilor’s suggestion sounded as if she were extending her telepathic attachment to her horse to his own mount. But she was right. They had ridden the animals at a brisk pace for nearly eighty miles, with only a few pauses to rest. The stable he used whenever he was in the capital wasn’t far from the Governor’s House and even had a few rooms above the stalls for transients who wanted a simple cot, without the niceties of an inn. The harrier who owned the stable, a fellow veteran of the Battle of Morrión named Minges, greeted Costa warmly but stiffened when he saw his companion’s dripping muzzle and soaked fur.


  “Got yourself a new pet, Captain?” snarled the one-eyed blacksmith.


  He wore a dirty leather patch over the right side of his sweaty face. It couldn’t cover all of the terrible scar marking the slash of a Yazi polearm that had sliced through his eye. The next swipe might have decapitated him had it not been for his Displace Legacy. At the instant he saw the gnoll’s weapon descending with his remaining eye, the Legacy had triggered itself, casting the soldier behind his enemy. Before the gnoll realized what had happened, the desperate harrier rammed his short sword into the seven-foot creature’s spotted back and severed his spine. Ever since he had returned to the capital, Minges wore the leather patch as a badge of courage inviting queries of strangers who had never heard his story. Like most other veterans of the Yazi war, Minges hated gnolls and didn’t try to hide his feelings.


  “This is Marshal Vupilor Watak,” Costa told Minges. “She’s an Honorbound officer from Guadalante, traveling with me on an important mission. We’ll need dry stalls and cots.”


  The blacksmith frowned as he stepped closer to the wet pinto to study its rider more closely, staring first at her turban and white sash, then at her tattoos and furry face. After nearly a minute of silent scrutiny, Minges relaxed his glowering eyebrows.


  “For a minute there I thought you had a Yazi bitch to keep you warm, Captain,” he said gruffly. “But she ain’t got no spots and she ain’t ugly enough. Are you some kind of lupin, girlie?”


  Vupilor’s stony expression never changed. She despised crude humans like this one but didn’t intend to jeopardize their mission by confronting him over such a petty insult. “I am a trained Watakan warrior,” she told the blacksmith, “and I need a stall for my pony. I usually make my bed on the straw and will not need a cot.”


  “Ha! You got yourself a cold one here, Captain! I ain’t never heard of no Watakan, but she’s a lot better-lookin’ than some of the things that come around here walking on two legs. You can take any of those empty stalls you want, both of you. And there’re four extra cots up in the loft if you want to stay in the stable. I’ll just charge you two extra kopecs apiece for the bed.”


  When the blacksmith left them alone in the stable, Vupilor gestured toward the door. “Why don’t you see if you can find a ship that’s sailing for Yavdlom in the morning. I’ll stay here and tend to the horses. That was about all the human contact I can handle for one night. Thank Tabak I don’t have to deal with filthy creatures like that every day.”


  “I agree that Minges isn’t someone you’d want to live with, but he’s good with horses. You two have at least something in common. By the way, I didn’t tell him you were a Yazi because it was a gnoll that took his eye at Morrión. It may have bent the Code, but I felt the mission was more important than the exact truth at that moment. He would never have consented to giving service to a Yazi.”


  “You did not compromise the Code by lying to that trash,” she replied impatiently. “As I have told you, I am not a ‘Yazi,’ and I was in fact born in what is now the State of Guadalante. So you spoke the truth to our stinking host and have not violated your precious Code. Now go arrange passage to Yavdlom!”


  The storm was still raging when Costa left the stable. It was a heavy southerly squall from the open sea. The rain was so thick the warrior had to borrow an oilskin poncho hanging from a nail on the door before venturing out into the downpour. The quickest way to find passage across the Gulf of Hule at that hour was to visit the mariners’ taverns near the Governor’s House. Costa knew the names of the rough public houses and inns, having walked past them hundreds of times, but had never been inside any of them. He wasn’t a drinking man and was usually too busy with official matters when he was in the capital to seek other diversions amid the port city’s thriving nightlife. He had overheard several of the junior Honorbound describing their evenings in the port taverns and had no interest in the sort of drunken adventures that appealed to younger men.


  The muddy streets of the capital were almost empty. A few shadowy figures were dashing for shelter, but the usual crowd of sailors, transients, and prostitutes had retreated from the storm to warmer and drier places. When Costa stumbled through the front door of the Rusty Sextant, he knew immediately where they had gone.


  The tavern was packed with all manner of humans, demihumans, and humanoid races. The motley crowd oozed odors from their skins, scales, and fur that both assaulted and stimulated Costa’s nostrils, mingling with the usual tavern smells of ale, wine, and fried food. The loud chatter of dozens of languages and dialects confused his ears until he managed to screen out the ones he didn’t understand and reduce the others to background noise. Most of the boisterous mob were human, but there were also many elves and halflings, as well as a few parties of feline rakasta and canine lupins. Costa even noticed a table in the corner with two tortle mariners playing cards with some human sailors. A thick layer of yellowish, acrid tobacco smoke hung over the bustling bar, burning his eyes and irritating his throat.


  The warrior pushed his way through the throng of rainy-night revelers, elbowing himself a niche at the polished wooden bar between a small Hairfoot halfling and a human sailor.


  “Drop anchor, mate,” said the sailor. “I’m glad to have ye between me an’ that little feller. I been listening to his yarns all night and need a rest. Them guys can really talk.”


  The warrior didn’t even glance at the halfling. The little Hairfoot was probably a herald and told good stories, but Costa had no interest in humoring him. He had learned that eye contact alone was often enough to get them started, and he didn’t have time to extricate himself from a beery halfling’s longwinded tales. He pointed to the sailor’s knit cap, a mark of his trade in ports like Ciudad Tejillas.


  “I see you’re a mariner,” he said. “I need to find a berth for myself and a friend on a ship bound for Yavdlom. Tomorrow morning, if the storm is over. Do you know where we might find passage?”


  “Yavdlom, ye say? Well, ye won’t find nothin’ direct to Yavdlom till the end of the week. That’s when old Cap’n Saklamit from Vilaverde takes on a load of coffee bound fer Kladanovic.”


  Costa recalled the image of the Yavdlom coastal map he had seen in Mazrooth’s study. He shook his head. “That would be too far south, anyway. I need to get to the north, to a port called Kastr.”


  “Oh, that’s different,” said the sailor. “Them’s what they call the ‘Outer Reaches’ in Yavdlom. Ye got two choices, and both of ’em sail at daybreak fer Slagovich, which ain’t but around fifty or sixty miles from Kastr. First, there’s the cog Francesca, out of Porto Preto. She’s just come from dry dock in Porto Escorpiao, where she be holed up fer tarrin’. Now she be bound homeward, but her new cap’n wants a load of cinnabryl from Slagovich to pay fer the time she lost in dry dock. And then there’s Copper Killian’s galleon, the Selwynn, out of Bom Jardim. She’s heavy with red steel and flying Texeiran colors.”


  “Which one is faster?”


  “Ye don’t know much about ships, do ye? The cog’ll get ye ’cross the gulf in twenty-four hours if the wind is right and the current runs true. Killian’s pirate ship has got more canvas, but she’s sittin’ low in the water ’cause of the red steel. She might not make Slagovich till the next day. If it’s speed ye want, choose the Vilaverdan cog.”


  “How can I book passage on the Francesca? Did you say she has a new captain?”


  “Aye. A young swashbuckler by the name of Sousa. Ye’ll find him on the pier behind the Governor’s House just after midnight signin’ on his crew. The cog’s moored at the end of the pier right now, ready to haul the plank at first light.”


  “Do you think this Captain Sousa will take two passengers and their horses?”


  “Don’t see why not. The ship’s empty. The cap’n will leave that up to the mate, and I know it’ll be just fine with him… if ye got the price of passage.”


  “Why are you so sure the mate will take passengers?”


  The sailor grinned at Costa, flashing a bright gold tooth in the center of his upper jaw. “ ‘Cause I be the mate,” he replied. “First Officer Jocko Menos, at your service. Now, let’s have a drink and talk about the price.”


  Less than thirty minutes later, Costa left the Rusty Sextant with boarding papers for both Honorbound and their horses. Passage for them both had only cost four mugs of ale and three small nuggets of cinnabryl. He decided to head straight for the Governor’s House to advise Tristan of the change in their plans and to tell him what Mazrooth had learned about the vessel. When he arrived at the mansion gate, he was surprised to find that the usual Honorbound guard had been replaced by a young militiaman dressed in the uniform of the port garrison. The soldier stepped out of the gatehouse into the torrent of rain to meet Costa, but made no move to open the gate.


  “What is your business?” the guard demanded suspiciously. His youthful voice cracked as he tried to make it sound deeper and gruffer. Costa thought he had seen the boy in the garrison’s canteen, serving food to Honorbound and other officers just a few months before Costa had resigned from the company.


  “I’m here to see Commander Tristan Medina,” Costa told the soldier. He started to explain who he was, but the young man’s reaction made him hesitate.


  “Commander Medina’s not here!” he shouted above the howling wind and beating rain. “He was under arrest, but now he’s gone!”


  “Arrest?” Costa yelled. “For what?”


  “High treason. He and his high-handed Honorbound officers tried to kill Baron Maximiliano!”


  “What? Why would the baron’s bodyguards want to kill him?” Costa shouted. “They’re sworn on their honor and on their lives to protect him.”


  “I heard somebody say something about a coup. I think they’re looking for one of Tristan’s secret agents, an Honorbound officer named Hernán Costa. They say this Costa guy was planning to kill the baron and take his place, and that old Tristan and all of his Honorbound knew about it and were ready to help him.”


  After he left the gate, Costa stood in the pouring rain and stared at the lighted windows of the mansion. He was torn between his mission and his pledge of fealty to Tristan Medina. If he tried to learn more about the charges against him and Tristan and the other Honorbound, he might be arrested and then be unable to complete his assignment for Mazrooth. It was only when he tried to imagine what Tristan would say that he knew what he had to do. The inexperienced guard’s careless revelations had numbed his senses to both the cold and the rain. The oilcloth poncho leaked in spots, and the dampness was soaking into his leather armor and tunic as he turned away from the gate and walked in a confused daze back to the stable.


  Chapter 17
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  When Maximiliano had confronted Tristan with Miguel Prado’s poisonous lies, the old warrior’s immediate reaction had been unfortunate. He laughed. Thinking back on it, he would have given anything he owned to have had an opportunity to respond differently to the baron’s accusations. But he had laughed in his nephew’s fearful face, and Maximiliano had interpreted his insensitive laughter as proof of his complicity in an absurd plot to assassinate him and install Hernán Costa—his fictitious bastard “son”—as Almarrón’s new governor.


  The Honorbound commander had tried to dismiss the suggestion as a product of Prado’s insanity, or ambition, or perhaps simple treachery. That, too, had been a mistake. Maximiliano seemed so completely trusting of the suave agent that he twisted everything Tristan said as an attempt to sully the character of a loyal friend. He ordered Tristan to place himself under arrest in his quarters until further notice. Tristan’s dedication to the Protocol that he himself had established for his Honorbound company left him no immediate recourse. He had to obey his superior, even though he was beginning to believe his nephew was being controlled in some arcane manner by the wily Prado.


  It was nearly dusk, while Tristan sat alone in his quarters staring at the oil painting of his sister’s husband, the old baron, that he realized what he must do. His prime commitment was to the State of Almarrón and not to the beguiled son of his old friend. His first duty was to save the nation he loved from the machinations of this villain Prado, whose motives he did not yet understand. He also thought of Hernán Costa, the best Honorbound officer he had ever trained. He couldn’t simply let Costa return to the capital from Mazrooth al Yedom’s citadel and walk into the arms of a lynch mob organized by his nephew. The officer’s report on the artifact from the silver mine was essential to the security of Almarrón, yet he couldn’t permit Hernán Costa to deliver it at the cost of his innocent life.


  Just as Costa and Vupilor were arriving in the capital, the old warrior took advantage of a sudden downpour at sundown to slip out of the Honorbound quarters behind the Governor’s House. He had designed the entire security system at the mansion and knew exactly how to escape from the grounds without being detected. It wasn’t even completely dark when Tristan crawled under the iron fence at the kitchen entrance, just as he had seen dozens of young soldiers smuggle themselves out and their girlfriends in at the same spot for nearly ten years. The commander threw a heavy hooded cloak over his uniform and walked quickly to the house of an old friend in the capital.


  “Andros, I need a horse,” he told the old veteran. “Ask me no questions so that you will not have to lie when someone asks you if you know where I am. Strange events are transpiring this evening at the Governor’s House, Andros. Someone has to protect both Maximiliano and Almarrón from evil forces inside our gates, and it seems that I have been chosen for the task.”


  “Is the young baron in danger?”


  “Yes, I think he is. He is being manipulated in an insidious manner by a man named Miguel Prado. This Prado creature has somehow convinced my nephew that I wish to kill him.”


  “Why would you want to kill Prado? What—”


  “Not Prado, Andros. My nephew! Maximiliano thinks I want to assassinate him and replace him with Hernán Costa. His new friend, Prado, has convinced him that Costa is my illegitimate son and that I want him to be governor.”


  The old soldier was dumbfounded. “That’s preposterous, Tristan! Everyone knows Costa’s father was Gaspar Costa, the old baron’s groom. I even remember when the boy was born. Your sister let his mother use her maid’s bed to bear the child.”


  “That is precisely why I have to leave the capital tonight, my friend. Maximiliano’s brain seems to have been enslaved by this man Prado. He even placed me under arrest a few hours ago.”


  “Great Odin! Wait here!”


  The commander’s friend left the room for a brief time. When he returned, he gave Tristan a heavy pouch and a bag of food. Then he reached into a drawer and retrieved a handsome wheel lock pistol as well as a pouch of smokepowder and shot.


  “There is enough gold in that pouch to take you anywhere in the Baronies, old friend, and enough cinnabryl to keep your Legacy at bay for two or three months. I’m giving you my best mare, the one with Ylaruam bloodlines. She’ll take you as far as you want to go and as fast as you want to get there.”


  Tears welled in Tristan’s old eyes, spilling down his weathered cheeks and into his clipped gray beard.


  “May the General guard you and yours, Andros.”


  The two old warriors embraced, and Tristan let himself out the kitchen door so that his friend wouldn’t see him leave. If questioned, Andros couldn’t even truthfully say which direction Tristan had taken.


  Tristan’s first priority was to warn Hernán Costa of the danger awaiting him in the capital. He intended to track down the treacherous Miguel Prado, but he knew that wouldn’t be difficult. Almarrón was a relatively small place, and Prado was far too flamboyant to hide in it. He was confident that he could find the agent whenever he chose to confront him. But for now, he had to ride as fast as he could for the Sierra Borgosa. He flipped the hood of his cloak over his head and spurred his friend’s mare to a full gallop through the sheets of rain that were flooding the trail.
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  In the Governor’s House, Maximiliano had finished a solitary dinner and was raising a snifter of fine Renardy brandy to his lips. He was staring at the official oil portrait of his father, remembering his spoiled boyhood as the only child of Almarrón’s first governor. Memories of his mother and Tristan swirled around those of his father, intertwining in such a way that he couldn’t separate them. He recalled countless times when his uncle served as his surrogate father whenever the old baron was off in a war somewhere. In retrospect, he couldn’t say why the Honorbound commander had taken such a strong interest in his welfare. He may have simply been caring for his baby sister’s son, or he might have been acting out of friendship for Maximiliano’s father. Whatever his reasons had been, the boy had never responded with appreciation of his uncle’s efforts. He had been too angry at his father for leaving him and his mother alone to be grateful to Tristan.


  The residual effects of Prado’s Legacy were always weakest when his subject was relaxed. The combination of a full stomach, excellent liquor, and the childhood memories had mellowed the young baron’s artificial paranoia. He was finding it difficult to maintain the belief that Tristan—conscientious old Uncle Tristan—could be involved in a plot against his beloved sister’s son. Who was this Miguel Prado, anyway? How could he have believed such a foolish story over the protestations of his devoted uncle? Perhaps it wasn’t too late to undo the insult this man Prado had engineered. Maximiliano rang for a servant and told him to fetch Commander Tristan from the Honorbound barracks immediately. Minutes later, the servant reappeared at the door to the baron’s study, dripping wet and wearing a confused and frightened expression.


  “Commander Tristan is not in his quarters, Excellency,” the poor man reported.


  “Not in his quarters? That’s impossible. He probably just didn’t hear you knock. Perhaps he was asleep.”


  The servant fidgeted. He didn’t know why this such an important issue, but he was beginning to wish the baron had sent someone else to the barracks. “No, sir. The commander’s door was open, but he wasn’t there. I checked his bed, and the latrine, and even asked some of the other officers. No one has seen him since dinner, Excellency. He isn’t in the barracks.”


  The baron’s paranoia returned instantly, stronger than ever. Prado’s Legacy had left enough of an impression to spark immediate delusions of assassins and treacherous Honorbound officers. Maximiliano began yelling for the commander of his garrison troops, the bored militiamen who manned the cannons on the seawall and assisted the Honorbound at the gates. Their commanding officer was a crude, tobacco-chewing local hero named Pedro Blasco, who had the dubious distinction of having served both the old baron and his rival, Don Esteban. Blasco was a mercenary, a soldier of fortune who fought for the love of fighting and considered his current garrison duty demeaning and soft.


  Blasco took his time responding to Maximiliano’s call. He tended to be insubordinate and independent, but his popularity among the garrison troops and the townspeople prevented any and all attempts to discipline him. Tristan had warned Maximiliano on many occasions that Blasco’s loyalties were for sale to the highest bidder and that he was unreliable except for his conspicuous bravery in combat. When the mercenary learned what Tristan had said, he had challenged the Honorbound commander to a duel. Maximiliano justly interceded, since Tristan had been fulfilling his duties as the senior security officer when the insult had occurred, but Blasco didn’t drop the matter. He began to spread gossip about Tristan and his Honorbound officers among the garrison troops and in the local taverns they frequented. It was he who had begun the rumor concerning Hernán Costa’s questionable parentage.


  Within a few months, the garrison troops and the Honorbound company were at each other’s throats, both figuratively and literally. Whenever garrison soldiers and Honorbound guardsmen were in the same tavern, proprietors made sure that pistols and clubs were handy to break up the inevitable brawls.


  Blasco was delighted when he heard the reason for his summons to the baron’s study.


  “Lock them up? You want me to arrest all of the Honorbound?”


  Maximiliano pounded his fist on the desk and waved his hand at the door. “That’s exactly what I said, Blasco! Now, get on with it, or I’ll include you in the order!”


  The baron didn’t have to tell him again. The grinning mercenary spat tobacco juice on the hallway carpet and sent for his sergeant-at-arms.
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  It was nearly midnight when Tristan galloped into the sleeping streets of Paso Dorado. He had left the rain behind when he took the road away from the coast, but he still wore the thick black cloak for warmth. The only lights that were on in the farm town were a tavern called Pablo’s cantina and an inn, the Hotel Castile. Tired and hungry, he decided to stop at the tavern before renting a room. There were only a few horses tied to the rail outside the cantina at that hour, which meant there would be fewer people to remember his face in the morning. The old Honorbound rode past the rail directly in front of the tavern, choosing instead a post in the shadows near the corner of the building. He dismounted and was tying Andros’s mare to the post when he heard a groan coming from the side of the cantina. He glanced in both directions along the empty boardwalk, then peered into the darkness around the corner.


  A body was lying in a curled position behind a rain barrel at the corner of the cantina. Tristan stepped closer, trying to see if there were signs of life in the huddled figure. He stooped and reached for a wrist to feel for a pulse. Instead of human flesh, alive or dead, his fingers closed on a scaly, reptilian surface. At the same instant, Digger Alvarez suddenly opened his eyes in terror and pain. He grabbed Tristan’s heavy cloak with his good hand and yanked him down against his chest so that his alcoholic breath sickened the Honorbound commander.


  “Help me!” Jorgé cried hoarsely. “He stabbed me.”


  Tristan tried to push himself away from The Digger’s grasp, but the wiry old gaucho’s grip was too strong. He held the commander fast and stared into his eyes.


  “Get the bastard! Get him for me!” he pleaded.


  “Who? Who did this?”


  “Miguel! Miguel Prado! The no-good, lying bas—”


  The afflicted man’s head lurched to one side, his eyes still open wide but sightless. Tristan tried to stand, but the old gaucho’s strong fingers had tightened at the moment of death. The Honorbound was prying his fist open, one finger at a time, when the cantina doors swung open, spilling light into the shadows where he was crouched over Jorgé Alvarez’s lifeless body.


  A drunken farmer and his wife stumbled out onto the boardwalk, amid loud catcalls and laughter from a cluster of drunks at the door. The small woman was trying to support her tall husband with her arm around his waist as they walked toward the horses. Theirs was a nightly ritual at Pablo’s cantina. He drank himself into a stupor to avoid leaving, and she stormed into the tavern to drag him home. But tonight there was a competing scene in the shadows of the alley that sobered the men in the doorway and caused the farmer’s wife to scream loudly. A tall man in a hooded cloak was tearing himself away from the death grasp of Digger Alvarez.


  “Help! Murder!” someone yelled.


  “He’s killed The Digger!”


  “Get the killer before he gets away!”


  Tristan ripped The Digger’s hand away from his cloak and ran for his horse. The screaming woman saw the warrior’s large body headed toward her and collapsed on the boardwalk in a dead faint. Her drunken husband, trying to salvage a bit of honor in defense of his unconscious wife, stepped in front of her and reached for the fleeing man’s arm. Tristan swung his shoulder away from the farmer’s grasping hand, but the besotted man still managed to grab the edge of the woolen cloak. The dark garment parted just long enough to flash the familiar white sash of an Honorbound warrior to the astonished cluster of witnesses on the boardwalk. Tristan jerked the thick fabric away from the farmer, causing him to lose his balance and fall on top of his wife just as she was beginning to recover her senses.


  The Honorbound commander leapt into his saddle and reared the mare into an immediate gallop into the forest behind the cantina. He deliberately avoided the northwest road, which would have been the most direct route to the Sierra Borgosa. Having been seen by so many witnesses, it would be obvious to Maximiliano that he was headed for Mazrooth’s citadel instead, the Gorgoñan border was less than ten miles northeast of Paso Dorado. He could circle around to Ciudad Real and reach Mazrooth’s laboratory from the north.


  Back in Paso Dorado, a crowd had gathered in the midnight darkness to see what terrible thing had happened to one of the town’s most well-known figures, the man who had dug most of the newer water wells within thirty miles. Lanterns and torches illuminated the narrow alley beside Pablo’s cantina, casting their somber glow on the pitiful corpse with its pathetic reptilian flipper. The resident militia officer, a retired carpenter named Vinces, was trying to piece together the events surrounding the discovery of the body. He was having difficulty getting the drunken witnesses to agree to details, and the farmer’s wife was even more uncertain, changing critical facts each time she retold the story.


  “Are you telling me that you did or did not see his face?” Vinces demanded.


  “You’re not listening,” she said impatiently. “I told you I saw his face but that it would be hard to identify him because he was wearing a hood.”


  “Tell him about the sash,” someone called.


  “Yeah! The sash! It was an Honorbound fighter, all right,” said another.


  As soon as the witnesses heard about the sash, they remembered other small details, such as a tattoo on the back of the warrior’s hand.


  “What did the tattoo look like?” someone called in a sharp, clear voice. Miguel Prado pushed his way through the spectators to the edge of the boardwalk. “Did anyone get a good look at the emblem on the back of the killer’s hand?” he asked as he watched Vinces turn The Digger’s corpse over onto its back. The old gaucho’s eyes had begun to cloud, and the dirty white peon’s shirt was soaked with a dark crimson stain centered around a gaping wound in the middle of his chest.


  “I saw it plain as day,” said the farmer’s wife. “It had some crescent moons in the middle of a circle.”


  Prado’s eyes narrowed as he recognized the description of the emblem. Since he thought Tristan Medina was still under arrest, it could only be one other person. The left corner of his mouth twitched as he stifled an ironic smile. “The only Honorbound I know with a mark like that is Captain Hernán Costa, a Lone Honorbound who left Baron Maximiliano’s Honor Guard a few months ago.”
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  Tristan reached the Gorgoñan border less than an hour after he had fled from Paso Dorado with Jorgé Alvarez’s blood on his hands and Miguel Prado’s name ringing in his ears. Until he found Prado and forced him to confess to The Digger’s murder, he would be the target of every bounty hunter and even his own Honorbound warriors. Murderers were dealt with quickly and cruelly in the Baronies, even when the victim was an afflicted town drunk like Alvarez. The only thing he could do was hide and wait his chance to confront Prado. In the meantime, he would try to discover a way to tell Hernán Costa of the dangerous intrigues pitted against him in the capital.


  As soon as he entered the neighboring barony, he left the trail and began to search for a hiding place to wait for the morning sun to guide him through the dense swamp. He found a huge mangrove tree surrounded with vines and creepers thick enough to hide his mare. The ancient tree was less than twenty yards from the trail, yet provided enough cover for him to watch the overgrown track without risk of detection. He doubted that Maximiliano would be able to mobilize the Gorgoñan militia through his lukewarm relationship with Doña Esperanza quickly enough to threaten his plans, but there were other reasons to be careful and on guard in the dense border country.


  The trail that crossed the border into Gorgoña was a well known smuggler’s route used by thieves and pirates to transport stolen and contraband property into and out of Almarrón. It was also the main track used by rebel supporters of the ousted dictator, Esteban, to infiltrate Maximiliano’s government. Tristan knew that the coastal swamps of Gorgoña were favorite places of refuge for criminals and revolutionaries on both sides of the border. They were desperate men and women who would not hesitate to kill in order to protect their secret causes or their hiding places from accidental discovery.


  The old warrior climbed into a heavy crotch of the massive tree, where he could watch the trail in both directions. He pulled the cowl of his cloak tightly over his silver hair and beard, melting into the darkness of the dank coastal swamp. He must have fallen asleep, because the next thing he knew was the sloshing sound of a horse’s hooves threading its way through the thick mud, startling him awake.


  It was too dark to see the lone rider’s face as he passed beneath the tree, but Tristan knew the expensive horse and saddle only too well. The first time he had seen the animal and its ostentatious tack was in Ciudad Tejillas nearly a year before, when his nephew had summoned him to the mansion to meet a tall, suave stranger wearing a well-oiled red steel saber. Miguel Prado seemed to have had an uncanny degree of influence over the baron, even at that early time. He had actually sneered at Tristan when they first met. He had called himself a “confidential advisor,” but Tristan suspected that he was a professional spy, working for anyone who would pay him enough gold or cinnabryl.


  As soon as the agent passed by the tree, the Honorbound slipped to the wet ground and retrieved the mare from the thicket. Moving slowly and silently, Tristan followed the spy toward the coast. His tracks left the main trail and proceeded along an overgrown path into a denser part of the swamp. Thick cascades of wiry gray moss draped the trees, hanging almost to the ground in the morning mist as the sun rose over the Gulf of Hule. Hearing voices and smelling smoke, Tristan left the mare behind a large tree and crept closer.


  It was a settlement of outlaws, hidden in the deepest recesses of the Gorgoñan swamp. There must have been at least a few dozen lean-to shelters and palmetto shacks, plus a few permanent log buildings. Cooking fires were just beginning to smoke as the outlaws and rebels laid damp wood on the hot coals from the previous night. Tristan had always heard that the ousted dictator, Don Esteban, had fled with his rebels to such a settlement somewhere in Gorgoña.


  The old warrior spotted Miguel Prado’s horse tethered outside one of the raised log huts. He crept closer, pressing himself against the moss-covered logs at the rear of the cabin. Hearing voices inside the cabin, he inched his way toward the chimney, where the voices were loudest.


  “… at Mazrooth al Yedom’s laboratory, in the Sierra Borgosa,” Prado was saying.


  “So Costa and the Yazi bitch are the only armed guards up there?” asked a deep, gruff voice Tristan did not recognize.


  “Never underestimate an Honorbound, Moreño, even a gnoll female. You should already know about that after your skirmish with her patrol. Maybe that spear hit your brain when it stuck in your butt.”


  Tristan heard the loud laughter that followed, but his thoughts were focused on the last speaker’s voice. He knew it as well as he knew his own. It was the coarse dockside accents of the man who called himself Almarrón’s savior, the man who had planned and engineered the coup against Maximiliano’s father. And now the same Don Esteban was plotting with the treacherous Miguel Prado against his old rival’s son. It took all of Tristan’s self-control to remain calm rather than bursting into the cabin and wreaking as much vengeance as he could before someone killed him.


  “I’ve seen your famous Hernán Costa in action,” said the man named Moreño. “He won’t be a problem. Just give him room to run, and he’ll let us have the statue. I think he’s a coward.”


  “Shut up, Moreño,” said Esteban. “Costa was using his brains rather than his muscles, something you may not understand after working inside that mountain for twenty years. He had orders to deliver that statue to the wizard and didn’t have time for squabbles with gnolls.”


  “My best friend was killed in that ‘squabble,’ Don Esteban,” the man replied. “And it cost me twelve ounces of cinnabryl to get a healer to patch my ass so I could meet you and this pretty boy here in this smelly swamp.”


  “Relax, Moreño,” said Esteban. “I know you suffered a personal loss from Costa and the gnoll. I’m offering you a chance to get satisfaction and an opportunity to serve our cause at the same time. I want you to go with Señor Prado this morning to Mazrooth al Yedom’s laboratory in the Sierra Borgosa hills. Mazrooth trusts him enough to let him inside. Prado can then let you inside. Take a dozen men with you, just in case the Honorbound gives you trouble. I want that statue before Maximiliano gets his hands on it. Understood?”


  “Of course, Don Esteban. You will have it here in the camp by tomorrow morning.”


  “Good. Go pick your men. Tell them I will reward them handsomely in cinnabryl when they deliver the statue to me.”


  Tristan heard the sound of heavy boots crossing the floor to the door of the log cabin. He dropped to the ground just in time to see Moreño’s large feet and legs descend the steps and head toward the crude shelters. He noticed the miner was walking with a bad limp and deduced from the conversation he had just overheard that it was the result of something that had happened between the Sierra del Plata and the Sierra Borgosa, something involving Costa and the Yazi gnolls. The Honorbound commander returned to his listening post beside the chimney just as Esteban and Prado were discussing Moreño.


  “He’s not very intelligent, but he’s loyal to my cause,” Esteban was saying. “He also hates Hernán Costa and anything that’s not human.”


  “That could be detrimental,” Prado replied. “It makes him somewhat inflexible. On the other hand, I suppose there are times when rigidity has its uses. Prejudice can often motivate patriots better than patriotism. We’ll leave just after noon. That should put us at Mazrooth’s door by dusk, which will be a perfect time. We can both dispose of our hosts and travel with the artifact under cover of darkness.”


  Tristan didn’t need to hear any more. He darted into the thick fog to retrieve his horse.


  Chapter 18
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  Vupilor was sleeping soundly on the hay at Liska’s feet when Costa returned from the Governor’s House. He prodded her leg with the toe of his boot, expecting her to be tired and sluggish, but the agile warrior bounded to her feet. She rose crouched for combat, her flind bar in hand. Her long ears were cocked forward, and her muzzle was curled slightly at the fangs until she recognized Costa’s dripping face.


  “Good reflexes,” Costa remarked, gawking at her statuesque feminine figure. She had removed her mail shirt and turban, and was dressed in a tight woven shift of brightly dyed wool. The reddish brown fur on her statuesque legs bristled below her loose silk culottes as she stood poised for action.


  The muzzle relaxed. She straightened herself and stuck the flind bar in the belt of her culottes. Though her race was smaller than the true gnolls, she was still larger than most humans. The ears made her seem even taller than she was, with her eyes several inches above Costa’s. He realized just then that Vupilor would be a formidable opponent in hand-to-hand combat, with her excellent reflexes, perfectly conditioned muscles, and superior height. He suspected that she was an expert with the flind bar and her heavy khopesh sword with its awkward curved blade.


  “Why did you wake me? Is it morning already?”


  “There’s trouble. Something has happened at the Governor’s House. Tristan and all of the Honorbound have been relieved of duty and charged with an attempted coup. There’s a warrant out for my arrest as a leader in some sort of plot to kill the baron and take over the government. They’ve already arrested Tristan, but he escaped and he’s hiding somewhere.”


  Vupilor’s eyes were clear and bright, and her ears were twitching as Costa told her what the young soldier had said at the gate. She cocked her head at her companion and flared her nostrils slightly, as if she were catching a scent. “It’s not true, is it?”


  “Good Judge! Of course it’s not true!” Costa cursed. “Do you think I take the Protocols lightly? Do you—”


  “Stop! We’re wasting time. I believe you. What about a ship?”


  He patted his chest where he had placed the mate’s letter of passage and told her of the arrangements.


  “Did you give him your name? Is it on the papers?”


  Costa winced and nodded. He removed the tickets from his pocket and held them to the light of a lantern in the stall. Both his and Vupilor’s names were scribbled in ink at the top of the agreement, and he had also signed the document at the bottom. The ink was smeared on his signature where his wet thumb had touched the paper, but it was still legible.


  “Damn! That means they’ll know where we are,” Vupilor muttered.


  “Not until we pass through the harbormaster’s gate,” said Costa. “They’ll take one copy at the gate for the passenger list. I doubt if anybody from the baron’s mansion is going to be asking questions about me tonight. For all they know, I’m still at Mazrooth’s citadel in the Sierra Borgosa. And even if they knew I was in the capital, I doubt if those lazy garrison troops would get out in this rain to find me.”


  “The rain!” Vupilor exclaimed. “That’s the answer!”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Give me those tickets.”


  He handed her the two folded documents and watched as she studied them briefly. Then she touched his oilskin poncho with her fingers, moistening the fur on the back of her knuckles. By the light of the lantern, the Watakan warrior held her wet hand over the documents and allowed several drops to land directly on Costa’s name and signature. She carefully smudged the wet ink with her finger, making it impossible to read his name anywhere on the two documents.


  Costa frowned. “I don’t know if I can do this. It’s untruthful, and the Code clearly forbids dishonesty with one’s superiors.”


  Vupilor’s ears drooped. She was tired of Costa’s inflated sense of honor and devotion to the Protocols. “That’s nonsense,” she said impatiently. “I live by the Code, too, and I don’t see anything wrong with making it difficult for some illiterate guard to see what he couldn’t read in the first place. These people are trying to arrest you for something you haven’t done, Costa! They may even be trying to kill you! You know our Code says that the mission is always more important than the individual. You owe it to yourself and to Tristan Medina to finish this business with the black vessel. Tristan is your lawful superior, not these dunces.”


  Costa looked away for only a few moments, then decided.


  “You’re right,” he said. “Tristan would say the mission was more important than all of our lives. We have to help Mazrooth translate that writing on the statue.”


  Costa left the stall without waiting for her to reply and started saddling his mount. When he had finished placing the barding over the large animal and led it to the stable door, Vupilor was waiting for him, fully clothed and armored, leading her pinto by the braided halter rope. She cracked open the door, peering out into the storm. The rain was coming down in sheets, even harder than before. Costa retrieved another poncho from a nail by the door and tossed it to her.


  When they reached the harbor gate, the young soldier was still inside the lighted gatehouse. Costa called him and waved the folded papers.


  “It’s almost dawn,” he called to the guard. “We’ve got to get our horses on the Francesca. Try to hurry a little. We’ve got a dry cabin waiting for us.”


  The soldier darted out of his small shelter, grabbed the papers, and ducked back into the shed to examine them. He held them to the lantern, squinting at the smeared ink. Vupilor was right in suggesting that he might not be able to read, but he knew what a proper passport should look like and was satisfied that this was the correct sort of paper. He noticed there were two names in the place where the names should be, and that there were two people crouched on their horses under ponchos in the driving rain.


  He took the top document and placed it inside his tunic. Then he folded the other one and hastened to the gate, loosening the heavy iron bar to admit the two riders.


  “You’ll find the Francesca in the last slip, past the mansion and through the seawall,” he yelled in Costa’s ear.


  The warrior nodded and took the paper, then nudged his horse through the gate. The soldier’s eyes widened when Vupilor entered after the human. She grinned at his surprised expression. Almarróñans were accustomed to seeing other races, but only in their proper places, and this was not one of them. The young guard had only seen two lupins on the dock the whole time he had worked in the garrison, and this one had a different sort of face.


  The cold rain resolved any questions he may have had about the second passenger. He wiped his face and motioned for her to hurry so that he could shut and bar the gate and retreat to the dry warmth of the gatehouse. From inside the shack, he watched the two riders plod toward the seawall until they were beyond the Governor’s House. The soldier then settled back on his stool, peering at the steady rain and doubting that his corporal would even bother to make his rounds of guard posts in the downpour.


  The pier was a simple jetty of stone, with a flat pathway barely wide enough for a large wagon on top of it. They rode briskly onto the jetty, past a dozen slips of different sizes, toward the ship that loomed in the mist at the end of the pier. The Francesca was a graceful vessel, fitted with triangular sails fore and aft. Such ships were used mostly for intracoastal duties, since they were swift and maneuverable, unlike the heavy and clumsy galleons, which could carry four times the cargo but had difficulties loading and unloading with the use of longboats. It wasn’t impossible to get a horse on board a galleon, but it was a lot easier with light-weight coasters and cogs, which could moor in shallow harbors and load by gangplanks.


  Costa recognized the first mate from the tavern. He was standing over a small plump man seated at a folding table just to one side of the heavy gangplank. They were studying a large clothbound logbook of some kind, apparently checking off the different cargoes they had taken on board at Ciudad Tejillas. The seated officer was wearing a well-tailored nautical uniform in red and gold, the colors of the Dominion of Vilaverde. Both warriors reined their horses and dismounted as soon as the sea captain and his first mate noticed them. Costa presented their passport and berth receipt to the captain.


  “This is the man I spoke of, the man from the tavern, Captain Sousa,” said the mate. The seated man in the brightly colored uniform stood and greeted the warrior with an outstretched hand.


  “Captain Hernán Costa, I believe?”


  “At your service, Captain Sousa,” the warrior replied with a slight bow. “And this is my friend and companion, Marshal Vupilor Watak from the state of Guadalante.”


  Both seamen gawked at the poncho-clad Watakan warrior, but neither of them wanted to seem so provincial that they didn’t recognize her ethnic background. They accepted the passport without questioning either Costa’s or Vupilor’s origins or business. The Savage Coast was home to countless swashbucklers, rogues, and spies, all of whom had vested interests in not revealing their true names or home ports. Sailors asked few questions of each other. More often than not, it was dangerous to know too much about such waterfront personalities.


  “Welcome aboard my vessel, the Francesca,” said the captain. “I take it you’ve already met my first mate. The voyage to Slagovich is not a long one, and the weather is clearing fast. We’ll be under way inside of the hour. Lead your animals on board. The mate’ll show you where to bed them in the hold.”


  They were halfway up the thick gangplank when they heard a loud cry from the direction of the seawall. The two warriors jerked their heads toward the tower so visibly that the mate noticed a change in their expressions.


  “Let me warn both of ye, now,” he said in a low, measured voice. “I don’t care what ye two are runnin’ from. I don’t even give a damn why. But if ye cause trouble on this ship, ye goes over the rail. Do I make myself clear?”


  Costa raised a hand, palm forward, and nodded toward the seawall. “Word of honor, señor. There will be no trouble unless it comes from that direction.”


  The mate smiled, baring his rotten teeth. “Once ye sign on board, ye’re part of the ship’s company. That’s the law of the sea, and it’s the only law on my vessel. Get below and settle down for a good sea voyage. I’ll handle any of those stiff-nosed harbor police if they show their noses around here.”


  The two Honorbound agreed. They led the horses to a leather livestock sling attached to a boom with pulleys. It was easier than Costa thought to hoist the heavy animals into the hold and tether them to a pair of metal rings screwed into the keel timbers. They had just finished bedding the horses for the night when they heard the sound of loud voices from the jetty. The words were indistinct, but Costa gathered that there was an argument of some kind. Moments later, the mate appeared in the hold and told them they’d be under way in just a few minutes.


  “They want you badly,” he added with a smile before he left. “But they’ll have to swim to get you now.”
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  Mazrooth al Yedom focused his multiple eyes on the comatose priest, studying the regular rhythms of his breathing. Only a few minutes after Costa and Vupilor had left the citadel, the wizard had discarded both his human disguise and the demispider form. He was enjoying the complete comfort and freedom of his natural aranean shape. The spell he had used to put the Yazi cleric into a deep sleep was beginning to weaken, and he was trying to decide how to interrogate the old priest without risking a confrontation with the force from the black vessel.


  He still wasn’t sure what he had witnessed in the laboratory when Joffik was passing his hands over the ebony glass. For the past twenty hours, except for his daily meditation period, Mazrooth had been studying every mention of clerical invocations in his magnificent library. By the early morning hours, he had narrowed his educated guesses to two common divination spells, detect evil and detect magic. Both invocations required the use of a personal holy symbol in combination with a prayer and hand motions, and all of the descriptions he had read bore considerable similarities to the blind cleric’s actions just before the mysterious explosion had shaken the citadel. Mazrooth had been prepared for the unexpected and had cast a powerful sleep incantation upon the priest a bare instant after the great blast of energy. Costa and Vupilor thought that her uncle had collapsed from the force of the explosion, but it had been Mazrooth’s spell that felled the old cleric. The wizard was glad both Honorbound warriors were gone so he wouldn’t have to explain his precautions to them.


  Mazrooth was more agile in aranean form, without the encumbrance of his human disguise. He felt lighter and more sensitive to his surroundings, better able to respond to sudden stimuli. It seemed to give his spells more potency, more immediacy, when his mental energy didn’t have to be diverted into maintaining an image most humans found more acceptable than his present shape. It was especially convenient that the old priest was blind, so that Mazrooth could work at his unfettered best without exposing his frightful presence to the cleric. If the entity within the vessel had indeed used the priest as a vehicle of liberation, he would stand a better chance of controlling it in his true arachnid form.


  The wizard extended one of his abdominal spinnerets toward the ceiling, aiming for a rafter positioned directly over the bed where Joffik lay in his magical coma. A thin strand of silken fiber shot upward, finding its target and adhering to the rough wood with the strength of a thick rope. Mazrooth ascended the strand instantly, allowing his large body to hover in the air halfway between the bed and the ceiling. He focused his smaller eyes on the priest’s body and face, ready to detect even the slightest movement. Satisfied that he was physically prepared to confront the entity from the vessel, the wizard muttered a spell word that negated the sleep incantation. Below him, the old priest’s arms and legs began to twitch. Mazrooth extended a thin, hairy limb toward the awakening figure. Its segmented digits held a tiny metal rod, which the wizard pointed at Joffik’s head. Meanwhile, his large brain readied the phrase in his native Herathian that would activate his powerful hold monster spell upon whatever sort of material or ethereal creature might slither from the aged cleric’s exhausted body.


  The priest’s head began to roll from side to side as he raised his furry hands to his face and began rubbing his eyes and muzzle. Mazrooth dangled motionless from the single web strand, freezing his gaze on the cleric below. The wizard’s poisonous fangs were poised to strike if the spell weren’t enough to immobilize his quarry. Suddenly the priest’s eyes opened wide and seemed to stare directly into Mazrooth’s gruesome face. For just a moment or two, it seemed that the old cleric could see him in his true form. But then the wizard peered into Joffik’s sightless orbits with his larger eyes, the ones he used for fine details. The priest’s irises were milky and colorless, blending almost imperceptibly with the whites of his eyes. Mazrooth didn’t know what might have bleached the old Watak Yazi’s eyes in such a fashion, but it was obvious he couldn’t see the terrifying creature suspended just a few feet over his head.


  “Is someone there?” Joffik called in the Yazi dialect. “Who is there?” he added in heavily accented Common. Mazrooth didn’t reply. He was still cautious, waiting for the slightest sign of something unusual in the cleric’s demeanor that might suggest some sinister presence.


  The priest propped himself up on his elbows and raised his muzzle. His nostrils flared several times, then he shifted his head to one side and repeated his sniffing. Mazrooth suddenly realized that Joffik probably had a far more sensitive olfactory sense than humans and had certainly learned to use his sense of smell to compensate for his loss of vision. He was trying to “see” the wizard with his nose!


  Mazrooth quickly started swinging his heavy body away from the bed, spinning more silk to lengthen the strand. The wizard dropped lightly to the stone floor at the foot of the bed and quickly concentrated on his disguise so that the human shell might mask his native scent.


  If Joffik could have seen the transformation, he would have witnessed Mazrooth’s large arachnid shape collapsing in on itself, the huge head with its eight eyes shrinking to an average human size, framed by a thick fringe of long gray hair and an uncombed gray beard. Two small residual eyes remained at the temple, and the sharp mandibular fangs had reduced until they protruded only slightly from the corners of his bearded mouth. The spinnerets had migrated from the arachnid abdomen to the wizard’s palms, and the only vestige of the segmented limbs were the extra joints in each of his long, tapering fingers. Two fleshy antennae, the residue of a failed Legacy experiment, sprouted in the center of his bald pate. A single huge eye forced itself to the surface of his wrinkled forehead. Even before the transformation was complete, Mazrooth had retrieved an expertly woven silk robe from a hook by the door and slipped it over his naked demihuman body.


  “It’s Mazrooth, isn’t it?” asked the cleric.


  “Yes. I am here. How do you feel?”


  “Confused. The last thing I remember was a flash of something very cold—it seemed to come from inside the holy figure—and then a terrible shock.”


  “Are you sure you cannot recall more than that? Concentrate on the moment you felt the cold sensation. You had your hands close to the vessel. Did you feel the cold first in your hands? Or elsewhere in your body?”


  Joffik cocked his head, staring vacantly at a point above Mazrooth’s head with his sightless eyes. Suddenly his expression clouded. A wave of fear swept through the old priest, causing him to shudder visibly, as if the cold presence had returned.


  “The evil thing! I remember the unnameable evil thing inside the vessel trying to draw my hand into that cold black surface. It did not even fear Tabak, my holy protector!”


  Mazrooth’s excitement mounted. Now he knew what divination the priest had been using. “You were invoking your detect evil powers when the presence within the vessel attempted to use you to escape its ancient prison,” he said. It was not a question, but a statement of fact.


  “How does a wizard know of such things?”


  “It is often necessary to understand esoteric matters such as clerical skills in order to know the forces one is facing,” Mazrooth replied. “I have accumulated one of the most complete arcane libraries in all of the Baronies, and I have spent many hours preparing to talk with you when you awoke.”


  Joffik’s long ears pricked forward. His nostrils flared in Mazrooth’s direction. “You seem to know more about me than I know about you. What are you?”


  In his quick mind, Mazrooth translated the question from the Yazi dialect literally and assumed that the priest was asking him about his profession. “Some call me a wizard, but I prefer the more precise label of mystic,” he replied. “The difference is one of—”


  “I know the difference between the two,” Joffik interrupted. “That wasn’t what I meant. I was referring to your race. You are not human, and you are not a gnoll or a goblin. Your scent is vaguely familiar, but I cannot place it.”


  “You must be mistaken, priest,” said Mazrooth a bit too quickly. “I am just an old human, ravaged by the same Curse that plagues us all. My face is not pleasing to other humans, and I have some rather peculiar Legacies, but so do many others in these perilous times.”


  Joffik frowned. His ears drooped slightly. “This is most peculiar,” he said. “My nose seldom lies. You now carry a human spoor, but it is only a thin odor enveloping your true scent, the only scent I detected from you when I awoke. I never forget racial spoors. They are just as unique as an individual’s face and hands, and yours reminds me of someone I once knew, many years ago… but I cannot remember who it was.”


  “Try to focus your thoughts on the problem before us, old one,” said Mazrooth. He hadn’t anticipated the cleric’s sensitive nose when he had foolishly entered the room in his native aranean form. “Tell me more about the results of your divination. Could you determine the nature of the evil presence within the vessel?”


  “Only that it was the purest evil I have ever encountered in all my life,” Joffik replied gravely. “It seemed to be pulling my hands inside the statue. The cold began at my fingertips and had already spread to my palms and wrists when I lost consciousness. My hands are still slightly numb, but they are warmer and feeling is returning.”


  “The entity was using the mystical power of your invocation as a bridge between you and itself,” said Mazrooth. “If you had touched the vessel at that moment, I have little doubt that you would be dead now and that your killer would be free from the glass prison fashioned by more powerful magic than I have ever known.”


  “What is this entity within the holy vessel?”


  “I do not know. Your own divination has told me more than I had been able to discover on my own. I didn’t know enough about the force to label it evil until I witnessed what happened to you.”


  “How was it able to reach beyond the holy glass to render me senseless?”


  “That was my doing,” Mazrooth admitted. “At the instant you felt the freezing presence, we all saw a brilliant red glare of magical energy. I cast a sleep incantation upon you immediately so that I would have time to confront any being that may have exited the vessel and entered your body.”


  “Ah!” the priest exclaimed. “But how could you know that your spell would work against such a powerful enemy?”


  “I wasn’t sure. But I was prepared to destroy you if the minor incantation failed. Obviously I did not have to resort to such drastic measures,” he added in a flat voice.


  “You would be a fearsome opponent, Mazrooth al Yedom. I hope I never have to face the full fury of your wrath.” The cleric’s words were sincere, but Mazrooth noted that he didn’t appear to be intimidated. He was a fatalist devotee of Tabak, and it was the Immortal who would decide his future, no matter what the wizard chose to do to him.


  “I need you to help me decipher the inscriptions on the vessel,” Mazrooth told him. “You said yesterday that the statue reminded you of similar sculptures in Yavdlom. Your niece and Captain Costa left this morning to find the burial caves you described. In the meantime, perhaps we can devise a way for you to ‘see’ the inscriptions.”


  Joffik suddenly seemed nervous. “By Tabak, I will not touch the holy vessel again!” he vowed. “It has far more power than my humble prayers can yield. I fear that we are dabbling with forces that only Immortals can withstand. That is how I became blind. The Great One punished me for violating his temple at Buenos Viente.”


  Mazrooth scowled. He disliked clerics for their reliance upon powers from planes other than their own. “It wasn’t one of your Immortals who molded that statue,” he told the priest. “The magic emanating from it is so strong that it pierces the pervasive dweomer of vermeil that usually suffocates my detect magic incantation. No priest or his ethereal master fashioned such a vessel. As for the danger, it cannot harm you if you do not touch its surface while you pray. Whatever is within the vessel will try to use the interplanar channel you have opened to escape.”


  “I do not understand,” Joffik mumbled.


  “You do not need to understand knowledge to apply it,” Mazrooth said impatiently. “Leave the understanding to me. Just try to refrain from praying when you are touching the vessel, difficult though it may be. I know now which precautions to exercise, and you will be in no danger if you follow my instructions exactly.”


  The wizard touched the cleric’s arm, intending to help him rise and to lead him to the laboratory, but Joffik jerked away from his hand. “I can find my way unassisted. But first I need to medicate my eyes. I have slept too long without my ointment, and they are burning.”


  Joffik fumbled in his ragged clothing for a moment and found a tiny glazed clay jar with a leather-bound cap. His furry fingers trembled as he removed the lid and daubed some of the yellowish cream in each of his milky eyes. After sealing the jar and replacing it inside his tunic, he massaged his eyes gently for nearly a full minute. Mazrooth was becoming even more impatient and was reaching for the priest’s arm again when his eyes opened. This time there was a distinct yellowish glow cast from each orbit. His canine nostrils flared suddenly in Mazrooth’s direction as he stared at the wizard with his sightless but glowing eyes opened wide.


  “You are a Herathian!” he exclaimed. “That is your spoor. I have known only one of your race in my long life. It was before I lost my sight gazing upon the Great One’s image. She was a wizard, too—dressed in billowing silks of yellow and green in the middle of El Grande Carrascal. She told me she was a student of Curse lore and her studies had led her to the desert.”


  Mazrooth could scarcely believe the old cleric’s words, yet it would have been impossible for him to know such details unless he had actually encountered another of his people. There were many questions he wished to ask Joffik, but his first thought was to preserve the greatest secret of his people.


  “Herath is a region, not a race,” he told the priest. “Ours is a kingdom of mages. Many of us, like myself and perhaps the person you remember, have devoted our lives to the study of the Red Curse. If we can trace its origins, it may be possible to effect a cure. But tell me more about this so-called Herathian woman. What did she look like? Perhaps I know her.”


  “Woman? It was not a human female I saw in the desert,” said Joffik. “She was a big spider, just like you!”


  Mazrooth was seldom surprised by anyone or anything, but the old Watak Yazi priest had completely astonished him. Araneans never revealed themselves in their arachnid form to humanoids. They felt secure in the obscurity of the horrific legends that distorted their origins and their relationships with other races of the Savage Coast. Araneans were content to remain undetected in their varied alter egos, as humans, lupins, rakasta, or even as slow-moving tortles. Those like Mazrooth, who had labored on Curse lore for decades, often permitted themselves the luxury of being seen in their demispider phase, explaining their appearance as a Legacy or an Affliction of the Red Curse to inquisitive or suspicious observers.


  “You mean she had an Affliction like mine,” he suggested to the old cleric. “In Herath, we call it the Webcasting Legacy. It is fairly common, and it causes our skin to exude the secretions that you seem to be sensing. Unfortunate victims such as I who experience the Legacy’s detrimental effects are afflicted with hideous arachnid bodies. I try to protect the sensibilities of my guests by activating yet another Legacy, but you seem to have penetrated my disguise with your keen nose.”


  “Not just with my nose,” Joffik corrected the wizard. “I saw you, just as I saw the other Herathian at Buenos Viente. If that is how the curse afflicts you in Herath, no one could blame you for wanting to leave!”


  The yellow glow in the priest’s eyes was beginning to fade. He squinted and rubbed them again, but the irises had lost the immediate effect of his ointment and blended once more with the surrounding sclera.


  “Perhaps the ointment in your eyes distorted your perception,” Mazrooth suggested. “What kind of medicine is it?”


  The old priest made a sound that seemed to combine a cough with a bark. “It is known among my order as the Salve of True Seeing,” he replied. “It is made from common oil, saffron, and a powdered mushroom that grows only in certain sacred catacombs. It permits me to see things with my blind eyes that most people with perfect vision would never see. Your human disguise is only a thin veil to eyes anointed with the Salve of True Seeing, Mazrooth al Yedom.”


  The aranean wizard smiled in spite of himself. He knew of a similar magical incantation called true seeing that also required a special ointment, but he had never studied it or copied it into his bulging spellbooks. He was surprised that this ragged priest to primitive desert nomads possessed enough arcane knowledge to penetrate the advanced polymorphic mysteries of his people. He decided that Joffik was too old to be a threat, either to his own work or to that of the few other clandestine aranean mages feverishly working on Curse lore throughout the heartland of Los Guardianos, where the origins of the Red Curse seemed so close in both time and place. The sudden disruption of magical powers that every aranean mage had observed just one year before the discovery of the black vessel had made their quest all the more desperate. The penetration of his disguise by the aged blind priest was an insignificant threat in the context of the current aranean effort to halt the spread of the Curse.


  “You will have to resolve your own questions regarding what you have seen, old one. But now I need your presence in my laboratory in order to transcribe the ancient inscriptions embedded within the walls of the vessel.”


  “Why do you need me?”


  “Because it wants you,” Mazrooth replied. “And it reveals more of its prison each time it seeks a way to reach you.”
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  The crossing of the Gulf of Hule took just under thirty hours. Shortly before dawn on the second day, Costa awoke to the shouts of a lookout positioned high above the deck, strapped by a safety rope to the tarred ratlines.


  “Lights dead ahead! Lights!”


  There was a flurry of noisy activity just above his head as the crew hastened to assume their assigned battle stations. Many privateers still preyed upon lone merchant vessels in the dead of night, and Captain Sousa was taking no chances with his first cargo after six months in dry dock. Costa staggered to his feet, trying to buckle his sword belt in the half-light of a swinging lantern while balancing himself each time the ship pitched and yawed.


  “What is it?” muttered Vupilor, still asleep on the hay in the next stall. She had been seasick for more than twelve hours and was just beginning to recover her appetite and her strength.


  “I think we’ve crossed the gulf,” he replied.


  “Thank Tabak! I was beginning to wonder if this boat would ever find a port.”


  Costa bent down and patted her shoulder. “I’m going on deck to see if my guess is right. Why don’t you get your gear together so that you won’t have to rush when we land. You look better than you did yesterday, but you’re a long way from well.”


  She braced herself on his strong forearm and struggled to her feet. “Go ahead. I’ll be all right. Let me know what’s happening out there,” she told him. Costa patted her furry hand and left her to don her mail shirt and weapons.


  At the top of the companionway, he had to wait until the hatch cover was clear of jostling sailors as they passed each other on the way to their stations. When it seemed he would not be in their way, the warrior climbed out of the hatch and headed for the quarterdeck gangway. The ship’s pilot was at the wheel, with the first mate standing next to him. They both had their eyes fixed upon a bright yellow light on the horizon.


  “Is that Slagovich?” Costa asked Jocko Menos.


  “No, but we’re in the shipping lane,” said the mate. “That’s the lighthouse on Berat Island. Ye’ll see Slagovich at first light. Just keep yer eyes pointed yonder, under them two big stars.”


  The Honorbound followed the mate’s pointing hand and saw a pair of twin stars, one on top of the other, perched on the dark horizon. They were called the Eastern Lights on the Savage Coast, and even land warriors relied upon them to orient themselves in unfamiliar wildernesses. He had once used the twin stars to find his way back to the Saragón frontier while scouting in the high goblin country of La Pampa Rica.


  The ship’s crew, relieved of their battle station muster, relaxed and began preparing the vessel for docking. Costa noticed that they seemed excited and pleased to be nearing the end of this first leg of their voyage. From here, the northward passage to their home port of Porto Preto in Vilaverde would be nothing more than a lazy cruise on well-traveled shipping lanes.


  Costa returned to the hold to confirm their arrival to Vupilor. She had already prepared both animals to disembark and was moving around better than ever.


  “Good timing,” he told her. “You wait until we’re across the gulf to get your sea legs.”


  “At least I got them before we landed,” she replied with a smile.


  During the voyage, the human Honorbound had surprised her with his concern for her comfort and health. At the height of her sickness, he had stayed awake to tend to her and to her pinto. At first she had thought his motives were impersonal, perhaps related to his dedication to the mission. But over the next twenty-four hours, she discovered that his concern was for her alone as a comrade and fellow Honorbound. He treated her with genuine respect and friendship, attitudes that no human had ever extended to her before. She was still uncomfortable with his attention and consideration, unable to discard the countless memories of what humans had done to her and to her people long enough to accept him as a friend. But at least she was more relaxed with him than when they had argued in the stable at Ciudad Tejillas.


  The two warriors stood at the forward rail, watching the eastern horizon. Vupilor’s keen vision saw the first lights of the city, but they seemed to be high above them in the dark sky, very near to the bright Eastern Lights. As the sky brightened with the rising sun behind the Hills of Kavaja, they saw why the lights had confused them.


  The famed city of Slagovich was built on a high cliff overlooking the Gulf of Hule. Its walls and minarets stood in stark contrast to the rounded ancient hills behind it. Its exports of precious cinnabryl to the Baronies had made Slagovich one of the richest of the city-states on the eastern gulf coast. It was a city governed by technology and military power. Its young ruler, Margrave Miosz, had managed to withstand both internal and external plots to overthrow his regime. But the price he paid was the empowerment of a dominant military and police organization headed by Stavro, his warrior uncle. Except for its wealth of cinnabryl and advanced technology, the political system reminded Costa of Almarrón—a young heir, a warrior uncle, a strong militia and personal guard. In fact, Tristan Medina spoke highly of Stavro, who had modeled one of the best military orders in the region, the Knights of Halav, after Tristan’s original Honorbound company. Stavro’s brotherhood of warriors did not subscribe to the Protocol, however, and were more feared than respected. Their primary motive was wealth rather than honor, and they controlled Slagovich with an iron fist and weapons of red steel.


  There was no sign of docking facilities at the base of the cliff beneath the city. Instead of landing at a pier or dropping anchor in the harbor, the Francesca sailed into a huge sea cave just below Slagovich’s walls. It was an eerie, well-lighted cavern, with an entrance high enough to accommodate the tallest masts on the Gulf of Hule. Far above their heads, Costa could see the morning sky. It almost seemed as if they were on a pool of water inside the crater of some long-dead volcano. Their captain positioned the cog directly beneath the circular opening to the sky and nodded to the mate. There was a flurry of flag signals passed between the quarterdeck of the Francesca and a man in a large floating tower near the center of the underground harbor. There was a loud rumbling sound behind them as the ship began to rock gently from side to side.


  “Good Tabak!” muttered Vupilor. She was pointing to the mouth of the cavern, where a massive wall of metal and wood was rising out of the sea to cover the entrance to the cave. “We’re trapped!” she exclaimed, a look of panic flashing across her canine face. It was the first time Costa had seen her look more like an animal—a frightened animal—than a human. He reminded himself that she was, for all her intelligence and education, still a young warrior from a rural frontier.


  “Relax,” he told her. “It’s a lock to raise the ship. The real harbor is up there.” He glanced upward, trying to contain his excitement, as if he had visited Slagovich many times before. In fact, he knew about the lock mechanism only through Tristan’s stories of his visits and negotiations with Stavro for cinnabryl and red steel. He was just as amazed as Vupilor when the water started gushing into the cavern and they began to rise.


  It took nearly an hour for the water to fill the cavern. The Francesca was now perched in a lake at the edge of the cliff, just outside the city walls. Far below them were the blue-green waters of the Gulf of Hule. As soon as the sound of the pumps stopped, a new noise began, coming from the city wall. A large section of the wall was moving to one side, opening into a narrow channel that passed through the wall into the interior of Slagovich. Some men in a large dinghy were rowing from the new opening to meet the Francesca. They were dragging a thick metal cable from within the city walls, which they attached to the bowsprit of the merchant vessel. Costa watched the twisted line grow taut as some hidden winch started reeling them into the city. The sounds of squealing metal blended with a grating, grinding noise that seemed to vibrate through the ship’s timbers. As soon as the cog was on the other side of the wall, the lock began to close.


  Once again the Watak warrior appeared more nervous than usual. Costa attributed most of it to a sense of being captured or closed inside a chamber. He felt it, too, but it didn’t bother him the way that it seemed to concern his companion.


  “Don’t worry,” he tried to reassure her, “it’s only a water lock. Once that gate closes, they’ll release all of the water in the crater. It’ll empty all the way down to sea level and leave us up here, where many of the main city avenues are canals large enough to sail.”


  It happened just as Tristan had described. Within another hour, they had cast off the cable and hoisted three of their sails and were under way at a lazy pace through an artificial harbor on the crest of the cliff overlooking the Gulf of Hule. Large buildings, with their characteristic turrets and cupolas, lined the main canal, their inhabitants pausing at their morning chores to watch the ship as it drifted by their doors, windows, and stalls. The canal soon opened into a spacious man-made cove, filled with masted vessels of all sizes and types. The pilot guided the Francesca carefully into the crowded harbor, threading his way straight to a large pier lined with the wet trunks of soft, pithy cork trees.


  It took another thirty minutes to haul their horses out of the hold and to find the harbormaster, a grizzled old bureaucrat who wore the gold tabard of Stavro’s Knights of Halav. Costa guessed that he was a relative of a high-ranking officer in the margrave’s guard, perhaps even of Stavro himself. The old man stiffened when he saw the Honorbound sashes and Costa’s rapier of red steel. Then his eyes locked on Vupilor’s muzzle.


  “You got the Curse?” he asked her gruffly. It was common for inhabitants of the Savage Baronies to arrive on the eastern shore without enough cinnabryl to see them through their stay. Once their amulets began to lose their power, they usually became terribly afflicted within a week or two, and the weaker ones died before their systems finally adjusted to the lack of cinnabryl.


  “Of course not,” Vupilor replied quickly. “Do I look ill?”


  “Well, you don’t look much like a lupin or a human, so maybe that makes you a sick something else. If you’re not an Afflicted, then what are you? You wouldn’t be an Inheritor, now, would you?”


  “She’s an Honorbound warrior from Almarrón,” interjected Costa. “We are both on a confidential mission for Baron Maximiliano de Almarrón y Escudor. Our orders come directly from Commander Tristan Medina, a personal friend of Marshal Stavro.”


  At the mention of Stavro’s name, the harbormaster’s eyes tightened. He frowned at both warriors and then tried to read the smeared ink on the passport. His eyes darted from the paper to the two warriors, trying to match the indecipherable blurs with faces.


  “It’s Costa,” said the Honorbound, not worried about revealing his name on the opposite shore of the Gulf of Hule. “Hernán Costa. My companion’s name is Vupilor Watak.”


  “What kind of name is ‘Vupilor’?”


  “Watakan,” she answered proudly. “One of the first races to inhabit Almarrón.”


  The old man’s frown suddenly deepened. “You mean Hutaakan, like the old cave people in Yavdlom?”


  Vupilor looked at Costa with a puzzled expression. He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve heard that name,” she replied. “My people say our ancestors came from Yavdlom many centuries ago. We are bound for Yavdlom even now to search for some of my kindred.”


  The harbormaster studied the disfigured passport for a few more seconds, then scribbled something on it and stamped it with a bright red seal.


  “This order will get you past the guardhouse at the eastern gate, on the road to Kastr. Mind your time, now, if that’s all the cinnabryl you got,” he added with a nod at Costa’s small amulet. “You don’t want to get sick in the Outer Reaches. You won’t find any cinnabryl after you leave Slagovich, and it’ll cost you plenty to buy some here. We don’t touch the stuff around here. We just sell it to you folks across the water.”


  Costa thanked the harbormaster for his advice and pocketed the signed paper. They left the docks and made their to the eastern gate in less than half an hour. The road to Kastr was well traveled and easy to follow. They crossed the southern border of Slagovich shortly after four o’clock and reached the seaside town of Kastr just before dusk. As they rode into the small fishing village, the two warriors noticed that everyone they passed stopped what he was doing and stared, mainly at Vupilor. They soon discovered the reason for the stares when they stopped at a tavern beside the gulf for supper and beds.


  Odors of ale, boiled shrimp, and fried fish greeted Costa and Vupilor as soon as they entered. It was early in the tavern, and the regular crowd of fishermen and other locals were just beginning to get settled at their favorite tables. All conversation suddenly stopped when the two warriors entered the hazy room; every eye in the place was on them as they walked through the thick silence and clouds of tobacco smoke to sit at a table near the bar. The two Honorbound casually returned the gazes of the gawking villagers, trying to seem disinterested in the nervous whispers and furtive nods in their direction.


  A thin barmaid soon stopped at their table. She was dressed in a worn country dress of the old Traladaran style, with soiled white lace at the bodice. Her gaunt features suggested a hard life catering to the whims of crude fishermen, merchant seamen, and occasional travelers from Slagovich. She addressed Costa but kept glancing at Vupilor while she spoke to him.


  “Where are you from?” she asked cautiously.


  “The western shores,” Costa replied. “The State of Almarrón.”


  The woman gasped audibly. People in Kastr still talked about a man from the Savage Coast whom fishermen had found in the gulf nearly four years before, the only survivor of a privateer attack. They had brought the half-drowned man back to Kastr, hoping to nurse him to health, but terrible things started happening to his body as soon as they brought him to that very tavern. Within a few hours, his flesh began to turn color in spots, first a faint red, then yellow, then a horrible greenish-white like something that had died and putrefied. His skin grew puffy and exuded nauseating yellowish fluids and gases from its pores. The man died of his Gas Breath Affliction after four days, but before his agonizing death, he had revealed his homeland—the Claw Peninsula of Cimarron, just to the south of Almarrón.


  The older customers still remembered the terrible stench that pervaded everything in the tavern for weeks after they burned the afflicted man’s body. It had been so bad that no one would drink the ale or eat the food prepared in the “cursed” kitchen. The owner of the tavern had even sent for a cleric from Slagovich to exorcise the demons from the premises before they drove away all of his regular clientele, but the odor had begun to subside by the time the priest arrived. The merchant seamen who frequented the tavern added to the legends of the Savage Coast with chilling tales of hideous creatures and sorceries such as no one had ever imagined in the sleepy little fishing village.


  And suddenly here were two strangers from the cursed place, one wearing a sword of red steel like those used by fearful Knights of Halav in Slagovich, and the other with the furry face and snout of a dog! The barmaid’s friendliness vanished, replaced with such superstitious fear that she had to repeat their order several times to remember it. By the time their food was ready, she had managed to tell every other customer in the small tavern that the strangers had come from the legendary land of monsters and the terrible Red Curse. A few of the more timid diners left earlier than usual, but most of them continued eating and drinking, whispering stories to each other about the Savage Coast and glancing from time to time at the two warriors.


  “Did you ever have the feeling that people were talking about you?” Vupilor quipped.


  “I think we should charge a fee as entertainers,” Costa murmured between mouthfuls of excellent fried potatoes and fish. “This is the most fun they’ve had in years. At least we don’t have to listen to boring local gossip.”


  When the waitress finally mustered enough courage to clear their table and ask for their money, Vupilor destroyed her fragile resolve by speaking to her for the first time.


  “We’re looking for the Keep of Vastrovek, near the Yavdlom border. How far is it from here?”


  The woman’s frightened eyes glazed when she heard perfect Common words coming from the canine muzzle. “I-I-I’m not s-s-sure,” she stuttered, nearly dropping the tray of dishes as she backed away from the table. She disappeared into the kitchen and did not return. Instead, a short middle-aged woman with gray streaks in her black hair came out of the back room, wiping her hands and sweaty face on a greasy apron. She headed straight for the warriors’ table.


  “Did you want something else?” she demanded. Her manner was defiant, as if she were warning them not to ask for anything more. The tavern had grown suddenly quiet. The owner and cook came out of the kitchen only when there was trouble, usually when a drunk needed to be evicted. With her fiery temper and very little patience, she commanded respect from even the most abusive customers.


  “My friend merely asked the servingwoman how far it was to the Yavdlom border,” said Costa.


  The proprietor-cook cast a quick frown at Vupilor, then nodded at the door. “An hour’s ride, if you hurry. And shut the door behind you.”


  Costa smiled at the woman’s stolid figure. “Those were excellent fried potatoes,” he told her. “Thank the waitress for us.” He left a copper coin on the table and motioned for Vupilor to leave. As they were retrieving their horses, the Watak warrior smirked.


  “She might have become a good prison guard if she hadn’t chosen the ‘hospitality’ profession,” Vupilor said dryly. “Are humans born that way, or do you have to learn to be so rude? It’s hard for me to believe that it could be so common if it weren’t a hereditary predisposition of your race.”


  “Your Watakan sense of humor just brings out the best in us,” Costa retorted, producing something like a chuckling bark from his companion.


  It was nearly midnight when they crossed the border into the Outer Reaches of the Yavdlom Divinarchy. The road had dwindled to little more than a track by the time Vupilor spotted the dark tower of the old Keep of Vastrovek, ancient Yavdlom’s northernmost border post.


  “I don’t see any lights,” said Costa.


  “Look at the middle level, just above the entrance. See the third arrow slot to the right?”


  Costa stared at the tower, looming against the starry night sky more than two hundred yards away. He couldn’t distinguish any of its features until they had approached it for nearly two more minutes. It was indeed an arrow slit, and there was a dim yellow glow barely visible from the road. Once again Costa marveled at Vupilor’s superior night vision. He knew that some races, such as gnomes, could see better in the dark than others, but her vision was like nothing he had ever encountered. It was almost as if she knew where things were before she saw them for the first time. Before he realized what she was doing, the Watak had swung herself to the ground and was trotting to the door of the keep. He dismounted and tied his horse to one of the overgrown shrubs threatening to block the entrance.


  Vupilor pounded heavily on the heavy cracked timbers of the old watchtower. It was in such disrepair that it shook on its hinges. Costa doubted that it served any purpose other than to keep larger vermin out. Smaller ones could easily enter through the crevices of the battered and rotten portal, as could the cold winds of winter. The Divinarchy of Yavdlom obviously no longer worried much about border security, at least in the north, if they permitted a tower like this one to deteriorate so badly.


  “Just go on in,” Costa suggested after several minutes of watching Vupilor beat on the door.


  “I hear someone coming down the stairs,” she said.


  Costa leaned toward the door but heard nothing at all. He started to say something but stopped when he saw a flickering glow from one of the cracks near the top of the door. They stepped aside as the door swung outward to reveal a small old man carrying a dripping candle in a cup. He squinted at his midnight visitors, raising the candle so that it glared in their faces. He wore tiny spectacles on his bulbous nose and had to raise his head to peer at them through the lenses.


  “What in Yav’s name do you want at this hour?” he demanded. He seemed a little more interested in Vupilor’s face than in Costa’s, but displayed none of the usual reactions most humans had to her.


  “We thought the keep would be manned around the clock,” said the Watakan Honorbound.


  “Why would I do something like that? Are we at war with somebody? I’m just the caretaker of this old pile of rocks. The only reason the high priests bother with it is to give me a pension. When I’m dead and gone they’ll let it crumble to the ground without another thought. But you ought to know that,” he added in a scolding manner to Vupilor. “Your people know everything that goes on in the Outer Reaches.”


  “My people! Did you hear, Hernán? He knows of us!”


  “What are you talking about? Of course I know about you. I haven’t seen you around here before, but that’s not unusual, the way you Hutaakans stick to yourselves in those caves. The only time I ever see one of you is when one of your priests comes around to swap a rabbit or something for some fish. I reckon you folks get pretty tired of eating whatever you can catch on the prairie.”


  Vupilor’s eyes filled with tears. “You called them ‘Hutaakans.’ Is that what they call themselves?”


  The old man frowned and pushed his glasses higher on his nose. “If you don’t know what you are, how in Yav’s holy name am I supposed to know? I hear people talk about the Hutaakans, so I reckon that’s what your priests call every long-eared, dog-faced one of you!”


  Costa tensed slightly, expecting Vupilor to be offended, but she was beaming with delight. “My home is across the Gulf of Hule,” she told the old man. “My people now call themselves the ‘Watak,’ but they came from here in Yavdlom many centuries ago, and I have come to visit the home of my ancestors. How can I find these Hutaakans?”


  “Take the trail that heads east, right outside the tower,” he replied. “It’ll take you into some tall grass that’s so thick you won’t be able to see more than ten feet in front of you. The Hutaakans live in a bunch of old caves that stick up from the ground like a prairie-dog town. You won’t be able to see them from the trail because of the grass, but you ought to be able to spot the footpaths leading to their burrows within a mile or so from the edge of the tall grass prairie.”


  Vupilor turned to Costa and clapped him on the shoulder so hard he almost lost his balance. “I told you this wouldn’t be difficult, Hernán,” she said excitedly. Then her expression grew more solemn. “There are so many questions I want to ask the priests. Joffik has been my only source of information about my people since I can remember, except for my mother before she died, and now I have found my true people, my own tribe. Not the ‘Yazi,’ and not the ‘Long Legs,’ but the Hutaakans!”


  “And you know almost nothing about them,” Costa reminded her. “They may not accept you. They might decide that you have been gone too long to still be one of them.”


  Vupilor grew even more serious and silent as she considered her companion’s pragmatic warning. Costa turned to the caretaker of the keep. “Can we sleep here for a few hours? We’ve been riding all day and need some rest. It would be impossible to find the footpaths in the dark, anyway.”


  “This is a watchtower, not an inn,” the caretaker grumbled. “You’ve already awakened me from a sound sleep, and now you want me to make a bed for you? Ha! Even if there was—”


  “Of course, we’ll pay for a place just to spread our blankets,” Costa interrupted the old man. “It won’t cost you a thing in either time or sleep.”


  The warrior’s mention of money had an instantaneous impact upon the old pensioner’s attitude toward guests. He gave them their choice of any rooms in the keep except his own living quarters. Costa selected a large anteroom on the ground floor, just a few feet from the door. There was a small fireplace, which seemed to have been used recently, and some wood stacked against the wall. The Honorbound gave the caretaker two gold royals and thanked him for his information. He quickly lit a fire and spread his bedroll on the hard stone floor in front of it. He lay on his back, letting his tired, cold body absorb some of the warmth from the fireplace while he waited for sleep to come. Across the room, Vupilor was still staring out an open arrow slit at the night sky over the homeland of her ancestors when he drifted off to sleep.


  Chapter 20
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  Costa dreamed the same old nightmare again. He hadn’t had the dream for more than a year, but it returned that night in the Keep of Vastrovek more vividly than ever. It was probably the result of so much recent talk of Legacies and Inheritors. Whatever the cause, it was just as terrifying as ever.


  His best friend during his childhood in Tristan Medina’s household had been a smaller boy named Diego. They were closer than brothers and seemed destined to spend the rest of their lives together as Honorbound officers in the governor’s company. On the day of the tragedy, Costa and Diego were baiting each other’s jealousy concerning a new maid in the baron’s house. Both boys were barely fourteen and had just begun to be interested in women. At the height of their banter, Diego confessed to Costa that he had already been invited several times to the girl’s room.


  Costa’s adolescent rage began to mount in a terrible manner. His temperature shot so high that his sweaty clothing began to steam. Unable to control the effects of his first Legacy attack, the boy soon realized that something horrible was happening to his body. Twin fireballs, each the size of large apples, burst from his hands as he focused his rage on his astonished friend. Diego’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to scream, but his chest exploded in flames before he could make a sound.


  In the nightmare, Costa always switched places with Diego just when the fireballs started zooming in slow motion for his head and chest. Instead of Diego’s face trying to scream, it was Costa’s. He always awoke at that point, shaking from head to foot and soaking wet from a cold sweat.


  On this occasion, though, he awoke because a hard object was prodding him painfully in the ribs. He scrambled to a crouching position, his teeth chattering and his heart pounding. A shadowy figure in front of him stepped back.


  “Wake up, Hernán!” Vupilor urged from the darkness. “It’s only a dream.”


  She lit a candle and placed it on the cold hearth. The Watak was watching him with a curious expression of concern in her canine eyes. When she saw him shiver uncontrollably, she stepped closer and wrapped her arms around him. The tremors continued until he felt her warmth soothe the fear. Then he pushed himself away and stared at the candle.


  “It was a nightmare I have sometimes,” he told her. “A dream about something that happened when I was very young.” He glanced up at her face and was surprised to see tears in her eyes.


  “I saw your dream,” she said softly. “The other boy joking about the girl… the argument… and the fireballs!”


  “What? How could you—”


  “My Legacy permits me to see the thoughts of others,” she said. “I have never been able to read human minds before now, though. I don’t have to try; it just happens. Animals are easy to read, like my pony. Maybe it was because you were asleep and your defenses were down. Anyway, it works with you.”


  Costa felt tears fill his eyes. No one other than Tristan ever knew what had happened that day in the stables. The commander had explained the matter of Legacies that night and had fitted Costa with his first cinnabryl talisman. He made the boy promise never to go anywhere without an ample supply of the precious mineral and started teaching him mental exercises to control his anger.


  “Tristan cared for you and treated you like the son he never had,” said Vupilor. “But he made you into something that is not human. You should be able to control this horrible Legacy of yours without sacrificing your emotions. As bad as it is, it is still part of you, and you must learn to deal with it in a better way. Now I understand why the Protocols are so important to you. You need them as substitutes for your emotions.”


  When he didn’t respond, she touched him lightly on the arm and gestured toward the door. “It’s almost dawn. It should be light enough to find the trails to the Hutaakan burrows by the time we reach the tall grass prairie.”


  Costa welcomed the change of subject and grunted his agreement. He used his foot to stir the smoldering ashes in the fireplace while he slipped on his heavy leather vest with the metal scales sewn into the soft hide. The embarrassed warrior grabbed his sword and buckled it over his leather armor. He fumbled in his saddlebags until he found a loosely wrapped parcel and a small skinning knife. He peeled the cloth away from the large dried fish he had just purchased in Kastr and carved several inches off one end. Vupilor refused it when he offered the spare morsels to her.


  “Thank you, but spoiled fish does not appeal to me,” she told him.


  “Spoiled? This isn’t spoiled. It’s smoked.”


  She shook her head. “You eat it. I’ll wait for something a little fresher.”


  “Then how about some of those potatoes from last night?”


  Vupilor’s nostrils flared with interest as he held out the unwrapped parcel for her to select several of the larger pieces of fried potatoes. She ate them quickly and thanked Costa for sharing them with her.


  “No, Vupilor,” he said solemnly. “I’m the one who is grateful.”


  The Watak held his gaze for just a moment, then turned to look out the arrow slot at the gray light that was beginning to filter into the chamber. Costa saw that she had removed the brightly colored turban and was allowing her tall ears to stand freely, reminding him immediately of the sculpted jackal features on the black vessel. He guessed that it had as much to do with her burgeoning sense of racial pride as with the absence of the slack-eared Yazi gnolls who had ridiculed her for her “ugliness” in her youth.


  Within minutes, they were plodding single file on their mounts away from the Tower of Vastrovek toward the rising sun. Vupilor took the lead, being the better tracker and gifted with her uncanny ability to spot subtle physical clues that Costa couldn’t even see when she pointed them out to him. Just as the old caretaker had said, the edge of the tall grasslands was only around ten miles away. The barren, sandy soil in the vicinity of the keep soon gave way to plusher terrain, dotted here and there with large slabs of limestone and shallow depressions where the surface had collapsed into hidden underground chambers. Costa suspected the entire prairie was undermined with sinkholes and caverns of the same type that were more visible in the Hills of Kavaja above Slagovich.


  Within just a few minutes, the grass had become so tall and thick that Costa could no longer see the flat outcrops of gray stone scattered over the plain. They seemed to have plunged into a maze, its walls composed of gently blowing shafts of dry grasses. The tall grass became so dense after only several miles that it actually seemed to insulate the warriors from the cold winter winds blowing over the Outer Reaches from the western sea.


  “There!” Vupilor cried suddenly. “Do you see it?”


  She was pointing to something in the trail, nearly fifty yards ahead. Costa raised himself in the saddle but failed to see what had excited her. Without warning, the excited Watak dug her spurless heels into the pinto’s flank, driving the startled beast forward. It was so accustomed to her controlling it mentally that the physical nudge surprised the intelligent pony. It darted to the place its rider had spotted and stopped without being prompted or reined. Vupilor swung her slender leg to the left and slid off the pony’s back to land her boots lightly on the trail. Costa watched with great curiosity as his companion left the main track and used her sharp canine senses to thread her way through the tall grass, pausing now and then to sniff the cold breeze or to cock her pointed ears toward sounds he could not hear.


  Vupilor was moving more slowly now, and even Costa’s untrained eyes could see tunnel-like paths cutting through the thick growth. He dismounted and led his large horse behind her. She twisted first one way, then another, as she led him deeper into the dry winter prairie. Above them, the late Ambyrmont sky was a brilliant blue, and the morning sun was beginning to take away the chill of their night in the tower. Large birds of prey, either hawks or small eagles, soared overhead, watching their progress through the grass and perhaps weighing their size against the strength of the raptors’ talons.


  Costa was so distracted by the birds that he ran headlong into the pinto’s rump. Vupilor had stopped and raised her hand, but he hadn’t seen it.


  “Shhh,” she whispered softly. The Watak pointed to something just ahead. Costa squinted, moving his head slightly to peer through the grass stalks in front of his face. He couldn’t be sure, but it seemed that he saw something moving—something darker than the surrounding grass. Vupilor gestured to herself, then indicated that she would circle around the moving figure to the left. Costa nodded and signaled his plan to meet her from the right, but she shook her head as she pointed to his weapon, indicating that she didn’t intend to threaten or attack whatever was moving in the grass ahead of them.


  They left their horses in the grassy tunnel and moved silently to the left. With each step, the stalks grew thinner, and they started to see the shapes of low mounds through the grass. Suddenly the grass was gone, and they stood at the edge of a large clearing, with grass-covered hillocks dotting the floor of the prairie for hundreds of yards. There were at least two dozen small cooking fires outside the entrances to the low domes, each being tended by small-framed females with the distinctive sharp snouts and pointed ears Costa had first seen carved on the black vessel from Sierra del Plata and later on Vupilor and her uncle.


  They had emerged from the grass only a few seconds when a small child ran past them, then stopped and whirled around to face the strangers. His small face had the chunky look of a puppy or a wolf cub, with only his long ears foretelling his adult features. The child cocked his head and looked at Vupilor with a curious expression. Then he glanced at Costa, and his eyes widened in horror. He began to scream words Costa didn’t understand and ran to the nearest cooking fire, obviously yelling for the Hutaakan female at the fire to help him.


  “I think I understand some of that,” said Vupilor. “He’s saying that a monster is after him, and he means you. Let me do the talking. They’ll be too frightened of you to do anything but run away.”


  Costa nodded, smiling slightly at the irony of the situation. Among her people, in her homeland, he was the monster, the freakish creature to be pitied and feared. These were intelligent beings who had deliberately isolated themselves from humankind and wanted nothing to do with his race.


  Several males had appeared in the clearing now and were standing in front of their females and children. Costa was surprised to see that none of them appeared to have weapons of any sort. Vupilor took a few steps toward the curious Hutaakans and called to them in a series of yelping phrases. Costa thought he detected the words ‘Watak,’ ‘Joffik,’ and ‘Carrascal,’ but couldn’t be sure. He had heard both Yazi and Gosluk often enough to recognize both goblinoid dialects, but this was a completely foreign language to his ears. Several of the Hutaakan males muttered among themselves, glancing back at Vupilor as they conversed. Finally one of them, an older individual with silver streaks in his wavy light brown fur, shouted something back to the Watakan Honorbound.


  Vupilor replied with a quick musical bark. Then she turned to Costa and told him quickly what she had heard.


  “I’ve told them that I am the niece of a holy man and a warrior in my homeland. They do not understand how anyone with Hutaakan ancestors could tolerate traveling with a human, and they want their priest to examine me before they believe anything I tell them. It is mostly you that they fear, and they distrust me because I am with you. It might be better if you stay with the horses until I have a chance to convince the priest that we mean them no harm.”


  She unbuckled her sword belt and handed him her curved khopesh sword, as well as her flind bar. “Keep these with you. I don’t think weapons are very welcome here.”


  Costa was reluctant to leave her alone and unarmed, but she assured him that it would be safe. She left him at the edge of the clearing and walked confidently toward the gathering throng of her distant kindred. The elder with silver in his fur stepped forward and met her before she reached the first cooking hearth and conversed with her briefly. Costa watched the exchange closely, ready to come to her aid, but it didn’t seem to be necessary. The Hutaakan waved a hand and stared over Vupilor’s shoulder at Costa while a tall, thin priest dressed in a long white robe was ushered through the crowd by two other elders. When he stood in front of Vupilor, Costa realized that the Honorbound was rather tall for her race.


  The cleric raised both hands and his muzzle in the air and yelped four identical phrases toward the blue sky. Then he lowered his hands toward Vupilor but kept staring upward. Suddenly a golden aura descended from his hands, molding itself to the warrior’s tall figure. The glow seemed to pulsate for two or three seconds, just long enough for Costa to feel uneasy, then vanished. The priest leaned forward, sticking his muzzle close to Vupilor’s, and appeared to be sniffing her head and chest. The strange inspection lasted only a few minutes. The priest patted her on the shoulder and spoke to the elder who was still staring at Costa. Whatever had happened must have been decisive, because the elder looked away from the human and reached for Vupilor’s shoulders. He embraced her in a formal manner and rubbed his muzzle on both sides of her jaw. She did the same with him and then signaled for Costa to join them.


  The elder greeted the human with outstretched arms. Costa glanced at Vupilor, who told him to do exactly what she had done. He stood still while the old Hutaakan reached up for the warrior’s broad shoulder and tried to embrace him. Costa flexed his knees, lowering himself a foot so that the elder could brush his muzzle on both sides of Costa’s face. It had been two days since he had shaved, and the reddish-black stubble was sharp enough to make the old Hutaakan recoil slightly when their cheeks touched. The warrior then returned the embrace, taking care not to hug the fragile old shoulders too tightly for fear of hurting the elder.


  After the exchange of formal greetings, the elder bowed and muttered something that sounded like a low-pitched howl punctuated with a series of random growls. “He welcomes us to the Children of Pflarr community,” said Vupilor. “He says a loyal friend of a daughter of Pflarr always has a cooking fire in the community.”


  “Who is this ‘Pflarr’?”


  “According to Hutaakan legends, Pflarr is the Immortal who created the first Hutaakan, and is the only Immortal who watches over all Hutaakans, wherever they may be. I have heard Joffik pray to him, but I thought it was a minor Watak Immortal. The priest invoked a special prayer to Pflarr to determine whether we were worthy of his trust. We seem to have passed the test.”


  “Could this be the priest we came to see? He seems too young to have known your uncle.”


  “I think he is the grandson of the old Githnar who trained Joffik,” she said. “I’m waiting until the elder leaves so that we can talk directly to the priest. It’s considered rude for strangers to speak to anyone except elders when they are present.”


  The elders ended their conversation with the cleric and turned toward their visitors. The one who seemed to be their spokesman said something to Vupilor, glancing at Costa and grinning. She made a chuckling noise and replied quickly. The other two elders and the young priest laughed loudly when they heard her response. Then the three elders separated and motioned for the crowd of onlookers to resume whatever they had been doing before the strangers appeared. Within a few minutes, Costa and Vupilor were alone with the priest in the community courtyard in the center of the domed subterranean houses.


  “What was all that about?” asked Costa.


  “The elders of the community wanted to know what it was like to have a human husband. I told them it was far too much trouble. It would have been much too complicated to explain who you are to the elders. They are good people, but they are also quite ignorant of the world outside their community.”


  “Can we talk to the priest now?”


  Before she could answer, the cleric replied directly to Costa in halting Common. “It is now permitted for you talk with Githnar.”


  “You speak Common!” Vupilor exclaimed.


  “Not so good for understanding,” he replied.


  Vupilor asked him quickly about Joffik, mentioning that her uncle had called his old teacher Githnar, the young priest’s own name.


  “Old Githnar my grandfather,” he said. “Old Githnar give spirit and name to young Githnar. Old Githnar teach Vupilor’s uncle. Young Githnar teach Vupilor?”


  “Yes,” she said. “You must teach us about a statue of a Hutaakan—a statue carved of black glass.”


  Vupilor described the artifact in exact detail. She told the priest the circumstances of its discovery, including the death of the two miners. The cleric seemed particularly interested when she mentioned the silver inscriptions and the swirling pink cloud inside the vessel.


  “… and that is when Joffik remembered seeing a similar statue of black glass when your grandfather taught him the sacred prayers to Pflarr. Have you ever seen such a figure?”


  Githnar nodded solemnly and motioned for them to follow him into one of the sod houses. As they entered the doorway, Costa noticed that the house had been built by piling sod on top of a limestone slab. It was actually an entrance to a large cavern. As soon as they entered the mound, they began descending ancient stone steps that twisted downward into a network of corridors and chambers that connected to each of the other sod houses in the community. The Hutaakans lived mainly below the earth, disguising the entrances to their complex as primitive sod houses with prairie grass growing on the roofs for camouflage.


  Githnar led them to a large inner cavern dominated by a massive cubicle of carved limestone. The cube appeared to have no seams or crevices, as if it were cut from one gigantic block of stone. Costa had no way to measure it, but its angles and dimensions appeared to be precisely measured and exactly square. Except for one side where an inclined ramp led to the top of the cube, the walls of the limestone block were covered with has relief sculptures of hundreds of human and humanoid figures. There were images of warfare, hunting, farming, building, children, and family life—portraits of Hutaakan culture and history, Costa thought.


  A strip of hieroglyphs similar to those on the black vessel ran around the cube, just below the images. The Honorbound guessed that it contained captions for each of the scenes. It was difficult for him to believe that the ancestors of these simple subsistence farmers of the plains of Yavdlom could have mastered both the artistic and the technical skills he had seen in the network of tunnels and now in this perfect cube of stone. But the most curious thing about the pictures was their depiction of human figures. Each time a human appeared, he or she seemed to be floating over the Hutaakan figures. Only one panel of the cube appeared to have been modified after its original sculptors had finished. In the representations of warfare, Hutaakans were depicted in combat against many other races, but they were usually using spears and arrows against gnolls, goblins, and hobgoblins.


  But in one corner of the sculpted frieze, the faces of their enemies had been mutilated by less skillful hands. What apparently had been a battle between Hutaakan archers and gnoll pikemen had been altered roughly to make the gnolls more humanoid. Their muzzles and ears had been hammered away, replaced with crudely chiseled human ears, noses, and mouths. Six of the glyphs below the altered scene had also been edited, probably to change the characters representing some specific gnollish enemy to name a more recent human one, Costa guessed.


  The Hutaakan priest ushered the two warriors up the inclined plane to the top of the cube, which they now realized was a huge sarcophagus. They stared in awe into the lighted interior of the burial box, where a beautifully carved mummy case was centered within a bright circle of flickering candles. The case had been fashioned from the same obsidian and decorated with silver trim exactly like that of the black vessel. The mummy case inside the sarcophagus was at least twice as large as Mazrooth’s artifact, but its Hutaakan features were almost identical to those of the sculpture in Almarrón. The dancing candlelight against the glossy black glass made the sculpture appear to breathe, as if it were a living creature sleeping in the center of its square stone bed.


  “It is an Old One,” Githnar whispered reverently. “They sleep between the Cataclysms and will rise to rule again. We must guard their beds of black ice so that their slumber remains undisturbed. Each day I must bathe and anoint the sacred Old One and replace the candles that have burned out.”


  “How many priests of Pflarr attend to the Old One?” Vupilor asked.


  “There can be but one Githnar,” he answered. “The sacred duty must pass from father to son. Others who would serve Pflarr must leave the burrow, as did your uncle in my grandfather’s time.”


  “So ‘Githnar’ is a title rather than a name?” asked Costa.


  “Not exactly,” Vupilor replied. “It is more a state of being, like the Common word ‘blessed.’ When this priest inherited the duties from his father, he also inherited his father’s supernatural power to perform them. That was the moment he became ‘Githnar.’ It is almost a name for ‘power.’ ”


  “What you say is true, warrior,” the cleric added. “Your uncle has taught you well.”


  “Unfortunately he didn’t teach me to read the holy inscriptions. He was blinded before I was able to learn them. That’s why he sent me to the Githnar of Pflarr. Will you teach me the sacred writing on the sarcophagus and on the silver bands of the Old One?”


  “The glyphs are nothing but sounds,” said the priest. “It will not take you long to master the sounds, but I cannot teach you the language, because I do not know it. It is an ancient tongue, spoken many centuries ago. There are some words that the Children of Pflarr still use, but most of them are now forgotten.”


  “What about the humans?” Costa interjected. “Who were the humans floating in the sky?”


  The priest’s eyes flashed and his muzzle quivered. For a moment, it seemed that he was going to bare his fangs, but he managed to control himself. He spoke a few rapid phrases to Vupilor in his own language and turned away from them both to walk brusquely down the ramp. He stood at the base of the cube and beckoned for them to join him. As they descended the ramp, the Watakan warrior glowered at her companion.


  “Keep your mouth shut, Hernán. You don’t know how to handle this situation. Those are not humans; they are Immortals, and one of them is their creator, the great Pflarr himself. Githnar just told me that it was just like a human to think that Holy Pflarr was nothing but a man. Now he is deeply offended and does not wish to discuss holy matters in your presence.”


  Costa muttered a curse in both exasperation and embarrassment at his clumsiness. The Honorbound Protocol required him to be sensitive to the needs of his hosts, and he would never have insulted the priest intentionally. “Can I apologize? Tell him that I saw his people fighting some humans in the last panel and could not know that the others were Immortals.”


  She nodded. “I saw that, too. Just let me do the talking from now on.”


  When they reached the floor of the cavern, she began speaking to the priest in his own language, stopping from time to time to point to the altered frieze crudely depicting human figures fighting Hutaakans. Githnar glanced at Costa sternly, but his anger seemed to be softening. Finally he began to relax and point to the individual scenes one by one and to the inscriptions below them. When he reached the last one, he gestured to Costa and told Vupilor something about the modified legend below the panel. Then he paused and waited for her to translate his words to Costa.


  “Githnar told me that each of the other scenes tell stories of my people’s origins. You would probably refer to them as myths, but they are actual historical events to Hutaakans. In each one, the Immortals are teaching important cultural skills to my ancestors. The first one depicts the creation of the first Hutaakans by Pflarr himself. The last one was meant to show the manner in which Vanya, the Immortal of war, enabled the peaceful Hutaakans to defeat their ancient enemies, the gnolls of Cruth. But that was before the armies of a human king named Halav drove our people out of their homeland to wander the wilderness. The Githnar who kept the tomb in the times of King Halav took it upon himself to record the struggle between humans and Hutaakans by changing the faces of our enemy.”


  As Vupilor translated the priest’s tale, Costa sensed the great emotion in her voice. Her use of the words “my people” and “our enemy” stung. The legend written in stone had reminded her of the more recent war waged against her people by the descendants of King Halav and the Traladarans. Costa could do nothing but nod his understanding of the motives that had led the ancient priest to edit the sculpture.


  “Githnar also says that he no longer believes you insulted the Immortals,” Vupilor added. “He even admitted that the first human he ever saw reminded him of the Immortals in this very sepulcher.”


  “How long will it take for you to learn enough of that script to translate the writing on the vessel?”


  “Not long,” she replied. “It’s a very simple phonetic orthography. I’ll be able to record it in Common well enough to pronounce the words, but as Githnar says, we won’t know what it means until someone studies it carefully.”


  “Mazrooth.”


  “Yes. Give the transcription to me so that I can show it to Githnar.”


  Costa retrieved the small folded packet of drawings from his shirt and handed it to her. They followed Githnar to a small chamber close to the sepulcher. It appeared to be the priest’s study or prayer room. The walls were lined with crude pictures of Hutaakan heroes, mostly in clerical robes, drawn on planks of wood. There were a few old carved wooden tablets with nothing but Hutaakan scriptures on them, perhaps used as meditation objects for many generations of Githnars. Vupilor unfolded Mazrooth’s drawings and spread them on the flat surface of the young priest’s worktable. She addressed Githnar in his own language, explaining that the paper contained a drawing of the vessel itself and a copy of the inscriptions beneath its surface. The priest’s eyes widened in amazement as he leaned over the drawings.


  Mazrooth had captured the appearance of the black vessel with such realism and clarity that Githnar began yelping excitedly to Vupilor and pointing to the drawing as he talked.


  “He says there can be no doubt that the vessel is Hutaakan,” said the Watakan warrior. “He claims that it is a relic of his people’s magnificent past, before the Great Cataclysm destroyed their civilization in the Black Peaks.”


  “The Black Peaks? In Karameikos?”


  “So it seems. My people claim that our race is far older than yours, you know. Our legends say we once lived in the heartland of Thyatis, long before your ancestors arrived there. We also say that we are the ones who taught your ancestors everything they know.”


  Costa raised an eyebrow. Vupilor’s racial legends were mildly interesting, but he thought of them more as minor points of ethnic pride than of history. In any case, the origins of things mattered very little to him. He was more interested in the present.


  “Can he read the inscriptions?” he asked her.


  Vupilor moved the drawing of the vessel and spread the transcription of the hieroglyphs across the table. Githnar moved closer and placed a furry finger on the first character, pronouncing it emphatically as a long vowel sound, “ee.”


  Then he did the same with the next set of glyphs, slowly producing a word that sounded like “eepinokt.” He conferred briefly with Vupilor, who was writing the sounds on the paper in Common as he voiced them.


  “He does not understand the phrase ‘eepinokt,’ and neither do I,” she told Costa.


  The priest was working more rapidly now, sliding his forefinger across the glyphs Mazrooth had copied from the vessel. He sounded each one tentatively at first, then made a few minor corrections to his previous pronunciations and continued. Costa knew something was wrong even before Vupilor did. She was too busy recording Githnar’s phonetic mouthing of the glyphs to see the expression begin to change in his ears and eyes. Costa first noticed the long ears rotate forward, something he had learned to associate with danger by watching Vupilor during their mission together. Then Githnar’s eyes widened and his muzzle parted slightly.


  “This is a wizard’s evil curse!” he shouted in Common. “You have written it backward to deceive me! I will not pronounce it aloud!”


  Vupilor stopped writing and studied the characters she had already transcribed, sounding them to herself until they came together into meaningful sequences.


  “Those are just the sounds of prayers and the names of Immortals!” she exclaimed. “I have heard my uncle use them before.”


  “They are the forbidden words of ghosts,” Githnar insisted in his own language. “You must leave at once. You and this human have brought shame and evil to the door of the Old One’s eternal chamber. I will not let you defile this holy place again! Leave, I said!”


  Costa looked at Vupilor, reluctant to say anything that might alienate the priest even more, if that were possible. The Watakan warrior was too astonished by the cleric’s outburst to do anything but stare at the incomplete phonetic transcription and wonder how such an innocent set of prayer fragments and honorific titles of various Immortals could have incited Githnar’s wrath so easily.


  “I think we’d better be going,” Costa murmured.


  Vupilor looked up from the desk to see the human’s eyes focused on the crowd that had begun to gather at the door to Githnar’s chamber. She quickly folded the drawings on the table and crammed them into a pocket beneath her shirt of mail.


  “We meant no harm here, Githnar,” she told the priest. “We have done nothing to defile your temple. All I wanted was your help to identify something that seemed to belong to our ancient ancestors. As the niece of a holy man who knew your grandfather, I apologize for offending you and pray that you will let me complete the transcription.”


  Githnar took several seconds to respond. Finally he shook his head. “I cannot utter the blasphemous things written in that sinful document,” he insisted. “But I can warn you with all my power as a priest of the Children of Pflarr. Beware of the evil thing entombed in the sacred burial urn. If you loose such an evil creature upon the world, you will never force it to return to its cursed prison.”
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  In his full arachnid shape, Mazrooth worked more rapidly than he might have as a humanoid on the silver inscriptions. It was easy for him to suspend himself from a single web strand inches above the gleaming black surface while directing the Watak Yazi priest’s hands as they passed over different sections of the silver ribbon of glyphs. The wizard had already noticed several regular reactions within the vessel that seemed to be related to Joffik’s hand motions. Whenever the blind priest made a circular movement to his left, nothing happened. But when the motion shifted to the right, the red haze flared and tracked the hand as if Joffik were pulling a string attached to the haze. As an arachnid, Mazrooth could watch several different corners of the vessel simultaneously and saw that the amorphous entity seemed to materialize in different portions of the vessel each time Joffik summoned or enticed it from some internal crevice with his moving fingers.


  Both Mazrooth and Joffik were careful not to use any detection spells or invocations that might open a channel of access between their world and the one inside the magical vessel. Even without translating a single glyph, they both knew that the entity within the sculpted glass cage was too powerful to control with guesswork. Mazrooth liked to know what arcane forces he was dealing with before attempting to manipulate them.


  When Joffik tired of acting as Mazrooth’s tool, the two of them worked on the glyphs the aranean had already copied. The procedure was the same for each one. Mazrooth would take the priest’s fingers in one of his humanoid hands and trace a selected glyph on the tabletop until the cleric thought he could visualize it. Joffik would then sound the phonetic character while Mazrooth recorded it in Common so that he could replicate the sound. Occasionally Joffik would be able to recognize a string of glyphs as a word in his own Watakan dialect, usually the name of an Immortal or a common word.


  Mazrooth wasn’t sure whether Joffik’s inability to recognize more of the characters was due to a memory lapse related to his years or to mere ignorance of the dialect etched in the silver. While the old priest rested, the wizard delved into every dust-covered book and scroll in his study that might contain the slightest clue to the ancient language of the vessel. At the end of the second day, he still hadn’t identified the dialect, but he knew beyond a doubt what it was not. The glyphs and sounds they represented bore no resemblance at all to the ancient Oltec language associated with relics such as the Barrier Mask of Saragón.


  It was on the morning of the third day that Mazrooth began to break the code of the inscriptions within the vessel. According to the principles of his mystical tradition, the wizard was required to spend two consecutive hours of deep meditation, at precisely the same solar hour, every day. Without the daily retreat, he couldn’t maintain the arcane potency he needed to cast his more powerful incantations. Mazrooth locked himself in a tiny cell containing nothing but a crude stone bench exactly one hour after sunrise each morning and did not emerge until he had spent at least two hours concentrating upon the dozens of magical formulas and phrases that were crucial to his profession. If he hadn’t used many spells the previous day, the incantations were easier to recall. He occasionally used the extra meditation time to transcend his physical body and indulge in the pleasures and freedom of spiritual travel. On the third morning, Mazrooth’s recuperative meditations had been especially brief, since he hadn’t cast any spells on the previous day that might have had unpredictable effects upon the forces within the black vessel.


  He allowed his mind to dissociate from his body, to leave it behind in a deepening coma. When transcendence was complete, the wizard’s spirit form rose like a light fog from the arachnid shell reclining on the stone slab. As it hovered above the comatose aranean figure, the mist swirled and formed a fleeting shape in the air of the cell. The shape varied in form between Mazrooth’s arachnid and humanoid identities, sometimes combining the two in odd manifestations, much like the wizard’s demispider physical form. Free of its corporeal mass, the spiritual essence of the mystic dived beneath the locked door and zoomed into the outer hallway. The wizard’s spirit form moved faster than a spring wind, darting under doors, into drawers, between pages of books, inside bottles and other containers. Mazrooth was enjoying the brief respite from his dangerous work on the black vessel, paying little attention to his location. Then suddenly he found himself in his own bedchamber, which he had loaned to Joffik. He was so accustomed to living alone that he had never developed a sense of privacy, either his own or anyone else’s.


  The priest was kneeling on his haunches, gazing upward with sightless eyes and hands raised to the ceiling. He was praying in a lilting, singsong voice to several of his favorite Immortals, particularly Tabak, and one whose name Mazrooth didn’t recognize, one he referred to as “Creator Pflarr.” The wizard wasn’t usually very interested in the prayers of desert shamans and priests, but the mention of an unknown Immortal by the honorific title of a creator aroused his insatiable curiosity. He willed his spiritual essence to hover in a corner of the room so that he could listen closely to the Yazi priest’s invocations.


  As his trained ear became more attuned to the high-pitched mumbling spilling from Joffik’s gray muzzle, Mazrooth was mildly surprised to realize that he didn’t understand many of the words and phrases. The wizard’s command of both ancient and spoken languages was excellent. He had studied most known languages, living and dead, and was fluent in many of them. Yet here was one he had never heard. That fact alone wasn’t unusual, since many religious orders invented their own styles of communicating with their favorite Immortals, rather like the secret cants of thieves’ guilds. But most ritual dialects were based upon the ancient root languages spoken by the founders of the cults. Except for the names of Immortals and a sprinkling of Yazi words for “creator” and “guardian,” this was definitely not any ancient language Mazrooth recognized. Yet there was something familiar about the sounds coming from Joffik’s muzzle.


  Suddenly he knew where he had heard them before. The glyphs! The priest was praying with some of the same syllables he had heard as Joffik tried to visualize the characters from the vessel. Mazrooth focused his mind intently upon the litany of names and invocations Joffik was enunciating in his peculiar musical style of prayer. It was easy for the wizard to memorize the phrases because the priest repeated each one dozens of times in rapid succession. Mazrooth’s excitement mounted, although he still had no idea of what the words meant. He knew it was a simple matter now of casting either the elementary comprehend languages incantation or the more powerful tongues spell to understand prayers and to unlock the phrases within the magical vessel from the silver mine. He couldn’t cast such spells in his spirit form, but he could store Joffik’s utterances in his memory and decipher them when his spirit returned to his body.


  The blind priest’s prayers continued for nearly thirty more minutes, providing Mazrooth with enough linguistic data to begin constructing a vocabulary and a syntax of the unknown language. As soon as he recalled his spirit to his body, the wizard ended his trance and hurried to his kitchen to fetch the simple components he needed for the comprehend languages spell. It was simpler by far than tongues and required only a bit of soot and salt. He had been unable to use it directly on the vessel because it was useless on magical inscriptions. After seeing what had happened when Joffik used a divination invocation, he had also decided not to attempt his read magic incantation. This new discovery, however, opened a back door for him to read the inscriptions without risking the employment of magical dweomers, which seemed to strengthen the entity inside the vessel.


  The aranean mage scurried back to his laboratory with salt and soot from the kitchen. With rapid, resolute strokes of his pen, he transcribed the Yazi priest’s prayers from his memory onto paper. While muttering the aranean spell words for the elementary incantation, he smeared a pinch of soot on four of his eyelids and sprinkled a trace of salt on his tongue. When he opened his magically treated eyes, the black Common characters he had just inked began to dance and quiver on the white paper. Within just seconds, Mazrooth could mentally “hear” the phrases in the whispery aranean dialect that was his first language.


  It was a simple set of prayers, the usual sort of generic invocations designed to protect the supplicant from both mundane and arcane forces. The “creator” reference to an Immortal named Pflarr recurred no fewer than eighteen times, signifying an even more important mythological dimension than Mazrooth had guessed. He made a mental note to explore that reference in depth. The most fruitful aspect of his spell, however, was a catalog of sounds in the unknown dialect Joffik was using to address the mysterious entity named Pflarr. Within just half an hour, the wizard had compiled a tentative phonology and morphology of the unknown language and had even begun to construct a fragmentary syntax based upon the limited lexicon of the prayers. He was just finishing the syntactic analysis when Joffik groped his way into the laboratory.


  “I want to try something different,” Mazrooth told the priest after seating him at the worktable. “I have some sounds that I want you to try to write in the sacred symbols.”


  Joffik nodded and pricked his long ears toward the Aranean wizard seated across the table from him. One by one, Mazrooth pronounced various syllables he had heard the priest mutter in his prayers. After each string of sounds, Joffik’s hands moved rapidly across the paper with a stick of charcoal. When the wizard had finished with the first set of syllables, he turned the paper around and studied it carefully for several minutes before he had the answer.


  “By Negyavim!” he exclaimed excitedly when he realized what they had been doing. Mazrooth leapt from the chair, overturning it with a clatter, and darted across the laboratory to a cabinet of glassware and assorted alchemical equipment. Moments later he was back at the table with a small hand mirror in one of his hairy segmented hands. He found one of his transcriptions of the meandering silver band inside the vessel and spread it on top of the priest’s charcoal writing. Then he turned his thorax and head away from the table and held the mirror over his shoulder, viewing the reversed transcription in the glass. The characters were suddenly identical to those Joffik had sketched from the prayer sounds!


  “We were seeing the reverse images of the glyphs,” he told the old priest. “I can pronounce them now, even though I don’t know all of the words. You tell me what they mean.”


  The aranean began to enunciate the phrases from the vessel as carefully as he could, using the same sounds he had learned from Joffik’s prayers. The priest’s clouded eyes narrowed after only a dozen words.


  “Stop! It’s a curse!” he shouted. “It is a magical rope of ancient Hutaakan spell words designed to curse the creature within the vessel. If you pronounce the words, it may cast you inside the vessel to take the place of its current prisoner!”


  “So it is Hutaakan! I have read legends of them in old Traladaran documents, but I’ve never seen or heard their language until now. The language of your prayers is related to ancient Hutaakan, I would wager. Let me read individual words to you out of sequence,” Mazrooth suggested. “The phrases will be meaningless, but you will be able to help me translate the inscriptions without pronouncing dangerous incantations.”


  The priest agreed with the wizard’s strategy and began to explain each of the individual words. It was late afternoon when they finished. Mazrooth studied the resulting document, reading and rereading it silently to make sure he understood it completely. When he was satisfied that he knew the secret of the vessel, he sighed and shut each of his eight eyes to block out as much external imagery as possible. He remained in deep thought for nearly an hour without responding to Joffik’s queries concerning his progress.


  “I have to consult some materials in my library,” he told the priest when he ended his meditation. “I suggest you come with me. It would not be a good idea to leave you alone with that thing. I know its name now, but I do not know how to control it yet.”


  “What is it? What is the powerful evil presence within the vessel?”


  When Mazrooth told him what the vessel contained, Joffik’s face trembled in fear.
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  Tristan was late in crossing the border back into Almarrón. Despite his friend’s fast horse, the fugitive Honorbound had to circle out of his way around the border trails to reach the main highway to Gorgoña’s capital. The border posts were teeming with militiamen, questioning and searching all travelers leaving Almarrón. Tristan was shocked to discover that the object of their search was not himself but Hernán Costa. There were crude posters bearing a hastily drawn likeness of Costa on trees and walls for miles along the road to Almarrón. Among his “crimes” were listed “High Treason,” “Attempted Assassination,” and “Murder.” For a reward, Maximiliano was offering a choice between five hundred gold royals or five hundred ounces of cinnabryl to anyone who brought the lone Honorbound back to Ciudad Tejillas, dead or alive. Either ransom was more than adequate to entice an army of bounty hunters and would-be Inheritors to shoot and kill Costa on sight.


  It worried Tristan even more to know that the militia were having to search for Costa at all. The captain should have been easy enough to find at the house of Mazrooth al Yedom. In fact, he doubted if Costa would have resisted if the militia or his own Honorbound had appeared at Mazrooth’s door with a warrant for his arrest. The man was perhaps too honorable and idealistic for his own good and would have trusted justice to prevail. He hadn’t yet experienced enough treachery in his life to temper his strong ideals with pragmatism. If he survives all of this, he may be able to resolve that minor flaw, Tristan thought with a grim smile.


  The Almarrón border guards didn’t seem to be interested in anyone entering the country, but there was a long line of entrants waiting for the soldiers who were searching departing travelers to admit them. In his dirty cloak, the Honorbound commander looked like an elderly beggar and was waved through as soon as he reached the guard post at the crossing.


  But the delays in Gorgoña cost him precious time. He reached Mazrooth’s door in the late afternoon. There was no sign of the large force of Yazi gnolls that Miguel Prado had described to Maximiliano. He had to beat on the outer portal and shout for nearly a quarter of an hour before the angry wizard answered his frantic summons.


  “What do you want? This is private property!”


  “I am Tristan Medina, Knight Commander of the Honorbound Companions. We met once in Saragón, Master Mazrooth, when you were studying Oltec magic. You must let me enter immediately!”


  “Get away from my door! I told your hirelings this morning that Captain Costa is not here. I don’t know where he is. Now, leave me alone!”


  “Wait, Mazrooth! I’ve come to warn you of a grave danger. We have very little time. You must open the door and hear me. An armed force is coming to kill you and to take the artifact from Sierra del Plata from your house.”


  There was a moment of prolonged silence from inside the citadel. The iron bar finally slid away and the door opened. Mazrooth was wearing his human disguise, glowering with his two good eyes at the commander.


  “I remember you, but you were not such an important man in those days,” said the wizard. “Now, what is this nonsense about armed thieves descending upon my house?”


  In a flood of words, Tristan told the disguised aranean of Miguel Prado’s treachery and described the plot he had overheard in the rebel camp. Mazrooth didn’t appear to be surprised to learn of Prado’s activities.


  “I am merely astonished that neither you nor the baron understood that you were dealing with a professional thief and spy,” he told Tristan. “I use Prado to acquire things I need because he is so resourceful. I would never trust the man to tell me the truth, nor would I let him insinuate himself into my confidence. Do you not know about his Charm Legacy? Nearly everyone else who has dealt with him knows enough to close his ears when he switches the subject to personal matters. Is the baron that much of a fool?”


  “The baron is young and spoiled,” Tristan replied.


  “Well, we must not stand here chattering about spilled milk. You must help us get the artifact into the wagon. It must not fall into the hands of Esteban and his dim-witted rabble of farmhands and miners. I wish now that I had not prevailed upon my guest to dismiss his Yazi escort three days ago.”


  “Perhaps it would be better to make a stand here,” Tristan suggested. “The outer walls are strong, and I think we could hold them off for at least a few days. By then Maximiliano may have come to his senses, and my Honorbound officers will come to see what progress you have made with the artifact.”


  “By then it will be too late,” said Mazrooth. “It is true that these walls would withstand a frontal assault by a light cavalry squad, if I may dignify Prado’s team of conspirators in such a manner. As a matter of fact, I could reinforce them magically so that we could resist a much more powerful force. But I fear, Commander, that a much more powerful enemy lies within the walls rather than without.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that the artifact from Sierra del Plata is not a statue but a magical vessel, a prison containing a dangerous and evil entity from an archaic civilization across the Gulf of Hule. That is where your Captain Costa has gone. He is traveling by my orders to the Hutaakan ruins that may have been the origin of the vessel. But I thought he was going to consult with you about the change in plans.”


  “I was unavailable,” said Tristan, “but he was yours to command. I told him as much in my commission to him. As for the artifact, I thought it was Oltec, like the Barrier Mask of Saragón.”


  “No, Commander, it is not Oltec. It was fashioned by sorceries much more powerful than any the Oltecs ever used. Even as we speak, the entity inside the vessel grows stronger. It will soon be able to escape and do irreparable harm throughout the Baronies unless we are able to move it into the arid lands of El Grande Carrascal.”


  “I don’t understand,” said Tristan.


  “Of course you do not understand,” Mazrooth replied quickly, “and I do not want to waste time explaining it to you. Just help us load it in the wagon and drive the mules. Neither I nor the blind priest who has been helping me know anything about mules.”


  It took the three of them nearly an hour to prepare the wagon and fit the traces on the mule team, then load the heavy vessel inside the wagon with the aid of Mazrooth’s levitation enchantment. Tristan left his tired mare in Mazrooth’s stable and climbed onto the driver’s seat next to the Yazi priest. Mazrooth remained in the back so he could watch the vessel. The swirling red fog was now excited and powerful enough to remain in motion for longer periods. The wizard could feel the surface of the statue vibrating slightly, even without casting a spell to detect motion.


  They had just managed to get the wagon out of the courtyard and sealed the main gate when Miguel Prado arrived with a dozen of Don Esteban’s rebel soldiers. Moreño, the huge mine foreman whom Costa had commandeered at Don Galvez’s hacienda in the Sierra del Plata, rode beside Prado at the head of the rebel detachment.


  “This is convenient, Tristan,” Prado told the officer. “I didn’t expect to see you here. I heard that you were under arrest in Ciudad Tejillas. Does this mean that I have an opportunity to kill a dangerous fugitive, or has Maximiliano had a change of heart?”


  “Where’s Hernán Costa and his Yazi girlfriend?” Moreño demanded.


  Tristan answered neither question. He pulled the wheel lock pistol Andros gave him from his belt and aimed it directly at Miguel Prado’s chest.


  “Let us pass, Prado! I will not hesitate to use this pistol.”


  “Take him, men!” Moreño yelled.


  Several things happened at once.


  One of the rebels threw a dagger, catching Tristan in the throat. His dying hand jerked the trigger, firing the small but powerful charge of smokepowder. The large pistol ball shattered Moreño’s leg, the same one that had been injured by the Yazi spear, tearing through the muscle and leaving it hanging by only tendons at the side of his horse. Arterial blood spurred over the frightened animal’s flanks as the large miner slumped forward in agony. The horse bolted in panic as Moreño’s huge body slid from the saddle and dangled by his one good leg from the stirrup. The animal plummeted headlong down the steep hill, dragging the burly mine foreman to his death over the sharp stones and hard ground.


  Old Joffik stood up just as the pistol discharged, shouting a Hutaakan curse at the top of his voice. One of the rebels lassoed the blind priest, using his trained quarter horse to jerk him out of the wagon. Joffik’s head crashed against the metal rim of the wagon wheel, stifling the remaining words of the curse and knocking him unconscious.


  Inside the wagon, Mazrooth heard the exchange between Tristan and the rebels. He was raising his hands and muttering a spell word when the smokepowder exploded. Suddenly the protective effects of the wizard’s cinnabryl vanished, instantly depleted by the explosion. Any Inheritor with multiple Legacies such as Mazrooth’s was well advised to always wear additional cinnabryl to avoid the effects of smokepowder. In his haste to remove the black vessel from his laboratory, the wizard had forgotten to add more of the precious mineral to his diminishing talisman.


  The combined detrimental effects of some of his Legacies overwhelmed him before he could complete the incantation. Four transparent wings suddenly thrust from his humanoid back, through the thin silk robe. His hands sprouted hundreds of writhing cilia, making it nearly impossible to use them. Without warning, scales began to appear on his face and chest, his lips vanished, and his tongue lengthened and split, forming a forked serpent’s tongue.


  When the first rebel to reach the wagon climbed onto the back to peer through the canvas flap, an enormous winged snake with eight legs and worm-covered hands lunged at him, burying its long, poisonous fangs in his shoulder. The man was dead before he hit the ground, and the monster that had been Mazrooth al Yedom was hopping grotesquely into the thick brush across the trail.


  “What in Hel’s cursed name was that thing?” yelled one of the few men who saw it.


  “I don’t know, and I don’t want to know,” said another.


  Prado heard the commotion and joined the startled men at the rear of the wagon. He listened to their incoherent descriptions for several minutes while staring at the dead man’s frozen look of horror. Finally he prompted his horse closer to the wagon and parted the canvas with the tip of his saber. There was nothing but the gleaming black statue inside. He guessed incorrectly that Mazrooth had escaped by wizardry and had probably returned to his laboratory by some secret entrance.


  It might be years before he pokes his ugly face outside his door again, thought the spy.


  He pulled himself up on the front of the wagon, next to the rebel who would drive the mule team back to Gorgoña. Then he shoved Tristan’s corpse out of the wagon with a single thrust of his fancy polished boot.


  Chapter 22
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  Hernán Costa paid a fisherman in Kastr one hundred gold royals to ferry them across the gulf. The boat reeked of many decades of spoiled halibut and mackerel, and every inch of decking was covered with dried blood and slime. But it was a seaworthy craft, perhaps even more so than the cog they had taken to Slagovich. Costa and Vupilor had decided to land in Gorgoña, since the harbor militia in Almarrón would probably be watching the port at Ciudad Tejillas. The captain of the small fishing vessel made extra money on occasion by smuggling contraband cinnabryl to fugitive pirates hiding in the twisted streams of the Delta de Pozaverde. He was one of the few foreign seamen who could take a skiff through the maze of rivulets at the mouth of the Rio Copos all the way to Ciudad Real.


  The crossing took several hours longer than their firm voyage, but the weather was better and Vupilor didn’t get seasick. They docked at a smuggler’s pier in Gorgoña’s infamous Delta de Pozaverde in the early afternoon. Costa paid the fisherman and watched him and his crew disappear in a skiff into the delta, bound for the bright lights and expensive diversions of the Gorgoñan capital.


  Uncertain of recent events in Almarrón, the two warriors avoided encounters with strangers on the border trail into the Sierra Borgosa hills. Costa guessed that the Almarrón militia would be on guard at the highway crossing, but he wasn’t prepared for what he saw as they turned onto the main road from Ciudad Real. On every large tree, there was a poster with his face on it! He ripped one off the nearest trunk and examined it in the failing light of dusk. He couldn’t believe what he was reading. He already knew about the insane rumor of his plan to assassinate the baron and lead a coup, but now someone was saying he had murdered a drunken afflicted man five days earlier in Paso Tejillas, on the night he and Vupilor had sailed to Slagovich. Costa was beginning to feel as if he were having a nightmare and should be waking up before long.


  “Hernán! On your guard!”


  The warrior looked up from the poster just in time to see a small man with spikes covering his face and hands diving toward him from the side of the road. Another man was standing in the road, pointing his hand at Costa. His fingers appeared to be hollow cylinders, like multiple barrels of a pistol.


  Costa wheeled his horse, snagging some of the lunging man’s spikes in the barding and tossing him to the ground. Before he could stop him, the trained war-horse stomped on the amateur bounty hunter’s spiked chest with its heavy metal shoes and left him crushed and bleeding in the dirt.


  Vupilor whisked her khopesh from its scabbard and charged the man with hollow fingers. She reached him just as four tiny darts shot from the tips of the digits, as if they were miniature blowguns. Costa raised a forearm to shield his face, catching two of the small missiles in his thick leather gauntlet and another in his leather vest between the steel scales covering his ribs. The fourth dart missed him completely. Vupilor’s heavy, razor-edged khopesh sliced easily through bone, flesh, and gristle, removing the man’s lethal Legacy weapon at the elbow. She was ready to ride him down, but he ran, screaming and gushing blood, into the forest beside the highway.


  “We can’t stay on the roads,” Costa said quickly. “They’ll be looking for me everywhere now that they know I’m in the vicinity. We’re only a few miles from Mazrooth’s citadel if we cut across the farms and forests.”


  Vupilor nodded and let her little pinto dart into the thick woods as if it had understood everything Costa had said. Costa glanced both ways on the highway to make sure they weren’t being followed and entered the forest after her.


  Costa knew something was terribly wrong when he saw Mazrooth’s dark citadel looming before him, its outer door gaping wide open despite the wizard lock he usually placed on it after dark. The light spell Mazrooth used to grow his vegetables in the courtyard was also dark. Only the inner doors remained closed and sealed with a faintly glowing blue light around the sill. He didn’t know the difference between the various incantations that Mazrooth used to guard his citadel, but he suspected that this last defense was more powerful than the one that usually sealed the outer doors.


  “Mazrooth! Can you hear me?” Costa called from the courtyard. He was reluctant to touch the glowing door, having seen enough magic to respect its power.


  “Vupilor!”


  The two startled warriors whirled around to face the unseen speaker, their weapons poised. A dark figure separated itself from the shadows of the courtyard, in the corner where Mazrooth had kept his rabbit hutch and horse stalls. It was a Yazi gnoll, his spots painted with the gaudy symbols Costa had learned to recognize as protective war designs. Vupilor spoke to the gnoll in her own Watak language, not the Yazi dialect Costa knew from his frontier campaigns. Still, he heard Joffik’s name mentioned several times.


  “Kiskak tells me there’s been trouble,” she said gravely. “Joffik has been injured badly.”


  She spoke to the gnoll again, then followed him into the shadows of the animal area. The old priest was lying on a bed of hay, but he was scarcely breathing. Vupilor knelt and leaned her muzzle against her uncle’s furry cheek. Costa could see tears glistening on her snout. Joffik’s eyes fluttered when he heard her whispering to him and finally cracked opened just enough to see his sister’s only child. The injured cleric whispered something to her that she couldn’t make out until she pressed her ear next to his muzzle. The effort to speak seemed to have exhausted the old priest. His eyes drifted shut, and his head lolled to one side. Vupilor placed a hand on his snout and caressed it gently. Then she stood and motioned for Costa to follow her to the courtyard entrance.


  “The human called Prado was here two days ago with many men,” she reported. “They killed your commander and took the vessel.”


  “Tristan?” Costa cried. “Tristan was here?”


  “He’s dead, Hernán. Soldiers came the next day and took his body back to the capital. Joffik says he came to find you and to warn Mazrooth that Prado was coming.”


  At first the warrior was too stunned at first by the news of Tristan’s death to speak. He accepted death as a regular occurrence in his profession, but Tristan had been like a father to him for many years. It took Costa a few minutes to regain enough composure to think clearly.


  “Where is Mazrooth?” he was finally able to mutter.


  “Joffik says it was dark when he woke. He could tell from the sounds of night birds. He tried to crawl to the wagon, but it was gone. That was when he felt the cold corpse of Commander Tristan. He called loudly for Mazrooth, but there was no answer. He was afraid they would return and kill him, so he crawled into the courtyard and hid beneath the rabbit hutches.”


  “What about the vessel? Did Mazrooth find out what was in the vessel?”


  “I asked my uncle just before he passed out again. All he could say was something about an aranean.”


  “Aranean? That bogey-man nonsense? Giant spiders that suck your blood and eat you? Are you sure you heard him correctly?”


  Vupilor nodded. “That’s exactly what he told me. Do you think there may be such a thing as an aranean? I’ve heard stories all my life about them. Some even say they can change their shapes and assume any form they choose. Could that have been what was in the vessel?”


  “I don’t know what to think anymore,” Costa cried. “I’ve lost my only friend in the world! There’s only one thing I want to do right now, and it doesn’t concern the vessel or our mission or Maximiliano’s paranoid delusions.”


  “You want vengeance,” the Watak said quickly, sensing his overwhelming anguish, “and you want to destroy Miguel Prado just as you killed your friend Diego when you were a boy. And I didn’t have to read your thoughts to know it. Your face says it all.”


  “That’s exactly what I want to do! I want to see that grinning mouth swallow my sword! And it won’t be an Honorbound that does it, but an avenging kinsman. You said it yourself, Vupilor. Tristan was like a father to me. By Ixion, I’ll find Prado and kill the damn bastard.”


  The Watakan warrior watched in silence as Costa removed his white sash, thereby severing the tie that bound him to the Protocol. By revoking his vows, he was authorizing all Honorbound knights to treat him as a renegade and to hunt him down like a criminal. Honorbound companions didn’t take their vows lightly, and he knew it.


  He studied Vupilor’s intelligent eyes, waiting to see her reaction. He had placed her in a difficult situation. If she remained true to the Protocol, she would have to fight him, perhaps to the death, in order to preserve her honor. If she didn’t try to arrest him, then she, too, would be branded a traitor to her vows. It was an ultimate choice between professional loyalty and friendship.


  “You do have at least one friend left, Hernán Costa,” she said, “even if you are a renegade.”


  The Watak raised her muzzle to the night sky and lifted the sash from her chest too, tossing it into the shadows of Mazrooth’s courtyard. Costa’s eyes burned with tears as he wrapped his arms around her muscular shoulders and hugged her against his armored chest. Vupilor tolerated the human’s display of emotion for only a few seconds. Then she pushed him away and called to the gnoll who was caring for her uncle. They talked in rapid guttural Yazi phrases this time, and Costa was able to understand that she was asking which direction Prado’s men had taken. The gnoll pointed eastward, toward the road to the Gorgoñan capital.


  “Gorgoña’s a big place, and the trail is more than forty-eight hours old,” said Costa. “I’d like to narrow it down a little.”


  “Kiskak told me a few minutes ago that one of the killers was lying dead in the road. At first he thought I might have killed him, but he didn’t see the mark of my khopesh. He dragged the corpse into the brush. Perhaps there will be something on the body that will suggest a place to look in Gorgoña.”


  Costa lit a torch from the courtyard and started searching for the body. It was exactly where Kiskak had left it earlier that day. It had begun to stink and had turned black where it touched the ground. A massive swollen area on the left side of the face extended down the neck and merged with the shoulder. The puffy flesh was blue and yellow near the site of the infection, which centered upon two large puncture wounds at the junction of the neck and shoulder. It resembled a snakebite, but Costa had never seen a viper with fangs that huge.


  The rebel’s pockets contained only a few copper and silver coins, and he wore a small amulet of cinnabryl on his wrist, good for no more than a few days. Costa was turning away when Vupilor called him back to the body.


  “How about the bottom of his boots?” she suggested.


  Costa knelt and pulled one of the cheap boots off the cadaver. He held it close to the torch to examine the leather sole. At the seam between the upper boot and the sole, he saw what he needed to see. There were bits of dirty sand and crushed seashells mixed with mud all around the edge of the boot. He lowered the torch to cast its glow on his own leg and pointed to the same seam on his own boot.


  Vupilor’s eyes widened. “That’s the same stuff! The delta!”


  Costa nodded. “There’s a place where the coastal swamp curls toward Almarrón,” he told her. “It’s not far from Paso Dorado, and I’ve heard the militiamen say the woods are full of smugglers and revolutionaries. I’ll wager anything you care to bet that we’ll find the wagon and the statue right there.”


  “And Miguel Prado?”


  “And Miguel Prado!” Costa exclaimed coldly.
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  Retracing their route to the Gorgoñan border across the open farmland was easy. A full moon provided enough light to jump fences and streams, and it was so late that the would-be bounty hunters had all gone home or retreated to a tavern to escape the cold wind. There was no sign of the crushed man with spikes, nor of his one-armed companion. The two warriors moved fast, following the deep forest trail on the Gorgoñan side of the border, just as they had done on the previous afternoon. This time, though, they veered southward when the forest gave way first to marshland, then to a thick mangrove swamp. They started seeing recent hoofprints and wagon ruts coming from the west, perhaps from Paso Dorado, just before dawn.


  “This is where they entered the swamp from the forest in Almarrón,” said Vupilor. The trail was two days old, but it was still easy to follow because of the marshy ground and the fact that it hadn’t rained since the rebels had passed that way with the heavy wagon.


  The trail led them deeper into the mangrove thickets as they neared the coast. Long, curly beards of gray-green moss hung like curtains from the canopies of the old swamp trees. Creepers and vines plummeted from the treetops into the soft ground, where they had taken root and were beginning to thicken into serpentine walls dividing the swamp into natural corridors and compartments. The warriors were moving more slowly now, hoping to avoid running headlong into a lookout or even the main camp of the brigands who had stolen the vessel and killed Tristan Medina. Vupilor was the first to notice that something was wrong. She stopped her pony and signaled Costa to do the same.


  “Listen,” she whispered.


  The swamp was absolutely quiet. “I don’t hear anything,” Costa replied, glancing around at the fog-drenched wilderness.


  “That’s what I mean,” said Vupilor. “It’s too quiet. At this time of the morning, there should be so many birds and other animals moving around that you couldn’t hear yourself think. But it’s completely silent. It’s too quiet, Hernán!”


  “This damn fog is confusing, too,” he said. “It muffles sounds and hides movement.” The thick haze had a curious pink color as well as a faint, sweet odor. It reminded Costa of vermeil dust clouds on a dry day, yet it was too moist for dust to be in the air.


  Vupilor shook her head. “There is something very wrong here. I can sense it.”


  They both dismounted and walked side by side, leading their animals slowly along the well-traveled swamp trail. The fog was so thick they could see scarcely more than three feet in any direction. An oppressive odor was beginning to permeate the air. It wasn’t the usual dank smell of the swamp, the odor of mildew and rotten vegetation. It was the sweeter stench of rotting flesh. The sun was climbing higher, burning off the upper layers of fog so that the cloud bank could rise. They saw that they were entering a cleared campsite area and froze in their tracks to avoid being seen by any guards who might be posted on the perimeter.


  As the fog lifted even more, Costa almost wished there had been an alarm. A fight against impossible odds might have been better than the scene before them. The stench of death was everywhere. Human corpses lay strewn about the rebel camp. Some of the fresher bodies had been half eaten by an unknown beast or beasts. Others were rotten with decay inside palm-leaf huts, while still others hung grotesquely from the lower branches of trees. One man had tried to reach a log cabin, perhaps to barricade himself within the sturdy shelter, but something had caught him on the porch. His head and trunk were lying just across the threshold, but his lower body, legs and all, were simply gone!


  Just as Costa was wondering what kind of creature could possibly have done such a thing, he saw a giant reptilian figure lying on its back, the dead-white belly exposed to the lightening dawn sky. With a sudden chill, he realized that something had killed the humans and then left the bodies as bait to attract the scavengers of the swamp like the giant alligator.


  “Look at the birds!” Vupilor muttered in a hoarse whisper.


  She was pointing to the scattered bodies of hundreds of birds. They were lying on the open ground, on top of the shacks, even floating on the surface of the slough. Whatever had killed the humans and the scavengers had even been able to pluck flying birds out of the sky!


  The one thing that all of the victims, human or animal, had in common was that each one appeared to have been completely drained of all body fluids. That was why the swamp was so unnaturally silent. Even the natural killers had been killed! Something or someone was feeding on the blood and other body fluids of every living thing in the swamp. Costa felt a cold chill seeping into his bones as he realized that he and Vupilor were probably the only living creatures in the desolate coastal swamp—except perhaps for one other.


  Just as he was adjusting to the idea that they were probably the next items on some powerful killer’s menu, a noise from the tree directly above them caused both Costa and Vupilor to twist their necks and heads upward. Suddenly a huge spider form dropped on a thick silk fiber from the upper terrace of the tree. It landed on the ground between the two warriors, giving them both a terrifying glimpse of its nightmarish body.
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  It was a giant spider, but it also had buzzing insect wings and the triangular pitted face of a poisonous viper. Scales covered the arachnid thorax and abdomen, except for two humanoid arms that ended in hands whose palms were nests of wriggling vermin. The creature’s multiple eyes glittered brightly in the morning sun, conveying an impression of great intelligence.


  “It’s an aranean! Just as Joffik said!” cried Vupilor.


  Both warriors already had their swords in their hands when the horrible creature confronted them. Costa moved first, lunging at the monster with his custom-made rapier of red steel. The huge arachnid hopped sideways with such speed and agility that the expert swordsman stumbled and nearly fell on his face. He recovered quickly, to be joined by Vupilor with her raised khopesh.


  Together they began stalking the retreating monster in full fighting stances, ready to corner it between them at the first opportunity. Just when they thought they had it trapped, the monster shot a silken cord from an abdominal spinneret to an overhanging limb behind them. In a blur of motion, the beast seemed to soar over their heads to perch on the limb above the astonished warriors.


  “You are correct about my race, Marshal Watak,” said the monster in Mazrooth’s erudite accent, “but I doubt if you fully understood what your uncle was trying to say. It pleases me, by the way, to know that he was still alive enough to speak to you. He is most resilient and resourceful.”


  Costa and Vupilor watched in stunned fascination as the creature speaking in Mazrooth’s voice descended to the ground in front of them. The scaled reptilian head and transparent dragonfly wings bore little resemblance to the wicked aranean spider people of the stories Costa had heard as a child. Only the eight hairy legs and the distended arachnid abdomen suggested more than mere fantasy behind the stories of the man-eating spiders of Herath. Neither Costa nor Vupilor hurried to sheathe their swords, uncertain of whether to trust their ears, their eyes, or the rumors of the horrible things that araneans did to their prey. There was too much death around them to be careless.


  “You sound like Mazrooth, but you don’t look like him,” said Costa. “Tell me something only Mazrooth would know. Tell me what happened just after the escort from Castillo de Tordegena left your citadel.”


  The hideous reptilian mouth grinned. “I knew you could be resourceful, Captain Costa. Perhaps I can do better than that.”


  The scaled face appeared to dissolve in piecemeal fashion, portions of it remaining reptilian for a few seconds, then assuming Mazrooth’s familiar bearded features in just that portion, then switching to something hairy with multiple eyes, then back to the snake. It was a dizzying series of transformations, with no two blotches of changing skin remaining the same until the reptilian form was back.


  “I trust that you were able to see something of me in that collage of images,” said Mazrooth. “At the moment, it is impossible for me to control my disguises. As for your challenge, I had to prevent bloodshed between you and Miguel Prado because the fool insulted you with his Charm Legacy. You even tried to attack me while I was examining the artifact in the courtyard.”


  Costa lowered his weapon and nodded to Vupilor to do the same. “He’s Mazrooth. I’m sure of it. No one else was there.”


  “Why have you assumed this horrible form?” asked Vupilor.


  “Not by choice, I assure you. This is what happens when Inheritors are too close to a smokepowder explosion. The effects of cinnabryl are instantly reversed, and all of one’s Legacies are transformed into temporary Afflictions. It has happened before, which is why I prefer to work alone, far away from human idiots who seem to enjoy shooting each other. I can prepare enough red essence to remedy the problem as soon as I return to my laboratory. But for now, it has actually given me an advantage these poor wretches lacked.”


  “What on earth has happened here?” Costa demanded.


  “Greed,” Mazrooth replied. “Greed for power and wealth overruled common sense. Prado knew they would tamper with the vessel, but he could not stop them. Did you learn the secret of the vessel in Yavdlom? Did you find the Hutaakan shrine?”


  “The priest refused to translate the inscriptions,” said Costa. “He told us they were ancient curses and that they were written backward in order to trick him into defiling his temple. He said the vessel was a cursed container, meant to imprison a powerful evil force. The caretaker priest warned us to take special care not to release the evil within the vessel.”


  Mazrooth’s face quivered, rather like heat rising from a hot stove. For just an instant, Costa caught a fleeting glimpse of the wizard’s aranean features, with the multiple eyes and pincers.


  “It is far too late for that now,” Mazrooth said. “Prado’s bumpkins freed the thing in the vessel. After nearly fifteen hundred years of starvation within its dark, magical prison, it is indulging itself in a terrible orgy of revenge. First it feasted upon the life’s blood of its liberators. As the hours passed, its feeding frenzy became so uncontrollable that it even drained the juices of swamp birds and carrion scavengers drawn to the scene by the odor of death.”


  “Like the giant alligator by the pond,” Costa muttered.


  “Yes,” said Mazrooth, “and the birds. It hasn’t descended the scale of life as far as insects or arachnids yet, so I suppose I am safe in this cumbersome form for a while longer.”


  “What kind of monster could do such things? It sounds almost like a vampire,” Vupilor said.


  “Ah! Did you hear your companion, Costa? She says it reminds her of a vampire, and she is right. I concluded my study of the vessel and its inhabitant just a few hours before Tristan attempted to warn us of Prado’s intentions. I already knew its name from the silver spell bands.”


  “How did you translate them?” asked Vupilor.


  “With your uncle’s assistance and the use of a simple hand mirror,” said Mazrooth. “The Hutaakan priest was right, by the way. The inscriptions I gave you were reversed.” “Forget the inscriptions,” Costa told the wizard. He waved his arm impatiently toward the cabins. “What kind of monster could have done all of this?”


  “In the old lands across the Gulf of Hule, it is known as a crimson death,” said Mazrooth. “Some legends do indeed relate their presence and feeding habits to vampires, suggesting that a crimson death is born when a vampire dies.”


  Vupilor’s sharp eyes and nose, strengthened even more with her Senses Legacy, scoured the swamp as they talked.


  “You can relax your vigilance for the moment, Marshal Watak,” said the wizard. “I have been observing the creature’s habits for nearly two days and have detected a predictable cycle. It feeds quickly in a pale, vaporous form, then materializes as it digests its liquid protein. In its more stable material form, the blood of its victims gives it the distinct crimson flush for which it is named. It fed on a flock of seabirds and the giant alligator just before you discovered the camp and probably will not feed again for another hour or two.”


  “How could it have absorbed the blood of so many humans in such a short time?” asked Vupilor.


  “Excellent question, Marshal. I wondered that myself until I watched it. It grows larger and more powerful with each victim. I suspect that it is not merely a crimson death mist, but a giant specimen of the species. It had been imprisoned in the black vessel by a combination of sorceries, one of which reduced its size and the other which transported it into the seamless obsidian chamber. The silver inscriptions were curses designed to be read by the creature itself, inside the vessel. What we saw were the reverse images of the characters.”


  “Mirror writing!” Vupilor exclaimed. “No wonder we couldn’t decipher the symbols. So the language was Hutaakan?”


  “You two can discuss linguistics later,” said Costa. “Right now we need a plan of action. If your estimate is correct, Mazrooth, we have only a few hours to prepare for this thing. We have to stop it here. If it gets to Paso Dorado, it may become too large and powerful for anyone to stop it.”


  “Those were my thoughts exactly, Captain,” said Mazrooth, “but it will not be easy. If my research is correct, this dangerous predator can be killed only with magical weapons. I have prepared some special incantations, but they may not be sufficient. You must be ready to assist me if we are to kill it.”


  “But we don’t have magical weapons,” said Vupilor.


  Mazrooth’s red snake eyes glittered like rubies. “That is not entirely accurate, Marshal. You do not have such a weapon, but Captain Costa does.”


  “That’s not true,” protested Costa. “I don’t own an enchanted weapon and wouldn’t use one if I did. It wouldn’t be honorable to take such unfair advantage of an opponent.”


  “Bah!” scoffed Mazrooth. “This ‘death before dishonor’ madness is what makes you Honorbound soldiers such fools. Your rigid morality is absurd, Captain. I suppose it is something that Tristan Medina taught you as a boy, and you have not managed to forget it yet. Medina’s dead, Captain. Since you no longer have a commander, your only responsibility is to yourself. Life is always better than death, Hernán Costa, no matter what the cost may be.”


  Costa felt a wave of cold anger pass through him as the wizard spoke so callously about Tristan. “Is that typical aranean wisdom or just your personal opinion, Mazrooth?”


  “Does it matter? Let us put comparative ethnology on the shelf with linguistics, to be savored in more leisurely conversation, shall we? Surely you already know that the red steel rapier you wear gives you serious advantages in individual combat. Is it not a better weapon than those made of common steel?”


  Costa paused for a moment, remembering the hours he had spent training with steel practice swords. “Of course it is. It is well made, stronger than normal steel, and as light as a feather. Good materials and expert craftsmanship plus a skilled hand to wield it do not add up to a magical sword, wizard.”


  “In this case, I fear that it does, Captain. As you know, I have made the study of Curse lore my life’s work, and that includes everything related to it, such as the red steel that has become so popular among fighters and killers these days. You see, Captain Costa, the properties that make your excellent metal so desirable are not natural at all. There is an aura of magic that you cannot see permeating your blade and rendering it a very special weapon indeed.”


  Costa’s face reddened. He stared at the light rapier in his hand, remembering the many hundreds of hours he had practiced with the weapon and the many dozens of men and monsters he had bested with it. And all the while he had believed it had been just his skill that had defeated his opponents! For twenty years, he had trusted Tristan Medina’s Precepts and Protocols to guide his every action and decision. As long as he lived by the Honorbound code, he had been able to justify everything by its terms. Yet now it seemed that the most sacrosanct code of all, the Protocol of Challenge and Fair Combat, had been a lie.


  In fact, it was Tristan himself, the author of the Protocols, who had presented him and other Honorbound officers with their weapons and armor of the magical red steel. Tristan Medina had trained an elite force of warriors and had equipped them with magical weapons that gave them unfair advantages over most opponents. The central Honorbound ideal of fair combat suddenly seemed hollow and pointless.


  “Hernán! Forget it!” cried Vupilor, seeing the anguish in Costa’s eyes. “The wizard is right. Your life is more important than the Protocol. Look what it earned your commander. Have you forgotten that we no longer wear the sash? You renounced the code when you swore vengeance for Medina’s death. It is time for you to find your own code. We must do what we can to stop this menace, and we must use whatever tools we have.”


  “Well spoken, Watak,” said Mazrooth. “I shall reward your good sense with a special favor. Point that fascinating sword of yours at me.”


  Vupilor hesitated for a moment, then complied with his instruction. She raised the curved khopesh with its ornate quillons and leveled it at the hybrid monster calling itself Mazrooth. The wizard reached for the blade with both of his Legacy-deformed humanoid hands. In the right hand, he held a pinch of crushed shell, in the other some charcoal from one of the campfires. The cilia on his palms writhed around the cold metal as he daubed the razor edge with both black and white powders, muttering an aranean phrase that sounded more like a rasping asthmatic whisper than a spell word.


  An instantaneous flare of bluish light enveloped the blade, surging into its polished steel surface until the aura shrank and vanished.


  “Now you both have magical weapons,” said Mazrooth, “but you will need to strike quickly and accurately, Marshal. That is only a temporary enchantment and will last for no more than a few dozen well-aimed blows.”


  “Then let’s see if it works!”


  Miguel Prado bounded into the clearing behind Vupilor before she had time react to Mazrooth’s enchantment of her sword. The agent had his red steel saber in his right hand and looped his left arm around the Watak’s furry throat in a powerful stranglehold. He dragged her backward quickly so that she lost her balance and her weight added to the choking effects of his arm. She struggled to raise the big khopesh over her head to strike the spy, but it was too unwieldy. In just seconds, her eyes fluttered, then closed.


  Costa leapt forward, his rapier dancing in front of Prado’s face, its lethal tip seeming to lick the air just inches in front of the agent’s eyes.


  “Drop it, Costa, or she’ll die,” Prado said. He raised the razor edge of his saber to Vupilor’s head and pressed it to her muzzle. A thin line of blood seeped into her fur beneath the sharp blade.


  Costa lowered his rapier and stepped backward. “Let this be between you and me, Prado,” he said coldly. “Let’s finish the matter we began in Mazrooth’s courtyard.”


  “That’s an excellent idea, Costa. We don’t need to involve other people in our business… not even your gnoll wench.”


  The spy swiftly released the unconscious Watak, letting her slip to the ground at his feet. He jumped sideways, freeing his legs of her weight, and began advancing with the red-bladed saber toward Costa. The former Honorbound raised the rapier again to halt Prado’s advance. He had fought many men with sabers before, since it was a favorite sword among swashbucklers on the Savage Coast. The rapier was a weapon of finesse, while the saber was one of force. Prado, however, used both strength and strategy with the flat blade, parrying every thrust that Costa made.


  Then Prado began to attack. He swung the heavy saber left and right in rapid succession, constantly moving toward Costa, crowding him backward toward the murky slough. Costa’s feet began to slip and mire in the thick swamp mud as he tried to parry each hacking slice of the heavier saber with his slender rapier.


  Prado was so swift and relentless in his assault that Costa could do nothing except dodge and parry the onslaught of vicious swipes, driving him closer and closer to the water’s edge. With each backward step, his feet were sticking more in the black muck, reducing his speed and agility. The spy pressed even harder and faster. The gleaming razor edge grazed Costa’s left arm, neatly slicing a tiny piece of flesh from the warrior’s limb. Costa recoiled from the hit, blocking the next blow but catching another powerful strike on his armored shoulder. The bite of the red steel blade sank into his thick leather armor but didn’t scratch the scale sewn into the lining.


  The blow was forceful enough, though, to upset the warrior’s balance. As Costa began to fall, Vupilor recovered and leapt to her feet. When she saw Prado’s blade bite into her friend’s shoulder, she screamed at Mazrooth.


  “Do something! Use your sorcery to stop it!”


  But the monster that bore little resemblance to the wizard’s human form didn’t reply. It remained crouched on its hairy, segmented legs, staring at the contest with its beady red eyes.


  “Prado!” she yelled as she ran, hoping to distract him long enough for Costa to recover.


  The spy glanced sideways, just long enough for Costa to roll away from a descending blow to the throat that might have severed his neck. Prado cursed and resumed his furious attack, but Costa was on his feet again and began to attack.


  The warrior suddenly remembered something Tristan had told him years before. “In a match between equals armed with a saber and a rapier,” his old tutor had said, “the first five minutes belong to the duelist with the heavier weapon. If the fighter with the rapier can avoid the edge of the saber for that long, he can take advantage of his opponent’s fatigue after that.”


  Prado was the smaller man, perhaps a bit quicker than Costa, but his fierce assault with the saber had left him breathing heavily and moving more slowly. Costa was able to dodge the saber blows more easily now, merely by twisting his shoulders or ducking. Then he began to probe between Prado’s tiring swipes for an opening. The spy sensed that the momentum of the duel had shifted. Costa’s rapier pricked his cheek slightly, lifting a flap of bearded flesh beneath his left eye. Vupilor had started toward the two fighters when Costa went down, but she stopped when she saw that he had recovered from Prado’s onslaught. She was standing ten feet away, her newly enchanted khopesh sword in her hand, when all three of them were suddenly enveloped in a thick, swirling fog.


  The cloud seemed to have formed from nowhere, yet was suddenly everywhere. It was so thick that Vupilor lost sight of Costa and Prado less than a dozen feet in front of her. A vague whispering sound, like the wind but forming words in some unknown language, was all around them. And then came the odor. It was the sweet stench of blood and death they had noticed before, but now it was concentrated in the swirling fog.


  “It’s here!” Mazrooth yelled above the whispering noise from somewhere within the cloud. “The crimson death is here!”
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  Vupilor whirled around in all directions, trying to see a form, an outline, anything to strike with her magical blade, but there was nothing to see other than the fog itself. Then it seemed to thicken in front of her, gathering itself toward a point near Costa and Prado. As it swirled past her, the cloud became solid enough to form a towering shape as tall as a small tree. Before her astonished eyes, the thing was assuming a distinctly humanoid form!


  As it drew form and substance from the fog, the haze surrounding Costa and Prado began to clear. Vupilor saw that the two duelers were no longer fighting. Prado had taken advantage of the sudden fog to recover from Costa’s relentless counterattack and was struggling in the tarry muck to retreat from the warrior’s deadly rapier. Costa had turned completely around, confused by the fog, trying to find his opponent. Neither fighter seemed to notice what was happening behind them as the crimson death took its tangible shape.


  It was a gaunt, haggish creature whose upper body seemed more solid than its lower portion. The monster’s face consisted of nothing but a cavernous mouth and dark hollow eyes. Its arms branched into multiple writhing tentacles, translucent tubes lined with dark red suckers. Instead of ending in legs and feet, the gigantic torso rode upon a swirling column of crimson vapors. It was moving in a wafting, undulating manner directly toward the two duelists at the edge of the pond and the horrified gnoll.


  Just at that moment, Prado spotted Vupilor staring at something behind him and assumed it was Costa. He raised his saber to take advantage of her diverted attention, wishing he had killed her earlier just to get her out of the way. The haze had cleared enough to allow Costa to see the red blade poised to strike the Watak warrior. The former Honorbound felt panic permeate his brain. He had to do something instantly or his friend would die!


  Costa’s rage over Tristan’s death and the campaign of lies engineered by his killer merged with his panic to save Vupilor. His body and brain grew hot, so hot that steam began to rise from his wet, muddy clothing. He felt the intense heat flashing from his brain into his injured left arm. The limb began to shake and swell. Beneath the steaming black mud, the skin of his arm began to glow bright red. A swollen lump beneath the surface shot instantly down his forearm into his wrist and hand. Unable to control the Legacy, he raised his arm over his head, letting the huge fireball form in his palm. Then he flung it with deadly accuracy at Prado’s back.


  The fiery mass struck the spy just as his saber was descending toward Vupilor’s unguarded head. Prado’s scream of agony ripped her attention from the monstrous crimson death in time to see the spy’s body burst into flames. She quickly dodged the saber as Prado turned and ran toward the murky water of the slough to douse his burning body. The spy still hadn’t seen the towering creature. In his panic, he was running straight toward the swirling crimson column.


  Prado had just reached the edge of the pond when a writhing cluster of vaporous tentacles wrapped themselves around his flaming torso. The fire was gone instantly, but the monster’s appendages seemed to grow even stronger with each passing second. Each tentacle became a feeding tube, extracting the blood and other fluids from Prado’s body in mere seconds. The dark liquids flooded into the transparent tentacles, spreading quickly into the giant creature’s body. A deep crimson flush permeated the monster’s form, giving it more substance than before and making it even more visible. When it had drained most of the precious liquids from Prado’s body, the crimson death opened its tentacles and let the desiccated cadaver drop to the muddy ground.


  The terrible predator was still hungry and began to advance toward the closest remaining prey. It glided over Prado’s lifeless body and reached its gruesome, bloody tentacles toward Vupilor, who seemed frozen with fear and horror.


  “Now! Strike now!” Mazrooth yelled.


  Costa was already running forward, attacking the thing from the rear, while Vupilor swung her enchanted khopesh in a powerful arc. Both weapons found their marks. The creature’s tentacles were about to encircle the Watak’s body when her curved blade sliced through two of the writhing appendages. Undigested blood and other body juices spurted from the severed tubes, showering the Watak warrior with the loathsome fluids. As it recoiled in surprise from Vupilor’s magical blade, the monster backed into Costa’s thrusting rapier. The deadly red steel point plunged deep within the creature’s digestive organs, producing waves of motion within its huge form. Vupilor seized the advantage of Costa’s strike and began hacking at the monster’s lower abdomen with the hooked blade of her khopesh.


  Mazrooth chose the moment when the powerful crimson death was most occupied with the two warriors to cast the first of two spells he had planned and prepared while studying the monster’s feeding habits. The first was a simple but effective hold monster incantation. Distracted by the warriors with their magical weapons, the creature was unprepared to resist Mazrooth’s enchantment. The towering monster seemed to freeze in the air above Costa and Vupilor, who hastened to take advantage of its sudden stupor.


  Streams of vapors hung from the monster’s forehead like the unkempt hair of a street beggar. The cavernous opening below the shadowy eyes gave an impression of a mouth, but there was nothing between the two that might have been a nasal opening. The body hung loosely from the head, without a discernible neck. Two armlike appendages floated at the creature’s side, its distal portion dominated by long sinewy tentacles, two of which had been severed by Vupilor’s khopesh. The monster seemed suddenly tired and appeared to be resting or floating on the muddy floor of the swamp.


  Mazrooth darted forward on his arachnid legs, gesturing wildly for the warriors to halt their attack.


  “Stop attacking it, or you’ll break the spell!” he yelled loudly.


  Vupilor complied with his order, stepping back quickly. The gnoll’s weapon had lost its magical glow, and, her strikes were barely bruising the crimson death. But Costa’s red steel rapier was dripping with gore, and his bloodlust was high. The warrior seemed to be pouring both the rage he felt toward Prado and the suppressed frustrations of twenty years as a rigid Honorbound officer into his furious assault. Again and again the gleaming rapier found its target in the spellbound monster. He never heard Mazrooth’s warning to cease the attack until it was too late.


  The cavernous maw yawned wide as the ancient evil creature awoke from the wizard’s spell and twisted its head to see what manner of enemy was attacking its lower trunk with such fury. The deep eyes widened as it recognized a warm-blooded meal in the tall warrior. A huge forearm with swarming tentacles descended, wrapping Costa in its powerful sucking coils. The warrior fumbled at his belt for his red steel main gauche. His hand found the dagger’s basket grip as the monster lifted him from the ground. Costa began slashing frantically at the tentacles groping for his face and arms, the only bare flesh which was exposed to the deadly suckers.


  “Do something!” Vupilor cried to Mazrooth as she continued to strike futilely at the crimson column with her magically diminished blade.


  Mazrooth’s reptilian head weaved from side to side as he studied the frozen creature’s base on the swampy ground. The wizard’s cilia-covered right hand was clutching a tiny vial containing some kind of white substance. In a low voice, the aranean began the enchantment he hoped would destroy the thing that had been imprisoned in the black vessel for more than a thousand years. The ancient Herathian words sounded like nothing Vupilor had heard before—a long series of disjointed syllables, whispered phrases, and coughlike exhalations. As the spell words continued, she saw a shimmering silver aura envelop the wizard’s grotesque body. Mazrooth raised the hand holding the vial and sprinkled some of the sparkling dust on the moist ground at his feet. The silver aura began to detach itself from the wizard and pool around the spilled dust. With several sharp concluding words, Mazrooth tossed the remaining dust toward the ground beneath the crimson death.


  There was an instantaneous flash of bright silver light as the mixture of diamond dust and powdered seashells landed on the moist earth. The aura shot from the small pool at Mazrooth’s feet toward the base of the monster’s form. Within seconds, the shining light spread completely around the creature. Suddenly the crimson death’s head turned toward the strange figure below. It seemed to know that the threat it faced from the misshapen wizard was more critical than its need for nourishment. The tentacles enveloping Costa relaxed, dropping the warrior to the sodden ground. His back struck the earth with such force that it knocked the breath from his lungs and nearly made him lose consciousness.


  Suddenly the ground itself began to shrivel and crack, as if the sun were drying the mud before their eyes. As the spell transmuted the moisture in the soil to dust, the frozen body of the ancient monster began to shrink. The transformation was so rapid that it was difficult for Costa and Vupilor to follow it with their eyes. In a matter of seconds, the gruesome fluids that formed the crimson death’s material substance had dried and fallen from the vaporous entity. The creature’s gigantic form had been reduced to a pile of deep red dust lying on a bone-dry patch of hard black earth.


  Mazrooth hopped closer to the pile and filled the empty vial with a bit of the red dust. Then he raised his left hand, holding a small pea between two segmented fingers and spoke three quick spell words. A powerful gust of wind burst from the wizard’s body, scattering the pile of dust into the air and dispersing the physical remains of the crimson death throughout the dense Gorgoñan wilderness.


  “Is that the end of it?” asked Costa.


  The wizard’s serpentine mouth remained clamped shut for nearly an entire minute before he finally answered the warrior.


  “If my spell did what I meant it to do, there is a minuscule but vital component of the creature’s ethereal substance in each grain of dust. The crimson death’s essence is now scattered over many miles of this wilderness, and perhaps over the waters of the Western Sea. Unless I am wrong, every original particle of dust must be reunited in order for the entity to assume its proper physical form.”


  “So that’s why you collected a bit of it in that vial,” said Vupilor. “In the unlikely event that something, or someone, could bring the dust back together, that someone would have to have the contents of your vial to bring it back to life.”


  “Exactly,” said the wizard approvingly. “I can plainly see why your uncle values your assistance.”


  “Just one question, Mazrooth,” said Costa as he nudged the residue of the dust pile with the toe of his boot. “Have you ever been wrong before?”


  The wizard didn’t reply. It was difficult to decipher the expression on the lipless serpentine face, but Costa thought he detected a grim smile.
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  Hernán Costa was staring at the fireplace in Mazrooth al Yedom’s study, his hand wrapped around a steaming mug of maté. The wizard sat across from him with a large handwritten book in his lap. It was a journal in which he was recording everything Costa could remember about his mission with Vupilor to Yavdlom.


  Just now, Costa was trying to recall details of the sculpted frieze on the Hutaakan sarcophagus. The wizard was in his favorite chair, if not in his preferred shape. With the help of the two warriors, he had managed to retreat unseen to his laboratory in the Sierra Borgosa and had prepared the necessary amounts of red essence to undo the effects of the smokepowder from Tristan’s pistol. In deference to Costa, who had remained at the citadel while Vupilor took Joffik back to the desert, Mazrooth was wearing his best humanoid disguise, without extra eyes or antennae. He was doing his best to be open with the warrior, yet he saw no need to force Costa to be made uncomfortable by his aranean appearance.


  “You’re sure the figure on the sarcophagus that represented the Immortal Pflarr was humanoid?” asked Mazrooth.


  “Positive. And so were the other Immortals, the ones who were giving the Hutaakans their knowledge of agriculture and other technologies.”


  Mazrooth was silent for a moment. “Human culture bringers,” he muttered.


  “What did you say?”


  “Culture bringers. Most mythological systems have them. They usually ascribe the diffusion of foreign technology into their own cultures to the interference of Immortals. The case of the Hutaakans is unusual because their creator figure and their culture bringers are all depicted as a different race, even as an enemy race. Most clerics depict their Immortals as members of their own race.”


  “That bothered me, too. The priest thought I was insulting his Immortal Pflarr when I referred to the figures as human. The mural at the end of the sarcophagus was especially confusing, with its crude human faces added to the bodies of gnolls. At one end, they depicted their Immortals as humans, but at the other, humans were their worst enemies.”


  Mazrooth closed his eyes for several seconds. Costa thought he might be dozing until they opened and glittered with excitement.


  “That is the answer, Costa! The Hutaakans never carved that frieze. They never sculpted those mummy cases, nor our amusing little black vessel. But they served the artists who did carve them.”


  Costa turned away from the fire to watch Mazrooth’s mounting excitement.


  “Don’t you see?” said the wizard. “That explains it all. The lost symbols that the Hutaakans and their descendants, like old Joffik, can pronounce but cannot read, the ancient prayer words and phrases, even the presence of the Watak at Buenos Viente!”


  “Slow down,” said Costa. “You’ve lost me. I thought Joffik taught you how to read the inscriptions on the vessel.”


  “I taught myself after studying his prayer words. Even when Joffik had his sight, he wouldn’t have been able to read the inscriptions. And the Githnar in the tomb just managed to understand enough to realize that wizardry had sealed the vessel rather than a priest, and he was afraid of it. I doubt if any Hutaakan wizard has ever possessed enough magical knowledge to capture a giant crimson death and imprison it within a small seamless container of volcanic glass.”


  Costa was puzzled. “If the Hutaakans didn’t make the vessel and the mummy cases, who did?”


  “Someone with enough power to quarry silver by sorcery deep within the heart of a mountain, and to use the same high and dry quarry for a permanent mausoleum to contain a prisoner he could not kill. Someone who brought his Hutaakan servants with him to explore what we call the Savage Coast, and who left them behind to wander the desert when their masters vanished.”


  “Oltecs?”


  “Definitely not. Oltec magic and technology is primitive in comparison to the knowledge and skills possessed by these unknown sorcerers.”


  “What about the curse? Is there a connection between the Hutaakans’ masters and the Red Curse?”


  “That’s an excellent question, Costa. I simply do not know the answer, but the chronology seems to support such a link. In my own studies of the Curse, I have established a time for the origin of both cinnabryl and vermeil, and they both seem to have first appeared around the same time that this mysterious culture vanished.”


  “Then our mission to Yavdlom was useful after all,” said Costa. “I was beginning to think it had been a waste of effort, since you managed to translate the inscriptions on your own. By the way, how did you know the crimson death would be vulnerable to your spell?”


  “It was the inscription. It mentioned entombing the entity within a completely dry location. A silver mine high in the arid hills of the Sierra del Plata was a perfect prison for a crimson death. Such creatures depend upon moisture in the soil for their life, and they seem to be able to retain enough fluid to survive thousands of years of dormancy. It occurred to me that a sudden and extreme dehydration would be the correct approach. I decided to risk the required amount of diamond dust to test my theory, and it worked.”


  Costa’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Why did you wait until it came after us? And why didn’t you stop Prado before we arrived? You must have known he was there.”


  Mazrooth shrugged. “I needed someone to distract it with a magical weapon. Prado possessed a saber of red steel. The crimson death is also more vulnerable just after it feeds.”


  “After it feeds? You were waiting for it to feed?” Costa demanded. “There were three of us out there besides you. How could you know which would it would take first?”


  The wizard stroked his heard as he gazed into the fire.


  “I did not know,” he said flatly. “All three of you had the required magical weapons, so it really didn’t matter, as long as the creature was distracted. As it happens, however, I am glad it was you and Vupilor who survived. I could never have trusted Prado with the secret of my aranean identity as I now trust the two of you with it.”


  “I suppose we should be grateful for your trust,” Costa said with heavy sarcasm.


  “I believe I may have earned your gratitude a bit more directly,” the wizard replied.


  He was referring to events that had transpired after their rerun from Gargoña. The manhunt for Costa that Prado had engineered was over. Mazrooth had used certain connections among secret Inheritor societies to prevail upon Don Luis de Manzanas in Saragón to intercede with Baron Maximiliano on Costa’s behalf. Don Luis was able to explain to the baron what had happened with regard to the black vessel, as well as Miguel Prado’s role as a secret agent. With the permission of Doña Esperanza, Maximiliano ordered his Honorbound company to search the Gargoñan swamp for the body of Don Esteban, but they did not find his remains among the victims of the crimson death.


  Maximiliano issued Costa a complete pardon and held a formal funeral with full honors for Tristan Medina. The baron offered Costa Tristan’s post of Knight Commander of the Honorbound Companions, but he refused it, saying it was too political to suit him.


  “I must admit that I am grateful to you,” Costa told the wizard. “But you may have a guest on your hands for a while, since I no longer have a job.”


  “Excellent!” Mazrooth exclaimed when Costa told him he had rejected the baron’s offer. “Perhaps you are finally managing to think for yourself. When I first met you, I had hoped that you would break the moralistic shackles that bound you to Tristan Medina. Your commander was a resourceful man, but he had his limitations. His intolerance of the unfamiliar was always his worst fault.”


  “You’re talking about Inheritors.”


  “Yes. Tristan Medina never understood the one thing that unites all Inheritors, regardless of their order. We Inheritors are always seeking to control the course of the Red Curse. The motive may be benevolent, to use the Curse and its Legacies to help others, or it may be totally selfish. Or for some of us, the motive is simple curiosity.”


  Costa sipped the strong tea and rubbed his injured arm. The saber wound was healing nicely, but the limb tingled at odd times, mainly when he felt twinges of anger.


  “Our talk of Legacies has made you think of your own,” Mazrooth observed.


  At first the warrior thought Mazrooth might be reading his thoughts, but then he realized he had been rubbing his arm.


  “There’s something I haven’t told you about my Legacy,” he said. “In fact, only my mother and Tristan knew about—”


  “About the friend you killed? I already know about that.”


  Mazrooth’s admission staggered the warrior. The fireball incident was one of his most painful private memories. Much of his former hatred of Inheritors had resulted not from Tristan’s influence, but from the terrifying images of his friend’s chest exploding in flames because of a simple adolescent quarrel.


  “How do you know about that?” he demanded.


  The wizard smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “Vupilor told me before she and her uncle left for Buenos Viente,” he replied. “She was concerned that you might retreat once more into the safety of those cursed rules to avoid dealing with anyone, even with yourself, on a personal level. She wanted me to know the name of your most dangerous demon.”


  Mazrooth raised a hand to stifle Costa’s angry reaction. “Vupilor changed, too, you know,” said the wizard. “Before she met you, she would never have spoken to humans about personal matters. She saw a lot of herself in you, and you helped her to imagine another way of life for her people. I think we will all hear more from Marshal Vupilor and her uncle. But we were talking about you. Tell me how you felt when you used the Fireball Legacy against Prado.”


  Costa frowned, trying to recall details of that hectic moment in the swamp. “I had to stop him from killing Vupilor. I was too far away to use my rapier, and it was the only weapon I had. That’s all I can remember.”


  “Did you think about using the Legacy? Or did it just seem to happen?”


  The warrior was silent for a long moment. “I wasn’t thinking of anything on a conscious level,” he finally admitted. “I recall being angry… so angry that I felt my temperature shooting up higher than—”


  “As high as it was when you killed you best friend?”


  Costa was stunned and speechless. Tears began streaming down his copper cheeks as he nodded dumbly.


  “Now, listen carefully,” said Mazrooth, “and answer my question as honestly as you can. Would you rather control your Legacy or let your Legacy control you? Would you like to learn how to direct that rage of yours without having to put a fence of Precepts and Protocols around it?”


  “You’re asking me to become an Inheritor, aren’t you?”


  Mazrooth closed the journal and gave the warrior a tired smile.


  “No, Hernán Costa. I am insisting that you explore your options and make your own informed decisions. That is the aranean way, and I suggest that intelligent humans such as you might benefit from the procedure. Just spare me your inane Precepts and Protocols if you elect to resume that mindless career.”
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