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I walked through the streets of Port Gloom, Iris’s cooling body held against my chest, and felt like the city was mine. Its labyrinthine immensity, its teeming population, its incalculable wealth. The injustices and hopes, the power structures and dead ends. The wharves and docks, the Provost’s Tower, the Star Chamber, Execution Hill--each nook, each cranny.

Mine.

They just didn’t know it yet. 

My father’s death had freed my powers, my sense of self. I walked with calm purpose, feeling as if the city shook with each step. I ignored the startled stares of cab drivers at their corner posts, the late-night costermongers who fell back after approaching to see if I’d like to buy a batch of mussels. 

You could get away with carrying a corpse in the Narrows, down in the darkest alleys of the poorest quarter, but here in the Palace District?

“Hey there, you!” The voice was rough with reproach, gruff with assumed authority. 

I kept walking.

“Hey!” The sound of a half-dozen men running to catch up with me, the jingling of chain mail, the resentful huff of heavy breathing. 

The guard didn’t like being ignored.

A moment later they caught up and fanned out around me, dark armored figures with pikes and attitude. 

I stopped, leveling a flat stare at their leader, a heavyset man with a lantern jaw and small eyes under a heavy brow. The kind of man who thought it a good day’s work to rough up beggars, to exact bribes and protection payments, who bowed his head and offered to lick the boots of any nobleman who glanced his way. 

“Hey there! You!” The man seemed nonplussed at my blank expression. “What by the Hanged God’s withered scrotum you think you’re doing, walking around with a… a body like that?”

I felt nothing. No fear, no nervousness, no doubt. Once, not too long ago, when I’d been a thief aspirant, this would have been my worst nightmare. Surrounded by an elite guard, far out of my territory, without back-up or an alibi. 

But that thief aspirant was long gone. Everyman Jack had cut his throat and thrown him in the Snake Head.

Now? I wasn’t sure what I was. What I’d become. What I’d forged of myself over the past year or two. 

Oh, wait. No. That wasn’t quite right. 

I guess I knew what I was. There wasn’t any denying it now.

I was a King Troll.

The only one in the city.

The city that was now mine.

I put some power into my words. “This isn’t any of your concern. Step aside, and leave me alone.”

The sergeant frowned; then, his confusion growing, he moved aside.

The city troll next to him, lean, angular, and all predator, frowned deeply and shuffled aside as well.

I resumed walking. Leaving the guard behind, I hitched Iris higher up my chest, careful that I didn’t spill her decapitated head off her lap into the street.

The stump of her neck glistened in the moonlight. Tubes and bone, muscle and torn skin. 

The very detail of it made the body seem less and less a part of Iris. The weight, the shape of her. Its physical nature. 

For the further I walked, the less what I held seemed to have anything in common with the woman I’d loved.

The woman who’d sacrificed herself for me, imprinted her soul upon my father so the Paruko Dream Eaters would steal him away instead. Allowed Baleric the Exemplar of the Hanged God to cut her head from her shoulders.

Who had faced death as if it was nothing to be afraid of. Who’d whispered those enigmatic words at the very last: “It’s all so beautiful. Don’t fret, my love. I’ll see you again some day soon. Look for me.”

Madness? Or had she seen through the Hanged God’s veil, finding a way to walk the path to the Ashen Garden, and somehow return?

My skin broke out in goosebumps and I stopped to gaze down at her slack, pale features. Her eyelids were at half-mast, her skin pallid as candle wax, her hair in disarray. She seemed a cunningly contrived simulacra; not Iris, not any part of her. 

Was she going to return? Had she defeated death itself? Toward the end, I’d lost the ability to understand her insanity. Or wisdom. Her brilliance, her dark, fractured mind. She’d reached depths of understanding I couldn’t fathom.

And - truth be told - I didn’t feel much grief. Part of me, some primordial, bestial side, something that defied my rational mind, didn’t feel like she was truly gone. I felt shock, yes - remorse, pain for her death - but not grief.

A crowd was gathering on the far side of the street, murmuring as they examined me. I had to cut a strange figure, I suppose; standing there on the far sidewalk of a grand boulevard, staring down at the severed head of a beautiful woman. 

Ah, well. Time to keep moving.

I had a singular destination. Despite my calm, my unnatural sense of control, I knew there was much to be done. Or perhaps, more accurately, to be undone. 

The dark city about me was a great glass edifice that I was about to take a sledgehammer to. 

It was all going to come down.

But first I had to find my women.

I strode faster. Growing impatient, I stepped out into the road as a handsome carriage came rumbling toward me, and raised a hand.

“Stop,” I commanded.

The driver pulled back on the reins, the two magnificent steeds snorting as they slowed, arresting the carriage’s momentum.

“Hey now, what the -”

“Be silent and don’t move.”

The driver shut up.

I walked around to the side of the carriage and opened the door. A startled young man dressed in a severe military outfit was trying to draw his blade within the cramped confines of the cabin; a terrified young woman in a state of dishabille shrank against the upholstery behind him. 

“Get out, both of you, and find another way home.”

The man’s face went bone-white behind his handlebar mustache, and he spilled out of the carriage, eyes wild like a startled horse’s. A moment later his mistress followed him out, and I stepped into the carriage, pulling the door closed behind me.

I opened the slot that allowed me to speak to the driver. “Take me directly to Senator Aurelius’s home on the far side of Execution Hill.”

The driver cracked his reins and the carriage lurched into motion. I set Iris’s body down on the seat before me, then leaned back, gazing out the window. The city scrolled by. Fine mansions, intersecting boulevards. All the pomp and excess of the Palace Quarter, the greatest concentration of wealth in perhaps the known world.

I frowned and rubbed my finger across my lips. I thought of my loved ones. If they were in any way harmed. If Aurelius had gone through with his threats. 

Anger arose within me, arose like a dark and turbulent ocean, held back by my will but ready to spill forth and drown the city. 

Cerys. Netherys. Yashara. Tamara. Pogo. Pony. 

People I loved more than anything in the world. 

Aurelius was now far beyond my ability to hurt him, but the rest of the city? The endless hordes of his accomplices, agents, his Aunts and Uncles?

Oh, they would pay. They would pay for eternity if any of my friends and lovers were harmed.

The carriage raced through the streets, the driver’s terror causing him to accelerate to near reckless speeds. But that was fine. No carriage accident could harm me now. And something about the wild recklessness of our hurtling passage through the city pleased me. It matched the turbulence and fury that simmered just beneath my iron control. 

I tore my gaze from the manors and estates tearing by and considered again Iris’s still body. 

“Look for me,” she’d said, but here she was, dead and still. Look for her, where? In my dreams? In the faces of strangers? Would she appear to me, reborn?

Was she with me now?

The carriage came to an abrupt stop. “We’re here, milord, but the gates are closed.”

I scooped Iris’s corpse into my arms once more, kicked open the carriage door, and descended to the cobbled street.

We’d arrived. Aurelius’s estate was barely visible through the iron bars of the front gate, down the graveled driveway that wound around a fountain to the great covered entrance.

“Thank you,” I said. “Go and resume your normal activities. Don’t speak of this to anyone.”

The driver gave no response, but simply cracked his whips and drove on.

A guard emerged from the gatehouse, lantern held high; drawn forth, no doubt, by the sound of the carriage wheels. 

“Who goes there? My lord Aurelius is not in residence. You will have to return later.”

I moved up to the ornate gate, making no attempt to hide Iris’s corpse. The guard startled as his warm light fell upon us, and he let out an incoherent oath, hand dropping to his blade.

“Open the gate,” I commanded, voice firm and inexorable in the cold night air.

The guard froze, hand on his hilt, and his expression writhed, moving through a variety of emotions before settling into numb acquiescence. Jerkily, he moved forward to unlock the great gate, then pulled it inward, its lower edge swinging soundlessly over the compressed gravel.

“I am now your master, and you will treat me as you did Lord Aurelius,” I said. 

“My lord,” said the guard, bowing low, voice shaking.

“Lord Aurelius is dead, and I will be taking his place. My name is Kellik. Tell me anything I should know in order to remain safe and unharmed by whatever awaits me in the mansion.”

The guard straightened, and for a second he fought my will, wrestling with my commands, but he might as well have struggled against chains of iron. Finally, he coughed and began to speak. 

“There are few dangers, for Lord Aurelius feared little. A dozen guards, myself included, though we are mostly for show. The head butler is Veserigard, and he runs the house itself. You should seek him out and have him explain the workings of the estate, as I just work the gatehouse and can’t advise you much better.”

Made sense. A King Troll as immune to physical danger as my father wouldn’t need an army of guards. 

“Very well. Remain at your post, and execute your duty faithfully as if nothing had changed.”

The guard bowed his head, eyes wide as he stared at Iris, and remained hunched over as I strode past him and down the gravel drive.

How long ago had Cerys and I ridden down this entrance to Aurelius’s party? A month ago? More? Time was slipping through my fingers. Then, the estate had been lit up by countless lanterns, the grounds alive with guests, the gravel crunching under scores of carriages that rolled up to deposit their fabulous charges at the front door. Cerys had worn a sleeve of black lace over a crimson sheath, looking so fine, so beautiful, that I had been disarmed, had fallen in love with her all over again.

But now, the estate was dark and still. The vast majority of the windows were black and curtained. Two lanterns hung on the main pillars that supported the entrance’s portico, and everything spoke of quiet refinement. The manicured bushes shaped to resemble fantastic beasts; the neatness of the white gravel, which was carefully kept within the bounds of the road and spilled not at all over onto the grass. The fragrance of blooms, the hint of ornate gardens just beyond, the perfect grandeur of the mansion itself.

My father’s home.

Mine, now.

If I wanted it. 

A servant stood at attention beside the huge front doors, watching my approach with confusion carefully hidden behind a veneer of professional discretion. The doors were large enough for Pony to walk through, the portico broad enough to shield even the largest of carriages from inclement weather. I stepped under their protection and the servant startled as he made out Iris’s corpse.

“Stand still and be silent,” I commanded, and the servant froze, watching with horror as I drew close.

He was an older man, with a high brow, slender nose, and weak chin. But his gray eyes were alive with intelligence, and he studied me with fierce desperation.

“Your name?”

“Beauclaire,” he said, voice a hoarse whisper. 

“Of Port Lusander?”

He gave a curt nod.

“Your title?”

“Footman.”

“Is Veserigard home?”

“I believe so, my lord.”

“Then take me to him.”

Beauclaire gave a curt bow, turned, and led the way through the huge front doors, pushing one open with an ease that demonstrated how perfectly the door was balanced.

It was strange to enter the hall beyond with Iris in my arms, to remember the area full of revelers, the magic, the red lighting. Now there was a tomb-like silence, and the faces in the gilt portraits watched our passage with stern disapproval. 

Beauclaire moved with stiff formality, striding ahead to take a left before the main hall, and then through a side door that led into the servants’ quarters. The hall became narrower, the decor plain. The house was alive; subtle sounds emanated above, murmurs from closed doors indicated an active wait staff, but there was also a strained stiffness to the atmosphere. The artificial hush of a museum, perhaps, or a patina of fear and restraint over what might otherwise have been the normal business of running a manor.

Beauclaire led me directly to an unassuming door, and there rapped twice, stepping aside.

“Who is it?” came the haughty inquiry, and Beauclaire hesitated, unsure as to how to proceed.

“Open the door,” I commanded.

He did just that, and I entered the room beyond, Iris held still in my arms. The room was spartan and unassuming; a narrow desk, an equally narrow bed, a few notes tacked to the wall, a slender window that gazed out into a night made opaque by the candle burning on the sill. 

The occupant was short and burly, with lambchops sideburns and a roseate face that reflected a predilection for tippling. Wearing a starched white shirt and gray felt pants held up by suspenders, he turned from the letter he’d been writing with annoyance, his demeanor one of a man used to unquestioning obedience, irate at being barged in on with such little ceremony.

The sight of Iris’s head quelled his tongue.

“Sit down,” I said, “and be quiet. Beauclaire, return your post and resume your normal duties, with my interests now replacing those of Lord Aurelius in your mind.”

The footman bowed gravely, closed the door, and I heard his footsteps retreating quickly.

Veserigard stared at me in mute alarm, his complexion turning mottled, his hand gripping the back of his chair over which his coat was folded with a white-knuckled hold.

I laid Iris down upon his bed, catching her head as it began to roll off and setting it under the curve of one arm. Considering the corpse, unsure, I then took up the folded blanket at the foot of the bed and cast it over her body. It settled into a disconcerting series of valleys and peaks over her form.

“Now,” I said, turning to regard the head butler. “Answer my questions precisely, but add whatever information you think necessary to fulfill the spirit of my inquiries and not just the letter. Do you know where Aurelius kept his prisoners? Namely, a red-haired woman called Cerys, a high elf called Netherys, possibly a brunette Exemplar of the White Sun called Tamara?”

“I know where Aurelius keeps his prisoners,” said Veserigard, voice husky with repressed emotion - anger or fear, I couldn’t quite tell. “Cerys and Netherys are below. I don’t know about an Exemplar.”

“Are they hurt?” The question burst from my lips, battling with the desire that he take me straight to them. 

“No,” said Veserigard.

“Thank the fucking gods,” I said, relief making my knees go weak. “What of the medusa? Those she turned to stone in the underground base yesterday?”

“Mithasa isn’t in the manor, and I don’t know about her latest victims.” Hesitation on his part, his tongue swiping across his lower lip. “But I could have her summoned.”

“First take me to Cerys and Netherys. But listen well.” I leaned forward, my gaze boring into his own. “You are to treat me with as much deference and care as you would Lord Aurelius. My well-being is now your primary concern, and you will do everything within your power to keep me safe, informed of anything you think I should know, and to take care of my friends.”

“Then I must tell you that Lord Aurelius will have you destroyed as soon as he returns home,” said Veserigard.

“No, he won’t,” I said. “He’s gone and won’t ever be coming back. I’m your new lord. Now lead on. Take me to my friends.”

Veserigard gaped, then scoffed silently as he stood, clearly not believing me. That was fine. I didn’t need his faith. I just needed his compliance.

He led me down the hall to a stairway that spiraled down two floors and out into a narrow corridor. A pair of guards startled to attention then stood down at a gesture from Veserigard. To be safe, I paused to address them, commanding them both to treat me as their sole liege from now on.

But I didn’t have the patience to work them properly. Instead, I motioned for Veserigard to lead on, nearly snatching the keys from his hand when he drew a thick ring of them from his pouch. I watched, impatient, as he found the right one for the keyhole. It took an eon for the lock to snick open, and another for him to swing the door open and reveal Cerys rising to her feet. Face gaunt from her recent convalescence, her crimson hair in disarray, her eyes widening in shock at the sight of me.

“Kellik?”

“By the gods,” I whispered, stepping into her arms and pulling her in tight. The sensation of stunned grandeur in which I’d been walking since Iris’s death shattered, and real emotion coursed through me. Terrific relief, amazement, love, gratitude. My eyes burned with tears as I squeezed Cerys tight, buried my face in her hair, and inhaled her scent.

She clung to me just as frantically, squeezing me hard, and we stood in such a manner for I don’t know how long, the world slowly spinning around us, our embrace the center of the universe.

It was all I could do to thank the gods over and over again as I held her. To thank that Aurelius hadn’t gone through with his threats. To have her here, with me, in my arms, alive and awake, unharmed, and mine forever.

“What happened?” She pulled back at last, and I saw how her illness had weakened her; made her cheekbones more prominent, her eyes ringed with shadows, her skin pale. “I remember entering the carriage with you, then an explosion - pain, and… Tamara. Her voice, coming to me from a distance, telling me I would be well. Then I awoke here, and nobody’s told me anything since.”

“Aurelius,” I said. “He took you while you were healing up. As for what’s happened since…”

“Aurelius?” She curled a strand of crimson hair behind her ear. “He took me? Wait. Was he…?”

“The King Troll. My father.” I grimaced, unable to quite smile. “I thought we were done for. But before I tell you more, let’s get Netherys. Veserigard?”

The butler had remained by the door, but clearly had heard everything, his jaw going slack, his eyes widening. “Aurelius is your father?”

“Was,” I said. “I had him killed. Lead us to Netherys.”

“This… this way.” The man’s face had turned gray, but somehow he led us down the hall to another door, which he also unlocked and pushed open.

The room beyond was larger. A four-poster bed dominated the chamber, chains affixed to the posters. Netherys was bound in the bed’s center, her limbs outstretched and manacled.

“Netherys?” gasped Cerys, hand rising to her mouth.

The being who lay before us was no dark elf, seductive and purple-haired, but a high elf, her mane white as fresh-fallen snow, her features beautiful and pure.

“Kellik!” Netherys sought to sit up, was prevented by her chains. “Thank the stars!”

“Unchain her,” I growled, and Veserigard bounded forward, keys shaking in his grip as he sought the right set. 

Cerys stared, fascinated, dumbfounded. “But… you… your hair…”

Netherys lay back, a wry smile curving her lips. “Kellik has proven a good influence, I suppose. I changed last night, embracing my light side. Too much love.”

Veserigard unbound the manacles in short order, and Netherys sat up, rubbing at her wrists as she considered the butler.

“Stand against the wall,” I commanded him, “and remain quiet unless we ask a question of you.”

The butler did as he was told.

“Aurelius?” asked Netherys.

“Taken by the Paruko Dream Eaters.” I sat down on the edge of the bed, suddenly exhausted, and told them everything. The medusa’s attack on our base, led in part by an Eddwick who’d regained the ability to speak. Yashara, Pony, and Pogo turning to stone. Netherys being the only reason I was able to escape at all. Her change, and then our desperate attack on Aurelius. How we’d failed completely.

My flight into the city. My turning to Iris, and how we’d returned. Her enigmatic last words, the trick she’d pulled on Aurelius’s pattern, how the Dream Eaters had shown up just in time to take him into some nether realm from which he’d never return.

“She’s dead?” Cerys didn’t look like she could be shocked any further. “I… somehow I thought she’d never die. That she’d find a way to keep living, no matter what.”

“I don’t know what she is,” I said. “Decapitated, yes. Dead? Maybe. Which sounds insane, I know, but she said to look for her, to not worry. So… who knows?”

“Iris,” said Netherys softly, considering. “Perhaps the world is a safer place without her in it.”

“Perhaps,” I said, but the tears came back to my eyes as I recalled her soft smile, her gentle acceptance of her death as she turned to me. “But I’d do anything to bring her back.”

“We have to free Yashara and the others,” said Cerys, tone growing hard. “Make sure they’re safe.”

I turned to consider Veserigard. “The medusa. How can we best get her to bring our friends back?”

Veserigard licked his lower lip. “Mithasa is a practical creature. Convince her that you have taken Aurelius’s place and will pay her wages, and she’ll transfer her loyalty to you.”

“Can we trust him?” asked Cerys.

“Yes,” I said. “My powers - they’ve come into their own. I can’t explain it. But with my father’s death… it’s as if they’re finally blooming. But I know he’ll do as he’s told, and if I tell him to tell us the truth, he will.”

“You seem different,” said Cerys, then smiled apologetically. “I mean, after all that’s happened, that makes sense, but you seem… I don’t know how to put it.”

I reached out and took her calloused hand in my own. “I understand. I’m not quite myself yet. Losing Iris. Confronting my father. Everything that’s to come. I’m still coming to terms with it. But right now? I just want everyone back. Yashara. Tamara. Everyone. Then we’ll talk. Figure out what comes next.”

“What comes next,” mused Cerys.

“World domination,” said Netherys, with something of her old, sardonic humor.

“Perhaps,” I said, rising to my feet. “But first we need to deal with this Mithasa. Veserigard, how do you contact her?”

“A runner. She operates out of a brothel complex close by that’s owned by a criminal figure called Yelentha.”

“Her Auntie,” I said.

Veserigard considered me. “You know of the Family.”

“As do you,” I replied. “How much do you know, exactly?”

“That’s hard to quantify, but I’d wager I know just about everything. Aurelius entrusted me with his confidence. I oversaw most of the day-to-day operations, including the running of the Family.”

A thrill ran through me. “You know all the Aunties and Uncles?”

“I do.”

“And where they operate out of?”

“Yes.”

“And the magic web run by the mutilated magic users?”

Veserigard nodded.

“Their locations as well?” 

“I was charged with determining the schedule by which they would be moved.”

“Fortuna wept,” I whispered. “You knew about what was done to them, and didn’t care?”

He hesitated. “I’m not sure if I did. I’ve been so thoroughly used by Aurelius since I was a child that I can’t tell what I feel anymore. I think…” Sweat beaded his brow. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know.” I stood up, moved to stand before him. “You look back at all you’ve done, seen, been responsible for, and don’t feel any regret?”

The fear in his eyes was stark. His mouth worked, and I felt him fight against my will, like a fly wrestling in strands of spiderwebbing. 

“I… I don’t know,” he whispered hoarsely. “I know what you want me to say. But I can’t lie. I haven’t… Aurelius had control over me… so long, that… I don’t have… I don’t know…”

“Kellik, leave him,” said Cerys, rising and move to my side. “Your father must have broken him in some profound way. Don’t torment him so.”

“Don’t torment him,” I whispered, staring at Veserigard. “Fine. He was a tool of my father’s. For a while, he’ll be my tool as well. First things first. Yashara, Pogo, and Pony. Get Mithasa. Actually, no. We’ll go with the runner.”

Beads of sweat were rolling down Veserigard’s brow. “Yes sir.”

I turned to Netherys and Cerys. “You two all right to continue on?”

Netherys stretched languorously and then arose, all sinuous, lethal grace. “A little sore here and there, but ready all the same.”

“With our friends waiting?” Cerys’ smile was hard. “You think I’ll wait behind?”

“Good. Veserigard. Lead the way to this brothel.”

The man turned without a word and walked out of the room. We three followed. Down the hall, past the stunned-looking guards, back upstairs. A word from Cerys and I relented, ordering Veserigard to don boots and warm clothing. Both women found suitable outdoor gear in a vestibule off the entrance, and soon we were outside in the chill.

“Summon a carriage,” I ordered Beauclaire, who snapped to attention, his whole frame vibrating with terror. “Something small, fast, and unobtrusive.”

“Yes, my lord,” whispered the footman, and made a gesture off into the dark. Sighting down the length of the house, I saw a second servant positioned where the private road swept around to the back of the estate, where no doubt the stables and carriage houses were kept.

The servant, a young boy, took off at a dead sprint.

There was so much to ask. To learn. Veserigard was no doubt a treasure trove of information. But all I could do was think of my missing friends. Yashara. Pogo. Pony. Turned to stone what felt a lifetime ago, though in reality, it couldn’t have been more than eight hours. Standing there in the darkness, lost and alone in their petrified selves. 

Nothing mattered more than rescuing them.

Sensing my dour mood, my two women stood close by, Netherys slipping a hand around my arm and standing close, Cerys flanking me at the other side. We remained so in silence, waiting, and were soon rewarded by the crunch of wheels of gravel.

A carriage rolled into view, a light phaeton painted a black so deep it seemed to melt into the night. Two glorious stallions pulled it, each as black as coal; their necks were proud and arched, manes carefully groomed into stylish knots, coats gleaming as if wet. 

We all climbed aboard, and Veserigard gave the driver directions. I listened carefully, seeking some sign of duplicity, but heard none.

We rolled out of the estate, and back into Port Gloom’s night. Out onto the broad avenue, but this time we rolled in style; the phaeton was of obvious quality, and was afforded right of way by lesser carriages and cabs. 

Ten minutes later we stopped before the brothel, an unassuming manor on a residential street, its minimalist garden enclosed by a spear-topped iron fence. It blended in with its neighbors, respectable and silent, its windows betraying light from within but heavily curtained, a pair of guards by the front door the only measure of obvious security.

“What’s the protocol for entering?” asked Cerys.

“Possessing sufficient coin, to be honest,” said Veserigard. “Though I am known to the madam of the house. My presence will open all doors.”

“Then lead the way,” I said. “And take us to Mithasa.”

“Wait,” said Netherys, reaching out to pluck at the butler’s sleeve as he opened the door. “Did the medusa have any resistance to Aurelius’s powers?”

The butler ignored her, continued to get out.

“Stop and answer her question,” I said. “In fact, treat commands from Cerys and Netherys as if they came from me.”

Veserigard pulled himself back into the phaeton, face ashen. “Very well. Yes, Mithasa was resistant to his powers, but he broke her walls down in time. Her mind is alien, reptilian, and thus hard for king troll commands to secure a hold on.”

“Hmm. All right. Good to know. Lead on.”

I followed Veserigard down onto the sidewalk, through the gate, and up the steps to the two guards who scrutinized us with boredom.

Just another fancy carriage at the brothel, I supposed.

“Please let Madam Crux know that Veserigard awaits her company,” said the butler, tone stiff with hauteur and authority.

The guards exchanged a glance, and then one slipped inside. A moment later, the door was yanked wide open, and the visibly shaken guard stepped aside, breathing heavily.

“Madam Crux would be honored to see you in her office,” said the man, fighting to control his breathing. “My heartfelt apologies for -”

But Veserigard swept past the man and into the manor. It was opulent, tastefully decorated, and filled with the sweet music of a delicately played piano. Everything was plush, everything was roseate, from the light to the carpet to the upholstery. My limited experience with brothels while an aspirant thief many lifetimes ago was clearly of no use here - there was no stink of sweat and smoke, no overpowering clouds of cheap perfume, no raucous shouts of amusement, no grunts and cries from behind doors.

Instead, I felt as if we’d stepped into an elegant salon. There were indeed women within the rooms we passed through, but they could have been the daughters of the nobility, all of them refined and beautiful, dressed in the latest fashion of the court. Some were seated and playing cards, others read books by lantern-light; a few were gathered in a corner, enjoying drinks in cut-glass goblets. 

All of them eyed us, but none seemed over-eager or desperate. None had the lover’s pox, none seemed drunk, none were hiding their true looks under a thick layer of mascara. 

Instead, the eldest woman seemed to be in her early twenties, and each was a rare beauty in her own right. Tall and slender, short and curvaceous, blessed with large chests or a dancer’s physique, there was enough variety to satisfy nearly any taste. 

But I wasn’t here to shop around. After taking in the setting, I dismissed it and followed Veserigard to the rear of the home, where he opened a door set in the back without knocking.

We followed in right after, and I found myself in a small but tastefully appointed office. A woman in her forties rose to her feet from behind her desk, where she’d been clearly balancing her books, an abacus and several pouches set beside ledgers and piles of papers.

Handsome, dark-haired, but with a cold and calculating gaze that belied her warm smile. “Master Veserigard, you do me entirely too much honor. How can I be of service?”

At which point the butler simply turned to me.

“My name is Kellik,” I said, “and from this point on my interests, well-being, and safety are your paramount concern.”

Madam Crux’s expression tightened as if a blast of frigid air had just washed over her, and she staggered, placing her fingertips on the table’s surface for support.

To my surprise, she wrestled with my will, her own fierce and independent. She fought for a fraction of a second, and then broke and was mine.

“But of course, Master Kellik,” she said, voice strained. “How can I be of assistance?”

“Is Mithasa the medusa in residence?” I asked.

“She is.”

“How can we best effect an audience with her while ensuring my safety?”

She didn’t even blink. “Her powers are nullified if you only observe her through a reflection. Do you anticipate difficulty?”

“Perhaps,” I said. “She turned petrified several of my friends earlier tonight. I want them turned back to flesh.”

“I see. That is, of course, entirely possible. I will speak with her myself, and ask that she listen to your offer.”

“I don’t want her to flee,” I said. “Instead, take us with you. Do you have a mirror?”

She drew one, a framed oval, from her desk drawer and handed it to me. 

“Very well,” I said. “Lead on.”

Drawing herself up, she gave me a curt nod and strode past, out of her office, and then to a stairway hidden behind a cunningly disguised door that blended in with the wallpaper. Down we went, single file, to come out into an equally elegant and lavishly decorated hallway. 

Here the sounds of lovemaking were audible. Cries of pleasure, cries of pain. But no screams, no sounds of true violence. 

Down the hall Madam Crux led us, around the corner, and down a second flight of steps to a lower level.

The flight opened into a large room directly, awhich was clearly Mithasa’s private domain. 

The room, or basement, perhaps, had more in common with a nest than a human’s sleeping accommodations. The center of the floor was sunken and edged with cushions, forming a cozy nest of rich fabrics that reminded me of Iris’s own basement chamber off the docks, in that abandoned home of hers.

But the walls were hung with countless works of art, so many that the walls were barely visible, and here and there stood statues, each more realistic than the last.

Mithasa’s victims, I realized, and could help search the dozen or so present for some sign of my friends.

They weren’t here.

Mithasa herself was reclined in her cushioned nest, and I saw that her form had changed; her lower legs had been replaced by a massive serpent’s body, flame-colored and coiled upon itself, thick as my waist and making her beauty all the more inhuman for it.

She’d been reclining in the center of her coils, and at our approach arose, her lips stretching into a smile which froze at the sight of me. 

Which I saw through the reflected mirror. 

“What is this?” she demanded, voice immediately tense. “Crux -”

“Master Kellik wishes to speak with you,” said the Madam. “That is all. Please refrain from violence, Mithasa.”

“Aurelius is dead,” I said. “I am taking his place. Soon the whole city will be mine. You can choose to work for me as you did my father, or die. What is it to be?”

The medusa struggled with my words. I’d not put any power into them, but she struggled all the same, clearly trying to determine what to believe. 

“How can I trust you?” she asked.

I looked to the butler. “Veserigard?”

“I believe he speaks the truth,” said the butler. “Master Aurelius’s lock upon my mind is no more. I’m now obeying Master Kellik, which could only happen if Aurelius was no more.”

“You?” Mithasa’s scorn was evident. “You defeated Aurelius? I can’t believe it.”

Netherys was walking around the room, studying the works of art. “You don’t have to, darling. You simply have to do as you’re told.”

“Do you wish me to lay my will upon you?” I asked, still staring fixedly into the mirror. “In fact, it might be easier for all involved if I did.”

Mithasa hissed. “You wouldn’t have a chance -”

“Silence,” I commanded, and the memory of what this creature had done to my friends put fire into my word. Pogo’s cry of pain and surprise echoed in my ear once more, the crackling sound of flesh turning to stone. 

Mithasa gasped and flinched back as if lashed across the face. She sought to reject my power, and her mind was strangely slippery, evading my grasp at first.

But not for long. Dull, pounding rage suffused me, slipping free of my control, and I willed her to break. Closing my power about her mind, her spirit, I squeezed. For long, aching seconds she resisted me, fought, uncoiling so that she rose high upon her serpentine body - and then, at last succumbed.

She was mine.

“Proclaim me your master,” I commanded, voice so cold I could barely recognize it as my own.

“You… you are my master,” whispered Mithasa, sounding at once horrified, shocked, and stunned.

“My safety, well-being, and interests are now your foremost concern,” I commanded. “You will take no action that harms me or those I care for, and will ask my permission to take any action you’re unsure might contradict these rules. You will tell me anything you think I need to know without needing to be prompted, and will anticipate my needs without causing me trouble.” I hesitated, and at that moment an old memory came to me: writing the contract we’d demanded Netherys swear to before releasing her from her prison at the butcher’s. The contract she’d never been constrained by, but which she’d pretended to follow.

Would this deal be of similar fragility?

“Tell me you understand,” I prompted when the medusa remained silent.

“I understand,” she said, voice sullen and flinty.

“Good.” I dropped the mirror, and in a show of bravado turned around to meet her gaze. “Now. Assume your human form so that we can go restore my friends.”

Mithasa loomed above me, her human torso lifted high by her fiery coils. But slowly, reluctantly, she lowered herself, snake body shrinking, sinking into itself, then parting in twain and becoming a pair of human legs. The scales faded into her pale skin, and in a matter of moments, she stood before us completely nude; her body mature and arousing, full-breasted and broad-hipped, her sex hairless. She was completely unabashed by her nudity, and stepped aside to pull on a robe which she cinched tight about her waist with a slender chain.

“Madam Crux,” I said. “You are not to speak of this meeting to anyone without my permission. Understood?”

“Yes, Master Kellik,” she whispered. 

“Then resume your duties as before. Any intelligence, money, or services that you once rendered to Aurelius you will now tend to me. Clear?”

“Clear.”

“Then let’s get going. Veserigard, you’re to remain with us. Mithasa, follow behind and don’t do anything to sabotage our mission.”

Both of my reluctant servants nodded. 

I led the way back upstairs, taking the steps two at a time. By all rights, I should have been exhausted, but I was buoyed by excitement and elation. Only now was I beginning to appreciate how much more powerful I’d become. 

The prospect of what I’d do with this power was both bewitching and thrilling. My mind wanted to leap ahead, to start planning, speculating, but I reined it in. First and foremost, I’d save my friends. 

Then, and only then, would I get to work.

We all climbed aboard the increasingly crowded phaeton, riding across town in silence to where Pogo had set up our secret base. I felt detached from everyone, even Cerys by my side, and simply stared out the window at the city rolling by.

Endless life filled the streets, even at this remote, pre-dawn hour. The laborers headed home from all-night factory shifts; the vendors and costermongers sought to make a copper off their weary hunger; small night-markets filled random squares; bells tinkled as street ladies sought to score one final john before calling it a night. 

It was a city at once as familiar as the back of my hand and yet now surprisingly strange; I wasn’t a part of the city, not as I’d once been. Even when I returned as the fictional Count of Manticora, I’d felt involved, but now? I felt distant, like I was seeing all of it from a mile above the ground, or through a smoky dark glass.

I could stop the carriage and command any of those people outside to do my bidding. Like a king - no. More than a king. My new powers would compel them to be my slaves. I could demand anything from them. That they give me a free apple or cup of coffee, or their clothing, or to serve me, to adore me, to fear me. Those two guards there, nodding off to sleep against the tavern wall - I could make them fanatical bodyguards. That trio of whores laughing by the coffee cart, holding their steaming cups close - I could order them into a cheap hotel room to do whatever I wanted them to. 

Anyone. Everyone. 

All I had to do now was speak, and I would be obeyed.

I shivered, forced a reassuring smile when Cerys looked my way in concern. 

How was I supposed to handle this kind of power? To prevent myself from turning into my own father, a monster at the center of his tangled, scheming web? 

What was to keep my darkest impulses in check, to stop me from extending my hand and taking whatever I wanted?

Steeped deep in my thoughts, I ignored the tension in the carriage, the strange company that rode with us. I considered only one thing: gathering the ones I trusted and loved close to me, and with them by my side, making the right decisions.

Tamara. She’d ridden out not long ago for Olandipolis. I could send riders to bring her back, tell her everything had changed.

The thought of Tamara’s face, the warm depth to her eyes, her conviction and power and love, made me yearn for her company like nobody else. She’d help me navigate these currents, would use her newfound moral certainty to keep me from falling into the darkness. 

Yes. As soon as Yashara and the others were restored to my side, I’d send a dozen fleet riders to bring Tamara back, and then we would hold council, decide as a group what needed to be done.

The streets grew narrower, the houses leaning ever further out over the carriages and pedestrians, and the night sky began to take on the first pale tints of dawn. 

We were nearing the far side of town, and Cerys gave more exact directions to the driver. Pogo had devised the base with the utmost secrecy, insisted on there  being indirect means of approach that would defy our comings and goings being spied on and our secret discovered. 

So it was that we parked the now flagrantly out-of-place carriage on the mean street before the decoy house in which the entrance to the sewers was located, and all stepped down to cross the slimy pavement to the doorway.

It was unlocked, following the raid, and unguarded. 

I led the way, needing to get below, to see Yashara brought to life, to hear Pogo’s inquisitive tones, to see Pony rumble and blink.

So close.

Any second now, we’d be almost all gathered together.

We descended the stairs into the basement, and there to the trapdoor that gave access to the sewers. Down again into the tunnel, up its length toward the hidden door.

Which, of course, stood open, light spilling out from within to illuminate the rough tunnel walls, the trickling of sewage running underfoot.

Voices.

A group was still gathered within. It made sense; Aurelius would probably have ordered them to uncover the extent of our operations, to ransack the last of my gold. 

I hurried closer, the others at my heels, completely fearless, bursting with impatience. 

But just before I reached the door I heard a sound that caused my heart to spasm with pain and horror.

The pound of a hammer on metal, high and distinctive, and then the sharp crack of stone splitting in twain.

My mind blanked. 

I stepped into the doorway and stared across the expanse of Pogo’s hidden base, ignoring the dozen or so men off to the side. Ignoring the bodies, the blood.

I saw only the two men standing before Yashara’s petrified form, hammers and chisels in hand, chunks of ragged rock fallen about their feet. 

I saw their wicked smiles, one of them telling a humorous tale. Neither rushed, neither them aware of who had just arrived.

Simply intent on their job, chiseling the statue apart. Destroying Yashara forevermore. 

I stared, horrified, at what remained of her body. Her left arm and shoulder were gone. Chunks had been knocked free of her chest. 

And her head. They’d decapitated her. It lay on its side, staring right at me, her face visible. Beautiful, regal, frozen in that last, desperate, defiant snarl as she’d run toward the enemy, toward the door where I stood, to give me one last, precious second to get away.

I stared at her blind, stone eyes, at her peerless beauty, at her ruined body, and something within me broke. Something within me broke, and a great, terrible darkness flooded forth, something beyond fury, beyond rage, beyond horror.

Quietly, my whole body vibrating with an excess of emotion and power, I stepped into the room.

 


Chapter 2

 

 

 

“Oi. Who are you, then?” 

The challenge came from one of the soldiers off to the side, part of the dozen going through Pogo’s paperwork. At his question everyone oriented on me, stopping what they were doing, lowering chisels, setting down documents. 

“Nobody move,” I whispered, but power thrummed in the words, irresistible power which froze every man in place. My will was an iron chain that snaked out and coiled about them, wrapped their limbs in unshakeable force. 

Faces paled as they realized how helpless they’d just become. Some were flushed with effort as they fought to break my hold on their minds.

But all remained locked in place.

Or so I thought. A figure moved into the light from where he’d been leaning against the wall in the shadows. Short, as familiar as family, brown hair cut short, clad in dark thieving leathers.

Eddwick.

Moving, defying my will. Prowling into the lantern light, eyes narrowed as he studied me, my companions.

Eddwick, but at the same time, not. He was different, somehow, a subtle change that grew more screamingly obvious the longer I stared at him. It was in how he moved, his newfound panther-like grace, a focused intensity, a self-possession.

Gone was the chalkboard, the hesitant manner, the sense that he was about to flinch at some unseen blow.

“Kellik,” he said by way of greeting, and oh, it was strange to hear him speak, to hear a normal voice issue forth from his lips. All my life we’d communicated via signs, signals, and chalkboards. “And Mithasa. I must admit to some amount of confusion.”

“You betrayed me.”

He shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t know how much choice I had in the matter. Did I run when that Gloom Knight came? Sure. I thought we were all dead. That you survived that… well. Improbable.”

“You led an attack on my friends,” I said, moving forward. Around us, the frozen soldiers stared, sweat beading their brows, muscles twitching futilely. “You betrayed me.”

“You know what happened to me after I fled? Of course not. I was snapped up by the Family, brought before Jack, who sent me on to the Grandfather. Who was impressed by my little gift, and decided it was a bigger deal than we’d imagined.”

Eddwick’s gift. His ability to divine the odds. The secret ingredient that had allowed us to pull off capers and cons far beyond our station, knowing when to press on and when to fall back. 

I felt like I was sinking, drowning. I didn’t want to stare at Yashara’s brutalized stone body, to consider the implications. To deal with what it meant for me, and thus, for Port Gloom.

“He took a liking to me,” continued Eddwick. “And so he did what he’d done to the Uncles and Aunties.”

“What was that?” asked Cerys, moving up to my side. “Put a demon inside you?”

“Precisely,” said Eddwick, his smile mirthless. “And that changed everything. Cured my inability to speak. Amplified my powers even as they were changed. So you see, I’m not sure how much choice I actually had in all this. If I’m even Eddwick any longer.”

“Silence,” I commanded, bringing my might to bear.

“Sorry,” said Eddwick, tugging at one leather glove, looking almost regretful. “Got a demon in me, Kellik. Those commands won’t stick.”

“But you did what Aurelius commanded,” said Netherys, who’d been slowly moving out wide, hand resting on the hilt of her blade. 

“It’s simple, really.” Eddwick tugged on his other glove. “If you’re under the sway of a king troll before the demon’s implanted, you remain as such. Aurelius got his claws in me before Arasim got to work. So the demon couldn’t shield me from Aurelius’ power. But you?” Eddwick shook his head. “No dice, my friend.”

“Don’t call me that.” I drew my blade. “You’re no friend of mine.”

“Alas, you’re probably right.” Eddwick dropped his hands to his side and began walking toward me. “But no matter. It’s a big world out there. I’m sure I’ll find new ones.”

I sank into a combat stance. Cerys and Netherys drew their blades as well. 

“Don’t try to stop me,” said Eddwick, sounding unconcerned. “My powers have changed.”

Netherys raised a hand and golden light flared around Eddwick. For a moment it appeared as if ghostly figures from legend were closing on him, but fire flared out from around him, a wash of crimson light that reduced the figures to tatters.

“I used to get vague glimpses of the future,” he said, tone conversational. “Hunches as to what was going to happen, given a course of action. That’s all gone now.”

I ran at him, closing the distance with five long steps, and stabbed at his gut. 

He saw the attack coming from a mile away and sidestepped; he didn’t even bother to parry. Simply moved aside as if it were the easiest thing in the world.

I wasn’t done. I turned my stab into a scything slash back and around at where he was moving.

But he saw that coming, too, and leaned out wide so that my slash swished past him harmlessly. 

Then Cerys was there, blade darting out at his face in a feint. But Eddwick realized what she was doing, and with his dagger, parried her stab when her blade went low, not even looking down to track her attack.

And then he was past us both. 

It was effortless, as if we’d all rehearsed this a hundred times so he knew exactly what steps to take.

“See, thing is, I can now only see about ten or so seconds into the future,” he said. “But those ten seconds? Pretty priceless.”

“Everyone,” I growled. “Stop him.”

The guards came to life, drew their blades with jerky movements, and then rushed at Eddwick.

Only for him to laugh and turn his back toward the door, where Mithasa and Veserigard yet stood.

Where Mithasa’s eyes flared golden as she sought to turn him to stone, and instead caught everyone else in her attack.

A dozen guards froze in place, skin turning grey, that horrendous crackling sound filling the air. 

Eddwick tossed his dagger over his shoulder, a languid throw that sent it flying just left of where Mithasa stood. 

But she flinched, dodged to the left, and took the dagger full in the neck. Letting out a scream, she dropped, hands going to the wound.

Eddwick was staring right at me, still walking backward. “You’d best tend to her, Kellik. If she dies, none of your old friends come back.”

Veserigard let out a hoarse cry of fear and rushed Eddwick, who sidestepped again and expertly tripped the butler before turning with a laugh to run out the door and into the sewers. 

Rage and shock near rendered me stunned; it had all happened so fast. But my mind locked into a single truth: I had to save Mithasa.

“Netherys! Help!” I ran to Mithasa’s side. She was thrashing, pushing herself up against the wall, her legs melting into a sinuous snake’s tail, her eyes blazing with horrendous light.

But my previously implanted command triggered, and as I drew close she shut down her petrifying attack. 

Netherys was there, by my side, expression aghast. “I can’t help her,” she whispered. “Tamara’s the one who can heal.”

“Your new high elven powers?” I was reaching for straws. “Anything you can do?”

Netherys shook her head. “I’m so sorry.”

The wound was mortal. The blade was sunk deep into the side of the medusa’s neck, and black blood was sheeting down her side, pooling around her. The snakes clustered around her head were in a frenzy, but their movements were chaotic, growing disordered.

I’d grown so used to having Tamara present that the thought of losing someone to a wound was almost insulting. How many times had Tamara brought one of us back from the brink of death? 

A cold calm descended upon me. “Stop moving,” I commanded.

Mithasa froze, one hand pressed to her neck, the other propping her up as her tail uncoiled before her.

She was dying. In less than a minute she’d most likely bleed out. 

“Use your powers to turn everyone but the half-destroyed half-orc back to flesh,” I commanded.

Hatred pulsed in Mithasa’s gaze, a bitter fury made all the more wretched by her inability to resist me. She turned her gaze upon the statues littered across the room.

There was no wash of golden light, no visible sign of her power. But like frost melting off cobblestones at dawn, the grayness began to disappear from the statues, shrinking into puddles as color bled forth once more. Skin tones and armor, hair swinging loose, bodies becoming pliable, screams and shouts frozen mid-yell suddenly coming forth once more. A panoply of yells turned into confusion and bewilderment as charges lost impetus and men and women who’d been locked away in darkness blinked and took in the changes around them once more.

Pony. Fucking Pony was there, larger than life, lumbering forward but slowing to a stop, bat ears quirking, heavy brows lowering over his piss-yellow eyes, to lower his massive sledgehammer and peer around in confusion till he saw me.

And damn my black heart if I didn’t want to just run over there and hug the war troll. The relief at the sight of his massive, ornery self come back to life was almost more than I could bear. 

Pogo staggered, fell, and picked himself up. His broad mouth opened and closed several times as he sought something apropos to say, and failed at the sight of Yashara, still stone-clad and half destroyed.

In the background I saw Havatier lurch to one side, find his balance, and turn in complete confusion to take in the scene.

“Mithasa,” I said, bending over her stricken form, compelling her with my words. “Can you heal the half-orc?”

The medusa’s myriad gaze cut to where Yashara stood, decapitated, shoulder and torso ruined. “No.”

It was like being stabbed through the chest with a white-hot blade. A cry of rage tore itself from my lips, ripped out of my very being like a sapling from the earth, roots and all. 

Cerys was there, collected, focused, intent. “If we… if we reassemble her, put her pieces back together, use mortar to…?”

“No,” said Mithasa again, blood painting her lips crimson. “The moment I bring her back she was fly apart in a welter of gore. She is gone. She is dead. Never will you see her again.”

Was that joy in her voice? Some meager triumph over me in her last moments of pain and slavery?

I stared into Mithasa’s golden gaze, knowing I was safe, and saw her victory. Or, perhaps more accurately, a basic pleasure in my being hurt, in her being the one to deliver the bad news to me.

“Tell me the truth,” I rasped, and poured my will into her, seeking to obliterate any vestige of independence. “Can she be saved?”

Mithasa stiffened, blood still pumping out of her wound, but in gentler ebbs now, not so insistent. “No,” she croaked. “She is dead.”

“Get out of my sight,” I commanded. “Find healing for yourself, and then claim a room in Thorne Manor and await further orders there. Do not leave it. Am I clear? Go!”

The medusa hissed in fury, but was unable to resist. With a cry, she fled through the door. I didn’t know if she’d survive. Knew somebody could help her with that grievous wound.

Didn’t really care.

I cast the blade aside as I turned to where Yashara yet stood.

Standing frozen in her race forward to protect me from the enemy, her great scimitar in hand, every ounce of effort and power perfectly captured. Tall, powerful, regal - dead.

Nobody spoke. 

I staggered to where her head lay, crashed down to my knees before her, and took it up. It was heavy, but I placed it in my lap, studying her features. The determination, the anger, the perilous will that had defied terrible odds over and over again.

I brushed a dirty, blood-smeared finger down over the swell of her cheek. My vision doubled, then tripled, as tears scalded my eyes. 

Dead.

“Master Kellik,” said Pogo from one side, his voice trembling with emotion, “is there… perchance… naught that can be done?”

I shook my head, denying the reality of the situation, and looked up, searching for something that could make this situation right.

To my horror, I saw Havatier’s remains, shattered and strewn across the floor, reduced to small chunks of rocks; only his feet and calves still stood where he’d been petrified.

What little compassion I’d had compressed the coal stub of my heart into a gleaming diamond.

“All of you,” I said, infusing my words with terrible power; for a second, every living being was caught up in the web of my control. “All of the guards who were in this room before I arrived.”

The web of my power narrowed its focus, collected around the men who’d been busy rifling through Pogo’s papers and chiseling my friends apart.

I rose to my feet, holding Yashara’s head with careful reverence in my arms. I turned to study them. 

There were sixteen of them. All dressed in the rough armor of the guard, none of them exceptional. Ages ranged from early twenties to late thirties, most bearded, all pale and terrified. 

Silence. Havatier had moved over to where Cerys and Netherys stood, all of them watching me with the startled fragility of surprised deer. Pony was moving slowly, step by hesitant step, to where Yashara stood. Pogo’s face was a study in abject misery.

I thought of the light-hearted manner in which the guards had been destroying Yashara. The way they’d contentedly been going through our paperwork. The complete lack of concern, of humanity. All of this had just been a job to them. A meaningless job. Another set of lives ruined, but never mind. They’d get paid, get an ale, and forget all about it.

“You’re scum,” I hissed. “You’re the reason Port Gloom is the shithole it is. The powerful give commands, but it’s people like you - amoral, unthinking - that make their power possible. You killed the woman I loved. So now I’ll kill you.”

“Kellik,” began Cerys, stepping forward, hand outstretched.

“Cut your own throats,” I rasped.

The sixteen men startled, shivering, jaws clenched. As one they fought me, their screams silent but somehow echoing in my mind.

A mind which I closed like a steel vice about their wills. Wills which I crushed and made mine.

As one they drew their daggers.

Cerys ran to my side. “Kellik, no!”

I stared, eyes stony, feeling nothing, as the sixteen men slit their own throats with convulsive slashes of their blades. They fell to the ground, unable to follow my commands any longer.

Pony dropped to his knees before Yashara and let out a mournful wail that grew steadily in volume until it seemed to echo within my head, a desolate cry of loss that perfectly encapsulated what I was feeling. My heart jerked painfully in my chest, and I couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything other than clench my fists and jaw and stare blindly at the stone head in my arms. 

When the sound died down and some measure of self-control returned to me, I turned my bleary gaze to Veserigard, who flinched as if I’d whipped him.

“Arrange for Yashara’s remains to be gathered - every piece of stone - and transported to Aurelius’s manor. Do the same for Havatier’s.”

“Yes, my lord,” whispered the older man. 

“The rest of you,” I rasped. “We’re returning to the manor. We’ve a war to plan.”

Nobody spoke. The rich tang of spilled blood filled the air, and I knew it would take them some time to come to terms with what had happened - what would continue to happen. The reality of our new existence. 

And I wished more than anything at that moment that Iris was still by my side. Iris with her dark understanding of the world, her matter-of-fact pragmaticism. Iris, who would know why I had done what I’d done, and stand unflinchingly by my side as I set to what needed to be done next.

Cradling Yashara’s stone head in my arms, I strode out of that charnel room, and back into the sewers.

 

* * *

 

I sent the others ahead in the carriage, choosing to walk through Port Gloom with only Pony by my side. 

Taking a stroll with a war troll, even during the pre-dawn hours, can cause a stir. 

But fuck it. I didn’t care. I pulled my cloak tight around myself, let the heavy hood hang low, and strode along down the center of the street, Pony looming by my side. 

It felt damn good to have him back. Like some vast primordial force was once again at my side, a deceptively simple force whose silence belied complexities I was only now beginning to appreciate. He didn’t make small talk. Didn’t ask me hard questions. Didn’t try to show sympathy or understanding. 

He simply walked alongside me; one fist hanging so low it near dragged along the cobbles, the other clenched around the haft of his ridiculously huge warhammer that he carried propped upon his bony shoulder. 

People startled in shock and then shrank back in fear. More than a few raced into their homes or down random alleys, determined to get away. 

I ignored them all, but as we drew close to the edge of the Noose, that morass of alleyways and disreputable homes, I began to realize what I was doing.

The purpose behind this stroll.

A phalanx of guards appeared ahead. A dozen armored men, pikes at the ready as if anticipating a charge, lined up behind their sergeant, who to his credit looked calm. He watched the pair of us approach, eyes narrowed, hands on his hips.

But before he could get in a word, I raised my voice. “Clear out of our way, don’t follow us, and don’t cause us any trouble.”

The guards stiffened, hesitated, then shuffled aside. 

We marched past them, not moving any faster, nor any slower. Merely strode on by, the guards watching us from the side of the street. 

We emerged into a broader avenue, the Noose behind us, and there I finally slowed and stopped. Up ahead, between the buildings, I could catch a glimpse of the Snake Head, roiling its way past countless wharves and docks to the Bay of Ruin far out of sight to the left. The Provost’s tower speared into the morning sky in the distance. Traffic was picking up, mostly donkey-pulled carts, the last of the dust men retreating to their yards. Crowds were sweeping back and forth, street urchins darting amongst them like minnows through schools of larger fish. 

Another dawn on the streets of Port Gloom.

Our emergence from the narrow street caused some measure of consternation. But such were people’s shock and confusion that momentum swept them past us before they could really register what they were seeing.

A few moments more, however, and the general crowd would catch on. The screams would start, the chaos would mount, and there’d be no going back. 

You could maybe get away with walking a war troll through the Noose. But getting through the Market District with one?

I stood there, feeling obstinate, dour, sullen. I wanted to hear the screams. I wanted to cause chaos. I wanted to force my will upon the city, to break its laws, to reshape its rules. 

To walk a war troll all the way to the Palace District, and norms be damned.

But no. 

While I knew I could do it - nobody could stop us - the consequences would be too complicated, too messy. No matter how blood-minded I felt right now, I knew I’d come to regret it.

So I patted Pony on the knee and turned, stepping back into the Noose. 

Without a word, Pony turned and followed after. 

A covered wagon would get us to Aurelius’s estate. But that could wait. I wasn’t ready to face the others. To explain myself. To defend my actions. To begin formulating plans. 

No. First I could use a drink.

We found the tavern off an alleyway so narrow Pony could barely squeeze down it, much less under the lintel and inside. 

It was more of a dark burrow than a room, the walls curving in above us, raftered and blackened by decades of foul lantern smoke. The bar was a rib scavenged from some ship’s carcass, its once fine wood now scarred and pocked and burned. Sodden shapes slumbered at low circular tables, with only a few doughty souls having made it through the night to greet the dawn, final tankards set before them.

So gone were the clientele that nobody but the bartender cared that a war troll had just entered the premises.

“Two of your strongest,” I said, sitting at the bar.

The tender was a city troll, scrawny and scarred, one-eyed and lugubrious. His sole eye widened almost comically at the sight of Pony, and he bobbed his head obsequiously, recognizing a predator of a higher order before splashing two tankards full of some noxious, clear liquid.

Pony simply squatted beside me, large enough to remain level with the bar, against which he propped his sledgehammer. His bat ears flicked, twisted about like those of a cat as he listened to the different sources of sound both within the bar and without; otherwise he stared ahead, expression stoic, settled, still.

The liquor was as bad as it smelled, better suited to cleaning tar off jolly boats than drinking. My eyes watered, my throat burned, but I didn’t particularly care. I doubted alcohol could do much to my system these days. So I quaffed the lot of it down, gagging and tearing up, then pushed the tankard across to the city troll.

“One more.”

The tender didn’t argue. Simply poured.

The wall across from me was covered in crude shelving, upon which mostly empty bottles stood, their bodies enshrouded with cobwebs. Nothing much to look at, but that suited me fine. 

Yashara’s head was a weight in the bag I wore slung over one shoulder. A weight I never wanted to let go of. 

Here, now, at last, I forced myself to think about what I’d do next. My bloodless plans from before seemed insufficient. 

Eddwick had changed things. 

He’d resisted my commands, which meant that the other Aunts and Uncles would be similarly immune – and created a whole host of questions. Where had Aurelius acquired these demons, and the ability to implant them in his most important lieutenants? Why had he done so, when his power over them had been supreme? And who was this Arasim? 

If the Aunties and Uncles were now immune to king troll powers due to having demons within them, that meant he couldn’t simply walk into their bases and command them to kneel before him.

He’d have to kill them all.

Would they choose to stay in Port Gloom or flee? No doubt they’d felt Aurelius’s commands lift from their souls. Would they seek to take advantage of his death by clawing for more power, or by escaping while they could?

Chaos. Even without walking Pony across the breadth of the city, chaos would soon stalk the streets, bloody-handed and with a death’s head grin as former slaves explored their new freedoms.

And not just the Aunts and Uncles. Not just the Family. But the politicians in the Star Chamber, the Provost himself. And who knew whom else? Just how many people had been under Aurelius’s sway? What would they all do now that they were free?

Actually, somebody did know. 

Veserigard. 

The first order of the day then was to discover the extent of Aurelius’s empire and how he’d run it. The resources he’d availed himself of, the powers at his command. 

Then he’d visit the councilors of the Star Chamber.  Svanis, Berachul. Magistrate Mellonis. Solidify his control over them, ensure that they were acting in the best interests of the city.

He’d then turn his attention to crushing the Family. Rooting out the Aunts and Uncles, one by one. Tearing down the whole sordid organization, ripping it out without qualm or mercy. 

With the government under his control and the Family destroyed, Port Gloom would be his. Heart and soul. His to reshape and form as was best. His to heal, his to restore. To make good on the changes he’d sought to make as the Count of Manticora. To bring dignity and power to the poor and downtrodden.

Yes. 

That felt right.

That felt good.

The door opened, and Pony swiveled his head around to stare at the new arrival.

Something he’d not have done for just about anybody else.

The man’s presence washed over me like dawn frost. Crackling and clear. I half expected ice crystals to spread out over my knuckles and the tankard of liquor, to form constellations across the ruinous surface of the bar.

Where my arrival with Pony had caused little stir, this man’s caused even the drunkards to raise their heads blearily and blink, only to stagger to their feet with slurried curses as they shambled toward the back of the room.

Silence but for the distant sounds of the city.

Then the man approached, moving slowly, with dignity, to step up to the bar beside me.

Only then did I glance up to take in his dour countenance. Skin as pale as bone, hair lank and the color of milk. His features were striking, powerful, with an air of faded glory, like the sun espied just above the horizon through thin cloud cover, shorn of its radiance. He wore a great wolf pelt over his shoulders, black as coal, and an iron breastplate beneath that, rimmed with gold. 

Baleric, Exemplar of the Hanged God. 

“How’d you find me?”

“Word reached me that a man was walking the Noose with a war troll.” Baleric’s voice was smooth and rich like aged whisky, calm and composed like the tomb. “Wasn’t hard to track you down.”

“Fair enough.” I took up the tankard, drank a mouthful of fire, set it back. “You convene with your Sepulchros?”

“I did. Though we lack understanding of what took place in the Star Chamber. You directed the  Dream Eaters against your father. How?”

“Old trick of mine. I could summon them now to take you if I wanted.”

His gaze slid sidelong to transfix me where I sat. “I think not.”

“No, probably not. That card’s been played. But it was played well. The king is dead. Long live the king.”

“You mean to take Aurelius’s place?”

“If I did, would you serve me?”

The coldest of smiles. “I think not.”

“Then why’d you serve my father?”

“Your father reigned in Port Gloom for more centuries than I can guess at. This was his city, through and through. The Church of the Hanged God had reached an arrangement with him long before I was born. An agreement that was mutually beneficial.”

“And you see no benefit in entering the same agreement with me?”

“Why would I? You are young, foolish, and of uncertain temper. What are your goals, Kellik? Why should the remaining powers of Port Gloom not rise against you while you are yet unestablished?”

“Because,” I said, slowly turning my tankard back and forth, “that would be very foolish of you all. My powers have grown, Baleric. Something about my father’s death. I wonder. If I were to give you a command right now, might you not obey?”

That cold smile returned to his pale lips. “I am an Exemplar of the Hanged God, and favored amongst even his chosen. Aurelius never tried his might against that of my god. I would advise you to show the same restraint.”

A pause as I considered it. To have Baleric dance to my tune. Something about that felt… off. Wrong. I wasn’t quite sure why. Perhaps it was the man’s inherent dignity. Or the fact that, if my commands failed, I’d surely be starting a fight I had no hope of winning.

Even with Pony by my side.

“My goals. You are aware of my stint as the Count of Manticora?” His silence was answer enough. “I aim to continue in the same line of pursuit. Change things around so that the people at the bottom of the ladder have a chance of climbing to the top.”

“Societal reform.”

“Yes. I grew up around here. My whole life I’ve watched the rich enjoy the best and resent the few scraps that fell to the rest of us. It seems a noble thing to do with my power.”

“I, too, have grown up around here,” said Baleric. “And on the face of it, that is a noble pursuit. But a word of warning, Kellik. The nobility is not a species apart from the common man. They are the common man. The only difference is that they have the means to indulge in the excesses that everyone else is denied.”

I considered his words. “I don’t think I agree. The people I grew up with were a far cry different from the nobility and councilors and magistrates I’ve met since.”

Baleric shrugged one shoulder. “I won’t argue with you. But know that the Church of the Hanged God will be watching you closely. As a rule, we do not involve ourselves with politics. Such mortal concerns are beneath us. But if you stray, if you seek to emulate the worst of your father’s habits, if you become a menace, then we will intervene.”

“Got it,” I said, raising my tankard. “Can’t say I’m too concerned.”

“A fair warning. You deserve as much. As well as our gratitude.”

“Gratitude?”

“Aurelius was a blight upon the city. In many ways, he was the city. And therefore the city could not change while he yet lived. You have done the impossible. Now Port Gloom has a chance to grow. To change. For that, you have our thanks.”

“I thought the Hanged God didn’t give a toss for how the living lived. Just how they died.”

“He might not,” said Baleric with his cold smile. “But some of his living servants are imperfect in their veneration of his ideals.”

And with that, he nodded to Pony, who’d been listening quietly the whole time, and left the tavern.

“Huh.” I looked to Pony. “What do you think about all that?”

Pony dipped his head a fraction.

“You agree with him?”

Again Pony dipped his head, then closed one eye and scritched at his blue cheek. 

“It’s a fair warning. Still, it rings a little hollow. If he was so concerned, then he shouldn’t have acted as Aurelius’s servant. A bit late now to take the high ground.”

Pony shrugged one scrawny shoulder.

I sighed and considered the tankard. I wasn’t even mildly buzzed. The liquor, harsh rotgut that it was, had no effect on me.

“An exercise in futility,” I said, rising off the stool. “Come on then. We might as well get back to the others.”

Pony grunted deep within his chest, near tore off a chunk of the bar as he rose to his feet, and followed me back outside.

A few well-placed commands, a covered cart, and two nervous mules later, we arrived at Aurelius’s mansion.

Dawn was breaking. The city was well and truly coming to life. The whir of iron-rimmed carriage wheels on cobblestones was constant; the bark of commands, the cry of salesmen, the sounds of the city.

The eastern sky was awash with blood as the sun clawed its way out from under the earth, painting the cirrus clouds high above in salmon pinks and burning hues. My favorite hour. As a Family aspirant, seeing dawn meant you’d survived the night. Nothing sweeter than trudging home, stolen spoils slung over your shoulder, dawn breaking, feeling content and victorious, having triumphed over another night in Port Gloom.

I frowned at that dawn sky. Here I was, returning home. Victorious? Aurelius was dead. The city was mine for the taking. But not content. 

The heavy bag slung over my shoulder made me think I never might be again. 

The guards pulled open the front gate as I approached, recognizing me even atop my rustic cart. I rolled on by, wheels crushing the gravel, and saw several carriages were pulled up around the circular entrance. 

Visitors.

Of course. Men and women of power who’d come to consult with Aurelius. To discover why his magical compulsions had fallen apart. Why chaos was brewing.

How to play it? They’d be awaiting inside, no doubt told to wait by Veserigard, who held my interests as paramount now. He’d recognize these nobles as instrumental in running Aurelius’s empire.

This meant I couldn’t go in through the front door as I’d planned. Being on a cart made it easy, natural even, to simply keep riding, guiding the mules past the entrance and around the side toward the back, the stables, where the servants were wont to manage the affairs of the manor.

I didn’t so much as attract a glance from the notaries gathered on the front steps. 

The rear of the mansion was typical – a courtyard, horseshoe-shaped stables, complete with storage buildings and a miniature smithy. Self-sufficient and all of it quiet now, the servants standing about conversing in low tones, unsure of themselves and the situation. 

As I’d done countless times before, I guided the cart into a large stable, and turned to regard the massive, covered lump that was Pony. 

“We’re here. I’m going inside to get the lay of the land. Want to wait out of sight till I give you the all-clear?”

A huge hand clawed the heavy sheet away, and Pony sat up, blinking owlishly. He slowly took in the interior of the stable, then fixed his gaze upon me and gave a low grunt.

“Good. Be right back.”

I leaped down from the cart, gathered the heavy sack, and carried it outside. 

“Close the stable doors, stay close, and don’t let anyone inside,” I commanded a pair of stable hands, who moved immediately to obey.

A few of the more officious servants moved to challenge my approach, but I cowed them without any effort and entered Aurelius’s manor through the servants’ quarter. Moving along the narrow hallways, navigating by instinct, I emerged at last in a massive dining room. 

Fortuna must have been smiling down on me. Pogo was there, seated at the table’s far end, a half-eaten meal set before him, his angular chin in his palm, staring out the diamond-paned windows at the blurred garden beyond.

“Master Kellik!” He leaped to his feet and bowed deeply. “You are returned! Most gladsome news. I… “ And he simply seemed to run out of steam, slowing and stopping as his eyes alighted on the sack I bore.

“Master Pogmillion,” I said, voice betraying my weariness. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”

His broad lips pursed into a line and tears glimmered in his eyes. 

“Come,” I said. “Let’s find a suitable place for her.”

“Yes,” said the goblin, voice tremulous. “I can scarce believe… I mean, the reality is self-evident, but somehow my mind, it insists on entertaining impossibilities…”

“Nothing is impossible,” I said, rounding the end of the table and moving toward the double doors. “This battle isn’t over yet. Anything I need to know about what’s happening in the rest of the house?”

“The ladies have taken themselves to bed. Veserigard is fending off the queries of recently arrived guests.” Pogo followed but one step behind me, linking his hands behind his hunched back. “I would advise you confer with him promptly. He seems an endless reservoir of information.”

“Agreed. I’ll find a suite of rooms upstairs. Can you bring him to me?”

“But of course.”

I stopped, turned to where Pogo stood, staring fixedly at nothing. Moved to crouch before him and placed a hand on his shoulder. He raised his twisted little face, and I saw such pain and loss in his eyes that it harrowed my own, summoning my own grief back from the depths in which I’d hidden it.

“We loved her,” I said. “And we’ll avenge her. Better yet, we’ll find a way to bring her back. Perhaps Tamara can offer hope. Who knows what her healing might be capable of?”

“As you say, Master Kellik,” said Pogo softly, wiping his tears away with the back of his hand, but I heard little hope in his voice. “As you say. Very well!” And he gathered himself, tugging at the hem of his little coat. “There will be time for… sentiment… later. For now, Veserigard.”

“Good man,” I said, rising once more. “See you soon.”

I climbed the sprawling staircase to the second floor, and there wandered the plush hallway, trying to decide where to go. Find Aurelius’s own suite? I didn’t want to sleep in my father’s bed. But perhaps there would be objects of value to be found there. A personal office. Yes. His suite, then.

Instinct born of a lifetime studying such manors for pilfering guided my footsteps down the length of the hallway to the double doors of rich redwood. Shifting the hempen sack under one arm, I twisted the handle and entered the shadowy domain beyond.

The room was large, gloomy, with the layout and furniture intimated by dark shapes and empty spaces. Thick carpeting underfoot. The smell of heavily waxed wood, of thick, slightly dusty drapes, along with a subtle incense and another mustier, unique smell.

I padded forward, moving carefully, silently, as if I were a burglar breaking into a stranger’s home. 

I approached the closest set of curtains, and with quick yanks pulled them open, first one then the other. Bright sunlight streamed within and threw the quarters into sharp relief.

I beheld a four-poster bed, a massive chest at its foot. A huge, gilt-framed painting on the far wall depicted a beautiful woman in repose, her face brought to life by uncommon artistry. A hoary old lion’s head was stuffed and mounted on the wall, its prodigious size hinting at the monster it must have been while alive. A corner of the large room was given to a huge desk, which was set athwart the angles, a magnificent chair set behind it. The wardrobe was large enough for Pony to step inside; a weapon’s rack was affixed to another section of the wall, displaying a number of very singular weapons. 

An alcove filled with shelving upon which were set as wide a variety of items as one could imagine; bottles, purses, small carved chests, statuettes, skulls, leatherbound tomes, mechanical contrivances, framed portraits in miniature, bars of precious metal, a withered and severed hand -

Everywhere I looked I saw signs of a long life, like the high tide mark of the Snake Head, where the waves had deposited a wide array of detritus then receded. 

My father’s personal rooms. His private quarters. The heart of his terrible empire. 

I drifted toward the great table, and there set down the hempen sack. Havatier’s remains - if they could even be called that - had been left below in an airtight crate. I moved around it to take in the paperwork, the flute of quills, the bottles of ink, the broad blotter, the pile of freshly sealed documents, the pile of pouches set to one side.

There were drawers in the desk, none of them locked. More paperwork, most of it looking to be official records, deeds, promissory notes and the like. One draw was divided into small compartments, each of which was filled with precious gems. Another held a massive ledger. 

The only object of personal value on the entirety of the desk was a framed portrait no larger than my hand, propped up by a stand. 

I took it up. Turned it toward the sunlight. A woman was painted in three-quarter profile, her smile enigmatic, her hair lustrous and dark, her fashion outdated. Another work of art. And a different woman from the huge portrait hung on the wall.

Who had these women been? Loves of my father? Still living? No. I wagered they were long dead. The style of clothing was unlike any I’d ever seen, all given to frills and layers.

Their presence discomfited me. I set the miniature portrait down and turned to the topmost document on the center pile. 

A shipping contract. 

Flicking through the other documents, I saw that they were all business-related. Transfers of wealth, manifests, interest yields, and more. 

And not just limited to Port Gloom. Aurelius had been doing business in Olandipolis, had trading interests in places as far-flung as Mendev and the Heshaman Isles. 

Pogo entered, a yawning Cerys behind him, followed by a pallid Veserigard and finally Netherys, who was binding her golden hair behind her head.

“I took the liberty of awakening the ladies, Master Kellik, in part because Cerys instructed me to do so, and in part because I knew they should be part of this conversation.”

“’The ladies’?” asked Cerys with wry amusement. “Is that what we have become?”

“Good,” I said, gesturing for them all to sit. They alighted about the room, perching on a chest here, pulling out a stool there, or opting to remain standing in Veserigard’s case. “We have much to discuss. But first, we need to learn more about Aurelius’s operations. A quick scan of these documents shows that his business empire was vast. His wealth?”

“Incalculable,” said Veserigard. “Literally. Though I know of much of his affairs, I am certain he took even more secret knowledge with him to the grave.”

“Fair enough,” I said, sitting down in the ornate chair. “Tell me everything I need to know to assume his role in the city in order of importance.”

Veserigard’s clenched his jaw as his left eye twitched, then gave a jerky nod. “But of course. In order of importance. By which I assume you mean your continued well being. Physical health. Which means identifying the greatest threats to your life. Which means the Aunts and Uncles of the Family.”

“Good place to start,” I said, leaning back and lacing my fingers over my stomach.

“There are twelve Aunts and Uncles in Port Gloom,” said Veserigard, his voice losing effect, as if he were speaking while half asleep. “They vary in race, power, and temperament, but all were completely beholden to Aurelius and sought to maintain his absolute grip on the city’s underworld.”

“Was that their primary focus?” I asked, leaning forward. “I mean, growing up, I always thought they simply wanted to maximize the Family’s profit. You’re saying that wasn’t their goal?”

“That wasn’t their goal. Aurelius adid not need greater wealth, though he enjoyed the process of making money. Instead, they were tasked with maintaining control through a variety of means, namely Imogen’s Web, directing -”

Cerys cut in. “Imogen’s Web?”

“I - yes. Imogen D’Meloni.” And Veserigard gestured at the massive portrait that hung upon the wall. “She was the greatest love of his life, and it was she that created the system by which magic users were forced to stand vigil over Port Gloom, constantly surveilling the city for threats or challenges to his authority.”

Cerys’s voice turned hard. “Is she dead?”

“She died over three centuries ago.”

“I hope she died badly,” I said, remembering all too well the poor women we’d saved from the Web. 

“She did,” said Veserigard simply. “She sacrificed herself to make the first web, and fueled its existence for five decades before passing away.”

“She what?” Cerys’ expression screwed up in confusion and disgust. “You said she was Aurelius’s greatest love.”

“She was.” I thought I heard some measure of bitter pleasure in Veserigard’s voice. “You cannot hope to understand the nature of their relationship. Even I, despite having been told it over the years by Aurelius himself, can only piece fragments together. She was brilliant, unsurpassed in her gift of the magic arts, and utterly devoted to Master Aurelius. She sacrificed herself willingly as a gift to her love.”

“Willingly?” asked Netherys quietly from the side.

“Willingly,” replied Veserigard emphatically. “Aurelius swore that he never used his powers on her.”

“I find that hard to believe,” I said.

“You don’t have to believe for it to be true,” said the butler simply. “But returning to your question. The Aunts and Uncles were tasked with running and protecting Imogen’s Web, creating a system that enrolled dissidents into a power structure that prevented them from causing problems -”

“Dissidents?” I was taking a perverse pleasure in interrupting the man. “You mean… aspirants?”

“Yes.”

My head rocked back as if I’d been kicked in the teeth. “You’re saying… the gentlefingers, the Family, the trials, the aspirants - all of it was just a way to keep us busy and from planning against Aurelius?”

“There were ancillary benefits, but in large part, yes. Aurelius saw it as part circus, part a snake choking on its own tail. The Family was a mechanism that identified, trained, and controlled the most dangerous elements in the city, and which groomed the very best to eventually become Aunts and Uncles whose job it would be to propagate the system.”

“The Family… was a lie?” 

I couldn’t explain why I was so shocked. Why this felt like an even greater betrayal than anything that had ever happened to me. I stared at Veserigard in horror.

Who smiled coldly in response. “Oh, it turned a tidy profit, and as I said, had many other ancillary purposes. But yes. Its primary function was to ensure that the most talented and dangerous elements in society were kept sufficiently engaged that they were never able to cause problems for Aurelius.”

“But…” I grasped for words. “The Family’s influence, the sheer scope of it, how it had fingers in every pie, how it basically ran the city…?”

Veserigard’s eyes gleamed. “A rat racing within a wheel.”

I felt bands of iron tightening across my chest. “And the Aunts and Uncles knew?”

“Of course. Learning the truth was the final test upon their ascension to the role. Aurelius could have simply ordered them to obey, but he preferred to allow as much free will as was possible in these operations. The results, he said, were infinitely better when you worked with agents you could trust and whose interests aligned with your own. Thus if an Aunt or Uncle could come to terms with the basic premise behind the Family, and make it their own, they passed the test and were given the role.”

“The fuckers,” I whispered, and my thoughts turned to Jack. Everyman Jack, the bastard who raised me then tried to kill me, my surrogate father and personal nemesis ever since he’d ordered me thrown in the Snake Head. “He knew. My trial, stealing the tax master’s personal seal - it was all a farce.”

“But a farce with purpose. As long as you were busy stealing personal seals, you weren’t mounting a rebellion.”

I sat back, head reeling. Could it be? That the entire sordid edifice of the Family - from the enforcers to the con artists, the burglars to the gentlefingers, the whores to the smugglers to the forgers to the fences - all of it was just a grandiose way to keep the worst elements of the city busy and distracted?

“Why?” asked Cerys. “Why go to such elaborate lengths when he could simply command anybody who caused trouble to cut their own throats?”

I felt a ripple of unease at those words, saw the sixteen men raising their daggers once more -

“Trial and error,” said Veserigard with a shrug. “In the beginning, he tried running the city with an iron fist. But he told me that no matter how many rebels or trouble makers he killed, a dozen more would spring up to take their place. It was a never-ending job, and he grew tired of it. So he created the Family, and in time it grew, became more successful and complex than he ever imagined. A self-perpetuating mechanism to employ and control the most dangerous people in the city.”

“More dangerous than the nobility and the priests?” asked Netherys.

“Far more dangerous. The wealthy and powerful are few and easily led. The millions of desperate poor? An endless source of talented, ambitious men and women with nothing to lose. So he gave them something to strive for, instead. A mirage, an illusion. A family to call their own, a ladder with distinct rungs on it which they could climb, and in doing so, convince themselves that they were important, that they mattered, that they were in control and not puppets dancing to another’s tune.”

“So if we destroy the Family…” I whispered.

“Then you destroy the finest means to control the city,” finished Veserigard. “You cast Port Gloom wide open to every dangerous man and woman to conquer and make their own. You allow discontent to blossom in the streets, for factions to arise against you, and doom yourself to a paranoid existence in which every shadow most likely harbors a threat, so that you can never relax, never consider your job complete, but must endlessly hammer and root out conspiracies whose sole goal is your destruction.”

I ran my finger over the seam of my closed lips, considering the butler. He stood, shoulders thrust back, chin raised, as if victorious. As if he’d defied the odds and scored a point that should have always been denied him.

“What is it you want, Kellik?” Netherys’s voice was soft. Not confrontational, but coaxing. “Now that Everyman Jack is dead. Now that your father is gone. What is it you want?”

I rubbed my finger across my lips and stared at the hempen sack. Ovoid. No telltale sodden side where any other decapitated head would have soaked the fabric. 

“What do I want?” I asked softly. Thought of Baleric standing by my side in the tavern, staring at the shelves, issuing me his warning.

Thought of the Star Chamber with its constellation of notables. The high priests of Port Gloom’s administration. Thought of Everyman Jack as he’d once been, a roguish prince in the heart of his degraded court.

“I want Tamara back here. I want riders sent out after her. She can’t be too far along the road to Olandipolis.”

Veserigard nodded wordlessly.

“I want…” I tapped my fingers on the table surface, rippled them like the fin of a fish. “I want Imogen’s Web torn apart, the women liberated. I want those who know how to operate the web, how to rebuild it, silenced forever.”

Veserigard gulped and raised his chin a fraction higher.

“I want the Aunts and Uncles destroyed. They knew the truth behind the Family, accepted Aurelius’s plans without being coerced. So they’ll die.”

“That will see the Family destroyed,” said Veserigard, voice thick with emotion.

“It will. With the Aunts and Uncles gone, with the Web destroyed, the Family will be no more. I’m not saying there won’t be thieves’ guilds. Organized crime. That the remnants won’t find a way to continue operation. That’s fine. But the overarching plan. The machine. The oppression. I want that gone.”

“And in its place?” asked Netherys. “For something I have long observed over the course of my life, and especially during the darker times, is that it’s always easier to tear down then rebuild. What will you erect in the Family’s place?”

I pursed my lips, turned my gaze to Imogen’s portrait, then out the window. “I’m not sure. There’s the Star Chamber and the Provost to think of. Mellonis, who stole my achievements when I was still the Count of Manticora. The injustices I was fighting against. The causes I was ready to die for. I’ll fight for them still.”

Pogo tapped at his curved chin. “Economic equality?”

“Amongst other things,” I said. “Term limits, punishments for bribable judges, the works.” I sat forward again, growing eager. “On one hand we set the people free. Destroy the Family, allow them to determine their own priorities. On the other hand, we institute a series of reforms that level the playing field. Dismantle the systems that sustain oppression and injustice.”

“Laudable,” said Veserigard, then audibly gulped a couple of times before bringing himself under control. “But may I ask why?”

“Why?”

“Why go to such efforts for the people of Port Gloom?”

I stared at the man till he paled. 

“It’s a good question,” said Cerys softly.

“You don’t agree with it?”

“I do, actually. But it’s crucial to understand one’s motivations. Why, Kellik? When we first met, your vendetta was personal. You were seeking to avenge a betrayal. Now those vendettas are over. The men who wronged you are dead. So why act in this manner?”

I stared at my hands, at the whorls over my knuckles. No cuts, no scabs, no scuffs, no scrapes. My hands would never look brutalized again, no matter how much I abused them. “Tamara started it, I suppose. When she first healed me. Changed the fabric of my soul. Caused me to start caring about the good.”

“But she stopped,” said Cerys. “And since then you’ve done things far beyond what she’d countenance.”

“True.” There was no doubt how she’d react to my ordering those guards to kill themselves. “I don’t know. I don’t have a neat answer for you. But somewhere along the way justice became important to me. Perhaps seeing how the Nautilus company was operating, enslaving the marsh goblins, profiting off pain and misery. Perhaps it’s a reaction to the Family, to Aurelius himself, the arrogance, the conceit, thinking that they were better than everyone else. Than folks like myself. Perhaps I just want to prove them wrong.”

“They’re dead,” said Cerys, voice stony. 

“But their opinions live on within my head. Their judgments. I want to prove them wrong to myself.”

“Prove them wrong, how?”

“By showing them the common folk out there can do better. Be better. If given a chance. The six months Netherys and I traveled toward Port Gloom as the Count of Manticora, the speeches I gave, the things I saw and heard… I don’t know.” I shifted my weight uncomfortably in my chair. “I’m like a cauldron. All of those ingredients have been poured into me and set to boil. My approach is the result.”

Netherys hesitated, clearly picking her words with care. “If you are truly committed to equality, to allowing the people to better themselves, then perhaps you should remove yourself from Port Gloom.”

“Leave?” 

“Leave. Let them determine their futures, for better or worse.”

“You think my help will be for worse?”

“I think it will be unnatural. That Aurelius became the monster he was after walking a long road. And that perhaps he started it with good intentions.”

“You think I’ll end up creating a new Web of Imogen?”

She met my gaze square on. “I don’t know. But if you leave, that’ll answer the question definitively.”

“And go where?”

“Wherever you like. Wherever you’re not tempted to take control of others.”

“And the dozen Aunts and Uncles who are out there right now, carrying demons in their souls and in charge of pockets of Port Gloom?”

Netherys made no answer.

“What of the women still trapped in the Web? You saying I should just walk out on them, too?”

“Perhaps,” said Pogo, raising a knobby digit, “I could suggest a middle ground? It might be wise to remove the other supernatural pieces from the board, clear away the enemy, as it were, and finish the job you began with Aurelius. Then, with the Aunts and Uncles gone and the Web torn down, we can revisit this question, and determine how much more good can be done.”

I sat back, glowering at Netherys who refused to look away.

“A wise course of action,” said Cerys. “The Aunts and Uncles have to go. I agree with Kellik. They were willing participants in Aurelius’ scheme. We destroy them, undo the Web, and then see where we stand.”

“Alas, there is a complication,” said Veserigard. “We have below a half dozen important men and women who will not wait weeks to be given clarifications. If left untended, Aurelius’ government will collapse and cause far greater chaos than you can imagine.”

“What are you saying?” I asked. “That I have to deal with the nobility and politicians now?”

“I’m not saying anything,” said Veserigard obsequiously. “Simply that ignoring the Star Chamber, the Grand Provost and the provost of merchants will result in chaos. They have danced to Aurelius’s tune for so long now that the silence will drive them half-mad. If it is order and progress that you desire, then you must deal with these men, even if only for a short while.”

I dragged my fingers down my face then nodded. “Very well. At the very least I can order them to maintain the status quo. More chaos won’t help anybody.”

“No,” said Veserigard with a slight smile. “It won’t. If I may? I would urge you appear to them in the guise of the Count of Manticora. Then use your powers judiciously and with great discretion to assure them that all is well. We can say that Aurelius was called away on urgent business, and will soon return.”

Cerys frowned, but I couldn’t see a fault in Veserigard’s plan. “All right. I’ll be right down. Prepare them for my arrival.”

Veserigard placed a hand over his heart and bowed low, then turned and departed.

“I don’t trust him,” said Cerys the moment he was gone.

“Nor I,” said Pogo. “He reeks of insincerity.”

“But for now he’s useful.” I stood, came out from behind the table. “There’s much yet to be learned from him. And as long as he’s under my power, he’ll have no choice but to safeguard my priorities.”

“Still.” Cerys arose and approached me to tug at my jacket, brush dirt off my lapel, then look me square in the eyes. “You need to be careful. And since you won’t, I’ll remain by your side to ensure you’re safe.”

“As will I,” said Netherys. “Though of course, that should go without saying.”

“With Yashara and Havatier gone,” began Pogo, then coughed into his fist and tried again. “With Yashara gone, I shall endeavor to serve you with ever greater fervor. I have no doubt that Pony is of the same mind.”

I turned back to the hempen sack. The sight of it weighed directly upon my heart. “We’re going to bring her back. I don’t know how. But this isn’t the end.”

“If Iris were with us I might have some hope,” said Cerys softly. “But I don’t know anybody else who can help someone come back from a decapitation. We might have to let her go, Kellik.”

“No,” I growled, rage flaring to life within me. “I won’t lose her like this. I will find a way to bring her back.”

Silence greeted my words.

“Very well,” said Netherys, rising smoothly to her feet. “But in the meantime, we have a dozen demon-possessed master thieves to destroy and half as many women to liberate. Let us focus our energies on that for now.”

The fire left me and my shoulders slumped. “Yes.”

Netherys stepped in close and rested her head on my shoulder. Cerys moved in as well, hugging me tightly.

I wanted to break free, to resist the rising tide of emotion that their embrace was provoking in my chest, but when Pogo moved in to wrap his arms clumsily around us all, I couldn’t hold it back anymore.

Staring at the hempen sack I felt nothing but black grief, a gaping sense of loss that no victory in the world could mitigate. 

So I laid my head down upon Netherys’s brow and wept, holding them all close, feeling exhausted, worn out, battered, and brutalized. 

But even as I struggled with my emotions, my pain, another emotion arose within me. A cold monolith of purpose. An unshakeable desire. 

A desire to avenge myself on the Family. On the remnants of my father’s machinery. To tear it all down with such utter finality that it would never be resurrected to oppress the people of Port Gloom ever again. 

 


Chapter 3

 

 

 

I paused just outside the sitting room door and took a deep, deep breath. I held it, chest near to bursting, and smoothed down the fine fabric of the suit I’d borrowed from Aurelius’s closet. 

It was a sober suit of black wool edged with pearls and subtle patterns across the chest. The fit wasn’t quite right, but by the Hanged God’s shriveled ballsack, it was a sight better than the filthy rags I’d been wearing just before.

I shoved the door open and strode within. “Gentlemen!”

A heated argument had been taking place, four men having surrounded Veserigard and looking like they’d like to lay hands on him. As one they turned to me and glowered upon realizing I wasn’t Aurelius.

“What contrary times we live in, are they not?” I strode right through the crowd, drawing their reluctant attention behind me like the wake of a bridal dress. “Deaths and upsets, revolutions and uncertainty. Enough to make a man of means lose his temper.”

Neither Berachul, Svanis, nor Mellonis was present. None of the councilors whom had fallen under my sway after the king troll’s death. I’d ordered them to look out after my best interests, but not insisted they come to the manor; most likely they’d hide as best they could within their own mansions, seeking a way to squirm free of my magical commands.

“Lord Manticora,” said Councilor Yavarn, his patrician features arranged into icy disdain. “I thought you quelled and set in your place after our last proceedings. What are you doing here?”

“Funny that,” I said, turning to rest my ass on the window ledge, crossing my arms over my chest and regarding the austere councilor. “I guess I’m like a bad penny. Always turning up when least expected.”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

Councilor Eamus, rotund and anxious, stepped up alongside Yavarn. “Have you news of Aurelius?”

“Why is everybody so suddenly desperate to see him? Hmm?” I looked from one councilor to the next. “It’s been, what, a day since you last spoke? Why the panic?”

There were grimaces all around. It was Yavarn who spoke, taking the role of the group’s leader in doing so. “We have no need to explain ourselves to a mere magistrate, especially not one who has failed at his every endeavor. If you know nothing of use, then begone.”

“Oh, I know a few things. But I’d like to learn a little more.” Time to lean into my power just a tad. “Councilor Yavarn, why do you need to see Aurelius so suddenly?”

Power resonated within my words.

Yavarn stiffened and answered immediately. “The edifice of government is collapsing. The Royal Provost Albrecht cut his own throat at some point last night. The Provost of Merchants has disappeared, along with both of his lieutenants. There is blood splattered across the Star Chamber. Four councilors have quit the city, riding out just before dawn with unseemly haste. Aurelius will know why.”

Then he blinked, astonished at his sudden verbosity. 

I held on to my insouciant grin, but the news hit me like a slap. “The Royal Provost killed himself?”

“So it seems,” said Councilor Tempork from the side, washing his hands together over and over again. “It’s, of course, possible that foul play was involved, but all evidence points at his cutting his own throat. Albrecht, of all people! Why?”

Councilor Eamus continued right where Tempork left off. “If his suicide was an isolated incident, we could have written it off as the tragic result of a dark mania, but along with everything else that has happened? We would be utter fools to think it a coincidence!”

Interesting. Yavarn’s sudden willingness to talk had opened the floodgates.

“There’s more,” said Magistrate Daramond from the back of the group. Dressed in the blues and gold of the Port Gloom marines, he was in his late forties, his hair grayed at the temples, his face as hard as knapped flint. “The streets are convulsing. The guard is overwhelmed. The commander of the guard has disappeared. I’ve called the marines in to quell violence around the docks, but everything south of the Snake Head is chaos.”

Tempork smacked a fist into his open palm. “What by Fortuna’s most revered and globular assets is going on?”

“And where is Aurelius?” Yavarn turned back to Veserigard. “Don’t tell me he’s away on business. Now? Is he dead? Tell us the truth, man!”

Time to exert a little control. 

“We must all remain calm,” I commanded, and my power ensnared each of them, tamping down their tempers. “We are the remaining leadership of this great city, and if we cannot control ourselves, what hope do we have of controlling Port Gloom?”

Deep breaths, reluctant nods, and more than one councilor pushed their shoulders back and stood up a little straighter. 

I plowed on before someone could interrupt. “The first order of duty is to elect a new Royal Provost. We need a steady hand at the rudder, especially given the storm we now face. We should host an emergency session in the Star Chamber this afternoon, and elect a new leader, regardless of how many councilors appear.”

I infused just enough power into the suggestion to make it insidiously appealing.

“Yes,” said Yavarn, nodding slowly. “It goes against convention and precedent, but you are right, Manticora. We cannot go without leadership in such troubled times.”

“Agreed,” muttered Tempork, and the others nodded right after.

“But whom do we nominate?” Eamus looked about the group. 

“That is best discussed in the Star Chamber with all councilors present,” said Yavarn, voice crackling with newfound authority and confidence. “We shall send runners to every councilor and tell them to be present at the third bell. Then we shall determine the nominations and take a vote. Yes. Very good. Very good indeed.”

“Very wise, my lords,” I said, giving them just enough time to take ownership of the decision. “In the meantime, we need to rouse the militia to help the guard control the streets.”

“The commander of the guard is missing,” said Yavarn. “Without one, we cannot issue the general summons.”

“Then we must appoint a new commander,” I said smoothly. “Someone who will earn the trust of the people.”

“There are numerous candidates within the guard’s hierarchy,” said Magistrate Daramond. “I myself would be willing to spearhead the initiative, seeing as I have an extensive military background.”

The councilors began to make approving noises, but I quickly stepped in. “Very gracious of you, magistrate. However, your marines need you now more than ever.” A touch of power cemented that notion in his mind. “All the councilors should remain ready to vote for the new Royal Provost and focused on matters governmental. I thus volunteer myself, as I am, as you all know, little more than a wealthy wastrel in need of an occupation. What better use for a man like me than to send him south of the Snake Head to deal with the very people I’ve professed to love all along?”

Again, I added just enough king troll power to the suggestion to make it impossible to ignore while not going so far as to clobber them over the head with it. 

For a moment they all stared at me blankly, and then eyes narrowed, they exchanged glances, and I could almost see my suggestion worming its way into their minds, latching on to their biases and predispositions.

As the Count of Manticora I’d made such a fuss over the people’s rights. Wouldn’t it be fitting if I were sent out to deal with the unwashed masses as a result, to be placed in danger by the very crowds I’d sought to appease?

“This suits me well,” said Yavarn, speaking slowly as he considered the proposition. “After all, you have the common touch, do you not, Manticora? You would be expected to be a presence on the front lines, however. No directing activity from the comfort of your mansion.”

I grinned toothily at the man. His calculations were so transparent. “I’m willing to suffer for the people of Port Gloom, councilor. I only hope I can make some small difference in the difficult times to come.”

“You’re so pleased with yourself, aren’t you, Manticora?” Yavarn’s tone was chilling. “Yet not too long ago Magistrate Mellonis outdid you on all counts in the Star Chamber. Don’t forget the limits of your power.”

“Oh, I’ve no intention of forgetting my limits,” I said, pushing off the window sill. “I fully plan to exercise them to the greatest degree. But if someone will compose me writ granting me full control of the militia, I’ll get to work.”

The councilors and magistrates glared at me, but Yavarn nodded stiffly at last, and we followed Veserigard to a side table where parchment and quills were available. 

With practiced ease, the councilor wrote a note deputizing me as the pro-tem commander of the guard, signing it and pressing his seal into the hot red wax. The other councilors signed below, and just like that, I gained control of the armed forces of Port Gloom.

“Now,” said Yavarn, dismissing me as he turned back to Veserigard. “Answer our question. Where is Aurelius?”

“Councilors.” My voice was hard as granite. “You have done all that can be done here today. Return to your homes and offices, and prepare for today’s meeting at third bell.”

The small crowd stared at me, faces blank, and then as one they blinked, nodded vaguely, and turned to leave.

Veserigard watched them go with bleak satisfaction. Once the last of them passed out into the hallway beyond, he turned to me. “It’s been some time since I’ve seen them handled so brusquely. I must admit it’s quite pleasing.”

“Aurelius was more subtle.”

“Infinitely so. He said the sign of proper stewardship was not needing to use his power at all. He had the machinery of government and the Family so finely calibrated that it nearly ran itself without needing his intercession at all.”

“I’m not there yet. Now. Before I head out. I want you to fetch me a map of Port Gloom, and mark the bases of each Aunt and Uncle, as well as providing me with a detailed profile of their natures and powers.”

Veserigard bowed low. “But of course.”

“And - question. Gloom Knights. What’s their deal?”

“Their deal?”

“Where do their powers come from? Always been a big mystery. How are they created, and who controls them?”

“I see. Yes. Well, the process is a complicated one. In effect, Aurelius would bring the applicant to a state of near death and then revive them. Doing so repeatedly under controlled conditions would cause large amounts of their personality to bleed over into the Ashen Gardens without their dying outright, and… something… would inevitably cross from the Gardens and take up residence in those spaces.”

I stared at the man, aghast. “Something?”

“At first Aurelius thought them spirits of the dead, but he came to realize later they were spirits of darkness, or more accurately, demons. Minor demons, very minor, but it was the path that eventually brought him to Arasim’s attention.”

“Arasim, right. Who by the Hanged God’s ever-pumping hips is that?”

Veserigard’s false smile died altogether on his lips. “A very dangerous man. From the east, I believe. Though who can be sure? He came to Aurelius several decades ago. Made many promises, and was able to resist Aurelius’s powers, which impressed him greatly. He is a master of demons, and it was with his help that Aurelius was able to implant them into his Aunts and Uncles, further empowering them and ensuring their loyalty.”

“Where is he, this Arasim?”

Veserigard shrugged. “Who knows? He doesn’t reside in Port Gloom, but would visit when needed. I’m sure Aurelius had a way to contact him, but he never shared it with me.”

“Got it. Right.” I bit my thumbnail as I contemplated these revelations. “So the Gloom Knights are like… weaker versions of the Aunts and Uncles?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes. But the process robbed them of most of their own volitions and personality. Rendered them into little more than tools. Tools whose loyalty lay unquestionably with the Aunts, Uncles, and Grandfather.”

“So if I were to give one a command?”

Veserigard shook his head slowly. “No good. The imp within their soul would shield them from your influence.”

“Great. Just like the Aunts and Uncles.”

“Alas.”

“Sure. You’re heartbroken.” I scowled and studied my writ. The ink was nearly dry. “Still, nothing that a thousand armed militia guards can’t deal with. Time to start cleaning up shop.”

“Happy hunting, my lord.”

I paused, studied Veserigard, who returned my gaze with blank equanimity. And suddenly I understood the annoyance and disgust with which Yavarn had spoken to me.

“Don’t get too comfortable, Veserigard.”

His expression remained bland. “Would my lord like me to sit on some broken bricks, or perhaps wear a hair suit?”

“No. Just remember to keep my best interests at heart.”

“I am literally unable to do otherwise.”

Again I studied him, and again I was defeated by his blank look of helpful servility. 

“Then hurry and get that list of Aunts and Uncles to me. Include anything of value to wiping them out with an armed force.”

“At once, my lord.” And he stepped away to the side desk, where he took up a quill and set to writing.

Uncomfortable and annoyed, I left the study and headed out into the hallway. Veserigard would need at least half an hour to compile the information. I hadn’t slept in two days, but felt restless, on edge, unable to relax. 

To explore Aurelius’s manor? Plumb its depths, reveal what further secrets it might contain? There were basement levels below basement levels. Who knew what might be found below?

But no. I was tired of secrets, of intrigue, of fresh horrors. For all I knew I’d find a dungeon filled with Aurelius’s most hated prisoners, set to torturing themselves for eternity.

I stuck my head back into the sitting room. “Veserigard.”

“Yes, my lord?”

“Is there a dungeon on the premises?”

“No, my lord.”

“Any prisoners?”

“None, my lord. The late Master Aurelius found the screaming gauche.”

“Is there a dungeon somewhere else?”

“Several, my lord. They’re under control the control of the Aunts and Uncles, however.”

“Then I’ll liberate them when I destroy them?”

“I would imagine so, my lord.”

“Excellent. Carry on.”

And I stepped back out into the hall. That was a relief. Not knowing where I was going, I wandered, climbing the stairs to the second level, and down the hall. Pogo had gone out to the stables to check in on Pony. Netherys and Cerys were resting.

Resting where?

I paused at one closed door, cracking it open to see an empty music room. Moving to the next door, cracked it open as well - a bedroom, the curtains drawn, a shape asleep beneath heavy covers.

I slipped inside and closed the door. Padding over to the bed, I saw Netherys asleep, her white hair fanned out across her pillow, eyes gently closed, chest rising and falling slowly.

From her bare shoulders, her exposed cleavage, and the expanse of bare leg emerging from the side of the covers, it was clear she’d gone to sleep most naked.

I sat on the edge of the bed and pulled the covers gently back, exposing her body. Her beauty was ethereal, her limbs long, her breasts high and the perfect size to cup in the palm of my hand, her nipples pale, her skin flawless. 

I pulled the covers aside further, revealing her stomach, her smooth abdomen, then her pussy, covered in a modest patch of white hair, the lips tight.

Something feral and primitive stirred within me. I half-rose, undid the laces of my breeches, and pushed them down over my hips. Moving to stand beside her, I leaned forward, and slowly, deliberately, rubbed the head of my cock across her perfect lips.

It was mesmerizing to see her peerless high elven beauty beneath my cock. It felt heretical, impossibly bold, but when her eyes opened and those perfect lips curved into a smile, I knew this was still my Netherys, the dark elf who’d rejoiced in enjoying my body, in giving me hers.

No words. Her green eyes alive with sudden desire, she parted her lips and extended her tongue to trace a line of fire around the circumference of my cock head. Then reaching up, she grasped it by the base and pulled down so that the skin of the shaft grew tight, the head straining as she continued to tease it, her touch warm and wet.

My heart was pounding. A storm of emotions was whirling within me. Horror and lust, despair and hope, determination and fear. So much was happening so quickly that I couldn’t keep track of it. Couldn’t keep track of my own growth. In just one night I’d lost Iris, Yashara, and Havatier. Had killed my father, and begun the process of taking over Port Gloom.

It was too much. Too much to encompass, to understand, to wrap my mind around.

But this. This was sweet relief. This was the purest form of escape. This was a woman I loved, who had been with me since the beginning; she had sacrificed her very nature for our love, who had saved me from petrification, from countless deaths.

I reached down and grasped a fistful of white hair, pulling her up even as I leaned forward and slowly buried my cock deep in her mouth. 

Her hands moved around to cup my ass as she took all of me, eyes narrowing with focus, watering as my cock hit the back of her throat. When I went to pull back she held me in place, grip strong, and with a thrust forced her face right into my crotch, my cock sliding down her throat. 

“Fuck,” I hissed, the sensation exquisite, the image of the high elf deep-throating me searing itself in my memory. 

With a gasp, she fell back, a thick strand of saliva hanging like a suspension bridge between my cock and her lower lips. 

“Looks like you haven’t changed that much,” I said, voice hoarse with desire.

She reached up to wipe at her mouth. “I’m still very much a woman, Kellik. A woman who wants everything you have to give.”

I slowly pulsed my hips back and forth, thrusting my cock alongside her high cheek, the skin flawless. “You still have the same dark desires as you once did?”

“I can sense them,” she whispered, reaching up to palm my cock, press it against her face to provide friction. “In my depths. I’ve only been a high elf for a night. I’m still very close to the being I once was.”

“So if we push this? If we explore those deep desires?”

Her eyes glittered. “Who knows what may come to pass?”

And with that, she sat up, took my cock in both hands, and began to work me. Long slow passes down the side, lips cupping me, then taking all of me into her mouth, tongue undulating under my shaft. 

Back and forth, pale hair clenched once more in my fist, she sucked hard, coaxing pleasure from my very core with incredible expertise. 

I watched, mesmerized, but as I began to come perilously close to the edge, pulled back. “Not so quick.”

She fell back onto the bed with a grin, resting on her elbows, and looked up at me with a shameless grin. “Then what is you desire of me, my lord?”

“Everything,” I rasped, and scooped her legs from behind the knees. I pressed them high, so they rested beside her head, her ass lifting from the bed, the scent of her sex musky and irresistible.

“Have you ever fucked a high elf, my lord?” And by the Hanged God’s ever-questing rod, the faux innocence in her voice near drove me mad. Such wisdom and experience in her eyes, such fake sweetness in her expression.

I sank two fingers inside her, pushing them deep, and watched as she writhed before me. Curling my fingers, I made a come-hither motion, rubbing the tips against her G-spot, the surface rough and whorled within her.

“Fuck,” she sighed contentedly, and then interlocked her ankles behind her head. Just as she’d worked me, I worked her, sliding my fingers in and out, her pussy growing slick, breathing shallow, eyelids fluttering as she relaxed and accepted my touch. 

I could have done that all day, watching her contorted before me, helpless and open, but I wanted more.

So I spat down between her ass cheeks, edged in closer, and guided my cock head against the pale star of her ass. 

“Ready?” I whispered.

“Always,” she said, not missing a beat, eyes still closed.

I pushed my cock head into her, the resistance gradually disappearing, until with a pop, I slid inside. 

Her whole body tensed but then immediately relaxed, but by Fortuna’s splenderific tits, the tightness was insane. 

I kept working her with my fingers, the thrusts rhythmic, inexorable, then began sliding in and out of her ass in counterpoint. Moving slowly, I watched her carefully for any signs of discomfort. 

“More spit,” she whispered, so I obliged, then slid in with greater ease, feeling her relax about me once more.

“Fuck,” she whispered. “It’s like my ass is a cauldron, and you’re stirring it with a foot-long spoon.”

I laughed, taken aback and delighted. “Are high elves even allowed to say that kind of shit?”

“Stir me, Kellik,” she moaned, reaching up to adjust her ankles where they were locked behind her head. “Stir me deep. I want you to feel your cock in my ass through my pussy.”

Oh shit. Was that even possible? I turned my fingers around, pressed down, thrust forward experimentally, and felt a bulge slide along the bottom of her pussy. Mesmerized, I did it again and again, feeling my cock through her flesh.

“Harder,” she moaned, and I couldn’t get over the cognitive dissonance of it. Seeing a peerless high elf behaving like this, needing my cock. The last I’d seen had been the embassy from the high elf nation in Port Lusander, and they’d seemed otherworldly, haughty, imperial. 

Now here was Netherys, my Netherys, alike and yet utterly different, pinned beneath me, moaning, needing me, loving my shaft in her ass.

“I’m going to try something,” I whispered. “Ready?”

“Anything,” she moaned, eyes squeezing shut as I resumed coaxing her G-spot.

I summoned the powers of the king troll and filled my words with their intensity. “I want you to come for me right now, Netherys.”

The words seared the air with their power, and stung the high elf like a lash. Her whole body stiffened, went taut, and her ass clenched my shaft like a fist. Her pussy spasmed, her eyes flew open wide in shock, and for a moment she couldn’t breathe, her abdominal wall trembling, shaking, her whole body shivering.

And then she began to cry out, a stuttering, panicked cry, growing louder, ever louder as the orgasm pounded through her, her ass so tight I froze for fear of losing control right there and then. 

Her eyes rolled up, her ankles unlocked, and she gave herself over to her orgasm, trying to ride it and failing.

I didn’t move; only watched, spellbound, as the elven perfection that was Netherys writhed beneath me.

It took a while for her to subside, for the shaking to stop, for her eyes to open and focus on me again.

And the entire time I was rock solid within her. 

“Mother Magrathaar wept,” she whispered, voice hoarse. “What the fuck was that?”

“A successful experiment,” I said, and resumed slowly pulsing in and out of her ass. “You need to rest?”

“Never,” she growled, propping herself up on her elbows, sweat running down her brow. “You think one little orgasm will -”

“Come harder than you ever have before,” I commanded her, and her head snapped back. Her eyes rolled up to reveal the whites as I simultaneously began to pound her, losing all restraint, reaching down to cup her asscheeks, and hammer her as hard as I could.

Netherys jerked and spasmed, her whole body shaking as if she were having a seizure; her tongue lolled out of her mouth as she lost all control, her head shaking up and down with each of my thrusts.

No sounds. No breathing. She was locked in the burning core of her orgasm, her mind gone, obliterated, her slender body jiggling beneath me.

I felt my king troll stamina fueling my thrusts, that burning core of unquenchable energy giving me the strength to go on and on, plumbing her depths, pounding her without surcease. 

This lasted for what felt like an eternity, but it couldn’t have been more than ten seconds because she wasn’t breathing, was practically comatose. Then her chest unlocked and she sucked in a desperate breath, her eyes rolling wildly.

I placed my hands against the undersides of her knees, pinned them to the bed on either side of them. Her ass curled up higher as a result, and leaning over, I continued fucking her, my face inches from her own.

Her eyes were completely unfocused. Her tongue sticking out, drool running out of the corner of her mouth. Lost. Lost to an orgasm that swept her far out into some private inner ocean. 

My own climax was building, growing, and when I could finally hold back no more, I unleashed myself deep within her, coming again and again with a hoarse cry of my own. Her ass pulsed, squeezing me, and I lost track of myself, of time, of the horrors and pain, the misery and loss. 

All of reality contracted to that one connection, the bond between Netherys and me.

With a gasp I sat back on my heels, my cock pulling free. Netherys curled her knees to her chest and rolled over onto her side, body hitching, jerking still, out of her control. 

Heaving for breath, I watched her, growing concerned. Was she too far gone?

But slowly she came back to herself, her breath rapid, her chest rising and falling, the spasms growing less intense. At last she wiped her hand across her lips, blinked rapidly, and turned to stare at me in alarm.

“You all right?” I asked, unable to resist a grin.

“That was… I mean…” Words failed her. She closed her eyes tight, frowned, tried again. “That was dangerous, Kellik.”

“That intense?”

“The only time I’ve come that hard was as a dark elf,” she whispered, slowly rising to one elbow to regard me. “The culmination of a month-long ritual, an extended process of abuse, seduction, arousal, and manipulation. The ritual through which I wedded Mother Magrathaar and became one of her witch elves.”

“Oh shit,” I said. “Netherys - I’d no idea. I’m -”

“No, don’t apologize.” She reached out to squeeze my bare thigh. “I never thought I’d reach such heights of pleasure again. And this without the barbed whips and other torments. To go straight there?” She flopped back onto the bed as if overcome. “Incredible.”

“Does… I mean, to go back there as a high elf…” I hesitated, unsure as to what exactly I was asking. “Is that dangerous for your current self?”

“Oh, yes…” Her words were more a gratified sigh than anything else. “Very dangerous. But so exquisite. I can feel the old fever arising within me. The dark need. My high elf self burning before that black flame.”

“Do you want to stop? To not go there?”

“Oh no. There’s a reason I’ve been a dark elf most of my life, Kellik.” To see such a wicked grin on her high elf face felt blasphemous. “I want more. Unless you’re too tired?”

As if in response, my cock arose, growing hard just at the thought. 

“But let’s calibrate your orders a little better,” she whispered, sitting up and reaching for me. “Let’s find a way for you to fuck me right to the point of oblivion and then keep me there, hanging, never cresting, until I’m wild, begging you, needing release. Until I’d do anything for it, anything at all. I want you to make me weep, Kellik. I want you to break me. Use your powers to take me where I’ve never been.”

Her fingertips slowly traced trails of fire around my swollen cock head. Once more she assumed that mock innocent expression, reaching up to curl her white locks behind one long, elven ear. “Can you do that for me, master? Can you break me upon the anvil of your desire?”

“You’ll do exactly as you’re told,” I growled, moving forward, pushing her down before me. “And when I’m done with you, you’ll be reforged.”

“Yes, my lord,” she whispered. “Break me and remake me anew.”

And with a dark smile, I leaned down to kiss her and make her utterly mine.

 

 

* * *

 

I descended the stairway feeling like a king, going two days now without sleep, my body torn up from three solid hours of lovemaking, Netherys was by my side, hand in mine. I escorted her down the steps as if she were a queen, and the others below gaped at the sight of her. 

Her skin had turned ashen, her hair a purple so dark it was nearly black, ears backswept, body lithe and sinuous in a way that no human dancer could ever have hoped to achieve. Confident, at ease, sensual, and darkly amused at the stares from below, she exuded an imperial presence, her body searingly feminine, her alien face hauntingly beautiful and cruel.

“What…” began Cerys, then gave her head a little shake. “I don’t understand what’s happening. She can go back and forth…?”

Pony was seated in the back corner of the entrance hall, a jumble of blue stone limbs, head hanging down between his knees. His sledgehammer propped athwart his rangy shoulders, hands draped over the shaft as if in a stock. He eyed Netherys as she came down the steps, then pursed his cracked lips and blew a lonesome whistle, appreciative and melancholy all at once.

“There, there,” said Pogo, patting his shoulder. “I’m absolutely positive there’s a lovely lady troll awaiting your tender ministrations somewhere out there in the world.”

“Cerys.” Netherys was nothing if not coolly amused as reached the foot of the stairs. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I don’t know what I’m seeing.”

“I feel more myself this way,” said Netherys, releasing my hand and giving a slow spin, so that her purple hair fanned out for but a moment. “And by Kellik’s side, with what’s to come? This me will assuredly be of more use.”

“So you can switch back and forth?” asked Cerys.

“No,” said Netherys, eyes gleaming. “It takes provocation. And I have been suitably provoked.”

“I don’t get it,” said Cerys, “and that’s fine. I don’t need to.” I saw her put the thought from her mind as she turned to me. “What’s the plan?”

“Veserigard has sent riders after Tamara. The Star Chamber will be electing a new Royal Provost soon, whom I’ll bring under our control tonight. In the meantime, the city is awash in violence. Aunts and Uncles flexing their strength without any restrictions from Aurelius. I’ve been made the temporary commander of the Port Gloom militia. We’re going to go rouse ourselves an army, and then crush the Family one member at a time.”

“The Port Gloom militia,” said Cerys, tone studiously neutral. “That different from the guard?”

“It is. The militia is only raised during times of war. During peacetime, a small percentage patrols the city walls and protects the Provost’s tower. When raised, the guard gets folded into it.”

“How large a force are we talking about?” asked Netherys. “And I can’t imagine they’re of very good quality.”

“I’ve no idea,” I said, unable to resist a grin. “But the guard alone is a thousand strong, and that’s really all we need. Anything beyond that is extra. We’ll take the Provost Tower elites, bring in the forces on the wall, and then roll right over the enemy.”

“Is that a good idea?” Cerys frowned. “Once you unleash the guard on the streets, it will be hard to rein them in.”

“My thinking is this,” I said, moving over to a suit of plate armor that stood against the wall and taking the longsword from the empty gauntlets. “Our goal is twofold. One, I want to crush the Family’s leadership. But two, I want to send a strong signal to the people that order will not be broken. I don’t want the city devolving into bedlam.”

Cerys didn’t look convinced. “The Family is almost completely made up of men and women ignorant as to its true purpose. They don’t deserve to die.”

“Think of it this way, Cerys, dear,” said Netherys, leaning languidly against the stair post. “We are destroying the city’s true infrastructure. We need to replace it immediately with something else. For too long the guard and militia have been seen as a joke, little more than pawns used by the elite to protect the Garden and Palace districts. Now?”

I picked up right where she left off. “Now we’re going to show the city that the guard is going to step up. That they’re going to enter the power vacuum and hold it without hesitation. It’s a new day for Port Gloom. We’re going to see how well it responds to a legitimate and functioning police force.”

“And you’re going to legitimize it how?” asked Cerys, crossing her arms. “There’s probably no more corrupted body in the city than the guards.”

I smiled. “They were corrupt. But I’ve a way of convincing folks to have a change of heart.”

“Each and every one of them? A month will pass before you’re finished.”

“I’m going to try something new,” I said. “Giving commands to larger groups. We’ll see how it goes. Regardless, we can’t allow the city to degenerate into chaos. We need to calm things down.”

“And eviscerate the Family,” said Netherys, tracing the contours of the carvings about the stair post with a long fingernail. “Don’t forget.”

“Don’t worry about that. In the meantime, Pogo - I want you to hire back the team you’d put together to work the printing presses from before. I need you to begin going through Aurelius’s paperwork. If anybody can make heads or tails of his financial empire, it’s you. There’s no sense in letting it go to waste. If possible, we’re going to use that wealth and influence to help heal the city.”

“But of course, Master Kellik. That sounds positively thrilling.” Pogo drew himself up. “I shall begin at once. Will Veserigard be amenable to being questioned?”

“I’ve instructed him to obey you as he would me. Use him as you see fit.”

Pogo rubbed his green hands together. “Ah! Delightful. Something to keep my mind occupied.”

And like that, a dark cloud passed over my joy. Yashara should have been here with us. Leading the military initiative, helping to plan the assaults, ensuring we weren’t overlooking any crucial angles.

Yashara. Fell, ferocious, and powerful beyond measure.

I thought of the hempen sack upstairs on Aurelius’s desk. “See to it that her remains are safely brought here,” I instructed Pogo. “Veserigard said he’d make sure it happened, but I want to be certain.”

“Of course,” said Pogo, bowing his head. 

“All right. Time to head the Provost’s Tower. Pony? You’re with us.”

The war troll grunted, a basso rumble that came from deep within his chest, and pulled himself to his feet. He slid the sledgehammer down and around so that it hung before him, a weapon so mighty I’d barely have been able to lift one end.

“Here,” I said, extending a scroll tube to Cerys. “Veserigard’s information on the Aunts, Uncles, and their bases. You can review it as we ride to the tower.”

“Very well,” said Cerys, taking the tube. “You sure this is the right way to do this?”

“No doubt in my mind,” I said. 

“You haven’t rested,” she said.

“I don’t need to.”

“Everyone needs to rest.”

I paused, focused on myself. I was at once exhausted and exhilarated. There was a fire burning within my core that fueled my every move, keeping me alert and sharp and motivated to keep going.

Could I sleep?

Sure.

Did I need to?

Not really.

“I’m good,” I said. “Honestly. This king troll business is giving me reserves I never knew I had.”

Cerys nodded grudgingly. “As long as you’re careful. We can’t have you collapsing in the street.”

I laughed. “Worst case scenario, Pony can sling me over his shoulder. Now come on. It’s time to crush the Family.”

 

 


Chapter 4

 

 

 

“How do we pick our first target?” asked Cerys, sorting through the sheets of parchment as the carriage bumped and jostled its way down the street. “The whole city is claimed by one Aunt or Uncle or another.”

“Good question,” I said, leaning back and staring out the window. You’d never know the southern half of Port Gloom was rioting from the Palace District’s streets. If anything, traffic was quieter, and those walking along its pavements hurrifed along, as if intent to get home before a storm broke. “Thoughts?”

“There’s a dozen listed here. Their natures reflect the districts they control. So, for example, in the Garden District, we have…” Her clever fingers quickly walked through the sheaf of parchment to the right page. “Uncle Asavaris, a former nobleman who was saved from execution by Aurelius over three decades ago. His knowledge of the upper class has allowed his con men, burglars, and kidnappers to work over the district without causing the kind of violence that would incense the nobility. On the other hand, down in the Noose, we have…” And again she finger walked through the sheaf. “Uncle Kavark, a… werewolf? Who leads the largest crew of enforcers, thugs, and assassins in all of Port Gloom. They’ve practically nothing in common with each other.”

“Other than having agreed to Aurelius’s plans,” said Netherys softly.

Cerys inclined her head. “There is that.”

“We should focus our attention on the heart of the rioting,” I said. “Then fan out from there.”

“From what I can tell, there are eight Aunts and Uncles south of the Snake Head.” Cerys sorted the documents into two piles and set the slighter one aside on the seat. “Two in the Market District, one in the Temple District, Kavark in the Noose, two more covering the docks, and the last two covering the Merchant District right by the Field Gate.”

“The rioting will be focused around the markets,” I said. “Fish Market, Market Square, with the Noose just north of them both. I’d wager Temple is pretty quiet, and the mercenaries who guard the merchants to the east will keep things quiet there as well. So: the Noose, the docks, and the Market District.”

“Five all told. Kavark in the Noose - he’ll be a tough nut to crack, given how impenetrable those alleyways can be. Covering the docks we have Auntie Delilah and Uncle Yestov. Both human, apparently, though possessed by demons. In the market area, we have Auntie Yllidris, a… sythillarian? What’s that?”

“Snake hybrid,” said Netherys. “They claim to be descended from dragons, but that’s nonsense. They can shift forms, becoming either human or a massive constrictor, but mostly rely on their supernatural charisma and ability to mesmerize anyone who meets their gaze to get by in the world.”

“Yllidris is a snake woman?” I sat back. “Huh. I mean, everyone always spoke of her legendary beauty and how she could twist any man around her finger with but a smile, but… wow.”

“You knew of her?” asked Cerys.

“Everyone did. Growing up on the docks, you heard plenty of rumors and urban legends about the Aunts and Uncles. The more mysterious they were, the more folks speculated. I saw Uncle Yestov once. Came to visit the Sodden Hold. Massive man, big as Pony and must have weighed six times as much. I couldn’t figure out how he even managed to walk, so fat he was. Delilah was seen as a drunken madam, working a network of whores and thieves up and down the length of the docks. Most folks said she was mad, but nobody ever deposed her, so we reckoned she had some wits left.”

“And Kavark?” asked Cerys.

“Bad news. Made Eddwick and I glad to be part of the Sodden Hold and not in the Noose. Bloodthirsty monster, he was made out to be. Little did we know how true that was.”

“The other Uncle in the Market District is an Uncle Prune. Heard of him, too?”

“No,” I said. “Prune? There was an Uncle Quern when I was last in the know.”

“Well, Quern’s gone, Prune’s in,” said Cerys. “Veserigard says he’s a wizard, specializes in summonings. Has a menagerie of monsters at his beck and call.”

“A wizard. Great.” I looked back out the window. “Well, enough guards will kill whatever he calls.”

“So which first?” asked Netherys. “I’m of a mind to crush Kavark in his stronghold. It will send a powerful message to the other Aunts and Uncles, and move us a good way to winning the psychological battle.”

I grimaced. “Entering the Noose will be a bloodbath. An endless maze of blind alleys, cul-de-sacs, and so filled with traps and buildings primed to collapse that the guard’s not been seen in there for decades.”

“Could it resist an army?” asked Cerys.

“If we literally flooded every alley with militia? I suppose not.”

“Then that’s what we should do. Kavark has the strongest crew. Says here that he’s got a half dozen Gloom Knights, a cabal of werewolves, three shadow mages, and hundreds of regular enforcers. As long as he’s standing the rest of the Family will feel secure. But if we crush him first, the others will reel in shock.”

“Getting the guard to even go into the Noose will be a miracle,” I said. “But you’re right. Perhaps the fact that I want to leave him to last is enough reason to destroy him first.”

“How big is the Noose?” asked Netherys. 

“Six city blocks, more or less. Nearly impossible to say.”

“Then we need enough forces to attack from all sides at once. Hem them in like a noose, and draw it tight around their necks. Otherwise, they will flee before us like rats from a burning ship, and disperse into the city.”

“Everyman Jack had access to his hidden palace, remember?” The memory was all too vivid. “That secret door that led to another… place? We should assume Kavark has the same.”

“We’ve gloom keys,” said Cerys. “We can follow after him.”

“A demon werewolf is not going to be easy to defeat.” I tapped my lips. “We should recruit a core group of elite fighters to help take him down.”

“Such as?” asked Netherys.

“Exemplars, if we get them.”

“Where do we find Exemplars?” asked the dark elf. “Their churches?”

“That’s where Baleric hangs out. I don’t think he’d join, but perhaps we can see who else is in town. Get a grab bag of them to help us with the gloom knights and the werewolves, then lead them into Kavark’s private manor to destroy him.”

“I like it,” said Netherys with a dark smile.

“As do I, but we’re running short on time.” Cerys placed all the documents back into a central pile on her lap. “You’ll need to take point on that initiative, as your king troll powers will make recruiting them much more efficient.”

“Having Baleric by our side would be delightful,” said Netherys. “Can we sway him?”

“I think not.” I thought of Baleric and his team, elite and lethal and now just idling at the sidelines. “But perhaps if we impress him with our integrity he’ll come around.”

We rode in silence for a minute, each of us sunken into our own thoughts.

“I miss Iris,” said Cerys at last. “Not just because she’d be fantastic at this kind of mission, but… there was a sense of having a secret weapon on our side while she was here. That we couldn’t really lose with her on our side.”

“And Yashara,” I said, a sharp wedge in my throat making it hard to swallow. “I’d make her commander of the guard and then lead the elite group right after Kavark.” And I could see it, too: Yashara leading the militia, whipping them into shape and brooking no complaints, while Cerys, Netherys, and I infiltrated the Noose, with Iris and her undead ensuring no surprise could halt our plans.

“I miss Tamara,” Netherys said with surprising frankness. “And not just because she could bring us all back from the brink of death. When she is with us, there’s a sense of…” She trailed off, lips pursed, trying to find the right word. “Of moral composure to our group. Which, I know, is ironic coming from me. But she brings a steadiness to our team that is reassuring. A sense of identity.” She smiled then, self-conscious. “Perhaps that makes no sense.”

“No, I know what you mean. Especially now that she’s become an Exemplar in her own right.” I sighed and gazed back out the carriage window. “It feels wrong to be doing this without them. But what choice do we have?”

“None,” whispered Cerys. 

“So we’ll do it anyway, and do our best.” I forced myself to sit up straight. “And when Tamara returns to us, when we find a way to heal Yashara - Havatier if we can - we’ll be almost as we once were.”

The Royal Provost tower was the center of Port Gloom’s bureaucracy and administration; if the Star Chamber was where the decisions were made, the tower was where they were executed. The courts, exchequer, and diplomatic offices were all located within its august body, all of which were defended by the guard’s elite core.

“Black Wolves,” said Cerys thoughtfully as we descended from the carriage. “Interesting name for city guards.”

I snorted as I jumped down “More apt perhaps than it should have been. In the Family, we called them the ‘Knuckleheads,’ but it took a skilled crew to even think about crossing them. They’re more like wolves than I think the city meant them to be.”

“How so?” asked Netherys, descending last with all the grace and poise of visiting royalty. 

I gazed up the height of the Provost Tower. The last time I’d been here had been with Cerys, a mission to scale to the very top and there slay part of Imogen’s Web. 

It felt like a lifetime ago.

“They’re as corrupt a group as they come,” I said. “They use their elite status to enrich themselves to no end. Part and parcel of the Family, really. More like raiders than city guards.”

Netherys swept her purple hair back and bound it with a thong. “And they’re entrusted to defend the tower?”

“I mean, kind of? They don’t so much defend it as use it as their base of operations. The tower’s off-limits to the Family, so it’s not like they’ve ever had much work to do. C’mon. Let’s go muzzle them.”

The Provost’s tower was ornate, its sides covered in stone gables, pointed arches, lancet windows, archivolts, and engaged columns. It looked akin to an ancient cathedral that had sought too hard to reach the sky, a vast and glowering testament to the provost’s power and dominance over the city. It was fronted by a small paved space crowded with market stalls and book vendors. Three- and four-story-tall buildings hemmed the square in on all sides, buildings of government from which the accountants, notaries, judges, questors, and councilmen ruled the rest of the city.

“There’s a second tower being built at the rear,” said Cerys as we stood shoulder to shoulder, looking up. “Kellik and I used it to climb the main tower, last time.”

And it was to that second partially-finished tower that we were directed by the guards at the main tower’s entrance, for it was there that the Black Wolves had their garrison, using the finished lower three floors while the rest was constructed under a swathe of scaffolding. 

It was strange to walk up in broad daylight after having skulked here under the cover of darkness last time; too easy to remember our fight, the arrows, the stone gargoyles, and defenses. At any moment I expected shouts of alarm to be given, for eagle-eyed guards to realize that we’d returned and to be met with a storm of crossbow bolts.

But no such thing happened. 

The second tower was built flush against the greater tower’s side, this one shorter and built in a classic cylindrical shape. It was swathed in scaffolding, the cone of its roof partially built yet only reaching two-thirds of the way up the main tower. The courtyard before it was busy with guards going about their business, which meant they were standing around drinking coffee from the various patronized carts that paid an exorbitant fee to set up within sight of the main gate. 

But there was no denying the dangerous air the Black Wolves gave off - the same kind of lean lethality as the best of the Family’s enforcers, from whom, truth be told, they were no different. They ranged greatly in appearance but were all clad in the same black half-plate over luxuriously-oiled black chain, a blend of hard and flexible armor that allowed for maximum protection and mobility. Halberds were propped against the occasional shoulder, but for the most part set in a large rack, mounted against the tower wall. 

I saw a number of city trolls, large and lean, once the pinnacle of military might in my mind until I learned better. Their pebbled skin ran to gray, their features were sharper, and they loomed over the other guards, with most of their number a head taller than the biggest man. 

Impressive, once.

The rest of the guard were mostly human, with the occasional dwarf or half-elf thrown in for good measure; an unshaven, mostly hungover crowd, who turned to eye us as we approached. They noted the expensive carriage behind us but didn’t really care till the covered cart arrived and Pony sat up.

Nothing like the sudden appearance of a war troll to get folks’ attention.

There was no need for me to exercise my powers. A few startled oaths rang out as men dropped their coffees and brought their halberds to bear, those closest falling back as if in fear of being left exposed; within moments we faced a rough phalanx of anxious, angry faces, helms being slammed onto scalps, hands resting on the pommels of blades, eyes gleaming as they sized us up.

“Easy, easy,” commanded a lean man who pushed his way into the center. “Now c’mon, Fortuna blight your souls, don’t bunch up like a pack of chickens.”

“Brood of hens, sir,” supplied a lanky guard whose helm seemed intent on slipping over his eyes each time he moved.

“Spread out,” said the man, finally reaching the fore, the guards making room for his compact frame. He radiated an easy, competent authority, but was otherwise unremarkable. Plain features, regular frame, armor the same as the others. “You bunch up, that war troll will knock us over like a pack of ten pins.”

“It’s a war troll, lieutenant,” said a guard off to the side, voice gruff and defensive. 

“Good job, Trask. Sharp eyes. Doesn’t seem very upset though, does he? Now spread out, the lot of you, in case we piss him off.”

The Black Wolves obligingly shuffled out wide so we soon faced a loose cordon, a shallow semi-circle ready to wrap around us if we charged in.

Which, as the lieutenant had divined, we weren’t about to do.

“Greetings,” I said, raising a hand and stepping forward. “I’m the Count of Manticora, magistrate and member of the Star Chamber. I have been appointed the commander of the guard, and would like to speak with the commanding officers.”

The lieutenant pushed back his helm so that he could scratch at his helm. “Well, that’s a relief. You, ah, have some documentation on you? No offense meant, my lord count.”

“None taken.” I extended the scroll. 

The man took it, read it quickly, then handed it back. “At ease, men. Looks like we’ve got a new commander. I’m Lieutenant Rory, my lord. Welcome to the Black Wolves.”

“The war troll joining up?” asked a voice from the back.

“For a spell,” I said. “But let’s take it a step at a time. Lieutenant, gather the commanding officers. We’ve an emergency that needs taking care of.”

“Yes sir. This way, please.”

So it was that ten minutes later we found ourselves on the second tower’s third floor, minimally decorated and dominated by a lengthy table. A half-dozen men had assembled, a mixture of sergeants, lieutenants, and corporals. None of them seemed pleased to see me, and they lounged and hung about with a calculated display of insouciance. 

“Good afternoon, everybody.” I stood with my hands on my hips, chin raised, smiling easily at the rabble. “What exciting times we live in! The Royal Provost dead, the city consumed by riots, your dear commander fled. Why, such times positively beg for heroes to step to the fore and save the day. And how fortunate for Port Gloom that it is served by such heroic types as yourselves.”

One of the Black Wolves, a sergeant who was in almost every way the opposite of his name, Tower, spat a stream of black tar onto the floorboards. “I’m afraid you might have the wrong impression about the Black Wolves, sir. We ain’t no riot-quelling types. We’re the Black Wolves. Our post’s here, by the tower.”

“Aye, that’s right,” said a second, a corporal who’d spent more time leering at Cerys and Netherys than doing anything else. “We’ve lost one Royal Provost. Be a right shame to lose another.”

“Very inspiring,” I said. “I’d expect no less from Port Gloom’s elite. But alas, times are what they are, and the Wolves are being summoned forth to show the good people of the city their quality.”

The largest of them all, a monster of a man who looked more minotaur than human, finally pushed off the back wall to move to the front of the group. “We’re an elite group, right enough,” he rumbled. “But we’ve earned the right, one and all, to guard the tower and the Palace District. You’ll crush morale if you force the Wolves forth, commander. Best if you learn a bit more ’bout our culture before you start throwing your weight around, you know what I mean? There’s still a chance we can all get along.”

“What a relief.” I beamed at the crew, all of whom leered back but for Lieutenant Rory. He stood by a window, cleaning his nails with a small knife and watching with a studiously blank expression. “I’d hoped I wouldn’t prove popular, and that you all might not embrace me like a brother. But now I see you will cherish me and cheer me on as I give you order after order, striving to achieve ever greater deeds! Wonderful. You’re going to love it because first, we’re heading down to the Noose to destroy Kavark’s stronghold.”

I might as well have slapped the lot of them with their own mothers’ underwear. They froze, brains grinding to a halt, unable to process the words I just said.

Then the huge man with the bullish look blinked. “Destroy… Kavark’s… stronghold?”

“Yes!” I tried to sound as cheerful and enthusiastic as possible. “In the Noose? We’re going to gather the guard and militia and sweep the city clean of him and his men. What fun! If we get cracking, we could be done in time for lunch.”

The shocked pause lasted another beat, and then as one, the men laughed, turning to each other as if they’d never heard a more delightful joke. Some even bent over, hands on knees, eyes watering.

Rory raised an eyebrow and moved the tip of his blade to his next nail.

Even Pony’s presence at the back of the room didn’t seem able to constrain the Wolves’ hilarity.

“You, commander, are a breath of fresh air, you are.” The bullish man moved up to lay a huge hand on my shoulder. “Clean out the Noose? Ha! Now, here’s how this is going to go. You’re going to go back to the Star Chamber and report that the Wolves are gathering their forces to make sure nobody makes a move against the Provost Tower. It’s a symbol, you see? Of the city. A target. We’re going to hold it against all attacks, and in fact, well, we could all use a raise. Operating during such dangerous times warrants a reward, don’t it?”

The man grinned down at me as he squeezed my shoulder. His rank odor was more intimidating than anything else, but he was clearly doing his level best to put me in my place. And perhaps if I’d actually been the Count of Manticora, a sheltered noble whose life had never been in any danger, I might have fallen for it.

Unfortunately for this fellow, I wasn’t really the Count.

“Fall in, all of you.” My words crackled with supernatural authority.

The bullish man blinked, then stepped back, dumbfounded at his own movements, to fall in along with the officers, who formed a rough line before me.

“Silence,” I commanded as they began to bray. “Now, stand as smartly as you can, eyes front, chins raised.”

It was like watching erosion in reverse. Where a moment ago a line of men had slouched, slowly they formed a proper line-up, squaring their shoulders, puffing out their chests, moving their feet to shoulder width. As if the years and decades of corruption and cynicism were washing off them, leaving the original core of military desire that had once informed their decision to join the guards.

“Better.” I began to slowly pace before them. “From here on out, your primary concern will be to execute my commands with as much honesty, enthusiasm, and dedication that you can muster. You will take pride in being the Black Wolves, in being the best that Port Gloom has to offer, and will want nothing more than to bring order and peace to the city streets.”

The men’s expressions squirmed, eyes twitching, lips pursing and jaws trembling. 

But their wills succumbed easily to my own. 

Except for Lieutenant Rory, who stood at the line’s far end, looking calmly ahead – there was no conflict there. 

“Our goal is the cleansing of the Noose. We are going to destroy Kavark’s power base, and the Black Wolves will prove instrumental in leading the other, less motivated guards, in this initiative. You will use your familiarity and authority over the other Wolves to ensure they understand how serious this operation is, and will do everything in your power to make it a success. Lieutenant Rory, I’m promoting you to captain. You will remain with me, advising me on how best to lead our men in this coming battle.”

Captain Rory blinked in surprise, then snapped out a salute. “Yes sir.”

“How many Black Wolves can we have ready to fight today?”

His eyes remained focused straight ahead. “Sir, there are a total of sixty men or duty at this moment. The whole force is roughly about two hundred, with two other shifts currently off duty.”

“How long would it take to have all two hundred ready to march?”

“If we exert ourselves? We could have perhaps a hundred of them ready within a couple of hours.”

“The remaining forty?”

“Would take longer, seeing as probably that many men would be in brothels, or down at the docks gambling, or just about their own business in the city.”

“Very well. How does the command structure work with the wall militias?”

“Sir, the city militia is an independent military organization under their own captain. But should the Star Chamber declare a state of martial law, the militia captain falls under your chain of command.”

“Well, seeing as we’re in a state of martial law, that’s mighty convenient. What is the command structure of the regular guard?”

“Sir, the regular guard is divided into six precincts, each with its own station and commanding captain.”

“Then send a messenger to the militia and regular captains to come to the Royal Provost tower immediately to begin planning our operation. While you’re about it, start the process of summoning the rest of the Black Wolves.”

“Yes sir,” said Captain Rory, and marched smartly out of the room.

“The rest of you,” I said, turning to the remaining six men. “I want you to whip the Wolves into shape.” I paused. “Not literally. I want you to take our current force and convince them as to the seriousness of our situation. Dismiss anybody you deem unable to act in the city’s best interests. I want the Wolves to truly be what they are supposed to be - the city guard’s elite. When the other captains arrive, I want them to see as much. I want equipment sorted and prepared, I want the tower put to rights, and for this place to display the kind of military presence it should already have. Am I clear?”

“Yes sir!” barked the six men, hands flying up to a salute. 

“Very good. Dismissed.”

The sergeants and corporals strode out of the room with a purpose.

“Too much?” I asked, turning to my companions.

Netherys was lounging at the head of the table. “I for one enjoyed the display. Naughty soldiers deserve to be paddled.”

“Not quite how I’d put it,” said Cerys with a smile, “but yes. Good work. Of course, the other captains will wonder as to the sudden espirit d’corps of the Black Wolves.”

“Until I motivate them in a similar manner,” I said, moving to the window. Already I could hear shouted commands as the newly inspired commanders attacked their men. “This ability of mine to just tell people what to do - it’s…. exhilarating. Like that” - I snapped my fingers - “the Black Wolves are going from being a corrupt unit of lowlifes to an inspiring and civic-minded group of dedicated soldiers. Can you imagine what would happen if I spoke to every judge, every captain, every officer in the government?”

“Take a long time,” said Netherys, tone droll.

“And your father didn’t take that approach,” said Cerys thoughtfully. “Has to be a reason for it.”

Netherys examined her nails. “The hands-on approach might be rewarding at first, but surely it takes too much time. Aurelius no doubt found it more efficient in the long run to delegate authority.”

“Or stopped caring about a well-functioning government,” I said.

“That, too,” said Cerys. “I mean, if you had to boil it down, what was Aurelius using his power for?”

I stared out the window at the courtyard below, where bewildered Black Wolves were hurrying about, cleaning away broken crates, collecting weapons where they’d been piled on the floor, chased about by their suddenly fervent officers. 

“I don’t really know,” I said, voice quiet. “He didn’t seem to have an agenda in the Star Chamber. The Family, according to Veserigard, was just a means to keep the poor and the city at large occupied.”

“Power is its own reward,” said Netherys. “You are assuming he had goals. Perhaps, once, he did. But he was a long-lived creature amongst mostly humans who live - what - sixty years at best?  Each successive generation that he saw born and die must have cut into his attachments, distancing him ever further from the actual people of Port Gloom. I imagine his goals began to seem increasingly academic, until, perhaps, at last, he couldn’t be bothered with them at all.”

“Then why keep living?” I asked. “Why run this whole city like he did, if he didn’t want to accomplish anything?”

Netherys shrugged. “Perhaps he was asking himself the same question.”

“That doesn’t sit right with me,” I said. “There has to have been more to it. All that work. All that effort. Working with this Arasim to put demons in his Aunts and Uncles. There had to have been a plan.”

“Then perhaps Pogo will discover it,” said Cerys. “If anyone can, it’s him.”

I ran my fingers through my hair and nodded reluctantly. “Yeah. You’re right. And if not, then perhaps at least some new lines of investigation.”

Cerys stepped over and gave me a tight hug. “Hang in there. We’re just getting started. There’s still lots of time to figure everything out.”

I squeezed her back, taking great comfort from her embrace. “Time’s something we have little of. Come on. Let’s comb the city for what Exemplars we can find. I want to be back before the captains show up.”

 

 

* * * 

 

Turning the wheels of government took far longer than I expected, and night had fallen by the time the meeting room was filled with captains, lieutenants, and cigar smoke. They’d trickled in slowly over the course of the late afternoon, uniformly upset at being called away from their posts, positive that their time was going to be wasted during a critical juncture. Each and every one was intent on giving me a piece of their mind before storming back out.

Yet they found themselves waiting, surprised, till everyone had gathered. I didn’t overdo it. Just a touch of power here, a forceful request there, and against their better judgment they agreed to wait, tacitly respecting my appointed post while still fuming and sending runners with new commands to their posts.

The last to arrive was the militia wall captain, a gray-haired veteran that looked more bear than man, his brows beetling out over his piercing eyes, his chin bare and framed by a luxurious mustache that must have taken decades to grow. Clad in old plate armor, he seemed a relic from a bygone era, taken out of storage for just this occasion.

His presence, however, was vital and powerful, and the atmosphere in the crowded meeting chamber became electrified when he stormed in.

“What by the Hanged God’s luxurious ballsack is the meaning of this?” His armor clanked as he pushed his way through the crowd right up to the edge of the table at whose head I sat, feet propped up on the table. “Do you think I have time to cross the entire city and abandon my men just as those scurrilous bastards are contemplating quitting once and for all?”

“Evening, Captain Drussander. You have my thanks for obeying a direct order from your superior. Namely, me.”

The old man drew himself up to his full height, face darkening, and then slammed a fist down into the table, sending splinters flying. “Damn the Star Chamber, and damn you, Manticora, for wasting my time! There - I have come. And now witness as I depart. Some of us have real work to do.”

“Stay,” I commanded, and the old man stiffened, brow lowering in confusion as he found himself unable to leave. “And let me speak my piece. I am the acting commander of the Port Gloom’s military forces, which means every one of you falls under my authority.”

I pitched my voice to carry and laced my words with enough power to make each of the seven captains believe my words - helped, of course, by the fact that they were true.

“Now, we don’t have much time, because most of the day has been wasted by your laggard execution of my orders. That will change, moving forward. Whatever command I give you will be obeyed with alacrity. Is that clear?”

The wall of faces stared blankly at me, and then everyone nodded.

“Good. The city is in crisis, something you all know too well. Riots, disorder, suicides, and a government on the edge of collapse. Not good. In fact, one might go so far as to say very, very not good. Hmm?”

They stared at me blankly, confused, silenced by my power, no doubt feeling as if they’d slipped into a surreal dream where lordlings wasted their time with impunity.

“Now, fortunately for everyone, yourselves included, I mean to make a real difference with this command. Gone is the time when wealthy bastards such as myself wasted everyone’s time in the pursuit of unearned honors and stolen wealth. We’re actually going to do some old-fashioned guard work. We’re going to mobilize our forces and bring a little order to Port Gloom.”

Captain Drussander shook himself free of his stupor. “And how precisely do you plan to do that, commander?”

“There are centers of resistance that need to be crushed. All of you are aware of the Family, its Aunts and Uncles, its power structure, and stranglehold on the city. Over the next few days, we are going to crush it utterly.”

Stunned silence, and then several captains started speaking at once, protesting, laughing, excoriating me. I sat there and let them get it out of their city. For the most part, they were simply incredulous. But as they realized my intent, their incredulity turned to anger.

“You’re mad,” said one of the precinct captains, a dark-skinned woman whose face had been badly burned long ago. “Take on the Family? That’s not only impossible, but beyond the scope of our responsibilities.”

“Suicide,” said another, a rotund dwarf who seemed wider than he was tall, his hair braided and dyed bright red, his face marred by an eyepatch; a cigar as thick as the Hanged God’s prick was stuck between his lips. “Look, lad, the Family’s untouchable. We operate friendly like, each doing their own thing. Check with the Star Chamber. You’ll hear the same.”

“Alas, the Family’s time in the sun has come to an end.” I stood up. “We are going to utterly wreck each and every Aunt and Uncle’s shit. We’re starting with Kavark, and from there we’ll move on, extinguishing each hold and base till they’re nothing but a memory.”

“No,” said another precinct captain, an old, weathered man who looked like he’d spent his whole life staring into bitter sea gales. “I won’t do it. We’ll every one of us get our throats slit by a Gloom Knight.”

Muttered agreements. 

“Well, luckily for you all, we’re killing the Gloom Knights, too,” I said.

“This is a farce,” said Captain Drussander. “The wall militia will take no part in this.”

“Here’s the thing.” I planted both hands on the table and leaned forward. “You will all take part in this, and do your absolute best to execute my commands and accomplish the operation to the very best of your abilities.”

The sheer power in my words seared the air, and I watched as each captain wrestled with the command, wrestled with something they saw tantamount to a death sentence.

Every one of them succumbed.

Powerful old Drussander was gray in the face. “But how? How will we accomplish this impossibility? A Gloom Knight alone can kill a hundred men.”

“We’re not going in unprepared,” I said. “I’ve collected a little band of special forces of our own.” I pitched my voice to carry. “Netherys?”

A door at the rear of the room opened, and a dozen unique individuals filed in, each arresting in their own way.

Netherys came first, easily drawing the assembled captain’s eyes, her walk sensual and feline, her hood back to reveal her dark elf nature. This drew gasps of dismay and shock from the assembled guards, and I realized just how accustomed I’d grown to having one of her kind by my side. To the regular man about town in Port Gloom, a dark elf was anathema, a creature of legendary evil and perversion.

Behind her walked an array of Exemplars, assassins, and notorious blackguards. A combination of unlimited funds promised from the city treasury, along with judicious use of my powers, had made them all eager to be of service. They regarded the stunned captains with obvious contempt, all of them sharing the same low opinion of the city guard and militia.

“Thank you, one and all, for agreeing to help us with this mission,” I said. “Captains, let me introduce the team I’ve assembled to help neutralize Kavark’s greatest strengths. From left to right: Master Hieronymus, an elemental magus; Tarn and Effezia, Exemplars of the Hanged God; Sir Fellhand, half-troll mercenary who brings with him a score of elite warriors of his own; the Bridge Nixie, coaxed out for the first time from under the Bridge of Bones to help us with her illusion magic; the Fickle Warwickle, Exemplar of Blind Fortuna; Blightwort, the much-maligned necromancer of the undercity; Bergemot and Lady Anna, both of whom have taken the Apotheosis Oath and will lend our forces their healing, and three Exemplars of the White Sun: Sir Tuln, Sir Gremory, and Lady Holdfast.”

Each of these remarkable individuals bowed their heads or raised an eyebrow as they were named. 

The captains could only gape. They’d probably never thought they’d stand in the same room as even one of these individuals, much less a dozen of them.

“Now, this is to be our plan,” I said, pushing forward a large map on which a rough overview of the Noose was drawn, with major avenues and streets clearly delineated and the complex mess of alleyways guessed at. “We have at our disposal the five hundred militia guards from the wall, almost two hundred Black Wolves, and another six guards that will be drawn from each precinct -”

“But - my lord!” This from the burned captain. “We need those guards to maintain order, if you remove them altogether -”

“Given the current state of lawlessness,” said Cerys, her tone droll, “I’m sure nobody would notice.”

“That gives us approximately a thousand three hundred men. We will divide them into four teams of about three hundred, and approach the Noose from each cardinal direction. Captain Drussander, you will lead half of your forces along River Street here. Captain Rory will bring the Black Wolves and another hundred militia along Bridge Street. Captain Marko, you will bring three hundred guards north from Market Square, and Captain Belarus, you will bring the remainder south from the Snake Head. All four columns will enter the Noose at precisely the same hour when the temples of the White Sun mark the dawn with their bells. The goal is to enter through every available alleyway and street and destroy all opposition.”

Captain Rory leaned forward to study the map. “This’ll be a tough fight, my lord. The enemy will take to the rooftops, will attack us from windows. We’ll be sitting ducks just marching down the center of the streets.”

“True enough. But that’s where our numbers will prove telling. Most of the Family that works for Kavark will flee at the sight of you. Those that stay behind will be his prized enforcers and bully boys. You’ll simply have to swamp them. Enter the homes, climb to the rooftops, and give them nowhere to run. The Noose, fabled as it might seem, is only about six city blocks. We’re pouring over two hundred men into each of those blocks, and you won’t be going alone.”

The Exemplars and mages and half-trolls had pressed up alongside the table to study the map.

“Each column will be led by three unique individuals who will help deal with Gloom Knights, werewolves, or whatever else Kavark throws at us. Captain Rory, you and the Black Wolves will be led by myself and Lady Anna, who will see to our healing. Captain Drussander, your forces will march behind Exemplars Tarn and Holdfast, with the Bridge Nixie providing support. Captain Belarus, your guards will follow Exemplar Effezia, Sir Fellhand and his squad, Master Hieronymus, and be supported by Bergamot. Captain Marko, you’ll be led by Sir Gremory, Sir Tuln, Fickle Warwickle, and Blightwort the necromancer.”

The captains regarded the individuals assigned to them, and I nowhere saw immense relief or newfound confidence in their mission.

Not that I could blame them. To a simple guard, the likes of Blightwort or Fellhand were the stuff of nightmares, while the Bridge Nixie was considered more an urban legend than a real being. While the Exemplars of the White Sun and Blind Fortuna might find more acceptance, and the Sworn Lady Anna and Bergamot would be most welcome, the natural dread of the Hanged God would shake the morale of the guards almost as badly as Blightwort.

Luckily I didn’t have to count on their morale. 

“The goal of course is to meet in the very center of the Noose at the Bloody Knot, where Kavark maintains his base of operations. Once there, I will lead the elite members of each column underground to deal with Kavark himself, with the guards continuing to suppress any dissidents on the surface. I anticipate it taking about half an hour to march into the center of the Noose, which means keeping an ear out for the half bells. Once Kavark is dead, we set fire to the Bloody Knot, sweep back out, and come home in time for breakfast.”

I smiled brightly at all those assembled and saw skepticism on nearly twenty faces. “The Family’s reputation is a dire one, but they’re not unbeatable. Right now they’re as much in disarray as their streets themselves; Kavark will no doubt see us coming, but if we move quickly and efficiently, we should be able to occupy the Noose without much effort. With the Bloody Knot burned to the ground and his forces destroyed, even if he escapes he’ll find himself defeated.”

“We don’t have any choice in this matter, do we?” asked Captain Drussander.

“No,” I said. “You don’t. We’ve about ten hours before the dawn bells. That’s ten hours to prepare your men and to be in place. I suggest you gather with your respective teams, introduce yourselves, establish chains of command, and get moving. And remember: tonight will be remembered by all of Port Gloom as the night it began to take back the streets from the criminals who have ruled it for too long. You may be skeptical, you may not think it will work, but come morning tomorrow you’ll understand that everything has changed. The Family’s time has passed. The future belongs to the people.”

My words were stark, and I wasn’t trying to earn any cheers, but the power in my words fanned the faint embers in each breast so that I saw resolve solidify, jaws clench in determination, and more than a few nod their grudging agreement.

“We’ve got a long night ahead of us,” I said. “Let’s get to work.”

 


Chapter 5

 

 

 

It was hard to believe the moment had finally arrived. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined how much work it took to assemble an armed force of city guards in a single location in the city, much less to coordinate the arrival of four different groups, from across every precinct and the walls themselves, to prepare for our assault.

Were it not for my King Troll powers, it would have been impossible. But after long hours of commanding an endless number of bureaucrats, guards, messengers, and sergeants to do exactly as I told them, the great and ancient machinery of Port Gloom’s armed forces finally rumbled to life. Precincts across the city emptied themselves of their men, each wearing the best armor available - which in some cases wasn’t that impressive at all - along with short swords and large shields for dealing with rioters.

And at long last, here we were. I stood in the center of Bridge Street, that broad avenue that ran south from the New Bridge to the great Market Square. Its breadth was clear of carts and traffic, though numerous faces watched us from countless windows. About three hundred armed men and women stood in ranks of ten behind me, their files ragged, their morale teetering on the edge. 

A day ago they’d been content with doing very, very little. Now? They were being ordered to march into the densest hive of villainy in the whole city, where no guard had set foot in decades. 

I couldn’t blame them for being nervous. 

Still, I’d done my part, walking up and down their lines reassuring each guard I passed, firming up the ranks, till the exterior of the group was dead set on accomplishing the mission. Their certainty solidified the more nervous center, and the sight of Pony up front caused the city trolls to toughen up as well.

They weren’t a rock-solid group, but they were ready to follow me into the Noose, which was as good as it was going to get.

Cerys and Netherys were by my side, each dressed for battle. Cerys with her Gloom Knight bow in one hand, her first arrow in the other. Netherys wore a new outfit of black leather armor, no cloak, and a mask that covered the lower half of her face under her hood. Her twin curved blades hung at each hip, and she seemed completely unconcerned about what was to take place.

I turned to the war troll. “How you holding up, Pony?” 

He grunted in response, and rolled his head about his neck, causing several frighteningly loud pops to sound out. Then he smacked his lips together as if ready for a snack, hoisted his huge hammer up onto his shoulder, and gave me a wink.

“That’s the spirit.”

I turned to Captain Rory and Lady Anna. Both were calm, Rory benefitting from his sangfroid and a touch of King Troll reassurance, Lady Anna naturally composed and exuding the serenity of all the Sworn. She was an older lady - in her mid-forties, perhaps - with a stately bearing and her blond hair already growing silver. 

“Lady Anna, whenever you’re ready, you can move to the rear.”

“If that’s what you wish,” she said as if I’d not made my plans clear before. “I have no fear at being in the vanguard, you know. We Sworn are respected the world over, and even a Family Enforcer would think twice before -”

“I know, I know. Trust me. But it’s simply a matter of practicality. With you at the rear, you’ll come across the wounded as they fall. Nobody’s questioning your courage.”

Lady Anna sniffed. “Well. There’s no need to be rude about it.” And gathering her robes, she set off to the rear of the column.

“Is it just me or is Lady Anna a royal pain in the ass?”

“Royal pain,” said Cerys, still peering ahead.

“Agreed,” said Netherys.

Even Pony grunted in the affirmative.

“Good.” For a moment we stood in silence, and then I looked sidelong at them both. “We’ve come a long way since our attack on the Sodden Hold.”

“Indeed,” said Netherys with a sly smile. “Some of us have matured admirably since then. Congratulations, Cerys.”

“Oh, please,” said the assassin, rolling her eyes. “Though to be honest, I’d still swap out these Black Wolves for Iris’s undead.”

“Agreed. Though we’ve got over a thousand soldiers doing our bidding now. That’s a step up.”

“Honest assessment, Kellik.” Cerys’s voice was taut. “How bad do you think the Noose’s going to be?”

“Honestly? If it was just our crew going in there? Pretty bad. But we’re not alone. We’ve got exemplars, mages, Sworn, and the entire military might of Port Gloom.”

“Which isn’t saying much,” said Netherys. “I’ve seen better-defended caravans.”

“True.” Which of course made me think of Yashara. I forced the pain away. “But it’s enough for tonight. This is the difference between systems and individuals. We’re now bending forces as mighty as the Family toward our ends. Everything’s changed.”

And it was then that the White Sun bells began to toll the dawn, their clamorous cries ringing out across the city, first one, then a second, then a third blending into the first pair, and then so many that I could no longer tell them apart.

I shook out my arms and exhaled. “Here we go.” I raised my blade. In an ideal world, an errant ray of sunshine would have caught on the metal, making it flare - but no dice. “Forward march!”

And we were off. The large body of men followed as I led them the last few blocks toward the Noose, the tromp of their boots echoing off the buildings. I’d never done this before. It felt like going into a real battle. And this was just with some three hundred guards behind me. What would it be like to lead thousands?

Exhilarating. Terrifying. Probably beyond one’s ability to control.

Down Bridge Street we marched, till up ahead loomed the bulk of the Noose. Everything south of the Snake Head - especially west of Market Square, heading toward the docks - was cramped and filthy, people building atop each other, seeking to take advantage of every nook and cranny. 

But the Noose was another proposition altogether. Where they’d run out of space, they’d built up, so the average building was three or four stories tall, with some rising like towers above the madness. And even in the pre-dawn gloom, I could see the ingenuity of the builders - the generations of the poor and desperate,who’d placed brick atop stone, hammered planks together, stretched walls of canvas, so the whole of it was bedlam, a cacophony of improbable construction set cheek to jowl. Bridge Street had once run through the Noose, but its breadth had been encroached upon by landgrabs. Within a dozen paces of entering the neighborhood, it narrowed to an alley.

“Shields up,” I commanded as we drew close. This wasn’t an ambush. Kavark would have been notified of the assault ages ago, his spies in the guard giving him plenty of time to mull over his options. My one hope was that he’d not take a guard-initiative seriously, and after seeing the quality of the people I was dealing with, it wasn’t an unreasonable expectation on his part.

The guard, assault the Noose? It’d be a shambolic affair.

Without a king troll to lead it, that was.

Shadowy shapes lurked atop the exterior buildings, and I saw movement down the narrowed Bridge Street. 

Enforcers, turned out to protect their own. 

Netherys drew her twin blades. “Archers up top. I see a dozen at least.”

We were twenty yards from entering the Noose proper when the archers loosed.

The twang and hiss caused a reflexive shiver to pass through me, but I was past the point where I needed to worry about arrows.

Still, Netherys went to work, and purple fire limned the shafts that rained down at us, their aim knocked off, the fates contriving against them. Most shattered upon the cobblestones or flew overhead; a few clanged against the raised shields. The first volley raised only a couple of cries of pain, but not enough to stall our advance. 

From the far side of the Noose, I heard shouts.

The urge to break into a jog was unbearable. But discipline would collapse if I forced the men to run; they could barely stay in ranks at a steady walk. So I grit my jaws and walked on, the alleyway right ahead of us.

Another volley of arrows. This time the fire was concentrated on Cerys, Netherys, and I - the leaders, no doubt, and thus doubly worth taking down.

Purple fire twisted their trajectories, but one slammed into my thigh, hitting me like a hammer blow.

I staggered, thrown off balance, then simply tore the arrow free, not caring for how the barbs ripped my flesh. Seconds later the wound was completely healed, the pain gone.

“Mother Magrathaar wept,” whispered Netherys. “They’ve got scorpions in the alley.”

I felt a bucket of ice dump itself into my gut. The alley ahead was a dark gullet, choked with shadows, but now I could barely make out a knot of activity ten yards in. Men working around an angular object, something that could conceivably be a massive crossbow.

I opened my mouth, about to scream the order to charge, when I heard the mightiest twang yet, the sound a sharp and violent snap. Then a spear came flying forth from the gloom, thick as my wrist.

Time seemed to slow, the command dying in my throat. It was coming right at me, moving fast enough to punch through my body and who knew how many ranks behind me.

Cerys turned, a shout of warning leaving her lips. Netherys raised her blades, intent on chopping the spear from the air.

But it was Pony that moved fastest. 

Leaving his warhammer propped on one shoulder, he simply snapped out his lanky arm, fast as a man trying to catch a fly, and halfway through his swing his fist caught fire, blazing forth with a white brilliance that sent the shadows fleeing.

And, making it look easy, he snatched the spear out of the air.

I could only gape. 

Pony pursed his broad mouth, examined the massive spear, then flipped it up and around, caught it from below, and hurled it right back into the alley.

A scream tore out into the night.

Mad elation suffused me. It took a good thirty seconds to reload a scorpion. We wouldn’t give them the time.

“Black Wolves!” I raised my blade once more, and this time it glimmered like a fae enchanted weapon in the light of Pony’s burning fist. “Charge!”

The men behind me screamed, my power giving them no choice but to follow, I led the way, sprinting into the alley and right at the scorpion. Its operators panicked. Releasing some mechanism which caused the scorpion to twang again, not nearly as loudly and without a bolt in place, they turned to run.

I leaped and drove my blade down between the shoulder blades of the first man. Pony, his long strides carrying him deceptively fast, brought his warhammer down like the judgment of the Hanged God himself and splattered the second.

Arrows rained down from above, a good four or five bristling in Pony’s back and shoulders, but he ignored them. A sideways swipe from his hammer and the scorpion was knocked clattering aside.

But there was a second scorpion right ahead. Kavark had anticipated the first being overrun. The bastards manning it were grinning like idiots, and just as I made eye contact with their leader, he raised his hand.

“Fire!”

The bolt flew forth with another almighty snap, and once again Pony lunged forth, batting the spear away with the back of his fist. 

It careened up into the night and shattered a window.

“Fuck!” shouted one of the enemy enforcers. “That’s not -”

But by then we were on them. 

It wasn’t really fair. Four armed enforcers against a war troll? A war troll blessed with the powers of the White Sun? Pony lunged amongst them, sending two flying with a sweep of his hammer, and then lifted the scorpion right off the ground with one hand to bring it smashing down upon a third. 

Cerys was loosing arrow after arrow up into the darkness, each catching fire with purple and green light as it sped up and found a mark. Netherys was wreathing attacks in flame and causing them to miss, and more than one enforcer screamed in panic as he slipped or lost his footing above to come crashing down into the street.

Black Wolves were boiling into the alley, smashing down doors, pouring into the buildings to find their ways up to the streets. Now that they were in the mix, I knew they’d do all right - these weren’t regular military types, but Port Gloom guards, raised on the streets. They were familiar with the Family, and aware of just what needed to be done in a clusterfuck situation like this.

I strode on, blade held at the ready. Bridge Street - or Bridge Alley at this point - should lead us directly into the heart of the Noose, and right to the Bloody Knot.

The trick lay in walking its length alive.

Buildings crowded above us, leaning out over the alley so precariously that they nearly formed a tunnel. Faces appeared at most windows, crossbows appearing for a hastily squeezed off shot that more often than not flew wide. 

I marched on with Pony, feeling invincible. Not even flinching when quarrels or arrows sped past me. Any that found their mark, I simply tore free. Pony didn’t even bother with that. 

“You picked the wrong street to wander down,” came a voice from up ahead, and a Gloom Knight detached themself from the shadows of a recessed doorway. Easy to tell that it was a Gloom Knight from the way they were dressed - cloak of black feathers, raven mask, a bandolier of throwing knives across their narrow chest. Everything gleaming, everything of the highest quality. They held a curved blade in one hand, a dueling dagger in the other. 

“I mean, I know you guys are half-imp,” I said, not breaking my stride as I walked toward them. “But is that why you guys all go for masks and fancy cloaks? That an imp thing?”

The Gloom Knight drew a knife and flicked it out. The blade blossomed in Pony’s left eye, causing him to grunt and falter.

“It’s called style,” said the Gloom Knight. “You don’t need an imp to understand it. Just taste.”

“I ain’t got much of that,” I agreed. “Just a humble kid from the docks. Ah, well.”

The Gloom Knight tossed a second knife at me, their hand moving so quickly I could barely track the movement. Purple fire wreathed the blade and it missed my face by an inch.

I didn’t flinch, but kept closing the distance. 

“Shouldn’t have left the docks,” said the Gloom Knight. Their voice was a melancholy whisper, making it hard to tell their gender. “Bad things happen to those who overreach.”

A burning arrow flew over my shoulder at the Knight, its green and purple flames sending eerie ripples of light across the buildings as it sped forth. 

The Gloom Knight knocked it out of the air without any effort. 

“Bad things are about to happen to you,” I said, trying to keep my voice friendly.

“They already have,” said the Knight. “Life’s been one bad time. Ah, well. No sense in complaining.”

Their hand flickered, sending a number of daggers right at me. Purple flames wreathed them, but Netherys was unable to deflect them all - three punched home, one in my throat, the second in my chest, the third through my wrist, causing my fingers to become nerveless and drop my blade.

The Gloom Knight straightened, clearly thinking they’d ended the conversation.

Hot blood sluiced down my throat, made me want to choke. I pulled the blade free, and my neck healed over immediately. A moment later the other two knives were out. 

“Here,” I said, voice hoarse. “You dropped these.” I tossed the three blades up high, instinct causing the Knight to follow their trajectory, even as I scooped up my sword and raced to close the distance.

They were too fast, too alert, to fall for the trick. The Knight tore their attention away from the flying blades and moved to engage me, curved blade rising like a tongue of silver fire. 

I was grossly outmatched. Within seconds of crossing blades, I took three mortal blows. It didn’t much matter, however - I wasn’t making a very strenuous effort to parry their attacks. 

Instead, I welcomed them, and whenever the Knight went in for the killing thrust, I took advantage and hammered my own attack home.

My foe grew quickly bewildered. People were supposed to drop after a sword thrust to the gut, or a stab to the heart. 

“Why won’t you die?” demanded the Knight, falling back in disarray, reflexively blocking another of Cerys’s arrows as it sped toward their face. 

“Ornery, I guess.” I inhaled deeply, a broad gash across my abdomen healing up, and then offered an apologetic grin. “I’d apologize for it not being fair, but then again, that’s not something you’ve ever worried about before.”

Pony stepped in, a long, gliding step, and his hammer came down from the heavens like a burning meteor, its white head aflame. 

The Knight cursed, leaping up and back, and the street cratered where Pony’s hammer hit home. Ancient cobbles flew in every direction with a massive spray of dirt. 

Cerys took the opportunity to send an arrow straight into the Gloom Knight’s chest as they sailed back, then purple fire wreathed their boots as they landed, causing them to overbalance and crash to the ground.

“Bad time to be in the Noose,” I said, sliding forward to impale the Knight neatly as they sought to roll away. My blade stabbed through the feathered cloak and sank deep between ribs. “Bad time to be part of the Family.”

The Knight hissed, their pain control admirable; then Pony was there, hammer raised high, burning like the White Sun in that dark alley sky.

“Shit,” said the Gloom Knight, looking up, then the hammer came down. The Knight was no more.

“One down,” I said, pulling my blade free. “Nice work, Pony.”

The war troll grunted and pulled his hammer free of the mess that had been the Knight. 

Black Wolves pressed up behind us, eager now to keep going, their bloodlust up, screams and shouts ringing out from the buildings around us. Some had made the rooftops, and I heard the clang of weapons from high above. 

“Two more blocks,” I said, striding on. “Wonder if Kavark is -”

Pony grunted, grabbed me by the arm, and pulled me to him, hunching his body over mine protectively. The world exploded into a sliding roar and an avalanche of rubble came pouring down upon us.

The sheer weight of the rocks drove Pony down to one knee, forcing me into a crouch beneath him, and when the noise subsided, everything was white dust and fading pain. 

With a grunt Pony rose, dislodging blocks of masonry, and shook his head, bat ears twitching in annoyance. Dents and broken bones quickly reknit themselves, and, obviously annoyed, he climbed out of the pile of shattered stones that had just rained down upon us, blocking the alley to about chest height.

“Thanks,” I said, climbing out after, then gazed up to see a handful of enforcers staring back down in surprise. I could just make out the twin carts that had been placed on either side of the alley, no doubt loaded up with stones. 

I gave a wave, managed a tight smile, and the enforcers cursed, ducking out of view.

“Doing all right?” asked Cerys from behind,

“Doing great,” I said, trying to sound cheerful and failing. 

Pony and I resumed our assault. Tripwires caused bolts to fly forth from dark windows; cobblestones collapsed underfoot to reveal pit traps filled with excrement coated spikes; a massive log came swinging down from above like a battering ram, and would have hit Pony square on if purple fire hadn’t caused one of the knots to give way and the log to suddenly go off center, plowing into the ground early and fouling up the trap altogether.

I eyed Pony over the ruined battering ram. It’d been fronted by a metal spike a yard long. “No wonder the guards stayed out of here.”

Pony hefted his hammer and propped it back upon his shoulders. “Not guards.”

Was he speaking more? Either way, it was a joy to hear his gravelly voice. “No,” I agreed. “We’re not.”

The last block was filled with nervous men, all of them carrying notched blades, spiked clubs, wicked half-knives, and other implements of the Family Trade. A good twenty or so, which was impressive given that three other assaults were underway. Kavark had called in for reinforcements.

He should have called in for an army.

I squared my shoulders. “Ready?”

Pony’s fists caught fire in response. 

“Coming through!” I bellowed, and together we ran at them, arrows and quarrels skimming past us, Cerys’s own arrows flying right back in response.At the last Pony let out a roar of a war cry, a sound so profoundly terrifying that the men before us flinched and stumbled back, eyes wide as they realized that a war troll was charging right at them.

Pony swung his hammer just as he hit the front line, and knocked three men flying, their bones shattered, their screams rising. Momentum carried him deep into the ranks, where he abandoned his hammer and set to laying about with his burning fists. Weapons struck at him, bouncing off his stony hide, piercing it here and there, but he didn’t seem to notice. 

In a matter of seconds, a dozen men were dead.

I came in after, dispatching the wounded who sought to attack him from behind, impaling those who’d pressed themselves against the walls in an attempt to avoid his wrath.

It was close, bloody work, better suited to knives than swords. In the dull gray dawn light, the alley was all elbows, wildly staring faces, curses, and grunts. The flash of sharp edges, the thrust and stumble of men desperately fighting to stay alive for just one more precious minute. 

I’d have died a dozen times in the process. In the thick of it, surrounded by foes, I was stabbed, clubbed, and slashed. But each blow failed to leave a lasting mark, and though my clothing was soon ragged and soaked with blood, I felt fine, absolutely alive and thrilling at my impunity. 

Pony dispatched foes with bludgeoning blows from his burning fists. Each impact jellied bone, sending men colliding against the walls. I cut and stabbed in turn, while burning arrow after burning arrow sank into the melee.

At one point I spun, ducking under a slash, and then froze.

Iris was there, standing before me in the murk, her heart-shaped face pale, her eyes bright, her blackened lips pulled into a wicked smile.

I lost my balance, falling on my ass. Someone stabbed me in the back, thrusting their blade straight through into my lungs.

I spasmed and wrenched myself free, the wound healing instantly, but when I turned back, Iris was gone.

I scrambled to my feet, bewildered, desperate, no longer even trying to fight my foes. I shoved them aside as they cut at me, craning my neck, trying to catch sight of her amidst the bedlam. 

Just then the enforcers broke. There was only so much common street thugs could take. Pony roared and lumbered after, and I followed at his heels.

There was no sign of her. 

Had it been a dream? A vision?

We broke out into the Blood Square. The vital, twisted little heart of the Noose, a squalid space in which the Bloody Knot arose, and around which chaos reigned. 

The other columns were breaking through. I saw Exemplars battling hirsute werewolves, Gloom Knights up on ledges unloading arrow after arrow into the fray. Saw militia and guardsmen battering at enforcers and bullyboys, at heavily armored half-orcs led by a berserk monster of a city troll. The clamor was continuous, the air rent by screams and oaths, and everywhere the forces of the Family fell before that of the Port Gloom.

Pony didn’t hesitate but waded in where the battle was thickest, sweeping four men aside with a brutal swing of his warhammer. I paused, catching my breath, and Netherys and Cerys stepped up alongside me.

“Kavark,” said Cerys, pointing with a bloody dagger. “He’ll be inside.”

I gazed at the Bloody Knot. Having grown up in the Sodden Hold, I knew a Family holdout when I saw one, and the Knot was infamous. Anybody who could reach it was welcome inside, but that was a select group. Three stories tall, each of which looked to have been set down upon the last by a perverse giant, all off-kilter angles and warped windows, the Knot looked like it should have collapsed ages ago. Massive struts were placed here and there, propping it up, and its facade was covered in ropes, ladders, and poles, each a means of entry and escape. 

It was a drunken dream, a nightmare of architecture gone awry, and home to the Family’s most violent and feared Uncle. 

“Let’s see if he’s home,” I said, and broke into a run, skirting around knots of combat. Here an Exemplar of the Hanged God hewed at a monstrous werewolf, who healed the wounds as quickly as they were dealt. There, a dozen fallen enforcers lurched back to their feet, Blightwort cackling as he wove strands of black fire amongst their numbers. Enforcers shouted their imprecations and clawed at their eyes as the Bridge Nixie wove some fell, twisted magic of his own, and there the Fickle Warwickle danced between the blades, laughing as each and every one failed to connect with him.

One thing was clear. The forces of the Family, potent as they might have been, terror of the streets and unquestioned rulers of the Noose, were no match for the assembled might that had fallen on their heads.

I reached the Knot’s front door, guarded by a knight in massive armor, each iron plate an inch thick, so that it seemed more an ambulatory boiler than anything else.

He brought a massive ax to bear, prepared to meet my charge. Then an arrow appeared in his visor, wreathed in the burning colors of Cerys’s gloom bow. 

I leaped, placed a foot square on his huge breastplate, and rode him down into the Knot.

Down into a huge common room, dominated by a meandering bar, a vast fireplace guttering to one side, tables overturned, iron chandeliers swinging, a score of miscreants staring at me in shock and horror. Exhausted-looking women of the night, serving ladies, drunken beggars, and a bartender who brought his crossbow to bear and squeezed a shot right at my head.

Netherys cut the bolt out of the air as she ran past me, and then screams broke out, people struggling to get away. The bartender cursed, tossing aside his crossbow, and ran back into the kitchen. 

“Where to?” called Cerys, leaping up onto a table, scanning the huge room with her bow for more trouble.

“Instincts says down,” I said, then the wall exploded inwards as Pony burst into the common room, splinters and planks flying every direction. 

The whole of the crazy edifice groaned, the walls straining, the ceiling overhead warping as the Knot began to list.

A young man stepped in after Pony, dusting off his sleeves, looking for all the world like a clerk who’d emerged from the stacks of the great library. Fresh-faced, innocent, clad in charcoal gray, he held a slim blade whose length burned with black fire.

“Exemplar of the Hanged God,” snarled Netherys, turning to face the youth.

Cerys drew her arrow back to her cheek. “Did he just throw Pony through the wall?”

Pony grunted, sat up, and took hold of his head with both hands, moving to align it with his neck. I saw he’d almost been decapitated.

“I thought we got all the available Exemplars,” I snarled, moving to face the youth, who turned wide, innocent eyes upon me.

“You did,” said the boy. “I wasn’t available. But once I heard there was fun to be had…”

A burning arrow slashed past his cheek, just missing. Netherys cupped her palm before her puckered lips, and blew forth a cloud of roiling black smoke which engulfed the exemplar. He, however, ignored the smoke, and began to walk toward me.

“Damn it,” whispered Netherys. 

An Exemplar of the Hanged God. Not good. I’d fought one before. In another life, it felt like. Neko. Who’d only grown more powerful the longer he fought. I settled into a combat crouch, ready to take a beating, when a burning white blade punched through the youth’s chest in a welter of gore.

The youth looked down at the sword in confusion, then turned to stare at Sir Gremory, one of the Exemplars of the White Sun.

“Bastard,” said the youth.

Gremory winked. He was an older man, handsome, with streaks of gray in his beard. “Hello, Timothy.”

“You stabbed me from behind,” said the boy, and, placing his palm against the point of the sword, he began to shove it out of his body.

“You noticed that, did you?”

“Downstairs?” asked Cerys, voice quiet.

“Downstairs,” I agreed, edging back and leaving the two Exemplars to face each other.

I helped Pony rise, and together the four of us jogged around the back of the bar, into a narrow hallway, and past doors that led to gambling dens, private dining quarters, storerooms, and more. 

But one was little more than the top of a large staircase leading right down. The floor devoured by the large opening, and I ducked inside, moving to the head of the steps.

Pony grunted, pushed me back gently with a huge palm, and took the lead. 

I could have argued. I probably healed better than he did at this point, but instead, I watched as he descended to the basement level, hammer held at the ready. Cerys took point at the top of the stairs, covering our line of sight with her bow, while Netherys padded down alongside me. 

“Careful now,” I whispered. “We don’t have Tamara, and you’re as mortal as ever.”

“Live in the moment,” said Netherys. “The prospect of death makes life all the more enticing.”

“Bad news for me, then.” But my attention was on what lay ahead - a broad, low-ceilinged room dominated by a walled-off pit ringed by benches.

I knew what it was without peering inside - a gladiatorial arena, most likely for dogfighting. The air reeked of smoke, spilt booze, blood, and sweat. It hadn’t been vacated too long ago. But now it was empty, only a few amber lanterns lighting its sordid expanse.

Pony walked warily around the pit toward the far archway, into which stepped a large man.

Kavark.

I’d only seen him once, back when I was a gentlefinger. He’d come to a meeting with Jack, and we’d all gaped at the tall man, drinking in his fearsome aura and dreaming of one day being as respected. Other than a little gray in his black hair, he appeared the same as ever, his striking face dominated by a great eagle beak of a nose, a rash of scars down one side where supposedly a dragon had tried to take his head off, his mouth an ugly slash. He wore no armor, nor did he have a weapon at his hip. Yet he was supremely confident, stepping into view with a glower as he sized up Pony and then turned to regard me.

“Thought I’d save you the bother of prying me out. If you’ve come this far, the rest of the challenges won’t bother you.”

“Mighty generous,” I said, moving up alongside Pony. My heart was hammering. This was a childhood legend I was facing. Kavark had been rumored to be part demon long before I heard of Aramis’s enhancements, and now I knew why: he was a werewolf.

A demonic werewolf with the bloodiest reputation in all of Port Gloom. 

This wasn’t going to be an easy fight. 

“You kill Aurelius?” 

I raised my eyebrows. “Good guess. Yes. I did.”

“How the fuck you do that?”

“The Paruko Dream Eaters.” I stuck my thumbs in my belt, rocked back onto my heels. “Tricked them into thinking my dad was the necromancer who’d been breaking the seal between life and death. They carted him off and that was that.”

Kavark nodded slowly, reluctantly impressed. “Well done. And now the city’s been plunged into madness. Brother against brother, guardsman against enforcer.”

“Interesting parallel. Moving forward, that’ll be a classic division. The law’s going back into business. The Family’s on the way out.”

Kavark grinned, showing me long, sharp teeth. “Says you, lad. You’ve no idea how deep the Family goes. You tear us out, there’ll be nothing left to Port Gloom but bloody chaos.”

“Bloody chaos I can work with. But parasites like yourself?” I shook my head. “Your time is over.”

The thunder of boots overhead rumbled through the timbered ceiling. Kavark looked up, scowled, and flexed his fingers. “Not the first time I’ve heard that, but here I stand. After I’m done tearing the head off your shoulders, I’ll head on upstairs and start setting things to rights.”

“Stop,” I commanded, and the power behind the word thrummed in the air.

Kavark narrowed his eyes and grinned. “My days as a slave are over. You’re out of luck, boy.”

“Didn’t hurt to try. But very well. Let’s get this done.”

Cerys loosed an arrow, Pony roared and lurched forward, just as Netherys unleashed a flashing flare of purple lightning. 

But faster than thought, Kavark lurched to the left, his whole body shifting, growing, changing. Wings burst out of his back even as his body exploded into dark fur, his face distending into a muzzle, fingertips turning into talons. His eyes blazed red, and an aura of crimson flame wreathed his brow like a floating, ethereal crown. 

The doorframe in which he’d stood exploded as Netherys’s lightning shattered it. Pony corrected his charge, angling for the demonic werewolf, who howled and lunged right back at him. The two met in a mighty collision.

Not many creatures could knock a war troll back, but Kavark sent Pony flying, battering him right off his feet and sending him over the pit’s retaining wall to fall out of sight into its depth. 

“Shit.” I threw a dagger at Kavark even as a burning arrow appeared in his shoulder. He ignored them both, came for me. 

Too quick to track, his lupine muzzle distorted by a snarl, his burning crown flaring. I tried to parry, but his claws were too fast, and a second later my world exploded into agony as I was thrown back against the wall, the entire front of my torso split open from crotch to craw.

Netherys cried out some manner of invocation to Mother Magrathaar, and dark smoke began to billow about her. Cerys was giving ground, leaping from bench to bench as she fired arrow after arrow at Kavark, who gave rapid chase.

I gasped, grabbed handfuls of viscera and set to stuffing it back into my stomach. The nice thing about overwhelming damage was that I didn’t really feel it; my body simply shut down the pain receptors. But my thoughts were spaced out, hard to pin down, so all I could do was mechanically push guts into my body, and hope that would help my healing.

It did.

My intestines moved like snakes, retracting, and slashed layers of muscle knitted over them. Skin flowed over the whole mess, bones clicked into place, and with a gasp I rose to my feet, fully healed.

By Blind Fortuna’s exceptionally perfect cleavage, I loved being a king troll.

I wiped blood from my eyes, saw that Kavark was going hand to hand with some heinous black hound that Netherys had summoned. Well, demon spider hound thing. Kavark had lifted it right off the ground and was tearing huge gouts of shadow stuff from its body even as it stabbed its glowing pincers into his shoulder and chest.

Cerys had retreated to the far corner, looking to be out of arrows. 

What to do? Run in and get torn apart again? Oh, yeah. Feeling like an idiot, I drew the silver dagger I’d strapped to my thigh. 

Time to see how susceptible a demon werewolf was to silver. 

I darted forward, silent and intent, and came up behind Kavark, who was in the process of tearing the shadow dog spider’s head clear off its bloated body. Reversing my grip on the blade, I leaped and brought its point straight down between the werewolf’s wings, right between the shoulder blades.

Kavark screamed, hurling the spider dog away, and whipped around faster than I thought possible. 

His eyes were wide in pain and shock, but both emotions quickly gave way to fury.

“Oh, hey. Silver.” I pretended to study my blood-smeared dagger. “Guess it works?”

Kavark lunged forward, claws swooping toward my neck, but a stony blue hand closed about his wrist, stopping him cold.

Pony. 

The war troll’s lanky arm extended from where he’d half-climbed out of the pit. Brows lowered, bat ears pushed back, he scowled at Kavark.

“No hit,” growled the war troll.

“Heh,” laughed the demon werewolf. “You think that will stop me?”

“No,” grunted Pony. “But try this.”

And his fist incandesced with the White Sun’s holy glory.

Kavark screamed, his flesh blackening, melting away under the white flame, and with a convulsive spasm, he hauled Pony clean out of the pit and whipped him around. Pony scythed through the air, slamming into the stone wall, which cratered under his body.

I heard bones snap and saw Pony flop to the ground, but his fist remained clamped around Kavark’s wrist.

The war troll looked up, one eye closed, and gave Kavark a toothy grin. “Ow.”

Kavark screamed, truly losing his shit, and fell upon Pony, tearing and biting, clawing and slashing. 

And somehow, Pony began to climb to his feet. His shoulders were rapidly lacerated, half his head caved in, the ear ripped off, huge chunks of stony flesh bitten right off his arm, but still, Pony climbed wearily to his feet.

As if this was just another day’s work.

Which, I guess, on some level it was.

Kavark let loose a wretched howl of agony, raised a clawed fist high, and then brought it down with terrible power, intending to claw Pony’s head clear off his neck.

But Pony caught it with his second hand, stopped it cold again, and finally rose to his final height.

“My turn,” growled Pony, his voice gravelly, and with tremendous strength, he flexed his whole body, driving his ridged brow straight into Kavark’s bestial face.

I heard the bone crunch from where I stood.

Kavark sagged back, wings beating, tail lashing, but Pony didn’t let go. 

I wanted to cheer, but decided instead to move into a better place and use my silver dagger. 

White flame engulfed Pony’s hands, burning the flesh right off Kavark’s arms, filling the air with the smell of barbeque and burning hair. Rising to the balls of his feet, he began to press Kavark down, bending him toward the ground.

Kavark bit off a howl, took a deep breath, and his burning crown flared.

“Watch out!” screamed Netherys, but it was too late.

A gout of fire burst forth from Kavark’s muzzle, a stream of virulent crimson that engulfed Pony’s head and upper body.

I screamed and hurled the silver dagger, burying it deep into the side of Kavark’s neck. The torrent of flame ceased, but Kavark couldn’t move, still held in place by Pony’s burning fists. 

The last of the flames disappeared, whirling away into the air, and I saw Pony. Or what was left of him. Cindered and blackened, his head was little more than charred bone covered in scraps of stony hide, his upper chest just ribs and sternum around gleaming, burned innards. Shoulders were held together by lashings of jerky-like muscles, and for a moment I thought he was dead.

But still, he held on, even as he reeled; then he blinked his one remaining eye, and I saw his piss-yellow gaze narrow.

“Ow,” said Pony again, his voice cracked. 

Kavark was weakening, the white fire extending up his arms. 

Netherys slid across the floor behind him, slashing at his hamstrings with both curved blades as she went. Purple fire lined their edges, and they struck true; I thought I could hear the twang of tendons severing, then Kavark crashed down to his knees.

Pony hunched his wrecked, smoking body over the demon werewolf, and I saw him will his newfound power to consume our foe. White flame spread like St. Elmo’s fire over Kavark, consuming him utterly. 

The Uncle raised his voice into a wretched howl, then keeled over onto his side and went still.

Pony held him up for a moment longer before releasing his grip on the Uncle’s wrists. He then stood there, swaying.

I stepped up to Kavark and studied his corpse. He was reverting to his human form, slowly shrinking, till there was nothing left but a badly burned figure curled up at Pony’s feet. 

I looked up at the war troll. “Need a drink?”

Pony looked ghastly. Nothing but a war troll could have taken that much damage. But ghostly fire was playing over his wounds, which were knitting even faster than they usually did. Almost as fast as my own wounds had healed. It was fascinating and eerie to see flesh regrow, fibrous and slick - for his pitted, stony-blue hide to creep back over his wounds. The architecture of his skull reformed itself, and his right eye blossomed back into existence, growing full and yellow just before he blinked.

“I think we all need a drink,” said Netherys, rising to her feet and spinning her blades about. 

Cerys hopped off the table. “Well done, everyone. Especially Pony. I don’t think I’ll ever want to go into battle without a White Sun Exemplar war troll again.”

“Same,” I said. “But let's press on. I want to search the premises.”

“See if we can find a seer?” asked Cerys softly.

“You know it.” I rolled my head about my shoulders, eliciting a series of sharp pops, and realized I’d just copied Pony’s favorite move. The thought made me smile grimly. “Come on.”

We pressed into a hallway and down past several rooms filled with dusty wine racks, endless amounts of shelving, and one featuring a foreboding well without a bucket system.

That one gave me the creeps. Peering down into that bottomless black eye, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was staring right back up at me from the depths.

But it was the last chamber that broke my heart.

A mutilated seer was indeed in residence, but she was unlike anything I’d seen before. Splayed out on a filthy bed, she moaned and turned her head, eyes rolling as her expression flitted from coy grins, to mewls of dismay, to furious grimaces. Her form was mountainous: a huge mass of soft flesh that spilled out everywhere, pale, damp and reeking of sweat - something worse. 

“The White Sun preserve us,” whispered Cerys, raising a cloth to cover her nose.

The room was filled with a musty, rotting smell; as I circled the massive woman, her coils of oily black hair gleaming in the torchlight, I realized she was covered in sores, her skin red and oozing wherever it met the bed. 

We stood there in horror, regarding the broken seer, our words stolen by the sight.

“How could they?” asked Cerys, moving over a large pail filled with stale pastries slathered in white icing. “I mean, I know… we’ve seen their inhumanity, but each time…”

“This should never become normal,” I said, cold fury coiling within me. “Each one is a crime against humanity. We should…”

“Grant her freedom?” asked Netherys, voice as smooth as silk, her expression lethal. “Agreed. I must still be affected by my sojourn as a high elf because even I find this nauseating.”

I moved to the bed’s edge, hesitated. The massive woman rolled her head from one side to the other, living through who knew what memories or experiences, her expression mercurial, manic, lost. My heart was pounding as I stared down at her. 

I drew my dagger, the handle awkward in my grip, feeling as if I suddenly had two left hands. My breath was coming short and tight. 

The seer’s head ceased to loll, and she blinked, focusing on me. She smiled, her lips cracked with blood and dried sugar. “Sweets?” Her voice was eerily high-pitched, like that of a child. “Sweets?”

“Sweets,” I said, voice tight in my throat. “Yes, sweets.” I looked at Cerys. “Is it right to just… kill her?”

“You grant her release,” said Netherys.

Cerys’s expression was conflicted. “If we could get but an indication…”

“What more do you need?” Netherys’s voice was cruel in its coldness. “She is broken, lost, in misery. You do her a blessing.”

“But if there’s a chance she could live somewhere, be taken care of, maybe…” I hesitated, fingers rippling on my dagger. 

The woman was staring at me, but staring through me. There had to be a way to communicate with her. Otherwise, she would have been useless to the Family. I smoothed back her lank hair and leaned closer. “Can you hear me? Do you understand my words?”

The seer blinked; something akin to cunning entered her gaze. “Maybe. Sweets?”

I looked over to Cerys and nodded. With extreme distaste, she peeled a sticky bun from the mass in the pail and handed it to me. 

“I’ll need to feed her,” I said in disgust, but before I could even begin working out how to handle the chains, Pony leaned down, grasped them one by one, fists aflame, and tore them apart.

“Here,” I said, putting the bun into the seer’s grasping hands. 

“Sweets,” she said. Shoving the whole mass into her mouth, she chewed while moaning happily.

“Listen,” I said. “You want to end this?” My tone was growing rough. My own despair and disgust were turning to anger. “You want to be released to the Ashen Garden?”

“Easy, Kellik,” said Cerys.

“Shweets,” said the woman, chewing happily, her jaw working strongly. “More shweets.”

She looked idiotic, bovine, and I felt my anger irrationally turning toward her. For making me make this decision, for being so helpless, so childlike, content with so little. 

“Here,” said Cerys, handing her another bun.

“Listen to me,” I said, and my voice thrummed with power. The seer’s eyes slid over to fix on me even as she pushed the bun into her mouth. “Do you want to die? What do you want?”

The force of my will was undeniable, but it was like firing a cannonball into the water. There was no structure to adhere to. No defined mental frame.

She blinked owlishly, then shook her head. “No. No die. More sweets.”

“Fuck.” I threw up my hands and stepped back. “What do we do?”

Pony moved up to stand next to me, resting his huge, stony hand on my shoulder. “Sweets,” he rumbled, the sound like rocks shifting deep underground.

“I guess you’re right,” I said. “I just… never mind. If that’s what she wants, we can provide it. Cerys, can I put you in charge of getting her out of here? Get Pogo to gift us a house and a stipend with which to hire servants to take care of her. If it’s sweets she wants, then we’d be monsters to deny her.”

“Yes,” said Cerys, face pale. “I’ll see it done.”

“Fucking Family,” I said, watching the huge woman coo happily as Netherys simply gave her the pail. Blue light formed an aura around her, luminous and ghostly, then dove into the pail, drawing out the sticky buns and croissants, the sugar tarts and fruit pies. The whole congealed mass arose into the air, then separated into distinct pieces, pulled apart by the blue light. It arranged them in a long line in the air, one end just before her mouth, the other extending near out the door. 

The seer sighed contentedly, opening her mouth wide.

“I’m sorry,” I said to the woman. “For what happened to you. For what you could have been.”

The seer paused, her expression going slack, then tears filled her eyes. Her whole body trembling, she blinked them away and smiled once more, the expression beatific as the first bun descended into her mouth. 

“I want to search the premises down here further,” said Cerys.

“I’ll join you,” said Netherys.

“Fine. I want to see how things are going up top.”

“Still, be careful.”

“Agreed,” said Netherys.

I hesitated. “Well, if you’re both concerned…”

Pony let out a sigh and reached for his sledgehammer. Hoisting it up onto his shoulder, he carefully rolled his head about his shoulders. A few pops sounded. He still looked atrocious - his hide patchwork and burned, his body steaming - but he grunted and nodded toward the steps.

“I’m not worried anymore,” said Cerys.

“If Pony’s with you, have fun,” said Netherys, giving me a wave as she turned toward the rest of the complex.

“Ha,” I said. “C’mon, Pony. Let’s go wrap this up.”

Though in truth there wasn’t much left to wrap up. The Family’s core of resistance had collapsed, with a good forty or so enforcers, mercenaries, and bully boys having thrown down their weapons in disgust. Captain Rory had gathered them in one corner of the square, and there ordered them to sit in tightly packed rows where they were watched by guards.

Not that you could tell the difference between the guards who’d been ordered to watch them and all the other guards who were milling about. Scores of the wounded were gathered by the Sworn on one side, where Lady Anna and Bergamot were plying their calling, while captains were trying to instill order on the mass of armed men whose bloodlust was clearly up, still looking for more action.

The Exemplars and other elites were gathered just outside the Bloody Knot. The Fickle Warwickle was perched atop a rain barrel eating a meat bun, while the Bridge Nixie watched longingly. Two of the White Sun Exemplars were conferring quietly with the Hanged God ones, but there was no sight of Fellhand, Blightwort, or Master Hieronymus.

“Count Kellik,” said Tuln, one of the White Suns. “All well below?”

“Kavark is dead. So, yes. Sir Gremory?”

Tuln and Lady Holdfast grimaced. “Ran afoul of another exemplar.”

Effezia, Exemplar of the Hanged God, ran a hand over her pale, shorn scalp. “Never a good idea to cross blades with Timothy.”

“I’m sorry for your loss. Where’s this Timothy now?”

Effezia looked around the square as if expecting to see him with her pink irises. “Gone to ground. He’s a rare one. Dances to a different tune than the rest of us.”

“Not reassuring,” I said. “The mages?”

Sir Tuln shrugged. “I saw the necromancer taking off to explore the Noose. Fellhand died giving chase to the last of the werewolves.”

“And Master Hieronymus fell to a Gloom Knight,” said Effezia, tone emotionless. “Arrow to the eye.”

“Three losses, then,” I said. “Still, all told, the operation was a success.” I took in the square. The milling guards, the captains, the bodies strewn underfoot. “Captain Rory!”

Rory jogged over. “Sir?”

“We’re not done here. I want the bodies cleared off the streets. Set them aside for the dust carts. I want a second detachment to collect weapons which will be transported back to the Royal Provost’s tower. I want a third to help escort the wounded to wherever Lady Anna and Bergamot deem best, and the rest of the militiamen set to scouring the Noose. I want them operating in teams of five, and to go home by home, searching for caches of treasure, clearing out traps, and driving out the last pockets of opposition.”

Rory rubbed at his unshaven jaw. “Will take some time, that, but we’ll see it done.”

“Have the militia work in shifts, and determine the bare minimum necessary to return to the precincts to ensure more chaos doesn’t break out.”

Rory snapped out a salute. “Yes sir.”

I turned back to the elites. “Look like we’re going to be doing clean-up duty for the next few days. But there’s more fun to be had right after. I’ll send messengers to alert you of future opportunities. Pay will be doubled, and right of spoils offered.”

Sir Tuln and Lady Holdfast stood a little taller. “No pay is necessary, Count Kellik. Revelator Mercult asked that we assist in any way possible. We remain at your disposal.”

“My thanks.” 

“We’re not averse to gold,” said Effezia, a gleam entering her pink eyes. “Especially not when the amount is doubled.”

Tarn, the other Exemplar of the Hanged God, gave me a death’s head grin.

“Any chance you two could talk to Baleric? I’d welcome his help.”

The two Exemplars exchanged a glance. 

“Baleric’s a busy man,” said Effezia, ebullience muted. “Got weighty matters on his mind.”

“He the most senior of your group?”

The two Exemplars nodded.

“No matter. Fickle Warwickle, Bridge Nixie? Can I count on your support the next time we march?”

“Who knows?” asked the Fickle Warwickle. “Blind Fortuna does. We’ll see when the time comes.”

The Bridge Nixie burbled unintelligibly and drew back behind the barrel.

“Well, I guess we’ll cross that, ah, bridge when we get to it,” I said. “But for now, you all have my thanks. We’ve achieved what many thought to be impossible.”

I took in the square again, the blood-soaked cobbles, the bodies of the Gloom Knights, the crushed heart of Kavark’s realm. 

“This will send a message to the other Aunts and Uncles like no other. Times have changed in Port Gloom. The era of Family dominance is over. A new authority now reigns in our fair city.”

I felt the pensive stare from the Exemplars, but nobody contradicted me. For a moment we stood there in silence, then I gave them a nod, moving forward to ensure my commands were being carried out.

The thought of the obese woman below, her mind broken, haunted me. And there were still more like her out there. 

My resolve was iron hard.

There was work to be done.

 


Chapter 6

 

 

 

Clearing out the Noose took three days, and even then I wasn’t sure we’d done a thorough job. Those six square blocks were a morass of hidden tunnels, false walls, hidden attics, deceptively partitioned buildings, blind alleys, and worse. The buildings were packed so closely together you could stroll from one corner of the neighborhood to the next across the rooftops and never have to do more than leap a few feet across the streets below. 

Worse, the place was filthy with traps. The residents fled ahead of my guards, spilling out into the rest of the city like rats deserting a sinking ship. In their wake were left loaded crossbows, tripwires that triggered entire ceilings to collapse, more of those disgusting, shit-smeared spike filled pit traps, and pillows that exploded into blinding, burning dust that sent dozens of men in agony to the infirmary. 

But slowly we conquered it. I stayed on site; leaving for even a few hours would have seen mass desertions. Nobody wanted to go into the next building, climb the steps of the next tenement, descend into another pitch-black basement whose floor seethed with rats. But I was there, ordering, commanding, insisting, and gradually, building by building, we claimed the Family stronghold.

It yielded remarkable amounts of loot as well. The Family had been preying on Port Gloom for centuries - stealing from the wealthy and poor, extorting protection money, and looting places of business. Most of that wealth had been recycled back into the economy in the form of bribes and salaries to Family members, but too much had been taken for too long for it to simply disappear.

This was why we found entire rooms packed with sacks of coinage, some of it so covered in dust and old cobwebs that I could have sworn their existence had been forgotten. Twisted little garrets could render up paintings in faded gold frames, statues, rolled up rugs, and chandeliers shoved into corners, their crystals dulled by the ages. 

We found silver candleholders, plates of platinum, bottles of stolen brandy, mountains of faded finery, an entire underground economy of foodstuffs that operated outside of the regular markets. Pouches of gems were pulled out of chimney shafts, floorboards were pried up to reveal gleaming swords stolen fresh from the city armories, and hidden compartments were exposed that were overflowing with precious books and holy tomes. 

Soon the men began to get into it. A canny gleam entered even the dullest eye, and they became investigators supreme. Knocking on every panel, shattering furniture to find false compartments, sticking their heads into every cranny, examining buildings with skeptical gazes to see which corners might hide inaccessible chambers.

The urge to command everyone to turn over every coin was strong, but that way lay mutiny, madness, and murder. So I allowed a judicious amount of the wealth to be pocketed by the guards. Three days in, the men were strolling about the Noose like lordlings; some wore confiscated fur cloaks or feather boas, many carted rugs, or lacquered tables. The mood was sterling, laughter spiraling up from hidden courts and high balconies.

My own cut - or, perhaps more accurately, that of the city - was still impressive. I had Pogo send a team of accountants to tally it all up, and by the time I deemed the operation concluded, we’d raked in over a hundred thousand gold coins of varying currencies, some not seen in circulation in centuries, most of it hauled out of Kavark’s private stash. There was enough exalted furniture to furnish a palace, weaponry to equip every guard anew, gems, writs and deeds that would take Pogo a lifetime to appraise. 

The decision, of course, was what to do with the Noose now that they were cleared. Smoke hung over the neighborhood, courtesy of a final firetrap that had taken a dozen guards down with the building itself; but as dawn broke on the fourth day, all was still. Crows cawed from cornices, and the lonely whistle of a guard on patrol was all I could hear. 

“Orders, sir?” Rory stood by my side, propping himself up on a pike, looking haggard but grimly satisfied.

“We should burn the whole mess to the ground,” said Drussander, face gray with fatigue but still standing proud. “Raze this nightmare to the dirt, fill in the basements, level it with exacting precision.”

“And then?” I asked.

He chewed on the corner of his massive walrus mustache. “A park. Yes. A green space for the city to enjoy. I have always thought it a crime that only the wealthy could enjoy their stately Garden on the north of the Snake Head. I would commission a talented architect to create a green space for the poor.”

I turned to stare at Drussander, genuinely taken aback. “That’s an excellent idea.”

“What about the displaced?” asked Rory. “Near five thousand of the city’s poorest called the Noose home afore this. They’re packing the poor houses to the gills right now, sleeping in streets. The docks are lousy with the homeless.”

I sucked on my teeth. The easiest thing to do would be to simply walk away, allow the city to seep back in - to reclaim the Noose, return to their lives without the Family overwatching their activities.

But was that what I wanted? To allow things to return to the way they’d once been? Wasn’t this a chance to make a real difference?

“I need to think on it,” I said. “Let’s keep a cordon about the neighborhood and not allow anybody back in just yet.” And then I caught myself. “And, ah, I have to ask the Star Chamber to approve any decision we make. We’re the guards, not the city planners.”

Rory eyed me with far too much awareness in his narrow eyes. “As you say, sir.”

“Excellent work. Lieutenant, see to it that each captain involved receives a bonus of a hundred gold, and that each sergeant receives ten. What’s the status on the riots?”

“Still quiet.” Rory straightened up, rubbed the side of his nose. “Seems like everyone’s still in shock over what’s taken place here. I’ve heard reports that nobody can square this circle, if you know what I mean. Nobody can believe you’ve not been struck down by lightning for offending the Family.”

“Good. That means the other Aunts and Uncles are licking their wounds and trying to figure out their next moves. General warfare on the streets is out.”

“What’s to be our next move?” asked Drussander, mood vastly improved by the prospect of his bonus. “Another large operation?”

“I’m thinking more along the lines of surgical strikes. I’ve a few strongholds that I’ve a mind to destroy in short order, but first I need to report back to the new Royal Provost.”

And bring him under my control, I thought. 

“Very well, sir. May I return my men to the walls?”

“Yes, Captain Drussander. And know that I will personally commend your service to the Council. You have done an exceptional job.”

“Well, well,” said the old man, brushing his mustache with furious pleasure. “We are all but humble servants of our grand city, are we not? Doing our duty is reward enough!”

Rory smiled bleakly. “Should I rescind your bonus then?”

This earned him a thunderous stare from the old campaigner. 

“Everyone has performed admirably,” I said. “The criminals of Port Gloom have been put on notice. Now for some housekeeping.”

“What will happen to all the reclaimed wealth?” asked Rory. “If you don’t mind my asking, sir.”

Drussander glowered. “What do you think, man? It will evaporate, like a puddle in the sun.”

“Haven’t you heard what I’ve been saying?” I looked from one man to the other. “Times have changed. I’m going to ensure that wealth is put to civic use. Maybe I’ll suggest a public fund be created to help house the displaced. Or for the creation of this park of yours, captain. Regardless. Part of our campaign against the Family will be to use its stolen wealth to benefit the people.”

The thought was immensely pleasing to me, and I decided there and then to make sure it came to pass. “We’ll poster the city, alerting everyone to the confiscation of wealth and how it will be used to help the common man.”

Rory eyed me skeptically. “As you say, sir.”

I laughed, refreshed, enlivened, and ready for new challenges. “Just you wait and see, Rory. In the meantime, I want the Black Wolves to maintain their current edge. I want their equipment to be inspected and replaced as necessary with the new gear we’ve reclaimed. I want training drills performed daily, and for groups of twenty Wolves to tour each precinct, learning the lay of the land and becoming acquainted with each guard captain. We’re going to be taking a more central role in matters moving forward.”

“Yes sir,” said Rory, saluting sharply. “I’ll get right on it.”

“Drussander, I’ll send word when we’ve need of your forces once more. For now, enjoy your respite.”

“If I may, commander?”

I nodded to the old man.

“The walls themselves are in dire need of repairs. The Field Gate hasn’t been closed in decades, and I doubt it could be closed at all. The portcullises are rusted, and numerous cracks and gaps have appeared in the walls themselves. I have a report I compiled years ago that went largely ignored. May I update it and resubmit it for your examination?”

“Absolutely.” Once again I examined the old man with renewed appreciation. “You are a good man, Drussander. I appreciate your thoughtfulness. Send an updated report, and spare no details. If ever there was a time to rebuild our defenses, it’s now, while we’re flush with confiscated gold.”

“My thoughts precisely,” said the old man, snapping out a salute of his own. “I’ll see to it the report is delivered promptly.”

“Now if you’ll excuse me, gentlemen, I’ve a report to present to the Star Chamber.” I chuckled wryly. “Wish me luck.”

“Want a detachment of Black Wolves to escort you, sir?” Rory’s eyes gleamed with wry amusement. “They’ve become a dab hand at disarming traps and driving dissidents before them.”

I laughed. “We’re not there yet, but I thank you for the thought. I’ll come by the Tower this evening, lieutenant, to check on progress.”

Both men saluted and I left, climbing aboard my private carriage and directing the driver to take me back to Thorne Manor.

I’d realized over the past couple of days that I couldn’t simply set up shop at Aurelius’ manor. That would provoke too many questions, so it was with reluctance that I returned to the massive estate Cerys had acquired for the Count of Manticora. I’d given a battalion of servants a day to wash out the blood, repair the broken windows, and replace the broken furniture. 

But nothing could wipe out the bad memories. The assaults, the assassinations of Yashara’s mercenaries, the sense of growing helplessness as Aurelius’ noose had tightened about my neck.

This wasn’t the time for sentimentality, however, and for now, the guise of Count was still necessary. It gave me access to the Star Chamber, allowed me to lead the guards, and kept me insulated from the city behind high, sheltering walls.

Had my father, I wondered, felt the same way about his position as a councilor as the years wore on?

We rumbled through the Garden District, and I noted with muted surprise that my passage was pointed out by more than one cluster of pedestrians; the black carriage I’d commandeered from Aurelius’s estate was luxurious enough to draw eyes, but ever since I’d begun using it regularly to cross the city it had become associated with the Count.

And with the destruction of the Noose, it seemed, I’d achieved a level of fame that my proposed reforms in the Star Chamber had never earned me.

We turned into the Thorne Estate, pausing only for the broad gates to be pulled open wide, then rolled down the gravel driveway to stop before the massive facade. I didn’t wait for the footmen to attend me, but got out quickly, hopping down to tug my coat straight and glance up at the strangers who now ran the manor in my name.

Cerys had hired a phalanx of butlers, groomsmen, servants, charladies, and more to bring Thorne Manor back to its bustling self. The men in smart uniforms who greeted me by the front door bowed low, their faces betraying a mixture of awe and nervousness.

No wonder. 

My last set of servants had all been murdered.

Nodding politely to the greetings, I climbed the broad steps and entered the great hall. Everything gleamed, polished and scrubbed. If I squinted, I could almost forget the violence that had taken place here.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to decide what to do next. Wash? Grab a bite to eat? Locate Pogo and ask for an update?

Only for my thoughts to freeze as I glanced sidelong through an archway into the drawing-room beyond, where a woman was rising from a chair. 

Tamara.

She was clad in the white robes of her order, though they were dusty and dirty from hard travel along the country roads. Form-fitting, accented with a rich, almost metallic burgundy on the underside of her cloak and within her slit sleeves; her clothing was austere yet feminine, betraying her curves even as they set her as an object of veneration. 

An Exemplar of the White Sun.

Her lips parted into a broad smile and she strode toward, me through the archway, hands outstretched.

I moved into her embrace and held her hard, burying my face in her neck, squeezing her tight against my chest.

For long moments we stood thus, clinging to each other, until at last, we parted, smiling and examining each other.

“You’re back.” Self-evident, I knew, but I relished saying the words.

Her expression, however, was bleak. “Kellik. I know what the hereshen is. Or, perhaps more accurately, who.”

My half-formed stratagems to lure her into bed burned away in a flash. “What? How? Who?”

Tamara’s expression was one of muted horror, as if this were something she was still struggling to come to terms with. “Remember Port Lusander? The Exemplar of the White Sun, Aurora?”

“Aurora?” An image came back to me. The blond warrior, beautiful and dignified, dying as Pony and I wrecked her mortal frame in a bloody, brutal battle. “No.”

“I’m sure. I got close enough to see her.” Tears suddenly brimmed in Tamara’s eyes. “Oh, Kellik. What have we done? What did we do?”

The world was spinning, and I pressed my fingers to my temples. “But - wait. Wait wait wait. How? How did you get so close? What happened?”

“I’m an Exemplar of the White Sun. I arrived at the outskirts of Olandipolis too late. Her army was already in place, and by accident, we rode into a large scouting party that thought me one of their own. I went along - easy enough, given my powers. And just like that, I had access to her whole camp.”

Tamara’s expression took on a faraway look. “They were singing. Such joy. Even those that looked half-starved, the sick, the dying. There was a mania in the air, a sense of revelation, of transcendence. Wherever I rode, people called for my blessings. I made my way to the center of the camp. I had to learn. Had to find out. And saw her in the center, preaching to over a thousand of her elect, those she’d chosen as her blessed. Standing on a rock, golden hair gleaming in the sun. It was her, Kellik. Aurora. The woman we murdered in Port Lusander.”

“And whom Iris used to bring you back,” I whispered, taking three shaky steps back to fall into a chair. “She used her matrix to contact the White Sun and use Pony’s regeneration abilities to bring you both back. Or something. But when she was done, Iris said she was still dead!”

“Iris was wrong,” said Tamara flatly, hands on her hips. “Aurora is back. And she spoke with a power that matched your own, Kellik. I’m not saying she’s a king troll, but her words… I listened to her entire sermon. I didn’t mean to. But as soon as she started speaking, it was as if I sank into a daze. My heart raced, my devotion thrilled, and I would have followed her anywhere. Only after she was done did I manage to stagger away before she could notice me, and then when I examined my soul, and I found it charged with light. As if she’d healed me from a distance, suffused me with the White Sun’s power.”

“Shit,” I said. “So she can do… what? Mass healing?”

“Not quite. It wasn’t repairing my matrix. It was simply infusing it with the White Sun’s power. Like…” Tamara cast around for a simile. “Like how an iron will glow cherry-red if left in a bed of coals. And everywhere I looked, I saw the others who’d listened to her were similarly touched.”

“Shit,” I said. “Good for the White Sun, I guess, but…”

“There’s more.” Her tone was grim. “As I drifted away, I saw those who’d listened to the sermon talk to those who didn’t. And they spread that light. It was like an infection. She spoke to a thousand, but within half an hour, five times that many were charged up and ready to die for her.”

“What?” I leaned forward. “Her commands can pass on to others?”

“No,” said Tamara. “She’s no king troll. She didn’t give them specific orders. She simply filled them with passion and devotion. They retained their own wills, it’s just that their desires aligned with her own. It’s how she’s amassed an army so quickly. She needs but speak, and everyone who comes in contact with her people falls in line.”

“Shit.” I sat back, running my fingers through my hair. “That’s… I mean, it makes my abilities look really limited.”

“Different,” said Tamara. “You can directly command. I doubt she can. She simply inflames hearts and inspires suicidal devotion.”

I stared at her, mind reeling, trying to fight off the guilt that was already eating at the corners of my mind. “So - she’s alive? Dead? Undead? Did you get a sense?”

“I couldn’t figure it out,” said Tamara. “I wasn’t close enough to read her matrix, and she looked alive. But she was dead when we left her. Whatever Iris did to her matrix, it brought her back.”

“As a hereshen,” I said. “Hence the Paruko’s concern. They said Iris was fucking with the boundaries between life and death. Now we see what they meant. She’s clearly no animated corpse. She’s… alive? Not dead or undead. Unalive?”

“Unalive,” said Tamara slowly, tasting the word. “That works.”

For a long minute, we remained in silence; then I shook myself free of my shock and rose to my feet, moving forward to take her hands in mine. “I can’t tell you how happy your return makes me. By the Hanged God’s -”

She raised an eyebrow.

I coughed, tried again. “It’s damn good to see you again, Tamara. I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.” And her words were said with such earnest simplicity that they warmed my heart. “I imagine you’ve much to tell me.”

“So much! But I want to wash first. I’ve been up all night working in Noose. I can’t even imagine how bad I smell.”

Her smile was fond. “Pretty atrocious. But not as bad as when you were first wheeled into my hut down by the docks.”

I snorted. “That’s a relief. How about we freshen up and take breakfast together? I’ll tell you everything over food.”

Tamara placed a hand over her stomach as it rumbled audibly. “That sounds good.” Her smile broadened. “I can’t wait to see the others. Where is everyone?”

My smile slipped. “Pogo’s at… well. I’ll tell you all soon.”

And I led her down the entrance hall, up the grand sweeping staircase to the second floor, and there we parted ways. I ordered a servant to tell the kitchen to prepare breakfast for two, then spent the next half hour washing grime and blood away, and rooting around for a clean outfit. I finally descended, feeling weary but excited.

When had I slept last? Two days ago? Maybe three? The days were blurring together, connected by long nights of bloodshed and violence in the Noose.

No matter. I’d sleep soon enough.

Tamara was waiting for me in the dining room, seated at the far end of the titanic table, where servants were busy serving her a bowl of soup and pouring her juice. A side table groaned under a wealth of cheeses, dark breads, bowls of fruit, salvers of glistening sausages, platters of bacon, and a wealth of scrambled eggs accented with chopped chives and melting cheese.

My stomach tried to digest itself in an orgy of anticipation, and I sat at the head of the table beside Tamara, nodding to everything the servant offered till my plate was overflowing.

“All this food,” said Tamara, carefully slicing a sausage, “and yet you look like a man whose not eaten in days.”

“Been busy,” I said around a mouthful of eggs and bacon. Taking up my coffee, I washed it down, then forced myself to pause and smile. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“The beginning,” said Tamara, raising her slice of sausage with amusement. “I find that’s usually best.”

So I did. I told her of the raid on our subterranean base, the medusa and Eddwick, how Netherys had saved me, changed into a high elf, then been lost when we’d struck at Aurelius. 

“He was your father all along?”

It was hard to recall my own shock at the revelation, but I saw it writ large across Tamara’s face. 

“Yeah. Hard to believe I’d been working with him, attending his parties, and never knew. But I fled to Iris. Who was more than willing to help.”

And so I told her the rest. Iris’s strange confidence, our final confrontation with my father, and how she’d imprinted her spirit upon his own, diverting the Dream Eaters so they took him away forevermore. How she’d died, Baleric’s withdrawal, and how I’d placed the councilors under my power.

“Iris is gone?” Tamara hadn’t touched her food since I’d begun speaking, and nor, I realized, had I. “That can’t be.”

“I don’t believe it myself. I thought I saw her a few days ago, during the fight in the Noose. She was right there, perfectly formed, herself, smiling in that wild, wicked way of hers, but…”

“But?”

“She disappeared. Or had never been there. I searched the corpses. The prisoners. Asked everyone. Nobody could recall seeing her.”

Tamara sat, frozen, knuckles white where she clenched her knife and fork. “No. That can’t be. We need her. Need to ask her about Aurora. To deal with Aurora. Kellik. How can Iris be dead?”

I didn’t know what to say.

Tamara’s tone grew grim. “What were her last words, exactly?”

I recalled the scene. The Star Chamber, Baleric to one side, Iris gazing at my father.

“She said, ‘So beautiful. It’s all so beautiful. Don’t fret, my love. I’ll see you again someday soon. Look for me.’”

And goosebumps broke out across my forearms all over again.

“Hmm,” said Tamara. “What happened then?”

“She screamed and directed her power at my father. A second later Baleric cut off her head.”

“She knew she was going to die. She might have been mad, but she wasn’t naive.”

“No, she wasn’t,” I agreed. 

“And if she could…‘imprint’ her matrix on your father’s… then…” Tamara frowned, then shrugged. “I don’t know. This is far beyond me. I suppose we’ll just have to remain open to possibilities. What happened next?”

I continued my tale. How I took control of Aurelius’ household, then took the medusa to the base where I found Yashara…

“…partially demolished.” The words were brutal, stark, and felt ugly to say out loud. “The medusa said she couldn’t be healed. Her head had been… chiseled off her…”

I pursed my lips and stared down at my hands.

“Oh, Kellik,” said Tamara, reaching out to take my hand. “Yashara…?”

All I could do was nod grimly and stare through my plate.

Tamara took a hitching breath, and we sat there in silence, both wrestling with our emotions. 

“Havatier was completely destroyed. Do you know…?” I faltered, wanting to ask her, dreading the answer. “Have you heard of a way to…?”

She shook her head with great reluctance. “Nothing that I know of. Even as a Sworn. Her matrix will be inanimate, and thus resistant to the healing light of the White Sun. But if a medusa to transform her to flesh, she would immediately die. And besides, there is nothing that can heal a decapitation.”

It was as if a leaden cloak were draped suddenly over my shoulders. I sank beneath its weight, my last hope dying away. “I see.”

“Their remains?” 

“Here, at Thorne Manor. I had every fragment collected. Every speck of stone.”

“Stone endures, Kellik. If there is a way, if there is a miracle out there that can bring them back to us, they’ll be there when we find it. Ready. Waiting.”

“Yes.” I considered her words, then gave a curt nod. “She’ll be ready when we find a cure.”

“Yes.” Tamara squeezed my hand tightly. “It’s a very large and endlessly mysterious world, Kellik. The cure might be out there.”

I sniffed harshly, sat up straight once more. “Yes. Moving on.” And I told her of the audience with the councilors, how I took over the guards, and my plans to crush the Family.

“We’ve made excellent progress.” I spoke without pride, but bleakly, simply stating the facts. “The Noose is cleansed. I’m to meet with the council later today to review the operation, and will suggest what happens to that part of town moving forward.”

Tamara digested this news, releasing my hand to take up her crystal flute of juice. “The White Sun would be willing to take this project on. To oversee the resettlement of the Noose. It could be done humanely.”

“A captain of mine suggested razing the whole six blocks to the ground and creating a park. One without walls, open to the people of Port Gloom. A mirror to the Garden here on the wealthier side of the Snake Head.”

“A worthy suggestion. What do you think? What would happen to the people without homes?”

“Well, we secured almost a hundred thousand gold from the Family. I could command the council to use those funds to build affordable housing for the poor. There are entire swathes of abandoned warehouses along the north side of the river which could be cleared and rebuilt.”

“The wealthy would object,” said Tamara wryly. 

“Let them.” I sat back, tapped the edge of the table with my fork. “I’m past caring.”

The silence stretched out as she considered me. “You’ve changed.”

I glanced up at her. 

“Not in the obvious ways. Grief, loss, exhaustion. There’s something…more… to you now.” 

I didn’t hear judgment in her voice. Just consideration. 

“My powers have finally come into their own,” I admitted. “I can heal even mortal wounds with ease. Haven’t slept in days. Can command anyone without difficulty. It’s as if my father’s death unlocked my full abilities.”

Tamara nodded, pensive. “And now you stand to take his place.”

I frowned. “Not necessarily. The more I learn about what he was up to, the more I think he was just… holding on to power for its own sake. Not seeking change. Growth. Pursuing plans. Just… maintaining the status quo.”

“And you don’t want that.”

I laughed. “You know I don’t. You’re the one who changed me. Healed me and improved my spirit, remember? Bettered me. Made me care about justice and equality and all those fancy notions that never bothered me before.”

Tamara winced. “I try not to think about that.”

“I’m glad you did. Because the old Kellik, if he was here now, he’d probably just step right into Aurelius’s old shoes and take control of the whole Family. But me? I’ve come too far, seen too much, to not use this power for good.”

“And what is good, Kellik?”

“Destroying Imogen’s Web, as they call it. We found one of the seers in Kavark’s stronghold. They’d broken her mind, and…” I shook my head. “I’m going to find each seer and break them free of this slavery.”

“All right. We take down Imogen’s Web. Then what?”

“Then…” I struggled to find the words. “We improve Port Gloom. Use the confiscated wealth from the Family to fund… I don’t know. Better housing, for example. We continue our reforms in the Star Chamber. Mellonis beat me before by proposing ridiculous laws that I couldn’t oppose but which they had no intention of fulfilling. Now we make them see the reforms through. It’ll be a process. But we can work toward helping the common man. To redistribute the wealth. See to it that the masses of the poor don’t need to turn to a Family-like organization to escape their misery. Find out how other cities work, what other opportunities should be afforded to the people.”

Tamara considered my words. “I agree with you completely. But none of this will matter if we can’t deal with Aurora.”

I sat back, glum. “Maybe now we can figure her out. Ask around. Find specialists. Blightwort is a necromancer. He might be able to help.”

“Because Olandipolis is only a week’s ride from us. I fear what may happen if it falls to her army. Where she may direct her attention next.”

“Olandipolis is huge,” I protested. “Two sets of walls, never been conquered, and so on.”

“Olandipolis is filled to the brim with the followers of the White Sun. If her heresy spreads inside…”

I mulled over this idea. “I guess in that regard Port Gloom is a little safer. Not many righteous people here.”

“Yes,” said Tamara with a smile. “But that’s just one of my concerns. The other is for you.”

“For me? What part of ‘immune to mortal wounds’ didn’t you understand?”

“Not that.” She considered me, brown eyes alive with warmth and compassion. “You’re taking on an unnatural role. Complete power.”

“You doubt my intentions?”

“No. But I fear what you may have to do to accomplish your dream. What sacrifices you’ll have to make, what you will force others to sacrifice. What that will do to you.”

“I don’t plan to rule forever,” I said, unable to keep my voice from growing stiff. “Just change some fundamental things, ensure the system I leave in place is fair.”

“And you think that will be easy?” Tamara rested her chin in her palm. “I left the Sworn, remember? Just before we met?”

“Yes?”

“Do you remember why?”

I frowned. “You knew how your healing changed people. Improved their souls. And you decided you didn’t want to do that anymore. Didn’t want to let the White Sun continue to manipulate people’s souls.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Oh,” I said.

“Do you remember your reaction when you discovered what my powers had done to you? How I’d saved your life, but in doing so changed you for the ‘better’? How Netherys preferred to die of a slit throat than allow me to touch her?”

I scowled, sat back. “It’s not the same. I’m not trying to change people’s souls. I’m trying to change the city. To undo the damage done by my father. By the Family.”

“This isn’t easy for you to hear. I know that. It wasn’t easy for me to accept, years ago. But the White Sun had its own justifications for what they did. The Sworn were righteous. Self-righteous. Everything they did they did to improve people. I was cast out when I doubted our right to do so.”

“So what are you saying?” I tried not to feel angry, and failed. “That I shouldn’t destroy the Family? Should leave my father’s systems in place? Not undo centuries of abuse and oppression?”

Tamara frowned down at her plate, clearly upset. “No. Those are obviously good goals. And… there’s a line, isn’t there, between manipulating people’s souls and changing the world to help them in general. I’m just…”

“Just what?”

She fixed me with a piercing stare. “I’m just warning you that it’s a slippery slope. Being powerful doesn’t make you wiser than everyone else. I saw that amongst the Sworn. Simply because they could change others didn’t make them superior. Yet they thought they were. Their abilities were their own justifications. Just because they could change people’s souls they felt like they had to.”

“So what are you saying, exactly?”

“This is me, ringing a warning bell, as you set out to change the city. I’m not trying to stop you. I’m just highlighting the danger that will beset you on this road. Kellik.” She paused briefly. “I love you. I’d die for you. I want to be with you. I’ve wanted you to succeed since you first woke up in my herbalist’s shed and charmed me with your half-truths and that smile of yours. I’m on your side. I’m just using my own experiences to warn you. To point out the dangers that come with this kind of power.”

And like that my anger guttered and died, and I sank back in my chair, truly exhausted for the first time in days. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I gave a weary nod. “Thank you, Tamara. I know you care for me. I know you want what’s best for me, and for… everyone.”

I dropped my hand into my lap. She was watching me with grave concern. “It’s just that… I’ve worked so hard to achieve this. To remove my father from power, to weaken the Family to the point they can be destroyed, to pass laws that will help the oppressed, that… to hear anybody - even you - warn me about continuing down this road… especially after Yashara and Iris have given their lives to make this possible - it’s hard to hear.”

Tamara leaned forward, took my hand in hers. “I know. But what kind of friend and lover would I be if I couldn’t tell you the hard truths? Would you rather I not speak my mind?”

“Never,” I said.

“Good. You’d not be the man I thought you were otherwise. Now, you look like you’re about to fall apart. And your spirit…” She narrowed her eyes, stared through me. “It’s burning bright but fraying at the edges. That’s… huh.”

“What?”

“I’ve never seen anything like it. When people grow tired, injured, or depressed, the vibrancy of their matrix diminishes. And I can see how yours is doing just that. Fraying even. But there’s a source of light that keeps pulsing into it. And where it goes, your matrix renews itself. But…”

I waited, feeling uncomfortable as she examined my soul. 

“But it’s not healthy. Not right. You could probably go on like this forever, but you’d grow ever more worn out. Like someone who’s subsisting on coffee to stay up, night after night. You need to sleep, Kellik. You need true rest.”

“Not had much time for that,” I said reluctantly. “The Noose has been a full-time job, and I’ve the council to address in a few hours, along with a Royal Provost to suborn, hundreds of thousands of gold coins to spend, this hereshen to prepare for, and -”

“Enough.” Tamara’s expression melted into simple kindness, amusement, and firm resolve. “All of that can wait a few hours. Come.”

“Come?” I allowed her to pull me to my feet and followed after. “Where to?”

“Bed,” said Tamara. “I can tell you’ll come up with an excuse if I don’t force you to lie down. You’ll sleep for a few hours, and then rise to tackle the council.”

“I need to prepare, learn what resolutions they’ve passed, so I don’t walk in there clueless as to  -”

But Tamara wasn’t listening. She led me out into the grand entrance hall, then turned to climb the stairs.

Bemused, I followed, watching her, admiring her from behind. Where had that hesitant, nervous young healer I’d met gone? Somewhere along the line, she’d been replaced by this calm, confident, assertive woman. 

It was too easy to recall how Tamara had been, oh so long ago. Dressing in voluminous, shapeless clothing to hide her figure, working in a tiny shack beside a pigpen, depending on a job in an inn’s kitchen to supplement her income. 

Torn and twisted by her healing powers, unsure of herself, desiring me but unable to believe she could ever be desired in turn. I thought of her across the past few years. Facing enemies by my side, near dying in the king troll mausoleum under Port Lusander, coming into her own as an Exemplar of the White Sun. 

She was always struggling for moral clarity. To do the right thing. To balance her love for me with her own imperatives. 

What a woman. 

She led me down the hallway and opened a door at random. A guest suite; the large bed neatly made with a clean, pillowy comforter stretched across its frame, a subdued rug of pale jade stretched out across the honeyed planks of the floor. 

“Here,” she said, giving me a gentle push toward the bed and closing the door behind her. “Strip and get in.”

I laughed. “You’re not shy about your demands.”

She crossed her arms over her ample chest and leaned back against the wall, chin lowered, eyebrow raised. “I think we’re past that, don’t you?”

“We are indeed.” So I did as I was bid, and shucked my suit of clothing. Tamara never looked away, and when I was finally nude she pointed to the bed itself. I sat back, worked my way to the headboard, and there watched as she moved forward to stand before me.

And strip in turn. 

She moved without haste, eyes never leaving my own. Peeling away the white robes of her office, the mark of an Exemplar of her faith. Removing her cloak and elbow-length white gloves, taking off the white cap to reveal her dark, braided hair. 

She reached behind her to undo clasps, and her form-hugging white gown fell forward. A shrug, a tug, and it settled about her ankles. 

“I like your vestments,” I said, and by the Hanged God’s ever-questing cock I was speaking the truth. For under her severe outfit she wore a sheer, white lace teddy that hugged her body, cupped her breasts, and dove down in a sharp “V” between her broad hips to cling to her pussy. 

She placed her hands on her hips, completely unabashed, and raised an eyebrow.

“I mean, is that what all the faithful are expected to wear?” I fought to keep my voice curious and polite. “The bishops, the prelates…?”

“I took advantage of freshening up earlier. Been meaning to model this for you.” Tamara gazed down at herself, slid a finger under the hem where it curved over her ample ass, and pulled it free with a flick. “But if you’d rather discuss church doctrine?”

“I, ah, no complaints here. Just… unexpected.”

“Unexpected?” Her eyebrow rose higher. “That’s the best you can say?”

“Delicious, delirious, delightful.” I sat up a little straighter. Blind Fortuna wept, she was glorious, completely composed, at home in her skin like I’d never seen, voluptuous and mature. That confidence made her beauty all the more alluring. “You’re beautiful, Tamara. I’ve always known it. A beauty made uncommon since it simply reflects the beauty of your soul -”

“All right,” she laughed, and prowled onto the bed, “I’m satisfied, no more.”

“A soul whose curves and bosom are spiritual, ah, manifestations of a most romantic kind, and which -”

“Enough!” She crawled right up to me, hands and knees on either sides of my legs, and in her brown eyes, I saw affection, love, amusement, desire. “Shut up and kiss me already.”

I complied. Leaned forward, taking her face in my hands, I lost myself to the sensation, her soft lips, her need, my own hunger. Slowly I scooted down, moving under her as she turned to lie by my side, our legs intertwining, holding each other tight as we kissed.

It felt so good. So right. So perfect. 

But our desire grew too hot to be content with such subtle intimacy. Her hand slid down to curl about the base of my cock, and I felt her wet heat against my thigh as she began to slowly rub herself against my leg.

Still kissing, we twisted, adjusted, turned in small movements so that when she pushed her lace underclothing aside I was able to thrust myself up and inside her, guided with surety by her fingers.

The scratch of her pubic hair, the resistance of her lips as they folded before my cock head, another adjustment, her breath hot in my ear, and then I felt a spot of wetness, hot and welcoming, and then - 

I groaned as I slid in at last, pushing all the way up, sliding into that delirious, silken perfection, her pussy welcoming me and squeezing tight as she moaned, biting the side of my neck.

And I felt no need to engage in acrobatics, to pound away at her, to let loose a raging beast in the bed.

Instead, I held her close, her full body tight against mine, her face against my neck, and loved her, sliding in and out with an almost calm delight, not rushing, wanting this moment to last forever.

Then she shifted her weight, slid her thigh onto the far side of my hips, and rose to sit astride me, shaking her long dark hair from its braid. I settled back, hands on her hips, and we simply stared into each other’s eyes as our movements grew more urgent, the sensations more overwhelming. 

At first, she did all the work, rising and falling, impaling herself over and over again on my cock. But soon I couldn’t hold back, began to lift my hips to meet her on each descent; soon that devolved into my pistoning into her, so that all she did was remain on her knees, legs parted wide, hands cupping her breasts through the sheer fabric, pinching her nibbles, a hand moving to cup the side of her face as she moaned, louder and louder. 

I dug my fingers into the soft flesh of her hips, and with a cry came deep inside her, my whole body arching, aching, seeking to bury myself as deep as I possibly could into her cunt. 

But she wasn’t quite there yet, so with a deep breath, I resumed pumping, shaking my head at the question in her eyes when she glanced down at me. I continued thrusting through my own orgasm, the tightness of her pussy keeping me hard, the slick, hot dream that was making love to her quickly making me rigid again.

Soon she was moaning, faster and faster, sweat beading her brow, her breath coming in gasps, until with a savage cry she came. Her body clenched like one large fist, her head jerking down in shock so that her braid flew about her shoulders. She hunched forward, hands on my chest, eyes screwed tightly shut, and just hung there above me, not breathing, mouth open to a silent “O,” her body twitching, her pussy spasming about my cock.

And I just drank it in. The sight of her, lost to pleasure, her face, her expression, her smell. 

In that moment I realized I’d never share this moment with Yashara again. With Iris. And became supremely aware of how precarious this all was, our lives, our continued existence. That a single accident could tear Tamara away from me forever, leaving me with nothing more than these bittersweet memories of our time together.

When she finally collapsed down upon me, I held her tight. Inhaling the scent of her hair, I savored her being alive, vibrant, in my arms. 

Another thought occurred to me. A memory, of the massive portrait on my father’s bedroom wall. Had he once held a woman like this, loved her, drank deep of their union? Only to watch her grow old, watch her fade, and one day die? 

How many had he loved? How many before he found himself unable to love as he once had done? To give himself away to that inevitable pain, that certain loss? Did he reach a point where he no longer allowed himself to be vulnerable, to love like there was no tomorrow?

How long would it take me to reach that stage? Would I watch Tamara age, for silver to steal into her dark hair, her face to grow lined, her breasts sag, her shoulders grow bowed? Would I remain the same, youthful and handsome, as she grew wrinkled and stooped, and then one day died, carried away by disease or old age? Would I sit by her bed, holding her claw of a hand, watching her chest rise and fall, rise and fall, and then finally rise no longer?

What would I do then? Find another? And then after that, another?

Until I became what? A bitter, lonely monster? Alone in an endless hallway of memories, distorted reflections of the women I’d loved and lost?

I shuddered at the thought, and Tamara pulled back, blinking away the sweat, to frown at me. “Kellik? What is it?”

“Nothing,” I said, banishing those thoughts. I kissed her, and forced a smile. “Nothing at all.”

 

 


Chapter 7

 

 

 

I entered the Star Chamber alone. No escort of war trolls, without Cerys or Netherys, without Tamara or even a bodyguard. Clad in somber gray, the suit elegant but subdued, I entered that august chamber once more and stopped at its threshold, ignoring those present, allowing my memories to wash over me.

Only a few days had passed. There was no sign of the violence, of the vast upheavals that had taken place here. The blood was washed from the stone floor. Everything was set to rights. Courtiers, pages, messengers, notaries, and lawyers milled about the upper floor, unaware of where they stepped, through which ghosts they moved.

But I could see it as if the events were taking place right before my eyes. There had stood Baleric, fell blade in hand. By the railing there had stood Iris, hand outstretched. Not far away, the Paruko Dream Eaters had appeared, manifesting a portal to another realm. 

And below? There had sat my father, where now the councilors and magistrates conferred, gazing up at me with scorn and amusement.

My presence was noticed by those closest; bureaucrats and civil servants hesitated, whispered to each other, and then more than one nodded to me in approval.

Word had spread of the guard’s accomplishments in the Noose. The consequent subduing of the riots. 

The Count of Manticora’s star was still rising, it seemed.

I took a deep breath, and let go of those memories. The last to fade from my mind’s eye was Iris. Sweet, deadly, deranged Iris. Her image hung before me as if impregnated by a force beyond that of simple recall, and when she was finally gone I felt her loss all over again. 

Moving forward, I began to descend the steps to the floor below, and my approach was noted by the councilors and magistrates.

I saw Berachul, Svanis, Magistrate Mellonis. All of them under my direct control, their minds leashed to my will on the very night I’d destroyed my father. In their eyes, I saw battles raging: resentment, fear, horror, resignation. As one they stood and began to applaud, and that set off a reaction amongst the others, who joined them, rising and turning to clap, some with more enthusiasm than others, but none refusing to do so.

I raised my hands, adopting a humble mien, and reached my seat. I could almost see Aurelius where he’d sat numerous times besides me, garrulous and amused, whispering secrets and advice into my ear.

Knowing all along who I was, and how he planned to end me.

Yavarn held the floor, and he studied me, lips pursed, as if unsure how to proceed. When I sat, the others did the same, the applause petering out, and the councilor bowed his patrician head.

“Welcome, Quartus Magistrate. Your deeds these past days have echoed across the city and reflected well on the forces of the council. We were in the midst of discussing financial matters, but that issue can be tabled for now. Would you care to address the council and relate your accomplishments?”

How things had changed. Not a week ago I’d been the council’s greatest enemy, using the powers of the magistrate’s office to block all business until they agreed to vote for my measures. Hated by all, I’d been a persona non grata, subject to assassination attempts and threats. 

Now? 

A hero welcomed home. 

It didn’t hurt that Svanis and Berachul, formerly my greatest foes, were smiling warmly and bobbing their heads in approvement. That Mellonis, the council’s instrument of my downfall and current favorite of the people, was doing likewise.

There were conflicting signals. The weaker councilors, seeking signs of how to behave, couldn’t fail to take note and wonder if the winds of fortune hadn’t shifted without their noticing - which, of course, they had.

I descended to the floor, clasped hands with Yavarn, and then turned to regard my fellows.

The railing above that encircled the descending circular tiers was crowded with the curious. 

How the world had changed. Gone was Royal Provost Albrecht. Gone was Aurelius. Other faces were missing as well, men who’d taken the chance to flee Port Gloom once the former king troll’s leash had fallen from their necks.

Wise of them.

I linked my hands behind my back and pursed my lips, adopting a grave expression. “Good afternoon, my friends. Councilors. Magistrates. Let me begin by congratulating Royal Provost Yavarn on his ascension. With the chaos that stalks our streets, the blood that’s flowing through the halls of power, I can’t think of a steadier hand to be on the wheel as we steer the ship of government through these straits.”

Murmured ascent sounded, and Yavarn inclined his head, doing his level best not to appear pleased.

“As you well know, not three days ago Port Gloom. Out of nowhere, madness and chaos arose within the streets. Violence and rioting consumed the city south of the Snake Head, and there was grave concern that it might spread north, to the Garden District, Execution Hill, even here in the Palace District.”

The councilors muttered angrily, shook their heads.

“Royal Provost Yavarn saw the need for order and appointed me temporary commander of the guard. He wasted no time in identifying what needed to be done, and honored me with his trust.”

Yavarn inclined his head graciously.

“I mustered the Black Wolves, called Captain Drussander to mobilize the wall militia, and used my personal funds to hire Exemplars and mages to bolster our attack. A careful examination of the situation identified the Noose as the center of the unrest, so it was there that I decided to direct our efforts. The rest, as you already know, is history. I am pleased - nay, proud - to report that the guards of Port Gloom were more than up to the task! Many thought it madness to challenge the criminals in the very heart of their territory, but our brave warriors were not daunted. They knew that much rode on this operation and if the enemy wasn’t crushed, the dangers and bedlam could spread to consume the whole city!”

I had them eating out of my palm, even as I told them what they already knew. They were leaning forward, eyebrows raised, drinking in my words. Not, I realized, because they wanted to know what happened next, but because they were absorbing the version I was telling. Convincing themselves that this truly had been a battle between light and darkness, between order and chaos.

“Even as we marched into battle, even as we crossed blades with countless masked foes, I want to acknowledge the hard work that was being done here.” And I went so far as to point at the ground. “Where the greatest battle was being fought. Where heroes were rising to the occasion, answering the summons of the hour, even as our more cowardly comrades fled into the night. I want to acknowledge the bravery of the Star Chamber, the decisive manner in which you acted, the foresight in appointing a new Royal Provost, and the emergency measures that were put into place.”

Though, of course, I knew of no emergency measures that had been passed.

The councilors didn’t care. They puffed up, eyes gleaming, tugging at the lapels of their robes as they turned to nod curtly at each other, each seeing themself as a rugged hero in the eyes of their fellows.

It was laughably easy and only made more so by the sweet, tantalizing power with which I laced my words.

“Now, today, I can report back that the chaos in the Noose has been suppressed. The dead have been carted to mass graves, their stolen spoils confiscated, and the people of Port Gloom shown that we are indeed a city of order, a city ruled by law, where they defy the might of the Star Chamber at their peril! We will not condone chaos, we will not allow criminals to rule the night, and the age of such lawlessness has come to a close. For today we shall present a face of united might to the world, a new age, a new order, where the principles of government trump the cold-blooded pragmaticism of criminals and assassins.”

By the Hanged God’s filthy urethra, I had them. 

“For the Noose was just the beginning. We won’t stop now while we have them on the ropes. The Black Wolves, those doughty heroes, are eager to prove themselves once more. I have a list of criminal hold outs, nexuses of evil that we shall rigorously stamp out. The men and women who once ruled Port Gloom shall hang, their empires crumble, and the Star Chamber shall once again reign supreme. 

I paused, slowly scanning the crowd, knowing I had their rapt attention. “We stand at the dawn of a new era, gentlemen. A golden age of prosperity, of economic growth, of justice and law. And it gives me great honor, more honor than a modest magistrate like myself can reasonably bear, to stand here before you and to have been of service. For together we shall usher in this age, under the leadership of Royal Provost Yavarn, whose wisdom will be amplified by your own genteel learning, so that, centuries hence, the people of Port Gloom shall gaze back at this time in awe and reverence, knowing that these were days, this the moment, the fulcrum, upon which the fate of the entire shifted.”

My voice, which had risen to a stertorous cry, dropped suddenly, becoming soft, so eyes widened and old men leaned forward, eager to hear my last words.

“And you, honorable councilors and magistrates, shall be forever immortalized as the heroes of the hour. The heroes that, in Port Gloom’s greatest time of need, stepped into the light, and served her with humility, bravery, and the highest integrity. Long live the Star Chamber, long live the Royal Provost, and a salute to you all!”

The councilors leaped to their feet, each more eager than the last to thunderously applaud themselves, calling forth their support even as the bureaucrats and lawyers and notaries above stamped their feet and hollered their approval.

It was all I could do to not raise my arms in victory, to beam at them and laugh. Instead, I bowed my head, hands yet linked behind my back, and nodded gravely, as if I could not help but agree with their delight.

When the applause finally died down, Yavarn retook the floor, moving to stand beside me as he addressed the audience.

“The Star Chamber recognizes the service rendered by the honorable Count of Manticora, Quartus Magistrate, and an exemplary citizen of Port Gloom. We are, and I feel it not exaggeration to say, elevated as a body by your sacrifices and successes. Well done, sir, well done I say! Now. You yet retain the title of Commander of the Guards. Can you share with us what your next steps shall be?”

“You do me too much honor,” I said again, but moved on before Yavarn could contest the point. “The Family, as they were mockingly known, is reeling. We are the hammer, and the streets of Port Gloom the anvil. I have acquired a list of the Family’s bases, and shall strike next at the southern docks, clearing the waterfront and immediate environs of the criminal organizations that have for too long made that area synonymous with crime, squalor, and corruption.

“Make no mistake: I have exact plans drawn up, and will soon mobilize my captains so that we execute these strikes with surgical precision. Nobody wishes to see our mercantile and maritime industries disturbed; we shall move under the cover of darkness, and within two days’ time you shall hear of another swathe of the city brought once more under the aegis of law and order.”

The councilors applauded once more, but this applause was vigorous and short-lived. Their eyes gleamed with bloodlust and hunger, a desire for action executed on their behalf, which would redound to their benefit without their having to lift a finger.

“Now, good councilors, honorable magistrates, and revered Royal Provost, I have a delicate matter to put before you, but one which I am positive you shall treat with scrupulous fairness. The Noose stand empty, devoid of its thousands. It has disgorged over a hundred thousand in various currencies. May I be so bold as to propose a course of action?”

I didn’t expect cries of encouragement to follow my rhetorical question, but a half dozen councilors did just that, Svanis and Berachul amongst them.

“Pray, tender your suggestions,” said Yavarn graciously.

“The people of Port Gloom south of the Snake Head are a beleaguered lot. Impoverished, denied the light of education, and subject, as we all know, to the temptations of crime and vice.” 

Oh, but it was too easy to speak in the language of the elite, to sell them their own biases. “We educated few must help elevate them, raise them from the muck and the mire, and turn their faces toward virtue. How better to do this than to raze the Noose to the ground, preventing history from repeating itself as new occupants fit themselves to the templates provided by those tenements, and in its place build a graceful park, a green space nowhere seen south of the river, where children can disport themselves, families take in the air, and the people of Port Gloom be given a chance to reflect on the finer aspects of life?”

Pensive frowns, uncertain glances at the Royal Provost.

“Further,” I said, not giving anyone time to object, “we could use these newfound funds to demolish the empty warehouses that line the Snake Head, many of which have fallen into ruin and disrepair. On that fertile ground we could build spacious accommodations for the thousands who have been displaced by these battles. A sign of generosity from the government of Port Gloom, that we care for their welfare, and that turning against the Family will result in prosperity for all.”

More frowns. Clearly, nobody enjoyed the idea of spending this windfall on the people of the city.

But Berachul rose to his feet, tugging on his robes and nodding vigorously as he did so. Everything about him was neat and proper, from his spotless robes to his pale, perfectly trimmed beard. “The magistrate speaks with conviction, and I find his moral argument most compelling.”

Shock registered on a dozen faces. Not a week ago Berachul had been my greatest foe, scheming to murder me and cast down my reforms. To see him speak boldly in my favor was a stunning reversal.

“Agreed,” said Svanis, rising to his feet alongside the other councilor. “This gold has been stolen from the people. Is it not right, even poetic, for it to return to them? I vote firmly in favor of the magistrate’s plan, and dare this lofty body of political luminaries to defy such common sense, such profound sympathy for those who are less fortunate than we.”

More shock, and now unease; even Yavarn was frowning, clearly scrambling to find a way to word his protests that didn’t make him look like a greedy foe of the people.

Magistrate Mellonis was the next to rise to his feet. Not a week ago, he’d been the tool used to destroy my political future, proposing reforms that far outdid my own, reforms that I could never object to even as I knew they’d never be acted on.

“The Count of Manticora has long been an inspiration to me,” he said, voice rich and melodious. “It is commonly known that my own reforms, lauded in this council and praised by the people, were inspired by the count’s proposals. I find it fitting that we continue to follow his example, and endorse his plans without reservation.”

I inclined my head in grave thanks. No matter that each of these three men were firmly bound my will. That my commands had dictated their every future action: You shall take no action nor, through passivity, allow any action to come to pass that shall harm me or my interests. You shall work to further my goals, and you shall share with me anything you think of importance or interest.

The three other councilors who had been present on that fateful night, who had witnessed my father’s downfall and be subsequently bound by my will also rose to their feet and voiced their support. 

And then, to my delight, others began to do the same. Sensing the tide of power flowing toward me, cowed by the firm authority of their peers, first one, then another councilor rosed to voice their support.

Yavarn’s smile grew stiffer and more forced by the moment until it looked like it had been nailed on his face to there die a wretched death.

When fully two-thirds of the council had voiced their support, he raised his hands. “Please, my friends, dear brothers, there is no need for further demonstration. It is clear that the Star Chamber is in favor of Magistrate Kellik’s proposal, and why would it not be? I cannot think of a more just or equitable way to distribute this gold amongst the people.”

I inclined my head graciously, wanting to laugh.

“Let us put it to a vote for formality’s sake,” he said, “and then form a committee to enforce this new proposal.”

Which is exactly what happened. Half an hour every vote had been cast and tallied, and my proposal was passed. I was placed at the head of the committee, lauded once more for my successes and contributions, and applauded when I took my seat.

I watched as the council went back to its regular business, debating new taxes to help cover repairs to the city, import privileges, and an increase in their own salaries. I didn’t take part. I’d achieved my immediate goals, and while I’d originally intended to follow this meeting with individual audiences with Yavarn and a few others to put them firmly under my influence, Tamara’s warning caused me to let those opportunities slip by.

Perhaps I could achieve my own ends with just a handful dedicated to my cause. Perhaps there was no need to control the Star Chamber with an iron fist. For now, at any rate, it was working.

 

* * * 

 

After spending several hours putting together the committee that would handle the restructuring of the Noose and the ruined warehouses, I rode my carriage to the Royal Provost’s tower, where I’d commanded the captains to assemble for a second meeting. 

Netherys and Cerys met me there, each having spent the day investigating the docks and hearing the most recent rumors. They updated me on their discoveries as we stepped aside into a private meeting chamber.

I listened half-heartedly to their reports, my mind filled with dread as to what I was about to reveal. The guilt, the horror of it.

“I then moved to the northern bay,” continued Cerys, only to peter off and stare at me quizzically. “Kellik? Are you all right?”

I gave her a shaky smile. “No, not really. Tamara returned last night.”

“I heard!” Cerys bright smile quickly became one of confusion. “Wait. Is that not a good thing?”

“It is. But she brought news. She knows who the hereshen is.”

“Who?” Netherys frowned at me. “Not what?”

“Maybe both.” I took a deep breath. “Remember Aurora, from Port Lusander?”

For a moment Cerys just stared at me, expression open, uncomprehending; the blood drained from her face. 

“No,” she whispered.

Netherys’s frown deepened. “The White Sun Exemplar we murdered?”

Cerys staggered back and fell into a chair, just as I’d done when Tamara told me. “No. That can’t be. She… we killed her. She died.”

“She did,” I confirmed.

“But obviously, we didn’t do a good job of it,” said Netherys. “Fascinating. So she’s returned? And is now…?”

“Unalive.” I forced the word out. “The best term I could come up with.” And I proceeded to relate what Tamara had told me, of Aurora and her powers.

“The White Sun wept,” whispered Cerys.

Netherys pretended to consider. “Unlikely.”

Cerys’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I… I told her not to. Told her it was a rape of her powers. That we - we shouldn’t desecrate her -”

“You were right,” I said. “I’m so sorry, Cerys.” I couldn’t forget. I’d promised Cerys that Aurora was dead, that she’d gone to the Ashen Garden. That using her body wouldn’t affect her soul.

I’d been dead wrong.

“I feel like I’m going to throw up,” said Cerys, turning away.

“The equation is still the same,” said Netherys. “A hereshen for Pony and Tamara. I think it’s still a good deal.”

“What does she want?” Cerys looked over her shoulder at me, eyes wide. “What does this mean?”

“We don’t know,” I said bleakly. “She’s burning with faith. She’s leading armies in conquest. Beyond that? We just don’t know.”

“Revenge,” said Netherys, matter-of-factly. “That’s what every unjustly murdered victim wants when they return from beyond the grave.”

“Netherys!” Cerys hissed. “This is no joke!”

“I’m not joking,” said Netherys. “I bet it’s revenge.”

“Then why go to Olandipolis?” I asked. 

“Maybe she doesn’t know where we are,” Netherys replied.

“Fuck,” said Cerys, burying her face in her hands. I recalled how she’d fallen into a crouch after killing the elves during that encounter, covering her face in just the same manner, sickened at taking part in those deaths. “This is… this is so fucked.”

“Yeah.” There was no denying it. “But it’s what we have to deal with now.”

There was a firm knock on the door; I moved over to crack it open. A nervous-looking guard saluted on the other side. “Everyone’s gathered, commander. Whenever you’re ready.”

“Thank you.”

I closed the door, turned to the others. “We’ve still got an attack to plan for tonight.”

Cerys nodded numbly, rose to her feet. “All right. Yes. An attack.”

“We’ll make this right,” I said, moving forward to take her hands in mine. “I promise you.”

Cerys let out a high-pitched laugh, then tore a hand free to clamp it over her mouth. 

The pain in her eyes was terrible. 

“I can’t wait to see how,” said Netherys, moving to the door. “But for now, let’s destroy a little more of the Family.”

I wanted to hug Cerys, to assuage her guilt, to tell her none of this was her fault, that it rested squarely on my shoulders.

But I knew that to hug her now would cause her to scream. She was glassy-eyed. She needed space.

I released her other hand and stepped back. “Let’s get this over with.”

Cerys nodded again, tugging her armor into place, and followed as we climbed to the large meeting room on the guard tower’s third floor.

It was like stepping into a different world. Gone was the chaos, the mess, the disorder, and air of vicious thuggery. Instead, everything was clean, with weapons racked, armor polished, the stone floors gleaming, and crisp salutes wherever I walked.

Black Wolves were drilling in the square outside the tower, and those within were caring for their gear. Sergeants spoke to small groups, reviewing reports on recent patrols, and the air seemed to hum with efficiency and purpose.

I couldn’t help but smile.

The meeting room was already full, the captains and their lieutenants having arrived early, and upon my entrance, they turned to snap out salutes. All of them stood straight, their gear polished and professional.

Amazing what a judicious application of king troll power could do.

I returned the salute and moved to the head of the table, where I took my seat. The others followed suit, and wherever I looked I saw earnest attention.

Gone was the skepticism, the reluctance, the cynical refusal to believe anything could be done. In its place was a hunger for future successes, greater rewards, and a desire to please their new commander.

“Gentlemen. I have just returned from the Star Chamber, where our successes have been celebrated and your bravery lauded. I’m pleased to say that Captain Drussander’s suggestion to turn the Noose into a city park was met with universal approval, and that an extensive swathe of the banks north of the Snake Head will be cleared of ruins and rebuilt with affordable housing for those forced out of their homes.”

Murmurs of agreement were heard, and Drussander couldn’t help but smile in pleasure.

“However, we cannot rest on our laurels. The enemy has been bloodied but not defeated. We’ve torn out the savage heart that was Kavark’s stronghold, but many more foes still wish us ill. Their days, however, are numbered. If we can bring the same discipline and ferocity to bear, they shan’t stand a chance.”

Nods all around. The tenor here, however, was profoundly different than that of the Star Chamber. Where the councilors had been mildly bewildered and increasingly pleased at being cast as the heroes, these military men knew first hand the dangers they would face, and the lives that would be lost. They were grim, focused, and prepared for battle.

“We are going to focus on two targets who control the docks, an Uncle Yestov and an Auntie Delilah. The nature of these new foes is profoundly different from that of Kavark. We will not be facing legions of armed enforcers defending nigh impregnable blocks of alleyways laced with traps, but rather striking at dozens of smaller targets simultaneously. Yestov and Delilah run extensive smuggling operations, with drug dealing, gambling, and prostitution on the side. Our challenge lies in dismantling these businesses before they can disappear. Thus we will not be sending in battalions, but rather strike teams with carefully designated targets.

Frowns, cautious nods. 

Cerys moved forward at my nod to unroll a large map across the table. It was only a few years old, and thus already outdated, but she and Netherys had made corrections in red ink here and there, marking down key locations. Netherys moved around the table, handing out documents that had been penned only that afternoon.

“We have over twenty targets that we shall hit at the same time. They range from brothels to gambling dens to smuggling bases connected to the sewers. Our goal is the arrest of key figures, not the destruction of property or the killing of enforcers. Of course, our operation will be resisted, and there will be violence, but I want as little blood spilt as possible. Discretion is the key. I want dawn to break over the docks without smoke filling the sky or blood flowing into the Bay of Ruin. Thus each of you will be tasked with forming two teams of your most competent veterans, each twenty strong, to be led by sergeants against distinct targets.”

The captains were slowly scanning the lists penned on their parchments, and then peering at the map to see where each target was located. I gave them time to come to terms with the nature of the mission and sat back, fingers steepled.

We’d be striking at my home turf. I might have been an aspirant of the Sodden Hold, but I’d grown up on the docks, plied my trade as a gentlefinger there, and knew the ins and outs as if each madam, pit boss, and drug dealer had been a member of my own family.

Which, of course, they had been.

I’d been out of the running for a couple of years now, however, and when it came to criminal undertakings, that was a mighty long time. Still, the bases of operation hadn’t changed, and Cerys and Netherys had verified the locations and names as best they could. Perhaps one or two teams would strike at an abandoned basement or empty tavern back room, but for the most part, I knew we’d be hitting paydirt.

“The goal is to bring in those who control this web of corruption. We’re talking arrests, not murders. Which means each assault team will be backed by a couple of paddy wagons. Prisoners are to be taken to the holding cells on Execution Hill.”

A murmur of surprise. 

“We planning on mass executions, sir?” asked Captain Rory.

“No. But I want to scare them a little before we put them to trial. I’m imagining most will be released once the true leaders are deposed. They might try to set up their own little operations again, but without the support of the Family, they’ll be small-time.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to simply jail the lot of them?” asked Drussander.

“They’re going to leave power vacuums in their wake,” I said. “And we all know that there are a thousand replacements just waiting to step into their shoes. So better we know who’s running things then have to figure it all out again. What’s more, we’re looking to pacify the docks. These people we’re arresting tonight are the very fabric of that society. They’re respected and feared and looked up to. If we rip the guts out of the neighborhood by putting them away permanently, we’ll turn the populace against us.”

“But sir, that’s what we did in the Noose.”

“And that’s the key difference. The Noose was effectively a war zone. This is a functioning part of the city and essential to the economy. We want it to remain productive. So the small fish will get to ultimately swim out of our net. It’s the big fish we want. With them removed, the small fry will get the message. A few nights in the Execution Hill cells will drive it home. And they’ll know we have their identities on file. That if they step out we’ll come down on them, hard.”

Dubious nods all around. Every man here was a hammer, and I was asking them to not treat the problem as a nail. No matter. That’s why I was in charge and they were tasked with executing the letter of my commands.

“Timing is essential,” I continued. “Word will no doubt be getting out already that we’re planning something, but I want our assault squads to hit before the docks realize they’re the target. This means we leave at the same time, move quickly, and hit hard. Even more importantly, we don’t tell the troops who their targets are until they arrive at the locations, which only you will know. That should help prevent moles from sending word ahead.”

“How much time do we have to put this together, sir?”

“Three hours. That should be just enough for you all to assemble your assault teams and return here by the Dusk Bell. I’ll have the carriages and wagons ready to roll by the time you do.”

Firm nods. I could see my plan slotting into place within their minds, expressions growing solid, resolve rising. 

And to think what this assembled force had been like not five days ago. 

“Excellent.” Time for a little insurance. “We’ll use the centrally located Iron Mermaid as a base of operations. Report back there once you have accomplished your task. We’ll keep a hundred militia in waiting there in case reinforcements are needed - simply send a messenger asking for help. In the meantime, you are not to speak of these plans to anybody until it is time to execute them. Keep the targets and methods secret. Understood?”

My voice thrummed with power, and the captains and lieutenants, already used to obeying, simply nodded their heads.

There. That should help maintain the surprise and shock value of our assault. 

“In which case, dismissed. Be sure to be back before the Dusk Bell.”

The captains arose, lieutenants stepping back to give them room, and filed out of the door, talking quietly amongst themselves.

“That went well,” said Netherys, flopping down into a vacated chair and propping a leg over a chair back beside her.

“Helps that Kellik can simply order them to do as they’re told,” said Cerys, leaning over the map to scrutinize its details. “Otherwise this would be impossible.”

“How do commanders of regular armies get anything done?” I wondered. “Even with my powers, this feels like threading a hundred needles all at once.”

“They don’t,” said Netherys drolly. “Large scale operations are the bane of every military leader. They take weeks to assemble and are usually pulled off haphazardly, with confusion and chaos all around. It’s why actual battles are so rare between the city-states. Nobody can get their shit sufficiently together to attack each other.”

“Except for this hereshen,” I said. I’d shared Tamara’s news with them earlier. “According to Tamara, her abilities will make it so that Olandipolis falls all by itself.”

“I don’t think that’s quite how she put it,” said Cerys.

“Still,” murmured Netherys. “There’s no denying the efficacy of her power. If it can truly spread like some form of contagion, she’ll have no need of logistics or strategy.”

“I heard talk along the docks about the attack,” said Cerys. “Folk who’d fled the coastal regions south of us brought word. I spoke with a few eyewitnesses.”

“And?” I asked.

“Disturbing. Confirms what Tamara said. The whole thing has an air of religious mania. One trader who watched the army cross the river he was boating down said the whole army was singing, roaring forth a White Sun hymn as they marched over the bridge. Another said that each night they form up in endless concentric circles around a high point upon which the Aurora stands and preaches to them about purity.”

“Not good,” said Netherys. “Anybody who spends a lot of time focused on purity has very serious issues and means to drown the world in blood.”

“Nobody called her a hereshen, however,” continued Cerys. “Instead, she’s called the White Lioness.”

“Makes sense.” I tapped my lips. “‘Hereshen’ being the Dream Eaters’ term for her. But now that we know who she is, we need to use our knowledge of what happened to figure out what she is. I’ll task Pogo with researching the city’s archives for the term and see what we can learn about her true nature. Tamara thought she’d be turning her attention to Port Gloom right after conquering Olandipolis.”

“And I thought we had time,” said Cerys in disgust. “I’ve never visited, but during my studies to become a Crimson Noose we researched each major city’s prime defenses. Olandipolis is one of the best defended in the known world. But so much for its walls.”

“That’s what I thought. But if Tamara’s right, the city will fall from within, as White Sun faithful convert en masse to the hereshen’s cause and overthrow the government.”

“Great,” said Netherys. “First question - should we turn away everyone coming from that region? Prevent the contagion from spreading into our city?”

“I don’t know… I mean, thousands or more enter and leave Port Gloom each day.” I rubbed my chin. “If we close the walls, we’ll be entering a state of siege weeks before Aurora even comes our way.”

“But we’d be safeguarding ourselves from infection,” said Cerys.

“I’ll ask Pogo,” I said. “He’ll have a sense of whether that’s even feasible. Though it would be a huge blow to the public. They’re already furious about the destruction of the Noose.”

“Second,” continued Netherys. “May I suggest we reach out to my brothers and sisters in Aglorond? Send an invitation for a couple of argosies to help counter these purity-obsessed fanatics?”

I laughed. “Counter the White Lioness with several thousand dark elves? Oh, I can’t see a single drawback to this plan. Yes, let’s replace the Family with an even deadlier occupying force.”

Netherys smiled darkly. “It would prove entertaining, I can promise you that.”

“We’re looking to survive,” said Cerys coldly. “Not be entertained.”

“Oh pooh,” said Netherys. “There’s no need to be so grim about imminent conquest and destruction.”

To which Cerys could only level a withering stare in her direction.

“Let’s focus on tonight,” I suggested. “We’ve two leaders to knock out, and I can’t be on hand for both.”

I stood up and examined the map once more. “Delilah has her base of operations here, in the rambling estate that is the Perfumed Cloud. Yevost has his on the very southern tip of the docks, in Last Paradise. Both are sprawling buildings with various entry points and hidden exits. How do you two feel about tackling the Perfumed Cloud with Tamara while Pony and I take on the Paradise?”

“Must I?” asked Cerys.

“Oh, stop.” Netherys’s eyes glittered. “You know you like seeing me in action.”

“I’ve never been inside the Cloud, but grew up hearing stories about it. It sits atop a smuggler’s haven, a nexus of three underground canals that exit into the bay here, here, and here. I’d suggest you break one assault team into three and send them in via the canals, while you lead the second directly against the Cloud.”

“What manner of security will Delilah have?” asked Cerys.

“The usual. Like most Aunts and Uncles, she’s historically counted on the Family’s reputation to keep her safe.”

“That will have changed with the fall of the Noose,” said Netherys. “Nobody will be feeling safe now.”

“Which is why you’ll be joined by Effezia and Tarn, the Exemplars of the Hanged God,” I said. “I sent word that they’d be needed tonight, and offered to pay double to ensure they were available.”

Cerys gave a firm nod. “That should help.”

“We’ll each take a Sworn - Tamara’s promised to ensure they’re available - and one of the White Sun Exemplars. No need to use the Bridge Nixie or Blightwort unless they’re absolutely needed.”

“Takes all the fun out of it,” said Netherys. “No chance of things going horribly wrong at all.”

“She was so much nicer as a high elf,” said Cerys, looking right at me. “Is there no way of changing her back?”

“You can visit my chambers later tonight if you want to try,” said Netherys, amusement rippling under her words. “You’re sweet and innocent enough that it just might work.”

In response, Cerys just stuck her tongue out at her.

“The goal,” I said loudly, trying to draw their attention back, “is to parade Delilah and Yevost before the masses as we load them - or carry their comatose bodies - into the paddy wagons. I want the docks to see these formerly untouchable figures brought low. For there to be no doubt that they were arrested. Remember that.”

“There’s that whole demon-possessed angle, though,” said Netherys. “Might make it a bit tricky to parade them around in irons.”

“Beat them down,” I said simply. “Between all of you, one demon-possessed madam shouldn’t be much of a challenge. Beat her down until there’s no fight left in her, and then bring her out.”

“That we can do,” said Cerys.

“Turn out the prostitutes, confiscate Delilah’s files, and see if you can’t liberate a member of Imogen’s Web. Given that Veserigard’s intel on their locations is no longer reliable, we need to keep an eye out and find them where we can.”

A grim nod from Cerys. “You want us to transport the seer somewhere if we find one?”

“I’ll leave that to you to decide. If they’re ready to be released from this mortal coil, give them their freedom. Otherwise, bring them back to Thorne Manor where we can treat them with every kindness till we decide what the next step is.”

Even Netherys’s expression turned grim. 

“We clear? Any questions?”

“Look how good he’s getting at this,” said Netherys to Cerys. “So officious. So in control. Makes me shiver.”

“Yes,” mused Cerys, looking me up and down. “Our little thief’s all grown up.”

I rolled my eyes. “Do I have to paddle you both to get some respect?”

“Yes, please,” said Netherys, leaning forward with mock enthusiasm.

“Try it,” said Cerys, voice sweet. “See how far you get.”

I laughed. “Fair enough. Now let's get downstairs and start organizing all those carriages. Tonight’s logistics are going to be an utter nightmare.”

“We need to send word to the Execution Hill prison,” said Cerys. “Prepare them for the influx. We could be sending hundreds of new prisoners their way soon.”

“Excellent point.”

“I suppose I can double-check the objectives we’ll be handing out,” said Netherys with a sigh. “Ensure each captain is receiving the right paperwork and that nobody gets a copy of another’s mission.”

“Great,” I said. “So I’m the only one on carriage duty? I guess I’m the only one on carriage duty.”

“Such a noble leader,” said Netherys. “So brave. So willing to do the most boring tasks himself.”

I couldn’t help but laugh as I pushed away from the table. “Who knew ruling a city would be so glamorous?”

“Just wait,” said Netherys. “There’ll be a reward in it for you later tonight if all goes well.”

“True,” said Cerys, and then fixed Netherys with a stare. “But you had best get in line. Some of us have been patiently awaiting their turn.”

“What is this ‘patience’ you speak of?” asked Netherys innocently.

“You’ll find out soon enough. Kellik? I expect you to seek me out later after we’re done. We have important matters to discuss.”

“Important matters,” said Netherys, rolling her eyes.

To which I could only grin. “As you command, my lady.”

Cerys gave me a curt nod, all business, but couldn’t disguise the gleam in her eye. “Then let's get to work.”

 


Chapter 8

 

 

 

The Last Paradise was Port Gloom’s premier gambling hall, but to limit its varied attractions to just gambling was to do it a grave disservice. Spoken of up and down the continent’s coast, it was a mecca for the wealthy and desperate from Port Lusander to Carneheim. Reclusive, reserved for the elite, and boasting a refined reputation that made it fashionable for even local nobility to visit in the dead of night, it was an institution, a cultural landmark, a symbol of Port Gloom’s excesses and glory.

Or so Yestov would have the world believe. Having grown up on the docks and been part of the underworld my whole life, I’d quickly learned the truth behind the fabulous facade. I’d seen beautiful young women plucked from the streets and offered a glamorous life serving refreshments to the wealthy patrons - then seen them return to the streets, a year or two later, wasted by addictions, their minds hollowed out by abuse, their beauty already faded and gone before they’d turned twenty.

I’d heard of the gamblers who couldn’t satisfy their debts being kept prisoner until some wealthy patron could ransom that, or failing any ability to produce gold, be sold into slavery and shipped to Port Lusander. Heard tell of the Red Room and the horrors that took place there for customers with sufficiently depraved tastes and more gold than they knew what to do with. 

But beyond that, beyond the glittering entertainment the building supposedly offered, I knew the Last Paradise to be the center of the Family’s financial operations. Yestov was the massive spider at the center of the Family’s economic wealth, siphoning in great quantities of gold from the other Aunts and Uncles and laundering it back into a thousand purses, businesses, and economic interests, financing the vast bribery that ran most of Port Gloom and assured the Family’s dominance. 

Growing up, I and the other gentlefingers would tell each other of the endless bags of gold kept in the Paradise’s vaults, an ocean of gold coins which glittered mesmerizingly in the dark, enough gold to satisfy a dozen dragons. We imagined each covered cart that passed into the Paradise’s central courtyard to be loaded with loot, and dreamed of impossibly schemes to waylay one such and make our everlasting fortunes.

Those childish fantasies gave way to sordid realities as I grew older, became an aspirant, learned from the veteran Family members what was really going on. In truth, little gold was stockpiled at the Paradise, though as much wealth passed through its halls as through the tax master’s custom house off the Bay of Ruin. The Paradise was a machine for processing wealth, redirecting it, applying it judiciously across countless beneficiaries, greasing palms, and ensuring the Family remained unchallenged and supreme. 

Yevost was the genius behind the Family’s economic empire, the head of its pyramid of fences, sharps, appraisers, loan sharks, and art dealers. It was said half the nobility in the Palace District owed him money, and that if he were to close shop the government of Port Gloom would stutter to a close.

Time to find out how accurate those reports were.

I rode with Pony over the New Bridge, no longer bothering to hide his presence. He’d become the symbol of the Count of Manticora, was redeeming the reputation of war trolls everywhere, and our passage was met with cries of encouragement as the locals raised fists and called out their approval.

It appeared like the Family hadn’t been that popular after all.

Behind us followed forty Black Wolves in four wagons, led by Captain Rory. They gleamed in the evening light, the crimson hues of the setting sun causing their black half-plate to glimmer as if recently polished. 

We moved quickly. Word would precede our arrival, but I urged our driver to move with all haste, giving the enemy little time to prepare. Coming over the New Bridge and driving down Bridge Street as we were, it was impossible to guess in which direction we’d turn. Temple District? Market Square? The docks?

I led our team straight south, amidst the temples, to turn right and spear straight west toward the Paradise, giving Yevost as little warning as possible. At the very last, I ordered the wagon to go as fast as the driver was willing to go, my command forcing him to disregard all caution as we rattled along the narrow streets, the cart leaping and crashing into every pothole and plank. 

No matter. Pony and I would survive a few bruises.

The plan was simple. The Last Paradise was a lofty edifice some three stories tall, wrapped around its central courtyard and so broad and crowded in by other buildings as to be impossible to be seen in its entirety at a go. So we’d not try to cover every exit, but rather storm in through the main four, ten men to a unit, to overwhelm the enemy with shock rather than force.

We came careening around the last corner, and then there it was - lit up like a festival barge, paper lanterns hanging from sagging lines from each corner to the closest neighbor, windows lit, music filling the night, the space around it crowded with hopefuls and hangers-on. 

They scattered at our approach, yelling in fear and alarm. Pony let out a roar for good effect and leaped down, massive hammer in his hands, his glower sending the rest of the crowd packing.

I jumped down nimbly by his side, exhilarated, feeling terribly alive, taking it all in, trying to gauge the variables, see if any aspect of our plan needed to be remedied.

There were extra guards at the front door. Usually, the Palace kept their presence to a minimum to not make the guests nervous, but now fifteen men, in elegant chainmail and boasting contoured breastplates that made their physiques look phenomenal, stood by the huge archway that led into the building.

All of them stared at Pony as if they were suddenly reconsidering their life decisions.

But Yestov had to have known fifteen guards wouldn’t stop the force that assailed the Noose – which meant he was ready to run at the first sign of trouble, but hadn’t run yet.

Perfect.

I drew my blade and marched toward the doorway. People were screaming, shouting, running away, the other four carts racing up behind us, guards already leaping out.

“Lie down and stay down!” I bellowed at the fifteen guards, who froze, blinked at me, and then complied, dropping their weapons to collapse like scythed stalks of wheat.

Pony grunted as he stepped over the guards, looking vaguely disappointed.

I led the way, jogging lightly through the massively ornate archway into the luxuriously appointed entrance, where an artificial waterfall rushed down a wall of flecked agate and leather chairs were arranged in intimate gathering spots beneath towering fronds. Rich and beautiful people stared at us in shock, drinks in hand, frozen to the spot by Pony’s appearance. 

A quick glance told me Yestov wasn’t here. Nobody of note was behind the main desk, in the corner booths. So I pressed on. We had to find the stairs. We had to go down. Yestov would be hitting the sewers. 

We had to catch him before he slipped through our fingers.

The sound of fighting in the near distance broke out: the clash of swords, the cries of anger, the screams of pain.

The Black Wolves had found more guard to tangle with.

“You!” A handsome youth with stylish blond hair and emerald studs in his ears came racing to challenge me, a glittering silver blade in his lead hand. A half-dozen guards came right behind, all of them looking like heavy hitters.

“Heya,” I said, then projected my authority: “Lie down, stay down, and make no attempt to stop me.”

The handsome youth’s eyes flared open in shock as he nose-dived down to the ground, not even bothering with kneeling first. His fellows wilted, showed stronger wills, but all collapsed before us.

“Nice sword,” I said, leaning down to pluck the glittering silver blade from the youth’s hand. “Mind if I borrow it?”

“Yes!” rasped the man through gritted teeth.

“Too bad.” I twirled the sword about once and admired how it left a silvered trail of ghostly light in its wake. “Thanks anyway. Pony?”

The war troll grunted sourly as he stepped over the fallen men. 

“Don’t be bitter,” I remonstrated, restraining the urge to laugh. “I’m sure we’ll find someone for you to hit.”

The entrance hall led opened into a hallway that ran perpendicular to us, and no doubt served as the spine of the building. 

I paused, unsure which way to turn, and then smacked my forehead. “One second,” I told Pony, then jogged back to the fallen youth. “Hey, what’s the quickest way for me to find Yestov?”

The youth grimaced, looked like he was trying to bite his tongue off, then let out a gasp and spoke. “In his study on the second floor. Private stairs down to the basement. He’ll be heading there now.”

“Sewer access in the basement?”

The youth nodded. “Take a right in the hall, second door on the right, down the trapdoor to the wine cellar. Hidden door behind the oak barrel marked with an ‘X’. That leads to his escape route.”

“Good man,” I said, patting his head comfortingly, and ran back. “Come on, Pony!”

The second door to the right was locked, but a gentle push from Pony burst the lock. We entered a storeroom, shelving on all sides laden with bottles and small barrels, but my attention was on the trap door.

Pony grasped the iron ring, pulled it up easily, and I raced down the stone steps into a truly impressive wine cellar. It was less a single basement room and more a series of interconnected chambers, all of them visible through one archway after another. Racks upon racks of dusty bottles were everywhere to be seen, their dark shapes gleaming in the light of the few magical lanterns that hung from the rafters.

“Barrel with an ‘X’, barrel with an ‘X,’” I muttered as I ran through one archway after another. “Barrel with - ah. Pony?”

The barrel was huge, large enough to hold the war troll himself, and held up on a wooden frame so that its top faced us. A large ‘X’ had been chalked over the cover. Pony stepped up, moved to haul it aside, then paused.

“What?”

Pony frowned, lowered his head, then rapped his knuckles on the slats.

A hollow sound rang out.

Not hesitating, the troll grasped the spigot embedded in the barrel’s front and pulled. The entire top came away, revealing an empty interior whose rear was a brick wall. 

“Good work,” I said, and grabbing a lantern I entered the barrel, only needing to duck my head a little, and moved to the back, where I saw a large seam tracing the shape of a door in the brickwork.

I frowned, trying to find a catch or means to open the hidden door, till a blue fist blurred past my face to crack into the wall and knock a chunk into the room beyond.

“That’ll do it,” I said, moving aside. “I ever tell you I’m a huge admirer of your style, Pony?”

The war troll grunted, moved in, and slammed his shoulder into the wall, bursting a mass of brickwork into nothingness and revealing a well-illuminated chamber beyond.

It was filled with people, everyone busy loading chests and sacks onto a barge, floating low in a private canal that extended through an archway into the darkness.

There were dozen burly servants, nearly as many guards again, and a massive figure draped in silks that could only be Yestov, his eyes wide with shock as he stared at Pony.

“Yestov! Remember me?” I ducked my head as I stepped through the Pony shaped hole in the wall. “It’s Kellik. We met, like, eight years ago? I was a gentlefinger in the Sodden Hold. You were meeting with Jack? You passed through a room filled with kids? I was at the back of the crowd. No?”

Yestov blinked, my words only bewildering him further.

“War troll,” said one of his guards, a lean man with a badly battered head, as if his skull had been staved in and then popped back out from within far more times than was healthy. He moved his hands in complex signals as he spoke. “As promised. Gonna need to cut him apart. Get out your special cleavers.”

And to my amazement, the dozen guards all drew large choppers from their belts, each one burning with ghostly green flames.

“Stop,” I commanded, and though my word rang with the full authority of my blood, the guards kept moving. Rex tested the urge of his huge chopper with a scarred thumb and drew a bead of blood.

“They cannot hear you,” said Yestov, regaining his wits. “I had them deafened. You would need to use sign language to communicate with dear Rex, and even then, can your vaunted power pass through your fingers?”

“Deafened?” I grimaced. “That’s positively barbaric.”

Yestov laughed, growing more confident. “You think me a fool, boy? After Everyman Jack’s death, I knew that events were in motion! Wheels were spinning. Blind Fortuna had averted her gaze. We’ve never met, but I know who you are. Jack’s boy, his folly, his weakness. Kellik. Oh yes. I’ve been waiting for you.”

That gave me pause. “How the fuck do you know that?”

“Jack was a romantic soul. In many ways a weak man. He trusted me - had good reason to - and told me about you over cups one night. The son of the mighty Grandfather himself! Would take a fool not to put two and two together. You failed your trial, and then Jack ends up dead a month after? Oh yes. That was when I hired Rex and his Ratsplitters. Never let them leave my side since. Dosed them with every magic potion I could find, paid them their weight in gold, and prepared for this hour. For this very bleeding minute!”

“Well, good for you,” I said, nonplussed. “But it’ll take more than a Ratsplitter to stop a war troll.”

“Hehehe,” chuckled Yestov. “One way to find out. The rest of you, resume loading the barge! And mind the seer, I don’t want her growing excited.”

The servants jerked back into action. Yestov stood behind Rex and his screen of men.

I peered past them all at the barge.

Lying on a board of wood was a slender woman, her dark skin ashen, head encased in a steel helm without visor or slits, body bound with iron chains. 

My heart began to pound.

“All right, Pony, looks like we’d have to take care of the Ratsplitters first.”

Rex was all rawhide, lean muscle, shaved scalp, glittering black eyes. He looked as if he’d been left out to dry in the sun for a month, the flat flensed from his body with an exacting scalpel, and the sanity beaten out of him by a mallet. He grinned as he sidled closer, holding himself sideways, magic cleaver chopping at the air, other hand opening and closing in the same complex signals as before.

“Thirteen against two,” I said. “Doesn’t seem fair. Have at it, Pony.”

Pony let out a low roar and charged forward, sweeping his hammer in a great arc that should have knocked four of the Ratsplitters off their feet. 

Instead, one of the men launched himself at the huge hammer’s head and embraced it, grabbing hold with both arms, wrapping his legs around the haft, and vomiting blood as the swing lifted him off his feet and knocked him into his fellows.

But adding his near two hundred pounds to the shaft’s end caused the hammer to dip and crash to the ground.

Somehow the man held on. Those he’d knocked over leaped to their feet, eyes shining.

Rex banged the flat side of the cleaver against his head, once, twice, three times, then screamed and hurled himself at Pony.

Who dropped the hammer and swung a massive, knobbly fist at Rex’s head.

Who somehow ducked and buried his cleaver into the war troll’s thigh.

The other Ratsplitters swarmed Pony, hacking at him like maniacs trying to take down a tree. 

I cursed and ran forward, silver blade spearing into a man’s side and cutting through his ribs as if they were celery stalks. The man screamed, twisted around, fell away.

Green burning cleavers rose and fell, arcs of Pony’s blood rising with them and splashing everywhere. Pony’s left hand fell free; his leg was hacked through at the shin, and with a roar, he keeled over onto his side.

“Get the fuck off my friend!” I shouted as I fell upon them, hewing left and right furiously.

Rex leaped off Pony, oriented on me, then through his cleaver at my head.

I tried to lurch aside, but the cleaver slammed into my head. White light flared - pain, tremendous pain - and I staggered back.

Everyone slowed, stopped, and stared at me.

I could only see out of one eye. The world was off-balance, and it felt as if the floor were permanently looming up and trying to swamp me without ever finishing the job. I stood there, swaying, blinking my remaining eye, then reached up and touched the cleaver where it was embedded in my head.

Even the servants stopped loading their cargo onto the barge.

“Shite in a bread basket,” said Rex. “He don’t seem to mind that, much.”

I felt around the cleaver till I found the handle, then tried to pull it free. The angle was awkward. The metal was lodged in my skull. I tugged, harder, and my head lurched forward. 

Shit. 

“Well, fuck it,” I said, raising my blade. “I’ll deal with that later.”

Rex signaled frantically to his fellows, who resumed chopping Pony to bits. Rex himself approached warily, a broad grin spreading across his face as he regarded me. Then he laughed, utterly delighted, and pointed at my head. 

“Laugh it up, fucker,” I growled. It was weird, having several pounds of metal embedded in my head. Made me feel off balance. Made it hard to think straight. In the end, though, all I had to do was kill Rex. Simple enough.

I lunged, tried to stab Rex through the gut. He twirled away, lithe and graceful as a ballerina, and drew a set of double knives from the back of his belt.

“Rex failed his Gloom Knight test,” said Yestov conversationally from the back. “Fought off the imp. Didn’t want to die, I reckon, though he lost most of his mind that night. Instead, he insisted he wanted to become an Exemplar of the Hanged God. But that church wouldn’t take him. So he decided to force the Hanged God’s hand. Keep killing till he was blessed.”

“Fascinating,” I said, following after the twirling man. Rex had simply not come out of his spin, and like some mad whirling dervish was turning, turning in an ever-widening gyre, blades flashing, whipping around, again and again. 

Just looking at him turn like that made me feel nauseous.

Or maybe that was the cleaver stuck in my head.

A blade flicked out from his spinning form, a second, faster than thought, both of them embedding themselves in my knees.

My legs weakened, and then Rex was on me, new daggers in his fists, slashing and cutting at me as he screamed, a sound of incoherent rage.

I went down.

Fuck, I’d overestimated Pony’s and my abilities. 

Every cut Rex opened in my forearms, my chest, my neck, healed right up. But I couldn’t regain the initiative, and Pony’s weakening moans told me I was running out of time. 

“Stop!” I commanded, but Rex kept at it, slashing in a never abating frenzy. “Stop!”

No good. Yestov was demon-possessed, which meant he was immune to my commands as well.

I’d lost the silver sword. I tried to sit up, to hung Rex, to stop him from using the knives. He head-butted me right in the cleaver, which caused the blade to flex inside my skull. Lights flared like slurried fireworks, and I vomited, going down.

Grinning and drenched in sweat, Rex started chopping at my neck. Slashing and stabbing at my throat, cutting at the tendons and muscles. 

That was bad. If I lost my head it was all over. But every time I raised my hands he simply hacked off my fingers or batted my arms aside.

He didn’t tire. Didn’t seem to even need to breathe. Everything from jawbone to collarbone was ruinously aflame with pain. I couldn’t breathe. Blood was pouring into my lungs. My strength was fading. 

I smacked my bloody palms on the ground around me, tried to find my blade. Nothing. I couldn’t find it.

Strange white lights were filling my vision. 

Do or die.

Rex and his Ratsplitters were immune to my commands. Yestov was, too.

But maybe his servants weren’t. 

My throat was ruined, but I summoned my last reserves and croaked out, loud as I could, “Everyone attack Rex.”

The Ratsplitters and Yestov would ignore me. 

But the others?

For a second nothing happened, just more insane Rex hacking at me, eyes aflame with arousal and delight, and then Yestov shouted in alarm as a mob charged into Rex, knocking him clear off me, the servants dog-piling him to the ground.

I coughed, rolled over onto my side, head lolling bonelessly, but in seconds my throat healed up, the sinews and muscles grew strong, and with a curse, I pushed myself to my feet.

And like that, but for the cleaver, I was completely healed.

I stepped over to the writhing pile where the burly servants were pinning Rex down. Rex screamed, strained, fought to free himself, but there were too many. 

Grimacing, I gripped the cleaver in my head by the handle, took a deep breath, then yanked.

It tore free in a spray of blood and brains. The world spun, I forgot who I was, and then like snapping your fingers it all came back to me.

My head healed back over.

“It’s good to be the king,” I said, staring down at Rex. Raised the burning cleaver high and then brought it down with utter finality on the man’s neck.

I left the cleaver buried in Rex’s throat, stepped back, and pointed at where Pony was feebly twitching under the rise and fall of the cleavers.

“Everyone, attack the Ratsplitters.”

The dozen men shuddered, pulled themselves to their feet, took a deep breath, and then ran at the enemy, roaring in terror as they reached for the cleavers, to grasp at arms, to overwhelm the Ratsplitters as they had Rex.

It didn’t go as well for them. The Ratsplitters saw them coming, leaped off Pony, and charged right back.

The servants went down in a welter of gore, but still, they clasped at wrists and ankles, tripped the Ratsplitters, knocked some down.

Renewed and feeling myself, I snatched up the silver blade and came in right after them. I stabbed through an eye here, slashed a throat there.

Butchery. 

Then I heard a hollow roar like a boiler exploding, and a vast shape came flying at me from the side, talons extended, leathery wings beating up a storm.

Yestov hit me like a collapsing cathedral, lifting me off my feet and driving me through the air to collide with the basement wall.

Bricks and bones crunched, and the air was driven from my lungs to be replaced by blood.

Yestov drew back. His vast bulk was smeared like butter over the bony carapace of the demon form that had expanded within him, flesh split, face worn like a mask over the demon’s visage.

“Now you understand the fatal flaw in your plan,” he growled, voice a low, oozing gurgle. “You thought you could contend with me? Fool!”

And he laid into me, talons slashing through my flesh.

Each blow knocked me to one side of my crater in the wall. I’d lost the silvery blade somewhere along the way. All sorts of things had gone wrong with my body, but with each second it insisted on healing.

My spine straightened as Yestov tore out my stomach.

My stomach healed back as he slashed through upraised forearms.

My forearms healed back as he roared in frustration and slammed a fist into my chest, driving me another foot deeper into the stonework.

I began to chuckle. 

Riding waves of pain and nausea, blood pooling about my feet and spattered all around me, I stood, hunched over, pain receding, head clearing, the mortal wounds fading away like mist before the morning sun.

Yestov drew back, uncertain.

“That all you’ve got?” I asked, looking up at the demon through my blood slicked hair. 

Yestov took a step back, then another. Inhaled with grotesque intent, cheeks distending, body inflating.

He unleashed a spout of liquid flame that flurried about me, dissolving the world. All became the superheated roar of its burning touch. I closed my eyes tight, bowed my head, crossed my arms before me.

The flames whirled and surged, caught within the crater in which I stood, forming a crucible of destruction.

Finally, they died down. The brickwork around me was shattered and gleaming, reduced to some ceramic composite. The stone behind me was glowing, dripping like slag, like a candle held too close to the heat. 

My body was charred down to the bone. Pain was an abstraction. I lowered my stick-thin arms. My clothing was utterly gone. Skin gone. The layer of subcutaneous fat, gone. Just withered strands off cooked flesh and sinew laid down over bone. 

My vision was blurry and I couldn’t blink. But then my eyelids regrew and my vision sharpened.

Yestov was staring at me with something akin to horror. It looked comical on his wretched features.

I took a step forward. It hurt to make my cooked muscles operate, but I managed another.

“You made a mistake,” I rasped. I tried flexing my fingers; they were so badly charred they wouldn’t bend. “You should have bent knee when you first saw me. Now I’m upset.”

Yestov backed away from me, huge wings furling across his broad back, mouth opening and closing.

My body was healing. Muscles filling out, fluid seeping back into their cindered lengths. 

“You are not immortal,” gasped Yestov, as if out of breath. “Aurelius died. You can die.”

“The Paruko Dream Eaters took him,” I said, forcing myself to stand up straight. Already I was feeling more limber. “You got any of them working with your Ratsplitters?”

Yestov’s brow lowered. “I’ll tear your head from your body. That’ll do it.”

“Come try,” I said, lifting a hand and beckoning him closer. The last of the blackness was receding from my flesh, leaving me gleaming and flayed. It was fascinating to see how muscles and tendons worked. I turned my hand back and forth, examining how everything slid and contracted as I moved my fingers.

“You are not your father,” said Yestov, drawing himself up. “I’ll pop your skull like a grape. Better yet, I’ll harvest your head in the hopes that it will live on, and bring it with me, to torment during idle hours, your screams -”

A massive fist wreathed in burning white flame impacted the side of Yestov’s temple with such ferocity that the demon’s body went horizontal, torn off his feet as his skull burst. His bulk crashed down to the ground four or five yards from where he’d been standing in a mess of half-opened wings and splayed limbs, blood pouring out of his neck and mangled head like wine from a dropped bottle. 

The strength of Pony’s blow near turned him right around, he caught his balance, straightened, and then looked back over his stony shoulder at me. 

White fire was flickering over his whole frame, immolating him endlessly in the White Sun’s glory, so he appeared a light, dusty blue instead of his normal deep, cobalt hues. 

I met his gaze and then laughed in delight. “What took you so long?”

Pony rumbled deep in his chest, and I thought I saw a smirk cross his craggy features.

I cast around for any other sources of danger. The Ratsplitters were all dead. As were the servants. We were surrounded by bodies. Only the barge still moved, rocking slightly in its private canal, loaded high with its precious cargo.

“Come on,” I said, ignoring the pain that drenched me, the fact that my skin was still healing over my flayed musculature. “Let’s see to her.”

Pony grunted and followed me over the corpses to the dock’s edge.

The barge was broad and floated low in the water, already weighed down by chests and sacks. 

The seer lay still, cruelly bound with enough iron to keep Pony in check. But it was the sightless helm that made my stomach turn. Her neck was raw and bleeding where it’s rusted edge cut into her skin; three holes were punched above where her mouth would have been.

How did they feed her, give her water? There was no seam in the helmet, no obvious means to remove it.

“Can you hear me?” I asked, gingerly stepping onto the barge. “Hello? I’m… Kellik. I’m here to get you out. To free you.”

There was no response. The seer lay still, frozen to her board. 

“Fuck.” I heaved a shuddering breath, turning to Pony. “Help me get her out of here?”

Pony nodded and lowered a foot into the barge, which immediately began to sink to the water’s line.

“Wait, hold on, I got this.” I moved alongside the woman, crouched, and lifted the end by her head. With careful pivoting and dragging, I brought her within arm’s reach of Pony. 

He reached down and lifted her easily, cradling her in both arms.

“Let’s get her somewhere safe where we can help her,” I said. “Remove that helm. See… see what she even wants.”

Pony grunted.

“Yeah, we’ll take her to Tamara. She’s probably our best bet at helping her out. Let’s head up top, get her taken care of, and help Rory clean up.”

Pony grunted then pointed at me.

“What? Oh. Right.” My skin was still healing over my flayed musculature. “Clothing. Hmm.”

Not wanting to pull bloodied and torn clothing from a corpse, I cast around and found that one of the chests was filled with jewel-encrusted outfits fit for a king. A bit flouncy, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. A minute later I was clad in a cloth-of-gold tunic, resplendent crimson wool leggings, and calf-skin boots whose tip extended six inches past my toes. 

A belt of emeralds clasped the whole of it together at my waist, and taking up the shimmery silver blade, I propped it on my shoulder, turning back to Pony. “What do you think?”

He looked me up and down and then gave an approving nod.

I grinned bleakly. “You’re a great liar. Now come on. Time to mop up the dregs.”

And so saying, I stepped over Yestov’s diminished form, and lead the way toward the private staircase that climbed to the former Uncle’s office.

 

* * *

 

The rest, as I anticipated, was easy. Yestov had never planned an armed resistance, and thus what few security forces he’d had in place had been intent on a delaying action than actually fighting my Black Wolves to a standstill. There’d been about three minutes of hard fighting, and then the surviving guards had thrown down their weapons and surrendered.

Which left the vast Last Paradise to lockdown and search. I ordered the guests released, the senior staff arrested, and the premises locked down. Compared to clearing the Noose, however, this building was a cinch; no deadly traps around every corner and very little in the way of hidden rooms and compartments.

I left Lieutenant Rory in charge of collecting the wealth and important documents, loaded the seer onto a wagon to be sent to Tamara whom I thought stood the best chance of helping her out, and set off for the Perfumed Cloud to connect with the others. 

The docks were in an uproar, but I was proud to see that my forces were behaving in an orderly manner, something that still beggared the mind. The guards of old would have taken advantage of such an operation to loot indiscriminately, but now the few regiments I glimpsed were marching with intent in neat ranks toward their various destinations, torches held aloft, looking serious and dangerous.

Excellent.

Crowds were gathered on every street corner, shouts and screams echoing from down alleyways, people running to and for with news, and I was tempted to slip down from the wagon to blend in and see what the word was. 

But it was too simple to guess. With a dozen key Family locations taken down simultaneously, the economy and life of the docks had been upended. If anything, the lack of chaos, burning, and rampant murder in the streets was bewildering the people even further. This wasn’t how Port Gloom worked. This wasn’t the city they knew, that they had grown up in, on whose streets they’d learned to survive.

The old rules, the ancient paradigm, was being torn down before their eyes. The Family, once untouchable, was being destroyed. The guard, once louche afterthoughts used indirectly by the Family as a blunt instrument to further its ends, was now operating professionally and achieving their goals. 

I could only imagine the confusion, the shock. 

Pony and I were recognized as we rumbled down the street in our cart, and a crowd was soon following us, some cheering the Count of Manticora and his war troll, but most watching with doubtful fear. 

I didn’t blame them. I’d risen to fame on a populist tide, but how would I act now that I was achieving my aims? Would I turn on them as so many others had, my promises prove false, my altruism giving way to rank greed?

“You behind all this, magistrate?” called a lanky costermonger, a tray covered in ice and oysters hanging from around his neck.

“You see me waving a sword?” I called back. “It’s the Port Gloom guard that’s responsible.”

A wave of raucous laughter. Guess the guards’ reputation hadn’t improved that much.

I could see others keeping pace, wanting to toss their questions at me, but not knowing what to ask. But their eyes were alive with curiosity, with doubt, with hope, and that was enough for me.

Change was most definitely afoot.

Pony sat in the back, huge feet hanging off the rear of the wagon, and more than one kid ran up to throw fruit or kabobs of grilled meat onto his lap.

At first, I’d thought they were throwing the food at him, but soon realized they were making a game of feeding him instead.

Pony didn’t seem to mind. Everything that landed in his lap he popped into his maw and chewed placidly into oblivion.

The Perfume Cloud was surrounded by a large crowd, and I quickly realized why: the rarefied ladies of the night who worked its silken halls were being led out and into the waiting paddy wagons. 

Normally I’d have been forced to ditch my cart to get through, but thanks to my king troll powers, my commands that people move aside were actually obeyed. We rolled through the cordon of guards keeping the crowd back, and there I stopped, pulling on the reins, to watch the rare flowers of the Cloud be escorted out.

By the Hanged God’s ever-questing cock, I’d spent most of my youth dreaming of meeting these ladies in person, of making a sufficiently large score to pay for a night in the Perfume’s rooms. Just as we’d spent endless nights dreaming of the endless oceans of gold supposedly held beneath the Paradise, we’d spent even more telling each other authoritatively what manner of women worked at the Cloud.

Elven princesses. Dark elf dominatrixes. The greatest beauties from across Khansalon. The daughters of noblemen who’d fallen on hard times, the roses who grew in the muck and the mire, plucked by the Family to serve in the Cloud till they earned enough gold to retire. 

And now here they were. And I found that, like most dreams of my youth, the reality was very different from what I’d expected.

The women were beautiful. Clad in silks and gowns, they climbed into the paddy wagon with a mixture of fear, resignation, and sullen anger. But they weren’t intoxicating visions of sensual decadence, but flesh and blood women; I felt pity for them and little more. 

Cerys emerged from the entrance, caught sight of me, and walked over. “Everything taken care of at the Paradise?”

“We found another seer.” I shook my head in disgust. “I’ve had her sent to Tamara. She was completely unresponsive. That said, Rory’s probably already run out of sacks in which to carry the gold. Delilah?”

“Went down fighting. Surprisingly tough, but there were simply too many of us for her to handle. Couple of Gloom Knights, but otherwise no real defenses.”

“Yestov was primed to run. Was getting into an underground barge even as we reached him. Delilah?”

“Just another night at the Cloud.” Cerys climbed up to sit beside me. “I think she didn’t believe we’d come for her. Or that the Family could be truly challenged. There was something pathetic to how she kept ordering us out. Like she just couldn’t understand that the Family was no more.”

“And the women?” I nodded toward the last of the prostitutes coming out the door. “I thought we were just arresting the leadership.”

“They’re not under arrest,” said Cerys pensively. “Though I didn’t give them a choice. We’re going to take them to Thorne Manor, give them the night there, then I’ll talk with each one, help them decide what comes next.”

“We’re moving the entire Perfumed Cloud to my house for the night?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “I knew there was a reason you were my favorite.”

Cerys scowled at me. “Not on your life. Most of these women were held here against their will. They don’t have the funds to survive on the streets. We’ve confiscated a fortune from Delilah’s coffers. I mean to remunerate them, help them start new lives, either here in Port Gloom or wherever they want to go.” She frowned at the last of the paddy wagons as its doors were closed. “Any help I can give them I will.”

I nodded soberly. Of course. Not only was her decision the morally right thing to do, but Cerys had lost her sister to predatory men, had her stolen away and held against her will. The half-troll, Elias, had blackmailed Cerys into doing his bidding, promising her sister’s eventual freedom in exchange only to reveal she’d died in captivity long ago.

I reached out and took Cerys’ hand in mine. “Cassandra’d approve.”

Cerys sniffed and sat up a little straighter. “She would have, actually. She was much nicer than I was.”

“That I find hard to believe.”

We sat in silence as the paddy wagons pulled away, one by one, five in all, and with their departure, the gathered crowd seemed to deflate, slowly beginning to melt away.

“We’ve come a long way since you chased me across the Garden District’s rooftops,” I said, squeezing her hand.

She gave me a rueful smile. “That seems a lifetime ago.”

“Who’d have thought we’d come so far?” I bumped my shoulder against hers. “We’ve a chance to really make things better, Cerys. For women like them, like Cassandra. Finish tearing down Imogen’s Web. Put an end to all this abuse.”

She frowned.

“What?”

“I’m thinking of Aurora. What we did to her.”

“Yeah.” I struggled with the words, wanting to phrase it just right. “But… what happened to her. It was an accident. I didn’t know this was even possible.”

“Does it matter?” She looked sidelong at me. “The consequence is the same. A good woman was murdered for our goals. A noble, spiritual, just woman. And now the world is suffering for our desires.”

I didn’t know what to say. She didn’t even say it unkindly. Just said the facts.

“We’re doing what we can,” I said at last. “And I swear that I’ll do everything I can to deal with Aurora, to repay our debt to her, if that’s in any way possible.”

“I know,” said Cerys, bumping her shoulder against mine. “I know you will. I just… this just confirms my suspicions. That the world is just a… naturally bad place. That there will always be those looking to take advantage of the weak, the poor. That even the best of us, like an Exemplar of the White Flame, will get screwed in the end.”

“You don’t think we can make a difference?”

“I do. But it’s like throwing a pebble into a pond. In the moment, you make ripples. But soon after those ripples fade away, and everything returns to the way it was.”

“We’re not throwing pebbles here.”

She snorted. “Fine. Rocks.”

“Boulders, more like.” I looked up at the Cloud’s windows, saw the silhouettes of the guards working within. “But I know what you mean. There’s got to be a way, though. We’ve finally got the power to do what we want. We just need to be smart about using it.”

Cerys nodded slowly. “But what’s the best way to change a city? Sure, we can dismantle the Family. We can take control of the Star Chamber. But then what? Command every judge, councilor, and provost to act in the people’s best interests forever?”

“Sounds good to me.”

“But the devil’s in the details. How do we make sure they all agree with our definition of what’s good for the people? I’ve met nobility that genuinely believes a peasant should be poor and disempowered for the good of society. That it would be fundamentally evil to try to change the way things are.”

“Then perhaps we write out a document that clearly sets forth our goals and principles, have everyone read it, and command them to agree with it.”

Cerys made a face. “That sounds equal parts impractical and problematic.”

“Why?”

She sighed. “I don’t know. Coercing so many people feels wrong. I’ve been thinking about the systems in place. The way our society works. If we can find a way to incentivize people to behave better, create pressures that lead to a fairer society, then we wouldn’t need to command every individual and police them thereafter.”

I tapped my lips. “Create new systems.”

“Yes. I was talking with Pogo the other night. He was explaining how the economy works, and it got me thinking. That we need to operate on that level, not down here on the streets, telling each sergeant and magistrate what to do.”

“I’ll speak to Pogo then,” I said. “Sounds interesting.”

“You will?” Cerys glanced sidelong at me. “That’s great.”

“What, you thought I’d refuse?”

She shrugged a shoulder. “No. But I can only imagine the appeal of commanding people in person. Like you’ve been doing with the guard. I was worried you’d find a more theoretical approach less satisfying.”

“We’re not done with the in-person approach just yet,” I said. “But I like where you’re going with this. Tamara raised concerns as well. About the morality of removing people’s free will, even if we’re commanding them to do good. So yes. Let’s talk to Pogo. If anybody can imagine a new economic system, I’m sure it’s him.”

Cerys leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “Yes. And thank you.”

I smiled. “For what?”

“For being you.” Her smile was uncomplicated, glad, and some emotion swept over her, causing her to blush slightly and her eyes to glimmer. “Despite everything, despite Aurora, I’d not want anyone else to rule Port Gloom with the iron fist of a king troll.”

I laughed. “You flirting? Because that’s some weird flirting if so.”

“I’m just… glad. That we’ve survived. That we have a chance of making a difference. That we have that chance together. To put things right. To pay for our mistakes.”

“Me too,” I said, leaned in closer. “And something tells me we’re just getting started.”

“Mmm,” she murmured, moving in so that our lips were nearly touching. “That sounds good to me.”

And like that desire seized me by the throat, and I wanted nothing more than to be alone with her. “I think the Iron Mermaid can wait.”

She kissed me gently, hesitated, then pulled back. “I’m not so sure.”

I kissed her more insistently. “You don’t think they can spare us for another ten minutes?”

“That’s the problem,” she sighed, leaning in close again. “You try and satisfy me in just ten minutes, I’ll stab you in the groin.”

I laughed. “Fifteen, then?”

Cerys jerked back and thwapped me across the shoulder. “Cad!”

“There’s got to be some benefit to being the ruler of the city,” I said, rubbing my nose gently across her cheek. “If I can’t ask my men to wait for an hour or so, then who’s really in charge?”

Cerys exhaled softly. “That would be… irresponsible, and… display… poor management…”

I took her earlobe between my lips, biting it gently.

“Oh.” She was melting into me. “That’s… persuasive.”

“Come on,” I said, slipping off the seat to drop to the cobblestones. “Follow me.”

“What? Where?” But she came right after, lithe and agile, dropping alongside me as silently as a shadow. “You’re not going to do me in a filthy alleyway, are you?”

I laughed as I took her hand and pulled her along. “I can’t tell if you’d like that or not?”

Cerys’s face flushed. She bit her lip as she followed me across the street, her arm outstretched, hand in mine. 

I returned salutes as we entered the Perfumed Cloud’s front door, the archway a glorious confection of painted clouds and impossibly endowed women.

“Wait, what?” Cerys pulled me to a stop just within the door. “The Perfumed Cloud? You’re going to seduce me in here?”

I walked backward, pulling her to follow me again. “A childhood dream. I always wanted to fuck the most beautiful woman in the world within these walls.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And I’m to be that woman?”

With a hard jerk, I pulled her into my arms, holding her fast and pinning her to my body. Looking down into her upturned face, I drank in the sight of her. “You know you are.”

I kissed her. Hard. A searching, dominating kiss, owning her, possessing her, her sweet lips parting so that our tongues could touch, could slide over each other.

When I broke the kiss she simply stood there for a moment, eyes half-closed, face still upturned, as if lost in a dream. Her eyes fluttered; she licked her lips pensively, then grinned.

“Very well,” she said, voice husky. “Find us a room. Let’s see how much punishment your pelvic cradle can take.”

I laughed and plunged into the Cloud, pulling her along. Through parlors done in silks and strewn with cushions, past interior fountains complete with jeweled fish, up ivory staircases, the scents sweet and alluring, everything meant to arouse the senses. 

The place was a wonder. Art was everywhere, almost all of it erotic but understated, weirdly elegant and arousing. I’d no time to appreciate the sights. I wanted a door I could close between the world and Cerys and myself. 

Down a broad hall we strode, the floor thickly carpeted, the lights subtle and casting rich yellowed tones over everything, to a doorway which revealed a broad chamber.

Its far wall was a sweeping balcony that looked out over a primordial landscape, a huge expanse of jungle to one side, a rocky plain on the other, volcanoes in the background, and lava gouting out into the night sky. 

We both stopped, stared, then together wandered inside, the door closing behind us. Across the layered rugs, past the huge bed, and out onto the balcony. 

We stood shoulder to shoulder, staring out over that wondrous world. It looked so real. A warm, humid breeze gusted over us, bringing with it strange scents from an alien world.

“What magic,” whispered Cerys in awe. “It looks… so real.”

The volcanic range colored the underbelly of the night skies in smoldering hues. Flocks of great birds soared over the forest. Out on the rocky plain, I thought I could make out a string of campfires. 

It made me feel like an ancient king, gazing out over his world. 

“The Cloud really spared no expense,” I said in wonder. “This looks like a permanent illusion. They must have hired a truly talented mage to do this.”

“What’ll become of this building?” asked Cerys, hands resting lightly on the railing. “All the magic and wonders contained within?”

“I’ve no clue,” I said. “But we can figure that out later. I’ve other, more pressing matters on my mind.”

Cerys leaned her hip on the balcony, crossed her arms, and eyed me with a smirk. “Oh? Pray tell.”

Hunger awoke within me - a savage desire, a fierce lust that desired nothing more than conquest and possession. To make Cerys mine, to impress my love upon her, to leave her without the shadow of a doubt as to how much I loved her, desired her, wanted her.

One stride and she was in my arms, moaning as I kissed her again, turning her head to the side so that our mouths could open more fully. Her hands tore at my clothing as I sought to undo the buckles that strapped her leather armor to her feminine frame. We stumbled toward the bed, shrugging out of shirts, toeing off boots. Falling onto the bed, Cerys wriggling back on her elbows as she frantically tore at the buckles. I knelt, ripping my tunic off and unfastening my belt, then fell onto her like a panther dropping onto prey.

I kissed her clavicle, biting the side of her neck, then licked a long line up the hollow of her ear as she gasped, raised her hips to shimmy her form-hugging pants off.

She was strong, her body athletic, and gave as good as she got, her hunger such that she wasn’t content to just lie there and be devoured. I felt her lips on my neck, leaving a trail of fire down to my chest as her nails scored my back. Then, with a growl, she shoved me over onto my back, was on me, eyes flashing as she tore her undershirt off and flung it aside.

I sat up, intent on cupping her breasts through her plain bra, wanting to tear it off, to suck on her nipples, to feel how hard they were - but she had other ideas. She shoved me back, hard, and shimmied down my form to pull my cock out.

Her other hand cupped my balls, and even as I looked down my length at her, she slowly rubbed my shaft across her cheek, eyes closing as she moaned with anticipation.

“Cerys,” I groaned, head falling back as she took all of me in her mouth, the heat liquid and intense.

Her tongue undulated under my shaft, and for a moment she bobbed her head up and down, sucking hard, swirling her tongue around the head. She pulled away with a gasp, my cock suddenly cold in the air. Pushing one of my legs up, she lowered her face to my sack, which she tongued and nuzzled, then pulled one of my balls into her mouth.

“Fuck,” I groaned, fighting not to take over, to let her have her way.

Her hand closed around my shaft; she began to pump me, then she pushed my leg up higher. Her tongue dropped from my balls to her ass, her tongue circling me, hot and questing, to slip inside my ass and send a wave of sparks flooding through my body.

“What - Cerys!” I tried to sit up, aroused, confused, aflame with desire. Her grip on my leg was iron. She kept it pushed back, working her tongue in and out as she pumped my shaft, the pleasure building, building, till with a cry I came.

She immediately took me into her mouth, swallowed rapidly, hand still pumping, as I clenched at the sheets. 

“Fuck!” I sat up, blinking away stars. I’d come across her cheek, sent drops of cum into her eyelashes. She’d been a second too late to get my cock in her mouth. “That was…”

“Stop talking,” she grinned, kicking the rest of her leggings off. She turned to press her face into the bed, shoulders down, ass up in the air. “And fuck me already.”

I smacked her ass, hard, and she yelped. A bright red handprint immediately appeared on her skin, and I grabbed her by the hips, pulling her ass around so I could inhale her scent. 

“Fuck, but I love your body,” I rumbled as I drank in the sight of her. Her tight lips, red bush, the perfect curvature of her ass. I pulled her cheeks aside and took a long, conquering lick from her clit all the way up over her ass; when she moaned, I did it again, lingering on her asshole, which was a perfect, tan star. She gripped the sheets in her fist, burying her face into a pillow and moaning again as I licked her there. I couldn’t hide my delight at how much she was reacting to my touch.

“Never knew you were so sensitive here,” I said, pulling back and rubbing my thumb over her star. 

“Yes,” she gasped, voice tight, body straining. “Feels so… oh Kellik.”

I spat, rubbed the saliva around with my finger, then pushed the tip into her tight canal, her whole body shivering as her cheeks clenched around me. I slowly pushed in, then couldn’t restrain myself any longer. Ducking down, I ran my tongue over her slit, and we collapsed onto our sides.

A moment later she’d navigated back down, taking my cock into her mouth once more as I began to lick her folds, drilling her ass with ever-increasing speed, drinking in her moisture, her taste, exploring her petals with sensual abandon. 

She gasped and moaned around my cock, taking me as deep as she could, clenching my ass with both hands as she worked her head vigorously up and down. All the time I moved my way around her clit, teasing, flicking, sucking on it, then pulling away just as she started to moan excitedly to extend my tongue deep within her. Her arousal was endless, her fluids coming as if from an infinite font.

We grappled, rolled, and pinned each other, sucking, lapping, laughing. It became a contest, who could pleasure the other. My admiration for her wrestling and strength only grew as she contorted out of my grasp, again and again, till at last, I pinned her. She struggled, but to no avail.

“You’re mine,” I said, prying her legs open. “You hear me, Cerys? You’re mine. Your body. Your mind. Your heart. Your soul. Just as I’m yours.”

“Yours,” moaned Cerys, throwing her head back as I dove my face down into her pussy again. “Yours, Kellik, all yours, forever and ever.”

This time my attention was merciless, and I slid my clean fingers inside her pussy even as I worked her clit. Soon she was gasping, crying out, her entire body clenching, muscles taut; then with a cry, she came, squeezing her powerful thighs about my ears, crushing her mound into my face, her hips lifting off the bed.

I continued to work her, my pace unvarying, pushing her further and further into her orgasm, until she collapsed to lie there shuddering, stomach fluttering, knees rising as she gasped and moaned.

I lay down and admired her. Her freckled cheeks, the slopes of her body; I drank in the sight of her coming, the follow-up tremors that hit her as if by surprise, so she’d jerk and gasp again. I ran my fingers up and down her back, caressing her, and finally, she turned over to stare at me, gaze aflame with desire, lips pulled into a grin. 

“You beast of a man,” she said. “You’ll pay for that.”

“I sure hope so,” I said, then fell back as she leaped atop me, reaching down to guide my cock between her legs. Slowly, agonizingly slowly, she lowered to impale herself upon my shaft.

It was heaven. It took us a moment to find the same rhythm so that I rose as she descended, a muscle in her thigh shaking as she did so over and over again. The sight of her biting her lower lip and squeezing her tits as she lost herself to the sensation was something I never wished to forget. 

We came together, Cerys’s pussy clenching my shaft like a fist as she came. For a moment we just lay together, gasping, covered in sweat.

But I wasn’t done.

I wanted to devour her. My love for her was endless. I’d seen too much pain in her eyes, knowing how much she’d suffered. I wanted to blast away that pain with endless devotion. I began to kiss her again, and we rolled over, once, twice - then with a cry, we fell off the bed.

We lay there laughing, tangled up in the sheets, until I rose to my feet. Hauling her up, I bent her over a dresser; with my hand still clamped on her neck, I leaned in to growl in her ear. “You ready?”

She went still. “Ready?”

I cast around. This was a lady of the night’s bedroom, after all. And there - a bottle of clear cream. I snatched it up, unscrewing the lid, then dipped a finger inside tentatively. Oily, slick perfection.

“What are you doing?” she gasped, looking at me over her shoulder, then shook her head and rested her brow on the dresser. “Actually, I don’t care. Do whatever the fuck you want with me, Kellik.”

I scooped a large dollop of the gel over her asshole, then worked carefully at pushing it inside. She bit her lower lip, beginning to pulse her hips back against me.

I set the jar aside. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Tell you what?” she moaned as I continued to work her ass with my finger. 

“That you liked this.”

“I… it never… I mean… oh. Like that. Yes. Yes.”

I slid a second finger inside. 

“You should have told me,” I said reprovingly. “Think of all the fun we’ve missed out on.”

“I never felt… comfortable with the way it made me… oh fuck. With the way it made me feel,” she said, voice low, eyes squeezed shut. “It felt… wrong.”

I positioned my cock head over her tight, glistening hole, and with careful deliberation, pushed it inside. She’d grown relaxed enough that I entered without difficulty, but still I moved slowly, carefully, giving her time to adjust, to relax around me.

“And does this feel so wrong?” I asked.

“No.” Her voice was so faint I could barely hear her. “Oh god. No, it doesn’t. Go slow. Go… yes. Oh yes.”

I kept entering her till she’d taken my entire shaft. I felt her squeezing me, adjusting to my girth, then stayed still as she began to pulse again, her asshole clenching my cock, the sensation exquisite.

I watched, mesmerized, as her asshole slid up and consumed my cock, then stretched out as she pulled away, the sensation deliriously orgasmic. Moving slowly with her, gently, I watched her expression as she grimaced but began to move quicker as well.

“Like that,” she said. “Say it, Kellik. Tell me what you’re doing.”

“I’m fucking your ass,” I said, and felt her fingers on her pussy, brushing against my balls each time I slid all the way home. “I’m fucking your sweet ass, Cerys.”

“Oh, Kellik,” she moaned, legs beginning to shake. “Harder now. Harder.”

And I complied. I rode her with greater and greater strength as she furiously masturbated, my hands gripping her hips, her whole body beginning to shake each time I slammed home.

“Fuck,” she cried out, knocking bottles over as she lowered her shoulders and chest to the dresser. She sent them spilling about herself, surging forward then pulling back. “Fuck, yes, yes, Kellik, like that, like…. That!”

Then she simply locked up, her whole body going tense, her ass cheeks clenching, one leg curling up, her mouth opening up into a silent “O”; only her fingers still feverishly worked her clit.

The sight was too much. I came again into her bowels, pumping my cum deep inside her, the sensation insane, pure heaven.

We stood thus, both frozen in paroxysms of pleasure. At last, I fell back, still holding her to me, and we both collapsed onto the bed.

I don’t know how long we lay like that, my cock still buried inside her, spooning amongst the tousled sheets. But I never wanted it to end. It felt so right to have her against me, her body curved against mine, her hair in disarray, the sweat cooling, her breath returning to normal.

“I love you so much,” she whispered. “I love you so much it scares me.”

I kissed her shoulder. “Don’t be scared.”

“The thought of losing you. Of something happening to you. It terrifies me.”

I chuckled deep in my chest. “Good thing I’m an immortal king troll, then.”

She carefully pulled away from me, turning to study my features over her shoulder. “Does… does that bother you?”

“What?” But I knew what she meant. 

“That… I’ll grow old soon? That you’ll stay young? That I can’t be with you forever?”

I didn’t know what to say. The look in her eyes was harrowing, the awareness that these years were so precious for how fleeting they were. 

“Don’t answer that,” she said, reaching up to kiss me gently. “I’m sorry I asked.”

“Oh, Cerys,” I whispered, kissing her and then resting my brow against her cheek. “I don’t want you to ever leave me.”

“Me neither,” she whispered. 

For a moment we lay thus, entangled, holding each other tight.

“Can you stay with me?” Her whisper was hesitant. “Like this? For a while longer?”

Goosebumps ran down my body, and it felt like she was asking something else. “Yes,” I whispered back, into her ear. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

“Good.” She nestled back against me. “Just hold me, Kellik. And I’ll… I’ll pretend everything will be all right. That it’ll be like this between us, forever.”

Despair clamored in my heart. I wanted to deny her words, to tell her that we would be, but I couldn’t lie. I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t destined to live centuries after she was dead and gone. 

So with my heart burning with pain and love, adoration and grief, I held her close. Even after her breathing slowed and became even, for long hours after she’d fallen asleep, I lay beside her, holding her close.

Don’t forget this. Don’t you ever forget this, Kellik. Brand this moment into your memory. Because one day she’ll be gone, and that memory is all that you’ll have left.

 


Chapter 9

 

 

 

Three weeks later I was seated in my private study in Thorne Manor, knee-deep in paperwork with no end in sight. 

With a sigh, I sat back and poured myself a fresh glass of brandy. My king troll powers meant I could drink liquor as freely as if it were water, and thus was able to enjoy the taste of the finest alcohols in the city without stinting myself.

I sipped the golden booze meditatively, eyeing the remaining pile of documents I needed to review, and then chose instead to stand and move to one of the windows and gaze out over the moon-lit grounds. 

A knock sounded at the door, Pogo’s quick, rapid rattle. 

“Come in,” I called.

Shouldering the heavy door open, the hunch-backed goblin entered, arms filled with folders. “I had a presentiment that you would be awake, Master Kellik, due, in large measure, to your impossible metabolism and conscientious desire to execute the matters of state.”

The goblin paused, searching for a place to deposit the folders, then set them down on the last remaining empty chair.

“More paperwork, Pogo?”

“You sound less than enthused?”

I turned to consider my desk. Once I’d thought it a symbol of excess, easily three yards of rich mahogany imported from the Heshaman Isles, but now every inch of it was buried. “I’ve yet to tackle the critical items from three days ago.”

“Oh?” Pogo adjusted his spectacles as he rose to his tiptoes to consider my work. “How distressing. Especially since what was critical three days ago is now probably alarmingly so.”

I sighed, sat on the window sill, and hiked one foot up. “I hadn’t expected there to be so much… minutiae, to be honest. And for everything to be so complicated.”

“Hmm.” Pogo linked his hands behind his back and frowned thoughtfully. “Yes. But alas, the machinery of the state will run only as well as you tend it. Left alone, it will chug along, belching black smoke and continuously on the verge of ruin. But if maintained with an exacting eye? Ah! The profits, the splendors, the general joy, and rapture!”

I tapped my finger on the side of my cut-crystal glass and said nothing.

Pogo wilted a fraction. “Perhaps a restructuring of how we approach these matters would be better. I have been operating under the assumption that you wished to sign off on every decision, large or small. But I could myself take charge of certain matters…?”

“You have my complete trust,” I said. “And I end up agreeing with everything you advise.”

“Hmm. Well. In that case…” He finger walked through the pile of folders he’d just set down and extracted about half of them, which he set on the floor. A moment later he was on the desk, bent nearly double as he examined the piles, and from there took another third. I watched, trying not to sigh in relief, as my responsibilities dwindled to nearly half of what they had been before.

“There. I shall charge myself with the restructuring of the civil courts, the expansion of the provost of merchant’s office, and the streamlining of the taxation protocols which are hopelessly convoluted and designed, I fear, to do little more than facilitate graft. I will also oversee the city’s monthly budget, which I’ll submit in its final form for your approval, along with the management of the treasury and where we invest our surpluses.”

“We have surpluses?”

“Each raid you execute against the Family usually results in the confiscation of several hundred thousand gold coins, so yes. Though - and this is worrying - I’m afraid we’re beginning to see signs that the economy is imploding.”

I sat up. “Imploding?”

Pogo climbed down from my table with great care. “At this point, the Family is gutted, and my investigations reveal that the official economy - think of it as the legal one, what we traditionally think of as an ‘economy’ - was hugely dependent, if not systemically intertwined with the underground economy, which the Family ran. With the destruction of the Family -”

“There are still four Aunts and Uncles at large,” I said.

“With the destruction of most of the Family, that underground economy has been thrown into chaos if not completely destroyed. We are now seeing the effects on the official economy. Bribes are no longer being paid, loans aren’t being offered, thousands upon thousands of men and women are no longer receiving their salaries, with the consequent rise in poverty and financial ruin, and all of these have ripple effects upon the official economy.”

Pogo pushed his spectacles back up his long nose. “I’m afraid that soon we will see a complete financial collapse as the wealthier citizens, fearing instability, make a run on the banks while simultaneously the people begin to riot once more over the loss of their incomes and the Family’s safety net. This has, unfortunately, resulted in a sharp drop in the government’s popularity. Mellonis and yourself are being held responsible for the collapse, and, well.”

“‘Well’ what?”

“Suffice it to say that I have heard that you both have been burned in effigy by the angry populace during spontaneous demonstrations.”

“Burned… in effigy?”

Pogo grimaced apologetically.

“But I’m the one who helped free them from the Family,” I protested. “I’m the one who got rid of the sharks who were preying on them. Who helped pass the laws that will benefit them, that -”

“Alas, they are not as appreciative as you had hoped,” said Pogo. “All they see and care about is that you are the man - or the Count of Manticora is, at any rate - who has demolished their homes, deprived them of their jobs, and ruined the local, unofficial economy.”

My shoulders slumped. “Tell me you have a remedy.”

“I do.” Pogo’s smile was all teeth. “The government must step into the void left by the Family. We really have no other chance if we are to prevent an extended period of uncertainty, chaos, and revolt. I propose we create a new department to compliment that of the provost of the merchants: a provost of financial administration, whose job would be to oversee matters such as taxation, inflation, and providing financial assistance to those in need during what you shall call the Transition Phase.”

“Transition Phase.”

“Precisely. A year, perhaps two or three at most, during which the government of Port Gloom acknowledges the upheavals we are experiencing and the need to transition from a criminal enterprise-based economy to a capitalistic endeavor where free trade, personal initiative, and entrepreneurialism are rewarded. I will create a department that will focus on evaluating applications for aid according to strict yet fair criteria, and which will disburse the majority of the confiscated funds back into circulation to ensure the liquidity of our businesses and commercial enterprises.”

“And you will be the Provost of Financial Administration?”

Pogo adopted an innocent look. “Have you any other nominees?”

I stroked my chin. ”Netherys is very astute, and can wring money from a stone - no, I’m joking with you, Pogo. Of course you’d be the Provost.”

“Excellent,” said the goblin. “We will need to further restructure the government, with the creation of an independent treasury department under my authority, along with the mint and taxation offices. I would like to review the officials currently in charge to ensure they are adequately skilled, and have free reign to appoint whomever I deem best to those posts I shall variously create or vacate.”

“Agreed.”

“Further, this must be done post-haste. I have thus taken the liberty of drafting the requisite bills you will need to introduce to the Star Chamber tomorrow. They explain with exacting detail the nature of our project, along with my financial estimates for the next year, along with comparable models as to what would happen if we failed to implement my measures.”

“Wonderful.”

“Question: do you think it appropriate for us to request a percentage of church tithings? We currently claim no part of all donated alms.”

“Probably more than we can afford to bite off right now.”

“I feared as much. Very well. Fortunately, we have excessive cash reserves. According to my calculations, we’ve confiscated over five hundred and thirty-two thousand gold coins from the Family over the past three weeks. My investigations into your father’s accounts reveal another two million in both assets and financial reserves that we can liquify in short order, along with another three million that will be more difficult to cash in quickly but which -”

I stared at Pogo in shock. “My father had over five million gold?”

Pogo stared right back in disapproval. “This was all detailed in the crimson folder I gave you last week.”

I waved weakly at the mess that was my desk.

Pogo rolled his eyes. “Yes, Master Kellik. Your father had extensive mercantile networks built up over decades if not centuries, along with private holdings in virtually every civilized city, stocks in countless consortiums and trading ventures, and large amounts of gems, works of art, and bars of platinum and gold deposited in various banks. I guess at five million, but in truth, I can only estimate; attempting to liquefy such a prodigious amount of wealth would certainly destabilize the financial markets and send shockwaves through the continent that are impossible to account for.”

My throat was dry, so I downed the last of my brandy. “All right. Fine. We’ve some two and a half million gold coins at hand. That’s enough to create a new department, right?”

“Wrong. I won’t bore you with a lecture on inflation, but injecting that much currency into the economy would be ruinous. Instead, I propose we leverage that wealth by using the interest to finance our immediate needs, and getting the extant financial institutes to undertake our projects in exchange for promissory notes. The details are all outlined in this folder, and this one, with the appendixes contained in this one and this one.”

I stared blankly at the mass of folders he extracted from various piles and set dead center on my desk.

“Look, Pogo.” I rubbed my eyes with the base of both palms and slid back into my seat. “I’m just a humble king troll with the ability to tell virtually anyone to do anything and survive just about any wound. I’m not, ah, sufficiently educated to understand half of what you’re saying. Can I just trust that you’ll do everything in the interests of the city and its people?”

“Well, I am going to award myself a pleasingly generous salary,” said the goblin. “But that probably goes without saying.”

“Sounds like you’re earning it,” I said.

“Pleasingly generous,” repeated the goblin, rising to the balls of his feet and eyeing me meaningfully.

“Great. Just, ah, create this financial department with its new treasury, reform the taxation system, and then leverage our, ah, millions of gold to replace the functions of the Family and prevent a disaster.”

“As you command, Master Kellik,” said Pogo, inclining his head. “I am, and remain, your most humble servant.”

“Um, Pogo. Before you go. I’ve been meaning to ask you about something.”

“Taxation reform?”

“No. I was talking to Cerys a few weeks back, and she mentioned a conversation with you where we incentivized good behavior through economic means. All of this…” And I waved my hand weakly at the piles of papers, “have convinced me that I literally cannot oversee every aspect of government, nor ensure that people behave the way I want them too. So I was hoping you could think of a way to incentivize them to, ah, be more civic-minded through financial or economic means.”

“Hmm,” said Pogo, sitting down on a pile of folders. “Yes. I recall the conversation. A stimulating exercise, based on the rather imprecise definition of ‘moral good.’ Which we’d need to define first.”

Feeling like I was getting in over my head again, I smiled weakly. “You know. Ensuring that everyone has a fair chance at advancing in life, that everyone has access to clean water, food, um, a chance at education if they want it…?”

Pogo stared at me blankly.

“You know. Giving even the poorest of the poor a chance to improve their lot in life.”

“Hmm.” Pogo didn’t seem entirely pleased at the prospect. “What you are proposing would accentuate the friction between the freedom required in a truly capitalistic society - my personal favorite - and the governmental oversight required to deliver equality. We’re already leaning in that direction with the Transition Phase, but I had envisioned that as an intervention, not a way of life.”

“What if we made it more of a permanent approach? A means to help level the odds the poor currently phase in getting ahead?”

Pogo tapped his lips. “You risk governmental bloat and reducing the motivation that fuels a truly free market.”

I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Being the ruler of Port Gloom isn’t nearly as fun as I’d thought it would be.”

Pogo made a sympathetic, if insincere, sound of commiseration.

“Look, nothing is ever fair, or truly free. Not in this world.” I dropped my hand to my lap. “Society is full of conmen, Aunts and Uncles, mages with the ability to manipulate minds, dukes who can leverage impossible amounts of wealth, and a hundred other factors that make it impossible for the likes of a mudlark to have an honest chance. I mean, that was the whole appeal of the Family. To give desperate young people a dream of success, of winning against the impossible odds by cheating the system. So, you know what? I’m fine with getting away from a true market, or whatever else exists in a theoretically ideal world. Let’s level the fucking playing field so even a mudlark has a chance at improving their lot in life.”

“What is your obsession with mudlarks?” asked Pogo.

“I don’t know. One saved me once, before you and I met. Lugin. If he hadn’t met me, he’d probably have died before he turned twenty. I’m thinking of the poor folk like him.”

“Hmm. Well… all right. What we sacrifice in purity we gain in social equity. I will think on how the Department of Financial Administration can best assist the likes of Lugin in the long run, and present you with a report in the near future.”

“Thank you, Pogo.” 

The goblin gathered up as many of the folders as he could, and then bowed his head. “Until tomorrow, Master Kellik.”

I waved a hand in goodbye and watched the goblin back out through the door. When he was gone, I refilled my glass to the brim and moved to my window once more.

Lugin. I’d not thought of him in years. His pale, narrow face came back to me, his hair and clothing stiff with dried mud, his eyes alive with a terrible hope. Malnourished, short for his age, ignorant and uneducated, he’d saved my life and in so doing altered the future of the entire city.

Where was he? How had he fared since I’d last given him some gold and sent him on his way? 

And was I really building a city that’d be better for him and his kind? The teeming, endless thousands of the poor, living one moment to the next, without a chance at a real job, each searching for a new scheme, a new way to make a couple of coppers and so survive to see the next dawn? The corner sweepers, the flower girls, the toshers who ventured into the sewers in search of valuables flushed down the drains, the gleaners, the endless beggars, the women of the night, an army of inventive, desperate, famished people, an endless throng of the destitute and the weary who lived in the shadows of the Garden and Palace Districts.

Could I make a difference? Or was Cerys right, and my every effort would amount to less than a stone tossed into a pond?

A knock sounded on my door, which then opened, unbidden, Cerys appearing as if summoned by my thoughts. “Got a moment, Kellik?”

A second woman stood behind her, and I espied long white hair dappled with distinctive grey markings, like the faint rings on the fur of a lynx. 

Xandi, one of the women we’d saved from the Perfumed Cloud. A dozen of them had elected to join my household in a variety of capacities, though as far as I could tell that mostly meant lounging around looking beautiful.

I didn’t mind too much.

“Come in,” I said, moving to refill my glass.

Cerys stepped inside and held the door open for Xandi, who was perhaps one of the more distinctive ladies of the night we’d rescued. Short, coming only to my sternum, she was half graymalkin, her features those of a beautiful young woman, but with the large, tufted ears of a lynx emerging from her pale hair. A tail lashed nervously behind her, but the combined effect was incredibly alluring; her eyes were slightly larger than a normal human’s, and faint, undulating stripes radiated from her jawline, temples, and brow down and across her face, so subtle as to be almost unnoticeable. She wore a modest combination of blowsy tunic and soft, woolen leggings that failed to hide her feminine assets - a full chest and broad hips, all of it wrapped up in the sinuous, feline grace of her kind. 

Cerys crossed her arms and moved aside, giving the half-graymalkin center stage. “Xandi has heard something I thought you should know.” 

I poured brandy into my glass, up to the brim, then stoppered the decanter, moving to sit behind my desk. “And what’s that?”

Xandi hesitated, then dropped into a curtsey, which she executed with flawless, liquid ease. She bowed her head respectfully, then arose, tail swishing back and forth. She appeared otherwise calm, but it was as if her tail betrayed her true feelings.

“My lord, I have many friends across the breadth of the city, and some of them are yet employed by the remaining Aunts and Uncles.” She glanced up at me nervously through long lashes. “This evening I heard from a good friend who is part of Auntie Yelentha’s court.”

“Yelentha,” I said. “I know that name. The dark elf Auntie in the Palace District.”

“The very same, my lord,” said Xandi, her eyes widening with admiration. “I should have realized you would know of her. But she revealed that the remaining Aunts and Uncles are planning to assassinate you. With every stronghold wiped out south of the Snake Head, they know their time is limited. My friend told me they plan to come at you in force.”

I sat back against the window ledge, trying not to be distracted by Xandi’s considerable charms. “Makes sense. They’ve been playing defense since Aurelius died. An assassination team that’s resistant to my powers would be an effective way to get rid of me. Do you have any details?”

“Alas, I’m so sorry. My friend overheard that snippet, but was too afraid to linger and hear more.” She bowed her head; pale, mottled locks fell before her angelic face. “I’m so sorry, my lord.”

Cery’s voice was long-suffering. “Don’t overdo it, Xandi.”

The half-graymalkin raised her head to grin at the Crimson Noose assassin. “I’m laying it on too thick?”

“I’d say so, yes.”

“But I do so enjoy playing the helpless waif.” And she stood up straighter, pushing back her shoulders, a wicked smile revealing twin canines that were longer than any human’s. 

I raised an eyebrow. “What’s going on?”

Cerys sighed. “Xandi is incorrigible. I believe her news is authentic, but she insists on trying to corrupt everyone she comes across.”

Xandi laughed, the sound light and tinkling. “Should an innocent girl deprive herself of some fun just because the world is going up in flames?”

I exchanged a look with Cerys. “Really? She corrupted you?”

Cerys smirked. “She’s tried really hard.”

“Actually, there is more,” said Xandi, moving forward slowly, her walk all hips and sensual swaying. She placed her fingertips on my desk when she reached its far side. “But I was hoping to parlay my knowledge for your favor, my lord.”

“There’s more?” Cerys sounded exasperated. “And you didn’t think to tell me?”

Xandi was holding my gaze with a mixture of amusement and defiance. “I am but a helpless young woman without a future. With no home, no source of income, and no prospects. You, my lord, have wealth and power beyond measure. Even better, you are devilishly handsome. Is it strange that I would attempt to leverage what little advantage I have to better my situation?”

Cerys moved over to sit on the edge of the desk. “You’ve been given a temporary home and an allowance.”

“Yes,” pouted Xandi. “But if I am to be a pet, I would rather a different master, Mistress Cerys.”

Cerys snorted. “Incorrigible.”

I swirled the brandy about within my glass. “You would be my pet, Xandi?”

“If master would have me.”

“And what would that entail?”

“A cushion by your fire. Fine food and drink, gold for me to spend on the best clothing, a carriage perhaps in which to take in the town.” She held my gaze all the while, her slit pupils reflecting the dancing light of my candles. “Your attention, whenever you can spare it. To pet me, to use me as you will.”

I couldn’t help it; her self-assurance, her charisma, her overt sensuality - it was transfixing. “I can see how you secured your place at the Perfumed Cloud.”

She pouted again. “A wonderful home. All I had to do was luxuriate in the attention showered upon me, and please each man or woman as they most secretly desired. But that is all gone now. And what have I instead? Cold hallways, the company of bored women, and a bleak future.” 

She leaned forward, putting all her weight on her palms, shoulders rising about her cheeks and causing her cleavage to deepen. “I’d much rather find other ways of passing the long evenings.”

I laughed, and Xandi frowned, her ears flicking in irritation as she leaned back. 

“What?” she asked.

“Oh, nothing. I’m just admiring your effrontery. To attempt to seduce me so blatantly with Cerys right there. It’s beyond bold.”

“It’s brazen,” said Cerys, equally amused.

“Is it working?” asked Xandi, tone flirtatious, hopeful.

“Yeah, mostly. But you see, your mistake was making me think about assassinations first, then coming on to me. I can’t help but wonder as to your true motives.”

“You think me an assassin?” Xandi laughed. “I have slain many a man, but the arena has been the bedroom.”

“Why risk it? You see, I have a certain power. Let’s put the matter to rest, shall we?”

Her eyes narrowed. “And what power is this?”

“Tell me the truth,” I commanded, and my words thrummed with my king troll heritage. “Do you mean me ill?”

Xandi blinked rapidly, taken aback. “Not particularly.”

“Be more precise,” I commanded. “What are your intentions?”

Xandi scowled. “You are the most powerful and wealthy man I’ve yet met. I wish to ingratiate myself with you, seduce you, destroy you utterly with my sexual abilities so that you will make me your mistress and provide me with my every desire.”

I blinked and looked over to Cerys. “No desire to assassinate me, then.”

“Unless she has a demon inside her.”

“Unlikely.”

“Why? An enterprising Uncle would have known you were going to make a move against the Cloud. It wouldn’t have taken much effort to plant a demon-infested assassin amongst the workers there, in the hopes of reaching this exact eventuality.”

Xandi rolled her eyes. “And if I were a demonic assassin, you think I would have waited weeks to make my move? I could have slipped into his bed-chamber any night before now to cut his throat with demon talons. Why wait? Why put in this elaborate act?”

She looked back at me. “No. What I’m offering is simple, my lord. It is what all-powerful men are offered: an exchange. My beauty, my provocative nature, my refined techniques, in exchange for gold and favor. I know you appreciate beautiful women. Cerys is gorgeous, Netherys darkly seductive. You wouldn’t notice the expense of keeping me. And I’m not the only one. Others enjoy your hospitality that would equally enjoy sharing your bed. And why keep us here if not to avail yourself of our favors? You have a dozen of the most beautiful, talented, and desired whores in all of Port Gloom under your roof. There can be no reason to not enjoy our company, not when we all so eagerly desire yours.”

“Amazing,” said Cerys in disbelief. “I’d be furious if I wasn’t so impressed by your boldness.”

Xandi took a very slow, sliding step to come around the corner of the desk across from Cerys, watching her with all the calculating care of a rival predator trying to sneak a kill.

“Xandi?” asked Cerys, arching a brow. “Just what do you think you’re doing?”

“You know very well,” said Xandi, taking another step closer to me. “Yet you fail to stop me. I can only assume that means I have your permission.”

An interesting new look entered Cerys’s gaze. Something dark and dangerous, halfway between excitement and arousal. “Don’t you think you should be asking Kellik?”

Another sliding step. “I know he won’t mind. No man does. But you. You’re protective. You’re the true obstacle. Unless… of course… you like to watch.”

Cerys turned to me. “You want this little hellcat to suck your cock, Kellik?”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat - my pants were growing tight. “You want to watch?”

Cerys reached out for my whisky, rubbed its edge across her lips, then licked them, otherwise making no answer.

Xandi flicked her tufted ears and took the final gliding step to reach my side. With all the feline grace in the world, she sank to her knees before me. “Have you ever had your dick sucked by a graymalkin?” she whispered, her vertical pupils narrowing a fraction amidst their vibrant irises.

“Can’t say that I have.” I leaned back, unsure, trying to gauge Cerys. Was this a test? Did she want me to push Xandi away, or was she enjoying it?

A quick glance revealed nothing. Cerys was completely self-composed, poised on the edge of the desk, my whisky glass held before her lips - watching with smoldering intensity.

Xandi undid the drawstrings of my pants with careful plucks, then slowly locked her eyes with mine, pulling my fly open.

I could feel Cerys’s gaze on me. My heart was hammering. Was now the moment to end this? 

But I was entranced by Xandi’s beauty. Her feline dexterity, her swishing tail. I couldn’t do more than watch as she gently drew my cock forth, then leaned her head down with a contented sigh to slowly stroke her cheek up and down its length, purring deep in her throat.

I shot Cerys another glance. Two spots of color had appeared high on her cheeks; still she said nothing. 

I felt Xandi kiss my cock, soft kisses that ghosted down my length, down to the base of my shaft. She arose, tongue snaking out to swirl around me, a rising helix of heat. I flushed and adjusted myself in the chair again.

“Mmm,” she said, soft fingers ghosting up and down me, eyes half-lidded. “I love your cock, master. Thick, strong, and large. I could worship a cock like this all day.”

“You don’t have all day,” said Cerys, voice husky. “Get to work.”

Xandi grinned, revealing her milk-white teeth, and obliged. Rising just enough to take my head between her lips, she bowed forward, allowing me to slide inside her.

I nearly jumped when her tongue rasped against my shaft, the lightest of touches. It was rough and abrasive, but she applied just enough pressure to heighten my pleasure - the merest touch that she quickly replaced with sweet suction as she pulled herself off my cock with pop. 

“That’s why we graymalkin are so prized,” she whispered, leaning down to rub her cheek against me again.

Before I could answer, she resumed sucking me, but now she did so sloppily. It was on purpose, I could tell – she slurped and worked my cock ever deeper till I hit the back of her throat. Again she pulled off with a gasp, and this time strands of saliva hung down over her chin. Her fist pumped me insistently. “You’re too big, master. You’ll make me choke. Do you want to see tears in my eyes?”

She grinned wickedly, getting back to work. I closed my eyes, leaned my head back, and lost myself in the moment. The sensation of her fondling my balls, the brief touches of her tongue, the pressure and release that she expertly brought. She was amazing. Beyond talented. She kept bringing me closer to the edge then slowing down, teasing me, tantalizing me, and clearly knew exactly what she was doing.

Movement. I opened my eyes and saw Cerys step up to my side. She’d stripped her leather leggings off, standing in just her panties, the glass of whisky still in hand.

I looked askance up at her, uncertain. Then she pulled her panties aside, revealing her swollen lips. 

“Go on,” she murmured. 

I laughed huskily under my breath and leaned in, kissing her mound, the crimson hair cropped short. I then moved down to her slit, her lips engorged, swollen together. 

Cerys pressed her hand to the back of my head even as Xandi bent to take one of my balls in her mouth, teasing it as she rubbed her thumb in sensual circles just under my cock head.

Cerys was wet. By the Hanged God’s ever questing cock, she was soaked. I licked her but once and her hand tightened on the back of my head, pulling me in closer, so my nose became buried in her muff as she angled her hips, opening herself to me.

Xandi was determined to not be forgotten. She rose, turned, and peeled her leggings off. I felt her tail swish across my midriff as she backed into me, hand reaching down to secure my cock. Then my head was nestled between her lips, which were bare, I realized - completely shorn.

“Focus,” said Cerys, giving my head a tug. I grinned into her, working my tongue up slowly between her inner and outer lips, around her clit, back down the other side. 

Even as I did so, Xandi lowered herself upon me. For a moment I couldn’t enter her; her pussy was too tight, her lips wouldn’t part, and I heard her curse. I felt her fingers as she rapidly frigged herself, working her pussy, and tried again.

This time she slid down onto me with ease, and the sensation was sweet perfection. 

“Xandi,” said Cerys, tone clinical, almost bored. “How much did men pay you in the Perfumed Cloud for this service?”

“I… oh, your cock, Master Kellik, it’s… it’s just right… it… ah.” She sighed contentedly as she took more of me inside herself. “A hundred gold for a night,” she added. “To begin with.”

“A hundred gold,” said Cerys, then her breath hitched as I sucked on her clit, teasing the small button between lips. “That’s… that’s quite the sum.”

Xandi began to rise and fall, her full ass pressing down onto my lap each time, hands clutching at my knees to steady herself. She was doing something amazing with her spine, undulating it with surprising fluidity so she could pump my shaft up and down with her pussy. The rising and falling rhythm made it hard to think.

Cerys made it hard to breathe when she began grinding her pussy into my face, bathing my nose and cheeks with her arousal. 

“I’m going to come,” said Xandi, tone piteous. “Oh, master. Please? Will you let me come? Please?”

“Don’t be silly,” said Cerys. “You can’t possibly be close to climax already.”

“Not everyone’s a frigid bitch, Cerys dear,” said Xandi with arch amusement. “Some of us get off on fucking quite… oh. Quite… oh fuck. I’m going to… I’m…”

“I suppose the acting comes with the service,” said Cerys, her own voice turning tremulous as I worked her pussy.

But I was starting to realize it was no act. Xandi’s claws were digging into my knees, her movement losing its fluidity, becoming jerkier. With a cry she slammed down into my lap, taking all of me, her body shaking as she let out a startled, drawn-out yowl of pleasure.

“No shit,” said Cerys, fighting to keep her tone cynical and rich with disdain. “She actually…” I heard her gasp, felt her left leg begin to quiver. “She’s… that’s right, Kellik.” Her tone became stern again. “Like that. Now. Slide three fingers inside me. Do it… do it… now… oh fuck…”

I did as ordered. Xandi had slowed down but never quite stopped; she resumed fucking me, rising and falling, her pussy clutching at me, tightening at the base and releasing at the top as if milking me for my seed.

My fingers sank deep into Cerys’s tight snatch, curling and touching her where I knew she loved best. She set the whisky glass down hard on the desk, nearly tipping it over in her need to grasp me by the back of the head with both hands. 

Xandi, with expert timing, began to pump up and down with furious speed just as Cerys came violently, wetting my lips and chin, grinding her pussy into my face with shameless abandon. But she didn’t cry out; her breathing grew hectic, descending into a series of harsh gasps, then stilled as she sagged back against the edge of the desk.

Xandi was clenching herself tightly around my cock, and the endless slippery friction proved too much. The tension and release undid me, and with a hoarse cry, I came deep inside her, even as she slowed her pulsing and pressed down hard upon me. 

“How was that?” she said, turning to regard me with obvious self-satisfaction. “Unlike anything you’ve felt in your life?”

“Pretty good,” I said, wiping sweat from my brow. “Not half bad.”

Xandi’s pout was immediate.

Cerys pulled her panties back over her pussy, took up the whisky, which I saw was nearly gone. “You performed… adequately, Xandi. You may leave us now.”

“Leave?” Her surprise was genuine. “But we’re just getting started.”

“Kellik and I are just getting started. You were the foreplay. Now it’s time for he and I to move to the main course.”

Xandi pulled herself off my cock and turned to me with a raised eyebrow. “Surely you don’t want me to leave, do you master? There is so much more I can show you, do to you…”

I sighed, pulled myself back into my pants. “Maybe another time, Xandi. Thank you.”

She narrowed her gaze, glanced at Cerys, then laughed. “Fair enough! But I was telling the truth.” She leaned forward, resting her forearms on my shoulders, rubbing her cleavage into my face so that some of Cerys’s juices made them gleam. She then bowed her lips down to my ear. “Your cock truly is perfection. And trust me. I would know.”

“Xandi?” Cerys’s tone was sharp. 

“Oh, fine.” The graymalkin pulled away, pulled her leggings back up, hopped a few times to squeeze all of herself into them, then sauntered toward the door. 

I watched her go, admiring the sway of her hips. “Xandi?”

She turned at the door. “Yes, master?”

“You said you had other news for me.” I took the brandy from Cerys, took a sip. “What was it?”

“The Aunts and Uncles are being led by a man called Eddwick.” Xandi leaned against the doorway. “He has emerged as their leader, and the plan to assassinate you is his.”

And like that my arousal was doused completely. “Eddwick. Great.”

Xandi raised her chin defiantly. “Don’t blame the messenger. I’ll keep my ears open for any other news. But remember, if you find yourself needing a willing, pliant body with which you can do anything without fear of being judged or resented - come find me. Not only will I be willing to entertain you, but I swear this: whatever your darkest desire, I will enjoy it.”

“Xandi?” Cerys pointed at the door. “Out.”

The half-graymalkin grinned at me, tail flicking from side to side, then dropped into a deep curtsey. “I am your most eager and willing servant, my lord.” And with that, she rose, turned neatly on her heel, and sauntered out the door. 

“The tart,” said Cerys, voice rough, half-amused, half growl. I give her a home, a generous allowance, promise to help her establish herself in any business in the city, and this is how she repays me? By sucking your cock right before my eyes?”

“You didn’t seem to mind too much,” I said mildly. 

The corner of her lips rose. “I was curious.”

“About?”

“What it looked like. To see your cock in another woman’s mouth. I wanted to see how I’d feel.”

“And how was it?”

She slipped off the edge of the desk and came around to kneel before me. “I liked it.”

“You did?” I considered her expression, trying again to read her emotions and failing. “Then why did you send her away?”

“There’s sharing, and then there’s sharing,” she whispered. “Xandi’s sweet, but I don’t want her to forget that you’re mine.” She paused, eying me. “Unless you wanted to fuck her more?”

Her tone, I realized, was daring. Playful. Were we still provoking each other? It looked like we were. So I leaned back and pretended disinterest. “Wouldn’t mind doing her over my desk, to be honest.”

“Is that so?” Her voice had dropped to a whisper. She seized hold of my belt buckle with both hands, beginning to roughly unstrap it. “You’d enjoy being with that little hellion? To abuse her? To make her mewl?”

I sipped some more brandy. “I’m just curious as to all the different sounds she could make.”

She paused and looked up at me. “Different sounds?” 

I grinned. “If I fucked her hard and long enough.”

Cerys nodded slowly as she sucked on her teeth, then with great focus pulled out my cock and began to slowly, almost aggressively, pump it up and down. “And the other women? You’d fuck them to keep yourself amused?”

Was she upset? Then I saw her slip her hand inside her breeches, reaching down to cup her sex, and my reservations disappeared.

“Maybe. Put them on a rotating schedule. Two a night.” It was growing harder to keep my casual tone. “You think they’d mind if I brought two or three to bed at once?”

“Why not all twelve?” Cerys leaned down to rub my cock against her cheek, bowing her head farther to lick my balls. 

I closed my eyes and leaned my head back, sinking into the vortex of pleasure. “I’d need a bigger bed, I guess.”

“Bastard,” she whispered, then took all of me into her mouth, where she began to vigorously suck me off, working with a feverish intensity I’d not seen in her before.

By Blind Fortuna’s immaculate cleavage, the thought of pulling all twelve of the Perfumed Cloud’s finest consorts into my bed was insane. I tried to imagine it. Twelve nubile bodies, their gleaming eyes, their hands reaching for me, those who couldn’t get close tending to each other, the moaning, the sighs -

With a cry I came, clutching at Cerys’s head with one hand as I thrust deep into the back of her throat and splashing brandy all down her side.

She took all of me, gulping hard time and again, then sat back on her heels to wipe at the corner of her lips.

I leaned back, still breathing hard, and set the nearly empty glass aside. I studied her, unsure. 

Cerys’s stare was enigmatic. “There. That’s twice you’ve received head. Whereas I’ve only been pleasured once. Are you cruel as well as a bastard?”

“Not at all,” I said, reaching down to take her hand. “I’m sure there’s a bedroom around here somewhere we can retire to.”

“Good.” Then she started. “Oh. I almost forgot. I’ve other important news to share with you.”

“It can wait,” I said, rising to my feet. “I’ve an overwhelming urge to do unspeakable things to you.”

“Important news, Kellik. I can’t believe I even forgot for a second. Olandipolis has fallen to the Aurora. Word just arrived. One week was all it took for her to break through the walls.”

I froze. “One week? How is that possible?”

“There was a revolt from within the city. The Revelator was murdered, and the city guards swamped by the faithful. Who opened the gates that night, and allowed the hereshen to ride into the city. She’s been named the new Revelator, and now rules all of Olandipolis without opposition.”

I pressed my hand to my brow, sagging back to sit on the desk’s corner. “Just like that?”

Cerys’s expression was grim. “Just like that.”

“She already had a large army. With the faithful of Olandipolis added to her ranks, she’ll be unstoppable.”

“I’ve sent word to Tamara, asking her that she join us. We need to figure out how vulnerable Port Gloom is to a similar rebellion from within.”

“You think she’s coming for us?”

“I do.”

“Fuck. Just as we were starting to get the situation here under control.” I raked my hands through my hair, moving to stare at my reflection in the window. “How are we supposed to prepare for a massive invasion?”

“Since we’ve made no progress in learning what she is, perhaps you could attempt to parlay,” said Cerys. “Regardless, she’s coming.”

“Yeah, but we still need to find out what the fuck a hereshen even is. What if Aurora has become some kind of demon, or succubus, and is now immune to my powers?”

“Then we’d be in trouble.”

“We would be in trouble.” Cerys tugged at the hem of her tunic. “And I’m going to speak with the guards, find a way to improve our defenses. If Xandi is correct and the Family is preparing a high-level hit, we might have to leave Thorne Manor again.”

“Yeah.” I tried to feel alarmed about the impending assassination, but something about the prospect of tens, if not hundreds of thousands, of religious fanatics marching on Port Gloom was preoccupying me. “That’s probably wise. Our best bet is to find them first and kill them before they can attack.”

“I agree. Though with Eddwick leading them, it will be hard to take them by surprise.”

“Eddwick,” I said, rubbing at my chin. “We have to find a way to get the demons out of them. It’s not him opposing me, but the demon in his soul.”

“You’re sure?”

“We grew up together.” I thought of the countless years watching each other’s backs. “I know he abandoned me in the sewers, but that was in the face of certain death. I’m sure he regrets it. If we can get the demon out, we’ll be able to save him. I know it.”

“Perhaps Tamara can help you with that,” said Cerys briskly. “She does have the resources of the White Sun at her disposal, after all. When she arrives, ask her.”

“I will,” I said, mind whirling, trying to figure out what to tackle first. “Definitely.”

“Good. Now. That’s all the news I had to relay.”

“Thank the gods.” I grinned weakly at her. “I don’t think I could take much more.”

“My point being, it’s time for you to eat me out,” she said, stepping forward to press her finger into my chest. “I want to feel your tongue all the way inside me.”

I straightened, pushing her back with my chest, and leaned down to kiss her. “As you command, my lady. As you command.”

Taking her hand, I led Cerys out of my office in search of the closest bedroom.

 

* * *

 

A gentle touch stirred me from dreams of dark alleyways and demonic shapes. I sat up, alarmed, and saw Tamara perched on the edge of the divan, her pale robes ash gray in the dawn light coming through the window. 

“You were having a nightmare,” she said softly. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have woken you.”

“No, I’m glad you did.” I rubbed my eyes, sat up, saw that Cerys was gone. “I overslept.”

“I seriously doubt that. Sometimes I think you don’t sleep at all anymore.”

“Some. Here and there. It’s dawn already? The Hanged God wept. I meant to get through a bunch of pressing items Pogo needed to be taken care of before today’s council meeting.” I went to rise, but Tamara placed a firm hand on my shoulder.

“Kellik. You need to pace yourself. You can’t continue at this rate.”

I gave her an uneasy smile, mostly bravado. “Says who? I’m a king troll, don’t you know. I’ve a city to run.”

“Are you running the city, or the other way round? It’s been a month since Aurelius died, and you’ve lurched from one emergency to the next.”

“There’ve been a lot of emergencies.”

“And there always will be. But you need to be strong and collected if you’re going to handle them all. You look exhausted.”

I ran a shaky hand through my hair. “Yeah, well, there’s a lot on my mind. Word on the street Olandipolis has fallen?”

Tamara sighed, pulled off her white cap, and ran her fingers through her brown hair. “Yes.”

“See what I mean? What am I supposed to do, nap while the hereshen marches on Port Gloom?”

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t work. Just that you need to pace yourself. There will always be too much for you to attend. Either get better at delegating or slow down and take care of yourself before you start making critical mistakes.”

I wanted to argue with her, to point out that if I was to run this city, then I had to call the shots. But the sight of my crowded desk, the piles of folders that arose across the floor, the awareness of just how much lay before me, silenced my retort. 

“I’ve already started delegating.” I leaned back against the wall. “Pogo’s taking on a bunch of the bureaucracy. Creating a new treasury. Reforming the taxation system.” I waved a hand vaguely. “And a bunch of other stuff.”

“Good. Because you need to spend your energy and attention on the matters only you can handle. The rest? Delegate to people you either trust or can command to trust.”

I lifted an eyebrow. “So you’re alright with my commanding people to behave suddenly?”

She smiled guiltily. “Not forever. But there is a hereshen about to attack us.”

“Along with a death squad of demon-possessed Aunts and Uncles coming for my head,” I sighed. “And all kinds of complexities with the women in this house.”

“Oh?” Tamara curled up on the divan and laid her head down on my lap. “Tell me about it.”

So I did, idly running my fingers through her hair as I caught her up to speed. And it felt good, to just talk, to be heard, to share my anxieties and concerns with her and not feel judged. 

“So what do we do about Aurora? Any ideas on how to deal with her?”

“Well, I’m no general, but I imagine first we determine how much time we have.”

“To march an army from Olandipolis to here? It’s a week to ten days for a rider. So two weeks? Maybe three?”

“Then I’d use that time to repair the walls and gates.”

“Luckily, Captain Drussander is already preparing a report, and we happen to have several million in gold available.”

Tamara sighed and sat up, looking despondent. “All this makes me wish Yashara were here more than ever.”

“Me too. But that makes me think: how many mercenaries can we hire with a million or so gold?”

“I’d guess the real question is how many can you get here within the month?”

“One way to find out. But ultimately we’re not going to defeat this hereshen with an army. At best we can buy ourselves a week or two while they besiege the city. We need to kill her.”

“Agreed.” Tamara frowned. “But I haven’t found any mention of a ‘hereshen’ in the archives of the White Sun.”

“Nor has Pogo,” I said. “It’s as if the Dream Eaters made up that term.”

“Maybe it’s their own name for whatever she is. Something we’d have to go to Paruko to understand.”

“No time for that.”

“No.” Tamara bit her lower lip. “Which means we’ll have to adapt as we go.”

“What of the followers of the White Sun? I know we don’t have as many as Olandipolis, but how much trouble are they going to cause us when she gets here?”

“I can’t be sure. I’ll work on that aspect, however. Work with Revelator Mercult to crack down on any heresies, distribute lectures and sermons preaching the purity of the faith and casting the hereshen in a dark light.”

“Good. Last thing we need is thirty thousand White Sun faithful attacking us from within the city.”

“Seventy thousand, I’d wager,” said Tamara. 

My face fell. “Seventy?”

Tamara nodded slowly. “Most everyone worships the White Sun in some capacity. I’d say there are only ten or twenty thousand true believers though, the kind who attend service every week and make donations.”

“That’s still an order of magnitude larger than our entire city militia. Shit.” I scrubbed at my face. “We’re going to have to shut the city gates. We can’t risk Aurora getting her White Sun infection within the walls. That and I’m going to have to start an aggressive recruitment and training plan on top of everything else. Try to get our militia up to ten thousand at the least.”

Tamara reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “You can do it.”

“I thought you told me to pace myself?”

She laughed bitterly. “Perhaps that was bad advice.”

“Actually, speaking of advice, I was wondering if you could look into something for me.”

Tamara curled a strand of curling brown hair behind her ear. “Anything.”

“Demonic possession. Is there a way to remove demons from the Aunts and Uncles?”

“There has to be.” She considered. “Though I don’t know it. Someone else might, however. I’ll ask around. Consult with the archivists, see what they can unearth.”

“Excellent. Make it a priority, please. I’ve been so intent on just killing them that I completely failed to look into this possibility.”

“Of course. Now. Have you had breakfast?”

“Breakfast? What is this thing you speak of?”

Tamara laughed and stood. “First, you need to bathe. You smell of alcohol and days’ old sweat. Which, if we’re not on the road, is indefensible. I’ll order the kitchen to serve something up.”

I eyed the piles of paperwork. “Fine.”

“Good.” Tamara moved to the study door. “I’ll get to work on the demon question. You focus on taking care of yourself.”

“Fine,” I chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do. Though honestly, I’m doing well.”

She blew me a kiss and stepped into the hallway. I sank back in bed and stared up at the ceiling. 

Did I feel fine? I stared out into the middle distance. I was strung out. Energized, but… hollow. As if all the nights’ sleep I’d skipped were starting to add up invisibly in the background.

I held out my hand, noticed the faintest of tremors. Closed it into a tight fist. Maybe Tamara was right. Maybe I’d have to start pacing myself.

Some day soon.

But not yet.

 

 


Chapter 10

 

 

 

Panic suffused the streets of Port Gloom. Riding a black destrier down one of the avenues in the Palace District, I saw the fear on every face. Cab drivers hunched over their charcoal braziers, whispering worriedly to each other. Guard patrols marched with stiff rigidity, jaws clenched. Courtiers stood in knots upon the corners, gesticulating and arguing loudly with each other. Carriages dashed by at dangerous speeds, and everyone seemed possessed of a hopeless, directionless urgency.

They all wanted to run, but knew not in which direction to flee.

For the White Lioness of Olandipolis was marching upon Port Gloom.

Expression sour, I turned my mount south toward the black iron Hangman’s Bridge, the narrow web across which convicts were carted to Execution Hill. Few pedestrians or citizens chose to use it due to its ill-omened reputation, but I increasingly found it a quick short cut to the Merchant’s District.

There the fear was more palpable. The small pocket markets were badly attended, the merchants themselves calling out their wares in tight voices, the costermongers’ calls grating upon the ears. Crowds were gathered at every message board and post, where the rare literate local read out the latest news. Taverns were filled with arguing men who mirrored the nobility on the north side of the river in their passion and anger. 

The White Lioness.

Riding in the vanguard of ten thousand White Sun fanatics. No, twenty thousand, most of which wore peerless silver steel plate armor. She had a white dragon at her command - no, she rode the dragon into battle. Everyone not of the faith would be hung, or even those who believed but failed to kneel to her would be executed. She was arriving in three weeks. No, two months. No, in ten days. 

The city would burn.

The city didn’t have a chance.

It was time to flee while they still could.

The avenues leading to the Field Gate to the east and the Main Gate in the south were packed with people leaving town. Carts were loaded with household goods, the elderly, pets, and children. Some men carried great packs athwart their shoulders, while others led laden donkeys. Children cried in the heat, cart drivers shouted curses at those stalled just ahead, and everywhere people inched forward, one step at a time, eyes glazed and fixed on some invisible point just past the horizon that led to an idea more than an actual destination: safety.

To Carneheim in the north. To Ellosaint directly south, skirting Olandipolis just to the southeast with dangerous proximity. 

I didn’t want to even guess at the bedlam at the docks. 

Frowning, I turned my mount west and rode around the south of Market Square into the Temple District. The great gleaming dome of the White Sun basilica seemed to shine with exquisite beauty today, and the streets and square before it were thronged with the faithful and desperate. Bells were tolling from every steeple, and each corner boasted its soap box preacher, most of them haranguing the attendant crowds in apocalyptic terms. 

Great. 

Jaw set, I turned north on Bridge Avenue, and rode north, against traffic, into the ruined landscape that the Noose had become. The demolishing project had been halted with the news of the imminent invasion, the crews reassigned to patching up the walls and working on the ancient gates, restoration projects which were only slowing down the exodus further. A good half of the Noose had been torn down, however, so that massive hills of ancient brick and worn stone arose like some dread landscape out of a nightmare, a war zone, a hint, perhaps, of what the rest of Port Gloom might come to look like if the White Lioness managed to enter the city. 

I’d ordered the patrols that kept the people from moving back into their old homes to move to return to their precincts and there help manage the chaos. Thus nobody challenged me as I urged my destrier into a rubble-strewn alley, making my way through the network of crooked streets toward my goal: a solitary and undisturbed temple.

It was eerie, riding through the silent old neighborhood. The ladies in their brothels weren’t cajoling visitors to come inside and visit, the taverns were dead, nobody was returning home from the shifts at the factories, no vendors manned their coffee stalls, no costermongers wandered to and fro selling dubious meat pies. Gone were the thousand beggars, the lurking toughs, the quick-eyed gentlefingers.

An entire world, layer upon layer, scraped clean of humanity with nothing left but its hollow shell.

Almost a hollow shell. For, turning a sharp corner, I saw the tall cathedral of rusted metal and blade-like buttresses. 

The home of the Hanged God. No fence, no wall, no barricade of any kind encircled the temple; anybody could march up to its huge double doors and pound the rusted iron knocker down on the ancient boards. 

I dismounted at the base of the steps, looped my mount’s reins about a hitching post, and climbed the three pitted stone steps to the portico, taking a deep breath. It had been almost three months since I’d stood here last. It felt like a lifetime ago, another world entirely. 

Taking a deep breath, I rang the heavy iron knocker three times.

Like last time, it took nearly a minute for the door to be cracked open, the ancient hinges screeching hideously as the door swung inward. A hunched, hooded figure peered out at me, his pale, wart-covered hand visible where it gripped the edge of the door. 

“Welcome to the Temple of the Hanged God,” he whispered. “Do you wish to enter and be one with his majesty?”

“Not today, thank you. Though it’s great to see you again. You look well! Have you been exercising?”

The hooded figure stared balefully at me. I could feel the annoyance even without being able to make out his face.

“No? Never mind. I’d like a word with your sepulchros, if possible. Baleric, too, if he’s kicking around.”

“The sepulchros is busy.” And he went to close the door.

I stuck my foot in the way. “I’m an old friend of Sepulchros Mavernus. I’m sure he’d be displeased if you failed to announce me.”

“Remove your foot or I’ll rot it off your leg,” growled the hooded man.

“Fine, fine. I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve left me no choice. Take me to your sepulchros.”

The intensity of my command grabbed the hunched figure as if by the nape of the neck and made his shiver. Then, with extreme reluctance, he pulled the door open. “Follow me,” he snarled.

I did so. The interior was awe-inspiring and terrifying all at once. The building was completely hollow; a huge, cavernous chamber that reached high into the darkness, its walls scored by irregular-shaped windows; clumps of candles bunched here and there, some on pedestals, others on iron spikes, some filling the base of windows, others simply shoved against the walls. In their soft light, I saw endless papers affixed to the walls, each held in place by a blood-red seal, some so ancient they were little more than cracked and yellowed scraps, others new, their ink dark and fresh. No pictures, but endless tallies.

Prepared from my last visit, I carefully averted my eyes from the huge, blackly luminous figure that hung high up on the wall. The icon of the Hanged God himself. Preferring to avoid madness, sickness, and death, I kept my gaze steadfastly away.

Through the huge chamber we walked, our footsteps echoing, our breath pluming in the air before us. Broken and cracked altars were set against the walls, their sides inscribed with endlessly different signs and symbols.

The air within the temple was close. It was hard to breathe. My chest felt tight, and it was with conscious effort that I forced a longer exhalation as I stepped through the archway into a broad hallway, and then down to a large black door that I knew led to the sepulchros’ office.

Dragging his feet every step of the way, the hooded figure led me to the door and pushed it open after giving a perfunctory knock.

I entered, trying to look as calm and collected as the true leader of Port Gloom should appear, and saw Baleric standing in the light of a dozen candles, arms crossed as he turned to me. Behind the massive desk sat Mavernus, a cadaverous-looking man, cheeks gaunt, skin gray, eyes sunken. An iron miter sat upon his angular skull, and he appeared more dead than alive as he stared listlessly at me.

“Sepulchros,” I said brightly, trying to dispel the oppressive atmosphere with the sheer force of my smile. “And Baleric! Fancy finding you here.”

“You intrude, Kellik,” rasped the sepulchros, his body still but for his lips. 

“At great peril, might I add,” said Baleric, voice icy. “Surely you didn’t coerce your way into the Hanged God’s demesne?”

I stepped aside and picked up a glazed skull from where it sat atop a pile of tottering books. “Well, there might have been a little coercion involved. But what’s a little coercion amongst friends?” I raised my eyebrows in what I hoped was a jocular and engaging manner.

Nobody can level a dead flat stare at you like an Exemplar and Sepulchros of the Hanged God.

I set the gleaming, yellowed skull back down. “Fine. We can skip the small talk. First, do you know of a means to restore the victim of a medusa’s petrifying gaze to life after their stone form has been shattered?”

Both men stared at me in confusion.

At long last, the sepulchros shook his head. “…No?”

“We are in the business of death, not restoring life,” said Baleric coldly.

“Oh, this is a business? Good to know. Explains how you were hired by Aurelius earlier.” I decided to press on before Baleric drew his blade. “You’ve heard that the White Lioness marches upon the city?”

“We worship the god of the dead,” said Baleric. “e’re not dead ourselves.”

I eyed the sepulchros skeptically, but pressed on. “This White Lioness is no normal woman. And I’m not talking about her extraordinary successes. I mean, the Paruko  Dream Eaters themselves were concerned with her, called her a hereshen. That mean anything to you?”

“We have speculated at length as to how you summoned the  Dream Eaters,” said Mavernus. “And cannot fathom it.”

“Care to share?” asked Baleric, raising a pale eyebrow.

“Sure. My lover, Iris, was a necromancer captured by the Family and subjected by Baron Wargiver to experiments meant to shatter her mind and destabilize her magic so that she could power Imogen’s Web. Except I freed her. And she grew ever more powerful, and in the process attracted the Dream Eater’s attention. She was crossing the boundaries of life and death, becoming too powerful. They came for her, but she somehow projected her…‘matrix’ she called it, her spirit? Her soul? I don’t know. Upon Aurelius, so that the Dream Eaters mistook him for her and took him away.”

I doubted many people got to see Baleric stunned. The sepulchros, however, registered no emotion. 

“Her power was extraordinary,” said the Exemplar. “In the Star Chamber that night, you said she observed how my own soul blends with that of the Hanged God, and… used that as a template for affecting other living beings?”

I shrugged. “Don’t look to me for explanations. But yeah, that’s what I think she did.” For a moment I considered telling them about how she’d created the White Lioness by reviving Tamara by using Pony as a conduit for Aurora’s power, and how both the war troll and Tamara had come back as Exemplars.

How we’d inadvertently created the very threat that now promised to destroy our city. 

Then I decided that was probably not a good idea.

“‘Necromancer’ does not sound like an apt name for her,” said Mavernus, head still lolling back and to one side. “Not if she was affecting the souls of the living.”

“Yeah. I don’t know what she should be called. Vivemancer? But she’s gone now, so I guess it’s a moot point?”

“Is she?” asked Baleric. “I heard her last words to you. That was a strange goodbye.”

And a knot formed in my throat. I swallowed it down with difficulty and forced another smile. “Strange goodbyes were Iris’s forte. I don’t know what it meant, either. But the reason for my visit is that the Dream Eaters were concerned about the hereshen. And its coming for Port Gloom.”

“And?” asked the sepulchros.

“And I want your church’s assistance in repelling her. This is no ordinary religious crusade. Though, are there any ordinary ones, for that matter. Never mind. What I mean is, we’re about to be attacked by something unnatural, something that drew the  Dream Eaters’ attention. Will you help me send it back to the Hanged God?”

“Unnatural creatures have walked the face of Khansalon since the dawn of time,” said the sepulchros. “Why should the Hanged God concern himself with this White Lioness?”

It had been a vague hope. “Because anything that draws the attention of the Dream Eaters deserves special attention?”

Baleric frowned and looked sidelong at the sepulchros. 

Whose features gave nothing away.

The silence stretched out, and the longer it did, the higher my hopes rose.

“What exactly are you asking the Church of the Hanged God to do?” asked Mavernus at last.

“Nothing direct. I know Baleric doesn’t like to get his hands dirty unless the king troll asking for favors has been around for a century or two.”

Baleric narrowed his eyes.

“I just want to be able to deal with this hereshen directly. I want to give her my full attention. But to do that, I need to get the remaining Aunts and Uncles off my back.”

“You’ve done well against them thus far,” said Baleric. “We won’t finish your work.”

“I’m not asking you to. Word is, the Aunts and Uncles are coming for me, an assassination squad. If they time it right, they could kill me without much trouble.”

Baleric raised his chin, expression tightening, preparing, no doubt, to reject my request for the help of his sword.

“So, what I was hoping, is that you could tell me how to remove a demon from its host. The White Sun has failed to turn up a method, despite extensive research of its archives. And since the Gloom Knights are made by bringing the applicants back and forth from the threshold of the Ashen Gardens, I thought you might know.”

“Wait.” For the first time, Mavernus moved, jerking forward, hinging at the waist like some kind of puppet, his eyes gleaming. “What is this about the Gloom Knights?”

“Ah.” I grimaced sympathetically. “You didn’t know?”

“No,” said Baleric.

“I thought perhaps you’d been the guys to show Aurelius how it’s done. You know, what with copious amounts of near-death being involved and so on.”

“The Church of the Hanged God has had no part in this,” said Mavernus, voice forbidding. “How did you learn of this process?”

“Veserigard, Aurelius’s butler and right-hand man. He spilled the beans when I took control of Aurelius’s estate.”

“Explain,” demanded Baleric. “In exacting detail.”

“I mean, I’ve only heard a rough overview myself. But apparently, the applicants are brought right to the edge of death, over and over again, then healed back? But done enough times that they lose most of their spirit, which, ah, bleeds over each time? And leaves them empty, into which an imp of some kind steals? And gives them their powers?”

Baleric and Mavernus stared at each other, and I could only guess at the communication taking between them.

But then Mavernus’s skeletal fist curled into a fist, and I heard his skin or perhaps it was his muscles creak like old leather as his knuckles whitened.

“No wonder he kept this from us,” rasped the sepulchros. “We would not tolerate such heresy.”

“You, ah, never thought to inquire?” 

Baleric’s brow lowered menacingly over his eyes. “The Hanged God does not concern himself with temporal matters. We assumed it was magic of some kind.”

“Don’t get mad, but you’re starting to sound kind of arbitrary here. Some of your Exemplars are willing to work for money, others aren’t, you’re willing to help Aurelius but not me, and now you’re interested in Gloom Knights after they’ve been around for decades?”

Baleric’s expression darkened, but Mavernus raised his hand.

“You are right, young Kellik. The Church of the Hanged God does not concern itself with logic, rationality, or consistency. Such are the concerns of the living. The Hanged God concerns itself with death, and the transition to the Ashen Gardens. We mortal servants are less precise, and occasionally err. But the Hanged God does not care.”

“However,” said Baleric.

“However, this issue of the Gloom Knights is an affront. This… upsets me. And so I will assist you. Baleric, you will gather your friends and hunt down the remaining Gloom Knights.”

“Gladly,” said the pale Exemplar.

“And I will assist you in striking down at those who have dared to offend the Hanged God in such manner. Come. Follow me.”

And slowly, with spasmodic jerks, the sepulchros arose from his high backed chair and shuffled around the desk. He was stooped, his frame bony, his hair hanging down from the edges of his iron miter like wisps of pale mist. 

Wherever he was going to lead me, it was no doubt going to take ages to get there.

Still, I bit back my impatience and followed him out of the office, down the hall, and back into the main chamber of the cathedral. We crossed under the baleful presence of the Hanged God’s icon, and approached the caged wall through which we’d traversed last time, beyond which lay the entrance to the catacombs.

The iron door opened of its own accord as the sepulchros drew near, so he was able to pass through without breaking his shuffling stride. I followed him into the deep shadows, and then the broad stairway that led below.

For a moment I wasn’t sure how the old man would descend without a balustrade to grip onto, but he managed just fine, joints cracking and popping with alarming volume as he went down.

 The steps were so old and worn that they were eroded in their center, almost forming a smooth chute with steps emerging on either side. Iron brackets emerged from the stone walls, but they were devoid of torches.

The stairs twisted to the right, and one wall gave way to reveal a void, a deep, broad shaft that cut down past multiple levels, revealing rooms and passageways of at least the first three subterranean floors, some lit by flickering torches, others dark. 

Each floor was distinguished from the other by beams of ancient wood and ridges of stone cut into their floors where the chasm cut down through them, their sides edged with balconies and retaining walls, the pools of red light illuminating ancient stone sarcophagi, recessed nooks filled with bones, the dull gleam of bronze urns. The chasm plunged on down, past these visible upper levels, into darkness seemingly without end. I peered into its depths for a moment and then shuddered.

The sepulchros emerged onto the first level, a hall into whose frigid air my breath plumed, and I was nonplussed to see no such similar exhalations emerge from Mavernus’s withered lips.

Best not to think about it.

Down the broad hall he shuffled, its walls carved with niches in which eroded, ancient statues stood. The floor was marked with faded mosaics, and I decided it best not to try to decipher their contents. 

“Here,” rasped Mavernus as he passed under a massive lintel into a dark space beyond. “Here we might find answers.”

He lifted his withered claw of a hand, and from his fingertips, light blossomed, flitting out to light one lantern after another, each set ten or so yards apart, down the sides of the room. It proved immense, each successive lighting revealing ever more depths, all of which seemed to be filled with ancient, free-standing bookcases laden with ledgers so covered in dust that they appeared furred.

“Once I knew the contents of all these books,” whispered Mavernus, moving down an aisle between the stacks. “And in different lifetimes I have read them variously, but my memory, it is moth-eaten, with vast stretches of time lost to the dark. Still, I recall enough to intuit where we need go.”

I followed behind, looking in wonder at the endless shelves, the huge, leatherbound books, some arranged neatly in rows, others piled haphazardly atop each other, some looking so decrepit that I doubted they’d survive being handled.

On we walked, taking turns at random, until the ancient library began to feel more like a labyrinth. 

“Here,” whispered Mavernus at last, pausing before a bookcase honeycombed with pigeon holes, from which ancient scroll tubes emerged. “Here we find a pleasing reservoir of forbidden lore. Yes, yes.”

A scroll tube floated forth from a hole high up, to descend smoothly into Mavernus’s withered hands. Beneath the heavy layer of dust, the tube revealed itself to be made of some dark glass; Mavernus unscrewed the top, which he allowed to fall so it hung by a slender silver chain. He gestured, and the scroll removed itself from the interior, its parchment yellowed with age, the writing faded, the parchment crackling and splitting as it unrolled itself in the air.

“Tsch,” said Mavernus in annoyance, and the paper repaired itself, seeming to grow whole and supple, the yellow hue fading away, the ink growing strong. “Now. Let us see.”

And he stood still, peering at the text, scanning it and muttering to himself. 

I bit my lower lip, looked up and down the stacks, and waited.

“Yes, yes, it’s coming back to me. Wonderful little scroll. So concise. No verbiage. I do adore a scribe who flenses unnecessary formalities to cut right to the heart of the matter. Ah, no need to read on, the memories return.”

He gestured, causing the scroll to curl back up, insert itself into the tube, then float back up to its high pigeon-hole as its top recrewed itself.

“Expelling a demon from its host is a complicated matter,” said the Mavernus, turning to fix me with his milky eyes. “Success depends on the host desiring himself to be rid of the demon on some level. If there is no such desire, no process can force the demon forth.”

“Hmm. Not the best. But all right. Say the host is willing. What do I do?”

“Demons are creatures of the void, the nothingness that exists outside the Ashen Garden. They are without spirit, without life, and gain their strength by warping the living. A demon is made powerful only by its ability to twist its host; the more vital and powerful the host, the more powerful the demon can become. Further, they gain a stranglehold on their host by improving their bodies, healing their ailments, and restoring them to the prime of their lives.”

I thought of Eddwick, and his newfound ability to speak. “I can see how that would help their sales pitch.”

“They deceive their hosts into thinking the demon is in control, when in reality they can only exist with the host’s permission. Thus any host can be freed of the demon by seeing through its lies; this, however, is endlessly complicated by the demon’s ability to deceive the host, and warp its victim’s understanding of the truth. Where one can make a difference is by granting the host a moment of silence in which to gather their thoughts, their essence, and understand the nature of the power balance between them and the demon.”

“You’re losing me,” I said. “What does that mean in practical terms?”

“Through a true believer, the Hanged God can separate the demon from the host, just as he keeps the demons out of the Ashen Garden. And in doing so, give the host a chance to break free.”

“Am I a true believer?”

Mavernus’s scorn was withering. “No. But I can assign an acolyte of mine to accompany you. She will channel the Hanged God, and allow the possessed to break free if they desire it.”

“And if they don’t?”

Mavernus stare spoke volumes.

“Yeah. They’ll kill us. Well, I’ll take what I can get. Thank you.”

“The Family brought this upon themselves. No thanks are necessary. Now come, let us return above and find you a suitable acolyte.”

 It took three distinct mortal ages for Mavernus to climb back up to the cathedral, and I had to resist the urge to jog ahead to get a drink while I waited for him. Instead, I followed a respectful few feet behind, trailing slowly and doing my level best not to get spooked by the eerie sounds and sights that the catacombs were so gleefully ready to provide.

Up we climbed, till we reached the top of the steps, emerged by slow degrees through the caged wall, and toiled across the vast expanse of the cathedral floor. The White Lioness was sure to have launched her siege by the time we got to his office. When we reached his great door at the end of the hall, I saw a slender figure in black robes awaiting us patiently by its side, and who perked up at our appearance.

“Sepulchros,” she said, voice bright and discordant in the gloom and cobwebs of the church. “Master Kellik.”

I knew that voice. Knew that slight frame, and when she pushed her cowl back I recognized her face.

Seraphina. 

Hair shaven to the scalp, skin pale as milk kept in a dark cellar, lips bloodless but easy to smile, and with one eye lost to cataracts, she was unforgettable and oddly cheering.  

“Acolyte,” said the sepulchros, waving her in. 

She opened the door and stood aside. Perhaps half an hour Mavernus reached his chair and lowered himself by achingly slow degrees into its high backed comfort.

“Ah,” he said, lips twisting into a rictus that might conceivably have been a smile. “I do so enjoy an outing. Brings life back to these old bones. Now, Seraphina. You are to accompany Kellik at all times from henceforth, and endeavor to remain within sight of him until he suffers an assassination attempt by a group of demon-possessed Aunts and Uncles. Upon that eventuality, you are to channel the Hanged God’s presence into the room, and in so doing allow the men and women a moment to contemplate their status. With a touch of Blind Fortuna’s favor, some shall buck the demons’ influence, allowing Kellik to defeat his foes and right wrongs that we need not get into now. Clear? Good. Collect a travel satchel and meet Kellik at the front door.”

Seraphina was not adept at disguising her emotions. That came with being a young acolyte, I guess. Her expressions ranged from polite attendance to surprise, down into the valley of shock, a quick sojourn into skepticism, then a plunge into rank disbelief, all before being hauled back into the safe realm of blank obedience, her expression neutral once more.

“Yes, sepulchros,” and to her credit her voice was unruffled and calm.

Once she was gone, I eyed Mavernus. “Within my line of sight at all times?”

“Yes, yes. The ambush will catch you when you are least prepared, am I right? On the porcelain throne being a perfect example. But don’t be coy, Kellik. Seraphina has dedicated herself to the Hanged God. Bowel functions, intercourse, self-gratification - whatever personal habits you wish to indulge in will neither interest not dismay her. Think of her as a second shadow, ready to save your life the moment the assassins break in.”

“I - ah, yes. Great. Though - never mind. Thank you, sepulchros.”

He waved a hand vaguely in my direction. “Yes, yes. Now go. I must rest. Sleep. Perchance to dream. For I have exhausted myself, and all this palaver has wearied my soul. Time to contemplate death for a spell. Hmm.” And his eyelids sank and closed.

I bit my lower lip, cast around the room one last time, and then slipped out. Success! My stride had a bit of a bounce to it, and I dug a coin out of my pouch so that I could flip it up and snatch it out of the air, again and again. 

Success! More than success, even: if Baleric and his dour crew were going to hunt Gloom Knights, then their kind were doomed to extinction. Which, while it wouldn’t materially affect the assassination squad coming for me, was all to the good. 

Seraphina stood by the doorway, having wasted no time in fetching a gray suede pack which she’d slung over one slender shoulder. She was frowning at nothing, troubled perhaps by her thoughts, but at the sight of me she perked up.

“So, you’re the target of an assassination squad? That’s exciting!”

I paused at the doorway. “I - yes. I mean, it’s exciting, but in a bad way, you know?”

“Oh, sure, if you don’t want to die,” she said as if allowing for varied points of view. “Which, of course, you don’t, so bad luck.”

She followed me down the steps and out into the abandoned street. “Why do they want to kill you so badly?”

“I’m kind of tearing their entire world apart.”

“Oh, that would do it. I think? I mean, obviously, it has. Why are you doing that?”

“Because the Family… do you know about the Family?”

“Yep! Well, sort of. They’re like a…” She frowned and gestured vaguely before her, as if seeking to mold a lump of clay into a slightly different lump of clay. “They’re a criminal enterprise, aren’t they? Kind of sort of run the city?”

“Did,” I said. “I’ve been putting a stop to that.”

“Oh, all right. Why are you doing that?”

“They’re - well. They were a tool of the former ruler of Port Gloom used to keep the masses oppressed and distracted from the reality of their plight. And they prey on the weak, use mutilated women with magical talent to maintain their dominance, and are a blight on the soul of Port Gloom?”

“Oh, that sounds bad, right.” Seraphina nodded vigorously, but her frown had a performative feel to it. “That is bad, right?”

“Very bad.”

“Right. Very bad. Because…?”

“Because we want people to not be victimized?”

“We do? Then good! Family’s gotta go.”

I studied her sidelong. “Do you get out of the cathedral much?”

She was gazing around with avid curiosity. “Me? Oh no. Pretty much never.”

“Never? You live in their all the time?”

“Yeah. It’s pretty great. Lots to read, lots of time to think about things, you know?”

“I - sure. The reading. Mostly about death?”

“Pretty exclusively, yeah.”

“Right.”

“But it’s not all death, death, death,” said Seraphina, a touch of defensiveness to her voice. “I mean, yeah, it’s mostly death, but there are some very interesting types in the catacombs. Percy, for example.”

“Percy?”

“A haverghrastul. You wouldn’t know what that is. Like, uh, a sinkhole that catches wandering spirits and knits them together into a composite? That you can talk to? If you catch him at the right time he can be really hilarious.” She turned to face me, walking sideways with sudden energy, and clapped her hands. “This one time? Like, three different parts of him got into a screaming contest? And nobody was responding my questions, so I started screaming too? And it confused the Ashen Garden out of Percy - all of him stopped screaming, and then I stopped, and there was this loooong silence, and then we all cracked up, it was great.”

I raised both eyebrows and forced myself to nod. “That sounds… yeah. Wonderful.”

“Uh huh.” She completely missed my skepticism, and turned to walk forward once more. “And, you know. Secrets, hidden chambers, passages that go to forbidden rooms, mysteries lost to time, quests that were failed by previous seekers which I can now take up and try to accomplish, the accumulation of power, my eventual rise to Exemplar - lots to keep me busy.”

“That your goal? Make Exemplar?”

“Sure. I mean, why not? I figure, if you’re going to dedicate your life to the Hanged God, you might as well go all the way, right? Otherwise, what’s the point? So I’m walking the Ashen Path, though Baleric says I’m walking it very slowly.” She grinned self-consciously. “But to be honest, I’m in no rush. I’d be happy to hit Exemplar when I’m like, thirty or something. For now, everything is too interesting.”

“Yeah, I can only imagine.”

“Mmmhmm.” She walked along, casting me subtle sidelong glances, and then blurted out, “So, Kellik, what are some of your prized hobbies?”

Her attempt to make conversation was so artless I couldn’t help but smile. “Hobbies?”

She turned to do her sideways skip again as she faced me. “You know, things you do in your spare time when you have no pressing official obligations. Like, I enjoy making candles with different scents hidden in each successive layer. The sepulchros won’t use them in official rites, because he says some of the scents are inappropriate, but that doesn’t stop me. In a way, it makes the hobby all the more mine, if you know what I mean? Something I do just for myself. And jewelry making. And bone sorting.”

“Bone sorting?”

She gave an embarrassed smile. “Admittedly a waste of time, but I find it pleasing. What you do, you see, is go down into the catacombs and find a disordered sarcophagus or tomb, and then arrange the bones contained within so that everything is where it should be. Much trickier with mass graves, but those can be even more satisfying in the long run. To sort out six or seven or even twenty distinct skeletal systems? Ah! Like… do you ever find a particularly tangled ball of string, and spend, like several hours untangling it? That feeling you get when the string is completely free and you can spool it neatly - just the best.”

“Oh,” I said, fighting to keep my tone politely neutral. “I, ah, haven’t done that, to be honest.”

“No? That’s fine. We all have different hobbies, and you don’t get to live in a cathedral of the Hanged God with access to hundreds of layers-worth of catacombs. Not your fault, really.”

“Wait, hundreds of layers?”

“Yes?”

“That’s… a mile or more going down?”

“Uh huh?”

Her expression was one of bright helpfulness, but clearly she didn’t understand my shock. “Never mind. Um. My hobbies.”

And that gave me pause. What were my hobbies? “I enjoy, you know. Accumulating power?”

She frowned. “I don’t know if that’s a hobby?”

“I mean, I guess it’s kind of my job, too. But… let’s see.” I bit my lower lip and stared up at the ruined rooftops of the buildings that yet stood in the Tangles. “I used to enjoy good booze, but that doesn’t have much of an effect on me anymore.”

“Unfortunate.”

“Very. I like spending time with my friends, but we’re so busy these days it’s almost all work. Almost.”

“You have friends? Like Percy?”

“Kind of? More like, you know. Other living humans and elves.”

“Oh, sure. I know all about that.”

“Right. Um.” I drew a blank. What would I do if I had spare time? “I go through a lot of financial reports. And reimagining the best way to organize the city guard. How to raise the militia more efficiently. And…”

She was looking at me with a growing expression of pity. “Those are your hobbies?”

“No! I mean, yeah, but. I used to enjoy gambling. Ten Fingers, or a good game of Bloody Knuckles.”

“Oh! That sounds fun! When’s the last time you played?”

“Years ago? Shit.” I scratched at my chin. Last time had been when I was a simple aspirant. “I guess I’ve been really busy.”

Seraphina patted my shoulder comfortingly. “Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll find a little quality time for yourself someday soon. You should. It’s important. Can’t all be work, otherwise what’s the point?”

“Well, work’s important. What I do is changing hundreds of thousands of peoples’ lives.”

“You know, we Hanged God types have a unique perspective on that. Here’s a secret: they’re all going to die. Each and every one of them.” 

“I know that.”

“Point being, this?” She gestured at the ruined street. “This is your life. And sooner or later - probably sooner, truth be told - the Hanged God will call your name. And nobody on their death bed regrets not having worked more.”

I laughed. “And you know would know all about living how? Given that you never even leave your cathedral?”

Both her eyebrows rose sharply. “That, Kellik, was rude.” And she put on a burst of speed to walk ahead.

“Hey! I’m sorry. Hey, wait up.” I jogged up to her side. “Look, you’re right, I’m sorry, that was rude. I guess I’m just a little defensive about this.”

“That’s all right, I forgive you!” And she beamed at me. “But you should find things you like to do before you’re dead.”

“All right, deal. But, you know? I’m probably not going to die for a very, very long time.”

She gave me a knowing smile. “Everyone thinks that.”

“No, I’m serious.”

“I’m sure you are.”

“No, wait. Look.” And I stopped walking. Seraphina took a few steps more the stopped to turn and face me. I drew my dagger. “Watch.”

And I plunged it in my stomach.

Her eyes widened in shock, and she took a quick step forward. “Kellik! Why are you killing yourself?”

She didn’t sound all that alarmed, though.

I pulled the knife out, a wave of weakness and watery wrongness passing through me, but in a second or two the wound healed over and I felt fine again. “See?”

“Hmm?” She frowned at me. “See what? You just stabbed yourself in the stomach for no good reason?”

“There are good reasons to stab yourself in the stomach?”

“Oh, sure. Wait. You’re taking being stabbed really well.”

“Because I’m already better. Look.” And I pulled up my tunic to show unblemished skin under smears of blood.

“Oh wow.” She leaned in really close and probed at my stomach with her finger. “Where did your stab wound go?”

“I healed it.”

She straightened, looked at me suspiciously. “I thought people couldn’t do that.”

“They can’t. Only trolls can, and even a war troll doesn’t heal as quickly as I do.”

“Oh, you’re a troll? I didn’t know that!”

“Well, a kind of troll. But yes. So my point being, I’m going to live a long time.”

“Because you can stab yourself as much as you want?”

“No, Seraphina. Because it doesn’t matter who stabs me, or how much poison I drink, or if I fall down the steps, I’ll be fine. And I’ll live a long time naturally, like centuries and centuries.”

“Oh, I see.” She considered. “That’s weird.”

“It is pretty weird,” I conceded. 

“Then why are you worried about these assassins?”

“They can probably kill me if they try hard enough. I think cutting off my head would do the trick.”

“Right, right. I see. Huh.” She looked me up and down. “Well, that sounds very useful. And I’ve heard that elves live for a long time, too.”

“Yeah, I think they do.”

“But they all do it together, right? Who are you going to do it with?”

Her question, artless and innocent as it was, sank deeper than my own knife had a moment ago. “Good question. Let’s keep walking.”

Seraphina fell in with me again. “I guess you could become friends with elves? Or dwarves.”

“I’ve got a dark elf friend.”

“Oh, that’s nice!”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re probably the only person in the world who would respond that way.” Then I thought of Iris, and felt a new wave of sadness pass through me. “One of the few, at least.”

Seraphina shrugged. “Friends are friends, right? Hey - do you think we can be friends?” Then she winced. “Sorry. I know it’s too soon. Can you forget I asked that?”

“No, we can be friends.” I wrapped an arm around her skinny shoulders and gave a squeeze. “Sure.”

“We can?” She clapped rapidly again and gave a hop. “That’s great! I’ve got so many jokes to share with you. Everyone in the cathedral’s heard them all a dozen times over.”

I glanced at her warily. “Jokes?”

She nodded seriously. “Jokes. They’re, ah, how to put it, like, descriptions of situations that cause you to laugh through either a display of like, power imbalances, the misfortune of others, or, ah, unexpected juxtapositions.”

“I know what a joke is,” I said. “I was just surprised.”

“Why?” She stared at me seriously. “You think we don’t all enjoy telling jokes in the cathedral?”

I hesitated. How to answer that without hurting her feelings?

“That was a joke!” She doubled over, hand over her stomach as if laughing, and then skipped ahead to turn and walk backward. “See? Haha!”

“Oh! Yeah. I see.” And I couldn’t help but smile. 

A second later her heel caught on a broken cobble and she tripped and fell on her ass.

“Hey!” I lunged forward, too late to catch her hand. “You all right?”

“Ow.” She scowled down at the ground as if it had personally betrayed her. “Dangerous out here.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” I took her hand and pulled her up. “Keep an eye out. Remember? Assassination squads could be anywhere.”

“Sure, right. But I’m not too worried.”

“You’re not?”

“Why would I be?” And she gave me a blithe smile. “Meeting the Hanged God is going to be so great. I don’t want to do it right away, but if it happens?” She raised both hands and squeezed them into fists. “It’ll be so great.”

“Right. Well, let’s avoid that for now. Come on. Let’s get you to Thorne Manor. I’ve lots of people to introduce you to.”

She stopped. “Lots?”

I turned back to face her. She suddenly looked nervous. “That all right? They’re my friends.”

“Oh. I guess… I mean, do you think…?”

I smiled warmly. “I’m sure they will.”

Her nervousness melted away before a happy smile. “Oh good! Then yes, let’s go!” And she skipped past me, gray satchel bouncing on her shoulder. “I’m so excited! This is going to be great!”

I shook my head ruefully and followed after. “Sure is.”

 


Chapter 11

 

 

 

The following week was frenetic. Seraphina was a shadow, always standing in the corner of the room, following me from a dozen paces, accompanying me on my carriage rides or standing at the gallery above the Star Chamber as I deliberated, listened, and argued with my fellow councilors. 

A constant, bright, equally parts eerie and delightful shadow, but my attention was quickly focused on the matters at hand.

Emerging from Thorne Manor for an emergency session at the Star Chamber late one evening, I looked to my companions. Time was so short that we now held our meetings while en route to different locations, and I’d acquired a massive coach in which we could all comfortably sit, and a dedicated Pony hansom cab that trailed us wherever we went.

We were parked outside the manor proper, awaiting Pony’s emergence. Something about having to pass a pile of rocks. Happened once a month, and when Pony had to go, he had to go.

I chose not to inquire further.

“Latest on the Lioness?” I asked.

Cerys didn’t need to glance down at the sheaf of papers on her lap. “We’ve now multiple confirmations that she’s left Olandipolis, and we can say with confidence that she’s marching on Port Gloom.”

“Isn’t that a peach,” muttered Netherys, chin on her palm, gazing out across the manor’s elegant garden.

“Estimates vary wildly, but my personal scouts guess that she’s marshaled an army of over ten thousand. This is composed of a core of professional soldiers and White Sun guards, probably around two thousand strong, and then a mass of fanatics some six thousand in all. The remaining two thousand are composed of mercenary companies, outriders, and a wing of the White Bolts.”

“White Bolts,” I asked. “Elaborate.”

“Pegasi. The elite guard of the Cathedral of Divine Wisdom. They’ve never left the capital of the faith before, but she’s… well.”

“Great. A wing of pegasi. So we’ll be dealing with aerial combat as well.”

“Aerial and magical. Each rider is an accomplished mage or wielding a magic weapon.”

I wanted to laugh. “Why not? Sure. All right. So they’ll be attacking us from the skies.”

“My guess is that they’ll be used to attack the gates from within to open them to the army,” said Cerys softly. “Strafing attacks from the air will clear the guard towers and battlements, allowing the Lioness’ elite to reach the gates without taking too much damage.”

“So we’ll need to counter them. Anyone? Thoughts?”

Pogo looked up from his paperwork, pushing his spectacles down the length of his nose. “How much time till they arrive?”

“Estimates put them outside our walls in a couple of weeks. The Lioness is growing infamous for her punishing marching pace.”

“Two weeks? There are mercenary companies with flying components. None currently within the city, however.”

“If there were, we’d have hired them by now,” I said. “We’ve paid every available mercenary twice their normal rate, and stolen those willing to be bribed away from their employers.”

“Expensive but necessary,” sighed Pogo. “And currently costing us over twenty seven thousand gold a week.”

“But adding a core of a thousand three hundred experienced soldiers to our militia,” I said. “Without whom we’d not have a core at all.”

“True, true.” Pogo sighed. “I wasn’t complaining.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Not much, at any rate.”

“How go the repairs on the walls?”

Netherys shifted her weight. “Dismal. Not that the workers aren’t motivated, but - alas. The defenses have been allowed to crumble to the point of scandal. They’re working around the clock, day and night shifts, but I doubt we’ll be able to seal every weakness. As such, I’ve directed the bulk of the work to ensure our gates are as strong as we can make them. The weaker parts in the walls? We’ll need to employ soldiers to keep them secure.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “All right. Thank you, Father, for keeping the city so ready for war.”

“To be fair,” said Pogo, tone absent as he browsed something in the paperwork before him, “Port Gloom hasn’t been attacked in such manner in over a hundred and seventy-six years.” He glanced up at me. “Quite an accomplishment on your part, Master Kellik. Little more than a month in power and already we’re facing a siege.”

“Ha.” I smiled mirthlessly at the goblin. “Thank you, Pogo.”

Pogo’s smile was all sharp little teeth, and then he resumed reading his paper.

“Tamara? How are the faithful doing?”

Tamara sat farthest away from me, across from Seraphina, subdued and looking worn out. Her white robes were rumpled, and dark circles ringed her eyes. “To be honest? Hard to say. Our pastors report that their congregations are in a frenzy. Many of them have been talking about rebelling against the government for weeks now, mostly due to the economic changes that Kellik has brought about, as well as the destruction of the Tangles. But now more and more of them ask why we close our gates to the Lioness. There is a growing sentiment that if we welcome her with open arms, everything will be fine.”

Netherys snorted.

Tamara didn’t protest. “Our argument that the Lioness is a heretical figure is losing traction with each passing day. She benefits greatly from not having issued any theocratic reforms, or challenging the orthodoxy in any way. As such, there is little to argue against. She is a symbol, enigmatic and powerful, and that makes for the most dangerous kind of foe.”

“Invent her platform for her, then,” said Netherys. “State that she’s demanding everyone donate two-thirds of their wealth to the church. That she’s banning alcohol and anyone engaging in sexual acts outside of marriage will be hung.”

Tamara narrowed her eyes in distaste. “Lie to the faithful?”

Netherys’s eyes gleamed. “How is the truth working out for you?”

“Mercult is a good man. He won’t preach lies.”

“Then he’ll be preaching funerary rites,” said Netherys, “because this Lioness is going to bury us.”

“Your optimism is always cheering,” murmured Pogo distractedly. “Now. Ever since Master Kellik gave me, shall we say, the right to act as his principal agent, I have undertaken numerous initiatives to improve the odds of our surviving to the end of the month.”

“Sounds promising,” I said.

“First, I created what I am calling the amicum populi branch of the government. Currently staffed with seventy-five full-time employees, along with… let’s see here, a hundred and twelve current part-time runners -”

“Wait,” said Cerys. “You’ve created a new branch of government with over two hundred members?”

“The amicum populi branch,” said Pogo, “as I’m trying to get people to call it. I’m having trouble getting the name to stick. They’re charged with printing posters, pamphlets, and more considered tracts that promote the virtues of Port Gloom’s rightful government, with a focus on Magistrate Mellonis’ accomplishments, our storied history, along with, shall we say, more crude material denigrating the White Lioness. The civil unrest has grown very problematic, and my sources tell me we’ve been on the verge of an uprising for some time now. Hatred for the Star Chamber and the local government are at an all-time high, and has only been quelled by the threat of imminent invasion. But here, I have some samples of my work for your examination.” And he cracked open a folder to hand out a number of papers and pamphlets.

“Has The White Lioness Lain with A Mule?” read Cerys, eyebrows rising.

“Murder Most Foul: How the Lioness Slew and Ate her Son?” said Netherys. 

“I’m still calibrating,” said Pogo, rising to try and peer at her page. “We’ve found that the more salacious and scandalous, the better.”

“Witnesses Reveal: Lioness Impales Three Thousand Innocents Via The Rectal Passage,” I read.

“That one has done very well,” said Pogo, tapping the edge of my sheet. “We can’t print it fast enough, and the images that go with it are stolen off posts and walls everywhere. Though… I’m starting to think people are taking it for the imagery, which was meant to repulse, but perhaps some of the more prurient are - well, never mind.”

“Pogo,” I said, handing the poster back. “This is… enterprising.”

“Yes, well. I am only now starting to understand the ramifications of the printing presses we employed briefly against the Family. What is power? What is reality? How does the written word mold public opinion? All fascinating questions, but until I can study the matter more formally, I’ve opted to flood the markets with this slander.”

“You have seventy-five people printing these full time?” asked Tamara.

“Around the clock, as it were. And a hundred and twenty-five runners posting them about town. Now, onto other matters. I’ve begun hearing back from Aurelius’s business partners in Carneheim, whom I took the liberty of threatening quite, well, forcibly, if they didn’t immediately come to our assistance. It looks like we’ll be losing four to five hundred thousand gold in investments, but in exchange, I’ve secured promises from three barons, two guild heads, and a rather spectacularly shady underworld figure to send armed forces to our aid. Assuming a seventy-five percent execution of their promises, I hazard we should be seeing some four to four thousand five hundred soldiers arriving outside Port Gloom in thirteen days’ time to assist us.”

We all sat in silence.

“Four thousand soldiers are marching to our aid from Carneheim?”

“An estimate,” said Pogo. “No doubt their calculus is informed by hopes we are all killed by the Lioness, and my threats thus rendered null. I’ve sought to balance out these rather squalid hopes by making the payment of my debts and promissories contingent on surviving the siege. Still, there’s room for hope.”

“Pogo!” I couldn’t help but beam. “You are a genius!”

“Well,” said Pogo, removing his spectacles to buff them on his burgundy waistcoat. “Quite possibly. I’m coming around to the notion myself.”

Seized by an excess of emotion, I leaned forward to plant a loud kiss on his bald pate. “You materialize four thousand Carneheim Suns before the Lioness gets here, and I’ll make you a baron.”

Pogo squawked and then blushed furiously. “Please. I’ve no need for official titles. Now, having spent so many years working with Mistress Yashara in the Black Fists, I’ve some understanding of military matters. Several times we were tasked with defending hill forts or partaking in the defense of city walls, and I’ve undertaken some initiatives there as well -”

The coach exploded.

A terrible force hit the side where Tamara rested, elbow on the window sill. It crushed the wooden wall, shattered the glass, lifted the coach clear off the ground, threw us all bodily into the air. 

Madness. 

The laws of physics didn’t make sense for a harrowing, terrifying moment.

Sound, screams, shattering, and then the coach crashed down onto its side, glass and splinters everywhere, wood snapping and crunching as the coach slid over cobbles. Bodies fell upon me - Seraphina, Cerys, limbs intertwined, up somehow sideways, and with a roar of fury, I fought to break free.

Somewhere a horse was screaming, the sound harrowing, shrill. And just as the world had ceased to make sense for a moment, everything snapped back into place as we came to a stop. 

Cerys was struggling to extricate herself from me. Seraphina was asking something, her voice mingling with the shouts from outside, Netherys saying Pogo’s name with increasing concern.

I had to get out. 

I had to protect my loved ones. 

With a shout that was more scream, I wedged myself around and then slammed my foot into the coach’s ceiling.

It was never built to withstand much pressure, and crunched before my blow.

Two, three more kicks, and enough of a gap appeared between the lacquered boards that I was able to thrust myself through the gap, stumble out onto the driveway.

My wounds and lacerations had already healed, so I couldn’t blame them for the shock I felt when I turned and saw what had hit us. 

A demon was crouched atop the carriage like a massive, smoldering gargoyle, claws hanging between its knees, wings curved up overhead, face a hideous mask of horned bone and black leather. It was easily as big as Pony, perhaps larger; even as my hand dropped to the hilt of my blade, it hopped back off the carriage, caught the edge with both claws, then strained mightily, beating its powerful wings in one fell beat as it twisted and hurled the carriage up and away.

Somehow, it was able to do so. The carriage squealed, metal fixtures on cobblestones, wood crunched under its talons, but then it twisted about and left the ground to spin up into the air, its entire mass flung as if it were a toy discarded petulantly by a child.

I could only stare there and stare, slack-jawed, as the couch spun once, twice, and then collided with the front of Thorne Manor. Exploding into a mass of kindling and lacquered boards, it demolished the balcony and embedded itself through the two doors that led into the room beyond. 

“No,” I whispered, trying to envision the destruction that had just been wrought upon those within.

“Kellik!”

Netherys’s cry, off to the side. Feeling as if I were sunken in honey, unable to react quickly, I turned and saw her crouched to one side, having escaped the coach just in time, Pogo limp and bleeding in her arms. 

The relief was muted, too little compared to the shock of what had just happened.

There was a powerful downdraft, and a second demon descended upon us, a lithe, black-skinned monster, feminine in its proportions, its hair a mass of writhing snakes, its tail ending in a foot-length of serrated bone that it whipped from side to side. 

Was there something elven about its features?

A third flew down from the sky, this one squat like a toad, broader than it was tall, skin pebbled and green, mouth full two feet wide, nose nonexistent, eyes near hidden under thick folds of leathery skin. 

A fourth dropped behind me, insectile, its wings those of a dragonfly, its body warped so that its waist narrowed to an emaciated point just above its pelvic cradle, giving it the appearance of a thorax and abdomen. Its body was sheathed in iridescent chitin, its head a praying mantis horror that quirked from one side to the other.

Slow applause sounded, and then Eddwick emerged from the shadows of a doorway set in the far side of the manor, slender and plain as ever, hair a rough bowl cut; his face so familiar it ached, his smile more sneer. 

“Well done! It seems I lost my bet. I suppose Master Ripple can throw a coach across the street. I’d doubts about the coach’s structural integrity, but they really know how to make them these days.”

“Eddwick,” I hissed, orienting on him and drawing my silvery blade. 

Pony came charging from around the back of the manor, sledgehammer in hand, and now thwapped it into his other palm. With a low rumble, he began striding toward our little crowd.

“You know, things aren’t looking food for you,” said Eddwick. “And I’m not talking about your being surrounded by five demons right now. I’m talking big picture. The White Lioness is concerning. I’ve heard that a full fifth of the city has already fled, and there’s not a ship left in the harbor. Perhaps, in a way, we’re doing you a favor, ending it all here.”

“This’ll be an end,” I said. “But it won’t be mine.”

“You always were good at turning a phrase. Something I had little practice at, seeing as I was mute and all. But no matter. The demon within me has given me wings. Now the words spill forth seemingly without end. As if I were compensating for all the years -”

The feminine demon hissed in annoyance. “Cease your prattling, seer.”

“I’m telling you, it’s nearly impossible to find an appreciative audience these days,” said Eddwick. “Never mind. All right, everyone. Remember: remove his head and we can get back to work rebuilding the Family.”

I slowly swirled my blade about in a circle, but couldn’t help stare past the closing circle of demons at the crumpled carriage embedded in the manor’s second floor. A back wheel was still turning lazily, but otherwise, no sound of movement came from the wreckage.

Tamara. Cerys. Seraphina.

A terrible, all-consuming hatred burst forth from my heart.

First Iris. Then Yashara. If I lost more?

I felt my grip on sanity begin to slip. 

Eddwick pouted with mock sympathy. “Come, Kellik. All’s fair in love and war, right? This is just a little more war resulting in a little less love.”

My body was shivering as if a fever were creeping over me. A fire was burning in my core, rising like a twister of naked flame, consuming everything within me. My identity, my doubts, my reservations, my hopes, my dreams. 

Leaving nothing behind but the raw essence of king troll. 

The massive, squat toad-demon hesitated, then parted its vast mouth to loll a tongue the size of a three-year-old child about its face. The feminine demon with her elven features moved out wide, talons extending till each was nearly a foot and a half long, while the massive monster who’d tossed the carriage pounded its fists once, twice, thee times into the cobbles as if warming them up, and then began to amble over.

Pony ran into his side with the force of a rogue avalanche, sledgehammer impacting his head a moment before his blue stone shoulder slammed into the demon’s side.

The demon stumbled but didn’t go down.

My body felt alien. Something was happening to me. The tornado of fire was turning liquid, melting and flowing into me, filling my insides, sluicing into my limbs, suffusing my mind. 

I saw Cerys smiling, rays of sunlight and shadows dappling her face as she looked up at me, one eye closed.

I saw Tamara leaning over me, tending to my wounds the first time I’d met her, in the dim darkness of her crude shack.

My body shook, quaked. Eddwick was shouting something. A command. The demons were closing on me. Moving fast, but the quicker they moved, the more time seemed to slow down. Sounds grew slurred and lost meaning. 

I was sleaved in sweat, my skin prickling, swarming over my frame. My bones were liquid, my mind a cloud of crimson that needed blood.

Needed to conquer.

To dominate these demons.

To break them down, one by one, and force them to kneel.

To acknowledge me their ruler.

To bow their heads to their master.

To call me their king.

My body changed. Began to grow. Felt as if my muscles were changed to toffee and being stretched between two clamps. I was growing taller, the larger of the demons lowering to my eye level, or I climbing to theirs. A fell strength was supercharging me, feeling as if molten iron was coursing through my veins, suffusing my flesh. I needed to let that energy out. I needed to release the potential for violence that was coursing through my body.

The toad demon opened his mouth from a distance and his massive tongue snaked out, fast as a lash, dripping ichor and whipping toward my face.

I raised my forearm and the tongue wrapped around it, the slime burning through my black skin, exposing gleaming red flesh beneath for a moment before healing over, the pain receding, gone.

I clamped my hand down upon that tongue and squeezed my fingers into a fist.

The toad demon’s eyes bulged.

With a roar, I hauled on the tongue, which was surprisingly elastic. Still, not elastic enough. The power behind the yank lifted the demon off his squat legs and brought him flying toward me, blood fountaining from his broad mouth as his tongue nearly tore out by the roots.

He came flying right into my other fist.

At least, I assumed it was my fist, which had changed. My skin was cinder black, my forearm striated with muscle, the tips of each knuckle edged now with inch-long spikes of horn. My hand looking large enough to defeat Pony in a game of thumb war.

My fist sank into the demon’s soft face down to the wrist, and I felt delicate bones snap as the architecture of his skull failed to withstand the assault. His bulbous body went out from under him, as if he’d run headlong into a beam, and when his massive form was fully horizontal, tongue curling all around us like some winding mountain path made of gleaming flesh, I drove my fist straight down into the road, piledriving his head into the cobbles.

It cratered from the force of the blow, my fist driving another three or four inches into the demon’s skull.

A wet slurping sound accompanied the retraction of my hand from the demon’s skull, and I rose to my full height. Fuck, I had to be at least three yards tall now, maybe more. I’d never felt so alive, so in the moment; my senses were painfully acute, my body screamed for action.

The other three demons hesitated, glanced at each other, and then came for me all at once.

It was glorious.

A spear of black fire burned through my abdomen, only to heal instantaneously. The insectile guy behind me slammed what felt like revolving blades into my back which churned my flesh into an agonized slurry - which healed back as fast as the damage could be dealt.

I focused on the big guy, the one who had tossed the carriage. Crimson-skinned, his massive body dwarfing his recurved legs, his horns gleaming like damp obsidian, his claws wicked sharp, he came barreling into me with a blast from his wings.

I reached up, caught each of his hands in my own, so our fingers interlaced and our arms locked.

His momentum drove me back, my heels carving trenches through the ruined road, the impact driving me back a good six or seven yards - and then I caught my balance.

The demon’s face was inches from my own, his upper lip writhing back from his fangs. I saw hatred in those coal-black eyes, a desire to conquer that matched my own - and a burgeoning hint of confusion. 

Fear.

Because as I began to lean forward, he had no choice but to bend back.

Something, I’d wager, he’d never had to do in his whole demonic unlife.

The feminine demon hurled another bolt of black flame at me, a second, a third. Each carved huge gouts of flesh from my body, but they might as well have happened to another; my body healed the damage back almost before it could be dealt, so the flares of pain were annoyances and little more.

The insectile demon leaped atop my shoulders, and there hunched and bit down into the side of my neck, his huge pincers cutting through tendon and sinew as he tried to cut off my head.

I screamed, more in annoyance than pain, and for a second considered tearing a hand free to batter the demon away. But no. As much as he burrowed and cut, my neck healed back just as fast. It was as if he were seeking to empty the ocean with a bucket. 

The demon before me snarled, great nostrils flaring, then roared forth a deluge of liquid flame, more like lantern oil that had caught fire than anything else.

It washed over me, burned away my clothing, my hair, my skin; then the pain began to fade, and when he ceased his assault, the insectile demon was gone, but I stood undamaged before him.

“How?” he snarled.

“King troll, you son of a bitch,” I growled right back, and then squeezed my hands shut, shattering his palms, causing his digits to splay in random angles, flesh jellying out from between my fingers.

“Look!” shouted Eddwick, pointing vigorously to catch my attention. “The carriage.”

Probably the only thing that would have distracted me. I jerked my vision up, saw one of the wrecked coach doors shudder then fall away, a boot emerging as Tamara kicked her way free.

Hope surged within my breast, and was rewarded when I saw her leg retract, then all of her climb out, turn, and help Seraphina climb free in turn.

Alive.

Alive, and uninjured.

Tamara must have been healing all this time.

Cerys?

A fist crashed into the side of my face with enough force to warp iron. My head snapped to the side, teeth and blood filling my mouth, then everything healed back.

I turned to snarl at the feminine demon, only to see Pony’s sledgehammer descend like a white-burning meteor into the back of her head and drive her down to one knee.

Snarling, I yanked the crimson-skinned demon up from his crouch and right into a head butt. I felt bone in his brow give, my own cracking as well, but it healed instantly.

Again I yanked him up, and again I head-butted him. He roared, but there was desperation in the sound, and his face was becoming mangled.

I head-butted him a third time, a fourth. He was growing limp in my grasp, I allowed him to fall to the ground, kicked him under the chin so that he fell to the road, and then set to stomping his head in with as much force as I could muster.

As it turned out, I could muster a lot.

I was screaming, I realized - releasing my hatred, my frustration, all the anger I’d been harboring, the fear I’d been feeling for my friends.

My boot was a piston. I descended over and over again, crashing into the demon’s head, shattering his horns, caving in his lower jaw, flattening his cheekbones, pulping his eyes. 

A hand grasped my shoulder, turning me around.

I raised my fist, ready to take off whoever’s head it was, and then froze at the sight of Pony.

When had he grown shorter than me?

He stared up at me with a calm awareness that stilled my anger. No fear. No flinching. Ready to take the blow if it came. 

But intent on pulling me free of my madness.

I stumbled back, body still crying out for more, for punishment, to mete out unbridled violence. The crimson demon was a moaning wreck on the driveway.

The insectile one was picking itself up off the road, charred near to death.

The toad demon lay still.

Pony had put down the feminine one, who lay cradling her broken head and hissing to herself.

Leaving Eddwick.

“Well, shit,” he said, taking a step back.

I took a step forward.

“Kellik?” Tamara had managed to lower Seraphina to the ground, and now dropped down beside her. To my eternal relief, I saw Cerys pulling herself free of the carriage behind them. 

The amount of blood soaked into their clothing indicated how close they’d come to entering the Ashen Gardens.

“Kellik?” There was fear, wonder, and hesitancy in Tamara’s voice. “Is that…you?”

But she couldn’t finish her question. Her expression was one of extreme effort, but for some reason she slowly sagged and dropped to one knee.

A moment later Seraphina did the same.

Anger surged within me. What kind of question was that? Who else would I be? But then I stared down at my palms. Black as coal, talons several inches long, all of it drenched in ichor and blood.

Then down at my body. I was all lean muscle, a perfect human form, muscled and cut in a manner no normal mortal could reach. Three or more yards tall, uninjured, bursting with vigor and vitality. 

But it was my face she was staring at. 

Hesitant, I reached up to touch at my features. Found ridges of horn, harsh angularities, something alien to my fingertips.

A crowd of servants and guards had gathered to watch the fight from a safe distance, and now they, too, slowly fell to their knees, many of them pressing their brows to the cobblestones. The effect rippled outward until everyone but Eddwick was bowing before me.

Seraphina, sweat dripping off her brow, dragged forth an iron cube from under her tunic. I’d noticed the thong before, but never glimpsed what hung at its end. The cube was unadorned, roughly cast, but had the same fell presence as the Hanged God’s icon in the cathedral. 

The same sense of weight and danger.

“The Hanged God sees you,” she said, voice shaking from where she knelt, holding the cube up, allowing her gaze to fall upon the defeated enemies and Eddwick. “And steps between you and your demons. Feel the weight of his regard. And if in this moment you wish freedom from your captors, step free of your bondage and resume control of your fate.”

An invisible wave of force billowed out from the cube, its passage distorting light, and washed out over everyone present.

Eddwick staggered back as if dealt a blow, and then his face began to melt. No - I quickly realized that two visages were superimposed over each other, his own and that of a second, a skull-like face with white lights burning in its sockets. 

Eddwick opened his mouth to scream, as did the ghostly face over his own, and then with a convulsive jerk, he threw himself aside, crashing down onto the cobbles to leave a wispy outline where he’d been. 

For a moment it stood there, the ghost of a demon, white boned and hunched, a long tail extending out behind it, claws flexing in fury.

The other demons around us, however, remained as they were, not separating, but struggling, convulsing where they lay.

And a realization hit me like Pony’s palm to the back of my head: they weren’t separating, sure, but for that moment, even if the hosts wished to keep their demon’s powers, they were divided. 

A window of opportunity in which they could choose freedom if they desired.

A moment in which they were without their demon’s powers.

And therefore without their demons protection, as well.

“All of you,” I snarled, raking my gaze over the four. “Obey my every command from here on out, following the letter and the spirit of my desires!”

My king troll power slid into that gap, wormed its way into the host’s minds, and made them mine. 

“Do as my friends and I command,” I said, following up as they stared at me in dismay. “Obey their orders as you would my own!”

I didn’t pause to admire my handiwork, but stalked over to Eddwick, placing my bare foot on his chest. A foot twice as large as my own had been, each toe tipped with a curved talon.

Eddwick gaped, grasped at my ankle with his hands, and tried to throw me off. Failed.

The demon, the ghost-like wraith, was screaming silently, thrashing in its attempts to get back into my old friend.

But I could only see how he’d smiled when Yashara had been demolished - how he’d mocked me. How he’d orchestrated this plan.

Part of my mind was screaming, trying to reason, but the bestial part of me - the furious, white-hot, violent juggernaut of untrammeled disaster - wanted revenge. Revenge for the pain I’d felt, for the losses I’d experienced, for the world that kept punishing me for trying to do the right thing.

Eddwick didn’t say anything in his defense. He grasped at my ankle, mouth opening and closing, straining to talk, but the pressure on his chest was too great.

Others were shouting at me, trying to get my attention.

I could only stare down.

A little more pressure and he’d burst like a grape.

And that would be the end of another enemy.

Eddwick’s face was darkening; with supreme effort, his whole body going rigid, he managed to make a strangled moan.

I froze.

I’d heard that sound only once before.

When we were kids. He’d been ambushed by older children, a pack led by a bastard called Bloody Mikel or something. I’d caught wind of the attack, had sprinted through the docks to find them before it was too late.

I’d run into the alley to see Eddwick pressed against the wall, arms pinned. Mikel was slowly driving a dagger into Eddwick’s chest, inch by slow inch, grinning like a madman and enjoying my best friend’s slow, agonizing death.

Eddwick had opened his mouth then and given that mute expression to his pain and loss, that strangled sound that was the closest he’d ever come to vocalizing.

I’d charged in like an enraged bull, had driven off the pack through sheer madness and hatred. I’d managed to get Eddwick to a healer, and we’d then spent the rest of that summer getting our revenge on Mikel and his pack, one member at a time.

Eddwick’s face was nearly purple. 

The sound of his mute cry thundered in my ears. For a second I felt like I was Bloody Mikel, stabbing Eddwick to death in a dark and sordid alley.

this time there was no best friend ready to hurl himself into the fray and save his life.

With a cry, I jerked my foot back. 

Eddwick let out a shuddering gasp as he curled up onto his side.

I cast a wild gaze around myself. Why the fuck was everyone kneeling? Even Cerys, who had dropped to the street, had fallen to bow before me. One by one, even Pony dropped down, until every single person, even my most loved companions, were pressing their brows into the muck of the street. 

All but the writhing demon, who seemed unwilling to depart, to abandon its host altogether.

I stared at my taloned hands again, my alien black skin. The desire was still there. To conquer. To murder. To rejoice in being worshipped.

I felt it even when I stared at Tamara’s bowed back, at Pony’s still and quiescent form.

My pulse was pounding in my ears. 

Tamara was wrestling, trying to rise, white fire burning across her frame. She called out to me, but I couldn’t make out the intent behind her words.

I wanted to flee, to escape myself, but something held me in place. An idea. A germ of a notion.

I turned to stare at the demon. Its pale, skeletal frame was fading, and soon, I knew, it would be completely gone.

“Can you hear me?” I demanded.

The demon’s rage stilled as it turned its head toward me, its eyes twin pinpricks of blazing white light. 

“Do you desire a new host?”

“No,” moaned Cerys. “No, Kellik - don’t take that power!”

The demon floated closer; something about its body language expressed curiosity.

“I’ll give you a new host,” I said, thoughts spinning, desperate hope blooming within my chest. “All you’ve got to do is follow me. Pony? Bring the medusa to the chamber.”

Not allowing myself to hesitate, to second-guess myself, I ran toward the manor, breaking into a sprint that culminated in a fantastic leap. I soared up to a second-floor balcony, one over from the ruined coach; crashing down into the stone balustrade, I shattered my way through.

I turned and saw the demon floating up after me, its form now transparent.

I had to hurry. 

I had to get there before it faded away altogether.

Smashing my way through the french doors, I crashed through the bedroom, shouldering my way through the door and into the hall. I paused to orient myself then tore off toward a special chamber. Turning the corner, I ignored the terrified yell of a guard who threw himself aside at the last moment, and pounded down to the gleaming door.

I wrenched it open and strode inside. The room was empty but for a massive, iron-bound chest and a shape shrouded in black silk that stood in the room’s center.

Pausing, hands on the chest’s lid, I glanced over my black shoulder.

The pale demon floated into the study, little more than a wisp.

“Here,” I growled, and flung the lid open, revealing the chunks of shattered stone. Rising, I stepped over to the shrouded figure, and pulled the black cloth away.

Yashara’s mutilated statue.

“She is yours,” I said, willing the demon to accept, to be able to accept. “She is still alive, within the stone. She’ll only die when she turns back to flesh. Which I’ll do the moment you heal her. Put her back together. Make her whole.”

The demon floated toward her broken body. It swirled about her, then turned to regard me. Its mouth stretched into a rictus of a grin, then it sank into the stone like mist into the surface of a lake.

Hairline cracks sealed over. Fissures closed. 

I bit my lower lip; then, unsure, I reached down into the chest and took up Yashara’s severed arm. Moving to her statue, I set the brutalized end against her shoulder. 

The stone flowed together, became whole.

My roar of victory caused the windows to rattle. Feverishly I went back and forth from the chest, adding more and more pieces to her frame, slotting them into the gaps, aided by the demon’s ability to heal her, compensate for the mistakes, the flaws that were left. 

Finally, I took up Yashara’s snarling head. Holding it in both my massive hands, I traced the brutal curve of her cheek with one talon.

“Strength,” I whispered to her, heart pounding. “Strength, my queen. Fight this fight. You can do this. You can win.”

I stepped over the statue. Lifting her head aloft, I saw tendrils of white mist reach up from the stump of her neck, questing blindly.

I’d come too far to stop now.

Carefully, I lowered her head to watch as her neck healed over, becoming perfectly smooth.

Stepping back, I admired her. Her formidable form, her perilous beauty, her naked rage in all its healed glory.

The demon had done it.

The demon had restored her into a seamless whole.

I don’t know how long I stood there, eyes burning, drinking in the sight of her.

A half-orc warrior, almost seven feet tall with the physique of a demi-goddess, her black hair a full mane held back by a crown of iron spikes around her brow. Her human blood betrayed itself in her striking, powerfully beautiful features. Her skin was slate green, bare shoulders marked by the dark spots typical of orcs, clad in a partial black plate of cruel and exquisite design, thick iron chains wrapped around her forearms. 

She’d been frozen half-charge, scimitar raised for her first strike, tendons taut in her neck, muscles clearly defined down the length of her thigh. 

A visage to strike terror into any foe. 

Would it work? 

My ire, my overwhelming need to conquer, to dominate, ebbed away. I felt my body shrink, return to its normal size. Raising my hands, I saw the pale, strong fingers I’d always had, familiar and banal. Gone were the talons, the black skin, the massive strength. 

I looked back up to Yashara’s petrified form. I willed her to be in there, to be alive, to come back to me.

A heavy knock sounded on the door, then it swung open. Pony marched inside, sledgehammer in one hand, looking warily at the figure that followed him.

Her gaze was hooded, but still her eyes left searing trails in my vision as if each were a miniature sun. Mithasa, alien in her beauty, skin subtly scaled, lips dark and wide with twin fangs visible within her mouth. Her expression was sullen, but at the sight of Yashara restored, she froze, eyes flaring wide. I felt a wash of fire pass over me.

Pony dropped his hammer and lurched forward, arms outstretched to Yashara, only to stop at the last moment in confusion to turn and stare at me. Cerys, Pogo, Tamara - everyone else crowded in behind.

“Almost there,” I said to Pony. “Medusa. Bring Yashara back.”

“But… how?” Mithasa’s poise was completely shattered. “This isn’t possible. Nobody can restore rock. She should be -”

I put my king troll power into my words. “Mithasa. Bring her back. Now.”

The medusa nodded mutely and smoothed her palms down her thighs. Then her eyes changed. I felt that hot fire wash over me again, even as I looked away.

Yashara’s stone form began to soften. Great patches of stone grew dark, expanding to reveal the black of her armor, the dark green of her skin. Her whole frame began to tremble, then with a terrifying roar, she came fully alive, lunging forward to swing at a foe who was long gone.

Yashara’s reflexes were peerless. She caught herself, stopping her charge with savage control, then turned to stare at us with wide, confused eyes.

Eyes which immediately began to change. 

Her pupils became vertical, like those of a cat; the architecture of her face began to warp, bone horns pushing through the ridges of her brow.

“Seraphina!” I bellowed. “Now!”

The young acolyte of the Hanged God pushed her way to the fore, holding up her cube. “The Hanged God sees you,” she said, voice shaking. “And steps between you and your demon. Feel the weight of his regard. And if at this moment you wish freedom from your captor, step free of your bondage and resume control of your fate.”

Yashara froze, her expression curdling with fury - fury, I realized, that stemmed from her complete incomprehension as to what was happening to her.

I stepped forwards, hands spread out wide. “Yashara? You’re all right. We just healed you. Cast the demon out. It’s done its part. You don’t need it anymore. Get rid of it.”

Her features twisted into a feral snarl, and I realized that it was the demon within her fighting to hold on, resisting any attempt on her part to banish it from her body.

Eddwick had reacted instantly. His demon had been expelled in the moment. Why wasn’t Yashara’s doing the same?

“You don’t need it,” I said. “We don’t need it. Don’t listen to its lies.”

The beautiful half-orc flexed her hands, muscles rippling across the back of her forearms. She stared at me with alien, cat-slit eyes. 

“Yashara?” I raised my tone in warning. “Cast it out. Now!”

“It says…” Yashara’s voice was a rasp. “It says I’ll die if I do. I’ll fall apart. What is it talking about?”

Shit.

Tamara stepped forward, raising a hand which immediately burned with white fire, and stared carefully at Yashara. “Your matrix is shattered. It’s being held together by the demon. I fear it speaks the truth.”

Her words were like a hammer blow to my heart. I’d thought - but surely - 

“Hold on,” said Tamara, reaching up carefully, slowly, to touch Yashara’s shoulder. “We can fix this. I can fix this. Be patient. Control the demon.”

Yashara’s lips writhed back from her enlarged fangs. “It wants blood. It wants destruction.”

Tamara shot me a fearful glance. “Kellik?” 

“Sleep,” I said, counting on Seraphina’s influence to still make Yashara susceptible to my command. “Sleep, Yashara. You’re safe. Rest now.”

Yashara’s eyelids grew heavy, her shoulders slumped, and she sagged forward, falling into Pony’s arms. 

Only Pony could have caught all seven feet of her toned, muscled form. 

“Take her to my bedroom,” I said. “Yashara? Can you heal her matrix?”

“I don’t know,” she said soberly. “But I’m going to try.”

“Mithasa, return to your chamber, do no harm to anyone, and await further commands,” I said, putting my power into my words. The medusa grimaced, revealing her slender fangs, and turned to leave. 

“But know that you have my thanks,” I said. “As soon as Yashara is healed, you’ll be free to go with my blessings.”

Mithasa paused, eyed me consideringly over her shoulder, then left the room.

“Fuck,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “All right, Pony. Lead on. Tamara?”

I followed them out the door, down the hall, and to my bedroom, where the troll laid out the warrior queen gently upon the covers. 

Cerys ordered everyone out, closing the door behind her after she left. I sat in the corner and watched as Tamara lit a candleflame, sat by the bed, and began to whisper her prayers. The flame of the candle extended toward her palm, following it across Yashara’s still body. 

I wanted to ask why she was doing it this way, a manner she’d not used since becoming an Exemplar, but bit my tongue. I watched, daring to hope, stomach tied up in knots, alternating between marveling at my success in bringing Yashara back, and fighting despair over the fate I might have consigned her to.

I couldn’t bear to think what Yashara might be like if she were forced to keep the demon, could recall only too well how this entity had warped Eddwick past recognition. And with so powerful a spirit and body as Yashara’s to mold? 

I shuddered to imagine.

So instead I quieted my thoughts, and remained still, observing, praying, as Tamara worked to save Yashara’s soul.

 

***

 

I managed to last two hours before my despair drove me forth. My thoughts were tormenting me, crowding in from all sides. Unable to pace, not wanting to distract Tamara, I excused myself, slipped into the hallway, and found myself hurrying outside, down the driveway, and into the street.

My thoughts were chaotic, fragmented. Had I consigned Yashara to a fate worse than death? How would I defeat Aurora and protect the city? Would I ever see Iris again? And what was I, that I should have changed in such manner, become a monster in the flesh as well as in spirit, three yards tall and capable of crushing demons with my own hands?

Halfway down the avenue I felt my panic beginning to take over me. With a cry I leaped, clasped a support strut under a balcony, and hauled myself up. Leaped again, gained the roof, and set off at a run.

Self-loathing, terror, anger, and despair assailed me. The people of Port Gloom loathed my attempts to help them. I’d even failed in that regard. It was all too easy to reach down into my core and find that roiling mass of dark power, that nucleus of rage and strength.

I embraced it, not knowing how or what I did, and found myself growing, surging faster, my legs longer.

Once more I slipped into my king troll form, and with a roar I leaped at the edge of the roof and flew out over the street, to land halfway up the face of the building across the street. Claws dug deep into the stone, and with terrible speed I flew up the wall, lurched up onto a balcony, leaped, and clambered roughly onto the roof, dislodging tiles as I went.

Shouts from below. 

With a wordless cry, I ran forth, clambering over the roof, leaping over alleyways and gaps. Running, seeking to escape myself, seeking to leave my bloodlusts behind. Leave the kneeling crowds, the subjugated masses, and my own dark satisfaction in the sight. 

The rooftops became a blur. My new form could leap six, eight, ten yards without difficulty. Each time I landed I cratered amongst the rooftiles, revealing the rafters below, with my leg sometimes punching right through into the attics below.

But I felt nothing. No pain, no exhaustion, nothing but an ever-burning drive to keep moving.

Far sooner than I’d expected, I reached the northern bank of the Snake Head and the line of warehouses that beetled up against the ports. A decaying strip of mercantile interests and moldering buildings. A final jump over the Riverwalk itself, a soaring ten yards, brought me crashing down atop a warehouse, where I lurched forward, out of view from the street below.

And there I surprised a gathering, a dozen ragged individuals who stood in a loose knot, engaged in some manner of transaction; cases set to one side, guards with their hands on their weapons, the principals standing face to face and in the midst of negotiating.

As one they turned to stare at me in shock and horror, and then the nature of my form washed over them. 

They fell to their knees, unable to resist my majesty, the purity of my being. Down they went, guards and principals, till I stood over their bowing forms and found myself hating their weakness.

Hating that nobody could stand up to me. Not the demons, not Eddwick, not my companions, not the common man, not even Pony, a war troll.

And staring at those bowing forms, their brows pressed to the moldering warehouse rooftop, I felt a vertiginous sense of solitude. I realized for the first time just how absolute power could set you apart from the world.

I stood on one side of the line, and across from me, the world. I could love them, hate them, kill them, break them, mold them - but never need fear them. 

I recalled my father’s mocking contempt as I’d tried to hew his head from his shoulders. How he’d not felt a flicker of fear, how his neck had healed right behind the passage of my blade.

I was all alone. I could reach out my hand and grasp the soul of the city if I desired it - but then what? Better the lot of the common man, or ruin it? What did it matter? In time everyone would die. And then again. Generation after generation. Their own lives infinitely precious to themselves, but meaningless in the big scheme of things. An endless line of scheming thieves, scheming nobles, greedy councilors, stout housewives, opportunistic youths, despairing maidens, brazen guards, canny merchants - each stepping into the boots of their forebears while somehow still thinking themselves unique, thinking themselves special.

I stared down at the bent backs. The way the humans trembled. Their fear was palpable, their confusion. 

 Would it mean anything if I killed them? One by one? Threw their bodies into the Snake Head? Somebody would grieve for them, but in time that grief would be eroded away by new concerns.

I flexed my claws.

One of the guards raised their head and sat back on their heels.

I reeled back as if harpooned.

The guard was Iris. She wore his studded leather armor, bore his blade buckled at her hip, reached up to remove the conical helm he’d worn upon his head to shake free her black hair.

Iris. 

Had she been there when I’d arrived?

No. I’d seen a dozen ragged men, made hard by life on Port Gloom’s streets, intent on each other, on the negotiations.

Iris hadn’t been here.

But now she regarded me with a fond, enigmatic smile, slight and utterly self-possessed, without fear of my king troll form, resisting the overwhelming urge that caused everyone else to bow.

“Kellik,” she said, and tilted her head to one side. “Hello.”

“Iris?” My voice was strange in my ears, more rasp than anything else, monstrous and echoing with power. The sound of it caused everyone else to flinch. “Where… how?”

Her smile grew regretful. “It’s complicated.”

My heart expanded in my chest, then, as if suddenly released from stasis, began to pound, pound madly within my chest. Tears filled my eyes, and I wanted to move to her, to gather her into my arms.

But perhaps I was going mad? Perhaps this was an illusion, a vision borne from desperation?

“Go,” I snarled at the others. “Leave this place and never return.”

The remaining humans leaped to their feet and ran from the rooftop, pushing and shoving as they reached a doorway set into a shack erected upon the warehouse’s flat roof. For a frenetic few seconds, they tore at each other like beasts, then boiled through into the darkness and clattered down the steps beyond to disappear.

Iris remained still, watching me, hands on her lap.

Stunned, I staggered up and crashed to my knees before her. Drank in the sight of her heart-shaped face, her rare beauty. 

“Iris,” I breathed.

“Hello, Kellik.” And she reached out to trace the contours of my king troll face, her expression showing nothing less than love, fondness, affection.

Caring despite the cruel horns she touched, the distorted features. 

The bloodlust faded away. The hatred and fury. The desire to crush the city under my heel, the indifference to its people. It melted away like ice set before the sun, and then with a sob, overcome by my own emotions, by the horror I felt for my own fate, I bowed down and pressed my face to her lap, and there let loose the sobs that had been building within me for far longer than I knew.

I felt her hands on my shoulders, how she bent over me and held me tight. I wept, terrified, feeling as if I stood on the edge of a precipice. The wind whipping about me, ready to pluck me from my perch and send me spiraling down into oblivion.

Oblivion marked by solitude, indifference, blood, and tyranny.

When I finally sat back on my knees, I realized I’d changed back to my human form. Felt puny, slender, weak. My limbs pale and without the true strength that lurked in my heart.

I wiped at the tears that stained my cheeks, and searched Iris’s face. “Are you coming back to me?”

“No,” she said. “Not yet.”

“But you will?”

“I might.” She sounded apologetic.

“Where are you staying? Can I come to visit you?”

“Only if you die,” she said, “and then we’d cross paths for the briefest second. I’m staying…” And she frowned, gazing out over the city. “Everywhere.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know. I died, Kellik. A true death. But the Hanged God failed to snare me in his net. I slipped free, as I knew I would. And now I swim amongst the constellations that are the souls of this city. Each life a star, each star a home. The pattern of my soul impresses itself upon the living, and I ride within them for a spell.”

I tried to understand. “You… you’re impressing your matrix upon… random strangers?”

Her smile was fond, and she reached up to touch my cheek. “Hundreds at a time, Kellik. Sometimes I expand to thousands, but then I grow dangerously thin. Now, I am squeezed to just one, and thus can manifest like this. But when I relax, I shall, like the tide, roll back out, and diffuse amongst the many.”

I knelt there in silence, trying to wrap my mind around this revelation. “Are you immortal?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I sense that I possess a finite energy now. That if I use it up, I will disappear. Burn away into nothingness. Magic, I believe, would consume that remaining energy rapidly. Even manifesting like this causes me to burn. But where would I go when my energy is all gone? I don’t know. So I hold on, not yet ready to relinquish my sense of self.” Her smile was bitter, sad. “My thoughts of you keep me together. My fear that I’ll lose you if I go too far. So I watch you, wait, and see what comes.”

“Don’t leave me,” I said, reaching out to take her hand. “I need you, Iris. I’m becoming something I don’t understand. My old sense of self, Kellik, is burning away before my true nature. The king troll in me. I fear I’ll become my father. I don’t want to be alone.”

“We’re all alone,” said Iris gently. “Yet at the same time, we are part of greater constellations. I see it now, and it is so beautiful, Kellik. The night sky is nothing compared to the vast stellar oceans that are souls in flux. The desire to merge your essence with another is futile. It cannot be done. We are doomed to burn alone until the Hanged God collects us in his net. But though we burn alone, we are part of a greater pattern, and it is that pattern that gives me comfort, a sense of place, of order, of being part of something greater.”

“And you and me?”

“We are a constellation composed of two stars.” She inched closer to me. “Nobody burns like you do, Kellik. Not the Exemplars, not the mages, not the demon-bound. In all the heavens, you are the brightest star, and it is by your light that I navigate this underworld.”

 I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t feel comforted. I wanted to crush her body to my own, to meld her spirit with mine in just the way she said was impossible. The best I could do was take her hands, interlace her fingers, and lean forward so my brow pressed against hers.

We remained thus for a spell, breathing together, and I sought to drink her in, to impress this moment upon my spirit as she did with her matrix, and thus never forget it. 

“What should I do?” I asked at last.

“Whatever you wish,” she replied.

“But should I help people or not? Should I struggle to make the world a better place, or just indulge myself as my father did?”

“It doesn’t matter. The only thing of importance is that you be true to yourself.”

“I don’t know who I am.”

“That is what you must discover. Remember? That night in the basement? I wanted you to choke me?” She took my hand and placed it about her neck, and for a second I thought she wanted to fuck, for me to abuse her right here, right now.

But no.

Her smile was tinged by sadness, not desire. “I told you that the only imperative was for you to be true to yourself. There is no morality, Kellik. There is only the exercise of the will, and the strength to be yourself. If you wish to be a tyrant, then be one. If you wish to raise the weak and defenseless, then do so. They are both the same. Just be honest with yourself. It is only through honesty that you can make your life worth living.”

I stared at her perfect face, her guileless eyes, her bow of a mouth. My hand about her narrow neck. How easy it would be to squeeze. But did I want to?

“I don’t know what I want,” I whispered. “I thought I did. But I’ve changed so much. I’ve won. My father is gone, the Family destroyed. But all I seem to have done is create new problems.” I hesitated. “Iris. The hereshen that the Paruko hunted you for. She’s coming for Port Gloom. She’s leading an army of ten thousand. She’s Aurora, the White Sun Exemplar we killed in Port Lusander.”

Iris stilled, and her eyes went wide with emotion. “She is? That’s wonderful! I knew something special had occurred to her after I was done. Remember? Cerys stopped me from learning more, but -”

“It’s not wonderful,” I said harshly. “She’s leading ten thousand soldiers to destroy our city. How do I stop her, Iris?”

“I don’t know.” She said the words simply. “I’d have to study her. Recall that my experiment upon her corpse was powered by Netherys’s magic, her bond with her dark goddess. That corruption may have come through in some manner. I superimposed Aurora’s matrix over that of Pony and Tamara to heal them, and flooded it with dark power. Her connection to the White Sun mingled with the power of Mother Magrathaar. What the result has become I cannot guess, but I would very much like to find out.”

“Great,” I said, more dispirited than ever. “So not only is Aurora unalive, but she’s corrupted by the dark elf Witch Goddess?”

“Mmmhmm,” said Iris excitedly. “Fascinating! I would wager that her channel to the White Sun has been corrupted, or broken, in a way that prevents her from dying. I’d sensed - but no, this is mere conjecture. Oh Kellik, what a miraculous creation!”

“One that the Paruko Dream Eaters wished to destroy you for.”

Iris waved her hand as if brushing away dust. “They failed.”

“But what do I do? What happens now?”

“Only you can answer that,” she whispered, leaning in to bring her lips within a fraction of an inch of my own. “And once you do, you shall discover the true value in living. Believe me, my love. I know of what I speak.”When I answered, my lips brushed against her own. “But your choices led to your death.”

“And how glorious it is.” She canted her head slightly to one side to kiss me gently, the lightest brush of a butterfly’s wing against my lips. “I stand alone on a beach of stars, and see what none other has ever witnessed. And beyond those lights lies a darkness that beckons me, and when I finally surrender and dive into its depths, only the Hanged God knows what I shall find…”

The thought of losing her forever, irrevocably, was too much. I squeezed my hand about her neck, wanting to imprison her within the flesh, to keep her with me, to trap her within the circle of my fingers.

And she leaned in to kiss me, not minding in the least. 

We kissed hungrily, a need that rapidly burned through sadness into a ferocious desire, but just as I was about to rise to my knees and pull her close, she broke away.

“When you know yourself,” she whispered, leaning back, the marks of my fingers livid about her throat, “when you are a whole being, and not a half shadow, then I will come to you, my love. Then we will fall into that darkness together, and see if two stars cannot become one.”

“Iris,” I began, but she raised a finger to her lips, bidding me be silent.

“I am always close, Kellik,” she whispered. “Become yourself. Own your future. And I shall return.”

Then she toppled sidelong to fall to the rooftop, and when I blinked she was gone, replaced by a grizzled old man whose eyelids fluttered and then closed.

I reared back, lurched to my feet, stared at the guard in horror. Where--? I whipped around, as if expecting to see Iris’s visage floating somewhere close, a ghost, a vision of her lovely face.

But there was nothing. Just the blank, desolate expansive of warped rooftops, the flocks of pigeons wheeling through the sky, the distant cry of boatmen on the Snake Head, and the mournful call of the wind passing amongst the tottering chimneys. 

 


Chapter 12

 

 

 

I didn’t know to where at first my feet directed me. I ordered a wealthy man to gift me his overcoat, knowing he’d easily have the funds to cover the loss, and then walked home, hands shoved into the large pockets, chin buried in my chest, thoughts spinning like leaves caught in a dust devil. Thoughts of loss, of the future, of whom I wanted to be. No easy solutions came to mind, and so I wandered, crossing the New Bridge, one more shadow amongst the throngs, making my way slowly to the Bay of Ruin and the docks.

There was a fevered sense of revelry in the streets. Taverns were doing brisk business, with stalls set up on each corner to cater to those who couldn’t force their way indoors. Voices were raised in song, in ire, and the air even at this late hour was alive with a desperate desire to celebrate, to live, to eke a precious few moments out of the night before the White Lioness arrived.

I strode through these surging crowds, saw men and women spending coin they couldn’t afford to hold back their terrors, saw the shadows alive with enterprising cutthroats and gentlefingers eager to make a profit off such easy marks. The guard had little presence, with most of them being ordered to the wall, and here and there fights broke out - listless, half-hearted affairs.

I walked through all this with my head down, until around midnight I finally fetched up against a low retaining wall that edged the muddy banks of the Bay of Ruin. I stared out over the choppy waters, and found the docks strangely quiet; the taverns were doing business, sure enough, but the piers and wharves were devoid of ships. No skiffs crossed the Bay to ferry passengers to and fro, and even the river barges weren’t in evidence.

I took a moment to remember why. Of course. Everyone who could afford to pay passage had booked a berth and sailed out days ago. The only ships left in all of the docks were those unfit to sail.

The moon hung low in the sky, a smear of silver extending from the point in the bay right below her to where I stood, like a shimmering path daring me to try and walk it. A cold wind gusted past me, causing me to bury my chin deeper under the lapels of the coat, and I sighed, wondering why I’d come all this way, why I’d walked across half the city to stare out over the bay.

To search for Maestria and her ship, The Bonegwayne? She’d set sail weeks ago at Pogo’s orders, to fetch back a wealth of cargo from a northern port city. 

Then why?

I frowned. There was something familiar about this spot. I glanced over the thick retaining wall that only came knee-high, and studied the bank of mud and refuse below, lapped by the waters of the bay. Some forty yards away a blocky set of steps descended from the retaining wall down to the mud. There was nothing distinctive about this spot. Then why…?

And then I recalled. The memory appeared, and I realized what I was looking at. 

This was where I’d washed up after Everyman Jack had ordered my throat cut and my body tossed into the river. Where I’d croaked back to life, gull-pecked and fevered, to fight for my life, calling over the mudlarks who’d robbed me blind. Where Lugin had returned to ask if I’d meant it, if I’d reward him with gold if he saved my life.

He must have stood right here when he’d looked down at me.

I followed his line of sight. I tried to remember the youth who’d lain below in the mud, propped up against the stone wall, feebly fending off death with the last of his will.

This was where everything had begun. 

Where my king troll nature had first materialized and saved my life.

I sat on the retaining wall and swung my legs out to hang down the side. Clasping my hands together, I stared down at the featureless mud.

Why had I fought on? What had kept my heart beating, long after most others would have slipped into the Ashen Garden?

A desire to understand why I’d been betrayed by Everyman Jack. That’s what it had boiled down to. A desire to find out why the closest I’d ever had to a father figure had betrayed me so. 

What had followed was a complex series of improbable events that had led me back to the Sodden Hold and my confrontation with him. Where he’d revealed my nature and why my heritage had damned me since the day I was born.

I’d killed Jack, but kept moving, fleeing to Port Lusander.

Why?

To get revenge on my father. 

Which I’d since done. The Paruko had dragged him into oblivion. 

Leaving me with what?

Who was I? What did I want? And why did I want it?

I thought of Iris’s heart-shaped face. Her funeral dress, her black-lined eyes. Her complete and utter lack of judgment. If I decided to murder the whole city she’d not care for me any the less. 

It was freeing, to be so loved. Yet terrifying, as well. 

For it was easy to choose one’s course of actions based on what those you cared for would think of you. To navigate by the stars of Cerys, Tamara, and Netherys’ opinions of me. To ensure they loved me. 

But Iris. 

She didn’t care what I did. Literally. As long as I was being true to myself.

Which meant I couldn’t ascribe blame or responsibility to anyone else. 

Whatever I chose had to be my choice alone.

But who was I?

Once everything had been so simple. I’d been an aspirant thief, cruel, callous, and daring, fixated on joining the Family and rising in its ranks.

That youth had died the night Jack cut his throat.

Then Tamara had healed me, and in doing so, changed me. I cared for the first time about justice. About doing the “right” thing. 

Was that person really me? That artificial do-gooder? What had seemed so clear then now appeared muddy. I’d freed the swamp goblins of Port Lusander out of a sincere desire to improve their lives and right a terrible wrong. 

If I was back there now, facing the Nautilus company and all its ills, would I make the same decision?

When I thought of Yashara, of Cerys, of Tamara, I wanted to say yes.

But when I thought of Iris, I didn’t know.

Perhaps my king troll nature - now that it was finally in full bloom - was healing the changes Tamara had wrought upon my soul. Undoing the artificial good she’d injected into me, that drive to help the oppressed.

Maybe I was reverted to my true moral self. Or amoral, as the case might be.

Did I want that? Where did it leave me? 

Did I want to save Port Gloom, or destroy it?

The waves washed in, and ebbed back out. The sounds of the city flowed past me and into the silence of the bay. I gazed back down at the mud. Just as Lugin would have seen me.

I frowned. Where was he now? 

Seized by whimsy, with nothing better to do, I climbed off the wall, turned, and strode back into the city. Last I’d heard, Jessin the innkeeper was holding onto Lugin’s gold and watching out for him. Perhaps he could tell me.

It took me a little less than five minutes to find the old building. From the front, it was grand yet dilapidated, in sore need of restoration but still exuding a fine sense of hospitality and warmth. The windows glowed golden, the large front door was open, and flowerboxes under the windows were overflowing with drooping blood-of-the-sun daisies. 

I buttoned up the overcoat, pulled the belt tight around my waist, and entered, blinking as my eyes adjusted to the bright light.

I’d never been into Jessin’s place of business. I’d only ever frequented the back, where Tamara had had her shack hard up against the pig’s sty. 

The common room was… simple. Everything looked old yet well cared for, shone with heavy layers of varnish, and the shadows were set to dancing by the large fire in the hearth. Heavy rafters overhead, trestle tables packed with patrons, a fiddler sawing out a freewheeling song, and plenty of conversation at the bar so that the sound made an indistinct wall.

The scents of smoke, ale, and cooked meat filled the air, and my mouth was set to watering by the platters the barmaids were serving, slices of pork with mounds of sauerkraut and wedges of cheese, all of it slathered in some sweet-looking pink sauce. 

But I’d not come here to feast, nor to blend in, nor to rest by the fire. Instead, I stopped one of barmaids, who looked askance at my strange appearance - perhaps she could tell I was nude under the coat - and paused when I bid her listen.

“Wait a moment,” I commanded. “Where can I find Master Jessin?”

“He’s right there,” said the stout lady, nodding toward an even stouter, bearded man behind the bar. 

“Thanks, you can go about your business,” I said, releasing her from my power.

Giving me a queer look, she resumed her path toward the kitchen.

“Master Jessin?” I pitched my voice to carry over the hubbub as I bellied up to the bar.

“The same,” he said, not looking up, busy tallying something on a tablet.

“I’d like a moment of your time. Can you spare me a minute?”

“Ask one of the girls if you’ve a mind to eat or drink. If it’s a room you be wanting, we’re full.”

I guess I’d had to be a little more forceful. “Please grab two ales and join me at a table,” I commanded. 

He frowned, set down his quill, and looked at me for the first time. “All right,” he said, clearly confused, and after he’d poured two flagons full of good heavy, I followed him to a corner table that had just been vacated by a group of dour dwarves.

“What’s this about?” he asked, settling down on the stool and frowning at me. “I’m a busy man, and don’t have time for -”

“Just a simple question,” I said. “Not too long ago you were entrusted with a fair amount of gold to take care of a young mudlark called Lugin. I just want to know how he’s faring. I gave him some advice, told him to make something of himself. Is he about? What has he been up to?”

“Ah,” said Jessin, sitting back with a different kind of frown. “That’s a sad tale, that is.”

I felt numb. “How so?”

“He died, the young lad. Not three weeks after his little fortune was entrusted to me. And just as he was making a real go of it.” Jessin shook his head. “Very sad.”

“Tell me what happened,” I commanded, and made no attempt to disguise the power in my voice.

Jessin shot me a startled glance but immediately complied. “He’d taken your advice to heart, if you’re the man who sought to set him straight. Took him a week of thinking, but he chose to apprentice himself to the dockmaster. Proud he was, when he got himself accepted. Had cleaned up, bought himself a new set of clothes, second-hand but nicely cut. He looked a different youth altogether! I asked him why the dockmaster’s, and he said it’d teach him numbers, which he was starting to think were the best thing to know. He went on and on about how numbers were the real magic in any city, and if the dockmaster could teach him to tally and how to account, there’d be nothing he couldn’t accomplish with his little pot of gold and enough ambition to last a lifetime.”

I drank from the good heavy but didn’t taste it. I couldn’t think. The words were being seared into my mind as Jessin said them.

“One week to get the job, and then two weeks there. That’s all he got. Was doing well, by all accounts. Small pay, but with the gold he weren’t concerned. Would chatter my ear off if I let him, about how easy it was to work sitting down after a life spent mud larking, how clean and nice everything was, and how he’d learn the numbers if it were the death of him. But his change in station brought attention. Even though he didn’t splash his gold, his rise from mudlark to apprentice at the dockmaster’s office raised eyebrows. And sure, I’d bought his way into the ’prenticeship by spending a couple of the gold coins to open the doors for him - there was no reason for the dockmaster to give him a chance otherwise - but…”

Jessin sighed and hunched over his good heavy, looking tired and worn out and depressed. “I could have sworn he’d not last a week there, but he made a real go at it. The numbers were coming, not easily, but… anyway. Some lads who used to mudlark cornered him on the way home one evening. Demanded to know where he’d gotten his gold. Lugin wouldn’t tell ‘em, so they cut him up. Took him all night to crawl back here, and by the time he did he was near dead from blood loss. Tamara was gone, so I sent for another healer, but they did more harm than good. He hung in there, thinking Tamara would come back, hung in longer than I thought he would, but died of black blood two days later.”

I nodded numbly, blinked, felt hollow inside. Three weeks. He must have died while we were all sailing to Port Lusander. Felt like a lifetime ago. And I’d never found out. Had kept thinking of him, taking pride in how I’d helped him, feeling good about that one pure act.

And he’d been dead of black blood infection all this time.

“Thank you,” I said mechanically, and stood up. Wrapping the coat tightly about my neck, I stumbled back out into the night, not seeing, not feeling, uncaring of the shouts my bumping passage aroused from the patrons whose tables I knocked.

Out into the night air. Out into the febrile darkness. Around me the shouts and catcalls of those intent on enjoying their night out felt discordant, the sounds crashing about me like waves on the reefs outside Port Lusander. 

I ducked my head and hurried away from the people, from the masses, the lights and sounds and desperate lives. Along the docks I strode, not thinking, mind whirling, until I left everything behind and reached the far southern tip, where the old lighthouse arose high above the waves on its craggy bluff. I saw there, huddled below it, the abandoned building which for a few months Iris had called her home.

My hands were numb with cold, my body soaked by the continual light mist which was falling from the heavens. Unsure as to my own intent, I followed the narrow path out to the dismal building’s gaping front door, and there paused, gazing inside, allowing my eyes to acclimate to the darkness.

My heart was pounding. I lurched inside, moved to the trapdoor in the center of the floor, and hurled it open, the crash of it falling back deafening. 

I gazed down into that dark throat, and saw nothing but impenetrable black. No lantern, no nest of silks and carpets, no Iris lazing amidst her shaped corpse toys.

I sank to my knees and grabbed at my hair, body shaking, feeling as if impossible stresses were about to tear me apart. 

Yashara was battling a demon, and perhaps now worse than lost to me. Iris dispersed amongst the city. Lugin long dead. Havatier reduced to rubble. Who would I lose next? And could I lie to myself and say I didn’t care? That I could murder and destroy without concern?

Oh no. Staring down at my hands, I realized the truth. I did care. I wanted better for those I loved. And for the Lugin’s out there. The innocents whose lives had been strangled and warped by forces beyond their control. The weak who never had a chance. The abuse who were crushed by the unfeeling forces of greed and rapine and the desire to dominate. For the mute victims of Imogen’s Web, for everyone who’d suffered and lost while others prospered unfairly and gained.

A calm descended upon me, and the shaking let off. I knelt there in the dark, before the yawning trap door, and gazed out into my personal night. I did care. Perhaps it was Tamara’s doing. Perhaps it was my own growth. Perhaps it was intrinsic to my soul. But it didn’t matter. I couldn’t stand to think my actions could lead to the deaths of other Lugin’s. That my sins could be paid for in blood. 

So I’d do better. I’d fail better. I’d try to make changes that would even the playing field, that would allow an enterprising young mudlark to pull themselves up out of the mire and improve their lot in life.

Hot tears were running down my cheeks, but a bitter resolve was filling me as wine poured into an empty skin. I’d not succumb to the same easy temptations as my father. I’d not fall victim to self-pity and self-righteous apathy. I was no stranger to pain. If this path proved more perilous, if it led to loss after loss, grief layered upon grief, then so be it. I’d rather live with heartache than exist numb and drifting through time without any emotion at all.

At long last, I arose and exited the old building. Made my way back down to the docks, then hailed a hansom cab and commanded the driver to take me home. Stared morosely out the window as we crossed the city, until at last, we rolled up to Thornton Manor’s gate, which opened to my command.

Down the graveled driveway, and up to the front entrance, I descended and left the cab driver to receive his payment from my groomsman. Entering the great hall, I heard voices from the library.

Making my way past the guards to the half-open door, I stepped inside.

Conversation ceased. Everyone turned to regard me as if my presence were a lodestone they couldn’t deny.

Netherys lounged in the far corner, one shapely leg hiked up over the chair’s arm, a glass of wine in hand. Cerys stood by the huge fireplace, hugging herself tightly, brows furrowed. Eddwick was in the shadows, almost lost against the backdrop of books. Pogo was near lost in an overstuffed armchair, unharmed, paperwork stacked up high on the side table beside him. Pony was a shadowy mountain by the far, diamond-paned windows. Seraphina sat on a plain stool off to another side, hands on her knees, cowl lowered to reveal her shorn head.

All eyes turned to me. Eyes piss-yellow or pale, washed-out blue, eyes violet and warm, golden-flecked brown. 

“Yashara?” I asked.

Cerys gaze was somber. “Tamara’s been with her all this time. I’ve tried asking how it’s going, but she wouldn’t respond.”

I exhaled, releasing the hope that I’d return to a quick success. “Very well. I saw Iris. She came to me. Possessed a guardsman so we could talk. She’s dead but still with us. Distributed herself across countless spirits like fog spreading through a forest.”

I saw confusion, uncertainty, even a few flickers of fear crossed faces. I moved to the extended side table, where cut crystal bottles held liquors of various colors. 

“I asked her about Aurora. She didn’t have any good answers. But reminded me that she used Mother Magrathaar’s power to fuel her operation. That it may have corrupted Aurora. Broken her channel to the White Sun. She said she’d need to study her to learn more, but being dead…”

Netherys, for perhaps the first time ever, looked away guiltily.

“Fuck,” whispered Cerys. “So she’s got - what? The power of the dark elves as well?”

“We don’t know.” I rubbed my face. “I then stopped at Jessin’s. The inn where Tamara once worked. Asked after Lugin, a mudlark who saved my life. Without whom none of this would have even begun.”

The silence now was active, everyone listening intently, a dozen questions stilled on the tips of their tongues.

I poured myself a full glass of whiskey and then turned to regard them all. “He died roughly when we were sailing to Port Lusander. Was mugged and cut up and passed away two days later of infections.”

“Kellik, I’m so sorry,” said Cerys.

“Don’t be sorry for me. Be sorry for him. For everyone like him. For every child who’s growing up stunted and covered in mud, picking over the banks for a spare copper nail or twist of rope. For -”

The urge to list the endless multitudes of downtrodden and abused were strong, but felt self-indulgent.

“No. I just want you all to know I’ve made a decision. I was at a crossroads. This power inside of me. The example set by my father. Everything was pulling at me, urging me to take a darker path. To indulge in my base instincts. To lose track of why I was doing this.”

Netherys’s voice was just shy of sardonic. “And why are you doing this, Kellik?”

“For the longest time, I thought it was revenge. Maybe it was. Against Everyman Jack, against my father, the Family. The people who thought it acceptable to run something so foul as Imogen’s Web. But now I realize that wasn’t quite right. Or, maybe, not sufficient. The desire for revenge and explanations got me going. But Tamara’s healing set me on a new path, a path that Lugin came to exemplify. All this time, I’ve been wondering how he was faring. Imagining his successes. And all this time he’s been beastly dead. And the way that knowledge made me feel, well.”

I took a trembling gulp of the whiskey. “I see now what I really care about. It’s about those mutilated women in Imogen’s Web. Victims like Cerys’s sister, like Iris, like Lugin. Those who are taken and used and broken and discarded by those like my father or the Royal Provost or the Aunts and Uncles. Or like the White Lioness, using the thousands of White Sun faithful to achieve her ends.”

Pogo nodded with grim certainty. 

Netherys stirred in her chair, gazed into her wine. “I suppose that’s noble. It rings a little naive in my ears, but…” She lolled her head to one side and fixed me with a wicked smile that failed to fool me. “I’ll support your bleeding heart initiatives if they mean so much to you.”

Cerys snorted. “As if you weren’t a high elf but a few weeks back. You don’t need to posture with us.”

Netherys raised an eyebrow. “You’re so sure I’m posturing? Then let me tie you up and have you at my mercy for a single hour. No?”

The sound of chalk scratching on a board came from the side of the room, and then Eddwick stepped forward. He seemed diminished, uncertain, his eyes anguished, his expression pale. He raised the board in his hands, and I saw written in his infinitely familiar scrawl: Kellik, I’m so sorry.

A knot formed in my throat. “Don’t be. You weren’t in control, the demon was.”

He frowned, wiped the words away with his sleeve, dashed off another set of words.

I should never have run.

“You thought that Gloom Knight was going to kill us.”

My cowardice led me to the Grandfather.

He erased the words, wrote some more.

My cowardice led to my being possessed.

I didn’t know what to say.

I should never have doubted. Never have run. I’m so sorry.

Erased. Then replaced with:

I don’t want forgiveness. I just want to help.

“Against the White Lioness?” I asked.

Yes. With the demon gone, my gift has returned.

I nodded slowly. “Your ability to guess at outcomes.”

I want to make it up to you. To all of you.

His eyes were shining with unshed tears, his face strained, his posture one of desperate intensity. I set the glass down, crossed over to stand before him.

“I want to just forgive you, to say it wasn’t your fault. But on some level it was. What happened to Yashara and Havatier, what almost happened to Pogo and Pony… You were involved, to one degree or another.”

Eddwick swallowed painfully and nodded.

“You were involved, but I don’t blame you, not in truth. You fled. But now you’ll be given a chance to stand with us. To use your gift to make a difference. We can work with that for now.”

Eddwick bobbed his head vigorously and scrawled: Thank you.

I turned to the others. “We’ve got a couple of weeks before the Lioness is at our door. I aim to use each day to the fullest. I’ve got no illusions about holding off an army of ten thousand, not with our walls and gates in the condition they’re in. But I want enough time to figure out how to defeat her. Cut the head off the snake, and the body with die away. So that’s our goal: to prepare the city for war, and do our best to learn how to destroy a hereshen before it’s too late.”

“Who else can we ask if neither the priests of the White Sun nor the Hanged God know?” asked Cerys. 

“I thought we could ask Blightwort, but I doubt he’d know more than Iris. Still, can’t hurt to try. And we can go further. Ask every every mage and scholar that yet resides in Port Gloom,” I said.

“There is another,” said Seraphina, voice quiet, almost inaudible.

We all turned to stare at her. 

Nervous, she ran her palm over the pale stubble on her head. “My church knows of him, but keep our distance. He is a living heresy, but also beloved by the Hanged God, for else can we explain his being allowed to continue so long after he should have stepped into the Ashen Garden?”

“Who?” asked Netherys.

Seraphina bit her lower lip, stared down at her hands. “I will be punished for telling you, but… you are my friends. This is what friends do, isn’t it?”

And she glanced up, nervous. 

The urge to simply tell her yes was near overwhelming. Instead, I walked over to crouch before her. Met her eyes. “We’re friends, yes. But only tell us if you’re sure. I don’t want you putting yourself in danger.”

She worried at the corner of her lip and then gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I’ll pay the price. Because there is someone who might know. Who was older even than Aurelius, or anyone else in the city. Whose existence is a closely held secret by my church, and perhaps the only being whom our sepulchros fears.”

Cerys’ voice was terse. “Who is it?”

Seraphina’s voice was soft. “Aschengraur the Unliving, Aschengraur the Despoiler, Emperor of Skulls, Defier of the Hanged God, and known as the Laughing Scourge. Aschengraur the lich, who has dwelled for untold millennia beneath Execution Hill.”

A shocked silence followed her words.

“Not sure that’s a good idea,” said Pogo, sitting up a little straighter. “In fact, this is undoubtedly a terrible idea. However, seeing as we lack any alternatives, we may have no choice.”

“Oh, you going under Execution Hill with us, Pogo?” asked Netherys, raising an eyebrow in amusement.

Pogo laid his hand atop his pile of documents. “I do battle here, Lady Dark Elf, and dare I say that on that field of war I am a veritable terror? I will, of course, be thinking earnestly of your welfare while you go below.”

“Aschengraur,” I said, rocking back onto my heels. “What else can you tell us of him?”

“Not much,” said Seraphina, and I thought I could already see regret in her eyes. “He’s a forbidden subject. I mean, we have lots of forbidden subjects in our church - if it’s not forbidden, it’s practically not worth paying attention to - but he stands out as taboo even amongst them.”

“Then did you come to learn of him?” purred Netherys, clearly amused.

“Snooping?” Seraphina smiled apologetically. “And eavesdropping?”

Netherys laughed. “How refreshingly honest you are about your duplicities.”

To which Seraphina blushed. “Well. Um. To answer your question, Kellik. He’s a lich, which, by the standard definition, means a wizard who’s managed to deny the Hanged God by casting his life essence into a receptacle. As long as that receptacle remains undamaged, he’ll live forever. I think he’s several thousand years old, and that back in the day he was kind of the big ruler of everything? But he grew too powerful, and attracted the attention of the Paruko Dream Eaters, so he was forced to go to ground and hide himself to not be destroyed.”

“Iris said something along those lines,” I said. “Are there tunnels into Execution Hill? How do we communicate with him?”

“Well, see, that’s the tricky part. My church took advantage of Aschengraur’s going quiet to place all kinds of powerful wards and bans upon the ways in. We’d, ah, need the help of an Exemplar to get past them.”

“So much for that idea,” said Cerys.

“We can always ask,” I said. “And explain that Iris told us about Aschengraur.”

To which Seraphina wilted in relief.

“We sure this is worth it?” asked Netherys. “Dealing with a millennia-old lich might be worse than facing the White Lioness.”

“Yes,” said Pogo. “What if our, ah, meddling, awakens Mr. Laughing Scourge and encourages him to go for a stroll?”

“The Paruko would put a stop to that,” I said. “And we need to know what a hereshen is if we’re to have any hope of stopping her.”

“I suppose it stands to reason that an ancient lich might know,” sighed Pogo, sinking back into his chair. 

“Looks like we need to chase down Baleric,” I said. “Seraphina, any idea how we can find him?”

“Um, he’s hunting Gloom Knights. Go where the Gloom Knights are?”

I looked sidelong to Eddwick. “Are there any of them left?”

Eddwick nodded, wrote: As of this evening, few in the dark elf’s hold.

“If we went there now,” I asked, “what are the odds that we’d find him?”

Eddwick frowned, closed his eyes, then relaxed and gave me a smile, writing: Odds are good.

“Then let’s go pay them a visit,” I said, unable to deny the wave of warmth that our old exchange had on me. “With the entire fate of the city at stake, I’m sure Baleric will see reason.”

 

* * *

 

“No,” said Baleric. “Absolutely not.”

We stood in the manor’s back garden, Pony filling up the iron gate, the others arrayed behind me, facing Baleric and his crew who’d just finished killing what I guessed were the last of the Gloom Knights.

Baleric seemed to glow with a pale light of his own in the light of the moon, an ethereal, otherworldly figure, his blade gleaming by his side. Grave, melancholy, and made all the more menacing for standing astride a slain Gloom Knight, he considered me from beneath his heavy brows, his expression dour with disapproval.

“I know it’s a big ask,” I said, “but we’re out of options. We need every advantage we can get if we’re to face this hereshen, and I won’t go into this battle blind. Whatever she is, I need to know, and the lich might be able to tell us.”

“The cure shall prove worse than the ailment,” he said, voice deep and resonant. “Worse, you think the Despoiler will simply treat with you? That he won’t shrive your bodies of your souls, and turn you into his unliving puppets? You know not what you ask. Cease this line of inquiry at once.”

“So here’s the thing,” I said, taking a step forward. While Baleric didn’t so much as twitch, his crew became ever so slightly tenser. I guessed they were worried about my powers. “We’re going to go. I’m going to get my answers. And with them, I will defeat the White Lioness. So you simply have the choice: come with us, and increase our odds of success, or stay behind, and watch a shitshow of colossal proportions unfurl right at your doorstep.”

Baleric’s face could have been carved from funerary marble. “Or I could employ another means of stopping you.”

I smiled. “You think that will work? I’m no longer the callow youth you faced in Port Lusander. I’m deadly serious about going, exemplar. Seek to stop me, and I’ll use my powers.”

“You may no longer be a callow youth, but you are still a fool.” His tone took on a touch of asperity. “I appeal to your common sense. No matter how dire a threat this White Lioness may seem to be to Port Gloom, she is a candle compared to the banked inferno that is the Laughing Scourge.”

“Yeah, but the Laughing Scourge is being watched by the Paruko,” I said. “The White Lioness? She’s running free. I’m willing to wager the lich won’t exert himself for fear of being hauled off like my dad.”

“You’re willing to gamble the fate of the entire continent?” asked Baleric softly.

“All of Khansalon? Yes. Iris told me the moment Aschengraur stirred from his crypt he’d be bagged by the Paruko and have his head mounted on over their fireplace.”

“And what if the Paruko Dream Eaters are unable to contain him?” Baleric’s voice could have put ice out of the chilling game. “What if he has grown too powerful for even them?”

“Then it’s just a question of time before he breaks free, anyways. Might as well risk it for a good cause now than suffer for no reason later on.”

I wasn’t completely sure about my line of reasoning, but I’d be cast into the Ashen Garden if I backed off now.

Baleric sighed, stared down at the slain Gloom Knight, and then shook his head. “King trolls. When will be free of them?”

“Great,” I said. “Then if you’re done here, I suggest we be going.”

“Brother?” Baleric’s pale sister, a ghost medium, if I remembered correctly, stepped up to his side. “You cannot abet this lunacy.”

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned of Kellik is that he is a man of his word.” Baleric’s resignation was music to my ears. “If he swears he’ll burrow into Execution Hill, then that is exactly what he shall do. I’ve yet to see him fail at any endeavor he sets his mind to. Seeing as which, I’d best be on hand to minimize the chances of his causing a Soul Vortex or unleashing a  

Penumbral Spasm upon the city.”

I hesitated. “What are those?”

To which Baleric gave a despairing shake of his head. “Let us go. And may the Hanged God show an uncharacteristic amount of mercy on our souls.”

 

* * *

 

An hour or so later we arrived at Execution Hill. The dark mass of it rose above the Palace District to its south and the Garden District to the west. The peak was adorned with a wretched nest of angular gallows, their outlines visible from most of the city and tangible sign of the Star Chamber’s authority. But if its peak spoke of death, then its flanks spoke of law and order, for it was here that the great gaol was housed, numerous courts and chanceries.

But at this hour the foot traffic was sparse; the ocean of clerks, accountants, lawyers, and judges had long left their dour offices for more hospitable climes so only the city guard patrolled the steep streets that climbed to the gory apex.

We descended from our sundry wagons and carriages, gathering in a small group behind Baleric, who, through sheer dignity and composure, held everyone’s attention.

I didn’t mind. This was to be his show, after all, right up to the point where he brought us in contact with the Laughing Scourge.

We followed him, my crew and his, winding our way up the narrow cobblestone streets, our breath pluming before us in the cold, and I couldn’t help but marvel at the prosaic nature of it all. The commonplace offices and small courtyards, the signs promising immediate legal assistance with matters great and small, the colonnaded grander buildings - all of it, the legal heart of Port Gloom, built atop an unfathomable evil so ancient it had been forgotten by the city.

Did our footsteps echo below in forgotten catacombs? It was too easy to imagine so.

Baleric led us without hesitation to the entrance of the goal. It was a crude, massive building, constructed of huge blocks of black stone; its windows were little more than arrow slits, its roof flat and patrolled by guards. 

Baleric walked up to the huge front doors as if he owned the place, and there was greeted by the stammering of the guards on duty. He ignored them, stared instead at the doors until they were opened, and then, still without saying a word, marched on in.

“Baleric’s got a reputation on him,” whispered Netherys to me. “That or he frequents this place more often than he lets on.”

We marched into gloomy hallways, our footsteps echoing about us, the doorways barred from the outside to keep their occupants in. 

An official of some manner came racing up to greet us, adjusting his cloak and glasses and bowing almost before he come to a stop.

“Exalted Exemplar, you, ah, I didn’t know you were coming, not, of course, that you had any need to inform me, but if I had known, I’d have, ah -”

Baleric stalked right past him.

The official gulped a deep breath, hand on his stomach, and marched to keep up. “Have you come to collect one of the prisoners? Has the, ah, Hanged God, as it were, demanded one of the inmates?”

“No,” said Baleric.

“Oh, that is, well, it is what it is, I suppose. Ah - in which case, how can I be of service, oh exalted one?”

“We do not need assistance,” said Baleric, still not so much as glancing sidelong at the puffing man. “Good night, warden.”

“Ah, I see.” The man stepped back, allowing our group to walk past him, and I thought I saw a flicker of relief on his features. 

Interesting. I’d no idea the Hanged God had the run of the city jails; something to look into later, if we all survived.

Baleric led us with assurance to an iron door, which he unlocked with a large key withdrawn from his belt. The bolt clanged back with a loud report, and the hinges squealed like pigs being slowly put to death. 

Baleric paused, frowning down at the dark stairwell as if it personally offended him, then extended his hand backward without looking.

Into which the red-headed thief that was a part of his crew placed a lit lantern.

Holding it aloft, Baleric descended, still not rushing, down and around, followed by the rest of us - his pallid sister, the red-headed young man, the massive city troll with its head encased in iron, and the muscled warrior woman who moved like a panther in human form. Seraphina formed a sort of bridge between our two groups, looking uncertain and nervous, and then I and mine came next: Netherys, Eddwick, and Cerys. Pony brought up the rear, whistling tunelessly to himself, hammer propped on his shoulder.

The atonal, whispery sound brought me no end of comfort as I followed Baleric’s crew down, down and around, down and down some more.

We bored into the earth, and I lost track of the revolutions we followed, till at last, the stairs gave out onto a small hallway that ended in one of the most impressive doors I’d ever seen.

Made completely of some bronze, the door was as broad as it was tall, and inscribed deeply into its gleaming surface was a circle marked with all manner of glyphs. The power sunken into the portal was obvious; the air tasted of ozone and shimmered as if superheated, though it was so cold it made my teeth chatter.

Baleric stepped up to the portal and planted his hand in its very center, his palm fitting into a small star. He bowed his head, and nobody spoke. Then, slowly, concentric bands of metal began to revolve in opposite directions, giving off a gravelly sound as they moved. They brought new order to the glyphs, aligning them till at last the final band clicked into place and a tension fled the room.

Baleric let out a deeply held breath, a gasp of effort, and pushed.

The door swung inwards on silent hinges.

“That would have been a challenge,” noted Netherys, leaning in close.

“No kidding,” I whispered back.

We trekked in after the Exemplar, and entered a hallway that exuded a depthless age. The walls were made of crumbling brick, and sheets of ancient spiderwebbing hung here and there, so old that they disintegrated to the touch and unleashed a cloud of dust upon the unfortunate passerby.

But more wondrously still, torches were lit here - crude collections of sticks stuck in iron holders. They burned with a deep and filthy crimson light, smoke turning the ceiling black in great wavering spots above them. 

Magic, no doubt. Unless a housekeeper had been appraised of our approach and sprinted ahead to light them all?

Unlikely.

We followed Baleric in silence. Pressure was building; the air felt thin in my lungs, the taste moldy and dry. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were being watched, but resisted the urge to cast glances over my shoulder.

Probably just Aschengraur checking in on us.

The hallway opened into a circular room. A second door was set in the far wall, but our access to it was denied by a vast golem of bone and leather; as Baleric stepped into the room, it jerked to life, rivers of dust pouring off its frame, head rising as flecks of crimson burned into life within its eye sockets.

“Greetings, Harrowed One,” said Baleric, raising a palm. “We wish to pass beyond.”

The golem held a massive blade in each hand; huge cleavers without tips, their edges notched but gleaming with pale green fire. It studied Baleric, then bowed its head and moved aside.

“I’m starting to really appreciate Baleric’s presence,” said Netherys, leaning in again.

Staring up at the monstrous golem, I had little to add. That would have been a terrible battle.

Baleric led us through the doorway in the back, then down a second flight of steps. Round and round we went, down and down. The air was gelid and viscous so it felt as if we waded down through an oily, frozen slurry. Our breaths echoed loudly in the stairwell with the clump of boot on stone, and light shed by our lanterns seemed to shrink back as if the darkness were devouring it.

Finally, we stepped out into a third chamber, the largest yet. Its walls were carved with columns between which depictions of skeletons danced; the floor was cobbled with gleaming yellowed cobblestones which I realized too late were the tops of skulls. The far wall was dominated by a double door made of lead, its surface radiating bleak energies, and over its lintel was carved something that seared my eyes when I dared glance upon it.

“Avert your eyes,” said Baleric, “and look not over the door. An icon of the Hanged God himself watches over this portal. I shall ask it to avert its gaze while you pass beneath it.”

“Nope, no reservations now,” said Netherys. “Definitely, completely glad we came with him.”

Baleric moved forward, trudging as if through hip-deep snow, and finally raised both hands in a gesture of supplication. The weight in the room intensified, and I heard Baleric grunt. Then, by slow degrees, the oppressive air lifted, and with a sharp click, the doors parted, pushing inward to reveal a dense blackness that our lanterns failed utterly to illuminate.

“Pass,” rasped Baleric, his voice echoing with strain.

We did so, faces averted from the icon, hurrying past him through the portal into the darkness beyond.

Baleric brought up the rear, and the doors slammed closed behind him, plunging us into darkness. The lanterns now did little more than illuminate within a few feet of their bearers, so we stood like lost souls in the night, faces gleaming, surrounded by an ocean of liquid fear.

“The door will not open without me,” said Baleric. “If I die, you will be doomed to wander here till the lich claims your souls.”

“Nice,” I said. “Good to know. And, ah, how do we…?”

“This is now wholly Aschengraur’s realm,” said Baleric, his smile a humorous as a stab wound to the gut. “We shall discover how best to address him as we go. But since you wished to question him, Kellik, why don’t you take the lead?”

“Glad to,” I said, forcing myself to inject bravado into my voice. Taking a lantern, I held it aloft, and began to carefully creep forward. The ground was contoured strangely, probably with bones and skulls. No sense of walls, just open space around us. A dusty, swarming void. 

On I crept, calling on my years of navigating dark chambers, placing my feet with caution and holding the lantern back behind me so as to not ruin my night vision. For what good it did; I might as well have been blindfolded for all I could make out.

At last, I reached what looked like a fence; drawing closer, I saw that it was made of bone, a collection of femurs and smaller bones rising to form a curving wall that came waist-high. I moved up to its edge and peered over - nothing. Just a vast sense of space, the feel of great volumes of stale air roiling, as if I peered blindly into a cathedral.

The others gathered about me, all of us hemmed in by the railing. Should we turn back, I wondered? Climb over the low wall? 

A touch on my arm. “Let me,” whispered Netherys. “I’m accustomed to addressing creatures of ultimate darkness.”

Which, I realized, was probably true.

“Dread Aschengraur,” she called out, “attend us with your august presence. We have come as pilgrims into the night, to seek your wisdom, to learn from your experience, and await your presence, humbled, awed, and as dust beneath your feet.”

I heard Baleric growl in displeasure from the back of the group. He probably didn’t like being described in such a manner by a dark elf. Oh, well.

Netherys’s cry sank into the void and was swallowed by it. There wasn’t even a hint of an echo. 

But the sense of pressure that lay over all of us grew heavier, more poignant; I felt the air quicken, as if currents were coming to life, and the temperature began to drop even farther.

“It comes,” whispered Baleric’s sister. “The Hanged God have mercy on our souls.”

At first, I thought I was imagining it, but two pinpricks of white appeared in the distance. They drew closer, moving quickly, and then came to a halt before us, hovering in the void, twin glittering stars of inhuman intelligence.

I sense her.

The voice was that of the mausoleum, of a tomb’s door grinding shut.

I felt Netherys’s uncertainty. I heard her hesitation, then she spoke, voice pitched to carry but humbler than I’d ever heard. “Lord Aschengraur, known as the Unliving, the Despoiler, the Emperor of Skulls and Defier of the Hanged God, attend our humble pleas. We have but one question for you, and cast ourselves upon your mercy.”

I sense her, came the voice again, a withered moan, trailing off into nothingness. But she is not here. Where is she?

I raised my lantern, trying to bring the being into the light, but the motes remained just beyond. Netherys hesitated again, clearly unsure as to how to proceed.

My mind spun, and then it came to me: Iris. She’d told me how the lich had contested her, how, on the night we’d attacked Imogen’s Web in concert, she’d directed her forces of undeath to assault these catacombs. How they’d engaged in a battle she’d compared to a toddler’s argument, fighting over toys.

Aschengraur had invited her to join him. And she’d been so tempted…

“She is dead,” I called out, addressing the twin points of light. I lowered the lantern, no longer sure I wanted to see what manner of creature floated before us. “She’s dead, but not in the Ashen Gardens. She’s become… distributed, amongst the spirits of the city.”

Akin but not alike. 

By the Hanged God’s filthy urethra, it hurt to hear those words bloom within my head. 

And then the twin motes of white light began to pull away. The pressure about us to recede.

“It’s leaving,” whispered Cerys. “Hurry, Kellik. It’s leaving!”

“What is a hereshen?” I cried out. “One comes to assault Port Gloom? What is it? How can it be defeated?”

The motes of light were losing their brightness, falling away with ever more speed. 

Her greatest creation. Her damnation. The gift that shall set me free. The voice was now little more than a whisper, the sigh of a being returning to sleep. The living unliving, the tear in the veil, my… 

And then the lights snuffed out.

I called out more questions but received no response.

“It’s gone,” said Baleric, shouldering his way to the fore. “For a moment you held its attention, but now it’s returned to its slumber.”

His voice was shaking.

“Standing there in the darkness, the railing keeping us from whatever great void lay beyond, I couldn’t help but shiver. “It said…  you heard it, right?”

“Yes,” said Baleric grimly. “And that is why my church will aid you now against this hereshen. Whatever she is, she cannot be allowed to set Aschengraur free.”

“The living unliving,” whispered Seraphina. “What does that mean?”

“And Iris’s greatest gift? She created it?” asked Cerys. 

“Her greatest gift,” said Baleric’s sister, voice a grave whisper. “A gift that shall destroy the world.”

 


Chapter 13

 

 

 

 

We returned to the manor in dour spirits. Baleric and Seraphina split off to head south to their temple; the rest of us rode into Thorne Manor in silence. 

I tried to find a quip that could cut through the somber silence, but nothing came. It was hard to come up with a good joke knowing one was personally responsible for the creation of something an arch-lich like Aschengraur the Despoiler is excited about. 

Cerys was withdrawn and pale; her fingers trembled until she clutched them together. I could feel her guilt rolling off her in waves with the thought that she’d been part and parcel of the process that had created Aurora, despite her misgivings. Despite my promises.

It led me to want to make more promises. More vows. But to what end? I knew she’d listen politely but not care. What was needed now was concrete solutions; without Iris at hand, without a definite solution to the White Lioness’ unnatural state of unaliveness, there were none.

“I’m going to commune with Mother Magrathaar,” said Netherys quietly as we rolled to a stop before the front doors. “See if she can extend me any insight into Aurora. If she’s actually a servant of hers in any capacity.”

“She can tell you that?” I asked. 

“She might. Mother Magrathaar is nothing if not cagey.” Netherys hesitated. “And we’ve not been on the best speaking terms since I went all high elf. But it’s high time I checked back in. Abased myself to her dark might, flagellated myself into a state of mindless submission, and see if she will speak with me. If you have an hour or two, Kellik, I could use your help.”

“My help?”

“I must do penance for my… lack of devotion. It would be easier if you did the whipping and ministered the torments.”

“I, ah…” I cleared my throat. “I have to check on Yashara.”

Netherys gave me a tight, knowing smile. “Of course you do.” So saying, she opened the coach door and slipped out into the night.

“I’m… I’m going to go for a walk,” said Cerys, moving to exit as well. “I need to think. Clear my head.”

“Don’t go too far,” I said. “Stay safe.”

She paused to send a sardonic glance back my way. “You should worry about whoever tries to bother me.”

“Fair point.”

This left me last to emerge, descending to the cobblestones and moving up to the front door alone. Guards pulled open the front doors. I turned to wave to Pony as his cart rolled by, heading around the back to the stables. Pony raised a somber hand and was gone.

Glum and anticipating bad news from Tamara, I climbed to the second floor and made my way to the guest room in which Yashara was convalescing. All was silent. The hallway was gloomy, one in every three lanterns having gone out.

That gave me pause. Thorne Manor now boasted a full complement of fanatically devoted staff. Had a Gloom Knight made their way in? Was a second ambush in the works?

I drew my blade and crept forward, listening intently.

There was nothing but eerie silence. 

Down the hall to Yashara’s door, I paused and listened.

More silence, thick and velvety.

Carefully, I cracked the door open.

Darkness within, no sign of Tamara’s candleflame.

I slipped inside, feet silent on the rugs, back to the wall. Was that… I could hear breathing. Slow and steady. Yashara, asleep?

Something, some primal instinct, told me no. 

There was a flutter, blinking, and twin golden eyes appeared in the darkness - vertical pupils, at about seven feet off the ground, toward the back wall.

Yashara. 

“She’s not dead,” said the half-orc. “Though I’ve ceased her meddling with me.”

Tamara. “What did you do to her?”

“Hit her on the back of the head. Don’t worry. She’s strong. Stronger than ever. If I don’t kill her, she’ll be back on her feet soon.”

I licked my dry lower lip. “And why would you kill her?”

“I don’t know. It was a general statement. Just as I might kill any of you.”

“A general statement.” I was treading water, buying time. “Who am I talking with?”

I could hear the amusement in her powerful voice. “With me, Kellik.”

“Yeah, but Yashara-me, or demon-me?”

“There’s not much of a difference right now.”

“I beg to differ. One is a queen worthy of being worshipped. The other little better than parasitic vermin.”

“You offend our sensibilities.”

“Somehow I doubt you’re that vulnerable.” Fuck fuck fuck. If the demon had full control of her, she’d be immune to my powers. With Seraphina gone back to the Hanged God’s cathedral with Baleric, I was out of options. 

Then, a thought. “Why are you still here?”

The burning yellow eyes narrowed a fraction. “I’ve been asking myself the same question.”

“Not true. You’re the one who chose to remain. You have to know why.”

“Boredom? Curiosity? Perhaps I wanted you to come back and see how badly you miscalculated.”

“Perhaps. That, or you’re not completely convinced by this transformation. Perhaps some part of you is still holding out, still Yashara, and knows that this is wrong.”

“Unlikely,” said the voice, affecting boredom.

“Why did you knock out Tamara?” I was reaching for straws, trying to manufacture some sense from this impending disaster. “She was healing you. You didn’t act for a whole day. Why now?”

“No reason,” said Yashara, voice growing harsh. “I grew bored.”

“Or… did she heal Yashara? Did she make it so she could cast you out?”

“Your questions are starting to annoy me. I’d hoped to find you amusing. Now I think tearing you apart with my fingers will have to do, instead.”

I pushed the door open wide so that dim light filtered into the room, revealing Yashara’s statuesque form against the far wall. She was clad in the same armor in which she’d been petrified; formidable, gorgeous, imposing, brutally strong, endlessly seductive. Her mane of dark crimson hair was black in the gloom, falling about her shoulders. Her skin was gray, and the wrought black iron which covered her in places - one segmented shoulder, a cruel bustier, her gauntlets - glimmered as if made of wet obsidian. 

“You know, I’ve grown hard to tear apart,” I said, extending my arms out to the sides. “But you’re welcome to try if that makes you feel better. Meanwhile, I’ll have a chat with Yashara.”

There - a form lying at the foot of the bed. Tamara. I saw her chest rising and falling. Blind Fortuna be praised.

Yashara extended her hands, and her nails grew into talons five inches long, each wickedly curved. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Yashara,” I said. “I know you’re in there. This isn’t you. I mean, obviously. You’re a fucking queen. How can you let this demon control you like this?”

The half-orc sneered and lunged forward, swiping at my face as she came. It was easy to duck and step aside.

“Tamara healed your body,” I said. “She must have, for the demon to have acted. You can get rid of it. It doesn’t have power over you. Just lies.”

“Silence,” snarled Yashara. “You’ll be the death of her.”

“I doubt that.” I straightened from my combat crouch. “Yashara? Enough. This is beneath you. Crush this demon like a roach already.”

Yashara chuckled deep in her chest. “You fool. I am ancient, was born before the world was young. You think -”

And then she froze, face twisting into a scowl.

“Hmm?” I asked. “You were saying?”

“I was there when the oceans boiled,” Yashara rasped. “I was there when - when -”

With great difficulty she raised both hands, arms shaking. She grimaced as if trying to stab herself in the gut. 

“You will die without me,” she hissed. “You will fall apart into steaming gobbets of flesh. Without my healing - without my - my -”

Her face crumpled into snarl, her shoulders hunched, chin lowered as she shuddered. 

I watched, waiting, ready to step in at a moment’s notice. Unsure if speaking farther would help or hinder.

“Get out,” rasped Yashara, her voice subtly different, her own. “You mewling piece of shit.”

She hunched over in strain, every muscle tensed. I marveled at the display. Muscles striated across her broad shoulders, her thigh muscles clenched, each delineated from the other, her abs crunching into smooth definition. Arms swelled as she clenched her hands into fists, talons retracting, her mane falling before her face, hiding her features.

“No,” she cried. “You cannot do this - get out, you putrid sack of hacked of cocks - I will not be - get the fuck out!”

With a great cry, Yashara flung herself back, leaving in her place the floating form of the demon, pale and gaunt, skeletal and hissing in fury.

Yashara straightened, heaving for breath, and decidedly did not fall into gobbets of steaming flesh. She examined her hands, turned them around, then let out a snarl, lunging forward to send a furious blow through the demon’s ephemeral form.

“You can’t hurt it,” I said.

“I know that.” She bit her words of in her fury. “But it feels damn good to try.” 

She unleashed a flurry of blows into its fading form, each one passing harmlessly through its image until at last the demon was gone. 

“Fuck,” said Yashara, reaching up to run her strong fingers through her thick hair. “That was…” She trailed off, focused on me, then blinked and turned to Tamara.

I was already there, dropping to a crouch by her side. But I need not have worried. Her breathing was regular, her pulse steady, her expression calm. Whatever damage had been done had already healed over.

Benefits of being an Exemplar of the White Sun.

“I’ll have to apologize and thank her when she awakens,” said Yashara. 

I glanced up at her. “What took you so long?”

She arched a regal brow. “You think it easy to cast a demon out?”

“For you, yes.” I rose to my feet, looked up into her haughty, brutally beautiful visage. “By the Hanged God’s ever questing cock, it’s good to have you back.”

Her dark lips curved into a dangerous smile, giving me but a second’s warning before she seized me by the throat. Bearing me across the room, she pinned me against the far wall. 

She lowered her face to my cheek, inhaling my scent, the tip of her nose drawing a trail of fire across my skin. “I dreamed, Kellik. While I was stone. Was thrust into nightmares. Nightmares I held back by thinking of you. Thinking of this.”

It was that easy to get me hard. I gripped her thick wrist with one hand, snaking my other hand out to try and draw her dagger from her belt. 

“It was crude but effective,” she whispered, breath hot against my ear. “Thinking of your cock. How I would use you. How I would pleasure myself. The nightmares could find no purchase while I thus dreamed. But now I am awake, and I need release.”

My fingers closed around the leather-wrapped hilt of her dagger, and with a jerk I drew it, bringing it up to her neck only for her to laugh and smash it out of my hand. Or try. I’d grown tougher than she expected. With a wrench, I broke her grasp on my neck, and together we stood, each grasping the other’s wrist, straining for control.

But fuck me, if she wasn’t seven feet of towering muscle and half-orc strength. Her luscious body bowed over me as she sought to crush my resistance, her lips writhing back from her fangs in a delighted grin.

Sweat beaded my brow, running into my eyes as I growled, fighting to keep her python-like arms from breaking me. But she was too strong. It was like trying to hold back a mountain. 

“You’re mine,” she growled, voice low in her chest. “I plan to mate with you all night, and you will pleasure me as I demand. You will fuck me as hard and as fast as I tell you, and no faster, no harder. And you will only find release when I allow it. I’ve spent too long waiting for this moment, Kellik. Now I will have it exactly as I wish.”

My arousal was battling with legitimate concern. Not that I minded fucking Yashara all night long - it wasn’t as if we’d been chaste before. But there was something dark in her tone, in the gleam in her eye. Some residue, perhaps, of the demon’s passage? Yashara was always physical in bed. But tonight promised to be something more.

My arms were shaking, bending back, and I was forced to retreat against the wall. She loomed over me, her beautiful smile a pale arc above me, body overwhelming my own.

Dominating me.

Making me hers.

And that thought, that realization, plucked a special chord in my soul. 

I was a king troll. I was the one who did the dominating around here. I was the one who ruled.

And nobody, not even Yashara, a woman I loved more than life itself, would ever control me like that.

Something within my chest unlatched. A door deep in my core opened, and I felt strength steal forth, felt my power double, triple. My arms ceased to shake. My muscles ceased to burn.

I took a step forward.

Yashara’s possessive smile became pleased at what looked like a moment’s resistance, and then gradiated down into a frown as I began to grow.

I inched up, becoming her height. My skin darkened, beginning to turn black.

Growling, she redoubled her efforts, her arms quivering now, tendons standing out in sharp relief, her whole body bent toward denying me an inch.

She failed.

I kept growing. 

My clothing tore, shredding about me as my muscles took on a leaden density. Whatever softness remained evaporated, leaving me an anatomical study in musculature. Her resistance, her strength, seemed to disappear before my raging power.

I was now a head taller than her. She was forced to look up at me, eyes wide in shock, her lips writhing in a silent snarl. 

My smile was all quiet assurance as I applied my strength and dominated her.

I bent her back. Inch by grudging inch, I bent her down. She sank before me, fighting every step of the way, till at last one knee touched the rugs. 

Then the second.

Bending back before me, her body magnificent, her resistance undiminished, her strength was inferior to my own. 

I held her thus, grip cruel around her one wrist, the other clenched in her shaking hand. 

In a desperate bid for freedom, she released it. Trying to throw herself aside, into a roll, she fought to get clear of me.

But I was too fast.

My suddenly free hand shot down, grasping her by the back of the neck. I clasped her with a grip of iron and held her fast. 

She panted for breath, reaching up with both hands to clutch at my fingers, trying to pry them apart. 

I turned, lifting her with one arm to her toes, then pressed her against the wall, hard enough that she had to turn her face.

I leaned in close, taking my time. Nuzzling her pale green cheek, I slowly, slowly licked the length of her ear, up to its tip. She cursed, bucked, fought, but the nature of her breathing was changing.

From ragged gasps to pants. 

My heightened senses could smell her. A rich, musky scent coming from between her legs.

“You’re mine,” I rasped in her ear. “Mine to do with as I desire. Mine to fuck as I wish. You cannot resist me, Yashara. You cannot defy me. I will do with your body as I will, and you will obey my every whim with enthusiasm. Because I will give you no fucking choice.”

I didn’t use my power on her, didn’t infuse my words with the authority of a king troll. Still I spoke the truth, and felt her shudder with arousal.

She fought me one last time. Strugging with all her worth, lashing out with backhands, kicking at my knees, snarling, desperate to push away from the wall. 

I took it and didn’t flinch.

For long minutes she fought, doing all within her power to defy me, and finally, at long last, went still.

“Mine,” I said, leaning in again. This time I licked the side of her face, from her jaw to her temple, tasting her sweat. 

She shuddered one more time, and I felt her nod her head. 

“Yours,” she whispered; I heard a need in her voice, a desire, that I’d never heard before. “Fuck me, Kellik. Use me as you will.”

I laughed, turned, and flung her four yards through the air so she crashed down upon the massive bed. Her impact caused the ponderous frame to slide a foot, several planks within it snapping as it did so. 

She had time to turn around, fighting to free herself of the blankets, then I was upon her. Reaching down to clasp her by the neck again, I pressed her back into the mattress, looming over her as I tore what remained of breeches away.

“Now worship me,” I growled, and drew her close.

Her eyes widened as she beheld my cock, with good reason. Even lost within the mists of my king troll power, I was taken aback by how huge I’d become. Easily a foot long, its girth as thick as my wrist, its length throbbing with heavy veins. 

I’d kill any normal woman I tried to mate with. 

But Yashara was no normal woman.

She let out a shuddering breath of appreciation and gently touched my monstrous cock, hesitant, eyes wide. She glanced up at me, unsure, and her dark lips pulled back into a delighted grin. She grasped me strongly, wrapping her large hands around me.

“Now this is a cock,” she whispered, then lowered her mouth to my head, where she extended her tongue and tasted my precum. She moaned deep in her chest and swirled her tongue about me, taking her time. Her callused hands slowly worked my shaft before she opened her mouth as wide as she could and lowered her head further.

I rumbled in satisfaction. The pleasure was good, her touch perfectly firm and rhythmic, her mouth hot and wet, her attentions eager and appropriate.

But it was the power I felt - this form, this body. It brought out my desire to dominate. It was that urge made flesh. The sight of mighty Yashara - my savage queen, for so long beyond my ability to match, to meet as an equal - worshipping my cock in this manner felt right.

I felt like a lord seated on his throne of gold, legs parted, watching his courtier worship him as she should. I felt, if anything, that there should be more women beside her, that I should be thronged with willing bodies. Surrounded by adoring, worshipful women who wished nothing more than to please me, endlessly, till I declared myself done. To gaze out and see writhing bodies, nubile flesh, to hear their pleading cries.

I knew if I wished it, such a reality could be mine. I could create a court filled with eager slaves. I could pick the most desirable women in the city, in the realm, and make them mine, could create a temple to my power. I could sit and rule from my throne of gold while my cock was ministered to by princesses and queens, by the most beautiful and powerful women in the world; rein over my realm, hear the pleas of the weak, administer justice, and issue commands while I was so pleasured. 

For I was a king troll. 

This was my birthright. 

This was as it should be. 

To restrain myself was wrong.

To not exercise my will was a crime.

I stared down at Yashara. To think, I’d not used my authority on her - her love, her devotion, my strength, was all that it took to compel such obedience.

Her head was bobbing up and down as she sought to take all of me into her mouth. I was too large for her to do it easily. She kept trying, however, and would make deep, intimate gagging noises each time my massive cock hit the back of her throat. 

I rumbled in approval, and she tried harder.

But the angle was all wrong.

“On your back,” I commanded.

She hastened to obey and flipped over, her gorgeous, sculptured body spread out before me, chest rising and falling as she caught her breath, mane hanging over the edge of her bed. I tugged her closer so her head hung clear over the edge, then wrapped my fingers around her bare throat.

Hissing with slow, controlled pleasure, I eased my massive cock between her lips. One inch, two, almost three before I hit the back of her throat.

“Relax,” I commanded, still not using my power, only my authority over her. “And open.”

She did as bid, and I’d never seen Yashara so compliant. The sight caused my cock to grow even more engorged. I moved my hips from side to side, ducking a fraction, and, finding the right angle of approach, thrust forward.

Her throat swelled under my fingers, the passage of my cockhead discernible; she clutched at my thighs as her body tensed, her back arching. 

I pressed in deeper, three inches, four, five. When I withdrew all the way, she sucked in air, thick strands of spit hanging from my cock head where it hovered before her lips.

“Open,” I said, and she did so eagerly.

Again I thrust, harder, and this time my cock shouldered its way right in, into her tight throat; again the passage swelled. I slid in smoothly, six inches, eight, ten. Her nails scored deep grooves into my flesh, which healed over immediately.

I withdrew but stayed in her throat, squeezing with my hand to apply pressure to my cock.

Yashara trembled, lifting her ass right off the bed, then mastered herself. Breathing powerfully through her nose, eyes wide, she calmed down, battering her instincts into submission, and forcing herself to relax - to let me have her way with her.

And I did. Slowly. Methodically. Sliding my huge cock into her tight throat again and again, applying ever more pressure to her neck to arouse myself further; then, with a guttural roar I came, ejaculating directly into her stomach, sliding all twelve inches all the way in, thrusting hard. Yashara thrashed and flailed until I withdrew with a cry.

She clasped her hands to her neck, inhaling with a ragged whoop, then turned onto her side, strands of spit thick across her face, eyes wide, heaving for breath. 

Coughing roughly into the blankets, she looked up at me with a raw, wicked grin of sheer lust. “Something tells me you’re not done.”

I laughed, stroking myself, feeling my cock growing hard immediately. “We’re just getting started.”

I might have been more powerful, larger, more dominant, but Yashara gave as good as she got. The ancient bedframe, made of massive planks of old oak, shattered half an hour in. We fucked amidst the wreckage, then fought our way free when the mattress began to disgorge its feathers.

I heaved her up. She wrapped her thick legs around me, crying out in shock and delight when I smashed her into a bookcase; shelving shattered as I began to pound away. She laughed, cursed me, and hit me, coming again and again.

We fucked our way across the room. Wrestled. Fought. Scratched. Slapped. Laughed. Growled. Cried out in pain, in pleasure. Knocked holes in the wall, demolished the furniture. At one point, we fell clear through a wall into the bathroom beyond, continuing to fuck amidst the ruined lathes and plaster. Occasionally we’d subside, heaving for breath, only for one of us to place a dominant hand atop the other, provoking an immediate reaction.

No matter how many times I conquered her, she never stopped fighting back, relishing being provoked. I was driven to ecstasy by being controlled, used, again and again.

I was fucking her in the middle of the room when Tamara awoke. In hindsight, I can see how it might have been a disturbing sight. Yashara was buck-naked by that point, on all fours, ass in the air, head pinned to the ground by my foot. I was having my way with her, slapping her cheeks as I went while she cursed and struggled, when my acute senses picked up movement and a gasp.

Tamara had awoken and pressed back to the ruined end of the bedframe. Eyes wide, she stared at the pair of us.

I slowed my strokes but didn’t quite stop. Yashara felt too good for that. Noticing, she turned her head about to stare at Tamara, and I heard the grin in her voice.

“Want to join in? We’ll be… gentle.”

Tamara shook her head violently, scrabbled to her feet, and fled the room.

I should have gone after her. But in that form, I didn’t care enough. I wanted to finish with Yashara first. 

So I smacked her ass as hard as I could, causing her whole body to jolt, and returned to work as she cursed me with every oath she’d ever learned on the caravan trails.

Dawn was breaking when we finished. Light filtered into the room, thin columns that caught in the dust.

Yashara was done. Her hair was plastered to her sculpted body, every inch of which was bruised, reddened, and drenched in sweat. She murmured something, tried to pick herself up, and sank back down onto the rug.

I stood there, drinking in the sight. How long had we fucked? Seven hours? I’d lost track of how many times I’d come ages ago. By the Hanged God’s jubilant ball sack, I’d never felt so alive, so powerful, so in love.

Moving forward, I scooped her off the ground. Her head lolled against my chest, her eyelids flickering and closing.

She was out. 

I carried her to the shattered bed, laying her down on the mattress, which was thick enough to insulate her from the broken frame beneath. Grabbing a blanket, I draped it over her slumbering body. I smoothed her hair from her face, leaning down to kiss her dark lips, then rose with a satisfied groan. 

By all rights, I should have been half-demolished. She’d punished me as much as I had her, but my king troll constitution left me feeling as if I’d just awoken from a deep and restful sleep. I stepped through the broken wall into the bathroom, gratified to see that the tub hadn’t tipped over. We’d had it filled earlier in case Tamara needed a source of clean water, and now I stepped into its cold center with a sigh of relief.

I reverted to my human form by the time I was done cleaning myself, and emerged, shivering and dripping, to drag a towel out from under a fallen block of wall. Toweling off, I stepped back into the bedroom. 

Yashara was awake and curled up on her side, smile content and smug like that of a cat that had cornered the cream market. 

“Hey,” I said, moving to sit on the mattress’s edge, feeling decidedly more nervous now that I was back in my human form.

She reached out with her dark hand to cup my thigh. Her yellow eyes smoldered. “Hey.”

“You all right?”

“Better than all right.” She yawned, stretched languorously, and then smiled at me again. “I hurt in all the right places in all the right ways.”

“Good,” I said. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me, having you back.”

“Hmm,” she rumbled. “I…” She yawned again. “… am suitably pleased.”

I chuckled. “You going to rest up?”

“Mmmhmm.” Her eyelids began to close. “Yes. Can you do me a favor?”

“Anything.”

“Send up some veritas tea. I need to drink some before it’s too late.”

“Too late?”

“Mmm,” she said, nuzzling her face deeper into the pillow, eyes closing at last. “Yes.”

“Too late for what?”

One eye opened. “For me to conceive. You must have filled me with…” She paused, actually doing the math. “A bucket and a half of your seed.”

I blinked. “Oh. Right. Sure.”

Her eye closed again. Her voice grew soft and distracted. “I love you more than I can say, Kellik. But… I won’t… bring another king troll… into this world.”

And with that, she relaxed, falling asleep.

I sat there, studying her beautiful face, so at ease now, so calm after our night of torrential passion. I felt my heart stuttering in my chest. Her words, so calmly uttered, transfixed me deeper than any stab. 

“Won’t bring another king troll into this world.”

It wasn’t that I’d thought about kids - wanted Yashara pregnant now, or anytime soon. But the utter finality of her words. Did the others feel the same way? Cerys? Tamara? Netherys? 

Did I blame her? No. Of course not. Or… maybe I did. I didn’t know.

Head swimming, feeling unsure of myself, I rose to my feet and studied the savage queen’s slumbering form. 

I’d send for the tea. 

But suddenly the future looked even bleaker. 

A life without making a family, without children. 

I moved to the door, and paused. Everyman Jack had tried to kill me, said my father ordered every child he sired murdered. I’d survived against all odds, and if Tamara hadn’t healed me, changed my matrix - who knows how I would have turned out.

A vision came to me: the dream of a temple filled with moaning, willing, pleading women, all of them competing to suck my cock.

A vision which stiffened me even now after the night’s excesses.

Would I succumb to that temptation? Did every king troll eventually turn into a monster? Surely my father had indulged in such a manner during his time.

Yashara sighed and turned over, exposing a long expanse of pale green thigh.

I didn’t blame her. But I was still hurt more than I could express. 

Frowning, I stepped out of the room, and closed the door gently behind me.

 

 


Chapter 14

 

 

 

 

The White Lioness arrived a week early. Reports streamed in from scouts, many of whom could barely stay ahead of the advancing forces. I fancied I could hear the battle litanies before the armies vanguard even came into sight. For the reports were fantastical, even fanciful, and I couldn’t credit their veracity until I saw them with my own eyes. 

Standing atop the battlements, I watched the horizon, the gentle undulation of hills that rose beyond the endless fields that fed the city. Watched amongst thousands, standing amidst a knot of captains, councilors, and exemplars. Watched as the far slopes of the hills began to swarm, to be engulfed by minute shapes that came without order, without ranks, but raced toward us, arms outstretched, screaming for glory and beautification.

I placed my gloved hands on the crumbling merlon before me and peered over its weathered top. Keeping my features schooled, I sought to exude calm, to be a focal point of control as mild panic washed across my forces.

The foes came at us like nothing I’d ever heard of. They streamed forward, simply running, sprinting, weapons gleaming in hand, even though they were miles yet from us. A great ragged mass, their cries and screams faint but growing stronger. 

“A deluge,” whispered Captain Drussander by my side.

There was no sense to it. No reason to sprint over the fields. To crash through the hedgerows, to ignore the roads, to plow through the soft loam. No reason to expend themselves so. I saw those on the lead edge going all out, only to finally lose strength and fall back, or trip, to be trampled and devoured by their own army.

And yet still they came. The sound growing louder, like the surf against the wharves in the Bay of Ruin. 

All of them clad in filthy white, the White Sun outlined in gold upon their chest, daubed with paint, crudely stitched, or obscured by filth. They came screaming, weapons gleaming, ranging from spears to blades, from pitchforks to clubs.

“Look up,” whispered Cerys, and I raised my eyes from that endless rabble to see motes come flying over the hill peaks, hundreds strong. A great cloud of midges resolved themselves slowly into winged horses, clad in segmented plate that gleamed silver, their white wings beating powerfully, their riders bearing what looked like lances whose tips were stars in the morning light.

And then the central core of the army appeared, cresting the far hills, noticeable not for coming more slowly, but for running forward in rough ranks, massive battalions that seemed to stretch across the horizon. Rippling like a blanket of white ants, devouring all in their wakes.

Then horns sounded, great, clarion calls that stirred those charging below to greater excesses, their screams redoubling, their faces raised toward the sky, their hands grasping, their feet pounding the earth like a thousand drums.

Captain Rory spat a wad of tobacco out into the void. “Are they… are they just going to come at the wall?” 

“Won’t go well for them if they do,” said Yashara. She’d taken over military operations since her recovery, and half-scared the men into accomplishing the impossible. Even so, it hadn’t been enough 

We’d done everything possible in the week we’d been afforded, but had counted on a second one in which to complete our preparations. Yashara’s plans were still born. The quarter-mile beyond our walls was churned up with half-finished trenches she’d planned to fill with shit-smeared spikes; we’d only gathered three-quarters of the supplies she’d decided we’d need to defend the walls. As impressive as the simmering cauldrons of pitch set every ten yards were, I knew we’d been aiming for one every five. Sheaves of arrows were set beside every archer, but not enough to last three days, much less ten. Yashara had hoped to get in another crucial few days’ worth of drilling, work on how to switch shifts, how to repel ladders, how to carry the wounded down to the streets below.

No time now.

Up and down the walls of Port Gloom, massive and ruinous, patched here and there with fresh stone and mortar, our archers shifted their weight, stared out at the ocean of faithful with wide eyes. 

“Easy,” I called out, pitching my voice to carry. “Stay calm and collected. Nobody panic. We’re atop huge fucking walls. They’ll dash their brains out if they come at us like that.”

The power in my voice calmed the anxious, causing more than one man to step back up to the wall.

But the range of my voice was limited. For every hundred soldiers I could calm, thousands more were staring at the advancing horde with fear and despair. 

What else could I do? How did you match a fervor that led an army to race to battle across hundreds of miles, leaving the bodies of the exhausted strewn in its wake like the passage of a hurricane? Scouts had reported the madness, the full tumult with which the army advanced, without order or measure. A full quarter had fallen behind, lame or injured, dead of exhaustion or heart attacks.

And now, at the very end of their miraculous trek, they were sprinting toward us as if the White Sun itself was giving them strength.

Perhaps it was.

The distance between our walls and their vanguard narrowed to a mile. Half a mile. Their screams were growing louder, reverberating off the walls. I decided to jog along the battlements, reinforcing my commands for calm and focus. Everywhere I went our forces solidified their resolve, but it was too little. 

Pogo’s mercenaries hadn’t materialized from Carneheim, after all. Were due to arrive four or five days from now, marching south at a hurried but rational pace.

Perhaps that’s why the Lioness had made haste. 

I looped back just as the army reached the quarter-mile mark, the first of the trenches. There, to my immense relief, they stopped, slammed to a halt as if they’d hit an invisible wall. They stood, jeering and shaking their weapons at us, stumbling forward as the pressure behind them built but coming no farther.

I returned to stand atop the Field Gate with the others. A quarter-mile was too far for our archers to reach. Nothing we could do but watch.

The pegasi wheeled in stately formations over the army, but also refused to draw closer.

And now I saw other wonders. A giant was marching up to the fore, fully twenty yards high. He was clad in huge swathes of white wool, his huge chest covered in a battered breastplate soldered together from who knew how many sheets of iron, its center emblazoned with the White Sun. 

There were knights, scores of them, steeds caparisoned in white, who, having approached at a slower pace to not blow their mounts, now forced a path through the masses without care, reaching the fore to put up their lances and raise their visors. 

Netherys leaned forward, resting her chin on her palm with her elbow on the wall, and shook her head. “That’s a lot of people to kill.”

Captain Drussander took off his helm, wiped the sweat from his brow, then replaced it. “You are optimistic, Lady Netherys.”

“No,” said Yashara grimly. “She’s just stating the facts.”

The wall of sound had died down - the screams and cries, the shouts and imprecations - but now, without warning, the whole bleeding mass of them, ten thousand or so strong, broke out into song. It was vast ocean of noise whose meaning I could barely make out, unified in tempo and rhythm, rising and falling as the faithful cried out the litany.

Then they began to part, dividing into two vast masses as a small delegation rode down their center. A bannerman held a standard up high, a vast field of white cloth which the wind blew out in a dramatic manner as they drew close to the front, showing the White Sun in all its glory with a Lioness picked out before it.

But my eyes were locked on the figure riding in the lead.

Mounted atop a huge destrier, clad in plate armor, her head encased within a polished helm, a luxurious cloak of white fur falling from her shoulders to drape over the rear quarters of her mount.

The White Lioness.

There, at long last.

Aurora. The hereshen.

The huge army fell silent as she rode out before it. The air seemed to ache with expectation, and I felt like I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. 

Only that slender figure existed. Everything else fell into the background.

Then she drew her blade and raised it high, so the morning light gleamed along its length; the army gave vent to its full fury and delight, a huge wave of sound crashing down upon us.

I clenched my jaw, watching as she did nothing else. She simply sat there, blade raised high. 

I could only marvel at her power. At how she’d turned this mass of faithful believers into fanatics? How had she conquered Olandipolis so quickly, and then found the means to march on Port Gloom without respite?

Even with my king troll powers, I blanched at the thought of trying to pull off such a complex endeavor. The logistics alone would have defeated me.

But there she sat. 

Calm. Poised. Blade raised.

Staring right at me.

“Now they make their camp,” said Drussander, voice shaky. “And we’ll parlay to hear their terms. Should take the rest of the day for them to set up, which means -”

The White Lioness chopped her blade down so that it pointed at the walls, and her army convulsed in ecstasy.

And charged.

Ten thousand men came pounding toward us, flowing over the half-dug trenches, leaping them or falling in them to be buried underfoot. Weapons waving, pouring forth, every face growing larger and more distinct with each passing second, eyes bulging, mouths open in frozen screams, feet pounding the earth, knights charging; over them all, the pegasi came swooping down, lances leveled, glorious wings furling as they fell into dives.

“The giant!” screamed someone. “Stop the fucking giant!”

It was coming right at us. Each step covered eight yards, and finally, it managed to break into a run, lurching forward, club the size of a street swinging back and forth, its head studded with huge bolts of black iron the size of my head.

“Archers!” Yashara’s voice was a bright clarion call. “Draw!”

Men fumbled their bows, drew the fletching to their cheeks. 

I took a deep breath, came back to myself. 

We weren’t defenseless.

As the lead attacker crossed the green markers set in the dirt, Yashara swiped her arm down and screamed, “Loose!”

Two thousand arrows leaped forth, whistling into the sky, a dark cloud that seemed to hang at their apex for a trembling second before plunging and sinking amidst the charging horde. 

Screams sounded as entire ranks crumbled and were devoured underfoot.

Netherys had both blades in her hands, was staring right up at the charging pegasi. “Kellik? How about now?”

“Now is good,” I said, turning to stare at a knot of sullen individuals standing off to one side. “You four. Destroy the pegasi.”

They couldn’t resist my command. As one they stepped forth, and changed.

One bloated up into a giant toad of a man, mouth fully two feet wide, body growing mottled and slick. The other burst through his clothing, black horns emerging from his brow, skin turning crimson, muscles writhing into massive existence across his huge frame. The woman grew tall, her skin darkening to black, her hair becoming a mass of snakes. The last had a pair of dragonfly wings burst out from his back, his body turning insectile and alien.

They turned their demonic visages toward the sky, and then surged up to do battle, the toad guy crouching down to hurl himself up into the heavens with a gravity-defying leap.

“Scorpions on the giant!” screamed Yashara, running away across the top of the Field Gate. “Move, you idiots, move!”

The scorpions had been scavenged from across the city, hauled out of moldering armories, stolen from defense posts in the bay, carted in from the rooftops of guardhouses. Still, we’d only managed to secure a dozen. The fucking Family had had more of them than the city guard.

But now teams of eight struggled to turn them about, aiming their huge spear quarrels at the giant, even as others winched the huge twisted ropes back.

The giant came at us deceptively fast. It looked like it was moving no faster than a slow lumber, but then it was there, towering over the gate - face brutish, features exaggerated, beard chopped just above the huge breastplate as if it hadn’t wanted to cover the emblem. Eyes as big as dinner plates stared at us all, and its club swept back to rake across the walls and knock us all into oblivion. 

Six of the scorpions fired.

Somehow, against all odds, despite how fucking the huge their target was, three of them missed. I saw their huge harpoons sail out into the blue, swishing past the giant’s head or missing his torso by yards.

The ineptness made a king troll want to die.

The other three hit home. Two clanged off the huge breastplate, doing little to check the giant’s momentum, while the third sank deep into his shoulder.

Not enough.

“Duck!” screamed Captain Rory, and the club came across the battlements, demolishing crenellations, shattering scorpions, and sending men flying down into the streets below. 

Rising, I saw the giant check the swing, step back, and stare at the huge gate that was closed before him.

One kick and he’d blow the whole thing up, ruining our defenses there and then.

“Pony!” I screamed for the war troll without even looking. I knew he’d be there, that he’d not have been hit by the club.

I needed him to have survived.

I ran to the spot right before the giant. The air was filthy with screams, the chaos of war, the endless loosing of arrows, the roars from above, the screams of a thousand throats. I felt Pony loom up behind me.

“Just like on the Bonegwayne,” I screamed. “Throw me at it!”

And the gods one and all bless the war troll, because he didn’t even think to question my judgment. He simply grabbed me by the arms, took a sideways, half-turning step, then whipped me around. My feet lifted off the wall, the world blurring; then I was airborne, flying, spinning, cartwheeling through the air right at the giant.

“Blind Fortunnnaaaaa!” was all I could scream.

The giant, perhaps more on reflex than anything else, caught hold of me as I flew at him. He snatched me from the air, huge fingers wrapping around my chest and middle. Squeezing tight, he lifted his hand to stare at me, brow lowering in confusion.

I could barely breathe, my chest constricted, but saw in his dull eyes the moment when he decided to dash me against the wall and be done.

“Stop,” I wheezed, but the sound of battle swallowed up my voice. 

He raised me high, about to hurl me at the ground from a height of some thirty yards. I strained, managed to wriggle free just a little, and cried out, “Stop!”

The power in that command was such that everyone within twenty or so yards of us froze, turning to stare at me, from the men swarming around the giant’s feet to the guards picking themselves up along the length of the wall.

The giant blinked, hesitated, then raised his brutish face to stare at me again in confusion.

“Put me on your shoulder!” I shouted.

And, hesitating still, he did so.

I grabbed hold of a massive lank of greasy hair to steady myself. It was like standing on the back of a plow horse. From this high and out beyond the wall I could see the madness taking place along the line of its curvature. Large ladders were being heaved up against the battlements, ladders without count. My guards were doing their best to repel them, but in the heat of the moment had forgotten what to do - instead of pushing them along the wall so they’d slide down and knock their neighbors as well, they were trying to push them out, or focusing on killing the men who were coming up at them.

“Knock all the ladders down,” I shouted into the giant’s ear. “And kill as many of the White Lioness’ army as you do so.”

The giant shivered, trying to resist, but I knew he couldn’t, knew he was mine. When he turned and raised his club, I couldn’t help but give out a fierce cry of delight. Turning to stare over the army at where the White Lioness sat astride her steed, I screamed at her, “How do you like them apples?”

Too bad she couldn’t hear me.

But she could no doubt see her prize giant start lumbering down the length of the wall, kicking ladders to kindling, knocking men screaming as they fell, swinging his club in great, bloody swathes through the masses that were pressing now to get away from him.

I laughed, hooted, really, swaying and holding on for dear life. With glee, I watched as the giant knocked every single ladder apart and left a bloody carpet of broken bodies in his wake.

Some sense of danger caused me to look up. Perhaps a shadow passing before the sun. Just in time, I saw a handful of pegasi break away from the raging battle they’d been engaged with my demons to come spearing right down at us.

It seemed the White Lioness didn’t like sharing her toys.

“Watch out!” I screamed, which possibly wasn’t the most helpful order.

The giant paused, casting around in confusion. Then the pegasi slammed into us from a forty-five-degree angle, driving their lances into the giant’s neck and shoulders, sinking them yards deep before releasing and swooping away.

The air became a flurry of feathers, kicking hooves, flashes of plate armor and explosions of blood. More than one tried to impale me outright, but only one got me.

Their harpoon smashed into me just above the hip, tearing through my stomach and pinning me to the giant.

A mortal wound, for most.

I crashed down upon the giant’s shoulder, was held in place by the lance. The pegasi swooped away, their victorious laughter ringing in the morning air.

“Fuckers,” I growled, sitting up and trying to figure out how to get the lance out of me. It was embedded deep in the giant, rising a good three yards above me. 

The giant let out a bewildered groan of pain and swayed.

“Whoa, wait!” I shouted. “Don’t fall down!”

With supreme effort, governed by my will, the giant fought to stay standing.

It didn’t have long, though.

In desperation, I drew my blade and hacked at the lance. Chopping, I was blessed that the impact had stressed the wood and caused it to fracture. With a final blow I knocked the top part off, then unskewered myself with a grimace, the wound healing over immediately

But I was still left with more than ten yards from the wall top and safety.

The giant was making strange, exaggerated expressions, grimacing and blinking and opening its mouth. Blood soaked its upper torso, and it was swaying with ever more violence.

“Extend your arm!” I shouted. “Extend it toward the wall.”

Nearly dead, the giant still obeyed. It reached for the wall, and I wasted no time. I broke out into a wobbly run, racing across its bicep to its elbow; when it started to topple back I put on a final dash of speed and leaped - only to crash against the crenelations, fight for a handhold, and slip.

My stomach inverted itself as I began to fall. A drop that surely wouldn’t kill me, but put me in the center of an enemy who’d no doubt be enraged by my refusal to die as they cut me apart.

But a stony blue hand snaked down and closed about my wrist, arresting my fall.

Pony’s craggy features appeared in the crenel, and with smooth strength he hauled me back up and to safety.

“Blind Fortuna bless the living shit out of you,” I gasped. 

Pony set me on my feet, took up his hammer, then turned to survey the battle.

It looked like we were just getting started. The giant’s brutal rampage had but blooded the very leading edge of the attack; even now hordes more were racing forward to cover the fallen, to take up the fallen ladders, to spread out wide to clear an area just before the walls.

Wait, what?

“Follow me,” I said to Pony, picking up a discarded blade and running to the section before the clearing.

Just in time to see a man in white robes step forth, extend his arms, and summon a vast glittering ramp of emerald light which extended smoothly from his feet right to the top of the wall. 

A ramp a good fifty yards wide.

The White Lioness’ army screamed their approval and began to race up the slope.

I didn’t even have time to curse, but leaped onto the crenellations, ran across the merlons as if they were stepping stones to close as quickly as possible, and then slid to a halt in the center of the glowing ramp.

I turned to stare at the charging wall of weapons and frothing fanaticism that was closing with me. 

A moment later Pony heaved himself up beside me, sighed, and clonked his fist against his head. His fist caught fire. He tapped it against the head of his sledgehammer, and it, in turn, went whoosh and burst into white flame. 

“Let’s show them what we trolls are all about,” I said, sinking into a crouch, ready to rebuff the charge, praying desperately that I wouldn’t simply be swept right off the ramp.

Then Baleric hopped up beside me, his cloak snapping in the wind, his blade luminous in his pale hand, his expression at best mildly engaged. 

“Thank the Hanged God,” I said, rising slightly out of my crouch. 

“Good morning, Kellik.” He sounded as if we’d bumped into each other at the market. “All right?”

I forced a cool expression, but still, failed to match his sangfroid. “You know. Keeping busy.”

He twirled his sword in the air, once, twice, thrice, and it thrummed as if vibrating. “Good, good.”

The rest of his crew stepped up alongside him. The other huge city troll, a vast slab of beef, head encased in steel. The snide red-headed thief, twin daggers spinning between his fingers. The muscled warrior, the sides of her head shorn, her greatsword propped on one shoulder for her first swing.

The enemy was almost upon us when ghosts arose amongst the first rank, moaning and howling piteously as they wreathed in and out amongst their number. Turning every exposed inch of flesh a brittle blue, they caused men’s hair to stand on their ends, tripping them, tearing terrified screams from their throats.

Baleric’s sister’s work, I guessed.

“Well,” sighed Baleric. “Time to get to work.” 

The charge up the ramp had floundered, the ghosts throwing the attack into disarray, and into this mess Baleric charged, footing sure on the glowing ramp, down like a comet to slam into the ranks and annihilate everything in his way.

The city troll roared its approval and came right after, the other two a step behind. Pony and I shared a glance, shrugged, and charged.

Pony and I did some damage. Every sweep of his warhammer sent men flying, their bodies bent in all the wrong directions. I’d lunge in right after, stab and chop, then duck back out of the way as the hammer came screaming back around. 

We made an impression.

But it was as nothing compared to Baleric. 

I caught sight of his handiwork out of the corner of my eye.

Neko, the Exemplar of the Hanged God I’d fought beside ages ago, would take time to warm up, starting with moderate skills and ramping up to becoming unstoppable the longer he fought.

Baleric needed no such warm-up. 

Men simply died before him. His face was imperturbable, his blade everywhere, flickering and leaping like a candle’s dancing flame, opening up bodies, slashing through armor, cleaving through weapons. 

He simply walked forward, and where he went, men died.

The ramp had been too wide, however, for us to stem it entirely. Men ran past us around the flanks, choosing not to close in on our sides but to attack the battlements. 

Casting a desperate glance behind me, I saw Captain Rory in the center of his men, all of them loosing arrow after the last arrow into the charge, causing it to wilt, others one rank behind with swords drawn, ready to step in.

They’d have to hold the line.

I lost track of time. Every once in a while I’d be stabbed in the gut, or brained by a club, or impaled through the back. 

It didn’t do much more than slow me down for a few moments. Pony and I killed all who came close. Soon the bodies were piling up around us, the ramp’s surface made treacherous by slick blood. We started to retreat, both wanting to find firmer footing and due simply to the press of the crowd before us.

Because the enemy just didn’t care about dying, had no hesitation about throwing themselves before Pony’s hammer. They came in droves, died, and came again. Howling, tearing at their clothing, clawing for our faces as they went down, blood fountaining from their mouths.

Fanatics.

And there were thousands lined up behind those coming at us.

We had to get rid of the ramp. 

“Baleric!” I shouted, having lost track of him. 

There was no response. No room for anything but swinging my blade.

Back we went, Pony covered in gore to the shoulders, swinging and swinging until at last the shaft of his hammer broke.

He tossed the weapon aside, cracked his fists together, and started swinging.

But the loss of the hammer’s radius meant they could crowd in around us in greater numbers. I might survive a dogpile, but Pony, war troll that he was, could still be torn apart.

“Back!” I shouted. Stumbling, fending off attacks, we gave ground, till at last, we stood atop the wall once more.

Our forces were collapsing before the numbers. Purple fire wreathed blades here and there, causing the enemy to miss or trip, but I couldn’t see Netherys. Arrows fell upon the ramp from both sides but seemed to make little impression. 

Heaving for breath, mouth full of thick spit, I looked up and down our lines.

We were being swamped. We had maybe three thousand men total, with a good chunk reserved to stand just inside the gates in case one of them was burst asunder. Two thousand militia and guardsmen facing an endless horde.

Morale was on the verge of breaking.

Blood was seeping into my eyes. I didn’t think it was my own. Six men dogpiled Pony, rushing inside the sweep of his arms to push him back off the wall, all of then crashing down onto the walkway beyond.

Heaving for breath, I shook my head. I wasting my abilities, swinging a blade. I had to think smart, to think better.

Dropping my blade so I could cup both hands to my mouth, I shouted, “Kill your allies!”

This had the desired effect on the ten or so men closest to me - but also caused my own soldiers to turn on each other.

“Stop!” I shouted, and they froze.

My mind spun. How to word it? “Kill the Lioness!”

The ten or so enemy soldiers shuddered, turned, and began thrusting themselves against their fellows. 

My own soldiers ceased fighting, surged up over the battlements, and onto the ramp.

I pressed forward, shouting again and again, as loud as I could, “Kill the Lioness! Kill the Lioness! Kill her!”

Within moments I was surrounded by a bubble of men intent on fighting their way back down the ramp. They hacked and shoved at their fellows, ignoring me as I followed right behind.

Taking deep breaths, I shouted as loudly as I could, pitching my voice to carry. “Kill the Lioness! Kill her now!”

Everyone who heard me hesitated, twitched in dismay, and then turned to fight their way back down the ramp. Soon I had a force of some hundred or so men locked in battle with their bewildered friends. 

A buffer zone, but little more than that. While I’d stymied this assault for the moment, it wouldn’t last unless I stood here yelling all day.

Raking the battlements with my gaze, I saw that our defenses were about to collapse in numerous spots.

So I ran back, hopped down onto the walkway, and sprinted behind the crenellations, shouting at each knot of conflict I came across.

“Kill the Lioness!”

And whoever heard me froze, blinked, then turned to fight their way back down ladders, cursing and stomping on the upturned faces.

A puff of white smoke exploded before me, and a slender man with a hook nose clad all in white stepped forth to stab his curved blade into my gut. He sneered victoriously at me, but I simply shoved him as hard as I could, knocking him off the parapet and down onto the street below.

“Kill the Lioness!” I screamed, voice turning hoarse, and wherever I went the tide of battle turned.

When I finally reached the end of the wall, I stopped, panting for breath, turning to survey my handiwork. The balance had been restored, but only for the moment. Far down the wall, the men whom I’m turned were nearly gone, massacred by their fellows.

Was this to be my answer to the Lioness’ numbers? To run up and down the wall, bellowing like a madman? 

There had to be a better way. 

I stared down into the large courtyard inside Field Gate where several hundred guards stood ready, hunched behind their shields, staring in dismay at the thundering doors. If only we’d had more time to prepare!

A huge gout of flame burst from the top of the wall, washing its way down the exterior; scores of men screamed and fell from ladders, which lit up like kindling. Master Hieronymus, unleashing his powers at last. 

And there, Blightwort the necromancer, hurling bolts of purple flame at each man who appeared above the battlements.

Inspiration. “Blightwort!”

The necromancer didn’t hear me, so I ran over, threading my way between fights. “Blightwort! Animate the dead at the base of the wall! Have them pull down the ladders!”

The gaunt-faced man nodded and raised both hands, words of power falling from his lips.

I’d leave him to it.

A huge shadow beast slipped out of a sudden tear in the fabric of reality, climbing down the outside of the wall, ignoring gravity, and tearing the enemy apart wherever it went. 

Aurora might have ten thousand men, but Port Gloom had the world’s greatest concentration of misfits, exemplars, mages, and assassins. 

I took a deep breath and began running back, calling out my murderous orders once more. Again the enemy turned and began to assail their fellows. 

I didn’t run through unscathed; three arrows punched into my side, and a downed man nearly took off my foot with a sweep of his blade.

But that was fine. 

I reached the ramp, out of breath all over again. I was about to climb up and repeat my previous maneuver when Baleric’s pale-faced sister stepped up to my side and touched my shoulder.

“Wait,” she said.

“What?” her conversational tone was so out of place amidst the battle that I wanted to laugh. “Wait? For what?”

She raised a white brow, then pointed down at the battlefield. I looked in the indicated direction, and saw the white-robed magician pushing his way frantically through the ranks of soldiers.

Behind him came Baleric, cutting a path through the enemy as if they were wheat. 

He gained on the magician, and then, with a simple thrust, impaled his blade through the man’s back.

The ramp disappeared, and several hundred men screamed as they plummeted down to the distant ground.

“But Baleric!” I turned in shock to his sister. “He’s out there alone with all of them!”

“No,” she said, voice certain. “They’re out there alone with him.”

The collapse of the ramp had a ripple effect across the battlefront; men stared in dismay at where it had stood, and fell back from the rising undead who snatched at them, who bore them down to the ground and bit at their necks.

Blightwort was working wonders down there.

The screams of devotion had become cries of horror. 

And Baleric was slowly working his way back to the wall, looking unhurried, parrying every blow, killing every man. 

“He doesn’t even look like he’s trying,” I said in wonder.

“He doesn’t have to,” said his sister. “He is an Actualized Exemplar of the Hanged God. He is death on earth.”

And by the Hanged God’s puckered asshole, she was right. 

He fought his way to the base of the wall, where he was ignored by the rampaging undead. Sheathing his blade and tossing back his cloak, he leaped and began to climb the wall, movements sure and strong.

“Fuck, I’m glad he’s on our side,” I said. 

The enemy was falling back, the spirit gone out of them. Too many had died too quickly, and the visible destruction of the magical ramp along with the rising of their undead fellows had proved too much. Ladders were abandoned or discarded, and the horde melted back, uncertain, furious, screaming out their curses.

A ragged cheer went up along the wall, the survivors raising their weapons or hurling the last spears at the retreating enemy.

Cerys stepped out of the shifting press of soldiers to move up alongside me. Her quiver was empty, her Gloom Knight bow spattered with blood. Though she’d suffered a slice just under her ear which had come perilously close to opening up her neck, she was otherwise unharmed

I grabbed her by the nape of the neck, pulled her in for a hard kiss, then turned to watch our foe reel back.

“Round one goes to us,” I said.

“Wait.” Cerys leaned forward, frowning. “Look. The White Lioness.”

I stared, made out the mounted leader, who was urging her steed forward through the retreating ranks which parted for her. 

“What is she doing?” I asked.

“Maybe she’s going to make a threat?”

She broke free of the press of retreating soldiers and urged her steed into a canter. And by Blind Fortuna’s bounteous thighs, she was a sight; riding masterfully, guiding her horse with her legs, rising to stand in her stirrups, cloak streaming out before her. 

Every inch a commander out of legend.

Our cheers died down as every soldier focused on her approach.

When she stopped her mount, the relief was a palpable wave that washed across the battlements. So she wasn’t going to assault the city by herself.

Instead, she lifted her hand and pointed at the sun. Its flaming glory had just risen over the horizon, and was fading from buttery yellow to searing white. 

Her hand caught fire, just like Pony’s. She leveled her arm at the wall and the light that enveloped her hand elongated, becoming a spear that stretched out several yards before her.

“What’s she doing?” I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. “Someone? Anyone? What the fuck is she doing?”

“No,” whispered his sister. 

Baleric’s hand appeared atop the wall, fingers splayed; then, with a heave, he hauled himself up, appearing in a crouch before us. His expression was set, lips pursed, his pale, ghostly hair thick with blood, his whole being radiating with the Hanged God’s power.

The white spear of burning light leaped from the Lioness’ hand and fled across the sky, quick as lightning, to engulf Baleric where he crouched.

The thunderclap of released power knocked everyone back. But it wasn’t simply an excess of might. Something tore in the fabric of reality before us; seals were shattered, and the force that burst out wasn’t that of the White Sun, but the Hanged God.

I felt a chill pass through me that made my bones ache, felt my lifeforce siphon away so the raging inferno that was my spirit became little more than embers.

Opening my eyes, I blinked away the blindness, and saw Baleric was gone. Extending out from where he’d crouched was a radius of the dead, soldiers and militiamen who lay, bodies drained of color, lips blue, eyes staring up in fixed horror. 

The wash of power had slain over a hundred of those who’d stood close by. 

At that moment my thoughts were only for Cerys. I spun, dropping down beside her. She was pale, drained like the others, but when I pressed my fingertips to the side of her neck I felt the faintest of fluttering pulses.

Baleric’s sister also stirred, rising to her knees to stare with blank incomprehension at where the Exemplar of the Hanged God had crouched. 

I scooped Cerys into my arms, then rose to stare over the battlements to Aurora sat astride her steed. 

It felt like our eyes met across that impossible distance. For a moment she remained thus, and then, casually, she turned her horse about to ride it back into her ranks.

“Baleric,” whispered his sister, eyes still wide, expression frozen.

Here and there, the more hardy members of the fallen groaned and began to stir. 

Holding Cerys to my chest, I watched the White Lioness depart, her soldiers marching back alongside her, her forces bloodied but clearly undefeated.

We’d weathered the first assault. 

Looking at my battered forces, I sincerely doubted we’d weather a second. 

 

 


Chapter 15

 

 

 

We convened in the church of the Hanged God, half a mile from the Field Gate and impractical in every way but for the fact we all wished to speak with Mavernus.

He awaited us on the steps of the church in the light of day, looking as improbable and gaunt as if someone had dragged a night specter out of its tomb into a soiree.

Haggard, leaning heavily on a staff of office, he awaited our arrival without a word. A lone sentinel in the abandoned square at the heart of the semi-demolished Tangles.

Looking about the old neighborhood, I felt a pang of guilt. Perhaps Aurora is here to simply finish what I began.

“Sepulchros!” Seraphina broke away from our group to run to the base of the steps and there cast herself down at his feet. “I - Baleric- he -”

Mavernus lowered his claw of a hand upon her brow, a tender gesture, and bowed his head. “I felt it, young one.”

We’d all come here together. Tamara, faint from healing so many; Cerys, her wounds and stolen vitality restored by a Sworn; Netherys, trying for a rakish nonchalance and not managing to fool anyone; Pony, bringing up the rear, despondent, as far as I could tell, for having lost his hammer; Baleric’s crew, led now by his pale sister.

I’d appointed Yashara to watch over the defenses in my absence, ensuring the remaining Exemplars, magi, and necromancers would obey her command. Not that I thought they’d have much say in the matter.

“Mavernus,” I said, moving up to stand behind Seraphina’s fallen form. “We’ve got a problem.”

“Hmm,” muttered the old man. “We do indeed. Come in, come in. Let us get out of this blasted sun.”

I squinted upward at the overcast skies, then shrugged and followed him inside.

He didn’t make for his study, however, but instead simply turned within the nave to consider us, hands disappearing into opposite ragged sleeves. 

“Tell me,” he commanded.

Baleric’s sister stepped forward. “The White Lioness. She opened a rift of some kind, threw it at Baleric, and shattered his grasp of the Hanged God’s power.”

“This is where I say that’s impossible,” mused the sepulchros.

“I felt his spirit tear apart,” said the sister, voice little more than a whisper. “The resultant shockwave of entropic energy killed hundreds.”

“And I sensed Mother Magrathaar in that attack,” said Netherys quietly. “But her power was warped, twisted. I can’t explain it.”

Mavernus’ frown deepened. “For her to sever Baleric’s connection to the Hanged God is… or should be… impossible. No wonder this hereshen caused the Paruko such consternation. She is indeed as dire a threat as we thought. Her assault has been repulsed?” “For now,” I said. “But she outnumbers us by the thousands, and her forces are fanatical. They’ll come again.”

“We should demand to parlay,” said Cerys. Despite the Sworn’s healing, she looked gaunt and pale. “Try to speak with her. See if your powers can control her.”

“They won’t,” said Mavernus with something akin to amusement. “Not one as she. Any being capable of creating such a rift will not be so easily led by a king troll.”

“Then what?” I demanded. “What else can we do?”

“Summon your Iris,” said Mavernus. “Bid her manifest. She is the mother of this creature, is she not? Then it is fit that she should take responsibility for her progeny.”

“I don’t know how. She said she’s all around me, but… dispersed amongst hundreds, if not thousands. I don’t know how to speak to her.”

“If you don’t find out, we could all die,” said Mavernus. “I suggest you bend effort toward this matter.”

“She must be immune to the forces of the White Sun,” said Tamara. “I’ve wondered about how she could march amid so many faithful. So many Exemplars and more.”

“She may be immune to all that we know,” said Mavernus. “There is a reason the Paruko Dream Eaters came for Iris. They only come for those who endanger the whole world. This White Lioness will be a formidable opponent, and perhaps beyond our reach if we do not contact your necromancer.”

“What… all right, this is probably a bad idea, but hear me out.” Netherys licked her purple lips. “What if we free Aschengraur so that he can fight her, and then bet on the Paruko arriving to take him away after he’s done? No? No. You’re right. A bad idea.”

We stood in silence for a spell, each sunken in their own thoughts. At last, I slapped my hands together, startling the others.

“You’d all best get back to the walls. The Lioness cares nothing for the lives of her followers. She’s as liable to throw them back into the fray as not.”

“And you?” asked Cerys, reaching out to take my hand.

“I’ve got to find a way to conjure myself a spiritually dispersed necromancer,” I said, forcing a wry smile. “Should be easy, right?”

We heard the sound of hoofbeats on the cobblestones outside, a horse galloping up the wrecked street, and I moved quickly to the doorway. A messenger would only come for two reasons.

Either Aurora had started a second attack, or -

“My lord,” cried out the guardsman atop the steed, pulling it around as it danced beneath him. “You are needed at the wall!”

“For what reason, you fool?” cried out Netherys. 

“Parlay! The White Lioness! She’s sent forth the request. She would speak with you!”

I nodded grimly, then turned to survey my companions. “Looks like Iris is going to have to wait.”

 

* * *

 

I’d stood before massive crowds before, the center of attention, every person hanging on my words. I’d raised my arms as the Count of Manticora to thousands and heard their adulation.

But this was different. Though thousands watched me from the walls, all of them rooting for my success, far many more stared at me from the enemy’s lines, wishing me death. 

It was like walking into a headwind. Each step took me farther from the city, across the corpse-strewn battlefield, and toward the white canopy of the pagoda the Lioness had commanded be erected for our meeting.

But it was even more than that. More than the weight of responsibility, the direness of our situation, the pressure of over ten thousand gazes falling upon me. 

It was the knowledge that if I failed to take control of events during this meeting, I could be dooming hundreds of thousands to die or be oppressed by Aurora. The fate of Port Gloom rested on my shoulders, and for the first time, I truly understood what it meant to have positioned myself as the leader of the entire metropolis. 

That, and I couldn’t deny a sense of guilt and foreboding. We were finally going to meet Aurora face to face. To confront our sins made manifest. What could we say in our defense? That she was a casualty in our war against my father? Hardly comforting. 

There she was. Standing alone under the awning, clad in her peerless steel armor, every plate molded to her feminine form; her luxurious cloak of white fur falling like a waterfall of snow from her shoulders; her face hidden behind her gleaming helm. Across her breastplate was emblazoned the white sun, and from her hip hung a glorious longsword, its pommel adorned with a massive sapphire. 

She awaited us, alone.

My group was small. Pony lumbered behind us, a new hammer resting athwart his shoulders. Cerys to my right, Tamara to my left, and Netherys just a little behind, cowl pulled down. 

I ached for Iris. But in her absence, there was no-one else I trusted more than this crew, or Yashara back on the wall.

The hush that filled the fields was so ponderous as to feel palpable. I felt as if I walked through gelid air, pushing my way forward until at last, I realized we had reached our destination. 

Pony stopped at the pagoda’s edge. The four of us entered to stand before her.

And even outnumbered she was formidable in a manner I couldn’t quite pin down. She stood with utter confidence, resplendent, her aura such that she fairly radiated power and assurance. 

“White Lioness,” I said, not knowing how else to address her. “You wished to parlay?”

“To accept your surrender and dictate your terms.” Her voice was husky and grave, and oh, it was terribly familiar. Just the sound of Aurora’s voice made my skin prickle with horror. “You did admirably resisting my first assault, but cannot survive a second. One which I need not launch, for soon your own people shall betray you.”

“I mean, presumptuous,” I said, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. “And a little arrogant. You don’t know what surprises we might still have in store for you.”

“You have no further surprises,” she said, voice betraying amusement. “Your demons are destroyed. As I have demonstrated, I can slay any Exemplar from a distance with ease.” And with that she turned her helm to regard Tamara, who stood a little straighter, hands clenching into fists. “Your numbers are insignificant, and your defenses so poorly maintained that but a push would open your gates. Cease this posturing. Admit defeat, and accept your terms.”

“Which are?” asked Cerys, eyes feverish with emotion. Almost she’d chosen not to come. To face Aurora. But at the last she’d pitched in, and now looked ready to lash out at her with a blade.

“You will deliver to me Iris Kargashina by dusk today. Failure to do so will result in our assaulting the city and killing every man, woman, and child we find within until she is produced.”

“Charming,” said Netherys. “And if we produce her?”

“Then you shall be spared,” said the White Lioness. “I’ve no interest in Port Gloom or its people.”

“All this,” I said, gesturing at her army. “This war, Olandipolis, all of it - just for Iris? Is that what this is all about, Aurora?”

“So you do remember.” The White Lioness sounded bitterly pleased. And so saying, she reached up and removed her helm. 

It revealed the face of a stunningly beautiful young woman, her golden hair braided and pinned to the crown of her head. The irises of her eyes were a pale white-gold in which I saw depths of wisdom, sober maturity that elevated her striking looks to something more akin to handsome. But her skin was changed. Gone was the tawny gold, the health, strength, and vitality.

Now her face was gaunt, her cheeks sunken, her eyes ringed by darkness. Her skin was waxen, and webs of purple capillaries traced their passage along the line of her jaw, across her temples, and reached crimson tendrils across the sclera of her eyes. 

I had no words. No mockery, no sarcasm. Could only stare at our handiwork. 

“Master Kellik,” she said, eyes narrowing. “You see that I am much changed. Whatever it was your necromancer did to me, it has made existence a living hell.”.”

We’re sorry,” whispered Cerys, the fire going out of her eyes. “So sorry. We never wished for this.” 

“Do you think I care?” Aurora’s words were a whiplash. “You broke into my sanctum and murdered me. But Iris did not see fit to leave me be. She changed my spirit. I don’t know why or how, but because of her I can no longer enter the Ashen Garden. Injury cannot stop me. I cannot leave this world, and am doomed to suffer from the whisperings of a dark goddess I know not, to live in constant torment.”

“You are in pain?” asked Tamara, a sliver of hope entering her voice, as if, perhaps, she could heal Aurora, and in so doing -

“Yes. But it is a spiritual malady. Imagine the grief you might feel the second after you lose your true love. Now extend that second toward eternity. I have spent days screaming. Tearing at my face, my eyes, cutting my throat over and over and over again.”

There was no pathos in her voice, but instead a chilling hatred that made me want to step back.

“I have tried everything I can think of and nothing has destroyed this mortal shell. I am trapped in this world, and with each passing second I loath it all the more. The woman who worshipped the White Sun is long gone. In her place stands one who would gladly destroy the world if it eased her torment.”

“And does it?” asked Netherys.

“No,” whispered Aurora. “But it might motivate you to bring me the one person who can. Where is Iris?”

“It wasn’t her fault,” said Tamara, voice faltering. “She was but trying to heal the fallen. She used your connection to the White Sun to heal our friend Pony and myself…”

Aurora narrowed her eyes as she stared at Tamara. “You. What power burns within your soul? You didn’t have it the last time we met.”

Tamara looked down and away.

Aurora took a step forward. “You stole the blessings of the White Sun from my corpse!?”

Before anyone could answer, Pony cracked his fists together, and caused them to incandesce with white flame.

Aurora’s expression paled as her eyes went wide. “A... A war troll, too?”

Pony canted his head to one side and winked at her.

“We can find Iris,” I said, raising both hands. “We can fix this. There’s no need for further bloodshed.”

“Good.” Aurora stepped back and replaced her helm. Her voice grew muffled. “Because if you don’t, come dusk, every citizen of Port Gloom will pay for your crimes.”

And with that she turned and marched back to her army, her carriage stiff and erect and radiating her fury.

“That went well,” said Netherys. 

“She has all the right in the world to be upset,” whispered Tamara. “I’ve never felt like more of a fraud than I do now.”

I took her hand. “Don’t. It doesn’t matter how you came to this gift. The White Sun had to have approved it, right? You couldn’t be an Exemplar without its blessing?”

Tamara nodded weakly.

“But damn,” I said, staring at Aurora’s retreating figure. “Talk about the pigeons coming home to roost.”

“Gives us about six hours,” said Tamara softly. “Think you can do it, Kellik?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

 

* * *

 

I wanted to go it alone, to walk the streets of Port Gloom till inspiration hit me. To lose myself in the terror and chaos that had replaced the fevered celebrations of the prior nights.

But the girls wouldn’t let me.

Netherys walked into a corner home close to the Field Gate, ordered everyone out, and then Cerys and Tamara dragged me inside.

Pony planted himself in the front door with a long-suffering sigh and almost immediately fell asleep.

“I’ve got to find her,” I said, shrugging free of their hands, turning to confront them. “I need to get out there. Find a way to connect with her, bring her back.”

Cerys drew herself up, hands on her hips, chin raised. “If you think we’re going to leave you to face this alone, you’re sorely mistaken.”

“We need to face this together,” said Tamara, unclasping her white cloak and tossing it aside. “We all know Iris. Fought alongside her, traveled with her, got… creeped out by her. We can pool our insights and figure this out.”

“I should -”

“You should listen to the women who love you,” drawled Netherys, pacing back and forth. “Because nobody’s going to like my suggestion that we simply quit Port Gloom. Despite the fact that there’s a vast continent out there. Khansalon is full of delights. Why, we could entertain ourselves ceaselessly as we crossed even as far as Mendev, and - no? See? In which case, we have to find a way to destroy Aurora.”

Cerys moved to a window, bit her lower lip as she studied the street outside, turned back to me. “Perhaps we can defeat her without Iris. Find a way to assassinate her. She met with us alone. Perhaps we set up a pretext to meet with her again - say we’re going to manifest Iris - and then hit her with everything we’ve got.”

“No,” said Tamara, tone hollow. “I got a bit of a read on her. I’m clumsy at these things - nothing like how Iris could do. But even so. I sensed… the White Sun’s blessing, sure. But something more. She’s no longer alive. Nor dead. Her aura was pale. Flat. Gray. She spoke the truth. She’s denied the Ashen Garden. That must be what it means to be a hereshen. To be banned from life and death. Trapped in the shadows.”

“Then why don’t the Paruko come for her?” demanded Cerys. 

Tamara shrugged. 

I licked my lower lip. “I think it’s because she’s not a threat to reality. That’s their whole thing. To lock up those who threaten to destabilize and destroy the world. And for all the lives Aurora is willing to take, she’s not attacking reality itself. Not like Iris was doing - I mean, did - or how Aschengraur might do if he escaped his crypt.”

“They took your father,” said Cerys. 

“Because Iris tricked them into thinking he was her. The Paruko were fine with his ruling Port Gloom for centuries.”

“Very well,” said Netherys, hiking herself up to sit on a windowsill, and crossing one long leg over the other. “No Paruko. No fleeing. Perhaps Mavernus can come up with some special Hanged God attack?”

“What of Mother Magrathaar?” I asked. “Can she step in, take care of things?”

Netherys’s smile was darkly amused. “I am not in the best standing with my patron. Something to do with my dallying with love and moonlighting as a high elf. But even if I were steeped in blood and darkness, I don’t think she would deprive Aurora of her power. She must be delighted with what the White Lioness is doing with her blessings. While Mother Magrathaar might grant me gifts with which to battle her, but if she cannot be banished to the Ashen Garden, then ultimately it would all be for naught.”

“Then we should appeal to the Hanged God,” said Cerys. “Find a weapon, perhaps, that can banish her, or…?”

“I mean, we can look into that,” I said. “Should look into it. But we can’t count on that working. Anybody that can blast Baleric apart is probably going to be able to defend herself from one of our attacks.”

“I’ll follow up with the sepulchros,” said Cerys. “You never know.”

“My lord?” Captain Rory appeared in one of the windows. “Excuse me. I’ve a report you should hear.”

“Use the front -” I looked to where Pony was snoring. “Never mind. Go on.”

“The city is in an uproar. Rioting across the Market, Dock, and Merchant Districts.”

I grimaced. “Let them riot. We can’t spare the manpower.”

“There’s worse. They’re rioting in the Temple District, too. White Sun adherents. I’ve received word that Revelator Mercult has been executed. They’re demanding the gates be opened to the White Lioness, and saying she’s a judgment on the sin of the city.”

I dragged at my features with both hands, then turned to stare at Tamara. “Great. Fucking great. Thoughts?”

Tamara had gone pale and sat down on a bench. “Mercult? Dead?”

“I’m afraid so,” said Captain Rory. “The revolt is growing. Local clergy and bishops have defected to their side. For now, they’re concentrated in the Temple District, but I’m afraid they’ll soon march on Field Gate.”

“At which point they become enemy combatants,” I said. “We’ve several hundred soldiers in the yard inside the gate. Order them to prepare for an assault.”

“Kellik,” whispered Tamara. “We can’t.”

“Can’t what?” I asked, turning on her. “Defend ourselves from mindless fanatics? They’ve been infected by Aurora’s power. We have to stop them before they infect the whole city. And at the very least stop them from throwing open the gates and surrendering the city to Aurora?”

“They’re not enemy combatants,” protested Tamara. “They’re Port Gloom citizens. They’re scared, they’re lost, and they’re probably under the influence of outside magic.”

Cerys arched an eyebrow. “That excuses their killing Mercult?”

Tamara forced herself to swallow. “If we kill our own, we’ll never be forgiven.”

“We don’t need forgiveness, dear,” drawled Netherys. “We need to survive.”

“I won’t let the city fall,” I said. “You heard Aurora. If we fail to produce Iris, she’ll kill everyone. You think I’ll let her inside?”

Tamara bolted to her feet. “You can’t stop her! If she storms the walls, she’ll take them, either tonight or tomorrow. You know it as well as I do! We can’t withstand forces four times larger than our own!”

“We’ll bloody well try!” I barked at her. “I’ve done everything - everything - for this city. I’ve bled, lost those I love, given years of my life, sacrificed everything to destroy Aurelius, to tear the Family out by its bloody roots, and if you think I’ll just give up now, surrender the city to that unliving monster -”

“You’d destroy the city to keep it?” asked Tamara.

“Me? No!” I pointed through the wall toward the front. “She’s the one who brought ten thousand fanatics. I was trying to rebuild the fucking waterfront and create an independent treasury, to reform taxation, to make everything better -”

“And look how well that’s gone!” Tamara grabbed at her head, eyes flashing. “By the White Sun, Kellik, you can’t use intentions to justify reality. We’re hated. We’re loathed. The people only tolerate our rule because we’ve had a sword at their throats. And now they want us gone, and your solution is to save the city by killing its people?”

I drew myself up. “I will not surrender. I will not give up this city. I will do whatever it takes to assure victory. And if religious fanatics decide they want to rebel? Then there’s a consequence to their actions. They think they can murder Mercult and storm the city gates with impunity?” My voice became a rasp. “If so, they are sorely mistaken.”

Cerys took a half-step forward, drawing both our gazes. “What is your solution, Tamara? If we don’t stop them, they’ll open the gates. Aurora’s forces will pour into the city. Is that what you want?”

Tamara’s expression crumpled and she sat back down. “I don’t know what I want. I just know we can’t slaughter our own. But who am I to speak? I’m a fraud. I’m no Exemplar of the White Sun. This is Aurora’s power, not my own. I was never chosen for this. I stole it. It was thrust upon me by Iris. And I never felt like such a fake as when Aurora stared at me. Oh god! How have we come to this?”

I was shaking in fury, but the sight of Tamara burying her face in her hands quelled my anger. I strode stiffly over to her, gathered her to me, and caressed her hair. 

“We’ll figure this out,” I said. “We’ve been in tighter spots. We’ve come through before.”

“We need Iris,” said Netherys quietly. “With her powers, we could destroy Aurora’s army. With her powers, we could quell any enemy.”

It was true. An army of ten thousand would be no challenge for Iris. Where Blightwort had animated almost a hundred corpses to foil the assault, Iris could create thousands, and mold them into weapons of horrific destruction.

“But that’s not why we need her,” said Tamara softly, pulling away from my embrace, face wet with tears. “We need her to account for her creation.”

Cerys nodded. “We remove Aurora, we end this war.”

“Then I need to find her,” I said. 

“Sorry to interrupt, my lord,” said Rory. “Your commands?”

“Tell the men to rebuff the rebels if they storm the gate, but to treat them as rioters, not combatants,” I commanded. 

“And if they begin to overwhelm our position?”

I stared stonily at the man, and in his plain brown eyes, I saw helpless confusion and anger. 

“Do not lose control of the gate,” I said.

Rory straightened and gave a sharp salute. “Understood, my lord. Excuse me.” And he was gone.

“How do we get Iris back?” asked Cerys. “That’s all that matters.”

“What did she say to you?” asked Netherys. “After you fled the demon fight. What were her exact words?”

I stalked over to a table, dragged out a chair, and sat. Propping my elbows on my knees, I closed my eyes, and pressed tightly on my temples.

Focused.

“She told me to be myself. Whether good or ill. That there was no morality, just integrity.”

“Sounds like Iris,” said Netherys. “She’d have made a good dark elf. A bad dark elf. You know what I mean.”

“You said last time that you asked for her to return, and she said no,” prompted Cerys. “How exactly did she explain it?”

“That she’s dispersed her matrix over hundreds of people at once. And that she can gather her essence into one - like she did that guardsman. But doing so uses up her finite reserves of spirit energy. She didn’t know what would happen when she ran out, but wasn’t eager to find out.” I paused, trying to remember more. “And that she’d only come back when…”

Netherys leaned forward. “When?”

The words were on the tip of my tongue. How had she phrased it? “She said she would come back when I owned my future. When I became a whole being, not a half shadow. Only then would she come back to me.”

“Great,” said Netherys, leaning back. “So we have to fix your first? We’d best tell Aurora we need a week.”

“But what did she mean?” asked Cerys, crouching down before me. “To become a whole being? You are who you are. Kellik, the Count of Manticora, king troll, former Family aspirant. You want to help people, you care about the Lugin’s of the world, you hate injustice, you’ve given your all to make a difference. What else is there?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’d hoped Iris would appear when I decided I did care. That I would fight for justice. But that wasn’t enough, I guess.”

“Very judgmental of her,” said Netherys. 

“Perhaps we need to see this from her point of view,” said Tamara, wiping at her cheeks with her sleeve. “What would Iris mean, by your becoming a whole person?”

I sighed deeply and stared at the floorboards, thinking over our conversations, twisted and dark and liberating as they’d been. “She fundamentally didn’t understand morality as imposed by society, or demanded by the gods. She thought the only guiding star was what was true for the individual, and that power was the ability to live according to that truth, no matter who was injured or helped by it.”

“But you have that power,” said Cerys. “You rule Port Gloom. You make the rules here. You decide what the Star Chamber does. You crushed the Family. You already have that power.”

“Something must be missing,” said Tamara. “Some facet of fulfillment. Perhaps it’s no coincidence that she came to you when you were in your true king troll form.”

I shuddered, recalling how my body had changed. How massive I’d grown, my skin black as obsidian, my face demonic. 

“True,” said Cerys, sitting back on her heels. “She came when you fully manifested your power. Maybe that’s what she means? She wants you to truly manifest your abilities as a king troll?”

“Perhaps she’ll come if you change into your king troll form now?” asked Netherys.

“But she didn’t, ah, before,” I said. “I mean, the time I did, after that first.”

“What time?” asked Netherys.

Tamara blushed furiously.

“I, ah, might have used that form when I brought Yashara back.”

“Oh,” said Netherys. “Oh!” Then her gaze became very speculative. “Oh.”

“But I don’t know how to do it on purpose,” I protested. “It kind of just happened.”

“What prompted the change in the first place?” Cerys’s voice had grown excited. “Seeing the ones you loved in danger. Right? When you thought we’d been killed within the caravan.”

“You saying we should imperil ourselves again?” asked Netherys skeptically.

“No, just that there’s something there.” Cerys rose to her feet and strode to the window, stared outside, turned back. “Kellik turned into his king troll form when he thought he was losing us.”

“Not quite,” I said, trying to cast my mind back to that moment, that mind frame. “I thought I was in the process of losing you. Was willing to do whatever it took to save you. Needed to do whatever it took to save you. And with Yashara… I refused to be dominated.”

Netherys snapped her fingers. “Perhaps that’s it, then. You unlocked your true form when you thought you were about to lose control. Be unable to save our lives, or be fucked in the rear by Yashara. Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

I nodded slowly. “But we’ve been in dire straits before. When I thought I would lose you. It never triggered then.”

Tamara wiped her sleeve across her eyes tiredly. “But you said your powers changed once your father died. Maybe you couldn’t before, but now that he’s gone…?”

I sat up, growing more enthused. “All right. So say my true king troll form is the key. The fact that I can’t trigger it when I want is the problem. Reflects… I don’t know, a block on my part. I need to figure out how to change.”

“Which means you need to really understand what caused that change,” said Cerys. “You need to excavate that truth, embrace it, and then… change into your true form. Maybe once you do, Iris will come back.”

I leaped to my feet, seized by energy. “All right. Good. So I changed because I feared I was going to lose you. Feared I was going to lose control. And embraced that form because it was my only way to save you. So I just have to realize that again. If Aurora wins, I’ll lose you all. I need to embrace my king troll form to save you.”

Everyone stared expectantly at me.

Netherys raised an eyebrow. “So… change?”

I grimaced, clenched my fists, searched within myself for some cinder, some flickering core of rage or desire that could bring that demonic form forth.

Nothing.

So I closed my eyes, pressed my fists to my temples, and fell into a crouch. Focused as hard as I could.

Nothing.

“Picture this,” said Netherys. “The Field Gate bursts open. The fanatics come pouring in. You’re helpless, up on the wall. There’s nothing you can do. Just listen to the screaming, just hear the pleas of those being murdered before you. And you see Tamara down there, caught up in the press. She’s reaching for you. But she’s too far. The soldiers reach her. They grab her by the arms. Hold her. She’s staring into your eyes. You’re frozen. Can only watch as a fanatic stabs her in chest, knife plunging down again and again, blood everywhere, and now you can hear her screaming, and -”

I snarled, the sound bestial, and bolted to my feet. My heart was pounding, my gorge in my throat, and the look on my face stilled Netherys’s tongue.

I glared at her, horrified, outraged - but still, nothing happened.

“Fuck,” said Cerys.

“Perhaps theoreticals won’t do,” said Tamara. “Perhaps we really have to endanger ourselves. Give Kellik no choice.”

“By what?” Netherys’s skepticism was obvious. “Marching out through the gates toward the enemy?”

“I don’t know,” said Tamara, her expression turning toward hopelessness. “I don’t know.”

I wanted to punch something, to hurl the table across the room. Instead, I could only pace, heart pounding, pounding, bands of iron closing about my chest, around my throat.

The minutes were slipping by. 

Dusk was fast approaching.

“I need to figure this out,” I rasped. “But standing here isn’t helping. I need to do this alone.”

“If that feels right,” said Cerys dubiously. “But take Pony with you.”

“No,” I said, my voice just shy of a snarl. “I’ll find you all on the wall.” I strode toward the front door, where some instinct awoke Pony.

He climbed to his feet, greatly abusing the doorframe as he did so, and eyed me with his piss-yellow eyes.

I stopped before him, staring up at his huge, craggy face. 

Then he extended his hand, which I clasped. He squeezed, nearly popping my knuckles, and stepped aside.

I could only nod to him, to his acceptance, his faith, then stride into the street. Marching forth, into the city I loved, the city that seemed to hate me, that resented my efforts to heal it, to improve it, to shine the light of justice where it had never shone before.

Wherever I went, I saw the effects of war. The destabilizing consequences of chaos. Windows were shuttered, doors barred; alternatively, places were being ransacked, bakeries burst into, general stores being looted, crowds frothing before them, shouldering their way inside. People ran pell-mell down the street, some carrying goods, others barehanded, all intent on getting somewhere, fast.

Absent were the merchants, the street vendors, the costermongers, and the disappearance of their familiar cries was as startling as the screams and shouts. Wandering through the Market District, I saw hired guards standing before wealthier shops, while the owners themselves defended those less fortunate. I saw street preachers on every corner, crying out their opinions on the White Lioness, on the Star Chamber, on the calamity about to befall the city, on the only means to salvation.

I drew close to one man, who during normal times might have been little more than a beggar, but now his fervor and volume had drawn a sizeable crowd.

“ - and you think you shall be spared? This is a time of judgment, when your lax morals shall be found wanting, your sloth judged, your tolerance of sin repudiated! You know that you have brought this about, yes, you, living your small life, thinking it mattered not what you did or why, simply content on earning your next coin by any means, ignoring the matters that swirled in the heaven, far beyond your ken.

“You thought yourself innocent, a good person, but ah! Now the truth is revealed, and you find your neck on the executioner’s block! What can you do, I hear you cry? Is it too late? No! It is never too late, for as long as you draw breath you can take control of your lives, you can take control of your actions, and you can consign your souls to the ever merciful love of the White Sun!

“Even now its greatest herald stands outside our city walls, and what does she desire for you? Freedom! She doesn’t want to take your money, to destroy your jobs, to demolish your home, to force you to be other than righteous in the eyes of the White Sun! She has come to burn away the corruption, to sear away the lies and greed of the Star Chamber, to revoke the license granted to those councilors and magistrates, to show them we are not cattle, to be lined up and sent into an abattoir!

“We are people, we have our dignity, our rights, and we shall not be ruled as if we were children! Rise up, people of Port Gloom! Recognize your savior, recognize her justice, her mercy, her love! Now is the time to take arms against our oppressors, to break the shackles that bind us, to raise our fists to the sky and scream no! We shall no bend out heads to misrule and brutality any longer -”

I walked away, feeling numb inside, unable to see the fervor in the eyes of the crowd as they drank up his words, soaked up his message of rebellion.

What had I accomplished, for all my efforts? Aurelius was gone, the Family destroyed, its blanketing oppression removed, but to what effect?

I watched a mother rush down the street, dragging her children behind her, the youngest of whom was screaming piteously. I saw a pair of young men come to blows, bellowing like bulls, their friends cheering them on. A cart tipped over as it came careening around the corner, bushels of apples rolling everywhere, but nobody stopped to steal them or help the man; nobody offered to help right the cart or help the screaming horse. 

Madness. Chaos. 

Was this my fault? Should I never have tried to help? Had my help made things worse? Should I have left the city under my father’s rule, or at least given the Family it’s due? Was order better than freedom? Was repression better than chaos? 

Heart heavy, feeling each passing minute like the tolling of a funeral bell, I wandered, taking streets at random, my direction guided by the general tide of traffic into the Temple District.

August buildings loomed over me, overshadowing the smaller shops, the bookstores, the wells, and leafy courtyards. Bells were tolling everywhere, the air was made clamorous, and I could taste the panic. The further I went into the District, however, the greater the press of bodies, and the more preachers appeared along the sides of the streets, shouting out their oratories.

“- the White Lioness is a devil, a false icon, and the murder of Revelator Mercult a sin which shall plague this city for generations -”

“- for are we not all destined to enter the Ashen Gardens, and if that no be the case, who are we to fear the Hanged God’s paternal embrace -”

“- an age of darkness and ignorance, where brother is turned against brother, where men are forced to fight for false illusions and die for the greed of -”

But everyone was intent on reaching the main square, where the great basilica of the White Sun stood. When the traffic came to a stop, hindered by the press of bodies ahead, my aura - some passive ability - caused it to open subtly before me so I was able to press ahead. Slowly I filtered through, people instinctively making room without knowing why, till the street disgorged me into the central square.

It was packed with people. Never had I seen so many, not even at the greatest of my speeches as the Count of Manticora. People had even climbed up into the trees, scaling the facades of buildings; every balcony and ledge was crowded with the bold and daring. 

All of whom listened to the words being hurled forth by a figure on an erstwhile stage, a man dressed in the robes of the White Sun. He was of middle years, and I couldn’t recall having ever seen him before - one of Tamara’s bishops, perhaps? Whoever he was, he had the crowd in the palm of his hand.

“- and I say to you, my brothers and sisters, the hour of the White Sun is at hand! The hour of judgment, when the rays of holiness shall burn away our sins, shall reduce us to our truest, most essential forms. This is the day, this is the hour, and this the moment when you must ask yourself: are you a man or woman, or a beast of the field?

“For too long have we suffered. For too long have we bowed her heads to one ruler after the other. Each speaks more finely than the last, but each wants the same thing: a cup of blood, a pound of flesh, our silent agreement, our endless servitude! Masters! The world is nothing but wretched masters, telling us that they step on our necks for our own good!

“No more! Cast down the masters! Cast down the Star Chamber. Cast down the guards. Cast down the courts. Cast down the government. No more taxes. No more oppression. Erase the line between those who have and those who have not! This is our hour! Rise up, people of Port Gloom, rise up and embrace the hour!

“The White Lioness awaits you outside the walls of the city, barred from us by the fearful and the guilty. Let us go to her! Let us open the gates and welcome her light into our hearts, into our homes, and in that light embrace the White Sun, forever and evermore!”

The roar that erupted from the crowd was deafening, each person giving vent to a cry that came from their very depths.

And I could only marvel. Did they hate me so? My reforms, my initiatives, my attempts to improve their lots? I could have given that very same speech myself while campaigning, but now that language was turned against me. Were the people so short-sighted? Didn’t they see how they could only prosper once the Family was destroyed? That I was seeking to raise them up, not oppress them farther?

A new voice whispered in my mind: and didn’t they know what I was sacrificing for them? What it cost me to be a king troll? How I would lose the women I loved, how they might never want to have children with me, how I would never get to enjoy a life by their sides, a normal life…

The crowd jostled me, people reaching their arms toward the distant preacher, who raised his arms in a benediction, his face cast into a fierce scowl of righteous victory.

I felt hollow. All this work. All this effort. The endless risks. The endless dangers. The losses, the sacrifices. 

For nothing?

For this ingratitude?

Had my father once faced similar reactions to his initiatives? Was that why he’d recoiled, hidden himself, created the Family, and indulged in endless, carnal parties with which to while away the centuries?

Was there no point in trying to help such ignorant, vicious people? Was I wrong to even try?

But then I thought of Lugin. I thought of his narrow face, his uneven teeth, his natural suspicion, the gamble he’d taken on me. 

I thought of the mutilated, mentally shattered women of Imogen’s Web. Strapped down, forced to endure, to live a life of torment so my father could simply exist, unbothered by upstarts, enjoying his life of debauchery without concern.

No. There was real evil in the world.

Evil worth defeating.

Even if it meant my defeat in turn.

But was this a defeat?

I gazed around the square, at the gathered thousands. Would they have been able to mobilize like this under my father’s rule? To give these sermons?

Never. The Family would have crushed them without mercy.

This rebellion against my rule was a celebration of it. 

I’d wanted to make the people free.

Now they were.

But free to choose the enemy? To wish my destruction? To be influenced by outside magic?

I stared at those closest to me. A hirsute man in elegant clothing, his grin showing far too many teeth. A housewife in dress and cap, hands and forearms yet dusted with flour, singing her heart out. An old man waving his cane, elbow steadied by a younger version of himself. 

Everywhere I looked I saw delirium, saw joy, saw manic determination.

This, then, was freedom. This, then, was what I’d sought to create, to bring back into existence following the destruction of the Family and my father. Even if it came about at the behest of the White Lioness.

Staring around myself at the faces that surrounded me, as varied as the number of stars in the sky, I realized that somewhere along the way, somewhere between when Lugin had first saved me and this moment, I’d changed so profoundly I’d not realized it.

I didn’t want to rule these people, to order them to behave as I saw best. I didn’t want glory, or wealth, or order. 

I just wanted them to be free. To empower them. To give them the means to determine their own lives. 

And if they didn’t like the way I went about it? If they didn’t like my treasury, my plans for urban renewal, my hopes and dreams for an improved city?

Then so be it.

This was their city. 

Tamara was right. It was better to open the gates than to slaughter the people of Port Gloom. 

Perhaps the rulers of Olandipolis had realized the same thing. 

Once I started killing people, where would I stop? At the ringleaders? At those who had struck down city guards? At those who had supported them? Those who had looted the shops? Those who didn’t like me? Who had cheered the destruction of the government?

At what point did my quest to bring freedom turn into as repressive a government as any my father had ever run?

Head spinning, I felt a great weight lift from my shoulders. I wasn’t the master of Port Gloom. My ability to command obedience disqualified me. I could never be a fair ruler. By definition, my power made me a tyrant. But I didn’t have to worry about imposing my vision on the city. I didn’t have to be their lord and master.

I could just be myself, Kellik, and allow the people to determine their own future.

To pick their own path, for good or ill.

Resolve firmed within my breast, and with the passing of that great weight, my bitterness also slipped away. My anger. My very sense of self ceased to encompass the city, to be tied into every project and resolve, and shrank down to encapsulate my physical form, and that of those closest to me.

Did they want to rule Port Gloom their way?

Very well. 

They could do so.

And to demonstrate their victory, I would show them myself. 

I focused, manifested my power, and those before me shrank aside, turning pale and wide-eyed as I strode past them.

A canal appeared before me, thrusting like a spear toward the very platform on which the bishop was drinking up the adulation. 

It took him nearly a minute to notice my approach, but when he saw me, he froze. He watched as I strode up, unencumbered, right to the foot of the stage. 

The effect of my approach washed out over the crowd. At first, only those closest went silent, stilled by my power, but soon others caught on, wondered what was happening. Quickly the cheering faded away, replaced by muttering and people shouting out demands.

I stared up at the bishop from the base of the rickety wooden steps. I didn’t recognize him, but he seemed to know who I was. He kept gulping, hands going to his throat, and when I mounted the steps he faded back, unable to speak.

I ignored him, gained the stage, and stepped to its fore to gaze out over the crowd.

Thousands gazed back. A sea of faces, light and dark, human and otherwise, elderly and young. The people of Port Gloom, gathered here from the docks, the markets, the inns and factories, the courts, the river wharves, the street corners, and wealthy estates.

“People of Port Gloom.” I pitched my voice to carry, and the power of my heritage manifested itself in how my words rolled out across the crowd, unnaturally loud. “I am Kellik, known as the Count of Manticora, magistrate and commander of the guard.”

Recognition flickered across the crowd, quick as a flash fire. Immediately people began to boo, shouting their disapproval, but also glance nervously at the edges of the plaza, clearly worried about the dangers my arrival might herald.

“You wish to march to the Field Gate?” My question silenced their catcalls. “You wish to welcome the White Lioness into the city? You want to trade her for your government?”

Confusion. They didn’t know if I was tricking them or how to answer. 

“Then let us invite her,” I cried. “Let us march together and open the gates. Let us drop to our knees before her army and bid her do as she will. I won’t oppose you, people of Port Gloom. Your will is made manifest, and so I defer to it.”

Murmurs, the crowd stirred and shifted, shocked. 

I felt manic, light-headed, tremulous. Would I regret this moment for the rest of my life? 

Perhaps.

But by Blind Fortuna’s perfectly globular breasts, this felt right. 

Silence reigned over the crowd. I wanted to laugh. They’d expected resistance, the crush of guards trying to disperse them, a mailed fist to crush their oppression. 

Well, it wasn’t coming.

Enough.

I’d done my best. 

It hadn’t been to their liking. 

So let the White Lioness give it a try.

I hopped down from the front of the stage and began to march. The crowd parted before me, drawing back in amazement in disbelief. I nodded to whoever met my eye but kept going. 

The space closed behind me as the crowd began to follow.

I crossed the whole square. Thoughts whirled through my mind; I felt half-mad, but trusted in the moment, in the decision.

None of these people here were Lugin. But once, maybe, they had been.

For his sake, for their own, I’d let them make this decision for me.

I led them through the city, and once we’d marched two blocks, the crowd before me broke out in song, disbelieving but joyous. The farther we marched the more people fell in, till it felt I trailed the whole populace of Port Gloom behind me like some vast patchwork cloak. 

Through the huge Market Square, onto Field Avenue, and from there directly to the gate. Guards who’d been posted on lookout stared at me in confusion but ran back to report to their commanders regardless. 

My mind was clear. The die had been cast. There was no longer time for regrets. 

So I marched with a light step, shoulders squared, straight toward my destiny.

Finally, I saw barricades up ahead, hastily thrown together and defended by Captain Rory’s men. They straightened in shock at the sight of me, unsure, turning to stare at their captain, who climbed down the outside of the barriers to doff his helm and approach me.

“My lord?” called out Captain Rory as I slowed, came to a stop. The crowd pressed behind me, but slowly came to a stop as well.

“Change of plans, captain,” I said. “Clear the barricades away and open the gates.”

Rory stared at me, face blanching, and then past me at the crowd. Then, slowly, he regained his wits.  “You’re sure, sir?”

“Absolutely.”

“I… I see. Very well. As you command.” And so saying, he turned and bellowed, “clear the way!”

A shocked silence followed, but the guards complied, slowly tearing the barricades apart, They moved carts out of the way and rolled barrels until at last, the gate was clearly in view.

Rory marched ahead as I began to move forward once more, the crowd picking up the pace behind me. “Open the gate!” he roared.

More general stupefaction from the guards, more slack jaws and uncomprehending stares. But Rory’s manner was assured, his confidence total. “Open the damn gate!”

Shouts came down from above – queries and confusion, but Rory ignored it all. Even as the guards milled along the edges, staring, those operating the huge gates set to work. Raising the portcullis, they heaved in a team of twenty to raise the vast bar that had been dropped in the brackets.

I stood silently through all this, watching.

Shapes came running toward me. Cerys, Tamara, Netherys, spilling out of the corner house in which we’d spoken only an hour before. 

They ran right up to me, expressions wild, confused, panicked.

“Kellik!” Cerys seized my arm. “Are you mad? Ensorcelled?”

“Not mad!” cried Tamara, taking my other arm. “He’s doing the right thing.”

“It’s a grandiose way to go about getting yourself killed,” said Netherys, tugging her hood down low over her features. “Much easier to just slit your wrist in a tub of warm water.”

“Kellik?” Cerys studied my features, peered into my eyes. “Did someone put a spell on you?”

I took her hand in mine, raised it to my lips, kissed her knuckles. “No spell, my love. Just a decision. I’ve chosen a path.”

Her eyebrows rose in disbelief. “To let the White Lioness kill everyone?”

“No. I mean, fuck her, but no. To…” I paused, trying to find the right words. “To be true to my desire to serve Port Gloom. Tamara was right. I can’t force this city to be what I want. If I’m to be true to my word, to my desire, then I have to let the people do what they wish.”

“Even if it results in their being massacred?” asked Cerys.

“Even so,” I said. “Because I won’t massacre them instead.”

“You’re sure about this?” she asked, voice dropping to little more than a whisper.

“Yes,” I said. I felt my chest expand, the last of my burden melting away. “I’ve given my all to this city. This is the last gift I can give. The last way for me to truly serve. I’ll set it free, for better or worse, and let the people forge their own way.”

She shook her head in wonder, then interlaced her fingers with my own. “Oh, Kellik. Very well. Then I shall stand by your side.”

“You don’t need to,” I said. “It’s going to get ugly out there.”

“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” she said, leaning in to kiss me softly.

Tamara’s fingers interlaced with those of my other hand. “The same.”

Netherys sighed audibly. “With no hands available, I’d grasp your cock, but even I grow shy with thousands watching.”

I snorted, looping my arm over her shoulders to squeeze her close; then, together, we turned to face the massive gate.

At last it shuddered open, foot by slow foot, to reveal the awaiting army of the White Lioness beyond.

Taking a deep breath, surrounded by the women I loved, I raised my chin high, and set forth.

 


Chapter 16

 

 

 

I strode forward into the no-man’s land, the carnage everywhere, the dead and still dying. Flocks of crows had settled like plague flies upon heads and limbs, their caws victorious, and for a moment I could only think: they are the true inheritors of this earth.

But my gaze sought out and found the enemy line. The thousands arrayed, awaiting the signal to charge forward and deliver more death.

There, in their center, astride her peerless mount, was the White Lioness.

Resplendent in her beauty, her elegance, refined by her hatred, her grief, her desire for vengeance and release.

The people of Port Gloom faltered behind me at the sight of the army.

How could they have known? They’d been transfixed by images of glory, of redemption, of salvation.

They were met instead with the brutality and senselessness of war. Slowly, they gazed about themselves at the broken, the blood, the ruptured flesh. 

Inhaling the stink, then turning their suddenly tremulous gazes upon the army that had brought this to be.

I didn’t slow. I spread open my arms as if to greet the whole of the White Sun’s faithful, my loved ones by my side.

What was it all for, in the end? The struggle? The unending quest for power? Why had I sought to change the world, or, at the very least, Port Gloom? To impose myself upon the fabric of reality, mold it in my image, seek a form of immortality through reform, through affecting the lives of countless thousands?

I was no longer quite sure. 

Everything was falling apart. Emotions were rising within me. Joy and grief had me by the throat. I felt blessed, cursed. Cerys, Tamara, Yashara, and Netherys had never been more precious to me. I wanted to gather them into my arms, celebrate our love, this finite time we had together. 

But I wanted to weep for those I had lost. For Iris. How one day I might stride forth and be without one of these women by my side. How time would steal each of them from me, even the long-lived Netherys. 

Why struggle when the Hanged God stood to one side, sharpening his knife and biding his time?

I wanted to laugh. To weep. 

What was it that mattered most in this life? What was the secret, the hidden kernel of true knowledge?

My father was dead and gone. The Family ashes blown to the wind. Had their downfall mattered? Yes, and I regretted it not, but with each moment I cared less for their fates. 

I thought of Lugin. Of the poor, the beggars, the indigent, the street kids, the broken souls, the shattered lives. 

They’d been wronged, prevented from being their fullest selves, from feeling the glory that I did at loving and being loved. At having enough power to have a choice. 

Every one of them deserved that power. 

That was it. That’s what I wanted. 

Not to rule. Not to dictate. Not to impose.

But to fulfill, bringing each trampled soul into full bloom. Raising every Lugin so they could have their moment in the sun.

Why?

Maybe it was Tamara’s fault. Maybe what she’d done to my soul. But if so, as I’d said to her before, I was glad for the change. 

At my core, that’s who I was. One who had been wronged, whose life had been warped and then discarded. Everything I’d done had flowed from that disruption. All my efforts had been bent to righting that wrong, to undoing the damage done to me by Everyman Jack, by the Family, by my father, Aurelius.

And from there, it had been a simple matter to extend the same desire to everyone who’d been so wronged. 

If I deserved justice, so did they.

But not if it meant creating new wounds, a new dictatorship. Salvation through force made no sense.

And was the trap, I was suddenly sure, that had ensnared my father. It had led him down his dark and winding road, to a place of hedonism, cynicism, and inhumanity.

Your fate was sealed the moment you raised the rod.

Which left - what?

Walking between the corpses, sensing the terrible potential for greater massacres, my mind struggled to define that last answer.

How did you help without force?

“Here she comes,” whispered Cerys.

The White Lioness had nudged her mount forward, trotting toward us.

“Plans?” asked Netherys, breathless.

“Kellik?” Tamara turned to me. “What now?”

What now? 

I watched the White Lioness approach. So perilously beautiful, so tragic. She’d asked for none of this. We’d killed her. We’d stolen into her sanctum and struck her down, and in so doing, set this whole chain of events in motion.

She was the personification of our hubris. 

“No plans,” I said, releasing hands and unslinging my arm from around Tamara’s shoulders. “No angles. I’m going to apologize and accept her judgment.”

“She said she’d kill everyone till we produced Iris,” hissed Cerys. “We can’t just apologize.”

“Not much else we can do,” I said. 

Cerys stared at me in disbelief. “Kellik!”

I closed my eyes. Surrounded by the dead and my loved ones, watched by tens of thousands, the fate of an entire city resting on my shoulders, I felt so light, so light. Was this grace? An acceptance of the inevitable? Was it failure? Was it cowardice?

I couldn’t be sure.

But I was done with scheming, with angling, with wielding my king troll powers for the greater good, even as I clambered over fresh corpses to get there.

“I love you all,” I said, and tears came to my eyes. “I wish we had more time together.”

The White Lioness was almost upon us. 

I’d meet her honestly, would treat with her fairly. And whatever verdict she returned, I’d accept it as just.

But I’d not do it in this human form.

For I was no human.

I was a king troll. 

And if I was to discard all illusions, all lies, then I would meet her in the flesh.

It was easy, so terribly easy to reach down into my depths and unlock that final catch. To let slip the form that resided within me - my most natural self. 

I inhaled deeply, feeling my chest expand, and a moment later, every bone did the same. I grew, stretching, power unfurling within me, clothing tearing. 

Taller and taller. Muscle corded over my lean form, distinct and striated, flensed of all fat. I grew taller than Pony, a full three yards tall, and oh, I felt so light I marveled that I didn’t float up into the sky.

I raised my palms to study them. My skin wasn’t jet black as before, but a lead gray, my palms turning to a fine, pale cinder. My talons were white, the horned knuckles the same color.

Cries of horror emanated from the city walls. There was a great inhalation, then shouts from the White Sun’s forces.

I spread my arms wide to welcome the White Lioness, who drew her steed to a halt, the horse shying at my presence. 

Even Aurora was shocked at my revelation.

How ironic - at my most powerful I had the least desire to exert myself, to impose my will upon the world.

I’d never felt so complete.

So at peace. 

So myself.

“Kellik,” whispered Cerys.

“It’s all right,” I rumbled. “Don’t fear, my love.”

“No, Kellik. Look.”

And I frowned, following her arm to where she pointed.

I saw a corpse twitch. Its arm spasmed, then its head jerked around. A hand splayed brokenly against the dirt, then with a shove began to rise, climbing to its feet.

Around it, the other dead began to move.

At first ten, then a radius of some hundred, then further.

Everywhere, the dead began to rise - easily some thousand corpses, perhaps more.

Pulling themselves to their feet, they climbed out of ditches, unimpaled themselves from shit-smeared stakes. Disentangling themselves from the mounds into which they’d fallen, all of them orienting on us. 

Eyes were blank, expressions numb.

Only one person could animate so many.

Only one person could bring a whole battlefield to life.

Iris.

“Hello, Kellik.”

I turned, seeing her walk toward me from between a forest of obliquely angled stakes. Stepping over rivulets of congealed blood. Emerging from between shrouds of death midges and flies.

And oh, she was beautiful, clad in her black wedding dress, her eyes ringed with kohl, her lips blackened, her form slight, her expression kind. Pale skinned, slight, face heart-shaped.

The queen of the dead.

“Iris,” whispered Tamara, gripping my arm. “This is your doing?”

Iris ignored her, coming to a stop before me. Reaching up to search my features, her eyes reflected only love. “Here you are,” she whispered, and the sound of her voice gave me shivers. “My sweetest love. You’ve come home at last.”

My heart was pounding, racing, and I reached up with my huge clawed hand to place it over her frail own.

I heard the sound of the White Lioness dropping to the dirt, the jingle of her armor, the thud of both boots hitting the ground. 

I wanted to ignore her, to ignore the cries and hoarse shouts coming from both armies.

“So long I’ve been dreaming,” whispered Iris. “And now finally feel awake. You’re more beautiful than I even I had conceived.”

“Necromancer,” cried Aurora as she strode toward us. “There you are. You will pay for your crime.”

Iris turned her to gaze at the hereshen. “Hello, exemplar. I thought I’d left you dead. But perhaps… no. On some level, I might have suspected.”

Aurora was seething, her eyes slit. She tore her gleaming helm from her head and cast it away. “You will pay for what you did to me. What you brought into being. The damnation into which you thrust me. Prepare yourself!”

“You cannot hurt me,” said Iris, her tone sorrowful.

Aurora smiled darkly. “You think not?”

“She destroyed Baleric,” said Cerys.

At which Iris raised an eyebrow.

Aurora drew her blade. It spat white fire, caustic and hectic like water thrown into a pan of hot oil. 

Iris turned to face her full on. Studying her carefully, she said quite simply, “Oh. I see.”

Aurora slashed her blade twice before her, raising it to point its tip at Iris’s chest. “Here it ends unless you grant me release.”

“Can she hurt you?” I asked. 

“No. But just as I removed your father from play by sending him into the arms of the Paruko, so can she entrap me with her abilities. Sever me from this world and sink me into a rift. Fascinating.”

“Grant me death!” screamed Aurora. “I will not ask again!”

“Free her,” said Cerys. 

I dreaded the answer. “Can you do that?”

Iris smiled sadly. “I can. But it will cost me.”

Aurora’s blade was incandescent, so bright I couldn’t look at it. 

“After I destroy you I shall destroy the world,” hissed Aurora. “None deserve peace while I suffer. I shall tear down every wall. Burn the fields. Choke the rivers with corpses. Feed every soul to the ravens, and then cut those blackbirds down from the skies. I will fill the heavens with smoke, will cut down every tree. You mock me? You deny me the Hanged God? Then I will build such a pyre to him that he will have no choice but to claim me. Release me, necromancer, or the world shall perish instead!”

“I can free her,” said Iris, “but at great cost. For I do not have sufficient strength. Even now my power trickles away between my fingers. Death has placed limits on me. But if I had more power, then yes, I could release her.”

“More power?” I asked, voice hoarse. “How so?”

Iris turned to gaze up at me. “Oh, my love. To mend this divine rift, to heal over the dark elf goddess’ desires, to cauterize this wound, I need to draw from an endless font.”

“An endless…” I trailed off, realizing what she meant.

And smiled.

And spread my arms. 

“Then have at it. It’s perfect. My final gift to the world.”

Iris’s eyes swam with tears, and she leaned forward to place her face to my dark chest as if listening to the mighty pounding of my heart. 

“You are yourself in truth,” she whispered. “Very well.”

“Kellik?” Cerys sounded decidedly nervous. “What is going on?”

Iris placed a hand on my chest, turning to stare at Aurora. “Perhaps this is fitting. I shall grant your wish, hereshen.”

The dead began to fall. Those furthest collapsed first - then, with ever greater speed, the animated army toppled, the radius shrinking as if Iris were withdrawing her power. Then the very closest fell into the mud and blood and lay still.

Iris fairly radiated power, the air around her tasting of ozone. She raised a hand, closing her eyes, and a slender line appeared between her brows.

“Know peace, troubled soul.”

Aurora straightened, lowering her blade. The fury left her beautiful face, her eyes opening wide with startlement.

But it wasn’t enough. Iris was growing faint before me, indistinct; still Aurora stood, swaying. A great eye of black magic bloomed behind her, swirling and cast through with purple glyphs of power. Through that archway I saw twin eyes stare at us all, eyes steeped in wickedness and might.

“Mother Magrathaar!” cried out Netherys, falling to her knees.

Only then did Iris begin to draw from my strength. I felt it as one feels a current of cold water washing over your hand when you plunge it into a stream - a swift flowing that stemmed from my heart. 

Out my essence poured as Iris reworked my matrix, out and into Iris, who snapped back into focus, her figure distinct - then poured that power into Aurora.

Aurora slammed back, lifting off the ground, arms thrown out wide, hair falling into her face.

The twin eyes of the witch goddess narrowed, and I felt her will begin to impose itself, beginning to pass through that swirling archway of black magic. I felt her interpose herself between Iris’s assault and the White Lioness.

“Mother Magrathaar!” Netherys’s voice was so ragged with emotion and despair that it near cracked. “I beseech you, I adjure you from your altars, let this one go! Do not save her, and I swear that I shall prove an infinitely more fitting servant, and will bend myself always to your will! Please! In light of all that I have ever done for you, and ever shall, let this hereshen go!”

The eyes turned to consider the kneeling dark elf, and for a moment, all hung in the balance.

Then, by slow degrees, that ancient, vile will withdrew itself.

Iris’s fingers clutched at my chest as if seeking to dig through my flesh and find my heart. More power flowed out of me; a torrent, a flash flood, violent and awesome, a deluge that swept through Iris and into the floating Aurora. 

I felt myself growing small. Diminishing. The font was endless, but the font itself could be removed. I felt Iris cup it in her hand, the essence of my being a king troll, then crush it.

Released in the process was a shockwave that sealed over Aurora’s reality-defying scars, sending forth a wave of power that knocked my companions to their knees even as it sent corpses tumbling away.

Aurora raised her head, blinked. “Oh,” she said, in the faintest of voices. In that moment I saw her as she had once been, skin tawny gold, her face flushed with health. Then she, too, fell the dirt and lay still.

“You did it?” Cerys gaped at the fallen White Lioness. “It’s done?”

“It’s done,” said Iris, turning back to me. “As am I.”

“No,” I whispered, and took hold of her hands, seeing as I did so that mine own had become pale and human once more. “Stay. Just a little more. Don’t go.”

Tears came to my eyes as I pulled her into the tightest of embraces. Holding her close, I inhaled her scent, trying to crush her into my very heart. 

Iris raised her lips to my ear. “I have loved you more than life itself, Kellik. I regret… nothing.”

“Iris,” was all I could choke out.

And I felt her body change, growing limp; with horror, I drew back and saw that I held a corpse, the mauled body of a man.

I allowed it to fall to the muck, where it lay beside the corpse of the White Lioness.

“Iris,” I whispered, and this time I truly knew she was gone forever.

Aurora’s death had sent her army into chaos. Ranks were growing muddied, some pushing to get away, others falling to their knees in horror.

Chaos reigned atop the walls of Port Gloom. I fancied I could hear Yashara and crying out commands, but knew I was too far to really do so.

“I… I can’t believe…” said Tamara.

“What now?” asked Netherys.

“Now?” I turned to survey the walls. The people of Port Gloom were fleeing back into the city through the Field Gate. Many cast fearful glances our way. “There’s no going back. Not as we were. But we’ll return, even if only briefly, to say our goodbyes.”

“And then?” asked Cerys.

I smiled bleakly at her. “I don’t know. I’m sure we’ll figure something out. After all, we have the rest of our lives in which to do so.”

 


Chapter 17

 

 

 

Three days later, we managed to enter Port Gloom under the cover of night. It wasn’t hard. The White Lioness’ army had collapsed; half the numbers opted to march back home to Olandipolis, the rest camped out in dismay.

Port Gloom, never one to pass up an opportunity, opened the gates to allow a new kind of army to sally forth: vendors, merchants, herbalists, and doctors. Phalanxes of carpenters and builders who set about erecting a tent city which they charged the defeated a copper to inhabit. 

The fields before the walls were soon a bustling suburb, composed of great canvas-walled hospitals, gambling dens, whore houses, impromptu markets, and endless caravans preparing to sojourn across the wilds to take those willing to pay home.

I couldn’t help but watch this development with a smile.

My loves and I laid low, having melted into the chaos, and finding a dark corner in which to wait, to allow the dust to settle. Like a snake shedding its skin, Port Gloom discarded its wartime self, unnatural to its vigorous mercantile instincts. It set about reinventing itself all over again.

News was hard to come by. The tales we heard contradicted themselves. In the end, I resolved to return and find out for myself what was taking place.

That, and we had our goodbyes to say.

Wearing hoods and cloaks, we joined the trickle of traffic entering the city through Field Gate. Gazing at those walking with us, I saw expressions of stupefaction and numbness. Pleased merchants and young gentlefingers weaseled their way through the crowd; guards barked out orders. Even a nobleman surrounded by private guards, boots and legs splattered with mud, his expression contemplative, walked blindly, staring out in personal reverie.

The streets immediately within the Field Gate remained a converted barracks for the huge numbers of guards that had been drawn forth from the rest of the city to man the walls. Field Avenue passed through this encampment and spilled out into the Merchant District, every step of the way lined with opportunists and hopefuls.

“Come to the Crownflower, the finest yet most eminently affordable inn you’ll ever find!”

“Hot pies! Freshly baked, no rat, all hot, juicy goodness!”

“Looking for a squad of brutal yet friendly bodyguards? Travel back to Olandipolis in comfort and style!”

“New boots! Just a little bloody, but supple and only a copper!”

Cerys linked her arm with mine. “This city is a wonder. Was it just two days ago everyone was on the verge of religious conversion?”

“There’s only one true faith here,” said Tamara with a wry smile. “That of the gold coin.”

“Humanity was ever thus,” said Netherys, bringing up the rear of the group. “There is a correlation between the brevity of your lives and your desperate yearning to be comfortable and well-fed.”

I glanced back at her over my shoulder. “You’d not mind being cold and hungry, then?”

Her smile was dark and enigmatic. “I have been before, and no doubt will be again. It’s simply a matter of having a ‘why’ worth suffering for.”

“Well I’m feeling decidedly human,” said Cerys, tugging me along. “A hot bath and a good meal are all I want in life.”

“We should be able to manage that,” I said, and pulled down the edge of my hood as we passed a contingent of Black Wolves, all eight marching in smart order.

It seemed my commands were still holding.

We were forced to walk nearly to the Snake Head before finding an old hansom cab willing to take us the rest of the way, and just as well. The rain was starting to come down - one of those dour, steady storms that would flood out the sewers and wash the streets clean, making Port Gloom habitable for another week or two.

We rode in companionable silence, jostling and jouncing as the cab hit every stray rock, gazing out the window at the endless gray expanse of the city. The old buildings with their swaybacked roofs, the endless forest of chimneys spewing black smoke into the sky, the endless variety of pedestrian traffic, the occasional temple or shrine. 

We rattled over the New Bridge and into the Garden District, there winding our way to Thorne Manor. A pair of guards stood before the wrought iron gates, scowling in anticipatory displeasure at the sight of the dilapidated cab. 

But when I stepped down and pulled back my hood, they spluttered in shock and saluted smartly, causing our cab driver to nearly fall off his high seat.

“Pogo home?” I asked as the guards pulled the gate open.

“Master Pogo is in residence, yes, my lord.”

“Good.” I climbed back into the cab, staring morosely out at the luxurious grounds, the manicured bushes, the flower beds, the winding paths I’d never had the time to walk. 

How many of the wealthy never had a chance to enjoy the fruits of their work?

We rolled up to the manor’s front doors. I jumped down before a groomsman could approach, extending my hand to help the ladies down. Rain sheeted down on either side of the portico; the air was heavy, humid, and betrayed that distinctive mineral tang. 

I guess even the rain couldn’t make it into Port Gloom without getting changed.

Guards bolted to attention as we climbed the steps, pulled open the huge front doors, nearly knocked themselves out, so vigorous were their salutes. 

I felt bad about tracking in the mud and rain, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. Thorne Manor’s entrance hall was brightly lit; no expense spared on candles, and every surface shining as if recently polished. But one squint and I could see that young waif who’d come to kill me with her shadow cat demon, oh so long ago. The damage Pony had done pummeling it to death. The smears of blood, long washed up, the cobwebs.

No matter how much Thorne Manor changed, some memories would never go away.

“Master Kellik!” Xandi came rushing forward, tail lashing, eyes wide. “You’re safe! We’ve heard the most terrible rumors, have been beside ourselves with fear for you.”

“Xandi,” I said. “We’re fine. Where’s Master Pogo?”

“Where else?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “In his study with Lady Yashara.”

“Lady Yashara?” asked Cerys, amused.

Xandi looked stricken. “Oh yes. We dare not call her anything else.”

“Thanks.” I was about to walk on but paused, turning to consider her. “I’m leaving Port Gloom. Don’t know when I’ll be back. But I’ll see to it that you and the other girls are taken care of, all right?”

“Can I come with you?”

Cerys snorted.

I could only smile. “No, Xandi.”

“Ah well.” And then her eyes twinkled. “Can’t fault me for trying.”

We marched up to Pogo’s study, which had previously been a grand suite of rooms, all of which had been given over and repurposed toward his ends.

Sitting outside his door was Pony, a green felt hat pulled down over his face, bandy legs crossed at the ankles, huge, rugged hands resting on his small paunch of a belly.

At our approach, he slid his cap up with one digit, revealing a piss-yellow eye, then sighed with satisfaction at the sight of us. Climbing to his feet with remarkable alacrity, he moved forward to envelop me in a hug.

It was like being entombed in stone or smothered by an avalanche. But I didn’t mind, squeezed back as hard as I could, unsure if Pony felt anything. When the war troll stepped back, I couldn’t help but grin at his craggy features. 

For a moment we just stood there, staring at each other, then he nodded and stepped aside.

That was all that was needed. No words, no more gestures. The acceptance and loyalty, the love and steadfastness, were more than I deserved. My eyes prickled; I patted his great, ornery shoulder before moving forward to open the door and step inside.

Pogo was behind a desk so large he could have run laps around it. Even so, precious little of its wooden surface was visible, buried as it was under pile upon pile of documents and folders. Small glass globes gave off a soft, amber light, each hanging from a cradle of string affixed to the ceiling rafters, covering all with ambient illumination.

Pogo himself was dressed in a new outfit, a black and crimson get-up with a high, starched collar and black velvet vest.

Yashara sat in a massive armchair before the fire, a curved blade resting across her thighs, a whetstone in one hand. She’d doffed her cruel iron armor for a comfortable looking outfit of black velvet and leather, and looked ravishing, her majestic figure at once hinted while also being concealed.

“Looking good, Pogo,” said Cerys as she entered beside me.

“Hmm? Oh! Oh!” The little goblin threw down his document and leaped up so that he stood atop his chair, where he leaned forward, eyes gleaming. “Master Kellik! Mistress Cerys! Lady Tamara! Netherys! You’re alive! Alive and well!”

“I don’t even merit a ‘lady’?” asked Netherys with a sniff. “You’ll make me fear you don’t think well of me.”

Yashara rose and reached me in three strides, to wrap me in her arms and clasp me close. “I knew you’d return,” she said, voice rough with emotion. “Knew this was the best place to wait for you.”

Seized by an excess of glee, Pogo leaped onto the desk. Darting between the towering piles, he leaped down and ran over to embrace me around the thighs.

I reached down to pat his shoulder as I squeezed Yashara back.

“Ah! What wild news I’ve heard!” Pogo stepped back, adjusting his spectacles. “I haven’t been able to get a straight account no matter how much gold I splash around. Tales of the dead coming to life, of your killing the White Lioness in a half dozen different ways, of your leading a rebellion against the Star Council, your being a monster, your being any of a dozen different things. Master Kellik! You have left this city fairly abuzz with wonderment and speculation!”

“He has proven remarkably immune to my own first hand account,” said Yashara, stepping back with a fond smile. “Insists on hearing each and every lurid version.”

I grinned and set to removing folders from chairs so we could sit. “Most of it is probably true. If you call for some drinks and refreshments, I’ll even tell you about it.”

“But of course! Pony! Pony, be a dear, and tell Bartholomew to bring up four or five decanters of whisky, as many bottles of our best Ellosaint wines, and a platter of finger foods?”

Pony, who’d ducked his head in through the doorway, frowned.

“Finger foods,” repeated Pogo. “Not fingers. Hors d'oeuvre. Aperitifs? Small snacks. Little food things. Oh, he’ll know what I mean.”

Pony’s expression remained dubious as he retracted his head. 

“Here,” said Yashara, turning her massive leather armchair around and patting its seat. “You deserve nothing less, my love.”

I grinned and sat down with a sigh, and then smiled even wider when Yashara draped her magnificent form across the chair’s arm and back, one large leg crossing over to wrap over my knee.

“But while we wait,” I said, “what’s been going on in the city?”

“Well. It has been a veritable madhouse. Bedlam, as far as the eye can see.” Pogo crossed back around to his chair behind his desk and took a seat. “For a day or two, it was mere anarchy. But Captain Rory has proven his worth; he took control of the guard, quelled the worst of the riots, and soon imposed order. In your absence, he’s been promoted to commander of the guard.”

“He’s done well,” Yashara said. “He has the makings of a great commander.”

“Agreed.” I was being warmed by the fire on one side, Yashara on the other. “We should go ahead and make it official.”

“Hmm,” said Pogo, noncommittally. “Why do I get the sense this is a temporary visit? Asking me to order the food, approving of your replacement?”

I grinned. “Keep going.”

“Well. I mobilized my printing press department and issued thousands of posters underlying the authority of the Star Chamber. Dispatched criers to each city corner. I believe it’s had an effect; complimented by the White Lioness’ death, we’ve managed to re-assert the authority of the government. It’s precarious, but we’re making inroads. Helped by my idea of issuing free rations and grain from the city warehouses to stave off the disruption to our supply chains.”

“Smart,” I said. “Folks will be less likely to rebel with their stomachs full.”

“Magistrate Mellonis has warmed up to his task,” continued Pogo. “He’s turning into a veritable demagogue. But I approve of his measures; he’s become a focal point for the populace, venting their displeasures in the council and then reporting back via my printed broadsides. The Tangles will not be razed, after all, but rebuilt as they were before. This has gone a large way to placating the people.”

“Hmm,” I said.

“My apologies, Master Kellik. It was Mellonis’ idea, and I thought, given the situation, a good one.”

“Fair enough. What else?”

“General clemency has been promised to all who rebelled against the government. There shall be no mass incarcerations or attempts to ferret out the instigators. Again, another initiative of Mellonis. I, however, contributed in no small manner by suggesting the formal creation and management of what we’re calling the ‘Exurb,’ as in the growing tent city just outside the city walls.”

“That was your idea?” asked Cerys.

“More like my acceptance of a burgeoning reality,” said Pogo, smiling modestly. “But it has proven a wonderful opportunity to the more business-minded of the populace, resulting in both a chance to distract them from further complaints and a means to enrich themselves at the expense of our erstwhile conquerors. It’s chaotic, but we’re issuing licenses faster than we can print them, and all seems to be going well.”

“Well done, Pogo,” I said. “You’re in your element.”

The little goblin surveyed the endless piles of documents and gave a happy sigh. “There’s enough work here to last me several lifetimes. I doubt I’ll ever sleep again, or even see the sun.”

“Like a pig in mud,” said Tamara with a fond smile. “I don’t think you could pry him out of here if you tried, Kellik.”

“Pry me out?” asked Pogo. “So you are leaving? I’ll come, of course. Who else would manage your affairs? Assure that you didn’t become impoverished past the point of all dignity?”

“No,” I said, and fondness and regret washed through me in equal measure. “This is your place, Pogo. It sounds like the Star Chamber has recognized your utility?”

“I would say so,” said the goblin, blowing out his cheeks angrily. “That Svanis sought to lecture me on fiduciary policy. Can you imagine?”

I laughed. “I can. But I want you to stay. You can do so much good here.”

“But you are leaving?”

“Yes.” I was about to elaborate when several butlers entered, each carrying a tray covered with drinks or food. We thanked them as they set the platters down wherever they could find a bare space, and then rose to serve ourselves.

“Where are you all going?” asked Pogo at last. “And why? There is so much to be done here, Master Kellik.”

“But not by me.” I sat back, a glass of whisky in hand. “The power I had. It was too dangerous. Too tempting. I realized at the end that it was at odds with my greatest wish for the city.”

“Which is?”

“That the people have the freedom and opportunity to determine the quality of their own lives. To elect their own magistrates. I could remove obstacles, but I couldn’t lead. Not if leading meant commanding, using my king troll power. I’ve realized what a slippery slope that was. How it led to becoming my father, or worse.”

Pogo’s frown deepened. “Why this eggregious use of the past tense?”

I smiled with genuine emotion. “Because Iris freed me. She took my king troll power from me, and used it to release Aurora in turn. I’m just a regular man, now. Cut me, and I’ll just bleed all day long.”

“Not with me around,” said Tamara darkly.

“Gone?” asked Yashara. “And with it…?”

“My king troll form, yes.” I placed a hand on her muscled form. “Though I promise none of my desire or strength of will has gone with it.”

Yashara, who’d begun to look crestfallen, perked right back up.

Pogo frowned. “But… I believe you do yourself a disservice, Master Kellik. You would never have become your father. Your heart is too good.”

“That’s kind of you to say so. But only I know the darkness that lurked within me. The temptation that always raised its head whenever I hit an obstacle. How easy it was to believe I knew best simply because I had power. But the White Lioness herself showed me the error of that belief.”

“She did?” Pogo leaned forward. “Did you engage in a tête-à-tête?”

“No so much. I mean more in whom she was. What she represented. The inevitable creation of tragedies as I sought to acquire and hold power.”

“I see! But then… Iris? How did…?”

“Yes,” said Yashara. “I couldn’t make out what happened at the very end. You were all too far away.”

“Iris returned as she’d promised.” Even saying her name caused a knife to twist in my heart. “She returned once I found peace with myself. Came, saw the hereshen, and recognized her as her own creation. And to release Aurora from her curse, she drew in all her power and more. She used my king troll nature to fuel the last of her work, defy Mother Magrathaar, and grant Aurora peace.”

“Actually, I was the one who placated Mother Magrathaar,” said Netherys pointedly. “And now owe her my life’s sevice.”

“She’s not coming back, then?” Pogo leaned forward intently. “Iris is… as they say… dead dead?”

“Yes,” I said, voice growing tight. “She’s gone. Forever now.”

“Master Kellik, I’m so sorry,” said Pogo. “I know how close you two were, even though I thought her a cold-hearted, sociopathic monster with absolutely no morals and a predisposition to destroy the world.”

“Pogo,” warned Cerys.

“No, the funny thing is that he’s right. She was, on many levels. But she understood me. Understood that I had within me the potential to be something else. Inhuman. As sociopathic and monstrous as she. But… if you looked at the world from the point of view of a necromancer or a king troll, it’s not a problem to be inhuman. You are, by definition. And that allows all manner of new choices to be made. In the end, the one thing she desired for me was that I have integrity. And I achieved that. I think. And that’s why I was able to let go of my power. To choose to be mortal.”

“So that you don’t turn into a cold-hearted, sociopathic monster with absolutely no morals and a predisposition to destroy the world,” said Pogo, nodding his head.

“Right.” I cracked a pained grin at him. 

“So where will you go? For the old goblin adage has never been truer: wherever you take you go, you take your endless desire for infinite amounts of gold with you.”

I sipped my whisky, glancing at the other four women. “I’m not sure.”

Well! This is all so very unexpected. And Pony?”

“I’ll let him decide.” I glanced at the doorway. “Hey, Pony?”

The war troll swung his head down and around into view. 

“The girls and I are going to be leaving Port Gloom. Not sure where we’re headed, but if you want, we could make a go at finding you a lady troll who likes the cut of your jib. You want to come with, or hang out here with Pogo?”

Pony frowned, turned to consider the goblin, then looked back at me. It was no easy decision. Pogo, I knew, had saved Pony when he was young from a slave pit. They’d fought together, traveled together, loved each other. 

But he revered Yashara, and he and I had a good thing going, too.

“Sorry, Pogo,” rumbled Pony.

The little goblin smiled even as his eyes teared up. “No, no, I insist you go with them. They need one responsible adult to keep them out of trouble.”

Pony grunted, then stepped inside and sat down against the wall. 

“How soon will you go?” asked Pogo.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “I want to find Eddwick, make sure he agrees to work for you and help you steer of any future troubles.”

We subsided into a comfortable silence, each with a drink in hand, our eyes drawn as if by gravity to the great fireplace in whose hearth crackled a dying fire. Yashara slowly and lovingly caressed my hair, and I couldn’t have been more content.

“So strange, to think it’s come to this,” said Pogo, running a finger around the rim of his glass. “I close my eyes, and am assailed by all manner of memories. Riding the Bonegwayne to Port Lusander, up at the helm with Yashara, enjoying how the spray burst up each time the bow crested a large wave.”

“I close my eyes and remember the moment I chose to return to you all,” said Netherys, voice quiet. “I was so intent on leaving Port Gloom, on quitting you all. Finding my way back home. I was standing under the eave of some abandoned home, right on the edge of the docks, searching for a ship to board and sail away. And kept disqualifying every one I saw, until I realized at last that I didn’t want to go. That no ship, no matter how qualified, would serve. It was then that I turned and returned in time to help you all fight in that dust yard.”

“I remember when you showed up,” I said with a smile. “Could hardly believe my eyes.”

“I close my eyes and see…” began Tamara, then trailed off, lips pursed. We waited, giving her time. “I see so many things. The way Kellik looked when they brought him in that very first time. Covered in mud, bleeding from mortal wounds, his face gaunt, skin waxen. I thought they’d brought me a corpse. I remember the moment he promised to fund my own herbalist’s shop. The disbelief and joy I felt at thinking I might become independent. How, despite it being my dream, part of me didn’t want it. Didn’t want to settle down, to lose Kellik from my life. The turbulence and excitement he seemed to embody.”

“You were right on that score,” said Cerys.

Tamara smiled at her, continued. “I see his face the moment he decided to use the Eye in Port Lusander to free the swamp goblins. How he surprised us all, the Nautilus leader most of all. The moments of tenderness, of quiet. The long hours spent traveling. The still moments.”

“I remember how he came with me to kill Elias, the half-troll who had enslaved me,” said Cerys quietly. “How at any moment I’d expected him to leave, to abandon me. How he stood by my side, though, and fought that monster to death. I think I fell for him right there and then.” She turned to look at me, the firelight glittering in her eyes. “The moment you held me after as I wept, as he burned. For the first time, I felt… safe.”

“Boy were you wrong about that,” said Netherys, raising her eyebrows as she took a sip of her wine.

“I find it hard to believe we’ve come so far,” I said softly. “From lying on that muddy bank, fending off the gulls who wished to eat me alive, to sitting here in Thorne Manor with you all, having given up the keys to the city. I remember how monolithic the Family once seemed. How invincible my father had been. And to think we all defeated them. Freed the victims in Imogen’s Web. Destroyed the Aunts and Uncles.”

“Fought off an entire army,” said Cerys.

“Debatable,” said Netherys.

“We’ve seen so many fall,” I said, voice growing soft. “Lugin. Neko. Ashrat. Baleric. Iris. Havatier.”

“Defeated so many more,” said Tamara. “Lost and found ourselves. I feel like a completely different person from the Tamara you met, so long ago.”

“What about you, Pony?” asked Pogo. “What stands out to you from these past few years?”

We all turned to where the war troll sat. He frowned for the briefest of moments, then gave us a craggy smile. “Friends.”

“Ha!” Pogo smacked his knee. “Cuts right to the heart of it.”

“And I feel like I’ve come full circle,” said Netherys, a playful smile tugging at her purple lips. “As good now as I was when you first met me.”

“What will Mother Magrathaar ask of you?” asked Yashara.

The dark elf stared into the flames pensively. “I’m not sure. When we depart Port Gloom, I will make for Aglarond to commune with her at her greatest temple. I swore to compensate her for the loss of Aurora, however. I cannot go back on that word.”

“How long do you think that will take?” I asked, not having dared ask before.

“Six months, perhaps, to reach home.  And then I will have to earn the right to approach the Ebon Altar. And then it will all depend on what the witch goddess asks of me.” Netherys considered me with a gleam in her eye. “You could come with, if you liked. I’m sure you’d absolutely love Aglarond and my friends.”

I laughed. “Right.”

“Ah,” said Pogo, smoothing down his vest. “I must admit I do enjoy considering how well I’ve done. I think it fair to say I am now one of the most important people in the entire city. From a Mailed Fist accountant to the head of the treasury, taxation office, and most of the government.” 

“I’d hoped we’d find a chance to rest,” said Cerys. “Had this vision of a house, somewhere out in the countryside. Maybe down in Ellosaint, with our own vineyard, perhaps. Where we could hang up our weapons, stop looking over our shoulders, perhaps…”

“Perhaps what?” I asked.

Cerys glanced rapidly at me, blushed, shook her head. “Nothing.”

“Maybe we will,” said Tamara. “After all the violence and danger of these past few years, settling down for a spell sounds appealing.”

“What do you think?” I asked, looking up at Yashara. “Would you be interested in taking a break till Netherys completes her service for her goddess?

“Perhaps,” said Yashara, toying with my hair. “Especially if you select a farm next to a bandit-ridden forest. Our children will need a good hobby as they grow.”

I startled. “Our children?”

“Of course,” rumbled Yashara, smiling lovingly at me. “I would like a dozen or more. You will have to work hard, Kellik, if you are to fulfil me.”

I laughed nervously. “Perhaps we can pay some bandits to cause trouble twice a month.”

“Perhaps we can travel a little first,” said Tamara. “Khansalon is as broad as it is wonderful and strange. There are far more creatures and powers in it than I could ever imagine, and wouldn’t mind seeing some more before we settle down.” 

“All questions we’ll have to answer in time,” said Cerys, rising to her feet and stretching toward the ceiling. “But for now, I’ve put off a bath long enough.”

“Agreed,” said Tamara. “The four of us should clean up and prepare for some rest.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Only the four of you?”

Netherys rose to her feet, languorous as a panther. “Of course. You think you’re getting any sleep tonight?”

“I, uh? Maybe?”

Yashara smiled and reached down to pat my cheek. “Oh no. You’ve got a full night ahead of you.”

“I do?”

“Yes. We’re going to take turns.”

“Going to take - oh. Oh!” Had I thought I was past blushing?

Tamara chuckled as she headed out the door. “I was outvoted. I thought I could have you all to myself tonight.”

“But I reminded her that we need to determine how much of your king troll stamina remains,” said Cerys. “It will be a grueling experience for you, but you’d best get used to taking care of us all properly.”

Netherys was the last out the door. “But do freshen up. I’d rather make love to a man than a midden heap.”

Pony watched them go, then looked over at me and shook his head in commiseration.

“I do not envy you, Master Kellik,” said Pogo, leaning back and swirling his whisky around within his sifter. “Well, perhaps a little.”

I raked my fingers through my head and laughed ruefully. “Fuck. I think they’re getting altogether too comfortable with me.”

Pogo looked at me sidelong. “You object?”

“I guess not,” I said, then stood and rubbed at my face. “I’d best go clean up.”

“I wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors,” said Pogo, rising to his feet as well. “As well as everything that shall befall you tomorrow and ever after.”

I moved to the front of his desk and extended my hand. “It’s been a pleasure working with you, Pogo. I’ll never forget it.”

He reached forward to clasp my hand with both of his. “The honor, Master Kellik, has been entirely mine. These have been the most singular years of my life. I look forward with anticipation to the chaos and terror you shall bring with you when you return to Port Gloom.”

I chuckled. “Which, no doubt, shall be a model of efficiency and maximized taxation by that point.”

“A poor goblin can only dream,” he said, drawing his hands back. “Please keep in touch. I shall think unceasingly of you over the months to come.”

“I will,” I said. Hesitating, I glanced around the massive study, at the piles of documents that represented Port Gloom’s future. “So strange. That it has all come to an end like this.”

“But one chapter of your long life, Master Kellik. But one chapter. You now set out upon the next, accompanied by women of strength, fortitude, and sterling character. I couldn’t ask for a greater blessing to bestow upon you.” Pogo smiled fondly at me. “You are a good man, Master Kellik. Khansalon is fortunate to have you walking its surface.”

“Thank you, Pogo. Take care of Port Gloom for me, will you?” I felt emotion surge in my chest, and smiled to keep it down. “I’m rather fond of this old city.”

“I promise to do my best.”

We stood thus far a moment longer, then I bowed my head, nodded once, and turned to leave the study in search of a tub full of hot water. Patting Pony’s shoulder on the way out, I emerged into the brightly lit hallway.

There I paused. It felt indelibly as if I were leaving something behind - closing, as Pogo had said, a great and formative chapter in my life. 

But the future awaited, in the form of clean sheets, lithe, loving women, and a quest to restore one of my loves even as I sought to remove yet another great evil from the world.

Heart buoyed, energy stealing into my limbs, emotion surging within me, I grinned and set forth. 

 


Epilogue

 

~ Five Years Later ~

 

 

“Kellik!” 

I jerked my head up, frowned in the direction of the farmhouse. Tamara was standing in the covered porch, wiping her hands on the white apron she wore over her blue summer dress. Her tone was urgent, but not panicked; not a threat, then.

It still meant I was going to have to stop working on the busted water chute. With a grimace, I set down my wrench and considered kicking the old wooden construct. It had given us hell since we’d moved in, and each time I thought I had it fixed, it waited just long enough for me to lower my guard and act up again.

To the unending amusement of my wives.

“What?” I hollered back, visoring my eyes with the flat of my hand as I scoped out the rear of our property. The farmhouse was a massive, rambling affair, an entirely new wing added to the left where Yashara had insisted on quarters designed to her larger frame. The old tiles needed scraping, and the western chimney looked like it was about to topple over, but otherwise, it was in fine form. Good bones, the place had - the kind in which to weather any storm.

“Kellik!” Impatience tinged her voice. “Come!”

“What have they done now?” I pulled off my gloves, shoving them in my belt, and strode through the knee-high grass. I nearly tripped on an abandoned wooden training sword, which I fished up with the practiced ease of any parent. 

Tamara’s hands were pale with flour; no amount of rubbing was getting them any cleaner. More endearingly, she’d smudged flour across her cheek, dusting her hair with it, too. Whatever was happening had really distracted her.

She was clearly done yelling, however, and instead waited, hands on her hips, as I leaped over the trickling stream, climbing up the bank toward her. 

“What is it?” I said, reaching the foot of the porch, casting about for some manner of beverage. A random jug of iced water, perhaps, sitting close at hand and beaded with condensation. 

No such luck.

“Someone’s coming down the road,” said Tamara. “You should come see.”

I climbed up the steps and leaned in to plant a kiss on her lips. “Someone? Who?”

“Come see already.” She grinned, took my hand, and pulled me in through the back door. 

We were nearly barreled over as Jack and Jeremy ran yelling past us, the thundering of their boots echoing down the hall. 

“No running in the house!” Tamara cried out after them, but both boys merely laughed as they burst out onto the back porch and on down the bank.

“I thought you were taking them in hand,” I said, keeping my tone bland, trying to hide my amusement.

Tamara blew a lock of hair out of her face. “Jeremy’s fine when he’s alone. It’s Jack’s wild blood that throws him off.”

I knew better than to comment on the fact that Jack was Cerys’s boy, and Jeremy her own. Or that Tamara had yet to find fault in her tousled haired three-year-old no matter what he did.

I followed her past the kitchen, down the hall into the large living room which encompassed the entire front of the house. It had taken us a couple of years to accumulate all the right furniture, buying pieces that were large, old, and exceedingly comfortable. Huge windows looked out at the wrap-around porch, but a glance showed that whoever was approaching hadn’t yet reached the bend in the road visible from inside the house.

Cerys, however, was dozing in the recliner in the corner where the afternoon sunlight fell in a golden wash across her and Elena. The sight filled me with such tenderness and love that I slowed and stopped, simply admiring the beauty of the vision. Cerys, hair smoldering like coals, with a little bundle in her arms - our baby girl, swaddled and finally sleeping. 

“She’ll still be there when you come back,” said Tamara, pulling me forward, past the massive dining table. “Come on.”

“Shh,” said Cerys, not cracking open an eye. “It’s taken me an hour to get her to sleep. I’ll literally murder you both if you wake her up.”

I grinned and pressed a finger to my lips, indicating that I understood. But I couldn’t restrain myself - I pulled my hand free of Tamara’s, and tiptoed over to Cerys’ rocking chair.

I’d never been so glad for my thieving talents.

Cerys scowled warningly at me, then relented, lowering Elena just enough so that I could tease back the blanket and see her perfect little face.

Our fifth child, and first girl. 

But, given her temper, Cerys and I were already feeling sorry for the boys. They wouldn’t stand a chance.

“You need anything?” I whispered.

“A kiss,” said Cerys, smirking up at her. “And a foot rub. And a lower back massage. And some fresh melon.”

“On it,” I said, leaning in to kiss her gently, loving her taste, her smell. “Soon as I see what’s gotten Tamara so worked up.”

Elena stirred and frowned; we both froze, staring intently at her little face, seized by dread. Then the little girl relaxed, and so did we go.

Go, mouthed Cerys. Quietly.

I backed away, avoiding the boards I knew would squeal, and joined Tamara at the front door. Easing outside, I sighed in relief at having escaped without arousing the squall that indicated an infuriated Elena.

“I don’t recall either of you being so careful with any monster or fiend we ever faced back home,” said Tamara, eyes twinkling.

“Elena would have given any Gloom Knight a run for their money,” I said, grinning at her, then turned to survey the road once more.

Yashara was there, her massive ax propped against the wooden fence she was building. A fence that was really more of a palisade, fit enough to rebuff the assault of a score of knights. We’d tried to reason with her but had been unable to convince her a simple fence would do. 

You could take the half-orc out of the war, but you couldn’t take the war out of her.

At least she’d agreed to not build a guard turret atop the house.

“What’s going on?” I asked, walking up, just as our eldest boy, Ashrat, rounded the corner with an armful of boards under one arm. Only five years old, he was large enough for a nine-year-old, a greenish cast to his skin like the faintest of jade. His features were ruggedly handsome; his placid, stoic nature had spoiled us all into thinking our every child would be so calm and reasonable. 

Jack, Cerys, and my first child had put those thoughts to bed.

“One on foot,” said Yashara, leaning over casually to kiss me on the cheek. “Armed.”

From here I could see around the curve in the road and spot the stranger. Tall and slender, a massive longbow slung across their back, they were otherwise hidden under a voluminous cloak with a low hanging hood. 

“We expecting anybody?” I asked, not expecting an answer.

“Nobody like that,” said Yashara. “They move well. Trained fighter. Where’s your sword?”

“Beside my bed,” I said.

“What good is it doing us there?” grumbled Yashara. She’d still not given up on trying to convince us to go about armed at all times.

“Why do I need a sword?” I asked. “I’ve got you and your ax.”

“And my club,” said Ashrat, dropping his pile of wood by the section of fence Yashara had been working on, and taking up a solid stick.

“And Ashrat’s club,” I agreed. “I might as well go lie down.”

Yashara snorted, clasped her large wood ax, and raised it to her shoulder. “Men. Why is it that the more children we have, the less you seem to think you need to do?”

I went to protest, but my attention was snagged by something familiar about the rapidly approaching figure. 

“Wait a second,” I said, moving forward. “That… is that…?”

The stranger reached up with ashen grey hands to pull her cowl back, revealing purple hair so dark it was nearly black.

A cry of joy erupted from my lips.

Netherys. 

The first we’d seen of her in five years.

I broke into a run, and her alien face cracked into a wry smile as she strode forward to meet me. 

“Kellik,” she began. “I’d begun to fear -”

I swept her into my arms and kissed her, kissed her hard, squeezing her to my chest. Holding her so she’d never slip away again, would never disappear and leave us. She stood in shock for a moment, then melted into my arms with a sensual mmm, kissing me back eagerly. Her lips parted, tongue snaking forth in a manner that was intoxicating in how familiar it felt, how much I’d longed for just this moment.

“Fuck, I’ve missed you,” I said, breathing raggedly as I broke the kiss. I searched her face, drinking in her haunting, cruel beauty. “You’re back? To stay?”

“I’m back,” she said, “but I’m not sure for how long.”

“Oh?” I pulled a little farther back, trying not to let my hope be utterly crushed. “You have to leave?”

“I’m not sure,” she said again, tugging her cloak into place, expression turning bitter. “Mother Magrathaar has me on a short leash.”

“Netherys!” Tamara came rushing up and enveloped her in a hug, getting white flour all over the dark elf’s somber cloak. “You’re back! Where have you been? What have you been up to? Actually, don’t tell me, I’m sure I don’t want to know.”

“You’re right about that,” said the dark elf with a smile.

Yashara strode up, hand on Ashrat’s shoulder, and gave the dark elf a respectful nod. “You’re still alive.”

“As are you,” said Netherys, and then frowned at our boy. “And this is…?”

“My son,” I said. “One of them. Ashrat.”

“Ashrat. As in…?”

“Yes,” said Yashara. “The full-blood berserker that fought with us when we first met. I honor my son by giving him such an honorable name.”

Ashrat was looking at Netherys with something akin to wonder and awe. “It’s good to meet you, Miss Netherys. I’ve, ah, heard much about your, ah, adventures with my parents.”

Netherys’s smile grew complicated. I saw regret in her expression, fondness, bitterness, all swirled into one. “I doubt you’ve heard the half of it. I’ll tell you all the details they left out later.”

“No,” said Yashara. “You won’t.”

“But Mom,” protested Ashrat. “I want to hear -”

“In time,” said Yashara firmly, using the same tone of voice that had once commanded entire regiments of Khansalon’s finest mercenaries. 

“Aw,” said Ashrat, shoulders slumping.

“Come on, let’s go around the back,” said Tamara. “We don’t want to wake up Elena.”

“Elena?” asked Netherys, tone dubious as we all began to circle the farmhouse. “Another spawn?”

“She’s gorgeous,” I said, unable to restrain a grin. “The second Cerys and I have had. But… yeah. Let’s not risk waking her.”

“Ashrat!” Little Pogo came stomping out of the undergrowth, a wiggling snake clutched in one hand. “Ashrat, look! Look what I found!”

Yashara checked the impulse to burst forward, seeing as I did that it was just a harmless grass snake. “Pogo! I told you not to pick up snakes!”

Little Pogo paused, blinking owlishly up at us. Only two years old, he was already strong enough to push Jeremy around. “But issa green snake.”

I stepped forward, crouched before the little boy, and took the snake carefully from his hands. “Yes, but you said the last one was only a red, black, and yellow snake, and when we nearly lost you when it died.”

Ashrat nodded firmly. “It’s not enough to just say the color, Pogo. You have to know which is which. No more snakes.”

Little Pogo scowled at us. “I like snakes.”

“Little Pogo?” Netherys moved over to crouch beside me. “How delightful. If you like snakes, I’ll send for an Ebon Sidewinder. We keep them as pets back in Aglorond. Ride them into war as well, when the need arises.”

Little Pogo’s face lit up in hope. “Can I? Dad, can I please? I wanna ride a snake!”

“Maybe next year,” I said, having learned ages ago that it was better to deflect than simply deny. I gave Netherys a stiff smile. “Thanks, Auntie Netherys. We’ll be hearing about that for the rest of the year now.”

Netherys laughed and rose to her feet. “My pleasure. I think I’m going to make a wonderful aunt.”

“Doubtful,” rumbled Yashara.

“The dark, beautiful, mysterious aunt,” continued Netherys. “Who arrives at the stroke of midnight, dispenses vials of poisons, pet spiders, and cursed blades to all her nieces and nephews, and then disappears at dawn -”

“Veto,” said Tamara firmly.

I chuckled, kissed Little Pogo’s brow, and rose to slide an arm around Netherys’s slender waist. “I like the sentiment. But we can work on the details.”

“Oh, don’t tell me you’ve all forgotten how to have fun,” grumbled Netherys as we resumed circling to the back. 

“Not at all!” I protested. “Last night we stayed up till - what was it, Tamara?”

“Had to be almost nine in the evening.”

“Nine in the evening. I even managed a glass of wine before collapsing.”

“And I,” said Tamara, “managed to darn three sets of socks before seeing double.”

“Yashara,” implored Netherys. “Please tell me you’ve retained some of your fighting spirit.”

“Of course,” said Yashara, unable to restrain the slightest of smirks. “I’m not soft like these humans. I’ve built myself a new suite of rooms with the world’s greatest bathtub in the center. I put it to very good use.”

Netherys rolled her eyes.

We stepped up onto the rear porch, where Tamara excused herself to go get some refreshments, dragging Ashrat along with her to help. Little Pogo waddled off down the bank to the creek where Jack and Jeremy were doing their best to damn it up with boards and heavy rocks, their cries of excitement filling the afternoon air.

“I’ll go kill a deer,” said Yashara, taking her hunting bow from the stand and stringing it with ease. “We’ll have a feast tonight to celebrate your arrival.”

“Now we’re talking,” said Netherys, settling down in one of the wooden chairs.

“Tell Ashrat to get the firepit going.” Yashara took up her quiver of yard-long, black-fletched arrows. “I’ll be back in an hour. I want a bed of coals three inches deep.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said, sitting down with a contented sigh. 

“Hmm.” Yashara stared at me with that look all my wives gave me the moment it looked like I was relaxing. Then she slid her gaze over to Netherys, nodded her head once more, and set off down the bank to where the children were starting to argue.

Their angry voices died the moment Yashara’s shadow loomed over them.

“What of Pony?” asked Netherys. “He still around?”

I nearly cackled. “Pony? The poor guy’s in real trouble.”

“How so?” asked Netherys, leaning forward in concern.

“Got himself a troll wife. A day’s march up the mountains from here. Had to fight off a dozen other suitors, then realized he was left alone with her. I never realized how large a female mountain troll was. Poor Pony.”

“So… he’s up there right now…?” asked Netherys.

“Doing his duty. It’s been two weeks. I think he has another week left before she tries to kill him. But I don’t think she’s ever tangled with a war troll before. If he survives that long, I’m sure he’ll come crawling back down here having sworn off the idea of troll mates for life.”

“I’m not so sure,” said Netherys, sitting back with a sniff. “Men. They will gladly break all oaths at the first scent of a wet cunt.”

I reached out and took her hand in my own. “You always did have a way with words.”

We sat there in the afternoon sunshine, listening to the children play down by the brook, enjoying the silence. 

“This is nice,” said Netherys at last. “This what your days are like?”

“Well, kind of.” I watched as Little Pogo raised a surprisingly large rock and held it over his head with a mock roar. “It’s islands of bliss interrupted by constant moments of panic and screaming, all of it overlaid with a constant sense of exhaustion and bone-deep happiness.”

Netherys was eyeing me as if I were speaking nonsense.

“I guess you’d have to experience it to understand,” I said, playing with her fingers. “It makes more sense from the inside.”

“I don’t know,” said Netherys. “Back home, we deliver our babes to creches where they are raised by Spider Wives. We don’t see them until they come of age, at which point they must undergo the Quickening or be fed to the Maw.”

“That’s adorable,” I said. “No wonder you dark elves turn out so lovable.”

She snorted and pushed my hand away.

“Here we go,” said Tamara, emerging with a large tray which she set down on the table before us. “Pear juice cordial from the orchard, Ashrat’s first attempt at making cheddar, a loaf of this morning’s seed bread, butter, cream, and honey, and slices of cured pork from last fall’s harvest.”

“You grow pigs on trees?” asked Netherys, half-teasing as she leaned forward to peel a rasher of smoked meat from the plate. 

Tamara stuck her tongue out at the dark elf and sat back with a contented sigh, a glass of pale green juice in hand. “What don’t we grow? Sometimes it’s easier to keep track that way.”

“Well, I’m impressed,” said Netherys, taking another delicate bite of the meat. “You’ve all done very well for yourselves. Kept your children alive, grown real food, kept the roof from falling. Rivals with any accomplishment you earned in Port Gloom.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” I said. “Sometimes I feel like killing a Gloom Knight was child’s play compared to raising kids.”

Tamara sipped her cordial. “How long are you staying for, Netherys?”

“I can’t say.”

“Can’t, or won’t?” asked Tamara.

“Can’t. It’s been… a long five years.” Netherys’s tone turned contemplative. “I’ve regained Mother Magrathaar’s favor in spades. Traveled. Fought. Sacrificed. Mostly others, but some sacrifices of my own. Am I any closer to compensating her for Aurora’s loss? I don’t know. But I’ve earned a respite, hence my coming to visit. For how long it will last, however, I cannot say. No doubt someday soon Mother Magrathaar will demand I set forth once more to work evil upon the land, and I will be forced to do her bidding.”

“So it could be days,” I said.

She nodded.

“Or weeks.”

Her nod was less sure.

“Or years?”

“Unlikely,” she said with a smile. “But I can tell you this - I will always return when I can.”

“You’d better,” said Tamara. “This house has been overwhelmingly positive and harmonious in your absence.”

Netherys grinned. “I can work on that.”

“Work on what?” asked Cerys, appearing in the doorway sans Elena. When she caught my glance, she nodded back toward the bedrooms. “She’s passed out. Didn’t even fuss when I put her in her crib.”

“Work on livening things up around here,” said Netherys, rising to her feet. “My, my, Cerys. How motherhood has changed you.”

“Oh?” Cerys placed her hands on her hips and gave the dark elf a dangerous smile. “Pray tell.”

“Those broad hips, the full, heavy breasts, that look of self-satisfied contentment - I’d never recognize you for a Crimson Noose assassin.”

“That so?” Before anyone could react, Cerys stepped forward with liquid smoothness to place a curved blade at Netherys’s throat. “How about now?”

Netherys carefully leaned back. “Ah, there it is. I see the resemblance after all.”

Cerys leaned in to plant a kiss on Netherys’s cheek as she drew the blade back. “It’s good to see you again, you black-hearted degenerate.”

“Good to see you, too,” said Netherys with a silken voice. “You pendulous, milk-bearing cow.”

“Ladies,” I said warningly, as Cerys’ eyebrows rose. 

“They’re just playing,” said Tamara. 

“All fun and games till she crosses the line,” said Cerys, rubbing the ball of her thumb across the edge of her blade. “Keep talking, you wizened old crone, and let’s see how close you can get.”

Netherys’s grin widened, and she was about to respond when we were saved by Elena’s wail.

Cerys threw up her hands. “I just put her down!”

“Goodbye,” said Netherys. “Go tend to your little monster.”

“I’ll fix you as soon as she’s asleep again,” said Cerys. “Don’t get comfortable.”

“Uh huh,” said Netherys, leaning back luxuriously. “I’ll be here sipping cordial and enjoying the day till you do.”

Cerys scowled, then turned to march back inside.

Shouts broke out from the brook, and I saw that Jeremy was red in the face about something. Little Pogo was giving him a ridiculously fake innocent look, and Jack was walking away in disgust.

“My turn,” said Tamara, hoisting herself out of the chair. “Be right back. Pogo! Jeremy! What happened? No, don’t push each other - Pogo!”

We watched her storm down the bank to where the three boys had begun to tussle in the water.

“Idyllic,” said Netherys, tone wry.

“It is, actually,” I said. “I’ve never felt more exhausted or content. Though balancing Cerys, Yashara, and Tamara takes almost as much work as taking care of the kids.”

Netherys speared another sliver of meat. “Poor you.”

“It’s hard work!” I protested.

“Have you all worked out a schedule?”

I blushed, then chuckled. “Actually, yes? We tried to be spontaneous for the first year or two, but quickly realized that wasn’t going to work. So I sleep with each of them twice a week, and get a night to myself to recover.”

Amusement danced in her eyes again. “Poor you indeed.”

“Actually, we usually end up just sleeping,” I said with a grin. “Or fall asleep halfway through making love. I’ve never appreciated sleep so much.”

Netherys rolled her eyes. “I think I’ll return to raiding villages now, actually. I can’t take any more of this banal cuteness.”

I leaned over my chair’s arm to take her fingers in mine. “You sure?”

We held each other’s gazes for a spell, and then she blushed. “Maybe.”

“Because I’d love nothing more than to have you here, Netherys. And the fact that you came back to visit…” I squeezed her hand. “Tells me something about all this must appeal to you, too.”

She hesitated, caught off guard at my directness. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I recall you saying something similar that one time you returned to save us in the ash yard. And when you came back to warn me about Eddwick and the medusa’s impending attack. In fact, you’ve always told me I’m being ridiculous only to go ahead and prove me right.”

I leaned in closer, so that our lips were almost touching. “So tell me. Tell me the idea of making a home here, of being part of this family, of sleeping with me, of having a child with me, is something you find utterly ridiculous.”

Her voice was breathless, her color high, her lips almost touching mine. “Utterly. And completely. Ridiculous.”

“Is it now?” I kissed her gently. “Why do I find myself not believing you?”

“Because” - she murmured, kissing me, pulling back, kissing me again, eyes half-closed - “you are a willful, foolish, stupidly handsome human male who thinks… who thinks every darkly seductive elf is after his cock…”

I grinned wickedly. “And aren’t they?”

She kissed me once more, then moaned as I slid my hand over her thigh and squeezed. “Well… maybe just this once…”

“Your life doesn’t have to be all blood and death,” I whispered. “Stay here with us. With me. Be part of this.”

“But Mother Magrathaar,” she protested, pulling back. 

“Fuck Mother Magrathaar,” I said, voice steely with conviction. “Whatever she throws at us we’ll deal with. She’ll have to contend with the consummate warrior in Yashara, a Crimson Noose assassin, an Exemplar of the White Sun, a war troll about to return, and me.” 

“And what are you?” she asked breathily.

“Nothing much,” I said with a smile. “Just the man who loves you more than the stars and the moon.”

“Oh, Kellik,” she whispered, tears coming to her eyes. “You mean that still? Even after all these years?”

“Now more than ever,” I said. “But you don’t need to make a decision yet. We can wait till you’re summoned. In the meantime, you can get a taste of life here on the farm. Good food, hard work, great company, and more love than you’ll know what to do with.”

She looked past me at the swaying treetops, the afternoon sunlight turning everything golden, the meadow of grass on the far side of the stream with our six cows out at pasture. 

“There might be a way,” she said quietly. 

“Oh?” I sat up. “What? Whatever it is, I’m willing to take it.”

She bit her lower lip, suddenly hesitant, looked down. “Mother Magrathaar only has authority over my dark elf nature.”

“Which… oh!” I felt hope surge within my chest. “So if you return to being a high elf?”

“She’ll lose her grasp of my soul.”

“Then that’s great! We’ll do it!”

She studied me through narrowed eyes. “And how will we do that, exactly?”

I wanted to laugh. “I’m going to hit you with so much love you’ll have no choice but to change over.”

Netherys rolled her eyes and sat back. “Sounds nauseating.”

I took up her hand, not caring nor believing her skepticism. “I’ll see it as a challenge. And you’ll see. Before Mother Magrathaar calls for you, I’ll turn you back to a high elf.”

“Really.”

“Yep. I know it. It’s a done deal.”

“What is?” asked Cerys, stepping back out onto the porch. “And why do I feel like I can’t start and finish a single conversation any longer?”

“Because you’re a hare-brain,” said Netherys sweetly, “but don’t worry, you always were.”

“Ha ha,” said Cerys, sitting down in Tamara’s chair and taking up a wedge of cheese. “But seriously. What’s a done deal?”

“Netherys is moving in,” I said, squeezing the dark elf’s hand. “Soon as I can fuck her back into being a high elf.”

Netherys gave a despairing sigh, but Cerys only laughed. “That would work? You’d be free of your witch goddess?”

“So she says.”

“Then we should all pitch in,” said Cerys. “We’ll take turns.”

Netherys froze. “Take turns?”

“Of course. It’s the single most important rule of our family. Everybody must share everyone else’s burden. So if Kellik has decided to save you through vigorous, athletic sex, then the rest of us will have to pitch in.”

All said in a confident, serious tone, Cerys’ gaze clear and level and direct.

Netherys frowned, glanced at me, back at her. “You’re serious?”

“Deadly,” said Cerys. “But in exchange, you’ll have to help with the kids.”

“I… I mean, I don’t know if… but I’m… ah…”

I cracked up, and a moment later so did Cerys. “Oh, by Blind Fortuna’s infinitely mesmerizing cleavage, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you at such a loss for words.”

Netherys blushed and sat up. “This is no laughing matter.”

Cerys reached out to touch her knee. “I’m sorry. You’re right. But I spoke in earnest. If I can help save you from Magrathaar, can help you find a means to stay, I know how much it would please Kellik. So I’ll do my part.” 

I saw her squeeze Netherys’s thigh. 

“Again, and again, and again.” Cerys tone grew husky. “Until you convert back to your high elf self.”

“Oh my,” said Netherys, fanning at her cheeks. “Maybe there’s a reason to stay after all.”

“Just you wait,” I said. “Once we get started with you, you’ll never wish for us to end.”

“Very well,” said Netherys, trying to gather herself. “On one condition. I do not do dirty diapers.”

“Oh, they’re not that bad,” said Cerys, sitting back. “We keep them in a pail filled with water and vinegar, and then wash them in the stream all at once -”

“No diapers,” said Netherys firmly. “Or I walk.”

I laughed. “Fine. Unless you and I have a child of our own.”

“Unless….” Again Netherys blushed. “Yes. That’s fair.”

“Then it’s settled.” I took up my cordial. “Welcome home, Netherys.”

Cerys raised her glass. “Yes. Welcome.”

The dark elf raised her glass hesitantly, then smiled. “It’s starting to feel that way.”

We clinked, but before we could drink, Elena began to wail again from the bedroom.

“For fuck’s sake!” protested Cerys, setting her drink and storming to her feet. “Jack was never this bad!”

“Will this happen while you’re seducing me?” asked Netherys innocently.

“No,” said Cerys, pausing at the door to smile. “I’ll make sure Kellik’s on duty when my turn comes around. Elena! I’m coming! All right already, I’m coming!”

We sat back again. Down in the brook, Tamara had all three children bent over what were no doubt a bunch of medicinal herbs growing in the book, all listening in fascination as she revealed the secrets of the natural world to them.

I reached out and took Netherys’s hand again. “Everything we went through,” I said. “Everything we suffered, fought for, every victory and loss. When I sit here, at times like this, I know it was all worth it.”

“You ever miss your king troll powers?” 

“Never,” I said. “Though there are times when the kids are being impossible…”

Netherys chuckled. “I can imagine. If you wish, I can summon shadow demons to help keep them in line.”

I raised an eyebrow. “That’s probably not a good idea.”

“No,” she murmured, squeezing my hand. “Probably not.”

We sat in silence as the afternoon sun slowly dipped behind the first of the distant forest’s branches. The long rays of sunlight streamed across the field, over the bent backs of my children and Tamara, warming Netherys and me where we sat. Somewhere close by, I knew Yashara was stalking our dinner. Farther up the mountains, Pony was fighting for his life. I could just barely hear Cerys singing to Elena, and the creak of my rocking chair.

“So this is what a home feels like,” said Netherys softly.

“Yeah.” I looked sidelong at her. “But not a home. Your home.”

“My home,” said Netherys, squeezing my hand tightly once more. “I like the sound of that.”

I squeezed back and felt a shiver of pure joy pass through my heart. While one set of adventures was behind us, another, more wondrous and fulfilling set was only just beginning.
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