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Chapter 1

 

 

 

A fine, penetrating rain was falling across Port Gloom’s Garden quarter when the elegant coach rumbled to a stop before the Hall of Records. Those who dared brave the inclement weather turned to regard the vehicle with some measure of curiosity and awe; it was luxurious almost to the point of obscenity, and exuded tasteful refinement in every aspect. Its wheels glimmered with gold paint along the curvature of their rims, while the box itself was lacquered a sober gray trimmed with golden flourishes at the corners, the windows themselves curtained from within. Drawn by a pair of matched white chargers, and handled by a footman and driver, it drew the eye of noble, merchant, and guardsman alike. 

The footman leaped down without concern for his polished boots onto the muddy cobblestones and set a footstool before the door then pulled it open, extending his cloak protectively for whomever was about to disembark. 

The flow of foot traffic had slowed. Men and women all paused as they waited to identify the owner of the glorious coach, but nobody recognized the small wizened figure that appeared.

Scarcely three feet tall, his back twisted and unnaturally hunched, he made his way out of the coach with careful dignity. Green ears extended out like batwings from beneath his modest hat, and a monocle gleamed before one eye. There was no doubting the quality of his clothing, tailored to his misshapen form, but his clothing was too sober, too reserved, to be that of a noble; a steward, perhaps, or the primary advisor of the lord?

But who would hire a goblin for such an august role, and then spend enough gold on his outfit to run a manor house for a month?

The goblin ignored the stares. Gave his lapels a sharp tug as he alighted on the cobblestones, nodded once to the footman, and marched across the sidewall and up the grand steps to the large double doors of the Hall of Records. Past the pillars and under the protection of the portico, where the footman at last was able to relax his arm and lower the protective cloak. 

The goblin waited with prim expectation as the footman pulled open one of the double doors, and then stepped smartly inside.

The crowd that had watched with bemused wonder seemed to exhale and slowly return to its own business. The driver twitched his reins, and the glorious coach rumbled forth to find a place to wait. Within moments, all was returned to normalcy along the broad avenue once more.

Within the Hall, Record Keeper Myre stood behind his desk, a pile of freshly acquired tomes to one side, a foot-long quill in one hand, its tip gleaming with dark ink. He took up the next book and made a note in the huge ledger open before him: seventeenth volume acquired from liquidation of local Nautilus office. Hopeful, he turned the volume about, examining its spine and covers. Green-tinted leather, approx. one hundred pages. Title in faded gold: Being an Account of the Founding of Port Lusander’s Satellite Branch. Myre’s lips tightened into a frown. Seventh copy to enter our possession. To be filed in ‘Biographies, Spurious.’ If anything, he thought, the Nautilus company - or what was left of it - should publish an account of the catastrophic closing of the Port Lusander branch from last year. Now that would be an account worth reading.

The huge doors at the end of the hall opened, the sound echoing down the length of the marbled walls, and Myre glanced up with professional curiosity. The weather being what it was, he expected the visit to be one of professional nature; few braved the elements to visit the Hall during such times for pleasure alone.

A goblin. Myre kept his features carefully schooled. Unusual in the extreme. Yet even at this distance he could make out the fine cut of the little creature’s clothing. He looked like one of those nasty little dogs that the ladies of the nobility were wont to dress in crepe of gold and fine suede. Ridiculous. Doing his best not to sneer, he set down his quill and interlaced his fingers behind his back as the goblin and his towering human footman approached.

“Good morning,” said the goblin, bobbing his head sharply once he’d come within a few yards of Myre’s desk. “Salutations, appropriate greetings, and so forth.”

“Good morning,” said Myre, trying to infuse as much ice and disdain into his tone as possible. “To what does the Hall of Records owe this… pleasure?”

If the goblin noticed his tone, it gave no sign. “On behalf of my noble master, I am here to execute a project of great importance. Toward that end, I require access to your catalogue so that I may select the appropriate tomes with which to begin my research.”

“I see. How… delightful. And whom, pray tell, is this mysterious master of yours?”

The goblin’s smile was as tight as Myre’s own. “His identity is not pertinent.”

“And what is the nature of your investigation?”

“Genealogies, the history of Port Gloom, and other sundry matters. The catalogue shall help me define my search as the titles suggest themselves.”

“And my last question,” said Myre, praising himself silently for his professional tone and patience. “You are?”

The goblin gave him a curt bow, doffing his cap as he did so. “Master Pogmillion at your service, Keeper.”

An elegantly executed bow, Myre had to concede, for all the little creature’s back was twisted. Was he stepped on as a babe?

“I’m afraid we shant be able to assist you,” said Myre. “Good day, Pogmillion.”

The goblin straightened slowly, eyes gleaming, and returned his hat to his bald green pate. “And why are you unable to execute your duties, Keeper?”

Myre allowed himself a very, very small smile. “The reasons are complex and, I believe, beyond your comprehension. Suffice to say that the Hall is not open to such spurious investigations. Good day.”

“I see.” The goblin’s expression was one of innocent surprise. “Are you saying that Ordinance 1.4 of the Hall’s bylaws is no longer in effect?”

Myre’s own smile grew stiff. “Ordinance 1.4?”

“‘And be it known that the contents of the Hall of Records shall be made available to any Port Gloom citizen of good standing, as long as their requests be reasonable, timely, and in accordance with the principles of the Hall,’” said the goblin helpfully.

“I’m well aware of Ordinance 1.4,” said Myre, his irritation spiking. “It is superseded by Ordinance 4.11, however: ‘Citizens of good standing shall be deemed as such so long as they can prove residency in Port Gloom, are free of all legal importunities, and demonstrate nobility of character and soundness of mind.’”

“But of course.” The goblin didn’t even look up at his footman. “Robert?”

The footman stepped forward smartly and placed a scroll upon the desk. Myre regarded it with the same delighted anticipation as he might have the corpse of a rat. A glance was enough to identify the scroll’s provenance; the crimson seal was that of the Probity Court on Justice Way. With a pointed sigh he cracked it, unrolled the scroll, glanced over the assurances and the signature at the bottom, then tossed the scroll down on his desk.

“This is insufficient. You may be clear of all legal troubles and have a residence on Chanticlear Court, but cannot demonstrate the quality of your character. Good day, Pogmillion.”

The goblin raised an eyebrow. “I am clearly a being of financial means; my residence is in one of the best quarters in town; I am free of all legal troubles. Tell me, by what authority do you cast aspersions on my character?”

“By the authority invested in me by Ordinance 1.7, which imbues me, as an official Keeper of the Hall, with the right to make such judgements.”

Pogmillion’s response was immediate. “A judgement which runs afoul of the Probity’s Court Seventeenth Amendment to bylaw One Hundred and Twelve, to whit: ‘Discrimination against tax paying citizens of Port Gloom based solely on their creed, race, or sex is contraindicated by the authority of the lieutenant of civil law.’”

Myre’s smile became a feral baring of his teeth. “I have seen no evidence that you have paid your taxes.”

“Robert?”

The footman stepped forth once more and set a second scroll upon the desk, this one sealed with the mark of the provost of the merchant’s taxation department. 

Mind spinning, Myre realized that he was being outmaneuvered by this disgusting little creature. Desperate, he ignored the scroll. “Alas. The Hall of Records is now closed, per my declaration, as empowered by Ordinance 1.7.3.”

“That suits me well; I enjoy doing my research in silence.” There was no denying the cunning gleam in the goblin’s eye. “My master’s sizeable donations to the office of the provost have accorded me with the honorary title of ‘notary at large,’ which, as you know, according to your own Ordinance 5.4, allows me access to the Hall’s records even after hours, so long as my research furthers the interests of the provost’s office.”

Myre’s mouth was dry. “And… do they?”

Pogmillion gave a curt nod. “They do. Robert?”

The footman dug out a third scroll, this one also sealed with the mark of the Office of Clerks and Notaries, which he set beside the others. 

The goblin’s smile was predatory. “I believe that should cover any further objections. Am I correct, Keeper?”

Myre stared fixedly down at the scrolls. With leaden hands he cracked the remaining two, and read each carefully, searching for some flaw, some loophole.

He found none. 

What is Port Gloom coming to? he asked himself as he rolled up the last scroll. When filthy little creatures can get their paws on the hallowed records of government and accounts? But he forced a polite smile, swallowing down his bile, and set the scroll down beside the others. “But of course, Master Pogmillion. Our records are divided by category. Which catalogue would you like to examine first?”

“My primary interest lies with the genealogies of Port Gloom’s nobility,” said the goblin. “I would like all family rolls, accounts of title, and related texts to be brought to me, though none extending back more than a century, and none dealing with lineages of lesser account than that of marquis.”

“Very well,” said Myre, smile a sickly. “I shall have those catalogues brought for your examination.” Curiosity won through. “May I inquire as to the thrust of your investigation?”

“You may not. However, if any texts dealing with lineages that ended due to the loss of heirs either through misfortune, travel, or battle come to mind, please feel free to bring them to my attention.”

The goblin’s dismissive tone was galling. Myre forced himself to give the shallowest of bows. “As you wish.”

“I shall need a private chamber in which to perform my studies. Also, please furnish me with three firm cushions.”

“Three firm cushions?”

Pogmillion’s smile could have cut diamonds. “Oh yes. You may not have noticed, but I am a goblin. I thus need cushions so that I may be seated high enough to read comfortably whatever is set before me on the table. Unless, of course, you have studies designed for beings of my stature?”

“Ah,” said Myre, at a complete loss for words. “I…we do not. And yes. Now that you mention it, I do happen to notice your… ah… heritage. I shall have cushions brought to your private study.”

“My thanks,” said Pogmillion, who began walking deeper into the Hall, gazing speculatively at the different doors set between the endless book cases and pigeon hole shelving for scrolls. “Robert?”

“For your troubles,” said the footman, and pulled a copper coin from his pouch which he set on Myre’s desk. The footman’s expression was studiedly neutral, but his eyes gleamed with amusement. “And there’s another waiting for you if you’re quick about your tasks.”

Myre stared at the copper coin and barely managed to restrain the urge to swipe it off his desk along with the goblin’s scrolls. Heart pounding, face burning, he forced himself to take up the coin. The goblin was too well connected for him to risk insulting him further.

“Thank you,” he croaked, hating himself for speaking those words, knowing he had no choice. “Most… generous.”

Robert gave him a wink, and then hurried after the goblin who had chosen a study door and let himself in.

Myre stared after the pair in shock and wonder. By the Hanged God’s ribald roustings, he thought, allowing himself the rare curse. Who by the Ashen Garden’s sallow saplings is this goblin’s master?

 

* * *

 

Four months later.

 

By the White Sun’s thousand pronged rays my balls itch, thought his Holiness Karshew, Revelator of Port Gloom and spiritual authority over the near hundred thousand souls that resided within its borders. Shifting his weight in his high-backed chair, he tried to figure out a way to sneak his hand under his silver stole so that he could surreptitiously scratch at his inflamed testicles. The altar before him almost provided enough cover, but the rings on his fingers would catch at his clothing, and form too large a bulge as he slid his hand down between his legs. 

Instead, he settled for shifting his weight from the left to the right, grinding his hips down on the cushions. Perhaps he should scratch them openly. The bishop’s council would surely notice, but who cared? Let them think he was sexually aroused by their interminable talk. It would add a little piquancy to the proceedings.

“…and consequently tithes from the Fish Market parish are down an additional twenty percent,” said Father Mercult, his outrage both obvious and tiresome. “Your holiness, you will note that this is not because our flock is donating less, but because tithes from the Family have risen to compensate for whatever additional activities or excesses they are currently enjoying.”

“Yes, yes,” said Karshew, shifting back to the right. “Terrible. Loathsome, actually. Terrible and loathsome. But we should move on to discussing the disturbances in the countryside.”

Mercult stared at him. “Yes, I’m well aware that the civil unrest out in the farms requires attention, but if I could press my issue for a moment longer? That is nearly half our collected donations. After my tithe to the mother church, I am left with less than a quarter of my income with which to run my church. Whose dome is leaking, your holiness. The frescoes are being ruined. I have had to sell the gold salvers so as to pay my assistants. Half my pews are rotten, the condition of the graveyard is unspeakable, and -”

“Father Mercult, Father Mercult,” said Karshew, shifting to the left once more. By the White Sun, what he wouldn’t do for a gold salver filled with cold milk in which to dip his balls. “I understand, I truly do. It is a deplorable situation. My heart grieves, and I assure you, I pray constantly to the White Sun to intercede as it sees fit, but as you know, the White Sun shines down on us all without distinction, on the holy and the unholy alike. What can we do but await better times?”

“Better times?” asked Mercult.

“Assuredly. I will think on your situation, yes? I will meditate on it, and next month when we meet again -”

“Your holiness,” said Mercult through gritted teeth. “You have said the same thing to me each month since I took office.”

“Which was what, five months ago? My dear father, you are but a novice when it comes to these matters, yes?” Time for a little steel. It was shocking rude for him to interrupt like that. “Look at your fellow bishops.” Karshew gestured at the other seated men and women. “Do you see them bleating like outraged lambs? No! They are wise to the ways of the world. The White Sun may shine down on Port Gloom, but it does not rule the streets; our presence here is tolerated so long as we abide by certain rules and customs.”

Mercult shot a fiery glance at his fellows, half of whom looked away, the other which returned his stare with cynical amusement. “Rules and customs. You mean turning a blind eye to the corruption which perverts everything from the beggars to the Royal Provost.”

“Father Mercult, that is quite enough,” snapped Bishop Junreel. “We have tolerated your complaints in the hopes that time would prove your teacher, but it seems you have learned nothing since being invested with the Fish Market parish.”

The bishops were glaring at each other. Perfect. Karshew thrust his hand between his legs and scritched at his balls, but the fabric of his robes of office were too thick to allow him to do more than press generally down upon them. 

“I don’t see how -” began Mercult, but enough was enough.

“Silence!” Karshew leaned forward. If he’d not be able to scratch his balls, he’d take his ire out on this importunate little priest. “How dare you, father? How dare you? You think me less than a loving font of justice and wisdom? You insult me? Here, in the cathedral proper? You disappoint me! No, you shock me with your rudeness and naivete! We are all here but weeping children of the White Sun, but you! You are brazen.” Karshew gave his jowls a shake. “Not one more word! What I have given I can take away, and I may yet do so, as it is becoming increasingly clear that you are not cut out for your role. Now. On to more pressing matters. Bishop Junreel?”

The bishop rose to his feet as Father Mercult clamped his mouth shut in frustration. “Thank you, your holiness. Reports have indeed confirmed that a ‘Count of Manticora’ is stirring up the peasantry. I’ve several direct reports of his speaking to large gatherings of farmers and locals, and holding forth on issues that are sure to fire them up.”

“Such as?” asked Karshew.

“Land reform, of course. Fixing the price of grain. Lowering taxation by removing ancient urban subsidies for key guilds such as the drapers and clothiers.”

Karshew grimaced. “A rank populist, then. What do we know of this man, this Manticora?”

“Very little. He stems from an old political family that has been absent from Port Gloom for over a century. The last member was an explorer by the name of Count Karisco, and disappeared after traveling across the Burning Waste to Mendev.”

“Strange,” said Karshew, tapping his lips. “And troubling.”

“Your holiness,” said Mercult, rising to his feet once more. “Why do we need to concern ourselves with such issues, when -”

“Silence!” roared Karshew, only to freeze as shouts sounded from outside the closed chamber’s doors. Karshew frowned and rubbed his beard nervously. Had the Family somehow heard these deliberations and sent a Gloom Knight? No, no, that was madness, even they couldn’t respond that quickly, unless -

The door to the chamber crashed open to reveal a young woman dressed in the pale blue robes of an acolyte. Generous hips, trim waist, full chest. Hard to get an accurate idea as to the size of her tits, though, under those robes - from the swell he imagined they were pretty great. Her face was hidden by her hood, however, though he’d guess she was young, twenties perhaps, a little too old for his tastes. 

Clearly not a member of the Family. Taking a deep breath, Karshew pushed himself awkwardly to his feet, shoving his chair back so that his stomach didn’t rasp against the table’s edge and shear off his pearls. 

“What is the meaning of this intrusion?” He leaned forward, one bejeweled hand on the table before him. “What is this outrage?”

The woman didn’t flinch at his shout. Didn’t seem to care that the gathered spiritual authorities of the White Sun were all rising to their feet to glare at her. Instead, she moved forward, the doorway behind her filling with guards who looked mysteriously shaken and unwilling to intervene. 

“Greetings, your holiness. Bishops.” Her voice was calm and controlled. Confident, even, and Karshew immediately disliked it. A hot poker up her ass would change her tune, teach her the respect due to his station. “I found my petition to speak with you denied for bureaucratic reasons. I thus chose to force the occasion.”

Bishop Junreel pulled his head back as if the young woman stank, his face assuming an expression of withering scorn. “And you think that excuses this interruption, acolyte? You will be whipped for this affront, and perhaps then you will learn the importance of using appropriate channels -”

The young woman lifted her hands to her hood and slowly pulled it back, revealing a tanned oval face of moderately pleasing features framed by plain brown hair which flowed down past her shoulders.

But it was her eyes that silenced the council chamber. Platinum gold irises which flared with a metallic shine as they reflected the lantern light from all around her. 

Father Mercult was the only one to react: he took one step forward and sank to his knees.

“My name is Tamara, and I find myself chosen by the White Sun as its newest Exemplar,” said the intruder, her voice ringing off the very walls. “By the honor it has done me do I intrude, for I am arrived in Port Gloom and will not leave until the sacred nature of our church is restored to its proper primacy.”

Karshew heard the words but couldn’t process them. He simply gaped. Platinum-gold eyes. An Exemplar. Oh, he knew what that meant all right. Exemplars were free of the strictures of ecclesiastic hierarchy, and able to supersede even the commands of a revelator if they so chose. 

This was very, very bad.

“My Tamara,” he said, nervously smoothing down his layered robes and cloaks, “what a rare honor! To have the White Sun grace us with an Exemplar! An honor, a rare…honor.”

The other bishops were looking to him, faces naked with uncertainty and fear. 

Tamara inclined her head. Yes, there was something to her. Not beautiful, no, he’d never pick her out of the crowd for an evening’s entertainment, but then again, her self-possession, a certain elegance, and that figure, voluptuous was the word, those hips…

“Thank you, your holiness. But I am not here to honor you, but rather to inspire the church of Port Gloom through personal example to greater heights of piety. This city labors under many ills. I aim to find the corruption and root it out so that the body of the church may heal and grow.”

That damned Father Mercult began to applaud, and the other bishops weakly did the same. Tamara never looked away from Karshew, however, her damnable platinum eyes looking for all the words like those of some bird of prey. 

I’ll have to get word to the Family, thought Karshew as he forced a smile. They’ll already know, what with how many informants they have amongst my staff, but doing so myself might earn me some reprieve in the storm to come.

“Very good, very good,” he said, mopping at his brow with a silken kerchief and sitting back down. “I will be delighted to take you under my wing. First, we must see as to your accommodations. Perhaps one of my palaces…? I have a delightful little chateaux in the Garden quarter off a canal with simply divine views of the gardens and main avenue…?”

“No palaces, thank you. I’ve already found accommodations suitable to my station.”

“Oh?” Damn it. “Have you already been offered an estate…?”

“No.” Her tone was just short of withering. “I’ve no need of estates, palaces, costumes, gold, gems, or anything of the like.”

Karshew’s smile died a little on his face. “Of course not! You are an Exemplar of the White Sun. What you need is good, old-fashioned piety and to connect with the people. Of course, of course, I know how it is.”

“Exemplar,” said Mercult, still on his knees. “If I may be of any assistance whatsoever, in any capacity, please, simply let me know. I’m new to the city and my station myself, but have learned much in this short time.”

Karshew took a deep breath and actively renewed his smile. Mercult must die. Painfully. And this Exemplar… no. I can’t order her death. But accidents do happen, don’t they? I’ve even heard of men dying on the shitter, caught by surprise by sewer eels…

Tamara smiled at the kneeling man. “Thank you, father…?”

“Mercult,” he said, rising and bowing low. “Father Mercult.”

“A generous man,” said Karshew, “and you won’t do better when it comes to explaining his little corner of the city. But for an overview, I can’t think of a better recourse than myself. I will be delighted to provide you with a guided tour of the city. I can arrange for interviews with notable figures, set up all manner of parties and soirees in which we may connect with Port Gloom’s power brokers and movers…”

“I’ve no need to meet with such people,” said Tamara, her smile fading away. “I wish only to visit the churches of the city, one at a time, and introduce myself to each and every bishop and father. Once I have spoken at length with each, and examined the state of their parishes, then I will be glad to speak with you, your holiness, as to what must change in the affairs of the church.”

“Yes,” said Karshew weakly. “Of course. I… that would be… most wise. And…” His mind was reeling like a slut who’d been slapped too hard, too often. “As you wish, Exemplar. I remain at your service, however, in all things. And do hope you will come to me for context? This city is ancient and complex. One cannot simply judge affairs on their face. One must understand the history, the shaping forces, that have… brought us to our current state.”

Tamara’s face grew hard, her platinum eyes narrowing. “Oh, I can’t wait to hear about these shaping forces. When the time is right, I will allow you to mount whatever defense you think fit for what I uncover.”

Karshew did his best to laugh, but managed little more than a wheeze. “Oh, that makes it sound like we’re not on the same side here, my dear Tamara. Come! We are allies in the faith. Are we not?”

“That remains to be seen. Father Mercult? Perhaps you will walk with me. I wish to inspect the cathedral further.”

“This is my cathedral,” said Karshew, rising to his feet, knowing he had to make one last attempt at controlling the situation. “Surely you would appreciate my guidance?”

“There is no need to interrupt this meeting further,” said Tamara with a tight smile. “Father Mercult shall suffice. As you were, honorable bishops.” She inclined her head but a fraction to where Karshew sat. “Your holiness.”

And with that she turned and left the chamber, Mercult but a few steps behind.

The doors closed. 

The bishops sat in stunned silence. After a moment they roused and began to exchange nervous glances. 

Karshew stared vacuously at the now closed door and finally roused himself with a blink. “All hail the White Sun,” he said, voice low. “And for the blessings it has showered upon our unworthy heads.”

“All hail the White Sun,” murmured the other eight men.

Karshew rippled his bejeweled fingers across the tabletop. “Of course, being as unworthy as we are, some gifts are too rich for us. We don’t deserve such… magnificence.”

Tentative murmurs of agreement.

“It would be suitably fitting of our modest natures if we allowed this blessing to pass to another,” said Karshew, voice slowly growing in confidence. “Most fitting if we could find a way to ensure our quiet, holy affairs were not unduly disturbed by such… exaltation.”

The murmurs grew a little louder, the bishops stirring in their chairs.

Karshew smiled. An image came to him: Tamara kneeling in a pool of light before him, arms cruelly bound behind her back, nude but for a sheer shift, her platinum eyes wide with fear as he slid his thumb into her mouth and worked it from side to side, causing her cheeks to distend, a whip held loosely in his off hand.

“The church must change and grow with the times,” he said, voice hoarse. “But such changes should be gradual, peaceful, and done in accordance with local traditions and mores. We must unite, the nine of us, to make sure our beloved church is not… threatened… from without… by the violence of fanatics. It falls upon us humble leaders of the church to protect it, from internal as well as external threats. Are we in agreement?”

A rumble of assent sounded from the bishops, and Karshew mopped at his brow once more. Yes. The situation wasn’t as bad as it seemed. He’d inform the Family that it was under control. And would see to it that this… Exemplar… was handled appropriately. 

He imagined her kneeling before him once more, imagined her choking as he slid more fingers into her mouth, forcing her to gag, and when he reached down to finally scratch at his inflamed testicles, he wasn’t surprised to find himself quite, quite rigid beneath his stole.

“Oh yes,” he murmured, staring out into the middle distance. “Perhaps this really is a blessing in disguise. Thank you, White Sun, for allowing us to prove our devotion to your cause.” 

“Thank you, thank you,” intoned the other bishops.

“Bishop Junreel,” said Karshew, focusing his vision on the man. “Please find the Exemplar and accompany her tour. Ensure that Mercult does not say anything regrettable. The rest of you, might I ask that you return to your demesnes and examine your ledgers with a critical eye? Anything that might need hiding should be hid, and I’d encourage you all to find willing parishioners who’d be willing to sing our praises to the Exemplar when she comes to visit.”

The bishops rose, bowed, and talking amongst themselves left Karshew alone. Leaning back in his chair, his holiness pursed his lips and stared at the image of the White Sun emblazoned above him. 

Stared through it. Thought of Tamara, thought of the days to come, and allowed himself a slow, predatory smile. 

Oh yes. He was going to enjoy this very much indeed.

 

* * *

Two months later.

 

Johannes sat at the edge of Lobster pier, a fishing pole in hand, his line extending far out into the choppy waters of the Bay of Despair. Usually there were a handful of other hopefuls out here fishing with him, but tonight he was alone, and that suited him just fine. 

Well, he thought, looking to his left and right. As alone as one got in Port Gloom’s main bay, which was craggy with endless wharfs, piers, and docks. The night air was filled with the sound of timbers creaking, voices calling to each other as stevedores loaded the last of the day’s cargo onto carts or tied it down to wait for morning, the sound of singing and shouting coming from the endless number of taverns and whorehouses, and the lap and slap of water against the pilings.

But given the madness that engulfed the docks a couple of hours before dawn? This was beautiful, pristine solitude. 

With a sigh of contentment, Johannes whipped his rod back and forth and then sent his lure sailing out over the chop, then leaned back against a tar-slathered post and took up his bottle of good heavy. A good shanty was just audible coming from the Mermaid’s Bosom back at the pier’s beginning, the bottle was still mostly full, and Johannes knew he had a couple of hours in which to contemplate how best to propose to Johanna.

A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. Johannes and Johanna. What were the odds? A coincidence so terrible, he’d told her, they were practically obligated to get married and spawn a dozen brats upon which they could inflict the same names.

And Fortuna bless her, Johanna’d laughed. What a gal.

All he needed was some money with which to prove himself a worthy husband. Johanna might be content to wait for this Manticora to change the world with his reforms, but he knew better than to wait for dreams. The nobility, the council, by the Ashen Garden, the Family itself would never allow this new count’s proposed reforms to get anywhere. No. If he wanted to wed Johanna, he’d need to come up with his own coin. Hence the night fishing. It added but a few coppers to his purse, but over the course of several months that’d add up, wouldn’t it? 

He went to reel his line back in, but stopped as something moved out over the water. A dark shape. No lantern at the prow, no sign of a sail. 

His eyesight was sharp, but even so he had difficulty making out the cockle boat that was moving slowly toward him. Something very strange was going on. No sail, not that’d have helped with the lack of wind, but no oars, either. Then how was it cutting obliquely against the waves?

Rod ignored in his hand, he visored his hand reflexively and stared out over the waters to the small boat. It was coming right at him, and was that - yes. Someone standing in its center, like a slender mast.

Unsure of himself, he rose to his feet. Magic, must be. A wizard who’d been expelled from his ship? A local on some strange jaunt? 

Best he pack up his rod and leave. Nothing good ever came from dealing with wizards. But despite his own caution he couldn’t tear himself away; the moon broke cloud cover just then to illuminate the small cockle boat, and he caught a flash of a woman’s face, black hair pulled back into a severe bun, eyes pale amidst dark shadows, and something about her sepulchral beauty arrested his retreat.

Hooked as neatly as any fish, he watched as the woman’s boat drew steadily closer. It didn’t even rock with the waves, but cut through them as neatly as a baker slicing through a loaf. And such self-possession. He’d never seen a woman look so grand, so mysterious, so other-worldly.

Run, you fool. She’s some manner of sea witch, and she’s ensorcelled you!

Johannes took a step back, but then a thought occurred to him: what if he could help her dock, and she gave him a coin for his troubles? She looked like nobility, and what harm would she do a helpful fellow? This was just the opportunity he’d been waiting for.

“Hello?” His voice echoed out over the water. “Need a helping hand to dock? Toss me your line, mistress, and I’ll tie you fast.”

She was only a dozen yards away now, and Johannes could only marvel. Her little boat was moving sideways through the waves, as if grasped by some great invisible hand. His offer suddenly sounded very foolish indeed.

“Thank you,” came the woman’s response, her voice calm, almost distracted.

Did that mean… it very well might! Johannes rubbed his palms on his hips but she made no move to take up a rope. Closer she came, till her boat touched gently against the pier and stopped.

“Um, mistress? Your mooring rope?”

“Hmm? Yes. My mooring rope.” She considered where it must no doubt lie curled up at the stern. Johannes saw her narrow her eyes, and then a man emerged from the water to climb up over the rear of the ship.

A dead man. 

The fellow’s hair had mostly fallen out, revealing his wet skull and torn scalp. A crab disappeared inside his torn shirt as water sluiced down his rotten form. The dead man reached down, took hold of the rope, and then turned to extend it to Johannes with hands that were little more than bones.

Johannes stared, horrified, fascinated, frozen in place. The man’s eyes were gone. His lower jaw was gone. His nose was little more than two slits in his waterlogged features. And yet he waited patiently, rope extended.

Johannes leaned forward and took the rope. 

The dead man released his grip on the boat’s stern and slipped back into the dark water.

“I…” Johannes couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. “I’ll… tie this here, then. To this, ah, post.”

“Thank you,” said the young woman. She was wearing a dress, he saw, black and covered in gleaming black pearls. Like a wedding dress, but all wrong.

Johannes mechanically tied the rope around the post, and when he was done he saw that the woman had moved to the edge of the plank set across the middle of the boat that served as a seat and extended her gloved hand to him.

Johannes’ heart lurched painfully with terror, but he saw his hand rise up to take her own and help her onto the pier.

“Thank you,” she said as she smoothed down her dress, and only then did she consider him, looking him up and down as if seeing him for the first time. “What are you doing here?”

“Fishing,” he said.

“You won’t have much luck,” she said, turning to gaze out over the Bay of Despair. “There are no fish in the water tonight, and won’t be for some time to come.”

“Ha-ha,” he said, his laughter strange in his own ears. Sounding just shy of panicked. “Just dead men?” 

“Just so,” said the strange lady, voice calm, expression serene. “They would make for poor eating if you caught one and raised him to the surface. Or her, of course, for that matter. Though some are so far gone after their march across the sea floor that it’s hard to tell what they once were unless you know what to look for.”

Johannes gaped. “I… you’re saying… the Bay of Despair is filled with the dead, mistress?”

She bobbed her head. “It’s taken some time and work, but yes. They’re down below even now. Staring up at me through the filth and water. Waiting. Waiting for my summons.”

Johannes’ skin goose-pimpled all over and then he gave a nervous laugh. “Ha-ha, that’s… I mean, that’s crazy.”

He’d not seen a dead man give him the rope, had he? She must have done it. No way a dead man had come out of the water like that.

“Is it?” She considered him sidelong. “I suppose it is, on some level. If you mean ‘improbable.’”

“That, too.” He stared down at his bottle of good heavy. How much had he had? Wanted to pinch himself. To laugh and run screaming at the same time. Easy there, lad. This ain’t happening. You’re all confused. Just a nice lady, is all. Just… drifted in with the current, somehow. 

The woman was still considering him. “Oh. You must be waiting for a coin.”

“A coin,” he said hollowly.

“For helping me dock. It is how these things are done, is it not?”

“Yes,” he said. “It is. A coin. Yes.”

She slipped black-gloved fingers into her purse and pulled forth a silver. “For your troubles. And another for ruining your fishing.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” he said, touching his brow as was customary. “I… would there be anything else…?”

And the way she looked at him suddenly terrified him to no end. He couldn’t say why. But suddenly the very nature of her gaze changed. She went from bemused detachment to considering him in a way that made him feel less than human. 

Her lips, he saw, were stained black.

“I’ve already as many as I need, I suppose. You may leave.”

“I… yes. Thank you, mistress.”

Johannes turned and ran down the pier. Didn’t stop till he’d plunged into Lobster Alley, and passed clean through into Net Road. Only then did he stop and press his back against the wall and gulp for air, both coins clutched in his grimy fist. 

His fishing rod. He’d left it behind. 

But she’d said there’d be no good fishing in the Bay of Despair for the foreseeable future.

And sweating feverishly, Johannes recalled the woman’s flat stare, and believed her.

 

* * * 

 

The next morning.

 

The caravan was monstrous. It wound into Port Gloom like a cancer, each wagon plated with black chitinous armor and featuring an archer platform fixed atop the strapped down goods. Wheels were rimmed with iron, and each was pulled by a painfully slow yet seemingly unstoppable hippo-lizard, their horns shaved down to leather-capped nubs, their beaks bound tight, their mighty bodies rippling with muscle under their heavy scales. 

Their arrival in Drover’s Yard caused some measure of consternation; it wasn’t every season that such a convoy arrived from the jungles of Jarjute, bearing precious loads of iron mahogany, gold, diamonds, and tin. The Jarjutians were as impossibly elegant as they were tall, dressed in crimson robes that contrasted sharply with their thick copper and gold jewelry and their skin as dark as obsidian, their expressions solemn, each attended by five servants who seemed their opposite in every way. 

Yet it was the hired guards that drew the eye. The Jarjutes were famed for sparing no expense when it came to the long trek north, and marched with a small army for protection. Fifteen massive carriages rolled into the yard, claiming nearly a quarter of the great field, and for each carriage some fifty soldiers marched, usually each its own mercenary group, distinct in appearance and disdainful of the others.

Fallen elves guarded one wagon, black streaks crossing each eye vertically to indicate that all they saw was unhallowed, their lithe forms clad in cast-off armor, their hair hacked and chopped into startling mohawks, mullets, and other dramatic configurations.

Another was protected by dwarves from the Death Seeker clan, their bodies covered in cyan tattoos, their chests and backs marked with the Hanged God’s grinning skull, their eyes rolling in their heads as they staggered forward, grinning obscenely at anyone who might be willing to get into a fight.

Three wagons were protected by sober-looking humans in gray and green, their tower shields slung over their backs like tortoise shells, their order and discipline infamous across Khansalon: Unbreakables from the tiny mountain republic of Incipia, unconquered and unchallenged since it declared itself independent from Mendev two centuries ago.

But it was the last wagon that drew the most attention. Over fifty half-orcs and full-bloods marched alongside the chitin-armored wagon, each dressed in wickedly interlocking plates of black blood-steel. Under the dust and grime of the road it was clear the armor was of the finest quality, each axe, blade, and warhammer a masterwork, each warrior a supreme exemplar of its species.

But it was at the five war trolls that everyone stared. They ambled along at the very rear, unconcerned about the stares, huge fists nearly dragging along the ground, heads jutting forward, piss-yellow eyes narrowed against the dust. Huge outcroppings of rock were embedded in their shoulders, ran down their backs and forearms, and each wore a massive weapon of some kind across their back that not even the strongest of the full-blood orcs could have lifted. 

And from the back of the war troll at their center rose a flag, black as night, with a white mailed fist imprinted across its fluttering face.

Marching at the very fore of this group, regal and disdainful, was a savage queen of a half-orc. Almost seven feet tall and with the physique of a demi-goddess, her black hair a full mane that was held back by a crown of iron spikes around her brow, her human blood betraying itself in her striking, powerfully beautiful features. Her skin was slate green, her bare shoulders marked by the dark spots typical of orcs, clad in partial black plate of cruel and exquisite design, thick iron chains wrapped around her forearms. 

She strode into Drover’s Yard as if it were her own court, ignoring the stares and whispers that fled like wildfire through the other merchant groups and local mercenary groups.

The Jarjute caravan wound itself into a tight knot, and immediately drovers and drivers set to hobbling their hippo-lizards, slamming blocks in place around their wagon wheels, establishing a perimeter, while servants ran forth to fetch refreshments and delicacies for their masters. 

From the Provost of Merchant’s tower in the center of Drover’s Yard came an eager delegation of import and excise officials, who were met by the senior members of the Jarjute merchants. They spoke for a good half hour, but the arrival of a concerned messenger from the central tower seemed to set off some measure of friction; voices were raised, fingers were pointed, and finally the Jarjutes sent a runner into the wagons.

Hundreds of curious eyes followed the long-limbed lad as he ran past wagons and mercenary companies to fetch up at last by the Mailed Fist wagon. There he spoke rapidly with the savage queen, who had been waiting, arms crossed over her large chest. She betrayed no reaction, but set forth to join the conclave.

Lieutenant Orria watched the half-orc warlord approach with a sinking heart. Why? She’d angled and called in every favor to be on duty when the Jarjute caravan arrived. This was her moment. Her time to cash in on nearly a decade of working her way to the top. Her commission alone from the trade that was about to take place would be enough to ensure a comfortable retirement in a modest home on the border of the Garden District itself. All she had to do was ensure that everything went smoothly, that the Jarjutians were pleased, that order was upheld so that copious amounts of gold could change hands. 

And yet. For the Mailed Fist to be part of the Jarjutian convoy? 

Disaster. 

She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and raised her chin. Despite her panic, she had to project authority and calm. Hands linked behind her back, flanked by her assistants, a dozen notaries, and even more inspectors, she watched as the half-orc warlord approached. 

By the Fortuna’s fickle favor she was an impressive specimen. And almost ferociously feminine; for all her muscle and strength, there was no denying her curves, the swell of her hips and chest. It was all Orria could do to not simply gape; the half-orc warrior looked strong enough to take on a battalion by herself, yet that face, the delicacy of her features, made her as alluringly beautiful as she was terrifying.

“Elders,” said the half-orc as she reached their group.

“Yashara of the Mailed Fist,” said First Elder, an imperious old man whose hair had turned as white as the clouds. “The Lieutenant of the Provost of Merchants is distressed at your presence in our caravan. She has questions for you.”

Yashara turned her bleak gaze upon Orria, who nearly wilted before the intensity in the half-orc’s eyes. 

Another deep breath. “Yashara, you are the leader of the mercenary band known as the Mailed Fists?”

“I am,” said the half-orc. 

“Were you and your company present in Port Gloom a year and a half ago?”

“We were.”

“And did you partake in treasonous activities at that time, including the massacre of twenty of the late Lord Wargiver’s guard, his magus, and later himself within his own estate?” Orria lifted the scroll that had been pinned to her office wall for the past eighteen months. “There are other crimes listed, but we can begin with that.”

“No,” said Yashara, voice firm. “My company and I left Port Gloom upon completing our contract.”

“No.” Orria licked her lower lip. The Jarjute elders were watching her with the predatory keenness of hawks. Further, this confrontation was drawing the attention of almost every living being in Drover’s Yard. Sweat prickled across Orria’s brow, and ran down the slopes of her back. “I see. Would you be willing to enter the circle of truth and repeat that assertion?”

“No,” said Yashara, who crossed her arms over her chest, the muscles of her forearms evident. “The circle is reserved for negotiators and criminals. I am neither.”

Orria fought to keep her tone reasonable. “You must understand that the charges leveled against you are incredibly grave, and that if you refuse to subject yourself to such a test then I will be forced -”

“Force to lose the custom of the nation of Jarjute,” said First Elder, interjecting smoothly. His smile was easy, relaxed, which, Orria had been told, meant the elder was absolutely furious. The friendlier the Jarjutians became, the closer to death you were. “Yashara of the Mailed Fist passed all our reviews before being hired as guards. She has our complete faith, and has proven herself invaluable over the past six months as we journeyed north. The unrest in your countryside almost convinced us not to come. We were forced to double our normal security so as to ward off the rumored armies of rioting peasants. Thus, Port Gloom’s problems have forced us to respond in such manner by hiring the best protection available, which makes it all the more galling that you, a representative of your government, would take issue with our protection. If you insult her, you insult us, and our judgement.”

“First Elder,” said Orria, heart trying gamely to claw its way up between her lungs and out her throat, “please, I meant absolutely no offense. First of all, there are no rioting armies of peasants. Yes, there is some political unrest right now, but nothing that should trouble you. However, certain matters are beyond my ability to control, and this mercenary is wanted for terrible crimes -”

“Lieutenant,” cut in the First Elder. His eyes were fairly twinkling with amusement. “You are in control of the Drover’s Yard, are you not?”

“I am,” said Orria, fighting the urge to mop her brow. When had it become so hot?

“And act with the complete authority of the Provost of Merchants?”

“I do.”

“Who was appointed by the municipal council and has the blessings of the Royal Provost himself?”

“He does.”

“Then you must own any decision made here. I will not allow the honor of my people to be insulted, nor for my employees to be coerced and suborned.”

Orria forced herself to match the Elder’s smile. Shit. Shit, shit, shit! To lose the Jarjute caravan would mean not only her title, but most likely in the long run her life. The caravan came but once every three years, and literally hundreds of merchants were waiting to make fortunes off the imports. To lose the caravan would mean to inflict a terrible blow to the economy. 

Yashara watched her impassively.

Justice or gold? This was Port Gloom. The answer was simple. 

Orria’s smile became genuine. “But of course, First Elder. The matter is inconsequential. Your assurances are all we need to put the matter to rest.” And slowly, with great deliberation, she tore up the scroll in her hand and dropped the pieces.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” said the First Elder, inclining his head but a fraction, his friendly smile fading away. “You are dismissed, Yashara.”

Orria ignored the half-orc as she turned on her heel and strode back to the caravans. The matter was no longer her concern. 

“With that dealt with, I invite you all to join me for drinks and refreshments within the provost’s tower,” she said, confidence returning. “We have much to discuss, but let us do so in a civilized manner, yes?”

The First Elder inclined his head once more. “That would be amenable.”

The wheels of commerce began to slow spin once more. Orria nodded to her primary assistant, who would organize the inspectors, match them with the Jarjute interpreters. Notaries would take sworn affidavits as to cargo, merchants and their representatives would begin to fill the seating in the clearing house, the orders would be placed, and soon the precious goods would be offloaded and sold as wealth flowed smoothly from hand to hand, purse to purse, to the benefit of all.

Turning to lead the delegation of elders back to the tower, Orria caught sight of Yashara one last time. She’d reached her company, and was passing one of the war trolls. Reached out as she did so and patted the brute’s stony shoulder in what looked for all the world like a satisfied, congratulatory manner.

A flicker of suspicion crossed Orria’s mind. More was at play here than she knew. 

But she crushed that flicker and smiled once more as she led the way across the yard. Not her problem. Not anymore.

 

* * *

Three days later.

 

Thorne Manor was situated in the very heart of the Garden District, directly off the main avenue which encircled the Public Gardens. Set behind a spear-tipped wall of cream stone, it was a grand edifice that rose three stories high and featured a garden on one side and a courtyard on the other. A finely graveled road encircled a refined fountain set before the covered portico, beneath which a double stairway rose to broad doors of walnut inlaid with rosewood, with vases full of flowers every step of the way. 

With the demise of the Lady Thorne three years before, the manor had stood empty, its exorbitant price fending off even the greatest of barons who eyed its elegance and copious grounds with avarice and frustrated desire. Society grew used to passing its huge gates without casting more than a passing gaze at the decadent flower garden and curtained windows, and in time it came to be accepted as a memento of a fading past, a relic of an age when the Thornes hosted the cream of Port Gloom’s society to parties whose grandeur grew with each telling. 

A relic that stood shrouded in silence, without life, and without an owner.

Until suddenly, it had one. 

Overnight, word spread through the salons and ballrooms of the Garden District that the Thorne Manor had been purchased. The next morning, during the daily promenade when the wealthy and bored elite of the city did their circuit of the Public Gardens in their open carriages and phaetons, each and every one slowed as they passed the massive gates so that they could peer down the long driveway at the great cream walls with its slate gray roof.

The windows were thrown open, the curtains pulled back, and it seemed an army of maids and servants were hard at work cleaning, dusting, and sweeping out the years of neglect. The rear entrance of Porthas Street was crammed with deliveries, with wagons and carts extending almost down to Bridge Road, and for the first time in years smoke rose from the estate’s dozen chimneys.

That night at the Hanault salon a cluster of young nobles gathered by the bay windows that looked out at Execution Hill. Lady Hanault’s new pet violinist played a haunting tune from the drawing room, and servants approached, ghost-like, to refill goblets whenever they dipped below two thirds full. 

“I saw her,” said Sir Illcrist, handsome and debonair in his naval uniform, leaning against the wall with a goblet before his lips. “I can affirm the rumors, though I didn’t recognize her. Quite the beauty. Clad in severe gray, she was, which offset her burnished crimson hair quite nicely. Blue eyes, I believe, startlingly vivid, so that I marked them even as I passed the gate. Freckles. Ah, what I wouldn’t have done to get a little closer so as to count each one.”

Lady Hanault smiled. “You could always disguise yourself as a delivery man, Illcrist.”

“Only if he were seeking a rear entry,” said Sir Pellem, obviously pleased with his quip. “Did you see the number of carts and wagons piled up along Porthas? I swear, she must have purchased every loose stool, desk, and marble bust in Port Gloom.”

“My father said he recognized her,” said Lady Gellas, voice dreamy and distant. She was staring at her own reflection in the dark glass. “But he couldn’t place her. Said he saw her in court a few years back.”

“Is that so?” Illcrist smoothed down his rakish mustache. “Could she be the owner, then?”

“I’d say not,” said Hanault with a condescending smile. “If she were the lady of the house, why would she be directing common gardeners and the like? No. She must be a trusted servant, perhaps a cousin, even, of the true owner.”

“Agreed,” said Gellas, turning her face slowly so as to admire how the light crept across the perfect curvature of her cheeks. “A glorified steward, I’d warrant. Had her moment in the sun two years ago and no doubt failed to find a suitor. Exhausted her father’s treasury and came home in disgrace. Only to be picked up by a wealthy distant relative, and sent ahead to prepare the manor for him.”

“Or her,” said Hanault. “We live in a modern age, my dear.”

“Assuredly,” said Gellas without conviction. “I’m sure you are correct. Shall we wager on it?”

Hanault turned to Illcrist. “No other news?”

“Oh, there’s nothing but news these days.” The naval officer gave a deprecating smile. “Did you hear that Baron Riverine sold his matched dappled pair for ten thousand gold crowns? They were delivered to Thorne Manor this morning.”

“Ten thousand?” spluttered Pellem, nearly spilling his wine. “You’re mistaken, good sir.”

“I’m not. And am well aware that Riverine purchased them for half that sum. He made a tidy profit.”

“Ten thousand gold crowns?” Gellas’ dreamy expression faded away. “Who brokered the deal?”

“I’m not such close to Riverine as to know that,” said Illcrist. “But I’m of the opinion that it must be foreign royalty. Whom else could throw such wealth around?”

“Ten thousand,” said Gellas, turning to her reflection once more. “And no word of a reception of the owner’s arrival?”

“None,” said Illcrist. “It’s all a most perplexing puzzle. Nobody’s talking about anything else.”

“Lies,” drawled Pellem, swirling his wine within his goblet. “Anybody of consequence is talking about Manticora.”

“Please,” said Hanault, shifting uneasily in her seat. “Let us not lower the quality of our conversation.”

“Either we lower it, my dear, or we shall find it lowered when he arrives in town,” said Pellem with morbid amusement. “He’s due to arrive, it’s said, within the week. Throngs of filthy peasants in his wake, holding aloft a banner of rights that have them all whipped up into a frenzy.”

“But who is he?” demanded Hanault. “Nobody can give me a direct answer. How is that this… this demagogue has arisen from nowhere? And a count?”

“Nobody can give you a direct answer,” said Illcrist quietly, “because nobody knows. There are a few facts, however.”

Hanault smoothed out the fabric of her skirt. “And they are?” 

“That he has the ear of the people. That he’s timing his arrival in Port Gloom by great coincidence with the election of the next set of magistrates. That his speeches are attended by hundreds. And that he is indubitably of noble blood.”

“And how,” drawled Pellem, leaning precariously forward, “do you know that, my dear corporal?”

“Simple. It’s my belief that Manticora has purchased the Thorne estate.”

“No!” Hanault froze. “That populist? Here in the center of the Garden District?”

“I’ve no proof,” said Illcrist, attempting to put on a disinterested expression, “but the timing is suspicious, is it not? And whether they’re a parvenu or old blood, in my opinion anybody who purchases the Thorne Manor immediately qualifies as nobility.”

Gellas sniffed. “That says more about you than the owner of the manor.”

“Perhaps,” said Illcrist, his smile growing rigid. 

“Manticora, here in the city,” whispered Hanault, extending her goblet absentmindedly to be refilled. “Oh, the Royal Provost has to be nervous.”

“Hardly,” said Pellem, voice loud and overconfident. “It’s poor Manticora I feel sorry for. That country bumpkin may be drowning in gold, but Port Gloom will eat him for breakfast. The minute he steps inside the city walls, he’ll realize he’s gone from being a large fish in a small pond to a minnow in an ocean filled with sharks. He won’t last two weeks before he’s found floating in his fountain, dagger in his back.”

“Oh Pellem,” said Gellas, turning away in disgust. “You’re such a grotesque bore.”

“You think so?” asked Hanault.

Pellem and Illcrist shared a look, and then both nodded in tandem.

“Two weeks,” said Pellem.

“I’d give him one,” said Illcrist. “The Family doesn’t take well to rabble rousers.”

“A pity,” whispered Gellas, staring through her reflection at last and up to the peak of Execution Hill, where the huge gallows stood silhouetted against the moon. “I was so hoping to attend a ball at Thorne Manor.”

 

 

 


Chapter 2

 

 

I rode into the city under the cover of night, heart in my throat, surrounded by twenty of my most trusted companions, the sound of our mounts’ hooves thundering about us as we galloped through Gallows Gates, through the thick curtain wall that surrounded the city, and into that wretched hive of villainy and scum, that cesspool of corruption and decay, that vast, heaving, stinking tapestry of endless human misery and industry: Port Gloom.

Home at long, long last.

Everything was planned. Copious bribes had been paid, and so we entered unmolested, the gates left open, the guards staring fixedly out at the night and not down to where our company streamed past. To split at the base of Execution Hill, Markov taking fifteen of my companions south to cross the New Bridge and their rendezvous with a dozen awaiting officials, while I continued west, galloping furiously past the late night phaetons of errant nobles returning home from their assignations, past endless manors and mansions, past elegant chateaux and palaces, to sweep out at last onto that broad avenue that encircled the Public Gardens and come at last to my new home.

Thorne Manor.

I wanted to laugh at the sight of it; its vast, dignified ridiculousness, large enough to house a hundred but now my home alone. My guards were ready, had been prepared, so that I barely had to slow upon reaching the huge iron gates, which swung open to admit me and mine to the gravel road that speared through the ornate gardens to wrap around the hissing fountain and come at last under the great portico that extended out nearly ten yards to protect any carriage that might arrive during inclement weather.

And there she was, Cerys, emerging from the double doors, hands clasped, eyes alight with emotion, to come down the steps with her hands outstretched as I leaped from my steaming, snorting mount and took her in my arms, spinning around with a cry of delight.

“You’re here,” she said, but then said no more, as I leaned down to kiss her savagely, wanting to devour her, to consume her so that we’d never be parted again. I bent her back over my arm, dissolving into the kiss, but then tore myself free with a pang of loss and grinned down at her blushing face.

“I’m back at last. And by the Hanged God’s great sagging balls I’ve missed this city.”

“That’s what got you riled?” She straightened up, tucking a lock of crimson hair back behind her ear. “Aroused by the stink of a hundred thousand starving souls?”

I winked at her. “That and your perfect rear. Cerys! Meet my friends.” I slid my arm around her waist and turned to regard the other four riders. “Crone Helga you know, of course.”

The old lady was completely enshrouded by her robes, black and without adornment, her hood pulled low and with her customary scarf pulled over her face. She dismounted with practiced ease and bowed low.

“Crone Helga,” said Cerys with a smirk.

“And this is Mattias.” The ebon-haired youth bowed with a grin. “Lavinia. Master Hammerholt. Tethis and Gheorges.” Each bowed and curtsied in turn. “Priceless companions all, but no doubt worn near to death by our midnight gallop. Have we rooms for them?”

“Only thirty or so.” Cerys looked over her shoulder. “Bellhaim?”

A svelte older man with iron-hued hair stepped forward neatly, clad all in black and as severe as he was sharp. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, master.”

I nodded. “The pleasure is mine. See to it please that my companions are provided for in whatever manner they desire. We’ve a big day tomorrow. I want them well rested.”

“But of course. If you all would follow me?”

“Crone Helga,” I said as the five began to move forward. “Please stay.”

“As you wish,” said the crone, her voice sibilant. 

“How are we to sleep tonight?” demanded Mattias. “I’m of a mind to drink and plan and then plan some more.”

“Enough with the planning,” I said. “All is done. Rest. All of you. Tomorrow our plans come to a head. I need you sharp and ready, not tottering and hung over.”

“Wise words,” said Master Hammerholt, clapping one of his huge, callused hands on my shoulder. “But first I’ll see to security. I won’t sleep till I know all’s in order.”

“Very good. Sleep well, one and all.” 

Bellhaim led the four up the stairs and within, while other servants emerged to take our mounts and lead them to the stables. 

“Now,” I said, turning back to Cerys. “We’ve other plans to discuss. How many studies do I now own?”

“Studies? I think three? Two parlors, two rooms I’ve randomly designated as ‘front rooms,’ an extensive library, a solar, and a smoking room.”

“All that? Very well. I’m feeling scholastic. To the library.”

Cerys gave me a mock curtsy, and I took full advantage of the moment to admire her svelte figure in her gray dress. “If you will follow me, Your Excellency.”

Extending my arm to assist Crone Helga, we mounted the broad steps of my new home and passed through the grand double doors into the entrance hall. It was as imposing and large as I’d imagined, with double staircases doubling back on themselves to reach the second floor, a huge chandelier of cut glass descending from the darkness above as if from the heavens, beautifully woven rugs of vivid crimson and maroon hues from Jarjute across the marble floors, and various works of no doubt insanely costly art against the walls. 

Cerys led us confidently down the length of the hall, turned off into a corridor, turned off that into a second hallway, and from there opened a stately door into what proved to be the library. The air smelled of old leather and dust, with a hint of woodsmoke and oil over it. Tall windows lined the far wall, looking out over the darkened garden, while the other three were covered in shelves upon which a thousand tomes had to sit, their spines gleaming with gilt letters, ladders set upon sliders here and there, a fireplace to one side in which logs were stacked in preparation. Heavily stuffed armchairs were arrayed before the fire, while high-backed chairs were set about a circular table in which a map of Khansalon was engraved. The floor was covered in plush rugs, and everything gleamed as if waxed or buffed. 

“I’ll be right back,” said Cerys. “I’ve set aside a bottle for just this occasion.” And she stepped away.

Crone Helga released my arm and moved to the fireplace where she snapped her fingers, causing a spark of purple fire to shoot forth and set the wood aflame. “Better,” she hissed. “My old bones don’t take to midnight rides as they once did.”

“Oh really?” I said, coming up behind her and sliding an arm around her stomach, my hand moving down to cup her sex between her legs. “That’s not what you said last night.”

Crone Helga pressed her hand back against my shoulder and ground her hips forward against my hand. “Alas, in my infirmity, I can no longer indulge in such… wicked pastimes.”

“Hmm,” I said, raising my other hand to clasp her by the throat. “What wickedness I know I’ve learned from you.”

“Be gentle, Your Excellency,” whispered the crone, and then turned within my arms to face me, reaching up at last to flip back her hood and pull free her scarf, revealing the saturnine and utterly beguiling features of a dark elf. “You know not how my innocent heart trembles at such insinuations.”

“Shall I come back later?” asked Cerys, and I turned to see her leaning against the door, bottle in one hand, three goblets inverted and hanging from the fingers of her other. The wry smile that tugged at the corner of her lips undercut the intention of her words.

“Why leave?” asked Netherys, shedding her thick outer robe and laying it over an armchair, so that she was able to stretch languorously in the her black traveling leathers. “You could simply take me up on my invitation at last and join us. What better way to relax than in a few hours of torrid lovemaking?”

“Another night, perhaps,” said Cerys, pushing off the doorframe to approach and hand us each a glass. “We’ve too much business to catch up on.”

“Alas,” I said, taking the bottle as well and setting it on the table. “Regrettable, too true.” I pulled out a stiletto, punched its tip into the cork, then twisted and pulled it free with a pop. “But first, a toast.”

“A toast,” murmured Netherys, raising her goblet so I could fill it. 

“To what do we drink?” asked Cerys.

I filled my goblet last, and raised it high so that the dark purple liquid within gleamed in the light of the leaping flames. “To revolution.”

“To revolution,” they both said, and we clinked glasses and drank.

“Ah,” I said. “Delicious. Now. Report.”

“Where to begin?” Cerys rolled the rim of her goblet back and forth across her lower lip. “The city is aflame with curiosity as to your identity. Speculation runs rampant. I’ve heard people claim you are the Emperor of Mendev, the Dream Slave of Paruko, a pirate captain from the Heshaman Isles, a figurehead for the Nautilus Company, and everything in between. The nobility of the city froths and gnashes their teeth with impatient curiosity as they promenade before your gate.”

I began to slowly walk down the length of the huge shelves, allowing my eye to travel over the titles on the spines. “Go on.”

“I’ve heard from Yashara. She’s stationed at the Drover’s Yard with Pony and her new recruits. She’s being watched, but remains unmolested. The Jarjutes have vouched for her as planned, and this has earned her clemency from the city guard.”

“Excellent. Iris?”

“Has gone to ground in the Harbor District. We spoke briefly two days ago. She… I’m troubled. I’ll admit it. She’s growing more distant and fey with each passing month. It was as if she didn’t hear half my questions.”

“Hmm,” said Netherys, tapping her lower lip with a perfectly curved black nail. “Has she brought her dead?”

“Yes,” said Cerys. “Hundreds upon hundreds of them stand waiting at the bottom of the bay.”

“Then that’s what counts,” said Netherys. “Next?”

“I’d argue that point, and will, but I’ll keep going for now. Pogo has dug up a number of maps of the sewer, and believes he’s identified a suitable location. He’s eager to show you and begin construction.”

“He’s here?”

“Yes. He asked me to notify him when you arrived, but - I didn’t. I’d not be able to get a word in edgewise if he were here. It’d be all tributaries, spillage pipes, and run-off chambers for several hours if I’d summoned him.”

“Dear Pogo. Very well. I’ll speak to him when we’re done.”

“I’ve not met with Tamara, but signs of her presence are everywhere. Word of her arrival was only quenched by your own purchase of this manor. It seems she’s begun a civil war within the church of the White Sun.”

“Is she winning?” asked Netherys.

“I can’t say from outside. But the opposition is proving more stubborn than we expected. We’ll have to meet with her soon, but I don’t think she has full command yet.”

“She’ll need to hurry up,” I said, turning to another wall of books. “I need the church at my beck and call.”

Cerys shrugged. “It’s a monolithic entity so steeped in corruption that I’m sure she has little to work with. Still, we’re set to meet with her in the sewers three nights from now. She’ll update you then.”

“Very well.” I finished my wine and marched back to the table so as to refill my goblet. “Now. Politics.”

“I’ve been kept informed by several of your people,” said Cerys. “Most of which have entered the house disguised as deliverymen. The whole city is aflame, with thousands already filling Market Square to vote for you as the new Quartus Magistrate. As in, right now, camping out so as to be first to vote.” Cerys regarded me with something akin to wonder and awe. “I don’t know whether to believe the rumors or not, but clearly the people of Port Gloom do.”

I flashed her a grin and repressed the urge to laugh. “I’m sure they’ve not done me justice. Cerys! If you could have been with me these past months.”

“You’d have aged a decade,” said Netherys, sinking down into an armchair and crossing her legs. “I know I have.”

“Nonsense. It’s been amazing. Each gathering larger than the next. Word spreading before me as to my previous speech, what I’m promising, the changes I’ll make. Four months ago my arrival in a hamlet or village would draw a few dozen. Five days ago in Ramborough there must have been a thousand souls crammed into the central square to hear me speak.”

I envisioned it, that ocean of faces, the expressions of doubt and suspicion giving way to rapturous joy and hope. “It’s the most amazing feeling in the world, Cerys. When I speak, I don’t even know what I’m saying -”

“That much is obvious,” muttered Netherys.

“-but it comes forth like an endless river, and my words, they resonate with such power that I can feel the audience in the cusp of my hand. Those minutes feel infinite while they last, and I feel like I can say anything and sway them to my cause. Ah! When I finally find my father, I’ll have to thank him for this gift, this ability to sway the masses to my point of view.” I drained my goblet of wine and poured a third. “Of course, it helps that I have their actual best interests in mind. Just the land reform alone has them in raptures. They’re finally starting to believe I will deliver.”

“Let’s be honest,” said Netherys, staring into the flames. “Many of them are already grieving your imminent assassination.”

“Yes, well, that will be tricky. I’ve grown very, very hard to kill.”

“But were there riots at Wheatgarden?” asked Cerys.

“Yeah.” I tongued the inside of my cheek. “There were. The local lord - what was his name - Catspurse or something - decided a show of authority was needed and marched some fifty of his soldiers down at us. I may have gotten a little hot under the collar.”

“You may have ordered the five hundred people listening to you to resist being dispersed,” said Netherys.

“There are obviously limits to my power. I appreciate that now. As soon as I lose their attention, I lose my hold on them. When the guards cut down the first rank of farmers, the rest… well. Suffice to say there was indeed a riot. Luckily, few were seriously injured, much less killed.”

“But because of that they’re calling you a blood-thirsty demagogue,” said Cerys. “I’ve heard it said the council is going to disqualify you as a candidate for magistrate as a result.”

“Let them try.” I grinned, my spirits rising once more. “The magistrates operate outside the jurisdiction of the council, and are protected by the ancient principle of sacrosanctity. That’s the whole bleeding point, isn’t it? We get enough people voting me in, I’ll be magistrate whether they want me or not.”

“Unless they press criminal charges,” said Netherys.

“Which they’d have done by now if they were going to. Once I’m elected, it’ll be too late. No. Since Wheatgarden we’ve met with no resistance because they know better than to make a martyr out of me. Gheorges and Tethis both agree: they’re going to either attempt to bribe and corrupt me, and if that fails crush me in the council so as to ensure I can’t deliver what I’ve promised, and then once the excitement of my election has died down, they’ll try to quietly assassinate me and dump my body in the bay.”

“A good plan,” said Cerys.

“Look what happened last time someone tried to cut my throat and dumped me in the Snake Head River.”

Cerys couldn’t help but smile. “True. But back then you were but an aspiring thief. Now you’re an aspiring magistrate. They might try a little harder.”

“Let them,” I said. “I’m ready.”

Cerys looked over to Netherys. “He been this cocky for long?”

“Months,” said Netherys, rolling her eyes. “Nigh on insufferable.”

“I am actively resisting the urge to make a truly terrible pun here,” I said. “It’s actually damn heroic of me.”

“We appreciate it,” said Cerys, deadpan though her eyes gleamed. “Sincerely.”

“You know, the more time passes, the more I appreciate what the Nautilus corporation did for us.” 

Cerys raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

“Without them, without our struggles in Port Lusander, I’d never have thought of going big. Of…” I waved my goblet in the air. “Of tackling my father on a systemic level, you know? Before them, I merely saw the world as an individual, a jumped-up thief. But after seeing how they wielded power, how near-immortal their model was, well. Everything we’re trying to do here, from Manticora through to Pogo’s attacks on the Family, are modeled on the same line of thinking.”

“Cheers to Nautilus, then,” said Cerys, raising her goblet.

Netherys snickered and raised her own.

“Cheers to Nautilus,” I said. “May they rot outside the Ashen Garden forever. Now. We’ve got till dawn to attend to other business. What’s the word on the locations of the other seers? You manage to confirm their addresses?”

“No,” said Cerys, setting down her goblet with a sigh. “That’s the bad news. I’ve had each address we stole from Baron Wargiver’s ledger double-checked. Each of the captive magic users were moved shortly after we left for Port Lusander. We should have expected it, really. The Family’s strength depends on their magical network. I’ve not been able to determine where each woman was moved to. I didn’t want to draw any attention before you arrived.”

“Fair enough.” I began to pace. “Fine. I suppose it was too optimistic of me to hope they’d kept them in the same places. We’ll have to devise another way to locate and give them peace.”

“It will be tricky. Pogo and I have spent several evenings up discussing the matter. We’ve yet to come up with a surefire method.”

“I’ll think of something,” I said, still pacing. “There are some twelve of them scattered evenly across the city. There’s got to be a way to detect them. Perhaps when Maestria sails in with the Spume I’ll have Havatier take a crack at it.”

“She’s not due in for quite some time,” said Cerys. 

“I know. But time we now have, it seems.”

“We do?” Netherys finished her wine and extended her goblet for a refill. I held the bottle up. Just a few fingers were left at the bottom. “I thought you wanted to take out four or five of the maimed seers tonight, and have the Family reeling right before your election.”

“I did. But they don’t yet connect the Count of Manticora to Kellik, we’re all right. They can know where I go and what I do - predict it even - and not be too fussed. I’m currently a problem for the council, not the Family.”

“And when you become too big a problem for the council?” asked Cerys.

“Then the Family will come after me.” I stopped before the high windows and gazed out at what looked to be a bed of white roses. “And that’ll provide us with all manner of opportunities.”

“Baleric is here,” said Cerys. “With his crew.”

“The only thing I loathe more than an Exemplar of the White Sun is an Exemplar of the Hanged God,” said Netherys with a shudder.

“Hey, we like Exemplars of the White Sun now,” I said.

“Fine. Tamara excluded.”

“Baleric is my father’s sword, but like a sword he’s harmless as long as he’s not being swung at our neck.” I paused, and considered my own words. Was that true? I pictured Baleric once more. His lank, white hair, his bloodless face, that dismaying sense he gave off of being utterly and ruthlessly lethal.

“It’s not just Baleric,” said Cerys. “Remember his sister? She was a magic user of some kind. We never quite figured out her powers.”

“A seer, I think,” said Netherys. “Or perhaps a speaker with the dead.”

“Which could mess up our plans,” said Cerys.

“Could. There are a hundred variables. We can’t control them all. And remember, we have cards up our sleeves as well. For now I am simply the Count of Manticora, firebrand and threat to the villains who corrupt our fair city. My father, I’m sure, will be content to let Port Gloom’s natural self-defense systems take care of me.”

“I’ve never seen someone be so cavalier about the fact that soon hundreds of trained assassins paid by a dozen of the city’s wealthiest men will be coming for him.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “What can I say? I’ve been stabbed before, yet here I am.”

“I’m telling you,” said Netherys. “His optimism has become night insufferable.”

“Another bottle of wine?” asked Cerys.

“Make that three. Wine doesn’t really go to my head these days.”

Cerys nodded, took up a small silver bell, and rang it.

I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve decided suddenly to become a lady?”

“That first bottle was special,” said Cerys archly. “Despite how you just gulped it down. From here on out I’m content with whatever Bellhaim sends our way.”

The door opened and the butler stepped inside. “Your Excellency?”

“Three bottles of wine, Bellhaim, along with whatever dinner you’ve kept warm in the kitchen. Please send for Pogmillion.”

“At once, Your Excellency.” Bellhaim bowed his head low, backed out, and closed the doors behind him.

“I could get used to this.”

“You might have to,” said Cerys. “The Count of Manticora would cause a real scandal if he was seen burning his own breakfast.”

“Fortuna forbid,” I said, then paused. Took in the scene before me, really allowed it to sink in. The luxurious library with its thousands of tomes, the heavy wood furniture gleaming in the firelight, the huge windows, each worth more than the income of a whole family down in the Harbor District. Cerys in her severe gray dress by the fireplace, Netherys in her armchair, legs crossed, upper foot bouncing slightly as she sipped on her wine.

“Hard to believe this moment is finally here,” I said at last, and the softness of my tone drew both their eyes. “After - what? Eighteen months of planning, laying down foundations, moving pieces into place. To be back in Port Gloom. Smelling the stink of a million chimneys, a hundred thousand cesspits, hearing the rumble of the ash carts, that familiar skyline - it feels surreal. Wonderful. Terrifying.”

Netherys smirked. “Regrets?”

“None,” I said. “We’re ready. I just feel… so alive. And as amazing as these past five or so months have been, I’ve been living for this night. For this moment with you both. For tomorrow.” I gave myself a shake. “Despite it all, it’s still hard to believe I’m going to be voted in as a Port Gloom magistrate.”

“If you survive the election process,” said Netherys.

“Has she been this cheerful the whole time?” asked Cerys.

“An unadulterated joy to be with,” I said, winking at the dark elf who rolled her eyes and looked away. “But she makes up for it in other ways.”

The door cracked open and Pogo appeared, dressed in a tailored suit of deep burgundy velvet, complete with gold tasseled epaulets on his shoulders and a rakish Jarjute cap set at a rakish angle on his brow.

“Master Kellik!” He positively vibrated with delight. “My heart sings at the sight of your rather uninspiring human visage. Welcome home. I trust you find Thorne Manor to your liking?”

“Pogmillion,” I said, unable to resist a grin. “It’s all right, you know? Down at the harbor we’d have called this ‘passable digs.’ It’ll do for now till I find something better.”

“Ah, humor,” said Pogo, linking his hands behind his back. “I have heard of this phenomenon. An adequate mask to cover up anxiety and doubt.”

“He has cause,” said Netherys.

Cerys turned to her. “Really? You can’t stop?”

Netherys stuck her tongue out at her. 

“Shall I launch into my report, master? Or shall we engage in further jests, a little back and forth, some scurrilous commentary, and the like?”

“Oh Pogo, I’ve missed you. Let’s dive into the reports.”

He coughed into his fist and drew himself as erect as his twisted spine allowed. “Ahem. To whit: everything proceeds according to plan. Having spent nearly a month unearthing long forgotten maps of the sewers, I’ve identified a suitable location for our chthonic base -”

“Chthonic?” I asked.

He waved his hand in irritation. “Subterranean. But yes. The rumors of Port Gloom being built on the ruins of an ancient city - Kalindor - are partially accurate. The old city’s footprint was but a quarter of our current sprawl, and thus while there are indeed old hallways and tunnels deep beneath the city streets around the Harbor and Temple districts, the rest of Port Gloom was built on relatively virgin rock - much of which was limestone. I say was, because a large amount of it was excavated around the city’s current perimeter as a source of building material for the large mansions in the Garden and Execution Hill area. Of course, these quarries were then built over as the city continued to expand, with the result being a network of tunnels and mines that could easily be converted into the sewers, but also a variety of deeper networks that are free of the Kalindor curse and forgotten by the common man.”

I was genuinely fascinated. “Kalindor curse?”

Pogo nodded as he rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet. “It’s mentioned in the earlier texts, but I believe it to be a superstitious holdover from the age of the previous King Troll who ruled that ruined city. But why tempt the fates? I prefer to build our new base of operations in virgin territory.”

“So where would we be located?”

“Per your instructions, I’ve aimed for the southern side of the Snake Head, and close to the Market District. Close to the city wall, practically under Wall Street itself.”

“Serviceable. Where are we with the development?”

“I’ve formed a company that has purchased a failing hostelry above our location, and will now, through middlemen, hire a team of miners to go below and expand the tunnels as required.”

Cerys considered the wine in her glass. “And the Family won’t notice this activity?”

“It will assuredly register on some level,” said Pogo. “No doubt as tithes are paid by the mining guild to their local Uncle. But the presence of my Gloom Key in the expanding base should prevent it from being noticed by the witch network. To them, it is to be hoped, the tunnels and extent of the sewers will remain unchanged, with the new rooms falling under the same obscurity that suffuses the rest of the rock beneath the city.”

“Very well. How long till completion?” I asked. 

“I’m paying premium rates, but not so much as to draw unwarranted attention. I would say three weeks.”

“Well enough. Should coincide with Maestria’s arrival. And the printer?”

“Good news on that front as well.” He hesitated, then waggled his head from one side to the other. “Possibly. I have sent forth inquiries as to the provenance of those printed posters warning about the king trolls you found in the Market Square.” He reached into a scroll tube at his hip and drew forth the copy I’d taken what felt like years ago. It was rumpled, the worse for wear, and he smoothed it out over the table.

 On the Return of the King Trolls, it was titled, and featured a bold drawing of a man wreathed in flames. 

“It seems nothing new has appeared in the city for some time,” continued Pogo, “the last example of that work came about a year ago.”

“And this is good news?” I asked.

“Possibly. Insofar as I have located a parchment supplier who claims to have furnished this artificer with his goods. He gave me an address, though he said requests dried up when the last posters were printed.”

“Hmm. At least we have a location to work with, but I won’t get my hopes up. Excellent work, Pogo.”

“Yes. Now, to the exciting part of my report.” And he hurried out of the library.

I exchanged a look with Cerys.

“He’s gone to get his ledgers,” said Netherys. “I bet you a hundred crowns.”

Pogo hurried back into the room, a leather tome nearly as big as he was in both arms. “Now, I’ve been having a rather unreasonable amount of fun investing a quarter of our available funds into assets both physical and conceptual.” He set the ledger on the table, placed his spectacles across his nose, and climbed up onto a chair so that he could open the great book.

“This has been a challenge of uncommon difficulty! We don’t wish to have the impact of a Jarjute caravan, sending shockwaves through the local economy as we insert hundreds of thousands of gold crowns into the system. No, for us the silent infiltration, slowly pumping our funds into choice accounts -”

Netherys snickered.

Pogo glared at her. “Slowly pumping our funds into choice accounts,” he repeated, raising a defiant eyebrow at her, “resulting in the creation and acquisition of over a dozen new companies and capital ventures, with a focus on shipping, the drapery and clothier guilds, which of course ties in well to our shipping initiative that’s bringing wool down from the Carneheim hinterlands, along with several moneylending and coin-changing ventures which have already begun to render quite sexually attractive profits -”

“Pogo,” I said, holding up a hand. “Tomorrow’s a big day. My mind’s not in the right place for a deep dive. Can you give me an executive summary? Where are we in broad strokes?”

Pogo frowned disapprovingly at me and then closed his book. “Very well. Over how long a period of time?”

“Say, since we left Port Lusander.”

“Hmm.” He tapped his lipless mouth. “Since Port Lusander, an eighteen-month overview. Very well. Debits have exceeded two hundred thousand gold crowns, with the primary expenses being compensating Maestria for her loss of the Bonegwayne, the acquisition of Thorne Manor along with its furnishings and perquisites, and the innumerable bribes that allowed your approach as the Count of Manticora to the city to go unmolested.”

I let out a low whistle. “Two hundred thousand.”

Pogo’s eyes gleamed. “However, the remaining balance of our fortunes has not been sitting idle. My investments, as I was explaining, have already born fruit; we’ve managed a profit of eighty thousand crowns, leaving us with a total value of two hundred and thirty thousand crowns, distributed across cash, holdings, and investments.”

“So we’re not going broke just yet.”

Pogo’s grin was as warming as that of a lamprey. “Not just yet.”

Bellhaim knocked and then entered, silver tray expertly balanced on tented fingers, three bottles and new crystal glasses crowding its surface. 

We all watched silently as he deposited everything on the table, Pogo pulling his book away at the last moment, and uncorked one of the bottles. He filled all four glasses, collected the empty bottles and used glasses, and then left with a final bow.

“So strange,” I said. “Eddwick - remember him? He and I used to go through dozens of discarded bottles behind the Mermaid, pouring their dregs into a cup to try and get enough for a few sips each. And yet here we are.”

“Eddwick should have stuck around,” said Cerys.

“I don’t blame him. Things were looking hairy after that Gloom Knight appeared.” I took up my glass. “He’s out there still, right? Part of the Family.”

“Stands to reason,” said Pogo gravely.

“Yeah. Well, here’s to you, Eddwick. And to Old Newt, Bertie One Arm, and all the other thieves and rogues I grew up with.”

The others raised their glasses, and together we drank deep.

“Well,” said Pogo, setting his glass down. “As much as I’d like to engage in relationship-building small talk, I believe we are all sufficiently bound by bonds of mutual trust and self respect that I can return to my study without harming our friendship. I have three contracts I need to write by dawn tomorrow if we are to take advantage of the turmoil your election is sure to cause the financial markets.”

“Pogo never stops,” said Netherys, tone sultry. “He’s a woman’s dream.”

Pogo glanced sidelong at her. “It is my firm conviction that there is indeed a lady of some undetermined species out there that will find me absolutely irresistible. I have yet to meet her, but when I do, our passion shall be torrid and the stuff of legends.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I’ll drink to that.”

“Please do,” said Pogo, hitching his large tome in his arms. “Meanwhile, I shall be constructing the most perfect subclauses the world has ever seen. It is good to see you home, Master Kellik. Good night.”

“Good night, Pogo,” I said, and then turned to the others as the door closed. “I’m sorry. Pogmillion? Is he or is he not the most amazing person you’ve ever met?”

“Yes,” said Cerys. “What a unique mind.”

“He’ll make said lady of some undetermined species a very happy woman,” said Netherys. “If he makes love with the same focus with which he writes contracts, she’ll never wish to leave his bed.”

“All right, all right,” I protested, “I really don’t need to imagine any of that.”

“Then what would you rather imagine?” asked Netherys, her voice growing both amused and husky in a way that I by now knew all too well.

I drained my glass of wine and stepped over to where Cerys stood, one arm crossed over her stomach, glass held up to her lips. She watched me approach, eyes lidded, touching the rim of her glass to her cheek. 

“My imagination grows wilder the more I indulge it,” I said, staring deep into her acidic blue eyes. “Like a fire, the more I feed it, the hotter it grows. What satiated me the night before is insufficient now.”

Cerys canted her head to one side. “You’ve clearly been spending far too much time with a dark elf.”

“I’ve heard no complaints,” murmured Netherys.

“I’ve missed you,” I said, reaching out with one hand for Cerys’ angular hip. 

“And I you,” she whispered, a flush rising delicately to her pale cheeks. “But what is it you have in mind?”

“You can’t tell?” asked Netherys, seeming to sink deeper into the shadows of the armchair. “What does any young male desire when alone in a room with two beautiful women?”

“To discuss the nuances of their relationships?” asked Cerys with a laugh, but she couldn’t hide her excitement from me. She was nervous, on edge. 

There was no need for words. I felt my sense of self expand, grow to fill the room, much as it did when I addressed crowds of hundreds, audiences of thousands. The wine was thrumming through my veins, not clouding my mind, but making me burn all the hotter. I felt masterful, yet at once pushing the boundaries of my control, allowing events to slip their leash and go where they willed.

“He’s changed since you last saw him,” murmured Netherys. “He’s coming into his blood.” Her words were barely audible. “What he wants, he tends to take.”

“Yes…” whispered Cerys, eyes wide as she studied me. “I can tell. I can… sense it.”

I placed my other hand on her hip, held her firm, licked my lower lip as I continued to devour her with my gaze. Admiring her raw beauty, the way the firelight kissed her freckled skin, the soft shadows in the hollow of her throat, the fluttering of her pulse on the side of her neck, her parted lips, her fine lashes set aflame by the crimson light.

“I’ve missed you,” I said, voice dropping to a low rumble.

“I can tell,” Cerys said, and laughed again, but this time self-consciously. Her eyes were gleaming. “And… Netherys?”

“I’m sure she could use a break,” I said, pulling Cerys slowly closer.

“It’s been quite the scandal,” said the dark elf. “How the Count of Manticora rails Crone Helga each night in the privacy of his tent. 

Cerys laughed, eyes opening wide in amusement and shock, but then I pulled her in closer and kissed her, an exploratory first kiss which I followed up with a deeper embrace, arms sliding around her, crushing her to me, turning my head so we could open our mouths.

She moaned, my tongue slipping between her lips and sliding over her own. A carnivorous need arose within me, and I wanted to consume her, own her, master her. She was mine, and I exulted in that fact, that such a perilous and powerful woman should be my companion. 

Cerys gasped as I broke away and savagely tore open the front of her dress. Buttons popped and flew, but all I cared for was her creamy skin, the smattering of freckles across her chest. Another hard jerk and fabric tore, seams split, and the whole top of her dress was down by her waist, revealing her tightly fitted undergarment which cupped her breasts, straps going over her shoulders, the surrounding fabric extending to her lower ribcage, fine needlework decorating her cleavage. 

I paused, momentarily stymied, and Cerys gave a low laugh as she reached to her side and there undid the eyelets so that the whole of it came away, hinging off her shoulder. I tore it free, cast it aside, and surged back in, sweeping her up in my arms and against the wall beside the fireplace’s mantelpiece, burying my face into her neck, one hand cupping her pert breast, her nipple hard against my palm.

Cerys gasped again as I kissed her, licked a path down over her clavicles, then bowed my head to take one of her breasts in my mouth. 

Her hands were in my hair. I flicked her nipple with my tongue, sucked on it, and she moaned, clenching her hands into fists.

I moved to the other breast, loving her taste, working my way from one breast to the other till at last I drew back to regard her once more, the flush in her cheeks, the wildness in her eyes. “By the Hanged God’s ever surging prick, I’ve missed you.”

“And I you,” she whispered, then glanced over to where Netherys sat. “But…?”

“I’m deriving my own entertainment from all this,” the dark elf said, voice low and sultry. “If you don’t mind…?”

“Kellik?” asked Cerys. 

“You asked me what I was imagining,” I rasped. “You’re about to find out.”

Hesitation, then a jerky nod. Cerys was breathing rapidly, so I forced myself to slow, to center, to lean in and kiss her gently. “Only if you desire it, too,” I whispered.

“I’m… curious,” she allowed, brow against mine, eyes lowered. “After all, we could die tomorrow, right?”

“We could,” I allowed, then smiled. “Tell me to stop if ever you change your mind.” Then before she could respond I stepped back, pulled her around, and bent her over the back of an armchair, so that her long back extended before me, pale and nicked here and there by neat scars.

I traced the length of her spine with my fingers, all the while I ground my hips against her own. She moaned, pushed back, and then I reached so as to bunch her voluminous skirts up around her hips, revealing her stays, under whose hem I slid my fingers then pulled them down to her ankles.

Netherys let out a low, appreciative moan, and I heard the gentle protest of leather as she shifted her weight, swinging one leg out over the arm. 

I leaned down to inhale Cerys’ scent, to kiss the perfect curvature of her ass, and then slid my tongue down the length of her slit. Cerys shifted her legs open wider, and then moaned as well as I toyed with her, nuzzling and sliding my tongue into her pussy, tasting her, enjoying those intimate folds that I’d thought of so many times while away from her these past six months.

I lost track of time. There was only Cerys’ pussy, the different ways I could touch and lick it so as to draw more intense moans from her, her taste, the mysteries of her sex. In the periphery of my vision I could see Netherys moving her fingers under the fabric of her leggings, sliding them slowly in and out of herself, her other hand squeezing her breast, her eyes gleaming as she watched. 

I couldn’t hold back any longer. I rose, freed myself, and then slowly, with terrible restraint, slid my cock into Cerys’ cunt, inch by glorious inch as she stiffened, the muscles of her back coming into sharp relief, her whole body tensing, until at long, long last I was buried in deep, her ass pressed firmly against me, the whole length of my cock enveloped by her hot wetness.

“Yes,” whispered Cerys, grinding back against me and rotating her hips with subtle gyrations. “There you are.”

I began to slide in and out, going slow, and then there was a creak from Netherys’ armchair and she was by my side, a hand sliding across my chest, the other cupping the back of my head as she pulled me down into a kiss.

I closed my eyes, luxuriating in being inside Cerys as my tongue slid into the dark elf’s mouth. In that moment there was nothing more I wanted, nowhere else I’d rather be. Netherys’ hand slid down my chest, over my stomach, to encircle the base of my cock, damp with Cerys’ juices, and then down to cup my balls and toy with them as I continued to glide in and out.

And then the dark elf did that trick of hers. Something she’d shown me while we’d been campaigning out in the countryside. A subtle magic spell that simply intensified physical sensations. She’d explained the first time while idly pumping my cock with her fist that the spell was primarily used to make torture more effective, but that it could double as a stimulant in other less traumatic ways. 

Cerys let out a cry of surprise as her own sensations doubled in intensity, and a moment later her whole body went rigid as she came, her pussy clamping down on my cock, her back arching, her fingers clawing into the fabric of the armchair.

I smiled grimly but didn’t speed up. Maintained my slow and inexorable pace, pushing Cerys further, deeper into her orgasm, until at last she sagged forward, sliding free of my cock to drape herself over the back of the armchair, heaving for breath, to gaze over her shoulder at us with a wild expression.

“What… what by Fortuna’s… what was that?”

“You like that?” asked Netherys, lowering herself gracefully to her knees by my side and taking my cock in her hand once more. My shaft gleamed with Cerys’ wetness, and I watched, mesmerized, as Netherys slowly lapped it up, cleaning my cock with long strokes of her tongue.

“Fuck,” said Cerys, “my knees won’t take my weight.”

“Lie down,” commanded Netherys, pulling away from my cock. “There, on the table.”

Cerys nodded and hobbled, pushing the silver tray aside so she could turn and lie back on the table, skirt still bunched about her waist, breasts rising and falling as she fought to catch her breath, stomach still fluttering from the aftershocks of her orgasm.

“Come,” said Netherys, rising and pulling me over to where Cerys lay. She pushed me between the assassin’s legs.

“Wait,” said Cerys, “give me a moment.”

“Trust me,” said Netherys with a wicked smile. “My kind has had millennia to perfect these techniques. Are you ready?”

“Ready for what?” asked Cerys, expression a little panicked. 

“For this,” said Netherys, and nodded to me.

I slid my arms under Cerys’ knees and lifted her legs, then thrust deep inside her.

Even as I did so, Netherys placed her hand over Cerys’ lower abdomen, just above her mons, and purple light flickered between her fingers.

“Oh!” Cerys nearly sat up, her core going taut, her eyes even wider than before. “What - how - ?”

“Shh,” said Netherys, reaching out with her other hand to smooth Cerys’ crimson hair away from her brow. “Now’s not the time. Relax. Enjoy. Allow yourself to float on the waves that are flowing through you.”

Cerys’ eyes rolled up in her head and she relaxed back down on the table as I continued to slowly work my way in and out, pushing in as deeply as I could each time, then withdrawing as far as I could.

Netherys continued to smooth Cerys’ brow, keeping one hand on her lower stomach, and then leaned down to kiss the assassin’s cheek in a manner almost chaste. Kissed her ear, moving slowly, kissing gently, then moved back up to brush her lips against Cerys’ own.

Cerys moaned, turned slightly toward the dark elf, and kissed her back.

And all the while that purple light played about Netherys’ fingers, sinking into Cerys, intensifying her sensations but also drawing them out.

I watched as the women opened their mouths, saw faint gleams and flickers as their tongues danced together, and then Netherys leaned down further and sealed her lips against Cerys’ own, kissing her deeply truly. Her hand moved down an inch, cupping Cerys’ mons,  and then she turned it about so that her fingers could glide down over the assassin’s pussy, framing my cock, pressing in around it, increasing the friction even as she began to work her palm back and forth over Cerys’ clit.

Insanity. Cerys was moaning harder and harder into Netherys’ own mouth, her hips rising and falling, her whole body trembling as waves of pleasure rolled through her, even as I began to achieve that febrile state of near unbearable pleasure that I’d come to know so well under Netherys’ tender ministrations. 

Sweat was running down the side of my face. I reached out, took hold of one of the bottles of wine, and drank deep, never breaking my pace. Lowered the bottle in time to see Netherys bring her slick fingers up to Cerys’ mouth and slide them in between her lips, kissing her still, so that they both licked her juices from the dark elf’s fingertips. 

Too much. I picked up my pace, began to slam home harder, each thrust shaking Cerys, and soon the pleasure was too much; Cerys threw her head back, squeezed her eyes closed, her moans rising in pitch, her face turning from side to side as she sought to ride the waves of ecstasy that were flooding her body.

Netherys looked up at me, her eyes gleaming, her smile delighted, and then slid her hand down Cerys’ body once more to pour more purple fire across the assassin’s pussy as she teased her clit.

Too much. I could feel my release coming, a form of death, an escape from this light and sensation, the fluid intensity of my body, the eternal craving for more, for higher plateaus, the burning heat. 

I sought it, moving faster, hands dropping to Cerys’ hips so I could lift her off the table, thrusting as fast as I could now, Cerys’ cries rising up to one continuous scream as I chased release, to break the fever, to crest that wave -

- and when I did I felt it crash down upon us, the purple light from between Netherys’ fingers growing painfully bright, and with a roar I came, deep within Cerys, again and again, the assassin lifted right off the table, her weight resting only on her shoulders, her hands gripping her own breasts, her scream cut off, until at last with a guttural cry I collapsed upon her and was still.

“There,” said Netherys, hand caressing my hair, shifting her weight so that she sat upon the edge of the table. “Now we are truly home.”

 


Chapter 3

 

 

Thorne Manor began to fill with my supporters before dawn. The cooking staff fired up the ten stoves and six ovens so as to begin producing prodigious quantities of food, and the main entrance hall and several of the side rooms and studies were soon filled with excited chatter, the pungent smell of coffee, and the endless opening and closing of doors as messengers were sent forth and new arrivals made their presence known.

I was at the back of the building in the capacious ballroom, its parquet floors gleaming like spilled honey under the light of the dozen chandeliers I’d ordered lit. A good fifty people were already gathered about me, ranging from supporters from my first days out in the field to local representatives of various guilds, through to financiers, guards, and several administrative types from the government itself.

Voting was to begin in three hours. The plan was to march forth on foot from Thorne Manor, cross the New Bridge with a growing presence of supporters, and arrive at the vast Market Square in time to make an impassioned speech to the clustered thousands just before the voting began.

Cerys had set out my clothing for that morning: a rich, elegant outfit of crimson and black that was as severe as it was flattering; I wanted to appear as both a representative of the people but not exactly one of them. Tugging at the hem of my new tunic, I listened intently to Sir Beckwith, a craggy-faced old man dressed in the fashion of a dandy from two decades past, as he updated me on events. 

“He has as much chance of being voted in as a cuckhold has of holding his wife’s attentions,” said Beckwith. “Yet, of course, the council has to put forth a candidate, but the outcome of the vote is as good as decided. I doubt Marius will dare show his face at the market this morning.”

“I would disagree,” said Tithis, one of my boon companions, an old man as wizened as Beckwith was plump. Tithis was a Port Gloom man through and through; he’d risen to prominence forty years ago by making his name in gang politics, only to graduate to rousing votes for magistrates once his skills were noticed. “The people know the power behind Marius. Many are comfortable with it, thinking the council’s corruption and Marius’ inevitable betrayal a known evil. You would be surprised how many vote for him when the time comes to cast their ballot.”

“Pah,” said Beckwith. “The streets are aflame with His Excellency’s promises. What can Marius offer against land reform, a lowering of taxation, and the fixing of grain prices?”

Tithis’ smile was utterly without humor. “To be a constant, unnoticed presence who won’t start riots, won’t get himself assassinated, and draw reprisals on those who vote for him. The title of ‘magistrate’ has been an honorific bestowed to the corrupt, to the wealthy, and to those who promise to do as the council asks for centuries, my good man. I doubt people will suddenly turn out to vote if they’ve never bothered to vote before.”

Beckwith went to respond but a young man in my colors stepped up to my side. I didn’t know his name, but the crimson feather in his black cap marked him as one of my messengers. “Your Excellency, there are two members of the council here. They’d like a word with you before the vote.”

“Which ones, boy?” demanded Tithis. “Which ones?”

“Councilor Berachul, sir, and Councilor Svanis.”

“Hmm.” Tithis tapped his lips. “Senior members both. They’re taking you seriously, Your Excellency.”

Berachul and Svanis. I knew both names well, having made it a point to learn about every member of the twenty-man council early on. Both had been members of the council for over a decade, both were from old noble families, and neither were likely to be amenable to my reforms. 

“Come to bribe me?” I asked.

“If so,” said Tithis, “I’ll wager they’ve changed their minds upon entering Thorne Manor.”

“Threaten, more like,” said Beckwith, rubbing at his bare chin as he rose and fell from the balls of his feet. “Show their fangs.”

Crone Helga spoke rarely, and softly when she did, but such was the respect the others had for her clandestine form that everyone fell silent and leaned in when she did. “I would wager they’re here to get your measure,” she said. “The writing is on the wall. Now they simply wish to see the man behind the rumors and begin plotting your destruction.”

“Charming,” I said. “Well, far be it for me, a private citizen, to keep two august members of our council waiting. If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen.”

Everyone bowed but the Crone, who fell in step with me as I crossed the ballroom, nodding absently to those who bowed as I passed.

“Be wary,” she whispered. “I doubt they’ll attempt to magic you, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they at the very least attempted to test your wards.”

“Well, good thing I have you by my side, then.”

We left the ballroom and navigated the complex interior of the manor until we reached the private study in which the councilmen had been ensconced. Each had brought two personal guards, it seemed, along with their own advisors and servants, so that the hall outside the door was clustered with their men and my own.

All parted before me, and one of my servants opened the door as I swept inside, a rakish smile on my lips as I considered the two men by the window who turned to regard me.

“Councilors. You do me entirely too much honor. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

Councilor Berachul was a small man, his white hair cropped close to his scalp, his pointed beard carefully cut. Everything about him was neat and proper, from his spotless robes to his pale, perfectly clean fingernails. Close set eyes regarded me, his mouth pursed to nearly a line, and he smoothed the fabric over his stomach with something akin to fastidious disdain as he inclined his head. “At last we meet the Count of Manticora himself. You’re younger than I expected. But not so young that you should have remained hidden all this time.”

“Indeed,” said Councilor Svanis, a chubby man with florid features, his brown hair oiled into delicate ringlets that clung to his head like a clump of seaweed. “How have we missed hearing of you all these years?”

“So we are to cut straight to it, are we?” I smiled at them both. “Very well. I am but recently returned from Mendev, to which my grandfather traveled when he was but young. Being incurably curious, I wished to see my homeland, of which my grandfather spoke so fondly. Yet you can imagine my shock, councilors, as I saw the plight in which our people are placed by so many misguided laws.”

“Yes,” drawled Berachul, rubbing still at his stomach. “A terrible plight, one which has remained unchanged since before your grandfather’s time. And yet Port Gloom not only has managed to survive, it has prospered.”

“Only if you equate the ruling class with the entirety of Port Gloom,” I said cheerfully. I had to resist slipping into one of my speeches. “The common man, the drover, the farmer, the costermonger and more - all of them eke out an impoverished existence as the gold flows into the city’s purses never to be seen again. A tragedy, is it not?”

“Yes,” said Svanis, his expression growing cold. “A tragedy. Yet such is the way of the world. Or has been, it seems. Your lineage is an old one, Manticora. Not nearly as storied as mine, to be sure, but respectable all the same. Why rock the boat? The sun rises, the sun sets. People are born, people die, and order prevails. Each knows their own station, their role, and precious few complain. Why stir things up? Do you know what happens when you rap a hornet’s nest with a stick?”

“Oh yes,” I said. “But in this case, I think the hornets will side with me. Come, gentlemen, neither of us is likely to convince the other. You have come to gawp at me. Here I am. A count in truth, and with the betterment of the common man as my sole concern. Money I have in plenty - perhaps too much, even - and that is in and of itself an indictment of our present system. Look upon the excesses of this manor! It is criminal that so much wealth should accumulate in my hands when tens of thousands are barely surviving from day to day.”

“Yet I don’t see you donating your wealth to charity,” sneered Svanis.

“Not yet, at any rate. Wealth equals power, and I’m going to need all the power at my disposal to change the way things are. Then? Who knows. I might turn Thorne Manor into an orphanage, or perhaps a reformatory for fallen women.”

Both men froze as if I’d slid an icy dildo up their backsides.

“An orphanage,” croaked Svanis.

“A reformatory for fallen women?” asked Berachul, twin dots of color appearing on his hard cheeks. “Here? In the center of the Garden District?”

“Why yes! A brilliant idea, is it not? Perhaps my example will encourage others to do the same. Still. Unless you have anything substantive to add, I have much to do. There’s an election being held today.”

“Yes. So we heard.” Berachul recovered from his shock quickly. “For the honorary title of magistrate. Don’t get your hopes up too high, Manticora. The position was created centuries ago to appease the masses, but has fallen into disrepute. It lacks teeth.”

“Oh, I think you’ll find there are enough laws in place to give me plenty of bite,” I said. “I’ve had a team of legal scholars studying the situation, and it seems the laws haven’t been exercised by previous magistrates due to a lack of ambition, not ability. But that is all a matter for tomorrow, is it not? Today, I am still but a private citizen.”

“You are,” said Berachul, tone icy. “So as your councilor, I give you this warning: there are self-reinforcing structures of power in place that will not tolerate your wrecking ball approach. You are not the first demagogue to have risen from nothing to challenge the halls of power. Nor shall you be the last. But all of you have a greater chance of avoiding the Ashen Garden than you do of changing the way things are done in Port Gloom. Am I clear?”

I glanced at my nails. “You have utterly failed to surprise me in any manner or fashion, dear councilor. But you have executed the purpose of your visit. The next time we meet will be in the Royal Provost’s Star Chamber. Then we shall see how many teeth I have, and whether I can take a sufficiently large bite out of the status quo so as to change things.”

Both men took a moment to enjoy openly sneering at me, and then they brushed past me with the shallowest of nods. The doors were opened for them, and then they were gone.

I waited a moment for the sound of footsteps to recede, then turned to the Crone. “That went well.”

“Absolutely. I’m surprised they didn’t ask for you to call at their private estates. I was sure they were going to ask you to meet their daughters.”

“If they’re anything like their fathers, I’m better off trawling the harbor taverns.”

“You’ve other options, Your Excellency,” said the Crone, pulling back the scarf that covered her face to reveal her dark elf features. “But still. That encounter was significant.”

“I suppose it was. They know I’m not angling for bribes, nor seeking some other private advantage.”

“Or if you are, that you are going to ask for something truly big, and are seeking to frighten them first with your threats.” Netherys shrugged. “Regardless. Everything proceeds according to plan.”

“Indeed.” I looked out the window. Darkness was giving way to dawn. “The principle of sacrosanctity. You think they’ll really respect it?”

“I do.” Simply said. “It’s the basic underpinning of the title. It’s the foundation to a magistrate’s authority, and the way the city declared their respect for the title back when it was first created to bribe the people of Port Gloom to come to the city’s defense. If they violate it, they’ll be asking for riots.”

I rubbed at my chin. “What are the odds the people wouldn’t even care?”

“They tolerate everything because it has the appearance of legality and is enforced by a brutal law. But if the council violates a magistrate’s most basic right, the people will notice. And all their frustration and anger will find a focus. The council can’t risk openly provoking them.”

“Hmm.” I pondered her words. “I guess we’re betting everything on your being right. Anyways. It’s almost time to head out.”

“Yes.” Netherys smiled. “Are you ready?”

“More than ready. Itching to get this done. A march across town, a rousing speech, and then I can retire from view and allow the people to go about the process of casting their ballots.”

“The results of which will be announced three days hence.”

“Time enough for us to get into all kinds of trouble.” I winked at her. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

Netherys pulled her scarf back into place. “As you command, Your Excellency.”

I smacked her rear as I walked past her. “Careful. I’m getting used to your being all demure like this.”

She startled, and I could feel her glare rake across my back. “I dare you to try that again.”

“Dare accepted.” I paused at the door to glance back at her. “But the next time I do so it’ll be as magistrate. We’ll need to celebrate my election, after all.”

“Hmm,” she said, eyes still narrowed over the top of her scarf. “It seems I’ve grown too gentle with you. Our next ‘celebration’ will be such that it wouldn’t be out of place in a temple to Mother Magrathaar.”

“Hold up,” I said. “There’s kinky, and then there’s minor flaying of your lower abdomen.”

“Hmm?” She paused beside me to pat my cheek. “Something to look forward to.” And opened the door to let herself out.

“Fuck,” I said, following her out. “As if the election weren’t enough.”

 

* * * 

 

The expectation and tension in the air was such that I could barely breathe. The city roiled around me. In this moment, in this hour, I was the center of Port Gloom. From the northern banks of the harbor to the Drover’s Square, from the peak of Execution Hill to the deepest tangle of alleys in the Noose, all eyes were cast in my direction. Men, women, and children were caught up in the moment. Goblins and half-trolls, elves and dwarves, the rare batmen that nestled in abandoned spires, the pigmen that rooted in the trash that flooded the banks of the Snake Head.

This was my hour. A moment I’d been nurturing, cultivating, building for six months. With largesse and honeyed words, with promises and anger, I’d molded the political climate. Brought about the impossible. Fashioned myself the savior of the people. The hero of the downtrodden. The enemy of my own class.

Count of Manticora, the best and last hope for the common folk of Port Gloom.

And now here I was. Market Square was flooded with upturned faces. Windows were choked with bodies. Even the rooftops were crowded. How many stood before me I had no idea. The sheer pressure of so many stares was a palpable thing, a force that sought to press me back.

But instead, I spread open my arms and stepped forward, up to the raw wooden railing of the hastily built pavilion. 

Scattered cheers.

But this was no hamlet along the Coastal Road. This was no wattle and daub village nestled in the elbow of the Snake Head. No town craving news, craving excitement, craving a sense of relevance.

This was Port Gloom, the great decayed grandfather, filled with a people so cynical, so corrupt, so experienced with the dark truths of living that it’d take more than a rumor and a smile to elicit a cheer.

“Port Gloom!” I pitched my voice to carry, felt that supernatural ability of mine, my father’s, fill out my voice, so that it rolled out over the masses. “I’ve come today to speak with you all. With the good citizens and the bad, with the stout hearted and the backstabbing filth. With you merry maids and merrier whores, you hardworking merchants and you idling drunks. I may be a stranger to you, but even now I can feel your disbelief, the pressure of your doubt. ‘Who is this jumped-up prick of a lordling that’s come to tell us what’s what?’”

Laughter broke out, people grinned uneasily and glanced at each other. My grin was as bright as the White Sun itself.

“I’m that prick. I’m the Count of Manticora, and while I shit gold, I’m not interested in wallowing in a tub filled with riches. No. Now prepare to laugh: I want to make a difference.”

More laughter, some mocking, some genuinely amused. 

“You’re wondering: what’s in it for him? My friends, I’ll tell you this: I’ve got so much gold I don’t need nothing more. Houses? I just bought the biggest damn palace in the Garden District, and it’s made my new neighbors green in the face. I’ve got a bed as big as this square, a hundred ladies just begging me to tell a joke so they can laugh and show me how funny I am, and more holdings, companies, and investments than I can keep track of.” I leaned forward over the railing. “I don’t need more gold, my friends. I don’t need a salary. I can’t be bribed. I can’t be bought. I’m my own man, and that’s why I want to make a difference. Because that’s just about the only thing that’s out of my reach, and let me tell you, I just plain want what I can’t have.”

I had them. Their attention. From one side of the huge market to the other they were listening, hanging on my words. And oh, how my words did soar, scintillating with power, with that fell ability to pull at minds, to tug at thoughts, to align hopes and dreams with my very own priorities.

“So what changes do I want to make? I’m sure you’ve heard a few of them. Pie in the sky stuff. Stuff that doesn’t stand a chance to get passed by the council. Right? Or so you’ve thought. But I tell you this: you vote me your magistrate, and I’ll prove a thorn in the billowing asses of all those nobles, those barons, those council men and provosts. Because as I’ve said, what I want, I get, and right now - having met so many of you along the roads to Port Gloom? - what I want is something so lost, so outdated, so forgotten it might as well be a word in a foreign tongue: I want some motherfucking justice!”

A roar burst out, raw emotion, but most of the crowd was listening still. Eyes narrowed. Trying to figure me out.

“Justice for who? Surely not you unwashed animals. You poor, illiterate idiots who are good for nothing but slaving from before dawn till well past dark. Who deserve nothing better than backbreaking labor so you can watch your children starve. You dull-minded idiots who couldn’t improve your situation if those candied nobles came down here in their shiny boots and shoved a gold crown up your collective asses.”

I paused. Let my words sink in. People were blinking, confused. Had I just insulted the shit out of them?

I pointed north, toward the Garden District, toward the Royal Provost’s tower. “At least, that’s what they think. They think all’s good in the world. You’re down here dying before thirty, while they slather hummingbird pate on their white bread. You’re down here fornicating and drinking yourselves to death because you can’t afford to do anything else while they dance, and dance, and dance the nights away. Are they right? Are you worth less than a good sow? Is this what you deserve, what you want, to wallow in filth and work your hands to the bone?”

“No!” bellowed a hundred mouths, and then a hundred more joined them, their voices dark with fury. “No!”

“Or do you deserve a cut of that pie, has your hard work earned you a break, a chance to get ahead? Do your children deserve to end up a little better off than you do for all your labor? Do you deserve a chance to see an herbalist when you get sick, and be able to pay for her services? Do you deserve a roof over your head, a fire in your hearth, and hot food on your plate?”

The roar was louder. Fists were punched into the air.

“I say you do. I say you deserve dignity. I say you deserve a chance. I say you’re as good as any fancy fuck riding around in a coach late at night trying to score a trick with your sister or daughter. I say those huge farms out there in the countryside that are each as big as a city and owned by only a dozen nobles should be broken up, returned to the way things were, and each of you given a chance to buy a small plot if you want it. I say taxes should be lowered, because I sure as fuck don’t see any improvements being made to the Noose, to the Harbor, to the tenements and shanty towns that are crowding each and every alley!”

More roars, the crowd surging now, eyes blank with fury and hunger. They were turning into an ocean, my words a whipping wind, but I wasn’t done yet.

“I say food should be affordable! Those obscene farms out there produce enough to feed an army, yet you pay so much for grain you’d think there was a famine going on! And believe you me, my friends, I’m just getting started.”

I shook my head angrily, turning from one side to the other as I rolled up my sleeves, frowning as if the state of the world were a stink that was turning my stomach. “Believe you me, there’s more to be done. And just because that council up there doesn’t want to see change doesn’t mean we won’t bring it. Just because those lords don’t want things to improve down here, just because they want you downtrodden and broken and hopeless and drowning in your own cynicism doesn’t mean I won’t bring about a hellfire of change upon their heads! Vote me in, my brothers and sisters, and you’ll just see what I’m capable of. I’ve got the gold, I’ve got the power, I’ve got the means, I’ve got the will, I’ve got the time, I’ve got the motherfucking volition and I swear to you here, I swear to you now, by the time I’m done bending those lords over a barrel, they’ll be begging to approve each and every law I seek to pass. They’ll be outdoing each other in their attempts to bring a little of that old-fashioned justice down to your corner of this great big city.”

I raised my arms as the roar built up, and built up, wave upon wave, men and women reaching for me, their screams incoherent, surging forward, surging toward me, trying to reach that vision I’d painted, to grab hold of it before it slipped away.

“Vote for the Count of Manticora, and let’s rain a little change down upon Port Gloom. Vote for the Count of Manticora, and let’s take back some of that gold and prosperity that’s trickled through our fingers all these years! Vote for the fucking Count of Manticora, and let’s all rise up together on Fortuna’s blessed wheel!”

The roar washed over me as I stood there, heart pounding, my spell cast, drinking in their adulation, their hatred, their desire, their madness. I wasn’t Kellik, I wasn’t even the Count of Manticora: I was but a dream of their creation, a canvas on which they could project their ever injustice, and as the emotion grew, as the crowd pressed ever forward toward me, I gave a final fist pump then turned and skipped down the stairs, off the platform, into the knot of my closest supporters who whisked me away, up Coster Street and back toward the New Bridge, the roar deafening no matter how far away I moved, a multitude of hands clapping me on the back, everyone trying to talk to me, people laughing, people clasping hands.

I ignored it all. I was buoyed on a wave of my own fevered certainty. I felt as if fire were pouring forth from my eyes, immolating all I looked upon. My feet didn’t even touch the cobblestones. I was aflame with righteous exultation. 

The vote was mine. 

There was no question. 

In my mind’s eye, another piece moved forward on the great imaginary checkerboard. Another key move in my assault upon the ancient institutions of Port Gloom.

I’m coming, Father, I thought, accepting the accolades, accepting the congratulations, the shouted praise. There’s a new King Troll in town, and I won’t stop till all you own is mine.

 

* * *

 

The rest of the day passed in a blur. Thorne Manor was a vast estate, three stories tall, almost a hundred rooms, and on that day it felt like every single one of them was filled. Voices raised in argument, in laughter, people giving impromptu speeches, notables huddled in discussion. I held court in the ballroom, and an endless parade of people marched past me, shaking my hand, sharing their words of wisdom, entreating me to deal with this ill or that injustice. Merchants, shipping consortiums, the leaders of endless small guilds, constitutional scholars, former magistrates, bankers, money changers, bereaved families, shop owners, ash cart operators - I lost track of their faces, their names, their needs, but there was one through line that radiated in every conversation I had: hope.

Netherys in her crone disguise remained by my side throughout, evaluating each person in line as they stepped up to speak to me. One in five she’d nod to my guards who were standing to one side, Hammerfist leading them, and the guards would step forward and escort the protesting guest off my estate, no questions asked.

Per my instructions, Cerys wandered through the crowd, listening to various conversations, gauging the mood, trying to hear what my guests and supporters didn’t dare voice within my earshot. Every hour or so she’d report back, and for the most part each report was the same: ebullience tempered with a certainty that I’d be dead before the week was out. Everybody spoke of the Royal Provost, of the barons who ruled the council, of the factions and powers arrayed against me - but nobody mentioned the Family.

The criminal underworld of Port Gloom was all the more salient for how nobody dared bring up the Aunts and Uncles. 

As the day wore on, it started to feel more and more like I was engaged in a farce, a pantomime in a village square, with everybody playing a role that they knew mattered little in the big scheme of things. I don’t know how many congratulations I received even as the well wisher studied me with hooded eyes. 

Hours were spent debating how I should approach the council, whom I should engage, whom I should neutralize, and whom I should fear. Where to spend my bribes, which concerns to voice first, the order of laws I should try to pass.

But it all seemed frivolous. The day was an occasion for people to enjoy, a moment to stand forth and garner attention - but not the start of something new. A doomed festival, more like, and me the starring martyr. 

“They think I’m a dead man,” I whispered to Netherys when I received a break at last.

She leaned in close, hands folded into her voluminous sleeves. “I’d wager there are betting pools right now on how many days you have left to live.”

I gave a rueful smile. “I’m going to disappoint a lot of people.”

Cerys emerged from the crowd. A lock of her crimson hair had fallen free of her braid, and she puffed it away from her face as she drew near. “Good news.”

“We get to send everyone home now?” I asked.

“Hardly. But I’ve a surprise waiting for you in the stables.”

I examined the crowd. Circles revolving within circles, people jockeying to stand with those who were more important than they were, rubbing elbows with friends for the day. “I’m up for a break. Lead on.”

I gestured for Hammerfist to stay behind, and followed Cerys as she wove a sinuous path through the crowd, heading for the back of the ballroom. It was a delight to watch the sway of her hips, the hint of her perfect rear through her dress. I’d have followed her anywhere.

Past a couple of guards into a part of the manor that was off limits to guests, then through the solar at the back of the house and out into the rear garden. 

It occurred to me just how beautiful this manor was. The tinkling of the fountains, the manicured bushes, the riot of gorgeous blooms. What kind of life might I live in a home such as this, were I devoid of greater purpose? Entertaining, hosting, relaxing, enjoying? There was room enough here for each of my companions to claim their own suite. 

For a moment I indulged in the fantasy, a world where all I need do was spend time with the women who had come to matter so much to me, making love to them, enjoying life by their side, engaging in frivolous pursuits…

And then I snapped back to reality. That world, if it ever came, was still far, far away from the reality I lived in.

The stables were larger than most homes, a long, rambling edifice that could house over thirty animals. Grooms, stable hands, and other servants were still unloading shipments and purchases, the cobbled yard having been converted into a loading dock. Carts, crates, packages, and other traders were everywhere, but Cerys led us straight to a large set of double doors before which stood two of Hammerfist’s men.

They cracked the barn doors for us, and I followed Cerys into the soft, dusty gloom within. The smell of hay and horses was thick in the musty air, and rays of late afternoon sunlight speared down through the high, shuttered windows, catching a thousand motes of dust in their paths and causing them to glow like filaments of gold.

A large wagon had been backed into the stable, the horses subsequently unhitched and led away. A huge box had been carried in upon the wagon’s bed, a rough construction of raw pinewood, one side of which had been battered open from within.

It stood empty, but its occupant rounded the back of the wagon and came into view, a huge, gangly shape in the shadows, his piss-yellow eyes gleaming as he caught sight of me.

“Pony!” I ran forward as the war troll rumbled his own delighted greeting, and hugged him around his potbellied stomach. Hands as large as barrel tops patted my shoulders and back affectionately. Backing up, I stared up at his hideously charming face, the long nose that hung down nearly over his lips, the ragged ears, the low brow. “By Fortuna’s ever jiggling bounty, I’ve missed you. How was Jarjute? The ride north?”

“Passable,” came another voice, sending a thrill down my back, and I turned to see Yashara leaning against the wall, a visage of war and ruin in her black plate, her eyes gleaming in the gloom. The sight of her took my breath away: I felt like I was in the presence of royalty, her feral charisma such that I wanted to drop to one knee before her slate green beauty. 

“The Jarjutes honored their agreements; we served them as promised, and in turn, they left us alone.” Yashara’s voice was harsh, but I saw a dark fire kindling in the depths of her dark eyes as she studied me. “Your ploy worked.”

“Yashara,” I breathed. “It’s damn good to see you.”

“I know it is.” She stretched, her musculature uncoiling like that of a panther as she reached for the ceiling, then straightened to fix me in place with her predatory smile. “I’m glad to be here. After our adventures, caravan duty has lost its appeal.”

I smirked. “We’ve plenty more to come. The Mailed Fist?”

“As strong as it ever was,” she said. “Though nobody will replace Krusk, Ashrat, or the others. My new recruits are the best money could hire. Seasoned full-bloods from the Death Spire range. A handful of blood ragers. Four more war trolls. We could take on an army five times our size and crush them.”

“Good,” I said. “We’re going to need them. And your legal standing?”

“We’ve amnesty as long as we stay in Drover’s Yard.” She shrugged one massive shoulder. “But your message this morning said come, so we came.”

“I’m glad you did.” I wanted to step up to her, to lay my hand upon her dark skin, but even now, even after all our time spent together, Yashara was not a being one simply embraced. And it wasn’t just the wicked black spikes that adorned her armor. She was more a demi-goddess, a savage queen, so I kept my distance. We’d have privacy later tonight in which to reacquaint ourselves.

Cerys was still standing by the front doors. “No difficulties getting here?”

“None,” said Yashara, pulling out her Gloom Key from beneath her armor. “Risky using this, but it worked.” 

“Good,” I said. “The Family has moved their maimed magic users to new addresses. We’re going to begin the process of finding out where tonight.”

Pony rumbled approvingly.

“Is that so?” Yashara narrowed her eyes. “And how are we to do so without attracting that attention I spoke of?”

“Oh, we’ll not be wandering the streets of Port Gloom knocking on doors,” I said with a grin. “In fact, it’s quite the opposite.”

“The maimed witches are going to come to us?” asked Cerys, voice skeptical.

“Not quite. But given my performance today? I’m sure someone else will want a word with me about my ambitions. I’m guessing around four in the morning, when they think everyone will be asleep.”

“Ah,” said Yashara, eyes smoldering. “Given what I’ve heard of your speech, that is a good guess.”

“Indeed. Still. No matter whom they send, I think we’ve got them beat.”

“Gloom Knight?” asked Netherys.

I nodded. “Most like. More than enough for an upstart count.”

“I almost feel sorry for them,” said Yashara, reaching out to pat Pony’s shoulder.

“Almost,” I said. “But not quite.”

 

* * *

 

The last of the guests left shortly before dusk. I could sense their disappointment; there’d been a hope, apparently, that I’d open the wine cellar in commemoration of the day. Instead, Hammerfist and his men methodically emptied each and every chamber of hangers-on, even bidding my closest followers and advisors take lodging at a sumptuous inn for moneyed travelers only a handful of blocks closer toward the north harbor.

“The manor is empty of guests,” said Hammerfist, appearing in the library doorway.

“Very well. Please ask Mistress Yashara and Master Pony to join us in Thorne Manor proper.”

“As you command, Your Excellency,” said Hammerfist, his old craggy features betraying no surprise. 

“It’s been far too long,” said Pogo, rubbing his hands together excitedly. “I do so enjoy when a complex plan begins to come together.”

Netherys was in her customary armchair, one long leg kicked out over the arm. “Now, if I were an assassin -”

“You practically are,” said Cerys.

“- I would feel spoiled for choice when approaching the manor. I’d guess that your chambers would be on the second floor. The third floor for servants, the ground floor for general rooms. Your room would face the rear gardens, affording you a measure of privacy. Not directly over the solar, so as to avoid the reflections from the glass below. Nor the left side, as that is the one closest to the stables. No. I’d scale the wall and attempt to find your master suite on the middle right side of the rear of the house.”

“Agreed,” said Cerys. “I’d take it one step further. I’d wager the Family has interviewed enough guests that they already know the manor’s layout. The assassin will come directly for your chambers. Slip onto the balcony, unlock your doors, and enter your bedchamber to slit your throat.”

“Slit his throat?” Netherys clucked her tongue. “Too banal. We’re talking a Gloom Knight here. I’d warrant a thrown knife, perhaps an arrow from the doorway. If they don’t use magic in some wholly unpredictable manner.”

“Regardless,” said Cerys, taking up a slice of peppered salami from the board of cold cuts and cheese that Bellhaim had set before them earlier. “They reach the balcony, make their way in, loose their attack - and then? How do we prevent them from fleeing when they realize they were wrong?”

“We don’t,” said Netherys. “The bed is empty. On such a night as this, it wouldn’t be too surprising that Kellik hasn’t gone to bed. Or he’s in someone else’s bed. The assassin curses, enters the bedroom, closes the door behind them. Goes to the door, listens: silence. Cracks it open, and peers down the hallway.”

“I should be in one of the rooms down the hall,” I said. “Talking so that they’re lured toward me. When they reach a certain point, we spring our trap.”

“Pony steps out of a linen closet?” asked Cerys, eyes twinkling with amusement.

“Pony blocks the retreat, yes,” Netherys said, utterly serious. “We box them in. They’ll lash out, but we need to show them they’re completely outmatched.”

“Gloom Knights don’t surrender,” I said. “They’ll go down fighting.”

Netherys tapped her lips. “So we smother them with numbers.”

Cerys took up a slice of cheese. “Smothering a Gloom Knight sounds like a wonderful way to get two of us killed.”

“Too bad we can’t pull Iris up here,” I said. “Fill the second floor of the manor with her dead.”

“Yes…” allowed Cerys reluctantly. “But that would cause a host of other problems we’d then have to deal with.”

“True,” I said. 

Wood creaked audibly as something very heavy came our way. Pony. He walked surprisingly quietly for such a massive creature, but there was little he could do about his weight.

Pogo rushed to the door and pulled it open just as Yashara stepped into view. Lantern light gleamed off her black iron armor, the dark green of her lips, her ebon tresses. 

“Mistress!” Pogo hopped back and swept into an extravagant bow. “How I have missed gazing upon your dread countenance!”

Yashara allowed the faintest of smirks to cross her lips. “Pogmillion. It pleases me to see you alive and well.” Her gaze swept about the library as she stepped past the goblin, and up to the table where she took up the whole salami and tossed it over her shoulder.

Pony snagged it as he bent his head to enter after. Bit half of it off with one tear of his teeth, then popped the remainder into his maw.

“Pony!” squealed Pogo, rushing forward to embrace the troll’s shin.

“Pogo,” rasped Pony, smiling down at the goblin and patting his head.

“So. Do we have a plan?” asked Yashara.

“Working on it,” said Cerys. “How do we incapacitate a Gloom Knight?”

“Drop Pony on them?” suggested Yashara.

Pony grinned, chunks of red salami trapped between his huge teeth. 

Pogo stepped back and patted Pony’s knee. “Have you been eating? Taking care of yourself?”

Pony grunted in the affirmative, but Pogo didn’t seem convinced.

I turned to Cerys. “We have a steel net, or something like that?”

She tapped her chin. “I don’t know if it was steel, but one of the wagons had a weighted net over its goods. Might serve.”

“Perhaps we have Pony burst out and engulf the knight with a weighted net,” I said. “Netherys, you move the odds in our favor so that Pony’s chances of pulling it off are good. Then the rest of us move in and subdue them.”

“What if there’s more than one?” asked Yashara.

“We only need one alive,” I said.

“Simple enough,” said the half-orc, taking up a thick wedge of cheese and biting half of it off. “Any real food around here?”

“Meat,” suggested Pony, rubbing his tummy and waggling his rocky eyebrows.

I laughed. “Sure. We’ve probably still got something left in the kitchen. Cerys, you want to shake that little silver bell thing?”

Cerys sighed dramatically. “I train to be a Crimson Noose assassin, and this is what my life has come to?” She took up the little silver bell and gave it a ring.

“How long until you’re confirmed as magistrate?” asked Yashara, handing Pony the bowl of olives, which he tipped into his maw.

Pogo coughed into his fist. “The system is quite, quite terrible. Frankly, it needs to be overhauled so as to more accurately reflect the will of the people. Have any of you read the law governing these elections? No? I’m shocked, really, I am. First, the restrictions on who can vote are draconian. You must be either a registered guild member, owner of a business, a merchant who pays a minimum amount of tax, or -”

“Pogmillion,” said Yashara. 

“Ah. Yes. Well. They vote in blocks of a hundred, with the majority of each block counting as a single supervote for their candidate. Which makes no sense, because -”

“Pogo,” said Yashara.

“Three days in which votes are cast,” said Pogo. “Three days to count the votes. The results are announced on the seventh day.”

“With today being the first day of voting,” said Cerys. “But traditionally everybody already knows who will be magistrate from the outset. The voting period is seen as a time during which interested parties compete to bribe the magistrate over to their point of view.”

“Since we’re not taking bribes, what are we doing?” asked Yashara, finishing the rest of the cheese.

Cerys frowned and rang the bell again.

“We’re learning the lay of the land,” said Netherys, bouncing her foot where it hung over the edge of the armchair’s arm. I watched the muscle of her calf flex just above her boot and the hem of her skirt. “It’s one thing to surmise what the political landscape might entail, another to embed yourself inside it and see who comes to parlay, make offers, seek alliances.”

“Sounds frustrating,” said Yashara. “I imagine all you hear are lies and skewed truths.”

“But oh, I do so delight in lies and skewed truths,” said Netherys, her smile revealing her brilliant white teeth. “I revel in them. Compared to the court back home, this is child’s play. It’s entertainment if nothing else.”

Cerys sighed in irritation. “Pogo, can you stick your head outside the door and call for Bellhaim?”

Pogo drew himself up, affronted. “What am I, part of the waitstaff?”

“As much as any of us are,” said Cerys. “Will you?”

“How the mighty are fallen,” muttered Pogo, moving to the library door and pulling it open. He stepped outside.

“What of Iris?” asked Yashara. “And Tamara? Have they executed their parts of the plan?”

Pogo stumbled back in through the door. “Blood! Blood on the floor!”

We all rose to our feet, Pony turning ponderously, hand going to his huge warhammer that was strapped across his back.

“Looks like the assassins chose not to wait,” I said, drawing my dagger. “Cerys, where’s my sword?”

“Front closet by the main door,” she said. “Small armory there. Another set up in your bedroom.” 

Yashara unshouldered her black scimitar as Netherys rose and cast off the last of the crone’s robes. 

“Plan?” asked Cerys, moving to the door to peer outside.

“We’re at a disadvantage,” said Yashara. “Hunting the assassin in a house this big is just asking to be picked off. We hole up in here, force them to come for Kellik.”

“Agreed,” said Netherys, voice cool and unruffled. “I suggest we move away from the windows.”

Pony rolled his head about on his neck, causing a series of violent pops to sound, and stepped up to loom before the door.

“Silence outside,” said Cerys, voice quiet. “I can see the blood. Large pool, but no body. No drag marks, either. Whomever was killed was lifted and carried away without further blood dripping to the floor.

“Talented,” said Netherys, moving to stand in the shadows between two bookcases. “To kill just outside our door without any of us hearing a sound.”

I took a steadying breath. “Guess they’re taking me seriously.”

“I miss Iris at the weirdest times,” said Cerys. 

“Hope we don’t miss Tamara’s healing,” said Yashara, voice grim. She was slowly circling the library, examining its nooks and crannies. 

Pony sniffed sharply then rumbled, “Smoke.”

Fuck. Would they burn down Thorne Manor? That would drive us out into the grounds, into the dark, where we’d be far more vulnerable. But the manor was built mostly of stone, it wouldn’t -

“Not woodsmoke,” said Pogo, creeping closer to the door and sniffing as well. “Heshaman tobacco of some kind. Sweet, oily.”

“They’re smoking?” asked Cerys.

Yashara chuckled, the sound low in her throat. “Looks like they’re done hiding.”

“Unless it’s a lure,” countered Cerys. “To draw us out. It’s easy to light a cigarillo or pipe and simply lay it on a shelf.”

“No,” said Pogo, sniffing again. “Doing so wouldn’t generate enough smoke to be noticeable from here. They’re actively smoking whatever it is they’ve got going.” He paused. “Smells good, actually.”

“They know they’ve been detected,” I said. “That we’ve noticed the blood. They don’t want to come in here. So yes. I’d agree. They’re trying to draw us out.”

Netherys spoke from the shadows. “We’ve a war troll, a Crimson Noose assassin -”

“I never graduated,” interjected Cerys.

“- a King Troll, a dark elf witch who is as devastatingly beautiful as she is perilous, a goblin accountant -”

“Hey!” protested Pogo.

“- and a half-orc warrior.” Netherys looked around at us, her amusement obvious. “I don’t think they’re ready for us.”

“We’re at a stalemate regardless,” said Yashara. “Though time is on our side. Eventually, they’ll have to come for us or leave the manor before others arrive at dawn.”

“They’re good, but they can’t be that good,” I said. “Not if they think I’m a mere count. I want them captured, not fleeing at dawn. Pogo. Any sense of where the smoke’s coming from?”

“Direction of the entrance hall,” said the goblin after another sniff.

“Cerys, Netherys, you both go out through the windows here and circle round. Find another way into the house and close in on the entrance hall. We’ll give you a few minutes, then we’ll move out. Pony, you take point. If the sight of you sends them running, Cerys and Netherys can take them down. If it doesn’t, you’ll be a charging shield while Yashara and I close in from behind.”

“And how may I best be of assistance?” asked Pogo.

“You stay here, my friend. This isn’t your area of specialty.”

“Very well.” He looked unhappy. “Please be safe. All of you.”

Netherys had already unlatched one of the windows. “See you soon.”

“Three minutes, give or take,” I said. “Be quick.”

A moment later both dark elf and Crimson Noose were gone. Yashara tested the edge of her blade with her thumb, then rolled her shoulders followed by some spinal twists. Pony picked at the salami in his teeth. I cast around for anything better than my dagger, and took up the poker in my off hand.

“Ready?” I said.

Pony rumbled in assent, bent his head so he could step out into the hallway, and led the way.

Thorne Manor had been filled with hundreds of voices all day long. The silence ached in contrast. No distant sounds of servants closing doors, of the kitchen being cleaned, of quiet voices echoing down the long halls. 

Complete silence.

I finally smelled the smoke as we drew close to the entrance hall. Rich and coppery, very distinctive. Nothing you’d buy from a cheap rag shop down by the harbor. Pony reached the final turn that would take us out into the back of the entrance hall and paused to glance back at me.

I gave him a nod and he stepped forth, out into view. Nothing happened - no barrage of crossbow bolts, no explosion of magic, so Yashara and I stepped out as well as he plodded forward, warhammer held lightly in both hands. 

The hall was streaked with blood. Puddles here, splashes there. The gore was vivid against the marble floors and walls, even across the ceremonial suit of plate armor that was on display by the base of the steps. But there were no bodies, anywhere. 

At the hall’s far end, just before the steps that led down from the vestibule before the front doors, stood a woman. Dressed all in black, she was leaning against one of the main columns, ankles crossed, one arm propped up on the other that crossed her stomach, a cigarillo between her pale fingers. 

Young, was my first impression. Early twenties, perhaps, with shoulder-length hair so black it held blue tints in its depths. The front was cut into bangs, ending just shy of her dark eyebrows. A delicate, narrow face, her eyes surprisingly large, her lips painted a deep red. 

But her expression. A nervous hesitancy, as if she were an actress performing her role for the first time before an audience, holding her pose, playing her part, but still stiff, still artificial. 

I frowned. A decoy? I scanned the staircases, the side doors, but saw nobody else. 

Pony stopped halfway down the hall, and thwapped his warhammer a couple of times into the meat of his palm. 

The young woman took a drag of her cigarillo. “A war troll?” Her voice was tight as she held the smoke in her chest. “You’re not supposed to have a war troll.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” I said, stepping up alongside Pony. “But you know us disgustingly rich nobles with our outrageous excesses. I take my security seriously.”

“You do?” She exhaled, narrowing her eyes as the smoke rose before her face. “You’d never know it from the way you allowed everybody and their mother in here today.”

“That how you got in?” I asked.

“Yes.” She considered her cigarillo. It was nearly burned down to her fingers. “Been here most of the afternoon. Was child’s play to sneak into a wardrobe when your man started ushering everybody out. I don’t think they even checked the room I was in.”

“Hammerfist’s not a professional,” I said. “There’s room for improvement.”

“Wasn’t,” said the girl, and winced apologetically. “Sorry. I think everyone’s dead.”

I thought of Hammerfist’s craggy features. Heard his bellowing laugh, how his eyes would squeeze shut as he rocked back and forth at almost any excuse to laugh. He’d been with me almost from the beginning, a blacksmith who’d thrown his lot in with me after being forced to close his smithy down for not being able to pay taxes. A constant presence by my side, optimistic, at turns taciturn and then verbose after a few drinks. 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said, voice soft. “You’ll pay for his death.”

Yashara spoke for the first time. “You think? You don’t know.”

“It’s hard to keep track of what Malachite does,” said the girl, raising her cigarillo for another puff. Her black hair stirred about her shoulders, and a small, black cat pushed its face out, amber eyes gleaming as it considered us.

“Your cat killed everyone,” said Yashara, tone flat.

“I think so, yes.” I half expected the girl to reach up and scratch its head, but she held herself still, as if distinctly uncomfortable with the animal’s presence. “Though to be honest, he’s not a cat.”

“He’s not green, either,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “I know. I thought Malachite meant black. By the time I found out, the name had stuck. Anyways. This has been a lovely chat, but I’ve a trial to pass -”

“A trial to pass?” I frowned at her. “You’re not a Gloom Knight?”

She frowned as if annoyed at letting that fact slip. “Not yet, at any rate. But that will soon change. I’m sorry about your servants, and, well, about killing you all as well. But that’s what Gloom Knights do, isn’t it?” Then, in a much quieter voice, as if speaking to herself, she muttered, “Stop apologizing, Cassandra.”

“You’ll excuse me for not accepting that apology,” I said. “I take the massacring of my friends quite personally.”

“Yeah.” She winced. “People do. Ah well. I’m not in this line of work to make friends. Malachite, you ready?”

Malachite opened his mouth, and I expected a miaow or a mmrkhao or some other kitten-ish sound, but instead a basso profundo roar echoed forth, all raspy and raw and wrong in ways I couldn’t begin to pin.

“Here comes Malachite,” said Cassandra, leaning back against the pillar once more and kicking an ankle over the other as her cat leaped forth from her shoulder.

And changed. Halfway through his leap he grew, his form growing hazy, smoke-like, into something the size of a lion. His eyes flared into twin amber flames, his maw opening up to reveal black teeth as slender and curved as one of my fingers, and his whole frame left a trail of curling, cottony smoke behind him.

Pony moved forwards to meet the shadow demon even as I broke left to dart over to a suit of armor on display and wrest the broadsword free of its gauntlets. The doors to the left and right of Cassandra burst open as Cerys and Netherys hurtled into the hall. I tore the blade free and wheeled about only to see Malachite pass through Pony, emerging out the war troll’s curved blue back to orient on me as its paws hit the floor.

Yashara let out a curse and burst forward, black scimitar passing through the demon’s neck to no effect. 

“Shit,” I said, falling into a combat stance, and then the demon was upon me. Netherys’ purple fire wreathed the edge of my blade, which I slashed in desperation as the huge beast charged me. I cut through its chest, Netherys’ fire wounding it, but to no avail, and then its jaws clamped about my chest, fangs sinking through my clothing to crush bone and pierce my flesh.

“Kellik!” screamed someone from down the hall, but it was all I could do to hold onto my sword: pain clamped down on my torso as if I were being crushed under a giant’s heel, and then the demon hound was charging up the wall, taking me with it, to leap when it reached the staircase’s bannister and up onto the ceiling.

The hall spun around. I hung from the demon’s jaws, but it was firmly grounded on the ceiling, standing upside down with impunity. Blood was everywhere, and I knew most of my ribs were snapped, my sternum crushed. I couldn’t breathe, could barely think. It took all my strength to swing the broadsword at the monster’s flanks, but my blows were weak and only scored shallow grooves in its shadowy substance.

The demon gave me a ferocious shake. Teeth sheared through bone and flesh, my spine broke, and then it threw me down. 

A brief moment of free fall, the world blurring, and then I hit the ground headfirst. More bones snapped, but by this point I wasn’t keeping track. I lay there, blood pouring out of my nose, unable to breathe, to speak, to do more than wallow in agony.

People were shouting. I managed to roll onto my back. Malachite had remained up on the ceiling. Thirty feet up, I guessed. It watched me with its amber eyes. 

“Fucker,” I groaned. 

And with great effort, I sat up.

All conversation stopped as everyone turned to stare in my direction. Where was my sword? There. I leaned over, took it up, reversed it so that the point stuck in the floor, and then, with a lot of difficulty, levered myself back up to my feet.

Cassandra was staring at me, eyes wide. The cigarillo that had been between her lips drooped then nearly fell altogether, hanging from her lower lip as smoke emerged in plumes from her nostrils.

“But…” Her large, dark eyes were blank with shock. “But that’s…”

With a grimace I straightened up all the way. Felt ribs slide into place, like fingers scooting along a mattress under a heavy comforter. My spine had popped into alignment. The pain was terrible, but already my flesh was knitting itself shut. A moment more and the pain faded away altogether.

“That,” I said, wiping my hand over my gore-soaked clothing, “hurt. You’re really starting to piss me off. You’ve got one chance, Cassandra, before I get angry. Call off your kitten.”

“I… I can’t,” said Cassandra. She held a curved short sword in each hand, their blades black and edged with green. Clearly she’d been fencing with Cerys and Netherys just before I’d sat up. “Malachite doesn’t obey me.”

Netherys sneered. “Doesn’t obey you? What kind of Gloom Knight can’t control their weapon?”

“You don’t understand,” said Cassandra. “I’m not the one about to become a Gloom -”

“Watch out!” shouted Yashara. 

I turned just as Malachite fell upon me. I stabbed the broadsword up at the last moment, the purple flame growing dim within the demon’s body, and then was slammed to the floor. Malachite’s claws tore deep grooves in my thighs and chest as it savaged my neck with its fangs.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Pony’s expression turn dark. He dropped his warhammer and crashed his fists together. They immediately lit up with white fire, flames so bright I could barely make out the outline of his hands within them. Four lumbering steps and then he leaned down to uppercut Malachite right in the head with everything he had.

The blow connected. Malachite yowled as it was lifted off me and sent flying against the wall. It contorted in an impossibly feline manner at the last moment, twisting around so that it hit the wall paws first.

There it crouched, a different kind of smoke coming off it where Pony had connected with his flaming fist.

“Nice,” I croaked, my ruined throat already starting to close up. “If Tamara… doesn’t work out… I think you… should try… for the role…”

“No talking,” said Yashara, helping me to my feet.

“Your war troll…” said Cassandra, clearly hit with another round of confusion and shock.

Malachite let out a warbling yowl again, and faster than I could follow speared down to slam into Pony, driving the war troll back onto his heels. The demon cat bit and tore, sending chunks and splatters of Pony’s flesh flying. 

Pony grunted, caught his balance, and even as he was being eviscerated caught hold of the demon’s head with both flaming fists.

And squeezed.

“Malachite!” screamed Cassandra, reaching out toward it, and then the demon’s head burst, exploding into a hundred streams of black shadow which shot forth from between Pony’s fingers. Its body lost all coherence, and drifted away like smoke in truth, growing thinner, losing its cat shape, and then it was gone.

Pony grunted, stared at his flaming palms, then began to shake them in an effort to put the fire out.

“No, Pony.” Yashara sounded impatient. “I told you. Use your mind.”

Pony grunted, gave his fist a final desperate shake, then closed his eyes. A moment later the burning white fires went out.

We all turned to face Cassandra. 

Her painted lips were bright against the sudden pallor of her face. Her large eyes darted from one side to the other, and then she shrank back against the column.

“Oh shit,” she said.

 

 


Chapter 4

 

 

Ten minutes later we were all gathered in the library once more. Netherys and Cerys had divested Cassandra of her weapons, which had ranged from vials of poison to garrotes, stilettoes to her twin curved short swords. Yashara had bound her wrists tightly behind her back, and then we’d made our way once more into the library, where I sat down heavily in an armchair as I waited for my body to finish healing the deeper traumas.

Cassandra stood where she was told, beside the fireplace, so that one half of her frame and face were illuminated by the russet tones of the flames while the other seemed to fade into dark obscurity. Pony squatted easily by her side, a mountain of blue-pebbled flesh, his eyes drooping nearly closed. From the way Cassandra kept glancing at him, however, it was clear she knew he was anything but falling asleep.

“So,” I said, leaning forward so Cerys could help me pull the tattered remnants of my tunic over my head. “Cassandra. Tell me about yourself.”

“I…” she trailed off, staring at the smooth skin of my flesh in wonder. “How - I mean, I know I’m not in a position to ask any questions, but -”

“That’s right,” said Netherys sweetly. She’d reclaimed her favorite chair and sunken deep into it once more, kicking the leg up and down which she’d swung over the arm. “You’re not. So answer his before you annoy us further.”

Cassandra swallowed, clenched her jaw as she considered each of us in turn, and then gave a sharp bob of her head. “Sure. I’ll tell you absolutely anything you want to know. I was forced into this whole assassination thing by Malachite. Now that he’s… gone… I’m not all that beholden to it.”

“Yeah, about that,” said Cerys. “If the Gloom Knights are anything like the Crimson Noose, then they’d not be all that thrilled by your attitude.”

Cassandra gave a self-conscious smile. “Malachite more than compensated for my lack of enthusiasm.”

“So why go into the trade?” pressed Cerys. “Why work with that demon cat?”

“Wasn’t an option.” Cassandra shrugged her shoulders, as if fighting the urge to hug herself, then relaxed once more. “Malachite found me when I was little. Protected me from… well. Some very bad men. He was like an imaginary friend with really big teeth, and when you’re an orphan in the Noose, that can mean the world, you know?”

Netherys yawned. “Really? The orphan angle? I mean, why not. You’re pretty much fucked. Might as well pull out all the stops.”

Cassandra smiled bitterly. “Not my problem if you don’t believe me. Anyway, that fairy tale swiftly turned sour. Malachite bonded with me, somehow, in a way I still don’t understand, but once it was done he started showing just how little connection I had over him. At first he’d kill anyone that angered me, or insulted me, or whom he just didn’t like. It was… pretty bad. I got so I didn’t dare go outside. Thought of killing myself a couple of times -”

“Oh, come on,” said Netherys, rolling her eyes.

Cassandra’s face darkened. “Hey, dark elf? Fuck you. I’m not telling you this story because I want to, all right?”

Netherys’ eyes took on a dangerous gleam. “Ooh, she has spirit.”

“Cut to the chase,” I said. 

“I joined the Order of St. Endelion. The one that cleans the bodies of travelers off the streets? Asked to be posted somewhere remote. They took me in, and for awhile, everything was… weird. But better. I was posted on the road between Carneheim and here. That was most of my teenage years. Malachite grew bored, I think, and disappeared. I didn’t dare leave in case he came back. And then he did, anyway, and killed everyone in the monastery. I fled. Tried to kill myself.”

“What happened?” asked Netherys. “Didn’t take?”

Cassandra scowled at her. “I didn’t have the guts. So I came here, and a month later I was contacted by the Family. My special friend had come to their attention, somehow. So I was offered a deal: join the Gloom Knights, and they’d teach me how to control Malachite. ‘Course, turns out they were lying. They’d no idea how to control him. But they wanted him anyway.”

“And this was your final trial,” I said. “To kill the new magistrate.”

“Yeah.” She looked down, the hair that framed the sides of her face hanging free. “Said it would be easy. They told Malachite to kill everyone.”

I leaned back. The flesh wounds healed almost instantly these days, but left a deeper trauma that took time to go away, like the old ache of an injury sustained years before. “So the Family wanted me gone, but didn’t think to send in a real force.”

Yashara stirred. “Malachite would have been more than adequate normally.”

“True,” I said. “Which I guess shows our ploy is working.”

Cassandra stood a little straighter. “What are you going to do with me?”

“What do you think?” asked Netherys, smiling nastily.

“I’m not sure, yet,” I said. “Depends on how useful you can prove yourself to be.”

She steadied herself, lowered her chin, fixed me with her dark stare. She was striking, I decided, with her severely cut bangs, her thick eyebrows, the elfin delicacy of her features. 

“What is it you want?” she asked.

“The Family’s network,” I said. “The broken magic users they use to monitor the city.”

“How do you know about that?” Her voice was little more than a whisper. “That’s as big a secret as they come.”

“I’m not just a pretty face,” I said. “But I’m glad you know about them, too.”

“It’s how they found me.” Cassandra dry swallowed again. “After, Malachite was upset. I think his pride was wounded. He tracked one of them down to where they were keeping her. I was caught, and handed back over to the Gloom Knights. Told that if I went snooping again, they’d make sure I regretted it for the rest of my life.”

“Perfect,” I said. “What’s the location of the one Malachite found?”

She hesitated. Licked her lower lip. “I tell you that, I’m a dead woman.”

“You could be a dead woman now,” said Netherys.

Cassandra’s smile was brittle. “Somehow I think the Family has more practice at making people want to die than you all.”

Netherys’ eyes narrowed. “Don’t count on it.”

“Listen, Cassandra.” I winced as I leaned forward. “You killed my friends -”

“Malachite did,” she said, cutting in swiftly. “I didn’t kill anybody.”

“Regardless. You brought him here. The only reason you’re not already dead is because there’s a very, very small chance you can earn my forgiveness. What we’re about is far bigger than you can imagine.” I smiled at her, felt my words begin to smolder with power. That old King Troll charisma rolling out as I spoke. “Think of all the deaths you’ve caused over the course of your life. Sure, some of them might have been warranted. Others not so much. But that’s a lot of blood on your hands. Here’s a chance for you to do something right. If you’re the person you’ve portrayed yourself to be, then I know you’re not a fan of the Gloom Knights, the criminals, the corruption that’s engulfed this city.”

She was staring at me, eyes wide once more, completely still.

“My friends and I here aim to change that. But we need that crucial first piece. The location of a maimed witch. It’s the first domino in the long line ahead of us. Tell me where she was hidden, and I promise you, I’ll let you go free. You can flee Port Gloom, go anywhere in the world, fuck, crossing the Burning Waste to Mendev if you want. But you’ll live, and you’ll have taken a huge step in setting your accounts right in the world.”

Cassandra stared at me, mesmerized, and then blinked as if waking back up. “How… how do I know you’ll keep your oath?”

“I swear it on my love for Blind Fortuna,” I said, placing my hand over my heart. “May I sink on the wheel for eternity if I break my word to you.”

“You’re letting her go?” asked Netherys, obviously disappointed.

“Call it a hunch,” I said. “I believe her tale.”

Cerys scowled. “As you said, she’s still responsible for bringing that demon here.”

“But it’s gone now, and this is her second chance. Right, Cassandra?”

“Call me Cassie,” she said, tone dreamy. “All right. Yes. I want that second chance. I’ll tell you.” Her eyes narrowed. “But first I want a gesture of trust.”

Netherys scoffed, foot bouncing quicker.

“What?” I asked.

“Undo my hands.” Her smile was crooked, almost apologetic. “I really need a smoke.”

“It’s a trap,” said Yashara. “Sleeping fumes in her cigarillo or the like.”

“Not a trap,” said Cassie, her smile growing tremulous. “Just a gesture on your part. You want me to trust your oath? Then show me you’re willing to trust me, too.”

“Undo her binds,” I said. 

Cerys muttered as she stepped forward and with a quick slash of her dagger cut the thongs that bound Cassie’s hands together.

“Thank you,” said Cassie, glancing at Cerys with some measure of surprise. She’d not expected me to comply. A test she’d hoped I would fail. To justify her not trusting me in turn?

Carefully, keeping her hands in view at all times, she fished out a slender case and drew forth a fresh cigarillo. Bent down to extend it into the flames, then put it to her painted lips to inhale deeply.

The point burned a cherry red.

We all waited for something, some act of violence, a spell, perhaps - but after five or so seconds Cassie smiled, tilted her head back, exposing her long throat as she did so, and exhaled a luxurious plume of oily smoke into the air.

“There,” she said, voice a little more confident as she looked back at me. “That’s much better.” She took another drag from the corner of her mouth, narrowing that eye as she did so. Held the smoke and spoke, her voice tight. “You’re not going to like the news, however. The maimed witch, as you call her, is being held under the Hanged God’s temple in the Noose.”

My head rocked back as if I’d been kicked under the chin. 

“Shit,” said Cerys.

“You’re sure?” I asked, knowing she was, understanding in one fell stroke what a master play this was on the part of the Family. “Under?”

“Under,” said Cassie, voice tight once more as she held in the smoke. “Terrifying place. Malachite was nearly destroyed reaching the crypt. That’s where they’re holding her. Down below.”

“How bad was it?” asked Yashara, voice steady. 

“Bad,” I said. “I’ve never been inside. Nobody goes inside. The only ones who go in or out are the Hanged God’s servants.”

“And the Family, apparently,” said Netherys. “What sort of deal have they worked out with the Hanged God to get that kind of access?”

“Who knows.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “But it looks like we spooked them the last time we took out a witch. Which proves we’re on the right trail. They’re the source of the Family’s monopoly on crime. Without them, the Aunts and Uncles would be operating blind, reacting days after crimes are committed, unable to exert that supernatural aura of complete control over the city. No wonder they’ve gone to extreme lengths to protect them.”

“Which means the others are similarly protected,” said Cerys.

“Wait.” Cassie blinked as she stared at me. “You killed one of these witches before?”

“None of your business,” said Netherys sweetly.

“What do you think, Kellik?” Cerys turned to me, expression tense. “Call in Iris?”

“No, not yet. She’s our trump card. We play her now, we’ve got nothing left when it comes time to take out the other witches. We need to do this solo.”

“My Mailed Fist would demolish the church,” said Yashara. “No matter how fearsome its servants. Five war trolls would level it.”

“True. But then you would have to go to ground as the Family came after you. We’re not ready to hide your force in the sewers yet. Pogo. When will the hidden base be ready?”

“Depends on how nice we need it. Bare minimum? I’d say a week if we rush it. Three weeks to achieve the state I’d envisioned, including provisioning and creating new exits so we’re not trapped.”

“Hmm.” I rose and began to pace. “The Family will know Cassie failed come dawn. They know she’s aware of the witch’s location. It’s a stretch to think the Count of Manticora would be interested in a maimed witch, but… it’s a risk we can’t afford to take. If they’re as cautious as I think they are, they’d secret her away to another location and we’re back to square zero.”

“And the next set of assassins they send our way won’t be pushovers,” said Netherys, who then smiled sweetly at Cassie. “No offense, darling.”

Cassie took a nervous drag on her cigarillo. “None taken, darling.”

“So we have to act tonight. Fuck. What I wouldn’t do for Neko to be with us still.” I reached the bay windows that looked out over my garden and turned back. “Under the church. That means gaining admittance, demanding access to the crypt, and forcing our way through if they deny it.”

Pogo scratched at his chin. “Master Kellik, if I may: you now wield many diverse forms of power. You need not resort to violence immediately.”

I paused. “Oh?”

“Indeed. You have at your disposal several hundred thousand gold crowns. This is Port Gloom, is it not? I’d be willing to wager the Family acquired access to the church’s crypts by greasing some palms. Well,” Pogo grinned nastily, “you have a lot of grease at your disposal.”

I contemplated him. “Bribe the servitors?”

Pogo gave an awkward shrug. “Why not? For all their faith they are men and women, and it seems, given the presence in their crypt, that they are open to making accommodations.”

“It’s more complicated than that,” I said, resuming my pacing. “When the Family makes a request, it’s more of an order. For even the servitors of the Hanged God have to deal with actually living in the city, and the Family can make that impossible for anybody. So yes, I’m sure they took gold, but they no doubt also accepted because they thought they had no choice.”

“I don’t know,” said Cerys. “The servitors of the Hanged God aren’t exactly the easygoing types. Could you use your persuasive abilities on them?”

“Possible,” I said. “Worth a try. But… I don’t know. Something tells me I might be less effective on people who have dedicated their lives to death.”

“Worth trying,” said Cerys.

“True. Just… doesn’t feel like a good primary plan.”

“You could offer them a lot of gold,” said Pogo. “How important is reaching this maimed witch to you?”

“Crucial,” I said. 

“Then we roll up with a war troll and fifty thousand crowns. Ask them to evacuate the building.” Pogo tapped the side of his pointed nose. “They’re sure to think twice about resisting.”

“Hmm. Fifty thousand crowns.” I frowned. “Netherys?”

A sinuous shrug. “Worth the attempt. Everybody’s susceptible to flattery.”

“Bribery,” corrected Pogo.

Netherys fixed him with an amused glare. “When you start reaching such sums, my dear Pogmillion, you’re no longer bribing someone. You’re flattering their sense of importance in the world.”

“Cerys?” I asked.

The assassin nodded slowly. “I think it’s worth a shot. If we can clear out the servitors, whatever defenses are left in the crypt should prove negligible.”

“Yashara?”

The half-orc’s eyes glittered. “Gold comes and goes. Pogo can make you that fifty thousand back in six months. Losing one of us would be a terrible loss. Throw the gold at them. It is how the world works.”

“Then we’ll do it. Pogo, we have fifty thousand on hand?”

“Yes,” said the goblin simply. “We’ll need Pony’s help. That much gold weighs… around thirty bards, each twenty-five pounds… almost eight hundred pounds.”

“We’d best get to loading the cart. It’ll take us a good half hour to reach the temple.”

“Problem,” said Cerys. “We march up to the temple in the center of the Noose and we’ll be noticed by everyone and their mother. Pony can’t be seen, either.”

“Simple,” said Netherys. “I’ll blanket everything with a dense fog. Two Gloom keys, Pony in one cart, the gold in a second.”

“Done,” I said. “Pogo, please show Pony and Yashara where the gold is stashed. Cerys, Netherys, you’ll help me prepare the carts. I want to be rolling out of here within half an hour.”

“The night is too early,” said Netherys. “The Noose will be alive with foot traffic. Better we wait till four, five in the morning when it’ll be quieter. The odds of our being discovered will drop accordingly.”

I grimaced. “Fine. You’re right. Still, we can prepare the carts. Cassie. What did Malachite do with the bodies of my servants?”

Cassie was starting at us in shock. I suppose we had been bandying about quite large figures of gold. 

“Cassie?” I repeated.

“You have… Gloom keys?”

“A few,” I allowed.

“Who by the Hanged God’s throbbing cock are you people?”

“The wrong folks to fuck with, obviously,” I said. “Now, Cassie. Where are my people?”

“Gone,” she said, still wrestling with her shock. “Malachite eats them and they never come back.”

I glared at her. Bellhaim, Hammerfist, the dozens of other people who’d come into my service and trusted me to take care of them - just gone.

“I’m sorry,” she said weakly.

“What’s done is done. So long as there’s a maimed witch under the Hanged God’s temple, you’ll get out of this all right.”

She gave a jerky nod of her head.

I turned to my companions. “All right, people. Let’s get to work.”

 

* * * 

 

“Here,” I said, my voice muffled by the dense fog. “The temple should be just up ahead.”

The Noose was quiet. Even with a couple of hours till dawn there’d usually be some activity, whether from the brothels, the late night taverns, folks returning home from the night shifts at the factories, others setting up stalls to serve coffee and dubious meat pies to the outgoing dawn crew. The rumble of ash carts, the plaintive begging of the homeless on every corner.

But Netherys’ fog had smothered that activity. It was dense, reducing visibility to less than a couple of yards, swallowing up sounds so that we seemed to walk alone through a world of blindness. 

People were still out and about - occasional shadows would loom up before us only to turn away at the last moment as they heard the creak of our wagon wheels. But the fog had done what it needed to do - the Noose was paralyzed for the hour, reduced to bare necessities as people left the muddy streets to retreat with superstitious aversion into their tenement buildings and hovels.

A life spent traversing these very alleys as a gentlefinger and then Family man had carved the route into my mind; I could have walked these streets with my eyes closed. And as such, I could envision the temple rising up to our left before it came into view, a tall cathedral of rusted metal and blade-like buttresses. 

The carts came to a stop before its grand entrance. 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. 

Nobody ever did.

Whispering a prayer to Fortuna, I walked up the three pitted stone steps to the portico, and took a deep breath. The only people who ever knocked on this door of their own will were those literally wishing to be assisted with their own suicide; everybody else stayed well clear, and waited for the Hanged God to come to them.

Netherys stepped up by my side, dressed in her black leathers, a hood over her purple hair and long ears. Yashara and Cerys remained with the carts, Cassie by their side, hands once more bound behind her back, legs hobbled so she could walk but not run.

“It’s just another god,” whispered Netherys. “Nothing to be afraid of.”

“Just another god,” I said. “Right.”

The moment drew out.

“Well?” asked the dark elf. “Want me to do it?”

“No, no, I got this. Just… getting myself ready.” 

Another deep breath, then I took up the ponderous knocker and let it fall so that it boomed on the weathered boards.

My heart leaped at the sound, and instincts ingrained in me since before I could walk bid me turn and run away.

I heard the echoes of the knock within the cavernous building. Then silence.

I rubbed my sweaty palms together. “So, ah, what do the dark elves think of the Hanged God? Thumbs up?”

I could hear Netherys’ sneer in her voice. “He doesn’t bother us much. We are a long-lived race. With a little luck and the blessings of Mother Magrathaar, we need not think of him for millennia.”

“Millennia?” I turned to her. “Really?”

I could barely make out her uneasy shrug. “We have other problems to worry about over the course of our lives. More pressing problems than distant death.”

“Huh,” I said. “What could be more pressing than staying alive?”

“Remaining yourself,” said Netherys, voice quiet.

“Oh, right, like you told me that one time. Not getting bored, not losing your sanity… got you, got you.”

“Not quite,” said Netherys. “Those are real concerns, yes. But we elves have another challenge we must all wrestle with if we are to maintain our identities.”

“You dark elves,” I corrected.

“No, Kellik.” Her tone grew impatient. “I know my mind and the words I use. We elves.”

Before I could press her further, the huge door before me cracked open, and I remembered to be terrified all over again. A hunched, hooded figure peered out at us, his pale, wart-covered hand visible where it gripped the edge of the door.

“Welcome to the Temple of the Hanged God,” he whispered, and by Fortuna’s bellicose breasts his whisper was creepy as fuck. “Do you wish to enter and be one with his majesty?”

I gulped. “Um, hello. Hi. We’re not looking to die tonight, so, ah, assisted suicide isn’t on the menu.” I took a deep breath, sought to manifest my power. It was hard; I was learning that convincing people with the influence of a King Troll required that you feel a certain measure of confidence yourself. The more intimidated, nervous, or afraid I was, the less effective my power. “I’ve come to ask for access to your crypts.”

I could feel the weight of the man’s stare from beneath his cowl. 

“You see, and this might be a little awkward given your current arrangements, but we need around half an hour down there.” I smiled, trying to summon my power, but mostly just horrified at my own words, at the situation, at the man’s continued silence. “Just half an hour. It would be to your advantage.” 

“The crypts are forbidden to visitors,” said the man, and began closing the door.

Shit. “Fifty thousand gold crowns,” I said, resisting the urge to shove my boot in the door’s way. “Right now, right here, if you let us in.”

The door stopped with just a few inches left. I could feel the man’s discomfort. “What was that you said?”

“Fifty thousand gold crowns. We’ve got it all loaded up in the cart behind me. If you give us access to the crypt, we’ll let you have it.”

Another protracted silence. 

Then: “You’re lying. Nobody walks around the Noose with that much gold.”

“We do,” I said, starting to regain some measure of my confidence. “But hell, why take my word for it? Come out, or send someone to see the gold yourself. No tricks. We just want access to the crypt for half an hour.”

“The crypts are currently occupied,” said the man. Fortuna wept, his croaking rasp of a voice sound more like that of a corpse than a person. 

“I know. That’s kind of the whole point. We need a conversation with those below.”

Silence. The man wasn’t the wittiest interlocutor. “You realize who protects those below? Who you would be upsetting?”

“Oh yes. Very much so. Hence the, ah, fifty thousand crowns. To make it worth your while as well.”

Another silence. Sweat beaded my brow. Ran down the slopes of my back. 

Finally: “I will return.”

The door closed in my face.

“Well,” I said, blowing out my cheeks and forcing a smile. “That went well.”

“Why are you so afraid of them, anyway?” asked Netherys. “Pony could have shoved this door open and pushed that man’s head down into his chest cavity.”

“You know, I don’t think he could? Word is that any servitor of the Hanged God has the powers of an exemplar while within his temple.”

“Really?” asked Netherys.

“That’s what I was told growing up. And if there are a dozen servitors in there? We’d be up against a dozen Nekos or Balerics in short order.”

“Oh,” said Netherys. “That sounds pretty bad.”

“Yeah. Now, if we could lure them all outside the church, sure. But they wouldn’t come out for precisely that reason. Nobody fucks with a church of the Hanged God. Nobody.”

“The Family seems to have some influence.”

“Well, like I said, the servitors have to leave the church every once in awhile, right? They live here. So the Family can fuck with them then. But they can’t straight up command them. Upset a church too badly and they call in a few real exemplars, and then the Family would have a real headache. Baleric’s working for my father right now, but if the church told him otherwise? Him and a half dozen exemplars could make things really, really bad for the Family.”

“Fair enough,” said Netherys, and I thought I saw her shiver. “Fifty thousand gold crowns sounds reasonable, now.”

“Doesn’t it?”

The door opened once more. A cowled man stood before me, but I couldn’t tell if it was the same one. The same rotting black robes, the same hunched shoulders.

“Move aside,” he rasped, and shouldered past me to stomp down the steps toward the cart, leaving a stench of stale sweat, earth, and something metallic in his wake.

“Let him examine the cart,” I called down to Yashara, who was little more than a muscled silhouette.

“They’re interested,” said Netherys.

“Of course we’re interested,” said a second figure, who’d appeared in the darkness of the doorway. A young woman’s voice, though cracked as if from months of misuse. “That much gold?”

I’d nothing to add, so I turned to watch as the first servitor climbed aboard the cart with jerky, angry movements, and then yanked the tarp aside.

I heard Pogo’s voice, but couldn’t make out his words. 

A minute crept by. My skin continued to crawl as I darted looks at the slender, cowled figure in the doorway. 

Finally, the first man returned, stomping up the steps as if seeking to break each one under his heel.

“And?” asked the woman.

“I don’t know if it’s fifty thousand exactly… but there’s enough there to be worth discussing. You.” He turned to me abruptly. “Your name?”

“For that much gold, I’d think you wouldn’t care.”

A stony silence, and then a grunt. “Fair enough. Follow me. The sepulchros wishes to meet with you.”

“I - what? Who is the sepulchros?”

“The leader of this temple,” rasped the man. 

“Can’t we skip such meetings? You take the gold, we slip downstairs?”

“No. Now follow, or I close the door on these proceedings.” And he thrust his way back into the temple, and was gone.

“Last chance,” said the woman in the rotten robes. 

“Very well.” I squared my shoulders and stepped into the temple, Netherys at my heels.

The interior was awe inspiring and terrifying all at once. The temple appeared to be 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.

Set high in the far wall was a huge, blackly luminous figure that I couldn’t fix my eyes upon. My stomach clenched as bitter acid flooded it, and I averted my eyes immediately. The icon of the Hanged God himself. It was said that only his servitors could gaze upon it, could pierce the burning darkness that suffused its bones, could peer into its leaden eyes. All others had their gazes averted, and any attempt to focus on the icon would lead to sickness, insanity, and sometimes even death.

Netherys let out a gasp as she gazed up at the distant icon. I reached out and tugged at her arm. “Don’t look.”

“But I can almost see…”

“You can?” Surprise in the cowled woman’s voice from behind us. “Then you must be steeped in the Hanged God’s blessings.”

“Regardless,” I said. “Don’t look. The worst you can do is make eye contact with the icon.”

“Why?” asked Netherys with the simplicity of a child.

I was drenched in a cold sweat. “Because if you come to his notice, he will come for you.”

“A blessing for some,” said the woman.

“Not for us,” I said grimly. “Not yet.”

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 altars of dead gods,” whispered the cowled woman. “Those forgotten and abandoned by their faithful.”

“Lovely,” I managed, my voice little more than a croak.

The first man was awaiting us by an archway, its edge rimmed with skulls. “Through here.”

More bones, their surface waxed and golden, were embedded in the walls, I saw. Not an overabundance, but enough that no matter where you looked, you saw testaments to our mortality.

The air within the temple was close. 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.

Two doors let off on either side, but the cowled servitor led me to the great black door at the hallway’s end. It stood ajar, and he pushed it open with his wart-covered hand, stepping aside as he did so and gesturing that we should enter.

Throat nearly closing with fear, I did so. The chamber beyond seemed small after the spaciousness of the main temple, and was illuminated by dozens of candles and lanterns whose light mingled into an amber haze. Tomes were piled up in tottering columns, bones and skulls set amongst them, the walls covered in stone shelves, the ceiling boasting a huge, cast-iron cartwheel of the darkest black from which another score of candles burned. 

Yet for all the sources of illumination, the shadows seemed velvety and thick, filled with shapes and shadows that I didn’t dare study too closely.

A huge desk dominated the far side of the room, raised on a dais and covered with papers and books. The layers of documents and tomes had the look of antiquity, as if the desk hadn’t been cleared in decades if not centuries. Behind this monstrosity sat a cadaverous-looking man, his cheeks gaunt, his skin gray, his eyes sunken. An iron miter sat upon his angular skull, and his robes were of gray and black, layered and thick so that I couldn’t make out his figure beneath them.

“Be welcome to the Temple of the Hanged God,” he said, startling me. I could have sworn he was a corpse. “I am Sepulchros Mavernus.”

I bowed low. “I am Kellik. Thank you for your time.”

“It is not my time,” said the man with grim humor. “But the Hanged God’s. Pavarn says you have brought fifty thousand gold crowns with which to sweeten your request. You wish access to our crypts.”

“Yes, that’s the long and short of it,” I said, straightening. “We want to kill the magic user they’ve enslaved below and set her free.”

The desiccated sepulchros lowered his chin. I could swear I heard his sinews creak. “This will upset the Family greatly.”

“Yes,” I said. “I gambled that fifty thousand crowns would make that risk worth your while.”

“Why do you wish to liberate this woman?”

I hesitated. It would be so easy to spin a tale of charity and compassion. The sepulchros’ eyes glittered as he studied me.

“Various reasons, but the most important being to break the monopoly of power the Family has on Port Gloom.”

The silence stretched out between us, my words hanging in the air. Had I been mad to utter my intentions so baldly? I couldn’t tell, the man’s face was as impossible to read as that of a corpse.

“Very well,” said the sepulchros. “Your honesty is refreshing, and this course of action promises to change a status quo that has chafed upon my church. Fail or succeed, the Hanged God will have his due, and you, Kellik, seem a man uniquely positioned to feed his appetites.”

“I - thank you,” I said, not knowing what else to say. “So we can go below? Can you tell us what awaits us in the crypts?”

“The enslaved druid is guarded only by her minders. You will not find much by way of martial resistance.”

“That’s good to hear, thank you.” 

“What of magical resistance?” asked Netherys, startling me.

The sepulchros canted his head to one side. “That is up to the druid. Seraphina. Take Kellik and his companion to the crypts.”

The cowled woman bowed her head. “This way.”

To be safe, I gave the sepulchros a final bow, and then followed her back out into the massive chamber. The other servitor stayed behind. 

“That went… well,” said Netherys, following behind me.

“Money talks,” I said, then blinked as Seraphina lowered her hood. 

Her hair was shaved to the scalp, her skin as pale as Iris’, and when she glanced back at me with something approximating a smile on her bloodless lips, I saw that one eye was completely covered with cataracts; the other shone dark blue with something akin to intelligence and humor. “You were lucky,” she said. “The Family has been annoying the sepulchros of late with their demands. Your petition was a timely way for him to demonstrate his displeasure.”

“No complaints here,” I said. “And, ah, thank you for helping out.”

“I did nothing.” Her smile was surprisingly sweet. “But now I’ll see you to the crypts.”

“First we need to collect my friends,” I said. “Those below might object to our arrival.”

Seraphina shrugged one shoulder and led us back to the main entrance.

“The, ah, sepulchros,” I said, unsure if I were daring too much, “why does he look like that?”

“Like a corpse?” she asked lightly over her shoulder.

“Yeah. I guess. Like a corpse.”

“He’s old, our master, and a favorite of our god. He comes back on occasion to resume his duties.”

“Comes back?” asked Netherys as we reached the huge front doors.

“From the Ashen Gardens,” said Seraphina, and then hauled the huge doors open.

“Oh,” I said, passing by her and out onto the portico. “Of course.” It took a moment to gather my wits, and then I cupped my hands to my mouth. “All right, folks! We’re in!”

“Good,” I heard Yashara say, and then the squeak and crunch as she set to prying off the side of Pony’s crate. Cerys came up the stairs, pushing Cassie before her.

“Any trouble?” asked the Crimson Noose assassin.

I wondered how best to answer, and then settled for a shake of my head. “No. We’re all good. I think.”

The crack of cobbles splitting sounded as Pony hopped ponderously down onto the road, and then his huge form loomed out of the fog like a ship’s sail. Yashara came next, and soon we were all gathered on the portico.

Seraphina stared up at Pony with wide eyes. “A war troll?”

“Right?” Cassie shook her head in disgust. “Not even remotely fair.”

“Seraphina, meet Pony,” I said.

Pony grunted and bowed his head.

“A pleasure,” said Seraphina, her sweet smile returning. “Oh, but his life force burns brightly. Almost as brightly as yours, Kellik.”

I went to ask a question, then thought better of it. “Thanks. The crypts?”

“This way.”

Once more we traversed the cathedral-like space, and once more I warned Yashara and Pony to not stare up at the twisting icon. Perversely, it seemed easier to make out from the corner of my eye - I thought I saw a huge man, three yards tall, bound in something - chains? with a burning noose about his neck, and his eyes -

I flinched and pressed the base of my palms into my own eyes, but the twin motes like boiling balls of lead remained scarred into my vision, like the traces of the sun. Blinking, I followed after Seraphina, and to my relief those twin aftereffects soon wore away.

“Here,” said the young woman, reaching a caged wall near the back of the cathedral. “The steps are beyond.” She drew a heavy key from her belt and unlocked the huge lock. “The druid is three levels down, to the left side. Don’t go exploring. Don’t go beyond the third level. Don’t answer questions put to you. Don’t give aid to anything that asks for it. Don’t eat any food and drink and liquid. Don’t rest, nor go to sleep below. Stay together, and I hope to see you all soon.”

We all stared blankly at her.

“Why would we go to sleep?” asked Yashara from the back.

“You might not intend to,” said Seraphina. “But there are… powers, below. That can tempt you to rest if you’re not careful.”

“Do I have to go?” asked Cassie. Her delicate features were pale once more, the contrast with her black hair all the more marked. “You could just chain me up here. Right?”

I went to say ‘no,’ but then reconsidered. The sepulchros had confirmed her tale. Our target was below. Cassie had upheld her part of the bargain.

“You know what? I consider myself satisfied. You’re free to go, Cassandra.”

If anything, she looked even more surprised. “Really? You’re going to let me go?”

“You are?” asked Netherys.

“I am. You did what I asked. Seraphina? Could you see Cassie out?”

“Of course,” said the servitor. 

“Well - great.” Cassie hugged herself nervously. “Best of luck below.”

“Thanks,” I said, then turned to my friends. “Ready?”

“To go down into the crypt of the Hanged God after those warnings?” Cerys clutched at a talisman that hung around her neck. “Not really.”

“Would that Mistress Iris were here,” said Pogo. “This would truly be her element.”

“Pogo, why don’t you stay up top,” I said. 

“You have my tender thanks, but no.” He clapped Pony’s knee. “I feel much safer beside this lummox.”

“All right.” I drew my Gloom Key from its casement of lead and hung it about my neck. Saw Yashara do the same with hers. I then pulled my blade free of its scabbard and took a deep breath. “Here we go.”

I passed through the rusted iron bars into a place of deep shadow, but the angles of the wall, which had made this corner seem little more than an alcove, resolved themselves into an open space as I moved forward. A broad stairway led down before me, large enough for our whole company to march down together shoulder to shoulder, and in surprise I turned back, and saw a faint hint of shadows coiling and seething above and about the entrance.

“Magic and illusions,” said Netherys, pushing her hood back and drawing her twin blades. “You’d never know this was here if the cage wasn’t opened.”

Cerys had drawn her Gloom bow, taken almost two years ago now in the fight that had killed Neko while we’d sought to kill our first maimed witch. She set an arrow to the string, and the shaft lit up with green and purple fire.

Pony hesitated at the top step, peering down into the gloom, and then knocked his fists together with a KeRunch and they incandesced with white fire. Pogo was a small shadow just behind his left leg, a dagger in his fist.

Yashara brought up the rear, her huge scimitar held in both fists, her black armor seeming a piece of this place, the wicked spikes casting twisting shadows against the brick walls.

I took a deep breath and began walking 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.

“This place is far larger than I thought,” breathed Cerys, gaze traveling up to the vaulted stairwell ceiling then back the way we’d come.

“Rumor is the church predates this part of the city,” I said. “And that the Noose is what it is because of its baleful influence. As if humanity never stood a chance of building anything but a corrupt warren of alleys and rotting buildings this close to a place sacred to the Hanged God.”

Down we went, and then the stairwell twisted to the right, but where it would have continued a void opened up, as if the original architects had breeched a subterranean chasm and been forced here to turn aside.

I stepped up to the bannister and peered over it, down into the gloom, but to my surprise I could make out various levels below us. Some torches were lit, and burned with a constant crimson flame that spoke of supernatural origins.

From where I stood, I thought I could make out the three first levels of which Seraphina had spoken, each 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 a darkness seemingly without end; I peered into its depths for a moment and then shuddered.

“Onward,” said Cerys, tearing herself away from my side to continue down the stairwell.

The air grew increasingly frigid, and our breath clouded the air before us. The smell was mineral, like wet slate.

Down we went, till the stairwell opened up into a broad, low-ceilinged hallway, its sides carved with statues and decorated with endless murals of gray stone. It extended away in both directions, the left one featuring a burning crimson torch perhaps fifty yards away.

“This place is vast,” said Yashara with wonder. “Pogo, did you see any of this marked on your maps?”

“No,” said Pogo, adjusting his glasses. “This area of the city is crossed by a few random sewer tunnels, and little more.”

“Perhaps the map saw fit to not include the province of the Hanged God,” said Cerys, voice hushed and tense. “I don’t blame them.”

“Nor I,” said Pogo. “In fact, I would urge us to proceed as quickly as possible.”

“There,” said Yashara, pointing her scimitar toward a yawning black mouth to one side of the hallway. “More steps.”

We moved down the hall, and found the staircase as before; broad, worn, and impossibly ancient. It bore down through the rock, taking us deeper, and we emerged onto a broad landing, its far side a series of low, carved stone columns which hemmed us in from the yawning void. Stone statues of humanoids in various states of decay adorned alcoves carved into the landing’s walls, and narrow corridors led off into the darkness like spokes of a wheel.

We were not alone down here. A giant bestirred itself, easily bigger than Pony but so emaciated as to be near skeletal; its limbs and body were covered in taut, pale leather skin with a purplish hue, and it was so bedecked in rags and torn robes as to be impossible to discern if it stood at its full height or was mightier still but trapped in a permanent crouch.

It’s head jerked to one side, and I saw the ruinous skull beneath the flesh, prominent and sharp, but no eyes: where they should have been was nothing but a smooth panel of bone. 

We jerked away from it, startled by its sudden animation, and Pony moved to the fore, burning fists raised.

“Guests,” whispered the skeletal giant, turning its blind head this way and that. “I hear the beating of your hearts, the rush and run of your blood.” It twitched, limbs restless, thick black and brown rags fluttering about its gaunt frame. “Have you come to beg? To plead? On your knees. Weep and know fear. Beg for my embrace. Come closer.”

“Down,” said Netherys, and skipped forward and across the landing to the next set of stairs.

We followed as one, and I near tripped as I tried to keep the monstrous thing in sight, till at last we descended and it was gone.

“Why the third floor?” asked Cerys, voice breathless with nerves. “Why not the first?”

“I would like it known that I have the same query,” said Pogo from the back.

“Protection?” ventured Yashara. “Perhaps the first two floors aren’t safe?”

“And the third one is?” I tightened my grip on my blade as we reached the floor in question. My heart was pounding, pounding, pounding, and the air here felt musty and dry, smelled of old leather and wax, of smoked flesh and death. 

Another hallway, but this one high-ceilinged and featuring galleries of columns down both sides, each with its own set of dark archways down its length every so often leading off into the depths of the earth. The floor was of huge interlocking flagstones, carved with cunning precision, and a single lantern set high on one column sent its feeble crimson light against what felt like the crushing onslaught of the darkness.

“Here,” whispered Netherys, pointing with one blade down the hall. “Do you hear it? Voices.”

“Yes,” whispered Pogo. “Some sort of… song?”

“A spell, perhaps,” whispered Netherys, and crept forward, silent as her fog from above.

We ghosted down the length of the great gallery, and I saw that the walls between the archways were riddled with funerary alcoves, each packed to the top with bones of a kind; here femurs, here skulls, here tightly arranged ribs, there a hundred vertebrae.

We passed between two huge columns and stopped before an archway halfway down the hall. Light emerged from the chamber beyond, and I saw a great stone altar on which a woman’s body lay. She was clothed in simple robes of rough spun wool, and slowly twisted from side to side as if caught in the grips of a nightmare. 

Two other women were in the chamber. One sat beside a candle and was intent on reading a thick book. The other stood before a lectern, a frown on her severe face, and was making notes in the tome that lay open before her.

Cerys drew her arrow back silently and loosed.

The arrow took the standing lady in the neck, punched deep into her throat, and sent her staggering back in shock. She clutched at the arrow then fell to the ground.

The lady with her book let out a shriek of surprise and leaped to her feet, drawing a slender wand from her hip. She stared at us, clearly freaked out, just as one of Yashara’s daggers flickered toward her and bounced off a ward of green light that appeared before her.

Netherys and I charged at her even as she called out a dread incantation: “Zanthem eshlikar, zanthem eshendiil, zanathem effervens!” She waved her wand as her voice echoed off the walls, and I heard rock grate and scrape off to my left. 

But my focus remained on the wizardess - I swung my blade, only to have it bounce off her green ward. Netherys sought to plunge her curved swords into her side, only to be similarly rebuffed, and then a second of Cerys’ arrows punched cleanly through the ward to bristle in her left eye, and the woman screamed as she was knocked off her feet and collapsed to the ground.

“Nice shot,” I said, turning to see what dark surprise the woman had summoned. A huge stone door had swung open in the left wall, revealing a shadowed alcove from which a massive figure was dragging itself forth. It lacked legs from below the knee, and so palmed its way toward us, rocking from side to side, its grotesque head near bald, its mouth a line of fangs, its eyes gleaming like flecks of white fire.

Whereas the first giant we’d met above had been little more than rags and bones, this  undead creature clearly retained most of its muscle mass - its chest was as deep as a bull’s, its arms corded in rotting muscle, and its huge nails were more talons than anything else, each scoring a deep groove in the rock.

“What by the Ashen Garden is that?” I whispered, backing away.

“I’ve no idea,” said Netherys, giving ground as well. 

Cerys raised her bow and drew an arrow to the corner of her mouth. “Let’s see if it bleeds.”

She loosed, and the arrow sank deep into its chest to no effect.

“Nope,” said Cerys. “That didn’t help.”

Pony let out a grunting challenge, smashed his flaming fists together once more, and charged forward, drawing back his arm for a huge haymaker. He swung just as he drew closer, but at the last moment the undead giant leaned over onto its left fist to raise its right and catch Pony’s blow in the palm of its hand - which flared into black fire, mingling and spitting and canceling out Pony’s own.

But then Yashara was there, and with a greater cry she swung her scimitar from the hips, cleaving through the monster’s upraised arm at the wrist. Its hand flew free just as another arrow from Cerys, lit by Netherys’ purple light, hammered home into one of its eyes.

Before it could recover, Pony interlaced his fingers and brought his fists down on the giant’s head, caving in its skull and sending white fire racing over its frame. Its sack-cloth outfit lit up immediately, and the whole of the undead creature fell back to crash onto its back. 

Yashara swung her scimitar up and down, and the burning head rolled free of its broad neck. A moment later the white fire went out as the creature’s body sank into itself, crumbling to dust, and lay still.

“That… was delightfully easy,” I said, turning to the others.

Yashara watched the huge corpse at her feet for signs of movement. “They relied too heavily on the church’s protection.”

“More fool them,” I said, and with great reluctance turned my attention to the woman strapped down to the altar. 

Her hair was crudely shorn to the scalp, with signs of abrasions and cuts where the shearing had been none too gentle. Her figure was emaciated, and a foul smell arose from the swaddling that was wrapped around her waist. She blinked her eyes, turning her head from side to side as she tried to mouth words, but it was clear her mind was elsewhere. 

“Look,” said Cerys, and I saw that green shoots were spreading about the base of the altar, vibrant green even in this dusty, dead place. 

“A defense?” I asked. “An attack?”

“I don’t think so,” said Cerys softly, and we watched as the ivy grew thicker about the altar, wrapping the rock in its embrace. A moment later, dark purple flowers came forth, to open and release a musky perfume into the air.

“Dangerous,” said Yashara, putting her hand on my shoulder. “Don’t breathe it in.”

“No,” said Cerys, crouching down before the blooms. “It’s not an attack. Don’t you see? It’s… it’s a celebration.”

I turned my attention back to the woman. She’d relaxed, and now lay still beneath her leather straps, staring up at the ceiling and blinking slowly as if falling asleep. 

“She knows we’re here,” I said. “Maybe she even knows who we are.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” said Netherys, turning the pages of the large tome the first woman had been writing in. “When we put her sister to rest, perhaps the others noticed.”

“Perhaps they’ve been waiting,” said Cerys, voice soft. “Maybe that’s why she didn’t defend the others. Didn’t fight us off.”

Horror and revulsion mingled with pity as I studied the poor woman. Druid, they’d said she was. Which made it all the more cruel. To end her days down here in the dust and dark, so far from the living things she’d loved.

“Moon flowers,” said Pogo. “Her blooms. I believe.”

I drew my dagger. The druid turned her head toward me, eyes unfocused, but I thought I saw a smile pull at her cracked lips. 

“I’m so sorry,” I said, heart leaden, stepping up to her side. “That this… all of this, happened.”

Words were insufficient. Nothing would ever be sufficient. 

Not even revenge. But it was all I had to offer her.

“I’ll make them pay,” I said softly, leaning down to whisper in her ear. “And I’ll free the rest of your sisters. I promise.”

The woman made a dry, clicking sound in the back of her throat. It was more than I could bear. I raised my dagger, but then Cerys placed her hand on my arm. 

“Wait. She’s trying to say something.”

“Cloud Chaser. Boat on the Snake Head.”

I glanced at my companions with a frown. Netherys, taking up the dead woman’s quill, wrote her words down quickly on the open page. 

“Iron Reformatory. Basement.”

“What is she saying?” asked Yashara. 

“I think - it must be the locations of the other women,” said Cerys, taking my hand and squeezing it hard.

“Royal Provost… tower. Top.”

“Shit,” I said. “The top of the tower?”

“Drover’s Yard… tower. Basement.”

This was getting worse and worse. 

All the while her vines were growing, coiling now over her body, around her lips, putting forth ever more purple flowers.

“Execution Hill… barrow.” Her voice was getting dryer, harder to understand. I pulled my water bottle from my hip and carefully poured a few drops past her cracked lips. She choked, then swallowed it down.

“Market Square… guardhouse. White Sun… cathedral crypt. Funerary carriage… north harbor.”

“Silence!” The word shattered the spell, snapped us out of our horrified trance, and I turned to see the woman who’d taken the arrow to the throat level a hand at the altar, the other holding a vial she’d just finished pouring over her wound, the liquid glowing a faint blue over her rapidly healing neck. 

Everything happened slowly, as if we were all suddenly encased in amber. Fiery motes of red light flew from the woman’s hand toward the druid. Yashara wheeled, her scimitar inching toward the woman’s arm. Netherys raised her own hand, purple fire racing forth to encase the druid. I struggled to interpose myself, to block the attack, but it was too late.

Fire engulfed the druid, charring her ivy, causing her to arch her back in pain as she wrestled with the straps just as Yashara’s blade severed the woman’s hand. Pony stepped in and clocked the woman in the back of the head, a short, powerful cuff that broke bone. 

I swept off my cloak and threw it over the druid, but it was too late. Cerys helped me smother the flames, but when I peeled back my cloak it was only to gaze at the woman’s burned and smoking body. The magical attack had been supernaturally hot; flesh had run from her bones, and the stench of burned flesh filled the air.

The ivy around the altar began to darken and wither, the moon flowers closing their petals.

My eyes burned with tears as I covered her face once more with my cloak. My whole body was shaking with rage. I turned to my companions, who were regarding me with equal measures of shock and horror.

“Eight locations. She gave us that much. Send word to Iris. We’re going to tear this city apart.”

 

 


Chapter 5

 

 

We returned to Thorne Manor in silence. I was too steeped in thoughts of vengeance and hatred to engage in conversation, and the others left me well alone. Netherys allowed the fog to drop by the time we reached New Bridge, and we traversed the remainder of the Garden District as the first hints of dawn were beginning to announce themselves on the eastern horizon. 

Port Gloom was by now bustling with activity; I was glad to leave the busy streets for the silence of Thorne Manor, though as we rolled our Pony cart back through the massive black iron gates, I was reminded all over again of the horrors that had been visited upon my new home. The dozens of servants and guards who’d been eaten by a shadow demon. 

It only served to make my mood all the fouler. 

“I’m going to bathe,” I told the crew. “Meet me in the library in half an hour.”

Not caring what they did, I made my way to the kitchen and there fetched myself two buckets of water. Averting my eyes from the occasional splash of gore, I made my way up to my rooms. There was a dedicated bathroom, of course, complete with a huge marble tub large enough for five people to luxuriate in, but for now I just wanted to wash off the grim and dust of the crypts and reenter myself. 

I was in the act of peeling off my clothing when I heard the door to my suite open. Yashara stepped into the bathroom’s archway, nearly filling it, and matched my glare with a flat stare of her own.

“You’re upset,” she said.

I wanted to say something bitter, something cutting, but instead placed my hands on my hips and stared down at the marble floor.

“This is a war,” she said, moving forward, still clad in her spiked armor, its oily, metallic scent noticeable. “We’ve seen atrocities before. But this anger of yours is new.

“You’re a good man, Kellik.” She stopped before me, a foot taller than I was, a veritable wall of iron and green muscle, her thick mane of black hair hanging down over her shoulders, her eyes narrowed as she studied me. “Don’t let your goodness become a weakness.”

“Would you rather I not care?” 

“No. We all need a reason to fight. But what I’m seeing in your eyes is new. What has changed?”

I bit my lower lip, resisting the urge to rebuff her, to not engage seriously with her question. Forced myself to inhale deeply and consider. 

Because she was right. I’d seen atrocities before. Iris in her cage under Wargiver’s castle. The first maimed magic user we’d released. The Nautilus slave camp. But somehow the sight of the druid’s flowers burning had gotten under my skin. 

Yashara crouched slowly before me, the muscles of her thighs bunching as they pressed into her calves, her green hands moving to lower my pants. “When I ask myself what has changed, the answer is obvious.”

My throat tightened as she dropped my pants around my ankles and then pulled down my underwear in turn, freeing my cock. Her touch was cool as she ran the tips of her black-nailed fingers down my shaft, her gaze never leaving my own.

“Obvious how?” I asked.

My cock was starting to thicken under her touch. Having her crouch before me in her armor and war gear was somehow more erotic than seeing her completely naked; her spiked crown, her scimitar still over her back, her cleavage just barely visible over the top of her iron chest plate. 

“You’re no longer fighting just for your own revenge,” said Yashara, her other hand moving to caress my balls. Her touch was light, and goosebumps suddenly ran down my arms as I shivered. “Now you represent the hopes and dreams of thousands.”

“Shit,” I said, trying to sound as caustic as I could. “I’m just using the position of magistrate to get what I want.”

Her hand curled around my shaft, and I felt the calluses against my skin, the latent strength in her grip as she began to slowly pump me up and down. “I don’t believe you.”

I wanted to tear myself away, to deny her words, but her sober scrutiny when coupled with the motion of her hands and the fire she was building in my core held me fast. 

“I think your quest for revenge has become something greater,” she said, voice soft, hand moving to the base of my cock so that I was stretched taut. She lowered her head, and for a moment I thought she was going to take me into her mouth, but instead she rubbed my head slowly against her cheek as she continued to stare up at me. “You’re the Count of Manticora now. Whether you believe it or not. You no longer fight just for Kellik. You fight for a thousand faceless Kellik’s. You’re seeking to do what they never could. And that responsibility must frighten you.”

My words were trapped in my throat. All I could do was watch as she rubbed my cock slowly up and down the side of her face, her cheek wondrously smooth, and then she turned her head sideways to kiss me, her dark lips puckering around my head, her touch still gentle.

My thoughts were roiling. Was she right? I’d been telling myself this was all a means to an end. That any benefit that came to the people of Port Gloom was a welcome bonus to accomplishing my own desires. That I was using the title of magistrate as a tool to effect my own revenge on my father.

“Politics change everyone,” murmured Yashara, her lips moving down, down, and then she pushed my shaft up so that it lay across her face and ran her tongue over my balls, causing me to shiver violently at the intensity of the sensation. “Some are made more. Some become less. But you cease to be yourself alone. You become…” She took one of my balls between her lips, tugged gently, then released it. “You become larger than life. It is the same with the warlords back home. Those who seek to rule a mighty clan.”

Fuck, it was getting harder by the second to focus on what she was saying. She resumed pumping my cock, slowly and steadily, one hand moving to clasp my hip as she nuzzled and sucked at my balls. “Being warlord is too much for some. They lose themselves to the expectations of their followers. Others, those strong of will, they bend the title to their desires. They lead. But all change. Are changed by the very warriors they seek to rule.”

Her fist closed around my cock and began to pump me faster, her face rising once more so that if I came I would do so across her royal beauty. 

“You are changing, Kellik.” Her voice was soft but insistent. I stared down into her eyes, mesmerized. “You are being changed by the people you claim to be using. Perhaps you are beginning to believe your own words. Your adopted cause. Perhaps you care more about the people of Port Gloom than you believe.”

I reached out and touched one of the iron spikes of her crown, easily eight inches long, and closed my hand about it. She didn’t complain, and so I took hold of another.

“Maybe that’s why you’re so angry,” she whispered. “The horrors of the Family are no longer personal. You’re taking offense on behalf of the whole damn city.”

I didn’t want to consider her words. The scope of her implications. Instead, I pulled on her crown, guiding her face down to my cock, and slid into her mouth, her dark lips forming a seal around my shaft as she took all of me easily. The hot wetness and the feel of her tongue under my cock was heaven; the fact that I was pulling her down while grasping her iron crown all the more arousing.

I closed my eyes and face fucked her, striving to find release, her clawed hands moving around to grasp my hips, and for a moment there was nothing but the wet sounds of her taking me, over and over again.

But even as I began to rise toward climax, I found myself thinking on what she’d said. My heart was racing. Memories crashed through my mind. The druid on her altar. The two councilors mocking me yesterday. The sea of faces in Market Square. The arrogance of the Family. The inhuman cruelty of the government. 

Anger burned within me. Outrage. A desire to crush them. To bring them low, and show that they weren’t as powerful as they thought. That they could be forced to pay the price, just as I’d brought the once mighty Nautilus corporation to its knees. 

With a cry I thrust forward, as deep as I could into Yashara’s throat, pulling her face down against my crotch as I came again and again, my cock convulsing within her - until I released her crown and staggered back, blinking as the waves of pleasure pounded through me. 

Yashara sat back on her heels, unruffled, and wiped her wrist across her dark lips which were curled into the slightest of smiles.

“Think on it, Kellik,” she said, rising smoothly to her feet to tower over me once more. “And decide whether this new passion will be a strength or a weakness.”

And with that, she turned and strode out of the bathroom.

I passed a hand over my face, felt myself weak and conflicted. Sat on the cold edge of the bathtub and considered the two buckets of water. 

Strength or a weakness. 

How was that for me to choose?

Could my growing concern for the people of Port Gloom be used against me? I didn’t see how. But I could use it to fire my resolve. To sharpen my wits. 

I took up the bucket and stepped into the tub, then upended it over my head. The freezing water shocked away the languor of the orgasm, and I took up a bar of soap and rag with which to cleanse myself. 

Fine. Being magistrate would change me. I could accept that. But I’d not become one of those warlords who lost themselves to the expectations of their followers. I’d bend the title to my desires. I’d wield my newfound power to accomplish my goals. And in doing so, I’d forever change the city of my birth.

 

* * * 

 

The realities of my new station, however, quickly impinged upon my plans. A crowd of petitioners, sightseers, supporters, and important guests descended upon Thorne Manor as the sun rose. Without staff, we were all thrust into a state of emergency; there was too much blood spattered about the halls to simply let people in through the front door, so instead Cerys, turned the luxurious gatehouse into a waiting station, and tasked my more loyal supporters who’d spent the night at the inn to help run things while she herself set out to hire a new staff.

Mattias, Lavinia, Tithis and Gheorges were my salvation that morning. Tithis employed his in-depth knowledge of whom I needed to speak to and whom I could turn away to best advantage, while Mattias and Gheorges stood at the gates, ensuring that not just anybody could stroll inside. Lavinia escorted key guests to one of the clean front parlors in Thorne Manor, while Pogo acted as a roving eye to make sure nobody stepped out of line. Netherys was by my side in her role as Crone Helga, and somehow we got through the morning.

Guild masters, wealthy merchants, and other notable folk streamed through my door; I listened to their grievances, entertained their hopes, and invariably promised to do the best I could given the restrictions the council would no doubt place upon me.

Cerys returned before lunch with a small cadre of some ten maids, cooks, and general servants in tow, and Netherys excused herself to examine them before they were set to the task of cleaning up the manor and learning their duties. 

I sent word to Tethis to pause the stream of guests coming to my parlor, and sat back with a sigh as Cerys entered, her expression tense. 

“How did you explain all the blood?” I asked. “And the missing staff?”

“Political strike,” she said. “I warned them that serving a high-profile person such as yourself came with definite dangers, but offered triple the normal salary to overcome any reservations. Still, it took some doing to find this crew on such short notice. Even after all my care Netherys turned two of them away, said they were spies. So that makes eight, which is just enough to run a bare bones kitchen and keep the manor operational.”

“And guards?” I asked.

Cerys sat down heavily in the couch across from me, crossing one leg over the other and stretching. “Difficult. On short notice, it’s next to impossible to find people I trust to walk the house at night armed. Which is why I have an idea.”

“Hmm?” 

She relaxed out of her stretch and fixed me with her acidic blue eyes. “Pay bribes, do what it takes, but get the Mailed Fist in here as your personal guard.”

“The Provost of Merchants won’t allow it,” I said. “That, and it’ll tip our hand as to my true identity.”

“I think we have to let that go,” said Cerys. “The Family will know by now that Cassie failed her assassination. And with Malachite, she was no pushover. They’ll double down with a team of Gloom Knights, I’m sure of it. And we’re already pushing ourselves hard with no sleep. Are we going to stay up all night tonight again? Further, nobody we can hire will stand a chance against whomever the Family sends next. We want to be cleaning up blood and hiring new guards every morning?”

I frowned and bit the corner of my thumbnail. Stood and moved to one of the windows to stare down the long drive toward the distant gate, where carriages and people were gathered, waiting their chance to enter and speak with me.

There was a firm knock at the door, and then it swung open to reveal a pallid face I’d not seen since Port Lusander.

My breath caught as I turned, hand dropping to the pommel of my blade. Cerys leaped up, hand going to her shoulder where her Gloom Bow normally hung; realizing it wasn’t there, she flicked her wrist and a throwing knife dropped into her palm.

Baleric strode into the room, his presence sober and harsh, his face wrought with deep lines as if entrenched by thunder, his expression betraying dauntless courage and obdurate pride. His skin was as pale as milk, his long hair lank and equally white, and in his eyes I saw such a complexity of emotion that I felt childlike in comparison. Therein I read remorse, passion, pain, resolve, all of which was overcast by a layer of detachment and indifference. 

Pale his glory, muted his presence, as if his sun were shorn of its beams and only viewed obliquely in disastrous eclipse. 

He made no motion to draw his blade. Stopped a few paces from Cerys and I and considered the parlor, his gaze roving slowly about, before settling upon me with the weight of a leaden hand.

“Baleric,” I said, and was glad that my voice sounded so even.

“Your Excellency,” he said, voice grave, dignified. “You’ve grown in station since last I saw you.”

“Has it been a year and a half since Port Lusander?” I fought for levity. “You don’t seem to have aged a day. You’ll have to share your beauty tricks with me.”

“I remain in the employ of the Family,” he said, “and am here in that capacity.”

Fuck. It wasn’t just that Baleric could probably kill us both without much difficulty, but that the Family had identified me so quickly. “How did you figure it out?”

“It wasn’t hard. Your showing your face so openly yesterday morning while giving your speech aroused my suspicions, but I stood too far away to be sure. Your foray into my temple, however, confirmed your identity. The sepulchros said you were with a war troll, a half-orc warrior, a dark elf, and goblin with a twisted spine.” Baleric’s smile was humorless. “Not many travel in such company.”

“True enough,” I said. My mind was spinning. Call for Pony and Yashara? No, futile: Baleric could cut me down before I finished yelling. Instead, I inhaled deeply and forced a smile. “You don’t have to work for the Family, you know. There are other possible patrons out there who could pay you far, far more than you’re earning now.”

And I put all the power I had at my disposal into the words, felt them thrum with resonance and persuasive appeal. They’d worked on Neko, the only other Exemplar of the Hanged God that I’d met, though granted he’d already been predisposed to help me. 

For a moment my words seemed to hang in the air, and then Baleric smiled again, a perfunctory expression. “There is no need to attempt such tricks on me, Kellik. I am already under the dominion of your father, and thus immune to your blandishments.”

“You’re under his power?” I fought to not sound shocked. “You know this, and are all right with it?”

“We’ve reached an understanding,” said Baleric. “He has exerted only as much influence as is needed to render me immune to your commands. Regardless, if I truly wished it, I could break free from his control.”

“But you don’t,” I said.

“No.” His gray eyes were pitiless. “Regardless, I came to confirm your identity, and that accomplished, have a message to give.”

“From my father,” I said, chest tight, feeling breathless.

“From the Family,” said Baleric. “We are entertained by your ploy, and salute your accomplishments. We will not seek to simply remove you from the board, but shall instead crush you at your own game. The stakes shall be the well being of the citizens of Port Gloom. The more you promise them, the harsher they shall be treated when you fail to deliver. You will not be made a martyr, but instead shall be vilified and hated by the very people you pretend to serve.”

My fist tightened about the hilt of my blade, though I knew to draw it was to die. “That’s cheering.”

“By all means play at being magistrate, Kellik.” Baleric’s tone could have frosted summer flowers at midday. “The council is fair game to whatever machinations you wish to employ. But kill any more of the Family’s assets, and we shall kill assets of your own of equal value.”

I stayed quiet. Baleric was not a man to bluster against. That, and I was just enjoying the sweet sense of relief that came from knowing he wasn’t here to kill me. 

“Good day,” said the exemplar, and with a courteous bow of his head, turned and strode out of the room.

Cerys let out an explosive sigh and collapsed back onto the couch, only to catch herself and rush to the door.

My own knees went weak. It wasn’t just my brush with death. The implications of this sudden meeting were unfolding in my mind. 

“Send for Netherys,” I said. “Yashara and Pogo as well.”

A few minutes later everyone had gathered in the parlor. I’d quaffed a goblet of wine to steady my nerves, and felt pretty composed when I turned to face them.

“So, the cat’s out of the bag. We just had a visit from Baleric, the Exemplar of the Hanged God.”

Netherys’ eyes widened in shock, and Yashara’s jaw tightened. 

“As such, there’s no longer any sense in playing it subtle. Cerys advised that I pay some bribes to get the Mailed Fist into Thorne Manor, and I’m now in agreement. When Baleric and his team comes for me - and at some point, they will - I want five war trolls ready to receive them, plus fifty elite half-orcs and full-blooded marauders.”

“That won’t come cheap,” said Yashara. “We’re being carefully watched.”

“If there’s one thing that last night showed,” I said, “is that enough gold will get you anything. And I want Thorne Manor ready for any assault.”

Netherys nodded. “The fact that Baleric was able to stroll in here in broad daylight is argument enough. We can put it out that the count’s servants were killed in a political attack last night, and that we’ve decided to escalate our security as a result.”

“Yes,” said Cerys. “My thoughts exactly. We can drum up more concern and sympathy for Kellik if we make it look like his enemies are already trying to kill him.”

“Baleric had a message for us,” I said. “We can do whatever we like in the political realm. But if we move against the Family, we’ll suffer equal losses for whatever damage we do.”

Yashara frowned. “They don’t care about the council?”

“It merely confirms what we already thought,” I said. “The council is a front. But beyond that, I think my father means to beat me at my own game. He’s going to wage war via politics and crush our movement so as to publicly humiliate me.”

“Arrogance,” said Yashara. “Pride. He could simply kill you, but seeks to destroy you instead.”

“I can understand it,” said Netherys. “Long-lived creatures of power relish such challenges. It alleviates the boredom. And your being another king troll, and his son? I’m sure he’s relishing the battle.”

“As long as we don’t touch his ‘assets,’” said Cerys bitterly. “It’s all just a game to him.”

“I doubt they’ve replaced Baron Wargiver,” I said. “And if not, they’ve nobody who can replace their maimed witches. Even the baron was having difficulty creating new ones, recall? And they’re my father’s true source of power. Only through them does the Family retain its aura of omniscience and complete control. We’ve killed two. We have the locations of eight more. If we release those, the Family will be operating blind for the first time in who knows how many centuries.”

“But if we release them,” said Cerys, “he’ll come after you with a vengeance.”

I shrugged and smiled coldly. “It’ll be too late for him by then.”

“I don’t understand,” said Pogo, pushing his spectacles up the length of his nose. “Why risk such a priceless asset as his network of seers?”

“I think…” I hesitated, paused. “My guess is that he doesn’t understand my true motives. As Netherys said, he’s been in control for too long. He must understand others along those terms. And thus… perhaps he thinks I’m here to play. Be his rival, and that I’m out for political power. Perhaps he’s eager for the contest, and doesn’t understand that I’m not here to play games.”

“Dangerous assumption,” said Cerys. 

“Regardless. There outing me has released us from certain constraints. Here’s what I want to do: we’re going to set events in motion to bring the Mailed Fist to the manor. Pogo, you’re going to take me to the ruined printer’s basement. I want to see what manner of magician or artificer he was to create such documents. We’re going to rush the creation of our sewer base, and then plan to destroy as many of the maimed seers as we can tonight. Questions?”

“What if the Family moves their seers?” asked Yashara.

“That’s outside our control. But I don’t think they will. Baleric phrased his warning in the terms of a game. With his warning delivered, I bet they’ll expect us to play along for fear of being killed. Plus their locations are as safe as any in the city. I think they’ll still be in place tonight.”

“Speaking of which,” said Yashara. “Those locations will be very hard to attack, much less do so all at once.”

“Iris,” said Netherys, as if that were answer enough to the objection.

Yashara considered, then nodded her head. “Still. We’ll need to plan out each attack carefully.”

“Agreed. But first, Pogo, return with Pony and do whatever you must with the local administration to smooth the way for their coming to serve at my manor. I’ll give you two hours. I’ll work out our battle plans with Yashara during that time, and will meet you at the printer’s thereafter. Following whatever we discover there, I’ll go to the docks to meet with Iris. Cerys, I’d like you to reach out to Tamara and have her come to the manor just before dusk. We need her update, and will need her by our side tonight.”

Cerys nodded as Pogo gave a sharp salute. 

“I don’t know,” said Yashara, her tone uneasy. “We’re moving fast and without sound strategies in play. When we came up with these initial plans a year ago everything was to proceed more systematically and with greater control.”

“We’ve lost that luxury,” I said. “Weren’t you the one who told me no plan survives its first encounter with the enemy? Well, here we are. But we’ve still got some tricks up our sleeves, and if we can destroy their seer network we’ll greatly even the playing field.”

“True,” said Yashara. “Blinding them will be a huge tactical advantage.”

“And having your Mailed Fist in the manor will make it a little more difficult for them to strike at us,” I said. “They’ve discovered our identity, but don’t yet understand the depths of our ambition. Nor our secret weapons. After tonight it will be too late.”

“Very well,” said Yashara.

“Agreed,” said Cerys. “We came here to destroy them. Sitting back won’t get that accomplished.”

“Mother Magrathaar approves,” said Netherys sweetly. “Let the chaos begin.”

We all turned and frowned at her.

“What?” She blinked. “Have you forgotten whom I worship, and what I stand for?”

“No,” I said, and then laughed. “I guess not. Pogo, you ready to head out?”

“I am. Fortunately, what gold we have left shall be more than adequately guarded by Pony. Shall we transport him back to Drover’s Yard in his cage?”

“Might as well,” I said. “If we’re being watched, I don’t want word being sent to the yard’s administrators and predisposing them against us.”

“Very well,” said Pogo with a sharp nod. “As you command, so shall it be.”

“Thank you. And oh. Most of the Mailed Fist have never met me. Let’s establish a code word with which I’ll identify myself if need be.”

“Wise,” said Yashara.

“Most wise,” echoed Pogo.

“Let’s see. Something random.” My gaze drifted over my companions and alighted on Cerys. “How about ‘lover’s moon’? I doubt anybody would say that willingly in the face of a war troll.”

Cerys arched a brow skeptically.

“So shall it be,” said Pogo, and then he bowed and hurried out of the room.

“‘Lover’s moon?’” asked Cerys skeptically.

“Improbable, right?” I grinned. “Could you please inform Tithis and the others that I won’t be receiving any more visitors today? All are welcome to leave calling cards and messages.”

She blew out her cheeks in annoyance but climbed to her feet. “We will need to find a replacement for dear Bellhaim. I’ll not play this role for much longer.”

“Absolutely,” I said. “Havatier’s due back soon, isn’t he? He’ll make an admirable butler.”

Eyebrows rose around the room.

“Or… maybe not. But regardless. Please hurry. We’ve a lot of impregnable locations to plan assaults on.”

Cerys gave a curt nod and strode out. 

“Where shall we start?” I asked Yashara. “We’ve eight locations.”

“Let’s begin with the hardest target,” said Yashara. “You’re the local. Which do you deem that to be?”

“The hardest target?” I had no doubt in my mind. “That’d be the top of the Royal Provost’s tower. Can’t believe the bastard has the gall to host a maimed seer up there.” 

Yashara’s smile was pure predatory delight. “Not for much longer. First, tell me all you know about the tower, its environs, and defenses.”

I took a deep breath, pulled out some parchment and quills, and sat down at an escritoire set against the wall. It was going to be a long afternoon.

 

* * * 

 

 

Three hours later I met Pogo at the artificer’s address. It was thrilling to be out alone in the city; I’d insisted on slipping away unattended, dressed in little more than a knee-length coat, the lapels flipped up, and a battered tri-cornered hat upon my head. An old blade at my hip, knee-high boots for the swamped and muddy streets, and I didn’t draw a second glance.

And ah, the joy of walking the streets of Port Gloom once more! A thousand swaybacked chimneys spewed forth smoke, the acrid stench of piss in alley mouths, the slop and gleam of puddles and filth across the cobbles or mud streets. The cry of costermongers selling everything from meat pies to hair pins, the wary eye of gentlefinger lookouts trying to size up their next mark, the warning shout of washer women emptying chamber pots out of second and third-story windows. Steaming piles of horse shit everywhere, the clop of hooves as phaetons, carts, carriages, broughams, and wagons clogged everything up so that everybody moved at a crawl. The occasional patrol of the city guard, the cynical come-hither smiles of painted ladies with their bells about their necks, the scamper of street urchins, the bright flash of flowers in window boxes. 

Port Gloom, my home, filthy and endlessly surprising, with its bottomless corruption and infinite hope. I saw weathered, hand-painted posters promoting theater shows, saw hundreds of different flyers that were little more than scissors or mugs of ale or weapons and an accompanying arrow pointing out the location of the vendor. Young street cleaners watched with the eyes of hawks as they guarded their corners, brooms in hand, while endless beggars tried to mewl as pathetically as possible, shoving their crippled limbs and sore-bedridden faces at anybody who so much as glanced at them.

And over it all the salt-laden breeze from the harbor, bringing with it hints of tar and fish, of mud and sea wrack, the stench of a hundred sewer pipes flowing out into the Snake Head and unleashing broad, undulating snakes of green into its brown waters.

Joy. I spent a shiny copper on a wizened apple, buffed it on my leather coat, and munched contentedly as I traversed long boards laid out over the worst of the streets, making my way unhurriedly toward the address Pogo had furnished me. North bank of the Snake Head, just shy of the harbor proper. Close to where Cerys and I had murdered her half-troll master, so many moons ago.

No wonder that the artificer had his shop in this district. Once wealthy and prosperous, it was now a tangle of abandoned warehouses, tottering piers, and docks that brought in the only business in the form of long planks shipped down from upcountry to fuel the city’s endless hunger for construction.

Intersection of Net Street and Hook Alley. Simple enough. Knowing my carefree manner painted me as a mark, I made a point to meet the eyes of anybody who watched me too closely and give them a meaningful nod. I might be cheerful, but I was nobody’s fool, and more than one hopeful mugger slunk back into their alley as I leveled a flat stare in their direction.

Pogo was a small shadow on the river side of the street; bundled in a fine cloak of deep, smoky gray wool, he wore a tri-corner hat like my own but his sported a dashing feather of metallic green and blue. 

“Master Kellik,” he said, sweeping his hat and bowing low.

“Master Pogmillion. Nice feather. Little ostentatious, is it not?”

“It better be, I paid good coin for it.” He tugged his hat back on. “When one lives a life as improbable as mine, one learns to exult in the moments of fortune extended one’s way.”

“So you’re not afraid of being mugged?”

His grin was all yellowed fangs. “My very manner causes petty thugs and thieves to doubt themselves. Surely a goblin would not traipse about this part of town so dressed unless he was a very, very dangerous individual? So I leave them in my wake, scratching their heads, confounded and in perplexity.”

“Unorthodox, but I can’t fault your methods. How did it go in the Drover’s Yard.”

Pogo grimaced. “Delicate proceedings. The Jarjutes themselves were not pleased, having counted on the protection extended by the Mailed Fist for their return journey. I may have lied by telling them they would be available once it was time for their caravan to return south. The administrators themselves? Well. I have never entered a more corrupt den of thieves in my life. Their tower is choked to the brim with grasping, greedy mortals, intent on locking their fingers around every available gold coin in existence. With a judicious application of lucre, I was able to secure a temporary permit for the Mailed Fist to operate within strictly defined parameters inside the city.” Pogo looked over his spectacles at me. “You will be pleased to know that several of the administrators were fans of yours; when they learned that the request originated from you, they were much more willing to assure you were safe by bending the rules.”

“That warms my heart,” I said. “Excellent. So when will Yashara bring her force to the manor?”

“This evening. Each member is being extended a personal permit, signed by the lieutenant of the provost of merchants on duty, and that takes time. Security deposits were put down against the war trolls as well; five hundred gold crowns as insurance to any property damage or legal fees they might incur on the part of the city should they the run amok.”

“Fair. So we’re all set?”

“As far as I know, yes. But now, onto our next assignment. This here -” and he rapped part of the dark timber framing of the two-story house beside which he stood, “is the address of the artificer. Apparently, he worked out of the basement, while the rest of the building was leased to a small cult of Lady Fortuna. All is quiet now, however. Shall we enter?”

I stepped back into the center of the narrow street and examined the building’s facade. It was narrow at the front, but went back aways, with Hook Alley barely a knife wound between it and its neighbor. The white paint had peeled and gone gray, the windows were boarded up, and the door itself was nailed shut. 

“Let’s try the alley,” I said, and led the way, hand on the pommel of my blade. I had to turn sideways to walk between the two buildings, and since there were no ground floor windows I eventually emerged into the back alley which ran between the buildings of Net Street and whatever road ran on the far side. 

“For all that it’s been abandoned, it doesn’t look like anybody’s forced their way in,” I mused, studying the boarded-up windows of the rear.

“Superstition, perhaps,” sniffed Pogo, linking his hands behind his back. “It having been the site of a former Fortuna cult, and all.”

“Yes.” I stepped up to the rear door. Firmly nailed shut. It was flanked by two large windows, each heavily boarded over. I shucked off my leather coat and took out the pry bar I’d worn hung between my shoulder blades from a thong. “Hold my coat?”

It took but minutes to pry open the boards from the door, and with Pogo on watch I worked quickly and efficiently. A moment later I slipped a Gloom Key into the ancient lock and opened the door. It was dark within. I paused to light a candle and hold it up high.

The ground floor of the room was mostly open, consisting of a corner kitchen to my left, a dining table in the opposite corner, and then benches along the remaining walls. A staircase led upstairs, and in the gentle candlelight I could barely make out the ruinous state of the home. The ancient walls were mildewy, the floor covered in broken detritus and clay shards, and the air smelled of dust and damp.

Pogo entered behind me. I glanced down at him then canted my head to one side, listening intently. 

Nothing.

“Downstairs?” I said, pausing at the narrow doorway that revealed even narrower steps leading down into the gloom. “Look here. It’s been kicked open.”

The wood was smashed over where a lock might have been, but now only a ragged hole remained.

“Downstairs,” confirmed Pogo. “After you, good master.”

“Right.” Holding the candle aloft, I handed Pogo the pry bar and drew my sword. Down I went, testing each step of the rickety staircase till we descended into the cool dampness of the basement. We were definitely below river level here; the floor was muddy when I stepped on it, and I could practically taste the silt.

The basement was crowded with crates, old furniture, and cobweb-bedecked shelving. Moving forward cautiously, waving my candle to and fro, I searched for any sign of movement.

Nothing.

“There,” said Pogo, whose night vision was better than my own. “In that corner.”

I raised my candle and stepped in the direction he was pointing. An old corpse of a child lay propped up against the wall, little more than bones swaddled in the remnants of his clothing. 

We crouched before the remains. The skull was heavy and reinforced, larger than that of any child’s.

“Dwarf,” said Pogo, voice sober. “The artificer.”

I leaned forward to examine the corpse closer. He’d been worried at by rats till there was little left, with many of his bones strewn about him. But his clothing had been of fine quality, and even in the damp down here his leather jerkin had lasted. Holding my candle close, I saw a large dark stain down the front.

“Blood,” I said. “He was killed down here.”

“For his printings?” asked Pogo. “I suppose putting up posters denigrating the King Trolls was asking for trouble.”

“The Family,” I said, sitting back on my heels. “A simple matter to dispatch a Gloom Knight down here and silence him forever.”

“But how was he working his magic?” asked Pogo, rising to his feet and peering around the gloom. “Over here, Master Kellik. These machines…”

We examined a strange-looking table in the center of the room. It was a complex contraption, with a sliding component in the center that could move a sandwich board under a large screw with a handle sticking out of the top. 

“Fascinating,” said Pogo, rubbing at his chin. “That looks very much like a wine press.”

“And what do you know about wine presses?” I asked.

“I spent a summer working on a vineyard in Ellosaint when I was a youth,” said Pogo, voice distracted. “Drank more wine than anyone thought possible. A glorious summer, drenched in gold and burgundy. Here, look.” And he opened the sandwich board to reveal two dry leather sacks set atop what looked like a metal book. Reaching out, he took up one sack. “Very strange.” Brought it to his nose, and sniffed. “Smells of old ink.”

Moving carefully, he uncovered the metal book, which was in reality two metal plates with a sheet of parchment set between them. With nimble fingers Pogo pulled the uppermost plate off, and turned it about in the light so that its intricate inner surface was revealed.

“Gaze upon this marvel,” said Pogo, voice hushed with wonder. “What intricacy! And here!”

Setting the metal plate aside, he plucked up the parchment that had been sandwiched between them and held it up to the light - it was an exact duplicate of the crumpled sheet he had in the scroll at his hip. Leaning forward, feeling a shiver of wonder, I read the title:  On the Return of the King Trolls. Below was the bold drawing of a man wreathed in flames. 

“This corresponds to the markings on the plate,” said Pogo, setting the sheet aside and examining the intricate inner side. “See here? But in reverse - of course. And these letters… ah, Master Kellik, how simple! Yet how ingenious!”

And as I watched, Pogo slid the capital ‘O’ from the title down a groove to pop it free out of the side of the metal plate. He held it up to the light, a slender column of lead with an ‘O’ emerging from its face. 

“What brilliance! Such a natural evolution of current practices. With this, you can arrange the letters in whatever format you desire, and then press an ink-stained copy down upon the parchment.”

Pogo gazed up at the wine press. “And this? To ensure even pressure. So simple. One creates the page from these mobile letters, douses them in ink, then inserts the sandwich board under the press, you twist… and you have a completely printed page.”

“Useful,” I said.

“Beyond useful, Master Kellik! Don’t you see? An illiterate man can create endless pages of poetry, philosophy, religious tracts…” Pogo was staring wide-eyed at the table. “This here… this simple idea, it could change… everything.”

“Well, not everything,” I said, feeling compelled to temper Pogo’s enthusiasm. “I mean, more posters is great and all, but would this change the government? Poverty? Crime? Society? No.”

“This is probably not the time to debate, but never mind. What matters is that this mechanism shall serve our goals admirably. And it stands here untouched! The Gloom Knight killed the artificer and left his miracle undamaged.”

“It’s looking a little warped,” I said, running my finger along the sliders. “All the damp hasn’t done it much good.”

“True, but what matters are these leaden letters, this iron book. This is the heart and soul of the artificer’s creation. What patience, what cunning, to have manufactured so many. There must be more, somewhere, a repository of extraneous letters… help me look. Here by the shelving.”

In short order we uncovered the artificer’s tools. Waxen tablets with the shapes of reversed letters excised from it in rows; a case filled with hundreds of leaden letters; molds, diamond-tipped cutters, endless vials of inks of variant hues, magnifying lenses, warped and moldy books, stacks of mildewy pages…

“All of this will have to come with us,” said Pogo decisively. “Especially the book plates and letters. Come, Master Kellik. Put that stout back to good use. We shall carry the essentials with us, and then return so that I may copy the design of the table and construct our own.”

“And this will suffice?” I asked. “This contraption? To meet our ends?”

“Oh yes,” said Pogo, turning to me with a smile. “Here in this basement we may have found our greatest weapon yet.”

“Steady on,” I said. “I think Iris outmatches a suitcase full of leaden letters.”

“You would think,” said Pogo, setting to work collecting everything he thought essential. “But you would be wrong. Now, let us hurry. There is much, much to do.”

 


Chapter 6

 

 

Iris had taken my admonishment to remain out of sight to heart, and the address she’d sent to Pogo upon her arrival was nowhere I’d heard of before. After packing the goblin and his printing plates into a carriage destined for Thorne Manor, I made my way down to the Bay of Despair in the hopes of finding someone who could direct me toward her.

The sun was setting over the ocean in a welter of gory red clouds, its face a shimmering, blood-drenched crimson. Skipping lightly down the worn steps to Harbor Road, I inhaled deeply of the salty air and couldn’t help but grin at the veritable forest of masts that swayed with the currents along the docks. Everything from skiffs to galleons, shallow-bottomed trawlers to round keeled cogs. Flags from every major city from Carneheim to Olandipolis, and many from trading consortiums and corporations as well. 

I’d grown up on these docks. Running across the splintering boards, filching fish where they’d been hung up to dry, staying one step ahead of the Harbor Master and his informal cadre of peacekeepers. Listening at windows to the rousing ballads and sea shanties sung within the taverns, peering up at the rose-lit windows of the brothels, sitting at the edge of piers with a slender pole in the hopes of catching something worth eating in the polluted waters of the bay.

Hands in the pockets of my leather coat, I simply drifted along the curvature of the road, gazing down at the docks just below, examining the multitude of vessels, listening to the various accents and languages, grinning at the sentries and guards who eyed me suspiciously as I lingered before their ships. A copper bought me a skewer of fried fish doused in sweet fire sauce, and after I finished it the urge to enter one of the many seedy taverns for a pint of good heavy was nearly undeniable.

Still, the upper fringes of the ragged crowds that stretched from the north to the southern curvature of the sky were turning slate gray and purple, and I knew that soon the sun would dip forever below the horizon. I’d a busy night before me. Time to find Iris and get to work.

An old sailor with a torn net over his knees and a mug of grog in his fist scrutinized me when I asked about the Frotten Wharf shack, but pointed south with a finger twisted by age and bone warp disease. 

“Down at the very end, lad. Below the lighthouse. It’s empty, though, liable to collapse into the bay at any moment. Be careful if you’re going to go poking around in there.”

I tipped my hat to the sailor and followed the bay’s curve. Passed the brooding custom’s house that had been the site of my misbegotten trial and attempt to enter the Family, passed scores of taverns from whose doors already poured forth light and laughter, music and ribald shouting. Passed gangs of sailors offloading for the evening from their ships, coin heavy in their purses, and ready for some rough entertainment. Saw gentlefingers slinking amongst the shadows like sly rats, eyes bright, grins ready. Down the curve of Harbor Road, drawing ever closer to the southern lighthouse perched high on the rocky outcrop that marked the end of the bay’s safe waters. Beyond it the water grew shallow and perilous with hidden rocks; a ship that sailed past the lighthouse was liable to tear its guts out and founder, and there be scavenged to its ribs by the salvage crews that never failed to materialize when such an accident happened.

The lighthouse was ancient, a stubby edifice only three stories tall, almost as broad as it was high, but its top was a wonder, an enchanted diamond paid for by a Royal Provost who’d near beggared the city for the marvel. Even on the foggiest of days its ray could be seen sweeping out over the Bay of Ruin, guiding ships to safe harbor, and ever since it was installed Port Gloom’s fortunes had blossomed.

Nobody remembered that Royal Provost’s name, but everybody toasted his lighthouse. Immortality could be funny that way.

The lighthouse on its rocky outcrop was a good fifty yards above where the waves smashed themselves into spray upon barnacled boulders, bursting into huge explosions of foam that rose right up to the feet of a dilapidated building set halfway between ocean and lighthouse. Harbor Road itself rose up to the outcropping, but a side path branched off just before to wind its way along the rocks to the foot of this shack.

I paused, hunching my shoulders against the cutting wind. The noise and liveliness of the harbor were behind me now; I was halfway up the road to the outcropping, a solitary figure with the sprawl of Port Gloom at my back. Glancing inland, I saw where the city’s outer wall curved around to meet the base of the lighthouse’s outcropping; already I’d risen above its crenellated edge. 

The sun was but a bloody fingernail above the distant horizon, smothering itself to death in a conflagration of clouds. Minutes till it was gone. 

Shivering, I took the side road and followed it toward the shack. Loose shale and gravel crunched underfoot. This path had once been paved, I saw, but the flagstones were so worn and shattered that they formed little more than a mosaic of fragments.

The shack itself was in fact a large house, built of warped vertical boards that might once have been painted black but had faded now to a cobalt blue, streaked with white smears of bird guano and large patches of green mildew and rot. The second story was larger than the first, which featured little more than a narrow door that stood ajar, leading into its pitch-black interior. A few quarter-paned windows rimmed in white punctured the upper half of the second story, and a gambrel roof showed the skeletal beams through numerous holes. 

The whole of it looked ready to be blown away into the ocean. It was a relic from a past age, the corpse of a house, and I couldn’t help but find it natural that Iris would have chosen it for her abode.

The building loomed over me when I finally reached it. A less inviting doorway I couldn’t imagine. I turned and swept my gaze over Port Gloom. The sounds of the city were drowned by the booming crash of the waves below, and I felt a tug, a desire to flee this abandoned outpost for the light and life of the streets below.

But if there was a monster within these decrepit walls, she was my monster, and I needed her.

I climbed up the three steps to the door and pushed it open. Or tried. The hinges were so rusted they’d fused. I slid inside. The darkness was close, pierced only by the faint evening light that filtered in through the doorway and the top of a stairwell that led to the second floor.

Salt. Rot. Tar. Mildew. 

Silence.

“Iris?” My voice sounded muffled in my own ears, as if the darkness devoured my words before they even left my lips.

Nothing.

Well, great. What if she wasn’t here? Had gone into town for food? Or left, and forgotten to tell us where she’d gone?

I drew forth my trusty candle once more and squatted so as to light it with my firecoal, only to hear a sound from below. 

A voice?

I froze. A basement level, carved into the living rock?

Then a trapdoor shrieked into life as it swung up, rusted hinges so loud I near dropped my candle, and light filled the ground floor, coming from a lantern held by an aristocratic man in an old-fashioned suit, his heart-shaped face strangely familiar, his prim lips, his lifeless eyes. 

He stared at me, trapdoor held upright in one hand, lantern in the other, and then I realized who he was: Iris’ father.

Iris’ dead father. 

“She’s below?” I asked.

The corpse stared at me with his flat, lifeless eyes, then turned and descended once more.

I shivered, stashed my candle, and moved to the edge of the trapdoor. Golden light arose from below from a dozen lanterns, and I saw what looked for all the world like a nest, a stone room so filled with empty sacks and old rugs that I could barely make out the geometries of the room itself. 

Perhaps a dozen people lay below, all of them dressed in the same, archaic finery, but I quickly realized that was wrong: there were two people below, a man and a woman, both handsome and in their late forties, perhaps, but there were six of each. They turned their faces up to regard me, their expressions serene and distant, and then I saw Iris herself, dressed in her black wedding dress, black pearls and golden stitching gleaming in the lamp light, her pale complexion startling, her blackened lips, the kohl shading around her eyes.

“Hello, Kellik,” she said dreamily, stirring lazily in the embrace of the others. They formed a circle around her supine form, a nest within a nest, with her in the very center. 

My mouth was suddenly dry, my throat parched, and a dark excitement thrilled through me. “Hello, Iris. How’s it going?”

“It?” She smiled and then turned onto her side, so that she could stretch, arching her back, the undead about her shifting to accommodate her movements. “It is going well. I’ve lost track of time. Is it time to kill things?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s time to kill things.” 

“Oh good,” she said with a contented sigh. Her smile was almost coquettish. “I’ve been having such strange dreams. Men with wicker baskets over their heads. And such wonderful ideas. But I’ve been holding back from experimenting further. I didn’t want to lose myself too badly. You’ve still need of me, don’t you, dear Kellik?”

“I do,” I said. “And I’ve missed you. You shouldn’t be living out here in this awful place. Come back with me after this is all done and move into Thorne Manor. We can find you a basement - I think it has like ten.”

“And I’ve missed you,” she said, smiling up at me. “But you know, I like this little hole? The quiet. The solitude. It allows me to focus, to think? It’s most strange, especially since I grew up in luxury, but… yes. I think I’ll stay here awhile longer. Not having living things all around me tempt me into action is quite nice.”

“Then I’ll send you whatever you want,” I said. “Furniture, whatever you want.”

“Hmm.” She reached out and fingered one of the many sacks on which she lay. “Perhaps some silks, then? Carpets? A little finery won’t go amiss, I suppose.”

“Done.”

“Thank you.” She sank back onto her nest of old rugs and sacks and regarded me with her dark-rimmed eyes. “And I still feel like I owe you something. Why is that? Why do I feel obligated to you, beyond what might come from feelings of love and affection?”

“We saved you,” I said, trying to keep my voice natural. “Remember? Baron Wargiver? He had you trapped in his… laboratory, I guess you could call it. He was trying to break your mind.”

“Oh yes.” She smiled once more, the expression genuine. “That’s it! I’d forgotten. So much seems… inconsequential, these days. The baron. He’s in the dark, now. With the women he killed. Held by them. It’s poetic, isn’t it? That they would smother him with their cold limbs, suck the air from his lungs with their lips. To be undone in such a manner.”

And she frowned, as if considering the thought, and looked away.

I stood still. Stared down at that pit of golden light, at her slender form amongst the animated replicas of her parents. Waited, as she frowned and considered something, until she smiled once more, the expression sudden, and turned to me again.

“Will we be needing the dead in the bay?”

“I think so. How many do you have?”

“I’ve lost count. But I can get a sense again…” She stared out at nothing, her lips moving, and then blinked and focused on me once more. “I think there’s some six hundred of them down below the waves. The salt water is terrible for their materia, however. If they remain much longer, they’ll be little more than slippery slivers of flesh and bones.”

“Is… is that a problem?”

“No.” She shrugged. “Merely a question of aesthetics. Who are we killing tonight?”

It felt surreal. I could hear the dull boom of the waves crashing on the rocks below. I stood in the darkness, surrounded by the smell of bird shit and rotting wood, yet below me Iris lay languid, like a queen amidst her harem. And to be discussing the murders that we were about to commit tonight so lightly…

“We’ve eight targets,” I said. “You will be taking care of five of them.”

“All right,” she said, completely unconcerned. “Tonight?”

“If you can?”

“I can,” she said, and sat up, her black crinoline skirt whispering as she moved. Then she paused, as if considering. “I can try, at least. What are the targets? How many are we killing?”

“I’ll show you,” I said. “I thought we could take a carriage ride past each one?”

“That would be best. I need to know where I’m sending my dead, and what form they need take to best accomplish their tasks.” She stood, and without a backward glance at her parents, moved to the ladder and set one black lace-covered hand on a rung. “If you’ll make room?”

I backed away. Stood there in the dark, heart hammering, trying - and failing - to understand all over again with whom I was dealing. What manner of power was climbing up the stairs to meet me. 

Thought of Baleric with his contemptuous little message, and how little he understood of the ally who was willing to kill at my command.

Pogo and how he’d marveled at those little lead letters, and actually believed them to be more dangerous than Iris.

Who emerged from below, smoothed down her skirts, and pulled a veil from somewhere which she set about her brow. Flipped the black gauze over her pale features, then extended her gloved hand to me, hand opening and closing as she bid me take it.

I wish I could say I didn’t hesitate, didn’t feel a spasm of doubt and fear - but something about her very lethality was alluring, drew me closer.

I took her hand, only to find her pulling me sharply toward her, turning me at the last so my back hit the rotting slats of the wall, and then she was pressed against me, her thighs straddling mine, her face turned up to my own, her hands on my shoulders.

“Oh Kellik,” she murmured, voice husky. “I’ve missed you. Have you truly missed me?”

I dry swallowed as she ground her sex against the muscle of my thigh, her skirt bunched between us, her hips tilting back and forth as she rode up and down my leg. I was immediately hard. “Yes,” I said. “Of course.”

“Hmm.” She bit her lower lip, closed her eyes, and for a moment continued to hump my thigh - then stopped and stepped away. “That will have to wait, I suppose. Amusing, is it not, how the flesh has its own desires, divorced of the mind?” She slid a hand down to cup her sex. “The animus to procreate, to fuck, which is so strong it can tear free of its own moorings, no longer focus on creating life but seek solely to satisfy its own lust?” Her voice had grown contemplative. “Even I feel the sting of its lash. I wonder. Is there a way to harness the power of that desire? Embed it within a corpse? The will to life. To interweave lust into the perfect matrix of a deceased soul?”

I fought the urge to take her in my arms, to crush her lips against mine. Waited as she thought. 

She snapped out of her trance and smiled at me. “We’ll have to investigate, you and I, Kellik. This has become my new obsession. To find ways to interact with living matrixes, not merely those of the dead. The next time we fornicate, I will take particular note of how your matrix changes as you climax. Perhaps I can have a corpse close by on which I can seek to mirror your own experiences. But alas. That will have to wait, won’t it?”

“Yes,” I managed. “That will have to wait. Though I can’t say I’ll be as aroused while lying next to a dead body.”

She patted my cheek, the scrape of her lace gentle against my stubble, and then smoothed down her skirt once more. “Oh, very well. We can make love without dead people. Let us proceed.” And she extended her arm.

I took it in my own, and led her out of the weathered shack, down the steps, and out onto the darkening path. The wind whipped her skirts about her legs, tugged at her veil, but Iris walked serenely by my side, looking for all the world as if we were promenading through the Public Gardens. 

Down we went, with the ocean booming below us, and just as we reached the Harbor Road the crystal within the lighthouse flared to life, so that a shaft of brilliant white speared out over the waves, out into the low-hanging clouds, and began to sweep across the scudding waves.

Iris stopped, tugging at my arm so that I’d do the same, and looked up at the great glass chamber atop the lighthouse. 

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered, and she was right. I’d never been this close to the lighthouse, and now I could see how the whorled patterns in the glass panes of the upper chamber glowed to life as the crystal’s light poured through it, turning each pane into a marvel, a thing alive with light and power. 

We stood thus in the whipping cold, until at last Iris tore her gaze away to smile at me, then bow her head and resume walking along the road, down toward the docks and Port Gloom proper.

Half an hour later we were ensconced within a covered carriage, and I bid the driver take us to a wharf on the southern bank of the Snake Head. We rumbled along in silence, Iris’ hand within my own, her chin on the palm of her hand, gazing out the window at the city scrolling by.

“So much life,” she whispered, as if to herself. “So many souls. Each precious, each unique, yet ensleeved in such drab, despairing forms. What a dichotomy. The inner universe limited by such unaware and limited selves.”

I chose not to comment. Tried to look at the city through her eyes, at the crowds of people, the street rats and merchants, the housewives and tradesmen, the factory workers and guards. Everyone intent and going about their own business, eyes downcast or alert as they studied the faces before them for opportunity. Dressed in rags and in fine suits, moving in the dusk from island of light to island of light. Every one of them destined to die, to shuffle their way into the Ashen Gardens, their desires and hopes, hatreds and loves all coming to nothing as their bodies cooled, their eyes glazed over, and their matrixes - whatever those were - decayed into nothingness.

I shuddered.

The carriage pulled up into a small court and there stopped. Rocked as the driver climbed down, and then the door opened to reveal his bushy face, lamb chop mustache overgrown, his eyes bright like those of a ferret.

“Here we are, master. The Snake Head’s just down that alley, but me carriage won’t reach it, not at the spot you’ve designated.”

I climbed back out, gave him a silver. “Wait here. We’ll return shortly.”

“Aye, but have a care. These aren’t the safest parts, not past sundown.”

Iris smiled at him, and surprised at the genuine nature of her expression, the driver smiled back.

We walked down the alley, passing into deep shadow, and emerged behind the building right on the slimy banks of the Snake Head. This part wasn’t embanked, but across on the north side the wharves were busy with small crafts from the hinterlands, come bearing their goods for trade.

“There,” I said, pointing out a long barge, low slung and tied to a couple of bollards. “The Cloud Chaser.”

Iris tapped her chin as she leaned a little forward. “Yes, I see it.”

“Inside, there’s a maimed seer, like the lady we helped die the last time we were in Port Gloom.”

“The one who was protected by Gloom Knights,” said Iris.

“The same. There’s another on board that ship. I don’t know what manner of protection they have going, but I think their primary defense lies in the mobility of the boat. Supposedly they range up and down this length of river during the day, and at night moor at different locations.”

“Very well,” said Iris. “Kill everyone on board?”

I hesitated. The maimed seer had to die, for various reasons, but everyone else? I thought of the women who had been guarding the druid. The kind of person it took to monitor and maintain the horrific existence these maimed seers were living.

“Yes,” I said.

No judgement on Iris’ face. “Simple enough. I can have my dead walk up the river and attack from below. Perhaps I’ll craft something large enough to tear open the bottom of the boat, then attack from the sides as it founders.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, and extended my arm once more. “Shall we?”

Soon we were rolling through the city once more, turning south toward the huge Market Square where only yesterday morning I’d addressed the crowds. I thought of telling Iris about the experience, of what had happened since then, but after studying the profile of her face through her veil for a few moments, decided not to.

It’s not that she wouldn’t be happy for me, but more that such mundane affairs… simply didn’t seem to matter to her. I could imagine her patting my hand encouragingly, and so turned away.

We rumbled into the huge market which even at this hour was doing business. The night market was being set up, but still we were able to roll our way toward the southern edge where a large edifice of stone reared up like an obdurate fist. 

“There,” I said, “no need to get down. The guardhouse off Market Square. I’m not sure where the seer is being kept, but I’d imagine it’s in the basement.”

“Hmm,” said Iris, leaning over my lap to peer out my window. “A fortified target. Windows are barred. Door looks stout. This one will be messier than the last.”

I grimaced. “Most of the guards within are innocent, I’d guess.”

She glanced at me. “So don’t kill everybody?”

“No. Try to just get the seer and her guardians.”

Iris sat back, the leather bench squeaking beneath her slight frame. “Reconnaissance, then. Does the guardhouse close at a certain hour?”

I shook my head. “They operate through the night, bringing in criminals, housing the guards about to go on duty and the like.”

“Good.” She tapped her chin once more. “Then I’ll send in scouts. Identify as best I can the target location, and then pour in my creations. Once they accomplish their goal, I’ll simply relinquish them, so that all fighting ceases.”

“That sounds great,” I said, still uneasy. “Thank you.”

She smiled brightly at me. “Thank me when we’re done! This is all very ad hoc. But still, I’ll see what I can do.”

My smile was tight in return, and I leaned my head out the window to address the driver. “The Iron Reformatory, please.”

We rode in silence, Iris humming a tune to herself as she gazed out the window. I wrestled with my doubts. My inability to come up with another way to fight the Family. Frowned out at the city. Sought to reconcile my desire by day to represent its people as the Count of Manticora, and the missions I was setting up by night as Iris’ leader. 

Failed, but was rescued from my introspection as we arrived at the Iron Reformatory. 

It was located in the far western side of the city, almost flush with the great wall, north of the Drover’s Yard but south of the Royal Provost’s palace. A moderately wealthy district, where merchants and the upper middle class could purchase stately homes and remain under the watchful eye of the guard. Old trees grew down the sides of the streets, and if the homes weren’t as magnificent as those in the Garden District, here they were respectable and of more recent construction.

The Iron Reformatory was a holdover from a previous age, a large edifice that appeared almost a cathedral to moral values; operated by the city and with volunteers from the Church of the White Sun, it housed petty criminals, former whores, and orphaned children, all of whom had to profess a desire for a better life before availing themselves of its charity and being admitted within.

Legends and rumors swirled about the Noose and the harbor about the Reformatory. Older street rats would scare the younger with tales of brutality and harsh discipline, the use of magic and torture to straighten the crooked. Of the Iron Ladies, the matrons who ran the place with their barbed batons, and the dull-eyed people who emerged after a spell spent within, their spirits broken, but now law-abiding citizens of the city.

I chewed my lower lip as I considered the huge building. What a mockery, to house a seer within its hated halls. 

“Not as secure as the guardhouse,” said Iris, voice low. 

“No. But it’s filled with innocents. Children, even. You’ll have to be very delicate with this one.”

“Delicate how?”

“Don’t… show the children horrible things, if you can. Don’t traumatize them.”

“I see.” Iris nodded sagely. “Nothing unnatural in appearance, then. And the seer? In the basement?”

“Yes.”

Iris licked her dark lower lip. “It has the air of a prison.”

“It is, kind of.”

“And those who run it? Should they be spared?”

A welter of horror stories told to me during my childhood arose within my mind, and almost I spoke for the hundreds if not thousands who were supposed to have suffered within - but then I shook my head instead.

“Just the seer and her immediate guardians, if possible.”

“Very well,” said Iris, sitting back. “Where to next? That’s three. Two remain.”

I opened the window and leaned my head out once more. “To Execution Hill, please.”

Again we rode in silence. Iris was clearly comfortable with saying nothing, feeling no need to chatter or ask questions to keep the conversation going. By slow degrees I relaxed. The die were cast. Tonight’s missions were going to take place. There was no sense in agonizing over them anymore. And if anything, it was the Family’s fault for perpetuating such horrors. We were being forced to react, to clean up after them. 

We crossed Boneteeth Bridge, passing over the fumes that the many alchemist shops gave off beneath us, and descended into the eastern edge of the Garden District. Lanterns were lit here and hung from tall poles, so that we rode through endless dappled islands of yellow illumination, passing to and fro from pools of darkness in turn. 

Past endless walls, ancient trees, broad pavements, guard patrols. The area around Execution Hill was not the wealthiest, but in some senses it was the most august; nouveau riche had built around the Public Gardens centuries ago, but the city’s original nobility, the barons and storied families, had their residences here about the symbol of the Provost’s power.

Execution Hill.

We circled its base and came to a stop in a small square, an island of trees and manicured blooms in its center. The driver leaped down, opened our door, and we emerged blinking into the cool night.

“Ah,” said Iris, turning to regard the eponymous hill. It rose up in the night, a dark eminence surrounded by lantern poles and estates. 

Nobody built on Execution Hill, despite its size. A single road led up to its summit, and there a vast framework stood against the night. Large enough to hang a score of people at once, I knew it all too well; this was the only part of the Garden Estate where people from every walk of life were welcomed to gather during formal executions. How many times had I wormed my way through crowds up the slopes of the hill for a better view of some unfortunate soul being carted up to their death?

I’d seen hangings, beheadings, and a small number of people being broken on the wheel and hoisted up high to be pecked at by the crows. I’d lost my taste for such brutality early on, however, and not returned after seeing a woman torn apart by draft horses. It was said the soil of the Hill was soaked in gore, and that a hundred ghosts walked its summit on nights without a moon.

Iris inhaled deeply, reaching her hands out toward that dread framework, and then curled her fingers into fists and turned to me with a smile. “This is a special place.”

“Special how?”

“Can’t you sense it?” She searched my face, as if seeking some sign of recognition on my part. “Feel the charge in the air?”

“No,” I said, voice soft.

“No matter. I can.” She turned back to the hill. “I can sense… how strange. There is something within that hill, buried deep, that calls to me.”

“Well, funny you should mention that. The seer is said to be hidden within a barrow under the hill. Not that I’d ever known the place to be hollow, but…”

“I shall attend to this one personally,” Iris breathed. “I’m most curious. An old power, to be sure. Something that might predate the city. Waiting. Does it sense me in turn? No. It slumbers.”

“Not to be rude, but… perhaps you can leave whatever that is alone?” I winced apologetically. “Waking up ancient undead powers that have slumbered under the city since before it was built might be a bit much for tonight’s plans.”

Iris laughed and squeezed my upper arm. “Kellik! No need to look so nervous. You’re right. I have plenty to attend to. But still. I’ll come here myself tonight.”

“All right. And you think you can find a way into the hill?”

“I’m sure I’ll figure something out,” she said with a confident smile.

“Great. Well, that’s the fourth location. The fifth is a roving funerary carriage that drives around the north harbor. We don’t know where it is, but given the limited scope of its area, perhaps you can find it on your own?”

“A funerary carriage? How fortunate. I’ll see what I can do, yes.”

She seemed so slender, so small in her black dress, a pallid waif with gleaming eyes. Again I tried to understand the scope of what she was going to attempt tonight, and failed.

“Do you need help from us?” I asked. 

“Help?”

“To pull off these five assaults.”

“Oh, no. Best if you stayed out of the way. That will allow me to focus better.”

“What should I expect?” I asked. “Will they all take place at once, or…?”

“Close enough. I’ll have to return to the harbor so as to fashion my forces. I’ve plenty to work with, but each will need a slightly different approach. I’ll then move from one location to the next, orchestrating each attack, and plan to end up here last.”

She fairly bounced up to the balls of her feet and gave a little clap. “This will be so much fun! I’ve not orchestrated so many complex attacks in - well - forever. What will you be doing?”

“We’ve three other targets,” I said. “Yashara will be taking out the seer in Drover’s Square. For better or worse, she’s perfectly positioned for it. Tamara will be taking out the seer in her own cathedral, and I’ll be attacking the Royal Provost’s tower.”

“Oh good,” she said, and reached up to cup my cheek. “Have fun, Kellik. And I’ll await you in my seaside home when I’m done. Do come and visit soon, won’t you?”

“You know I will,” I said, and pulled her in close.

She lifted her veil and leaned in to place a kiss on my lips. A chaste kiss, the slightest of pressures, her lips tasting for all the world like blackberries, and then she drew back and glanced again at Execution Hill.

And in the half-light created by the closest lamppost, I saw hunger and avarice coil within her eyes as she studied the mound, a look of cold desire that almost had me change my commands.

But then she stepped up to the carriage. The driver opened the door, and she slipped inside.

“Will you be joining your lady friend?” asked the driver after a drawn out moment. 

“No, thank you. I’ll walk from here. Please take her back to the south harbor.” And I dug out a couple of gold coins for his troubles.

“As you say, sir.” The man closed the door and climbed back atop his carriage. Flicked his reins, and then leaned back as his horses began trotting away.

I watched them go. 

Events had been put into motion.

I flipped my collar, shoved my hands deep into my pockets, and turned west, to walk around the base of Execution Hill and toward the Public Gardens.

Toward Thorne Manor, and my eventual assault of the Royal Provost tower.

 

* * *

 

There were new guards standing just inside Thorne Manor’s massive iron gate. Even at this late hour foot traffic would slow to peer through the ornate iron curlicues, and I saw more than one couple flinch back as they caught sight of the Mailed Fist mercenaries.

Stepping up myself, I saw six half-orcs in their articulated black plate armor, two with heavy crossbows in hand, two with heavy blades at their hips and shields slung over their back, and the last two wielding stout spears with leaf-shaped blades. They were menacing in the dark, not moving, their eyes barely visible under their helms, and only when I moved right up to the bars did one of them speak.

“Thorne Manor is closed,” growled the half-orc, taking a step forward as he peered at me. “Return at dawn.”

“Hello. How to put this.” I gave the Mailed Fist an easy smile. “I own Thorne Manor. Um. This is much more awkward than I expected. Ah. We’re all standing here in the light of a lover’s moon? Now can I come in?”

The Mailed Fist stepped closer, scrutinizing me, and then I heard a raspy chuckle. “Good to meet you, Your Excellency.”

Two others stepped up to unchain the gates, and I slipped through, ignoring the stares from folks on the street behind me. No doubt a few of them were spies. I probably should have taken the rear entrance, but that was probably being watched as well. 

Ah well. It was more important to slip out unnoticed than return home.

Nodding to the guards, I hurried down the driveway, gravel crunching underfoot, breathing deeply of the night flowers as I studied Thorne Manor before me. There had to be more guards around - there. A shadowy figure patrolling on the roof. No - two of them. 

I scanned the grounds, the dark trees, the shrubberies, and thought I saw two other patrols, four strong, moving along the walls of the estate. No doubt there were others, carefully hidden and watchful. No sign of the war trolls, but they were probably being kept inside.

Excellent. A Gloom Knight could still no doubt fight their way inside, but it would now take some serious effort. 

Lights were lit inside perhaps a quarter of the windows within the manor itself, all of which were concentrated in the lower left half of the ground floor.

Interesting.

I rounded the fountain, my approach watched by another six half-orc guards under the portico, and glancing up, I saw another six stationed atop the portico itself, each of them a crossbow resting on the short retaining wall that went around its periphery. 

“Evening,” I said, raising a hand as I drew close.

“Good evening, Your Excellency,” said one of the Mailed Fist guards, a hulking brute of a half-orc with seemingly little human blood in his veins. He was nearly as broad as he was tall, and unlike the others had eschewed the tower shield and blade for a massive mace whose head was bristling with blades. “I’m Sergeant Xagok. The grounds and exterior of the manor are my responsibility. Please let me know if and when you wish to leave so I can assure your safety.”

His voice was surprisingly cultured and rich, and I kicked myself mentally for stereotyping him so quickly; despite his brutish orcish features he spoke with control and precision, and his glittering eyes within his helm betrayed a keen intelligence.

“Thank you, sergeant,” I said. “I expect to be leaving in an hour. Has Tamara arrived?”

“The White Sun exemplar? Yes, Your Excellency. She arrived an hour ago.”

“Excellent,” I said, moving to mount the steps. One of the guards opened the front door for me, and nodded his head as I entered the manor.

Two more Mailed Fist guards sat against the wall to one side of the entrance hall, a war troll crouched before them with its eyes closed and mouth open, in the midst of trying to catch chunks of steak the two half-orcs were lobbing into its mouth. Both guards were chuckling and in the midst of teasing each other, but upon my arrival they turned around sharply, setting the bowl of meat on a side table and saluting neatly.

The war troll blinked its yellow eyes open and cumbersomely rose to its full height so that it towered over the two guards. It was taller than Pony, the stony formations on its blue hide more pronounced and of a darker hue, and thick rocky protrusions extended from its knuckles like blades.

“Your Excellency,” said one of the guards. “Welcome home. The captain and Mistresses Cerys and Tamara are awaiting you in the third parlor.”

“At ease,” I said. “Your names?”

“Magrok,” said the first, lowering his hand to his side. “This here’s Jaruna. The big fellow is Hemlock.”

The war troll blinked owlishly at me, but then bowed its head low. Both guards stared, but quickly masked their surprise.

“Hemlock,” I said, bowing my head in turn. “An honor to have you here. Magrok, I’ve no idea where the third parlor is. Could you show me?”

“Of course, Your Excellency,” said the half-orc. He strode forth smartly, leading me up the stairs to the right, down a hall, and pausing at a handsome rosewood door. Four half-orcs were stationed outside it, while a second war troll sat at the end of the hall, head sunken down about its knobby knees, ears twitching as it watched us.

Magrok saluted and left. I knocked on the door and then allowed myself in.

It was a small chamber, intimate, with a roaring fireplace before a semicircle of stuffed armchairs and handsome wood paneling along the walls.

Tamara was rising from her chair, face alight with happiness at the sight of me. “Kellik!”

I strode forward and embraced her, crushing her to my chest, my relief and delight so strong I was surprised at their intensity. I pressed my face into her long, dark hair and inhaled her scent: clean, with a tang of lemongrass or the like. Pulling back I studied her face, and felt once more that disconcerting surprise at the platinum cast of her irises, so strange and alien in her otherwise familiar face.

“It’s Your Excellency now,” I said, smiling impishly. “Though, what with your being a fancy exemplar, maybe we’re equals?”

Tamara’s smile was fond as she took me in, gazing up and down my length. “Hardly, Your Excellency. An Exemplar of the White Sun definitely outranks a count.”

“Hmm, yes, but not one who could buy your temple out from under you,” I said.

“There’s more truth to that than you know,” she sighed, sitting down once more as I took the chair next to her. “I knew the church was corrupt - had firsthand experience when they cast me out and made me Foresworn - but the depth of the corruption, the breadth of immorality - it’s breathtaking.”

“To Port Gloom,” said Cerys, raising her silver goblet. “More rotten than a week-long corpse.”

“To Port Gloom,” said Yashara, raising her own goblet in turn. “May there be something here worth saving.”

I took up a goblet which had been already filled for me, and we clinked them together, their metallic curves glinting in the firelight.

“To Port Gloom,” I said, “and the people who make it worth fighting for.”

We drank. The mulled wine was delicious, spiced and sweet, but I set the goblet down after only a sip. “By the Hanged God’s tented pants, it’s good to see you again, Tamara. You’re getting the church in hand?”

Tamara frowned as if she’d tasted something foul in her wine. “Hardly. I feel like I’m fencing with a cloud. Nobody resists me. Everybody agrees to my every pronouncement. But nothing actually happens. Apologies all around, promises to speed up the changes, but a week later nothing’s happened. I’m on the verge of turning violent.”

“If this were a mercenary company you’d been assigned to,” said Yashara, voice low as she leaned back into her chair, “I’d advise singling out the ring leaders and crushing them.”

“I know who they are,” said Tamara bitterly. “His Holiness the Revelator, and just about every other bishop. They’re all two-faced, silver-tongued bastards.”

“As an exemplar can you have them dismissed?” asked Yashara.

“No. I can intervene with their policies, issue orders, but I can’t remove ordained clerics from their roles. That power falls to the Revelator, or, if I wish to go above him, to the Autotheos in Olandipolis. But removing the Revelator by orthodox means would take years, including investigations whose integrity I would despair of.”

Cerys ran a finger around the rim of her goblet. “Have him killed?”

Tamara’s expression hardened. “I’ve thought of that, too. But I can’t. Being an exemplar means something. It’s not a means to an end. I can’t begin killing those whom I disagree with.”

“But we can,” I said.

“I can’t kill them via proxy, either,” said Tamara with a grim smile. 

And it struck me how much she’d changed. I’d not seen her in half a year, not since I began my campaign as the Count of Manticora, but in that time she’d grown into her new role, or perhaps, the intertwining of her matrix with that of the exemplar we’d killed back in Port Lusander had finished changing her. She was poised, confident, and with an air of maturity that elevated her beauty into something stern and alluring, impressive and wise. Gone was the hesitant, depressed young herbalist who’d saved my life so many moons ago, who’d thought of killing herself when she realized how her healing powers changed her patients. 

No; this Tamara was calm and controlled, pensive and strong. Her frame had changed subtly as well; her dove gray woolen robes hinted at her large chest, but couldn’t hide how she now sat with poise and an erect carriage, her shoulders pushed back, her spine straight, her chin raised. 

“We’re going to need the church,” I said. “For the second stage of our plans. If the Revelator won’t help you, he must be removed.”

“I know. Trust me. I’ve thought of little else.” Tamara looked down at her goblet, her dark hair falling about her face. “In my capacity as exemplar I can strike down corruption wherever I find it. But uncovering conclusive evidence is proving surprisingly difficult; I would need to spend days correlating the figures in the church books with the actual stocks, the recorded tithes against what is in the treasuries, to interrogate countless people to find out who gave what to whom. Instead, I find myself flitting from one parish to the next, striving to straighten out each crooked practice, driven by something akin to rage and despair. I might as well be trying to stop a river with my hands.”

“I know what you need,” I said. “I have just the secret weapon for you.”

Tamara looked up, brow arched. 

“Master Pogmillion,” I said. “If there was anybody who could tear through obfuscation and bad bookkeeping it’s him. He’s already got a lot on his shoulders, but I’ll task him with hiring a dozen of the city’s best clerks. You then induct them into the church as part of your team, and set them to work on finding damning evidence against anyone and everyone in your way.”

Both of Tamara’s brows raised at the prospect, and then she set her goblet down swiftly so as to clap her hands together in joy. “You’ve just made me weak at the knees, Kellik. Pogo will strike terror into the heart of those sanctimonious bastards.”

“Like I said, he has a lot on his plate. He’s overseeing the construction of a sewer hideout, putting together an artificer studio, and preparing our publicity campaign against the Family. But having your church’s support in what to come is key to our success. I’ll see to it that he assists you as best he can.”

“Oh.” Tamara sank back into her chair, hands clasped together. “I feel better already. I was starting to believe I was in a nightmare, one filled with false smiles and endless hypocritical hymns to the White Sun. Thank you, Kellik.”

“That’s ‘Your Excellency,’” I said, grinning again. “And my pleasure. But we’ve a more direct task for you tonight.”

“Cerys was telling me,” said Tamara. “You’re sure there’s a maimed seer beneath the main cathedral?”

“Yes,” I said. 

“It makes sense,” said Tamara, pausing to bite her lower lip in thought. “The Revelator won’t let me go down into the crypts without a loyal bishop escorting me, and both times I’ve tried to explore a crisis has manifested that required my immediate attention. Very well. I’ll take care of it tonight.”

“Take Pony and another war troll,” I said. “You’re guaranteed to meet resistance.”

Tamara looked sidelong at the mercenary queen. “I’m not quite sure how I’ll explain bringing war trolls into the cathedral.”

“You don’t need to explain,” said Yashara with a savage smile. “You are the exemplar. You do as you wish.”

“True,” said Tamara, mulling it over. “Perhaps I’ve grown too accustomed to justifying my actions at every turn. Very well.” Her expression turned skeptical. “And you’re going to assault the Royal Provost’s tower?”

“That’s the plan,” I said, taking a second sip of my mulled wine. “Cerys and I are going to tear that place apart.”

“About that,” said Cerys.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got a more detailed plan than that. But we’ve got to strike tonight. Iris is taking care of five of the targets, Yashara will take care of the seer in Drover’s Yard, you’ll take care of the one beneath your cathedral, and Cerys and I will kill the one at the top of the tower. That’s eight seers dead before the Family will know what hit them, and a blow they simply can’t recover from.”

“We must be ready for retaliation,” said Yashara, voice low. “Baleric warned you of the consequences.”

“I understand. But we can’t pass up this opportunity to deal such a terrible blow to their organization. Without those eight seers - nine, given the one that died under the Hanged God’s church - they’ll be virtually blind. That will level the playing field like nothing else.”

Reluctant nods all around.

“Then tomorrow I’ll be elected magistrate, and we’ll move the focus to the Star Chamber,” I said. “The Family will be reeling. When the church of the White Sun comes out in favor of my reforms, the pressure will be tremendous. We’ll launch our publicity campaign against the Family, and then continue to tighten the vice until they crack.”

“Ambitious,” said Tamara. “Who knew the half-dead thief I first saw would turn into such a daring revolutionary?”

I winked at her. “We’re just getting started. We’ll convene back here before dawn to review our successes. Understood?”

Murmurs of assent from all round.

I stood and stretched. “Very well. Time to get to work. I’m going to change into something more appropriate. Cerys, you secure me an adequate outfit?”

The Crimson Noose assassin nodded. “It might not fit perfectly, but yes.”

“Kellik, before you go,” said Yashara. “I’ve decided to secure only a quarter of the manor. There are too many entry points otherwise. The rest of the house has been abandoned. We’re none of us to leave the guarded zone without an escort.”

“I figured as much. Good thinking. My clothing and so forth from my suite?”

“Brought down to one of the ground floor chambers,” said Cerys. “I’ll show you where.”

“Excellent. Good luck, both of you.” And I stepped forward to kiss Tamara’s cheek, then moved on to do the same with Yashara. “May Fortuna bless your endeavors.”

“And may the White Sun watch over you,” said Tamara, rising to her feet. 

“And your wits be as sharp as your sword,” said the mercenary queen.

For a moment we simply regarded each other, realizing how likely it was that one of us could die tonight, and then I broke the spell by nodding to Cerys, who stepped past me toward the door.

She led me to a small guest bedroom with no windows. A war troll filled the hallway just beyond the door, his eyes gleaming in the gloom, and two Mailed Fist mercenaries followed us to assume guard duty. 

“Servant’s room?” I asked, following Cerys into the chamber. It had a narrow bed, an old wardrobe, and a slender desk against the back wall. For all its simplicity, however, it was the first room I really warmed to; the walls were painted a faded yellow, and a thick, old rug covered the stone floor. 

“Center of the house,” said Cerys. “No windows. The hallway outside leads to both the front and the back, allowing us to escape if needed.”

“I like it.” I sat on the bed, found it firm, the woolen blanket clean and crisp. “Works for me.”

“Mmhmm,” said Cerys, opening my wardrobe as if my opinion didn’t count for much. “As for your clothing. Here we go.” And she pulled out a suit of black clothing. “Pants and tunic, black leather armor with reinforced padding in key areas. These boots have accentuated grip at the toes. Belt. Assorted daggers with blackened blades. Where are… here we go. Lock picks. Oil. Hood, mask, and gloves.”

The pile mounted in my arms as she went chucking them at me, so that when she turned at last, hands on her hips, I could barely see her over the top. 

She swept her crimson braid over her shoulder and smiled at me, but all too quickly the smile faded, replaced by a thin, vertical line between her dark brows. “How are we going to pull this off, Kellik?”

“Yeah, about that.” I toppled everything over onto the bed and scooted back against the wall. “The only real advantage we have is the element of surprise. I don’t think anybody expects us to be mad enough to attack the Provost’s tower.”

“With good reason,” said Cerys, crossing her arms over her leather armor and leaning back against the wardrobe. 

“But we’re bringing very specific skills to the table,” I said. “The tower is about a hundred feet tall. It’s an easy climb, given how ornate the architecture is, and scaling the exterior allows us to avoid all the floors and their guards.”

“So that’s your plan,” said Cerys. “Climb the outside and slip in through the top? They’ll have countermeasures against such an approach.”

“I know. It won’t be easy. But this is what you and I excel at. You’ll bring your Gloom Bow, I’ll have a Gloom Key. They won’t sense us coming. The seers themselves are sympathetic to our cause. If she feels our sphere of nothingness getting close, I’m hoping they’ll keep quiet.”

“Too many variables,” said Cerys. “I’m not saying this out of cowardice, but rather common sense: what if we just let this one go? Settle for the other seven seers we’re taking out tonight?”

I chewed that over. Bit back my instant negation. I wanted to take out the Royal Provost’s tower. To send a clear signal to the government and council and Family that nobody was safe. Nobody was above our justice. 

But was that message worth risking our lives for?

“There will be magical wards,” said Cerys. “The windows, despite being high up, will no doubt be locked and guarded. We’d have to slip inside undetected, kill the seer, and then get away, which is actually the hardest part.”

“Right, right.” I rubbed my chin. “We’ve a few wild cards on our side, however. My ability to convince people to do as I say, and my ability to take an incredible amount of damage and keep going.”

“Sure, you can throw yourself off the roof and pick yourself up off the road and keep running,” said Cerys. “I, however, wouldn’t fare so well.”

“Hmm.” I felt a pang of nostalgia and sadness: this was exactly when Eddwick back in the old days would indicate whether a madcap plan of ours had good odds of succeeding. What I wouldn’t do for him back here by my side.

“Hold on,” I said. 

“What?”

“We’re not thinking straight here. What was it Pogo said about gold?”

“That it’s its own form of power? Kellik, we’re not bribing our way to the top of the Royal Provost’s tower.”

I grinned and sat forward. “I wasn’t thinking bribes.”

Cerys arched an eyebrow, disconcerted by my sudden enthusiasm. “Use catapults to demolish the tower with payloads of gold bars?”

“No. Come on. Let’s stash our stealth gear in a bag and prepare to head out. We’re going shopping.”

 

 


Chapter 7

 

 

Three hours later Cerys and I approached the Royal Provost’s tower. It was gone past midnight, and the moon was blessedly obscured behind the thick clouds that blanketed the crowd and pressed down upon the city. The tower itself arose with all the stilted grandeur of the provost’s office itself; 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.

We drew closer down the length of a narrow alley, the tower rearing ever higher before us until at last we reached the narrow square before our target. I’d expected a building of such grandeur to have a great space open before it, but instead the tower was fronted by a small paved space which by day was 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.

Hemmed in as it was, however, the tower still seemed to burst free of its neighbors, a great stone finger pointing accusingly at the heavens, its upper heights nearly piercing the banks of dark clouds themselves. Windows were lit here and there up and down the length of its body, and the grand entrance with its majestic gable soaring over the double doors and rose window smoldering in the night still admitted a straggle of late visitors. 

Cerys and I crouched down in the alley mouth and studied our target. At the rear a second tower was built flush against the greater tower’s side, this one shorter and built in the 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. 

“Interesting,” I said, knowing Cerys had spotted the possible approach.

“The first tower wasn’t enough?”

“Hard to expand on a tower,” I said. “Perhaps the second is meant to catch the overflow of staff?”

“Just build a new tower altogether,” said Cerys. “That second one looks like a young grandson steadying a tottering grandfather.”

“Mean bastard of a grandfather,” I said, looking up the hundred feet of the Royal Provost’s tower once more. “Still. That scaffolding looks perfect. Circle around?”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Cerys. “If that new tower isn’t finished, it’s probably not being used. We could use it to get two thirds of the way up, and then cross out through the unfinished roof to the main tower.”

I nodded. Worked for me. I raised my black silk scarf over my face and pulled my hood down low, then turned around and retraced our steps. Circled around the tower square, working our way through the darkness so that we emerged onto a broad avenue that ran right up to our target’s rear. 

It was dark, the moon was obscured, but still there was no sense in taking chances. Nodding to Cerys, I placed my hand over my new belt and whispered the word of power the magus had taught me just an hour before.

The world seemed to shimmer as if a veil of dark smoke were rising up before me, a veil through which everything leached of color for a moment before returning to rights. We’d spent nearly thirty thousand gold at a variety of private shops and wizard abodes across the city, and these two belts were the best of the items. I’d never been happier to spend ten thousand gold. I turned back to Cerys. “It work?”

“I can make you out, but you’re little more than a shadow,” she whispered. “My turn.”

She did the same, hand passing over her belt, and then her form rippled and faded away, turning into a vague shadow of herself that seemed to slide out from under my gaze as I tried to study her.

“Perfect. Let’s go.”

I ran forth in a crouch, keeping to the darkest parts of the street, and emerged into the tower square. The scaffolding was a thicket of stout timbers that rose level upon level to enshroud the lower half of the new tower; it appeared that a small keep or five-story add-on was also being built at the same time.

It was child’s play to slip into the greater darkness beneath the forest of planks, especially as the guard patrols were giving away their locations by holding aloft lanterns as they trudged along their routes. I studied the maze of construction above and around me and counted three patrols; two on the ground, one up on the third floor. 

Still, that didn’t mean there weren’t hidden sentries. Moving with the utmost care, I ghosted up a ramp to the second floor, watching as the closest sentry group on the ground floor drew nearer, oblivious to our presence.

We had to keep moving. Over the wooden beams I crept, toward the second ramp that led higher. Even if I strained I couldn’t hear Cerys behind me, and I hoped I was just as silent.

Up the second ramp, along boards laid down over the rafters, toward the tower wall itself. Only to nearly freeze when I saw a shadowed form standing beside a support column, arms crossed, gazing out over the street below.

A sentry, clothed all in black, with nothing reflective on his person to give him away.

Instinct kept me moving, footfalls light on the splintered boards, and momentum carried me right past his watchful gaze and through a lancet window into the new tower. 

The floor disappeared from under me, and I windmilled my arms as I stepped out across a beam only two inches across. They’d yet to insert the huge rafters that would support the floor of this level, so holding my breath I crossed over the hungry void below me, finding my balance, and with assurance reached a window on the far side.

Cerys was right behind me, composed and inscrutable in her veil of shadows. Out the far side of the tower we went, right up against the boxy exterior of the greater tower, which was so close I could have reached out my arm and touched its weathered stone. 

A moment’s hesitation as I glanced up. The new tower climbed another two stories before its partially completed conical roof began; scaling its smooth exterior was impossible by normal means.

Still, three thousand gold crowns had purchased Cerys and I special ointment that would make light of this problem. I drew out the tin, pulled off its cover, and for the next minute we busied ourselves with rubbing the thick paste over our gloves and boots. For a moment the scent of oil and sage filled the air, and then it disappeared, the paste seeming to evaporate off our leathers. 

Stashing the tin, I took a deep breath and leaped up, placing my hands as high as I could reach.

Where they touched, they held, and a moment later I was climbing up the tower’s exterior like a lizard, the movement unnatural at first but quickly resolving itself to a new rhythm. 

Up we went, twin shadows flanked by the towers, and when we reached the eaves of the conical roof I turned and studied the larger tower. A ledge ran around its square exterior, each face adorned with engaged columns and blind arches. Five yards above, an ornamental balcony wrapped around the tower, lancet windows extending higher into the gloom.

A deep breath, a crouch, and then I leaped out over the void, a quick leap to the facade of the old tower. The balls of my feet and fingertips adhered to the ancient rock, and heart hammering, I resumed my climb. I could no doubt have accomplished this section without magical help, but why risk it?

Up we went, higher and higher, Port Gloom spreading out before me; a great, rumpled tapestry of flickering lights and smoke, myriad sounds of the night filtering up to me even at this great height.

I paused, holding on with one hand to swing out and admire the city, and then the wall before me rippled as a man emerged directly from the stone. 

Instinct was my downfall. Despite my shock I sought to grasp the tower face with both hands once more, and in so doing I pulled myself directly into the stone man’s embrace.

I barely had time to make him out as he pushed himself clear of the wall. Medium height, all of dull gray stone, even his clothing which was of common cut, but with twin demon wings extending from his shoulders. His large, ponderous fists closed around my arms with terrible strength, but it was his head that froze my blood - it was featureless, a block of stone with enough crude planes to resemble the outline of a skull, but without eyes, nose, mouth, ears - anything. 

One moment I was clutching the side of the tower, the next the featureless gargoyle shoved me clear, tearing my hands and feet away from the stone, its small wings beating ponderously as it propelled me out into the night. 

Green and purple fire flared below, and I saw Cerys lean back, affixed to the tower only by the soles of her boots, craning back as she fought for balance and nocked an arrow to her Gloom Bow.

The gargoyle opened its fists and dropped me. The drop was vertiginous, and I was well clear of either tower. I barely controlled a scream as I fell, and at the last moment managed to brush my gloved hand against the gargoyle’s booted foot.

The magical paste caused my glove to adhere, and almost my weight jerked my hand free of the glove. With a spasm of terror, however, I closed my fingers about the gargoyle’s ankle and held on for dear life.

A blazing arrow impacted the side of the gargoyle’s head, cracking that featureless block and sending shards of stones flying. Wings still beating ponderously, it bent down and hammered at my hand.

Bones shattered within the glove, but just as quickly they reknit; I swung my other arm up and grabbed hold of the gargoyle’s other foot.

A second arrow slammed into the gargoyle, this one sliding into its thick back between the wings. 

The gargoyle seemed to reach a resolution, for it folded its wings behind its back and suddenly the pair of us were plummeting straight down with gathering speed. A ploy? A bluff? Was it sacrificing itself to ensure my death?

Stomach elbowing its way up between my lungs, my legs kicking futilely, I caught a glimpse of Cerys turning to deal with another gargoyle as we fell past her.

Panic lent me strength. I climbed up the back of my gargoyle, past its leonine tail. It twisted about, trying to reach me, but I moved up onto its shoulders, feet on its broad back, and with a frantic spasm leaped clear toward the new tower.

Everything was blurring around me, and my leap pushed the gargoyle away as much as it propelled me forward. The arc of my descent brought me close enough, however, that I was able to strain forward and touch the tower’s curvature with a finger - enough for the paste to kick in and cause the rest of me to pendulum into the tower at full speed, face and hips and knee crashing into the rock.

My hand slipped free of the glove and then I was sliding, down the smooth exterior, chin clipping a ledge or ridge or I know not what - blood filled my mouth, I saw stars, and then my other hand smacked the side of the tower and held.

My shoulder exploded into pain as I swung down and around, twisting as momentum carried me away from the tower wall, my hand now up and above and behind me against the tower face. For a second I hung there, outstretched on the horizontal, and then I swung back to slam into the worked stone.

The gargoyle was diving right at me, a spear from some terrible stone bow, arms pressed against his sides, wings flattening down his back for maximum speed. I bit back another scream and with all my strength hauled my knees up to my chin, curved my spine away from the wall, wrenching my shoulder further as I jerked up and out of the gargoyle’s way.

It impacted the tower and disappeared into the stone as if it were water.

Shoulder already healing, I twisted around, brought my boots to bare, and sighted up to where my second glove was stuck. Began an awkward series of leaps and grabs, hurrying up the tower face as quickly as I could.

On the old tower, amidst the columns and blind arches, Cerys was fending off two more gargoyles, both of which fluttered before her like silent bats - and then I saw a hand emerge from the wall before her and slide around her throat, slamming her back against the wall.

I reached my glove, slid my hand inside it just as my gargoyle erupted from the wall before me, plowing into my waist, arms wrapping around my body as it tore me free once more. 

Without a thought, I reached down for the dagger I’d purchased from a wizened half-orc shaman who’d resided under the Boneteeth bridge. The blade resembled nothing so much as a smoking spar of charcoal, utterly without edge though curved to a point like a great beast’s tusk. 

I slammed the dagger into the back of the gargoyle’s head, and it sank in smoothly right to the hilt. 

The gargoyle spasmed as streaks of black immediately flared out from the wound, and its arms loosened around me, speed stalling as it died.

A downward push on its shoulders and I hiked my feet up onto its back. We were dropping, falling into an arc that would send us plummeting to the square, but I’d no intentions of going down. With desperate energy I ran two steps down its back, the magical paste finding purchase where no other mortal would manage to tread - and leaped for all I was worth toward the main tower.

Which blurred up before me, lintels and windows, columns and arches blurring, until I slammed into its side, the air forced explosively out my chest as I collided, but my gloves and boots held me fast.

Blinking away the pain, I looked up and saw Cerys loose a magic arrow at one of the gargoyle’s despite the two hands clamped around her neck. She was being choked to death but still she fought on.

Grimacing, I raced up the tower’s side. The half-orc’s death dagger was mostly expended, with just a nub of smoking charcoal extending from the hilt. 

A second arrow flew out to impact a gargoyle’s head, but then Cerys dropped her bow as her hands flew to the grip about her throat. 

My eyes widened as the Gloom Bow plummeted toward me, and I ran out wide, lifting up off all fours for a few desperate moments to reach out and snag the bow as it fell past me. My own weight pulled me back, my back arching, and suddenly the world was upside down as I stared down at the tower square, my feet still attached to the tower by the tips of my boots.

Panic urged me to flail, but instead I went with the fall, arching further, turning my dive into a somersault so that my hands touched the tower three feet below my boots. I willed my boots free, completed the spin, and landed on all floors, mind swirling, not quite sure what had happened, but with the Gloom Bow in hand. 

Cerys was a score of yards above me, the two gargoyles closing as the third choked her. For a moment I just crouched against the tower wall, frozen with indecision, and then I thought fuck it and darted over to the ornamental balcony where spindles of rock emerged to point up at the sky.

Elbowed a spindle at its base, caught it as it cracked and fell free, and desperately hoping that the magic of the bow was sufficiently potent, set the spear-like spindle to the string and drew it back.

It was utterly impossible, the idea itself laughable, but magic knows no constraints. The spindle of rock caught flame with a purple and green hue, and when I loosed it flew up like a javelin hurled by a god.

To lance into the side of a gargoyle and there explode into flaming fragments, cracks shooting through the stone creature’s body.

I didn’t have time to watch. I slammed my elbow into another ornamental spindle and nocked it to the bow.

It caught fire just as the second gargoyle turned to stare down at me, Cerys’ first arrow lodged in its blank face.

I loosed. 

The spindle flew up, leaving a lurid streak in the air behind it, and connected square with the gargoyle’s chest.

Again the spindle exploded into flaming chunks of stone, and again its target cracked apart, the sheer force of the attack and the power of the magic undoing whatever spell held it together.

That was enough for me. Gripping the bow in one hand I surged up, seeing Cerys flail and kick, her movements growing weaker as she choked to death.

Too far. I wasn’t going to reach her in time. Horror and self-condemnation suffused me, drove me on, and with a cry I leaped at the last, the death dagger in my off hand, to brush it desperately against the stone fingers latched about Cerys’ throat.

They turned black, released their hold, and Cerys fell free, into the night air. I let go of the death dagger, allowing the hilt to tumble down into the night, and reached for Cerys, straining down, hope against all hope - only to feel her palm slap into mine.

With a cry I held on, brought her swinging up against the tower, and there she latched onto the stone and held fast.

Exhausted, I waited for her to glance up before dropping her the bow, and then turned, surveying the tower face for the next threat.

Silence. 

Well, not quite. Shouts from far below. Sentries, I was guessing, in the scaffolding at the new tower’s base.

Our antics had caught their attention.

“You all right?” I asked, half upside down, pouches and belts and weapons pulling against me.

Cerys fought for breath but nodded, her form enveloping shadows once more as the belt reasserted itself.

“We’d best hurry.” I gazed down at the sentries, one of which was racing around to the tower’s main entrance. “We’ve been spotted.”

“The Hanged God fuck it in the ass,” spat Cerys. “We spend sixty thousand gold and still get noticed?”

“Surprise gargoyle attacks will do that for you,” I said. “Come on. Hurry!”

We scrambled up the tower’s side, closing in on the very top. Each successive segment was smaller than the one that preceded it, so by the time we reached the top of the tower we were climbing a wall no more than five yards wide. Four rose windows were embedded at the very apex beneath the actual spire, each a work of consummate art and depicting one of the seasons which were supposed to sweep over Port Gloom every three months. 

If you asked me Port Gloom had just the one season, dour and gray, but the huge circular window before me depicted blooms and woodland animals around what must have been an idealized Execution Hill. I’d never been able to make out what it was supposed to be from the ground far below, due to the layers of grime and dirt that had built up over the decades, but now as I stared a creepy rabbit the size of a hound in the face I realized just how demented the architect had been.

The room beyond the window was lit by various lanterns, and through the warped segments of stained glass I could make out a half dozen people gathered around a large bed.

That was all I needed. Nodding to Cerys, I drew my ghost blade - another ten thousand gold spent right there - and took out the vial we’d paid a thousand gold each for and thumbed off the cork. Drank the silty, chalky liquid within, and felt a wave of nausea so extreme pass through me that I nearly vomited on the rabbit’s face.

My body undulated, as if it had become liquid and waves were working their way across its surface, and I felt my grip on the tower’s exterior begin to give way as my fingers began to sink into the stone.

With a heave I pushed myself forward, passing through the rose window, and into the chamber proper. 

It was like a queen’s bedroom. A massive rose window in each wall reflected the inverse of each season upon thick white carpets, a luxurious four-poster bed, and other heavy wooden furnishings like an iron-banded chest and wardrobe in the corner.

Seven individuals stood clustered around the bed which was an ocean of white comforters and pillows, so thick and plump that I could barely make out the black-haired girl that lay embedded in its center, her eyes open but staring sightlessly up at nothing, her mouth working soundlessly, her small hands clutching and releasing the blankets beneath her.

A girl. They’d maimed and perverted a child into one of their seers. Eyes wide, feeling horror and fury boil up within me, I turned my gaze to consider the band of strangers who were gathered around her, and saw that they were a lethal-looking crew, a mixture of races and professions, but all of them with flat, flinty gleams in their eyes as they stared back at me in surprise.

A gnome was seated beside the girl’s bed, a lute across his lap, the last notes that he’d been playing still hanging in the air. A number of daggers crossed his narrow chest on a masterwork bandolier, and his face was all vulpine cunning and speculation.

Beside him stood a half-elf, long blond hair falling past his shoulders and held back by a gold diadem. Gold and silver pauldrons were affixed to his shoulders, but the rest of his garb was a luxurious robe, and even as he turned his icy stare upon me his fists flickered into twin globes of fire.

A demon stood on the bed’s other side, twin goat horns bending back and curving around his thick mane of black hair, his face leathery, his eyes bronze orbs under heavy brows. A tail as thick as a moray eel hung heavily down to the carpeted floor, and he moved a scaled hand to the hilt of his scabbarded blade.

That’s all I had time to take in - I saw a dwarf amongst the remaining four strangers, a beautiful elven maid clad all in chain and with spirals of white and purple magic beginning to rise off her body like steam, a crimson-haired warrior woman with a frosted ax in one hand, and another elf with something akin to a Gloom Bow in his fist.

Shit. Not one of them looked like a pushover.

The wizard-type with the gold diadem stared at me with something akin to disdain and impatience. “You’ve chosen the wrong tower to break into, fellow.”

I licked my lower lip. The tension in the air was such that a wrong flinch would cause utter chaos to explode. Where was Cerys? Had she lost her potion during the fight?

No matter. My rage was such that I’d fight a dozen such monsters. “You protect this travesty?” My voice shook. “You allow this girl to suffer?”

Eyes narrowed, and a few flickers of doubt and tension crossed the faces before me. 

The mage, however, merely sneered. “We need not justify our morals. All we need do is destroy you. Goodbye.”

Time slowed. I sank down into a crouch, ghost blade rising before me. The dwarf, demon, and red head began to charge toward me even as the elf raised his Gloom Bow. But before any of us could engage the mage raised his palm toward me and unleashed hell.

A gout of flames a yard across hit me in the chest and lifted me off my feet. Instead of enveloping me, I felt the blow like a sack of bricks, the air dashed from my lungs, and I was thrown against the stone corner between the rose windows, where no doubt I’d have been pinned and burned to death.

The potion was still in effect, however. The blast sent me through the stone and back outside into the nocturnal world, with only my outflung hand allowing me to snare the corner of the tower before I flew free.

My chest was a matted, running mess of cracked flesh and smoking blood. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think for the pain, but then the wound began to heal over, the pain to recede, and my thoughts sharpened once more.

“Cerys?”

“Here,” said a shadow on the far side of the tower. “Plan?”

“You got your potion?”

“Yes. Was going to attack while they spoke with you. Didn’t expect you to get knocked out so quick.”

“In and out,” I said. “Use the walls to our advantage. Snipe them and duck out, understood?”

“How long does the potion last?”

There was the rub. The mage had been clear. “One minute, maybe less. We’re running out of time.”

“We can still leave, Kellik!”

“No we can’t.” I fixed her shadowy form with a bleak gaze. “They’ve got a child in there, Cerys. We’re not running from this one.”

“Fuck. All right. Go.”

Ghost blade in hand, I ducked down and passed through the wall beneath the uppermost chamber, passing through a yard of stone into a stairwell. The trapdoor was closed above me but made of wood. Impassable. So I ducked back into the stone and then willed myself up through the floor into the chamber, hopefully emerging beside the bed.

I slid up as if spat out by the floor to emerge in a crouch, the enemy engaged in heated conversation just as Cerys ducked in through an upper corner of the ceiling, arrow already nocked.

“Watch out!” shouted the elven maid, and a white sphere of magic appeared before them just as she loosed her arrow.

“He’s here!” shouted the gnome in horror. I’d emerged right next to his chair. In desperation he strummed a discordant note on his lute, causing terrible pain to slice into my mind like rusted nails scraping against the inside of my skull, but I was already swinging my ghost blade. 

Its edge passed through the lute, leaving it unharmed, and then through the gnome’s body. Blood erupted within his uncut clothing as his chest was cloven in two, and he fell off his chair even as I turned around, the others orienting me in surprise.

The elf with the bow had impossible reflexes. He turned and loosed a burning arrow at me, before I could swing my blade at the wizard. I twisted aside but was too slow; the arrow hammered into my shoulder, numbing my arm as it sank deep into the joint.

Bedlam. Shouts of surprise and anger. The wizard turned on me, eyes narrowed in fury as I fell back against the side of the bed. To sink into the ground? No - my potion was about to give out. 

The wizard extended his hand once more and a spear of black energy flew forth to sink into my chest, punching through my leather armor, ribs, and emerge out my back, just missing my heart.

The world seemed to recede for a moment, and there was no pain as I stared up at the wizard’s gloating face, but then I forced myself back up and put all the power of my blood, the authority I’d inherited from my father into my next words:

“Kill the others.”

The wizard’s face went slack with surprise. 

The dwarf was roaring across the room, a burning arrow sunk deep into his armor. The elf had another arrow nocked, its shaft catching fire, its head pointed at my face. The demon was rounding the bed, his blade burning as he charged Cerys who had emerged from another angle in the wall.

Time slowed. 

I gripped the spear of black light and tore it free, burning my hand to the bone as it did so.

The elf loosed his arrow. It hit me square in the forehead, tearing open my scalp and breaking bone. 

I couldn’t tell how bad the wound was. 

Not bad enough. 

The wizard extended his hand to the crimson-haired warrior lady who was drawing back a dagger to hurl at Cerys, and snapped his fingers. 

Her legs and arms all bent at odd angles as she collapsed with a scream.

“Elandrias is compromised!” screamed the elf archer. 

The elven lady with magic steaming off her turned to her companion and screamed, magic pouring forth from her mouth in a torrent of white and purple to envelop the mage, burning him so brightly that I thought I saw his skeleton glow black within the white fire.

Cerys emerged from the ceiling directly above us and shot an arrow directly down into the elven woman’s head, splitting it open.

I felt the gaping hole on my chest begin to close. Staggered forth to swing my ghost blade at the elven archer. It passed through his bow, cut off his left hand at the wrist and his right hand at the elbow. Both fell to the ground as a river of blood gushed forth from the stumps.

I fell to the ground, dizzy and seeing black motes that wanted to swallow up my vision.

Someone stabbed me clean through the back, the tip of their blade hitting the stone floor beneath me.

I grunted, pushed myself upright. Pain in my head. Pain in my chest. Pain in my shoulder. The demon was before me, burning blade clutched in both hands, pulled back for a decapitating blow. He and the dwarf were the last two left standing. Cerys let out a cry as the ceiling spat her out, so that she hit the floor with a thump and lay on her side for a moment, shocked.

I hurled my ghost blade at the dwarf who went to bring his ax down on her head. The blade spun under the demon’s own sweeping attack. I turned, lowered my shoulder into the blow, and the burning sword cut through the muscle, hammered into the joint, separated it, sank under my clavicle and there wedged.

There comes a point where you hurt so much it stops making any sense. You stop being yourself. Most of your mind ceases to work, and you seem to step back into a very small room surrounded by darkness from which you can observe the events of the world taking place a hundred yards away.

Still, some primitive part of your brain keeps working. Keeps ticking along. That part of me, the oldest, most survival oriented part of my mind, drew a regular dagger from my belt and shoved it into the demon’s disbelieving face.

To my satisfaction, it sank deep into his eye. He let go of his sword, whose flames promptly went out, staggered back, and let out a scream of agony.

I sat on the edge of the bed. It was a bit much to stand right now. My ghost blade had done something terrible to the dwarf’s back, though his armor was untouched. He was arching his spine, trying to reach behind himself, sinking to one knee.

Cerys got up and shot an arrow from her Gloom Bow into his face from a distance of a foot.

The dwarf ceased his roaring and toppled over.

The demon was all that was left. He tore the blade free from his eye, only for Cerys to plant a burning arrow into his throat. And another into his mouth when he opened it again, and that proved enough.

The demon man collapsed, and everything went still.

It was hard to think. I knew I had to be doing something. That there was little time. But I couldn’t quite remember what. 

Cerys moved over to me, noises coming from her lips, and then she stopped and stared at me and her face got all strange. She put her hand over her mouth and her eyes got wet.

Pain. It washed through me like the tide, coming and going, as if my body couldn’t handle it all for long. My heart beat. My chest expanded and sank back down, the movement triggering pain in my shoulder, my chest, my head.

My head was itching. It felt very strange. I reached up to touch my brow. My forehead was wet with blood. There was a funny edge to where the right side of my skull should have been. I pushed my fingers further. Crackly fragments of bone, and then beyond that -

Cerys snatched my hand away, said something.

I couldn’t understand the words.

Want to be free.

I turned to regard the little girl. Her dark skin was ashen, her tightly curled black hair a knotted mess upon the white pillow, the corners of her mouth pale with dried spit. Elegant white leather manacles bound her hands down, her waist, her neck, her ankles. She could only turn her head, and this she had done, to stare at me with liquid black eyes, and my heart, it hurt with a completely different kind of pain.

Tears ran down my cheeks, flowing over the congealing blood. 

I held her gaze. She held mine. My head was itching, itching, itching, as if a hive of ants was setting up shop in my brain. Cerys said something. The trapdoor to the room was bounding. 

People were trying to get in.

Want to be free, the little girl said in my mind, and the pain in my heart was so sharp and raw. 

Cerys took hold of my arm, lifted me to my feet. I swayed. Things were healing in my chest, which burned as well. Holes closing up. 

She pushed me toward one of the rose windows, a huge depiction of green lawns and a bright yellow sun, nacreous and glimmering from the lantern light. 

Raised her Gloom Bow and shot an arrow right at the window’s center.

The burning arrow bounced off.

Making angry noises, she scooped up the dwarf’s hammer, took four staggering steps and hammered down at the glass with all her strength.

The hammer bounced off.

Magic glass, I guess.

The sounds from the trapdoor were getting louder, changing, becoming sharp, like an ax on wood. 

I should be doing something. But I felt wrapped in the darkest, softest wool. It felt good to just stand there, watching.

But by the Hanged God’s aching cock, my head was burning. I went to put my head to the hole up there but Cerys smacked it away again.

She stepped before me, spoke slowly, but I couldn’t understand her.

I wanted to apologize, but didn’t know how.

The trapdoor was splintering. 

Want to be free, said the little girl in the depths of my mind, and Cerys turned toward her, drawing her dagger. 

I knew I should watch. Be a witness to her liberation. But it took everything I had to just stand there. Someone was pouring liquid metal into my head. The pain was such that I couldn’t draw breath. I was a thin balloon, a film of flesh drawn taut over a vague concept of self. The pain made my eyes sting, my ears ring. 

Free, said the little girl, and now I did turn. Cerys was kneeling by her side. She was staring up at the ceiling, eyes wandering from side to side, working her jaw soundlessly, but now blood was soaking the fabric beneath her left leg. Spurts of dark, arterial blood.

Free, said the little girl, and my eyes filled up with tears all over again. The girl blinked and looked down at where I stood. 

Smiled, and blinked.

And with that blink a wave of force flooded out of her, passing through me like a hurricane, and blasted out each of the four rose windows.

The shattering roar was tremendous, huge shards of colored glass flying out into the night, and a cutting wind immediately swept through the now exposed chamber, tumbling lamps and causing me to stagger back. 

I didn’t look away from the girl. Her eyes were closing. The lower half of her bed was dark with blood. 

Free, I heard her whisper once more in the depths of my mind.

The trapdoor burst open. 

Cerys loosed a Gloom Arrow into the stairwell, then slid her bow over her shoulder and ran toward me. Dug the paper ornament we’d spent so much money on from my belt. It gleamed jade and gold. 

I tried to remember what it did, and failed.

Cerys folded it once, twice, then threw it down on the floor.

I watched, delighted, as it unfurled into a vast shape, cunningly made from paper, but depicting a dragon, scales green as the heart of a leaf and outlined in gold, with a crimson head and huge curling whiskers that floated back toward us.

Cerys screamed something at me and pushed me onto the paper dragon. I tripped, fell face down onto its back. It wasn’t lying on the ground, I realized, but bobbing over its surface.

I looked back. Cerys had gripped the rear of the dragon construct, and with a grimace shoved it forward, leaping onto its back at the last moment as we sailed out into the night.

A frisson of excitement and pleasure washed through me as we flew forth. Cerys twisted around to loose arrow after arrow back into the top chamber of the tower as men spilled out of the stairwell, but soon we were too far for even her bow.

She turned back, slid an arm around my waist, pulled me back down.

The paper felt like warm linen. The dragon didn’t move, had no wings. Was more of a huge snake, I guessed. But it carried us smoothly through the air, a hundred feet above Port Gloom and slowly gliding down.

A spasm of pain shattered my head as bones clicked and I vomited over the side of the dragon, my stomach trying to invert itself. 

Cerys grabbed hold of my belt and pulled me back, but now the pain was easing. New emotions flooded through me - shock, amazement, horror. I held on tight to the dragon’s creased edges. Peered over the side. Execution Hill was sliding past on our right, the Snake Head River a dark, oily gleam on the left. Estates rolled away beneath us, drawing ever closer as we descended. 

“Can we steer this thing?” Cerys wasn’t speaking to me, was fumbling at the horns on the dragon’s head. “For that much fucking gold you’d think it’d turn!”

“No,” I said, my voice hoarse. “It’s attuned to me.”

“Kellik!” She grabbed at me, stared me in the face, then hugged me tight, causing the dragon to rock. “Thank Fortuna!”

“How’d I look?” I asked, knowing I should say something funny, but not quite remembering why. “Wait, don’t tell me. Here. Let’s start flying down toward the Public Gardens.”

I stared off at the huge walled gardens and willed the dragon craft to turn that way. And slowly, elegantly, as if it were obeying my command simply because it aligned with its own desires, the paper dragon swung to the right, over huge buildings and tumbling roofs, clusters of chimneys and closed courtyards, over tree tops and broad avenues.

More than one band of thieves stared up at us from their paths over the rooftops.

Down we glided, the pain in my chest lessening by the moment, the itching in my head slowly subsiding. Tentative, I touched my scalp, found the right side of my head devoid of hair, the skin strangely soft, the bone beneath yielding like the center of a newborn’s skull. 

Still healing up, I guessed.

Down we flew, through the cold and bitter night, and I realized we weren’t going to reach Thorne Manor. Instead, I directed the dragon to slide down the center of a large avenue. We flew perhaps a block just above the cobbles, and then the dragon’s narrow belly touched the ground and slid along the street for another dozen yards before coming to a complete stop.

A stand of carriages awaiting business was stationed just to our side, four closed carriages lined up, their drivers gathered around a small fire contained within an iron bucket, mouths agape, cards forgotten in their hands.

Stiffly, wincing from numerous deeply embedded aches, I climbed off the dragon, Cerys doing the same with much more grace. 

The dragon gleamed before us, its surface metallic and ornate, easily a dozen feet long, a marvel of artistry and wonder.

“Should we leave it here?” I asked. “It was a one shot ride.”

“It’s beautiful,” said Cerys. “I wish we could take it with us.”

“No luck there.” I crossed the street to the carriage drivers. “Hello. Can I borrow your bucket for a second?”

They stared at me, eyes wide and glazed with shock. I guess I had to look pretty bad, what with all the wounds and blood. With a tight smile I took up their bucket, and returned to the dragon, where I set the flames beneath one of its legs.

With a whoomph the dragon went up in flames, burning so quickly it could have been doused in oil. I watched its magnificent form crumple and twist, blacken and coarsen, and within moments it was reduced to a carbon skeleton which I kicked apart into dark ashes.

“Here,” I said, returning the fire bucket to the drivers. “Much obliged.”

“We’re close to the manor,” said Cerys, taking my hand in hers. “Five-minute walk. Will that incriminate us?”

“Possibly. But unless we’re willing to kill those carriage drivers, there’s nothing we can do about it.”

Cerys glanced at me in shock. “Are we?”

“No,” I laughed. “We’re not Iris. Come on. I feel a pressing need for a mirror.”

“Best you don’t look,” said Cerys, hurrying down the avenue toward the closest alley with me. “Give it some time to heal.”

“My looks,” I moaned, shaking my head. “My best asset, the key to defeating our enemies. All is lost.”

“Stop being such a baby,” she said with a hesitant smile, and then we ducked into the darkness of the alley and left the lights and open avenue behind.

 

 


Chapter 8

 

 

We entered Thorne Manor via the rear entrance through a tall, narrow gate almost hidden behind a vertiginous hedge that followed the line of the garden wall. A war troll and six half-orcs allowed us in, and if they noticed my wounded state they made no comment.

Up a gravel road to the rear of the manor, the area behind the kitchens and next to the stables. We crossed over into the ornamental garden before the solar, and there passed another guard detail to enter the house proper.

The others were awaiting us in the library. A large fire had been built up, one that burned like a funeral pyre within the great stone space, and as we entered I moved directly to its heat and light, feeling as if I might draw vitality from its raging flames.

“Thank Fortuna!” I heard Pogo say as the others rose to their feet. Their alarm was obvious.

“By the White Sun,” whispered Tamara, hurrying to my side. Though my other wounds had healed, my head was throbbing still. She placed a hand gently to my brow, and I felt a wave of warmth pass through me. A silver light blossomed within my mind, and where it shone the pain faded away. I closed my eyes, drank in her healing, and after I don’t know how long felt her pull her fingers away, the silver light begin to fade.

I blinked. The pain was gone. I reached up to touch my head. The skin was whole, the skull beneath it firm. 

No hair, however. 

I turned to my companions and took a deep breath, drinking in the sight of them. Yashara had removed the armor from her upper torso, revealing the strength and cut of her musculature, with only a black wrap holding her prodigious breasts in place. From the blood that had dried across her torso it was clear she’d also received healing from our exemplar. 

Netherys seemed untouched; she was wearing a new outfit of black velvet, something that hugged her lithe form with a slit down the side of the skirt that revealed a smooth expanse of thigh. She held a mug of something steaming to her lips, and watched me carefully over its brim.

Tamara was clearly exhausted, her features waxen and drawn, and she sank gratefully back into her armchair, sinking deep into it so she could rest her head against its back.

Iris lay on a leather divan across the room, her black wedding dress spread about and reaching down to the floor, her eyes glittering as she stared at me like twin flecks of mica.

“Everybody’s here,” I said, half in wonder. “Success?”

“Success,” said Yashara, placing a hand on her shoulder and rotating her arm. “It got bloody. Netherys tipped the odds in our favor. They’d installed a ballista in the final room, fired a harpoon right through the door as we closed. Went through Gravel and into me.”

“Yashara is a force of nature,” said Netherys. “She cut the harpoon in half and fought on with that thing sticking through her.”

“And Gravel?” I asked. “One of the half-orcs?”

“One of the war trolls,” said Yashara, tone wry. “I’ve never met one with such a bad temper. The harpoon really, really pissed him off.”

“But you succeeded,” I said, wanting to hear it. Needing to hear it. “The seer is dead.”

“She is dead,” said Yashara, dipping her head in acknowledgement. 

“Tamara?” I asked.

Who shook her head slowly, face pulling into an expression of disgust. “To think that was under the cathedral the whole time. The way was barred. The guards in their panic thought to deny me entry. I disabused them of that notion. It was the first time I manifested my exemplar powers fully. The war trolls barely had anything to do.”

“The seer is dead?” I asked again.

“Yes.” Tamara pursed her lips, as if in deliberation, then gave a final nod. “I gave her peace, the poor soul. The Revelator himself came down to confront me as I emerged. I saw it in his eyes. He was complicit, of course, but ah, he’s a slimy toad. He feigned outrage and horror so well that I was unable to pin it on him.”

“Dereliction of duty,” said Pogo. He was dressed in a severe suit of fine black velvet, hands linked behind his warped back, a shadow amongst shadows beside the fireplace. “I’m sure we can find some nice legalities with which to skewer him, no matter how much ignorance he protests.”

“Yes,” said Tamara, staring into the fire. “If ever a man was in need of skewering, it’s his holiness the Revelator.”

At last I turned to Iris, who looked for all the world like a small doll on her divan. “Iris?”

“They are fighting still,” she whispered. 

“Who is?”

Iris smiled in surprise. “My creations. Within Execution Hill. I can feel them. Have you ever seen a seam of coal burn underground?”

“I… no?”

“Of course not. It is underground. But coal can catch fire even in the depths. And then it smolders. For years. My father lost a mine to such an event once when I was girl. I would go and stand before the mine’s entrance and watch the smoke curl up from between the rocks and bracken, watch the ground exhale that smoke and would try to imagine the fire that was burning deep below, within the rock itself.”

I waited, glanced at Cerys to see if she knew what was going on. Cerys shrugged.

“That’s what’s going on beneath Execution Hill,” whispered Iris. “My undead are struggling against his undead.”

“His undead?” I asked. “The presence you sensed under the hill?”

“What is this?” asked Tamara. “What’s she talking about?”

“Yes,” said Iris. “He awoke. I think he may have sensed me. Oh. That moment when his mind touched mine.”

Again she sank into silence. I waited, mouth dry, suddenly terrified of what was happening only twenty city blocks away.

“He extended me an invitation. I was so tempted, Kellik, oh…” She closed her eyes and turned her head from side to side. “But I would be a drop of water falling into his ocean. I would have become part of something greater, yes, but it would have consumed me. So I declined. And I felt his amusement, his anger. He is not used to being denied…”

Netherys sat up, set her mug aside. “Iris. What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Hmm?” The necromancer opened her eyes. “Oh. The lich necromancer that has slept beneath Execution Hill for nearly a millennia. He’s awake now.”

“He’s awake now,” I said, voice leaden.

“Mmmhmm. Don’t worry, I don’t think he wants to come out. His sleep has been voluntary. But he’s curious, now that he is awake, about how the city has changed. We’re engaged in a battle at the moment. My dead are fighting his dead. It’s funny.”

“Funny?” asked Tamara, voice stark with shock.

“Oh yes.” Iris sat up, pushing her skirt down between her knees. “It’s like two toddlers arguing over their toys. Have you seen toddlers do that? One snatches this toy, only to get mad when the other takes a second. They struggle over the second, and then the other toddler takes a third. The first toddler forgets his initial toy, which is immediately stolen.”

“Hilarious,” I said. “Um. Where is this battle going? What’s at stake? Did you kill the seer?”

“Oh yes, the seer’s dead. She’s helping me now. I’m examining her matrix. There’s a chance I can duplicate it across the matrices of the other dead. But I’m too far away to do such detailed work. I’d have to be inside the hill, and that could complicate matters.”

“Iris.” Netherys’ voice was leaden with intensity. “What is at stake in this battle?”

“Pride, mostly,” said Iris with a shrug of one shoulder. “I don’t want him to think me so weak as to be beneath his notice. I think he’s starting to be impressed. What I lack in his raw power I’m compensating for with innovation. There’s this tunnel I’ve filled with sharpened bones that lie flat against the walls until something walks through, and then - well.” She beamed at me. “It’s quite spectacular, the results.”

I dry swallowed and forced an appreciative nod. “I thought you had to be present at each strike? To oversee it?”

“What? Oh, yes. I did the rounds, just as you asked.” She waved her hand, as if the matter were unimportant. “You know, I think they noticed our initial scouting, because several of the seers were in the process of being relocated when I struck. The boat had unmoored itself and sailed out into the harbor, for instance.” She put her hand over her lips as she giggled. “A terrible mistake on their part.” 

“That’s one,” I said.

“Yes. The guardhouse was a mess. I’m sorry, Kellik, but they insisted on getting involved. There’s something about the undead that draws everyone’s attention and gets them upset. I killed the seer, but a lot of others died in the process.”

I felt my eyes glaze over. Fuck.

“I then moved on to the Iron Reformatory. Oh, I was very careful there, as you instructed. I thought: how best to not scare the orphans? Send in other orphans! So I crafted my undead to look like children, though, of course, I couldn’t change the clothes, so for the most part my little ones went in naked, and they caught the guardians moving the seer up out of a basement and tore them apart with their nails and teeth. There was a strange snake woman there that turned most of my children to stone, but oh, she bled and was pulled apart just like the others, so that’s all right.”

Tamara had moved her hand over her mouth. 

“What else? The boat, the guardhouse, the reformatory… oh yes. The carriage. I couldn’t find it. I’m sorry. I searched everywhere, but I think they must have ridden somewhere else in the city. And I must admit my search was a little hasty - I was eager to enter Execution Hill.”

“This… lich necromancer,” said Netherys, speaking slowly and with care. “You’re sure he doesn’t want to emerge from the hill?”

“Mostly? His mind is very strange. His language so archaic I only understand half. But no. He’s afraid of a prophecy that will trigger when he emerges, apparently, wherein people called Paruko Dream Eaters will come for him. He’s very scared of them, and is working through cults across Khansalon to prevent certain things from taking place, and only then will he come forth to kill everyone and create a necropolis.”

“Pogo,” I said, voice flat with tension. “Any whiskey close by?”

“Yes, Master Kellik.” His own voice shook, and he hurried to the sideboard. Filled a glass to the brim with amber liquid and brought it back.

I took two long gulps. Fire burned down my gullet. There was silence but for the crackling of the flames. The Paruko Dream Eaters sounded familiar. But from where had I heard of them?

“Iris,” I said at last, “can I ask you to do something?”

“Hmm?” Her voice was drowsy, her eyes half-lidded.

“Can you end the battle under Execution Hill?”

“End it?”

“Yeah. Stop playing and allow him to have your toys. Withdraw your attention from that place.”

“I can, yes. But why?”

How to phrase something so enormous and overwhelming? I opted for simplicity. “I’m not comfortable with riling up such a powerful being. Best if we leave him alone so that he can return to sleep.”

“Hmm.” She ran a finger over her lips, and then sighed. “I can if you wish.” She frowned, then a subtle tension seemed to flow out of her. “There. It is over.”

“Thank you.”

“Of course, Kellik. But I must admit I’m sleepy now.” She curled up onto her side, dress rustling. “I think I may rest.”

“Good idea. The rest of us will give you some peace and quiet.” I looked to the others and nodded toward the door. As one they rose and followed me out, down the hall, and into another random small library. 

We closed the door behind us and stood in a small group, staring at each other in shock. 

“What the fuck?” asked Cerys at last.

“I second Mistress Cerys’ question,” said Pogo.

“A lich necromancer under Execution Hill?” Tamara ran her hands through her long brown hair. “And that’s where your father chose to hide a seer?”

“Virtually impregnable,” I said. “To anyone else other than Iris. And… anybody know who these Dream Eaters are? I know the name. And for this lich to be afraid of them…”

“They hunted me down and brought me back to Paruko shortly after I was first enslaved,” said Netherys, voice flat as she recounted the memory. “They’re legitimately terrifying. I had no chance of evading them once they were on my trail.”

“But scary enough to keep a lich trapped in Execution Hill?” asked Cerys.

Netherys shrugged. “I guess so. They handled me with ease. I never even saw them use their powers. Simply awoke already bound as they stood around my camp. But Kellik.” The seriousness of Netherys’ voice drew everyone’s attention. “Iris is far too dangerous to keep using like this.”

“Agreed,” said Cerys and Tamara at once.

“She obeys your requests on a whim. If she but slips her collar, or decides that she’s repaid you enough for setting her free…” Netherys gave a sinuous shrug. “We’d have a problem on our hands far greater than your father.”

“She’s not wearing a collar,” I said. “Don’t speak of her like a dog.”

“Fine. However you want to put it. We can’t risk her losing control.”

“That I don’t know,” I said, searching for a liquor bar and not finding one. Instead, I sank into a chair before the small, dead fireplace. “I don’t dare imagine. But I care for her, and I’ll take the responsibility for making sure she doesn’t… I don’t know. Set the world on fire.”

“Her powers are… astonishing,” said Tamara. “She transferred the blessings of a god to Pony and I. Think on that. And she was speaking of doing the same with the seers’ powers.”

I knuckled my eyes and sat forward. “Look, what are you guys asking me to do? Kill her?”

“I don’t know,” said Tamara flatly. “Iris has been a part of our team almost since the beginning. But I don’t feel like I know her at all.”

“I doubt anybody could make that claim,” said Netherys, eyeing me pensively. “Kellik?”

“I… no. But also, yes. I feel like I do. She’s strangely innocent. Like… she doesn’t understand the consequences of what she’s doing, or how others see her actions.”

“Amoral,” said Yashara. 

“Perhaps. Her sole interest lies in these matrices she keeps talking about. What she can do with them, how she can change them. But she cares for me, despite all that, and like I said, I care for her. I’m not going to harm her in any way, and that’s the end of it. Understood?”

Nobody spoke.

“A point for consideration,” said Pogo, raising a finger. “Iris is quite possibly the most powerful and dangerous being I’ve ever met. If we attempt to neutralize her in some way, and fail - well. I shudder to consider how she would react to such a betrayal.”

Everybody blanched. 

“We’re not neutralizing her,” I said, feeling as if nobody were really listening to me. “But we’re also definitely not going to make her upset. If we did, she might… I don’t know.”

“Turn Port Gloom into a necropolis,” volunteered Cerys.

I sighed and slumped back in my seat. “Yeah, that.”

Netherys was biting the edge of her fingernail, a sign of distress I’d never seen her do before. “We must avoid that.”

“Oh?” Cerys eyed the dark elf. “Mother Magrathaar wouldn’t enjoy that kind of chaos?”

Netherys straightened, eyes flashing, and then with a snarl strode past Cerys, out the door, and slammed it behind her.

“I - wait,” stammered Cerys. “What just happened?”

“You upset the dark elf,” said Yashara.

“Since when has she been so sensitive?” asked Cerys. “It was a joke? We can’t tease her anymore?”

“She’s been different for awhile now,” I said. “Maybe our influence is starting to rub off on her.”

Cerys snorted. “On a dark elf?”

“I don’t know.” I sank back into the armchair. “But all right. We’re agreed on one thing. No more involving Iris in our plans for now while I figure her out. The consequences are too dire and unpredictable.”

“Agreed,” said Cerys, and the others gave firm nods.

“Where does this leave us?” asked Tamara, moving to sit beside me and take my hand in hers. “We accomplished tonight’s goals, did we not? For better or worse?”

“Yes. Other than the seer in the carriage that got away, we released seven of them from their torment. Add the one from under the Hanged God’s church, and that’s eight seers gone from a network of - how many did they have? Twelve?”

Yashara was probing at the muscles of her shoulder once more. “They’ll draw their remaining seers in to cover their most important areas. They will be forced to go from an offensive stance to a purely defensive one.”

“We’ve no way of knowing what those four areas might be,” I said. “But I’ll wager one of them will cover Thorne Manor. Another the council and Royal Provost’s tower. The third and fourth? The harbor, perhaps?”

“The wealthy,” said Cerys with an air of certainty. “For all the Family’s power, they rule by permission of the nobles and wealthiest merchants. If those mansions and estates start being plundered with impunity by random rogues, the powerful of the city will turn against the Family.”

“And what?” asked Tamara. “Riot?”

“Exert pressure on the council,” said Cerys. “Which will translate into pressure on the Family. They have to protect their base of power. They won’t care about the poor or the regular people of the city being murdered or robbed. But they will seek to protect the Garden and Palace Districts.”

“Makes sense to me,” I said. “So. Should we abandon Thorne Manor?”

“You can’t,” said Cerys. “You need to reside here as the Count of Manticora. Or at least maintain enough of a presence to keep your persona alive. But we should establish other bases around the city to fall back to.”

“My sewer base will be ready soon,” said Pogo. “Though I do intend to use some of the space for our printing purposes.”

“We need to accelerate that program now that the seer network is shattered,” I said. “How long till we can start printing our own posters?”

“How long? We could probably begin within a day or two if I made that my priority,” said the goblin. “The difficult elements are already ours, namely the book plates and leaden letters. What we need now are the tables and wine press, to duplicate the sliding mechanism and so forth. A few skilled carpenters could manage that quite quickly, I reckon.”

“Excellent. Once that’s done, I want you to delegate the completion of the sewer base to - I don’t know, actually, but you’re going to need to hire assistants you can trust. Because I want you to assist Tamara with rooting out corruption from the record books of the White Sun.”

“Oh, that will be an enjoyable challenge,” said Pogo, rubbing his hands together in anticipation. “Very well. I will recruit some assistants of sufficient caliber.”

“Good. Tamara, I’ll send word when Pogo’s ready to assist. I’m sure you’ll have your hands full dealing with the fallout of tonight’s events.”

“No doubt.” Her tone was stern, her manner confident once more. “If the undead were spotted operating across the city, I’m sure to be called upon to investigate and help. I’ll do so, even if I know the threat is long gone.”

“Good. Yashara, you’ll continue to secure Thorne Manor. Perhaps some of your warriors would be willing to help Pogo with finishing the sewer base?”

“We’ll figure it out,” said Yashara with a nod.

“And in a few hours I’ll have to present myself before the steps of the council hall,” I said, rubbing at one eye with a knuckle. “To be elected magistrate and enter the Star Chamber for the first time.”

“Netherys and I will accompany you,” said Cerys. 

“As will I,” said Yashara, “as the head of your security. With word spread that your previous staff were assassinated, nobody will think twice about your walking the streets with protection.”

“I leave the details up to you,” I said. 

“And Iris?” asked Tamara. “How are you going to handle her?”

“She’s made herself a… nest, of sorts, at one end of the Bay of Ruin. Filled it with duplicates of her parents. I’ll ask her to return there and await word from us.”

Uncertain nods. 

“But first I have to find Netherys,” I said.

“Should I come and apologize?” asked Cerys.

“No. Whatever this is, I’ll deal with it. You all get some rest. Tomorrow is going to be a very long, very dangerous day. Remember: the Family is going to retaliate for our killing their seers. We should expect a lethal attack at some point, and probably one led by an Exemplar of the Hanged God.”

“We’ll be ready,” said Yashara.

“Should I stay close, then?” asked Tamara. 

“No. Go to your church. You can’t be missing tomorrow of all days. But when you can, return to us. I want you by my side.”

Tamara smiled and squeezed my hand. Leaned in close, “And that’s where I want to be.” She then kissed my cheek, rose, and with a nod to the others left the room.

“All right.” I stood up as well. “The election results are to be announced a few hours after dawn. That should give us six or so hours to rest. I’ll catch up with you all soon.”

I paused at the door and turned to consider Cerys, Yashara, and Pogo. “And one more thing.”

“There’s more?” asked Cerys.

“Yeah. Good job, everybody. Our plan, rough and bloody as it is, is working. Let’s keep it up.”

Grim nods.

Then I turned and stepped outside. Looked to one of the Mailed Fist guards. “The dark elf? See which way she went?”

“That way, Your Excellency.”

I headed off in the direction of his pointed finger. If Netherys really wanted to hide, it’d be impossible finding her in this labyrinth of a manor. So I could only hope she was waiting for me. I walked slowly down the hall, peering into doors, and emerged into a wide hall with a narrow staircase leading up. Two of the half-orcs were following me at a respectful distance. I glanced at them, pointed up the steps, and the guards nodded. Going up was allowed.

I rose to a carpeted hallway, the doorways here interspersed with gilt-framed portraits and paintings of rural life. The doors were all closed but one, the third on the left, which stood ajar, a faint flickering light showing through the crack.

It was a bedroom, lit by a single candle affixed to a bronze handheld candleholder she’d left atop a chest of drawers. She stood before the windows, one of whose shutters she’d shoved open so as to gaze out over the garden. 

Shadows danced against the wall as the breeze from outside played with the candle flame. It was a small chamber, barely large enough for the large bed and other luxurious furnishings, but she made no move to turn as I slipped inside and closed the door behind me.

“Netherys?”

“Leave me be, Kellik.” Her voice was taut with tension and barely restrained emotion.

“What happened? Why are you so upset?”

“You wouldn’t understand. Couldn’t. You are far too limited a being to comprehend.”

“Probably true,” I said, nodding dubiously and moving forward across the thick carpet. “But you could still try me.”

No response. She had her arms folded over her chest, her chin raised, a band of muscle visible over the joint of her jaw.

I stood by her side and gazed out over the dark garden. A soft rain was falling, sweeping down obliquely before the wind, which brought with it the smells of damp and vegetation into the room.

Netherys didn’t even glance at me.

I studied her sidelong. “Talk to me, Netherys. I need you strong and by my side. If something’s wrong, I can help.”

“You can’t help!” she cried, wheeling upon me, dark eyes flashing with ire. “Nobody can help! This peril I face alone!”

“Peril?” I fought to keep my hands down by my side, to not raise them defensively. “What peril? What the fuck’s going on?”

She narrowed her eyes with obvious disdain as her lips curled into a mocking smile. “Look at you, Kellik. You’re many things, but I never thought you were so obviously pathetic. I assure you that what I’m dealing with won’t affect your precious mission. So stop pretending to be my friend and leave me be.”

Her scorn was like a lash. The urge to throw up my hands and leave was strong - but instead, I inhaled deeply and met her furious gaze. Held it, studying her purple eyes until at last she flinched and looked away.

“I am your friend,” I said. “Weird as that sounds. But after all we’ve been through together, I think I’ve earned that title.”

“Friend to a dark elf?” She shook her head in disbelief. “Have you forgotten what my kind do? We pillage the coast in our vast bone ships seeking slaves to bind to a lifetime of torment. We court the darkest powers, we glory in the misery of others. At Mother Magrathaar’s behest we unleash chaos upon the earth, and as the screams of the innocent rise into the night, we laugh and dance with glee.”

“All right, yeah. Sure. Hard to argue with that. I believe dark elves do that, yes. But I’ve never seen you do that.”

She hissed and drew back. “That’s because I’m constrained by your delicate sensibilities, your horror for needless suffering, your pathetic morality that chokes me and drowns me each and every living day! Would that you were truly strong, and could reach out for your goals like a real man, could put aside your qualms and cowardice to seize power, could do whatever it took to win through - then I would truly respect you.”

“Right, right,” I said, letting her anger and bile wash over me. Forcing myself to not let the insults sting too deep. “Which is why you were so worried about Iris losing control before downstairs.”

She stepped back from me as if slapped, her eyes wide, and then with a scream lunged at me, nails reaching for my face. I barely managed to grab her wrists and stopped her attack cold, her long, black nails but an inch from my eyes. 

“What. The fuck. Is wrong with you?” She was surprisingly strong, and put everything she had into bending my arms back, into reaching my face, her lips writhing from her teeth, her eyes narrowed in hatred.

But by slow degrees I exerted myself, pushed her back, pushed her down, and then flung her away from me. She staggered, hit the foot of the bed, and sank to a crouch upon the carpet, her face turned away, her lustrous purple mane gleaming in the candlelight.

“Netherys?” I stared at her in bewilderment. “What has gotten into you?”

She remained still, shoulders rising and falling, and then to my horror I realized she was weeping. Something I’d never expected to hear. 

I didn’t know what to do. Draw closer and seek to comfort her? Wait for her to regain her composure? In her current state of mind I’d no idea how she’d react to either course of action.

In the end I stood still. Much as I wanted to crouch by her side, I couldn’t discount her pride. Showing her compassion might push her into a frenzy. So I stood there, feeling helpless, confused, and waited till she brought herself under control.

“You… you could never understand,” she whispered, voice choked with emotion.

“Like I said before. Try me.”

She stared down at her hands, her hair cascading down her shoulders to hide her face. “I told you earlier that we elves must struggle to maintain our identities. That it is one of our greatest challenges.”

“Yes.”

She hunched her shoulders, ducked her head further. “The reason being that if… if we find ourselves acting… unlike ourselves, we change.”

“Change?”

She turned sharply to glare at me. “Must I spell it out for you?” 

“Could help,” I said.

“You are infuriating,” she hissed. “A dunce and a fool, a tender-hearted idiot who couldn’t -”

“Netherys?” I interrupted. 

She bit her lower lip and looked away once more. “Should a dark elf cease to hear the voice of Mother Magrathaar, should her actions draw her away from the Mother’s influence, she… she runs the risk of changing. Changing into a high elf.”

Her words were like a slap across the face. My head rocked back as I stared at her in shock. “That can happen? You could become… a high elf?”

She nodded, her anger leaving her, and slumped against the side of the bed, every line of her body speaking of her misery. “I’ve not heard from the Mother in months. I find my thoughts turning toward childish hopes. I lied, Kellik. It’s not you that’s pathetic. It’s me.”

Now I did move forward to kneel beside her. Hesitated, then put my hand on her shoulder.

“Don’t,” she said.

But I drew her against my chest regardless, caressing her purple hair, and felt her tremble against me.

“How close are you?” I asked.

“Close,” she whispered. “If I stay by your side I’ll be doomed.”

“And… would that be so bad? To become a high elf and stay with me?”

She drew back and glared at me. “Would you like to become your father?”

Rage flared up within me. “Of course not.”

“Then don’t ask me such ridiculous questions. No. I do not want to become a mincing, sensitive little high elf, hugging the fucking trees and prattling on about peace and love and other inanities. I am Netherys of Aglorond, and I must… I must learn to hear the Mother once more, to hear her whispers in my dreams, to glory… to glory…”

Her purple eyes filled with tears. I gathered her to my chest once more, and there she wept, her face pressed against my chest.

I said nothing. Simply caressed her hair, held her close, and waited.

Finally, she sniffed and drew away. “I have to leave you, Kellik. I have to return home.”

Her words were like a fist to my sternum. “Leave?”

And for the first time she looked up at me, expression vulnerable, her fear naked and visible at last. “If I don’t, I shall be undone. You will doom me. What I feel… for you, for the others… it will spell the end of my existence.”

I rested back on my heels, feeling exhausted, overwhelmed, stunned. Tears brimmed in her eyes and then ran down her ashen cheeks. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, and rose to her feet. Stared down at me with such pain in her eyes that I thought my own heart would crack. “Goodbye Kellik. Good luck.”

And with those words she turned and strode out the door once more.

I remained still, unable to understand what had just happened. Netherys had been with me from the start, a force of guile and wisdom, her wit as dark and sharp as that of an ebon blade. Never had I seen her so vulnerable, so poised to shatter. 

Eyes darting from side to side, I sought to remember when she’d begun to change. It had been gradual, that was for sure - and throughout she’d remained her mocking self, disdainful of weakness, of kindness. And yet. Since leaving Port Lusander she had grown more dedicated to my cause. Had volunteered to walk the countryside with me, guide me through my meetings, speeches, and journey to Port Gloom. Had strategized earnestly, had taken my quest to heart.

And… yes. Her darker suggestions had faded away. As acidic as her comments remained, she had no longer suggested assassinating inconvenient people, had listened while playing the role of a crone to the countless complaints and confessions of the common people. And late each night would come to my side to share the more heartbreaking of the tales, to ruminate on what manner of platform could alleviate their woes.

Fuck me. She’d been changing before my eyes and I’d never noticed.

Wouldn’t have noticed were it not for Cerys’ jibe.

I raised my face to the door, hoping against hope that Netherys might stand just outside it, watching me, waiting for me, but no. The hallway was empty.

She was gone. 

I rose. Reduced to a mechanical response, I emerged from the room and made my way downstairs, trailed by the guards. Returned to the parlor in which we’d had our meeting but minutes before, but it was already empty.

Of course. Exhausted as everybody was, my companions had probably moved to their rooms to sleep.

I turned to one of the Mailed Fists. “Where is Cerys sleeping?”

“This way, Your Excellency.”

He led me only a few doors down.

I knocked lightly. “Cerys?”

“Kellik? Come in.”

The room was lit by a single candle. Cerys was half undressed, in the act of peeling off her dusty stealth outfit. She paused, her form-fitting black leggings about one raised knee. “Is everything all right with Netherys?”

“No,” I said, moving over to a basin on her table and washing my face. 

“No?” Her bed creaked subtly under her weight, and then I heard the sigh of more clothing fall to the floor. “What do you mean?”

“She’s gone.” I stared down at the dust-filmed water, watching the ripples converge and overlap, spread out, nullify each other. 

“Gone?” Alarm in Cerys’ voice. Then she was behind me, hand on my shoulder, gently pulling me around. She was clad in only her underclothes, her eyes wide with shock. “As in, gone for good?”

“I don’t know. Yeah. Maybe. She said…” I shook my head in disbelief. “Did you know that elves and dark elves are connected?”

“Connected how?”

“That… a dark elf can become a high elf if they fail to behave evilly?”

“Oh,” said Cerys, moving her hand up to cover her lips. “Is that why…?”

I nodded. “Yeah. She said she was endangering herself being close to me. That she had to go home before it was too late.”

“Oh Kellik,” whispered Cerys. “And me with my stupid joke about Mother Magrathaar…”

“It wasn’t you.” I lowered my hands to the swell of her hips. “She’d have realized sooner or later. Only now do I see it. How she’d been changing ever since Port Lusander. Maybe even before that. How she’d begun to care for us, for our mission.”

“For you,” said Cerys softly. “For your mission.”

“I think it’s more than that. I think she’s genuinely come to care for us all. Like some kind of weird, fucked up family. I don’t know.” Exhaustion passed through me. I pressed my hand to my brow, felt the tenderness where a quarter of my skull had been destroyed earlier in the night.

“There’s nothing you can do now,” said Cerys firmly. “Come. You need to rest. Tomorrow is going to be difficult.”

“Every day is difficult,” I protested, but allowed her to drag me over to her bed and push me down. Sat, feeling numb, as she wrestled my boots off, pulled my torn and bloody tunic up over my head, then undid my belt and pulled my pants off.

Gathering her braid to her freckled shoulder, she leaned over the candle and puffed it out. The darkness was pure velvet in its luxurious depth. 

“Come here,” she whispered, lying on the bed and pulling me down beside her. 

I did as she commanded, and placed my head on her shoulder. She pulled the blankets over us both, then wrapped me in her arms, her chin on my brow. 

I could hear her heart beat. Slow, powerful, reassuring. Her skin was smooth but for the occasional fleck of scar. I placed my hand on her stomach. Flat and toned, with but the subtlest of swells over her muscles, the puckering of her belly button. 

Thought of slipping my hand down further, of cupping her sex, but that wasn’t what I wanted. Netherys’ departure had devastated me. For six months she’d been a constant presence by my side; a wry, darkly humored source of strength and wisdom. Down countless dusty country roads, into endless farms and hamlets, always there with her patience and insight. Each night by my side, sometimes simply massaging the tension from my shoulders with her expert touch, others staying up late at night to debate our next course of action. More often than not, slipping into my bed after everyone had fallen asleep to do indescribably delicious and depraved things with her tongue, her touch, her body.

Gone. 

I held Cerys close. Listened to the beat of her heart. I didn’t think I’d be able to survive losing anybody else. Realized, in that moment of my loss, how much I’d come to love and depend on my companions; the powerful, brilliant women who had come into my life.

Was it right to risk them as I was doing? To place them in such danger? Life was only going to become more perilous as we proceeded with my plans.

But no. It was only with their help that I had any chance at all. And I couldn’t stand the thought of asking them to leave.

Knew, on some level, they’d not obey that order.

So holding Cerys tight, one leg draped over her own, I fell into a restless sleep. A few hours of relief from the pressures of the waking world. A few hours of rest before the madness of what was to come.

 

 

 


Chapter 9

 

 

Thorne Manor was flooded with guests, supporters, and the curious. On this morning of all mornings, I couldn’t afford to turn people away, so stood before the entrance to my new home, freshly washed and with a blade at my hip, three war trolls looming behind me, the Mailed Fist out in force along the perimeter.

Word had now spread about the strike on my home, the murder of my servants, and outrage was met with righteous approval that I’d taken such strong measures to secure my safety. Still, few were truly comfortable beneath Pony’s serene stare, and if anything it helped keep the crowd moving as people came up to offer me their premature congratulations.

Finally, the hour to head out arrived. With the Mailed Fist forming a rough perimeter around me, I strode out on foot through the huge gates, surrounded by supporters of all stripes, from guild leaders of the drapers and farriers to important local businessmen from the harbor, to merchants involved in the importing of grain to a few minor nobles who’d latched onto me out of sheer curiosity. 

Our numbers swelled as we strode toward the Palace District, the Royal Provost’s tower rising ever taller above us as we drew near. Soon I was the spear tip of a great procession which took on a holiday air, with people shouting out encouragement as we passed even as the rich and wealthy watched with disapproval from their stalled carriages or open manor windows.

Cerys and Yashara remained close. Iris had left before dawn to return to her nest beneath the lighthouse, giving me a lingering, dreamy kiss before departing. Tamara was back at the White Sun. Pogo was already hard at work with his printing devices. And Netherys?

I did my best not to think of the dark elf, the gaping absence I felt by my side.

We rounded the last corner and flowed into the square before the Royal Provost tower. Had I climbed that monster only the night before? Looking up, I saw the blown out rose windows, evidence that it hadn’t been but a dream. 

Which meant that even now the Family was planning their revenge, to take their pound of flesh for the temerity I’d shown in dealing them such a grievous wound. 

But now I had to focus. There, on the grand steps leading up to the ancient council hall, was the lectern and officials who’d been counting up the votes, along with the other soon-to-be elected magistrates and their hangers-on. The sparse crowd was filling out by the second as people streamed in to witness the moment by the hundreds.

No, the thousands. 

Guards were out in full force, because this wasn’t the Market Square, where things could get rowdy without anybody really caring. This was the center of Port Gloom’s civic administration, and should one person throw a bottle a dozen of the city guards would be upon them like a falling sack of bricks.

Despite the growing press, however, the way opened for me as if I wielded some obscure yet potent magic. 

Or perhaps it was the war trolls.

Down this avenue of bodies I walked, shoulders back, my fears and doubts melting away as I took in the fervent stares of those who’d come to witness my ascension. On I walked, drawing ever closer to the steps, and when I reached them I ran up the first five or six, only to turn and raise my arms as I faced the crowd.

And that gesture drew a roar from them that echoed off the ruined face of the Royal Provost’s tower, a roar akin to the awakening of some great slumbering beast. I stood there and drank in the sound, allowed my gaze to roam over the faces, the fists pumping into the air, the open mouths. Kept my arms up for a moment longer, and then turned to climb up the last steps to join the administrators and other candidates.

All of whom were frowning at me. 

Which only made me grin all the wider.

The Royal Provost wasn’t in attendance himself - he’d be awaiting inside. Instead, the group was led by one of his lieutenants, a sober-faced elder with receding gray hair and the expression of a man who’s been told his wife’s been sleeping with the local costermonger.

“Your Excellency,” said the lieutenant. “Are the war trolls truly necessary?”

I turned to consider the four war trolls that were being led by Pony, all of them arrayed like a wall of blue stone between the steps and the crowd beyond. 

“Has anyone tried to kill me this morning?” I asked.

The lieutenant’s brows lowered in confusion. “I don’t know. Have they?”

“No. And I’m sure my war trolls have something to do with that. They’re excessive until they’re not, if you understand what I mean. Shall we proceed?”

The lieutenant’s frown deepened, but gave a curt nod before moving to the lectern, where he spread his arms until the crowd quieted.

I crossed my arms, gave the other magistrates-to-be a quick nod, and turned back to the crowd.

An impassioned and inspiring speak the lieutenant was not. His voice was monotone, and he didn’t put much effort into pitching it to carry. And even though I was the one about to be elected, I found my attention wandering as he droned on about the importance of the title of magistrate, its history and so forth.

Finally, after perhaps ten minutes, he drew forth a scroll, and the crowd’s attention sharpened.

“And thus it falls to me, as the duly appointed lieutenant and overseer of civic matters as pertaining to elections and the execution of the people’s will, to announce the names of the four new magistrates who shall serve for a term of one year. Each shall represent their quarter of the city, ensuring that the people have a voice in the chambers of power, and each shall bear the weighty responsibility of executing their duties with all gravity and dignity.”

“The Primus Magistrate, of the Market and Merchant’s Districts, shall be represented by Sir Marcus Mellonis.”

The new magistrate took a step forward and bowed. He was a rotund gentleman, with a florid face and impressive handlebar mustache, clad all in maroon with yellow accents. 

Scattered applause floated over the crowd. 

Sir Marcus straightened, his roseate complexion darkening, and stepped back.

“The Secundus Magistrate, of the Palace and Execution Hill Districts, shall be represented by Marchioness Elena de Vieuve.”

The marchioness inclined her head but an inch, her vivid green eyes scanning the crowd with some measure of disdain from beneath her dark brows. Her black hair was done up in an economical twist, and she wore a sober gown of slate blue under a warm overcoat of black. 

No applause for her.

“The Tertius Magistrate, of the Garden District and North Harbor, shall be represented by Lord Daramond Gellas.”

The third magistrate lifted his chin and inhaled sharply, his gray eyes narrowing as he studied the crowd as a general might an opposing force. 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.

Again, scattered applause, most of it coming from a group in the colors of the marines off to the left. A military man. Interesting. 

“Finally, the Quartus Magistrate, of the Temple District and South Harbor, shall be represented by Count Kellik of Manticora.”

The crowd convulsed. 

Showing admirable restraint, I raised a hand to give a little wave. You’d think the whole south harbor had turned out to greet me. 

The lieutenant nodded to one of his men, who stepped forward to place a heavy gold medallion of office over our necks. It was surprisingly heavy, and bore the coat of arms of Port Gloom: an anchor crossed with the drover’s spike. Lovely.

The lieutenant then turned to climb the remaining steps to the columns that fronted the ancient hall. 

Interesting. Each of us was supposed to give a speech to the audience, but it seemed the administrators were not interested in following protocol. 

The other three magistrates began climbing the steps after the lieutenant, none of them looking in my direction.

Well, fuck them.

I moved up to the lectern, placed my hands on its edges, and stared out over the crowd that was cheering still.

“Excuse me, Your Excellency,” said one of the lieutenant’s men. “Your presence is required within the hall, where introductions -”

“A moment,” I said, fixing him with a stare that shut his trap. The man paled and stepped away.

“People of Port Gloom.” My voice swelled and carried, the crowd growing silent as I spoke. “People of Port Gloom, this day marks a new beginning. I stand before you as the Quartus Magistrate, and only do so thanks to your faith. Faith that this time things will prove different. Faith that this time your magistrate won’t be all promises and corruption. Faith that this time we’ll enact some new laws that will change things for you, that will make your lives noticeably better, that will make the lives of your children richer and more full of promise than your own.”

A guttural roar greeted these words, but I raised my hand, asking for quiet.

“I’ve not much time. It seems the powers that be don’t want us talking, you and I.”

Laughter.

“But I want you to know that I’m your man now, your magistrate. You have a concern? You bring it to me. I’ll be setting up an office in the south harbor where you can bring your grievances, hopes, and demands. I’m not going to vanish on you now that I’ve been elected.” I turned to point at the council hall above. “I might spend my time in there, but I tell you now, I’m still the same man who spoke with you on the street, and it’s on the street that you’ll find me during your time of need.”

More shouts and applause.

I raised both arms. “So wish me luck, my friends! We all know what a corrupt, dangerous, and implacable beast the Port Gloom government is. Already they’ve tried to kill me, and in that attempt wiped out all my staff. But they failed, and they’ll fail to stop me now. I’m going in there to meet the council for the first time, and I wager they’re not looking forward to that encounter!”

More laughter, hoots, fists pumped into the air.

“So thank you, people of Port Gloom! Let this day go down in the history books as the first significant moment of our coming revolution. Let this day be one you tell your children and grandchildren about, the day the people elected a magistrate who actually gave a damn, and set the Wheel of Fortuna to rise up a whole people into the light, and not just a few wealthy nobles!”

The roar grew, and with a final shake of my fist I nodded to Cerys and Yashara and turned to mount the steps.

The lieutenant and the other magistrates hadn’t waited for me. Not a problem. Pony led the war trolls up the steps, and when we reached the huge columns the council guard stepped forward, their leader pale as he stared at the approaching wave of stony blue flesh.

“Your Excellency, the - ah - your, I mean, I can’t allow war trolls within the hall -”

“Have no fear, sergeant,” I said, raising a hand placatingly. “Pony and his friends will wait for me out here under the portico with your men.”

“I - that’s not acceptable, Your Excellency, and further, your safety is guaranteed by my men and -”

I turned up my King Troll authority. “There have been numerous attempts on my life already, sergeant. My war trolls shall remain out of sight and ready to defend me if another attempt is made. Is that acceptable?”

The sergeant’s shoulders slumped. “Yes, Your Excellency. Of course.”

I nodded to Pony, who led his four brothers down to one side of the landing behind the last column, then turned to Cerys and Yashara. “Shall we?”

Yashara looked distinctly uneasy. “I’d rather face ten armed elves in battle than go in there.”

“Come on,” I said, “it can’t be that bad.”

Still, I couldn’t deny a feeling of trepidation as we passed through the front doors, each of which bore an engraving that supposedly depicted the founding of Port Gloom atop the ruins of Kalindor. I caught a glimpse of some idealized king or ruler figure standing astride the Bay of Ruin, a gathered mass of merchants, peasants, knights, soldiers, and sailors around his knees. 

And then we were inside. 

The council hall was supposed to be one of the eldest buildings in Port Gloom. As such, it was actually pretty unimpressive; it lacked the soaring height of the Royal Provost tower, the spacious grandeur of the White Sun cathedral, and the other, more modern architectural feats of the buildings erected since. 

But there was something to its dark, compact form, its modest dome, the thickness of its walls, and the tangible feeling of history that hung in the air that made a much more profound impression.

As the three of us strode down the broad, low-ceilinged hall to the Star Chamber, I couldn’t help but wonder at the generations of leaders who’d walked this very hall. Generation after generation of councilmen; Tartakhov the Cruel, with his ten years of bloodshed and madness; the Twilight Council that had saved Port Gloom when it was besieged by the assembled pirate forces of the Heshaman Isles; King Gustav, first and only of his name, when he’d tried to erect a monarchy; the men and women who’d strived for power, dominion, who’d sought to rule the myriad streets of Port Gloom, many of whom had given their lives to do so.

And all of them, since the founding of the city, had walked this broad, tapestry-lined hallway to the Star Chamber.

I couldn’t help but stand a little straighter, push my shoulders back, and fix my mouth into a firm line. I might be an imposter, a liar, a man seeking to help the people of Port Gloom so as to further my own ends, but by the Hanged God’s jaunty grin so had most of the others who’d walked here before me.

By the Ashen Garden, I’d fit right in with that corrupt and depraved crowd.

The double doors that led to the Star Chamber stood open, with a cluster of elite-looking guards standing before it, staring straight through me as I approached.

Through the doors I could see the upper third of the sunken amphitheater, with its circular stadium seating carved out of the living rock. Voices echoed from the dome above, and as I stepped into the doorway I saw the council for the first time.

They were mingling, drinks in hand, at the bottom of the amphitheater, about fifteen or so men and women, introducing themselves to the three magistrates who looked completely at ease amongst their number.

The chamber itself was - again - modest, but somehow grand. The dome above us was painted a thick, dusty, dark blue, with the famous gold stars embedded in the firmament, each glittering in light of the gilt lanterns that were affixed to the walls with silver sconces. A stairway was carved down to the amphitheater’s bottom, wide enough for two men to pass each other, and cutting between the stadium seats on which velvet cushions of purple and gold were laid. 

Around the circular walls hung numerous tapestries and war banners, some almost falling apart with age, others bearing the black stains of actual blood. Here and there were pillars with objects of historical import: a cloven helm; a short sword, pitted with rust and age; a silver chalice, double-winged and bearing the emblem of the White Sun; an ivory scroll tube, fabulously carved; a stone tablet; a necklace with a giant emerald glittering at its base.

Gazes were lifting to where I stood; my arrival had been noted. Taking a deep breath, I descended to meet the enemy. 

It was surreal. For half a year I’d dreamed of this moment, had planned for it with Netherys, had anticipated how it might turn out. Had studied the council members, sought to learn everything about them, committed even spurious details to memory.

Now here I was, descending the steps, Cerys and Yashara remaining above to join the sparse crowd that was not permitted to descend to the floor while the council was in session. 

Descending toward the sharks that ruled Port Gloom, the Family’s most august puppets, the enactors of my father’s will, the tyrants who enriched themselves at the cost of the people.

I smiled. Was I not one of them, the Count of Manticora? 

The faces that watched me approach wore for the most part expressions of marked neutrality; these men and women were the most practiced of Port Gloom’s political animals, and some even managed polite smiles as I stepped onto the floor proper. 

Ten councilors, four magistrates, and the Royal Provost himself. Fifteen men and women ruled Port Gloom, though four of us cycled out every year, while the councilors served for as long as they saw fit, and nominated a new Royal Provost every six years. 

This was one of the greatest and most corrupt nexuses of power in all of Port Gloom. And here I was, smiling politely as I took up a goblet of wine from a side table that I had no intention of sipping, and turned as I was approached by three councilors, two of whom I already had the misfortune of knowing. 

“Councilor Berachul,” I said, inclining my head to the small man, his white hair cropped close to his scalp, his pointed beard carefully cut. “Councilor Svanis.” 

Svanis, his brown hair oiled into delicate ringlets that clung to his head like a drowned long-haired puppy, gave me a surprisingly warm smile. “Magistrate Kellik. Fortuna has seen fit to elevate you to the council. What interesting and exciting times we live in. Allow me to introduce Councilor Aurelius.”

This third man was far older than the first two, his hair almost white, his face lined by a life hard lived, but there was something about him that I immediately liked; perhaps it was the skeptical amusement in his gaze, or the slightly mocking manner in which he inclined his head, as if he and I were in on some private jest. He’d clearly once been a strong man, but time had curved his spine and his fingers were swollen with arthritis. 

“Councilor Aurelius, a pleasure.” There was surprisingly little of note about this councilor; Netherys had been quite frustrated with the scarcity of information, but it seemed he’d made a living out of not taking sides, not attempting to pass any legislation, and simply enjoying the life of a councilor, one guaranteed to him by his wealth and status as a baron.

“Magistrate Kellik,” said Aurelius, his voice warm. “Welcome to the council. I hope your year here proves fruitful.”

“Be careful what you wish for,” said Berachul stiffly. “Our new magistrate has promised many new reforms which are sure to cause turmoil.”

“Is that so?” asked Aurelius. “In which case, I wish him good health and Fortuna’s every blessing. This council isn’t overly fond of change, is it, my friends?”

“There must be change,” continued Berachul. “But change must be carefully guided, with a firm hand at the tiller. Otherwise we invite chaos, disorder, and ultimately bloodshed.”

My opportunity to speak. “I look forward to working with all of you. I’ve many ideas I look forward to putting before the council. When is our first official session?”

“There’s no rush, dear magistrate,” sneered Svanis, swirling his wine within his goblet. “We don’t meet for another week, at least formally.”

“Which is my cue,” said Aurelius. “The council indulges a whim of mine each year when the new magistrates are inducted. We are to gather tonight at my manor for an evening of fine wine, good conversation, and the building of alliances. You will soon learn, my dear fellow, that the majority of the council’s business occurs outside the Star Chamber; here we formalize what is undertaken and agreed upon in more informal settings. Will you come?”

“How could I refuse so gracious an offer?” I asked, and then inclined my head. “It would be my honor.”

“Excellent, excellent,” said Aurelius, patting my elbow. “Now, we are upsetting the others by monopolizing your time. Everybody’s been dying to meet you, though you’d never know it by how indifferent they’re pretending to be. Come. Shall I introduce you around?”

“Excuse me,” I said to Berachul and Svanis, who stepped away, both of them offering me the most insincere smiles I’d ever seen.

Well, I thought, revising my early opinion, perhaps these weren’t the most practiced of political animals in Port Gloom after all.

Aurelius led me to where a tall, imperial-looking man was holding court, his robes ivory and gold, his beard of pure white reaching stiffly down to his sternum, his face dominated by an eagle’s beak of a nose, his brows stiff with crisp white eyebrows which extended out over his gleaming black eyes.

“Excuse me, excuse me, please do pardon the interruption,” said Aurelius, not caring a whit for cutting off one of the councilors mid-sentence. “I have here that rarest of specimens, a magistrate who hasn’t entered our noble company out of a base desire for self-aggrandizement. Gaze upon him, my friends, and wonder: he professes a sincere desire to enact change for the betterment of the people of Port Gloom!”

My smile froze.

“I jest, I jest,” said Aurelius. “Oh come, relax everybody. I’m absolutely certain that Magistrate Kellik will soon be accepting bribes from all corners like the rest of us. In the meantime, let’s affect some introductions. Royal Provost Albrecht, may I introduce you to Magistrate Kellik, Count of Manticora?”

Fuck me. The Royal Provost himself. I inclined my head politely. “An honor, my lord.”

For a moment I thought the Royal Provost would not respond; he simply stared at me with acrid disapproval, before finally inclining his head a fraction of an inch. “Magistrate Kellik. It gladdens my heart to have a member of your lineage once more in Port Gloom.”

“It’s the taxes,” said Aurelius, smiling brightly. “He can’t wait to levy them against you.”

If the Royal Provost’s gaze could freeze a man, Aurelius would have turned into a block of ice upon the spot. Yet somehow the old councilor didn’t seem to notice the Provost’s frigid glare.

“Here we have Councilor Eamus, Councilor Tempork - funny name, isn’t it? And Councilor Yavarn. Watch out for Yavarn,” said Aurelius, wagging his finger at the somberly dressed gentleman with a widow’s peak and deep, liquid eyes. “He’s a quiet one, but his bite will leave a mark.”

Yavarn stirred as if coming to life, a stiff smile crossing his patrician features. “Ah, Aurelius. Amusing yourself at everyone else’s expense once more?”

“I do what I must,” said Aurelius. “Nobody else here is telling any jokes. And this is one of the new magistrates. What was your name again?”

This was the magistrate in the blues and gold of the Port Gloom marines. He inclined his head with military exactness. “Lord Daramond Gellas, councilor.”

“Yes, yes, quite. Have you two met? Fellow magistrates and all. I’m sure you’ll soon be thick as thieves.”

I considered Daramond, and immediately doubted Aurelius’ assertion. Daramond’s eyes gleamed with all the warmth of a buzzard’s, and his smile was as artificial as a gash cut into a face made of clay.

“An honor, my lord,” I said, inclining my head once more.

“The honor is all mine, Your Excellency,” said Daramond. 

An awkward silence followed. Aurelius glanced from one person to the other, eyebrows rising, until he turned at last to me. “It seems they’re waiting for us to leave. Come on.”

Taking my arm, he pulled me away from the group. 

“Councilor, I’m not sure your introductions are doing me any favors,” I said, pitching my voice low as he guided me back to the wine table.

“Oh, this is all for show. Let me tell you something, young magistrate. Friendship, manners, making a good impression - none of it matters. The people here will stab their best friend between the shoulder blades if it means advancing their interests, and gladly slide into a bed of snakes if it does the same.”

Aurelius took up a goblet with a shaking hand and went for the decanter. I stepped in and raised it for him, pouring the dark wine with a smooth gesture.

“My thanks.” Aurelius turned so that we stood shoulder to shoulder. “Of course, everybody here likes to play at being honorable and guided by principals and so forth. But the truth of the matter is that this is all a farce. What matters is who votes for what measure, bylaw, or ordinance. You could squat and shit on the floor and receive polite applause if the others were assured that you’d vote as they desired.”

“I might hold back on that tactic for now,” I said. “But if that’s the case, why are you holding your party tonight?”

“Why? Because it amuses me. And believe you me, young man, by the time you reach my age, and have seen all that I have seen, you’ll realize the value in being amused. The day I cease to find any pleasure in life is the day I’ll close my eyes for the last time. Hmmph.”

I watched as the knots dissolved, reformed, as the magistrates introduced themselves, bowed, inclined their heads.

“Let me ask you a question,” said Aurelius, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye. “Are you serious about all those things you’ve been saying? Regulating grain prices, breaking up the great farms, and so on? Or was that just noise to get you elected?”

“I meant it,” I said, raising my goblet to my lips only to remember at the last second not to drink. “Every word.”

“Fascinating,” said Aurelius. “I don’t think I remember the last time someone stated such intentions in this chamber. You magistrates come and go with such frequency that it’s hard to remember your names, but one thing is constant: each and every one of you wants to leave office wealthier than when they began it. Are you sure bribes won’t change your mind?”

I smiled at the old man. “Are you offering me any?”

“Oh ho! A neat response. But no. I’ve no horses in this race, as it were.”

“No,” I said. “I’m afraid I’m rather immune to bribes for one very simple reason.”

“Immune to bribes?” Aurelius shook his head. “What a terrible affliction. And what reason is that?”

“I’m awfully, terribly wealthy,” I said. 

Aurelius guffawed, spitting wine over his goblet and hand and then turning to the table to take up a napkin. “That is rich! You poor count. That will indeed make it hard to bribe you, but let this be a word of advice: there’s more to bribing a man than offering him gold.”

“If my fellow councilors wish to bribe me by offering to regulate the price of grain, I may prove more amenable,” I said.

“So why does a rich bastard like yourself care so much for the common man, hey?” The councilor was mopping at his hand. “You come tearing out of Mendev and immediately begin spouting populist creeds. Why?”

“Why?” Almost I slipped into one of my campaign speeches, but at the last moment managed to restrain myself. “Suffice to say a life of impossible privilege has -”

Aurelius cut me off with a gesture and wry smile. “My apologies. I break my own policy.”

“And that is?”

“To never have any serious discussions on the floor of the Star Chamber. May I presume that you’ll attend my little party tonight, and that we may continue in greater comfort and privacy therein?”

I inclined my head. “Assuredly, Councilor Aurelius. It would be my pleasure.”

“I do hope so.” He looked around the sparse crowd with something akin to mock despair. “There’s precious little of it to be found here. Now, get along. I won’t be able to help myself, and if I introduce you to anyone else I’ll only upset them further. Over there. Why don’t you go say hello to that other magistrate?”

The Secundus Magistrate, the Marchioness Elena de Vieuve, had stepped aside for a moment to sip at her goblet of wine and watch the floor much as the councilor and I were doing. I stepped over to stand by her side, so that we both could gaze out over the enclosed space.

“Is this what you expected?” I asked.

“Very much, yes.” She gave me a brisk once over, gaze flicking up and down my length, and I was glad for the quality of my tailor. She turned away. “Yourself excluded.”

I allowed myself a modest smile. “Oh, I’m sure my type isn’t that unusual.”

“And what is your type, Your Excellency?”

I considered. “Idealistic, self-righteous, aggravating?”

She cracked a smile. “Yes, quite possibly. Especially if you hew to your populist creeds. Tell me, do you actually think you’ll be able to change Port Gloom with your notions?”

“One way to find out.”

“I only ask because there’s something breathtaking to your naivete.”

I chuckled. “Perhaps it’s cynicism that has prevented change from taking place before.”

“Oh no,” she said, voice darkly amused. “It’s not just cynicism. There are powers at play in Port Gloom beyond what you see before you. Surely you know that?”

“Believe me, marchioness, I do.”

“And you think yourself their equal?”

It was my turn to crack a smile. “One way to find out.”

She studied me, and then laughed. “You are a curious man, count. Everybody here understands the game and how to play it. How to benefit from the forms and traditions. Yet you stand apart. I look forward to seeing how you fare.”

I inclined my head, the marchioness gave a subtle curtsy, and then walked away to join another group.

It was fascinating to watch the councilors, magistrates, and Royal Provost. Polite laughter, fixed smiles, attentively raised eyebrows all round. Everybody watching to see who was watching them. There were subtle points of power: the provost, of course, who never moved, but rather allowed others to swirl within his orbit; Yavarn, who looked as dignified as a grandfather clock but had the dark intensity of a vampire; and somehow, Aurelius, who wandered here and there, and though his comments seemed to strain everyone’s patience, was tolerated if not attended to with grave decorum.

This meeting was meant to last half an hour or so, but I’d already had my fill. I sensed that Aurelius was correct; all this mingling and small talk was pointless. What mattered was how my proposed laws, where I cast my votes, and how my initiatives would benefit or harm the interests of the others.

So, setting my untouched goblet aside, I climbed the stairs back to the top where Yashara and Cerys moved to join me. 

No sense in talking where others could hear, so I strode out of the council hall, out into the gloom of the morning, and down the broad steps, Pony and the other four war trolls moving to surround us.

The crowd had already broken up, though a fair number of people were still in evidence, a holiday atmosphere in the air. Street musicians plied their trade, costermongers sold honeyed apples and spitted meat fritters, and children ran through the crowd, no small number of them members of a gentlefinger crew. 

Our passage aroused notice, and I waved to those who called out my name or saluted me. Still, I wasn’t in the mood to press palms, so I followed Pony back out onto the avenue, and then down its length to turn toward the Public Gardens.

“So?” asked Cerys, when we were free from the press. “How did it go?”

“Much as you’d expect,” I said. “I’m something between a curiosity and pariah. No surprises. I don’t think anybody’s taking me seriously yet. They expect the Family to kill me soon enough. As such, I’m tolerated.”

“Who was that old man?” asked Yashara, gaze moving up and down the avenue as she scanned for threats. “The one you spoke with at length?”

“Councilor Aurelius. An old warhorse of previous years. He’s invited me to a party tonight.”

“A party?” Cerys raised an eyebrow. 

“To commemorate the new generation of magistrates. Apparently, he does this every year. It’s become a tradition. He asked me to come so we could speak in private.”

“So it begins,” said Cerys. 

Yashara frowned. “It’s too dangerous. We won’t be able to protect you properly within a private function.”

“I know. I think I’ll chance it, however. I’m curious about Aurelius. Netherys’ research revealed him to be an apolitical player, someone who simply persists without voting or taking sides, but I’m not sure. I get the sense he’s learned how the council and Port Gloom actually work over the course of his career.”

“You think him a possible ally?” asked Cerys.

“Perhaps. He’s clearly got enough savvy to have survived this long. And I think I amused him. Intrigued him, perhaps.”

“You shouldn’t trust him,” said Yashara. “He’s still a councilor, and to have lasted this long and done nothing of merit - doesn’t speak well of his character.”

“I know. I’m not saying I’m going to ask him for dating advice. But… it’s worth exploring. At the very least, he might be able to give me insight into the council and how it operates.”

“Fair enough,” said Cerys. “I’ll come with you.”

I slid my hand into her own. “Excellent.”

Yashara frowned. “I’m not suited to such occasions. I’ll escort you there and remain as close as possible. When trouble breaks out, I’ll be at hand.”

“Sounds good,” I said.

We walked in silence, surrounded by the lumbering forms of the war trolls, the center of all attention as we made our way down the length of the Public Gardens to Thorne Manor.

“Look,” said Cerys, squeezing my hand. “Remember that tree?”

She was pointing at a large oak that grew within the gardens, a large bough extending out over the wall. 

“I do,” I said, squeezing her hand back. “Was that less than two years ago?”

“What’s special about the tree?” asked Yashara.

“It’s where we first met,” said Cerys. “I was working a long con on a nobleman inside the gardens when Kellik stole my coin pouch. It was all the gold I had in the world, and I reflexively went after him, ruining my cover.”

“She chased me across the rooftops of half the city,” I said, smiling fondly. “Near killed me several times.”

“How did you reconcile?” asked Yashara.

“I lost my patience, bent her over my knee, and smacked her rear a dozen times,” I said.

Cerys’ eyes widened with feigned outrage and she made to draw her dagger. Laughing, I raised my hands in surrender. 

“I’d imagine it was the other way around,” said Yashara.

“Thank you,” said Cerys. “It nearly was. Except I injured my arm when the carriage I was fighting Kellik on crashed into another one, and that slowed me down.”

“Best carriage accident of my life,” I said, sliding an arm around her shoulders and giving her a squeeze.

“Hmph,” snorted Cerys, looking away.

“Love at first carriage accident?” I asked.

She elbowed me in the ribs. “I think you’re rewriting history there.”

“That’s what the victor’s do,” I protested. “Since I got to spank you, I get to say what -”

She came after me, digging her fingers into my ribs and causing me to crack up and dance away. Pony and the other trolls glanced down at us in confusion, and we were drawing even more curious stares from the passersby.

“All right! All right, I give in,” I said, pressing my arms to my sides. “Whatever you say, dreaded Crimson Noose Tickler.”

Cerys puffed a strand of crimson hair out of her face. “I get no respect.”

“Respect is only worth something when it comes from someone of value,” said Yashara. “I respect you.”

Pony grunted and tapped his fingers against his chest.

“Thank you, Yashara. Pony.” Cerys gave me a look of haughty disdain. “And an excellent point.”

I grinned and stepped back in line with the others. “No fair. I’m being ganged up on.”

“You’d love to be ganged up on,” said Yashara, face straight, staring straight ahead.

“Wait,” I said, glancing at Cerys. “Did she just say what I think she said?”

“Hmm?” asked Cerys innocently.

“I mean, did she insinuate -”

“Come, Cerys,” said Yashara, linking her arm through the assassin’s. “Let’s leave the degenerate to his thoughts.”

Laughing, Cerys and Yashara moved ahead, leaving me behind to shake my head and wrestle with my imagination.

 

* * *

 

Our carriage rolled through the streets of the Garden District and towards Execution Hill. The sun had set, yet the streets were alive with activity, the thrum of other wheels, the sidewalks busy with folks moving from home to home. It was if the rich and elegant of Port Gloom, deprived of a valued invitation to Councilor Aurelius’ party, were determined to make it up with a hundred celebrations of their own.

Cerys sat by my side, dressed in a sleeve of black lace over a dusky red silk dress with a slit up to one hip. She looked impossibly poised and feminine, confident and amused at my attempts to compliment her suddenly sultry beauty. 

“Please,” she said, putting a hand on my knee. “Please stop. I understand what you’re trying to say.”

“No, it’s just that I’m not often at a loss for words.”

“It happens every once in awhile to all men,” she said, a smile curling up one corner of her mouth.

“You’re like… a curl of smoke around a…”

“Kellik?”

“A… sensual, probing… tongue?”

Cerys sighed and looked out the window. 

I sank back, amused. And took advantage of the moment to drink her in. The swell of muscle down her thigh, her athletic frame, yet still feminine, and also lethal, and -

“We should review some basics,” she said.

“Yes.” I sat up. “Basics are good.”

“No wine that’s brought to you and you alone. Same with food.”

“Right. Though I wonder: given my constitution, do you think I’m susceptible to poison?”

She glanced over at me, eyes gleaming with amusement. “We could find out later tonight. Go to my room. I’ll tie you down naked to my bed.”

“Hmm,” I said approvingly.

“And then slowly try every poison I’ve collected. We could begin with crush beetle, which is supposed to cause your capillaries to burn, and then the larger veins…”

“Ah, no. That’s all right.”

“No?” She pouted. “Spoilsport. In which case, let’s avoid testing your stamina tonight. No food or drink that isn’t available to everyone else.”

“Got it,” I said.

“No kissing strange women,” said Cerys.

“Jealous?”

“Lipstick can be a means of passing on poison as well.”

“What if I make sure they wipe their lips first?”

“No going anywhere I can’t reach you, or don’t know where you are.”

“Fine. I’ll notify you as to all my illicit trysts.”

“You do realize we’re heading into a viper’s nest, don’t you, Kellik?”

“Yeah.” I looked out my window, chin on my palm. “Just another night in Port Gloom.”

“Not just another night. This is a wonderful opportunity for the council to rid themselves of you before you even start causing trouble. Can you remain focused?”

“Hmm, yeah.” 

A moment of silence as we rocked along the cobblestones. 

“What is it?” she asked.

I stared through my own reflection. “Just thinking of Netherys. I always thought she’d be here during these moments.”

Cerys hesitated then took hold of my hand. “You know that could hurt my feelings?”

“Oh!” I turned, quickly. “That’s not what I meant -”

“But it didn’t. Because I understand. I miss her as well. And if anybody was suited to a decadent party in a councilor’s home, it was her.”

“I just wonder how far she’s already gone. Easy to get a ship from Port Gloom, but one to take her to Aglorond?”

Cerys squeezed my hand.

We rode the rest of the way in silence, and finally reached Aurelius’ estate, north of Execution Hill and hidden behind high walls. Our carriage slowed, rumbled through the gate, down the gravel driveway, and finally we stopped before the entranceway.

The doors to the carriage opened, and I emerged, stepping down and taking in the thrown open doors, the towering statues carved on either side of a naked woman and man, reaching for each other across the lintel. Music floated through the air, and within the building I could make out subdued, crimson lightning, elegant figures drifting as if on the tide across my line of sight.

I turned, helped Cerys down, and then nodded up to Yashara and her five Mailed Fist guards who rode on the rear bumper of the carriage and up top with her. She flicked the whip, and the carriage rolled on.

Taking Cerys’ arm, I moved forward, and was greeted by a stern-looking servant in crimson and white who stood by the front doors. 

“Welcome, Your Excellency. Baron Aurelius expects you within. May I take your cloak?”

I handed him my heavy, sable covering, and then together Cerys and I mounted the steps and entered Aurelius’ manor.

It was smaller than my own, yet somehow more impressive; a quick glance showed that the councilor had expensive yet refined tastes. The walls were bedecked in paintings, the gleaming floor covered in expensive rugs, and the center of the entrance hall was dominated by a fountain whose water rose improbably high to the second story ceiling - but it was the fish that swam amidst the falling waters that caught my eye. In the murky crimson light, their scales glowed with iridescent hues, a combination of lurid yellows, muted crimsons, and brilliant white.

“Illusion magic,” said Cerys, disregarding the fountain.

“Still, impressive. Can we have one of those?”

“Talk to Pogo,” said Cerys, leading me deeper into the room. 

Around us were the wealthiest, most exclusive crowd of Port Gloom. Men in dark clothing, jewels glittering on their fingers like submerged treasures glimpsed from above; women in fabulous gowns and dresses, some showing scandalous amounts of cleavage, others wrapped in fantastic affairs that made them look like dragons or peacocks.

The music was slow, sensual, and the air was filled with a soft, metallic smoke. Everything was tinged red by the light, and servants were everywhere, all of them wearing domino masks that did little to hide their physical beauty, their scant clothing doing less to hide their perfection.

Momentum carried us through the entrance hall and into the ballroom beyond, and there even Cerys was taken aback by the spectacle being provided.

Clouds obscured the ceiling, and where they occasionally parted we glimpsed stars and impossible moons. But it was the figures lying amidst the clouds that caught our eye: angels and demons caressing each other, licking each other’s flesh, trailing their fingers over their musculature, their breasts, sliding against each other, casting their amorous gazes down upon the crowd below.

Cerys dry swallowed. “More illusions.”

The music swirled about us, compelling and rhythmic, and in the center of the ballroom people were dancing, swirling about with the music like leaves caught up by a dust devil. Around and around they went, diamonds glittering, heads thrown back in laughter, their feet barely touching the ground.

A memory: Iris and I dancing in her family home, lifting up off the ground as we danced faster and faster, caught up in the madness of her music -

“There you are!” An old man dressed all in crimson strode up to us, pulling off a red lion’s mask to reveal Aurelius’ face. “And you’ve bought a rare beauty on your arm. Count Kellik, is there no end to the treasures you are willing to display?”

“Councilor Aurelius,” I said, “let me introduce my advisor, Lady Cerys.”

“Enchanted, my dear,” said Aurelius, kissing Cerys’ knuckles. 

“The honor is mine,” said Cerys.

“Now,” said Aurelius, beaming at me and gesturing for a servant to bring over drinks. “There are few rules to be observed on my grounds, but they are important. As long as people are consenting, nothing is forbidden but interfering. We all labor so under the mores and restrictions of polite society that it gives me a kick to harbor a safe place under my roof for whatever perversities and delights people wish to indulge in.”

“So I see,” I said, looking upward.

“You like it? A bit gauche, I think, a little too on the nose. But it does cause quite the impression, doesn’t it? And I wanted to set the tone. But listen. These main rooms in the center of the house are ‘safe,’ as it were, to those not willing to experiment or engage in more risky pursuits. The further you stray into the house, the more… liberated… my guests and servants become. Each room will harbor a different manner of entertainment; peer within, and if it suits your fancy, enter! If not, close the door quietly, and be on your way.”

Aurelius’ eyes were bright, and he studied my face for comprehension.

I nodded.

“You can, of course, remain safe within the ballroom, but I do urge you to venture forth. Secrets await to be discovered, games to be played, and I ask you: what is the point of wealth, power, and privilege, if not to explore the various pleasures and pains that life has to offer? Just like the Star Chamber, don’t play it safe, my boy. Explore, partake, and have a night to remember.”

“You’re most gracious,” said Cerys.

“Gracious? Oh no! I’m an old pervert, a crude boor, a drunk and drug addict. But I don’t pretend to be otherwise, and that may be my saving grace. Now, cheers! Welcome to my manor, and I look forward to catching up with you later!”

And so saying, Aurelius clinked his goblet against our own, squeezed my shoulder and moved on with an exclamation to greet another guest.

“Well,” said Cerys, setting her goblet aside untouched. “This is unexpected.”

I reluctantly put my drink down. “You’re surprised?”

“By the decadence of the nobles? No. I caught some glimpses of this during my brief experience as one. I’d imagine few are willing to allow themselves to be seen slipping deeper into the mansion, however.”

“Unless they put on a mask,” I said, seeing a pile of grotesque and monstrous masks hanging from pegs beside each hallway and corridor leading away from the ballroom.

“Unless… yes. But still. It would be too easy to blackmail a dignitary if they allowed themselves to indulge in such a public setting. I’d wager only the lesser nobility partake. But that’s not what I was talking about.”

“Then what?”

“Councilor Aurelius himself. He was…” Cerys trailed off, searching for the right word. “Surprisingly self-aware?”

“Yes. That’s what caught my attention, too. He plays the decadent buffoon, but I don’t think he is.”

“No. It will be interesting to hear what he has to say to you later.”

I allowed my gaze to pass over the crowd, over the ostentatious displays of wealth, seeking a familiar face, finding none. Many of the nobles gathered here were already inebriated, others were too vivacious and bright-eyed not to be under the effect of some drug or other.

And through it all swirled the music, tempestuous and demanding, and not seeing why I shouldn’t, I took Cerys’ hand and pulled her toward the dancers.

“Shall we?”

“I was wondering when you would ask,” she said.

We slipped into the flow, Cerys’ hand light in my own, her hip under my palm. Around and around we turned, moving with the crowd, caught up in the current of elegance and laughter. The music was fevered, and I could barely keep up; Cerys, however, floated like a dream, seemingly effortless, her poise perfect, accompanying even my missteps with grace and aplomb. 

Finally, the dance came to an end, general applause broke out, and we stepped away for a drink, finding a decanter of wine set before a table boasting platter upon platter of snacks and sweets. 

We danced again after that, and then a third time, a song where one switched one’s partners, one circle revolving within the other, but always I kept my eye out for Cerys, and always felt my heart lift when she returned to me.

Food, then platters of light delicacies, and then together we retreated to a shadowed wall to watch the angels and devils cavort in the clouds and the crowd before us grow more abandoned and alive.

An hour or so must have passed by the time Aurelius returned. His mask sat atop his graying hair, he held a goblet in each hand from which he alternated drinking, and sat down beside me with a sigh of relief.

“It’s hard work hosting these degenerate debacles,” he said. “I’m not the man I used to be. Is it criminal that I wouldn’t mind going to bed and calling it a night?”

“Why don’t you?” I asked.

“Alas, I’m not sure how many people I’d find in my bed at this point. No, I’ll have to wait, then order a new set of sheets and pillows. Terrible, terrible.”

“You bring it upon yourself, my lord,” said Cerys. “One might almost think you encourage it.”

“Ah, but that was the me from midday, when my feet didn’t hurt and my head wasn’t swimming. The me of this moment has deep and earnest regrets.” He took another swallow from one of his drinks and smacked his lips with delight. “Now, magistrate, since I have you cornered, you have no choice but to listen to my prattling.”

“I subject myself willingly,” I said.

“More fool you. But listen! A warning from the old and wise: desist on your foolish path, give up your hopes of bettering the world, and instead enjoy yourself while you still can.”

I went to protest but he held up a goblet to forestall me. “No, no, I’m not chiding you for political reasons, but rather out of a desire - quite humanitarian of me, really - to keep you alive. You must know that what you’re on about simply can’t come to pass? You won’t pass your laws, and even if you did, they’d be your doom.”

“I’ve heard this all before, councilor,” I said. “It hasn’t dissuaded me yet.”

“No, no, I can see it hasn’t. Still, you can’t blame me for trying. But how are you going to do it?”

“Pass my laws? I’ll bring them before the council.”

“Who will immediately vote against them all, of course.” Aurelius’ expression was sober. “Why would they vote against their own interests?”

“‘They?’” asked Cerys.

Aurelius waved a goblet, as if dismissing Cerys’ objection. “You know what I mean.”

“The principle of sacrosanctity,” I said.

“Yes?” Aurelius raised his eyebrows. “What about it?”

“Nobody can harm or interfere with a magistrate,” I said. “To do so violates their sacrosanctity, and carries with it a death sentence.”

“True, true, but that’s why all magistrates are bribed near to death to remain quiet and far from the Star Chamber,” said Aurelius. “Ah. You said earlier you didn’t want any bribes.”

I gave him a tight smile.

“So, what then? You, astride the Star Chamber in all your sacrosanctity, refusing bribes and…?”

“I’ll veto any and all legislation until my laws are passed,” I said. 

“Ohhh…” Aurelius sat back. “That is nasty. You’ll use your sacrosanctity to block all votes?”

“Indeed. I’ll physically place myself before the ballot box. Anybody who seeks to get past me will have to force me aside.”

“And violate your principle, thus earning the death sentence. But my boy, be reasonable! What of the basic laws that must be passed? You’ll grind the city to a halt.”

“Precisely,” I said, thinking of Netherys’ plan. “And how do you think the people will react?”

Aurelius scratched at his chin. “They’ll be upset, I wager.”

“Yes. So either the council will pass my proposed laws, or… general chaos, anarchy, and rioting as the city fails to rule itself.”

Aurelius studied me, eyes narrowed, as if to see if I was in jest. “You do understand that these are all technical powers of a magistrate. Nobody uses them.”

“Not until now,” I said.

“You will place yourself in an enormous amount of danger. The council and the Royal Provost do not enjoy being thwarted.”

“Then all they need do is pass my legislation,” I said.

“Or have you anonymously murdered.”

“There is that,” I said, bowing my head in agreement. “Still, I’m willing to take my chances.”

“Your Excellency,” said Aurelius, licking his lower lip as if seeking how to phrase something. “Your ideals and determination are laudable. But this will see you dead.”

“Perhaps.”

“Ah, the follies of youth! You know, I, too, once thought myself immortal. But time has a way of showing us otherwise. Now I simply seek to enjoy myself as much as I can before I die. You, however, are still young: why invite this suffering and death upon yourself? Look at this beautiful woman by your side. She is clearly an intelligent, passionate, wonderful woman, and I saw the way she watched you as you danced. Why not enjoy life together? Help the people, yes, but not at the cost of your own life.”

“You seem convinced that I will soon be dead,” I said demurely.

Aurelius waved his arms impatiently, splashing wine over his gown. “But, of course, you will! It is not just the councilors who will oppose you, but the other forces that run the city, and they, believe you me, are far less scrupulous than even the Royal Provost.”

“To whom are you referring?” I asked, keeping my tone innocent.

“Oh, my dear fellow, I do hope you jest. Do you not know?”

I kept my face straight. “Know what, councilor?”

He studied me, eyes hooded, then sighed. “I can’t tell if you’re being serious. But I have a policy of remaining aloof from such affairs. It’s what has allowed me to remain alive all these years. Alas. And I was growing quite fond of you.”

With some effort he stood. “Lady Cerys. A pleasure. Your Excellency.”

Had anybody overheard our exchange? A few people stood close enough that they might have, if they were particularly sharp of hearing. I watched Aurelius walk away, shaking his head, only to throw open his arms wide and embrace someone as if they were his long-lost son.

“You think it wise,” asked Cerys, “to reveal our strategy to him?”

“I don’t know. A gamble. I wanted to see his reaction.”

“And?”

“I’m convinced it will work.”

“Unless you die,” said Cerys.

“Why is everybody so fixated with my assassination?”

Cerys snorted. “Come on. We’re done here. Let’s have one last dance and leave.”

“No exploring the sinful depths of the estate?” I asked.

She thwapped my upper arm. “You’ll have all the sin you can handle on your hands when we get back home. Now come. It’s been far too long since I danced to such music. Do your duty as my partner.”

I obliged with pleasure, and together we danced for not one but five more songs, until a fine sweat brought a sheen to Cerys’ brow and I was laughing and trying to catch my breath at once. Together we left the dance floor at last, and were moving toward the entrance when a butler or footman or the like stepped in close with a tray of drinks. 

“Your Excellency, a message from your host: he says if you wish to learn the particulars of the hidden powers in Port Gloom, there is a lady who can tell you more. She is currently entertaining guests in the basement, in a chamber whose walls are lined in lapis lazuli. Tell her the sun sets in her eyes, and she will tell you what she knows. Now, please take these drinks so as to provide me cover.”

We did as asked, and with that the butler bowed and strode away.

“The basement?” I asked.

“Perfect location for an ambush.”

“Aurelius wouldn’t risk being associated with the death of a magistrate in his own home.”

“What if it wasn’t him that sent the message?” asked Cerys. “What if we’re all being set up by an outsider?”

“Perhaps.” I tapped my chin as we walked over to one wall. “And if not, why would Aurelius seek to help us? He said himself he stays above the fray.”

“I don’t know him well enough,” said Cerys. “But there was something earnest in his manner. Perhaps he’s not as disinterested as he seems.”

“He’d only seek to keep me alive if he wanted me to pass my laws,” I said. 

“Then perhaps he’s more friendly to your cause than we thought,” said Cerys. “Than anyone thought.”

I swirled the wine within my goblet. “Shall we go downstairs? Or pass on this information?”

“I’m not sure.” Cerys forced a relaxed smile, and leaned against me as if utterly at ease. “Imagine what a councilor such as Aurelius could reveal to us if he so wished.”

“More than we already know?”

“That’s the gamble,” said Cerys. “It’s your call. Do we risk it?”

I watched Aurelius. The councilor had taken hold of an elegant lady’s gloved hand, raised it up, and was trying to turn a circle beneath her palm. Wine sloshed from his goblet, and the crowd around him was laughing.

“Let’s risk it,” I said. “Come on - let’s grab a couple of masks and head into this basement.”

 

 


Chapter 10

 

 

I grabbed a golden mask depicting a wolf while Cerys’s was that of a black fox. Together we made our way down a hallway, passing a parlor on the left in which couples sat on divans and kissed, while in the next I saw what looked like a high-class tavern, complete with a bar and copious amounts of alcohol being consumed.

Holding Cerys’s hand tight we made our way through the crowded corridor, past another room where two spotlighted couples danced nude atop tables as others watched.

“Pretty tame thus far,” said Cerys.

“It’s a big house.”

On we walked, and I quickly realized we’d never find the basement without help. I touched a servant on the shoulder as she walked by, and immediately she turned to press herself against me, her lips parting as if with desire as she gazed up at me through her domino mask.

“The basement?” prompted Cerys, voice cold.

The girl smirked as she stepped away, and pointed down the hall. “You can’t miss it.”

On we went, weaving past other couples and solitary hunters, till we reached the top of a broad staircase descending into the gloom. The music that arose from below was haunting, and as we walked down I could make out what sounded like a choir of men singing from somewhere, their voices deep and grave, imparting upon the whole of what we saw a sacrilegious air.

Here there was no more reserve. The occasional lamp illuminated little, but each room we passed through was thick with the smell of sex, of sweat, with the sounds of people moaning, with the slow and rhythmic movements of people clasped together.

“Lapis lazuli,” I said, trying to remain focused. 

A tall man with a shaved head and dark goatee stepped up to us, his smile sharp, his manner obsequious. “Could I offer different raiment, my friends?”

“No, we’re fine with how we’re dressed,” I said.

“I don’t mean your clothing. I meant your very forms.” And with a wave of his hands Cerys changed beside me, sprouting demonic horns from her temples, her legs bending backwards like those of a wolf, her skin growing scaled, her breasts suddenly straining at her dress.

“What the -?” A flash and a dagger was in her clawed hand.

“Or perhaps something more subtle?” The mage waved his hand again and she was Cerys once more, but now her skin was smeared with what looked like crushed pearls, while an aura of swirling blues and greens floated about her. 

“Anything you can imagine,” he said with a perfunctory smile. “Demon or angel, elf or dark elf, and everything in between. No judgement, my friends, just dreams realized.”

“No thank you,” said Cerys. “We’re fine as we are.”

The man bowed low, and the enchantment faded from Cerys’ form. “As you will.”

We walked on, Cerys holding my arm tight. “Aurelius has pet wizards performing magic so casually?”

“You know, I didn’t mind you in that demon form,” I said. “You think he rents out his services after hours?”

Cerys glowered at me. “Be careful what you wish for.”

“No, I don’t want an actual succubus, I just want you pretending to be a succubus.” I tried to keep my expression straight. “And in turn, you could have me as a satyr, or a dwarf.”

“A dwarf,” said Cerys.

“With a magnificent beard. No?”

“You get a succubus, and I get a dwarf? No.”

“You’re impossible to please,” I said, and then my smile slipped from my face as we took a turn and passed a room through whose cracked door I saw with lapis lazuli tiles.

I pushed the door open. Within was a simple table, or perhaps even an altar. A masked man lay across it, hands and ankles chained, and a woman was leaning over him, her hair writhing as if underwater.

For a moment I couldn’t process what I was looking at. Her hair seemed alive, and the man’s lower half was gray as stone. She was pouring what looked like liquid flames from a chalice over his gray flesh, and where that fiery liquid touched, the gray was replaced by his living flesh.

Not writhing hair.

Snakes.

The woman looked over her shoulder at me, and Cerys and I both froze. Her gaze was hooded, but still her eyes left searing trails in our visions, as if each were a miniature sun. She was alien in her beauty, her skin subtly scaled, her lips dark and wide with twin fangs visible within her mouth - but oh, her body, it was the stuff of dreams. Or perhaps nightmares? Under a sheer robe that hid little I could make out her full breasts, the dark circles of her nipples, her slender waist that flared out to wide hips, all of it marked by her scales, which faded from tan on her sides to darker, larger plates up her abdomen to flare up and around her breasts.

“Medusa,” whispered Cerys, her hand clutching mine so hard I thought my bones would break.

But it was a lapis lazuli room, so before I could panic, before her gaze could do anything unwarranted to our flesh, I croaked, “The sun sets in your eyes.”

The medusa narrowed her gaze, nodded, then turned back to the man who was moaning, though whether in pleasure or pain I couldn’t tell. She poured the rest of the fiery liquid over his legs, and then stepped back as he turned completely back to flesh.

“I - but wait,” he said, sitting up, gazing down at his body in surprise. “I thought -”

“My pardons, my lord,” said the medusa, her voice sibilant and husky. “My next appointment has arrived.”

The man gaped, clearly upset, but then glanced at Cerys, blushed, and slid off the altar to collect his dark robes. He tugged them over his shoulders and hurried out.

“No tip,” sighed the medusa, the sound akin to the wind playing over a ruin. “You’ve cost me, Your Excellency.”

We stepped inside and closed the door. My every nerve was on edge, and I wanted to flee. A medusa? What better way to kill a king troll than to simply turn him to stone? And yet. Her posture wasn’t threatening. Instead, she seemed completely at ease, resting her generous hip against the altar’s edge and crossing her arms over her ample chest.

“We were told to come here,” I said. “Told that you could provide us with… information.”

“Yes, I know.” The way she spoke caused me to shiver. As if she were perpetually amused and bored at the same time. And her eyes - they were filmed over now, so that they merely seemed unnaturally bright. A flicker, a moment where they blazed to life, and then they dimmed once more. A translucent set of eyelids? 

“Be at ease. I’m being paid a small fortune for my services, and have no interest in hurting you.”

“Aurelius hired you?” I asked, taking refuge in basic questions. I still didn’t even know how to stand, what to look at. Cerys was equally stiff by my side.

“Of course.” Her amusement sharpened. “You think I broke into his mansion so as to torment masochists with my touch?”

Cerys snorted, and I felt a little more at ease. “And he asked you to speak with me?”

“No. He doesn’t know about this. Rather, I’m part of a collective that has grown tired of the way Port Gloom operates. We are… interested in change, I suppose you could say, but despair of change coming our way.”

“You’re part of the Family?” asked Cerys, voice sharp.

She inclined her head. “Tangentially, yes. An honorary member, if you will. I serve my Auntie when needed, and in turn they allow me to ply my trade.”

“Turning men into stone and back,” said Cerys, voice skeptical.

The medusa’s smile grew wicked. “Amongst other things. But yes. But I chafe under the restrictions placed upon me. Others - friends of mine - do as well. Which is why we are interested in you, Count of Manticora. You promise change, but you seem oblivious to the real threats of the city. You cannot change Port Gloom without dealing with the Family first.”

“I’ve heard something about this,” I said, choosing to play it dumb. “This Family runs the criminal underbelly of the city, doesn’t it? Why can’t I simply procure funds to increase the size of the guard and have the ring leaders arrested?”

The medusa laughed, a soft, whispering sound that curled around the base of my spine and lit a fire in my core. Oh, but there was no doubting how decadent this being was. Her eyes blazed for a moment as she blinked, and then dimmed once more.

“The Family is too powerful for that, Your Excellency. They control the council. The Royal Provost dances to their tune. If you wish to change the city, you must control the council. But to control the council you must first defeat the Family.”

I crossed my arms, trying to appear skeptical. “All right. And how do you think I should do that?”

“The city is in turmoil,” said the medusa. “The Aunties and Uncles who divide the city between them and rule it as they see fit are alarmed. I don’t know why. Something happened last night that has thrown them into a panic. The time to strike is now, while they’re panicked.”

She didn’t know, I realized. Didn’t know about the Grandfather, my father, who actually ruled all the Aunts and Uncles. Didn’t know about the maimed seers. Didn’t know any of the high-level secrets that I’d become privy to.

“And where do we strike?” I asked. “Against whom?”

“It would be but the first blow, but I could tell you where my Auntie resides. You could lead your Mailed Fist against her stronghold and kill her before she gathers her wits.”

I exchanged a glance with Cerys. “You know about my Mailed Fist?”

“Of course we do. The whole city speaks of little else other than the magistrate with his own army of war trolls. Strike now while the city reels.”

“Why should we trust you?” asked Cerys.

The medusa shrugged one scaled shoulder. “You can’t, I suppose. I’ve no way of proving my ambitions. But you are a resourceful man, Your Excellency. I’ll provide you with the address and a description of the Hive’s defenses, and you then do what you will with that information.”

I rubbed at my jaw. “And what do you get out of this?”

“Independence.” Her eyes narrowed. “I chafe at handing most of my earnings to my Auntie. Yet I don’t wish to leave Port Gloom. I have created a family here - not beings associated with the Family, but rather a found family of my own. I could easily leave, begin all over in Carneheim or wherever, but ah - I’ve no desire to do so. My presence, my trade, it takes an exceptionally long amount of time to establish, and I do so tire of people screaming and coming after me with pitchforks.”

“I can imagine,” I said. “You said there are others like you who tire of the Family?”

“Of course. Every monopoly is resented. But I’ll not speak any names. I’m hardier than most, and could possibly escape the city if you fail and betray me. My friends? Not so much.”

“Noble,” said Cerys. “So who is your Auntie?”

The medusa canted her head to one side, the motion causing the serpents across her head to hiss and interweave amongst each other. “I could demand an oath that you will act on this information, but I’m well aware how easily humans break their vows. So I’ll simply tell you and be done. My Auntie rules over most of the Palace District. Her name is Yelentha, and she is quite, quite dangerous. Not only is she a dark elf with all that entails, but she has demonic blessings whose blessings are beyond my comprehension.”

“A dark elf,” I said, feeling a pang of uncertainty. “Great. And the location of her hive?”

“It exists under an old manor house on Carnelian Way. Number thirty-seven. The Family members in her district are not your common run of beggars and burglars; instead they are more refined, given to nonviolent crimes for the most part. They either enter through the front if they have enough social standing, or through the servant’s quarters if they don’t.”

“What sort of defenses do we need to worry about?” I asked.

“Yelentha is served by a terrible construct,” said the medusa. “Made of iron blades that can cut through stone. I know only that it is powered by a crystal embedded in its chest. Destroy the crystal and you stop the golem.”

I nodded. “Good to know. Anything else?”

“We’re ordered to not use the main stairway leading down to the basement. It’s trapped. Instead, everyone uses the servants’ stairs.”

“So she’s located in the basement?” asked Cerys.

“Yes. She’s hollowed out a warren of rooms below, many of them hidden behind secret doors. There are three Gloom Knights who are based there. Be wary of them - they are the Family’s prime enforcers, and lethal beyond comprehension.”

“Three Gloom Knights, a knife golem, and a dark elf with demonic gifts,” said Cerys, all business. “Formidable.”

The medusa smiled, revealing milk white teeth, all of them sharp. “And she is but one of many. If you are to defeat the Family, you have your work cut out for you.”

I tried for a smile. “Every pregnancy begins with an initial thrust, as the priest said to the actress. We’ll take our chances.”

“You’re not like any count I’ve ever met,” said the medusa, eyeing me curiously.

Cerys crossed her arms. “You’ve met many?”

“Yes,” said the medusa. “I’d ask who you really are, but alas, you’ve no reason to tell me. All I can do is wish you luck.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Your help’s been invaluable.”

The medusa shrugged again, the movement sensual and unnatural all at once. “It’s but a gamble on my part. The hard work falls to you. Good luck.”

I inclined my head, took Cerys’ hand, and together we stepped back out into the hallway. 

My heart was pounding, and I led Cerys straight out of the basement, back up the steps, and discarded our masks as we passed through a dark part of the hallway. Without pausing I led her back through the ballroom, into the entrance hall and out into the night.

“Much to discuss,” I said.

“But not here,” agreed Cerys. “Not without the others.”

I bit my lower lip, mind racing, and waited as Cerys stepped over to one of the footmen to have our carriage sent for.

A tangible lead. A means to continue our fight against the Family now that we’d struck against the seers.

Perfection.

 

* * *

 

We swung out wide on the way home to the Temple District, rattling over the New Bridge and plunging into the tangled streets that seemed shockingly narrow and filthy after so much time spent on the northern side of the city. 

Was I adjusting so quickly to the privileged life, I wondered? But soon the shock gave way, and I found myself relaxing. I’d not even realized I’d been carrying this low level of tension: being in the Garden District made me feel like I had a target painted to my back at all times.

Ten minutes later we rattled up to the White Sun cathedral, its great dome pale beneath the night sky. Tamara had told us how to reach her in case of an emergency, and we sent one of the half-orc guards to a side door where he’d give a certain password that would trigger a quick chain of events.

Sure enough, five minutes later Tamara knocked on our carriage door and then pulled it open to climb inside. She wore a heavy cloak of fine gray wool over a suit of black chainmail, the links so fine they molded to her body with exquisite perfection.

“May the White Sun bless everybody everywhere,” she said with a tense smile. “By Fortuna’s bounteous blessings it’s good to see you all again. Just an hour in the presence of those bishops makes me want to retch.”

I grinned and leaned forward to hug her tight. “Good to see you.”

The door opened and Yashara crowded in, forcing Tamara to scoot over so that the four of us sat facing each other, knee to knee. 

“You two are looking fancy,” said Tamara, eyeing Cerys and I. “Glad to see you’re hard at work saving the world one glass of wine at a time.”

Cerys stuck her tongue out. “We actually had a fruitful evening at a councilor’s manor. Picked up some important information.”

“Oh?” Tamara rubbed her hands over her knees. “What’s that, then? And by the way, well done on making magistrate, Kellik. Knew you had it in you if you tried hard enough and never gave up.”

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks, your honored royal holiness.”

Yashara raised an eyebrow. “Have you all been drinking?”

“No, no, just happy to get some fresh air with the people I care about. We going to fetch Netherys?” asked Tamara.

My smile stiffened. “That’s right. You left before we could tell you.”

“Tell me what?” asked Tamara, expression growing tense. 

“She’s gone,” said Cerys, voice quiet. “Said that if she stayed any longer she ran the risk of becoming a high elf.”

“Becoming…?” Tamara’s shock was evident. “I didn’t know that was even possible.”

“It is, apparently,” I said. “And Netherys was starting to feel like she was in danger of changing over. So she left.”

“Left. By the White Sun.” No irony there. Tamara sat back as if she’d taken a blow.

“Yeah. So. No Netherys.” I tried to push my pain aside. “Instead, we have a possible target. We were approached by rebellious members of the Family at the party and told the location of one of the Auntie’s headquarters.”

“Wait,” said Tamara. “How can you know they were trustworthy?”

Cerys shrugged. “Like the medusa said herself -”

“Medusa?” Tamara pressed her hand to her brow. “What? All right, I think I prefer the company of the bishops. They at least don’t shock me so much. Can I get out?”

“As the medusa said, there’s no way to prove we can trust her. But she painted a pretty convincing argument as to why she’d want the Family gone.” Cerys paused, brow furrowed. “Kellik’s arrival has sparked hope in the breasts of disgruntled Family members. They want to see him succeed.”

“Everything she said checked out,” I said. “She didn’t know about my father or the seers, but thought I knew even less. She’s turning in her Auntie so that we can take advantage of the chaos that’s befallen the Family since we took out their network.”

“I see,” said Tamara. “And this is something we should do? Kill an Auntie right after attacking their seers?”

“It’s a sound strategy,” said Yashara. “Strike while your enemy is reeling. If we wait too long, they regain their balance and can strike back at us.”

“There are a dozen Uncles and Aunties in Port Gloom,” I said. “I don’t think we can kill them all, but we don’t have to. All we need to do is continue to sew chaos. Pogo should have the flyers up within a couple of days. Their seer network is down. We start picking off their senior leadership, we’re liable to cause them to panic. And when they panic is when they cause mistakes.”

Tamara nodded slowly. “And Iris? We sure we don’t need her for this?”

I glanced at Yashara.

“We can’t control her,” said the half-orc. “She’s potent but too unpredictable. I would rather we go it alone with Pony and the others.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Iris… is changing. I don’t feel comfortable asking her to do anything more unless forced to. I mean, Fortuna knows I care for her, but she’s liable to kill innocents as well as our targets.”

“Agreed,” said Cerys.

Tamara nodded. “Good. We’re all in agreement then. We’re going to collect Pony?”

“Yes,” said Yashara. “He needs the exercise.”

I snorted. “Glad to oblige him then.”

Tamara smiled warmly at me. “Been awhile since we all went into a fight together. I’m excited to see how we do.”

I couldn’t help but grin back.

Cerys looked out the window. “I just hope we don’t end up regretting not bringing Iris.”

“We’re going to have to learn to operate without her,” said Yashara. 

We rode on in silence. I thought of Iris in her basement chamber, intertwined with the doppelgangers of her parents. 

Thought of her power, her strange innocence and how attracted I was to her figure, her mind, her madness. Of how easily she could tip the balance of any combat in our favor.

Put away my longing for her, and focused on the mission at hand.

 

* * *

 

We decided to play it subtle and bring only the war trolls. Each was carted across town in a large wagon, a black tarp draped over the unlocked cages in which they stood. We formed a veritable caravan, six vehicles snaking their way across the Garden District toward Carnelian Way.

Yashara had sketched out a simple plan of attack. We’d unload the trolls behind the manor, then follow them in through the servants’ quarters, fighting and killing everything that survived their onslaught. Down the servants’ stairs, into the Hive, where we’d seek to confront Yelentha and crush her defenses. 

Hard to be subtle when your plan involves Pony and his brothers. 

“Question,” I said, as we drew close to our target. The air in the carriage was tense, and everybody turned to stare at me. “How come we only ever see male war trolls? Aren’t there any females?”

Yashara snorted. “Of course there are. But they’re too dangerous to work with.”

“More dangerous than Pony?” I asked.

“Male war trolls are placid. Content to doze in the sun and kill when attacked or directed at a target.” Yashara shifted her weight. “Female war trolls… they’re smarter, self-determined, stronger, bigger, and utterly uncontrollable. You might be able to convince one to ally with you for a very short period of time, but it would be like trying to ally with an earthquake or tornado. In the end, everybody but the female war troll would suffer.”

“Damn,” said Cerys. 

“Damn is right,” said Yashara. “It’s said that male war trolls developed their remarkable powers of regeneration so as to survive the act of mating.”

I let out a low whistle. “That… athletic?”

Yashara’s grin was just shy of predatory. “You’ve no idea. It takes a dozen males to satisfy a female when she’s in heat. It’s said they just line up like zealots ready to sacrifice themselves, and march into their doom.”

“A dozen?” Tamara sounded scandalized. “A dozen Pony’s for one female?”

Yashara shrugged. “So it’s said. I’ve not seen it myself, nor would I want to be within miles of a mating once it begins. Female war trolls are said to be as territorial as they are dangerous. Once one starts hunting you, your best bet is to kill yourself before she can get her hands on you.”

“Why?” I asked. “How is that better than running?”

“If you’re ever in that situation,” said Yashara with dark amusement, “you try it out and let me know how it goes for you.”

I sat back.

We rumbled into place behind Carnelian Way, the provost’s palace a dark silhouette only a few blocks away.

We moved fast, leaping out of our carriage as the Mailed Fist drivers yanked the tarps off the cages, the war trolls already pushing open their cage doors as they took up their weapons and climbed off the wagons, causing five axles to creak and near shatter.

“Here,” said a voice, and I turned to see four figures approaching, two of them city trolls, all of them clad in the black scale mail of the guard. “What’s going on here?”

The lead man unshuttered his lantern as he drew closer, and froze as the war trolls drifted up to stand behind me. 

“By the Hanged God’s great sagging balls,” said the other man. “War trolls?”

One of the city trolls dropped his halberd, covered his head with both hands, and sank to his knees. The second turned around and crouched, hands over his head as well.

Guess the hierarchy between the trolls was pretty clear-cut. 

“You’ve caught us at the wrong time,” I said, stepping forward casually to take a guard’s halberd from his unresisting hand. “Unfortunate. But since you’re here, we’re going to have to ask you to come on inside and sit around for a bit while we take care of business.”

The second guard pushed his spectacles up his long, rat-like nose. “This is most ill-advised, sir. This manor… but then again… the five war trolls… I suppose you know what you’re about.”

“That we do,” I said. “Halberd?”

The man handed it over.

“Now, hands behind your backs,” I said. 

In a moment I had both men trussed, and it seemed the city trolls had been rendered utterly docile by Pony and his brothers, for they stood and came along with no complaint, never raising their eyes from the cobbles.

Cerys and I activated our shadow belts, and together we slipped ahead of the group, down the block to the rear of Yelentha’s manor. No guards were stationed outside the gate, which was just wide enough for a wagon to drive through. We scaled it without effort, dropped down soundlessly on the far side, and saw two men standing off to one side, crossbows propped against one of the gate’s columns.

“I’m telling you,” one of them was saying, voice low. “You put a drop of hellfire pepper on your tongue, and prepare a cock made of ice. Shape it from a block, or make a mold from a pig-gut condom. Now, you don’t tell her, mind, cause the surprise is what makes it feel so intense.”

“Fuck off,” said the other in a tone of forced scorn, but obviously intrigued. “You don’t even tell her?”

“I didn’t.” The first guard stretched, and I could make out his smug grin as I snuck around behind his partner. “Excused myself for a moment, left her on all fours, ass high up in the air. Came back into the room with my mouth on fire and the ice cock melting in my fist.”

“Go on,” said the younger man. “What happened?”

Cerys brained the first guard before he could respond. The man sank soundlessly to the ground, so I hit the second guard in the base of the skull with the pommel of my dagger, and he also keeled over.

“Why’d you do that?” I hissed.

“We’re here on a job,” she hissed back.

“But I wanted to know what happened next.”

“Can you get your mind out of the gutter for just half an hour?” She looped her hands under her guard’s arms and dragged him into the bushes.

Muttering, I did the same with mine. Cerys emerged with a key with which she unlocked the gate, and then turned to fade into the shadows. We both examined the rear of the manor. The grounds weren’t nearly as extensive as Thorne Manor’s, and the rear of the property lacked a solarium and manicured garden, but it still exuded age and elegance. A few lights shone from windows on the second floor, but I couldn’t make out any movement along the back of the house.

“All clear?” I whispered.

“Looks like it.” Cerys began to creep forward, a barely visible patch of shifting darkness. “Let’s scan while the others enter.”

Yashara appeared in the gate as Cerys and I crept forward, leaving the gravel road to clamber over a waist-high hedge that was growing wild, and then make our way through the knee-high grass around the stables.

The manor was going to seed. In the faint light of the moon I could make out weeds growing luxuriously between the cobblestones, and the stables looked practically dilapidated, some of the stall doors hanging off one hinge, the eaves sagging, the paint and stucco peeling and falling away from the timber frame.

No movement, no horses in evidence. 

I crouched by the stable’s corner and studied the back of the wall. Security was light. Then again, most Aunties and Uncles didn’t expect idiots to attack their homes. It was suicide in the long run no matter how successful the raid. 

Or had been up until now.

Still. Just two guards by the rear gate was light security.

“Anybody up on the roof?” I asked.

“Let’s find out.” Cerys darted forward, crossed the stable courtyard, and reached the side of the manor. Faster than I thought possible, she began shimmying up a drain pipe. Even knowing she was there I could barely make her out.

I hurried after, running out wide to another drain on the house’s far corner, and leaped, seized the old iron pipe, and began to climb.

The manor was two stories tall, the gutter warped and choked with detritus and leaves. I poked my head up over the eaves and studied the slope of the roof. Slate tiles were laid down like dragon scales, while a mess of chimneys erupted across the slope, crisscrossing everything with shadows beneath the light of the newly risen moon.

There. A man beside the largest of the chimney’s, nearly invisible in its shadow. Good place to watch from. He was leaning forward, staring intently down at the rear gate. He’d noticed movement, but not yet figured out what was going on. With Family members coming in and out all night, it would take more than simple activity to warrant an alarm.

I hauled myself up onto the roof, moving as silently as I could, and crept out wide, moving up to the spine of the roof and there across to come in behind the guard.

A soft thump and gasp from farther down the roof. My guy tensed, drew his blade, peered around the corner of his chimney to where Cerys had no doubt taken out his comrade.

Quickly, neatly, I glided down behind him and rapped him hard in the base of the skull with the pommel of my dagger.

He cried out in pain, staggered forward, turned as he went to stare at me. 

Fuck. Knocking people out was a pain. Too hard and you killed them. Too soft and you just pissed them off.

The man caught his balance, raised his crossbow. It was loaded and he had me dead to rights. 

A flash, a flicker of steel, and a dagger appeared in his throat. 

The man paused, brow lowering in confusion, and then he made a wretched, gargling noise, took a step back, and disappeared over the edge of the roof.

A moment later we heard a wet crunch from below.

“Sorry, sorry,” said Cerys, moving into view. “I keep forgetting you don’t mind being shot with crossbow bolts.”

“Well, I don’t like it, but… let’s hope no one inside heard that.”

“True. We enter the manor from up here, or climb back down to join the others?”

“Climb back down,” I said. “I’ve grown partial to having five war trolls with me.”

“Along with Yashara and an Exemplar of the White Sun,” said Cerys with a crooked grin.

“Truth. Let’s go.”

A few moments later we leaped off the downspouts to drop the last few yards into the courtyard. The guard’s mangled body lay off to one side, Pony and the massive war troll called Hemlock looking down at him pensively.

“All clear?” asked Yashara, moving to the fore of the group.

“Far as we know,” I said. “Time to knock?”

“If you want to call it that. Pony?”

The war troll blinked, his bat ears twitching, and then he moved up to the large door that no doubt led to the kitchens. He placed the flat of one massive hand on the door’s surface and pushed, leaning in slowly, till with a crunch something within broke and the door swung inward. 

Things began moving very quickly from there.

Pony strode inside, ducking his head to avoid the lintel, followed by the looming Hemlock, then the ornery troll called Gravel. The other two were to follow behind the group as a rear guard. 

I followed after, heard shouts of alarm, the sound of implements being dropped, the people fleeing. It was hard to see around Gravel’s dark, broad back, the hallway being narrow and all, but we soon stepped out into the kitchen, having passed several doorways that led to pantries, cheese rooms and the like.

Nobody was here. Pony had moved into the center of the room and taken up a giant pie from which he’d taken a massive bite, and was nodding his head appreciatively as he chewed.

I kept my voice gentle. “Pony? Snacks later?”

The war troll paused, stared at the pie guiltily, and then headed toward the double doors at the room’s far side, hiding the pie behind his back as he went. 

I rolled my eyes, kept silent. 

We moved into a broad hallway that led directly to a large dining room. This place was nothing like the Sodden Hall, the nest of thieves in which I’d grown up. There everything had been festooned with stolen finery, tapestries hung up haphazardly, golden clothes draped over furniture, which was in turn of every kind, age, and quality. Growing up, my digs had resembled the prop room of a theater mixed with a bazaar combined with the discarded goods of a luxury import furniture store.

Yelentha’s home, however, was tastefully decorated; chandeliers, fine paintings on the walls, shabby carpets underfoot. Nothing seemed new, nothing truly matched, but an eye for decor had guided the furnishing of the place, and I immediately sensed the pride this Auntie took in her station.

She was the Auntie of the Palace District, after all.

Pony and the war trolls rounded the dining table and moved through the broad archway into a large hall beyond. 

I saw a dozen men come flooding out of different doorways and down a staircase, only to freeze at the sight of the three war trolls. 

Pony took the pie out from behind his back, took another large bite, then hid it again.

The men exchanged panicked glances and then fled.

“Smart,” I said, moving out into the main hall. Paneled walls, suits of old armor, the floor covered in gleaming tiles. “Servants’ stairwell.”

Cerys drifted past Pony and through a side door. The war trolls followed, and together we moved en masse into what had to be the servants’ quarters. Narrower hallways, functional rooms, and there: a stairway just broad enough for the war trolls to descend.

Cerys moved aside, barely visible even in the lantern light, and Pony rolled his shoulders, took another bite from the pie, and began descending, each step crunching under his clawed feet.

Pony, Hemlock, then Gravel. Yashara went next, and then I slipped in line, leaving Tamara and Cerys behind me followed up by the last two war trolls. 

The lower half of the stairs descended through raw stone, into which an iron door at the bottom was firmly bolted.

Pony glanced past his two brothers at me, and I nodded. Then realized that in my shadow form he couldn’t make me out, so whispered, “Time knock, Pony.”

He grunted, stuffed the last of the pie into his maw, and then banged his fists together. I heard a crunch as his knuckles banged against each other, and then each fist incandesced into white flame. 

“I mean, what is that?” asked Tamara. “Is he an Exemplar now? And if he is, does that mean we have to start teaching him the catechisms?”

Pony turned back to the iron door. It was a formidable construct, banded with steel and with a ponderous, massive feel to it. Pony drew a fist back to his shoulder as if drawing a bow, twisting at the waist, and then hammered at the door with all his strength.

The BOOM! was deafening, and was accompanied by the shriek of tearing metal and cracking rock. Pony drew back his fist, and I saw that the door had buckled, nearly tearing free of its casement all together, a fist-sized dent punched into its center haloed by scorch marks.

Pony shook out his hand, clenched it into a fist once more, and this time he knocked the door completely free of its moorings to send it crashing to the ground in the antechamber beyond.

A mess of crossbow bolts immediately flew into Pony and Hemlock who stood a step or two just behind him, a few bouncing off the steps, but most lodging deep into the war trolls. Pony smashed his fists together, causing the white flames to flare blindingly, and then bounded forward and out of sight.

Hemlock lumbered in next, ducking his head, and a moment later Gravel pounded in after them.

The screams were very loud from within.

I hurried down the steps, peered under the lintel as I drew abreast to it, and saw the three war trolls fanning out into a low-ceilinged room that was decadently decorated with divans, hanging wall drapes, and now shattered tables and bloodied rugs. A dozen men had dropped their crossbows and were being pummeled into the ground, their elegant rapiers and fancy swordplay no match for the ferocity of the war trolls. 

One of their number, however, was clearly a mage; clad only in a royal purple waist coat, his stringy arms bare, his hair waxed into a lion’s mane around his withered features, he was surrounded by a corona of purple flame which he unleashed even as I sighted him upon the war trolls.

The flames poured over the three war trolls in a flood of crackling heat, and I saw their blue, stony hides blacken and char, flesh cindering and burning away, revealing edges of white bone that immediately began to blacken.

Cerys stepped down beside me, Gloom Bow drawn, and loosed a magical arrow across the room. It took the mage in the temple, punching through some protective ward in the process, and knocked him off his feet.

The flames cut out immediately.

Pony, Hemlock, and Gravel remained still for a moment, arms raised protectively around their heads, bodies smoking, the chamber filled with the stench of burned flesh and a metallic tang. Then, with slow deliberation, they lowered their arms and looked around, blinking.

Perhaps four or so men remained before them. They stared at the fallen magus, at the war trolls who had already begun to regenerate, and then dropped their weapons and sank to their knees.

“Mercy,” cried out one, a handsome rake with a pointed goatee and a ruby punched into the lobe of one ear. “We are but innocent charlatans, rogues, and petty thieves. We know not why you have chosen our humble home for assault, but we cry your mercy, entreat thee -”

“Silence,” I snapped, moving into the room, blade in hand. “Pony, knock them out.”

Charred flesh creaking, Pony swung his now flameless fist into the rake’s head, clubbing him soundly and sending him sprawling to the burning rug.

Hemlock and Gravel did the same for the other three.

“How long do you need to heal?” I asked Pony, eyeing his wounds. They were bad, but already a film of pink flesh was stealing across the exposed bones of his shoulder and ribs. 

Pony raised a hand and waggled it from side to side. 

“A few minutes, then. Fair enough. You three, bring up the rear. Gristle, Black Rock, you’re up front.”

The two other trolls made their way into the room, ducking their heads as they came, and nodded to the first three in some measure of doleful commiseration as they moved to the fore. Gristle was the youngest of the lot, smaller in stature, the rocky protrusions across his forearms and shoulders not as pronounced, while Black Rock, true to his name, was of a blue so dark and deep it appeared more like the night sky than the sky blue of the others.

There were two doorways and an archway leading out from the chamber. Cerys had been moving from door to door, listening at each, and then signaled to the archway. 

Black Rock nodded and ambled forward, a plain metal rod clasped loosely in his hands. It was about an inch thick and a stride long, and I doubted anything could survive being hit with it. Simple and terribly effective.

Gristle followed after, a crude mace in one hand, and then Yashara moved in, wary and alert, black scimitar in hand. 

The hallway led into a sunken arena, three rows of seats curling around a retaining wall, a stone pit hollowed out in the center some five yards deep and five across. The walls and floors were spattered with dried blood. 

Black Rock circled the arena, tapping his iron bar on the retaining wall as he went, and then moved on directly into a narrow hall across from the entrance. Ducked his head as he went.

“Stay sharp,” said Yashara, voice low. “We’ve three Gloom Knights and a knife golem waiting for us.”

The hallway opened out into something akin to a throne room; steps led up to a dais upon which a mass of wrought iron forged to look like swirling, curving blades held a sumptuous seat of padded red velvet. War banners and vivid tapestries covered the circular walls, each depicting scenes of violence and debauchery with stunning detail. The ground was covered in layers of crisscrossing rugs and carpets, so that Black Rock and Gristle’s footsteps were deadened.

They took a few steps into the room and stopped, clearly unsure as to what to do next. Parted to allow Yashara and I to step forward, and at the sight of the man seated indolently in the throne my heart sank.

Baleric. 

He sat as if bored, chin propped up on a fist, staring at us as we filed into the room with his blank, pitiless gaze. Raven feathers were clustered about his shoulders, a silver breastplate detailed with gold his only obvious source of armor. White, limp hair hung down near to his sternum, and his great wave-bladed sword across his lap, its edges undulating like a snake turned into steel.

Tamara and Cerys moved up alongside me, Pony and the other two war trolls fanning out slowly along the walls. 

“Kellik,” said the Exemplar of the Hanged God, voice flat and without fear. “You came. Good.”

My thoughts were swirling. No surprise on his part. No Yelentha. No sign of Baleric’s crew, no knife golem, no Gloom Knights. 

Just him up there alone on that bladed throne, jaw still propped on his fist, watching me with his dolorous gaze.

“I see we were expected,” I said, touching my belt and dismissing the shadows that wreathed me. “The medusa betrayed us?”

“Elianarithis was never on your side.” Baleric stirred, straightening at last in the throne. “She had but one responsibility, and that was to lure you here.”

Nodding, I again surveyed the rooms. Could Baleric take us all? No. That was impossible. Wasn’t it? Where then was the surprise? A gas to knock us out? Would the ceiling begin to descend?

“What do you want?” demanded Tamara, stepping up alongside me. Her voice was bold and firm, and her platinum eyes glittered as she stared at the exemplar. My heart swelled with pride - gone was the timid, uncertain woman I’d met. This Tamara was as fierce and confident as a lioness. 

“What do I want? Nothing. I’m simply here to deliver a message.” Still Baleric spoke without affect, as if he were discharging a rote duty and not facing down five war trolls. “This setup was meant to highlight how easily manipulated you can be. You are like children seeking to play cards with professionals. But no matter. Your strike against the panopticon has roused the Grandfather’s ire. He is no longer content to merely kill you.”

“No?” My heart was hammering, and I licked my dry lips. “He think he still has this situation under control?”

“Oh yes.” Baleric’s smile was utterly without humor. “You think the panopticon his only tool? No. He has decided to utterly crush you, Kellik. In every way. His goal now is to break your spirit. To strip you of everything you possess until you beg for mercy. This he will do in his own time, but rest assured. Everything you treasure, everyone you love, everything you have accomplished, even your own sense of self: they will be torn from you, destroyed, ground down, until you beg for death.”

It was how Baleric said this. His flat delivery, his passionless gaze. There was no boasting there, no braggadocio. Everything he said he delivered with bleak certainty. It felt like a sentence being handed down from the Hanged God himself.

My mouth was dry, my chest tight. 

“Tough words,” said Cerys, voice cold. “But you should have considered your method of delivery. Not even someone as dangerous as you can stand against all of us.”

Baleric raised an eyebrow. “You think I’m here in the flesh? Foolish girl. This is but a projection.” He turned his gaze upon me. “Farewell, Kellik. When next you see me, you will beg to be released from your torment.”

And his image flickered and was gone.

Yashara drew a knife from her thigh harness and threw it underhand at the throne. It thunked into the velvet padding and bounced off.

“Can never be too sure,” she said.

“This was a setup?” asked Cerys, turning around in a slow circle, her face a picture of disbelief.

“A setup where they didn’t even bother to kill us,” said Yashara grimly. “That’s a display of power.”

“But the mage, the thieves, the guards…?” asked Tamara.

“Bait,” I said, trying to gather myself, to rein in my emotions. “To draw us all the way in. And it worked.”

Cerys lowered her Gloom Bow. “It did feel too easy.”

Tamara stared at me in confusion. “But… why? Why warn us? Or threaten us? Or whatever he did?”

It was Yashara who answered. “Psychological warfare. As I said, a power play. We just struck down their seers and Kellik was just elected magistrate. The Grandfather is seeking to regain the initiative by rocking our confidence.”

“Did it work?” asked Tamara. 

“I do feel rather the fool,” I said. “And my judgment of character feels off. The medusa -”

“Elianarithis,” said Cerys.

“Elianarithis seemed damned trustworthy to me. Then again, she’s almost literally a snake.”

“Should we search the premises?” asked Tamara. “See if we can turn up anything of value?”

“No,” said Yashara, voice flat. “They will have removed everything and anything of value. We’d best go before our wagons attract more attention.”

Frustration bit at me. I wanted to curse, to strike something. All this effort, this coordination, just to have Baleric chide me like a street urchin. “I’ll tell you this much,” I said, catching everyone’s attention. “Baleric and my father are wrong. They’re still underestimating us. They still don’t understand the extent to which we’re going to hurt their operation. The secrets we have up our sleeves. If they think they’ve turned the tides on us, they’re sorely mistaken.”

Grim nods all round. 

But in everyone’s gaze - minus Pony’s - I could see a flicker of doubt. My father, I knew, had struck a telling blow.

 


Chapter 11

 

 

The next month passed in fits and starts. My life as magistrate consigned me to endless meetings with people whose input and support I needed so as to craft my proposed laws. Though I had the broad outlines structured well in advance, I needed to submit proposals that were absolutely without error, using every single precedent and formality I could muster so as to protect my new laws from being shot down for spurious reasons. 

Netherys and I had proposed four main initiatives, and over the course of the six months leading up to my arrival at Port Gloom I’d expanded on them, refined them, and seen how best to phrase my ideas so as to garner the most support. 

Each was simple on its face, but impacted entire areas of the economy and would have ripple effects that extended beyond the walls of the city. So I had to meet with merchants of all stripes, guild masters, dozens of the Provost of the Merchant’s officials, clerks of surprising power, legal experts, judges, and experts in Port Gloom’s financial and legal history. 

Each had to be received courteously, engaged with on a variety of smaller and more personal matters, and only then led into the meat of the conversation, where often their opinions or priorities were at odds with those I’d just heard. Fortunately, Cerys had a knack for faces, titles, and personal details, and would fill me in with everything I had to know before each meeting.

Pogo was invaluable, and spent his time either with Tamara and his team of clerks, or working with me to dig up precedents, write my drafts in agonizing legalese, or suggest alternative means to achieve the same technical goals. 

The council, in turn, watched me as they would a hungry wolf; we met each week to deliberate new proposals, regulate the market, and apportion taxes toward what seemed mostly private needs in Port Gloom’s ever evolving budget. I remained aloof, sitting to myself, biding my time, not voting, and waiting until I had my first law ready for submittal. 

Baleric’s threats failed to materialize at first. The weeks passed and nothing happened. I hesitated to attribute the elaborate setup we’d fallen for as a mere ruse, but as the third week rolled around, I started to feel a little more confident. The Mailed Fist’s security was top-notch, Yashara was tireless in exploring our defenses for weaknesses, and my principle of sacrosanctity extended me protection whenever abroad in the city.

But one night at the beginning of the fourth week I was interrupted in my studies by a firm knock on the door.

“Come in,” I said, setting aside a scroll that had to be at least a century old. 

Yashara opened the door, her expression grim. “Excuse the interruption.”

I rubbed at my eyes. “No, you’re doing me a favor. I was starting to go cross-eyed. What is it?”

“We’ve been attacked. Two of the guards were just found dead.”

I stood up, nearly knocking my chair over. “Ongoing?”

“Not as far as I can tell, but I’ve come to move you to a secure location. Both guards were found with their throats slit. They were patrolling the western wall. Had just spoken with the lookout on the southwestern corner. Whomever killed them slipped into the garden, slit both their throats, and either moved deeper into the grounds or escaped back out.”

“All right.” I gathered up my important scrolls. “Let’s go.”

I spent the rest of the night pacing my servant’s room, waiting and listening, Pony and Black Rock posted outside my door. Nothing else happened. Yashara nearly tore the estate apart, sending teams of six guards to examine every inch of the gardens and ever floor, but turned up nothing.

When dawn broke she opened my door, eyes gleaming, face worn with exhaustion. “Nothing, Kellik. It was a hit, but not a full strike.”

I rubbed at my eyes. “Your thoughts?”

“The Family.” She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the door jamb. “We’re a sitting target. It would take a small army to defeat us in a direct confrontation, but if they just want to whittle down our numbers?” She scowled. “There will be little we can do to stop them.”

“What if we surrender the walls and garden and pull everyone inside?”

She shook her head reluctantly. “We can’t abandon the gatehouse. For one, it’s a visible sign of your strength to post guards. Second, if we cede the exterior to the enemy, they’d be able to terrorize us at will by sending attacks through our windows. Flaming arrows, bricks, magic spells - we’d be unable to see them coming, and unable to adequately protect the manor.”

“It’s no keep,” I said.

“It’s no keep. I think for now we’d best double the size of our patrols. Nobody moves around outside without three other guards in their company. That should make it more difficult for a lone assassin to hurt us.”

“You’re the expert,” I said. “Do what must be done.”

She nodded grimly and pushed away from the wall.

But despite her efforts, over the remainder of the week two more Mailed Fist guards were killed. One by an arrow loosed from the roof of the neighboring manor, an amazing shot that crossed over a hundred yards in the dark to take the mercenary in the throat; the second by stepping on a poisoned spike that had been buried in a shallow hole along the patrol route and hidden under a scoop of turf. 

That guard died screaming in agony several hours later despite our best efforts.

Pogo’s private project in the sewers moved swiftly, however, and finally he was ready to give me a tour. Late one night we secured a couple of Gloom Keys and slipped out the rear of the property, taking along only Yashara and Cerys for security, and hailed a random carriage which we asked take us to the Temple District.

There we followed Pogo as he led us through the winding streets, ever south toward the city wall, and finally, after many glances in every direction, he led us into a tottering building squeezed in between its larger neighbors. 

Down we went into the basement, and there uncovered a hidden door in a false wall, beyond which a trapdoor revealed iron rungs descending into the darkness. 

“I’m quite proud of this,” said Pogo, patting the false wall. “Notice the wine bottle shelving? I applied the dust myself. And some of the bottles contain actual wine! Feel free to take some with you when you leave.”

“We’ve got wine at the manor,” said Cerys, unable to hide her amusement.

“You do? Of course you do. I was just proud of my - never mind. Onto the good part!”

He went down first, huffing and puffing as he descended, and I went after. The iron rungs were new and firmly set in the stone, and the descent a mere ten yards before we stepped out into a sewer tunnel.

“This here was once a main artery or whatever,” said Pogo dismissively, waving a hand. “But it was cut off by some architectural anomaly decades ago, and lay forgotten until I deduced its existence.”

“Safe from random terrors,” said Yashara, landing lightly beside me.

“Precisely. Nothing should come through but us. Now, this way.”

Taking up a lantern from a small table set beside the rungs, he lit the wick within and strode down the tunnel.

“Here we go. Can you see it?”

I stared blankly at the sewer tunnel wall. “See what? Another hidden door?”

“You can see it?” asked Pogo, face dropping.

“No, I mean, I was just asking.”

“Ah, good! I paid a fair amount of gold for the services of a skilled illusionist. Follow me.” And he strode through the wall. 

A moment later his head popped back out. “See! The illusion remains! Now you see me -” His head retracted behind the wall. “Now you don’t!”

Cerys shook her head and stepped through the wall after him. I followed suit, and we entered a vaulted space that extended quite some distance. Columns of fresh brick were arranged every five or six yards, and there was room enough for the entire Mailed Fist to camp out.

“Ta da!” said Pogo, spreading his arms and turning in a circle. “Our secret base for operations both clandestine and typographical! Look, over here, five of those printing machines, finally ready for operation.” He hurried off to one corner, which had been given over to his printing efforts. Shelving held piles of new parchment, and five of the sliding tables had been built and stood close to each other. 

“This took more work than I expected, but gold conquers all ills. I’ve run a few tests myself: observe!”

Pogo took up a sheet that lay atop one of the machines and turned it for us to see. 

The Evils of the King Troll Besiege Our Faire City!

“Catchy title,” said Cerys.

“I thought it a tad long, but thank you,” said Pogo.

Beneath that was the familiar figure wreathed in flames.

“Rather than craft my own diagram, I thought it a fitting hat tip to the previous artificer to use his own creation. Also, there’s a nice sense of continuity between his efforts and our own, don’t you think?”

“Agreed,” said Yashara, leaning down to scan the sheet. “And you can mass produce these?”

I was reading further. 

Oh citizens of Porte Gloom! Beware the shadows, for therein lie evils multiple, consisting mainly of thieves and scoundrels who take their orders from a prime foe: a King Troll! Yay, you may question the veracity of this claim, but know that the Aunties and Uncles who pull the strongs of the Family are in turn manipulated by this ‘Grandfather,’ a secret mastermind who wishes you ill! Do not scowl merely at the Council, but also at the Shadow Council that rules our faire city, and all of it under the thumb of the Grandfather!

“Impressive,” I said. “Though I think you misspelled ‘strings.’”

“I did?” Pogo turned the sheet about and quickly read the diagram. “Oh, confound it! What a pedestrian error. I’m mortified, absolutely mortified. But herein lies the genius of this device! It takes but a moment to replace the letter, and then we are ready to begin. Any commentary on the message itself?”

“I think it’s perfect,” I said. “We spell out the facts that nobody has dared speak in ages.”

“We need to add something about the seer network being down,” said Cerys. “We need to encourage the other bad elements in town to try their hand at Family-free crimes. That will really show how weak the Family has become.”

“Yes, yes, quite.” Pogo tapped his chin. “How about: But there is great news, friends of our city! The iron grip of the Family has been shattered, for they…” No, no, too long-winded. We’ll run out of paper. Instead: The invisible eye that once saw all crimes has been blinded, for the seers the Family depended on to regulate all crime have been released from their cruel bondage. You are free, faire citizens, of that cruel oversight!”

“That’s great,” said Cerys. “But see if you can’t shorten the message. Most people won’t read blocks of text.”

Yashara grunted in the affirmative.

“I’ll see what I can do,” said Pogo. “But once I’ve made these edits, I shall begin printing. It’s a logistical challenge. How to paste several hundred posters across the city without being apprehended?”

“The seers are gone,” said Yashara.

“Ah, yes, but any Family member that sees my boys pasting these up need but grab them by the shoulder.”

“I’ll leave the details to you,” I said. “Excellent work, Pogo. This will be another blow to the Family that they’ll not easily recover from. And the rest of the base?”

“Resplendent! Well, adequate, at the very least. Come, come. Those three doors at the back are privies. Can you believe it? Well, you should. I’d not have my secret base reeking of ordure. The pipes descend to the main sewer line, but are small enough and grated so as to prevent anything but roaches climbing back up.”

Pogo pointed to the far side of the chamber. “I’m having cots imported, and will need a few Mailed Fists to help in setting them up. The base wouldn’t prove very secret if we had common laborers down here, would it? But yes, cots, basins, chests for equipment, and that there in the corner is a fully functioning kitchen capable of feeding fifty at a go. I’m working on flowing water, but that one is proving tricky.”

“So if needed, we can move our forces down here?” I asked.

“Yes.” Pogo gave a weary smile. “I’m quite proud of this achievement. Between Tamara’s accounting woes, your own legal requirements, and overseeing the training of a team of clerks that are up to my standards, I’ve been, well. What’s the word?”

“Busy,” said Yashara.

“Inordinately so. But ah! Good work, very enjoyable. If only I could remain so gainfully employed for the rest of my life.”

I patted Pogo’s shoulder. “Excellent. When can we expect the flyers to go out?”

“I’ll perfect the language this afternoon, and will order my clerks to begin running the press. With all five machines running through the night, we should have several hundred ready by dawn tomorrow.”

“Best to post them during the night,” said Cerys. “Take your time, and send them out tomorrow night.”

“It’s going to cause a stir,” I said. “Hopefully, it’ll confirm what many are already suspecting.”

Cerys’ grin was dangerous. “Your father won’t be pleased.”

My grin was just as vicious. “Good. First we took down his seers, now we’ll shatter the fear he’s cultivated in the general public. Once freelancers realize they can get away with their own crimes, the Family’s monopoly will be broken.”

“A near mortal blow,” said Yashara. “It will take your father decades to recover that prestige.”

“And that’s if he rebuilds his seer network,” said Cerys.

“And if we give him the time,” I added. “Which we won’t. Excellent work, Pogo. Truly excellent.”

“Ah, one other thing. It would be too curious to have so many people coming and going through just this building, so I’ve purchased a half dozen other properties through a variety of names that connect with this base. We should be able to funnel as many people down here as we like without arousing suspicion.”

Yashara smiled proudly. “He always was the Mailed Fist’s secret weapon.”

Pogo tugged at his waistcoat and tried for a modest smile. “It is said, is it not, that the quill is mightier than the sword? I am glad to contribute what modest efforts I can muster to proving that adage true.”

I grinned. “Then we’re agreed. You’ll spread the printings tomorrow night, and we’ll watch the city roil come the following dawn.”

Pogo gave a smart salute. “As you command, Master Magistrate Your Excellency Kellik.”

“And if you can find the time, I’d appreciate your coming by the manor one last time before the next council meeting tomorrow. I think I’m just about ready to present my first law.”

“Of course.” Pogo bowed one last time. “I’m sure it’s bound to be a rousing success.”

 

* * *

 

The Star Chamber was filled to capacity. The councilors and magistrates sat upon the tiered seating that descended to the floor in no particular order, while the upper level was thronged with adjutants, clerks, notaries, private assistants, record-keepers, and authorities both legal and historical. The air was alive with whispers, the shuffling of feet and robes, and turgid with the intensity of attention being directed at the proceedings taking place on the floor itself.

The Royal Provost had finished calling the meeting to order. It was only the second meeting I’d attended, and whereas I’d spent the majority of the first one bored, this time I was on high alert, a sheaf of papers by my side, waiting for the Royal Provost to signal that the floor was now open to new considerations.

“A number of items have been submitted for our consideration, and we’ve a full agenda for today. I fear we shall not be let off lightly from our duties, and urge all speakers to be both succinct and to the point. The floor, as it were, is now open.”

I bolted upright before anybody could even raise their hand, and the Royal Provost gazed at me in silence for a few moments, his reluctance and distaste obvious.

“We recognize the Magistrate Quartus. You have the floor.”

Collecting my papers I descended the steps. The whispers grew more intense from the gallery above. Councilors leaned in toward each other to mutter commentary, and the atmosphere grew positively frigid. 

No matter. I wasn’t here to make friends.

Turning around, I considered my fellows, hands linked behind my back. “Good morning. It’s an honor to stand here before you all. I’d like to thank the original magistrates who made this possible, oh so many centuries ago. Brave and bold men, they recognized the value of giving the common people a voice in this august chamber, and it’s a responsibility I take seriously. The matters I have to put to your consideration are several, but all equally important. We have within our power, ladies and gentlemen, the ability to remake Port Gloom, to fashion a better and more just society.” I paused, allowing myself a wry smile. “I am sure you are all thrilled to hear my proposals.”

This, at least, elicited a smirk and a few chuckles. 

“First, for your consideration.” I brought the sheaf of papers out from behind my back and moved to the first councilor on the lowest seat, handing him a score of copies. “Please take one and pass the rest to the others. On this parchment you’ll see a table in which the price of wheat, barley, and millet over the past twenty years are collected. Beside each is as accurate an estimate of how much was produced by the grand farms, as they are informally called, versus the privately owned smaller farms. The last column indicates profit margins for the merchants and farm owners. I told you this would be thrilling.”

No chuckles this time. Papers rustled as they were passed around, but barely anybody glanced down at the figures.

“What’s clear - starkly so - is that profit margins have increased even as prices have nearly tripled. Curious, is it not? Of course, this matches the recent batch of purchases on the part of a dozen grand farms, who have nearly grown almost by half on average. Now! What has been the result?”

“Efficiency,” said Berachul, his tone sardonic. “Larger farms allow for more efficient farming and higher yields.”

“True,” I said, “but then why is the price of a loaf triple that which it was twenty years ago? Why do so many go hungry on the streets of Port Gloom? Where do all these profits go? Ah! You think me naive. We all know the answer, and it does not do the common man well. And so we come to my first proposed law: that the government of Port Gloom will set aside a portion of its budget with which to purchase grain each year, grain which will be stored in government-operated granaries, and from which the grain will be sold at set prices, along with a portion that will be distributed free of charge to the hungry and homeless.”

Svanis bolted to his feet. “Price fixing? Outrageous!”

Another councilor, dark-haired and bellicose, also rose to his feet. “We don’t have the funds for such an outrageous gesture! And consider the merchants, the farm owners, whom you would be taking unfair advantage of!”

Councilor Yavarn rose to his feet with ponderous dignity. “Consider, gentlemen, the merits of the magistrate’s law.”

This was a surprise. I thought everybody would be against it.

“At heart, he is arguing in favor of using government funds to purchase set amounts of grain. Assuredly, the government would lose money, but the farmers themselves would be guaranteed a constant client.” Yavarn’s eyes gleamed. “And if the prices were right, I could see everybody benefitting.”

Murmurs of consideration. Berachul and Svanis sat down to confer, and I knew exactly what they were thinking. Charge Port Gloom double the going rate, and in effect, my law would be a vehicle for looting the government treasury. 

“I’m glad the esteemed Councilor Yavarn sees the wisdom of my law,” I said. “But of course, the paper in your hand serves as a warning as to how the market, when left unchecked, can act as an incentive to defraud the common man. Which is why my law will stipulate that all grain purchased by Port Gloom will be bought at the same rate grain was sold for twenty years ago.”

Fresh splutters and cries of outrage.

“Twenty years ago?” Svanis bolted to his feet again. “You would impoverish the farms, drive the poor farmers out of business! This isn’t largesse, it’s extortion!”

A flurry of protests ensued, each more impassioned than the last. I linked my hands behind my back and waited, rocking to and fro, and a pang of loss suffused me: Netherys had predicted their protests almost word for word. 

Finally, when the shouting died down, I raised a hand to forestall further questions and comments and spoke on. “My heart goes out to the impoverished owners of these grand farms. Going by their profit margins in recent years, they must be on the verge of destitution. How ever will they survive if their profits are cut by two thirds? They will only make thousands of gold crowns in profit from the percentage they sell the state, as opposed to tens of thousands they make from direct sales to the market and go-between merchants. Still, know that the state will only purchase a small part of their crop: the rest they can sell at extortionate amounts as they see fit.”

The councilors began to shout but I raised my voice, overriding them. “The papers I will now hand out spell out the particulars of the law, which I wish to have voted on next month at our third meeting. I will entertain amendments, but make no promises to edit the text.”

I then proceeded to hand out the rest of the papers. 

A number of the councilors threw their copies down on the ground, while Svanis leered at me as he tore his copy in half.

I smiled politely back and gave him a wink.

That done, I bowed to the Royal Provost, who looked like someone had sneaked an iron rod up his backside while I’d been talking, and climbed the steps to retake my seat.

The provost rose to his feet. “I believe a recess is in order. This proposed law needs greater deliberation for us to understand its finer points. We shall continue in an hour’s time.”

Councilors rose to their feet angrily, glaring at me as they hissed at each other, and a number climbed the steps to confer with their aides and mercantile representatives.

I was immediately approached by a half dozen councilors, all of whom barked questions and demanded explanations from me. 

Fortunately, my hours spent with Pogo and Netherys before had prepared me for this debate; I was able to cite figures, precedents, and foil specious arguments for half an hour straight, reducing my enemies to growls and fuming retreats. 

“Cunning,” said Aurelius, lowering himself carefully to sit beside me. “Using the Famine Acts as a springboard for your new law. I suppose it can be argued that they constitute a precedent. I’d no idea you were such a fan of our history.”

“A law remains a law until struck from the books,” I said, quoting Pogo. “It doesn’t matter if it’s not enforced for any period of time. When the will is there, the law is ready.”

“True enough. But you don’t think it… outrageous? To use emergency measures during a time of peace?”

I eyed the man. He seemed at once earnest and amused. Had he set me up with the medusa? Or had the Family merely used his party to get at me? 

“The Famine Acts allowed for state-subsidized granaries to be created to alleviate the general distress of the people,” I said. “Does it matter that this took place nearly two centuries ago? No. One could argue - and I will - that a low-level, ongoing famine is taking place in Port Gloom, and has for the past ten, fifteen years. Its consequences are grave. Higher infant mortality rates, a stifling of economic growth, and a flourish of crime as people turn to other means to support their families. That is what’s outrageous, Councilor Aurelius. Not the laws meant to alleviate this suffering.”

“Well said! Well said, indeed. I’ve not seen a proposed law upset so many councilors since my attempt to pass one during my first term that would mandate all members of the council - magistrate or otherwise - register their mistresses in a public ledger so as to prevent any of us being blackmailed by unscrupulous actors.”

I raised my eyebrows. “You really tried to pass that law?”

“Well, I didn’t try very hard. It was more their initial reaction that I was interested in, and let me tell you, it was quite, quite splendid.” He clapped his hand on my knee. “But well done, my boy. Your proposal has real civic merit. You can count on my vote when the time comes.”

“You’ll vote?” I scrutinized his genial expression. “I thought you always abstained.”

“Ah, but this law will outrage my peers, and my voting in your favor will only outrage them more. It’s for moments like these that I breathe. Well done, and don’t hesitate to reach out to me if you’re in need of any help.”

So saying, Aurelius rose to his feet and walked away.

I sat back, bemused. The Royal Provost moved to the center of the floor, ready to call the session back to order.

Well, that was one vote I’d garnered. I doubted I’d get any more. But it didn’t matter. I knew just how to force the others to vote in my favor.

 

* * *

 

Any scandal that my proposed law might have caused was smothered by the success of Pogo’s publicity campaign. The dawn broke across a city plastered in posters featuring burning King Trolls, and so, of course, Cerys and I took a pleasure ride in a great arcing loop that took us from the North Harbor to the Palace district, through the Market Square, the Temple district, and into the South Harbor.

Within an hour of the sun rising there were no posters left in evidence, but it didn’t matter. Word had clearly spread like wildfire. Looking out our carriage window, I saw knots of people everywhere, on street corners, on building stoops, gathered before mobile coffee stalls or outside taverns and bakeries. They spoke with a furtive air, as if even discussing the contents of the posters would bring the Family’s wrath down upon them, but speak they did, and from Execution Hill to the Noose I saw the Family’s authority crack.

Cerys sat by my side, gazing out her own window with all the delight of a child watching her first live theater performance. She turned to me, eyes shining. “What I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall in your father’s base right now.”

“Can you imagine?” A thrill passed through me, a nervous jolt of excitement that matched anything I’d ever felt. “They must have thought our shattering their seer network our strongest blow. Felt they could just carry on, fake it until they could remake their panopticon. But now? They’ve got to be shitting their breeches. They’re blind but for a couple of seers. For the first time in who knows how long they can’t monitor Port Gloom, can’t root out illicit crimes, can’t exert their dominion as they see fit. And the people are going to figure that out.”

Cerys leaned against my arm, a smile dancing on her lips. “What do you think the fallout is going to look like?”

“Well -”

“Wait.” Our carriage was rolling over the cobbled streets of the Temple district, down a broad avenue that ran parallel to the Snake Head. Cerys slid off her seat to kneel between my legs, her face alive with mischief. “Is it wrong of me to be aroused by this success of ours?”

“Wrong?” I resisted the urge to sit up, felt my cock stir beneath my breeches at the sight of her between my thighs. “No. A little weird? Maybe? But if so, I’m right there with you.”

She undid the laces of my breeches with her dexterous fingers, plucking them free while never breaking our eye contact. “Then you won’t think it strange that I suck your cock while you describe how you see the future?”

“I - no. In fact, it’s my favorite way of - ah - expounding on me…”

Cerys pulled my cock free, her touch cold on my shaft, and bent down to give my swelling head a delicate lick. Then stopped and frowned at me. “Focus.”

“Focus, right.” I leaned back into the upholstery and bit my lower lip as I stared out the window at the street rolling by. “So. Your question. The, ah, fallout to this postering campaign.”

“Mmhmm,” said Cerys, slowly taking my cock into her mouth, inch by inch, her thick braid falling across my thigh, her fingertips light against the base of my shaft as she guided it in. 

“The, ah, Aunties and Uncles are going to be pissed. Their… their authority will be challenged, right?”

“Mmm,” said Cerys in agreement, the head of my cock pressing against the back of her throat. I glanced down, and saw she was in no rush to pull back, her lips sealed around my dick, face pressed into my pubic hair, eyes large and gleaming as she slowly worked the flat of her tongue against the underside of my cock. 

“So… fuck. So they’re going to have to assert themselves, crack down on dissidents, going to have to send out patrols in a show of force. Make a public example of people… people who they catch breaking their laws.”

Cerys pulled away, my cock falling free as she gasped, a strand of spit connecting my head to her lips, and then she began to pump her fist up and down my rigid length. Her expression was innocent as she looked up at me. “And will that work?” 

“No. Not in the long run. The more people get away with their own crimes, the more word will get out -”

“Hmm,” said Cerys in thoughtful agreement as she leaned down to swirl her tongue around the head of my cock, doing so slowly, never breaking eye contact as she continued to pump me. 

“- and then the Family will have to settle for being a regular thieves’ guild,” I said, edging my hips forward, trying to control the growing pressure and need in my core. “Rivals will start small operations. They’re entrenched, they’ve got the political connections, but they’ll no longer be… be this near-mythical…”

“Near mythical?” prompted Cerys, tone as innocent as her gaze, thumb rubbing against the underside of my head. 

“Fuck, I don’t even know what I’m saying.” I ran my hand through my hair. “Until the Family gets their network back up, they’ll simply be a very strong guild. But one that can’t - oh fuck.”

Cerys slid my entire shaft into her mouth, angled her head so that I bumped up against the back, and then pushed down farther so that I thrust my way into her actual throat. She twisted her head from side to side, swallowing as she held all of me within her, and I couldn’t help it, I took hold of her hair and thrust even deeper, crushing her into my crotch, humping her gorgeous face, straining to go a little deeper.

She was breathing hard and fast through her nose, but not pulling back, and I began to pulse, just an inch back, an inch in, and reached down with one hand to grasp her neck, to feel the bulge of my cock swell her throat as I slid in and back out. I squeezed, and felt the pressure against my dick as I throat fucked her, the sensation tight and wet and amazing, until with a cry I came, shooting deep into her throat.

Cerys choked, jerked away, ropes of cum and spit hanging from her lips down her chin, coughed again, eyes watering, and turned away, the back of her hand against her mouth. 

“Oh fuck, I’m sorry,” I said, but then I realized she was laughing, and when she got her coughing under control she bent back down to clean me off, licking and sucking till I was starting to grow hard again.

“Damn, Kellik. You just cleaned the Ashen Garden out of my throat,” she said at last, sitting back on her heels and coughing one last time into her fist.

“It felt -”

“It’s fine.” Her eyes gleamed. “It just means I get to use the shit out of you now.”

I leaned back against the seat once more and grinned. “Bring it.”

She rose, placed one boot on the seat beside my hip, and propped her other knee up on the headrest beside me. Her upper body was curved over me below the ceiling, one hand balancing her against the sway of the carriage, the other pulling up her skirt, revealing her stockings and panties beneath. 

I could smell her scent, thick and musky, could see how wet she was, and wasted no time in pulling her panties down over the swell of her pale hips, but there had to stop, her legs spread too far apart to pull them off completely.

Cerys tskked in annoyance, drew a dagger from somewhere, and cut her panties away with a sure swipe. 

“There,” she said, voice husky with desire, sheathing her dagger so as to rub her fingers over her sex, her ginger hair glistening with her arousal, her lips swollen. “Now. It’s my turn.”

And she clasped me by the back of the head and thrust her pussy into my face, against my lips, where she began to grind up and down, gyrating her hips so that one moment her clit was against my eager tongue, the next the length of her lips were rising up against me then back down.

“Fuck,” she whispered, closing her eyes as she focused on the sensation, the trail of fire my tongue had to be leaving up and down the length of her cunt. “Like that, Kellik.”

I found myself growing rock hard all over again. I loved it when she took what she wanted, when she claimed her own pleasure, and seeing her arched above me, shoulders thrust against the carriage’s roof, biting her lower lip, thick braid swinging back and forth as she used me for her own pleasure - it was erotic beyond belief.

The carriage rattled on, and through the open windows I saw buildings pass by, the occasional side street. We were visible to the public, but passing by too quickly for anybody to catch more than a glimpse of Cerys grinding her pussy against me. 

She began to move faster, her movements jerky, her fingers digging into my hair, and then her whole body shook as she thrust her hand between her legs to bring herself to orgasm, two fingers sinking deep between her lips, in and out as quickly as possible, her breath shaky, her whole body shivering. 

Grabbing her by the hips I pulled her down onto my lap. Her eyes opened in surprise as I slid into her, and then her lips formed a perfect ‘O’ as I sank in all the way to the hilt. For a moment she just sat there, and then she bit her lower lip again and pushed her face into my neck as we began to fuck, using the bouncing rumble of the carriage to augment our own lovemaking, her nails sinking into the back of my coat, her lips against my ear, her agonized breath hot and moist, her athletic, wiry body rising and falling, faster and faster -

- until she clenched up, froze, her whole body quivering as she bit back a cry. I kept moving, sweeping her onward, past her initial orgasm and deeper into the sensations, luxuriating in the tightness of her pussy, thrusting a thumb into her mouth, her lips closing about it as she shook, eyes rolling up in her head.

I don’t know for how long I fucked her, pushing her ever further into her orgasm, until at last I, too, found release, and came again, pulling her down hard against me, shooting again and again inside her until we both collapsed into laughter and gasps for breath.

We kissed, a long, slow, passionate kiss that lingered as she slowly rocked her hips back and forth, and then she pulled free, reaching down to cup herself before breaking away to search our seat.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Did I really do this?” she pulled up her slashed panties. “Really?”

“Hey, I don’t question women who bring knives to bed.”

She balled it up and pressed it between her legs, then fell off me to relax alongside where I lay across most of the seat. “Wise man.” She blew a lock of crimson hair out of her face, then glanced over at me. “We should get out around town more often.”

“Hmm,” I rumbled, reaching out to squeeze her hip. Which she lifted so she could shimmy her tights back up. “So, is there anything we need to do now that the posters are out?”

“Nothing but enjoy the consequences,” I said, watching with some disappointment as she smoothed her skirts back down over her thighs. “And focus on passing legislation that’s the equivalent of a kick in the nuts for my father.”

Cerys smoothed back her hair and scooted over to the seat across from me. “So no more strikes against the Family itself?”

I sat up, began lacing my breeches. “We’ve got to get Tamara into a place of power. That’s our next big move. Maestria and Havatier should be arriving shortly with some competition for the Family. But direct attacks? Only if we can figure out the locations of other Aunts and Uncles.”

“Hmm.” Cerys adjusted her skirt and then sat back. “So. A legislative summer with a focus on aligning the White Sun behind you. With the long-term goal being…?”

“To flush my father into view,” I said grimly, looking back outside the window. “To keep raising the temperature of the water till he’s forced to jump out. And when he does, we’ll be ready to gut him.”

We rumbled on, leaving the Temple district and entering the South Harbor. Outside, I saw people gathered in groups, debating, glancing over their shoulders.

Hear that, father? That’s the sound of your world coming apart.

 

 


Chapter 12

 

 

Council day. It felt so weird to be all excited about grain litigation, but I saw it as the first of many nails I was going to hammer into the Family’s coffin. I sat, nervous as a lady of the night on her first shift at a brothel, watching as the councilors filed down the steps and sat, spines stiff, mouths puckered as if they’d just finished sucking on costermonger’s bitter plums. 

I needed this to go through. The past month since the posting of the King Troll flyers had seen six more Mailed Fist guards die. Morale was starting to get decidedly edgy around the manor. 

Worse, Pogo had come to me only a week before with a long face and a fat ledger tucked under his arm.

“What is it?” I’d asked, feet up on my desk, resolutely taking a break from the world’s most boring historical treatise on the founding of the council.

“We’re under attack.” Pogo had dumped his ledger by my boots. “And it’s insidious.”

“Insidious attack?” I’d sat up. “That’s the worst kind. What’s going on?”

“Cast your mind back, Master Kellik, to my initial report when we first moved into Thorne Manor. How I told you I’d invested our capital in a number of ventures so as to grow our wealth.”

“I recall.”

“One of those ventures was to purchase a shipping interest that plied the coast and reliably delivered a hundred and fifteen percent interest on goods sold to Olandipolis and vice versa. A stable stock, not flash, but given the twenty thousand crowns we invested, capable of delivering three thousand crowns each shipping season.”

“All right,” I said, motioning for him to get to the point.

“The three ships belonging to the venture have been lost, and the company that guaranteed the insurance on the vessels has no funds, all of which, it seems, were embezzled by a since departed partner.”

“So we lost the three thousand?”

“No, Master Kellik. We lost twenty thousand, and the three thousand we were supposed to make, and would have made.”

“Ships are lost at sea all the time.”

“But not in such short order, and not on such safe trading routes as these. Two were reported taken by Heshaman pirates, while the third foundered off the coast during a storm.”

“So somebody made a play against our shipping interest?”

“That’s but one of the attacks. Alone, I would have simply noted the data point.” Pogo opened his ledger. “Our shipping interest that was bringing wool down from Carneheim has suffered similar losses, depriving our drapier business of raw material with which to produce goods. The looms stand still, we’ve been forced to lay off forty employees, and disappoint the merchants who were preparing to ship out finished clothing to Mendev.”

“How much has that cost us?”

“Another thirty-five thousand crowns.”

I’d sat back. “Fifty-eight thousand crowns, gone?”

“Gone,” said Pogo, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Further, Master Efflovio, a coin changer under our patronage with mercantile ties to Ellosaint was murdered in his home, his treasury stolen. There went another three thousand.”

“Sixty-one thousand crowns lost. How much does that leave us?”

“I’d moved our investments up to a third of our remaining wealth. Combined with the fifty thousand we paid the Church of the Hanged God, and the thirty thousand you and Cerys spent on magical equipment, along with payments to the Mailed Fist, numerous bribes, and the costs of building our sewer base, and we’re down to a hundred and ten thousand crowns.”

“That’s still a large sum of money.”

“It’s a third of what we began with, Master Kellik, and we’re but two months into your term as magistrate. At this rate we shall be impoverished by High Summer.”

I’d leaned forward, steepling my fingers. “What can be done?”

Pogo had sighed. “I’ll have to be subtle with my investments. And we’ll need to ease off our spending. Our coin reserves are currently at thirty thousand; I will liquidate enough assets to bring that up to fifty, most of which I’ll keep under guard at our sewer base for protection.”

“Very well,” I’d said. “Keep me informed.”

Watching the councilors prepare themselves for the session now, I couldn’t help but wonder which of them were involved in this soft attack. Were any of them aware? Or was this simply the Family moving against us, leveraging its connections, its infinite ties and control of the Merchant of Provosts?

No matter. I might no longer be the wealthiest man in Port Gloom, but my money had been well spent. 

Time to reap the dividends.

The Royal Provost rose, executed his introduction, welcomed us all to the session, and then cut right to the chase.

“After a month of due deliberation, I believe we have all reached our own conclusions about the Quartus Magistrate’s proposed law on state-sponsored granaries. Magistrate Kellik, have you anything to add before we vote on the law?”

I rose and gave them my best bullshitting grin. “I only have one thing to say: pass my law, councilors and fellow magistrates, or I’ll take these proceedings to the Ashen Garden.”

“I say!” Svanis bolted to his feet as if nipped by a rabid squirrel. “Must we be subjugated to such boorish threats? Where has the dignity of this deliberative body gone?”

I shrugged in false apology to Svanis, who glowered at me as he sat, pulled down by Berachul.

“Let us get this over with,” said the Royal Provost, “and hope this experience proves educational to the magistrate. All those voting in favor of the law, please descend, place your seal on a card, and insert it into the voting box.”

Councilor Aurelius, true to his word, arose and swept down the steps.

“Aurelius!” croaked Svanis in dismay. “Surely you jest?”

Aurelius whipped around and stared with utmost severity at the councilor. “When it comes to state-sponsored granaries, I never jest.”

He then tipped the lit candle onto a card, pressed his signet ring into the wax, waved it about once or twice, and dropped it through a slit in the top of a mahogany case.

“All those voting against?”

Everyone stood up, filed down, and the atmosphere in the Star Chamber became positively collegial. Councilors chatted, many of them laughed loudly, and one by one they voted against, until, ten or so minutes later, everyone was seated once more.

“Well,” said the Royal Provost, staring at me with evident satisfaction. “There’s no need to count the ballot. The proposed law fails to meet the two thirds majority required to be enacted, or even the fifty percent approval required for further debate. It is denied, and we shall move on to the next order of business.”

Everyone studied me. I gave them a confident smile and wink.

Muttering to themselves, they turned their attention to Councilor Tempork, who wanted an addendum passed to extend the privileges of the butcher guild in some esoteric manner I didn’t quite catch. 

Aurelius stood, walked over, and sat down next to me.

“Well, you tried, and it was enjoyable while it lasted. Don’t fret, young man. There will be other opportunities, other laws. Now, don’t you just love the irony? A man called Tempork defending the interests of the butcher’s guild. Which, I’ll have you know, pay him a large tithe for his defending their perks here in the Star Chamber.”

I inclined my head and waited. Tempork asked the chamber if they wished to take time to consider the matter: no one did. The Royal Provost asked if all were ready to vote: they were.

Everyone stood, chatting casually and gathering their robes, but I slipped down the steps first and stood before the ballot box, arms crossed.

The chamber froze.

“You will cast your vote, Quartus?” asked Councilor Tempork, a false smile plastered across his face.

“No.”

“Then…?” He gestured with both hands, as if shooing a child away. 

I rocked back on my heels and waited.

Cautiously, the other councilors made their way down the steps to mill before me.

“Move aside, man!” barked Berachul, his gray beard quivering. 

“What is this? Importunate fellow! Allow the vote!” cried another.

“Touch me,” I said, “and you violate my principle of sacrosanctity.”

The chamber fell quiet.

“He wouldn’t dare,” said someone from the back.

Councilor Aurelius let out a hoot from his seat and clapped his hand.

Lord Albrecht marched up to stand before me. “As the leader of this chamber and Royal Provost of this city, I command you to move aside.”

“No,” I said.

He bristled, glanced at the others, who took turns excoriating me, shouting, coming as close as they could without actually touching me. Some moved around the table, but I placed my hand over the ballot box’s slit and they were reduced to fuming, impotent. 

“I will stand here until the Royal Provost declares the voting period to have ended. And what happens if no votes are cast?”

Lord Albrecht could have chewed nails into fragments. “Then the addendum fails to pass.”

“Alas. My poor wounded heart. Sorry, Tempork. Better luck next time.”

“The principle of sacrosanctity only lasts for as long as you are magistrate,” said a dour voice from the back. The crowd parted to reveal Councilor Yavarn. “The moment you return to being a simple citizen, you are no longer so protected.”

“True.” I shrugged one shoulder. “So I’d best make sure I’m reelected.”

“Indeed. That would be wise. Apologies, Councilor Tempork.” Yavarn grimaced at the other councilor, his closest approximation to a smile. “It seems your motion has failed.”

Yavarn’s return to his seat signaled an end to the opposition, and everyone returned as well, muttering curses and sending me evil looks.

As soon as Lord Albrecht officially closed the voting period, I returned to my seat.

The scene played itself out again three times in short order; Svanis’ request for a property neighboring one of his tenements to be seized by the state and then put up for auction: it failed; Berachul, flashing me furious glances all the while, proposed an increase in the interest rate on all wooden imports floated into the city down the Snake Head: it failed; finally, a councilor whose name I’d not caught proposed a budget amendment allowing for an increase in the funds available to the ash cart guild to better clean the city: with regrets, I forced its failure.

“Outrageous!” spat the Royal Provost, glaring at me.

“What’s outrageous, as I said before, is your denying the hungry of their grain.” I rose to my feet. “We meet in a month, esteemed gentlemen and ladies. I shall put my law before you again. Vote for it, as it’s written, or we shall repeat this charade.”

“This meeting is ended,” snapped the Royal Provost. “Good day.”

I sat back, smiling politely as the others filed past me, marching up the stairs and cursing my name. Waved here, gave a wink there, and when Aurelius and I were the last, he laughed again and smacked my knee.

“My best session yet! By the Hanged God’s proclivity for buggery, I think you’ll effect some change yet! Just avoid being assassinated before the next meeting, yes?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said, and finally rose to my feet.

 

* * *

 

A series of meetings in the Star Chamber followed by an early dinner with a dozen grain merchants delayed my return to Thorne Manor till almost dusk; when my carriage finally rolled into my the stable courtyard, lanterns had already been lit and the shadows grown long.

Pony was waiting for me, standing as still as a menhir, his head only turning about when I descended from my carriage.

“Pony?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”

His brow furrowed, as if considering the answer, and then he tapped at his brow.

“Your head?” I stepped closer. “Are you all right?”

He extended his massive hand and seesawed it from side to side, then tapped his temple again and grimaced.

“A headache? No? You have… bad dreams?”

At that he grunted, and then, before I could react, smashed his fists together. They lit up with that searing white flame that reduced his actual hands to shadows, and raised them before his face so that I saw the hissing tongues of pure fire reflected in his yellow eyes.

“You’re dreaming of the White Sun?” I asked.

He grunted again, and then extended one arm. Drew his head away from it as if he held a bomb, and then, with a flexion of his muscles, the white flames that covered his fist crept up his forearm to the elbow.

“Oh damn,” I said. “You just learn how to do that?”

Pony grunted again and the flames went out. He looked despondent. 

“But you’re not pleased,” I guessed.

“Fire,” he grunted. “Not good.”

“But this one doesn’t burn you.”

He frowned, obdurate. “Fire.”

“Yeah, it’s still fire all right. Maybe… don’t do that then?”

He nodded slowly, as if the idea hadn’t occurred to him, and then perked up, ears rising, and gave me a big grin, revealing far too many blunt teeth. “K.”

I clapped him on the shoulder. It was like smacking a granite boulder. “Good talk. I’m heading in now.”

“Tamara,” grunted Pony, and nodded his big head to the rear door.

“She’s here? Great! Thanks.” And I jogged across the courtyard, nodding to the Mailed Fist guards as they opened the door for me.

Tamara was awaiting me in the library, but the sight of her stopped me in my tracks. She was wearing a new outfit, a body-hugging dress of pure white with a lace-trimmed circle cutout over her chest, showing a hint of her cleavage. Elegant lines of gold were inlaid in the cloth, geometric in nature, with a broad band circling around the cutout, gold rays of sunlight playing across her generous bosom, which was made all the more enticing for being bound down beneath her dress. 

A sumptuous cloak of white hung from her shoulders, thick like winter fox fur, its interior a deep burnished bronze. A cap of white completely hid her hair, a triangle of fabric descending between her eyes to the bridge of her nose, the emblem of the White Sun emblazoned over her brow in yet more gold. And her face. White cloth wrapped under her chin, hiding her neck, so that her features were isolated, accentuated. Her eyes were outlined with black kohl, while her upper eyelid was smeared with gold that extended out to her temples like wings. Her lips were painted gold as well, and a large blade was buckled at her generous hips from a sagging belt.

“Tamara,” I said, drinking in her presence. She looked at once martial and feminine, ascetic like a paladin yet alluring as well; the very way her dress sought to repress her assets only made me more aware of them. 

“Kellik.” She turned in a circle, causing her skirt to flare open along a dozen slits, revealing her white-clad legs, all of which settled down once she turned to face me again. “I take it from the way you’re staring that you approve.”

“What is this?” I asked, moving forward. “Have you become the Revelator or something?”

“This?” She looked down at her outfit, reached up with a gloved hand to adjust the bare circle over her chest. “This is the official uniform of a female Exemplar of the White Sun. Mine has only now been finished by the tailors in Olandipolis and sent here.”

“And what’s the occasion?” I stopped before her. She was resplendent, her platinum eyes offsetting the gold makeup, her full lower lip glistening with the smoothly spread gold paste, her clothing immaculate, her presence almost alien in its imperious dignity and authority. 

“Tonight we confront the Revelator,” she said with a smile. “Pogo’s turned up a goldmine in discrepancies which led him to missing accounts. By my authority, the Revelator’s personal clerk was forced to turn over a second set of books which contain numerous examples of rank corruption. I’ve an audience with him within the hour. I was hoping you would come and stand by my side.”

“Of course.” I hesitated. “You look so formal. Can I touch you?”

“You can kiss my hand,” she said with regal reserve, raising her gloved fist.

I blinked.

Tamara cracked up, unable to maintain her reserve any longer. “Of course you can touch me, you fool. I’ve not been transmuted into spun sugar.” And she spread her arms wide.

I stepped forward and embraced her. She smelled heavenly, the clean scent of soap along with some subtle perfume. Her body was tightly enveloped by her uniform, which was made of a pliable yet thick material like calf’s skin or suede. I felt her bosom press against my chest, her arms close around me, and then she laid her cheek upon my shoulder, the fabric of her skullcap smooth against my face.

“You’ve changed so much,” I whispered. “I barely recognize you anymore.”

“And you,” she said, sounding sad. “You’ve changed as well. Grown. Become more of a man. Sometimes you frighten me.”

I drew back, shocked. “Frighten you?”

Her platinum eyes were sober as she nodded. “The way you enact your plans. Your obsession with defeating your father. If I didn’t know better, if I didn’t know your heart, I’d fear that in time you’d grow as ruthless as him in accomplishing your goals.”

“Never,” I said, face flushing. “Didn’t I agree to not use Iris anymore? She’s still waiting for me, out there in that seaside nest of hers. She’s asked to be of service, but I’ve told her to wait.”

“I know.” She pressed her hand to my chest, stepped in close, looking up at me. Her full lips, golden and luscious, were so kissable. “I trust you, Kellik. After all we’ve been through, you know I trust you. But sometimes I catch flashes of something else within you. Or perhaps it’s the way I’m changing. The way the White Sun is changing me. Simplifying matters. Removing the gray. So that all seems either right or wrong in my eyes.”

My voice was tight. “And my cause? How does it square with your morals?”

Her smile grew fond. “It squares well, silly. My fears are of unlikely futures, not for the man I see before me.”

“Hmmph,” I grunted, placing my hand over her own. “You know I couldn’t afford to lose you. Your support, your company, your… ”

“Love?” she asked guilelessly, and I nodded.

“It’s been hard enough having you locked away in the matters of your church. But if I thought you’d begun to doubt me…”

“Kellik.” Her eyes widened, drinking me in. “I don’t doubt you. I’d sacrifice my life for you and your cause. Never doubt that.”

I dry swallowed, my own fears quelled by her sincerity. “That will never be necessary.”

She shrugged one white-clad shoulder. “You never know. But just as you sometimes frighten me, I frighten myself. At times I feel a stranger in my own body. When I first saw myself in this costume, I didn’t recognize my own face. What Iris did to me, when she meshed my soul with that of the dead White Sun Exemplar… I’m still trying to figure out the ramifications.”

“You’re still Tamara,” I said, voice fierce. “When I look in your eyes, I see the same woman who saved me two years ago.”

Her smile grew fond. “Perhaps. But I can’t deny that I’ve become more. More confident, more willing to confront others, at greater ease to state my mind. Good changes. Just… yes. You’ve changed. I’ve changed. The White Sun will that these changes continue to be for the better.”

She smiled crookedly at me and squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry. I’ve had a lot of time alone to think about these matters. But they’re not what we should be focusing on now. We need to confront the Revelator and break his grasp of the church.”

“Yes. So what’s the plan?”

“He’ll be awaiting us with his regular battalion of legal experts and bishops. Pogo has provided me all the evidence I need. We’ll enter the cathedral and confront him. If he refuses to step down, we shall force him to do so.”

“Just the two of us?”

She hesitated. “This is confidential business. I can’t take more people in there with me. It would give him the pretext to call off the meeting.”

“Then take Pony,” I said, suddenly inspired. 

“Pony?” She raised a finely arched brow. “Into the Cathedral of the White Church?” 

“If anybody questions his presence, ask him to bang his fists together. Something’s happening to him, but whatever it is, they’ll be hard-pressed to deny his right to enter.”

Tamara hesitated again, and then laughed. “I think you’re right. Pony, holy Exemplar in the Making of the White Sun. What is this world coming to, Kellik?”

“I’m not sure, but I’m doing my damndest to change it for the better.”

“I know you are.” She leaned in and pressed her lips to my cheek. Lingered there, her breath warm against my skin, one hand flat across my chest, and then slowly pulled back. “I know you are.”

And I became supremely aware of her curvaceous body, constrained as it was by her severe white outfit, elegant and beautiful as it was.

She watched me with amusement as I drank her in, and then cocked her head to one side. “Yes?”

“You look…” I bit my lower lip and shook my head. “Very tempting. For an Exemplar of the White Sun, you’re filling my mind with all kinds of sinful thoughts.”

“Good,” she said, smoothing down the fabric of her top over her stomach so that it stretched taut over her breasts, which swelled up slightly through the window over her chest. “I’m glad to hear it.”

Then she winked at me and strode past me to the door. “Shall we?” she called over her shoulder.

I took a deep breath, took a moment to collect myself. What was it about the severity of her dress, the nun-like purity of it, that made my thoughts all the dirtier?

“Let’s,” I said, and turned at last to follow her out the door.

 

* * *

 

The cathedral of the White Sun arose before us, a vast and ornate edifice whose splendid white dome was one of the landmarks of the city’s skyline. Ever-burning torches were affixed to the cathedral’s exterior, and it spoke volumes about the respect - or fear - that the city at large had for the White Sun that they weren’t stolen.

Even at this late hour, as the shadows merged and became dusk, there was evidence of the faithful; the cathedral’s double doors stood open, allowing one and all to enter and pray.

Our carriage rolled to a stop at the base of the steps, and we climbed out. Pony had clung to the back of the carriage the whole way, drawing stares and gasps of surprise, but I was past caring at this point; the world knew the Count of Manticora was protected by war trolls, so why seek to hide it?

The carriage creaked as Pony stepped down off the rear step, and rolled one shoulder, eliciting a series of startling pops. Then he gazed up at the front of the cathedral, his gaze roaming over the frieze over the double doors, the splendid pillars, the pure, blank, nullity of the white paint that covered every surface, and which was darkening toward gray as the gloaming came upon us.

Tamara smoothed down her skirt, placed a hand on the pommel of her blade, and gave me a wink. “Ready?”

I could tell she was nervous, her whole frame tense, but I just winked back. “Let’s go pay our respects.”

We crossed to the base of the steps, and those faithful who were emerging from the doors above us startled at the sight of Tamara, moving aside hurriedly to drop to their knees and bow their heads.

Tamara murmured her blessings to each as she passed them, and I couldn’t help but feel disconcerted; there was true reverence in the eyes of the men and women who knelt before her, and the way they gasped as she spoke to each one imprinted on me just how seriously they took her words.

Pony came up last, his huge feet barely fitting on each broad step, scratching the back of his head, causing a rough rasping sound to fill the air like someone taking a file to a great boulder.

Guards stood at attention by the double doors, two powerful-looking men whose sober expressions animated with delight and surprise at the sight of Tamara, only to close with suspicion as they looked past her at Pony.

“Good evening,” Tamara said as she gained the top step. “These two are with me.”

The guard on the left stammered, clearly unsure as to how to react. “A-a-as you say, your reverence. But… a war troll?”

“He is blessed by the White Sun,” said Tamara with serene confidence, and swept past them into the cathedral.

I gave the man an apologetic shrug, and Pony and I followed after, entering the dim interior.

The doors led directly into the massive chamber beneath the dome, which soared at such a vertiginous height above them that, looking up, I felt dizzy. The interior of the dome was painted gold, and a gold which glimmered like lost treasure in the light of the few torches that burned around the walls. 

“Why is it so dark?” I asked Tamara, catching up with her.

“The sun is set,” she said, as if this were self-evident. “We await the dawn to illuminate the cathedral.” She glanced sidelong at me. “You never been inside a White Church before?”

“Not at night,” I said with a shiver. “That’s left to the top tier burglars.”

She scoffed and shook her head, pressing on, crossing the large floor which was covered in some expansive mosaic. Wire cables hung from the dome, holding huge chandeliers a mere three yards off the ground, so that each intricate circle of intertwined silver rods and their hundred dark candles seemed to hover right off the ground of their own accord.

Pony stuck close behind me, and from the way he was moving I could tell he was nervous.

“Don’t worry, my friend,” I said, turning to pat him on the back. “You’re fine.”

Pony grunted, but didn’t sound confident.

We followed Tamara cross the great floor, and my gaze lifted up to take in a startling work of art that covered the walls and part of the dome’s curvature above an altar. Made seemingly of silver, it was a monumental sculpture featuring hundreds of figures, most of them but a foot or so high, but all of them circling around a central figure, an angel or deified man in the center of swirling silver flames, his face righteous and noble, his blank gaze sweeping out over the cathedral. 

Tamara stopped suddenly before us, so that I nearly tripped on her heels. She’d been heading toward a gilt archway behind the altar, beyond which she’d explained was a wing of meeting chambers and offices, and where we were supposed to meet the Revelator. 

But he’d chosen to meet us in the main cathedral, and stood patiently waiting, his hands linked behind his back. He was a large man, his shoulders broad and chest as deep as a bull’s, but was also severely overweight; the sheer size of him, his girth, his height and breadth gave him an imposing presence, one that was emphasized by the half dozen layers of robes, cloaks, wraps, and skirts which swaddled his frame, each one more sumptuous and luxurious than the last. Six or seven necklaces hung down over his chest, glinting with precious metals and jewelry, and he wore an ornate miter with a handful of peacock feathers affixed to the side, giving him a rakish, decadent air. 

But it was his face that held my attention: small, dim eyes; a tiny mouth surrounded by a great gray beard; pocked cheeks; and a slender, waxed mustache that extended like twin rat tails off his upper lip. His expression was distant, distracted, as if he were lost in a melancholy fugue, but when he blinked and focused on Tamara, I thought I saw a glint of something predatory enter his face.

“Ah, Exemplar. It is an honor, as always, to be in your presence.”

Tamara had warned him of what was to come; but instead of being defensive, or blustering, he was content, as if we were gathering to share a glass of wine.

“Revelator.” Tamara inclined her head. “Shall we continue to a private chamber where we can discuss matters further?”

“Hmm?” He looked away, blinking slowly. “Why should we do that? Is this not the time for honesty and truth? Why should we hide away?”

I sensed movement around the circular walls - saw acolytes ushering the faithful out the doors, clearing the floor. 

“As you wish,” said Tamara briskly, drawing herself up. “Now -”

“Why is… that here?” asked the Revelator, gesturing vaguely at Pony. “This is to be an ecclesiastical discussion. What need for such a base creature?”

“He is of the faith,” said Tamara, voice stony. “He has been blessed by the White Sun, much as I have.”

The Revelator raised a gray eyebrow. “Are you saying this troll is an exemplar?”

“Not quite,” said Tamara.

“Then I demand he remove himself.” He finally looked at me. “And this fellow as well.”

“They are here at my invitation,” said Tamara, “as witnesses to the events about to unfold -”

Pony had been standing with utter stillness, but without warning suddenly cracked his huge fists together, causing them to light up with white fire. They lit his features from below, causing his face to become shadowed and take on a hideous, malefic cast as the light flickered over the underside of his jaw, nose, and cheeks. 

For the first time since we’d arrived the Revelator seemed off-balance. “I… ah… is that…?” 

“Holy flame? Why yes, it is.” Tamara placed a hand on Pony’s craggy shoulder. “Do you still contest his right to be here?”

The Revelator gave his head a sharp shake, causing his miter and feathers to wobble. “I… no. I’ve just never heard of the like. This is… fascinating. But. To the matter at hand.”

Fortunately, Pony’s burning fists seemed to have covered my being their as well. I took another glance about the great circular room. The last of the faithful had left. The acolytes were in the process of locking the double doors.

Ominous.

“So,” said the Revelator, sighing as if we were about to tackle something exceptionally tedious. “You’ve dug up some grubby little details, have you? And want to make a big to-do about it?”

“Grubby little details?” Tamara’s amusement was rich. “I’ve already sent copies of everything to Olandipolis. You’re finished, Karshew. I was hoping we could discuss this peacefully, but I can tell you’ve no interest in behaving honorably and stepping down.”

“Over a few minor accounting errors?” He laughed, his whole body shaking with mirth, tassels along the fringes of his cloaks shivering. “Oh, goodness gracious, how amusing! My dear girl, I’ve been Revelator for longer than you’ve been frigging yourself, and have had to embrace certain realities that Olandipolis is very much aware of. We no not operate in a void, my dear, but rather amongst certain very real contextual truths. So no. I will not be stepping down. Instead, I’m sending you to Olandipolis, where you’ll be taught the political realities of the world we live in. Perhaps, should you return a few years from now, you’ll be more agreeable to how we run things here in Port Gloom.”

“I think not,” said Tamara, voice tight. “I’m not giving you a choice, Karshew. By the authority invested in me as an Exemplar of the White Sun, I hereby remove you from office for corruption, gross negligence, and far too many other crimes to list. Remove your stole, miter, and surrender the Revelator’s signet ring into my custody. You’ll be the one traveling to Olandipolis to face justice, not me.”

Karshew gazed at Tamara with condescending weariness. “Well, I knew it would come to this eventually. To be honest, I’ve been looking forward to this moment. You see, I look nothing more than to take a misguided woman such as yourself and teach them respect. Teach them discipline. My methods can be harsh, but oh, they guarantee results.” His eyes were gleaming once more, and spittle had collected in the corner of his mouth. “I’m quite looking forward to our one-on-one sessions. I can’t wait for the moment when your resistance breaks, and true fear and respect steal into those dark eyes of yours.”

“Well,” I said, drawing my blade, “that’s more than enough for me. Pony, you done listening to this sick fuck?”

Pony crunched his fists together again, and they lit up with fire. He grunted in affirmative, the sound coming from deep within his chest.

Tamara drew her blade with slow deliberation. “I know who you are, Karshew. You’ve no magical powers, no secret weapons. Nothing but your colossal conceit. If you think to bluff me, you’ve failed. Stand down, now, or I’ll be forced to compel you.”

“Hmm,” said Karshew, eyeing the three of us. “You don’t know everything, my dear. There are a few secrets that are reserved for Revelators alone. Do you know that I’m entrusted with protecting the sanctity of the cathedral?”

Tamara’s silence was answer enough.

“It’s true,” continued Karshew, tone ridiculously earnest. “But how do you think an obese letch like myself would go about fighting off heretics or a misguided assault? Not through force of arms, obviously. No. There’s another way.”

I began to step out wide, moving to surround the Revelator. Pony did the same in the other direction, though he was a little less subtle about it.

“You’re out of time,” said Tamara, and drew her blade. Raised it between them, and then its pure length began to glow, brighter and brighter, a white so fierce it was unbearable to look at, a blinding spar that left afterimages in my gaze.

Karshew’s grin grew sickly. “Let me show you the errors of your ways, exemplar. Let us begin your lessons in respect.” And he stepped back, raised a fist, and I saw movement high on the wall above us.

The angel in the center of the sculpture was coming to life. 

Dark silver, body sculpted to perfection, clad in cowl and robe over a breastplate on which the White Sun was emblazoned. Skirt, knee-high boots, and in one hand a blade of silver flame, which even as I stared began to writhe, to flicker, flowing like bands of mercury.

“What is that?” I asked Tamara.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “It’s the Incarnatus, the physical embodiment of the White Sun within all of us, human form made perfect, the ideal to which we must all strive.”

Pony grunted in disagreement.

“He’s coming down here,” I said, as six wings extended from the Incarnatus’s back, each feathered and imperial like those of a massive eagle, three to a side, each rising above the next, extending to their fullest width as the tarnished silver form raised its head, staring down at us from beneath its cowl.

Classic, aristocratic features; an aquiline nose; full lips; eyes blank and smooth. 

It took everything I had to meet that all-burning gaze. Though the surface of his eyes were blank and of the same tarnished silver as the rest of him, it felt like staring straight up into the midday sun.

And then, with a single step, which was somehow terrifying and effortlessly intimidating, it stepped forth, emerging altogether from the sculpture that covered the walls, and floated free, wings not beating but simply extending out, his form drifting over us.

“Tamara?” I backed away, trying to quell my terror. A supernatural effect? Or a very natural reaction to what was happening?

“It is misguided,” she said. “We are in the right. If it attacks us, destroy it.”

The Incarnatus placed a hand over its chest. No - it took hold of one of the White Sun’s rays from the molding on its breastplate, and drew it forth, the ray elongating into a sinuous spear easily three strides long.

I bent my knees, prepared to spring.

It raised the spear high overhead, expression somehow exuding hatred despite its blankness, the air between us shimmering as if superheated, and then, faster than my eye could follow, it flung the spear down upon us, a bolt from up on high, and it pierced Pony just above his clavicle, driving down effortlessly through his chest and out his lower back, to bury its head in the white marble floor, shattering it, and there pin the war troll, smoke rising in dark fumes from the burning spear of white light.

“Pony!” I raced toward him, but saw a flicker of movement overhead. The Incarnatus had another spear in hand. When had it even drawn it? A flash - it hurled the spear down, and with a cry Tamara battered it away, swinging her blade with both hands, deflecting the ray so that it cratered the floor next to her.

Pony was grimacing, had taken the spear in both hands, and was slowly drawing it forth, black blood pouring and bubbling where it boiled out of him. 

How the fuck could I help him?

Karshew was laughing, the sound rich with delight and pleasure.

The angel brandished another spear, hurled it right at me. 

I flung myself aside but I swear the spear curved after me, slammed into my gut, punched out my back, and drove me down into the ground, pinning me there.

I bit back a scream. The spear was alive with white light, and endlessly cauterized me where it pierced my flesh, burning me, cooking me, even as my body sought to heal.

“Now you realize the error of your ways,” said Karshew, voice booming with renewed confidence. “Now you understand my mastery. The true extent of my power!”

Pony was a couple of yards away. Grimacing, still impaled, he leaned over to me, tearing his own flesh apart as he did so, and took hold of my spear. 

His hands, immolated in white fire, didn’t burn where they touched the spear. With a deep grunt of pain he tore mine free. I thought he’d discard it, but instead he hefted it, looked up at the Incarnatus, and flung the spear right at it.

The Incarnatus caught the spear mid-flight, catching it up and above its head. Didn’t reverse it, flip it around, nothing. Simply hurled it down, once more at Tamara, and this time her parry came too late - the spear impaled her through the chest, tearing through her uniform, through flesh and bone, driving her with a rage-filled scream down to the ground, where marble shattered anew.

“No!” I forced myself upright, the burning hole through my core a well of agony, and ignoring the pain, ran forth to where Tamara lay, her hands around the spear, blood welling up to soak her chest and spread across the floor.

“Fuck,” she hissed.

I grabbed the spear with both hands, my sword clattering off the ground at my feet, and with everything I had I hauled. Felt something tear in my stomach, felt hot blood spurt down over my legs, a roar filling my mind, the world receding down a tunnel.

But the spear came free. I staggered back, my palms charred by the light, and dropped the spear.

Heard Pony grunt. The Incarnatus had struck him with another, this one taking him through the abdomen, and even as I watched, a third spear flew through the war troll’s thigh, breaking his massive femur, bending his leg backward, toppling him over.

But he didn’t fall. Was held, trapped, on the three spears that ran through him into the ground.

Tamara rose from the floor, the blood no longer flowing from her wound, and I remembered our battle with Aurora, the Exemplar of the White Sun in Port Lusander, how she’d shaken off mortal blow after mortal blow.

Recalled Tamara’s own ability to heal through her heritage as a former Sworn, one of the White Sun’s mythical healers.

She rose, and I’d never seen her look more formidable. Jaw clenched, blood smeared across her cheek, eyes slitted, she extended her hand to me.

I handed her the spear.

She spun it about her and then hurled it with all her might, staggering forward several steps as she loosed. The spear screamed upward, flew straight at the Incarnatus, who extended his empty palm to block its path.

The spear tore through his hand, sailed clean through, and punched through one of its wings in turn.

No pain on its features. No concern. No anger. But its wings spread out once more to their farthest extent, and it began to lower toward us with all the terrible finality of a death sentence.

Heaving for breath, the pain receding from the hole running right through me, I scooped up my sword and moved away from Tamara, who took up her own burning blade in turn. 

“Call off your Incarnatus,” I barked at Karshew, filling my voice with all the authority gifted to me by my father. “Do as I command, Karshew!”

The Revelator tittered. “Will you be upset if I say no?”

Absolutely no effect on the man. He was already under my father’s influence. Great.

Down came the tarnished Incarnatus, wings static, cowled visage inhumanly glorious and bleak. It raised one arm at the last and its flaming sword extended twice in length. Just before getting close enough for us to engage, it suddenly darted forward, the change from stately descent to explosive lunge shocking, and flew right at Tamara, silver flame sword flickering at her in a dozen thrusts.

Tamara gave ground, nearly tripped before the sudden onslaught, and parried for all she was worth. 

The Tamara I’d known had never wielded a blade. The Exemplar before me fought with rare skill, flashes of sunlight flaring each time their blades connected.

But even so, she was no match for the Incarnatus.

It cut a deep wound through her thigh. Stabbed her through the chest. Cut off her right hand, and then cleaved its blade down between shoulder and head, shearing through ribs, lung, and Fortuna knew what else.

Tamara staggered, made an awful croaking sound that seemed to be torn from her very depths, and fell away, her own weight pulling her off the blade.

The Incarnatus slowly spun to face me.

Fuck.

Iris and the others were too far. Pony was still wrestling to free himself from the burning spears. Tamara… I prayed fervently to Fortuna that she was even still alive.

Kill Karshew? The man had retreated behind the altar, was now too far for me to reach before the Incarnatus cut me down.

No. 

There was no running from this fight.

I was going to have to simply defeat it as best I could.

I squared my shoulders, took a deep breath, felt the last of the wound in my gut heal over. 

The Incarnatus drifted closer, no longer in a rush; a vast, malevolent presence whose wings, whose robed form, whose great silver sword, spoke of death, of destruction, of the White Sun’s ability to annihilate all who stood in its way. 

No reasoning with such a manifestation of indifferent glory. But could it be fooled? I activated my shadow belt, felt my form swim with darkness -

The White Sun emblazoned over the Incarnatus’ chest flared into blinding life, drenching me in sunlight so intense I felt my belt cinder and shatter. Raising a hand to block the light, I staggered back, blinded, only to scream as the Incarnatus took off my raised arm at the elbow.

The pain was so total I couldn’t feel it as more than a giant wave about to crash down on me, but held back by the moment by sheer shock. Instinct bid me hurl myself aside, into a roll, just as the silver blade slashed through where I’d stood. 

I came up, blood everywhere, the Incarnatus turning to face me once more, slowly revolving in place till its face came back into view beneath its hood.

Tourniquet. I needed to stop the bleeding. No time. Summoning all my strength, my will, my most desperate of reserves, I hurled myself at the flying being, cleaving at its head in a feint and then lunging low.

It parried my attacks, my blade growing notched with each block. But I wasn’t done. A wild riposte, a rapid sidestep to avoid a lunge, a downward hack -

One of its wings - the third on the left, highest and longest - pivoted and stabbed down at me, silver feathers slamming into my chest, knocking me off my feet, driving the air from my lungs. 

Down I went, backward roll, came up on my feet on instinct more than anything, and still seeing stars I flung myself forward again, swaying aside at the last moment to bring my blade down at its slowly retracting wing, the speed of my recovery surprising it, so that I sheared off a half dozen feather tips which clanged as they bounced off the marble floor.

The Incarnatus canted its head slowly to one side as it finished returning the wing to its place, as if curious by my temerity, and then it exploded at me again, a flurry of blows.

A stab through my thigh, a parry; a gash across my ribs, a parry; a third, a layer of muscle an inch thick shorn clear off my shoulder. Blood was everywhere, I wasn’t even thinking, just moving the mangled remains of my blade on instinct, giving ground, giving more ground, trying not to fall.

The Incarnatus rose above me, rising a yard into the air, wings curving around as if to embrace me, blade rising high to hew off my head, and I thought, this is no Incarnatus of the White Sun, this is an angel of the Hanged God, this is death, this is -

A spear of white light emerged in a spray of silver through the Incarnatus’ chest. 

I tried to wipe blood from my brow, realized too late that my forearm was gone. Stared past the floating silver entity at where Pony was palming a second spear, huge horizontal tears in his body already healing over where he’d simply ripped himself free through sheer strength and force of will.

“Pony,” grunted the war troll, tapping his chest. Then he pointed at me. “Friend.”

The Incarnatus revolved to face the war troll, drawing the spear from its chest as it did so. 

Pony pointed at the Incarnatus. “Fuck face.”

And he hurled the second spear.

My heart leaped with hope, but the Incarnatus swept the spear aside with one of its wings. 

But the throw had been a ruse - the real attack came right behind it as Pony charged the Incarnatus; a great, loping sprint that ended with the war troll leaping high, both burning fists latched together as it brought them Hammerholt-style down upon the Incarnatus.

Who closed all six wings about its body, forming a shield of silver feathers - a shield that Pony’s incendiary fists smashed through, bending and rending the wings as his blow slammed into the Incarnatus’ chest, knocking it back through the air a dozen yards.

“Fuck… fuck yes,” I gasped, still reeling. Wounds across my body were mending. Healing over. But it was all I could do to remain standing. 

The Incarnatus spread out its wings, their edges warped and mangled, and stilled in the air. Extended its empty hand, the one with the hole seared through its center, and a second blade grew into place. 

Pony crunched his fists together, rolled his head about on his neck, and then marched forward like a bare-knuckle fighter going into the seventh round. 

I had to help. Do something. What?

There. Karshew. Crouched behind the altar, peacock feathers swaying in view.

I did my best to jog in his direction, but my ruined leg made that tricky.

The sound of impact, metal on flesh, looked over my shoulder. The Incarnatus had cut Pony’s left arm clear from his shoulder, but in doing so overextended itself. Blade down and to Pony’s left side, shoulder turned toward the war troll, head twisted to look up at Pony just as he brought his remaining fist down like judgment upon the silver figure’s face. 

The blow drove the Incarnatus down into the ground, metal cracking marble. It swept back up, both blades moving together to cut into Pony’s side, through stony hide, iron-tough muscles, rock ribs. 

Karshew. I turned my attention to the man, the altar, drawing closer, needing to reach him, convince him to call his protector off.

I rounded the altar. 

Karshew saw me too late, rose unsteadily to his feet, beringed hands raised in protest. “No, no, leave me alone, the White Sun forbids -”

Even with my wounds, the pain, my ruined leg, I managed to step forward and slam my fist straight into his face, crunching his nose and sending the man toppling onto his back. I toppled right after him, fell across his broad chest, my ruined sword to his throat.

“Call it off,” I hissed, blood spattering across the man’s pocked cheeks. “Now, or I cut your throat!”

“I can’t!” Karshew’s voice rose to a wail. “Once unleashed, the Incarnatus won’t stop until all the church’s foes are dead -”

“Well fuck,” I growled, and cut the Revelator’s throat, drawing the blade across hard and deep.

Pushed up, off the man’s twitching bulk as he drummed his heels on the floor, hands wedged into the wound as he sought to stem the bleeding. Rose to look over the altar, feeling better with each passing second, but still wrecked, still swaying.

The Incarnatus had both blades through Pony’s chest, and was trying to pull them apart, slicing through the war troll and severing him in half. Except Pony, for all the terrible wounds dealt to him, had a massive fist around each of the Incarnatus’ wrists, and was holding his arms in place.

Blood was spraying from where he’d reattached his left arm, however, and I could see it bending, ready to break away.

White light flared like a sun exploding behind the Incarnatus’ back, so that the guardian’s body was reduced to a silhouette, and it was bowled forward, knocking Pony down before it, to tumble over the war troll and onto the floor, the entire back of its wings and cloak reduced to running slag by the attack.

To reveal Tamara, drenched in gore, hunched over, her handless arm pressed to her chest, her shoulders rising and falling as she heaved for breath.

The Incarnatus floated up off the floor - or went to - but Pony reached out and curled a burning hand around its cowled head, anchoring it down.

All six wings, mangled and melted as they were, punched down into the floor, tenting around the war troll, pulling them both up through sheer strength. 

Silver was running like steel tears between the war troll’s fingers, the flames that wreathed his hand immolating the Incarnatus’ head. Which pulled in its pinions, placed all six against the war troll, and then flexed, tearing Pony off it.

It rose, face reduced to weeping, warped metal, and a blazing white blade slammed through its chest, a foot of burning steel protruding into the air. 

It spun it shoulders about, backhanding the pommel of one blade into Tamara’s head. I hurried around the altar as she fell, sword left in place.

Pony climbed to his feet. The white fire was running up to his elbows now. Shoulders hunched, breathing raggedly, the war troll fixed his piss yellow eyes on the Incarnatus and crunched his fists together once more - and this time the white fire ran up both arms.

With a roar Pony hurled himself forward, and began clobbering at the Incarnatus’ wing defense, battering and knocking the silver guardian, who managed to lash out and lacerate the troll in turn.

Tamara rose to her feet, blinked away the pain, and then with an obvious grimace of effort ran forward, swooping in behind the Incarnatus to seize her sword’s hilt and cause it to flare with power once more.

Each of Pony’s punches staggered the guardian, and with a cry Tamara hauled on her blade twisting the floating Incarnatus about. Pony piled on top, one hand around its neck, the other waving away its wings.

Together they held it pinned to the ground, though it was struggling, fighting them off.

I was going to give it the chance.

Limping over, fighting back the urge to collapse, I picked up one of its blazing silver spears. 

The raw flesh of my palms immediately began to char. 

Walked up to where it lay, wings buffeting, slashing open Pony’s ribs, rolling over to crush Tamara beneath it.

I raised the spear high.

The Incarnatus caught sight of me. 

Froze.

And then I plunged the spear down and through its head, clear through its molten visage to clang off the floor below.

The Incarnatus shivered so violently that it blurred, and then ceased to move altogether.

“Help!” cried out Tamara. “Trapped! Heavy!”

With a grunt Pony hauled himself up onto his knees, took hold of the near destroyed statue’s outstretched arm, and pulled it away so Tamara could roll free.

Pony released his grip.

The statue rolled back onto its outstretched wings, and was still. 

I stood gasping over it, wounds slowly healing, pain receding, and then staggered over to Tamara to sit down heavily beside her.

She glanced up at me, dark hair spilling free of her torn head wrap. “Karshew?”

“Got his throat cut,” I managed, then rubbed my wrist across my face, wiping blood away. “Somehow.”

“Good.” She turned full onto her back, arms raised at the elbows, hands hanging limp, and grimaced. “By the Hanged God’s ever-questing cock. That hurt.”

Pony stood off to one side, breathing heavily as well, but already looking recovered. He grunted, stepped over to the Incarnatus, and poked it with one foot.

“Dead,” I said. “Pretty sure. Don’t think it’s quite its style to play possum.”

Pony nodded dubiously.

“And hey!” I said, unable to restrain a weary grin. “Good use of ‘fuck face!’”

Pony’s grin lit up his craggy features, and he stood up a little straighter. 

“Fuck face?” asked Tamara, opening one eye.

“Been teaching him small talk,” I said. “You know. To help at festivals and such.”

“Right,” said Tamara, closing her eye. “Course.”

“And where by the Ashen Garden did you learn to fight like that?”

“Fight like what?” winced Tamara, looking as if she was about to sit up and then changing her mind. “I distinctly recall how well Aurora fought back in Port Lusander. I’m nowhere near as good.”

“Yeah, well, true, but a year ago you didn’t even know which end of a sword to grab hold of.”

She cracked an eye open again and gave me a surprisingly dirty smile. “That’s changed, too.”

“Has it now?” I laughed. “Well, when we’re not as covered in blood and riddled with stab wounds, I’d like to hear more.”

“Prude,” she sniffed, then with a hiss forced herself over onto her side. “Fuck.” She pushed herself up to all fours. “Fuck.” Then up to her knees and sat back on her heels. “Ahhh. Everything hurts.”

“You’re healing as fast as I am,” I said, looking her gore-soaked body up and down. “That’s new.”

“What part of my becoming an Exemplar of the White Sun did you miss?” She gazed down at herself, shook her head. “And I just got this uniform.”

“Send for another. What happens now?”

“Now? I need to nominate a new Revelator until Olandipolis reviews the case and officially appoints a replacement.”

“Got someone in mind?”

“I do.” Her smile was tight with pain. “Young man. Father Mercult. Genuinely believes, wants the best for his parish. He’ll be good for the church.”

“Good.” I levered myself upright, wincing and hissing all the way. “Ah - your hand?”

Tamara examined her stump. “Itching. I think… will it grow back?”

“Well, where’d you leave your hand? Way Pony and I do it, we just hold it against the stump till it sticks back on.”

“So very technical,” said Tamara, then blinked as Pony ambled over, her pale hand lying across his blue one. “But… worth a try. Thank you, Pony. If I could concentrate for a second…”

I watched in silence as she pressed the mangled stump to the torn wrist. Tamara closed her platinum eyes, inhaled deeply, and then I sensed her exert her will. The wounds glowed with white fire, and then, before my very eyes, the hand reattached itself.

“Amazing,” whispered Tamara, opening her eyes. “But I don’t feel much. Can’t… wait. There. Moved a finger.”

“Give it time.” I helped her rise. A wave of weariness washed over me. “How do you want to do this next part?”

“You two had best leave. The less questions the better. I’m going to summon the bishops. Father Mercult. Announce the changes, silence their complaints, and then anoint the new pro tem Revelator.”

“You sure? Don’t need someone to guard your back?”

Her smile was warm and lit up her whole face. She reached out, took my hand in her good one, and pulled me close. “Already had someone there for me during the hard part. Now it’s just bureaucracy and paperwork.”

“That’s definitely our cue to leave,” I said, glancing over to Pony, who nodded in affirmation.

“Thank you,” said Tamara, voice going low as she gazed up at me. “Perhaps, in a day or two, when we’re not so covered in blood and filled with stab wounds, I can find a moment to thank you properly?”

I dry swallowed. For all our intimacy, for all we’d been through, Tamara and I had never gone further than a kiss. But there was no doubting the burning light in her eyes now. “Yes,” I whispered. “But, ah, one request?”

“Hmm?”

“If you could find another outfit like this one before then, I really, really wouldn’t mind.”

Her eyes narrowed in mock anger, an expression that was undercut by her smile. “Heathen.”

“Devotee of Fortuna,” I said. “Who’s doing right by us so far.”

“Fair enough.” She looked past me. “Pony. Thank you. We’re going to need to explore what’s happening to you soon, though. Whatever it is, it’s not done with you yet.”

Pony’s ears drooped.

I kissed her on the lips, a gentle brush, tasting copper and blood, and then turned, relinquishing her hand at the last moment, to walk toward Pony and the cathedral’s front door.

“And Kellik?”

I turned back to her.

She stood there, regal in her ruined habit, standing tall, shoulders pushed back, soaked in arterial blood, blade in hand. “The Count of Manticora now has the full and unmitigated support of the Church of the White Flame. It’s time to bring the pain.”

I held her glittering gaze, and then gave her a grim nod. “It is indeed.”

 


Chapter 13

 

 

Word reached me a few days later of a long-awaited arrival at the south harbor. Exhilarated, I excused myself from the interminable meeting I’d been trapped in since dawn with a half dozen financiers, canceled the rest of my morning’s meetings, and together with Yashara leaped into a carriage with a half dozen Mailed Fists sitting fore and aft for protection.

We rattled our way over the New Bridge, down through the north of the Temple District, skirting the Noose and its tangle of insidious alleys, and punched right out into the South Harbor, leaving our carriage with a guard to prevent its wheels from being stolen. Unable to restrain my grin, I hurried forward, down past the hung over sailors and the brusque stevedores, stepping over the warped boards of the docks till at last I caught sight of her:

The Filthy Spume.

Though, squinting closer at the two-masted frigate, I saw a new name proudly painted across her bow: Captain’s Mercy.

And laughed. 

“She’s looking good,” said Yashara, crossing her arms over her chest and rocking back onto her heels. “Though admittedly I know little of ships.”

“I’ve been watching them come in and out of the harbor for as long as I can remember,” I said, admiring the frigate. “And she’s indeed looking good. New sails, new rigging, hull’s been sanded down and refinished… and I’d wager those are new canons as well.”

“Why didn’t she just buy a new ship with all that gold you gave her?” asked Yashara, following me as we wended our way through the crowds toward the large pier alongside which the Mercy had docked. 

“You can ask her,” I said. “Not sure myself. Sure she had a good reason.”

The Mercy was a hive of activity; Pogo had insisted on her doing honest work as well as our covert mission, and she was now unloading crates and cargo, a stream of stevedores muscling them down the gangplank and piling them up on the dock where officials were annotating contents and cross-referencing them to the ship’s bill of goods.

“Master Kellik!” Havatier’s shout rose above the general bustle, and I saw the mage at the ship’s railing waving a hat. His grin was a welcome change from his previously dour distrust, and I couldn’t help but wave back before reaching the bottom of the ramp. 

“Permission to come aboard?”

“Permission granted!” called down the mage, and so we made our way up and onto the gently rolling deck, where Havatier stepped up and clasped my forearm with a grin. 

“We’ve already heard the good news,” he said, eyes shining. “Magistrate! To think. That such an atrophied post would cause such consternation.”

“You’re looking good, my friend,” I said, stepping back and examining the older man. Where once he’d been haggard and worn, he was now tanned and in obvious good health.

“Our ventures have filled my sails with fresh wind,” he said, then turned to incline his head to Yashara. “My lady.”

Yashara raised an eyebrow. “Captain will suffice, Master Havatier. I’ve never been nor wish to be a lady.”

“Ah, but aboard the Mercy there’s but one captain for me,” said Havatier with a smile, raking his hand through his receding gray hair. “But speaking of, she’ll have my hide if she learns I’m standing here chatting instead of bringing you to her. She’s below in the hold presently, but I’ll send someone to let her know you’ve arrived.”

“Sounds good.” I turned, invigorated by all the activity around me, the sharp ocean breeze, the smell of tar and salt, the bright sunlight on freshly painted wood. “After you.”

Havatier led us to Maestria’s quarters, set right under the quarter deck at the stern of the ship, broad and luxurious but lacking the familiarity of her old cabin aboard the Bonegwayne. 

“How’s the cargo?” I asked as Havatier closed the door behind us, the Mailed Fist mercenaries lining up before the door. “Give you any trouble?”

“Trouble? No. We reached an understanding before leaving Olandipolis. But they kept things interesting. Eventually, Maestria had to insist that nobody leave the hold; between the gambling, the whoring, the inevitable brawls and the incessant drinking, we were riding the crest of a mutiny or riot for most of the duration here.”

“Glad Maestria was up to the task,” said Yashara.

“That she was, though she cursed your name more times than I can recall,” said Havatier with a grin.

“Delightful change of pace,” I said, moving to a port window and peering out. “But you’ve arrived, and come night will discharge your cargo and be done with it.”

“Where is he?” The cabin door burst open, and Maestria strode in, one eye blazing, bronze bandana covering its missing partner, pink tendrils of scar tissue spidering down her cheek and across the bridge of her nose, the contrast sharp with her rich, dusky skin. She was dressed in a ragged burgundy long coat trimmed with gold, a cutlass at her hip, and strode right up to me with a snarl.

“You saddled me with the wildest, heretical, most… skull-headed son of a bitches on all of Khansalon! I’m surprised there’s a board left on my deck, given their thieving fingers. This is the last time I agree to do anything for you, you - you-”

I laughed and spread my arms. “It’s damned good to see you too, Captain.”

For a moment she just stood there, a light dancing in her sole dark eye, and then she laughed in turn and stepped forward to embrace me, smelling of salt and sweat and her own musky scent that I remembered so well from the nights we’d spent together. “Damn you, Kellik. How does that smile get past my defenses every time?” She kissed me loudly on the cheek, paused to consider, then grabbed my head with both hands and placed a kiss soundly on my lips. 

“I’m not interrupting, am I?” A figure was leaning against the wall, just inside the door, ankles crossed, cupping his hands as he lit a long, spindly pipe. 

“Xabakus!” Maestria’s growl was half-exasperated, half furious. “I’ve told you my cabin - bah, forget it. Kellik, meet the bane of my existence.”

I couldn’t help but stare. The figure had the head of a lynx, fur a striking combination of ivory, dove gray, and mottled darker patterning. His ears were tufted, his eyes a lurid gold outlined with a thin fringe of the purest white, and his fur thickened around his jaws to hang down like a black and charcoal bifurcated beard. 

A graymalkin.

He pushed off the bulkhead to sweep his burgundy robe aside in an effortlessly elegant bow, eyes flashing as his black lips pulled apart to reveal sharp teeth in what somehow remained a charming smile. “I grew tired of hearing your insults from a distance, dear captain. I thought I’d at least steal their sting by watching your captivating countenance as you insulted me and mine.”

“Always with the stealing,” said Maestria. “I’d order you searched right now if I thought there was any chance of laying hands on you. Put whatever you’ve purloined from my cabin back immediately.”

“You wound me,” said Xabakus, placing a furred hand over his chest. “But very well.” And he withdrew a bronze compass, a gleaming iron sextant, and a fascinatingly complex mechanical device in the shape of a large medallion from under his robe and set them on the desk.

“You weren’t going to take my astrolabe,” said Maestria. “Oh no. Not my astrolabe. I’d have you strung up by the heels for that.”

“I merely took it to amuse you,” purred the graymalkin, though from the rumble in his voice it was clear who was amused. “Imagine your disappointment if I failed to pull something out from under my robe? You’d have been positively shattered.”

“I doubt that. Kellik, this is Xabakus the Gray, the leader of the ruffians I’ve had sequestered belowdecks for far too long. Now that we’re finally here, he’s your problem. I want him and his crew off my ship come nightfall.”

“Master Kellik.” The graymalkin’s golden eyes caught the light and lit up like signal fires. “I like nothing more than having my curiosity satisfied, and oh, how I’ve wondered about the man who’d promise so much gold for my services.”

“Xabakus,” I said. “Thank you for coming. I know you had a good thing going in Olandipolis.”

“True. My business ventures there were indeed pleasingly successful. But I’ll be the first to admit I was growing bored.” He paused, gauging me. “But there’s a difference between excitement and suicide. Your gold was sufficient to bring me and mine to Port Gloom, but no amount of gold will convince us to set up shop if the situation is not as you promised.”

“Then you’ll be glad to know it is.” I accepted a glass of brandy from Maestria, who proceeded to pour a second and hand to the graymalkin. “Over the past couple of months we’ve killed eight of the Family’s seers. Their network is broken, their control of the city reduced to that of any normal thieves’ guild. Further, we’ve papered the city with posters revealing the truth to the people at large, and the situation is primed for exploitation.”

“Hmm,” purred the graymalkin, accepting the glass and leaning back against the bulkhead. “So you say.”

“The terms were simple,” said Yashara, her harsh tone clashing with the graymalkin’s velvety rumble. “In exchange for a ridiculous sum of gold, you agreed to bring your crew to Port Gloom, upon which you would examine the situation. If you found it agreeable, you would begin the process of establishing a rival guild. If not, you were free to leave. Nothing has changed.”

“And who is this delightful specimen of green flesh and muscle?” asked Xabakus, lifting one pale eyebrow. “I find myself at once awed and strangely aroused.”

Yashara glowered at him.

“Let me introduce Yashara, Captain of the Mailed Fists, a close confidante and friend of mine,” I said. “You can trust her as you do me.”

“Which means not at all,” said Xabakus. “But don’t take that personally. I don’t trust anyone. Except for Maestria, of course. She and I would follow into the depths of the ocean out of blind adoration.”

Maestria’s lip curled in disdain.

“But yes. We are here, and I would be well glad to be quit of this boat.”

“Ship,” snapped Maestria.

“I’ve long dreamed of giving the Port Gloom roofs a run, and I know my crew would welcome an outing before we book passage home.”

“But if the situation is as I’ve described them?” I asked.

“If the situation is as you describe - which, I’ll admit, I find highly improbable - then, why, yes, I’ll set about looking for a charming little home for my merry band of misfits.” The graymalkin tossed back his brandy and set the glass down with a sharp click on the desk. “With the understanding that we are an independent outfit, and in no way or shape under your control or authority. However.” He fixed me with his golden stare. “I wouldn’t forget what brought us here, or the requests you’ve made of us.”

“Public demonstrations of your activity,” I said. “Public humiliations of the Family to further break their stranglehold on the city and embolden others.”

“Precisely.” Xabakus smiled, once more revealing his fangs. “But don’t you worry. I quite enjoy toying with my prey. Such demonstrations won’t prove a strain.”

“Excellent.” I tossed back my brandy as well, relishing how it seared a delicious path down my throat. “Then I look forward to hearing of your exploits. You can send word to me at Thorne Manor. Have your people ask one of my guards ‘What’s the quickest way to the Noose?’ My guard will respond, ‘Head north around Execution Hill,’ at which point your man will respond, ‘Just as the crow flies.’ They’ll be invited inside or can give my guards a secure message at that point.”

“Very well,” said Xabakus. “I do love me some clandestine operations.” He sketched a mocking bow, and I caught sight of his tail, thick and luxuriously furred. “We’ll be taking our leave now, Captain. But if you miss me, flash the light off and on in your cabin three times.”

“Unlikely,” said Maestria.

“You wound me.” He stepped up to Maestria and took her hand, bowing low over it and raising her knuckles to his lips. “Until we speak again.” And with that the Xabakus brushed past her, silent as a breeze, and out the door.

“How did he get past my guards?” asked Yashara, turning to watch him leave.

“You can’t keep him out of anywhere,” said Maestria. “Locks, closed doors, sentries, nothing seems to deter him or his crew.”

“It’s why they’re so good,” I said. “Growing up, we heard the older thieves talk of the graymalkin crews that ruled the rooftops of Olandipolis. They said the only thing that kept them from ruling the entire city was their inability to coordinate or get along. And lack of interest.”

“Sounds right,” said Maestria. “This all seems a game to Xabakus. I really think he agreed to come as much out of curiosity as for the gold.”

Yashara shook her head in dour disapproval. “Can he be trusted? He seems the epitome of unreliability.”

“We can trust him to look out for his own interests,” I said. “And right now, Port Gloom is ripe for a crew of elite thieves to take advantage of the situation. And that’s all we need him to do.”

“True,” said Maestria, and then froze. “My cut crystal glass.”

The table where he’d set it down was empty. 

“And your astrolabe,” said Yashara.

“The long-tailed bastard!” Maestria dropped her hand to her cutlass, only to find the blade missing. She let out a cry of rage and turned to the door. “Excuse me, Kellik. I’ll be right back.” 

And stormed right out.

Havatier gave a helpless shrug. “It’s been like this for weeks.”

I exchanged a glance with Yashara, and then grinned. “If Xabakus upsets my father a tenth as much as he has Maestria, then he’ll have earned his gold and more.”

“Now come,” said Havatier, moving to take up the bottle of brandy. “I want to hear everything. Begin from the beginning. Maestria’s agreed to remain in dock for as long as we’re needed, and I want to be brought up to speed so that I can help as much as I can.”

“You sure?” I asked, sitting down and pushing my glass over to him. “This is going to be a protracted and bloody fight.”

“Oh yes,” said Havatier with a grim smile. “There’s nothing I desire more than humiliating and destroying the Family. So please.” He filled my glass and pushed it back. “Spare me no details.”

 

* * *

 

The night before the next council meeting I had a visit from Port Gloom’s most consequential official. It was late; I was reviewing the points I wished to hit at tomorrow’s meeting when there was a knock at my study door.

“The Royal Provost requests an audience, Your Excellency,” said Gravort, one of my more frequent body guards.

I set down my quill. Blinked. My mind raced, but I kept my features schooled. “Show him in, please. I’ll see him in the library.”

The half-orc bobbed his head and withdrew.

I rose, donned my finest robe of black wool, and fastening it at my throat, passed by Cerys’ chamber to collect her.

“The Provost? Here?” She quickly set to braiding her hair as she accompanied me to the library. “At this hour?”

“I’m surprised it took him this long,” I said. “I’ll wager he was expecting me to make demands of him right up until the last minute.”

“Perhaps you should have, just as a courtesy.”

I snorted, gave my face a final, vigorous scrub, and then together we entered the library, passing by two of the provost’s personal guards who stood outside beside Hemlock and six of my guards.

Lord Albrecht stood before the fire, fingers interlaced behind his back, contemplating the flames. He turned as we entered, his stately countenance grave, his eyes shadowed under his bristling white brows, his beard stark against his own black robes of office. 

“Quartus Magistrate,” he said, voice as dignified and stiff as his bearing. “Please forgive the late hour.”

“Not at all. You honor Thorne Manor with your presence. May I offer you some wine, perhaps something a little more fortifying?”

His gaze lingered on Cerys for a moment, and then he shook his head. “No thank you. I find that I can no longer drink with impunity as I once did.”

“Very well.” I gestured for him to sit, and he took an armchair across from me. Cerys remained in the background, a still, almost forgettable presence.

“I shall cut to the chase, Magistrate, as we both know this is a business call. Tomorrow the council meets once more, and the issue that you have brought to a crisis will need to be resolved. Now, you know how much your stymieing our normal business has both aggravated and hurt the council; crucial business matters are languishing as we seek to resolve the issues of your granaries.”

I nodded slowly, fingers steepled before my face, betraying nothing.

“So. It is the wish of the council that you remove your law from consideration, and allow business to continue in its time-honored manner. You won’t do this of your free accord, so I am here to make you certain offers.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“You are setting a dangerous precedent. Fortunately, the other three magistrates are cut from a more traditional cloth, but if word of your tactics were to spread, the council chamber could become a battleground and font of endless litigatory blackmail. So let’s nip this problem in the bud. We know you are a wealthy man, and thus not interested in the usual perquisites, but you will find that we have much else to offer.”

“Is that so?”

“It is. And let my very presence underscore the gravity of our offers. We wish you to remove yourself from play, and to do so without any doubt as to how you will be compensated for acting honorably. In exchange, we are willing to consider a version of your law, one where the price of grain isn’t fixed, and also increase certain languishing social services that we will place under your direction. You will be able to exercise them as you see fit. But of course, that won’t get your blood pumping, will it?” And he gave me a wolfish grin.

I again opted to stay silent.

The provost leaned forward, his robes rustling. “No. But I judge myself as having a fair amount of insight into the character of men, and I don’t believe you truly care for the causes you espouse.” He held up his hands, the palm pale like the underbelly of a fish, his nails long and translucent. “Don’t take offense. We must speak plainly if we are to reach an understanding. I believe you have other, as of yet obscure goals. That this is all a means to an end? But what end? I’m not sure. But there is a tremendous amount of power held within the council. If you agree to not promote your law tomorrow, we could have a meeting of minds, you and I. We could discuss what other goals you might have, and how my friends and I can help you accomplish them.”

The provost’s smile was mechanical, and revealed long, yellowed teeth from which his gums had receded as if in horror. “Believe you me, there is practically no desire that I would find shocking. Whatever your goals, I’m sure we could assist each other.”

“That’s very generous of you,” I said, fighting to keep my tone neutral. “And you’ve given me much to think on. Thank you, Lord Albrecht.”

“Think nothing of it.” He rose. “Signal your interest tomorrow, and we shall proceed apace.”

I rose as well. “Understood.”

The Royal Provost hesitated, then allowed his smile to slip, as if he’d decided it was no longer necessary. He inclined his head and saw himself out, where I heard his guards fall in beside him as the Mailed Fist escorted him to his carriage.

“Well, well,” said Cerys, circling the chair in which the provost had sat. “They’re desperate.”

“So it seems. Proof, at any rate, that my ploy has worked.” I leaned back in my chair, crossed one leg over the other, and bounced my foot up and down. 

“Indeed.” Cerys stared down at the chair. “Do you think we should have this cleaned? Fumigated? Or simply burned?”

“Burning might be best. I’ve had more enticing smiles from actual sewer monsters.”

Cerys shuddered. “That last line of his, of there being no desire he’d find shocking. I threw up a little in my mouth when he said it.”

“I don’t even want to imagine what he would find shocking.” I stood, gave myself a little shake, and then smiled. “But still. We apparently have the council right where we want it. Tomorrow can’t come soon enough.”

 

The next day I found myself once again within the Star Chamber, the target of a seemingly endless supply of scowls and disdainful rebuffs. Which was fine with me. I made my way down the steps to my customary seat, and there reclined as if within my own living room. 

My near supine posture did wonders for Berachul’s simmering annoyance. He turned to Svanis and immediately began to speak heatedly in his ear.

The atmosphere was tense. The gallery above crowded. Aurelius sat off to one side by himself, smiling beatifically and munching on fragments of candied beef from a small bronze pot. 

The Royal Provost descended to the floor and turned to us all. “Good afternoon, honored members of the council and magistrates. This past month has been a dark one. The Chamber finds itself under a pall; we are being strong-armed by the Quartus Magistrate into accepting a law that flies in the face of Port Gloom’s greater interests. And yet - despite my consulting with numerous experts - he is technically within his rights to impose his being before the ballot box. We have explored numerous manners of circumventing this… unbecoming imposition, and have determined alas, that the principle of sacrosanctity cannot be withdrawn, nor can the magistrate be removed from his office for exercising it. Thus we are at an impasse: we do not desire to vote for this law, but we cannot proceed with the customary business of the council until the magistrate allows us to vote on crucial matters.”

Mutters, shifting amongst the seats, more than a few glares sent my way. If they’d been arrows I’d have died immediately.

“So, as a last resort, I shall speak for the council and ask the magistrate in question to see the light of reason. To rise above this… petty squabbling, and allow the business of the council to proceed. Quartus Magistrate, please hear this request of the highest civic nature, and prove yourself an honorable man by removing your impositions?”

All gazes fell upon me. Lord Albrecht’s expression was one of superficial piety; he had but to clasp his hands together and raise his eyes to the White Sun to appear more saintly. And yet behind his humble expression I detected a hint of smugness, and in his eyes a calculating gleam, a knowing air that betrayed his imminent satisfaction.

I rose to my feet, gathered my robes about me, and assumed an expression of grave import. “Fellow magistrates and esteemed councilors. The Royal Provost’s words are sincere and moving. Indeed, they pierce my heart, and I feel chagrined to have raised my voice against the wishes of this revered body.”

A shift in the crowd. The Royal Provost’s lips fought to remain straight, and not tug into a complacent smile.

“Yet I must insist on my present course of action. The people of Port Gloom -”

My words were drowned out by boos and angry shouts, and the Royal Provost’s face darkened even as his eyes widened in sudden fury. 

“The people of Port Gloom,” I said, raising my voice above the commotion, “deserve to know they’ll not be fleeced by greedy merchants, that they won’t be forced to starve during times of plenty, and that - Fortuna, in all her bouncing beauty forbid - if a time of famine were to befall us, we would be ready to feed them, the hungry, the needy, the poor!”

Councilmen stood and gestured rudely at me, many of them crying out insults or simply venting their spleen. 

I spread my arms as if welcoming it all, and simply smiled, for in their fury I heard the sweet cadences of victory.

“Very well,” ground out the Royal Provost when order was finally restored. “I see the Quartus Magistrate is insisting upon defiling this legislative body with his antics and high-minded hypocrisy. We have no choice but to vote on his law once more, but I will say this. In the entire history of the Star Chamber, none have gone against the will of the majority without coming to regret their perverse independence and disregard for sacred custom and tradition. Mark my words, Quartus. You insist upon your own path at your own peril.”

“Your concern for my well-being warms my heart,” I said, descending to the floor as Lord Albrecht reluctantly relinquished it. “But I shall risk all for the people I represent. Now. The law is as before, unamended, and I believe you’re already familiar with its particulars. Let us vote, and recall, esteemed colleagues, that if you refuse to pass it, then I shall once more register my disapproval as before.”

It took half an hour for the councilmen and magistrates to finally agree to vote. Half an hour of their hurling insults at me, coming right up into my face and demanding I see the light of reason, insisting that I was setting myself up as a tyrant, that the free city of Port Gloom would not tolerate such madness.

I said not a word. Waited, an eyebrow raised, until at last, one by one, each councilor and magistrate placed their vote, a good few spitting at my feet as they walked back to their seats.

Aurelius joined me while the Royal Provost counted the votes, his eyes gleaming with satisfaction, rubbing his veiny hands together as if in anticipation of a fine meal.

He leaned in close to whisper. “Now, what my fellow colleagues have failed to divine is that by caving to your demands, they’ve unleashed a tiger in their midst. Oh! Their horror when they realize you’re not done.”

“And how do you know I’m not?” I asked.

He raised a white eyebrow. “Are you?”

My smile was all the response he needed.

“By unanimous vote the new Grain Law is passed,” said the Royal Provost, his tone seething with disgust. “A committee shall be appointed by the Quartus Magistrate to oversee its implementation, with results to be reported quarterly to the Star Chamber.”

Stony silence met this announcement. It seemed everybody was all shouted-out.

“I therefore open the floor to new measures, motions, and commentary,” said Lord Albrecht, moving aside. 

Up I popped, a mass of parchments under my arm, and nimble as a rabbit amongst cabbages I descended to the floor, to turn and smile up at the glowers and frowns.

“First, I wish to thank everyone who voted. Time will show that this law will be of great benefit to the city, and you will all reap your rewards in the praises and gratitude that the citizens shall bestow upon this esteemed council.”

“I can’t spend praises,” growled Svanis from the rear.

“You’d be surprised,” I said. “But before we continue with all the business that’s been held up, I wanted to pass out paperwork for the laws we shall be voting on at the next meeting.”

“What?” Berachul rose to his feet, his compact form bristling with indignation. “You’ve had your way. We voted for your execrable law. Be done with your hubris, Kellik! Do not push us any further!”

I stepped to the closest councilor and handed him a sheaf. “Be a dear and pass those along, will you?”

Moving back to the center I squared my shoulders and made sure my voice carried all the way up to the gallery. 

“Five new laws will be put before you for approval. The first considers a question of citizenship; it is high time that all subsidiary farmers who labor upon the properties located outside the city but to our exclusive benefit should be made citizens of Port Gloom, and enjoy all the benefits and perquisites pertaining to that state, from voting for magistrates to access to the courts and so forth. Second!”

“Citizenship?” Councilor Tempork rose to his feet, looking for all the world as if he were having a heart attack. “Are you mad? That would add -”

“The second law involves the enforcement of the ancient Ferrato-Palomin law, long neglected these past three centuries, and which would see the great farms of the countryside broken up and redistributed to the urban poor -”

Now everyone was on their feet, shaking their fists at me, barking their fury in sprays of spittle. 

“Third! A minor matter, but important: we shall be limiting the interest rates that can be charged on any and all loans, so as to curb the predatory lending that is ruining so many small businesses across the country, and sinking the poor into endless cycles of debt!”

I couldn’t really tell if the Star Chamber was particularly incensed by that one; their shouting was unabated, and couldn’t really rise in volume. 

Also, they might not have heard the particulars.

“Fourth! Gentlemen! Silence!” My roar had enough of my father’s authority in it that the chaos suddenly went quiet: councilors blinked, magistrates paled, and even the Royal Provost snapped his mouth shut with a snap.

I frowned severely at them all, allowing them to see my ire for the first time, and then proceeded. “Fourth! A law prohibiting the forced labor of anybody under the age of seventeen on trading vessels or farms.”

Silence. 

“Finally, and this one is a personal favorite of mine: that the death penalty be given to any judge who accepts a bribe or other favor so as to let an accused criminal go free. It is time, my friends, to bring an end to the endemic corruption that makes a mockery of my courts.”

Nobody shouted, but the air fair trembled with indignation and fury. Faces were either ivory pale or darkened with an excess of blood.

“The papers being distributed are many but outline each measure in full, including the reasons for their necessity and how they would be implemented. Please read them. I will put each to vote at the next session, and you already know how I will react if you balk.” I paused, allowing my gaze to wander over the ranks. “Know that each of these new laws is also being postered across the city. The people of Port Gloom shall know what is being voted on, and will no doubt demand an explanation from their councilors and magistrates if there is any reluctance on your part.”

Men and women rocked in shock, some mouths falling open, others pursing their lips into oblivion.

“I… this is… never in the history of the Star Chamber have I heard…” The Royal Provost arose and stepped out onto the floor. Then, his voice growing firmer, he rapped his staff on the floor. “I call for an intermission so that we may all compose ourselves and absorb the scope of this blackmail. We shall resume in an hour’s time.”

Not wishing to be ambushed or insulted further, I skipped up the steps, avoiding the calls for me to stay, and hurried up to the gallery, where Cerys couldn’t resist giving me an impulsive hug even as Yashara nodded her head with grim respect.

Then, feeling no need to stay and witness the frenzy of hatred that was already taking place behind me, I linked my arms with that of my two companions and led them down the broad hallway to the brilliantly lit outside world.

Pony and the other war trolls filed down the steps behind us, and we entered our awaiting carriages and wagons, Mailed Fist guards bristling and glancing every which direction as we drew curtains and set forth to return home. 

“Can you imagine?” asked Cerys, settling back on the buttoned leather seat. “If you actually manage to pass those laws? How it would affect the city?”

“I’ve been doing nothing but for months,” I said.

“I know, but I suppose… on some level, that is - I never actually thought we’d succeed. To strong-arm the council. To force the most powerful men in Port Gloom to agree to such measures… it’s incredible.”

Yashara couldn’t help but smile. “You’re coming close to giving him the kind of compliments he’ll never let you forget.”

Cerys reached out and took my hand. “I don’t mind. That moment when the councilors all lined up to vote… I couldn’t believe it. I was so proud.” Her eyes filled with tears. “So damn proud of all we’ve accomplished. And so hopefully for what we’ve yet to do -”

The carriage was broadsided with such force that we were lifted clear off the street. The window shattered inward as a gout of flame flowed into the cabin, the roar of it overwhelming as it seared my flesh, filled my vision with curling crimson and orange fire, sucking the air right out of my lungs as I tried to scream. 

Pain as my robes caught, burned away in the virulent fire. Pain as my flesh burned, skin peeling off, my lungs searing, my throat torching.

The entire carriage crashed onto its side, the world spinning, the upholstery, paneling, the walls and floor aflame. 

Shouts, the screams of horses. Yashara, Cerys, and I lay atop each other on the far door that now lay pressed against the cobbles. Everything seemed to be happening from very far away. 

The pain was terrible, but I forced it away, forced myself upright, trying to sit, trying not to press down on my companions.

Yashara. 

Cerys.

Panic filled me. I tried to shout for help, but I couldn’t catch my breath. The whole carriage was aflame, the cabin filling with smoke. 

Yashara. Cerys. Neither of them could heal as I could. I had to get them out. Had to help them. 

Arms reached down, hands as large as shovels took hold of me, wrested me up and out of the carriage even as I struggled, fought to break free. 

Pony. He handed me over to a Mailed Fist officer, then took hold of the carriage’s roof and with a grunt simply tore it away, ignoring the flames that swirled around him, wooden boards and beams cracking and splitting into an explosion of splinters. 

My face was raging with agony, my robes little more than cindered tatters over my frame, my skin weeping as it sloughed off my frame. 

Cerys, when Pony gently drew her forth, was no better off.

Her crimson hair was seared away near down to her scalp. Her skin, what was left of it, glistened wetly as blood dew dropped everywhere, as the white of fat was exposed.

Horror. Abject horror seized me as Pony handed her to Hemlock and reached in for Yashara.

Oh Fortuna. Oh Fortuna, please.

The half-orc queen was brutally burned as well. Her mane of black hair a charred mass, her armor burning hot, her chain looking to have melded with her flesh. She breathed in loud, labored moans, her eyes screwed shut, her green skin seared away to reveal swathes of glistening crimson.

Shouts from all around, war trolls forming a protective circle, but my thoughts were only on one thing and one thing alone.

“We have to get to Tamara,” I croaked to the Mailed Fist officer who held me. “White Sun cathedral. Hurry.”

The half-orc wasted no time. In moments he had both of my dying companions placed on the back of a wagon, ordered two Mailed Fist guards to flank me as I sat at the front, burns already receding, and then leaped atop the headboard to crack the whip.

Both horses lunged forward, glad to escape the flaming wreckage, and we raced out into the street, scattering the crowd heedlessly who’d gathered to witness the attack.

I barely noticed our headlong flight through the city; the mad, desperate manner the officer drove us through the Garden District; the way the wagon would rise up on two wheels as we took corners at speed. 

The rattle over New Bridge.

All I could do was watch Cerys and Yashara. The rise and fall of their chests. The irregular pattern to their breathing. The way they rolled from side to side, insensate, sinking ever deeper into the Hanged God’s embrace.

And over and over again I whispered a simple mantra, a desperate plea: please, Fortuna, please. 

We tore into the Temple District and came to a rattling halt before the cathedral. I was up and over the wagon’s side before we stopped, ignoring what little pain remained, sprinting up the steps, roaring at the top of my voice for Tamara. Acolytes and the faithful scattered before me, wild-eyed, and the guards by the front doors froze at my command, so that I burst through the huge doors into the cathedral proper with a cry.

“Tamara!”

My shout echoed back down from the huge dome, but she wasn’t in sight. A priest hurried over, face pale with fear. 

“What is -”

“The exemplar! Where is she? Send for her!”

The crack of my authority was like a lash across his face. He didn’t have any choice. My power enveloped him in chains of command. He simply turned and sprinted as fast as he could across the open floor, around the altar, and into the rear chambers, shouting for Tamara as he went.

I lurched back out the double doors, saw the Mailed Fist guards carrying Yashara and Cerys up toward us.

Good. 

Heart hammering, unable to think, unable to formulate a plan, I just stood there, watching as the burned and broken bodies of my companions were carefully carried up the steps, and then preceded them into the cathedral.

Tamara emerged from the rear archway at a run. Rounded the altar and fell to her knees beside Cerys. 

Who wasn’t breathing, I saw. Who simply lay there, eyelids half burned away, revealing guttered sockets, the sight of which imprinted itself with horrific permanence into the very fabric of my soul.

No words, no time, no request for information. She simply closed her eyes, extended her hands over Cerys’ chest, and began to pray.

I bit my thumb, unable to stand still, unable to walk away. Thus I took two steps, turned, paced back, turned, like a tiger trapped in a cage. Watched as Tamara’s formidable healing power swept across Cerys, sinking into her body. No longer did she need a candle, no longer did she need to bend the flame toward the wound. Now, as an exemplar, her hands simply glowed with bright, curative power, and this flowed out over the burns and sank into Cerys’ core.

By the White Sun the damage was terrible. The fireball had engulfed us all, burning away hair, eyelashes, lips, clothing, skin.

“There,” said Tamara with a gasp, turning toward Yashara, extending her hands over the half-orc whose breath was now erratic and shallow.

“But Cerys -”

“No time!” Tamara closed her eyes, and I stared in horror at Cerys’ yet burned form. The worst of the wounds were healed, the blackened flesh returned to red, a thin film of translucent skin grown over much of the exposed muscle, her lips and nose reformed - but she still looked like something out of a horrifying fever dream.

Yashara had been protected to some degree by her armor; Tamara was able to do much more for her, and after only thirty seconds sat back, blinking and heaving for breath. Skin had reformed, chain mail had been extruded from where it had melted into her flesh, and her breathing had deepened and grown more regular.

“Bring them,” said Tamara, rising to her feet. “To my chambers. This is going to take time and traditional healing as well as my own powers.”

“You can’t…?” I waved my hand helplessly.

Tamara shook her head briskly as the Mailed Fist lifted both women off the ground. “The wounds are both severe and spread over their whole bodies. Their lungs are near ruined, their throats, their eyes are blinded, the amount of shock and the pain - no. This is going to take time and every ounce of my powers. Cerys alone was minutes from death. It’s a miracle she survived at all.”

I dry swallowed and managed a curt nod, then fell in behind the half-orcs as they in turn followed Tamara across the cathedral floor. Through the archway, down a short hall, and then through a large, plain door into Tamara’s chamber. 

Time stopped having meaning. Hours must have passed as I stood to one side, lost in the shadows, and watched as Tamara tended to Cerys and Yashara. Armor and clothing were cut away. She alternated bouts of healing with more traditional methods, cleaning and gently peeling away dead skin, then washing their bodies with basins of warm water, and finally wrapping them in endless rolls of linen. A half dozen priests and acolytes assisted her, constantly returning with pots of boiling water so as to make the air feel humid and close; bringing fresh linen; mixing and mashing roots and leaves together over a cauldron at Tamara’s direction to form a paste she carefully plastered over the worst of the wounds.

An hour into the procedures an elderly man arrived, gasping for breath, his brow matted with sweat, and without hesitation he moved to Cerys’ side and drew forth a candle which an acolyte promptly lit. The man closed his hands, shielded the flame with one hand, then drew it over to Cerys’ neck and face, the candle flame elongating and then sending its light into the wound.

One of the Sworn. The order from which Tamara had been banished.

And through this all I watched, beside myself with fear, horror, and fury. Watched as slowly Tamara healed them both; working her way from the worst of the wounds to the rest of their bodies; spending an inordinate amount of time on their eyes, throats, and chest; pouring healing energy deep into their bodies to parts of them I couldn’t see.

Watched as Cerys’ skin regrew, fresh and delicate pink, smooth and strange to the eye. 

After a few hours it was clear Yashara was going to be well. Between Tamara and the Sworn, the half-orc was returned to a state of deep, healthy sleep; her skin regrown; her breathing natural and easy.

But Cerys labored. 

Finally, Tamara staggered back, wiped her wrist over her brow, and walked over to me. 

“And?” I tried not to sound impatient.

“She’ll live, for sure.” Tamara looked like she’d aged five years in the span of the past few hours. “But the damage was terrible.”

“But I’ve seen you heal mortal wounds -”

Tamara shook her head, her expression melancholy. “Localized damage, even if grievous, is easier to heal. I can use the unharmed parts of the patient’s spirit to form a - a framework, if you will, from which to do my healing. Can draw from the unharmed pattern to intuit what needs to be fixed. But when the whole body is damaged, both inside and out, when the spirit is outraged by the pain, when everything is violated - then it’s much harder. The indicators, the framework is lost. I have to intuit blindly, have to generalize the healing, and that lack of specificity… I’m sorry, Kellik.”

I pulled her into a tight embrace, bit back my pain, my fear. “You’ve been amazing. Don’t apologize.”

For a moment we simply held each other. Then she drew back. “Cerys will live. And I’ll do everything in my power to heal her completely. But it will take time.”

“I understand.”

For a moment we simply stood there, listening as the Sworn muttered his prayer, bending a flame over Cerys’ chest.

“The council?” asked Tamara.

“Yes. Must have been. I was so blind in my success, so arrogant. Never thought they’d simply fireball me in the middle of the fucking street.”

“The principle of sacrosanctity can only be enforced if we know who attacked you,” said Tamara. “You see who did it?”

“No,” I said, bitterness arising within me. “We had the windows drawn to prevent snipers loosing arrows at us.”

Tamara bit her lower lip. “They won’t stop, you know. And your ability to survive these kinds of attacks will draw notice.”

“I know.” I felt a futile fury, a bottled-up sense of helplessness and anger. “But I’ll ram these new laws down their throats no matter what they do to us.”

“I was talking to Pogo,” said Tamara, voice gentle. “Last week. He said you’re still losing gold. More ventures have been lost, more partners killed.”

“I know. The Family’s trying to bleed me dry. I don’t think they understood just how much wealth I had, however.”

“And how many of the Mailed Fist have been assassinated?”

“Twelve,” I said. 

“Kellik…”

Her point was clear. Staring at Cerys, thinking on Pogo’s warnings, on the slow whittling down of my Mailed Fist, I couldn’t help but remember Baleric’s promise:

“He has decided to utterly crush you, Kellik. In every way. His goal now is to break your spirit. To strip you of everything you possess until you beg for mercy. This he will do in his own time, but rest assured. Everything you treasure, everyone you love, everything you have accomplished, even your own sense of self: they will be torn from you, destroyed, ground down, until you beg for death.”

Listening to Cerys’ wheezing breath, for the first time since beginning my bid to conquer Port Gloom I felt the pangs of true fear. 

 

 


Chapter 14

 

 

Feeling desolate, not knowing where else to turn, I eventually left Tamara to her healing and made my way toward the harbor. The Mailed Fist wished to accompany me, but I insisted they remain by my fallen companions’ sides. Beyond that, being accompanied by three half-orc mercenaries in spiked half-plate would draw more attention to myself than I wanted.

Instead, I borrowed a commonplace hood and cloak and slipped out of the cathedral, making my way into the orderly streets of the Temple District and soon quitting them for the more chaotic interplay of alleys and side streets of the Noose.

There’s a way of moving, of walking, of knowing which side of the street to use, when to cross, whom to look at, whom to avoid, that marks you as a local; having grown up in the seedier parts of Port Gloom, I knew just how to telegraph that fact, and was able to pass by gangs and gentlefingers alike without being bothered.

How much simpler life had been when my sole concern was stealing enough coin to placate my superiors. I’d been desperate, yes, often near starving, but Eddwick my old brother-in-arms and myself had led a carefree life, staying one step ahead of the guards, making the rooftops our home, daring each other to ever greater excesses.

I knew I was idealizing that time. Yet somehow that simplicity, that lack of responsibility, despite the pain, the hunger, the beatings, the commonplace fears and impossible aspirations, that time seemed easier, more innocent. 

Now, no matter where I turned, I saw the seared visages of my companions hovering before my eyes. Smelled their charred flesh and hair. Felt the fluttering panic at the thought of losing them forever. 

Losing them to my vendetta.

And yet. 

I was on the verge of success. The Family’s network of seers had been obliterated. I’d introduced a rival thieves guild that would soon end the Family’s reputation for omnipotence. I’d forced through the first of many laws that would begin to strangle the Family’s grip on the city. I was waging a soft war with Pogo’s flyers and posters, exposing the Family’s deepest secrets. The church of the White Sun was about to come out in favor of my platform and publicly decry the Family.

But why did the ground beneath my feet feel so shaky?

Everything you treasure, everyone you love, everything you have accomplished, even your own sense of self: they will be torn from you, destroyed, ground down, until you beg for death.

I shuddered, and realized that my feet had guided me to the South Harbor, and there to follow the docks and boardwalks to the very southern tip, to that ramshackle and decrepit building beneath the lighthouse, isolated and sprayed by the booming explosions of the surf below.

Not wanting to guess at my own motivations, I made my way along the lonely road, high up to the rocky bluff, leaving the harbor with its life and sounds and vitality behind me. Pulled my cloak tighter about my frame as I walked high above the boulders and the white spume of the tides.

And found myself desperately wishing for Netherys’ council, her wry confidence, her dark insight into the matters at hand.

But, barring that, I’d turn to another.

An even darker source of power.

I’d been to visit Iris a half dozen times since she’d helped destroy the seer network, but still that felt insufficient. And each and every time she’d refused my invitation to move down into the city with me. 

The door to the wooden building was ajar, and I knocked loudly before stepping into the gloom. “Iris? Are you here?”

No sound. I moved through the shadows to where the trapdoor lay heavy. How long had it been since I’d visited her last? Months? Had she left, slipped away to pursue her own enigmatic agenda?

The trapdoor groaned, creaked, and a young man with tousled dark hair that hung to his shoulders shoved the door open.

I froze. Stared at the placid, familiar features. And like that my palms were sweaty, my heart stuttering, my throat constricting as if gripped in a war troll’s fist.

It was my own face I was staring at, expression bovine and slack, but perfectly mirroring whom I saw in the gilt and silver mirrors of Thorne Manor.

A naked version of myself.

“Kellik?” Iris’ voice floated up from below. “You’ve come to visit!”

My doppelganger began to climb down, and I stepped up to the trapdoor’s edge. Below, lit by a solitary lantern, was the nest that Iris had built before, but now embellished with a mass of vermillion and gold silks, endless cushions and blankets that I’d had delivered after our first meeting.

Iris lay naked in the center, curled over onto her side, body glowing in the warm light of the sole lantern like an ivory figure. Around her were arrayed a dozen replicas of myself, all of them nude, forming a circle about her body. Her black hair was unbound, spread like a rippling flood of ink about her, and was draped over the chest of a doppelganger who served as her pillow. 

All eyes were trained on my own.

“Iris,” I managed, not knowing where to look.

“Oh.” She sat up suddenly, hair falling about her shoulders and small, high breasts. “Is this weird for you?”

“Weird for me?” I laughed. “What, your living in a basement with a dozen zombies shaped to look exactly like me?”

“Yes,” said Iris. “Is that weird? It’s not cheating if I only make love to copies of you, is it? And it’s quite exhilarating, to have you fuck me in all my holes at once, to have your hands all over my body, to make love by proxy for hours upon hours on end…”

“I…” I tried again, rubbing my face and taking a deep breath. “It is weird, Iris. My apologies. I’ve got this thing about having sex with corpses. I don’t like it.”

“Oh.” She tapped her chin and then turned to consider all the me’s who had sat up around her. “Well. How about this then.”

And she closed her eyes, each eyelid painted the deepest black, and inhaled deeply. I felt a low thrum of power, and then each of my copies twitched, shivered in a manner most unnatural… and began to change.

It was mesmerizing. Horrifying. Their hair darkened, grew long, faces clean shaven. Bodies shrunk down, losing muscle, losing definition, skin growing pale. Their cocks withered away, disappeared altogether, and in a matter of moments twelve new bodies gazed up at me from the depths.

Twelve nude Iris’s, ringing the one in the center. 

“Come down, Kellik,” she said, extending her hand to me. “Come down and experience something no man has ever felt before.”

And for a terrible, vertiginous moment, I was tempted. Tempted by the dozen pairs of parting lips; the pale, smooth thighs; the way the room below seemed to writhe like a nest of snakes as the dozen copies lay back, exposing themselves to me, with the real Iris in their center, eyes dark with her own private lust.

“I… no. Thank you. They’re still corpses, right? Could we… could we speak alone?”

Iris sighed, tongued her cheek as she considered the twelve nude versions of her own self that lay about her, then gave a curt nod. “Very well.”

The twelve undead Irises rose to their feet and began climbing up the ladder toward me. I moved back. They came up, one by one, to stand facing the far wall of the ground floor, unmindful of how their bare soles crunched over rock and glass, uncaring of the chill wind that whistled in through the gaps in the planking and played over their nude flesh.

When the last one had climbed out, I descended, heart hammering, still aroused and very uncomfortable with having being turned on by undead versions of her. 

But something bleak and lonely within my breast compelled me, so that I stepped out upon the soft layers of blankets and cushions and turned to consider the necromancer.

“It’s warm,” I said, surprised. Warm enough that my skin began to prickle with sweat beneath my heavy layer of clothing.

“Of course. You think I’d enjoy lying here in the cold?”

Was that a faint note of petulance in her voice?

“No, of course not.” I unclasped my cloak and dropped it to the floor, sitting down before her. “How have you been?”

“How have I been?” She lay back on one elbow, hand drifting down her porcelain body, momentarily tracing the curvature of one breast, then down her stomach to trace the contours of her pussy before draping her arm carelessly over her abdomen. “I’ve been quite well, thank you, Kellik. How have you been?”

“I’ve thought of you often,” I said. “Worried about you. Here, alone. Have you been bored? Lonely since I saw you last? I was worried you might have left?”

“That’s very sweet of you,” she said, and her gaze was inscrutable, the depths in her dark eyes impossible to gauge. “I’ve much with which to entertain myself. In many ways, this time of stillness has been a boon to my own research. I’ve delved deep into my own powers. Teased at the mysteries of the soul. There is still so much to master, but I am making progress.”

“That’s good,” I said, though I was pretty sure it wasn’t. “That’s really good.”

“Yes, it is. My interactions with the lich beneath Execution Hill gave me much to consider. His creations, his methods. In many ways they were startlingly crude, but made effective by his brute strength. Yet there also was an arresting dynamic to his creations, wild innovations that I’d never considered before. This could have been a time of great discovery for me, but alas.”

“Alas?”

“Yes.” She lowered her chin to her chest, watched me through her darkly mascaraed eyelashes. “I’ve had to cloak my presence. My dreams are haunted, and I fear those who haunt them. Feel them drawing close.”

I frowned. “Haunted by who?”

“The same forces that intimidated the lich,” said Iris quietly. 

“The Paruko?”

“That’s what he called them. I know them only as upsetting men and women who wear baskets on their heads and disapprove of me. They’re drawing close, but… they’ve not found me.”

I leaned forward. “Are you in danger? Are they in the city?”

“Yes, I’m in danger,” she said, not sounding too upset. “But I don’t know if they’re in Port Gloom. I’ve grown more cautious since my interaction with the lich. But… I cannot cease my experiments altogether. Did you know? Oh, let me show you.”

And she snapped her fingers and looked up.

I did the same, and saw a figure step into view, midway through the process of transforming from an Iris to someone else - a brown-haired, drab-looking young woman, her nose pinched, her brow high, her lips colorless. 

“Who is that?” I asked.

“The seer I rescued from under Execution Hill,” said Iris, tone excited, words rapid. “Now, her matrix is a wonder. It’s tattered - the experiments the baron plied upon her tore apart key elements of her very soul, undoing natural bottlenecks that exist in everyone’s matrix. A variation of my own, actually, but subtly different in very key ways. Now, imagine, if you will, a bottle. Tip it, and wine pours forth, correct?”

“Correct,” I said, staring up in horror and fascination at the dead seer. 

“But what happens if you smash the neck from the bottle? You can pour the contents out all at once. It’s a terrible waste, wine pouring everywhere, but ah, the rate is exponentially greater.”

She turned to me excitedly. “What the baron was only able to accomplish through crude torture and roughly applied surgery, I can duplicate now by going directly to the person’s matrix.”

“You can…” I tried to understand what she was saying. “You can amplify people’s powers?”

“Well.” She bit the corner of her lip and sat up. “Only once they’re dead. Which I’m guessing will reduce the appeal to current practitioners. And I’ve not yet found a way to compel a deceased magic user to cast magic. Everything is there, lying at the ready, but the magic does not come.”

I felt a wave of relief wash through me. “I see.”

“But then I thought of the Exemplar of the White Sun I experimented on back in Port Lusander. Recall her matrix? Oh, of course not, you’re blind. But hers was fascinating, and there was something there, something in her connection to the divine - whatever that is - that has led to some very interesting results. Over the past few weeks I’ve been laboring at overlaying crucial elements of the exemplar’s soul onto the seer’s, and I’ve managed some quite pleasing results. Watch.”

Iris narrowed her eyes, and a second later the drab seer spasmed, bent over, and vomited forth a cloud of coruscating black smoke. Except it wasn’t smoke - it was too slick and liquid for that - more a whirling, gleaming mass of ink that hung suspended in the air about her head as she straightened up.

“See?” Iris clapped her hands. 

“I… yes. What did she just do?”

“She called forth necromantic power. Alas, being dead, she can’t quite tap into her own original font. But she can instead be forced to draw upon the powers of death itself. Now, of course, what I’ve got her doing thus far is incredibly crude. But that’s beside the point. Now that I’ve proven it can be done, I need but refine her channels and my controls over them, and soon I shall be able to direct her to cast forth magics as I see fit.”

“An undead magic user?” I asked, feeling at once excited and wary.

“Not just one, silly,” and Iris gave my shoulder a playful slap. “Once I’ve created a master matrix blended from the exemplar’s and the seer’s - with perhaps a little of Pony’s regenerative power - I’ll be able to imprint it where I see fit. Think of every dead person as molten wax, and me holding the greatest signet ring in existence.”

I tried to string it all together. “You’ll be able to create an army of undead war troll magic-using exemplars?”

“Mmhmm. But that’s just the start. Like I said… the exemplar’s matrix is endlessly fascinating. I could study it for years. Because there’s a part that simply attenuates itself to nothing, fades away, as if connecting to something that’s no longer there. The White Sun, obviously. But in that area lies the secret to life and death. I’m sure of it. If I can but tease out what decayed upon her death, I believe I’ll be able to reestablish her bond to the White Sun. And when that happens, I’ll have crossed a major threshold - bound a dead matrix to a living god. And if I can then cause her to draw on that power, I may be able to bring her matrix back to life.”

Iris took hold of my hands in her own, eyes gleaming as if a candle were lit within the depths of each one. “Can you imagine, Kellik? The final frontier shall be mastered! I’ll be able to impress a matrix on every departed soul, revive them, bring them back in whatever form we desire, a composite of whichever attributes we see best. Which is why I had a request for you.”

My head was spinning. The implications - “A request?”

“Yes. I need you to bring me an exemplar of the Hanged God. They would provide me with an obverse example of the White Sun’s pattern. One attuned to life, the other to death. The contrasts alone would speed my research beyond measure. With that example, I could attempt the impossible, could edit the matrixes of the living. Can you imagine? I am so close in my studies. I but need to examine another exemplar to tease out the final answers. Can you do that, please?”

“I -”

“Please?” She bounced her knees up and down, rising and falling where she sat. “It would mean the world to me.”

I passed a hand through my hair as I laughed shakily. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you!” And she threw her arms around my neck, hugging me tight. Pulled back, black lips pulled into a smile. “I knew you’d understand. I knew you’d be as excited as I am.”

“But… a question?”

“Hmm?” She sat back.

“This might sound strange to you, but… is this something we should be doing?”

She frowned in confusion. “Should be doing? According to whom?”

“To the White Sun, or the gods in general, or… I don’t know. The souls of the dead themselves.”

Her frown deepened. “I don’t understand. The souls have passed on to the Ashen Garden, yes? They care nothing for the dead matrices they’ve left behind. As for the gods? They’ve not made their displeasure known to me. So why anticipate that which we’ve no reason to fear? But there’s a better reason to explore these realms.”

“Oh?”

She leaned forward, prowled toward me, lips tugging into a wicked smile. “Because we can, Kellik. Because we have the ability. Knowledge is its own imperative, its own reward.”

I felt a thrill of excitement at her words, as if she’d caressed some dark instinct of my own, spoken directly to a suppressed part of my soul. She prowled closer, back onto my arms, her face coming within an inch of mine. “But… not all knowledge should be revealed,” I said. “Some things are heretical, are forbidden. Should be forbidden.”

“Who forbids me?” She turned her face to one side, inhaling my scent. “Oh, but you smell so much better in person.” Her nose trailed down the side of my neck, leaving a line of fire in its wake. “I do as I wish because I can, Kellik. Don’t you do the same?”

I stared up at the rough stone ceiling. “I’m not raising the dead. I’m not trying to cross the boundaries of life and death.”

“But you are imposing your will upon Port Gloom,” she said, voice husky, moving her face down over my chest, hands resting on my thighs. “Who told you that you could?”

“That’s different,” I said, looking down at her. “I’m freeing the city of crime. Corruption.”

“You’re getting revenge on your father,” she said, no judgement in her voice. “And many will suffer for your efforts. Those loyal to him. Those who benefit from his reign. What of them? Do you think they approve?”

“No,” I said as she began to unlace my breeches. A quick glance up and I saw the seer was gone. “But they’re corrupt, they deserve to be punished.”

“Oh Kellik,” said Iris, pulling my breeches down over my hips. “It’s all so very subjective. Everything depends on one’s point of view. Right, wrong, murder, needful death. Why bother trying to tease out the nuances? It’s like trying to tease out the individual threads of a spiderweb after it’s been torn and pulled into a ball. Not worth the time.”

I fell back onto my elbows. Her words swirled in my mind. I didn’t want to agree with her, but on some level they felt so right. She held me as she pulled my cock out, her touch cool to my fevered skin. Held me as she lowered her heart-shaped face to my stiffening member. 

“Much simpler, much more honest, to simply do as you will, and allow your ability to do so be its own justification. Whether it is wrong or right is immaterial if nobody can stop you.” And she slowly, delicately, licked my shaft from the base to the very tip.

“No,” I said. “I don’t agree. There is morality. Right and wrong do exist. The White Sun itself is proof of that.”

“Wrong,” said Iris, tone idle as she lapped at my cock, taking her time, drinking in the sight of it. “The White Sun is indifferent to suffering, to success. It is the principle of life, and champions the begetting of more life. It craves struggle, it craves the death of the weak and the rise of the strong. The White Sun is the will to power personified.”

I closed my eyes as she took all of me in her mouth, engulfing me, then pulling back out, breaking away with a gasp. 

“No,” I said again. Why was it so hard to vocalize my beliefs? To resist the dark undercurrent that flowed through me, that bid me dive deep into its ebon pool? I felt like I was arguing with myself, with my own desires, my own need to dominate. “There is a morality. The elves themselves embody it. Those who do good become high elves, those who do bad, dark.”

“Hmm,” she said. “Bring me elves, then. Dead ones. A high elf and a dark. Let me examine them, and I’ll tell you the truth of things.”

Anger flickered inside me. “Life isn’t that simple, Iris. There is nuance. There is complexity, yes, but that complexity shouldn’t be ignored simply because it’s complex.”

“Don’t get upset,” said Iris, pulling back and tapping my cock against her cheek, once, twice, three times. “I’m merely telling you how I see it. Now. There’s something I’ve come to enjoy. Will you do it for me?”

I wanted to argue further, felt cut off, frustrated. As if she’d brought me perilously close to an inner cliff within my soul and then left me teetering there, on the verge of falling down into my own hidden depths. “What?”

She lay down quickly, flipped onto her back, and then tilted her head so that she could look up at me. “Fill my throat with your member, and hold it there. My body will struggle, will panic. It will fight to break free, but don’t let it. Wait till I pass out. Then withdraw.”

“What?” I stared at her. “That’s crazy. You could die.”

“My pattern will fray, yes, but that’s what I like.” Her smile was wickedness personified. “I’ve discovered that I love that moment when my body’s instincts overwhelm my intellect. It’s when I feel most alive. And I’ll be in no true danger. I can watch my matrix as it degrades, and can wake up when I desire. Could you do that for me, Kellik?” Her tone grew innocent, her eyes widened in mock supplication. “Could you choke me? Fill my throat with that big cock of yours till I pass out in ecstasy?”

I stared at her, frozen. Her pale, perfect body stretched out before me, her legs pressed together, squeezing her thatch of dark fair. Her eyes gleaming in their pits of black. Her lips parting in desire. 

Felt my cock harden even further - but this felt all wrong. I’d come here seeking - what? Companionship? Advice? A reprieve from my grief?

But what Iris wanted was far darker. She wanted to cross boundaries. Wanted to experiment with flesh, break it, punish it, and delight in its struggle. 

And on some level, I realized, I wanted the same.

She reached up over her head toward me, fingertips tracing spidery paths down my cock, pulling it down toward her. 

I thought of the council, the insults they’d hurled at me. How one of them had tried to kill me not hours ago.

Thought of the seers, brutalized and enslaved.

My anger awoke once more. My fury at the injustice of it all. 

And with it, my helplessness. The Mailed Fist guards who’d been assassinated. My innocent business partners who’d been murdered. How in my arrogance I’d thought a band of war trolls enough to protect those I love.

“Come, Kellik,” whispered Iris, wriggling closer, head tilted back, black lips parting to reveal her crimson tongue as she brought my cock down to her mouth. “Slide it inside me, like so…”

Iris moved closer, across the rugs and silks, and took me in her mouth, sealing her lips against my shaft, and then grasped me by the hips and pulled me forward. 

I slid deep into her mouth, her tongue playing over me, and then she pushed her head down, straightening her throat, and I slipped inside, into that tight constriction, only to draw back out, holding myself up with one stiff arm, my hand around her neck.

Began to fuck her mouth, slowly at first, but with ever greater speed, her nails digging into my flesh, urging me on. Harder, deeper, slamming into the back of her throat and then down its length, again and again.

Felt my cock force a bulge to appear in her neck, felt her tremble and fight for self-control each time, my hand around her throat - 

- and then was hit by a memory, an image, Cerys in the same position, in the carriage, the two of us celebrating, taking our lovemaking to a new extreme, her laughter when she fell away, choking and coughing up my cum -

My eyes glazed as horror washed over me. 

Cerys. 

In a coma this very moment, wrapped in linen, linen into which blood and pus was constantly seeping, the Sworn muttering his prayers -

Iris grasped my hips with an iron grip and pulled her face against my balls, forcing my cock deeper into her throat. Swallowed, the motion convulsive against me, around me, and when I tried to withdraw she held on tight, held me deep inside her, the head of my cock nearly at the hollow of her throat, all of it swollen.

The sensation was incredible. But my mind was aflame with horror and desire even as fury coursed through my veins. I wanted to hurt somebody, but was aware of that very impulse, aware of my own desire to punish, to dominate. 

To control and break.

The urge arising from my depths. Cruel and careless, brutal and arrogant.

I stared down at Iris as she began to twist her hips from side to side, as she began to run out of air. And still she held onto me, her nose buried in my crotch.

Could feel her grip loosening, her will weakening. 

I wrapped my hands around her neck, both of them, clasping her tight. It would be so easy to hold her trapped. To keep my cock buried all the way in her.

To hold her while she thrashed.

To master her, break her.

She arched her back, lifting her hips right off the floor, and I saw how damp her pussy was, how the black hairs glistened. 

She was moaning, choking, and then she was pushing at me, trying to shove me away, writhing.

I held her fast, eyes glazed, seeing her, but also seeing Cerys. Seeing the corpses that had littered my road to this point. The broken little girl at the top of the Royal Provost’s tower. 

Was this me?

Would I dive into these deep waters and be guided by Iris, succumb to my instincts to master and dominate; or pull back, guided instead by Cerys and her morality, her vision of a better world, a world where goodness existed and dark instincts should be controlled?

Iris raked her nails down my thighs as her body began to convulse.

I felt heavy, leaden, unable to move. Felt an orgasm rising, my cock teased and worked upon by the convulsions of her throat. 

Iris gave a muffled cry of panic, her hips fell to the carpets, her heels began to drum on the silks. 

Was this me?

Hands so tight around a woman’s neck, fucking her insensate? 

Even if she asked for it?

And by the Hanged God’s death’s head grin, it felt so good, so right.

With a cry I released her, fell back, away from Iris, who immediately curled up onto her side, gasping and heaving for breath.

I wanted to apologize, but held the words back. Simply watched as Iris levered herself up, bringing her wrist to her smeared black lips, wiping away the heavy ropes of spit that hung from her jaw. 

Finally, she looked up at me, eyes narrowed. “You stopped.”

I watched her, fascinated. Ashamed. 

“You stopped,” she said again. “Why?”

“I couldn’t do it,” I said. “I couldn’t hurt you. Even if you wanted me to.”

“You weren’t hurting me,” she said. “You were hurting this body.”

“That’s different?” 

“Yes.” Absolute certainty. “I’ve dreams, Kellik. Of when I’ve mastered life and death. Of fucking you. Of your fucking me. And we each have a knife in hand. And as we fuck we cut each other, bleed each other out. Explore each other’s anatomies from within. Pull out our deepest, darkest secrets. Parts of us nobody has ever seen. And we die in each other’s arms. Die as we both come. And then we return. Healed. Resurrected. To fuck and cut and bathe in each other’s blood over and over again.”

She moved forward onto all fours, began crawling toward me. “Could their be greater intimacy? Could their be a deeper union between two people? I love you, Kellik.”

Her eyes bored into mine.

“I need you,” she whispered as she drew close. I watched her, fascinated. How I wished her words didn’t appeal to me, to some dark and monstrous part of my soul. Something inherited from my father, perhaps. Some part I couldn’t deny, no matter how much I might wish it. 

Iris moved closer till her face was inches from my own. “You’re my tether to this world, Kellik. My sole point of connection. Without you I would be lost, losing all interest in the flesh. And I can’t have that happen. Without that interest, I’ll lose the drive to explore both sides of the coin. How can I deepen my understanding of death if I care nothing for life?”

I stared straight ahead, frozen, as she brushed her lips across my cheek, her breath hot against my skin. 

“So don’t worry about hurting me, my love. You can’t hurt me. There is nothing you can do to me that won’t please me.” Her hand curled around my cock once more. “Want to beat me with a stick? Chain me to the wall? Make me cry and beg? I will. For you. And I’ll enjoy it. Want to give me roses, treat me like a princess, make romantic love by candlelight? If you wish it. Everything is permissible, Kellik, when two hearts are aligned.”

She began to work my shaft, pulled back to fix me with her gaze. “And our hearts are aligned, are they not, Kellik? You love me as I love you?”

“Yes,” I whispered, and realized even as I said the word that it was true. No matter how dangerous she was, how unmoored from everything I thought I knew and understood, I did love her. Wild and wicked and mad and amoral as she might have been. Loved her, for only in her did I see the reflection of my own dark soul, the potential that lay within me, the monster that I could become. 

Only Iris could ever understand that part of me, a part that, as much I sought to deny it, was weft and weave of whom I was.

“Yes,” I whispered huskily, painfully aware of my body, my pulse, of being alive and mortal and fallible, all of it made obvious before Iris’ stare. “Of course I love you. It’s only with you that I can truly be myself.”

Her coy smile widened with gladness, her eyelids fluttering for a moment with obvious relief, and I realized that on some level she’d begun to doubt me, had begun to fear her passion was unrequited. 

“But you’re still holding back,” she whispered. “Why?”

“I don’t know.” And in that moment, I didn’t. “Because I’m still figuring out who I want to be. What I want to be.”

“Be yourself,” she said. “Strong, fearless, masterful.”

“It’s not that simple.” I reached up to caress her cheek. “I love you, but I love the others as well. And that love is real. They are worthy of it, but they are different from you and I. I want to be worthy of their love in turn, and that means… figuring out who I am. Not simply giving myself away to my instincts.”

She frowned, and for a second I feared I’d upset her, made her jealous.

“I understand,” she said softly. “But you will never fulfill your true potential until you accept what you are.”

“What I am,” I said, voice growing stronger, “is something that I will decide.”

“Now that sounds more like it,” she said, smile returning to her dark lips. “More like the Kellik I sense lurking within your depths.”

“But whatever I choose to become,” I said, voice growing rough, “I’ll never stop loving you. And desiring you. I may not be willing to break the boundaries between life and death, but there is something I will always want.”

“And what’s that?” she asked, raising a finely arched brow.

I curled my hand around her slender neck and drove her back, pushing her onto her ass, then down onto the carpets and soft rugs. Pinned her there, my grip rough, and moved between her pale thighs.

And I wanted her. Wanted to fuck her, to dominate her, even as I sought to find balance within myself, to not let my love be swamped by anger and cruelty. Wanted to release myself inside her slender body, those dark desires arousing within me even as I fought to master them.

I slid inside her. She was tight, but she opened herself to me, angling her hips, pushing her legs open wide.

Hands rising to cup her breasts as she held my gaze.

I fucked her with mechanical deliberation, fucked her hard, not varying the rhythm, slamming myself home with each thrust so that her whole body shook. But held her trapped under my hand, squeezing her throat so she could barely breathe. 

Glared down into her dark-rimmed eyes the whole time, mind reeling, thoughts spinning, focusing only on this act, on performing it, hoping to exorcise my own demons by releasing myself inside her. 

Her eyes rolled up just before she closed her eyes, and she clasped my wrist with both hands, moaning under her breath as she moved with me. 

I moved slower, fucked her harder. Her strangled gasp each time I thrust deep grew higher, higher, and then she came, her whole body shaking, her grip on my arm as cruel as my own.

I kept going. Needing to come myself. To seal this union. Feeling my own release coming, but from far away, rising up like some dread monster from the deeps. Swimming up from the darkest corners of my soul.

Iris kept coming, her stomach shivering, her hips bucking, her body shaking as if she’d been hit with a blast of electricity. 

Her hands moved down to my own, squeezed. 

I obliged.

Choked her harder just as I finally lost control, and with a roar came deep inside her, lifting her hips right off the ground, both hands wrapped around her neck, tightening my grip so that she couldn’t breathe at all - and then released and fell away.

Iris lay there gasping, hands at her neck, but then I buried my face in my elbow and focused on catching my breath, my body burning as if with a fever, my thoughts chaotic.

A hand on my shoulder, lips on my skin. 

“Yes, my love,” she whispered, voice bruised. “There. You taste it. You felt it. The will to power. That’s what you’ll need to win through. If you are to best your opponents.”

I kept my eyes closed, my chest still working like a bellows.

“You will fail if you allow petty considerations to limit you. Your father won’t be so constrained. You must match him in grandness. Must use every weapon at your disposal. Must be ruthless. There is no room for weakness in this game.” Her voice was soft, insistent, her words interspersed by kisses. “No room for weak morality. You must unleash the king within your breast. You must conquer. And I will help you in any way I can.”

I shuddered, rose to my knees. 

Iris smiled up at me, red welts around her neck, her eyes shining with fervor. “My love,” she whispered.

I was torn. Felt as if huge tidal forces were pulling me apart. I wanted to sweep forth from this basement with Iris by my side, to spread our dominion over the city without care for the weak or the poor. But I also craved Cerys’ company, Tamara’s compassion, wanted them with me, their love, their goodness. 

I rose to my feet, cupped the back of her head, kissed her hard. Then straightened, began lacing up my breeches. No words. Just endless conflict raging within my chest.

Iris lay back down, watching me with an affectionate smile. “When will you visit again?”

“Soon,” I said roughly. “As soon as I can. Will you wait for me? Do nothing till I return?”

“As you wish, my love,” she said. 

“Good.” I took a deep breath, brushed my hair back from my face. For a moment I had no idea as to how to say goodbye, and then words came of their own accord: “I love you, Iris. I’ll see you soon.”

“I love you, Kellik. I’ll be waiting.”

And I took up my cloak, turned, and climbed the ladder. Rose up into that dark large room with its dozen Irises standing naked in the cold, facing the wall. Swung the cloak about my shoulders, and with overwhelming sensations of relief and regret, emerged once more into the light of day.

 

 


Chapter 15

 

 

I spent most of the following week visiting Cerys where she lay healing at the cathedral; meeting with the interminable number of petitioners and influencers; and pacing within my office, marking time, waiting for the days to end.

Frustration was my primary emotion. When I’d sketched out these plans nearly a year ago, it had all seemed so simple: apply pressure on the Family both on the streets and in the council, and slowly crush them to death as I tore their operation apart.

In practice, there was much more waiting than I’d anticipated. I wanted action, to take the initiative, to move on the enemy, yet here I was. Trapped within Thorne Manor, waiting for the outcome of my ploys. Waiting for my laws to be passed. Waiting for the next move to present itself.

I reached the far wall of my office and spun on the ball of my foot. “I want to strike against the Family.”

Yashara sat before my desk, her feminine bulk filling the chair, looking subdued and pensive. Pogo was in the corner, busily tallying numbers in a ledger, spectacles balanced on the bridge of his nose. Havatier stood by a bookcase, examining the spines.

“I understand the impulse,” said Yashara. She wore somber clothing, each item tailored to her frame, but despite how striking she looked in her blacks and charcoal grays, it was still strange to see her out of armor. Yet another reminder of that fireball strike, and how even she was still healing. “But whom do we strike? And to what effect?”

“Let’s find a real Uncle’s nest. Grab some gentlefingers, work out a way up their chain of command, uncover a target, and crush them.”

Yashara grunted. “Feasible. But who would lead this team? We’ve lost Netherys. Iris is too perilous to bring into play. Cerys is still recovering.”

“We’ve five war trolls,” I said. “What more do we need?”

“I fear the captain of your guard is onto something,” said Havatier, taking down a leather-bound tome. “They’re a known quantity. When first you deployed Pony, nobody expected him. But the Family has had months to prepare for a war troll assault.”

I frowned. “How do you prepare for five war trolls?”

Pogo glanced up. “There are ways. Fire being the most common. Sustained attacks of that nature will kill even a war troll, and prevent their regeneration.”

Yashara ran a finger along her lips. “I’m sure the Family has prepared accordingly. We send Pony and the others in ahead of us, and we’ll run into their war troll protocols.”

I grimaced, punched a fist into my other palm, and resumed pacing. “Fine. But we’ve some thirty-five Mailed Fist mercenaries remaining, including four full-blooded marauders -”

“Thirty-two,” said Yashara, looking down at her hands. “We lost three more last night.”

I stopped. “Three? You didn’t tell me.”

“I was going to roll that into my proposal,” she said. “We can’t defend Thorne Manor any longer. We won’t survive the year. We’re being whittled down without being able to strike back. We need to retreat to a more defensive position.”

“Such as?”

“My sewer base,” said Pogo. “It can handle the numbers. Not nearly as luxurious, to be sure, but we’ll stop losing good people every few nights.”

Yashara nodded with slow deliberation. “We have to abandon Thorne Manor. It was never meant to be a fortress. There are simply too many weaknesses.”

I grimaced and stared at the gleaming wooden floor. “So instead of a strike, you’re advocating for a retreat.”

“Our time here was numbered the moment the enemy discovered your true identity,” said Yashara. “And our time is up. We’ve lost eighteen excellent fighters and gained nothing.”

“You’re right.” I fell into my chair and stared at her bleakly. “Though everyone will see it as a retreat. A defeat.”

“Hmm,” said Havatier, replacing the book. “What they’ll know is the truth. That you’ve wisely moved to a more defendable position. There’s no shame in good strategy.”

I stared sullenly at my hands. “Fine. You’re right. Especially after what happened to Yashara and Cerys. Very well. Let’s move.”

“To not betray the location of our new base of operations we’ll have to be most circumspect,” said Pogo. “I suggest extensive use of Gloom Keys, and smuggling our people there in groups of four or five into the sewers. We’ll then navigate below the city, making it far more difficult for tails to keep track of us, and thus come to the area close to the base. I’ve had a secret entrance built that connects our home to the main tunnels, and we can use that to enter.”

“Two days,” said Yashara. “That’s how long we’ll take.”

“Ironic.” I tapped my fingers irritably on the table’s edge. “That’s when Tamara is issuing her public support for my laws.”

“Good. Anything that helps provide cover for our activities is to be welcomed.”

“True enough. Though -” I stopped short. A shadow had moved against the far wall in a recess between two ancient bookcases.

I was on my feet in an instant, hand going to the hilt of my blade. Yashara was no slower; she rose, scimitar in hand, while Pogo let out a cry of alarm. Havatier dropped his book as both his hands began to flicker with black lightning. 

A figure stepped forward, hands spread placatingly. His golden eyes gleamed with amusement, his black lips spread into a smile. Ivory fur shone glossily in the lantern light, and I glimpsed talons at the edge of each finger. 

“No need for alarm,” said Xabakus, inclining his head with impossible poise. “Tis but I, your friendly neighborhood graymalkin.”

Havatier let out a pointed groan and bent down to pick up his book. Yashara didn’t relax. “You know him?”

“I do.” I released the hilt of my blade. “And am starting to understand why Maestria was so angry at him all the time.”

“Oh, my heart,” said Pogo, putting his hand over his chest. “Oh.”

Xabakus considered the goblin, then moved over to the wall where he leaned, arms crossed over his chest. “I don’t know why you’re all so upset. We had a meeting scheduled for tonight.”

“Two hours from now,” I growled. “And you were supposed to announce yourself to the guards.” 

“I find such formalities tiresome.” He shrugged one shoulder. “But that is all in the past. I am here now. Care to hear my report?”

Yashara remained on her feet, blade in hand. “He heard us discussing confidential matters.”

“Something about a sewer base, which honestly, is to be expected. Who doesn’t have a sewer base these days? I do. Though you have an entirely different kind of sewer system here - truly splendid. Puts the Olandipolis system to shame -”

“And he knows our plans,” growled Yashara.

“To move to your sewer base. Shocking. Nobody would ever expect you to have gone somewhere when you’ve clearly vacated your manor. Which is, may I say, quite ostentatious. Perhaps a little too big?” He raised an eyebrow at me. “We’re not, ah, compensating for anything, are we?”

I couldn’t help but smile. “We kept things vague enough. That, and I’m sure by now the Family wants to kill Xabakus more than they want me dead.”

“Too true, alas.” The graymalkin made a show of shaking his head sorrowfully. “People around here take everything so personally. But yes. We’ve made inroads. You’ve heard of our exploits, I hope? We are trying so hard to be public about it all.”

I gestured to Yashara, who slowly sat down. “The Silver Paw gang?”

“What do you think? Is the name too on the nose?” Xabakus pretended to consider.

“You’re a gang of graymalkins,” said Havatier, his tone long suffering. “Why didn’t you go for ‘The Cat Burglars?’”

Xabakus considered Havatier with something approximating pity.

“I’ve heard. The goldsmith’s shop just inside the Temple District.”

Xabakus considered a claw. “A fine haul, though I did feel a little guilty. The dwarf wouldn’t stop talking about his seventeen children. Seventeen!”

“The five dead Family enforcers that were left strung up in Shadow Square.”

“They were being too inquisitive. Quite an adept bunch, but alas, they got too close.”

“And yesterday’s prime cargo stolen from a Port Gloom military frigate.” I raised an eyebrow. “Ballsy.”

“We graymalkin have the biggest testicles you’ve ever seen.” He leveled a stare at Yashara. “That’s a biological fact. But yes. The haul was a small chest taken from the captain’s cabin. A fortune in jewels. And, of course, we left our calling card.”

“So yes,” I said. “You’re doing well. I’m sure the Family is frothing at the mouth.”

“If I may,” said Pogo, sitting forward earnestly. “I was thinking of a new set of flyers asking who the Silver Paws really are, and how they’re getting away with such brazen thefts. Beg the question, if you will, and prompt the people to follow the same train of thought.”

“Aren’t you a clever fellow,” said Xabakus, considering Pogo seriously. “What a wonderful idea. Do you mind if I consult on the language?”

“But of course! I welcome all constructive feedback.”

“Perfect,” I said. “It might not be a strike against an Uncle’s headquarters, but it’ll do,” I said.

“There’s another thing,” said Xabakus. “We’ve been listening closely to the word on the street. Matter of course. And there’s been some strange talk about a new band of individuals who have arrived in town.”

“A rival gang?” asked Yashara. 

“Not quite. They don’t seem interested in petty larceny. Instead, they’re interrogating traditional information brokers. Asking about a necromancer. A young woman, they say, with raven black hair.”

A chill passed through me. “What do you know about them?”

Xabakus frowned. “That everybody they’ve spoken with seems to be terrified of them. And nobody refuses to answer their questions. Most strange, is it not? They seem to emerge from the shadows and disappear with equal ease. Most strikingly, they all have a rather mad sense of fashion.”

“Of fashion?” asked Havatier, frowning dubiously. 

“Wicker hats,” said Xabakus, “which descend to cover their faces. Nobody has been able to make out their faces.”

“Fuck,” I said. “The Paruko Dream Eaters.”

Havatier glanced sidelong at the graymalkin. “And actively searching for a necromancer.”

“Paruko Dream Eaters?” asked Xabakus. “I thought those were a fairy tale. Like the men with faces in their chests, or the cock demons.”

“I wish,” I said, leaning back and rubbing at my jaw. “Shit. Anything more on them?”

“It’s quite challenging to glean more without revealing our hand,” said Xabakus. “First, everyone’s terrified of them, and getting them to even talk is a trial. Second, they seem to be monomaniacs: all they want is information on this necromancer. Whom… you seem to know?”

“Whether I do or don’t is not your concern,” I said distractedly. “Fuck. Well, that’s good to know regardless.”

Yashara leaned forward. “How would you gauge the current state of the Family?”

“Well, as incredible as it may sound, it would seem your fearless leader here was telling the truth. The Family’s infamous omniscience has failed to materialize, and we’ve been able to operate undeterred. Further, they all seem…” He waved a paw lazily. “Demoralized. There’s a sense of frustration and confusion. From the few fellows we’ve cajoled into talking, it seems the higher-ups are urging a policy of non-engagement. They’re playing business as usual.”

Yashara glanced at me. “They’re waiting? For what?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But when my laws are enacted, they’ll have no choice but to act.”

“All the more reason to be in our safe house,” said Pogo. “Before the storm breaks.”

“Agreed.” I considered my friends and allies. “And that storm’s going to break soon.”

“Stirring metaphor,” said Xabakus lazily. “My crew and I are content to continue our operations for the foreseeable future. There are so many targets who relied on the Family’s protection that it’s almost embarrassing how easy the pickings are.”

“Be careful,” said Yashara. “The Family is anything but defeated.”

“Oh dear,” said the graymalkin, turning to Havatier. “The half-orc with the large sword seems to be trying to give me advice on how to run a crew of thieves.”

Yashara settled back into her chair with a glower.

“But as lovely as this chat has been, this manor is indeed a dangerous place to dillydally. Did you know you’re being watched at all times? Made getting in here all the more fun. Do take care now, will you?”

And with that the graymalkin stepped up to the window, cracked it open, and like smoke poured himself seemingly bonelessly over the sill and was gone.

“You’ve got to hand it to him,” said Havatier. “He’s got style.”

“Let’s just pray that’s not all he’s got,” muttered Yashara. 

“He’s exactly what I hoped for,” I said, taking some bleak contentment from the encounter. “Between Pogo’s flyers, the destruction of the seer network, and his setting up camp in Port Gloom, the Family is being battered from all sides. They’ll have to act soon. Or else risk losing the public’s fear for good.”

“And if they don’t?” asked Yashara. “If they don’t make a move?”

I frowned. “Why wouldn’t they defend themselves?”

“This is a siege,” she said. “We are assaulting their place of strength. We’ve launched our greatest strikes. What more remains for us to deploy?”

My frown deepened. “We’ve already wounded them mortally.”

“Have we? They’re an institution, and the city is saturated with their influence. Yes, we’ve done them grave harm. But they know who you are. They know what you’re attempting to accomplish in the council. That your term is only one year.”

“Further, they are indeed striking back,” said Pogo. “The fireball. Though admittedly that could have been the work of a particularly disgruntled councilor. But the continued assault on our funds and personnel. They’re bleeding us dry in every way. If this is a game of stamina, I fear we cannot take many more losses.”

“Tamara will declare public support for my laws,” I said. “And come the next council I’ll be passing five new ones. They’ll cause major change in the very fabric of Port Gloom, granting citizenry to the disenfranchised, dealing death to the corrupt, reproportioning land, and much more. The council is hemmed in by my publicity campaign. They cannot go against it without causing riots. I’ve been hearing all week from everyone that walks in through that door that the public is hungry for victory, and will not accept deflections.”

I leaped to my feet and began to pace once more. “Once the laws are enacted, I’ll be popular enough to easily win a second term, thereby prolonging my principle of sacrosanctity and ensuring that I’ll be able to continue molding Port Gloom for the better. The council will collapse. I’ll urge others to take their place. With new, anti-corruption measures in place, the Family’s ability to control the halls of power will diminish. And all the while their authority on the streets will dwindle. My pincer stratagem is working.”

Yashara frowned. 

“What?” I demanded.

“Remember, this is a siege, and they are within a castle. We are outside in the open. We’re taking continued losses. Moving to the sewer will mitigate that, but Pogo says our wealth is a third of what it once was. We’ve lost Netherys. Cerys is in a coma. Iris is removed from the board. If you fail to enact these laws, we’ll lose all momentum and effectively be brought to a standstill.”

“I won’t fail,” I said.

“Just recall that our foe is dynamic,” said Yashara. “He’s not simply waiting passively. He’s undoubtedly planning his own counterstrikes, and they won’t be all as direct as fireballs to the face.”

“I know. I understand.” I resumed pacing. “But in a week we’ll have the united might of the White Sun behind us. And in two weeks I’ll pass those laws. Everything is going according to plan. We have my father right where we want him.”

Yashara, Pogo, and Havatier exchanged glances.

“I hope you’re right,” said Yashara. “I sincerely do.”

 

* * *

 

I attended Tamara’s ceremony at the White Sun cathedral in my capacity as Quartus Magistrate. Out of a desire to appear as a man of the people, I didn’t take any war trolls; instead, Yashara, Havatier, and I rolled up in my new carriage just before the ritual, the crowd parting for us as cries of my name came from every mouth.

It was a startling, strange, exhilarating moment. Emerging from my carriage to stand in the doorway, arm raised to greet the people, I stared out over the packed square and realized that people filled the streets and alleys beyond. All of them gazed at me with fervor, hands reaching. 

They cried out my different titles, so that I heard a medley of ‘magistrate!’ and ‘Manticora!’ and even the dubiously familiar ‘Kellik!’ before a consensus emerged and as one they began to chant, “Ma-gis-trate! Ma-gis-trate!”

Such excitement. Such energy. I stood there, my doubts and dark moods momentarily dispelled, and simply waved, turning from one side to the other. 

A crossbow quarrel slammed into my chest, punching between ribs and knocking me back into the carriage, into Yashara’s arms.

Screams. Bellows of rage, shouts of confusion. 

“Pull it out,” I snarled, about to do so myself. “Hurry!”

Yashara wasted no time. She yanked the quarrel out, blood spurting forth, but the flow quickly slowed as the wound healed over.

Pandemonium was building outside, faces at the carriage’s windows. 

“Havatier, your coat!” I struggled out of mine, took his knee-length one, and pulled it on. Each second was precious. Each second led to greater outrage outside. 

Pulling the lapels together, ignoring the deep twinge of pain in my chest, I stood and stepped back out into view, smiling and waving once more.

Silence spread out like the rings of a pebble dropped into water. People gaped, then erupted into cheers, unsure as to what had happened, but reassured by my smile, my genial waving. 

“Only the best armor for me!” I shouted, hoping those close enough would hear and pass on the explanation. “But enough tempting the fates!” 

I leaped down and rushed up a clear channel that the Mailed Fist had opened for me on the cathedral steps. Stopped at the top, forcing a smile once more as I turned to wave at the cheering crowd.

“Ma-gis-trate! Ma-gis-trate!” 

But here and there I saw confusion, saw doubt. People had seen me take the bolt full to the chest. Armor might explain it - had to explain it - but the blind fervor was gone.

I turned and entered the cathedral. The pews were packed, the great dome reflecting the whispers and shuffling and scrapes back to us a hundredfold. 

A bishop had been waiting for me; a tall, dolorous-looking fellow whose yellowed features looked like those of a waxen effigy who’d been left a little too close to the fire. 

“Your Excellency,” he said, his voice nasal and self-conscious. “Be blessed by the light of the White Sun and welcomed to this safe space. I am Bishop Andromas, recently raised to the title by the grace of our dear Exemplar. Will you follow me?”

My party was led down one of the aisles to the front, where a pew had been reserved for our use. My passage caused whispers to erupt in our wake, and to my relief I was greeted by a knot of bishops and other ecclesiastical officials so that I didn’t have to simply sit and be stared at.

I smiled politely as different people introduced themselves, blessed me, blessed the occasion, and blessed my work. Assumed expressions of grave concern as I was told problems, laughed at feeble jokes, and felt all around like the consummate politician, going through the missions even as I wondered furiously at the attack.

They had to have known I’d not succumb to a mere crossbow bolt, not after surviving the fireball. So - why? To reveal my powers before the crowd? 

Finally, the ceremony began. Everybody sat, silence fell upon the crowd, and Tamara emerged from the rear archway to step up to the altar.

She was dressed all in white, once more garbed in the uniform of an Exemplar, complete with robe, white skull cap, and form-fitting dress decorated with lines of gold. Dusky burgundy flashed from the inner lining of her cloak, and she moved as if exalted, raising her hands to greet the murmurs of adoration and reverence. 

Her eyes were once more outlined in kohl, with metallic orange mascara sweeping out like wings from her upper eyelids. Her lips were painted, and she appeared a vision, poised and beautiful, elegant and reserved. I could feel the faith around me, and tried to see Tamara as the others did: the epitome of their religion, a focal point of the White Sun’s power, capable of wielding its blessings for the greater good.

Tamara’s gaze met mine, and she allowed herself a welcoming smile. A small moment of connection, and I felt a spark as she looked at me, tuned in as I was to the reverence and sanctity with which she was regarded by the thousand souls around me. 

What followed were three hours of liturgy, prayer, and chanting. I was grateful. For a spell I was able to forget about my own turmoil and troubles, and simply enjoy the occasion. The choir sang with the voice of angels, the sermons were sufficiently bland that I could listen with but half an ear, and watch Tamara where she stood or sat. I could drink in her voice when she spoke, and marvel at the journey we had both traveled together to reach this point.

How we’d begun as a near drowned street rat and a banished herbalist, and now? I was the most powerful magistrate in Port Gloom, and she a living testament to a god’s power.

The final third of the ceremony dealt with Father Mercult’s elevation to Revelator, and the man emerged garbed in similar clothing to that which Karshew had worn; my gaze couldn’t help but rise to the empty center of the sculpture which adorned the side of the dome, where the Incarnatus had once been. 

Father Mercult’s sermon was pretty good; he spoke with fervor, eyes burning with true faith, and excoriated us all, urged us to do better, to think of the less fortunate, to bring the light of the White Sun into the darkest corners, and so forth. His delivery wasn’t polished, but it was all the more effective for it; the crowd grew restive, charged up with his incitement, and when he finally raised his arms to indicate he was finished, people stood and called out blessings.

For five minutes Mercult simply stood there, eyes closed, receiving the people’s adoration, and then he stepped forward once more to loom over the altar.

“Finally, I wish to take advantage of this moment to pronounce a special blessing on a individual whose actions speak far louder than any set of words.”

The crowd settled, and I felt the weight of a hundred gazes on the nape of my neck.

“An individual who burst upon the city’s awareness like the sun itself finally clearing the clouds. Who has concerned himself with nothing more than helping his fellow man, whether he be privileged or not.”

Murmurs of approval. Mercult’s gaze settled on me, and I found it surprisingly difficult to hold; his was the stare of the fanatic, I realized, utterly self-convinced and assured of his righteousness. 

“This man has risen to the greatest heights and there dares challenge the authorities who have for so long ignored their obligations. Only last month he oversaw the passage of a law that has already begun to affect us all: the creation of state-owned granaries, where below-market food will be sold to the poor and needy. Could he have demonstrated his love for his fellow citizens in a better way?”

More murmurs of approval.

“You have all heard of the new laws he wishes to pass. Each one vital and long overdue. Each one a strike against corruption, against the abuses of the state. Under his leadership the people of Port Gloom once more have hope of receiving their fair share. Of seeing justice done. My dear friends, followers of the White Sun, you burnished souls one and all: I call down blessings from up on high upon the Count of Manticora, the Quartus Magistrate, our dear friend and ally, his Excellency Kellik.”

Applause broke out, and Tamara stepped forward, leading it by example, eyes shining as I rose and bowed low to the new Revelator. 

Turned to acknowledge the clapping, saw people rise in turn, until I was surrounded by a thousand faces, the applause thunderous. I bowed once, then twice, then three times, but the applause went on and on - finally, the Revelator raised his hands again, and the people subsided.

“Now, I urge you all to support the Quartus Magistrate in every way. Speak to your friends, your neighbors, to one and all about his initiatives. Make sure his efforts are acknowledged, that the people know of the titanic struggle going on in the Star Chamber. And most importantly, help him hold the powerful to account. No longer will we accept that life in Port Gloom must by necessity be nasty, brutish, and short. Now we will strive for better, and with the Quartus Magistrate leading the way, the White Sun will shine on a fairer, most just, more liberated Port Gloom!”

Rapturous applause swept the crowd once more, and I stood again to step forward and shake the Revelator’s hand, turning to wave together.

“How was that?” asked Mercult through his smile. 

“Brilliant,” I said, not looking at him either. “You have a gift for oratory, you Reverence.”

“I’ve heard you speak,” he said, turning to me at last. “And so I consider that high praise.”

“Well done,” said Tamara, stepping up to join us both, her smile genuine, her eyes shining. “Thank you, Your Reverence. This moment shall be recalled by all as a true triumph in the city’s quest for justice.”

The applause finally began to die away, and for the next hour we mingled with all manner of people: bishops; visiting dignitaries from Olandipolis and Carneheim; guild officials, some of whom I was becoming well acquainted with; petitioners and the faithful; merchants and bankers.

“Come,” said Tamara, taking my hand and pulling me away at last.

“What is it?” I asked. “Not another widow asking me about my plans for the future?”

She laughed, glanced back over her shoulder with a smoldering look, and pulled me free of the crowd, around the altar and back to the rear offices. For a moment I thought she was going to take me to see Cerys, who lay still under her care, but we didn’t take the hallway that led to the small courtyard beyond which lay the hospice. Instead, we turned to a small chamber, whose stout door she opened and then barred behind us.

“If you’re going to lecture me on the catechisms of the White Sun -” I began, but Tamara stepped forward, clasped my head with both hands and kissed me, turning her head to one side as she opened her painted lips and slid her tongue into my mouth.

I let out a grunt of surprise and pleasure, hands moving to her hips, then up and around to pull her to me, and for a moment we simply kissed with deep, hungry passion, her own need igniting my own. 

She wasn’t shy. Kissed me with eagerness, our tongues intertwining, her mouth tasting slightly metallic from her lipstick, and when she finally pulled back it was to regard me with a hunger I’d never seen so nakedly displayed in her eyes.

“I’ve been waiting for this moment for years,” she whispered. “Since I first fell in love with you.”

“So long?” I said, heart racing, arms around her waist. “You should have said something.”

“I wasn’t ready. But now I am. Now all my confusion and hesitations have been burned away by Aurora’s strength.”

Aurora. The Exemplar of the White Sun we’d killed back in Port Lusander. Whose matrix Iris had used to revive Tamara. Whose matrix had meshed with her own. 

“You can feel her?” I asked, not sure if I wanted to know. “Sense her within you?”

“Not so distinctly, no. But her confidence and assurance have become my own. It’s like a framework upon which my own mind and emotions can now depend.” Her gloved hands were still clasping my head, her face but inches from my own. It was fascinating to gaze upon her features from so close, her painted eyes, her long eyelashes darkened, her lips. The same face that a thousand had just worshipped moments ago. Tamara. Aurora. The Exemplar of the White Sun. The Foresworn who’d saved me, so many moons ago. 

“And I want you, Kellik. Now. No more waiting.”

“Yes, your holiness,” I said, grinning at her as she moved around me to sit on the edge of a large desk. She leaned back on one arm, inhaling and arching her back, so that her large chest strained against the white fabric of her uniform, parting her legs, skirt spreading along its slits, to reveal her white stockings and firm thighs. 

“Come here,” she commanded. 

I obeyed gladly. Stepped in between her legs and kissed her once more, hand moving the back of her headpiece, the white cloth that fell down the back of her neck. Again we simply kissed, but then her hands dropped to my breeches and fumbled urgently at the thongs. 

Laughing I pulled back, helped, and a moment later my cock was in her white-gloved hand. She considered it, face grave, and then glanced up at me, biting her painted lower lip. “You don’t know for how long I’ve waited for this moment. To hold your cock. To know that we’re going to consummate our love.”

I caressed her cheek. “I don’t know why we waited so long.”

“I wasn’t ready.” She gazed down once more, slowly working her gloved fingers up and down my shaft. The touch was soft, the gloves made of calfskin, the pressure tentative. “After you revealed how my powers as a Foresworn changed those I healed… and how you were always surrounded by women more confident, more powerful, more desirable than me…”

I leaned in, pressed my lips to her cheek, my nose to where it was covered by tight white cloth. “Nonsense. You’ve no idea how sensual, how amazing you are. Your body, your curves… you know I noticed them the moment I saw you?”

She pulled back, eyes narrowing, voice turning skeptical. “You were half dead when you first saw me.”

“And it was in the dark, and you looked like you were as likely to stab me as heal me.” I grinned. “But yes. I noticed your curves, despite how you tried to hide them.” And for the first time ever I allowed my hands to drift over the swell of her large breasts, then cupped one and squeezed it gently. “You’re beautiful, Tamara. And now that you’ve got this ‘take charge in the name of the White Sun’ thing going?”

“You like the changes?” she asked softly, arching her back to my touch.

“I love you. And if those changes help you be proud of yourself, make you more confident, more willing to take what you want… then yes.”

Her hand was still working me, rising and falling, but now her grip tightened on my shaft. “I need you inside me.”

“As you command, your holiness,” I said with a smile. 

She raised her hips, pulled her stockings down past her knees, then edged forward so that I could see her dark bush between her large thighs, a wild mess of thick curling hair, her pussy parting in the center, already damp with desire. 

I leaned forward, kissing her once more, and she guided my head to her pussy, rubbing me back and forth across her slit, her hair scratchy and wet, then she pushed me down, eased forward once more, and I felt myself press against her softness, her lips, felt the heated wetness against my skin.

“Yes,” she murmured, lips at my ear, arms tightly around me. “Take me, Kellik. Take me now.”

I leaned forward, pressing into her, working my head from side to side to clear her outer lips, and then, suddenly slid inside her; a deep, effortless glide all the way in, and she jolted, let out a cry of surprise which became a breathless laugh as she pulled back to smile at me, expression nervous and alive with joy, cheeks coloring as I felt her squeeze me with her pussy.

“You’re so large,” she whispered, then frowned as if focusing on herself, on the sensation within her. Rocked her hips a little from side to side, squeezed me a few more times. “You’re filling me up all the way.”

“Hmm,” I said. “And you feel fucking… divine.”

Her painted eyes narrowed. “You didn’t just make that pun.”

“What pun?” I asked, withdrawing a few inches then sliding home once more, causing her to jolt again, head going back, eyelids lowering. “I could worship your pussy forever.”

She slapped my shoulder, but her glare crumpled as I pulled out and slid in once more. “Oh fuck that feels good,” she whispered. 

I leaned back, one hand on her hip, the other sliding under her thigh, and admired her as I fucked her slowly. Her sensual body made all the more arousing by her severe uniform, its perfect whiteness, the golden lines. Her face isolated beneath the white cap, her lustrous hair hidden, the effect at once impossibly arousing and ascetic. 

And her face. I drank in her expression, how intensely she was feeling it, how each time I slid home she gasped, jerking a little. 

“I love you, Tamara,” I said, blurting it out without planning to.

Her eyes flared open wide, and then filled with tears. She gasped again as I slid all the way in, and then leaned forward to kiss me, hands on my cheeks. “I love you,” she whispered, our breath mingled as I began to move faster. “And I want to do this again, a thousand times over.”

I laughed huskily, “We haven’t even finished yet.”

“I’ve a lot of time to compensate for,” she said, voice firm, edging her ass a little more forward on the edge of the desk again, hands dropping to my hips. “I want to explore all of you, take you in every way, I want to fuck you for hours and hours and hours…”

I could only grunt at the thought, hold her tightly against me, and for the first time in weeks, in months, perhaps, I felt a deep-seated knot of tension unravel. With Tamara I felt myself, I realized, even as I thrust into her again and again. She’d known me first. Saved my life against her better judgement. Gambled on me, supported me, loved me, helped me in every way. And to finally be making love to her, to feel her real and alive in my arms, her breath on my cheek as she moaned in pleasure, her thighs tight around my hips, to feel her wet and inviting me inside her, felt right in more ways than I could count.

Someone knocked on the door, called out Tamara’s title, but we ignored it, kept moving together and eventually they moved away. I wanted to tear her uniform off, liberate her breasts, take them in my hands, take her nipples into my mouth, but I could pull myself away, could dream of pulling out of her pussy. So instead we held each other tight as I fucked her, faster and faster, her moans growing ever louder.

“Fuck me, Kellik, yes, fuck me, harder, like that, fuck me, how I’ve wanted to say that all this time, fuck me, make me yours, make me… oh… keep going… I’m… I’m going to…”

And with a soft cry she came, squeezing me between her thighs in a vice-like grip, biting down on my shoulder to muffle her scream, her body shaking, quivering around my cock, and a moment later I came as well, thundering into her, unable to breathe, to think, my mind exploding into nothingness as I ejaculated inside her, again and again and again, till we were left panting and trembling and holding onto each other for support.

“We’re going to do this,” she said, brow against my shoulder.

“We… just did?”

“No,” she said, laughing and catching her breath at the same time. “Port Gloom. The Family. The Star Chamber. All of it. We’re going to succeed. I just know it.”

And in that moment I sensed her doubt. Laid raw and open by what we’d just done, I realized that she was looking to me for confirmation, for support. To affirm that we weren’t dooming ourselves.

“We are,” I said, putting all the conviction I could muster into the words. “We’re hitting them with so many blows they’re never going to recover.”

“Good,” she said, moving closer, holding me tight. She laid her cheek against my shoulder and closed her eyes. “Good.”

 

* * *

 

A week later I strode into the Star Chamber. Havatier and Yashara accompanied me, and though I welcomed their support I found myself missing Netherys more than ever, missing Cerys’ cool and collected presence. 

Still, this was the day. My crowning moment of victory. There was nothing the council could do to stop me, and as I descended the steps to take my customary seat I studied the other councilmen and magistrates, all of whom avoided my gaze.

As well they might. I had them bent over a barrel, and already my first law was going into affect, with granaries being purchased, workers employed to staff and move the supplies, notaries and clerks enlisted to tally and account for the purchases and sales, and initial contacts made with vendors and farmers across the sprawling countryside.

Aurelius sat down heavily by my side and extended a small bowl. “Grape?”

“No, thank you.” My stomach was wound up tight. I couldn’t have swallowed one if I’d tried. 

“You know, I have to commend you,” said Aurelius, popping a green globe into his mouth. “What you attempted. What you accomplished, even. I’ve never seen the like, and believe you me, I’ve seen more than a few try.”

“I’m not done,” I said, trying to not make my words a question. 

Aurelius patted my knee and rose back to his feet. “Of course not, lad. Of course not. Good luck.” And he strode over to sit with Sir Marcus Mellonis, the rotund Primus Magistrate with a florid face and impressive handlebar mustache. He wore sober robes like the rest of us, and I could barely recall his sumptuous garments from election day.

Frowning, I studied the pair. Marcus took a grape, and Aurelius laughed as he leaned in to confide something to the knight’s ear. 

Never mind.

The Royal Provost took the floor, and looked right at me. “Let us dispense with formalities, let us not pretend this is but another council meeting amongst many. Today, we face an existential threat. The Quartus Magistrate seeks to force five new laws upon us. Rather than indulge in speeches, or give the floor to the magistrate to berate and congratulate himself again, I move that we simply vote. Unless there are any objections?”

I shook my head.

I saw Svanis smile as Berachul whispered in his ear. Councilor Tempork sat back, contented, twiddling his thumbs. 

What was going on? What had I missed?

“Then let us vote on the first law that Magistrate Kellik wishes to pass. He wishes to put into law a restriction that would limit all interest rates to no higher than twenty percent. This would apply to all loans, whether state funded or privately made, with the right for any citizen to appeal to a court of law if charged higher. Please, honored members of the council chamber, descend and cast your vote.”

I watched, suspicious, as everyone filed down, sealed their marks in wax on a slip of paper, and dropped it into the slot. 

Nobody appeared anxious. A few here and there smiled, and whispered comments to each other. 

No air of despair, of rage, no glowers or furious stares.

My nerves grew more on edge. Were they calling my bluff?

I descended last. Affixed my signet ring to the molten wax, wrote my vote beneath my seal, and dropped it into the voting box.

The Royal Provost fixed me with a ghastly smile. 

“I will now tally the votes.” He opened the box as I retook my seat, and in short order had separated the votes into two neat piles. One consisted of a single vote. The other of the balance.

“By a vote of sixteen to one, the law fails to pass.”

“What is this?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level as I rose to my feet. “You think I won’t follow through on my promises?”

“Not at all,” said the provost, his tone infuriatingly calm and comforting, as if I were a toddler on the verge of a tantrum. “Come down, Quartus Magistrate, and block all votes if that’s what you desire.”

I began to descend the steps. The room was utterly silent. “What’s going on, Albrecht?” I reached the floor, turned to glance over the crowd. Narrowed eyes, solemn expressions. I felt like I was at a hanging. 

“Nothing, nothing. But before we move to your next law, let us open the floor to another. It’s only fair, after all.”

Before I could interject. Sir Marcus Mellonis rose to his feet. “I propose a new law limiting interest rates that can be charged on any and every citizen of Port Gloom.” His voice shook with nervousness, and his florid face darkened as he blushed. “The interest rate would be set at ten percent. The details are as stated in the scrolls I had delivered to you last week.”

I froze. Felt as if a great hand had descended and squeezed my chest tight. “I received no scroll.”

“You didn’t?” Mellonis gave me a fatuous smile. “How unfortunate. I sent one?”

“Let us put the matter to vote,” said the Provost, his voice all but a purr. “Members of the Star Chamber, please descend.”

Mechanically, I moved to stand before the ballot box, but as Berachul stepped down and up to me he raised an eyebrow. “Going to block a vote on interest rates, Kellik?”

I didn’t know what to say. Cast a desperate glance up at the galley, but neither Yashara nor Havatier could help me.

Everybody was waiting. A line had formed up behind Berachul. He positively glowed with satisfaction.

“Be a shame if word got out that you opposed a ten percent limit,” he said, then chuckled.

I wanted to slam my fist into his face. 

But there was nothing I could do. How could I prevent such a vote? Doing so would be my ruin. The council would be sure to get out the word. The people wouldn’t understand. 

I stepped aside.

“There’s a good fellow,” said Berachul, and stepped up to the table to vote.

Mellonis’ law passed uncontested. I couldn’t vote against it. I couldn’t abstain lest that be used against me as well. So before the whole council, face burning, I voted in favor.

The Royal Provost announced my next law, imprisonment for any judge who accepted a bribe to let a guilty man go free.

It was voted down.

Mellonis arose. “I propose a new law, one which calls for the death penalty for any judge or government official who accepts a bribe to allow a guilty man to go free. The details, of course, are in the scrolls I sent around last week.”

And he smiled apologetically at me once more. “Oh, I’m sorry Quartus, did you not receive that one either?”

“The death penalty?” I asked, my voice a croak of disbelief.

“Oh yes. I abhor corruption in all its forms.” Mellonis’ smile was just shy of a simper. “We must root it out if we’re to have a just and equitable society.”

His law passes unanimously.

I felt like I was drowning. Helpless to do anything else, I had each of my laws defeated only to watch Mellonis propose evermore extreme versions which passed without a murmur. An hour later, reeling, I resumed my seat.

My five laws had been passed. In fact, they were far better than anything I’d thought remotely possible.

Except it was Mellonis’ name attached to each, not mine.

“Do cheer up,” said Svanis, his narrow face twisted into a leer as he paused by my side. “This was all for Port Gloom, was it not? You must be overjoyed.” And he patted my shoulder and walked on.

 

 


Chapter 16

 

 

Mellonis, of course, was hailed as the hero of the hour. Stealing my own tactics, the city was soon covered in handwritten notices articulating his five new laws, which were called the ‘Mellonis Miracle’ by the scores of town criers which shouted the news from the southern tip of the harbor all the way to the northern corner of Execution Hill. 

The number of petitioners seeking to meet with me dried up. Mellonis’ rambling estate, a manor house known as Bramble Hall, was soon deluged by the hopefuls. Suddenly it was my turn to seek out appointments, to request a moment to talk, and former allies damned me with faint praise, congratulating me on inspiring Mellonis with my granary initiative.

Fuming, I gathered everyone close to me and formed a war council.

“It was an adept move,” said Pogo bleakly, tapping the tip of his feather quill against his nose. “You have to give them that.”

As was my wont, I was pacing, striding up and down the length of the crude table we’d built from discarded doors and which dominated the center of our sewer base. The pale brickwork was illuminated by a dozen lanterns, the cement fresh and crisp, the floor evenly planed. But despite the neatness of the construction, there was no keeping out the damp, and every so often I caught a whiff of human excrement in the air, carried in by insidious breezes from the sewers beyond.

“Yes, yes, it was a canny move, I’ll give the council that.” I had my hands linked behind my back, my chin pressed near to my chest. “But how do we respond?”

Tamara sat at the foot of the table, clad in somber grays and whites. “I’ve been asking myself the same thing. The talk in the cathedral and the parishes is of Mellonis. I keep reminding people that these laws were your ideas, but they’re not interested. They only care for the results.”

Yashara was slowly sharpening her scimitar, its low rasp a continuous background to our conversation. “It was a deadly blow to your image, but it should serve us all the same, no? The laws are what we wanted. They will apply terrible pressure to the elite and criminal elements of the city.”

I gave a hollow bark of laughter. “If they’re enacted, sure. In the two weeks since the laws were passed I’ve inquired numerous times as to when the committees will be formed, how much funding is being allocated for their implementation, for a schedule and so forth. Do you think anything’s happening?”

Yashara raised an eyebrow.

“Nothing,” I said. “Nothing of substance. The committees exist in name only. Funding has been allocated but not delivered to anybody. The committee members are all cronies of Mellonis and the council. They’re going to slow walk this until it dies. They’re burying my laws under layers of stifling bureaucracy, but in the meantime, Mellonis is the hero and takes all the credit.”

Yashara grunted. “That’s… not good.”

Havatier leaned against a column, his aristocratic features pulled into a frown. “I’m trying to imagine a way forward that allows us to recover from this blow. It’s proving difficult. It stands to reason that any law you seek to pass will receive the Mellonis Miracle treatment. Effectively, you’ve been muzzled. And without our ability to apply pressure on the city and the Family through new laws, we’ve lost an entire half of our pincer.”

“It’s not their only ploy,” said Tamara, voice grim. “I’ve bad news.”

“More?” I fell heavily into my chair. “What’s happened?”

“I’ve been called to Olandipolis.” Tamara leaned forward, expression grave. “Originally, it was to defend my actions. I was not being placed on trial, but the death of Karshew and Mercult’s elevation required my personal testimony before the archbishops and the Autotheos. Any delaying on my part would hurt my case.”

“We can’t lose you right now,” I said. “And what do you mean, ‘originally’?”

“Because Olandipolis is about to be besieged, apparently.” Tamara scowled. “And while an Exemplar of the White Sun doesn’t normally get called in to deal with a regular army, this one apparently is anything but. The summons didn’t quite specify what was going on, but apparently it’s led by thousands who have defected from our church, and its general is a fallen Exemplar.”

“Fallen Exemplar?” I asked. “I didn’t know that was even possible.”

“It’s not,” said Tamara. “But there you have it.”

“Your loyalty is not to Olandipolis,” said Yashara. “Stay and fight with us.”

“Even if I ignored the siege, I still have to go,” said Tamara bleakly. “If I refuse to explain in person why I killed Karshew, I will be convicted of murder and declared Foresworn all over again.”

“You were Foresworn before,” I said, feeling desperation clasp me by the throat.

“I was,” she said, smiling sadly. “But this would be different. The murder of a Revelator would lead to the faithful turning against me, to the other exemplars across Khansalon coming to Port Gloom to bring me to justice.”

“They’ll be busy with the siege,” I said. 

“Not all of them. They’ll spare a few to come teach me a lesson.”

“Is their doing?” asked Havatier, expression growing gloomier. “The Family’s?”

“I don’t know.” Tamara sat back. “It’s possible, but then again, the request is entirely reasonable. They’ve seen the records of corruption. I’ve made my case via correspondence, but for a Revelator to have his throat slit on the floor of the cathedral… they demand my testimony in person. And my help saving the Autotheos himself from the siege.”

“How long would it take?” I asked, voice wooden in my own ears.

“A couple of weeks to travel there. A month for the proceedings. I’ll find a way out of fighting the siege if I can, and hurry back a couple of weeks after. Say two months.”

“If you’re not attacked en route,” said Yashara grimly, sweeping her whetstone down the scimitar’s curved blade. “If they don’t delay you with endless bureaucracy in Olandipolis.”

“True,” said Tamara.

“A question,” said Pogo, raising his quill. “What of Mercult? How does this affect his station?”

Tamara sighed heavily. “Publicly he remains the Revelator. Privately? He has no effective authority until I clarify the matter. The church is to be ruled by the council of bishops until then.”

Pogo winced. “Karshew’s bishops.”

“I’ve not had time to replace them. I’d need a compelling case of clear corruption against each before I could demand they step down.”

I slammed my palms against the table and rose to pace again. “So they’ve neutralized the White Sun at the same time they’ve crippled my political career. What public support is left to the Count of Manticora?”

I heard Pogo swallow audibly.

“Pogo?” I asked, turning to him. “What is it?”

“I fear… and I hate to heap more bad news on top of bad, but…”

“Pogo.” I took a deep, steadying breath. “What is it?”

“Following our losses, I withdrew our capital from the market and placed it under guard here in our secret base. It was the only way to ensure we didn’t continue to bleed tens of thousands of gold through assassinations, buyouts, and inexplicable losses.”

“No,” I said. “Don’t tell me this.”

Pogo stared down at the quill which he was plucking apart nervously. “I… I fear… our base has been compromised. This morning - just an hour before you arrived for this meeting - our bullion was stolen.”

I closed my eyes. Simply stood there, absorbing the loss. 

“How much do we have left?” asked Havatier softly.

“Perhaps a thousand or so in loose coin. We still own an interest in a couple of minor ventures. When I liquidate, that should give us another two or three thousand crowns.”

“How?” I asked, my voice coming as if from another room, the sound of my blood rushing and roaring in my ears. “How did we lose a hundred thousand crowns?”

“It’s my fault.” Pogo sounded absolutely miserable. “I was too confident in our base. It didn’t exist on any map, was protected at all times by two Gloom Keys, and I thought it safe to place our bullion here, to lock it up and keep it under guard, especially with over twenty Mailed Fist guards on watch at all time…”

“Xabakus,” said Havatier with a groan. “It has to be him.”

“The graymalkin?” asked Tamara. “I thought he was our ally?”

“He’s nobody’s ally,” said Havatier, rubbing tiredly at his face. “And he overhead us discussing this place.”

“But…” Pogo looked desperately from one of us to the next. “We made no mention of its location, he said himself that he’d be unable to find it…”

Yashara drew her whetstone down the length of her blade. “He must have trailed one of our Mailed Fist squads when it relocated here. Child’s play.”

“Fuck,” I said, sitting down and burying my face in my hands. Xabakus’ grin filled my mind’s eye, seemed to float before me in the darkness. “I’ll wring his filthy neck.”

“If you can find him,” said Havatier. “This is, after all, exactly what he does best.”

“No gold,” I said. “How does that affect us?”

Silence for a moment, until I dropped my hands and gazed about the small crowd, glaze demanding an answer.

“With no gold,” said Pogo, “we will be unable to continue to play the part of Count of Manticora. Though!” He brightened up. “We could place the manor back on the market. A quick sale, even at a discounted price, would net us an enormous sum of gold.”

“The Family will prevent anyone from buying,” said Havatier. “You can count on that, my friends.”

Pogo slumped over.

“They’ve crushed me,” I said, marveling. “They stole my legislation. They’ve neutered the White Sun’s support. And through my own trust and arrogance I’ve lost all my gold.”

“We’re not done yet,” said Yashara grimly. “Our gains have been very real. They no longer have their seer network. Their image has been irrevocably tarnished.”

“But how do we act on that?” I asked. “How do we recover from these losses?” I still couldn’t believe it. All that gold: gone.

“We’ve thirty Mailed Fist guards and five war trolls,” said Yashara, voice calm and purposeful. “We’ve a war mage in Havatier, and a king troll in yourself. Our assets are still formidable. I applaud your attempt at politics, Kellik. But the time has come to spill blood.”

Havatier narrowed his eyes. “Boldly said. But your own question remains: where do we strike? How do we protect our war trolls?”

Yashara pursed her lips and stared down at her blade.

I leaned back in my chair. Cerys still lay in a coma, healed but unwilling or unable to awaken. Netherys had fled many moons ago. Iris… Iris was a weapon I dared not deploy, even now, even at these extremes. 

I’ve dreams, Kellik, I heard her whisper in my mind. Of when I’ve mastered life and death. Of fucking you. Of your fucking me. And we each have a knife in hand…

I shuddered. 

No.

“Tamara, you’ll be gone for at least two months,” I said. 

“Yes. Unless I don’t go. I have two weeks before my presence will be missed. After that, we can expect more forceful inquiries.”

“So say a month,” I mused. “Can we accomplish our goals within that time? Defeat the Family, unseat the council, and kill my father?”

I saw skepticism on every face. 

“I would have to draw away the hunters,” said Tamara quietly. “Flee Port Gloom. You won’t be able to win this war with Exemplars of the White Sun coming for you as well.”

“We could hold,” said Pogo, “examine our options, come up with new strategies. Wait for Cerys to awaken and Tamara to return.”

“But we need to abandon this base,” said Yashara. “If Xabakus knows of it, then we’re no longer safe.”

“Abandon it?” demanded Pogo in horror. 

“And go where?” I asked, fighting off a wave of bleak despair. “Where would be safe? We can’t return to Thorne Manor.”

“We could leave the city,” said Yashara, tone flinty. “Await the two months in a place of safety, and then return with Tamara. Plot far away from the roving eye of your father.”

The suggestion hit me like a blow. “Quit Port Gloom in disgrace?”

“There’s no shame in a strategic retreat,” said Yashara.

“There’s a certain appeal to the suggestion,” said Havatier. “Without gold, without the ability to pass laws, and with the support of the White Sun suspended, the Count is neutralized. Why fight to maintain the illusion? We retreat to safety, perhaps even accompany Tamara to Olandipolis to ensure her safety, and then return for a second attack when we’re ready.”

I wanted to roar in fury and frustration. Return for a second attack. Admitting in the process, that we’d failed.

I’d failed. 

Somehow, I’d gone from holding all the cards to being urged by my friends to fold.

“I’m sorry,” said Tamara softly, as if reading my mind. “We needed you to pass those laws, to put those laws into effect to continue pressuring the Family. Without that pressure, we’re left with street tactics and violence. But even if we set about a campaign of striking at every Aunt and Uncle in an organized manner, we’d never win.”

“Why not?” asked Yashara. “It would take time, but if done right…”

I didn’t need Tamara to answer her question for me. “Because there’s a dozen of these armored strongholds. Because they’re expecting to be attacked. Because we’d lose Pony and the other war trolls. I could see us destroying a couple, maybe even three such dens, but all of them? With only thirty guards, effective as they are?” I shook my head bleakly. “That’s why we never went this route to begin with. We can’t murder the Family. We have to decapitate it.”

“Then go for your father,” said Yashara. “Find him, kill him, and be done.”

“And how do we do that?” I asked. “But for the Aunts and Uncles, nobody even knew about him until Pogo got to work.”

“Then we capture an Uncle,” said Yashara, “and force him to tell us how to find your father.”

Silence as everyone considered.

“That could work,” I said.

“I’m not sure,” said Tamara. “Didn’t you say the Uncle that raised you - Jack - turned into a demon-like being?”

“Yes. But I still cut him down.”

“My point is, demons might be hard to interrogate.”

“Or your father might have commanded them with his magic to not share any information,” said Havatier. “I’m afraid that seems all too likely a safeguard on his part.”

“Fuck.” I sagged back into my chair. “You’re right.”

“Then we tail an Uncle to a meeting with your Father,” said Yashara stubbornly.

I shook my head. “I never saw Jack on the streets. He used an interdimensional space to travel where he willed - remember that mansion floating in the void that I told you about, where I tracked and killed him?”

“Interesting,” said Havatier. “What if we returned to the Sodden Hold and sought access to that mansion again? Explored it from the inside, sought out a means to go elsewhere? Perhaps a door might lead to your father’s abode.”

I felt a spark of hope, but it quickly died. “That was almost two years ago. I doubt my father and the Aunts and Uncles left that in place for others to discover.”

“Still, could be worth our time to investigate,” said Havatier.

“True.”

“Or we could fight our way into a new Uncle’s den,” said Yashara, “and force our way into that interdimensional space, and then fight our way to your father’s hiding hole.”

“Now that sounds better,” said Havatier, snapping his fingers as he straightened. “One strike, and then through into their secret network to come at them from the rear.”

I pondered the attack. I’d not explored any of Jack’s mansion beyond the entry hall. Where else might its doors have opened to? What secrets might have been contained therein?

“One strike,” said Yashara approvingly. “We come full force, and keep rolling forward until we’ve found your father.”

“Are we ready to fight him?” asked Tamara dubiously. “He’s going to be like you, right Kellik? But… more powerful?”

“Yes,” I said.

“What’s to stop him from commanding us to kill each other?” she asked.

“The same thing that stops me from controlling his council,” I said, growing enthused. “I’ll set commands in place that will prevent him from taking hold of your will. Like how Baleric protected himself before coming to speak to me.”

Wary glances. 

“I trust you,” said Yashara. “That’s fine.”

“As do I,” said Pogo, placing a hand over his heart.

“Of course I trust you,” said Tamara. “I’m just worried that his greater power might be able to overwhelm your own.”

I heard one of the base’s walls collapse, and then realized it was just Pony rumbling deep in his chest. He’d been sitting against a column nearby, listening closely. “Trust,” he said, voice like rocks being crunched in his fist. Then he nodded at me, expression serene.

“It’s the best plan we’ve got thus far,” said Yashara. “It’s simple, it doesn’t require additional resources, and we can work on it while Tamara is away. We’ll find a new base, perhaps even the Captain’s Mercy - sail her out a ways into the harbor so we’re isolated - and then work on our target and get things ready for Tamara’s return.”

“What about Iris?” I asked. “Should we plan to have her in on the final strike?”

More worried glances were exchanged. 

“Let’s determine how hard our target will prove,” said Yashara at last. “And we have to be aware of the consequences of her falling under your father’s power.”

“I’d protect her the same way I will you all,” I said.

“We’re willing to risk that,” said Tamara. “And if it fails, we all die. Done. But if we fail, and your father acquires Iris…?” She shook her head. “I shudder to think what he might do with that kind of power.”

“The Paruko Dream Eaters would get her first.” I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing. “If he pushed her. They’re out there right now, waiting for her to slip up.”

“Then how can we use her in the first place?” asked Havatier. “Would that not alert them?”

“Hmm,” I said. “True.”

“We’ll work on the details,” said Yashara. “But for now it sounds like we are agreed. We jettison the Count, and focus on the streets. We’ll locate an Uncle, plan a strike, and when Tamara returns, attack as hard and as quickly as we can.”

Nods all around.

“Good,” I said. I wasn’t entirely pleased, but a plan was better than nothing. “We’ll work on that. Tamara, I’m going to send two war trolls with you along with ten of the Mailed Fist. And don’t tell me it’s not necessary. I’d die if you were ambushed and killed by the Family on the way to Olandipolis.”

She held my gaze, hearing the sincerity of my words, and finally gave a grave nod. “Thank you. Perhaps I should bring Pony with me, so that his gifts can be examined?”

Yashara looked over at her sharply. “Would that be safe? What if they decided he was an aberration?”

Tamara shrugged. “He has the gift. He can manifest the White Sun’s fire. They can’t deny that blessing.”

“No,” I said. “You’d have to explain how he got his powers, and I warrant you’re going to have your hands full with justifying Karshew’s death. Best we not risk it.”

“All right,” said Tamara.

Pony grunted in agreement.

“I’ll leave first thing tomorrow,” she said. “Cerys is under the care of the Sworn, who has been a true blessing. He visits her every day. He’ll take good care of her.”

Havatier moved forward to grasp the back of a chair. “Any estimate on when she’ll awaken?”

“It could be tomorrow,” said Tamara. “Or a month from now. Her body is as healed as we can make it. Now her spirit simply needs to return to her flesh.”

“Sounds like something Iris could help with,” I muttered.

Tamara raised an eyebrow. “If Cerys dies, perhaps.”

“Maybe… she told me she has Aurora’s matrix memorized,” I said, not quite sure what I was even suggesting. “Perhaps she could use that as she did back in Port Lusander, project my regenerative abilities on her, provoke her to heal all the way…”

Nobody spoke.

Finally, Tamara rose to her feet. “Do you think Cerys would want that? If Iris could even do such a thing? To be imprinted with Aurora’s spirit, to be given, perhaps, the powers of an exemplar, to be so changed?”

“You didn’t seem to mind,” I said, knowing they were the wrong words even as I said them.

“Because I was already Foresworn, and used to the idea of dedicating my life to the White Sun. Even if the church itself failed me, the people, I was already open to the religion, the way of life. Cerys is an assassin. If she were dying - maybe. Yes. But she’s not. She’s simply recovering. Don’t change her life forever because you’re impatient.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just… grasping at straws here.”

“We all are, to some degree or another,” said Havatier, tone placating.

“I’ll be going,” said Tamara, rounding the table to bend down and kiss my cheek. “I’ll take my escort with me and leave tonight. And I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Thank you,” I said, forcing a smile. “Be careful.”

“Of course. Take care, all of you.”

Yashara arose, and led Tamara to the Mailed Fist quarters, discussing quietly the travel plans and security measures she wanted Tamara to take.

I blew out my cheeks. “All right. Soon as Yashara gets back, let’s start planning. I want everything ready to go by the time Tamara gets back. Pogo, start working on a new safe house. Or collection of safe houses. Something innocuous, in the Noose, perhaps. Or another sewer chamber. I want to be out of this place by tomorrow night at the latest. I’d go now if we had somewhere we could hole up.”

“Thorne Manor is yet ours,” said Havatier.

“But the Family knows of Thorne Manor. Only Xabakus knows of this place, and while he’s no ally of ours, he’s not our sworn foe.”

“My poor printing machines,” said Pogo, gazing forlornly at where his tables stood.

“That phase of the war is over,” I said. “Now it’s time to get old-fashioned.”

 

* * *

 

I spent the night in Yashara’s arms, both of us emotionally exhausted from the evening’s conversation. We had to push together two cots so that we’d fit, and slept fitfully in a small chamber, one of the few private spots in the whole base.

My dreams were tormented, with visions of Cerys aflame, Iris gazing up at me surrounded by my body doubles, Mellonis’ simpering smile, Tamara’s regret as she kissed my cheek goodbye.

I was awoken by a shout. Sat up, Yashara tense by my side, and immediately we both leaped from the bed and moved to the door. 

The base was still fitfully lit by a few lanterns. A dozen Mailed Fist guards were facing the center of the room, blades and axes in hand, as a robed figure woozily walked toward me, his cowl low over his face, his steps betraying extreme exhaustion or pain.

Yashara growled, and in only her underclothes stepped forward, scimitar in hand. Havatier emerged bare foot from another corner, brow furrowed in concentration.

“Oh, but what an ignominious end for one so talented as I,” said the stranger, and pulled back his cowl to reveal his lynx-like features. Xabakus’ face was brutalized, one eye missing altogether, his fur matted with drying blood. His clothing, I saw, was torn and seared from either a terrible battle or hours of torture. “To end my life in the sewers, instead of in the arms of a beautiful woman…”

“Stop right there,” barked Yashara, raising her blade. “Another step -”

“There really is no point in threatening each other,” said Xabakus, swaying where he stood. “We’re all dead. Myself especially if you leave me alone with this bitch another moment.”

And from the shadows by the door, unnoticed by all, stepped another figure. A form I knew so well it caused my breath to catch in my throat. Slender, with purple hair falling from a top knot down her back, clad in efficient thief’s leathers and with two curved short swords belted at her hips, the dark elf emerged from the darkness, her lavender eyes gleaming.

Netherys.

“He betrayed your location,” she said, voice trembling with emotion, ashen cheeks pale. “The Family knows you’re here.”

Xabakus dropped to his knees. “I’d have simply told you if you’d asked. What need the knife? The cruel taunts? Those cut deepest of all.”

Yashara’s jaw clenched as she processed this revelation, and then she snarled out a command in orc.

The Mailed Fist company immediately began to move, with guards running to the doors, others fetching their packs and weapons.

“Netherys,” I said, trying to get a grip on my emotions.

Her expression was hard, almost cruel as she stared at me. “We’ve no time. They’re on their way. I heard them right behind me as I came to warn you.”

“How close?” barked Yashara.

In response, the main door rattled as it received a thunderous blow from the outside, causing it to buck against the dropped bar. 

“That close,” whispered Pogo. “Oh no. We must escape through my back door, but it’s narrow, we’ll have to go single file -”

The door leaped again, huge cracks running down its planks as it sustained another titanic blow.

Pony cracked his neck as he moved to the fore, looking unconcerned, flexing his fingers and rolling his shoulders as he took point. 

“They’ve come in force,” said Netherys. “I wasn’t able to get a good look, but there are too many for us to fight. We have to go. Now.”

“Take Kellik,” said Yashara to the dark elf. “Make sure he gets out safe.”

“What?” I grabbed the half-orc’s wrist. “We’re all leaving -”

The door shook and danced again, the blow echoing through the low-ceilinged base.

“Kellik.” Yashara took hold of my shoulder. “There is no time. I will hold them back. We cannot all escape. We’ll be cut down from behind. Don’t argue. Flee with Netherys.”

I felt overwhelmed by the moment, watching as the Mailed Fist formed close ranks before the entrance, shields raised, weapons drawn back, a second row of crossbow men at the ready. The orc blood ragers stood at the flanks, ready to rush in as soon as the enemy broke through the door. Already their shoulders were rising and falling, foam flecking their wide lips, pooling around their tusks.

“We have to go,” said Netherys, voice urgent, her grip tight on my wrist. “If you fall, if you’re caught, it’s all over. Now come!”

The door blew inward, shattering into its composite planks, revealing a dark hole through which a mass of Gloom Knights emerged. 

My blood ran cold. There had to be at least ten of them, weapons burning with eldritch fires, each clad in their voluminous cloaks, wearing masks of horrific aspect, one as different from the next. I saw bird skulls and iron demon visages; I saw feathers, bones, scale mail and bone. 

The crossbow men loosed their bolts. Netherys was tugging at my arm, but I couldn’t pull myself away. Pony roared and smashed his fists together, causing them to light up. The Gloom Knights swayed, raised bucklers, caught bolts right out of the air. 

None of them were injured.

The blood ragers bellowed, the other two war trolls came pounding in from the sides.

The Gloom Knights parted their ranks, and the medusa stepped forward. Her snake hair was unbound, a writhing mass about her visage, and I caught a momentary flash of her eyes beginning to burn, her mouth opening to reveal fangs, when Netherys clamped her hand over my eyes and saved my life.

Shouts, roars, cries of defiance, all were cut short. In their place I heard the creaking, cracking sound of rock forming. 

“Come!” Netherys pulled me around, led me at a stumbling run to the rear of the base. “Pogo! Where is the exit!”

“Here, here!” The goblin darted forward to a rear alcove where he tore open a wardrobe and revealed a false back. He turned to glance behind us, eyes opening in shock, and then his green skin paled, hardened, and in a moment he was bleached of all life and turned to stone.

Seeing my friend die right before my eyes was like having a dagger driven into my heart. I went to turn, fury overwhelming me, but Netherys caught me by the nape of the neck, her grip as strong as iron, and hurled me into the tunnel at the rear of the cupboard.

I could hear fighting behind me, the shout and scream of Mailed Fist guards throwing themselves upon the enemy, but it sounded like perhaps a handful of them were fighting, not thirty. 

No roar from Pony. No barked battle cries from Yashara.

My heart was tearing itself apart. To flee? To abandon my friends? It tore at the very fabric of my soul.

“Run, Kellik!” I knew that voice. Fortuna forgive me, but I knew that voice, had grown up hearing it, had counted on it, had fought for its speaker, had considered him a brother. 

The sound was akin to a blade being slammed into my back and right into my heart.

“That’s right, run!” It was Eddwick, my childhood best friend, the friend that had deserted me shortly after I’d saved him from slavery and death. “Run right to the Star Chamber! Someone awaits you there for a family reunion!” 

I wanted to scream, to rage, to turn upon that cutting voice, but Netherys urged me on, her voice tight with spite and caustic with disdain, shoving at my back each time I slowed or thought to turn around. Through the narrow tunnel we ran, so tight my shoulders brushed the fresh mortar that had oozed out from between the bricks, the light rapidly fading, until I was running in darkness, guided by the very limitations of our exit.

“Wait,” hissed Netherys, pulling me back so hard I nearly fell. “Dead end. Here.” She thrust herself past me. I couldn’t see a thing. Wanted to turn, to gaze behind us, but recalled with horror what had happened to Pogo. 

My mind was reeling. 

A click, a grinding sound of gears, and dim light suffused the narrow tunnel. Netherys took my hand and pulled me through, out into the regular sewer. No hesitation: she turned and sprinted, leading me along the channel of filth, only to take another turn, and then another.

We ran for fifteen minutes, as fast as we could, a mad dash that led us deeper and deeper under Port Gloom, until the sewer walls began to change, to appear more like ancient masonry than the limestone walls or old brick of the surface level. 

Finally Netherys stopped, turned to gaze behind us, gaze shrewd and calculating. We’d emerged into a small chamber, the spoke in the center of a dozen narrow tunnels, light coming down to us from a grate so far above us it might have been the moon. 

“We’ve lost them,” said Netherys, voice cold. “We should be safe here.”

“Nowhere is safe,” I said woodenly. 

Netherys pulled a Gloom Key from out under her leathers. “This tips the odds in our favor.”

I sank into a crouch, ran my hands through my hair, over and over again as I tried to process. “Pony. Pogo. Yashara. The Mailed Fist. Our base. The last of our gold. Everything. Gone.”

“Yes,” said Netherys, moving to lean against the wall, arms crossed over her chest. “Your high and mighty plan has come to nothing, Kellik.”

I stared out sightlessly at nothing. “Tamara has left Port Gloom. Cerys hasn’t awakened from her injuries. Iris has gone mad. Yashara, Pony, Pogo, turned to stone.” I blinked and looked up at her. “What am I to do?” 

“Reap the bitter fruit of your harvest,” she said. “Flee Port Gloom. Find another city in which to live like a beggar, ruing your defeat. Or surrender, seek mercy, ask your father to find some mean purpose in which you can serve.”

“No!” I rose swiftly to my feet. “Never!”

“You’ve lost, Kellik.” Her smile was sublime in its cruelty. “You played your best hand and you’ve lost. Oh, I’ve been watching. Listening. Walking the streets. The people sing only of the Mellonis Miracle. The Count of Manticora? Already forgotten. Yesterday’s news. There’s no gratitude, no appreciation for what little you did. And little it was.”

Her words were like blows. I was bewildered. “I can’t give up. I’ll never give up. We’ll collect Cerys, catch up with Tamara, she can only be a day’s ride away. Return, find a new means of attack -”

“Wake up, Kellik!” Netherys’ cry was a whipcrack in the gloom. “You’ve lost! You’ve no political life left to you. No gold! No mercenaries, no base, no plan! What are you going to do, kill gentlefingers?”

I stood there, shaking, the losses so raw that I couldn’t formulate a proper response. Could only stare at the vague outline of Netherys’ cruel beauty, the curl of her lips, the burning hatred in her eyes. 

“No.” I took a deep breath. “I’ve not lost while I yet draw breath. No matter that I’ve been knocked down. This is my father’s plan. To break me. To take everything I have, to defeat me at every turn. But I’ll defy him. I don’t care that I can’t see a way forward. I’ll never quit. Not while my friends and companions depend on me. I’ll find a way.”

I stepped up close to Netherys, so that we were but inches apart, and felt that fey, hideous power arise within me, the heritage bequeathed me by my father, that uncurling, shifting authority of the King Troll.

“You hear me, Netherys?” My voice smoldered with command. “I’ll find a way. Nothing will stop me.”

She searched my face, and then to my surprise drew a sharp breath, almost a gasp, as if overcome by emotion. “Why won’t you quit? Why won’t you show weakness?” It was almost a plea.

I didn’t know how to respond. Was still too caught up in my anger to pivot with this new development.

“Why, Kellik? Why won’t you disappoint me? Prove yourself less than I hope?” She brought her fist down on my chest, once, twice, three times. “Why?”

There were tears in her voice, tears of true despair.

I’d never heard words more forlorn.

“Netherys…” I began.

“I tried to leave. I even paid for passage to the Heshaman Isles. But I couldn’t board the boat. Your face. Your eyes. The sound of your voice; your stupid, juvenile, human sense of humor. They were like chains around my ankles, around my heart.” Her voice was raw, her words coming out in a frantic tumble. 

“I couldn’t leave. I’ve been a ghost these past months, lost in the shadows, cut off from Mother Magrathaar. My pleas and prayers went unheeded. Was I surprised? No! I didn’t want her to answer. In my heart, in my depths, I wanted her to leave me alone, and she did… and I’ve been so alone, tormented like a lost soul in one of our hellion pits, unable to find peace, to quit Port Gloom or return to you. A thousand times I swore I would depart, and each time my traitorous feet brought me back, to watch, to guard you, until I saw Xabakus being released by the enemy; until I realized what he’d done; and I caught him, tortured him, forced him to tell me the truth…”

She leaned her brow against my chest, her purple hair spilling like water over her shoulders. “Damn you, Kellik.” Never had I heard such sorrow, such mourning. “You’ve been the death of me.”

“I…” I raised my arms, unsure as to what to do, carefully slipped them around her. “Netherys…”

She shivered, but no - it became more than that, a shudder. Her knees went out from under her, and I tried to catch her as she sank to the ground. Together we knelt. She continued to shiver, to shake, as if seized by the Scarlet Ague, her breath coming in pained gasps.

“Netherys?”

All I could do was hold her, hold her as she writhed in my grip, moaning and gasping. As she pulled herself into a tight knot, turning her face away from me, hunching her shoulders, hugging herself tight.

“Netherys!” Should I run for help? Carry her to the surface? I was about to hoist her up onto my shoulder, to begin a quest for help, when she went still, and with a deep sigh relaxed in my arms.

I remained frozen, holding her still. It was too dark to make much of anything out. A column of light descended from the grate high above, forming a pale patch on the floor behind me. Carefully, I tipped back onto my ass, Netherys still in my arms, and drew her into that moonlit shaft of radiance.

My breath caught in my chest, and wonder seized me by the throat.

Netherys’ hair had turned white, white as first snowfall upon the rooftops of the city before the grim and smoke could turn it yellow and gray. It flowed out over my knees like ivory, like liquid marble. And her face. No longer ashen, her lips no longer dark, her eyes no longer shaded. Even the very structure of her features had changed. 

Lying in my lap was a high elf. Harsh cheekbones, high brow, skin pale, her beauty otherworldly. I could make out the resemblance to Netherys, but it wasn’t marked - this could have been her sister, perhaps, or a cousin. 

Gone was my perilous advisor, my depraved lover, my cruel and cynical friend. In my lap lay a stranger, a being of beauty and elegance, of refinement and delicacy. Who frowned, grimaced, and then fluttered open her eyes to gaze up at me. 

Her eyes. Where Netherys’ had been lavender and full of dark depth, these glimmered in the moonlight like green jewels, catching the light with impossible reflectivity to smolder like emeralds held up to the sun. 

“Netherys,” I whispered.

She smiled, and in that smile I saw my old lover, that same, twisted curl of the lips, but now I also saw heartache, saw sorrow, saw resignation and fondness, all of which flickered through into a dozen other emotions, each ephemeral and hard to capture. Resignation became peace, fondness became something more akin to wonder, and finally she reached up with her long fingered hand to cup my cheek, her touch cool, her skin smooth.

“My love.” It was Nethery’s voice, yet now robbed of all sting and acidity, smoothed out by a calm and confidence that matched her newfound mien. “Oh - it has been many centuries since last I looked upon this world through these eyes.”

“These eyes…” I said, feeling at once awed and hesitant, nervous and half-struck with grief. “I… I don’t know what to say.”

Her smile was kind, understanding, yet tinged once more with sorrow. “Try, ‘thank you.’ Though I no longer regret the sacrifice in the least.”

“Thank you,” I said, and caressed her cheek. “I owe you my life so many times over now I’ve lost count. And - I’m sorry. For this being forced upon you. I’m way, way out of my depth here.”

“We all are,” she said. By Fortuna’s bellicose breasts her voice was wondrous, a breathy, regal intonation tinged with subtle emotions I couldn’t begin to tease apart. “But some things still hold true: we all have touchstones available to us, guide posts which can help us navigate this labyrinth of dubious morality.”

“Guide posts?” I asked.

“Such as love.” And again she raised her hand to cup my cheek. “And now, in this form, I can finally admit it without feeling weakness or guilt. I love you, Kellik.” Her smile grew wry. “And that is the first time I have spoken those words without wanting to mock you right after.”

I placed my hand over her own. Was struck dumb by the star-like flecks I saw in the depths of her eyes. “And I love you.”

“Shh. There is no need for you to speak. My love requires nothing in return. But we’re not safe.” She frowned again as she sought to rise. “And I am still weak from my aelfenelliarsis.  It’ll take time for my powers to come to me. Until then, we must be careful.”

I reluctantly helped her sit up, though I could have held her on my lap for eternity, gazing down into those emerald eyes. “I don’t know what to do, Netherys.”

“Yes, we’re pretty fucked.” It was shocking to hear this paragon of high-elf beauty say those words in Netherys’ old, wry tone. “Our situation’s terrible, but your words rang true. While we yet draw breath, there is hope.” Her smile was encouraging, and suddenly she stretched, extending her arms and arching her back. “Oh! But it has been too long since last I wore this guise, since last I felt this connection to my ancient ancestors. And to think my first smell would be that of a sewer. Shows what I get for hanging out with you, my love.”

There was a mischievous humor to her words, her smile, but even so I felt nervous. “Yeah, sorry about that. I’ll, ah, trigger your aelfenalliarsis again next time in a bathhouse or something.”

“That would be nice,” she said, smile growing seductive as she looked me up and down. “Urgh. It’s going to take some getting used to being in this form. You know what I almost said? ‘Your face was the first that I saw, and that dwarfs all other considerations.’ That doesn’t even sound like me. But…” She looked down at herself and gave a helpless shrug. “High elves are so earnest and boring. But anyways. We’ve precious little time. We have to decide our next steps.”

She gathered her hair into a ponytail, binding it with a leather thong with quick, efficient gestures, though she left a long, pale lock hanging down past her elongated ears, framing her elfin face. 

“Eddwick,” I said, the name sour on my tongue. “He must have guided them to us.”

“His powers have sure grown since we last saw him,” said Netherys. “And I’d wager Baleric’s sister, that pale-faced human who journeyed with him in Port Lusander, had a hand in this. I’m not sure what her powers were, but she’s definitely powerful. Even with the Gloom Key’s protection their unique talents will find other ways to locate us.”

“Then we must move,” I said. “But to where?”

“Recall Eddwick’s words as we fled,” she said. “That a family reunion awaited you in the Star Chamber.”

“My father,” I said, a chill passing through me. “He’s emerging from the shadows. To gloat?”

“Not a stretch to imagine him the victor in this contest,” said Netherys. How dignified she sounded, how poised! She was still in so many ways my dark elf lover, but even now she was slowly changing into something… more. “Having dealt you what he considers a final, mortal blow, it looks like he wants to savor the moment to its fullest.”

“We could turn that against him,” I said, and unbidden, a pang of horror and sorrow pierced my heart as I thought again of Pogo turning to stone, thought of Pony and Yashara somewhere behind us, frozen into statues. With effort I put that pain away for later. Focused on the moment at hand. “The Star Chamber has but the one entrance. He’ll be awaiting me on the floor itself, down in the center. How can we surprise him, use this moment of arrogance to kill him once and for all?”

“Let’s think.” And Netherys rose, her every movement fluid and graceful as that of a trained dancer, to extend her arms out to her side and close her eyes, raising her face to the moonlight.

Her old thief leathers and twin curved blades looked incongruous on her new high elf form; but that moment of silence allowed me to drink in her beauty, and realize that her figure was the same as that of her dark elf alter ego. Slender waist and hips, legs that seemed to go forever, with a high bust and narrow shoulders. As she stood there in complete silence, unmoving as a statue, it seemed she could burst out in song or dance at any moment, a performance to conquer the heart and move a man to tears.

“So, bad news is that my powers are at a low ebb,” said Netherys, opening her emerald eyes and catching my appreciating gaze. She raised an eyebrow, her smile betraying dark amusement. “But some magic is already available to me. While a dark elf I had recourse to Mother Magrathaar, but now I have at last the ability to draw on the ancestral might of the high elves. I could empower you before our meeting, garb you in the might of the elven heroes of old. And while as a dark elf I could influence the flow of fortune, I can now instead drain magic from weapons, rituals, and even individuals; my grasp of the arcane is such that only other practitioners of the high arts could defend against me.”

“Drain powers,” I said. “Could you suppress my regeneration? The authority in my voice?”

“No. I can remove enchantments, unweave spells, and drain magic wherever it is pooled, allowing it to flow once more back into the web of creation. But your abilities are intrinsic to you; they are part of your weft and weave, not gifts granted to you by the powers of another.”

“Damn,” I said. “I’d hoped - but no, I’m sorry. I don’t want to sound ungrateful.”

Netherys canted her head to one side with a smile. “My sensibilities haven’t grown so fine that you need apologize, Kellik. In fact, I believe in time you’ll find that I have the very same appetites and desires as I did while a dark elf.”

And she stepped forward, lithe and lithesome, gliding right up to me to close her emerald eyes just before she planted a chaste kiss on my lips. 

My heart stuttered as I froze again, a jolt of electricity seeming to run right through me from that briefest of contact. 

Netherys smiled as she pulled back, opening her eyes just enough to give me a half-lidded gaze, and then she laughed, the sound high and pure and completely at odds with our sordid surroundings. “You think just because I’ve become a goody-goody high elf that I’ve also become a stranger to the pleasures of the flesh?”

“I - ah - hadn’t really given it much thought,” I said, blushing and stammering, feeling like a boy with his first whore.

“Hmm.” She considered me, raking the length of my body with her viridian gaze, and then flipped her white hair back over one shoulder with a toss of her head. “It’s my hope we’ll have time to investigate the matter further soon. Until then. You wish to confront your father?”

I bit my lower lip, considered. “This is the first time he’s come out of hiding. He thinks he’s won. That might give us a chance to surprise him. Use his confidence against him. He doesn’t know about you. And I’m sick of waiting, of hiding, of plotting.” I took a deep breath. “Yes. I want this over with. If I can defeat him now, that will throw the Family and the council into disarray. Buy us time to gather our friends together once more. I can’t waste this opportunity.”

“Very well,” said Netherys. “The odds are against us, but there is still a chance. I’ll gird you in the ‘might of elven heroes’ - by the gods it feels weird saying that again - and seek to drain our enemies of their enchantments. There’s little more I can do until I’ve rested. You’ll have to tackle your father with that aid alone.”

“I’ve some power, too. My regenerative abilities are almost immediate now. If I can get close enough to him, surprise him, then I’ll go for a decapitating swing. Even Pony couldn’t survive that.”

“He’s going to want to lecture you,” said Netherys, nodding pensively. “Tell you how he’s bested you, and revel in the moment. I’ll wait till you’re ready to invest you with my magic, and then you will have one chance to take your swing.”

“Agreed.” A thrill of excitement ran through me. “And if we see Gloom Knights or other forces we can’t defeat protecting him, we’ll simply back off and come up with a new plan. But something tells me he’ll be alone or nearly so. That he considers me broken. Considers me beat. That arrogance. That’s what will prove his downfall.”

“Let us hope,” whispered Netherys, “and may Phoenix Queen herself hear our prayers.” She paused and made a face. “Argh, this is so weird. I’ve not invoked the Phoenix Queen in centuries.” She shuddered and made a face. “But then again, I guess it’s too late to go calling on Mother… you know. Anyway. Is there anything else we must do before we make for the council hall?”

“One thing,” I said, stepping in close and sliding a hand through her pale hair, hair so fine it felt like plunging my fingers into cool, falling water. I cupped the back of her head, and realized that I was taller than her, though her presence was such she seemed larger than life. “A kiss for good luck.”

“Hmm,” she murmured, slender arms moving around me as I lowered my face to hers and kissed her fully on those broad lips. And she kissed me back, her passion surprising me, her mouth opening as she turned her head to one side so that her tongue could play over my own. 

I felt heat stir in my core, my need rising, augmented by the fear and rush and panic of the past hour. Could have moved further, could have taken her there against the sewer wall, her pale perfection goading me on amidst the darkness and filth.

But she stepped back, her smile impish once more, eyes smoldering with a hunger of her own. “We should conserve our strength, our energies. But I promise you this. Once we defeat your father, I will show you just how high elves fuck.”

“That… sounds like a plan,” I said in a shuddering exhale, drinking in her perfection, from the way her ears swept back through her pale hair to the rarefied beauty of her face, from the manner her leathers hugged her body to the utter poise with which she held herself. “I’ll hold you to that promise. But first let’s take care of my father.”

And a deep, iron determination arose within me. A determination to end this madness, to find my vengeance, and put paid the man who had so manipulated and ruined not only my life but that of hundreds of thousands over the past generations.

“Let’s rid Port Gloom of its greatest evil,” I said, and taking Netherys’ hand, led her forth and toward that long-awaited and dreaded confrontation.

 

 


Chapter 17

 

 

Netherys and I emerged from the sewers close to the Snake Head River. A rusted set of rungs led us up out of the depths, and I shoved aside a large slab of slate that covered the crude well to emerge into a blind courtyard. 

The scrape of slate on stone echoed off the high tenement walls, the shuttered windows and the clotheslines. No lights glimmered anywhere; it was as if we’d emerged into a forgotten corner of Port Gloom, a pocket desolate of life and sound.

Netherys climbed out of the sewer hole with nimble grace. Dusting our hands off, we began walking to the narrow alley that led out to some greater avenue only to stop as a cloud of black ink began to spiral before us in the air.

I extended an arm, blocking Netherys’ passage, my other hand dropping to my blade. “What the…?”

The high elf extended a hand toward the growing darkness that seemed to eat up even the gloom of the blind court. “A portal. Something’s coming through.”

I drew my blade. There was nowhere to run but back down into the sewers. Before I could suggest it, a figure stepped out of the swirling ink, followed immediately by two more.

The Paruko Dream Eaters.

There could be no doubt.

Regardless of anything else, it was the baskets atop their heads that gave them away, rectangular constructions of closely woven wicker that obscured their faces from the chin up. The darkness within was absolute; I couldn’t even make out light filtering in from the avenue behind them. 

They were dressed in loose-fitting tunics and pantaloons of pale gray, the cut and style strange, sashes tight around their waist, black cloaks flowing like ebon waterfalls from their shoulders. They were not physically intimidating, each being of normal build and height, but somehow they radiated an unnerving power, a sense of mastery that ran through every line in their body. 

“The Paruko,” whispered Netherys, and I heard dread in her voice. 

The three men formed a line before us, and though they made no threatening gesture my heart was racing, pounding as if I faced an army of Gloom Knights. No weapons at their hips, no daggers in their sashes. No coin purses, nothing.

“We seek the necromancer,” said the man in the lead, his voice so heavily accented I could barely understand him. “The woman. Where is she?”

I dry swallowed. Though their eyes were hidden, the weight of their gaze upon me was leaden, a physical force that seemed to push me back onto my heels. 

“I don’t know,” I said, voice little more than a croak.

The man’s head turned slightly to one side, as if he were examining me from a different angle. “We sense her on you. The air is brittle, your resonance frayed. Where is she?”

I fought for calm, drew on my father’s authority, that coiled, all-conquering power that thrummed hidden deep within my blood. “I don’t know where she is,” I said again, my voice limned with command. “Please leave us alone.”

Silence. I could hear the city at a remove, as if we existed within an isolated bubble. The thin cry of a costermonger selling oysters. The roll of iron-shod cart wheels on cobbles. But it all seemed to come from miles away. 

“She is more dangerous than you know,” said the lead Paruko Dream Eater once more. “She has brought a hereshen into being. Already it amasses power and moves on Olandipolis. The necromancer must be stopped before she upends the natural order. Before she outrages the gods and nature and brings about calamity. Tell us. Tell us where she is and we will take care of her.”

“Why don’t you go take care of this hereshen first?” I demanded.

“It does not seek to subvert the boundaries between life and death, to ruin reality and the balance between all forces. Therefore it is not our concern. The necromancer, however, is.”

Stubbornness. Loyalty to my own. Fear. All of these and a sincere dislike of being commanded so coldly as to what to do. I raised my chin, took a deep breath, and willed my King Troll blood to the fore, pouring every ounce of conviction that I could summon into my words. “I don’t know where she is. Please leave us alone.”

My words fare seared the night, contained within themselves strange echoes that played off the walls of the blind courtyard. They seemed to hang for a second or more in the air, unnatural, and then faded away.

I watched, unable to breathe, as the Paruko stood there. They were absolutely motionless. The seconds dragged out. Until at last the leader inclined his basket-covered head. “Your powers do not affect us, king troll. We shall be watching. If you wish to aid this world, then lead us to her.”

The dark ink swirled into being behind them once more, and they stepped into it, disappearing in turn. A moment later the portal collapsed upon itself, and they were gone.

“Fuck,” I gasped, going weak at the knees and bending over. “That was… I mean. The Hanged God wept. What are they?”

“The Paruko Dream Eaters?” Netherys was as relieved as I was, though she kept her composure better. “Guardians of this realm. They monitor the line between life and death, dream and reality, the divine and the profane. If they’ve come to Port Gloom they must be very concerned about Iris.”

“And what by the Hanged God’s ferreting cock is a hereshen?”

“An ancient term. I’ve not heard it spoken in over six hundred years.” Netherys sounded shaken. “It translates roughly into ‘walking heresy’ or ‘revenant of sin.’ I don’t know anybody who has ever seen one, even amongst my people. They are figures of myth and horror. Where they go, death follows.”

“And Iris created one of those? Fuck.” I rubbed my hand across my brow. “It’s my fault. For leaving her alone all this time.”

“We don’t have time for this,” said Netherys. “Critical as Iris and the Paruko are, we are working within a narrow window of opportunity with which to deal with your father. Either we abandon that course of action, or we seize it.”

“Right, right. The Paruko… I mean, they’ve been looking for Iris for weeks now. Her wards must be working. She can wait an hour more. Let’s make our way to the Star Chamber.”

Neither of us had any coin, so we crossed the New Bridge on foot, over the broad and sluggish Snake Head River, down into the Garden District and from there east toward the Palace area. Walked past ever fancier manors and mansions, their high walls and sneering guards. Walked past the more frequent patrols, past elegant coffee stands serving nobles out on their clandestine visits, past ash carts working especially hard to clear the streets of ordure and filth. 

Walked until at last we stepped out at the base of the Royal Provost tower. Where I stopped to gaze up at its top, at where wooden boards had been nailed over the shattered windows. 

One more place I’d made my mark.

I lowered my gaze to consider the humble council hall, that ancient and modest building at the top of its own flight of stairs, and thought how, not many months ago, I’d stood atop those steps and been hailed as a conquering hero by the people of Port Gloom.

A people who’d forgotten me and turned to their new savior, Mellonis. 

Felt the first stirrings of contempt that no doubt all politicians came to feel. The arrogance and disdain for the fickle attention and devotion of the masses. A vast, seething populace whose vote could be manipulated, bought, and sold. How easily the council had taken my support out from under me. How quickly those who’d professed devotion to me had turned to shower praise on Mellonis.

I quelled that contempt, that anger. 

“I don’t see anybody by the door,” said Netherys, studying the hall’s entrance. “Nor anywhere else.”

She was right. I couldn’t sense any movement, didn’t feel that tangible tension that came from being watched. 

“Could he be so arrogant?” I asked. 

“Quite possibly. Shall we?”

Together we walked around the square’s perimeter, sticking to the shadows, till at last we came to the base of the steps. There was no scaling these surreptitiously. In the moonlight each broad step glowed as pale as bone, so together we darted up them to slip behind a massive column, awaiting outcry, a hail of darts or arrows.

Nothing.

Aching silence and little more.

Forcing my breath under control, I made eye contact with Netherys, and approached the massive doors. The customary guards were gone, and one of the doors stood ajar.

It was hard to breathe. The thought of my father being inside wrapped bands of iron around my chest. I flexed and closed my hands, forced myself to calm down, and stepped into the hall.

The low-ceilinged passage led as ever toward the distant chamber. No movement within, either, no guards anywhere. Silence.

My pulse was rushing in my ears like a flash flood down a sewer channel. I activated my shadow belt and drew my blade. Netherys was a ghostly shadow by my side. I led the way. Down along the old carpet, past the tapestries, drawing ever closer to the distant archway that led to the Star Chamber proper. 

Sweat beaded my brow, ran down my back. In a few moments I would see him. The creature who had created me, defined my life, who’d ordered his every progeny be destroyed. Who would have killed both myself and Everyman Jack if I’d passed my trial, whose control of the city had so warped and ruined everything.

I drew closer, straining to hear any sound, any hint of what lay beyond. No voices, no sound of footsteps. Were it not for the front door being ajar, I’d have thought the building deserted.

Closer. Right up to the archway. I closed my eyes. Inhaled deeply, sucking in a lungful of air, and then, with a final prayer to Fortuna, looked within.

Light arose from the depths of the chamber, from the very floor, coming from a lantern set on the lowest rung of seats. There a figure sat, clad in fine robes of crimson and white, reading a bound tome with a frown, licking a finger even as I peered at him with which to turn a page.

The sight of the man was like a punch to the sternum. 

An older man, once strong and hale, but now bent and worn by the passage of time. White hair hung to his shoulders, though it was thinning on top, and there was in the cast of his features - even now, while relaxed and alone - a wry amusement that had warmed me to him before.

When I’d first met him, here in this very chamber.

Councilor Aurelius. 

“Come, come,” said the man who was my father, who was the Grandfather of the entire Family, the true ruler of Port Gloom’s hundred thousand. “Come, Kellik. Down here where I can see you.”

I felt as I were walking on air, my body disconnected from my mind. I stepped out into the open. “You?” 

Aurelius looked up at me with a smile. “Me! I can’t tell you how long I’ve been waiting for this moment. This revelation. Well, I can, actually. Ever since I heard that you were making your way across the countryside with your rousing speeches and big promises. And now here we are.”

“It was you all along?” I moved to the edge of the gallery, to the head of the stairs that descended to where my father sat.

“Yes.” Aurelius pursed his lips as he seemed to consider that fact, brow furrowed. “The deception is only outweighed by the amusement I derived. And you were most amusing, my son. Amusing and impressive, I’ll give you that. You tried very hard. You did me proud. To rise from nothing to a magistrate of the city, to weaponize the principle of sacrosanctity, to leverage your stolen wealth so adroitly. Ah! Neatly played indeed.”

“That’s not all I did,” I said, hot fury washing through me. “I destroyed your seers. I outed your existence. I shattered the illusion of your omnipotence.”

“Yes, yes.” Annoyance at last. “But what of it? You are my son. If you’d done any less I’d have been disappointed. Any idiot with a mind can inconvenience me. Only my flesh and blood can annoy me as you have. It will take me decades to cultivate a new batch of ‘seers’ as you call them. Half a century perhaps to reestablish my grip on the city’s imagination, to restore that image of omnipotence that you so thoughtlessly dashed apart in your fit of pique. But I have time. What are fifty years to one who has lived as long as I?” He snapped his fingers. “Nothing.”

“You’ve not defeated me yet,” I said, taking the first step down toward him. 

“No?” He considered me with a look of genuine surprise. “I would rather say I had. Your mercenaries, your war trolls, your half-orc captain: petrified or killed. Your exemplar - and I’d love to learn more about where she came from, and how you enlisted her to your cause - dismissed from the city. Your Crimson Noose assassin: comatose and already in my possession -”

“You give her back to me,” I snarled, his words cutting to my core.

Aurelius waved my threat away as if they were gnats about his head. “Come, come, don’t interrupt. As I was saying, your assassin: comatose. Your necromancer? Missing, as far as I can tell. Your dark elf assistant? Sources tell me she booked passage for the Heshaman Isles. Your imported band of thieves? Neutered. Mostly. Your hundreds of thousands? For the most part in my own coffers now, thank you very much. Your sewer base? Mine. Thorne Manor? Too perilous and exposed to be of use. Your printing machines? Smashed. Your political career as the Count of Manticora? Castrated. So tell me, my son: how are you not completely and utterly defeated?”

“Because I’m still here,” I said, moving ever closer toward him. 

“You are here at my invitation,” he said, tone mild. “For after all, what is the worth of a victory if one is not allowed a moment to relish it? For I had a message sent to you. Now, what was it I said?”

I hesitated, wondering if he truly expected me to speak the words, but then a shadow stepped forward from the far side of the gallery, directly opposite the entrance.

Baleric, somber in his magnificence, dour in expression, his great sword at his hip, his expression as cold and remote as that of the Hanged God himself.

 “You promised to crush him, my lord. In every way.” The exemplar’s words echoed off the Star Chamber’s wall, off its high-domed ceiling. “That you would break his spirit. Strip him of everything he possessed until he beg for mercy. That everything he treasured, everyone he loved, everything he had accomplished, even his own sense of self: they would be torn from him, destroyed, ground down, until he begged for death.”

His words were like an icy hand reaching in to clutch at my heart. I stood frozen, staring up at him. He was above us, on the far side of the gallery. Was he too far to interpose himself when I made my attack?

“That’s right,” said Aurelius, nodding his head eagerly. “To crush you utterly and strip you of your dignity. We’re almost there.”

Others stepped forward to join Baleric. His sister, as pale and somber as himself, her form slight beside his own, her hair like tendrils of yellowed silk streaming down her buttoned-up dress. Eyes as clear as quartz, mouth cast into a flat line as if she were little more than an unfeeling mannequin. 

A huge city troll, his head encased in a spiked bronze sphere, his body a wall of muscle that had been flensed of every ounce of fat, so that where his skin showed - his bare arms, his chest, his abdomen - he was a walking lesson in anatomy. A red-headed youth, lithe and disdainful, his freckled face vulpine, his mouth pulled into a quirky smile of amusement. A muscled female warrior with brawny shoulders and wild hair.

His entire crew from Port Lusander. 

Fuck.

“There’s a high elf here,” said the sister, her voice lifeless, and she raised her arm to point at the shadows by the door.

“Take care of her,” said Baleric. The city troll grunted, the brawny woman drew her short stabbing blade, and together they began to circle around the Star Chamber toward where Netherys hid. 

The red-headed rogue stepped back into the shadows, and was gone.

Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck!

“So here we are,” said Aurelius. “I’ve been true to my word. I’ve stripped you of everything. Now all that remains is to break your spirit. That is, I’ll have you know, a specialty of mine.”

No time. I made my way down the steps toward my father, who seemed not alarmed in the slightest by my approach, my blade drawn. 

“The method depends on the man,” he continued, as above me the warriors closed in on Netherys, who abandoned her hiding spot to move to the gallery railing. “Now you, you’re weakness is clearly those you love. Fortunately, I control two of them, and with the high elf up there, that will soon be three. Your exemplar when she returns: four.”

“Kellik!” Netherys’ cry rang out in desperation. “Now!”

White light encircled me like a dozen snake-shaped spirits, revolving around me faster and faster, bathing me in their white radiance. I heard the sound of an elven choir singing majestically from some far off distance, felt my skin prickle, my body enliven as magic sank into my bones. 

Aurelius watched, uncaring, still smiling as he spoke. “The trick will be to torture them in a manner that will drive you to despair. To make you feel futile and weak. Unable to do anything to save them. Your exemplar, the high elf, both will be inducted as new seers into my nascent network. The others -”

Power thrummed through me, and I felt vitality flood my body. My mind grew exalted as alien thoughts rushed through me, the thoughts of a hundred different elven heroes. Their courage, their dignity, their goodness, their heroism - all of it suffused me, made me far more than anything I had ever been. 

With a cry I leaped forward, even as I heard Netherys shout out her defiance and battle off her foes.

Faster than thought, faster than anything I’d ever be able to do alone, I swung my blade through my father’s neck, cutting through skin, flesh, sinew, tendon, and bone. A mighty cleave, the effort of it nearly unbalancing me, my blade bursting out the far side of his neck in a spray of blood - 

But my father remained seated, his smile unchanging. 

As quickly as my blade had passed through his neck, he had healed the damage. Before my blade emerged from the far side, the entry wound had already sealed over.

“The others,” he continued, “will be slowly cut apart. Perhaps… yes. Raping them will most hurt you. Constant, brutal, unceasing rape by dozens if not hundreds of men. By city trolls. Have you ever seen a city troll rape a human woman, my son? Think on your Cerys, on how long she’ll be able to retain her sanity -”

I cried out in horror, in shock, and with both hands cleaved my blade down through his shoulder, cutting his arm clean off. 

It reattached and healed seamlessly.

I ran my father through, plunging the blade right into his chest.

He stood, and with one contemptuous backhand sent me crumpling to the ground, my neck snapping as I fell.

Pain, but my own healing powers took over, and a moment later I was able to rise once more to my feet.

My father had drawn my blade, and with a quick movement snapped it over his knee.

“Better yet,” he continued, voice still genial. “I’ll order her to enjoy it. Perhaps I’ll have you watch as she enjoys being fucked by a dozen city trolls.” He paused, considering. “I’ll have to have a healer on hand. That kind of activity can be lethal.”

“Damn you!” I screamed at him. “Damn you to the Ashen Garden, you pox-ridden bastard!”

“Yes, yes, get it off your chest.” Aurelius wiped his bloody hands on his robes. “Perhaps now you are starting to understand who you are up against. I am you, my son, but several centuries advanced. No physical damage can stop me. No mental commands can quell me. Fire, acid, magic - all of them are as nothing to me. Do you understand now how I have maintained my grip on this city?”

I shuddered, took a step back. Above me Netherys gave out a cry and then was silenced. I jerked a look up at the stairs just as the monstrous city troll lifted her by one arm. Her head lolled, her eyes were closed.

Aurelius smiled at me. “The fun is just beginning, my son. Everything up until now was the appetizer. Now we get to the main course. Now I will truly begin to enjoy myself. And, as a small gesture of my powers, let me show you what a true King Troll can do.”

His eyes seemed to swell, to eat up the world, so that he loomed above me, around me, over me. “You are not to leave Port Gloom for any reason. Should you be removed, you will do everything in your power to return. Do you understand, boy?”

It was as if a snake of fire had squirmed into my mind and their coiled up its muscular body within the confines of my skull. I felt my father’s power brand my thoughts, constrain my will, settle in with such force and finality that I wanted to claw at my face, tear at my own flesh in an attempt to pry it free.

And yet, from somewhere deep inside me, I found the strength to resist.

Summoned my own strength, paltry as it seemed before my father’s, and fended off his coils from enmeshing my thoughts too tightly. 

“Sorry,” I heard myself croak. “You got one thing wrong there. I’m no boy.”

He frowned, genuinely perplexed. “You should not be giving me lip.”

“I know, I know.” I felt like I was crawling out from under a landslide. It took everything I had to keep his crushing will at bay. “You’ve no idea how many times I’ve heard people say that.”

“You’re talented, yes… but you only manifested your powers a year or two ago. You shouldn’t… ah. I see.”

I swayed. His commands were like a python around my will, still squeezing, still seeking to break me. It took constant, violent effort on my part to resist. “That I’m just really special?”

“The Eye,” he said. “Baleric brought it to me. It was drained of all power. You used it, somehow, to augment your own. A neat trick. But insufficient.”

“I dunno,” I said. “I mean, I’m still standing here and able to call you an insufferable prick.”

Aurelius laughed, eyes gleaming. “True. But if that’s the extent of your rebellion, it’ll not save you in the long run. Now. Your strength makes you brittle. Should I lay another command upon you, your mind will shatter. I recommend you leave before I have the chance to test my hypothesis.”

I raised my bleary eyes to the gallery and studied Baleric and his crew. Dry swallowed, and considered my options. I couldn’t hurt Aurelius. I couldn’t defeat Baleric. I couldn’t save Netherys. 

My surprise attack had utterly failed.

All that was left to me was a retreat, to buy more time in the desperate hope of coming up with one, final stratagem.

“Be seeing you around, father,” I said, trying for a flippant tone and failing.

“Oh, you will,” said Aurelius. “Be sure of that my boy. But now go. I’ve other business to take care of tonight, and am expecting Mellonis here shortly, and then other councilors after him. I’d rather they not see this sordid little business of ours. Live on the streets. How long you live will depend on how long you are able to hold onto your dignity, your sanity. For the moment I break you, Baleric will take your life. Go.”

That last word was whipcrack, and even though I resisted the power in the command, my feet still turned as if by their own accord. I seized control of my body with a fevered flexion of my mind, and climbed up the steps, jerking and stumbling, till I gained the gallery. I sought out Netherys in the shadows, but failed to see her. 

Out I staggered into that low-ceilinged hall, and into the night air. Down the steps and out across the square. 

Tears of bitter frustration welled in my eyes and spilled down my cheeks. Horror, shock, and an overwhelming desire to deny what had happened, to drown myself in darkness, to seek oblivion and escape my total and utter defeat. 

Not knowing where I went, I strode on, into an alley, down its length and out into an avenue. Down this I marched, carriages swerving to avoid me, their drivers calling out imprecations and cracking their whips at my face.

On I walked, till I reached New Bridge and crossed it. Over its length and into the north of the Market District, through its avenues and streets, down its alleys and into the southern tip of Temple District.

My mind reeled. I couldn’t collect my thoughts. Could only replay terrible memories over and over in my mind, lacerating myself with my failures, my mistakes, my shortcomings. 

Down an avenue my feet carried me, to the Market Gate that led to the road south along the coast. A thin stream of travelers were already setting out, wagon trains and more. I earned strange looks and wide berths as I tripped and staggered forward, weeping and tearing at my hair, until I reached the very threshold of the gate and there came to a stop.

Was this what I wanted? To flee? Did I have any other recourse left to use? People paused behind me, then began to shout for me to move on. Others moved around, but I was blocking a large cart, and the driver’s shouts grew ever angrier. 

Still I stood there, swaying with indecision, every weakness in my body urging me to just run out into the night, but somehow I held on. The tattered remains of my will, that indomitable desire to fight on holding in my worst instincts. The shouts grew louder, and a guard stepped into my field of vision, his unshaven face curdled with impatience and anger.

I made no response to his demands. No response to his threats. So at last he raised his wooden baton up on high and brought it crashing down upon my head, and at last I found the oblivion I had so desperately wished for.

 

* * *

 

 

I awoke in a trash pile. No headache, no pain, no grogginess, nothing. My regeneration abilities had taken care of that knock to the head instantly. Lying there, half covered in potato peels and other less savory muck, I looked up at the night sky - or what passed for the night sky in this smog-smothered city - and wondered how that simple blow had taken me down.

I guess I’d wanted out. Had taken it as an excuse to shut down my body for a bit and escape the horror.

Good thing I couldn’t remember my dreams.

I knew I had to get up, start planning, strategizing, review my resources and get on with my revenge. But I couldn’t will myself to move. Lying here just inside an alleyway off the Market Gate, stripped of all my belongings - I patted my hips, found even my scabbard was gone, along with my boots, yep, all gone - I had no inclination to move.

The fog and smoke and filth of Port Gloom’s sky blotted out the stars. I lay waiting, hoping to catch a glimpse of just one, a shining speck of light. Felt that it’d be an omen, a sign that there was yet hope, a chance for me to come through.

The soiled night sky didn’t part. 

I sighed and lowered my chin. Something sharp was poking into my lower back. I couldn’t be bothered to move away. Just lay there, staring at the crude brickwork across from me, the ragged lines of mortar barely visible. Listened to the vague voices from around the corner as people passed out of the city.

Bitterness and fury washed through me again like a pan of scalding water being dumped on my head. I couldn’t even quit and run away. No. I had to stay here and fight. Find a way to destroy him, to liberate my friends -

I slumped back down. But how? My last, desperate gamble with Netherys had failed. I’d cut clear through my father’s neck to no avail. How did you defeat a man you couldn’t hurt? 

Imprison him, I guess. Starve him to death? Drown him? But all he had to do was speak, and those dragging him to his doom would be undone. So you had to gag him, then weigh him down with huge blocks of stone and toss him into the ocean. 

Of course, first you had to get past Baleric and his crew. 

Fuck.

I closed my head and tried for oblivion again.

It didn’t come.

I couldn’t flee the city. My allies were all gone. Worse, Aurelius said he’s taken Cerys. Had Yashara, Pony, Pogo, Havatier and the Mailed Fist under his control. I couldn’t flee after Tamara. I could perhaps pay someone to race after her, but first I’d have to steal some coin. 

Iris.

Awaiting me in the depths of her sea house, clothed in darkness, entertaining herself with dozens of corpses, hunted by the Paruko. 

My last chance.

Aurelius had said he’d lost track of her. A bluff? No. Even the Paruko couldn’t find her. 

A grim satisfaction filled my heart. With Iris I could tear Port Gloom apart. She still had hundreds of the dead awaiting her orders at the bottom of the bay. Could fashion them into killing machines. I could tell her to send them against my father, whose commands would have no effect upon corpses. 

I spent some time imagining him being endlessly torn apart by huge constructs of serrated bone. 

But then the Paruko would show up and destroy Iris. She’d have to kill Aurelius quickly, before she could be stopped, but then Baleric stepped into my imaginings, accompanied by a horde of Gloom Knights and his crew. 

Could bone golems and undead horrors overcome an exemplar of the Hanged God? Perhaps through sheer weight of numbers. 

In my mind’s eye I remembered Baleric’s flat, dolorous gaze. What other powers might the Hanged God have gifted him? Just as Tamara could heal, might the exemplar not have authority over the dead as well? 

Fuck. 

Time passed. An alley cat padded up to me, sniffed at my bare foot, then stalked away. 

Iris. I had to bring her out of hiding. She was my trump card. The dangers she posed to my soul were as nothing compared to my desire to destroy my father and save my friends. But how to use her powers? How to ensure success? 

Because Yashara’s warning still rang true: if she fell under my father’s dominion, all of Khansalon would suffer. Then even the Paruko would be hard-pressed to undo the damage Aurelius would unleash upon the land…

I sat up. 

There was something there. Something in that thought. A tickle, a tease, a hint of a solution. 

But what?

It slipped through my fingers and was gone.

At last I stood up, peels and filth falling off me, and staggered out into the street. Seedy as the Market Gate area was, I’d have no luck scoring a drink around here in the state I was in. 

No, for one as soiled as I was, it’d have to be the Noose.

I made my way into that tangle of alleys and narrow, choking streets, the cobbles wet and filthy underfoot, my shoulders hunched against the cold. The very finery of what little clothing the thieves had left me with mocked my current state. They’d even cut off the gold-stitched collar of my shirt. 

Beggars watched me pass without comment, knowing it was pointless to ask me for a copper. Gentlefingers eyed me with disdain. I walked past packs of ruffians without a care, their hard stares marking me and then dismissing me. 

I was fourth-hand goods. Not worth even a cursory search.

The sound of revelry drew me like a blood leech to an open wound. There, a no-name tavern, golden light pouring out into the street, a sparse crowd of the impoverished gathered outside, hoping for a handout, for a comatose client to be tossed out onto the street for them to pickpocket.

I thrust my way through their ranks, ignoring their jibes and hisses, right up to the door, where a half-orc bouncer leaned, massive forearms crossed over his broad chest, a spiked mace hanging from his belt. 

He stared down at me with utter contempt, hand drifting down to his mace as I failed to immediately wilt away.

“Let me in,” I said, filling my voice with as much power as I could muster.

The half-orc blinked, momentarily flummoxed, then recrossed his arms and looked past me at the crowd.

I shoved open the door and strode inside.

The tavern was a bad one. The kind of place you didn’t dare enter unless you were convinced as to how dangerous you were or suicidally naive. 

And the suicidally naive didn’t last long in the Noose.

Low ceiling, filthy, straw-matted floor, and a dozen lanterns hanging from meat hooks. The bar was a sinuous, greasy stretch of badly chipped and burned wood, down whose length a host of the Noose’s worst customers hunched, while another dozen or so were gathered around low tables, playing at cards or dice or knife fingers. 

No music, just surly conversation, which momentarily died down as they all turned to study me with surprise. 

How the fuck had he gotten in here?

I ignored them all and bellied up to the bar. The tender, a half-orc lady with a striking family resemblance to the bouncer, sneered at me and turned away.

“Give me a bottle of whiskey,” I said, once more filling my voice with power.

Those closest to me drew back in surprise, eyes narrowing, and there surprise turned to shock with the tender paused, hesitated, and then pulled out an unmarked bottle of golden liquid and set it before me. 

“That will be ten gold crowns,” she said.

“Give it to me for free,” I replied, voice smoldering with raw power.

Again she blinked, and then shrugged as if she didn’t care and walked away.

I uncorked the bottle and took a long, long pull. 

“Hey, this bastard’s using magic on Maggie,” said a voice from down the bar. 

I fixed the man with one eye. One eye was sealed shut by an old scar, bald as a rock, cheeks sunken as if he had no teeth but with a dangerous light glimmering in the depths of his remaining eye.

“Shut up and go away,” I commanded him.

The man straightened up, frowned, then marched right out of the bar.

The silence around me spread as more people elbowed each other.

“Maggie and Rawbones,” muttered someone. 

“All of you,” I said, raising my voice. “Shut the fuck up.”

My power blanketed the tavern. All conversation ceased. I took another long pull, the alcohol burning a sweet path down into my gut and making my eyes water. This was to whiskey as a goblin was to Pony. 

Which, of course, made me think of Pogo, how surprised he’d looked as he’d turned to stone, which led to my taking another deep drink.

A knife stabbed into my back, somewhere around the kidneys, causing me to stiffen up in agony. 

“Keep drinking, then,” hissed a voice in my ear.

I set the bottle down and turned. The knife pulled away, and I saw a surprised-looking weasel of a man sneering at me, bloody weapon in hand.

“Shove that blade in your leg,” I commanded.

His grin disappeared, and he stabbed himself in the thigh, only to then howl in pain and fall over.

The bouncer walked in through the door, mace in hand. “What the fuck’s goin’ on here?”

“Back to your post,” I snarled, but even as the half-orc turned away, I saw Maggie hurl something at me, and raised an arm just in time to deflect a bottle of wine off my arm. 

For a moment I simply didn’t know what to command her, but as she reached under the bar to pull out a machete I lost my patience. “Stop moving and don’t talk.”

My will wrapped around her, crushed her resistance, and she froze in place.

I heard muttering from the back of the tavern. Looked over and saw a scrawny goblin just as he unleashed a palmful of green fire in my direction. I couldn’t be bothered to dodge; the flames took me straight in the chest, knocked me stumbling back. 

Just a cantrip, but enough to hurt, to sear flesh off my sternum.

My body immediately began to heal. 

I opened my mouth to tell the goblin to swallow his next attack, but then a spiked mace came flying at me from just outside the door. It clocked me in the side of the head and I fell to one knee, catching myself on the bar. Fuck, I should have ordered him not to attack me.

A host of daggers, mugs, bottles and more were suddenly coming at me, faster than I could deflect, and then a man roared and ran up to stab me full in the chest with his dagger.

I rose to my feet, the wounds and nicks and cuts healing over, and stared the man in the face. He was young, barely fifteen, his face pale with fear. 

What I wouldn’t do to swap places with him, I thought, and then something clicked in my mind, pieces falling into place. 

And like that, a terrible plan formulated in my mind.

“Thank you,” I said, pulling his dagger out and extending it to him. “That really helped.”

He took his dagger back, staring at me in complete shock. 

“Apologies,” I said, waving a hand to the tavern and its occupants, many of whom held more weapons aloft, ready to throw. “I’ll be going now. Everyone as you were.”

I felt my power withdraw, tattered as its application had been, and strode back outside. People retreated from me in fascination and fear. I ignored them.

I knew what to do now.

With new determination in my steps, I began making my way to the harbor. Toward Iris. To my last and final gamble.

 

 

Chapter 18

 

 

The frigid wind whipped about me as I struggled down the last of the road that led to Iris’ bleak home. The waves crashed in the darkness beneath me, invisible yet vast, throwing up stinging spray that was so cold it felt like burning pellets against my cheeks. The rocks cut my feet endlessly, but I ignored the pain; when I reached at last the doorstep of her decrepit house the soles of my feet were completely healed.

I stood there, hugging myself tightly, teeth chattering, staring up at the ruinous bulk of that abandoned building. 

Was this the right move? My certainty had leached away with each step I’d taken along this midnight path. Would my ploy work? Failure would damn Khansalon, delivering Iris into my father’s hands. Dared I risk it, dared I play with such stakes on the table merely for revenge?

But now. I forced myself to stand straighter. This wasn’t about revenge, not anymore. The threats Aurelius had made, the manner in which he was going to torture the people I loved so as to break my spirit - that I couldn’t countenance. If I had to risk the world for Cerys and Yashara, for Netherys and Tamara, for Pogo and Pony and every Mailed Fist mercenary who’d risked their life to serve me - then I would do so a thousand times over.

I entered the darkness within, so absolute it was near tangible, and fumbled my way to the trapdoor. 

Pounded my fist down on the splintery wood, once, twice, three times.

As always that moment of lurching doubt. Was she still here? Was the room below dark and abandoned? Was I too late, had I taken her devotion for granted for too long?

“Yes?” 

Her voice thin and distant through the wood.

I hauled open the trapdoor and saw Iris leaning over to light a lantern. She’d been asleep, the room below empty of corpses or simulacra. 

Somehow, the idea that Iris might have been simply getting a good night’s sleep instead of indulging in necromantic insanities struck me as surreal, and I had to stifle a bark of laughter.

Which keyed me in to how on edge I was, how close to the brink of hysteria.

“Kellik?” She peered up at me, tendrils of black hair over her face, and smiled warmly. “My love.”

My heart skipped a beat. A stutter in my chest, just shy of being uncomfortable. I descended, dropped the last few yards, then dropped to my knees before her, sitting back on my heels.

Iris studied me in the intimate gloom. “You look distraught. What happened?”

“Distraught?” I forced a smile, and raised my filthy hands to study the whorls on the back of my knuckles. “I suppose I am. Everything’s gone to shit, Iris.”

She propped her head on one hand, regarded me with feline curiosity. “Explain?”

“My father sprung an ambush. Yashara, Pony, Pogo, Havatier - all were lost, turned to stone by a medusa. Netherys returned, but in doing so became a high elf -”

“Became a high elf?” A flicker of real interest. “So it really happened?”

“Yes.” 

“Fascinating! Oh, to have been there to observe her matrix as she underwent the change… I wonder. Could I force the corpse of a dark elf to transfigure? By extension -”

“Iris,” I said.

She smiled bashfully. “Sorry. You were telling me about your misfortunes.”

“Yes. Misfortunes.” I paused, tasting the word. What it said about Iris, her view of my efforts, my quest. “We attacked my father. He invited me to. Revealed himself as one of the councilors. We failed. Netherys was captured. Now he means to break my mind, my spirit, but torturing them while keeping me in the city.”

Iris sat up. “We can’t have that.”

“No.” I smiled once more, the expression feeling wild and just barely in control. “We can’t. Which is why I’ve come to you.”

“Of course. Tell me how I can help, my love.” She sounded so warm, so reassuring. I felt my eyes prickle, but wiped away the emotion before it could form. 

“I need to kill my father. Stop him. Save our friends. Tamara is gone, won’t be back for months. You’re the only one who can help me.”

An understanding nod.

“We can’t hurt him physically. I cut off his head and he simply healed it back. And his power… I never guessed at the extent of his authority. I can barely resist him.”

“Hmm. What if we cut him apart and kept the pieces separate?” Iris tapped her lips. “Placed his head in a lead box, for example, a hand in another, and so forth? He might live, but would be thoroughly incapacitated.”

“I…. Yes.” I considered the possibility. “But even removing his head is a challenge -”

“Oh, that’s easy enough. I fashion two giants, they pull him apart. Each holds onto their chunk of daddy.” She smiled. “See?”

“But doing so would bring the Paruko down upon your head,” I protested. “They’ve already accosted me once. They’re just waiting for you to show yourself to step in.”

“Hmm.” She tapped her lips pensively again. “Yes. I’d get but one chance to execute my plan.”

“And he’s protected by an Exemplar of the Hanged God.” I palmed my face. “Do you know… do you think they’d have power over the undead?”

“Possibly.” She stretched languorously. “Though I think not. Their powers are manifestations of death itself. You know. The ability to kill people. My powers are an affront to the Hanged God. I bring them back. So no, I don’t think he’d be able to wrest control away from me, but… I could see him being especially good at killing my creations. Putting down heresies, as they were.”

“Right. So we’d have to overcome Baleric and subdue my father, place him in metal boxes or what have you, and all before the Paruko arrived to destroy you.”

“Yes. A tall order.” Iris smiled at me. “Perhaps the direct method won’t work so neatly. Unless we can get rid of the Paruko. But even the lich under Execution Hill can’t think of a way to defeat them, and he’s been working at that problem for ages.”

“Yeah. So I thought… I mean, I had an idea. I have no idea if it would work, but…”

Iris raised an eyebrow. “What is it, my love?”

“It’s a long shot. And we’d get but one chance. But if you’re willing to try…”

Iris reached out and squeezed my hand. “Of course I am. You know I’d do anything for you, Kellik. Tell me your idea. And if it’s possible, if there’s any way of pulling it off, I’ll see it done.”

 

* * *

 

An hour or so later we stood at the edge of the Royal Provost’s square. How long had passed since Netherys and I had approached in the exact same manner? Two or three hours, at least. Was my father still within? Was this all a futile gesture? Would I be forced to scour the city for his hidden abode, or attempt to break into Aurelius’ manor, with all its no doubt formidable defenses…?

Iris linked her arm through mine and gave me a wink. “Ready?”

Just having her with me sent a jolt of confidence through my system. That and the hundreds of sodden zombies she had following us through the shadows, trawling behind us through alleys and narrow streets like the train of a filthy bridal dress. I could hear bellows of surprise, screams of fear, shouts of alarm for blocks and blocks behind us.

No matter. 

“One way or another, this will be the end,” I said. “If we go in there, we’re probably not coming back out.”

“Yes,” said Iris, unfazed.

I turned to search her face. “Baleric and his crew are in there. My father with all his power. Even if we succeed, they may still cut us down.”

“I know,” said Iris.

It was as if she wasn’t hearing me, so I took both her hands in mine and squeezed them tightly. “This plan, it could mean your death.”

“Especially if it works,” she said. “I know, Kellik.”

I felt helpless, unable to reach her, to communicate my fear. “But I don’t want to lose you.”

She cupped my cheek. “We are destined to lose each other in time. Perhaps it will happen tonight. Perhaps ten years from now, or a thousand. But that’s our sole certainty.”

A knot formed in my throat. “But tonight… tonight feels too soon.”

Her smile was enigmatic. “I’m not ready to be quit of this world just yet. There’s still so much more to learn. And if I can have enough time to study Baleric’s matrix? Then there’s a very high chance, even if our plan works out, that we’ll live to see each other again.”

“You believe that?” I asked, needing to feel her faith to have any of my own.

“It’s a strange world, Kellik. Stranger things happen all the time.”

“Right.” I inhaled deeply, held my breath, then released it in a long, controlled sigh. “In that case, I’m ready.” 

Together we stepped out into the open. Crossed the barren square to the foot of the council hall’s steps, and there paused as a dozen guards emerged from between the pillars. 

“You there. Hall’s closed for the night. Be off with -”

Tall, gangly figures of hideous aspect emerged from the shadows behind the guards, each as tall and lean as Pony, their arms nearly reaching the floor. I caught but a flash of their crude visages, looking to be shaped from bone and rock, and then they grabbed hold of a guard each and tore them back into the darkness and were gone. 

“Barrow apostles,” said Iris, beaming up at me. “Remember, from the dungeon in Port Lusander? I thought a dozen or so of them might come in useful.”

“I… yes.” I was sufficiently battered and numb from the events of the night to not feel much surprise. “The guards?”

“Over there, somewhere,” said Iris, waving her hand off toward the far side of the square. “And… all dead now. And rising to their feet, and waiting further commands.”

I shivered, and together we reached the top of the steps. No blood, no signs of violence. The guards were simply gone.

To think that Iris could recreate any previous construct, could absorb every fallen foe into her ranks. 

Thank the Hanged God she was on my side. 

And may Fortuna prevent she ever fall into my father’s power.

We stepped into the low-ceilinged hall, made our way down its length. Voices from the Star Chamber, relaxed and muted. Tension curled within my gut, and fear closed my throat. Learned fear. I was terrified, I realized, of facing Aurelius. Terrified of failing, of being mocked and cast out once more, of losing Iris, of failing my friends. 

This was it. 

My final play.

Iris squeezed my hand tightly and led me forth into the gallery.

“… and so we shall delay construction until the harvest is well past, removing the granaries from play till next season…” Councilor Berachul stood before Aurelius, who lounged on the lowest rung of seats as he munched from a branch of grapes. A handful of the other councilors were in attendance, including Mellonis himself. 

“My lords.” Baleric rose from his chair on the far side of the gallery, his companions doing likewise. “We have company.”

The councilors looked up, and as I entered their field of vision their faces contorted in scorn and annoyance.

“Kellik?” Aurelius set his grapes aside. “Now this is a surprise.”

Iris stepped up beside me, her hand resting gently on the railing, her attention fixed squarely on Baleric. “Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, there we have it.”

Baleric’s pale sister clutched at his arm. “Brother! That woman!”

“Yes,” said Baleric, drawing his great sword hurriedly, losing his composure for the very first time I’d ever seen. “I sense it. The Hanged God ride with me, world without end!” And he placed a foot on the railing and leaped, soaring across the entire Star Chamber, the railing crumpling in his wake. 

I stared at him incredulously. His leap was carrying him fifteen yards through the air, up above us, accommodated by the scope of the Star Chamber’s dome, his blade rising high above his head.

So fast. So terribly fast.

Iris merely looked up at the Exemplar, a shining smile on her heart-shaped face.

It was all I could do to shove her aside, shoulder her out of his path. To try and throw myself to the floor, but I was too slow, too late - Baleric’s blade cleaved down into my shoulder, shattering clavicle, severing bone, and cutting its way down through ribs, puncturing lung, and hammering me down to one knee.

Pain - but I was no stranger to pain, even the kind that might incapacitate a man. With a snarl he tore his blade free of my torso, his attention fixed on Iris - but then hell spewed forth from the corridor behind us. 

A torrent of the undead came springing forth, a cavalcade of refashioned zombies and skeletons. Barrow apostles emerged from the shadows that ringed the gallery, seizing hold of Baleric’s crew as they ran around the Star Chamber toward us, dog piling the city troll, sweeping the teenaged rogue off his feet, embracing the sister in their skeletal arms.

Baleric roared his fury and ran straight at the flood coming his way, blade glowing with black fire, and cleaved through their dread ranks as if they were mist. Everywhere his blade passed the undead fell, whether they be gigantic monstrosities like Morty, Iris’ first creation so many years ago, or mere zombies who yet dripped and glistened with brine. 

I croaked, blood spattering over my lips, and slowly, with extreme effort, rose to my feet. My chest was all wrong, stitched over with shards of true pain while blood bubbled and poured out of the terrible wound. 

Iris stared fixedly at Baleric, who was being driven back by the sheer volume of assailants, one reluctant step at a time, the floor before him already piled nearly waist-high with corpses and bones. 

“Cease this attack!” bellowed my father from below, and his words were like branding irons thumbed into the flesh of my face, white hot pokers slipped into the very folds of my mind. 

The undead staggered to a halt, swayed, stopped.

Baleric, gasping, cut a few down before lowering his blade, and then wheeled on Iris. “My lord, I must cut her down!”

“No, no, wait a moment,” said my father, climbing up the steps toward us. “My son has brought his pet necromancer. And what a delicious little morsel is she. Let’s not dispose of her just yet. Your name, my pet?”

Iris didn’t take her gaze away from the exemplar, her brow yet furrowed in thought, but simply said, “Lady Iris Kargashina.”

“Lady Iris, well.” My father had gained the top step, and stood there smiling pensively at her. “You are a fascinating creature. I’ve never seen such varieties of the undead. You fashioned them yourself?”

“I did,” said Iris, and then sighed happily and looked to me. “It’s done, Kellik. You were right. Your plan will work. I’ve seen all I needed to see.”

I leaned back against the railing. The pain was fading from my chest, but the wound was still open, blood pouring down my front, pooling about my feet. It was all I could do to stay lucid. “You’re ready? You can do this?”

“Don’t ignore me,” said my father, expression darkening.

“Believe me, I’m not,” said Iris, and then stepped toward me to take my hand. “Farewell.”

“Iris,” I said. “Wait. Farewell? I thought -”

“Cease your conversation!” thundered Aurelius, and the force of his will snapped my head back, near made me collapse. My jaw clicked shut, and for a moment Iris’ did as well, but then, with clear and careful effort, she opened her mouth and turned to my father.

“So you’re the king troll.”

Aurelius narrowed his eyes. “Be quiet!”

Again Iris’ mouth snapped shut, and again she concentrated. This time, quicker than before, she relaxed. “You’ve upset Kellik greatly. I won’t forgive you for that.”

Aurelius gaped. “That’s impossible.”

“A foolish statement if ever I heard one. It’s merely a matter of undoing the damage you do to my matrix. But now, the time is at hand. I’m going to attempt my greatest feat.”

“Baleric,” whispered Aurelius, voice hoarse. “Kill her.”

“So beautiful,” said Iris, and I saw tears stand out in her eyes as she looked back at me. “It’s all so beautiful. Don’t fret, my love. I’ll see you again some day soon. Look for me.” And then she extended her hand toward Aurelius and screamed.

Her shriek was terrifying, raw and out of control, the tendons standing out in her neck, and Aurelius’ eyes widened in shock as he took a step back.

Iris’ scream rose in volume - and then cut off abruptly as Baleric’s blade sliced through her neck, decapitating her cleanly. Her head fell to the ground, rolled, came to a stop not far from where I stood.

Horror, absolute horror swept through me, and I gazed, struck dumb with pain and my father’s power, at where she stared up at me. And I saw that her face was still animated, still, somehow, alive. She blinked, worked her lips and jaw as if trying to say something - I thought it might have been the word love, and only then did she finally go still.

“My lord?” Baleric moved past Iris’ corpse to where Aurelius stood. “Are you all right?”

“I believe so,” said Aurelius, taking out a rag with which to mop his brow. “Frightful. Heinous woman. For a moment… but wait. I do feel passingly strange. A headache, but… within my chest. I…”

Baleric took Aurelius’ elbow as my father staggered.

“What did she do to me?” His voice was hoarse, and with wild fury he whipped his head around to stare at me. “Tell me, Kellik! What did your necromancer whore do to me?”

My mouth opened of its own accord, and despite my grief, my voice was steady. “She gave you her power.”

Aurelius blinked in confusion, and even Baleric seemed taken aback.

“She what?” asked my father. 

“She imprinted herself upon your matrix. Gave you her power.” Such was my father’s command that I couldn’t stop talking. “By way of Baleric’s own soul, by observing how his life force meshes with the Hanged God, she extrapolated how to affect living matrixes, and changed yours to match her own, imprinting her signature, her power, upon you.”

“Impossible,” rasped Baleric.

Aurelius straightened. Blinked. Tugged his robes into place. “She gave me her power?”

I nodded. The physical pain in my chest was receding in waves, though the emotional agony roiled on and on.  

My father turned to stare thoughtfully at the tangle of corpses that had collapsed and fallen apart upon Iris’ death. Rubbed at his chin, furrowed his brow, and concentrated on a cadaver clad in the rotten clothing of a sailor. 

Stared, the intensity of his glare mounting, until at last the cadaver twitched, half rolling over.

Aurelius burst into delighted laughter. “The boy tells the truth! I can sense the dead, somehow, feel their corpses lying before me. Like points of pressure, or… most strange. Most wondrous. And the scope of it… it’s like peering into a bottomless well. I… I have to sit down. This is… this is quite overwhelming.”

“My lord,” said Baleric, voice fraught with concern. “This gift of yours is a blasphemy in the eyes of the Hanged God. You cannot exercise it, to do so is the greatest heresy -”

“Oh, pshaw, the Hanged God will accommodate me,” said Aurelius, turning toward the steps. “Just as he did her. Now see my son out, Baleric. Not that I’m not appreciative for his gift, but I tire of his face, and must… ponder… this new power of mine…”

Baleric stood rooted to the spot, a band of muscle appearing and disappearing over the joint of his jaw as he stared at Aurelius’ back, nostrils flaring as he breathed deeply, chest rising and falling like a bellows. Then he looked to his crew, nodded toward the archway, and gripped me by the arm.

“I’ll obey this last command of your father’s,” he said, voice quiet and lethal. “And then I will consult with the Sepulchros on what you did here. What has happened to the Grandfather, and how you might have just damned us all.”

I laughed weakly. “Oh, now you develop qualms?”

Ignoring my jibe, he jerked me away from the railing.

“Wait,” I said. “Her body, we can’t just leave her there -”

Baleric halted abruptly.

A portal of swirling black ink was manifesting in the air before us.

“Incoming,” whispered his sister, moving to stand beside him once more. “And… I sense energies most perilous, my brother. The spirits are shrieking.”

Baleric tossed me aside and drew his blade once more. I fell heavily to my knees, pain lancing deep through my chest, then fell onto my side, turning to watch as three basket-headed men emerged from the depths of the portal.

“The Paruko,” whispered Baleric, and for the first time I heard something akin to awe, perhaps fear, in his dread voice.

“Step aside,” said the leader of the trio. “Our concern is not with you, exemplar.”

For a moment Baleric seemed to hesitate, and then he lowered his blade and did as he was bid.

The Paruko walked forward, to the edge of the gallery, and there stood staring down at the Star Chamber floor below.

With great effort I crawled over to where Iris lay, and gathered her head into my arms. Grief washed over me again in a terrible wave, and I felt delirious, half mad myself.

“Oh father!” I cried out, my voice echoing from the domed ceiling, half wild, half mad. “You’ve got visitors!”

Aurelius had already sat down, had waved away the councilors, and was staring out into the middle distance as if contemplating the state of his soul. He blinked, frowned, then turned to stare up at me.

And saw the Paruko.

He leaped to his feet, alarmed and wary. “My revered lords,” he called out, voice brassy but not quite hiding his sudden nervousness. “What brings you here?”

“We come for you, necromancer. The tide, the moon, and the seasons alone may come and go as they please. Your kind, however, belongs to us, and we shall bring you into the Dream.”

“What?” True shock flashed across my father’s face, and he raised a hand to forestall them. “What is this? But I - for centuries we’ve - oh.” And I saw the sweet, immortal moment when understanding flashed across his face.

My father rose to his full height, and suddenly he was no more Aurelius than I was the Count of Manticora. He became something more, taller and monstrous, a burning light smoldering in the depths of his gaze, his expression alien and regal, his very being inhuman and fey. 

Gone was the ancient councilor. Below me, revealed at last in all his terrible splendor, stood a king troll in his full might, and though he wore still the face and body of Aurelius, the facade was only skin deep and rapidly wasting away; his features were growing nobler, the wrinkles smoothing away, the white hair growing thick, his shoulders broadening as he became - or reverted - to something else.

But he had not the time to complete the transformation.

“I underestimated you, my son.” His smile was cruel but with a start I saw something else there, something I’d never expected to see. Pride. “I underestimated you, and now I shall pay the price.” His voice resonated, and I seemed to feel it in my chest more than hear it in my ears. “Well done. Well played. I commend you.”

I couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. 

The lead Paruko extended his hand, and black and purple energy began to coruscate around his fingers. Growing by the moment, forming a net, a great shadowed mass which began to descend toward where my father stood.

“A word of advice, my son. Over the long centuries to come, do not fall victim to pride as I did. To arrogance.” His smile was wry, his face reshaping itself even as I watched, becoming that of a man in his prime, his late thirties, perhaps, or mid-forties, black hair swept back, features shockingly like my own. “As I can attest, it can prove your undoing.”

The black and purple fire stretched wide and enveloped him then, enmeshing him, wrapping itself around his frame and hiding him from view. 

The councilors cried out, fell back, retreated to the far side of the Star Chamber, not understanding, raising their arms as if expecting blows to fall.

Yet the Paruko ignored them completely. The black, pulsating cloud of purple flame arose into the air, carrying my father no doubt in its center, and returned to the Paruko’s hand. It shrank with terrible speed, and then the Paruko closed his fist about it and snuffed it out altogether.

My father was gone. 

The Paruko slowly surveyed the room, pausing only to consider Iris’ head in my lap. For long, terrible moments they pondered the remains, and then they turned back to their swirling portal and stepped through. The portal swirled for a moment longer, then collapsed upon itself, and they were gone.

Nobody spoke. The only sound was the panicked breathing coming from below, from Berachul, Mellonis, Svanis and the three others. 

Baleric stared still at where the portal had hovered, then passed a pale hand before his face and shuddered.

“What now?” I asked, gently setting Iris’ head aside and rising to my feet. I’d precious little strength, no blade, but if he meant to come at me he’d not find me unwilling.

“Now?” He said the word as if unsure what it meant. “Now… everything has changed.”

“Everything,” agreed his pale sister. 

“We go to the Sepulchros. We go to convene with the Hanged God.” Baleric gave a curt nod, as if affirming his own words. “And we go now.”

“Wait!” It was Berachul, come scrambling up the steps. “Wait, Lord Baleric! Don’t leave this wretch behind! Do your duty to our departed lord and dispatch him!”

Baleric studied the old man’s countenance, lips pursed, and then in response simply turned away to stride through the archway and out of sight.

His sister followed, the rest of their crew right behind.

A moment later it was just me and the councilors. 

We simply stared at each other. Nobody moved. Then, with great deliberation, I limped over to the closest cadaver. It was one of the guards that Iris had just ambushed with the barrow apostles.

I bent down. 

Clasped the hilt of the man’s sword and drew it free.

The sound of the blade rasping forth filled the Star Chamber.

“Now, now,” said Berachul, raising both palms placatingly. “We can talk this out, Your Excellency. Quartus Magistrate. No need to be irrational.”

I took a deep breath. My chest was most healed. I barely felt any blood bubbling in my lungs at all. 

Svanis stepped forth, face tight with fear and a display of anger. “This has been quite enough for one evening. I bid you goodnight, gentlemen.” And he attempted to stride past me.

I extended my blade out, blocking his path, and he nearly ran into it.

“Back,” I said, not turning my head to face him. “Back or I’ll cut you down where you stand.”

“This is outrageous!” blustered Svanis. “How dare you threaten my person! Lower that blade immediately, magistrate, or -”

“Back,” I said, and the power in my command lashed at Svanis like a rawhide whip.

He flinched, stumbled, then returned to stand beside Berachul.

Silence once more. The six men, councilors and magistrate both, watched me warily. Berachul licked his lower lip, and then once more spread his hands placatingly. “We can be reasonable about this. We can talk this through. The balance of power in Port Gloom has shifted radically. There is now plenty of reward to split amongst us all. I suggest -”

“Silence,” I commanded, and his mouth snapped shut.

I wanted nothing more than to run them through. Cut each of them down and bathe the steps in their blood. Rid Port Gloom of their corrupt and depraved presence.

And yet. 

They were ready tools, and at hand. 

Tools that knew how to walk the halls of power, who had influence networks of their own, who understood how my father had operated, how he had pulled his strings, and where, no doubt, most of those strings led. To which dark and hidden corners of the city, to which puppets, to which allies and slaves.

“You serve me now,” I said, voice a harsh grate. “I am taking the place once held by my father. I shall return to the council as Quartus Magistrate, but where once Aurelius dictated policy from the shadows, now I shall do the same. Mellonis. Your star will continue to rise. You will enforce the laws you just passed, and shall soon begin to pass more. I shall tell you what they shall be. Svanis, Berachul: you will at my summons inform me of everything I wish to know: how my father operated, from where, whom else worked for him - everything. Am I understood?”

My power snaked around them, bound them tight. Their faces grew red with fury, they trembled, veins stood out in their necks and brows - but one by one they nodded their assent.

“Then know this: you shall not leave the city without my permission. You shall take no action nor, through passivity, allow any action 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. This is my will, councilors. Do you understand?”

They fought. For long, aching seconds they fought me, but one by one they succumbed. One by one they nodded, faces now pale, and finally they stood before me, broken once more to the will of a king troll.

And in that moment I realized that Port Gloom was at last truly mine. Mine in spirit as well as body.

“Then go,” I said. “And speak to no one about what has happened here. Revel my true nature to nobody, and do not speak of this even amongst yourselves. Go!”

The six men hurried past me, stepping over the corpses and cadavers, the piles of bone and the wretched constructs that had once danced to Iris’ command.

I took a deep breath, steadied myself, and then moved to crouch beside Iris’ severed head. Gently, hesitantly, I picked it up once more. Brushed the black hair away from her pale face, a face made all the more pallid by blood loss. Her eyes were half-rolled up under her lids, her mouth parted, her skin already waxen in cast. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “Forgive me.”

No response. I waited. Expecting her face to animate, the eyes to roll down, the lips to quirk into a smile. 

Watched, yet nothing happened.

Felt my chest hitch as I dropped to my knees and carefully set her head down. Iris was truly dead. 

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered again. And with my grief came a wave of regret. Regret that she’d no longer be at my side, illuminating my own dark path, helping me realize my destiny, embrace my fate. Regret that her smile would never light up my nights, her depravity break down the walls of my inhibitions, that her madness would no longer make of the world a realm filled with nothing more than illimitable potential.

Reality without her seemed a dull, prosaic thing; the laws of life carved in stone, and without the ability to surprise or shock.

“I love you,” I whispered to her pale face, tears prickling my eyes. “Sleep well. I’ll see you when my turn comes to step into the Ashen Garden.

I took a deep, shuddering breath and set her head down upon her body, and then slid my arms under her legs and back to lift her up and against my chest.

I’d not leave her here alone in the dark.

I would bring her back to Thorne Manor, and then begin planning her funeral. But after that. There was so much to do. I had to find Cerys and Netherys and bring them home. Locate the medusa and force her to turn my companions back to flesh. Re-establish myself as the Count of Manticora, seize my father’s wealth, and learn how to operate the web of influence he had built himself over the years.

To take control of Port Gloom, to seize hold of the reins, and begin guiding it in the direction I saw fit. 

To mold it into a new form, a more pleasing state, one that accorded with my priorities, my desires, and not that of my father. 

I’m proud of you, he’d said, and in his eyes I’d seen the truth of his words. 

I shuddered, then suppressed the feeling. Squared my shoulders, and with Iris’ corpse in my arms, strode forth into the low-ceilinged tunnel, leaving behind the Star Chamber. 

Dawn wasn’t too far away. It would mark the beginning of a new era in Port Gloom. The beginning of a new reign. 

And despite my pain, my loss, my grief, I couldn’t deny the flicker of excitement that danced within my chest. The first sparks of eagerness, of enthusiasm. 

It was an emotion that I knew Iris would have understood, would have cheered on and approved of.

I had an entire city to dominate, and I couldn’t wait to get started.

 

THE END
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