

Any Port in a Storm

By Patrick S. Tomlinson



Prologue:

Cool waves glided over the Dark-Treader’s body. Sounds of lapping water and retreating thunder filled his ears. His eyes cracked open slowly, like the rusted doors of an ancient tomb. 
The slits of his pupils took their time adjusting to the harsh light of midday. Perched atop his chest was a white and black jerkin bird. It had a look that gently, but firmly, asked if he would terribly mind getting on with dying so that it could get on with eating.
“Not just yet, scavenger.” The Dark-Treader waived his good arm at the bird. It took wing with a squawk of protest, then settled down a few feet away to resume its grim vigil. Taking stock of his situation, the man propped himself up. 
The Storm had moved off considerably, leaving clear sky for Aenna’s rays to warm his face. Judging by the distance to the storm, he must have been lying on the beach for almost a full candle. He breathed deeply, filling his nostrils with the musky and metallic smell of his adopted home.
“It is good to return,” he said to the sky. A sharp, throbbing pain burned through his limped arm. A deceptively small wooden bolt protruded from the meat of his shoulder. Black spider webs spread from the wound into the red, angry skin.
The Dark-Treader’s spirits sank. Furious, he grabbed the bolt and ripped it out with a strong jerk. Pain coursed through his body like a river. He retched. Once the nausea passed, he inspected the bolt. The head was wickedly barbed, and three small hollows had been drilled as reservoirs for-
“Poison.” He turned to address the jerkin bird patiently waiting for him to expire. “It seems the enemy has deprived us both; me of life, and you of a meal. You should move off, unless you wish to accompany me on the Last Road.”
The jerkin bird squawked incomprehensibly, then flew away.
Shakily, the Dark-Treader rose to his feet and walked towards the dragonfly he’d left by the dunes some days before. He dusted off a layer of beach sand from the machine’s seat and control levers. With a twist of the throttle, gossamer wings snapped into place, angling themselves to catch what remained of Aenna’s light. At his command, the dragonfly sluggishly rose into the air and turned towards basecamp.
He had information, and his time to share it grew thin.
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Chapter One:

In the endless before, the sky held no stars, for Gods do not need light to see. 
There was no soil, for Gods do not need ground to walk. 
There were no seas, for Gods do not need water to drink.
Ennui was their only foe, and so they created Aenna, the first Child God.

The Scroll of Icarna, Quatrain One.

The camp’s Apothecary hovered over the Dark-Treader, determination etched into the creases and wrinkles of his face. His simple scarlet robes fluttered as he went through his examination. On his chest, the ornate golden disk of Aenna glinted in the torchlight.
Lithero the Younger stepped out of the shadows to get a better look at the fallen scout. The Dark-Treader’s convulsions had eased into a tremble, as though his body had surrendered to the inevitable.
“Your verdict, Healer?”
The healer did not look up from his patient. “It is Aenna’s verdict, not mine, but I will continue my work until the end.”
Lithero let the correction pass. “That end is near, then?”
The healer nodded. “Necromancer’s serum is difficult to counter at the best of times.” He set down the sponge he was using to clear the Dark-Treader’s wound. “The poison has been in his body for well over a candle; it is too far advanced for me to change its course.”
“This is Enmoray’s work?”
“Yes, at least it originated from him. Unless there is a sorcerer on Icarna unknown to us, powerful enough to imbue necromancer’s serum.”
“That is a disquieting thought.” Lithero scratched at his narrow chin as he contemplated his dying spy. “Is his mind clear? May I trust his report?”
The healer nodded. “The serum does its work on the body. The mind remains intact until the end; better to prolong the agony, I suspect.”
“Will he rise?”
“I would be surprised if he did not. Enmoray’s potion crafting is second only to Mother Priestess Telsa herself.”
Lithero nodded solemnly. “We should prepare. I will summon a swordsman for the task.”
“Not one breath before he steps on the Last Road,” the healer said commandingly.
This, Lithero was not prepared to glide over. 
“That was my understanding, healer. I realize you answer to Aenna first, but am I not below her in your vows? Directly below her?”
The healer retreated. “Of course, sir. It was merely a reflex I’ve developed, against life being weighed too lightly.”
Lithero the Younger smiled thinly. “Our positions are not so far apart, healer. The difference is you have the luxury of weighing only the life on your table, where I must weigh them all at once.”
Beyond the door, the camp’s bells tolled the change to the night shift. “A swordsman will join you directly. I must call a meeting to discuss this man’s final report. See to it that his pyre is sturdy enough to bear his bravery.”
Lithero stole a last look at the condemned man then turned to leave. It was hardly the first time someone had died carrying out his orders, and there would be many more before the end. Still, each new face was a new burden on his soul.
He grabbed a young porter in mid-jog across the muddy courtyard. With the blind resolve of youth, the boy tried to wrest his arm free. “Shove off, I’m on an err-” Only then did he look up to see whose hand held him fast. Eyes bursting with terror, he dropped to a knee.
Lithero chuckled. “So, Jerro, you aren’t completely insubordinate.”
“I’m so sorry, milord, I was running—”
“An errand, yes. Whom were you running for?”
“Spymaster Anosari, sir.”
“Good. I have need of him as well. Return to the Spymaster. Tell him I have called a strategy meeting, then rouse the rest of my advisors.”
“When will the meeting start, sir?”
“By the end of this candle.”
The boy grimaced. “They won’t have time to dress, sir.”
“Then tell them they may attend naked, but they will attend. Now, off you go.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Oh, and Jerro.”
“Sir?”
“This is of immediate importance. Send the very first Dark-Treader you see to the Apothecary. Make sure he brings his blade.”
“It would be hard to catch a swordsman around here without one, sir.”
“Too true.”
Jerro departed at a dead run, relieved to have survived the encounter without a lashing. In a way, Lithero envied the boy. Many seasons ago, he too had been young and naïve enough that his greatest fear was the bite of the elder’s lash. Events had since taught him better.
Lithero moved along the familiar path to his tent at the heart of the camp. Although calling it a ‘tent’ at this point was being modest to the point of absurdity. Tents don’t traditionally have three levels, marble floors, and a fully-staffed kitchen. It had been his home for three summers, or what passed for summers in this strange land.
The two guards assigned to his tent stirred as he approached. One saluted while the other swung open the finely balanced granite door. 
The door had been a gift from King Torgoth, from whom the camp’s land was leased. His people were squat and wide, built like the rocks their craftsmen worked. They spent much of their time in underground cities, and dealt with danger and the elements by sealing themselves on the other side of them. They knew a thing or two about doors.
In the case of his tent, the heavy granite door was probably overkill. The rest of the building would be reduced to cinders and ash by any assault that breached the perimeter wall. The door would stand as a resolute monument to the camp’s destruction for many centuries. Still, it was quite impressive, and it was important to keep good relations with one’s landlord.
Once inside, Lithero asked the servant girls to prepare several pots of strong tea. His advisors had either just retired for the night, or had yet to find their beds after what had already been a taxing day. Their minds would need a good kick.
Lithero was just blowing the steam off his own cup when he locked eyes with Spymaster Anosari, smiling back at him from his throne. Suppressing a startled jump, Lithero managed a glare instead.
“I do wish you wouldn’t do that.”
“What, exactly?” The spymaster smiled with his characteristic mischievousness. “Sneak in unannounced, or sit in his majesty’s comfortable chair?”
“I pay you to sneak, Anderano. I do not pay you to break down decorum in my own home.” Lithero gestured with a thumb. “Up, before the others see you.”
“At your service, sir.” He stood. 
Anderano de Anosari had been recruited from Icarna itself, and shared the characteristics of the people from that land. He was powerfully built, though not to the same extent as King Torgoth’s people. Where Lithero’s ears were capped with sharp peaks, his were nearly flat, as though they had been cropped. His pupils were perfectly round, changing only in size according to the light. His skin was dark, in stark contrast to Lithero’s own.
“How did you hear about this meeting so quickly?” 
The spymaster shot his commander an injured look. 
“Never mind, I can see it was a silly question. Help yourself to some tea while we wait.”
“Thank you, sir.” Anosari moved to the table and poured himself a generous cup. Just as he was setting the pot down again, the rest of Lithero’s advisors staggered into the room. Bleary-eyed and in varying states of undress, they stood at attention until their commander put them at ease with a turn of his hand.
“I apologize for rousing you at this late candle, but news has reached us that cannot wait until dawn. Please, refresh yourselves, then be seated.”
Everyone took a turn from the tea pots, then settled into one of the chairs arranged in a semicircle facing Lithero’s throne.
“Excellent. Now, I’ve pulled you from your cots because I’ve just received a report from Tenala: Emperor Noril has been killed.”
A chorus of gasps filled the room, and immediately deteriorated into excited shouting.
Lithero raised his hands high. “My fellows, I beseech you to control yourselves.”
The roar diminished to an agitated murmur. “Better. Now I know this is not welcome news. Noril was an important ally.”
“Begging your pardon, sir, but it was not merely Noril the man who we’ve lost.” The new voice belonged to Lithero’s political advisor, Chut. “Tenala is the last power on Icarna with the will to oppose Enmoray. With the Emperor dead, the day the enemy lays siege draws near.”
A man of scrolls instead of swords, Chut was cautious and tried to see things from far off. Lithero knew that some of the others though Chit weak, even cowardly, but they misunderstood him. Chut simply preferred the enemy be beaten before the first arrow was loosed.
“I fear it is worse, still. Along with the loss of Noril, our envoy was also slain before he could secure the artifact. Whether his assassination was deliberate, or simple happenstance, we cannot know. The two of them were meeting to discuss the transfer when the attack happened.”
The temperature of the room seemed to drop to an early winter’s frost with the news.
“That sounds awfully convenient for Enmoray to be a coincidence, milord,” Anosari added quietly. 
Lady Helkara, Lithero’s Mage advisor, stirred in her chair. “Sir, if I may ask, who delivered this news?”
“One of our Dark-Treaders returned from Tenala just before nightfall. He saw the attack with his own eyes, but was unable to stop it, nor catch the killer.”
“May we interview this Dark-Treader?”
“That will prove difficult, as by now his head’s been lopped off.” A chill went round the room, and white faces stared back at him. Now Lithero was sure everyone was fully awake. “Not as punishment, I assure you. He was poisoned with necromancer’s serum. Precautions had to be taken to keep him from rising.”
His advisors considered this long enough to decide his explanation wasn’t a great deal better than their first assumption had been.
Lady Helkara was the first to regain her composure. “What happens to the artifact, then? Who has control of it?”
Lithero looked to his political advisor. “That sounds like your circle, Chut.”
“Indeed. The artifact, like all of Tenala’s relics, will revert to the custody of the Temple Priests, until a new Emperor ascends.”
Anosari threw up his hands in obvious frustration. “So we’re right back at the beginning. My men, sacrificed for no gain! We don’t have months left to negotiate with a whole new set of players.”
Helkara grabbed one of his hands and set it back on his lap. “Who will take Noril’s place? Are they sympathetic to the cause?”
Chut turned to face her. “In short, Lady Helkara, we don’t know. Noril had no male heirs, which makes the line of succession murky. It is rumored that his Favored Wife was pressuring the Temple for approval to ascend in the event of Noril’s passing, but there have been complications.”
Lady Helkara laced delicate fingers as she listened. Delicate, but deadly. Only a fool would doubt the power behind those velvet hands. “Do you believe this favored wife will succeed?”
“She is popular among the public, and has the support of much of the royal court. Her only obstacle has been the Temple.”
“Why?”
“She had a number of ah… youthful indiscretions, which put her at odds with the Temple’s prescribed wisdom on numerous occasions.”
“I see. Do we know this wild woman’s name?”
“Yes, Tesia Monoi.”
At the far side of the semicircle, the Spymaster chuckled softly to himself.
“Something amusing, Anosari?” Chut scolded.
“Not at all. Just marveling at the intricacy of Aenna’s web.”
Lithero turned in his chair to face the dark-skinned man. “Are we to surmise that you were one of Lady Tesia’s ‘youthful indiscretions’?”
“Several of them, I suspect, but a noble gentleman does not smooch and share.”
“We are fortunate, then, that you are neither. What is it your people say, ‘Cough it up’?”
“Very well, but I would have Lady Helkara note that I only betrayed a maiden’s confidence under the burden of a direct order.”
“So noted,” Lady Helkara said. “Now be about it, you braggart.”
Anosari sat up in his chair, eyes bright with excitement. But just as he was about to regale them with a salacious tale of exploits past, there came a scream from the other side of the massive door. It swung open and disgorged the Apothecary, his vestments torn and muddy. Several long, bloody lines crossed his chest.
“He is risen!”
Lithero shot up from his chair like a sprung trap. “The Dark-Treader?”
“Yes, his soul walks the Last Road, but his body walks outside!”
“What about the swordsman I sent?”
“Dead. The change was so fast, his sword didn’t have time to fall. I’ve never seen a serum so powerful.”
“Couldn’t you stop him?”
“No, sir. Aenna forgive me, but I drained myself trying to preserve him.”
“Helkara, go.” The lady mage flew out of her seat like a hawk diving on prey. “Anderano-” Lithero turned to where his spymaster had been sitting, but the chair was already empty. “Right. The rest of you, go below until the danger is past.”
“What will you do, sir?” Chut shouted as the guards hurried the remaining advisors towards the basement.
“I will see the thing done.” He walked over to a tall wooden cabinet in the corner. With a touch and a word, hidden locks clicked, and the door flung open as though it could sense the urgency. Lithero’s sword jumped into his hands like a loyal pet, singing gently in its scabbard at the promise of battle.
	“So eager. I suppose it’s less complicated when one doesn’t have to worry about dying. Something you and tonight’s foe have in common, I think.”
The sword either didn’t comprehend, or didn’t care. Lithero looked at his leafmail shirt, but there wasn’t time to don it. He pulled his blade free and ran out into the night.
Out in the courtyard, the scene had turned terrifying. The creature had felled a guard on its way to Lithero’s tent, but the sudden appearance of Lady Helkara halted its advance. Instead, it had enough cunning to take a hostage: the young porter, Jerro. 
The youth sat on his knees in the mud, bent over so his head faced the ground. The creature held him firmly by the back of his shirt, with one hand, while holding a falchion to the back of his neck with the other.
“Now that’s interesting,” Lithero said. “You are quite bright for a corpse.”
The creature glared at him and tightened his grip on the boy’s neck. To Lithero’s left, Lady Helkara crouched down as if to pounce. Arcs of green lightning flowed from the tips of her fingers into the ground. Lithero felt his long white hair begin to stand on end.
“Hold your ground, Helkara, but do not attack.”
Without taking eyes off her target, the lady mage nodded a curt affirmation. By then, a rough circle of guards, bowmen, and swordsmen had formed around the creature.
“There is no path open to you, Dark-Treader. If anything of you remains, let the boy go.”
The creature raised the falchion high in the air, ready to drop again on Jerro’s neck. The blade came down. Just as it was about to connect, the fell of a whip snaked out of the crowd. The leather tongue lashed around the creature’s forearm, tearing the skin as it coiled. With a strong jerk, the slack went out of the whip, and the creature stumbled back and away from the boy.
Sensing the opportunity, Lithero sprinted for the boy, snagging him around the torso with his free arm. Jerro wasn’t light, but sheer momentum carried the two of them out of the reach as the creature flailed to free itself.
Lithero turned his head and shouted, “Helkara. Now!”
The lady mage obliged. Her hands lashed forward, and undulating waves of electricity crashed into the creature. His hair and robes burned off in a cloud of cinders. The skin blistered wherever the green arcs touched it. Soon, it sloughed off like sheets of charred parchment. Yet still it stood.
“Bowmen, loose!” Lithero ordered. A dozen arrows, each as long as a man’s arm, flew into the corpse with a thunk.
“Again!” A second volley followed. The creature still stood, but arrows pinned its arms to its sides, as the falchion sunk into the mud behind it. One of the swordsmen stepped forward. With a mighty two-handed swing of his bastard sword, the creature’s head tumbled into the muck.
“It’s over.” Lady Helkara said.
“For now,” Lithero observed. His gaze fell to the youth still cradled in his arms. Jerro was white as bleached bone, and tears flowed freely from his eyes. 
At least he won’t fear the lash any longer, Lithero thought bitterly. A shadow stepped out of the dispersing crowd, theatrically coiling a long whip. It was Spymaster Anosari.
“Three men dead from a single crossbow bolt.” Anosari shook his head. “With an enemy that strong, why choose to fight at all?”
“Because there is no other choice.” Lithero stood and faced the Icarnian. “Now more than ever, we will need someone inside Tenala to be our new envoy, someone who can move freely.”
“That puts me out, then. My face won’t go unnoticed. But, I think I know someone ideally suited for the job.”
Lady Helkara approached, her fingernail polish black and smoldering. “This someone isn’t another one of your old conquests, I trust.”
“Quite the contrary, milady.” Anosari smirked. “In fact, she’s the one woman I could never hope to tame.”

