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I crouched lightly at the base of the old steeple, one hand on its shingled side, the toes of my booted feet barely fitting on the lip of slimy brick that ran around its base. It was a still night, and the coal smoke from the factories and innumerable homes lay heavy over Port Gloom. From my vantage point I could gaze out over most of the city, the sprawling morass of tottering homes pressed cheek to jowl, each with its own chimney spewing smoke into the night. 

Getting up this high always made me appreciate all over again just how damn big the city was. An endless sprawl of a miserable populace fighting to stay one step ahead of starvation, disease, violence, and murder. Countless steeples and towers arose from the humps of the tenements, countless windows peered back at me, lit from within by flickering candlelight. The Royal Provost’s tower rose above it all like a finger pointing accusingly at the heavens, and to my left glittered the Bay of Ruin, the tide at low ebb, hundreds of ships lined up along the docks and piers.

My target tonight was the custom’s house, a mailed fist of the tightest security clenched around a fortune in taxed goods. Most aspiring thieves hoping to join the Family would have given up as soon as they were told that was their target, and perhaps Everyman Jack had expected me to do the same—especially without Eddwick by my side. If so, he’d been sorely disappointed. 

The custom’s house was a massive building of dour, black brick that sat atop one end of the great Bay Bridge like a miniature fortress. Every wagon, every cart, every bleeding purse that traversed the Bay Bridge was taxed when it passed into the shadows of the custom’s house. 

Which meant a heaping, stinking load of gold and goods were kept there each night, the day’s haul, which would be carried under the protective eye of the Merchant Provost’s best guards to the city treasury come dawn.

My heart was pounding. I was tasked with sneaking into the tax master’s office to steal the personal seal with which he authenticated his every official document.

Which was basically a suicide mission. It was a trial to make an aspirant thief rethink his career choices, his basic motivations in life.

A trial to make an aspirant believe his future guild master might not want him to make the grade.

I shifted my weight and snapped up my collar as a brisk wind blew in off the bay, bringing with it the smell of salt and fish and momentarily erasing the stench of coal smoke, muddy banks, the human filth that poured into the Snake Head River from countless pipes and then out into the bay. I’d mostly dried off from my earlier swim. The cloud cover was nearly perfect. The time to act was almost upon me. 

Normal folks entered the custom’s house via one of the many doors contained within the heavily guarded tunnel that passed beneath it. Supplicant doors, merchant doors, entrances through which only high-ranking government officials could pass. All of them guarded now by sullen guards looking for an excuse to get in a scrap and liven up their night. 

I wasn’t normal folks. 

I glanced up. The clouds lay thick and heavy, augmented by the city’s spewing pollution. No sign of the moon or the stars. 

Perfect.

I reached down and took hold of the wet rope. The far end was affixed to the sill of one of those third-floor windows deemed unapproachable by all. I’d spent all my gold—which hadn’t been much—on buying a single crystal arrow that could sink into stone as if it were wood. It’d been painful to hand over my lifetime’s earnings, but the arrow had done its job. Best shot of my life, that had been, loosing almost straight up from the filthy waters at the base of the bridge, treading water frantically to keep the bowstring from getting wet. When the arrow had lodged into the brick beneath the window ledge, a thin cord threaded through the loop at the arrow’s base, I’d discarded the bow and swum across the channel to climb out like a drowned rat to climb to the base of this steeple with the rope tied around my hips. Enough had been left behind me so that it remained hidden beneath the surf. 

Now, handful by steady handful, I hauled the rest of it up. In the darkness, I could barely make out the line as it rose from the water, dripping and swinging to hang low over the waves. Up and up it went as I hauled. My shoulders burned, and even with my calluses, I was grateful for my gloves.

Grunting with effort, I hauled the last of the rope clear of the water. My perch was a good ten feet above the third-floor window, some fifty feet above the wharf below me. Arms burning, I pulled and pulled. The black rope was invisible in the night. When I finally had it as straight as I could manage, I worked my way cautiously back and around the steeple, went round once, then tied it off.

There. 

I took off my gloves and blew onto my chafed palms. What I wouldn’t do for one of Eddwick’s premonitions right now. One of those mysterious hunches he’d started getting this past year that warned him of our odds of success. What would it have been tonight? A nod and his shit-eating grin indicating we were good to go, or would he have drawn his finger across his neck, indicating that it was no good and we should retreat?

No telling. I felt his absence like a newly missing tooth. I pulled my gloves on tight, threw a belt of smooth leather over the cord, took a deep breath and stepped out into the void.

A cry of excitement nearly tore itself from my throat as I slid along the cord all the way from the steeple down to the window, the leather whirring over the rope, faster and faster, down to the custom’s house which loomed ever larger. At the very last, I swung up my legs and braced for the impact, slamming against the brick but catching myself easily on the balls of my feet.

I gave a quiet laugh of exhilaration and terror as I glanced down at the surging waves far below, then turned my attention to the heavy storm shutters. High Clerk Baric had sworn they’d be unlatched. Grasping both ends of the leather loop with one hand, I worked the fingers of the other into the crack between the sill. I grasped one of them and tugged. 

Locked.

I suppressed a dark snarl of anger and gave a yank. The shutter didn’t even shiver. Had the bastard double crossed me? Did he think I wouldn’t follow through with my decidedly impolitic threats?

My grip was starting to slide. My shoulders to burn. I became supremely aware of the distance between me and the dark waters below. 

There was nothing for it. I hauled myself up and twisted, so that my ass landed on the two inches of window ledge, legs scissoring around the rope to hold myself steady. The wind plucked at my clothing, sought to pry me from my precarious perch. Lips pursed in anger, I drew my dagger, reversed my grip on it, and slid the point between the shutters, seeking the latch.

It took all my strength and balance to remain poised on such an insignificant stretch of stone. The shutters had swollen with the damp, and I could barely work my dagger between them. My shoulder burned as I fought to insinuate it deeper, then waggled it about until it clicked against metal. Grimacing, fighting to remain calm as the wind grew in strength, I jiggled and worked the latch until at last it rose and I was able to carefully pull the far shutter open. 

My ass was sliding off the ledge, my twisted ankle-grip on the rope slewing to the side. I heard voices within the office, but I didn’t have time to reconsider. Even as I allowed myself to fall, I sheathed my blade and turned so that I caught the ledge as I fell. I quickly hand-walked across and hauled myself up with a grunt to tumble into Baric’s office.

I was inside. Warmth. Soft light. The smell of paper and oiled wood.

Movement. 

I didn’t have time to celebrate. I came up in a crouch and saw two very surprised guards staring at me, hands going to their short swords as they rose from a small corner desk at which they’d been playing cards by candlelight.

My hand drew my dagger and hurled it as if by its own volition. The dagger appeared as if by magic in one of the guard’s throats, just under his chin strap, and he fell sideways, hands scrabbling at his neck as he choked and gargled.

The second guard drew his blade and went to shout but I threw out my other arm as if tossing a second dagger and he ducked convulsively, cry dying in his panic. 

Then I was on him.

I surged over Baric’s desk, grabbing a bronze paperweight shaped like Blind Fortuna’s blindfolded head, and threw it as he went to slash at me. 

The guard’s reflexes got the better of him. He parried the paperweight, actually blocked it with his upraised blade so that it clanged aside, only to realize my ruse and snarl just as I rammed him into the wall.

He was larger than me and stank of sweat, fish, and garlic. I buried my knee in his gut, making him grunt. But he didn’t drop. Instead he slammed a fist into the side of my neck. I nearly went down from the force of the blow, but a life spent brawling on the streets helped me stomp on the top of his boot even as I fought the urge to black out. I felt the small bones of his foot break, and blindly followed up with a headbutt to the bridge of his nose.

His head snapped back but he still didn’t go down. Tough bastard. Realizing his blade was useless with me in close enough to hug, he dropped it and smacked a great callused palm against my left ear.

The world exploded into white light as if a lightning bolt had gone off in the room, and I caught him by the belt as I fell, pulling him off balance and down after me as we crashed to the carpet.

I twisted as we fell so that we landed on our sides. He opened his mouth to scream again, call out for help, but I thrust my gloved hand between his teeth. There were over sixty guards in the custom house, or so Baric had told me—if he got the warning out, I was finished.

He bit down but I ignored the pain, contorting myself so that I rolled atop him and kneed him as hard as I could in the fruits. The bastard was as tough as cured leather, however, and despite going pale and sucking in a cry around my hand, began thumping me in the ribs with sharp, powerful blows. 

We stared into each other’s eyes as we struggled, arms locked around each other. His eyes were wide with shock and fury, blood from his nose and my hand smeared across his lips and jaw, and then I looked past him and saw the hilt of his own dropped sword gleaming just to the left of his head.

The blade of which lay beneath his neck.

I grabbed the hilt with my free hand, threw myself off him, and pulled the sword after me as I went. Sheer desperation lent me strength, and I pulled the blade up and around his neck, cutting deep all the way round as he rolled with me, and then I was up somehow on my feet, bloody blade between us, and he coughed and touched his ruined throat as blood sheeted down over his chest.

A moment as we stared at each other, then he collapsed to the carpet and lay there gasping until he gasped no more.

“By the Hanged God’s empty ballsack,” I hissed, moving to the office door and listening intently.

It took a moment for the ringing in my head to go quiet. Once it did, I heard a brotherly silence outside.

I was panting for breath and felt like puking. I pulled the glove off my left hand. Deep bite marks ringed over my knuckles. My head still throbbed from the dead guard’s buffet, but I could barely hear it over the pounding of my pulse. 

“The Hanged God pluck your miserable bones from your living flesh, Baric.” I fell into a crouch, legs going weak after the fight. Locked shutters and two guards posted in his office? I’d never have guessed he had the nerve. I’d thought him too chicken shit to betray me. Especially after I’d warned him I’d told a number of other thieves about his seriously impressive gambling debts. Kill me, I’d said smiling, and they’ll make sure the tax master finds out about your nightly activities. 

Of course, Eddwick had already disappeared by then. I’d been operating blind, or so it had felt, and without trusted allies. Which meant there were actually no other thieves involved. Not that Baric could have known that. 

Unless…

I stared at one of the dead guards. Had Illenda, the whorehouse madam, played me false? I scowled at the very thought. No. She couldn’t have—she’d been the one who’d told me about Baric, his occupation, and his debt. She’d been the one who’d offered me a ray of hope when I thought I was doomed without Eddwick. Why would she turn around and tell Baric about my ruse? 

I shook my head to clear it. No sense in losing myself in conspiracy theories. Later, maybe. Plenty of time for revenge once I was a full-blooded thief. Baric could explain it all himself after I’d stolen the seal.

Still, if he’d failed to leave his window open, if he’d set guards here to wait for me, could I trust what he’d told me about the patrol that walked the third floor every ten minutes, or the pressure plate that released a screamer from a hidden compartment in the hallway wall?

Grimacing, I retrieved my dagger from the first guard’s neck, then returned to the door and listened again. Silence. My plan had been to wait for the patrol to pass and then use the following ten minutes to execute my mission, but the two dead guards here complicated things. The patrol would probably want to relieve their boredom by sticking their heads in here to gossip and find out who was winning the other’s salary. When they found the office door locked and received no response from the guards inside… well. I doubted they’d just walk away.

No. I had to move now, despite not knowing how many minutes were left till the next patrol came by. If they even came every ten minutes, like Baric had sworn. 

I cracked the door and peered out. It was a damn sumptuous hallway, I’ll tell you that. All gleaming wood, a rich red carpet patterned with yellow geometric patterns running down the center of the hallway, and dour portraits of important folks hung along the walls in gilt frames. Candles burned within cut glass lanterns set along the walls, and an oppressive—and deceptive—stillness hung like a leaden cloak over everything.

I flexed my wounded hand nervously, listened one last time, and then slipped out of Baric’s office. The carpet did wonders to absorb my footsteps, and I was light enough to avoid making the boards beneath creak. I snuck forward, hunched over, watching the stairway entrance. 

Down the hall, ignoring the accusing glares from the myriad portraits along the walls, gaze flicking down to the carpet for the telltale golden slash that indicated the pressure plate.

There.

I stopped and scrutinized the discordant slash. Then knelt and lowered my cheek to the carpet to gaze sidelong at the knap. There was an obvious depression about a foot long and stretching the width of the hall just where Baric had said it would be. 

Thank Blind Fortuna’s marvelous breasts.  

With a grin, I rose and stepped over the subtle depression. A screamer could rouse a city block if provoked. The thought of causing one to tumble out of its hole onto the carpet was enough to make my stomach curdle.

My foot came down on the far side and I head a click. 

A panel opened in the wainscoting to my left and a ball of fur the size of a pig’s bladder emerged, comically large feet shaped like those of a human child’s beneath it. 

With a spasm of terror, I hacked down with my stolen short sword, missed by three inches, and then the screamer opened its mouth, nearly splitting its body in half.

The sound that came forth was mind shattering. A rising, ululating shriek of such penetrating power that it felt as if an icicle were being driven in through my ears. 

My own scream of fury and chagrin blended with its cry, and I fell upon it. The screamer’s tiny eyes locked on me and it leaped aside. I gave chase, stabbing maniacally at the carpet in its wake, knowing it was too late, but needing to make it stop, to make that hellish cacophony end, until with a scream of victory I punched the sword’s point into its furry little body and pinned it to the ground, where it quivered, gave a final croak, and then died.

I knelt before it, heaving for breath, ears ringing violently, unable to make out anything, staring at the small hirsute corpse. 

Baric. Fury curdled within me. Baric!

I turned, more on instinct than because I’d heard anything, and saw four armored men emerging from the stairwell at the end of the hall. 

Shit.

They wore gleaming breastplates whose centers were embossed with a large golden coin, their sleeves billowing stylishly, one red, the other white.

“Ah, hello,” I said, moving my stolen blade behind my back. “I was—ah—looking for the water closet?”

The lead guard tore his blade free and led the others in a charge down the hall, face turning crimson in his fury and shock. 

I leaped to my feet and raced down the hallway ahead of him to the far end where the grandest door stood. A heavily carved affair, all paneled and fancy, it bore in its center the carved emblem of the tax master: a single gold coin as large as my hand.

Baric had told me the lock was devilishly complex, and to deal with it I’d brought a scroll of supple leather which contained my finest lockpicks.

No time for that now.

At the last moment I leaped, yelling in sheer panic, and slammed both boots right next to the lock. 

I heard wood crunch but the door didn’t give. I crashed down to the carpet, saw the lead guard loom above me and rolled just as his blade thunked down where my head had been a second ago.

The hall was only wide enough for two of them to come at me at once. I tried to both scramble back and rise into a crouch as they slashed at me, lost my balance and instead tumbled against the great door. 

Nobody is as skilled at improbable contortions as a properly motivated thief aspirant. I threw myself aside as a sword stabbed into the door, then managed a sloppy parry with my stolen short sword, turning aside the second attack.

Everything descended into chaos. I slammed my elbow down on the flat of the blade that had stuck in the door, knocking it free of the guard’s grip, then parried once, twice more, growing in confidence as I fought to rise to my feet.

The first guard grabbed at his blade where it sproinged up and down and yanked it free, only to scream as I slashed at his arm with my dagger.

The close quarters worked against the second guard, who kept trying for wide swings. I cut him once, twice, and then he fell back and away. A third guard charged at me, bellowing like a bull, and I dropped onto my ass so that he crashed into the door just above me.

It was too much for the abused lock, and the door smashed open. The guard tripped and fell over me, momentum carrying us all into the tax master’s office. More shouts were coming from down the hall as new guards arrived. Squirming, throwing elbows and slashing indiscriminately, I fought my way free of the heavy bodies and dove away, narrowly missing a swipe at the back of my thigh. 

I caught a brief glimpse of the office. The massive desk, broad and ponderous, more portraits on the walls, side table, cut crystal glasses— 

No time to think, no time to plan. Guards were spilling into the room, shouting their indignation and promising all kinds of bodily injuries as they shouldered each other aside. I leaped over the desk, a line of fire searing across my back as someone cut me. I slid over the massive blotter, knocked over a rack of quills, crashed into the chair and knocked it over, crashing to the carpet. 

The guards raced around the desk as if it were a breakwater, coming at me from both sides.

I stabbed the tip of my short sword into the crack above the main drawer and heaved. The drawer popped out, splinters bursting free as the locking mechanism broke, and I snatched up the heavy golden cylinder that lay on a bed of purple satin: the tax master’s seal.

Up onto the desk I hopped, someone slashing open my shoulder as I went, surrounded now on all sides by the guards. Instinct made me leap as blades sliced at my legs, and in a panic I somersaulted over their heads, heels brushing the paneled ceiling, and landed badly, pain shooting up my left shin.

No time to think, no time to plan. 

I ran at the shuttered window, the guards right behind me, and dove once more, crossing my arms before my face. The latch gave and wood shattered before me as I flew out into the night, out into the darkness, my fall turning into a rough dive as I fell thirty yards into oblivion and speared deep into the ice-cold bay.

 


Chapter 2

 

 

Exhilaration helped me swim through the freezing waters of the bay. It was tempting to make right for the bank beside the Bay Bridge, but the general alarm had been given and soldiers were pouring out along the docks with lit torches. So instead I swam out deeper, out of bow range, and then flipped over onto my back to make my way with languid strokes under the Bay Bridge and across toward the mouth of the Snake Head itself, pulling against the turgid current.

The water was filthy, thick with silt and floating debris, and as soon as I thought it was safe, I swam between some moored boats to a pier and there clung to a pylon, gasping and shaking. My legs felt boneless, my chest was tight, and the wound in my back was burning painfully. I’d received a number of other cuts and gashes during my mad tumble with the guards, and all of them were now clamoring for my attention.

But despite the cold, the pain, the blood in my mouth and the exhaustion, it took all the will I had not to whoop in delight. The cloud cover was still too thick to admit any moonlight, and under the pier was about as dark as it got, but even so, when I opened my fist and examined the golden cylinder, it glimmered like lost fairy treasure. 

I’d done it. A savage pride filled me. Even without Eddwick and his premonitions, even though I’d stumbled through every encounter and escaped more by luck than skill, I’d done it. All I had to do now was present Everyman Jack with the seal and I’d be made a full-blooded member of the Family, the vast and shadowy crime family that ruled Port Gloom, whose finger was dipped in every pie, whose profits were drawn from a thousand illicit arrangements and which offered a full-blooded member the chance to rise as high as Uncle or Aunt if they played their cards right.

And I had every intention of doing so.

Hauling myself out of the water, I checked my gear, and was satisfied to find it all strapped to me still. Sodden and dripping, I considered my location. Close to the mouth of the Snake Head on the north bank, just before the port dedicated to the importation of firewood. A mass of flat barges were tied up ahead, and even at this hour, men were unloading the bundles of faggots and thicker logs. Half a mile or less along the River Walk would bring me to Pipe 3, one of the secret ways into the Sodden Hold. I’d attract less attention sticking to the Walk than crossing the city proper, and I was too tired to take to the roofs. Flipping my soaked collar, I hunched my shoulders and set off down the pier.

Port Gloom was so massive that it never slept. At all hours you could find people walking its cobbled streets, either heading to a night market or returning home from a long shift at a factory, patrolling the street or skulking about looking for trouble. Countless taverns were still doing brisk business even at this late hour, while ladies of the night strolled in pairs, wearing little bells about their wrists to announce their intentions. I saw beggars passed out in countless doorways, street corner vendors selling coffee from improvised stalls extended from their carts, dockworkers laboring by lantern light to be sure their ships were ready to sail out before dawn with the tide. 

I strode along, keeping to the shadows, and when I finally judged myself at the right spot, hopped down off the River Walk, onto a rotten morass of planks and old pylons that had once been a fine dock perhaps fifty years ago, and navigated the splintery, rotten labyrinth down to the waterline where I found the massive pipe. It extended from the bowels of the city to spew a constant dribble of green slime into the Snake Head, and was large enough for a man to walk into without bowing his head. I walked out along its fat, iron body to the lip, where I turned and lowered myself inside, careful not to touch the mud that engulfed it on all sides and which I knew from experience would suck a man down to the hip.

An old grate blocked the way in, but it was just for show. I gave it a sharp shove and it swung open with a protesting squeal, the sound of which was but the first line of defense to warn the sentries posted within. 

I stepped warily into the darkness. Even this close to the Sodden Hold one had to be careful—there was no saying what manner of monster might have crept out of the sewer’s depths for a glimpse of the stars. I listened carefully as I crept forward, the pipe turning to tunnel, and after counting fifteen steps, paused to reach up high along the brick wall. I felt around till my hands closed on a lantern set on a shelf, and after grabbing the tinder box, I spent a minute or so striking sparks before the wick caught.

Soft, warm light pushed back the velvety darkness. The trickle of sludge along the bottom was misleading; during a storm, the collected flood waters would pour from all the side pipes into this massive outflow and burst out into the Snake Head in a frothing fury. Toshers, thieves, even monsters would be drowned and spat out into the river.

Still, it hadn’t rained and the light warmed my soul. Humming, I hurried down the tunnel, peering into the side pipes with nervous curiosity, till I reached the first corner, behind which was the sentry alcove.

As I drew close, I let out a merry whistle, a carefully orchestrated series of notes which identified me as part of the Family. I rounded the corner, lantern held high, and saw Old Newt in his ratty purple velvet coat, settled back in his chair at the table within the alcove, hand moving from his studded club back to his cards. 

“Well, look who it is,” said his companion, Bertie One Arm. He had both arms, and I’d been mystified as to his moniker while growing up till Capacia, a retired whore turned Sodden Hold cleaner, had told me which arm he was celebrated for. 

“Evening, gents,” I said, flashing a smile and trying to appear nonchalant. “Got any good heavy on you?”

“Here,” said Old Newt, pushing his mug across. “Seeing as this is your big night, I’ll not be parsimonious. I take it from your swagger that you’ve finally stopped shitting your bed?”

I took up the mug and sniffed at its contents. Chocolatey, malty beer, dark as sin and as thick as molasses. Nothing was so good as good heavy after a cold night’s work. I took a deep gulp and handed it back.

“If by not shit myself you mean passed my trial? Well. I’m still walking and talking,” I lost the battle to repress my grin and appear nonchalant. “Got my swagger and soon I’m about to get a whole lot more. Everyman Jack in the Hold?”

“What, I look like his mother?” Newt smiled back, showing his rotten stumps. “You think he asks my permission every time he takes a shit?”

“You’re bloody obsessed with shitting,” said Bertie tiredly, taking a new card. “It’s strange and disgusting and I’ve told you to stop.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Jack’s a handsome gent. Impossible that he’d be descended from an old mother goat like you.”

“Useful animals, goats,” said Old Newt. “Only beast that’ll eat razor vine and not vomit its guts out an hour later. Indispensable. Did you know that back in my youth there was an outbreak of razor vine, on account of the sheer quantities of horse manure that were piling up behind the inns in the Market District, and the only way the government was able to clear it out was by importing fifty thousand goats from Carneheim?”

“Fifty thousand?” I considered requesting another gulp of good heavy and then changed my mind. Exhausted as I was, it’d go right to my head. “Sounds like a romantic dream of yours, Old Newt. Even you couldn’t get through that many goats in a lifetime.”

“Why you—”

I laughed and passed on, raising a hand in parting as I stepped deeper into the tunnel. The urge to banter and drink was strong, but stronger yet was the desire to confront Everyman Jack with my accomplishment. To tell him I’d done the impossible. To gaze in his eye and demand recognition, to demand—what exactly? 

I paused, barely a score of yards along the tunnel, staring out into the darkness. Demand—acceptance? A word came unbidden: love? My face screwed up in distaste. Of course not. Love? He didn’t know the meaning of the word. Nor did I, for that matter. 

Respect, then. I’d settle for respect, and a place at the table. 

Gritting my jaw, I pressed on.  

At a T-junction, I neatly avoided a pressure plate under the sludge. Farther on, I avoided a deadfall, and then carefully made my way up a ramp where one misstep would have dumped gallons of firewatch beetle acid into the water, reducing me to a shambling mass of glistening pink goo. 

Energized, nervous, hands shaking, I hurried along. A couple of young toshers passed me by, hands raised in greeting as they adjusted their goggles, but I ignored them as I reached the hidden door.

A deep breath. This was my moment. I had to claim it. Being part of the Family meant walking the walk, smiling the smile, showing the others that you were a few rungs higher than they were. I couldn’t go in there all nervous and pale faced.

I tugged down the secret lever. The door pressed out and then swung aside, revealing a large room beyond lit by lanterns. 

I entered. A patrol had just returned minutes before me, I saw, and all the benches were taken by young men and women who had paused halfway through tugging off their wading boots to laugh and hurl her goggles at a short thief who was giggling maniacally in the center of the room while covering his head.

“Kellik!” Sanara stood, lazy grin of disbelief crossing her scarred features. “You’re alive! Chose to swim in the Snake Head instead of attempting your trial, did you?”

“That’s right,” I said, tossing the golden seal up so that it spun, then fell back into my palm with a satisfying thwap. “And look what I found lost in the muck at the bottom of the bay.”

“Nah,” said Gorsh, the young thief who’d been pelted but a moment ago. “That’s not…? Is it?”

“A golden butt stopper? No, you’re right.” I grinned, feeling my mood lighten, enjoying the wide-eyed stares. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve an appointment with the Uncle himself.”

“But—you had to break into the custom’s house—” I didn’t recognize the wild-haired youth. “How—?”

I strode through the room, devilish grin on my face. “My name’s Kellik,” I said over my shoulder. “Set me a task—any task—and I’ll see it done.”

Not a bad line to exit on, I thought, as I stepped out into the hallway. Not too shabby at all. I was beneath the Sodden Hold, or rather, inside it, a rat’s warren of winding, sagging tunnels beneath an abandoned warehouse which was as infested with beggars, thieves, thugs, cutpurses, gentlefingers and burglars as a mangy dog’s corpse was with fleas. The air was rich with the stench of old sweat, piss, spilt sweet poison, shaggah smoke, and the sound of distant fiddles. Shadowy shapes were coming and going, casting cursory glances at me as they passed me by, so I flipped my collar and fell in with them, heading toward where Everyman Jack held court.

If he was here. There was no telling where and when Jack would appear. Nobody ever saw him enter or leave the Hold; he’d retreat deeper into his private quarters, to lower levels, and appear in other parts of the city. Tunnels, my friends and I hazarded—private means to travel beneath the city. 

Or magic.

I emerged into the Crimson Boudoir, and for the first time since setting out on my trial, felt myself truly relax. This was home. This mad house, this raunchy cesspit of a crucible of the soul, complete with rotting purple drapes, a chaotic medley of old wooden tables, endless lanterns of colored glass, a fireplace roaring to one side, music swirling up from dueling fiddle players who glared at each other from facing table tops, the shout and cry of merriment, the flow of good heavy, the shaggah smoke thick in the air, the press of bodies, scores crammed into this low-ceilinged room, celebrating what precious little life they had left to them before the cruelty of the streets above snuffed them out.

I dove into the throng, snatched a mug of good heavy out of someone’s hand and ignored their squawk of protest as I drank it down. Weaved my way between dancing drunks, stepped over passed-out fools, flashed smiles at friends and was almost halfway across when a shout stilled the fiddles and pulled my eyes to Old Raf, who had climbed up on one of the tables and was pointing accusingly at me.

“Hold yer blasted tongues, you useless cock leaches! Behold! We’ve a princeling out of fable come back into our fold! If it ain’t Kellik the Bedwetter, so intent on beating his old records that he’s pissed his whole self to soaking!”

A roar of approval and derision sounded around me, a veritable wall of sound. I grinned defiantly back at the old conman and raised my arms, turning in a circle so that all could see that I was indeed still dripping water from the Snake Head. “Aye, I come back to you all wet as the day I was born, but it’s a new night for me, lads and ladies.” My voice carried well, and with expectant grins I saw everyone leaning in. “I was set to my trial tonight, as well you know—”

“We know nothing of the sort!”

“Who cares about you’s?”

“You should still be a gentlefinger!”

“And tonight,” I shouted, drowning out the catcalls, “I was tasked to break into the custom’s house and steal the tax master’s personal seal!”

That got a bout of silence. 

“No,” said Old Raf, scratching his armpit. “I reckon you were tasked with finding your own bunghole, challenging enough for the likes of you.”

“What I did find,” I said, lowering my voice so that everyone leaned in to hear better, “would stopper up even your drooping bunghole, Old Raf, hard as that is to believe. Behold!” I opened my fist and revealed the golden cylinder, so that it gleamed dreamily in the multi-colored light. “Here it is! Proof that I’ve passed my trial and need only Jack’s approval to fully join your ranks!”

The crowd broke out into cheers and guffaws and Old Raf clutched at his head as if the world were coming to ruin. I laughed, threw the seal into the air and snatched it back before anybody else could grab it. A mug was pressed into my hand, and too many hands to count smacked me on the shoulders and back as I stumbled through the boudoir to the far tunnel. Normally that’d mean I’d have reached the far side bereft of all goods and possessions, but tonight nobody sought to pluck my belongings from my pockets, and when I reached the far wall I turned, mug raised high, but Old Raf beat me to it.

“To Kellik!” he said, raising a toast. “Proof that even the worst of us can make good! To Kellik, a new brother in this noble consortium, this grand family of ours!”

I drained the contents of my mug to huge applause, then tossed it over my shoulder and bowed low, heart pounding, feeling light headed with joy, my aches and pains gone, my worries overwhelmed by overflowing love for this motley crew of bastards and whores who were my family, the only family I’d ever known. 

Then, with a final flourish, I turned on my heel and nearly fell over.

Because Jack was there, standing in the hallway that led to the private rooms beyond. His shock of virulent yellow hair as garish as ever, his knife-blade face drawn into a wicked grin. His eyes. Locked on mine, and in their depths a flinty, ugly gleam. The kind of look that had always preceded a beating.

Not just Jack. Black Evelina stood off to one side, a loaded crossbow propped on her shoulder. Word on the street was she was training to become a Gloom Knight. That her lethal abilities had been noticed, and that she was in the process of becoming something… more.

The Crimson Boudoir fell absolutely silent as Jack began to slowly clap.

“Well done,” said Jack, voice lazy. “You’ve accomplished a grand feat, Kellik. I must admit I’m surprised. Stole the seal, did you?”

I dry swallowed and forced myself to stand straight, heart in my throat, aware of the hundreds of pairs of eyes trained on us both. “Yes,” I said, and hated the quiver in my voice. “Just as you asked.”

“Then give it here, give it here. Let’s gaze upon the evidence of this miracle.” Jack extended his hand and I dropped the heavy seal into his palm. He held it up, frowning, turning it to and fro, and then scratched at its side with his nail. His frown deepened.

“What?” I asked, unable to control myself.

“This isn’t solid gold,” he said. “It’s but copper with a thin gilt cover.”

An ugly murmur filled the room.

“What?” I tried to understand what he was saying. “It’s his seal, I took it from his desk—”

“You did, did you? Saying the tax master himself uses a cheap knock-off?”

“I swear it!” Sweat prickled my brow. “By the Hanged God’s boney cock I do—”

“You think I was born yesterday?” asked Jack, pocketing the seal. “Think you’re the first to try and cheat his way through a trial? That I wouldn’t find out tomorrow morning that you’d never even been close to the custom’s house?”

“Jack,” I said, raising both hands. “Listen, I was there, I don’t know what—”

“Joining the Family is serious business, boy. You can’t cheat your way in, even if we’re all here little more than cheats ourselves. And you know the penalty for trying to do so.”

My stomach cramped. I backed away. I cast a quick glance behind me. Faces that had been open with merriment but a second ago were now hard and closed and merciless as that of strangers. No escape there. No way to fight my way through the crowd.

“Listen, tomorrow, you and I can both go to the custom’s house, you’ll see that there was a disturbance, it’s easy to check, we can go right now, even—”

“Evelina? Take care of this wretch. To think I wasted so many years on your upbringing.”

Black Evelina unshouldered her crossbow with fluid ease.

“No,” I said, feeling as if I were knee-deep in mud, my pulse thundering like a tenement building collapsing into an alleyway, staring into Jack’s bright, bird-like eyes, not believing, unable to believe what was happening. “Jack. Please.”

“Sorry, Kellik.” His voice was soft, pitched for me alone. “Had to be this way.”

He gave a slight nod and I dove aside, a desperate dodge—but to no avail. I heard the loud twang of the crossbow and felt the bolt punch into my shoulder.

I hit the ground, rolled, and came up on reflex more than anything else. 

But it was no good. Somehow Evelina had already reloaded, and was pointing her crossbow right at me. There was a pregnant moment as we simply stared at each other, her gaze cold and emotionless.

“Again,” said Jack. “We have to be certain.”

I tried to leap just as she pulled the trigger.

The second bolt took me in the chest, right between my ribs. I crashed down onto my back, staring up at the raftered ceiling. Faces appeared above me, peering down with cold contempt. I tried to rise. All the strength was gone from my body. Words wouldn’t come. It was all I could do to blink, to try and focus, to breathe.

“Cut his throat and throw him in the Snake Head with the rest of the trash,” I heard Jack say. “And let this be a lesson to the rest of you…”

Darkness was rising like a storm flood. My vision was growing blurry. My chest felt hot and wet and wrong. I labored to breathe. To get up.

Hands reached for me.

Gasping, I tried to push them away. Someone was moaning, a desperate, terrified sound without meaning. Was that me? Faces blurred into each other, the light taking on a bright, feverish luster, and then something or someone hit me across the temple, and I was plunged into a merciless oblivion.

 


Chapter 3

 

 

I woke up by slow, painful degrees. I was lying face down in mud, breathing out of the side of my mouth, sodden and in a world of pain. The stench around me was nauseating, and I couldn’t move; I felt like I was trapped in a vice-like grip, a mold made just for me. My mouth was filled with slime, my breathing ragged, my throat hurt as if it had been cut and the sun had baked the exposed part of my face to a fiery smolder. 

Pain lanced through my back as something stabbed into me, and I jerked, causing some kind of bird to flutter away and then land on me once more. 

“Not dead,” I croaked. It took everything I had to tear my arm free of the sucking mud and slap at my own back. “Not dead!”

The bird didn’t seem convinced. I felt it walk up my back away from my hand, then peck me in the shoulder.

Incoherent fury made me rise up with a cry. The seagull took off, shrieking its protest, and then agony tore through me, the world spun, and I flopped back down. All I could do was lie there, gasping like a landed fish. 

I was alive. The fact hit me like a mailed fist. I’d survived. Somehow. 

The midday sun was high overhead. I lay on some shallow shoulder of mud and trash beneath a heavy berm of stone. A wharf. I’d washed up along with all the other refuse that got poured into the bay. With effort, I spat out some of the slime that filled my mouth and turned slowly onto my back. 

The crossbow bolt was gone from my chest. The second one had snapped off, leaving only an inch of wood sticking out of my shoulder. Both wounds were caked solid with mud. Must be what had stopped me from bleeding out. Infection, though. Already I could feel a fever raging through me. Or was that the sunburn? 

Weak as a drunken child, I craned my head back. Ten feet of heavy black stone rose from the mud to the top of the wharf. I couldn’t climb that. With effort, I sighted down the length of the muddy bank. There. Forty or fifty yards away, a flight of crude steps chiseled out of the rock, descending to the mud. A dozen children, none looking older than twelve, were combing through the refuse, grimy as I felt, picking over the trash with numb, listless movements. 

Mud larks. The lowest of the low. They’d gather whatever they could find, from pieces of coal to bits of old iron, ragged lengths of rope, old bones, or copper nails that might fall from ships while they were being repaired on shore. At the end of each day they’d take their pathetic little findings to some rag shop and exchange their loot for a copper or two.

They’d not seen me yet.

I lay still, assessing them. Damn it, but I’d no other choice. 

“Hey!” My shout turned out to be little more than a croak. I cleared my throat, causing terrible pain to lance through my neck, and tried again. “Hey!”

The closest one stiffened, stood up, then turned to stare in my direction. He didn’t see me. With supreme effort, I raised an arm and waved it, and he startled as if I’d raised a stone to hurl at him, taking a dozen dancing steps back to his fellows who sighted along his extended arm as he pointed me out.

The dozen mud larks froze and studied me. I tried to sit up, but the sucking grip of the mud had me again and I was too weak. 

I watched as they approached, all crowded together like a small mob, ready to turn and run at the first hint of danger. When they were within a dozen yards, they stopped. I couldn’t tell one from the other. Their trousers were stiff with mud, their faces so grimy that their eyes appeared a stark white in contrast, their filthy little caps pulled down low over their roughly cut hair. 

“You,” said the biggest of the lot. “You dyin’?”

“No,” I said, trying to put some anger into the word. “Course not.”

“Looks like he’s dying,” said a second one, turning dubiously to his friends. “Look at that throat of ‘is.”

“Not dying,” I growled. “If you get help, I’ll pay you. If…” But the effort to speak loudly almost made me black out. Everything went far away for a moment then came rushing back, and as it did I realized I was being tugged and pushed about.

The mud larks were upon me. 

Little hands were weaseling under my clothing, pulling at my pouches, yanking at my gear. I cried out in anger, tried to wave them off, but they ignored my feeble protests. In a matter of seconds, I felt my belt slip free along with my dagger and tools, my boots get tugged off, my silver necklace torn away. That roused me—the necklace was the one gift Everyman Jack had ever given me, a memento for when I’d joined the gentlefingers. I screamed and reached for it even as I remembered his betrayal, and the mud larks danced back, beyond my grip.

They called out to each other in high, excited voices as they ran away, pulling open my pouches and tossing my boots up in the air. I stared, not shocked, but numb, as they crowded up the stairs and disappeared from view, leaving me with nothing but my wounds and filthy clothing.

My head sank back into the mud. A seagull landed not far from me and turned its head from side to side as it sized me up.

“Not dead,” I rasped, but a cold, cruel voice that might have belonged to the Hanged God himself whispered from the recesses of my mind: not yet.

I lay there in the mud, watching the Bay of Ruin. A large frigate was gliding in, its black sails displaying Port Lusander’s trident. The traffic crossing the bay was impressive. When was the last time I’d actually stopped to watch? Skiffs ferried passengers from one side to the other, passing under the Bay Bridge, or skimming from the docks to the distant crescent of land where all foreign ships had to dock. Barges, galleys, and merchant ships without number. The sky seethed with seagulls and the cries of countless sailors. The endless masts appeared like a forest from a story. Distant figures worked frantically along the wharfs, loading pallets, carrying cargo, rushing up gangplanks, or trying to sell goods to the sailors. 

The mouth to the Snake Head was surprisingly far away. I stared morosely at its broad expanse. I must have drifted on my back with the tide. Been fortunate not to be snapped up by a shark or gloom ray. Survived the impossible to die here in the mud, baked by the sun, robbed by mud larks and all alone.

The fucking indignity of it all.

With a grimace, I sought to sit up. The wound in my shoulder spasmed with pain as I used my arm, tearing a low moan from my lips that rose to a cry as I sat. I almost blacked out again, nearly toppled over onto my side, but with grim determination, held on to awareness. Then, focusing on a distant point far across the bay, I worked my legs, pushing against the mud and filth, working my way back toward the black stone wall.

It was agonizing. I broke out into a sweat which chilled me and then heated me in turn. Blood began to leak out of my wounds once more. Gasping, shaking, I fought to cover the three yards that separated me from the wharf, dragging a filthy furrow through the muck until at long last I fetched up against the black stones.

I wanted to puke and my eyes swam with scalding tears. Damn Jack. Damn him up the Hanged God’s ass. Why? I reached up and tried to wipe the mud from my face, but succeeded only in smearing it further.

Sorry, he’d said. Had to be this way.

I played those words over and over in my mind. Had to be this way? But it didn’t have to be this way. He could have just passed me. Especially after I’d overcome the impossible. Especially after Baric’s betrayal. 

That gave me pause. Two betrayals in a row?

A desperate, helpless fury filled me. Had Baric betrayed me? Or had a greater power forced his hand? The locked shutter, the guards, the misinformation—had I been set up from the get go?

I stared blindly out over the bay, trembling violently as I fought back tears once more. Why? I thought of Jack, crouched at the mouth of an alley, one of my very earliest childhood memories, extending a steaming bun filled with melted cheese to lure me out of the shadows, his grin welcoming as I stumbled toward him. Thought of the random moments he’d drop in to see me in the Sodden Hold, to check how I was doing and offer wisdom. How I didn’t appreciate how strange and rare that was till I was old enough to know better. The rare words of encouragement that were worth more than any pile of gold. The rarer smile and acknowledging dip of his head. The pride I’d feel when I earned them.

Then I remembered Jack pocketing the golden seal and ordering Evelina to shoot me with her crossbow, and the memory churned my guts as if I’d been stabbed with a rusted blade. 

Fury turned to wretched determination, and I stared back up. Ten feet of solidly built stone wall rose above me. Fifty yards away were the closest steps. Both might as well have been as far as the Royal Provost’s Tower, for all my ability to cross them. 

I took a breath. “Help.” I sounded pathetic even to myself. “Help!”

Nothing. 

I cried out a dozen more times, then subsided. The seagulls hopped closer. I stared morosely at them. I was too weak. I felt light headed and feverish. So this was how my life ended. Not some legendary Uncle ruling the Family and my own section of Port Gloom, but dead in the muck, a nobody that would be mourned by no-one and remembered by only the mud larks who’d toast me with the coppers they’d get for my boots.

Fuck it. I wouldn’t lie here waiting for death. The seagulls were going to have to work for their food. With a grunt, I toppled over to my side. Fifty yards to the steps. I’d take them one at a time.

I passed out after covering some five yards. Stabs of pain along my back awoke me, and I rose with a growl, driving the seagulls away once more, who screamed their outrage at me. 

I was about to make a second go of it when I heard a voice. 

“Hey. You. Dead man.”

I craned my head back and looked up. One of the mud larks was peering down at me from atop the wall, only his head visible. One of the younger ones.

“Told you.” I took a deep breath, fighting to stay awake. “Not. Dead.”

“Coulda fooled me,” said the boy.

I didn’t have it in me to offer a rebuttal, so I just lowered my gaze to the Port Lusander frigate and waited, fighting to keep my breath even.

“You mean whatcha said before?” 

“Yeah,” I said, not knowing what I’d said.

“So if I get you help, like, you’ll reward me?”

This was it. My one chance not to die like a stepped-on crab. I craned my head back again. “What’s your name, boy?”

“Lugin.”

“Lugin. You bring me help, I’ll reward you like you’d never believe. I swear it on the White Sun itself.”

Fuck if I didn’t nearly black out again. I’d never appreciated just how much air it took to say so many words. I sank back against the muck. I wanted to say more. Paint him pictures of gold coins, of piles of wealth that’d be his for the taking, to fire up his greed and make him run as fast as he could for the closest apothecary, but I didn’t have the strength to even lift my head.

I must have blacked out again. It was getting to be a habit. When I came to, I was being jostled and lifted onto a board. I looked around blearily, trying to gather my wits. The sun had gone down some, making it late afternoon. I was still on that muddy bank of mud, but two old men loomed over me now, their faces striking in how gaunt and worn their features were.

“See?” A young boy’s voice, piping up in defiance. “See? I told you he weren’t dead!”

I opened and closed my mouth, trying to force words out, but nothing came.

One of the men reached up with a crooked claw of a hand to rub at the gray stubble over his angular scalp. “He’s twitchin’, I’ll give you that.”

“A reward, he said. More than I could believe.” Lugin stepped into view, eyes wide with hope and desperation. “Please, Master Jessin.”

“Reward, hmm?” The old man seemed less impressed than my mud lark. “What wouldn’t a man promise if he were dyin’ in the cold mud?”

The mud was hot, I wanted to say. Hot like I’d pissed and bled all over it. 

His companion frowned down at me. “Nice cut to them clothes, Jessin.” He reached down and fingered my shirt. “Good wool, that is.”

“Hmm,” said Jessin again, and then he too fingered my shirt. “Not bad, not bad. Still, we can keep his clothes and feed him to Bessie and Lily all the same.”

“Too nice for common riffraff,” said the second man. “Might be worth seeing if we can squeeze some coins out of ‘im.”

“What, like he’ll poop gold if we hugged ‘im hard enough?” Jessin gave a croaking laugh, delighted by his own humor. I wanted to remonstrate, but instead felt myself fall down some kind of velvety well, his rough laughter echoing ever louder and louder until I lost track of everything altogether.

 

* * *

 

What followed was a series of waking dreams. Each moment of lucidity was a torment. I felt like my whole body was melting, running like a candle set too close to a flame. I couldn’t get comfortable, but every attempt to shift to a better position only made the pain worse. My throat was a choked chimney, each ray of light a knife stabbing deep into my head. I was soaked in sweat and voices echoed about me. I was dying. Forever dying, but never actually being taken by the Hanged God. 

Faint hints of my surroundings began to pierce my fever dreams. A small room. Sunlight coming through the chinks in crude wooden walls. A candle flame at other times, a shape leaning over me. Words that were nonsensical murmurs, but strangely comforting nonetheless. The stink of rotting flesh. Mud. 

I saw Black Evelina enter the chamber, her crossbow loaded and aimed at my head. I tried to cry out, but she laughed and squeezed the trigger. The bolt flew at me only to turn into a seagull mid-air and then disappear. 

Hands pressed me back. Words I couldn’t understand. I strained and struggled. Everyman Jack was there, standing in the shadows, spinning a knife on the tip of his finger. 

Had to be this way, I heard him whisper, voice soft with regret. I tried to cry out to him, but could summon only whimpers.

Darkness. 

I blinked, and the world was sane and still for the first time in what felt like years. I was weak, so weak I could barely turn my head, a husk, the rind of a fruit that had been scraped to the skin. The room in which I lay was even smaller than I’d thought, little more than a cupboard. I lay on a hard wooden surface, a crate perhaps, over which a rough cloth had been draped in some attempt to turn it into a bed. 

The roof was slanted low overhead, and sheaves of herbs hung from the warped rafters, close enough that I could have touched them if I’d had the strength to reach up. The rest of the tiny room was dominated by a sideboard on which clay jars and cooking implements were neatly arranged. Not a kitchen. A herbalist’s? A single candle had nearly burned down to a stub in a broad clay dish, and it was by its warm effulgence that I was able to make out anything at all.

The textured silence from outside made me think it was night time. I heard the distant call of a watchman. Voices came through the wooden wall beside me. So the shack was attached to a larger building. With effort, I looked around and found a crude door, the hinges made of leather straps. Through the gaps between the planks I thought I could make out a small yard, little more than a square plot of dirt faintly illuminated by moonlight.

Where the hell was I?

I lay still, waiting. Gathering my strength. I was so weak. I could barely lift my arms, and sitting up caused pain to shatter my chest. 

Still. I wasn’t dead. And as Jack used to say, where there’s life, there’s hope.

The bastard. 

I dozed and woke to the door being pushed open, its lower edge dragging across the dirt floor. The candle had burned out, so for a few tense seconds all I could make out was a shadowy figure moving along the sideboard. There was a pause as the person struck a fire steel into a tinderbox, which flared to life and was then applied to a candle. A moment later, warm radiance filled the rude room, and the person turned to examine me.

I’d expected some hideous crone but instead saw a moderately attractive young woman. She exuded a sense of calm deliberation, of purposeful control, and I watched as she put the fire steel inside the tinderbox without looking down and neatly set it aside. Her brown hair fell freely to her shoulders, framing her tanned oval face, and her gaze was alert and wary as she met my eyes. She wore rough, loose clothing, as if purposefully seeking to hide her figure, but even in my wounded state I noticed that she had a trim waist and a full chest. 

Guess I was healing up after all. 

“You’re awake,” she said. “Miracle of miracles.”

“I—yes. Thank you.”

“Thank Lugin. He’s been talking my ear off about his promised reward. Promised to pay me with it for keeping you alive.” Was that wry amusement in her voice?

“He’ll get it,” I said. I tried to sit up and winced at the pain, but worked my way through it and did so. “He saved my life. I owe him.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“I mean, I’m sure you’re the one who actually saved my life,” I said, words tumbling out quickly. “Thank you. I owe you as well.”

“Careful,” she said, leaning back against the sideboard and crossing her arms. “At this rate you’ll be offering rewards to half of Port Gloom.”

“Hardly,” I said. “Only those that deserve it.”

“And what did you do to deserve a quarrel in the chest and shoulder, along with a cut that nearly opened your throat?”  

“Betrayed by people I thought were my friends,” I said, reaching up to touch my neck. A bandage covered my throat, but it felt dry and clean. No need to qualify that ‘friends’ part. “They robbed me and threw me in the bay.”

“Poor judgement of character should not be a capital crime. Still, you’re lucky. I’d have judged those wounds mortal, were it not for your still being alive. The mud stopped the worst of the bleeding, and the infection didn’t take. By all rights you should be dancing with the Hanged God right now.”

I gave her a tight smile. “I’d be more inclined to agree that I’m lucky if I hadn’t been shot twice and tipped into the bay.”

“Mmmhmm.” She considered me. “You’re almost healed enough to survive on your own two feet. Ideally you’d get a couple more days on your back before you headed out.”

“But?”

She smiled. “But I’m not running a charity here. You’ll need to square up for services already rendered, then pay for the extra few days’ stay.”

“Pay day stay,” I said, and only then realized how light headed I still was. “Sorry. That’s fair. How much do I owe you?”

“The poultices were made with hen’s bane to draw the infection, silver mint to ease the pain and king’s crown to speed the healing. None of those come cheap. Along with my time and bed and board, you owe me a gold crown and three silver scepters. I’ll waive the coppers so you’ll have something to reward Lugin with.”

I kept my features carefully schooled. “More than fair.” It was, actually. “Alas, as you well know, I was robbed blind. I’ll not be able to get my funds till I can leave here.”

“This is where it gets tricky,” she said, her wry smile returning but not quite touching her eyes. “My faith in humanity has dropped dramatically these past few months. I’ve no way of forcing you to return once you walk out of here, and you’ve nothing of value to leave behind as security. Hence our talking before you’re fully healed. You’ll need to convince me you’ll pay, or I’ll be forced to put you out and risk what little health you’ve regained.”

“I see,” I said, and smiled. “A little judicious blackmail. Nicely done, and I don’t blame you for it. You’ve no reason to trust my word. We’re at an impasse.” There was no need to tell her I’d spent every last coin on that crystal arrow. That I had no home to return to, and my pallet in the Sodden Hold had no doubt already been claimed by some upstart. Truth be told, I had nothing to my name but the clothes I was wearing.

“Actually,” I said, looking down at myself. “Where’d my clothing go?”

“Master Jessin claimed your clothes as payment for his carting you here instead of over to his pigs. Lugin owes him as well, apparently.” 

“Ah.” I was wearing a threadbare white tunic that was worth less than a dishcloth. At least it reached down to my knees. To my surprise, I was clean—gone was the thick mud and blood that had covered me before. “And, ah, my thanks again. You were remarkably thorough in washing me.”

She quirked an eyebrow. “Oh, it wasn’t me that cleaned you. That was Master Jessin. Took a good two hours going about it as well. Very and slow and tender, he is.” For a moment she simply watched my stricken look, and then she grinned, unable to control herself further. “Just messing with you. No, that was me. No sense in cleaning out wounds only to leave ‘em surrounded by filth. And don’t get any ideas. I’m charging for that service as well.”

“Oh,” I said, relief flooding through me. “Well, that’s all right then.”

“Which leaves us with the matter of payment.”

“Yes.” I considered her in the candlelight. Not the most stunning beauty I’d ever seen, but there was a sober depth to her that intrigued me, a pensive melancholy that lay beneath the surface and made me want to make her smile again. I was clearly feeling much, much better, I realized. “Here. I’ll speculate out loud, and you tell me if I go wrong.”

She nodded and leaned back.

“You’re a herbalist, clearly well trained and wise as to what you’re doing. No small thing, that, but you’re working out of a shack and associating with mud larks and pig men. Not that there’s anything wrong with such company, but it’s not the most elevated. Someone with your skills should be working out of a proper shop off Mercator Street or at least tending a popular stall on Market Square. But you’re not. Which means something happened within the last few months that brought you down here.”

The amusement had vanished from her eyes. “Your point?”

“My point is that you’re willing to gamble on a stranger like me on the off chance I’m able to pay. But you know it’s a gamble, and what’s more, you know you can’t force me to pay without incurring debt from the likes of Master Jessin or even rougher types. So you’re standing here now, hoping I have some sense of honor, hoping to guilt me into a sufficient sense of gratitude that I’ll agree to pay and actually come through. Am I right?”

Her expression had turned stony. Her silence was answer enough.

“Luckily, I am a man of honor, and more than willing to pay. And can pay. You won’t need to ask anyone to rough me up or tail me to make sure I stay honest. You already know me for a trusting fool. Well, I’m a trusting, honest fool at that. You saved my life. I aim to thank you in coin. You wagered, and I’m happy to say you made a good bet.”

She relaxed a fraction. “Words.”

“Aye, but what else can you expect of me right now?” I gave her my best smile. “One gold crown and three silver scepters. Add in another silver for two more days’ care, and four coppers for clothing fit for the streets. I swear to you that I’ll pay it.”

She considered me. Arms crossed, chewing the inside of her cheek, frowning as if I were a problem whose solution was on the tip of her tongue. “What’s your name?”

And I knew I had her. “Kellik. Yours?”

“Tamara.”

“Tamara. A pleasure to meet you. And thank you. Again. For saving my life.” I held her gaze, putting some intensity into the look, and was rewarded a moment later by a self-conscious smile that she turned into a grimace before looking away.

“It’s what I used to do,” she said softly. “And I suppose old habits die hard. So don’t feel special.”

“Used to do?” Intuition, a spark of inspiration, and I made a guess. “You’ve taken the Apotheosis Oath?”

She glanced back at me, eyes narrowed in suspicion. “How do you know about the oath?”

“I told you. I’m not a common street rat.” No need to elaborate and tell her what I’d learnt at Jack’s knee. “But I’m impressed. You’re about as far from a common herbalist as you can get.”

“Is that what you thought when you saw me? Common herbalist?”

“No, that’s not at all what I thought. But I didn’t expect you to be one of the Sworn, either. Not working out of a place like this.”

“Well, it’s as you said. Something happened, and now this is where I am.”

I nodded slowly, savoring my good fortune. The Sworn were a holy order held in the highest regard; they acknowledged no liege, belonged to no nation, instead dedicating themselves to the well-being of all living things regardless of creed or cause. I’d heard it said that a member of the Sworn could cross a battlefield without being molested, and were as likely to answer the call to heal a beggar as much as a king. And while they tended to the poor just as much as the rich, they always worked out of embassies or dedicated homes—for one to live in a shack was as shocking as meeting an Exemplar of the White Sun in a brothel.

“I hope you’ll trust me enough one day to tell me your story,” I said.

She snorted. “I hope what trust I’m already putting in you will result in coin. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

“If you insist.”

“I do. Now, enough talk. You need to rest. Let me see to those poultices. You’ve already healed remarkably well. I’d rather not have my investment grow sick from neglect.”

I obliged by lying back down, and watched her face as she bent over me, her fingers sure and gentle as she peeled back the bandages. I fought the urge to wince as fresh pain lanced through me, but closed my eyes and enjoyed the relief that a fresh batch of silver mint almost immediately imparted. I must have drifted off, because when I came to, she was washing her hands in a copper basin, back turned toward me.

One of the Sworn. Well, I guess she was Foresworn now. No wonder she’d taken me in. Despite all her bluster, I doubted she could turn away a sick person, given her training. Or maybe she could. Something had happened to cause her fall from grace. I’d heard of it happening before, but always through second-hand tales. A friend of a friend heard from a man at a tavern kind of tales.

Still. Her misfortune had resulted in her being here. In saving my life. Given how bad my wounds had been, I doubted any other healer or herbalist could have saved me. Right there and then I decided I would pay her back everything that I owed, and realized that despite my original intent I wasn’t just talking my way out of my debts. I wanted to see her expression when I dropped the coins into her palm. Wanted to watch her re-evaluate me as I did so.

Tamara turned, drying her hands on a clean cloth, and caught my expression. I gave her a smile, a genuine one, and was rewarded by a moment’s hesitation and then a nod. It was as if my soul had been awaiting her permission to sleep; my eyes closed, and I sank into a deep slumber.

 


Chapter 4

 

 

It was night when I awoke. The time spent in Tamara’s shack was starting to take on a surreal cast, with time hard to nail down and the hours slipping through my fingers like mud through a dying idiot’s grasp. I lay still, not thinking about much, and then fought to actively not think about anything, until finally giving in and thinking about what needed thinking of the most.

The fact that Jack had betrayed me and tried to have me killed.

It was such a huge, life-altering fact that I had trouble coming at it directly. So instead I tried to approach it from the sides, and when that didn’t work, when summoning faces of friends that I’d now lost became too painful, I tried one of Jack’s own favorite maxims: start with the first grain of sand, and let it logically lead you to the next. Grain by grain you can devour an entire beach. Which on the face of it didn’t make too much sense, but I’d always understood what he meant. So, turning to face the shack’s wall, I forced myself to study the first grain.

Jack had betrayed me.

What did that lead to?

No chance of passing my trial now, no chance of being part of the Family. Which meant I couldn’t go back to the Sodden Hold. Because every guild member or aspiring guild member would be under orders to kill me on sight if I somehow survived. 

That hurt. Hurt more than I wanted to admit. The Family had been just that for me for as long as I could remember. Jack had been like… I grimaced, wrestling with the idea of the man. A mentor? An abusive father? A cruel and capricious uncle? But beyond him, countless others had helped raise me, none of them gentle, few of them fair, but all of them willing to keep an eye out for a fellow urchin, then a talented gentlefinger, as we called the best of the pickpocketing children, then as an aspiring Family member. I thought of Eddwick, Curly Lon, Sanara, Biggie, Snarly Bottom, Dunno Nothin’, and all the others I’d grown up with. Friends I’d thought would eventually be part of my crew when I was blooded.

Enemies now, one and all, no matter how they might feel about me.

Except Eddwick, of course. We were sworn brothers. Wherever he was, whatever had happened to him, I was sure he’d listen, would understand, would believe me.

If he was even still alive. 

My throat tightened up. The next grain, I heard Jack whisper, his eyes mercurial and cruel.

Because it was bigger than losing the Family. I couldn’t thieve in Port Gloom without their permission. The Family and its dozen Aunts and Uncles ruled Gloom’s seedy underbelly with an iron fist. No crime could take place on a steady basis without their sending a Gloom Knight around to investigate and either force the enterprising criminals to join or have their throats slit and thrown in the bay. 

No thieving. Blind Fortuna wept. What else could I do? Become a locksmith? I gave a strangled laugh that was more than part sob. 

I thought of Jack’s expression as he’d ordered me killed. I’d never actually liked Jack. Maybe I’d loved him, but I’d never liked him. I paused, examining that statement, trying to determine if it was true. He’d always been there, in the shadows, watching me as I grew. Stepping in when I was in trouble, or at times punishing me and pushing me into some deadly situation as if he’d hoped I’d fail. I’d always explained such moments as his having faith in me, testing me, knowing that I was special. He didn’t focus on any of the other urchins, after all. Of all the Uncles, he was the most complex, the only who’d ever paid me any mind. I’d thought that by passing this damn trial, I’d have earned his respect. But to learn that instead he’d had it in for me all along? That I’d never had a chance?

I recalled the surprise on Jack’s face when he’d seen the seal. He’d fully expected me to die in the custom’s house. I’d inconvenienced him by coming back alive.

Frustrated anger burned in my core. It wasn’t fair. I’d never had a chance. It wasn’t fair.

The next damn grain, Kellik. 

Fine. So I was out of the Family. Worse, if any of its beggars, thieves, gentlefingers, fences, assassins, burglars, extortionists, or con men caught sight of me and told the Aunts and Uncles that I lived, Jack would make sure I was hunted down and killed. He’d not risk my spreading my version of the story around. 

Which meant even walking around Port Gloom was a death sentence. Every corner boasted its beggar. Every market its crew of gentlefingers. Countless barkeeps and barbers, porters, and cab drivers worked for the Family, or at least reported to it. Like an invisible fog, the Family’s influence suffused through all of Port Gloom. There was no escaping it, no denying the Family’s influence, no way to avoid its million eyes.

I stared sightlessly at the warped wooden wall. In a couple of days, I’d be sufficiently healed that Tamara would kick me out on my ear. Then what? To walk the streets was an eventual death sentence. I couldn’t thieve. Revenge against Jack? Perhaps. A crossbow bolt from a rooftop would kill an Uncle as quick as any mark. But to what end? His betrayal had put into motion wheels that his death wouldn’t stop. 

That, and I wanted to learn the truth. Why he hated me. Why he’d set me up to fail. How he could look out for me all these years only to treat me in such a callous manner. What about me required that I be murdered just as I was about to prove myself?

Sorry, he’d said. Had to be this way.

I missed Eddwick’s comforting presence more than ever.

Leave. That was the smartest move. Hire aboard some galley or merchant ship as a cabin boy and sail away, out into the big world to start a new life. 

I lay still, testing that possibility. Turning it over and over in my mind like a fence might evaluate a stolen gem, trying to divine its true worth. 

Flee. Never to return. Abandon everything I knew for a fresh start. 

It felt wrong. It felt… cowardly. My pride rankled at the idea. I knew it was the smartest thing to do. But to do so would be to admit complete and utter defeat. To cede the field of battle to Jack. 

I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to run. I didn’t want to lose. I wanted revenge. I wanted to learn the truth. Jack had stolen my life from me. Had denied me everything I’d worked toward. I couldn’t just give up. It wasn’t in my nature. I’d fight. I’d be patient, figure out the angles, and then, when the time was right—I’d strike.

For a moment I felt heartened, and then my confidence deflated. Strike against the Family? I might as well declare war on the clouds. Even if I killed all the Uncles and Aunts—an impossibility, mind you—new blood would simply step into their shoes. The Family was more than a collection of leaders. It was an institution, with rank upon rank of underlings waiting for their chance to lead, woven into the fabric of Port Gloom by centuries of blood and murder, graft and corruption.

I could see Eddwick drawing his thumb across his throat and shaking his head. Bad idea, I knew he’d write on his chalk board. Let’s find another gig. 

But Eddwick wasn’t here, and I wasn’t feeling reasonable. Snuggling deeper under my thin blanket, I glared at the wall. How could I strike back? What could I do? Taking the Family apart was impossible. Different rulers over Port Gloom’s history had tried to do just that and failed, some spectacularly. Lord Albrecht, the current Royal Provost and leader of the Council of Ten, had, like his predecessors, found a way to live alongside the Family. To lean on it, to use it to rule the city. 

No. I couldn’t fight Jack. Not directly. 

Then?

As much as I racked my brain, I couldn’t come up with a solution. All I had was an iron resolve to not quit. To not let Jack beat me. To find a way, somehow, to get answers.

Lying on my wooden bed, wounded and weak, with no allies, no money, no resources or even a dagger, I felt nothing but pitiful contempt for my resolution. How pathetic! But even so, I knew I didn’t have a choice.

I had to know why I’d been betrayed.

I don’t know for how long I lay there, but eventually I heard footsteps padding across the yard outside and then the door scraped open. I turned, wincing at my wounds, expecting Tamara, but it was Lugin that entered, cupping a nubbin of candle in his palm.

“You’re not dead,” he said.

I couldn’t help but smile. “Told you.”

“You sure did.” He returned my smile hesitantly and stepped a little further into the shack. “I did what you asked of me. Got Master Jessin to bring you ‘ere, and then got Mistress Tamara to patch you up right. You owe me, master. More gold than you said I could ever imagine. Well, I’ve been working hard at my imaginations, and let me tell you, I can imagine a lot.”

He cut a sad little figure in his pool of candlelight. Studying him closely now I realized that he was older than I’d thought; malnutrition and a hard life on the street had made him grow up small. His features were crooked, his teeth even more so, and his clothing was hard as boards from the dried mud in which he’d spent the day grousing. His eyes shone fever bright, however, and he looked defiant, as if expecting a kick or a curse for his temerity.

For some odd reason he cheered me up to no end.

“You’re right, Lugin. I owe you a ton of gold. And you’ll get it.”

He grinned, which did his face no favors. “You a lord, master? Got yerself a big fancy house full of gold and jewels?”

I laughed. “No, not a lord.” Lugin’s face fell. “I’m better than a lord.”

“Better than a lord?” He tried to puzzle that one out. “What’s better than that? Like, a flying horse?”

I blinked. “What?”

“Nothing,” he said, looking embarrassed. 

“Look,” I said. “Lords inherit their money, right?”

He nodded hesitantly. 

“They get their gold and land and houses from their fathers. Whatever they inherit, that’s what they got. If they’re lucky, it’s a lot. If they’re not, it’s little, and they have to pretend to be rich as hard as they can. But aside from a few enterprising lords who lower themselves into trade and the like, most of them are stuck. Trapped by their status, by their titles, unable to free themselves of their inherited state of being.”

“Trapped? Lords?” Lugin reached into his clothing to scratch. “Never thought of ‘em as trapped. Rolling around on their fancy carpets, dressed like birds o’ paradise, eating… eating pork all day long. That’s how I think of ‘em.”

“Trapped,” I affirmed. “Like flies in amber. But not me.”

“Well, you’re not trapped,” agreed Lugin. “But what are you?”

“Free,” I said, though the word rang hollow. This was a classic bit of patter that every upstart youth told himself as he aimed to join the Family. “Free to earn my wealth and take as much of it as I desire. You know why?”

“No,” said Lugin, mystified.

“Because I think beyond my station. My mind’s not locked into my birthright. Where do you see yourself five years from now, Lugin?”

“Five years?” He creased his brow as if the thought pained him. “Not mud larkin, if I’m lucky. I reckon I see myself as a cabbie, maybe. Get myself a used hansom cab, maybe an old nag. Work the docks. Know the streets there like the back of me hand.”

An impossible dream. A cab and horse would cost more than Lugin would make in a lifetime of larking. The cold truth was that it’d be a miracle if Lugin survived the next five years, and if he did, odds were he’d end up a beggar or selling spoiled fruit for some costermonger that would rob him blind. 

“A handsome goal,” I said. This would be where I’d sell him on the thrill of being your own man, of living life according to your whims, of taking what you wanted if you but had the talent for the taking. But the words died in my mouth. I wasn’t part of the Family any more. I wasn’t recruiting a new gentlefinger. 

“Master?” Lugin took a step closer. “You all right?”

“Fine,” I said, voice husky even to my own ears. “Just fine. Thinking, is all. Maybe I’m not better than a lord after all. Not anymore.”

“Why’s that then?” Lugin looked like he wanted to reach out and pat my hand. “Lose what you had in your robbery?”

Tamara had told him of my cover story. Fair enough. “Yes, I suppose I did.”

“Wait,” said Lugin, looking stricken. “That mean you don’t have the gold you promised?”

The sight of his anguish tore at me. I had nothing left in this world. Nothing but my word, and while that had never been worth a puddle of fermented spit, now that it was all I had left, I was loath to break it. “You’ll get your gold, Lugin.” The lies uncoiled in my mind. “I just need to get it back from them’s that took it from me.”

“Ah,” said Lugin. “Makes sense. A little bit of revenge. You know who has it?”

“Yes,” I said. “Soon as I’m healed up, I aim to get it back, and then I’ll pay you first thing. You and Mistress Tamara both. Deal?”

He grinned and stuck out his hand. “Deal!”

We shook gravely.

“Mistress Tamara,” I said, leaning back against the wall. “What can you tell me of her?”

Lugin sat on the edge of my wooden bed and set the candle on the sideboard. “Oh, she’s a rare one, she is. Good heart, she’s got, but liable to snap and cuff the back of your head for no reason. Women.” He gave me a knowing look, and it was all I could do to not burst out laughing. “Anyways, she showed up perhaps two, three months ago. We all thought she’d been cast aside by a man, or cheated on by her husband, or someaught, but no. Turns out she was a Sworn! You believe that?”

“Incredible,” I said. “You ever learn why she fell from grace?”

“No.” Lugin drummed his heel on the side of the bed. “She’s tight lipped about that. But she’s doing better. In the beginning, she’d cry at all odd hours. Like she’d been cursed in love.” He paused to give me another significant look, as if we were both men of the world. “But she’s better now. Finding her place here in the Narrows. Master Jessin looks out for her, and Master Ludlow, him’s that owns the inn this shack is part of, he gave her work in the kitchen. Best yet, she healed ol’ Splitty after he got knifed a few months ago and now nobody’ll mess with her. Not with ol’ Splitty watching out.” He paused and frowned warningly at me. “You don’t mess with ol’ Splitty, you see.”

“I bet you don’t,” I said. “Well, I aim to pay her back for her kindness. But don’t tell her about my losing my gold and needing to get it back, will you? She’s having trouble trusting me as it is, and might not take well to my stealing back my own gold.”

“But it ain’t thieving if you’re taking back what’s yours.”

I paused. “You’re right, Lugin. You’re right. It ain’t thieving if I’m taking back what’s mine.”

He stood up and rubbed at his eye, and a moment later a terrific yawn nearly tore his head in half. “I needs to get to sleep before I turn into a stone owl.” He gave another massive yawn. “Knew you was a good prospect. More gold than I can imagine.”

I bowed my head gravely to him. “I am forever in your debt, Master Lugin.”

“Master Lugin!” He gave a hoot. “Fancy that. Well, g’night then. Heal up good and proper so you can get your gold back and give it all to me.”

“I will,” I said. “You can count on it.”

Lugin took up his nubbin of candle, hesitated at the slatternly door, then bobbed his head and left, pulling the door shut behind him.

I lay back down in the cold and the dark. I would get Lugin and Tamara their promised gold. I didn’t know how, but I would. 

One grain to the next, Jack whispered in my ear. 

First I’d find a way to pay back my new friends. 

Then I’d move onto the next step. Grain by grain I’d work my way out of this hole, and eventually, somehow, I’d see to it that Jack paid for what he’d done to me.

 


Chapter 5

 

 

Rather than deal with any awkward goodbyes, I slipped out of Tamara’s shack just before the dawn of my second lucid day. She’d dropped off clothing while I’d slept, and though they were clean, there was little else to commend them by. Tugging at the sewn scraps, I stepped outside for the first time in what seemed like weeks, and squinted around the dark yard.

It was as small as I’d imagined, a barren patch of hardened mud that was rutted and scored with foot prints and wheel marks. A building enveloped it on three sides, Master Ludlow’s inn I wagered, still and dark in this early morning hour. The fourth side opened to a pig sty, fenced off and luxurious in its dark mud and two slumbering sows; the smell coming from them reminded me of nothing so much as the riverbank, and I covered my nose and hurried along the narrow path that squeezed between the railing and out into the alley.

Port Gloom never sleeps. At all hours of the night and day people are about their business, nefarious or honest. At this pre-dawn hour, straggling hordes of night workers were returning home from their shifts in the factories, faces slack with exhaustion, looking nothing so much as ghosts seeking lost graves. Dust carts wheeled their way from home to home, collecting ash. Night soil carts trundled along the cobbled streets, followed by dour-looking men with broad-mouthed shovels. Here and there on street corners, coffee stalls had been erected by enterprising individuals, cheerily lit by lanterns and offering steaming cups along with pastries or whatever else poor workers might spend a copper on. Small islands of light in the dark, which drew everyone from watchmen to whores.

There was a permanent night market as well, plying its trade from dusk till dawn in Grovenor’s Square, and costermongers of all stripes were heading that way to pick up oysters or loaves, fruit or pies to hawk on the boards that hung around their necks all day long. The dawn shift was heading out blearily to replace those that had left the factories, and amongst them marched the watch, clad in their fearsome black chain armor, polearms sticking above the crowd like bannerets.

And through it all slid the Family. Beggars called out piteously from their jealousy guarded corners. Gentlefingers slipped through the crowd like restless spirits. Rowdy as they approached, I saw a team of aspirants returning from a gig, success making them boisterous, faces already flushed with wine. 

I sank deeper into the closest doorway. Busy as the streets were, it was a gamble to be out, even at this early hour. I needed a disguise. While it was entirely possible I could cross the whole city without being spotted by anybody that knew me—I wasn’t exactly notorious enough to be easily recognized—all it would take was one old friend noting my face and passing the word on to Jack and I’d be a dead man walking.

No. Precautions. A disguise that would allow me to go where I willed, to pass by guards and beggars alike without drawing a second look. 

Dressing as a beggar would help me avoid being noticed by the vast majority of the population, but the other beggars would mark me as if I’d painted myself bright green. Each beggar claimed a corner like a bird might claim a nest, and any fool wandering too close would be subjected to abuse, vituperation, and eventually blows if they didn’t shy off. 

No. Dressing as a beggar was the quickest way to get marked.

How about a deep hood? Many’s the stranger who walked the streets hidden within voluminous robes. But doing so would prevent me from getting close to anybody else so as to purloin some coins; nothing spooked a mark so much as an ominously hooded fellow approaching them from the side. 

The answer came to me in a flash, as if gifted by Blind Fortuna herself: a brother of St. Endelion. 

Nobody would bother me then. Nobody would stop me. Would ask me where I went or why. A simple and effective solution, albeit a terribly heretical one. 

Luckily, I wasn’t the pious type.

Decision made, I snagged a burlap sack from the back of a coffee stall while the vendor argued with a trio of factory workers, folded it just right and pulled it over my head as a make-shift hood. I was in the Narrows, a stone’s throw east from the Harbor District. The closest temple of St. Endelion was on the far side of the Fish Market, right where the buildings started to grow more stately as they became the Temple District to the south. 

I set out at a brisk stride, cutting down Eel Lane, moving lightly along the planks that had been laid over the mud and filth, then out into Dolphin Run before entering the Fish Market itself. 

The large square was already bustling, associates and vendors setting up stalls in anticipation of the farmers arriving at dawn with their produce. The dawn air was brisk, the calls and laughter alive with humor and purpose, and as the sky lightened over the gambrel roofs to the east I hurried along the market’s edge, ducking behind stalls and ignoring curious glances to slide out the far side into Fork Street. The shops here were all closed tight, the tin smiths still asleep on the second floors above their shops, but even here costermongers were at work, walking along and crying out their wares, hoping to entice some early riser out of their kitchen for supposedly fresh milk or a side of ham.

My body was still weak, but I felt my heart rise. It felt good to have purpose. To be moving, to be out in Port Gloom once more. Sure, my whole life was focused on pulling off a pickpocketing so basic I’d not bothered with it since I’d graduated from being a gentlefinger myself, and this caper only to pay back a mud lark and a disgraced Foresworn, but it was a purpose nonetheless. And every purpose was a wager with Blind Fortuna that you could impose your will upon the world. 

The eastern sky was a pale gray touched with the faintest of robin-egg blues when I reached the temple of St. Endelion. The wall was of middling height, without any protective measures along its top. A quick glance both ways and I hopped up, grimacing as pain tore through my shoulder and chest, but still I managed to haul myself up onto my stomach, swing my legs over and fall into the garden beyond in an rough crouch. 

It was a small, rather sad compound. Wizened trees did their best to grow in the poor soil, rising up over the tombstones that poked up amongst their grasping roots like ragged teeth. None of the brothers or sisters were about at this hour, and a melancholic peace hung over the rumpled yard. The main building itself was a single-story block of such ancient brick that it seemed to have settled down upon itself like a dog curled up to sleep; the bricks were squeezed out of shape, the mortar between them dark with mold, the windows narrow and crooked, the roof a series of domes that ran into each other, all of them looking to have been flattened by time.

The order of St. Endelion was an off-shoot of the Hanged God. Their task was to walk the highways and byways of Port Gloom and beyond in search of those who had died on the street, and to collect those dead and bring them to a church like this for sacraments and cremation.

As sad an order as you could imagine. Nobody stopped them, nobody peered under their hoods at their masked faces. I myself had never given them more than a moment’s cursory thought before this morning.  

I ghosted up to the side of the monastery. The walls were damp with dew, and the shadows between the trees and graves eerily suggestive. I longed for my knives, for a blade of any kind, for my black woolen thief’s garb and my perfectly padded boots, my tools and tricks of the trade—but I’d have to make do with my hands and nothing else. 

Fortunately, the order had little need for security measures; everybody spent their hours trying desperately to stay outside this compound, and everyone knew that all goods found alongside the corpses were immediately sent to one of the main churches of the Hanged God. There was no reason to break into one of these compounds other than in the hopes of identifying a lost loved one.

I crept around to a side door and found it locked. A gentle jostle proved that it was merely latched from the inside, and a moment later I returned with a straight twig that I inserted through the door jamb to lift the latch. I pushed and the door swung inward.

Child’s play.

I could hear voices deep within the building. The brothers and sisters were up, no doubt preparing for their day with prayer and breakfast. I closed the door behind me. The hallway was narrow but the air was warm and dry, and from somewhere close came the rich, wholesome smell of freshly baked bread. 

My mouth flooded with spit.

I crept along the hallway, my every sense on high alert, and at the sound of approaching voices, nearly dashed back only to realize that the monks were moving past my hallway, not down it. 

I came upon another door. Not locked. The first room beside the exit. Which meant it was probably a utility chamber of some kind. I prayed I was right and listened for a moment. Hearing nothing, I cracked the door open and peered into the darkness. 

The stillness within was of a specific kind that indicated an empty room. Relieved, I slipped inside and closed the door behind me. 

A small chamber, little more than a closet. Perfect. I pulled out a stub of candle and Tamara’s tinderbox—I fully intended to return both if possible—and lit the candle after a moment’s work. 

The slender flame cast everything in warm orange and yellow hues, and I was rewarded by the sight of a dozen robes hanging from wooden pegs, each with its requisite mask hanging from a nail above it.

Each mask was pearlescent white, fashioned so as to not indicate the sex of the wearer, with mouths cast in sad smiles. They glistened as if carved from pearl, and in the candlelight exhibited a somber beauty. 

I took one down and slipped it over my head, feeling a thrill of sacrilege as I did so. Was I condemning my soul to the Ashen Garden by doing so? If such a place existed, I’d most likely condemned myself to it long ago. A moment later I had a voluminous robe pulled over me, and I blew out the candle and opened the narrow door.

My haste was my undoing. I opened the door to a masked lady who cast a curious glance at me, then did a double take and stopped. I’d never seen her kind of mask before; where the order’s outside masks were pale and featureless, hers was a yellow affair cast in the visage of a smiling youth. A private mask for indoors? 

“Brother?”

I gave her a curt bow and swept past her. I was clearly wearing the wrong mask inside.

“I say, brother? A moment!”

I hurried down the hall and let myself out into the compound, heart pounding. Shouts followed me into the small yard, and I hurried over the clambering roots to the wall, where I leaped and grasped the top. A couple of monks hurried out after me, but I ignored them; the woman’s opportunity to stop me physically was long past.

I landed lightly in the alley and hurried off. I took a couple of random turns then stopped, waiting for my body to complain about my exertions. My heart was pounding, but I felt light and fit. Confused, I patted at the heavy robes, as if seeking spots of wet blood. I didn’t feel great, exactly, but I was far from feeling like an invalid. Bizarre! Was Tamara’s healing that efficacious? 

Elated, I took off, confident now in my disguise, stepping out into the far end of Fork Street and following it onto the much larger Wool Street.

Nobody paid me any mind. My breath sounded loud within the mask, whose interior soon grew damp from my breathing. People averted their eyes as I passed them by, some even making the warding sign of the Hallowed Oak as if my very presence was an intimation of their mortality.

Perfect.

Now, how to get a handful of gold? Enough to not only pay Tamara her fee, and light up Lugin’s eyes, but also give me some funds to work with? Without a fence, there was no sense in burglary or stealing anything but coins; even the lowest-level mistresses of the cheapest boarding houses would mark my face if I tried to sell them a stolen slab of bacon for a few coppers. 

No. I had to get my hands on some actual coinage. And the simplest way to do that was to lift a wealthy man’s purse.

Which meant heading to Garden District just below Executioner’s Hill where the nobility and the wealthiest of merchants had their homes. My best bet would be to enter the Public Gardens themselves. Despite their name, you had to pay a silver to enter the rarefied sanctum, which meant most pickpockets and gentlefingers didn’t bother, which in turn meant it would be a safer place for me to find a mark without being observed.

First, a means to distract my mark. It took little time to find a discarded board, and in short order I wrote a nonsensical list of options available to anyone who wished to purchase amenities in the Ashen Garden, each with its gold price labeled beside it. I studied it carefully when I was done—perfect. All the board had to do was bewilder and distract. Options to purchase cushions and wine in the afterlife should do just that.

Decision made, I headed north. Half an hour later I crossed the Snake Head over the precarious New Bridge and plunged into the upscale merchant’s quarter which soon gave way to the Garden District itself.

I’d not spent much time here; the Family crews that worked this area were more into cons, high-end burglaries, kidnappings, and extortion. There were simply too many watchmen and private guards patrolling the cobbled streets to make casual theft or muggings worth it. The homes were stately, set back from the avenues and behind their own walls, while everything seemed, if not clean, then cleaner; instead of stalls there were actual shops, some with large and very expensive windows allowing passersby to peer into their interiors. Cornershop cafes spilled their tables and chairs out onto the sidewalks, while expensive carriages and phaetons were pulled by even more expensive matching pairs of horses.

The watch here was another thing altogether. I saw a pair of city trolls in lacquered black armor marching slowly behind their handler, each with a massive blade as long as I was tall sheathed down their back. The very sight of them made me shudder; it would take an experienced crew of a dozen thieves to even try to take down one of those monsters. Patrols marched by with alarming frequency even at this early hour, footsteps ringing off the cobbles, and the spot between my shoulder blades was soon itching fiercely as I felt scrutinized at every turn.

And while the chance of a corpse being found on the streets of the Garden District was small, nobody gainsaid my right to walk there. So I kept my head down and made for the Public Gardens, whose spiked walls soon reared up before me. The gardens were huge, easily as large as a city block, their walls made of imposing gray stone and the spikes that topped them razor sharp and six inches tall. Large, elegant trees rose up beyond them, the contrast between the wall’s brutality and their beautiful boughs startling.

A broad avenue circled the gardens where I’d heard it said the nobility and robber barons came to parade for each other; dawn had just broken, however, so I was robbed of the chance to watch the city’s elite ride in their finest carriages or promenade along the sidewalks in their best gowns.

No matter. All I needed was one wealthy fool loitering amidst the rose bushes and I was set.

It’s an old adage but a true one: look like you know what you’re doing and folks will believe that you really do. So I crossed the avenue at a sedate pace to stand beneath the imposing walls, and then set to following them, looking for an opportune place to climb over.

I was soon disappointed. The walls were a uniform twelve feet high and there were no obvious means of getting over. No convenient trees growing up alongside, no permanent stalls from whose roofs I could leap. Without rope and grappling hook I was left following the smooth stone all the way round to the main gates, which always stood open, a pair of city guards standing before them, staring in boredom at the sparse traffic.

Without any other plan, I joined the slender stream of pedestrians. They were composed of wealthy-looking couples, young women with their elderly chaperones, a few solitary older men, each dropping their coins into a lockbox set on a stand beside the guards.

Not knowing what to do, I stepped up when my turn came, and was waved inside by the guard who barely looked me up and down. Relieved and gratified, I entered the gardens. 

What luck! What other doors, I wondered, would this disguise open?

Winding paths of white gravel led maze-like through the manicured undergrowth. It was said that Lord Albrecht employed a druid specifically to tend to these gardens, and that the deeper one went into their center, the more mysterious, strange, and exotic the growths became. I’d no intention of tempting the core, so instead wandered along the periphery, keeping the high wall in sight. While there’d been no convenient trees along the outside, there were scores of them within that would suit me admirably if I had to mount a desperate escape.

To work. The illusory security offered by the Public Gardens was potent, and I passed several wealthy types who would have made easy marks but for their less-than-impressive money pouches. 

No. I needed someone who’d land me scores of gold crowns with one hit. So I wandered, ignored, until I saw a likely group.

A couple. A beautiful young lady, fiery hair done up in intricate braids that were held in place by a sparkling diadem, her pale, freckled skin offset by a dark green dress that flowed down to her ankles. A cloak of the softest brown wool was clasped about her long neck, and a belt was cinched around her angular hips from which an enticingly full money pouch hung.

Perfect.

They were walking slowly toward me, the man—a suitor, I would guess—speaking at length as the young woman listened with an air of forced politeness. Behind them, perhaps ten yards or so away, walked an older woman, dressed in severe grays and blues. A chaperone.

The mask allowed me to study the girl brazenly as I drew close. She was striking, her beauty raw, her lips full, her eyes a startling, almost acidic blue. The kind of face that would leap out from a crowd of hundreds, an intensity that went beyond beautiful and straight into striking. 

I felt a twinge of guilt as she drew abreast of me. Still, if she was wealthy enough to be walking the Public Gardens with a chaperone and suitor, she’d not mind the loss of one money pouch. 

Gentlefingers always worked in teams. Complex schemes enacted in the blink of an eye, so that a purse would exchange hands a dozen times before the mark could react. I was going to have to provide my own distractions and then get away by myself. 

Hardly ideal. At least my walk across Port Gloom had served to only invigorate me further.

As I drew closer, I marked points in my favor: the suitor was overweight, the chaperone looked as spry as a bundle of old sticks, and the girl would no doubt be shocked into inaction by the theft. Decisive, swift action could see me over the wall before anybody so much as let out a cry.

I pulled my board free of my cloak just as they passed, and extended it toward the girl, who turned reflexively toward me out of politeness. “Given thought to the afterlife, my dear? Care to purchase a carriage and horses to cart you around the Ashen Garden when you’re gone?”

The pair of them had been studiously ignoring my presence, but my words broke the spell; they recoiled, blinking in confusion as I pushed forward, shoving the edge of the board into the girl’s side. The chaperone’s line of sight was blocked by my body.

“A gold will buy you a silver mouse, ten crowns will purchase you a pool of golden silk!” Nonsense, a fast patter to keep her off balance as I slipped my other hand under the board, unseen, and slashed at the strings that held her purse to her belt.

“No thank you,” she was saying, voice sharp with distaste, and then her pouch fell into my palm, satisfyingly heavy.

“Very well, go forth into the land of death in a state of impoverishment,” I said, filling my voice with false resentment. “See if the holy order of—”

“My purse!” She clapped her hand to her hip as her eyes widened with shock. “Thief!”

I gave her a mocking bow, impressed as to her swift comprehension, danced back a step, and then ran toward the closest tree whose boughs extended over the wall.

The chaperone squawked in outrage; I heard bellows from the suitor who made no attempt to stop me, but just as I prepared to leap and grab the lowest branch, a blow caught me square in the back with surprising force and sent me into a forward dive.

Old instincts caused me to roll and come up on my feet, turning to meet my attacker—but then I froze. The girl had given chase, and was staring at me in horror. What? Why? Then she turned and looked back at her suitor, who was staring at her in turn as if she’d sprouted a second head.

Ah. Young ladies of quality weren’t supposed to brawl with thieves, I suppose. I took advantage of her embarrassment to leap up and grab another branch, ignoring the pain that flared in my shoulder, and wriggled up to crouch atop the tree limb.

“Lady Espreth,” said her suitor, voice rich with surprise and indignation, “I had no idea your charge was so spirited.”

The chaperone spluttered. “I can assure you, Lord Meneas, this is most unlike—”

I climbed up to the next branch, gasping at the pain, but through the boughs I could make out Meneas’ indignation. He looked as if he’d been personally insulted by the young lady’s initiative. Which I suppose he had; her aggressive reaction had only made his inactivity all the more pathetic. 

Still, the lives and politics of the wealthy weren’t my problem. I walked out along the tree limb over the spiked wall, then dropped to hang from both hands, let go, and fell smoothly to the cobblestones in the avenues just outside.

It was a decent drop, but I’d spent my life leaping and falling from rooftops and walls, so I took the shock easily, falling into a crouch. I paused, waiting for my body to complain, and when it didn’t, rose, acting for all the world as if brothers of St. Endelion made such acrobatic exits from the Public Gardens all the time.

The urge to look around was strong, but the wrong instinct: of course people had noticed my leap. To glance around guiltily would only cement their suspicion. No; I pushed my shoulders back, lifted my chin, adjusted my mask and began to walk calmly across the avenue toward the closest alley.

“You!”

I flinched as if a rock had been hurled at my back. The voice was rich with fury, the world flung at me like a dagger. Damnit. The girl. I couldn’t resist—I looked over my shoulder and saw her crouching at the base of the wall, rising to her bare feet as she pointed an accusing finger at me.

I froze. 

That wasn’t possible. 

“Give me back my purse!”

Her voice rang out like a clarion, and in my peripheral vision I saw people who had been turning away to go about their business turn back to stare in shock.

Worse. A pair of black armored guards had come to a stop half a block away, halberds over their shoulders.

Shit.

Time for the classic thief response to such situations. 

I turned and ran.

Fire flooded my veins, wiping away the pain, and I sprinted into the alley, down its length and out into the next street, only to throw myself back as a carriage nearly ran me over. The outraged cries of the driver trailed after him, but then I heard light footsteps echoing down the alley toward me and turned to see the girl closing fast, a long, wicked dagger clutched point-down in her fist.

A dagger? By the Hanged God’s lascivious lizard tongue, where had she hidden that?

I ran across the busy street, dodging pedestrians and carriages, and right at a fruit shop across the way. Baskets of fruit were laid out on tables before the store, a red-and-white-striped awning extended to protect them from the eventual sun. A half-dozen servant women were browsing the produce, and they had but a fraction of a second to react as I leaped up onto one of the tables, knocking a basket of luscious tomatoes flying, then used my momentum to leap up, plant a foot against the wall, and push back and twist to land on the awning.

Thank Blind Fortuna it held. I rolled across its coarse fabric as it stretched beneath me, then scrambled for the roof’s edge and hauled myself up onto the tile. A moment later I was racing up the steep slope to the peak, money pouch clutched tight in my left hand, scrambling up to the ridge where I paused to get my bearings.

The Garden District was a piss-poor neighborhood for roof running. The estates were set too far apart to form a contiguous path, and there weren’t enough architectural follies like spires, spans, ornamental bridges, or overhangs to facilitate fast travel.

Still, the roof ridge on which I stood ran the length of the block; the shop was one of many that were built in a continuous line along the street. I wasn’t high enough to get a good view of Port Gloom, but from where I stood I could make out the endless forest of coal-smoke plumes on the far side of the Snake Head, the rising spire of the Royal Provost’s tower to my left, Executioner’s Hill lifting up behind me. Oriented, I was about to take off when a pair of freckled hands latched onto the eave below me and the girl hauled herself up with lithe economy to crouch on the tiles and glare up at where I stood.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. “Seriously?”

She rose to a crouch, holding the knife in a reversed grip. She clearly knew how to use it. “You’re going to pay for that.”

“Look, I’m sorry if I ruined your date. Well, you ruined it, apparently, but I’m guessing you won’t appreciate the distinction. But them’s the breaks. Why don’t you accept your loss like a good little noble and let the matter drop?”

That was apparently the wrong thing to say. She snarled, tore a slit down from mid-thigh to the hem of her emerald dress, then surged up the roof toward me, fleet footed and confident on the tiles.

I shook my head. Crazy fucking nobles. I took off along the ridge. She was determined, sure, and surprisingly athletic for a girl that had no doubt led a pampered lifestyle, but if she thought she could keep up with an aspirant on a rooftop? She had another thing coming.

I dodged the smaller chimneys and leaped down onto dormers then back up to the ridge to avoid the larger of them, spotted a covered walkway crossing the street down to my left and slid down the valley between gable and roof to catch the gutter at the last moment and leap out onto the crossing.

I was over the street in a flash, but the roof of the walkway ended abruptly in the face of a second-story wall. I leaped, caught hold of a window ledge, hauled myself up, balanced precariously on the stone edging then leaped again, up to catch the corner of the gable above me and with a wriggle I was up onto that, high on a third floor.

Panting, delighted with my strength and stamina, I turned just in time to see a flash of metal. I dodged aside with violent desperation, and the dagger missed taking me in the face by an inch. In the process I lost my balance, nearly tumbled off the roof altogether, and only caught myself on the gutter at the last moment.

The girl didn’t waste any time. She raced over the covered walkway, leaped up to the same window, and without pausing as I had to balance on the ledge, simply surged up again, coming right at me.

This was no noble-born lady. 

I might actually be in real danger here.

Cursing, I hauled myself up and raced over the roof ridge, down the far side, and stopped at the edge of a large avenue. I was only a street over from the Snake Head now. The street below was far too broad to cross easily. Traffic was already growing thick, a snarl of carriages, hansom cabs, and phaetons making their way slowly along the street, drivers yelling curses at each other as each declared their priority of passage.

I glanced over my shoulder. The girl appeared on the ridge, another dagger in hand. 

Shit. 

I didn’t want to fight her. It wasn’t just that she was young and beautiful and remarkably impressive in her determination. Nor that as a rule I didn’t fight women unless my life absolutely depended on it.

More that in my wounded state, I wasn’t sure I would win.

She flipped her dagger, caught it by the tip, and that decided me. Looking down, I saw a large carriage pass by and I leaped, falling a dozen feet to crash onto its lacquered roof, which cracked beneath my weight.

It was an expensive affair, painted black and with huge yellow wheels as tall as myself at each corner. The driver wheeled around in complete shock, mouth dropping open as he sought something coherent to yell, but I didn’t give him a chance. The footman at the back of the carriage was a sharper man; with a yell, he drew his sword.

I took two long steps and leaped off the carriage onto a larger one that was rolling by, just barely clearing the roof and landing on all fours. 

I looked back and saw the girl leap down, landing as gracefully as a cat on the same carriage I’d just left, hop over the footman’s swipe and then take the same two running steps in my direction.

Damn it! I ran down the length of the carriage, eyed my options with wild haste, and then leaped again, crashing down onto the back of a hansom cab. It was a two-wheeled affair, pulled by a single horse, and I barreled into the driver, who was perched high in the back above the small carriage space, knocking him clear of his sprung seat to send him sprawling onto the cobbles below.

Gasping for breath, I seized the reins and cracked them across the horse’s back. I’d little experience driving a cab, but enough to get the horse moving; he jolted forward in surprise and took off, navigating the busy street with rough purpose.

The hansom jounced and bounced over the cobbles, and the window of the cabin below me slid open as a bearded man leaned out to stare at me in outrage, which quickly turned to shock and fear. He pulled back into the cab and slammed the window closed.

Good thing too. The cab swerved wildly and banged up against the side of a larger carriage, splintering wood and carving a deep gouge into its side as we momentarily went up on one wheel. A second later we crashed back down and were off, the horse straining against his harness, plunging between two other carriages and eliciting furious yells from drivers all around us.

I hunched forward. I’d ditch the cab as soon as we got to the foot of the New Bridge. 

Precaution, or perhaps a hunch, made me turn to check the street behind me. My heart sank at the sight of the girl sprinting after me, pale thighs appearing with every stride, arms pumping, face livid with anger, blade in hand.

She was faster than the cab. I urged the horse on, but traffic was too thick; a moment later the cab jounced as she leaped and took hold of the rear arched axle. 

There was murder in her eyes as she glared up at me. A second later she surged up, holding on the back of the sprung seat, and slashed at my throat with her blade.

I blocked her arm with my own and went to shove her in the chest, hoping to knock her right off and back down onto the street. She swayed aside and cracked her elbow square into my jaw. 

I saw a flash of light from the force of the blow, and in desperation, hooked her knife arm under my own to stop her from gutting me and raised the other to protect my face. Once, twice, three times she punched at me, the blows deflected by my forearm, then she shoved in to push her trapped arm behind me and stab me in the back.

 I was no stranger to street brawls. I’d been fighting my whole life. There’s a logic to a fight like this that goes beyond thought. That operates on the level of instinct, that has you moving before you realize what you’re going to do. So I turned again, clamping tight on her knife arm, and tore her free of her perch to swing her out into the air beside the seat and release at the last second.

She should have gone flying. Instead she managed to grab the back of the sprung seat with an outflung hand. She fell, bounced off the side of the cab, and was gone.

Gasping, blood soaking my shoulder from my re-opened wound, I leaned over to see her crouched just below it, holding onto the base of the chair, balls of her feet balanced precariously on the axle.

How by the Hanged God…?

Before I could do anything, the world exploded. I heard a scream from the horse and then the cab tilted up onto one wheel only to collide with another fast-moving cab. Wood shattered, the world spun, and I was thrown from where I stood by the sprung seat into the air. 

I tucked my shoulder, held tight to the money pouch, then the world slammed into me, cobbles crunching into my hip and shoulder. I tried for a roll but spilled out, sliding out on my back. Hooves danced around me from another panicked horse. My head rung as if it were made of bronze and had been walloped by a smith. I rose to all fours, the floor trying to slip out from under me, and crawled frantically away from the horse before it could shatter one of my bones.

I rose to my feet and stood there swaying. A crowd was gathering. My horse was screaming, trying to rise, unable to do so. Cabs and carriages were piling up around us, the way blocked by our accident, voices raised in fury, others demanding to know what had happened.

There was no sign of the girl.

I hunched over, realized that my mask was gone, and then saw it lying face down in a puddle not far away. I limped over, snatched it up, put it on.

It was hard to think. I had to get away. I slipped into the crowd, pushing my way through the press, toward the road that led to New Bridge.

Each step brought me greater clarity. No bones were broken. My head had taken a good knock, but that was about it. Blind Fortuna had smiled on me once more. 

Ten minutes later I was crossing New Bridge, the wind shrilling through its wooden support beams, the Snake Head flowing turgidly below to empty out into the bay. When I gained the far side and slunk away into Fish District, I allowed myself a sigh of relief.

I took to the alleys. There were plenty of them south of the Snake Head. Made my way slowly toward the Harbor District and Tamara’s, but stopped in a blind court that reeked of urine and was cast into perpetual shadow by the towering overhangs of the surrounding buildings. Nobody was around, so I slunk into the darkest corner to finally examine my prize.

The pouch was the size of my fist and made of fine leather. I loosened the drawstrings and opened it wide. A mixture of gold and silver coins stared back at me. I let out a low whistle. From the heft alone, I had to have over thirty coins in my hand. A small fortune, enough to keep me going for half a year if I was frugal about my digs and habits in the Harbor District. 

I heard the near-silent pad of a footstep and looked up, expecting some local resident. Instead I saw the girl. Her left arm hung by her side, broken perhaps, or her shoulder dislocated. Her hair had slipped free of its intricate get-up, braids hanging down alongside her cheeks and coiling upon her shoulders. Her cloak was missing, her emerald dress spattered with mud, soaked black along the hems, and flecked with wood chips.

Her glare was death.

“There you are,” she whispered.

I pushed off the wall. “By the Hanged God’s shriveled dick, who are you? Seriously? You tracked me all the way here? You a Gloom Knight or something?”

She reached behind her back and drew a dagger.

“You know what? Fine. There’s more here than I need. I’ll give you half of it back. Deal?”

She narrowed her acidic blue eyes. “It’s too late for that.”

“It’s never too late for a pouch of gold.”

“You’ve ruined everything. You ruined my life.” She lowered herself into a combat crouch. “The least I can do is take yours.”

 


Chapter 6

 

 

“Whoa,” I said, raising my hands. I realized that doing so displayed the money pouch, so I quickly dropped them and hid it behind my back. “Sure it’s a decent amount of gold for me, but for someone like you…?”

“You don’t know anything about me,” she said, voice thick with emotion. She began to stalk toward me, feet gliding over the cobbles, keeping her balanced at all times. Damn it. So she was a trained knife fighter as well as a ridiculously skilled roof runner.

“All right, so it’s not about the gold.” I moved away from the wall and reluctantly drew my own blade. It wasn’t up to the task, being a regular kitchen knife, but it was better than nothing. “This is about the fat guy. The one you were courting.”

She didn’t answer, intent on closing the distance between us.

“You messed up when you attacked me,” I said. “Conduct unbecoming for a lady. Revealed your true colors, eh?”

I stopped and stood straight as the truth finally hit me. “By the White Sun. You were running a con on him.”

“The operative word being was.” 

She kept coming, so I backed away, still processing. “You’re good,” I said. “Amazing, actually. I never guessed you’d be a rooftop-running, knife-throwing con-artist. Which Auntie are you under?”

“Auntie?” She frowned. “No Auntie.”

“No Auntie?” I was nearly against one of the walls, so quickly skipped out to the side, opening up the courtyard behind my back again. “So you’re not Family?”

Her grim expression was all the answer I needed.

“Which is another reason to kill me,” I said. “So I don’t report you.”

“You’re a quick one,” she whispered, moving out to the side now to control my avenue of escape and hem me into a corner.

“Well, good news!” I tried for my best smile. “I’m not in the Family either. So we can both have a laugh and go our separate ways. How about it?”

“No.”

“No?” I reluctantly sank back into my own crouch, knife down by my side, empty hand extended. “But why? This is going to get really messy. Nobody walks away from a knife fight clean.”

Tears welled up in her eyes, flooding those shocking blue irises. “You fucking ruined my life. There’s no going back. This was my one chance. I’ll make you pay before I pay in turn.”

“You’re not making—” 

And then she attacked, darting forward with a quick slash at my extended hand. I leaped back but she kept coming, braids whipping about her face as she sought to open up a gash in my forearms or chest. 

The right move would have been to clinch. To time it just right, a backswing or when her blade had swept just past me to step right inside her zone of attack and block her arm. But that would have reduced the length of this fight to seconds. Clinches meant death for somebody, if not both knife wielders.

So instead I stayed light on the balls of my feet, dancing back and slipping out from between her and the wall, her knife missing me by an inch. Damn she was fast. If her left arm hadn’t been broken, she’d probably have cut me apart already.

“Listen, wait. Wait damnit!” I moved back, knife and hand held up, trying to get through to her. “Talk to me. I don’t want to fight. Maybe I can help.”

“You? Help?” She gave a pained laugh. “A little late for that.”

“Never too late. Trust me on that. Why was this con so important? Tell me that at least. Why’d I ruin your life?”

She slowed, stopped, shoulders rising and falling with either an excess of emotion or exertion. “I made my entrance into Port Gloom society as Lady Priscilla. Attended three balls under that guise. Drew the attention of Lord Meneas on purpose. My identity as such has been ruined.” Her eyes glittered. “I can’t come back under another name. This was my one chance and it’s ruined.”

“All right, I can appreciate that. Lady Priscilla wouldn’t chase down a thief and hit him like you did. But there are other cities out there. Port Lusander. Olandipolis. Carneheim. Why risk everything fighting me here and now?”

“It had to be Meneas,” she whispered. “It wasn’t about the money. It was about bringing him low.”

“Ah,” I said. “A personal grudge.”

“Yes,” she said. “But not my grudge. I was but the tool. And now I’m worthless. And will be discarded as such. Because of you.”

I made a face. “Again, technically you’re the one who broke identity by chasing me down—”

She let out a cry of rage and leaped at me, feinting high and then cutting low, slashing open a gash just above my knee as I swayed back. Her foot caught me behind the heel and swept my leg out from under me and I went down hard. I rolled aside just before she could stab at where I lay, and then kept rolling as she followed me across the court, stabbing down at the cobbles until I stopped suddenly and caught her wrist on the down stroke.

I dropped my own knife so as to grab hold of her with both hands. I needed all the strength I could muster as she put her full weight behind her weapon, seeking to force it down into my chest. Her full, red lips pulled back from her perfect teeth in a snarl, and sweat ran down the length of her nose as she struggled to kill me.

The tip of her knife sank down, inch by inch, until with a spasm I wrested it aside and drove it into a crack between the cobbles beside me. I flipped onto my side and drove my knee into her hip, sending her sprawling; it took her a moment to regain her feet, but when she did I was standing, her knife in hand.

She remained in a crouch, glaring sulkily at me, fury smoldering in her wicked blue eyes. 

“Now,” I said. “Will you please calm the fuck down.”

Again she gave a cry and surged up, lashing out with a high kick that would have knocked my head off if I hadn’t frantically parried with my forearm. The force behind the blow was stupendous; I staggered aside. She came after, thrusting from her hips to launch a front kick at my stomach. Again I danced aside, and then she was upon me, punching again and again with her good arm, coming in fast and hard, elbow and knees cracking against my raised legs and arms as I backed away.

It was ridiculous. Here I was, holding her knife, able to cut her apart at any point I wanted, and I couldn’t bring myself to do so.

She was gasping, her kicks losing their ferocity, the pain from her broken arm clearly draining her. I backed away, backed away again, and finally she stopped, chest heaving, glaring at me still.

“Whose tool?” I asked. 

And like that the fire went out in her eyes and her arm dropped. “His name’s Elias.”

“Elias. He part of the Family?”

She shook her head.

“An outside agent then. He’s running the con?”

She nodded.

“And he came up with this coin?”

Another nod.

“But it’s all he had. And without it you wouldn’t be able to play the part of Lady Priscilla.”

“All he was willing to give me.”

“Which is why you attacked me when I robbed you. I see. And what hold does Elias have over you?”

“He’ll have my sister killed if I don’t do what he says.”

“So kill him.”

“Can’t.” She looked down and away. “Every week he sends a letter to someone. I don’t know how. But if that letter’s not sent, the man who’s got Cassandra will kill her.”

“So force him to tell you.”

She gave a bitter laugh. “You don’t know Elias. I’m not monster enough to break him.”

“You’re serious? You can’t think of a way to trap him, convince him to talk?”

She shook her head slowly, eyes glittering. “You don’t know Elias. He’d laugh and demand I kill him before speaking. That… and I don’t know if I can hurt him enough to kill him.”

“Cutting his throat wouldn’t do the trick?”

“No,” she said, voice flat, final.

“Oh. Damn. Well, why does he hate Meneas so much?”

“Elias was part of society here a few years ago. Meneas discovered Elias’ true heritage, ruined him, humiliated him, drove him out of Port Gloom.”

“Probably with good reason, I’m guessing. And where’d you learn to…” I gave a vague wave with her knife. “Do all this?”

“Miss Endrigan’s Finishing School.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re serious.”

“It’s the name by which the assassin’s guild in Carneheim goes by.”

My head snapped back as if I’d been kicked in the teeth. “You’re Crimson Noose?”

She grimaced. “No. I was forced to leave before passing my trials.”

“Elias,” I said.

A nod.

“Well, damn.” I lowered her blade. “I’m damn lucky to have gotten away from you, then.”

“Yes.” It was a simple statement of fact. “You are.”

We stared at each other. The slash in my leg was starting to throb. My head ached from the tumble from the hansom cab. Numerous scrapes and cuts demanded my attention, on top of my shoulder wound and everything else. But I put all that aside. 

An idea came to me. Half formed. Ridiculous, in most likelihood. But still.

“Listen,” I said. “I’ve got an offer for you.”

“An offer.” Her words dripped with scorn.

“I’ll take care of Elias and free your sister. In exchange you’ll work with me, help me get some revenge of my own.”

She arched a fine eyebrow. “Help you get revenge.”

“Sure,” I said. “But we can get into that once I free you and your sister from Elias.”

“You can’t just kill him,” she said. “You don’t know who you’re going up against. Elias is no common street thug.”

“I know. I didn’t say it would be easy. But what have you got to lose?”

She frowned and looked down.

“C’mon. Look. Your arm’s broken. Your cover’s blown. You can’t go back to him anyway, right? None of your noble ‘friends’ will take you in. What other choice do you have? I’m sure he’s not as tough as you say. With your training, you could probably kill him yourself, but like you said, that won’t help any. Come with me. I’ve a friend that’s a talented healer. She can splint up your arm while you think over my proposition.”

Tears filled her eyes again, and her jaw quivered as she fought a surge of emotion, but then she wiped her muddy emerald sleeve across her eye and stood straight once more, her expression turning cool and collected with impressive self-control.

“Fine,” she said.

I let out a sigh of relief. “Good. Amazing. Thank you. If I give you this back, do you promise to not try to kill me?”

“You’d return my knife?”

“Look, if you’re Crimson Noose, you don’t really need this knife to kill me if you still wanted to, right? So sure. Think of it as a gesture of trust.”

Her gaze was steady and intense, and it took some effort to hold it, but finally she nodded. I held her knife out, hilt first, and she took it and slipped it behind her back. There had to be some hidden slit or something that allowed her to hide it under her otherwise form-fitting dress. 

“We’re not far from her shack. I’ll take you there.”

 She nodded.

I began walking, then looked back to her. “Priscilla. That your real name?”

“No. It’s Cerys.”

“Cerys. Pleased to meet you.” I went to extend my hand, then reconsidered. “I’m Kellik.”

“Kellik.” She left it at that. I didn’t blame her. 

I donned the mask and led her through the narrow lanes and crooked alleys back to Jessin’s inn. It was early morning now, and the place was thronged with activity. Sailors on shore leave were roaring and laughing and cursing as they made their way in and out of the common room, carts and horses were being led to the large stable set flush on the left side, and from somewhere deep inside, the sound of a fiddle being frantically sawed at by a less-than-talented musician strove to be heard above the hubbub. 

I led a bemused Cerys around the back, keeping my head ducked low to avoid the stares, and when I finally reached the pig sty, pulled the mask off altogether and wove my way between the fencing into the narrow courtyard. The door leading into the inn proper was open, two brawny men in splotched aprons sitting on small kegs and smoking pipes just outside it. I caught a glimpse of a narrow hallway that opened up into what had to be the kitchen.

The men eyed me suspiciously, then looked at Cerys and stiffened in shock. I could imagine their thoughts easily enough: nobility? Here? What happened to her?

I cracked open Tamara’s shack door. Empty. Turned to the men. “Seen the herbalist?”

“Aye,” said the man on the left, his florid black mustache as impressive as the tattoos that encased both forearms. “Inside, workin’. What’s it to you?”

“I owe her money,” I said. “And my friend here needs her help.”

“M’lady,” said the man, rising with a bow. “But of course. A moment.” He ducked his head as he strode into the narrow hallway. The other man rose awkwardly to his feet and hid his pipe behind his back, as if smoking in the presence of the gentry was an affront. 

A moment later Tamara emerged, wiping her hands on a dirty dishcloth. She eyed Cerys, then nodded to her doorway. “C’mon then.”

We filed in behind her, and I shoved the door closed behind me, blocking the line of sight of the two men. Tamara moved to the very end of the shack, squeezing past the wooden bed, and pushed open the shutters of a square window, propping it open on a stick. Then she turned to Cerys and pointed at the bed. “Sit.”

Cerys arched a brow but did as she was told. I stood back and watched as Tamara gently touched her broken arm and identified the break just below her elbow. She cut away the sleeve and then probed the skin. 

“Good,” she said. “The skin’s not been perforated. Clean break. A fall?”

Cerys nodded.

“Kellik, make yourself useful. There are some wooden slats in that pail under the sideboard. Pass them over.”

I did as I was told, and then watched as Tamara expertly set the bone, then splinted Cerys’ arm, wrapping it tightly with worn strips of cloth till it was immobilized from wrist to elbow. This she then bound tightly across Cerys’ chest, finishing off with a loop around her neck with which to support its weight.

Cerys never made a sound.

“There. Three weeks and you should be fine. Don’t use the arm. Don’t do anything but let it heal. Understood?”

Cerys smiled, a private, mocking expression. “Understood.”

“But… you won’t listen to me. Ah well. Now.” Tamara turned to eye me. “And you’re looking the worse for wear as well. Are those new injuries? Whatever happened to the old ones? Do I even want to know what happened?”

“Not really. But.” I pulled the coin pouch out, avoiding Cerys’ gaze as I did so. “How much was it I owed you? A crown, four silver, and a couple of coppers for this fetching outfit you provided me with?”

Tamara froze. “You actually have the coin?”

“Did you doubt me? Tamara, I’m wounded.” I opened the pouch and plucked out the coins. “Plus another gold for your troubles and helping Cerys.” I set the coins in a neat tower on the sideboard’s edge. “There you go.”

Tamara stood still, then moved her hand to cover her mouth and sat down on the edge of the wooden bed beside Cerys. 

Two crowns and four silver were more than she’d make in five months’ of working in the inn’s kitchen. I felt a conflicting wave of pride and guilt, then cinched the pouch tight and slipped it inside my shirt.

“Thank you,” said Tamara at last. 

“What for? It’s payment fairly earned.”

“Well, that’s true enough.” Tamara roused herself, leaned forward, and swept the coins into her palm. She studied them, then closed her fingers into a fist. “Thank you all the same. And seriously. What happened to your old wounds?”

“You’re a talented healer, what can I say? But a question, Tamara,” I said. “You said yourself you used to be Sworn. If we paid extra, could you heal Cerys’ arm any quicker?”

Tamara stilled again like a waif that’s caught sight of a stall’s proprietor just when they went to palm some fruit. “I’ve not used those powers since… since I left the order.”

“Understood. And I’ll respect a ‘no’. But if you’re willing, I’d be happy to pay for your talent.”

Tamara looked down at her fist. “I don’t know if I can. But I’d be willing to try.” Her eyes flicked up to mine, suddenly hard and demanding. “For ten gold crowns.”

“Done,” I said, though that was most of what was left in the purse. It was Cerys’ money anyway. 

Cerys was staring at me in disbelief. It was probably a little strange to watch a thief spend the money he’d taken from you on an injury you incurred in chasing him down. Still. I had plans. Long-term plans that might involve Cerys. I needed her healthy. I also needed to know if Tamara could still really heal. Also, well. I felt a bit guilty about the whole situation. And it was Cerys’ gold, after all.

“Payment up front,” said Tamara.

“Nice,” I said. “Glad to see we’re establishing trust.”

Tamara stared at me till I pushed off the sideboard. “Fine. Here.” I dug out the pouch again, counted ten fat gold coins onto the counter, then pulled the drawstrings tight around the greatly diminished pile within. 

“Your thigh,” said Tamara, a note of concern entering her voice.

“Oh, yeah.” I looked down at the bloodied cloth that had stuck to the slash. “About that.”

Tamara shook her head in exasperation. “Men. Standing around yapping while blood runs down their leg. That’s not impressive, it’s idiocy.”

“Most would agree I can be fairly idiotic,” I said, realizing only then that I was feeling a bit light headed.

“On the bed,” said Tamara, standing and rolling up her sleeves. “I’ll tend to you both at once. Ten gold should cover a slash.”

I felt a frisson of excitement. To be healed by a Sworn. Well, Foresworn. I’d never imagined I’d be so blessed. I sat next to Cerys, then scooted back so that I was against the wall, injured leg extended before me.

“Now silent, both of you,” said Tamara, moving to light a candle.

“That’s not fair,” I said. “Cerys ain’t said a word the whole time she’s been here.”

Tamara glared at me, and I grinned back. She snorted and went back to work lighting the candle.

“How’s it work, then?” I asked. “Your power?”

Cerys dug her elbow into my side. “She said silence.”

“Thank you,” said Tamara, turning back around, candle held in both hands before her. “I can see we’ll get along. Now, in all seriousness. Be quiet.”

I closed my trap and watched as Tamara focused on the flame. For a minute or so nothing happened. My pulse was racing a little. I’d never seen magic done up close. If this was magic, that is. The Apotheosis oath taken by all Sworn was said to open their natural talents to the White Sun, the source of all life and unalloyed goodness in the world. Shouldn’t she need sunlight then to work? 

Then, by slow degrees, the candle flame stilled and began to elongate. It rose higher and higher till it was some three inches tall, and then bleached of all color. It was subtle at first, but gradually the yellow and faint orange paled to white.

Tamara began to whisper under her breath, some mantra or prayer, and I saw the pupils in her eyes widen till they consumed her irises altogether. Then she passed her hand over the flame, much as one might do on a dare, but the long flame seemed to catch on her palm and stretch out further, elongating and following her hand as she moved to Cerys.

My breath caught in my throat. The candle flame was at least a foot long now, a stream of white flame that Tamara guided to Cerys’ broken arm. Cerys stiffened beside me and then gasped as Tamara closed her hand over the break. The flame sank into the back of Tamara’s hand, and a faint glow shone from between her fingers.

All the while Tamara whispered beneath her breath, a litany of words that I couldn’t make out no matter how I strained to listen. The glow between her fingers brightened and then faded away, and when Tamara removed her hand Cerys stared in wonder at her arm.

It was healed.

Before I could make some smart-ass comment, Tamara moved her palm over to my thigh. I went to protest, panic filling me at the last moment as she guided the candle flame down to my wound, and then her hand clamped over the gash and a searing heat filled the cut, down into my flesh, followed immediately by a prickling, burning sensation as I felt my muscle knit itself back together.

For a moment it was an awful feeling, as if a thousand ants had burrowed into my thigh and were gnawing at the cut, and then it eased, turning into a balmy warmth that flowed into the rest of the big muscle, sweeping away pain and tension.

Tamara drew her hand back and let out a sharp breath. The flame snapped back to the candle, regaining its color, and with a gasp, Tamara sagged back against the sideboard, a sheen of sweat across her brow.

I flexed my leg. The muscle was hale and strong. The wound completely erased. “By the White Sun,” I whispered. “Amazing.”

“You have a true gift.” Cerys was examining her arm with equal wonder. “Ten gold is too little.”

“I’m not in a position to charge much more,” said Tamara, voice strained, staring blankly at the candle in her hand. “And I’d… I’d appreciate your not spreading word about this healing to the others.”

Which was clue enough as to how unbalanced Tamara still was. Lugin had hinted at her rough condition when she’d first arrived, but to perform a healing of this nature on two relative strangers, then ask them to keep quiet? Reckless. Beyond reckless.

“Agreed,” I said quickly. “In turn, you have to promise to not perform any other acts like this without knowing more about the person you’re healing, yes?”

Tamara blinked, then looked up, meeting my gaze. Her face paled. “Y-yes. Of course. That was—that was hasty of me.”

Cerys surprised me by reaching out and closing her pale, long fingers around Tamara’s hand. “You performed a miracle. I don’t know how it’s meant to work, but whatever power blessed you as one of the Sworn blesses you still.”

Tamara’s eyes filled with tears, and I was struck by the parallel to the pain I’d seen in Cerys’ own eyes not long ago.

“Look, this is going to sound a little crazy, but I want you both to hear me out,” I said, cutting in. 

Both women turned to consider me, equally skeptical.

“I’m—well. Where to begin. I’m currently a nobody. Less than a nobody. I’ve lost everything I had. My hopes. My ambitions. My dreams. I’ve got this now sadly depleted pouch of gold, a dagger, and these clothes on my back.”

“And a mask of St. Endelion,” said Cerys.

Tamara frowned at me, but I waved my hand as if brushing the point aside and plunged on. “Yes, true, but that’s beside the point. What I’m trying to say is that I’m currently a nobody, but not for long. You might scoff. I wouldn’t blame you if you did. How many young men like myself dream big and talk bigger only to disappoint? But I tell you both, I aim to make my mark. I aim to have my revenge. It’ll take a while—the folks I want revenge on are as powerful and untouchable as they get—but I still aim to get it. Toward that end, I’m going to start something. A group. A—a movement, of some kind. I’ve already agreed to help Cerys here with a personal problem in exchange for her help thereafter, but Tamara, I’m willing to do the same for you. To help you in exchange for your help in turn.”

Tamara crossed her arms and leaned back, skepticism helping her regain her composure. “And how are you going to help me, Kellik?”

“Money,” I said. “So that you don’t need to work in a kitchen any longer. Or out of this crude shack by a swine pen. Now, I’m not saying I’d become your patron or master, or any such nonsense. I know you’d smack me upside the head before you ever let that happen. But I am saying I’ll find a way to set you up with your own shop, or apothecary, or—something—that allows you to work full time as a herbalist. And in exchange, you help me and mine when we’re banged up or hurt.”

Tamara turned to Cerys as if seeking confirmation as to how absurd this was, but frowned at Cerys’ solemn expression. “You’re serious.”

“Aye,” I said. “You’ve no idea just how deadly serious I am. I may be a nobody now, but I’ve ambition enough for a hundred men, anger enough for a thousand, and the skills and daring to attempt what few others would dream of. Mark my words. A month from now you won’t recognize your world, or what I’ve done to change it. All I need is your willingness to play along till I can deliver. For you to be open to my help.”

“And how are you going to do that?” asked Tamara. “Pay for an apothecary with the handful of coins you’ve got left in that pouch?”

“No,” I said. “Those are mostly going to Lugin.”

“You’re serious?” asked Tamara. 

“Course I am,” I said. “Boy saved my life. I promised him a fortune. It’s not as much as I’d like, but a fistful of gold is all I can give him right now.”

“Who is Lugin?” asked Cerys.

“Mud lark,” said Tamara. She was looking at me strangely. “Brought word of Kellik lying near dead in the bay. Convinced Master Jessin to cart him here so I could patch him up.”

“Near dead?” asked Cerys.

“Long story,” I said. “But yes. I promised Lugin gold, and gold he shall have. Course, I aim to talk to him about how to handle it so he doesn’t end up with his throat slit and pockets emptied an hour or two after leaving my sight. But yes.” I paused. They were both staring at me strangely. “See, funny thing. I was betrayed by those I trusted. And that hurt more than the crossbow bolts they shot into me.” I considered. “Well, almost as much. And while I was lying there in the mud I realized that I had nothing left but my word. And I’d never much valued that. Saw it as a tool to be used and broken when convenient. But I realized it was all I had left, and I swore to value it from then on.”

“How you going to thieve if you won’t break your word?” asked Cerys.

“Thieve?” asked Tamara.

I spoke over them both. “By giving an oath to those I care for and that matter to me. Oh aye, I’ll still lie and break my word to my marks and strangers, but to those I mean to work with, whom I’ll be willing to bet my life on? My word’s going to be gold. And that starts with the payment I just gave you, Tamara, and the gold I’ll give Lugin. My word’s going to be worth more than all the gold in the custom’s house.”

The two women exchanged a look.

“He does talk well,” said Cerys. 

“Aye,” said Tamara. “That was quite the speech.”

I flushed in annoyance. “My point is that I want you both on my side. I want you to help me get my revenge underway. I’m going to first help Cerys, then I’m going to help you, Tamara.”

“And then we’re going to help you,” said Cerys. 

“Yes.”

“What’s this help you need?” Tamara asked Cerys.

Cerys hesitated, clearly trying to pick the right words.

“A man’s got a hold on her,” I said. “Blackmailing her by holding her sister hostage. We need to find out where he’s got her sister, then kill him so he can’t hurt Cerys or Cassandra ever again.”

“You remembered her name,” said Cerys.

I gave her a wink. “Impressed?”

“Kill him?” asked Tamara.  “You can’t turn him over to the guard?”

“Oh no,” said Cerys softly. “You don’t understand. Not with Elias. That and I’m recently disgraced. Nobody would trust my word.”

“How recently?” asked Tamara.

“Very recently,” said Cerys, looking at me with a hard expression.

I coughed loudly. “The point being, this is best handled privately. I’m going to arrange an audience with this Elias and convince him to tell me where Cassandra’s being held.”

Cerys’ eyes widened. “That’s your plan?”

“Yes, it’s a little rough, but I’ll fine tune it while I go.”

“He’ll tear you in half with his hands,” said Cerys.

“Well, I’m sure he’ll be upset—”

“No. I mean that literally. Elias has troll blood in him. You piss him off, he’ll tear your arms off.”

“Oh,” I said, considering that image. 

“So much for that plan,” said Tamara.

“Well, maybe. I’ll just have to get the drop on him.”

“Even if you did,” said Cerys. “He won’t confess. He’s practically immune to pain. You can torture him with brands and cut off his fingers and he wouldn’t talk. I think he enjoys pain, actually. And I saw him once be run straight through with a blade and laugh.”

“Ah,” I said. “I understand your earlier comments a little better now. That does make it trickier.” 

There was a long silence, and then Tamara spoke up, voice quiet. “I have an idea. I think I know how you can make him talk.”

 


Chapter 7

 

 

Elias was holed up in an empty warehouse set hard alongside the Snake Head’s northern banks, just shy of where it opened up into the bay. It was one of the many decrepit buildings that looked ripe for demolishing, sway-backed and dark with rot and moss. Squeezed in between two larger neighbors, it seemed to melt away into the shadows, easily overlooked unless one was specifically searching for it.

I crouched next to Cerys in an alley across Lobster Street which ran like a knobbled spine along the front of the warehouses. She’d swapped her gown for a practical set of dark woolens and worn leather boots.

“The windows are all boarded up on the ground floor,” said Cerys, voice quiet and business-like. “As is the old loading dock on the river-side. The main doors are bolted and nailed shut, but Elias uses a side door that’s hard to spot from the street to come and go.”

“He has business around town?”

She nodded. “But I don’t know what kind. I’ve only come here a couple of times since establishing myself as Priscilla, and not at all these past three weeks. Been staying in a small apartment in the Garden District. So I can’t say for sure if he’s changed anything since last I was here.”

“Got it,” I said. “The second-floor windows?”

“Hard to reach from inside, so I doubt he’s bothered with them. There’s a lattice work of wooden beams across the ceiling from which old chains and hooks could be pulled to move cargo around. No way that I could see to easily reach it, however, other than scaling the walls or pushing crates together.”

I studied the warehouse’s exterior. I was good at climbing. The warehouse would be tricky, however. Ground floor was made of stone, second floor of rotten wood. Its neighbors weren’t close enough to leap from. 

“Best bet is that old drain pipe there,” I said, pointing to the warehouse’s corner. “Looks rotten, but should be good to reach the ledge above that boarded window. See? From there we can leap up to the ridge where the second floor starts. Hand-walk our way across to that spot where that second floor window is, and pull ourselves up to let ourselves in.”

Cerys bit her lower lip. “Assuming nothing pulls free as we put our weight on it.”

“Assuming,” I said. 

“He might be inside already.”

“True. We’ll do our best to check through the window.”

“Our best might not be good enough.”

I shrugged.

“Or if he’s not here, he might be gone for a day or two.”

“I brought snacks,” I said. “You?”

She glared at me. “I’m serious.”

“So am I. You’ve never done a stake-out before? We can slip out the window to use the roof as a bathroom if needed. If it takes a really long time, we can take turns sleeping up there by that chimney, see? Tie ourselves to it so we don’t roll off.”

She shifted her weight from side to side. 

“You’re really scared of this guy, aren’t you?”

“You don’t know him,” she said, voice low. “Don’t know what he’s capable of.”

“He’s a mortal man,” I said. “No matter how strong or mean he might be, he’ll go down like everyone else.”

Cerys shook her head but didn’t bother arguing. “Fine. Ready?”

In response I glanced up and down Lobster Street, saw nothing but the usual, desultory foot traffic, and stepped out to cross as quick as a passing gull’s shadow to the warehouse’s side. Up close I could make out the faded painted sign above the large double doors; merhorses resplendent over an illegible name. Some proud merchant house long gone, forgotten by all. 

Moving with the same calm confidence, I walked to the corner, took hold of the drainpipe and gave it a tug. It creaked ominously and flakes of rust fell down upon me, but held. I pulled on a pair of gloves, took a deep breath and then leaped, catching hold of the pipe and scrambling up a good three yards above the cobbles. The pipe groaned and pulled away from the wall, but the bolts held and I stepped out onto the inch-wide ledge above the boarded window. My toes fought for purchase as I pressed myself against the warehouse, fingers finding every crevice as I wiggled across, then leaped awkwardly to grab the ridge above where the brick ended and the mossy boards began.

From there it was simple work to hand-walk my way over to the next window, where I paused to catch my breath and prepare for the tricky bit. Digging my fingertips in tight, I dug the toes of my boots into the cracks between the bricks, steadied myself, then sprang up, leaping as high as I could to latch onto the window’s bottom ledge.

Success! 

Quick as an eel I hauled myself up, balancing precariously on the six inches of window ledge, and there cupped a hand to peer into the warehouse’s dark interior. It was pitch black. No sources of illumination whatsoever beyond what little dusty light filtered in through the cracks and chinks in the walls and second-floor windows.

I relaxed my vision and stared at nothing, moving my gaze randomly from side to side. I did so for a minute or so, waiting to see if anything caught my attention, but finally looked down to Cerys, who had moved up alongside the warehouse and out of sight of the street. A quick thumb’s up, and then I tested the window.

No hinges, of course. It wasn’t meant to be opened. I pulled out a chisel and hammer, and set to work. A series of quick taps around the window’s outer edges caused soggy splinters to fall and the wood to give way, and after a moment I shoved the casement in, window and all, and caught it before it could fall into the darkness beyond.

Simple. 

I eased inside, and made out the lattice of wooden beams that crisscrossed the second floor above the darkness below. They were stout, six inches across each way and reinforced by the occasional column. Luckily for me, a frame had been built around the circumference of the second floor, onto which I stepped, propping the window against the wall, and then waited for Cerys.

She darkened the window a minute later, breath tight and controlled, and then eased herself onto one of the crossbeams. 

“Here,” I said, handing the window frame back to her. “See if you can put this back.”

She wrestled with it for a minute and then dusted off her hands, leaving it in place. 

“No sign of him,” I whispered, sitting on the beam so that my legs dangled over each side. “Make yourself comfortable.”

She sighed pointedly and did the same, and for a few minutes we just sat in the dark together, waiting.

“Why’d they kick you out of the Family and try to kill you?” she asked at last.

I’d been expecting that question. “I don’t know.”

A pause. “You don’t know.”

“Nope. Caught me by complete surprise, which makes it all the worse.”

“If you don’t want to tell me, you can just say so.”

“No, I’m serious.” I leaned back against the wall, hiked up one foot onto the beam and told her about my life. Being an orphan on the streets of Port Gloom, and how Jack had always been there, a shadowy figure that had watched out for me from afar. How I’d been inducted into a crew of urchins to run minor errands, then eventually used to watch locations or pass along messages, and when I was deemed to have enough grit, to then join a crew of gentlefingers. Only then had I realized how important Jack was within the Family, and just as importantly, been drawn to Eddwick. He’d been the only chubby urchin I’d ever met, and something about that, his ability to find food when everyone else starved, had caused me to decide to be his friend. 

“You chose to befriend him because he was fat?”

I grinned. “You know how they say not to trust a greasy butcher, a chatty guardsman, or a fat urchin? Well, I can tell you the saying’s wrong. Eddwick seemed to always know when a stall was going to be unattended, where to be when a cart was about to upend itself onto the street, which window to stroll by from which he could steal a freshly baked pie. I knew a good proposition when I saw it, and anyways, he wanted to be my friend, too.” 

“And why’s that?” I could hear easy scorn in her voice, a friendly derision that hinted at my older friendships. “He enjoy being lied to?”

“Nope. Eddwick’s mute, see. Still got his tongue, but lost the ability to speak when he was walloped across the head as a child. But we understood each other right enough, and he appreciated having me around to explain what he wanted to others when he couldn’t be bothered to write it out in chalk.”

More skepticism. “He could write?”

“Taught himself,” I said, feeling proud on his behalf. “From street signs at first, and then from posters, and who knows what else. Problem was, though he could write, almost nobody else could read, so a fat lot of good it did him.”

Cerys snorted.

I continued, telling her of how we’d sworn to watch out for each other, to guard each other’s backs. And how we’d somehow actually done just that, never turning on each other. How we’d worked our way up, and how I’d impressed Jack by stealing his tobacco despite his knowing I was going to try. My four years off and on again under his more formal tutelage, his mercurial nature, how he’d act fond of me one moment then so cold I’d swear he wished me dead. 

“It was around then that Eddwick started being able to interrogate his hunches,” I said. “Sort of ask himself whether or not we should try something and whether it’d go well. That marked our true climb to fame. We started operating on a whole new level. We were destined for great things,” I said, trying for nonchalance, fighting down the upsurge of emotion that took me by surprise. “Seriously. I ran the Sour Pus Gauntlet in less than thirteen minutes. Stole a watchman’s own sword while he slept on duty at Beggar’s Gate. Six months in a row Eddwick and I pulled in the biggest haul in our district, and we were the first aspirants to solve Grigory’s Two Pocket Challenge in over seven years.”

Melancholy washed over me. Those were good memories. Eddwick and I coming out on top. Being lauded by my friends and glared at by those who resented our successes. Feeling like Port Gloom was our oyster, that all its treasures were ours for the taking. 

“Which is why it hurt so bad when Everyman Jack set me up to fail. They were my family, you know? I didn’t like most of them.” I paused, considering. “Most of them were real blackhearts. Wouldn’t trust them further than I could throw ‘em. But they were family. We looked out for one another, in our own way. Kept each other safe, backed each other up, competed against each other, cheered each other on.” Damn it. Was that a knot in my throat? “So it hurt real bad when Jack had me shot by Evelina.”

“What happened to this Eddwick friend of yours?”

“Don’t know,” I said, trying not to sound bitter. “He disappeared two weeks ago. Just upped and vanished right before our trial.”

“Think he got cold feet? Decided to leave town?”

“No,” I said, grim certainty in my voice. “Not Eddwick. Maybe he sensed the betrayal coming. Maybe he tried to do something about it, and… well. Paid the price.”

“And you’ve no idea why you were betrayed.” Her skepticism was gone now, replaced by something more akin to compassion, perhaps. Or pity.

“No. But I mean to find out.”

“Which is where Tamara and I come in.”

“Tamara and you and Lugin and everyone and anyone else I can recruit to my cause.”

“Going to be slim pickings, given who you’re going up against. How are you going to avoid the Family’s famed ability to pick up on troublemakers?”

“How did you do it?”

“Don’t know,” she said. “Elias said he’d take care of it, and as far as I know, he did.”

“Funny that,” I said. “He’s not Family. So how…?”

“Elias is a force of nature,” she said bitterly. “What he wants, he gets.”

“Except for acceptance into Port Gloom high society.”

“Except for that,” agreed Cerys. “Troll blood will out, as they say.”

“Yeah.” I chewed my lower lip. “We’re going to need to find some very talented, very suicidal people.”

She snorted. “That how you see me?”

I grinned at her in the dark. “Well, you did decide to chase after me over rooftops.”

“I remember being so quick I forced you back down onto the street.”

“Yeah? Well, what was suicidal was challenging me to a knife fight.”

I could feel her level gaze. “I almost beat you with a broken arm.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t.” I leaned back, lacing my fingers behind my head. “Nope. I won, and handily. Goes to show how dangerous a foe Jack’s gone and made.”

“Fine.” I heard her shift her weight on the beam. “You’re bound to come up on top as long as your every opponent has a broken arm.”

“I don’t aim to play fair.”

My words hung heavy in the air between us, but before she could respond there was a rasp of wood on stone from below and a crack of light opened up against the far wall as the side door opened.

Elias entered, paused, then lit a lantern.

My gut clenched.

Holy crap, but he was big. 

His troll blood was really coming to the fore. He had to stand a good seven feet tall, with shoulders like an overloaded carriage and a neck as wide as a rain barrel. He was balding up top, with a fringe of reddish beard along his jawline, its hue contrasting with his pale, purplish blue skin. One eye was covered in a black patch, but the other shone with a glittering, virulent yellow like a pool of toxic cat’s piss.

I dry swallowed and watched as he discarded a hooded cloak and then stumped over to a paper-strewn desk on whose corner he set his lamp. His left leg was missing from below the knee, and what looked like a sword blade extended from a bronze cup to click against the floor. Must have lost it before his troll powers came into play. A wound like that now would hardly bother him.

I couldn’t even hear Cerys breathe beside me. Carefully, terrified of fumbling and dropping something to the ground, I drew the blowpipe from my side and opened the little leather satchel. Tamara had given me five darts, each with their needle speared into a block of soap. Moving by feel alone, I drew the first, then pushed its head into the small vial of poison that was wedged in beside them. 

Elias leaned over the table, resting his weight on his arms and glaring down at the paperwork as if wracked in thought. His back was as broad as a barn door. Now was the perfect time to strike.

I slipped the dart into the blowpipe, exceedingly careful not to prick myself, then raised the pipe to my lips.

I’d little practice with the things. Some rudimentary training with Jack. But Elias was almost directly below me and as big and unmoving a target as one could hope for. 

Best-possible-case scenario.

I inhaled deeply, then puffed out a sharp, percussive breath. 

The dart appeared as if by magic on Elias’ back.

He grunted and stood up straight, reaching behind to slap at the dart as if it were a mosquito. His fingers brushed the flocked tip and he grunted again, straining his shoulder so as to grasp it and pluck it free.

I watched in frozen fascination and horror as he held the dart up to the lantern light, turning it back and forth, then brought it to his nose and sniffed. A third grunt, this one of anger, and he dropped the dart and opened the lantern’s panels so that its light shone forth.

With a roar, he raised it and turned, staring up at the rafters, illuminating us both where we crouched. His sole good eye narrowed in fury.

“Cerys,” he hissed. “Shoulda known you’d try something like this. Stupid. It’s yer sister that’ll pay. You care naught about her? Want her cut to pieces for your idiocy?”

Cerys withdrew against the wall, her eyes large and glimmering with terror, her mouth a thin slit.

“You,” growled Elias, staring at me. “What was on that dart? Tell me now and I won’t tear your head from your shoulders.”

“Bat’s piss,” I said, voice shaking. God damn, but the man was brutally intense. The very air seemed to fold around him as if he were a white hot metal ingot. “Little liquid gold to liven up your day.”

His growl was a deep rumble in his chest, then before I could react, he whipped the lantern back and hurled it up at us. It crashed full into Cerys’ crossed arms, and she cried as she slipped from her perch and fell to crash on a set of stacked crates below. 

How was Elias still standing? Tamara had sworn the poison would knock out a grown bull in a matter of seconds. I checked the instinct to leap down to Cerys’ assistance, and instead yanked another dart free, dipped it in the poison, and thumbed it into the blowpipe.

Elias hauled Cerys from the wrecked crates by the hair and with a curdling roar, hurled her across the warehouse. She fell a good four yards from him and rolled out, only to come up on her feet as her Crimson Noose instincts kicked in. 

The half-troll hadn’t forgotten about me, however. He hurled a large plank of shattered wood right up at me as I puffed out the second dart. The black-fletchered dart appeared in his shoulder just as the plank hit me square in the chest, and then the rafter was gone from out under my feet and I was falling, scrambling at nothing as my chest locked up in pain, to crash hard against the stone floor.

A massive hand closed around my ankle. I tried to draw my dagger but before I could, I was lifted up and swung around to collide against the wall.

A brief, shattering flare of white light and then the world got all twisty and strange. I bounced off the ground and the sound of roaring seemed to come from half a mile away. My pulse was pounding in my ears, blood was thick across my tongue, and my arms and legs seemed to be trying to take me in three different directions at once.

Up! Up, damnit!

I pushed myself to all fours, shook my head to try and clear it and saw Elias backing away before Cerys’ slashing attacks, his forearms raised like a boxer, his movements agile and confident as he evaded her attacks.

Blowpipe, I thought blearily. Where’d it go? 

Elias’ reach was phenomenal. He threw a straight jab at just the right moment, slipping past her guard and clocking her in the chin. Cerys staggered back but didn’t go down, slashed wildly to keep Elias at bay, and that was enough for me.

I rose up to my knees, drew my dagger, and hurled it at Elias’ back. It flickered through the dark and sank deep into his side.

Elias didn’t even seem to notice.

“Bitch,” he growled, advancing on Cerys. “Careless, stupid whore. Years I’ve been planning this. All you had to do was flutter your damn eyes and open your legs. Ruined. You’ve ruined everything.”

Cerys back away, blood running down her chin, hair a wild mess that hung down over her eyes. 

“Hey!” I rose to my feet. “Ugly! C’mere so I can teach you some manners!”

Elias ignored me. 

There. The blowpipe. I tottered forward and snatched it up. A crack ran down its side and the mouthpiece was badly chipped. Useless.

Elias reached for Cerys. She cut deep into his arm but he didn’t seem to care, closing his fingers around her neck and lifting her right up off her feet.

“Waste of time. Waste of gold. Waste of everything,” he snarled into her face as she fought and kicked, cutting at his arm with her knives over and over again. Each slash healed up almost as quickly as she dealt it.

My own knife was pushed out of his back as his muscle healed, and rattled as it fell to the floor.

My head felt as if it had been stuffed full of wool. I was just standing there swaying like an idiot. 

A plan snapped into place. I grasped the dart satchel in one hand and ran forward, staggering as the floor tipped and swayed under my feet like a ship’s deck in a storm. Snatched up my dagger, slammed its tip into the poison vial, and then stabbed Elias again to the hilt. 

He hissed and backhanded me, or tried to. I swayed back, then plucked the vial out of the satchel altogether. It was the size of my thumb and half-filled with black liquid. Weaving forward to avoid his follow-up punch, I stepped inside his guard, right up against his massively muscled form, and hurled the vial desperately at his face.

And wonders of fucking wonders, the damn thing splashed all over his lower jaw and mouth.

He hawked and spat, but it was too late. 

Cerys dropped from his grip as he wiped desperately at the poison. He took a step back, a second, then his sole eye unfocused and rolled up in his head as his knees buckled and he crashed down to the ground like a collapsing wall.

“By the Hanged God’s raging red cock,” I gasped, moving to help Cerys stand. “What a bastard! You all right?”

She coughed and rubbed at her neck which was mottled red and white from the force of Elias’ fingers. Her lip was split and her chin glistened with blood, but she nodded as she rose and stared in fascinated horror at where Elias lay stretched out like a beached whale before us.

“One dart my ass,” I said, rubbing a hand through my hair. “I had to pour half the damn vial down his throat.”

“We have to tie him,” she said. “He’ll be waking up soon.”

I raised my eyebrows. “You really think so? He’s been hit twice with the stuff, I stabbed a coated dagger into his back and threw the rest into his mouth. Tamara said—”

“Fuck what Tamara said,” snarled Cerys. “Bind him. Now.”

I didn’t argue further. Together we wrestled Elias up so that he was propped against one of the large support beams, and there I quickly set to trussing him as tightly as I could, binding his arms behind his back and looping rope beneath his chin so that he was bound tight to the pole. 

Even when I was done, I remained anxious; it was all too easy to envision the half-troll snapping the huge support beam and rising to his feet in a ruin of splintered wood and anger.

Cerys drew a needle from a satchel of her own, dipped it into the second poison Tamara had gifted us, and then stabbed it into Elias’ shoulder. And again. And a third time, fourth, fifth, until I was about to call her out as excessive until I recalled how much of mine it had taken to down the man. 

When she stepped back I saw that she was shaking, having trouble slipping the needle back in the satchel and in danger of stabbing herself.

“Here,” I said, stepping forward and neatly snagging her hand, then taking the needle from her fingers and putting it away myself. “You sure you’re all right?”

“No,” she said, voice brittle, eyes wide. She wiped her sleeve across her chin and then spat blood onto the floor. “Not at all. But what of it?”

“What of it?” I asked softly, turning back to Elias. The half-troll’s chin hung to his chest, but miraculously he was starting to come to, grimacing and flexing the great muscles of his thigh as he scraped his sword-blade leg back and forth across the ground.

“We’re lucky,” whispered Cerys. “He never considered us a real danger. If he had, he’d have killed us quickly instead of playing with us.”

“His mistake,” I said. 

With a grunt, he lifted his head and blinked several times, face slack with confusion, then everything seemed to come back to him with a snap and he snarled and fixed us with a glare. “Release me.”

“Unlikely,” I said, stepping forward. “And to be honest, not a very persuasive order.”

“Cerys,” growled Elias, and his menace rolled off him in waves. “Don’t make me truly angry. You know what will happen if you really piss me off. Release me now and I won’t punish you too harshly.”

Cerys curled her hands into fists. “I will never—”

“Release me, you ungrateful bitch!” 

And to my shock I saw Cerys start forward, face so pale so that her lips appeared bloodless, her freckles stark across her cheeks, and move as if to undo the rope that bound Elias to the pole.

I caught her by the arm and pulled her back sharply. “What are you doing?” She seemed to stare straight through me, expression slack. “Cerys?” I gave her a slight shake. 

“I’m—you’re right.” She passed a faltering hand over her face. 

“Cerys.” Elias’ voice was a curt bark. “You’re testing my patience. Do not test my—”

Enough. I stepped forward and kicked the half-troll across the chin. 

It was like kicking a sack filled with rocks. The side of my foot blossomed into pain, but the half-troll’s head did snap over an inch or so, and better yet, I shut him up.

“Don’t talk to her,” I said. “Talk to me.”

Elias sneered up at me. By the Hanged God, he was a terrifying bastard. Bound and helpless and still he made me feel like a child who’d been caught in the pantry by his monstrous uncle. “What are you going to do to me, boy? Torture me?”

“No,” I said. “Not really.”

“Convince me to talk?” He gave an ugly laugh. “You’ll have to kill me first. So I’m calling your bluff right here, right now. Either put a knife through my eye or cut me loose. I’m not giving you shit.”

“No, not putting a knife through your eye either,” I said.

“Cerys. You’re killing your sister. Right now, this moment, you’re killing her. I’m going to count to three. If I’m not free by then, I’ll not send the letter, regardless of—”

I stepped forward again and stabbed Elias in the ribs, jacked the knife in and up so that it sank to the hilt once more. 

Elias hissed and clicked his teeth together, his whole body going stiff, huge muscles writhing as he fought the ropes and drummed his heels on the ground. I gave it a moment, then tore the knife free.

“I said I wouldn’t stab you in the eye,” I said. “There’s lots of other places though, if you keep pissing me off.”

Elias turned his hiss into choking laughter. “Oh, that felt good. Do it again, boy. Go on. In the gut this time. Cut something vital. Stir it around till I’m all slurried up.” The light in his eye was hateful and more than half insane. “Go on, boy! Do it!”

“Damn me, but he’s a right fucker,” I said, stepping back. I half turned to Cerys. “And you’ve had to deal with him all this time?”

Cerys was hugging herself, eyes wide, pupils narrowed to pinpricks. No response.

“No, I’m not going to stab you, I’m not going to kill you, I’m not going to torture you. I’m just going to ask you to tell me the truth.”

Elias laughed. “Ask me to tell you the truth. All polite-like.”

I nodded. 

“Well fuck you,” he said. “That’s all you’ll get from me.”

“Not yet,” I said. “But soon. In fact, let’s hurry this up. Cerys?”

She didn’t protest as I took the vial from her satchel. I stepped up alongside Elias, who glared at me, and then started to thrash when I cut a deep gash in his shoulder. It was as tough as cutting through leather. I cut another gash cross-wise, then smashed the vial into the wound and ground it in, broken glass and all.

“Get off me!” bellowed Elias, but of course I ignored him. I worked the entirety of the vial into his muscle, mixing it with his blood, and then stepped back.

“What was that?” he asked, voice rough, breath coming in pants.

“Something a friend of ours cooked up. You’ll feel it pretty soon.” I hope.

For the next ten minutes Elias alternated in cussing us out, screaming threats, or just trying to snap his bonds. When the support beam started to creak ominously, I beat him with a heavy plank of wood until he desisted.

It was awful work, and the whole time I felt like I was about to get into a fight for my life.

At last Elias began to blink his eye drowsily, a sign Tamara had warned us to look for. His chin began to dip toward his chest, and he finally sagged as he ceased to struggle against the bonds.

“You ready to talk?” I asked experimentally.

“Fuck you, I’ve been talking all this time,” he said, words a little slurred. “I’d do more than talk if I could. I’d grab your head in both hands and press my thumbs into your eyes down to the second knuckle. Press in so deep blood and brains would ooze out and then—”

“I know, you’re a powerful guy.” I said this respectfully, though it took all my will to do so. Tamara had warned me a dozen times: get him on your side. He’ll talk more easily, give you what you want.

“More powerful than you know.” He paused, mouth hanging open, then gave his head a shake. “What’s… who are you? What have you done to me?”

“Powerful man like you, lots of plans, lots of wheels in motion, right?” I crouched before him. “Working long cons, planning your successes, using people left and right like puppets. Impressive, really.”

“You don’t know nothing. I’ve got more plans than I’ve got hours of the day. Revenge. That’s what. A dozen ways to bring down the bastards who laughed me out of town. Make them cry for mercy, I will. Course I’ll deny ‘em, but the trick’s to make them think there’s a chance. Make them think they can get away if they just debase themselves enough. Make ‘em crawl on their bellies, lick my feet, do things to each other, awful things, things they thought they’d never do just to try and get me to smile…”

“Cassandra,” I said, cutting in as gently as I could. “She’s a great tool, isn’t she? A way to use Cerys?”

“Cerys,” said Elias, blinking blearily. “She’s a good tool. But weak. Like brittle metal. Bend her too much and she’ll snap. Can’t tell her the truth. Have her snap on me. Broken tool’s of no use, see. Got to keep her going. Leading her on. Make her dance to my tunes. Dangerous, she is. But she’s mine. Mine till I’m done with her, then I’ll break her, break her like the others, and throw her away.”

My mouth thinned to a line and I didn’t look back at where Cerys stood. Didn’t want to see her expression. Instead I put my distaste aside and focused on the mission.

“You’ve got to keep her in line, I understand. That’s why you need Cassandra, right? That’s why you keep her prisoner somewhere?”

“Cassandra?” Elias raised his head again and sneered at me. “Cassandra’s dead, you idiot. Died while being transported in a little box to my little cellblock. Doesn’t matter though, cause she’s useful all the same, keeping Cerys dancing—”

A scream shattered his words and Cerys flew past me, dagger in hand. She fell upon Elias and began to stab him, over and over again, dagger punching down into his chest in a spray of gore. 

I leaped to my feet but then stood frozen—dead? The horror of that riveted me to the spot. Who was I to pull Cerys off her tormentor?

Elias began to laugh. 

With a scream that was all feral rage and denial, Cerys drew her dagger across his throat. Thick black blood sprayed across her, and Elias’ laughter became a wicked gurgle, but still he grinned, blood flecking his teeth, laughing straight in her face.

Again and again Cerys cut his throat, and eventually Elias went still, head hanging down. She fell back onto her ass and stared at him, shoulders heaving, and to my horror I realized what she was looking at—the dozen wounds across his neck were slowly starting to seal over.

“Kill him” she whispered. Then turned to look up at me, face riven with horror and grief. “Please, Kellik. Kill him.”

There’s one tried and true way to kill a troll. It’d work on Elias just as well as a full blood. I walked over to where the storm lantern he’d tossed at Cerys lay, its panels cracked but the flame still burning within. Took it up and returned. 

Cerys’ eyes were wide, her jaw trembling, but she nodded and moved to collect a score of wooden fragments and pile them about Elias, building his pyre about him. Planks, kindling, shattered boards and beams. When she was done, I unscrewed the lantern’s top, removed the casing, then knelt and poured the oil onto the wood.

“You want to do it?” I asked, extending the lantern to Cerys.

She took it without looking at me, then touched the flame to the black liquid.

It went up with a whoomph, blue fire racing up the boards and then turning crimson at the edges. Elias’ shirt quickly caught, and this roused the half-troll, who tried to raise his head.

The flames spread, became an inferno. I pulled Cerys back. Elias began to scream, a raw, gurgling sound, his vocal cords ruined, his pain mounting as his flesh blackened and warped. 

Cerys began to sob, and I pulled her into my arms, turned her so that her face was against my shoulder, but after a moment she turned back to watch. 

The wood was crackling and popping and the stink of burning meat filled the air. Elias thrashed from side to side, kicked and swept his legs about, knocking some of the burning planks over but not enough. His clothing peeled back from his skin, which blistered and cracked. 

Still he screamed. 

Long after any other man would have died, he continued to scream, an incoherent sound of agony that I knew would echo down through my nightmares for years to come. Cerys watched, so I made myself watch as well, watch the horror that was Elias as he came to his bitter end, restraining the urge to make the sign of the Hallowed Oak as I did so.

Finally he went silent, head hanging down. The wood collapsed upon him, burned out, and soon he was just a blackened pile of ruined flesh and smoke.

“Come on,” I said, touching Cerys’ shoulder again. “We’ve got to go. Someone… someone could have heard that.”

She didn’t respond.

I cast around. With the bonfire now died down, the warehouse was almost pitch dark. I navigated by instinct and memory back to Elias’ desk and collected his papers, stacking them atop each other, then opened his drawers and pulled forth more sheaves. A pouch of coins, a long dagger. Enough that I could barely fit it under one arm. 

I returned to Cerys and took her hand, then pulled her after me, out the side door and into the blessed night air. 

By all the gods and goddesses, it was good to get out of that stink. I hesitated in the doorway, peering back and forth, and thought I could hear the sound of concerned voices around the corner, out before the front of the warehouse. Nobody had thought to come down the side yet.

Time to get the hell out of here. 

Pulling on Cerys’ hand, I led her down the alley to where the Snake Head flowed, then along its bank, past the dozens of skiffs and canoes that were roped up to the side, past the piers and small docks that led to each warehouse, avoiding the gaze of sailors and guards, and down to the skiff I’d commandeered earlier that night. New Bridge was the closest way to cross back to the southern section of the city, but too far for my tastes, so I loaded Cerys into the skiff, undid the mooring line and cast off.

For ten minutes I rowed, then abandoned the skiff on the muddy southern shore of the Snake Head and pulled Cerys out and up a flight of stone steps onto Bridge Road. Leaving the skiff like that meant it’d be stolen by dawn but I didn’t care. Across the street, into an alley, down its crooked length, and then Cerys yanked on my hand.

I turned, surprised, and she stepped into my arms. I held her awkwardly, not knowing what was going on until she began to sob. 

Deep, anguished sobs, torn up from her very core. She pressed her face against my shoulder and bawled, her whole body heaving.

I wrapped an arm around her and stared off into the darkness. Held her close, held her tightly, Elias’ screams still ringing in my ears, and waited as Cerys wept bitterly for her long-dead sister.

 


Chapter 8

 

 

Tamara stood up as we entered her shack, her relief obvious. That immediately turned to alarm at the sight of Cerys’ grief-drawn features, and she pushed past me to take the Crimson Noose assassin by the arm and usher her onto the wooden pallet.

“Oh no,” she whispered. “Cerys, I’m so sorry.”

I grimaced, set the papers down, and went over to the far corner where a small kettle hung beneath a tripod over a neat pile of kindling, and set to lighting a small fire as Tamara simply held Cerys. Not that the assassin seemed to notice; after her final tears had run their course, she’d sunken into a daze from which she’d yet to emerge.

“Good idea,” said Tamara to my back. “Brew some kennel wort, queen’s joy and chamomile. That will help soothe her.”

“No drugs,” whispered Cerys. 

“Not drugs. Just a herbal tea.”

The next five minutes were quiet ones. I filled the kettle from Tamara’s clay jug, then tapped in dried herbs from each of the three sachets that she pointed out to me. Tamara rose to pull out three little cups, and after the water boiled I filled each one and leaned back against the wall.

We mostly watched Cerys sip her tea, eyes still unfocused, and then of her own accord she rolled up onto the pallet, knees hiking up to curl into a ball, and went to sleep faster than anyone I’d seen.

Tamara brushed her hand over Cerys’ crimson hair for a few minutes, then met my eyes and nodded at the door. I followed her outside into the dusk, where we moved to stand beside the inn’s backdoor.

The sows were up and rooting in the mud, indiscriminate in what they found and ate in the slop.

“And?” asked Tamara.

“You can guess.” It was hard to dredge up the words. To cast my mind back to the horrors that had taken place in the warehouse. “Elias was a true monster. Her sister died while being transported to a prison of his, but he never bothered to tell her. Kept her working for who knows how long under that lie. When she found out…”

Tamara hugged herself tightly. “By the White Sun, that’s hard. And Elias…?”

“Dead,” I said, seeing no need to go into detail. “Cerys killed him. I hope that brings her peace.”

“It won’t,” said Tamara dully. “Trust me on that score.”

I glanced at her sidelong but didn’t press. 

“So what now?” she asked. “You’ve fulfilled your part of the bargain. Are you going to press her to do hers?”

“If she’s up for it,” I said, feeling uneasy. “I won’t force her. And we found a few more things in Elias’ desk. That mass of papers, for one. He was involved in quite a few illicit operations here in Port Gloom, seems like. I’m curious to learn more. Plus this pouch of gold.” I parted my threadbare shirt to reveal the pouch. It was large enough that it had made me look like I had a potbelly. 

Tamara’s eyes widened. “Is that all gold?”

“Dunno,” I said, closing my shirt over it. “But even if it’s just silver that’s a tidy sum. Enough that you should start looking for a place to set up shop.”

“You’re serious.”

“I am serious. I told you. I’m going to set you up.”

She shook her head in a mixture of wonder and disbelief. “But… why? You could simply pay for my services each time you were injured.”

“Not how I’m going to operate,” I said. “I want you on my team, Tamara. I want you working with me, helping me and mine. I want your trust, your support. And that means giving you something first. How much would it cost a month to rent a small shop?”

Tamara gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t know. A crown, maybe?”

“Then of course you’ll need supplies, a sign out front, your herbs, whatever else goes into opening an apothecary. Say fifteen gold to get started. Does that sound right?”

“Fifteen crowns should do the trick,” she said, voice soft. 

I gave her a wink. “Looks like you should start thinking of a name for your shop. Tamara’s Herbs? No. Too plain. Tamara’s Terrific… what begins with ‘t’? Treatments?”

She couldn’t help but grin. “Stop.”

“Tamara’s Terrible Tinctures—there you go!”

Her grin widened and she thwapped me on the arm. “No!”

“Well, you’ll think of something. Either way. I’m serious. I’m going to help you—and keep helping you—for two good reasons. One, you’re Foresworn. That’s… that’s amazing.”

She crossed her arms. “I won’t touch the White Sun for you every time you get a scrape on your knee.”

“And two, I like you.”

She arched an eyebrow skeptically. “Oh ho. You like me.”

“I do! Why’s that sound so outrageous? It’s not right, your being holed up next to a pig sty and working in a kitchen. Not with your gift.”

“A good attempt,” she said. “Almost convincing, but not quite.”

“I’m serious,” I said, and reached out and took her hand. “You saved my life when you didn’t know if I’d ever pay you back. You’re kind, smart, compassionate—”

Tamara rolled her eyes.

“And not completely hard on the eyes—”

Again she thwapped me, this time even harder, but I caught sight of a slight flush on her cheeks as she did so. 

“All right,” she said. “Enough. I can’t watch you humiliate yourself anymore. Fine. I’ll start looking into finding a small shop to rent. I’ll need the gold up front, though. Not going to go through all this effort only for you to disappear on me.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. I plan on sticking around for some time. But, a word of warning.”

“Ah,” she said. “I knew there had to be something.”

“I’m going to be maneuvering against the Family. That means danger for my friends and associates. If things go wrong, they’ll go very, very wrong.”

“Very wrong meaning death.”

I nodded. “The Family has a way of finding people plotting against it,” I said. “I never made the grade, so never found out how, but—well, you know.”

“Everyone knows.” Her voice had grown soft. “I’m not a complete fool. You don’t live in Port Gloom long without learning you don’t go move against the Family.”

“So, yes. It’s dangerous to help me. If we catch their attention, this could all end tonight. Are you sure you want in?”

“I understand. And I’m still in.” She crossed her arms and stared past me, to where the pigs were rooting. “Ever since coming to the Narrows I’ve known that I could… ally… with a number of different factions or forces. Known that I could leave this shack at any time by simply revealing my true nature to the Family, or the watch, or even any local sawbones, but… I’ve not wanted to sell myself like that. Sell myself for gold alone. You’re not the absolute worst person I’ve ever met in my whole life—”

“Nice,” I said.

“—and I’ve seen you show some real kindness and compassion of your own. So yes. I’ll take that risk. I don’t value my life all that highly ever since I became Foresworn anyway, so—yes. I’ll help you.”

I took hold of her hand and brought her knuckles to my lips. “My lady, you do me more honor than I can reasonably bear—”

She yanked her hand free and thwapped me on the shoulder again. “Insufferable!”

“The only thing that’s insufferable is not seeing your smile—”

Tamara raised her hand in warning and I danced back. “All right! Fine. I’ll whisper my sweet nothings to your back when you’re not listening.”

“However you wish to waste your time. I’ve got a couple of hours before my shift in the kitchen starts, so I shall employ myself gainfully by exploring the neighborhood for a few empty shops.”

“I’d head over to the Temple District if I were you. Perhaps the area between Fish Market and Temple Street, where the order of St. Endelion has their monastery. I reckon that’d be a good place for an apothecary. Better at least than the harbor.”

“Yes, I can see that. Thank you.”

I gave her a wink. “You’re welcome.”

“No,” she said, reaching out to take hold of my sleeve. “Thank you. I mean it. For actually paying me for my services. For all your charm, I never thought you would. And for helping Cerys and being kind to Lugin. Who, by the way, is dying to talk to you and receive his gold.”

“Well, where is he then?”

“Mud larking,” said Tamara. “He still doesn’t really believe you’re going to come through and refuses to waste a day waiting for you.”

“Well, I’m here. And anyway. You’re welcome.”

For a moment I thought Tamara was going to say more, but then she scowled and strode past me, across the small square yard, past the sties and out into the alley.

I watched her go with some bemusement. Idle thoughts played across my mind, but then I took a deep breath and turned back to her shack.

I’d a lot of reading to do.

 

* * *

 

I’ve never enjoyed reading. Sure, yes, yes, I know. The voices of all the sages long dead and gone call out to us from those pages, the words themselves small acts of magic wherein the past can speak to the present and persist into the future, whatever. Even so, I’d never have bothered had it not been for Eddwick’s insistence. Sitting in a hard chair frowning at pages and scrolls had never been my idea of fun.

Elias’ papers, however, were a different matter.

I was riveted.

I’d grabbed everything I could in the dark, and had left the warehouse with a sheaf about three inches thick. There had to be at least eighty or ninety thick sheets of parchment in the bunch, and I was quickly able to sort them out into three piles.

The first was a random assortment of correspondences, letters received from a dozen individuals, a few of them clearly in code.

The second was a series of lists and tallies on goods, income, and other less obvious inventory. Elias, it seemed, had owned several interests across Khansalon, ranging from a winery in Ellosaint down south to a number of farms in the Carneheim region. Even, it seemed, a small trading vessel called the Filthy Spume that was currently docked in Port Lusander.

The final pile was the smallest and contained his business dealings and properties in Port Gloom. These I read first, casting the occasional glance at Cerys’ curved back, holding each parchment up to the candle flame to read Elias’ bold scrawl in the golden light.

A letter of receipt from The Bastion, Port Gloom’s great bank in the Palace District. I read the elegant script as best I could. Apparently Elias had deposited a little over a thousand gold crowns with the bank, and deposited some items in a secure box there. Interesting.

The deed to a stables by Gallows Gate just off Executioner Hill stated that Elias had purchased the property a year ago and had extensive renovations made, including some mysterious basement enlargements. The property manager was a Cargill Tamlyn, who was paid a salary of eight silver scepters a month for his work. Quite the generous salary. 

A second deed was to a butcher’s just off the Field Gate, owned by a man simply called ‘Skurve’. The location made sense. That was the main approach to Port Gloom from the farmlands beyond, and an easy access point for farmers to send their herd animals after bringing them to the Port for sale. Again, a number of suspicious renovations had been made. Fascinating.

Debts were owed to Elias from a number of individuals. A thatcher in the Market District. A netmaker off Lobster Bridge. A half-dozen innkeepers around the harbor and Fish Market. 

I set the last sheet down atop the others and leaned back, staring off into nothing as I tried to piece together Elias’ burgeoning little empire. What by the Hanged God’s extravagant ballsack had he been up to? More, obviously, than simply seeking revenge on Lord Meneas. In fact, it would be interesting to learn what that lord’s business was—had Elias truly been after personal revenge, or was there some more mercantile objective to his attentions?

Nothing in the paperwork would have put Elias in direct confrontation with the Family. Owning businesses was allowed. Being owed debts was the way of the world for powerful men. Being wealthy in and of itself might attract the Family’s attention, but for all the wrong reasons.

No. Elias had been very clearly skirting around the Family’s interests, and while no one piece of paper indicated a nefarious scheme, the whole, when brought together, indicated a greater plan. What were those renovations for? 

Time to dig into the correspondence.

The first sheet made me sit up straight.

It was addressed to Elias, and a quick check showed Skurve’s signature at the bottom. To anyone else the contents of the letter might have appeared innocuous, but given what I’d learned, they were anything but.

 

Master Elias,

 

Greetings. All’s well with the shop, and trade is up. Glad to report profits. New inventory has been delivered as promised. Very rare breed, difficult to manage, but nothing I can’t handle, and our usual buyer has expressed great interest. Unfortunately, one of our cows died last night. Disposed of the body in my usual manner. Also got a young ‘un here, a calf raised right here in the city. Earn us some goodwill with the local farmers. 

Profits awaiting your collection. 

 

Keeping my cleavers sharp,

 

Skurve

 

I grunted and set the sheet down and rubbed my hands across my shirt. I felt soiled just for having read that missive. 

Cerys turned over, her acidic blue eyes glittering in the candlelight. Crimson locks fell before her pale features, but she made no move to move them away. “What is it?”

I hesitated.

“Tell me, Kellik. I’m not a child. I’m a trained assassin. I need to know.”

“Elias owned an interest in a butcher’s shop just off the Field Gate. Letter here is from its proprietor, a man who goes by the delightful name of ‘Skurve.’”

“And?”

“Sounds like your sister wasn’t the only one being held and transported.” I met her steady gaze, trying to tell how she was taking the information. “Seems like a steady stream of people were going through Skurve’s shop.”

Her eyes widened and she sat up abruptly. “He’s butchering them?”

“No, I don’t think so. There’s mention here of a ‘usual buyer’. I’d guess he’s selling people in some kind of underground slave trade.”

Cerys pressed the heel of her palm to her temple. “So Cassandra…”

I pursed my lips apologetically. “I doubt Elias ever intended to return her to you. I’m sorry, Cerys.”

Her eyes glimmered with tears which quickly overflowed and ran down her freckled cheeks. She made no move to wipe them away. “I was such a fool. Such a naive, trusting fool. Some Crimson Noose I would have made.”

“Hey,” I said, moving over to sit beside her. “You did the best you could for her. Elias was…” I searched for the right word. “A monster, through and through. But he’s gone now. You killed him. And your sister’s been free of pain for longer than you know.”

“Cass,” whispered Cerys brokenly, looking down. “Oh Cass.”

I took her long-fingered hand in mine and held it. What else was there to say or do? After a moment she sniffed sharply and rubbed at her eyes with the back of her other hand. “I want to make them pay.”

“Them? You mean Skurve?”

“All of them. Anyone involved with this sordid business. Anyone who thought to profit from Cassandra.”

“Look, I’m all for dramatic statements of vengeance, but we don’t even know—”

“You said you would help me.”

“Yes—”

“So help me.” Her eyes burned with an inner flame. “There’s one thing I’m good at. I aim to use my skills to avenge Cassandra and everyone else whom Elias brutalized. I won’t stop till they’re all dead. You in?”

I rubbed at the back of my neck. This mission didn’t dovetail neatly with my own agenda. And before, this kind of injustice wouldn’t have rankled—it was just the way of the world, after all. But since Jack’s betrayal… something had changed. Something I didn’t even understand myself very well yet. “Fine. Where do we start?” 

“If anybody else is being held, we need to free them.”

“All right,” I said. “The letter’s dated from three days ago. Mentions a ‘very rare breed,’ whatever that means.”

Cerys pulled her hand from mine and stood up, smoothing down her rumpled gown. “Now.”

“Now?” I also stood. “Like, now-now?”

She glared at me. “I can’t stand the thought of anyone being trapped there for a moment longer. So yes. Now.”

“Well, all right. But first we’re going to need proper weapons.”

“Fine,” she said.

“We can purchase them en route,” I said. “We can take Temple Street through Market Square on the way to the Field Gate. Should still be plenty of vendors around to sell us whatever we need.”

She gave me a curt nod. “Then let’s go.”

Twenty or so minutes later we reached Market Square. It was growing sufficiently dark that I was tempted to instead route north over New Bridge to Grovenor’s Square for the night market which should be setting up now, but Market was big enough that it didn’t matter. Too large to see across, filled with hundreds of stalls, it was said that if it could be purchased anywhere on Khansalon it could be found here—or someone here would be able to procure it for you.

It was also a seething hub for Family activity. Dozens of gentlefinger crews worked the crowd, while smugglers and fences plied their trade beneath the uncaring eyes of the watch. Dressed in my stolen robes and mask of St. Endelion, I felt reasonably safe, but even so I had to fight the urge to glance around, to make sure nobody was watching me with unreasonable amounts of scrutiny.

It was Cerys’ first time in the market, and even her grief and shock wasn’t enough to shield her from the impressive size of the square. I guided her quickly along the northern flank where the weapon and armorsmiths had their area, many of them operating as satellites to more established shops south of the square along Sword and Shield Street.

We didn’t waste much time haggling or perusing the goods; Cerys knew what she wanted and how much it should cost, and after walking away from the first weaponsmith, she settled on a price of seven crowns for a slender rapier with a swirling guard and an upswept trailing point. 

I in turn purchased two black compound crossbows with foot stirrups at the front and hooks to affix them to our belts, with which to draw back the string. A dozen black bolts went into each small quiver, which we hung off our belts, and I also acquired a short sword with a standard cruciform hilt and circular pommel to round out my purchases. 

Enough to make sure Skurve had a very, very bad day. 

Cerys disappeared for a short spell to find a new cloak, and I wandered off to the side of the market, ignored by the vendors and callers, the costermongers and urchins. Even gentlefingers knew to give a brother of St. Endelion a wide berth. No sense in drawing the attention of the Hanged God by molesting one.

I reached a large, wooden board on which notices, posters, and messages were scrawled. Most of them were of the typical variety, orders from the Council  in florid script, drawings of wanted criminals (usually those who had run afoul of the Family), and other handwritten posts. Still, a couple of sheets caught my eye—not for their content, but for how they were identical to each other.

I reached out and tore one free. Cheap parchment, but the ink used in the lettering was uniform and without character; I rubbed it with my finger and it didn’t smudge. Interesting. It was titled On the Return of the King Trolls, and featured a bold drawing of a man wreathed in flames. Below that was a block of script that I skimmed:

 

And diverse forces did flow through their bodies like rivers of power and fire, so that all bent knee to these paragons of evil… the king trolls did spread forth their hands and nations did despair… miasma of uncontestable will, and all who gazed upon their mien were harrowed and did fall into shadow and there weep… their return, as prophesied by…

 

I held the paper up alongside another, I found them to both be literally identical; every curve of the flames was the same.

I frowned and folded up the sheet, slipping it into my robes. Magic? An image came to me, of a sorcerer enchanting a dozen quills to write out the same pamphlet at the same time, but why would a magic user waste their time in such manner?

Cerys appeared at my elbow, a sensible hooded cloak falling from her shoulders. With her rapier at her hip and dagger at the other, she looked confident, capable, and all the more alluring for it.

“See this?” I asked, pointing at the pamphlet. “Ever seen the like before?”

“On the return of the king trolls?” She turned a quizzical eye to me. “Are you getting spooked by nursery tales?”

“No, no, look how it’s written—or not written, for that matter. Identical to this one over here. Odd, no?”

She gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Perhaps. But I’ve got other things on my mind.”

“Very well,” I said. “To the Field Gate.”

Skurve’s shop was easy to find, though it was dark by the time we reached it and the main door was bolted, the windows shuttered. 

“Must be it,” I said, looking up at the sign of a hamhock over the entrance. “No other butcher in sight.”

“He must sleep on the second floor,” said Cerys. 

“Let’s wake him up then,” I said, and moved around the side of the building to the back.

I have to admit I was impressed; the exterior was clean, the shutters freshly painted, and the sign above the entrance shaped like a hamhock freshly carved. The back yard was scrubbed clean, and the rear door tightly locked.

“Skurve’s not looking to attract the wrong kind of attention,” I said. 

“Over there,” Cerys whispered. “See the bone and bowl?”

“Guard dog somewhere,” I said, unslinging my crossbow. “No time for a poisoned cut of meat. We’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way.”

“It’ll wake Skurve.”

“No matter. After Elias, I’m feeling positively blasé about a butcher.”

I was without my lockpicks, but locks were rare enough that I doubted they’d be necessary. Instead, a quick test showed that the door was barred from within, with a metal flap nailed to the exterior to cover the jamb where an enterprising thief might slide in a knife and lift the beam.

“Taking his security seriously, is our Master Skurve,” I said.

Cerys stepped back to sight up the building. It was of the typical Port Gloom build; stone ground floor, timber upper half. “Odds are he hasn’t secured his second-floor windows as tightly. Shall we take a look?”

“Could avoid the dog that way,” I said. “Sure. I’m always up for a spot of climbing.”

It was a simple affair. Cerys gave me a leg-up so I could grab onto the overhang, and there haul myself up on the protruding timbers that framed the second floor. I grasped the sill, hauled myself upright so that I was hanging out over the yard, tiptoes and fingertips holding me in place, and checked the shutters.

Simple latch on the inside, all dark in the room beyond.

Grasping firmly at the window ledge, I leaned down, straining to Cerys, who leaped lithely up and clasped my wrist. With a silent grimace, I hauled her up, and a moment later she was beside me, clasping tightly to the sill.

I grinned at her. “Pleasure to work with a professional.”

“I wish I could say the same.”

I snorted and slid the tip of my dagger under the latch and levered it up silently to vertical and there left it standing, held in place by its own stiffness. I glanced up to check the cloud cover. Port Gloom, as always, lived up to its name; there was no break in the low-hanging clouds, no risk of a bright ray of moonlight spearing down at the last moment, so I pulled the shutter opened and peered within.

That special, sterile silence that indicated an empty room. Not wasting any time, I levered myself inside, treading carefully on the boards which creaked gently underfoot, then turned to help Cerys only to find her already crouched beside me.

We both remained still for a few minutes. The house was silent. No muted voices coming through the walls, no light shining from under the door jamb. Skurve had to be asleep. We were in a small study of some kind, the vague shape of chairs and a desk off to my left. Now wasn’t the time to investigate, so I crept forward as lightly as I could to the door and cracked it open.

A dark hallway. My eyes were growing accustomed to the darkness, and I could make out the stairs at one end and two more doors along the hall’s length. 

Silence.

I stepped out, placing my feet with the utmost care, and ghosted over to the next door. Listened close. Nothing.

I pushed it open. 

A large bedroom. The bulk of a bed, a wardrobe, a side table. Skurve was a wealthy man. No wife, however, and nobody in bed.

A moment to make sure, then down to the second door. A second bedroom, just as empty.

“Must be downstairs,” I whispered to Cerys, who had trailed my steps. I unslung my crossbow. “Ready?”

I could barely make out her nod. 

The first step creaked awfully as I descended, so I placed my feet from then on out flush against the wall where the step emerged or the base of the banister. It helped, but not much.

Down into the shop I went, crossbow leveled before me, and saw a large dog lying in the center of the room. His head rose, tail waved once, then went rigid.

Nope. I wasn’t his master.

A growl began, an ugly, tearing sound deep in its chest, but I pulled the trigger before it could leap to its feet. The bolt took the beast in the neck and it rolled over with a yelp. Cerys flashed past me, quick as a thought, and sank her blade into the dog’s chest before it could cry out again.

“Poor beast,” she whispered, touching its shoulder. 

“Better it than us,” I whispered back, kneeling to pull my bolt free and wipe it on my robe. I set my crossbow down, stepped into the stirrup, hooked the string on the iron hook attached to my belt, and straightened my legs, drawing the bow back until it caught. It had a wicked draw to it and straightening my legs took effort, but I slid the bolt back in place without complaint and nodded to Cerys. “Ready.”

“Where is he though?” she asked. “Out?”

“The letter mentioned expanding the basement,” I said. “Let’s find the entrance.”

It was located in the storeroom. Slabs of meat hung from hooks all around us, the air filled with the tang of blood, and a trapdoor stood open in the room’s center, the glow of lantern light coming from below.

Cerys descended the ladder first while I covered her with the crossbow. The ladder went down perhaps three yards, so she dropped the last one and turned, blade held at the ready.

“Who the fuck are you?” asked a voice, sharp with shock and anger.

No time for niceties—I stepped into the trapdoor opening and dropped the three yards, falling into a surefooted crouch to see a clearly lit basement. Walls of finished stone, a central table, Skurve himself moving to pick up a crowbar or the like from its top, and iron bars extending from floor to ceiling to form cages along the walls.

I squeezed the trigger. The crossbow bolt took Skurve in the thigh, knocking his leg out from under him so that he fell heavily to the floor with a shout.

Cerys was over him a moment later, blade at his throat. 

I rose to my feet, but my attention was no longer on the butcher. Instead, I stared in wonder at the people held in the cages. A woman—no, a dark elf—but it was the other person that drew a cry of amazement and joy from my lips.

Eddwick.

 


Chapter 9

 

 

“Eddwick?” I ran up to the bars. “Blind Fortuna wept, you’re alive!”

He leaped forward to meet me, hands grabbing the bars, grinning like a loon but of course not saying a word. He was in bad shape, half his face badly bruised and swollen, his hair greasy and blood dried down one side of his face, but his eyes gleamed with a joy that mirrored my own.

I examined the locked door helplessly, then glanced at the other occupant and froze. I’d never seen a dark elf before. Heard about them, sure, in countless back alley fairy tales told by older kids trying to give me nightmares. Tales of their riding bone ships out of the Maelstrom, that endless storm that swirled around their dread isle of Aglorond, to raid, pillage and plunder the coastline or wage their endless war with the High Elves of Celendruin.

Her skin was ashen, her hair a purple so dark it was nearly black, her ears backswept, her body lithe and sinuous in a way that no human dancer could ever have hoped to achieve. Clad as she was in rags, she still seemed imperial, her body searing itself in my mind’s eye, her bared midriff, her alien face that was at once hauntingly beautiful and cruel. Her lips dark and pulled into a smile at the sight of Skurve on the ground.

“Kellik?” Had Cerys been repeating my name? I tore my eyes from the elf to stare over to where she crouched over Skurve. “You with me?”

“I—yes. Right.” I gulped and focused on the butcher. He was a heavyset man, the kind who harbors a deceptive amount of muscle under his fat. He was wearing his leather apron and underclothes—nothing else, and blood had spilled out over the stone floor in a growing puddle from where the bolt had impaled him in the thigh.

“Skurve, right?” I crouched before him, resting one hand on my crossbow’s stirrup. “Hey there.”

“You don’t know who you’re messing with,” he growled. “When my boss finds out about this he’ll—”

“Elias is dead.” I said the words with flat finality. “Cerys and I burned him to death. It’s how I found out about this place. About… this.”

“Kellik,” said the dark elf, stepping forward to curl her fingers about her cage’s iron bars. I startled. How did she know my name? Oh wait. Right. Cerys had just said it out loud. “Give Skurve to me and I shall make it worth your while.”

If news of Elias’ death hadn’t terrified the butcher, this request sure did. “Wait, wait wait wait. Elias dead?” Skurve was clearly a cunning bastard. I could see him calculating on the fly. “That changes everything. Let me tell you what I can offer.”

“We don’t want anything from you,” hissed Cerys, pressing the blade into his throat so that he croaked in alarm.

“You hurt my best friend,” I said, voice kindly so as to scare him even more. “That makes you a dead man.”

“Information,” he said, staring at me in desperation. “Names. Contacts. Things that will die with me. I’m but a part of the web. Do-gooders like you are going to want to take down the others, no? I’ll tell you everything. Let’s make a deal.”

“What are you running here?” I asked. “A slave ring?”

“Yes,” he said. “As well as a holding ground for people of interest. Elias… well. He had many uses for me. I did what I was told. I know. Contemptible. But I had no choice. Elias is—was—persuasive. It was this or have my throat cut.”

“I’m weeping tears of compassion here,” I said. “I bet my friend and the elf feel just as bad for you.”

“Give him to me,” whispered the dark elf.

Eddwick moved impatiently to the cell door and pointed at the lock.

“I admit it, I’m scum! But even scum has its uses. The shop, it turns a profit of five crowns a month. Yours! Or the deed, I’ll turn it over to you, sign whatever you wish, you can sell it, the house, the business, it must be worth a sizeable sum! Information, contacts, I can set up meetings, we can tear down the whole corrupt web together—”

I reached out and slammed his head on the stone ground. Hard. There was a hollow clunk and he relaxed, eyes closing.

“Enough. Let’s tie him up and figure out what we’ll do with him later.” 

Cerys nodded and I took the ring of keys from the table and moved to Eddwick’s cell. I felt a rush of emotion, relief, amazement, joy—and when I unlocked his door he stepped out and gripped my arm tight before pulling me into a tight hug.

“You scared me half to death, disappearing like that,” I said, stepping back and grinning. “By the Hanged God’s bony ass, this was the wrong time to take a vacation, you know? I needed you for the trial!”

Eddwick grinned ruefully right back, then pointed at my chest and made a questioning shrug.

“What took me so long? Hey, some of us don’t have magical hunches, all right? Not that yours did you any favors. There’s so much to tell you, Jack screwed me over, set me up to fail. Our trial was—”

“Excuse me,” said the dark elf. “As touching as this reunion might be, I am still suffering the indignity of imprisonment.”

I’ll be honest. It was intimidating to deal with such a figure. An immortal member of a race renowned for their cruelty and magic? I’d much prefer to blather at Eddwick. Still, I raised my chin and tried for my most confident smile. “My apologies. As you heard, the name’s Kellik, and my associate is Cerys. We actually did come to set you free.”

“Such altruism,” drawled the dark elf. “I’m touched.”

“Not altruism,” said Cerys, her voice cold and hard. “Some much-needed revenge.” And she gave Skurve a kick in the side.

“And I am Netherys,” said the dark elf. “What do you demand in exchange for your help?”

I paused and glanced at Eddwick. “Can we trust her?”

He shook his head.

I hesitated. “What do we demand? I don’t think we’d gone that far. We lost someone important to Elias and Skurve here. To this… slave ring of theirs. We wanted to end them on principle alone.”

“How noble,” said Netherys. “In which case complete your good deed and set me free.”

“Yeah, about that.” I hesitated. “You’re a dark elf. I’ve not heard good things about you guys. That and my friend here just said you can’t be trusted, and him I trust more than anyone in the world.”

“You won’t trust a dark elf?” She pressed her hand to her chest in mock amazement. “I’m crushed.”

Cerys stepped up alongside me. “What he’s saying is that we shouldn’t release you. That you’re a danger to human society. We should leave you in this cell and send the watch to collect you.”

Netherys’ expression hardened. “What gallant saviors. Sentencing me to death as sure as what Skurve had intended.”

“He was going to kill you?” I asked.

“No. Sell both of us to a lord who apparently enjoys mutilating and killing beautiful women,” said the dark elf. “I think they were making an exception for your friend here.”

“You’re… you’re kidding me,” I said, then looked over at Eddwick. “She’s joking, right?”

Eddwick shook his head somberly. 

“That’s…” I didn’t have words. I knew there were some dark corners to Port Gloom, that the decadence of the nobles was legendary, but to buy people simply to enjoy cutting them apart?

“Would that have been Cassandra’s fate?” whispered Cerys.

“Who knows?” I asked. “I’m happier by the minute that we killed Elias.”

“Surely we can reach some accord,” said Netherys, voice soft and persuasive once more. “Some service I can render to make it worth your while to release me.”

“No,” said Cerys.

Eddwick shook his head once more.

“Well, it depends,” I said, ignoring Cerys’ angry glare and Eddwick’s surprise. “What can you do? And how can you convince us to trust you?”

“I am an accomplished devotee of Magrathaar,” said the dark elf without hesitation. “The Witch Crone that flies at the edge of the storm. I can both lend you my powers and swear in her name to align myself to your purpose in such manner that you would find pleasing.”

“Kellik, no.” Cerys’ voice was a low hiss.

Eddwick drew his thumb deliberately across his neck.

“You just get a hunch?” I asked.

He hesitated, clearly unhappy, then shook his head. 

“So you just feel very strongly about this. All right.” I felt far out of my depth. “Look, Cerys, you know what we’re up against. Acquiring a dark elf witch is exactly the kind of edge I’d need to have a chance against the Family.”

Eddwick’s eyes popped open wide, but I looked past him at Netherys, who held my gaze and pressed her body slowly against the bars, her breasts squeezing against the metal, her hips pressing flat against the bars. Her smile was pure wickedness, and Cerys’ hiss of annoyance only brought a smile to her dark lips. 

I was definitely playing with fire here. A dark elf wouldn’t hesitate to exploit a loophole in any agreement to her benefit and my terminal detriment. Was I smart and wise enough to handle this kind of danger? 

My mouth was dry. My heart was racing. I knew on an abstract level that I wasn’t thinking clearly.

“She using magic on me?” I asked Eddwick.

He shook his head, then tapped the bars and crossed his arms. 

“The bars… the bars prevent magic use?” I asked. 

He nodded.

“I think I need a moment,” I said. “Will you two join me upstairs?” I retreated to the ladder and climbed back up into the dark shop. 

“What are you thinking?” asked Cerys when she emerged a moment later. “A dark elf? She’s pure evil. You’d work with her?”

Eddwick pointed at Cerys and nodded emphatically.

“I know you guys are right. You’re absolutely right. But think about what I’m trying to do here. Go up against the Family. Which basically means taking on Port Gloom. How are we going to do that? You two, Tamara, and I? We don’t stand a bleeding chance. But with a dark elf by our side? Maybe.”

Eddwick held out a hand, asking me to stop, then did a double take that would have been comical in any other situation.

“You heard me,” I said. “Jack set me up to fail, tried to murder me, and I bet was behind your being here to ensure my failure. Never mind that would mean your being sold to some mutilating lord. I want to find out why he betrayed us, and then make him pay.”

Eddwick licked his lower lip, then shook his head and circled his finger around his temple for good measure.

“I know. I haven’t been very rational ever since Black Evelina shot a crossbow bolt in my chest.”

Cerys made a sharp chopping motion. “I want revenge as badly as you do, but not at the cost of my damn soul.”

“I’m not worried about my soul,” I said. “Unless you missed my whole wearing St. Endelion’s outfit? I think I’m already in trouble.”

“That kind of heresy isn’t funny,” she said, voice flat.

“I’m not being funny. I’m being serious. Netherys—if we can bind her to us with the right terms—could be a huge asset. And plus it feels wrong to save her and then hand her over to the watch.”

Eddwick rubbed the heel of both palms into his eyes.

“Let me put it this way,” I said. “I know it’s a bad move. But if it gives me a chance to come out ahead, if it gives me even the slightest edge in this otherwise impossible challenge against the Family, I’ll take it.”

Cerys gave me a hard, mocking smile. “The fact that Netherys is attractive has nothing to do with it.”

I coughed into my fist. “It makes it a little easier to negotiate with her, but no. I’d still want her help no matter what she looked like.”

Cerys paced down the length of the room, staring down at the floor, then paused at the room’s far end, shoulders stiff with tension. I watched, needing her to agree, not knowing if I’d press the issue if she insisted. Then, to my relief, she nodded. “It makes a sick kind of sense,” she said, turning back to regard us both. “Yes, it’s a suicidal move. No, I don’t believe we can control her. But as you said. The odds are already ridiculous. If she can give us a slightly higher chance of bringing this lord to justice, I’ll take it.”

Eddwick grimaced and smacked his palm against his forehead.

“Sorry,” I said. “Life has grown very dangerous since I saw you last. You can skip out of town if you prefer.”

He made a big show of sighing and drooping his shoulders, then shook his head and punched me a little too hard in the shoulder with a grin. 

I staggered to one side, surprised as always by how hard he could punch, and grinned right back. “Great. Thought you’d stick around. So. How should we bind her? Service until our goal is executed?”

Cerys shook her head as she walked back. “You’ll need to state your goal precisely. And also put in plenty of safeguards against betrayal or her acting in a way that will be against your morality in general or endanger us indirectly.”

“Right, right.” I frowned. “So temporal stipulations, clearly stated goals, expectations of how she’ll help, and limitations on what she can do either to us or anyone else so as to make sure she behaves in a way that doesn’t run contrary to our morals.”

Eddwick snorted. 

“Simple, I know,” I said. “Well, here. I’ll write it out. Let’s find a candle. Mind watching Skurve below while I do so?”

Twenty minutes later I descended into the basement once more, my terms written out in a thick paragraph that I’d rewritten a half-dozen times.

Netherys rose from her bench to step to the bars. “Have you decided to accept my help?”

“Yes,” I said. “As long as you’re willing to swear by these terms. But first I have to know specifically how you’re willing to be of assistance.”

“Specifics?” There was something mesmerizing about her voice. A velvety depth to it, her accent alien, a languid authority that she was clearly not trying to exert. “Very well. I will be willing to kill or otherwise remove people or obstacles from your path. I will also beseech Mother Magrathaar for her aid in the form of spells, curses, and hexes.”

“All right.” I mulled that over. “Sounds good. So here are the terms. Ready?”

The dark elf nodded.

I read from my sheet of paper, trying to keep my voice steady. “I, Netherys, do hereby swear to assist Kellik in his goal to determine why he was betrayed by Jack Everyman in particular and the Family in general during his trial—and if Kellik decides that greater vengeance is thereby required upon discovering the cause of his betrayal, will help him undermine and destroy the Family to the extent that he stipulates. Toward that end, I will assist him from the moment I’m released from my cell till both he and I agree that my obligation is fulfilled. Further, I shall in no way endanger Kellik or his associates either through inaction or indirect action, nor shall I betray his cause, his trust, or the spirit of this contract. I shall use my abilities to their fullest potential in my attempts to assist him, will suggest all possible solutions to our challenges, and will act in accordance to Kellik’s interests and morality at all times. Specifically, this means I will not act in a manner that will offend Kellik, nor harm innocents or advance my own personal causes while I am working for him. If in doubt over any of these clauses, I will consult with Kellik first.”

I took a deep breath and looked up. Netherys’ arched brows had risen and if anything she looked both annoyed and impressed. “Is that all?”

“I, uh. Yes. For the moment. I may revise it a little more before we agree to it.”

“I insist on a time limit. This agreement shall remain in effect until it is either fulfilled or five years pass, whichever is shorter.”

“Agreed.”

“Also, I have my own terms. You shall also look out for my best interests as long as they do not conflict with your quest, you shall treat with me fairly and equitably as you would any other associate of yours, you shall furnish me with all requisite goods, accommodations, food, and supplies to allow me to effect my assistance, and will not knowingly sacrifice me to advance your goals without consulting with me first.”

“That all sounds fair,” I said. “Final addendum: you shall obey my orders to the letter and spirit in all matters pertaining to the quest, and will remain reasonably available so as to be of assistance when needed.”

Her smile curved a fraction higher. “Rats.”

“And won’t take independent initiatives to resolve the quest without Kellik’s permission,” said Cerys. “Unless Kellik is unable to give his permission for any critical reason such as being captured, at which point these terms and your loyalty shall transfer to me. No heading out and killing Jack on the first night to just wrap this all up early.”

Netherys gave a mocking shake of her head. “You are cannier humans than I first guessed. Very well. To all this I do swear in Mother Magrathaar’s name. May she tear my soul free of my flesh and devour me if I do break this oath.”

I glanced sidelong at Cerys. She gave a shrug. Eddwick did the same.

“Well then.” I took up the keys. “Welcome to the team, Netherys.” I unlocked her gate and stepped back.

She stepped out, bare feet silent on the stone floor, and then stretched languorously. Her ribcage arched up, hints of her abs appearing beneath her ashen skin, and when she relaxed with a sigh, I was all kinds of worked up by the sight of her sinuous body. She then curled a strand of dark purple hair behind one pointed ear. “You’re going to have to tell me all about this ‘Family’ and ‘Everyman Jack.’ Soon.”

“Sure. But first… well.” I thought of Tamara’s shack. Thought of trying to get Netherys back through Port Gloom to the inn, and smuggling her inside without anybody noticing. 

Possible, but very risky.

“Actually, getting back to our place might be hard. It’s dark out, but even so… how about we commandeer the shop upstairs for tonight?”

“We have the deed,” said Cerys. “We could force Skurve to sign it over to us. Make it a permanent base of operations. Though the idea of being close to this… basement… is distasteful to say the least.”

“That suits me well enough,” said Netherys. “Though you should know Skurve said our buyers were coming tomorrow evening to collect. Before then, however, I would bathe, eat, and be given appropriate clothing before considering anything else.” She looked down at the rags that clothed her in distaste. “Too long I have been forced to dress like a mendicant.”

“First let’s deal with Skurve,” I said. “Though if I bashed his head too hard I may have already taken care of our problem.”

The butcher lay still on the floor. Cerys had bound his wounded thigh so that he didn’t bleed out, but he didn’t look like he was going to wake up any time soon.

“He’s awake,” said Netherys. “He’s just pretending to be out so as to listen in and trick us.”

Skurve didn’t move. 

“Stab him in the back then and be done with it,” I said to Cerys, and immediately Skurve rose to his knees, hands extended before him in protest.

“Kind master, wait! I can—”

“Thanks,” I said to Netherys. “Skurve, shut up. Get in that cell. You say another word, I really will cut your throat.”

The large man bobbed his head gratefully and crawled into the cell, leaving a trail of blood behind him. I shut the cell door and locked it. “You can wait down here while we decide what to do with you.” I turned to the others. “Let’s head upstairs. We’ve lots to discuss. We need to plan how to confront Jack and perhaps bring down the most powerful criminal organization in all of Khansalon.”

 


Chapter 10

 

 

One of the rooms upstairs proved to be a small dining chamber, and there we lit candles by the dozen, broke out a bottle of Skurve’s wine and brought up an assortment of cheeses, a smoked ham, two loaves of bread and a number of small pastries. I dragged in an extra couple of chairs from his study and placed one in the corner where I sat, pewter goblet in hand.

“I’ll start at the beginning for Netherys’ sake,” I said, watching as Eddwick and Netherys served themselves heaping platters of food. Skurve had not been generous with their rations. “I was an aspirant in the Family, the name of Port Gloom’s criminal organization.”

Cerys pulled her chair against the wall and leaned back on its rear two legs, a cup of wine in hand. She watched, silent, as Netherys chewed and listened intently to my words.

“The Family is a sprawling organization. I doubt anybody but the Aunts and Uncles—the leaders who run the Family—know just how large it is or how deep its corruption has spread across the government and merchant businesses. They operate on many levels, from the beggars who report back anything of interest that they’ve seen to the gentlefinger gangs that plague the markets to expert teams of burglars, smugglers, and thieves. Those, however, are just the most obvious elements of the Family. Above them operate a number of more subtle groups, such as the con artists, the fences, a number of money changers and of course the assassins, known amongst the Family as the Gloom Knights.”

I thought of Evelina the Black. Wondered for the first time how she’d failed to kill me with her bolt. If she was good enough to be recruited to the Knights, she couldn’t have missed a vital spot. Unless she’d spared me on purpose?

“That already accounts for hundreds if not thousands of individuals, but the more I rose in the ranks, the more I learned that those people were responsible for only a fraction of the Family’s true wealth. No. The Family’s real power comes from its connections amongst the elite that run the city.”

Both women were listening with rapt attention. Eddwick was just munching warily, clearly not happy with my revelations. I felt a frisson of excitement to be speaking so openly about the Family’s secrets. Just sharing this information—suspected by many, but truly known by few—was an act of betrayal that bordered on heresy. I took a sip of my wine and continued.

“I don’t know the details, like I said few do, but most of us—I mean, most of the lower-level members of the Family—believe that the government of Port Gloom is completely intertwined with the Family. Some people say that Lord Albrecht is an honorary Uncle himself, or perhaps was an Uncle before becoming Royal Provost. Who knows? But the municipal council, the tax master, the lieutenants that run civil and criminal law—all of them must be involved in some manner or another. The watch turns a blind eye to their activities. Even the Provost of the Merchants has to be involved, given the scale of smuggling and corruption that goes on.”

Netherys licked a greasy finger. “So what you’re saying is that you wish to bring down the government of Port Gloom.”

“No,” I said, frustration wriggling within me. “I mean, that’s a ludicrous ambition. What I want to do first is find out why Jack turned on me, set me an impossible trial and then betrayed me when I was within a hair’s breadth of accomplishing it. And if I find his reasons lacking—if I find that there was some reason that extends beyond him to the Family—then—well. I’m going to set about ruining the Family as best I can.”

Eddwick snorted.

“What?” I glared at him. “I’d think you’d be more upset given what happened to you. What almost happened to you.”

He met my gaze, his own steady, and for the first time I saw his own anger—deeply hidden, revealed only in how flat his gaze turned for a moment, and then, very slowly, he pointed out the window and shook his head.

“You don’t think I can get revenge.”

He shook his head slowly once more.

“You think we should just turn tail and run. Get out of town, start fresh somewhere, like—Carneheim, or—wherever.”

Another shrug, his eyes locked on mine.

I leaped to my feet and began to pace. “No. No no no. I’m not going to just give up. Let Jack get away with destroying my life. Make his easier by walking away and never looking back. I need to find out. He said—right before he ordered Evelina to shoot me—that it had to be this way. What does that mean? Had? By what rights? According to whom? He made it sound like it wasn’t even his decision. But I’ve never heard of something like this happening to someone else. So why? Why did I have to fail my trial? What’s going on? And how could he raise me, off and on, make sure I stayed afloat all these years, only to stab me in the back now?”

I whirled around to glare at Eddwick and the others. I’d raised my voice almost to a shout, I realized. 

“This Jack,” said Cerys slowly, as if testing ice underfoot before stepping out onto a lake, “he’s more than just a member of this ‘Family’. He’s your family. Real family.”

“No,” I said, turning away, wanting to kick something. “He’s just a bastard of an Uncle who took an interest in me over the years. Sometimes. At others… “ I shook my head, an ugly emotion rearing within me, pain of countless small betrayals, hopes dashed, confusion sewn deep by conflicting actions. “Other times he’d set me up. Send me into bad situations, or not intervene when I was in real trouble. I could never count on him. Never point at him and say: he cares, or is really looking out for me. He was as mercurial as Blind Fortuna’s favor.”

I stared down at the floor. “Whatever he is to me—or was—I need to know why. Why he set me up. Why it had to be this way. I can’t walk away. It’ll eat at me for the rest of my life if I just give up.”

“That,” said Cerys, “and there are a number of bastards who need to pay for what they’ve been doing here. For what they’ve done to women like my sister. This baron, for instance. I aim to meet him and show him what I learned during my training as a Crimson Noose.” A dark, seething anger smoldered in her words. “There’s nothing for me out there anymore. I’ve nothing now but the memory of my sister. I can’t—I can’t think of what her final hours were like. But since I’m good at killing, I plan to use my skills to avenge her. And avenge her I will, right up till some Gloom Knight puts me down like a mad dog.”

I held Cerys’ eyes, her own feverish intensity matching my own, and then nodded.

Eddwick sighed, slumped down in his seat, and picked up a pastry. Stared at it morosely, shook his head, then took a bite.

“That mean you’re in?” I asked him.

For a long moment he didn’t respond. Acted as if he hadn’t heard me. Then, with a scowl, he gave me a thumb’s up sign without raising his eyes.

“Very well,” said Netherys. “But strong emotions and a righteous cause achieve nothing by themselves. I’m not hearing any practical means of achieving these impossible deeds. So let us begin at the beginning. Tell me everything you know about this Everyman Jack.”

I swirled my wine around in my goblet. “He’s one of the younger Uncles,” I said. Just talking about him made my heart rate go up. “Manages street-level activity all across the Harbor District north of the Snake Head. Everyone up from gentlefingers to breaker crews are under his purview, though he doesn’t deal with the ships and their trade himself. If it’s possible to rank the Uncles, I’d say he’s one of the less influential ones, as well as one of the most visible. Operates out of a warehouse called the Sodden Hold. It’s mostly an underground series of rooms with a maze of tunnels connecting it to a score of different buildings across the District. He can call up a serious amount of street muscle if he needs it, along with summoning Gloom Knights and other more specialized Family resources.”

“Does he have any mystical powers?” asked Netherys.

“Mystical?” I paused and exchanged a glance with Eddwick. “Not that I know of.”

“He has to,” said Cerys. “Otherwise any half-cocked sorcerer could take him out.”

“Agreed,” said Netherys. She was cleaning her nails with her knife now. “I would imagine anyone of importance in this Family has protection of several kinds.”

“Yeah, I don’t know,” I said. “It’s not something I ever really had to think about before.”

“So what you desire is an audience with this Jack, and to force him to answer your questions honestly,” said Netherys. “To do this you must remove him from his supporters. Kidnap him.”

Eddwick snorted and shoved another pastry into his mouth as if to block the angry words he couldn’t speak.

“Won’t be easy,” I said. “Like I said, he never goes anywhere without his guards, and most of the time I only saw him in the Sodden Hold. I never actually saw him walking around town. Like, ran into him randomly. He always appeared purposefully, delivered a request or command and then left again.” I exchanged a glance with Eddwick. “He wasn’t the type to just spend time with the rest of us in the Hold. I always assumed he spent most of his time in a private suite deeper down… but who’s to say?”

Cerys shook her head. “Not good enough. We’re going to need more intelligence on him first.”

Eddwick nodded, wiped his hands on his shirt, then rose and left the room. I shared a blank look with Cerys, but when he returned with paper and quill, I understood well enough.

He sat, bent over the paper, and wrote laboriously for a moment before extending the paper to me. 

Can do more then hunches now. Can ask kestions.

“Specific questions?” I asked. “Like, where Jack is now?”

He nodded, bit his lower lip, then wrote some more.

Just started. Not very reliyable. Didn’t stop me from geting cot by Jack. But I can try and lern more about him.

“Prophecy?” asked Netherys, clearly impressed.

Eddwick shook his head, hesitated, then shook it again. Wrote:

More like seeing things. Like dreaming. If I ask kestion right I get good vision of something here in Port Gloom.

“Seriously?” I stared at my old friend’s face. “You’re developing a real magic talent?”

Eddwick looked conflicted and shrugged. 

“Well, when can you start?”

Eddwick blew out his cheeks, finished his wine, then stood up. 

“Now?” I tried to tamp down my excitement. “Great. I don’t want to give Jack a moment’s advantage.”

Eddwick wrote: Give me a moment. Going to try in preyevate.

“Actually, I’ve got a question,” asked Cerys. “For both of you. Why didn’t you use your powers to escape?”

Netherys grimaced. “The cages below are ensorcelled with potent magic. Anyone within them is denied access to their powers.”

“And while you were being transported?” pressed Cerys.

Netherys grimaced. “Anti-magic collars. Very expensive, very potent.”

I shared a look with Cerys. “This is sounding like a much bigger endeavor than I’d thought. Elias was running magical prisoners…?”

“More questions for Skurve,” agreed Cerys.

Eddwick shifted his weight from foot to foot, then took up the last pastry and moved to the door. 

I wanted to say something to reassure him. But our situation was so bad I couldn’t come up with a damn thing. So instead I followed him out into the hall, opened the door to Skurve’s guest bedroom, and then waited for him to step inside and turn back to me.

“I’m glad I found you, Eddwick.”

He gave me a tired smile and then clasped my hand, giving it a good shake. I pulled him into a hug, and we clapped each other’s backs before stepping apart.

“We have to make Jack pay,” I said.

He pursed his lips. His gaze grew flat. 

“And yes, I know. This is madness, what we’re about. But it’s a bloody miracle we’ve gotten this far. We’re living on stolen time. Might as well risk it on revenge. Seems like a good way to use it, right?”

I couldn’t read his expression, but finally he nodded.

Not the fervor I was hoping for. But then again, of everyone here, Eddwick truly appreciated what we were up against. I forced a hearty grin. “May Blind Fortuna suck your cock,” I said. “Good luck.”

He snorted, gave me a final nod, and then closed the door as he turned away.

I stood in the narrow hallway for a while, staring at nothing, then sighed and returned to the study. “So,” I said, entering with a heavy weight on my shoulders, “Netherys. Can you share some of your abilities with us? What we can count on your being able to do?”

The dark elf placed a bare foot on the table’s edge and pushed herself back on her chair’s rear legs, chin lowering to her chest. “Mother Magrathaar’s gifts are not carved in stone. She bestows them on those she favors; I am fortunate to have pleased her in the past with deed and word, and so have some modicum of her attention.”

“Great,” I said, trying not to let my despondency make me overly sarcastic. “Sounds wonderful. So. What can you do?”

Netherys’ eyes narrowed in displeasure. “I can shape my powers to match the moment, but in general I deal with the powers of fate and fortune. I can cause events to twist into our favor, seemingly by accident, as well as for fate to conspire against our foes. I can enhance our abilities with blessings, and curse our enemies so that they find themselves weakened both in mind and body. I can speak with certain animals, and if pressed, can call down Magrathaar’s wrath upon those who would seek me to do bodily harm.”

I nodded, suitably impressed. “So if we were about to head out on a mission…?”

“I could boost your agility, make it so that you had the grace and climbing prowess of a squirrel. Or make it so that events favored you, those small, fickle moments that can swing either way. I could sway them in your favor.”

“That’s great,” I said. “That actually sounds amazing.”

Sure, it was a deliberate attempt to mollify Netherys, but it seemed to work. She relaxed a fraction.

“How were you captured?” asked Cerys.

“Need you know?” Netherys took up the knife with which she had pared the ham and began to make it dance between her fingers. It was a mesmerizing display; the blade flashed as it whirled, spinning endlessly back and forth as her fingers manipulated it with careless dexterity. 

“I’d like to know,” I said. “And anything else you learned about Elias’ operation.”

“So be it,” said Netherys with another exaggerated sigh. “There I was. An innocent elf maiden, courting eternity with nothing but a smile and a demure manner—”

I raised an eyebrow.

“—aboard the great argosy Glaurung. Vast it was, surging across the ocean like a force of nature. We left our shores for an innocent tour of your coast—diplomatic overtures, you understand—which are so often taken the wrong way by your kind.”

“Right,” said Cerys, unable to restrain herself from smiling.

“Our expedition was going well. Two months we trawled down the coast of Khansalon, but our presence inevitably drew attention from your empire’s navy. They harried us, attempting to draw us into pitched battle, but nothing can match the speed of a bone argosy once it is underway. We left each attempt at ambush in our wake. Our laughter was all they snared. Until, of course, they defeated us in the manner preferred by humans.”

“Cunning and wit?” I asked.

“Numbers,” she said. “We were swarmed at the Cape of Sorrows. Dozens of your imperial frigates emerged from the fog banks. Your admiral had gambled recklessly but well; he’d sent a number of destroyers far out into sea to spear back against us, pinning us to the shore where we were flanked. But my kind is not one to turn down an invitation to dance, so dance we did.”

Her smile gave me shivers. She tossed her head, causing her purple hair to flip back, her slightly elongated incisors gleaming in the light. “Green fire flew from our hollows. Cannon smoke battled the fog for dominance of the sky. Frigate after frigate ran itself aground upon our argosy, and those sailors that managed to board us realized to their horror that they’d become little more than our playthings.”

I tried to imagine it. I’d heard of a few famous sea battles where dark elf navy had been defeated, sunken into the depths, but always at terrible cost. 

“Your admiral had brought a mage of unusual skill with him, however, and this woman did fly out over the battle and there hover above us, eyes glowing like the midday sun. I must admit I was impressed; our own lictors challenged her, and the air was torn asunder by the spells they flung at each other. Finally one of her bolts slipped through their shields and smote a hole clear through our decks to the ocean below. We foundered.”

I couldn’t help it. I was leaning forward, imagining the scene vividly.

“We took to our skiffs and abandoned ship. My companions captured three of the enemy frigates and broke free of the cordon, sailing for Aglorond. I, however, was unlucky enough to be taken prisoner by the captain of The Beheading.”

Netherys stared at the knife as it spun on and on around her fingers. Her expression darkened. “Your people showed great hospitality to me. I was feted and celebrated as an exemplar of my kind for two weeks before I was able to escape.”

A chill ran down my back. “Escape? How? You were at sea.”

“It was a complex scheme whose success depended as much on human lust and stupidity as my own cunning. I stole a jolly boat, as I believe you call them, and rowed to the distant shore, where the waves took me up and smashed my ship against the rocks. I swam the rest of the way, more dead than alive, and there collapsed upon the shore.”

“They didn’t pursue?” asked Cerys.

“No. They didn’t dare risk the shoals. When I came to, I knew that I was in perilous straits. I needed to find a way home, but without weapons, coin, or allies, I was forced to skulk in the woods until a band of centaurs drove me forth, harried me across the plain, and ultimately caught me.”

“Centaurs?” I asked. “They really exist?”

She gave me a pitying look. “They took me to a large market held in the shadow of a leaning obelisk said to be older than humanity itself, and there I was sold to an enterprising slaver who thought to peddle me in Paruko.”

“Paruko,” said Cerys with a shake of her head. “Where’s that?”

“Far south,” said Netherys. “Where humans wear robes around their bodies and heads, dye their teeth black, and pierce their flesh in penance for daring to live outside the Dream.”

“Sounds… distant,” I said. “But what happened?”

“I escaped, of course. It is very hard to trap one who can manipulate fate so skillfully to her ends.”

“You didn’t manipulate it that well when you were captured by The Beheading,” said Cerys sweetly.

“You are precious,” said Netherys with saccharine delight. “I can tell I’m going to enjoy your company immensely. But yes, I escaped, only to be caught by the Paruko Dream Eaters.” And to my surprise I saw Netherys shiver. “I’ve seen many terrifying things in the centuries I’ve been alive, but those tongueless bastards with their false eyes… never mind. I was taken and sold to a merchant in Olandipolis. I was fed dream shit the whole way there to prevent me from communing with Magrathaar, and upon arriving was transferred into the ownership of a man who refused to identify himself by name, though I’d recognize his voice or touch anywhere.”

“Touch?” asked Cerys, and then her expression softened with horror. “Oh Netherys, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” said the dark elf. “He tried once, and I convinced him to never do so again. I doubt he’ll be using his prick for much more than consoling deaf and dumb dogs for years to come.”

“Consoling…?” I tried to understand what she meant and decided I was better off not knowing. 

“Regardless. I was shipped north but this time with a collar that prevented me from using my powers. I eventually reached Port Gloom—four or so days ago—and here placed under Skurve’s tender ministrations. And from Skurve, to you. My delightful and no doubt delicious new captor.”

“I prefer conditional liberator,” I said. “Five years tops and you’ll be free.”

“True,” said Netherys, tone a little sulky. “And five years is like nothing to my kind. So very well. At least I no longer am being forced to wear that collar.”

“True.” I hesitated. “So, what do you think? About our situation with the Family and my goals?”

“My opinion?” Her smile widened but retained its ironic edge. “I think it is manageable. A complex challenge, but if we approached it with patience, taking seasons or even years to learn about our enemies and then put into place a subtle stratagem, nothing is impossible. Of course, I’m working with humans. Thus you shall rush this endeavor. Seek immediate gratification, to resolve this problem as quickly as you can, diving in headlong with a minimum of information. This makes it much more likely that we’ll fail.”

I grimaced. She was right. I didn’t want to wait years till I confronted Jack. I wanted to hold a knife to his throat tomorrow. I wanted to smash apart his defenses immediately, to get my revenge while my anger ran hot. 

“I’ll do my best to be patient,” I said.

Eddwick appeared in the doorway. He held a sheaf of papers in his hand.

“Done?”

He nodded. He didn’t look thrilled.

“Didn’t go well?”

Eddwick handed me the first paper.

I tried to find Jack. Nothing. Far as I can tell he’s not in Port Gloom.

I handed the sheet to Cerys without looking away from Eddwick. “You think he’s left town? Or dead?”

He handed me the next paper.

I don’t think he’s dead or left town. I think he has magical protection. 

“You sure your hunches work this way? Maybe asking them specific—”

Eddwick handed me the next sheet. 

I tried to find the other Unkles and Aunties and nothing. But I tried to find you and Old Raf and found both.

“Huh,” I said. “So maybe they’re all under protection.” I tried not to show my disappointment. “Ah well. It was worth a shot.”

“Potent wards,” said Netherys. “Potent enough to prevent a simple scrying from piercing them.”

I was lost. To run into such a hard road block so quickly was disorienting. I’d a host of follow-up questions about Jack and his habits, about the leadership of the Family, but that was all off the table.

Cerys sighed and rubbed at her scalp. “It makes sense though. It couldn’t be this easy to take them apart. Otherwise any foe with access to a divinely connected priest would have learned their secrets already.”

“Don’t overlook what we did learn,” said Netherys. “They have potent magics at their command. Enough to dissuade a magic user from casually learning their secrets. That tells us much.”

“Like what?” I asked, turning on her. “Like, don’t bother?”

She smiled. “A fair conclusion.”

“Bah!” I said, and retrained myself from kicking the bed frame. “Not an option.”

Eddwick handed me his last sheet of paper. Sorry. Feel like I failed you. Can’t say I’m surprised tho. You shouldn’t be either.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. I felt overwhelmed. Ever since Jack’s betrayal, I’d followed a coherent line of action, one thing leading to the next. Now I felt adrift, confronted with an amorphous challenge that I didn’t know how to tackle. The Sodden Hall was impossible to approach without being noticed. Even in my guise as a monk of St. Endelion, I’d be marked. The very idea of staking out the Hall was ludicrous. So how was I to get a bead on Jack, and come up with a means to kidnap him?

I sighed and dropped my hand. Everyone was watching me.

“What do you want to do?” asked Cerys.

“Grain by grain of sand,” I said. 

“What?” she asked.

“An old piece of advice. How to approach insurmountable problems. Just tackle the very next thing before you and let the rest go hang.”

“Wise,” said Netherys. “So what is the next grain?”

What was it? Jack felt too far away. A leap, a wild, dangerous attempt at something I had little knowledge about. Precisely the kind of reckless attack that had caused Netherys’ scorn earlier.

No. 

“Skurve,” I said. “He’s a problem we have to deal with regardless. Everything can wait till we’ve figured out what to do with him.”

“The only thing to debate is how to dispose of his body,” said Netherys. “After all, he’s not relevant to your quest, and—”

“No, I want to learn more, first,” I said. “I’m starting to get the impression that Elias was much more than the jealous thug I thought he was. Let’s see how much Skurve can tell us. Let’s see if we can really learn who Elias was, and what he was up to.”

 


Chapter 11

 

 

I dropped down into the basement, landed lightly, and in doing so surprised Skurve in the act of throwing out his belt in a futile attempt to snag the closest chair leg.

“Heya, Skurve,” I said, walking over to flip the same chair around and sit with my arms crossed over its back. “Fishing?”

He gave me a sickly grin and glanced behind me at my friends as they descended the ladder. “You know how it is. Can’t blame me for trying.”

“Nah, I don’t blame you. But what was the plan? Pull the chair close to the bars, then…?”

His smile got more self-conscious. “I hadn’t gotten past that point.”

I gave a sympathetic nod. “Grain by grain. I got you. Anyway. Got time for a chat?”

Skurve rose to his feet and stepped back to sit on the bench. “Sure,” he said, spreading his hands. “I’ll squeeze you in.”

“Humor. I like it. So. I’ll be honest with you. My friends and I are debating just killing you and dumping your body in the Snake Head. You know how it goes. You’ll flow out into the bay where your flesh will be picked clean from your bones by the fish and gloom rays. Nobody will know what happened to you.”

His face went a little green. “I can assure that there’s no need for such base intimidation tactics.”

“You’re right. Sorry. Just, you know, bringing you up to speed. Of course, the other option is to prove useful to us. You feeling useful, Skurve?”

“Like a pry bar,” he said. “The secrets of the world are a lockbox, and I’m your way to get at ‘em.”

“Nice imagery,” I said. “So prove yourself useful. Tell me a story. Tell me about how you started working for Elias, and what this whole business you’re running is about.”

Skurve stretched his wounded leg out before him carefully and glanced from me to the others who stood at my back, clearly nervous, but then bobbed his head. “Sure, sure. How I met Elias. Man that was a bad day. I really am a butcher, you know. Learned the trade from my father. He owned a small shop in Tarfallow, small town a dozen miles outside Field Gate…? Anyways. I came to Port Gloom when he died. I sold the shop, came to make it big. Was hired on in this very shop as an apprentice to Master Calson, fine butcher he was, could dress a hog in less than a minute, cleaver flashing like the dawn star…”

He trailed off, catching someone’s expression behind my shoulder, then coughed into his fist. “Anyway. Them was the good days. I’m an expert with the cleaver, less good with my books, even worse with the dice. When I inherited the shop, I started to get into trouble. Nothing too big, at least, not at first. Just enough to keep wiping out my profits. Gambling. I was in real straits five years ago, then just like in the tales, I won a score of tosses, Hanged God’s pips across the board, paid off all my debts. Ha! Everyone deserves a little luck now and again, am I right? That was the last of my luck though.”

Skurve stuck his lower lip out as he revisited those memories. “Anyways. I sank back into debt. Started to drink, which of course improved everything greatly.” He gave me a feral grin. “I’m joking.”

“I know you are,” I said, voice flat.

“So I ended up betting the deed to the shop, and lost, and for a week I just sat upstairs, frozen in terror, waiting for a knock. And when it came it wasn’t the skeevy-eyed rat of a man who won it off me, but Elias. He had the paperwork all signed and notarized, and forced his way inside. It… it wasn’t a good day.”

Knowing what little I’d learned of Elias, I could imagine. Seeing that monstrous half-troll appear in your doorway with your deed in hand had to be just about the worst turn of events.

“Anyways, he told me how it was going to be from now on. I was to stay on and run the shop as before. He didn’t really care too much for that side of the business as long as I supported myself. But I was to expand the basement and install the cages. Didn’t tell me why at first. I had my dark thoughts, but was too glad to be still working. So I oversaw the work, spent the gold he gave me, kept clean accounts.”

“What about your drinking?” asked Cerys from behind me.

Skurve stared down at his hands. “Elias told me to stop. Said if he ever caught me drunk or heard of me drinking, he’d cut off one of my fingers. Would work his way through my hands, then take off each foot, then my cock, then my arms. He meant it, too.”

I stared in horrified fascination at his hands. Only then did I notice that two of his fingers were missing.

“Didn’t take me too long to take him serious. Once the cages were installed he had me leave the shop for a week and when I came back, the bars were magicked. He told me not to worry about it, that we’d be receiving our first guest soon, and I was to ensure they were fed and taken care of till they were picked up.”

“And you didn’t have a problem with this?” Cerys again.

“I did!” Skurve rose to his feet, gasped at the pain, then hobbled to the bars. “Laugh if you want, but it kept me up at nights. ‘Oh, poor Skurve, unable to sleep while young girls were kept prisoner in his cell.’ Go on, mock me. But I couldn’t sleep. Felt like I’d fallen into a deal with the Hanged God hisself. I thought of running, planned my escape, thought of telling the watch, something—but Elias had me scared shitless.”

I glanced up at Cerys, saw that she stood frozen, pale as marble, and knew that on some level, no matter how much she might hate Skurve, she understood.

“So this business,” I said. “You were to host prisoners. What did he say about them?”

“He didn’t trust me much at first. Why would he? I was a gambling drunk. But slowly I earned some respect. Plus, he gave me specific instructions. Some of the people who came through here were just being held for a short spell. I got the sense they were kidnapped, being held for ransom or the like. The rest though, they were like your friends here. Women, mostly, of, ah, magical aptitude.”

I could sense the tension coiling behind me, could imagine the glares that Netherys and Cerys were giving him. “Why trade in magical women?”

“Some lord wants ‘em,” said Skurve, retreating to his bench. “Wants ‘em beautiful, wants ‘em magic. They’re picked up by a special escort of his. Dozen guards, plus a magic type in mysterious-looking robes. I’m told to leave the backdoor unlocked and stay in my room with Brazen.”

He paused, expression stricken. “Brazen. My dog. Did you…?”

“Yeah,” I said. And despite myself, I felt a twinge of guilt. “Sorry.”

“Bah, what a world.” He stared down at his hands again. “Stupid, awful world.”

“So they show up, take the prisoner, and just disappear?” I asked.

“That’s the right of it. Take them to his compound in the Garden District. Dunno what he does with them, don’t want to know, neither.”

“His name,” I asked. “What’s this lord’s name.”

“Lord Ocelot,” said Skurve. “But that’s obviously not his real name. I promise I don’t know his real identity, other than his being a high up in the Family. Elias never trusted me with that information, but I surmised as much.”

I frowned. “Is that so.”

“I’m looking to please you here,” said Skurve, voice growing desperate. “To tell you anything and everything I can to increase my chances of staying alive. Elias is dead. You’re my only chance of walking out of here. What reason would I have to lie? I swear I don’t know, just that he’s a very powerful man who’s very important to the Family.”

“A very powerful man,” I said. “And you don’t know what he wanted with them either? No idea at all?”

“I speculated plenty, sure. They all had two things in common. All of them were lookers, and all of them had magical power. Make of that what you will.”

“Ocelot,” I said. “There was a letter to Elias from a Lord Ocelot in the pile I grabbed from his desk. I saw the name but didn’t read it.”

“When were his people coming to collect us?” asked Netherys.

“Tomorrow night,” said Skurve.

“What do you think, Kellik?” Netherys moved alongside me, one hand lightly trailing over my shoulder. “How do you want to handle this?”

“A dozen guards and a pet wizard.” I tapped my chin. “Damnit, that’s a lot to take on.”

“I never said you had to,” said Netherys. 

“Plus he’s a powerful lord. He’ll have a host of guards, more money than we can imagine, wizards in his employ… what can we do against him?”

“Probably nothing,” said Netherys, tone soothing.

“Then again…” I trailed off into silence. “If he’s a Family man, then what he’s doing here could be of interest to us. This is weird and sick enough that it’s probably no idle hobby. If this operation proves important to the Family… then it might be a way to get to Jack.”

“That’s a big might be,” said Netherys. 

“Does it matter?” asked Cerys, voice as hard as iron. “Not if he’s cutting up women like that for his own sick pleasure?”

“Cerys,” I began.

“No.” She shouldered past Netherys to stand before me. “That could have been Cassandra’s fate. If I have to, I’ll go it alone. But if Ocelot’s the source of this evil, then I’ll tear his real name from his mage’s bloody lips, and then all the money and power in the world won’t save him from me.”

Eddwick tapped my shoulder and extended a sheet of paper. Is more then that. Think of magic angle. Why insist they have power? If just sick fetish, then being beautiful would be enough.

“Maybe he hates magic users?” I asked.

Cerys shook her head. “Then why have one leading his team? There’s more going on here.”

“I have to read that letter,” I said. “See what he was discussing with Elias. If he’s Family, if there’s a way to hurt the whole organization with this, then yes. I can see us following this—along with the justice angle.”

“Which means returning to Tamara’s,” said Cerys.

“Tamara’s?” asked Netherys. 

“A friend. She healed me after my betrayal.” I bit my lower lip. “Yeah. Tonight, probably, so that we can plan for tomorrow’s arrival.”

“What of me?” asked Skurve, face piteous. “I’ve told you all I know.”

“You’re a personable guy,” I said. “Surprisingly enough. But nothing you’ve said changes what you’ve done.”

“Wait,” said Skurve. “I can be useful.”

“I’m sure you can,” I said, rising to my feet. “But that’s not all that matters to me. I’m starting to develop a conscience, it seems. And I can’t see myself working with someone who helped send girls to their death, even if that did keep him up at night.”

“Please,” said Skurve. “You don’t know what Elias was like. I was terrified for my life—”

I stepped into my crossbow’s stirrup, hooked the string on the hook in my belt, then straightened. The string locked into place, and I lifted the crossbow and loaded it with a bolt.

“Please,” said Skurve. “At least just turn me over to the watch. Let me have a trial, for pity’s sake!”

“Sorry, Skurve,” I said, lifting the crossbow. “There’s no such thing as justice in Port Gloom.” 

I shot him.

The bolt punched into one of his eyes and he was dead before he hit the ground.

Nobody spoke.

I stared at the body. I felt a little remorse, not much, then I didn’t feel any at all. He’d have willingly harbored Cassandra if she’d come to him. Had overseen dozens, if not scores, of women being sold into slavery and sent to their deaths. Personable couldn’t compensate for those crimes.

“Well then,” said Netherys. “I guess you decided not to give him to me.”

“We’re heading back to Tamara’s,” I said, turning to Eddwick and the dark elf. “It’s a small shack. Not enough room for us all. Are you both all right with waiting here?”

Eddwick gave Netherys a considering glance and then nodded hesitantly. 

“As you wish,” said Netherys. “Though if you’re not back in time, I’ll leave of my own accord. Don’t expect me to face this Lord Ocelot’s men alone.”

“I don’t. Cerys? Coming with me?”

She was staring at Skurve’s corpse, then gave a jerky nod. “Yes.”

I slung my crossbow over my shoulder. “All right. We’ll be back most likely tomorrow afternoon to prepare one way or another for the baron’s men. Actually.” I paused. “Eddwick? Got a hunch about this encounter tomorrow?”

Like I’d seen him do a hundred times before, Eddwick closed his eyes and frowned. Seemed to think really hard, and then let out a sigh and gave me a tentative thumbs up.

My spirits lifted immeasurably. “All right! Some good news at last.”

“He doesn’t look very convinced,” said Cerys.

“Nothing’s certain,” I said. “He explained this to me before. We can’t bank on our success. We’ll still have to do our damndest to win through. But that means we’ve a good chance of doing so if we play our cards right, despite the odds.”

“Useful,” said Netherys. “I can see why having him with you improved your odds as a thief.”

“You’ve no idea,” I said, and clapped Eddwick on the shoulder. “Take care of yourselves. We’ll be back tomorrow.” 

A few moments later Cerys and I slipped out into the night, closing the back door behind us. Neither of us spoke, so I led the way back, skipping Market Square for the broad Temple Street which led all the way back to the harbor. Between my mask and the darkness we didn’t run into any trouble, though here and there I saw a corpse lying in the deeper shadows, waiting for a true member of St. Endelion to come collect them. 

On a whim I turned off Temple down Fork Street, then cut through some other alleys until we stepped out into the dark blind court in which Cerys had tracked me down and tried to slit my throat. It was abandoned as before, so I stepped to one side and pushed up my mask.

“Why are we here?” asked Cerys, a slender shadow against the night. 

“I wanted to see how you were doing,” I said. “Before we dove straight into Tamara’s and the next step.”

“I’m fine,” she said, hugging herself and looking away.

“You sure about that?” And suddenly I was unsure of myself, unsure of pressing her, demanding confidences that I perhaps didn’t have a right to. “You’ve had a tough time of it these past few days. Weeks. Months. And to see where your sister could have ended up—”

“Kellik, enough. No, I’m not all right.” Her voice was harsh, almost strident. “This—all of this—feels like a nightmare. I keep waiting to wake up, but I know I won’t, that life will only continue without Cass, that I can’t even go back to my Crimson Noose training, that I’ve got no future, that I’ve got nothing on which to build, that I’ll have to hire myself out to anyone who’ll employ a washed-out assassin or—or—”

“Hey,” I said, taking a half-step forward. “You’re not alone. You’ve got friends.”

She gave a bark of laughter. “Friends? Just a day ago I was trying to cut your throat. You don’t know me, Kellik. I don’t know you. Now we’re consorting with dark elves and planning to take on one of the most powerful barons in Port Gloom as an appetizer before attacking an Uncle of the Family? This is all madness. This is all going to end badly, with blood and screaming and death.”

“Yeah, maybe I don’t know you that well. Maybe you don’t know me. But that doesn’t matter.” I felt my confidence grow. “Maybe I sound like an idiot. Maybe you’ll laugh at me. But I like you, Cerys. I trust you. You’re…” I sought the right word. “Sharp. Smart. Competent. It felt really good to have you at my back at Skurve’s. To know I could count on you. And yes, what we’re doing is really fucking crazy with very little chance of success, but something’s changing in me. I don’t know what. Something that’s leading me to trust where I’ve never trusted before, leading me to want to do the right thing when all I wanted in the past was to impress my friends and steal ever more gold.”

My words were coming hot and fast. I paused, collecting myself. Cerys stayed silent. Waiting. Listening.

“What I’m saying is that I’ve lost a family. Lost everything I knew and counted on. I nearly died a couple of days back, but I didn’t. Now I’m trying to rebuild. Trying to… I don’t know. Forge something with which I can get revenge. Right some wrongs.”

“Revenge,” said Cerys bitterly. “Believe me. It doesn’t make things better.”

“No, but it might still be necessary all the same. Jack tried to kill me. I need to know why. If you’re willing to help me, I’ll take that help, and more. I’ll give you a place to belong. A purpose. We’ll fight together to learn the truth, to get my revenge, and in doing so make this world a little better. Kill the Eliases and Skurves and Ocelots of the world and free innocents like Eddwick.”

Cerys looked down and away.

“I need you, Cerys.” I stepped forward and placed both hands on her shoulders. “I want you by my side. Will you fight with me?”

Her shoulders were slender beneath my hands. Her face pale and hidden by her red hair, but when she looked up, I caught a flash of her eyes and she nodded.

And just like that I became aware of a charge between us, the dozen or so inches of space that separated our bodies. Remembered her pale, athletic legs, her wiry strength, her red lips.

Neither of us spoke. I couldn’t breathe. I expected her to push me away, to step back, to end the moment, but she didn’t. 

Instead, we simply gazed into each other’s eyes until my nerve failed me and I stepped back, dropping my hands. 

Don’t get me wrong. I’ve been with a few girls. You don’t sleep in those mixed quarters in the Sodden Hold without finding yourself pressed up against a willing friend more often than not. And like I’d said, I’m not exactly hard on the eyes myself. 

But there was something about Cerys. About what she had just gone through. A brittle vulnerability that made it feel wrong to step in and kiss her. Like I’d be taking advantage of her just when she needed a friend.

So I coughed and rubbed my hands on my hips. “I’ll, ah, take that for a yes, then.”

She reached up to curl a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Do so.”

“Good. Great. Shall we keep going? To Tamara’s? I’m really dying to know what Ocelot wrote to Elias, yeah?”

Cerys just nodded, and feeling as awkward as a thirteen-year-old in a woman’s bathhouse, I led the way back out the court and to Tamara’s. 

The sows were asleep, but the inn was doing fine business, the windows all lit up and music and cheer flowing out into the night. We came in through the back as before, slipping into the little yard past the railings and stepping up to Tamara’s door.

It was dark inside. Tamara was probably working the kitchens. I pulled her door open, causing it to scrape as always along the dirt, and stepped inside, fumbling around for the tinderbox and lighting a candle while Cerys closed the door behind me. I was intensely aware of her presence again, just standing a few feet behind me, waiting, not moving, not saying a word. 

I have to admit my fingers weren’t at their most nimble as I struck the sparks into the tinder.

When I finally got the shavings and dry moss to catch, I held the curling flame to the candle, cupped it just right so the wick caught, and then turned to see Cerys unlacing her cloak so that just as the light fell upon her, it slipped from her shoulders to puddle about her boots.

“Ah, Cerys?”

The light pooled in her clear, vivid blue eyes, and she met my gaze with an unabashed look of her own. She seemed to be gazing right through me. 

“I want to feel something good, Kellik. I need to.”

Shit. My manhood immediately strained against my pants. “Cerys, look—I, ah, you’ve been through a lot of—”

“Kellik.” She stepped forward and placed a hand on my chest. “I’m not a child. I’m a grown woman. I’m on the edge of falling apart. I can feel it. Like I’m made of crystal and I’m full of cracks and one more blow and—” Her voice caught and she raised her hand to cover her mouth, as if to stop any more words slipping free.  “I’m not asking for commitment. For anything more than this moment.” She spoke more calmly now, with great focus, picking each word with care. “I just—I want—I need to connect with someone.”

I stepped forward, stepped in close. “I understand,” I whispered, and cupped her cheek with my hand. She pressed her face into my palm, closing her eyes as she did so, and reached up to run my thumb over her lips. She kissed my thumb, then opened her eyes again, spearing me with her intense gaze.

I leaned in and kissed her. Her lips were soft, her kiss gentle. My whole body was afire with desire for her, for her slender strength. I wanted her like never before, thought of her walking alongside Lord Meneas, that first impression of delicacy and beauty, how wrong and right I’d been all at once. 

She kissed me with greater ardor, tasting me, testing me, pushing forward, and I returned her kiss with more passion in turn. Her lips parted and her tongue slipped through my own. Probing. Touching mine.

I slid my hands down, past her shoulders to her hips, pulling her against me, against my rigid cock. She felt it, rubbed herself against me, a slow back and forth that drove me wild, but I held back, kissing her deeply, consuming her, and felt her give herself up to me, desiring in turn to be consumed.

Then her hands were at my waistline, slipping under my pants, her touch cool, her long, clever fingers encircling my cock and I groaned into her mouth. Groaned at the surety of her touch, the way she slid her grasp down to the base of my cock then slowly tugged it back up, maneuvering with the confines of my pants, kissing me still.

What little self control I had was rapidly fading. I lifted her up onto the wooden crates, then when she lifted her hips I pulled her woolens down, down her pale, long thighs even as she toed her boots off, and then her pants were gone and I was between her thighs, one hand squeezing her full, high breast, the other reaching down to cup her ass as she undid the drawstrings of my pants.

Our need was fevered. There was no delicacy to the moment. No sweetness. Just raw need. I’d seen my own share of pain and misery these past few days. Nearly died. Been betrayed. Stored up my own reservoir of misery, and suddenly I understood her need perfectly. The desire to connect, to affirm that I was alive, that I was here, able to feel, to burn, to want and be wanted in turn.

My pants fell and she scooted forward, parting her legs further as I lifted her up and onto me. 

I felt her thatch of wiry hair, a glance of hot wetness, but no matter how I probed I didn’t sink in until she reached down with a gasping laugh and guided me into her, past her lips, and then I was inside.

I groaned and leaned back, her hands on my shoulders as she arched her back and I slid into Cerys’ tight, wet channel. I felt like I was awakening from a dream, really feeling something for the first time since I’d awoken on that muddy bank. Deeper and deeper I went, Cerys’ long legs curling around my waist, till I could sink in no more. 

She moaned, a private, small sound of hunger and pleasure, and I slowly pulled back, feeling every tight curve within her till I was almost completely out, my cock head nestled between her lips. 

Cerys looked up at me, her eyes glimmering as if with tears, biting her lower lip, and nodded. 

I slammed back home, and with a fury, a primal need, we fucked, hard, there on the wooden bed, with no give or spring beneath us, powering in and out of her as she held tight to me, her head thrown back, her braids of red hair falling free across her face, heaving and working me as much as I did her.

Faster and harder I slid into her, fingers digging into her ass, needing to go as deep as I could, to lose myself within her hot tightness, to consume her, break her apart. Her fingers were latched around the back of my neck, her other hand pressed now to the bed to help lever her hips up and onto me. Her cries were coming faster, faster, and I felt my own need building up, undeniable, more and more urgent by the moment.

I couldn’t hold back. I cried out and came, deep inside her, my cock jolting and I shot load after load into her depths, and she let out her own cry of passion and hugged me tight, her whole body shaking like a sail in crosswinds, her pussy squeezing my cock with each contraction. 

I held her tight, her brow against my shoulder, and when at last I was done, I tilted her chin back, slowly, carefully, and looked down into those limpid blue eyes of hers. 

She smiled up at me, a broken smile, and then tears filled her eyes and she sobbed and buried her face against my shoulder again.

I stood as if paralyzed, unsure as to what to do, what I’d done. Silently, fighting each cry, Cerys sobbed onto my shoulder, my cock still buried inside her, her legs wrapped around my hips. 

In the end I just closed my arms around her and held her tight. Her cries were low, muffled. I picked her up after a while and lay down with her on the bed. She turned, my cock pulling out of her, and lay with her back to me, holding my arms across her chest.

Her cries grew soft then died away, and I realized she’d fallen asleep. I lay still, holding her, my nose against the back of her head, breathing in her scent. I felt conflicting emotions. The usual bliss that came after a powerful climax. Concern. Both for her pain, and whether what we’d done had been a good thing. Hadn’t complicated matters just when we both needed to be clear headed. 

In the end my thoughts ran into each other, became a jumble of memories. Skurve taking the bolt to the eye. Netherys sitting before me, eyes glowing. The streets of Port Gloom at night, seen through the holes in the mask. Cerys. 

I closed my eyes. Exhaustion stole over me, and I fell asleep.

 


Chapter 12

 

 

Cerys awoke me, turning to sit up and look at where Tamara was stirring a small kettle of stew over a flickering flame.

“Good morning,” said Tamara. “Hungry?”

Not my preferred way to wake up. Not only did I have to navigate the new rocky shoals with Cerys, but Tamara’s clipped tone indicated a complex reaction of her own to finding the two of us asleep in her bed. 

Awkward.

“Yes, thank you,” said Cerys, asserting a natural dignity that helped ease us past the initial stiffness. She’d fortunately pulled her woolen pants up at some point, so could sit up and shake out her hair without too much embarrassment; I propped my head on my elbow, not having much room to do anything else.

Tamara took up the kettle, holding the black iron handle with a thick wad of cloth, and spooned steaming stew into small bowls. “Any news?”

Ah. That’s right. We’d never told Tamara where we were going. Just headed right out upon finding the letter to Skurve. “Yeah,” I said. “Quite a bit, actually.”

So I told her, or did my best around mouthfuls of her delicious stew. Cerys, being wiser than I, waited for the food to cool down, but I shoved the burning morsels into my mouth, hissing and blowing out my cheek as the slivers of meat, onion, and carrot scalded my tongue. 

“So they’re there right now, waiting for us,” I said at last, setting the bowl down. Tamara’s stiffness had eased over the course of my tale, and she now leaned against the sideboard, arms crossed, eyes wide. “We have to come up with a decision. Soon as we read Ocelot’s letter, that is.”

“I’d have thought you’d have read that letter right away,” said Tamara, expression innocent, an eyebrow raised.

Cerys was still eating her stew, and maintained perfect composure as she answered. “We were otherwise engaged. But now is a good time to redress that oversight. Kellik?”

Only too glad to move things along, I leaned forward to take up the pile of papers and leafed through it to find the letter in question.

“Here we go. Nice script, obvious education. From the top: Master Elias, Greetings, I hope this letter finds you etcetera, etcetera. A paragraph of greetings, all formal and stuff, then: It has been too long since your last shipment; may I press you for news of any forthcoming deliveries? I understand of course that you are procuring exceptionally rare specimens for me and my benefactors, but even so their appetite for more demands you exert yourself to greater degrees. If it is a matter of coinage, I am happy to raise your payment. I cannot stress how important this is to the powers that allow you to operate within Port Gloom outside of normal channels.”

“Blunt,” said Cerys.

I continued. “’Perhaps we need revisit your infrastructure and systems for procuring my goods. If you are in need of expanding your network, we can arrange for another meeting. In the meantime, please know that I am willing to pay an extra five hundred crowns on top of our usual arrangement as an incentive. Alas, far too many of the samples you collect for my examination are unable to withstand my attentions, and I am myself now coming under unconscionable pressure.’”

Tamara leaned over to read the letter over my shoulder. “Unconscionable pressure?”

“Only one group’s got that kind of clout,” I said. “Skurve was right. Ocelot’s mixed up with the Family.”

“More than that,” said Cerys. “The baron is clearly testing or changing his prisoners in some manner, and they’re not surviving his treatment. And his lack of successful survivors is displeasing his benefactors. But let’s not leap to conclusions. Lord Albrecht could perhaps apply enough leverage on any single baron to make them uncomfortable.”

“Yes, but Albrecht’s a Family man,” I said. 

Tamara frowned. “But what would the Family want with mutilated women of magical aptitude?”

“And what’s Ocelot doing to them?” I asked. 

Cerys just shook her head. “I’ve no idea. I heard nothing about any of this while I was pretending to be Lady Priscilla.”

“I’d imagine not,” I said. “Not the kind of thing one discusses with a beautiful young lady.” And immediately felt supremely self-conscious as Cerys gave me a subtle smile and Tamara pushed off the sideboard.

“So,” said the Foresworn. “You’re going to tackle the pick-up crew?”

“I think we have to,” I said. “If we don’t do so at Skurve’s, we’d have to trail them instead to Ocelot’s, something I don’t feel comfortable doing with a mage in their employ. No, I think we need to make the most of our ambush and learn Ocelot’s true identity from a prisoner. If he’s a key operant for the Family, and if they’re willing to pay this kind of coin for these slaves, then I absolutely have to investigate what’s going. It could be just the angle I need to strike back at Jack. That and I’ve got no other leads.”

“Agreed,” said Cerys. “But how do we take down a dozen guards and a pet sorcerer?”

“Netherys can tip the odds in our favor,” I said. “And Eddwick said that our chances are good. But even so, that’s just the four of us.”

“I’ll come,” said Tamara. “Not to fight, but to heal immediately after. This sounds exceptionally dangerous.”

I reached out and touched her arm. “Thank you.”

“I found a decent shop,” she said. “Rents for four crowns a month. My motivation should be clear.”

“Clear as daylight,” I said with a smile. “And where’s Lugin? I’ve been carrying his gold with me for days now. Doesn’t he want it?”

Tamara couldn’t help but smile. “He does. He was waiting in the yard outside last night when I finished my shift. Told me you two were here, but that you were busy. He was practically dancing in desperation, but didn’t dare disturb you.”

“Good man, Lugin,” I said, coughing into my fist. “I’m going to have to hunt him down. But not today. Today we have to plan how to take out an overwhelming force.”

“We’ve got a number of advantages,” said Cerys, ticking off her fingers as she listed them. “They won’t expect the ambush. We’ll have time to set traps. Netherys’ abilities should turn a volatile situation to our favor.”

“Yes,” I said. “I’ve a few ideas of my own. Tamara, are you ready to go? It’s late morning already—time to head back to Skurve’s.”

“Yes,” she said. “Let me pack a few essentials.”

“And I’ll go wash,” said Cerys, sliding off the edge of the wooden bed. “Be right back.”

I watched her slip out the wooden door, and feeling Tamara’s eyes on me, looked back at her. 

“I’m happy for you,” she said.

“Tamara—”

“No. I really am. She’s a beautiful woman. And—well. She’s an assassin, isn’t she? I’m sure that’s more in line with what you want.”

“Tamara…” But how to explain? What was I trying to say? Cerys’ pain, her loss, her need for comfort? What had happened last night, what it meant? Especially when I wasn’t quite sure myself what it meant? “What happened last night was a good thing. But I don’t know what it means. If… if it means anything more than what it was last night, if that makes any sense.”

To Tamara’s credit, she actually listened to me. “Perhaps. But it’s none of my business. I appreciate what you’re doing for me. For Cerys, and for what you did last night to disrupt that slave ring. You’ll get no judgements from me.”

“Thanks,” I said, though that wasn’t what I wanted to hear. Not that I knew what I wanted, either. “That matters a lot to me. You sure you want to do this?”

“Do I want to take part in an act of butchery in which people I am coming to care about may be killed? No. I want no part in that. But if there’s a chance I can be of help, then I’ll come nonetheless.”

I grinned. “Like the Hanged God said to Blind Fortuna, ‘Life’s a bitch.’”

“I thought it was the other way round? Regardless. Give me a moment. I’m going to have to prepare for any number of eventualities.”

I grabbed Elias’ papers and sat cross-legged on the bed against the wall, leafing through the letters, trying to learn more. But I found it hard to concentrate. It was all too easy instead to think of Cerys standing before me in the dark, her hand sliding inside my pants, her lips parting before mine. At some point those memories changed so that it was Tamara I was with, her face turned up to my own, desire in her eyes.

Suffice to say it was hard to concentrate. 

All the traditional ballads said a knight had to choose a true love for whom to die, placing her honor above all other considerations. Further, since most court marriages were arranged for profit and political connections, the most noble form of love was that of a knight for another man’s wife, as that was completely by choice, perilous in the extreme, and fated to doom from the beginning. 

Except, I’d never seen anything like that in my own life. True love. Sure, I’d seen drunken men get into knife fights to avenge themselves on cheating wives, but that had always been due to a mix of pride, lust, and booze. What I’d seen with my own eyes was whores and street girls, I’d seen industrious women thieves and laborers—all of them doing their best to get by, to enjoy life, to savor what little speck of joy they could find in the ongoing shitshow that was life on the streets of Port Gloom. 

None of them followed the rules of love. 

So why should I?

The thought resonated, but on a completely different level. A spark flared within my mind, an idea, a concept, and I sat up straight. All my thoughts until now about tonight’s encounter had revolved around how Cerys, Eddwick, Netherys, and I could take out a dozen elite guards and a sorcerer by ourselves.

But who said I had to play by those rules?

“What?” asked Tamara, catching sight of my expression out of the corner of her eye.

I grinned at her. “We’re taking a detour on the way to Skurve’s.”

 

* * *

While waiting for Cerys to return, I slipped out of Tamara’s shed and immediately saw Lugin kicking a stone around the alley behind the sties. His lower lip was jutting out, brow lowered, as if rehearsing his argument with me, preparing for my refusing to pay him a copper.

“Lugin!”

His head snapped round and his eyes widened. “Master Kellik!”

“Come over here,” I said, fighting not to grin. “Got something for you.”

He raced around the sties and stumbled to a stop before me. “If you think I’m going to wait till the king trolls come back for my payment— “

“Listen,” I said, crouching before him. “I’ve got eight crowns with your name on them in my purse.”

“Eight…?”

“But I’m going to give them to Tamara for safe keeping. Cause you and I both know you’d show them off and get your head broken by some bigger lad and your money stolen before the day was over. No. You’re going to be smart about that money, Lugin.”

“I am?”

“You are. Eight crowns is more than you know what to do with. So you’re not going to touch them yet.”

“I’m not?”

“You’re going to take one crown, break it into silvers, and use that to get yourself some new shoes, some old but clean clothes, and perhaps a decent knife that nobody would look at twice. Then you’re going to sit and have a hard think about who you are and who you want to be one day. Do you want to apprentice to a craftsman? Become a cooper, or a smith, or any other trade?”

“I—I don’t know,” he said.

“Well, think on it. And when you decide what you want to be, come ask Tamara for enough gold to set up an apprenticeship with the best damn master in town. I’ll talk to ‘em if you need support, pretend to be your older brother or whatever to vouch for you.”

“A tradesman?”

“That’s right. That’s how you turn these eight crowns into a future, Lugin, not into a broken head.”

“But—but I thought you said I should become me own man, not work for anyone else…?”

I sighed. “Well, yes. I said that. But I was wrong. That’s a winding, twisted road, and it nine times out of ten ends up with you dancing at the end of a rope or lying in an alley with your life’s blood leaking out over the cobbles. No. You’re a good lad, Lugin. You deserve better. A proper life, an honest life. So do as I say. Spend some time thinking about what you want to be. Then come speak to Tamara and let her know. All right?”

Lugin peered at me dubiously. “You sure?”

“I am. Here. Your first crown. You know how to get it broken into silvers without attracting too much attention?”

“Aye,” said Lugin. “Master Jessin will believe me if I say I found it while larking. He’ll give me a fair enough trade for it.”

“Good. New shoes, good food, old but clean clothes. Then take a day or two to just walk around and think, understood?”

“Understood,” said Lugin. His frown disappeared, however, when I drew forth the fat gold coin and placed it in his palm. “Cor!”

“Yours, and well earned. And if you’re smart, you’ll change that coin into a hundred of them by finding a proper trade. Now get. You’ve got a whole lot of thinking to do.”

“Sure, all right.” Then his face lit up and gave a leap. “Thank you, Master Kellik! Thanks!” And he took off at a run, and was gone.

I stood still, a strange feeling in my chest, part guilt, part relief, part joy. Then, with a shake of my head, I turned back to Tamara’s shed, where I saw Cerys waiting for me. How much had she heard?

“Ready?” she asked.

“Ready,” I said.

 

* * *

 

Hard by the Field Gate lay a massive dirt yard large enough to accommodate the wagon convoys that brought all manner of goods from afar to feed the voracious appetites of Port Gloom. The braying of donkeys mixed with the lowing of oxen, the shouts of drovers, and the cries of costermongers all contributed to the chaos. Nominally the province of the Provost of Merchants, Drover’s Yard seethed with activity that was just shy of a constant riot, with porters unloading, merchants bickering and haggling, the unemployed looking to sign up for some manner of escort duty, and the shit of hundreds of animals causing the very air to swelter in the afternoon sun.

I’d never been. Never had any reason to visit this mad hub of commerce and activity, and upon stepping out of Short Street and to the edge of the Yard, I paused, overwhelmed. Everywhere I looked I saw wagons and carriages being loaded and unloaded, crates and barrels being lashed down or piled onto carts. There loomed the massive black wagons of Mendev, hauled by placid fire-turtles whose shells were carved with countless charms to ward off bad luck. Over there was a large herd of strange, dun-colored horses with wise, weary faces and a single large hump rising from their backs, goods piled even higher upon them, tasseled and decorated in crimson and gold. I saw countless wagons from Khansalon’s hinterlands, fast wagons with wheels taller than I was flying the colors of Carneheim, and endless other vehicles whose origins I couldn’t place.

Port Gloom’s hunger for food, wine, grain, paving stones, hay, fish, charcoal, wood, and more was endless, and these wagon trains were part of the massive effort that the hundreds of merchants exerted each day to feed it and keep the city going.

Cerys stood to one side. “You sure about this?”

I adjusted my mask. “Yep. Now it’s just a question of getting lucky. C’mon.”

Tamara and Cerys followed single file behind me as I wended my way between the islands of activity, doing my best to stay out of people’s way and failing half the time. The Yard, much like the harbor or Market Square, had its own logic and rhythm; I was alien to it, and kept moving left when I should step right. 

Still, I’m nothing if not adaptable. After a few moments I found the pattern that had been eluding me; I picked up my pace, and began to understand the anatomy of the square: one half was dedicated to wagon teams arriving with goods and unloading, the other half to those about to depart. A large tower in the center of the Yard was the Provost of Merchants’ office, and from there a stream of notaries and officials entered and left. 

Finally I spotted my goal: a long, low barracks before which lounged a horde of caravan guards.

I approached slowly. The crowd before the barracks was a diverse one, composed of every different group and race to be found across Khansalon. Humans wearing everything from studded leather to chain; militia types in matching burgundy and blue brigandine; elven rangers in chain so supple it looked like stream water; even a half-dozen dwarves knocking back massive tankards of foaming ale and laughing boisterously as they egged each other on.

I needed a very specific kind of guard. An elite group without scruples. Guards who would be willing to operate outside the boundaries of the law and to run afoul of the Family. 

A ferocious group that could tear apart a dozen soldiers and their sorcerer without much difficulty or qualm.

There.

She was lounging against the railing, looking like a savage queen gazing out over her own personal court. A half-orc warrior, 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. 

Damn.

Gathered around her were a dozen other half-orcs and even a couple of full-blooded orcs, all of them armed in black iron and with wicked weapons slung over their shoulders or hanging from their hips. But none of them matched her in sheer savage charisma, an authority that flowed from her without her needing to do so much as lift a finger. 

Both full-bloods had white hands painted over their faces, though the application was old; most of the prints had peeled away by now, leaving an even ghastlier appearance.

“Kellik, no,” hissed Cerys as I approached them, but it was too late. They were exactly what I wanted. 

I have to admit, it was tough to summon the nerve to approach. To make my way through the crowd to where she lounged, to move forward so that her crew took notice of me and oriented on my approach, their piss-yellow eyes narrowing in suspicion and appraisal.

The half-orc queen watched me come without any change in her expression. I felt like I was voluntarily making my way up the side of Executioner’s Hill to the chopping block. 

The guttural, orcish conversation stilled as I stopped before her, Cerys and Tamara one step behind. I wanted to remove my mask, to take a deep gulp of fresh air—well, not so fresh—but I couldn’t risk being recognized.

“Greetings,” I said. “Are you looking for work?”

Mutters went up all around me at these words, and the half-orc shifted her weight slightly from one leg to the other, causing striations to flare into view up the swell of her bare thigh, abs to grow taut for just a moment across her bare midriff. 

I waited, mouth dry, unable to tear my gaze from her face. She had none of the brutish thuggery of most half-orcs. No reinforced lower jaw, no stubby nose, no low brow. Instead, her muted green features could have been those of a succubus, aristocratic and rich with disdain. 

She didn’t answer.

I waited, mouth dry, unsure which brutal face to focus on. “I’m in need of a good crew,” I said. “The work will be hard, but the pay will be equal to it. I’d like to hire you all for a couple of days. What’s your rate?”

Again the mutters, but this time they seemed amused. Mocking. I fought the urge to back away, slowly, carefully.

“What kind of work?” asked the half-orc, her voice slow, lazy. 

“Killing armed men,” I said, fighting to keep my voice hard and confident. “Tonight, and then tomorrow. A sorcerer, too.”

This got her attention. She quirked a finely arched black eyebrow. “Sorcerer? How powerful?”

“I don’t know. I want to capture him for an interrogation.”

The corner of her dark green lips quirked up, and as if awaiting this sign for permission, her crew burst into raucous laughter around me.

“You can’t afford me, little priest,” she said. “Go back to your church and pray for deliverance.”

In response I reached into my robe and pulled out Skurve’s money pouch. It was heavy with gold, bigger than both my fists put together, and I dropped it on the dirt before her feet.

The sound it made silenced the laughter.

“I’m not messing around,” I said. “I want the best. I want fighters who will kill at my command, and won’t ask questions. I want fighters who aren’t afraid of blood. Who aren’t afraid of battle.”

“Pogo,” she said, and for a moment I didn’t understand, but then a figure came hurrying out of the shadows.

I turned, not sure what to expect. A massive half-orc, perhaps, towering so as to blot out the sun? A killer straight out of legend, clad in black silks, eyes slitted with lethal intent?

Instead, I saw a wizened little goblin who adjusted his half-moon spectacles on his bulbous nose as he stopped before the pouch. He alone wore no armor, nor seemed to carry so much as a dagger. Instead, a luxurious quill perched behind his ear, and a series of scrolls and pouches crowded about his belt. A large scroll tube nearly as tall as he was, was slung over his back like a quiver.

“Salutations!” He looked me up and down, then cocked his head to consider Cerys and Tamara, then crouched by the pouch to pull it open and stir its contents with his fingers. He then put his finger in his mouth, licked it as if it were covered in honey, and nodded up to the queen.

“Solid gold,” he said. “A hundred and twenty-seven Port Gloom crowns, thirty-eight Carneheim suns, twelve Paruko cubes.”

Muttering again, but of a completely different tenor. My heart was smashing itself against my ribs like a drunk man trying to force his way into a pisshouse. I’d not intended to spend all my gold here. Had imagined I’d spend at most a quarter, maybe half of Skurve’s hoard. But to count out coins before the half-orc’s mocking eyes had seemed a losing gesture.

No. This was a time for boldness. For impressing the shit out of her, and hoping it was enough.

“That’s a lot of gold,” she said at last. “You must want very badly for these men to die.”

“I do,” I said. “There’s no room for mistakes.”

Again her gaze flicked down to the goblin, who had stood up as best as his twisted spine allowed and was tugging fitfully at his waistcoat. “Tell him our rates.”

“Yashara’s Mailed Fist costs ten gold for each day of employ,” he said, voice strident. “Her warriors come with their own weapons, armament, and supplies. The Mailed Fist consists of Yashara herself and ten half-orc warriors, two full-blood orc berserkers of the White Death clan, and Pony. My name is Pogmillion; I of course shall not engage in any combat, but am an adjunct to the Mailed Fist, and act as its quartermaster, accountant, and Yashara’s amanuensis.”

I went to speak but Pogmillion cleared his throat and pressed on. “That of course is for passive caravan duty where no active threats are anticipated. For more specific missions of the kind you have described, the fee rises to twenty gold per day, along with a deposit of fifty gold against which company losses, injuries, or broken weaponry will be deducted.”

Shit. At that rate I’d only be able to hire them for little under a week.

 “Deal,” I said. “You may deduct the fifty gold and a pro-rated amount of the first day’s twenty gold immediately.”

“There are, of course, many documents which must be signed,” said Pogmillion. “Endless documents, reams of paper, but we can execute that shortly. Mistress, shall I fetch Pony?”

“Send Krusk to rouse him,” she said, and shrugged off the railing to stand straight, looming at least a foot above me. “I would have the paperwork signed immediately and notarized by the Provost. What is your name, monk?”

“Kellik,” I said, thrilling at the fact that she worked for me, was my half-orc queen now, would kill whom I directed. I fought not to marvel at her physique and was indescribably glad for my mask. It afforded me a modicum of dignity in the face of her primal strength. “Thank you for taking my commission.”

The corner of her dark lips curved up. “The Mailed Fist kills for gold. You’re paying. Your enemies shall die.”

It turned out Pogmillion hadn’t been joking about the paperwork. At least half of it was composed of compulsory forms issued by the Provost of Merchants to oversee and regulate the hiring of private guards within the walls of Port Gloom; these then had to be run to the central tower to be stamped, notarized, and recorded in the general books.

The process was a fairly lengthy one, but any complaints I might have had over the delay were stilled by the arrival of Pony. 

I’d been a little confused about the manner in which they’d addressed him, imagining some kind of mountain steed with which to carry all their gear, but when he emerged from the barracks, ducking his head under the eight-foot lintel, I felt my stomach drop and my balls do their level best to retract fully into my body.

Holy shit.

Pony was a war troll.

His cobalt-blue hide was rough and pebbled, looking to be made of actual stone chunks around the shoulders and down the length of his lean forearms, though his chest and paunch of a belly were a pale gray. His massive head hung down over his chest, great, tattered bat-wing ears spreading out like sails, his nose hanging down to his chin while his mouth seemed to spilt his head nearly in two. Massive hands that looked like they could crush rocks to fragments ended in huge black talons, and a warhammer bigger than I was tall was slung over his shoulder.

The whole front yard before the barracks stilled, as scores of able warriors drew back, hands going to their weapons nervously. Pony ignored them all. He had the physique of someone’s drunk uncle, sinewy and lean and hunched over, but somehow his slow, deliberate movements were redolent of his strength. I’d heard stories about war trolls ever since I was little. Terrors on the battlefield, they were supposed to be nearly unstoppable, healing every wound as they were dealt, far stronger than their city cousins, given to furious, frenzied rages when provoked that allowed them to fight on even when dealt mortal wounds. 

I gaped. 

“You have a war troll,” said Cerys, sounded stunned for the first time since I’d met her.

Yashara considered Pony as if seeing him for the first time. “We don’t have anything. Pony earns his share. He’s one of us.”

The large crowd of guards that had hushed at Pony’s appearance broke out into low conversation in his wake, watching as he approached our corner. His strides were slow, but covered a good three yards a step, so that he approached us with deceptive speed. 

I fought for self-control. Thank the Hanged God for my mask! “He’s—he’s part of the Mailed Fist?”

Yashara stepped up alongside Pony as he came to a stop and ran her hand down his long arm. As large as she was, the war troll still stood a couple of feet taller, and that was with his hunched-over posture.

“Has been since we rescued him,” she said, voice warm with affection. Affection, I understood, that was for Pony and Pony alone. “A small town just west of Mendev had him in a pit as an attraction. Would force him to fight bears, bandits, packs of dogs. He was only two years old.”

I didn’t need to ask what had happened to the town. How Pony had come to be free. All I could do was wonder if I’d just struck the biggest run of luck ever or been cursed—Pony was so damn distinctive that any deployment of him would immediately result in the Family knowing whom had struck.

“Great,” I said. 

Pony stared down at me with his small, yellow eyes, then gave me a ponderous nod that kept going till it became something akin to a half bow.

“Strange,” said Yashara. “He’s never greeted a stranger in such manner before.”

Unsure of myself, I simply nodded back. “Good to meet you, Pony. I almost feel sorry for the enemy.”

 


Chapter 13

 

 

Yashara and her Mailed Fist followed us in single file, each half-orc and orc wrapped in a voluminous black cloak whose deep hoods made it nearly impossible to tell what they were—other than very large, clearly dangerous individuals. There was little we could do to hide Pony of course, though he too wore a cloak large enough to drape a barn in. 

I led them by alleys and backroads toward the butcher’s shop, which fortunately was close by Field Gate, and were stopped only twice by patrols who reluctantly accepted Pogmillion’s papers registering Pony as part of a legitimate mercenary company. It was late afternoon by the time the two-storied building came into sight, and I gave a quiet prayer of thanks for the private courtyard in the back. 

With much clanking of armor and amused curses, the Fist settled down in the cobbled yard, Pony pushing the large cart he’d pulled behind him into a corner while Pogmillion bustled about, bossing the far-larger members of his crew with impressive boldness as he set about distributing rations and tallying the Hanged God knew what. 

Once she was satisfied with how her company was settling down, Yashara strode up to me, Pogo and a half-orc by her side.

“This is my lieutenant, Harusk,” she said. “We’re ready to begin discussing tactics.”

“Excellent,” I said. “Follow me?” I led her and her lieutenant inside, where Netherys and Eddwick awaited us in the large kitchen area in the back where Skurve had prepared and cut his meat. 

I was all keyed up. Too many explosive elements were coming together without my having got a good handle on them all. But momentum was on our side. I felt terribly alive, excited and terrified all at the same time.

Netherys pushed away from the counter against which she leaned as Yashara bowed her head to step into the kitchen, a purple eyebrow rising in surprise at the sight of the statuesque half-orc.

Who in turn paused, checked by the sight of the dark-elf, and turned a questioning glance in my direction with the faintest hint of disapproval on her visage.

“Introductions are in order,” I said, trying not to speak quickly. “Captain Yashara, Lieutenant Harusk, this is Netherys and Eddwick.”

The women sized each other up.

“A dark elf,” said Yashara, voice hard. “You’re serious.”

“How ironic,” said Netherys. “Kellik brought a slab of beef to a butcher’s. I wonder how she will fare?”

The massive half-orc crossed her arms over her chest so that the sinews of her broad forearms stood out, but before she could speak I stepped in. “Everyone here’s met Cerys, a Crimson Noose assassin, and this is Tamara, who will effect any healing necessary after the fight is done.”

Despite the size of the back kitchen it felt crowded, cramped by over-sized personalities and powerful fields of charisma. I had to hold the initiative, so I plowed on before anyone could speak.

“Tonight, a dozen elite guards led by a sorcerer of unknown power are going to come knocking with the expectations of picking up a couple of magical prisoners to take back to a powerful lord.” I dropped that statement like a stone into a well, and let it hit to full effect by allowing a silence to follow thereafter, looking from one person to the next.

“Our primary goal for tonight is to learn Lord Ocelot’s true identity by forcing one of his men to speak. Whatever it takes, we have to get that name. Now, we have a few hours to prepare. On our side, as Cerys told me earlier, we have the element of surprise and ability to lay down an ambush. I want to execute a perfect attack, to kill their men and capture their sorcerer if possible without taking any losses ourselves.”

“You’ve not been in battle before,” said Yashara.

“Of this size, no. And yes, I know the old adage of plans not surviving the first meeting of foes. But still, I want to try. I’ve been thinking about their approach, and this is what I’m guessing they’ll do: they’ll arrive through the rear, as Skurve told us, and leave four men in the courtyard to both guard the door and not overly crowd the interior of the house. They’ll make their way to the trapdoor, where a couple of men will descend into the basement to make sure everything is as it should be, upon which they’ll signal to the sorcerer who will descend to begin the process of transporting the prisoners. I’d guess another two men will stay up top, with six going below in total with the sorcerer to help handle the prisoners.”

I glanced around. Yashara had pursed her lips, giving away nothing.  Cerys was nodding slowly as she worked it through, while Netherys and Eddwick were listening and waiting for me to go on. Eddwick, I saw, was chewing on some summer sausage. Tamara had retreated to a corner, pulled out a stool, and was listening without feeling like she was part of this council.

“So this is what I came up with. Yashara, you’ll place Pony in the shed out back, along with perhaps a couple of your soldiers. The rest of your force, including yourself, will be hidden upstairs with perhaps one or two in the front of the shop. We’ll prop Skurve up in a chair in the basement, his back to the ladder, so that the first guard who goes down will ask him a question or make a demand or the like without immediately sounding the alarm. 

“Cerys and I will be hiding downstairs with our crossbows loaded. When the guard cries out that something’s wrong, we’ll drop him. That will be the signal for your company to enter battle, Yashara. You’ll send them sweeping down just as Pony and the others with him crash into the guards left in the courtyard. I want a maximum of sound and fury, with the goal being to drive soldiers into the basement where Cerys and I can pick them off.”

I paused, suddenly nervous. “Thoughts?”

“You’re making a lot of assumptions,” said Netherys, voice soft. “The sorcerer might be anxious and keep all his guards with him. He might cast a spell upon arriving to detect danger or a trap. Once the attack begins, there are any number of ways a competent magic user could turn the tide against us.”

“It’s a dangerous ploy to trap yourself below,” said Yashara. “A wise commander always leaves themselves a way to retreat.”

Eddwick stuck the remnants of the sausage between his teeth like a cheroot and quickly scrawled something on a sheet, which he then turned and held up for me to read: I can try to get hunch on mage. Still think we should get fuck out. 

“That would be of great use,” said Yashara. “I counsel thus: avoid fighting within the house. The quarters are cramped, Pony cannot enter and fight effectively once he kills whomever is outside, and there’s the possibility that the enemy retreats into the basement in numbers, taking you prisoner and making it hard to get at them. Add in the variable that is this mage, and I just don’t like it.”

I fought hard not to feel crushed. 

“Instead, let’s turn the courtyard into a killing field. Pony as you suggested in the barn. We line the roof with archers. Six of my men are good shots with the longbow. They can loose ten arrows in the space of a minute. That’s sixty arrows, plus whatever you and Cerys are able to fire. We focus our attack first on the sorcerer, then take down the men, then once they’re weakened, loose Pony and the rest of our forces on them to mop up.”

I wanted to object out of pride, but forced myself to consider. I was a trained thief. Yashara was the professional soldier. 

“I can ask Mother Magrathaar to bend fortune in our favor,” said Netherys. She was acting less vivacious in the towering half-orc’s presence. Not that I blamed her. “And curse the enemy so that they fail at simple endeavors.”

Yashara’s lieutenant, Harusk, gave a grunt of affirmation. “Pony’ll clear a path through them. Gazog and Ashrat will clean up the flanks once they work themselves up.”

I guessed the last two to be the full-blooded orcs.

“Question,” said Cerys. “You’re talking a pitched battle in open air. This is a decent district we’re in. Neighbors will hear, and the watch will be summoned. There may even be a patrol close by when the fight breaks out. How do we handle the attention of Port Gloom’s finest?”

Yashara gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Anybody that stumbles into the courtyard won’t be stumbling back out.”

“Fair enough,” I said, “but Cerys makes a good point. We’ll have to plan to abandon Skurve’s right after. Kill the guards, grab the sorcerer if possible, then follow a planned escape route to somewhere safe where we won’t be followed.”

“It pains me more than I can express to disagree with you,” said Pogmillion, glancing at Yashara for permission to speak. “Alas, I would be a poor employee however, if I did not advise you as to the best strategy. We must kill the sorcerer first, without hesitation, without fail. He is the greatest variable, and thus must be nullified immediately. From there, we can leisurely apprehend one of the mundane guards. Now, cast your minds through the foggy hallways of time and consider the future, the minutes after the combat. A skirmish fight like this shall of necessity prove bloody. Thus it shall not prove hard to follow our trail. Pony, it must be noted, makes an impression.”

“I can help with that as well,” said Netherys, eyes glittering. “Obscure our passage with a magical fog so it’s very, very hard to follow.”

“Excellent,” I said. “I’ll work with Cerys then to plan an escape route and where we can go once we’re done. We’ll need a safe place in which to hole up and interrogate the guard.”

Eddwick scribbled something and held up his sheet: Sewers.

“He’s right,” said Tamara, speaking up nervously for the first time. “North of us is the Palace District and the large noble estates. West we run into the merchant quarter with Market Square. East and south of course is the city wall.”

“The sewers bring their own risks,” I said.

Eddwick shrugged, as if saying: so? 

“Anything that Pony can’t handle?” asked Harusk.

“Well, no. Probably not. But quite a few members of the Family use the sewers as a quick and unobserved way to get about the city. Being spotted will automatically mean being tailed and our passage reported to the local Uncle or Aunt. When they connect our presence below with the massacre that’s going to take place up here…”

Yashara nodded. “It sounds like you’ve some reconnaissance to do.”

Eddwick took a chomp from the sausage, wrote something else down, then held up his sheet again. Going to go hunch up on the wizzard. 

“Wait,” I said. “So we’re agreed? Go for Yashara’s plan to butcher them in the courtyard?”

Netherys smirked. “It does have the appeal of brute simplicity to it.”

Cerys gave me an apologetic look. “I think it’s the best approach.”

“Fine,” I said. So much for my complex plan. “Yashara, I’ll let you set things up for optimum butchery. Cerys, with me? Let’s see if we can’t find a convenient way down off the streets. I think we’ve got at most an hour and a half before our guests arrive. Let’s make the most of it.”

Yashara’s smile was as subtle as it was mocking. “What stirring words. You make a fine commander, Kellik.”

I couldn’t help but blush and get annoyed at myself for doing so. “Thanks.”

It was all I could manage in the moment. I stalked out the backdoor into the courtyard, Cerys at my heels. How the hell was I going to manage so many powerful women? Keep them working together and obeying my commands? Gold would only take me so far. If I was going to run this operation, if I was going to direct it effectively, I needed to earn everyone’s respect and command their loyalty.

That was going to be really fucking hard with Netherys and Yashara. At least the dark elf had sworn loyalty to me. Yashara technically was working for me as well, but already had shown herself to be savvier and more experienced with matters at hand.

Was that a problem though? That’s why I’d hired her, right? For her expertise? So why resent her being better at combat than I was?

I didn’t have a good answer, but if I was being honest with myself, it came down to the desire to impress her. To get past her scorn and contempt and make her notice me, Kellik. To think of me as someone worth following, not just some jumped-up street rat with a stolen bag of gold.

That made me smile. Unfortunately, that was exactly what I was thus far. First I’d have to change myself before I expected others to think otherwise.

Cerys followed me silently into the alley behind the butcher shop. I emerged from my thoughts in time to realize we’d not had a moment alone since falling asleep together the night before. I slowed my step so she could catch up with me, and for a few moments we walked shoulder to shoulder, neither speaking, both glancing at each other to make a moment’s eye contact before glancing away.

“Look,” she said, stopping at last and turning to face me. “Last night was—I don’t know. Fun. Good. What I needed. But there’s no need to act like children.”

“I’m not acting like a child,” I said. “You are.”

She raised an eyebrow. 

“Sorry, a joke. That’s what I call ‘humor’. And, yes. You’re right. Last night was… “ I thought of her pressed against me, her breathing raw, her hips pumping against me. “Last night was good. And I agree. No need to act strange about it.”

“Right,” she said, giving me a speculative look that I couldn’t interpret. Was I being tested? Was I passing or failing? “We’re going to be fighting together in a few hours. No room for awkwardness.”

“I’m not awkward,” I said, grinning. “I was born smoother than fresh cream and with the social graces of a salon keeper.”

“Sure,” she said, making an obviously fake straight face. “It’s why you looked so self-possessed in front of Yashara.”

I stared at her back then ran to catch up. “I was self-possessed!”

“As self-possessed as a kitten faced with a mountain of fish heads,” she said. 

“Well, come on. You have to admit she’s a striking example, of, uh—”

Cerys looked at me sidelong, eyebrow raised. “Yes? Go on.”

“A striking woman. Who strikes people a lot. With her fist.”

“That I can’t deny. Look, Kellik, I’m just going to tell you now so that later I feel better about myself for having tried to reason with you.”

I stopped walking. “What?”

She turned to face me. “Yashara is too much woman for you.”

My face burned. “What? Who said I even wanted to—you know—and even if I did, what do you mean, too much woman—”

“I’m not talking about her being seven feet tall and probably weighing twice as much as you do,” said Cerys. “Though physically she’d probably break your leg by accident if you managed to get her into bed. No, what I’m saying is—well. There’s an expression where I grew up in the south side of Carneheim: she’s too much sand for your little wheelbarrow. Understand?”

“No,” I said, scowling and pushing past her. “I completely don’t understand, and refuse to see what you’re getting at, especially because I’ve no interest in tumbling with Yashara.”

“Sure,” said Cerys, masking a grin. “Never mind. Forget I said anything right up until you find yourself hobbling toward Tamara begging for healing right after sleeping with her.”

I stopped and spun around to glare at her. “I thought you said there was no need to act like children.”

She grinned. “Well. Maybe very little need.”

I tried to hold onto my annoyance, but her smirk was contagious, and finally I couldn’t help but laugh. “Fine. But I’ll have you know my wheelbarrow is quite capacious.”

“Mmmhmm,” she said, smirk turning into a grin as she walked by me.

“I can fit tons of sand in there,” I said loudly to her back.

“Shouldn’t we be looking for an entrance to the sewers? Hurry up.” 

We reached the end of the alley where it opened into a broader, busier street, and there I adjusted my mask. “Ideally an entrance within a block or so of the butcher’s. Any farther than that and Pony will draw every eye in the city.”

“About that,” said Cerys, studying the foot traffic before us. “How by Blind Fortuna did you end up hiring a war troll to help us out?”

“Luck,” I said. “Though I don’t know yet whether it’s good or bad. Either way, Pony’s going to be a headache for whoever comes after us.”

“True enough,” said Cerys. “Now, how does one go about finding an entrance to the sewers?”

“I know a half-dozen good entrances around the Harbor District,” I said. “But here by Field Gate? I’ve no idea. Still, same principles should apply. Port Gloom was built on the ruins of some old city—Kalindor or something, right, which the king trolls ruled? And its streets run beneath us. All the rain water and sewage and stuff gets sluiced through gaps and cracks into old Kalindor, and there it flows into the Snake Head or out into the bay. If we had more time I’d find one of the outflow pipes along the Snake’s banks and follow it back this way, but that could take half a day or longer if we got lost.”

“You’re rambling,” said Cerys.

“No, I’m educating,” I said. “Point is, there should be a number of places storm water drains into the tunnels and spaces below the street. Street kids should know of them. When I was growing up there was this abandoned house off Crab Court whose basement would flood after every storm, and we’d take turns diving down to—never mind. Let’s see if we can’t get some information.”

We stepped out into the street and merged with its flow. Shabby hansom cabs rattled by, costermongers of all stripes hawked their wares, messengers ran—at least, the good ones did—while shop keepers stood in their half-doorways, watching and calling out to passersby. A tin peddler strode past, his pack towering over his head and glittering with assorted pans, knives, pots and other goods. A dust cart rumbled by, ashen-faced workers following behind. Cheap Jacks lounged on street corners, watching the watchmen who watched them right back. 

“Here,” I said. “You try and approach those kids over there. They’ll run at the sight of my mask.”

“I could make a joke at your expense,” said Cerys, “but I have too much dignity. Wait a moment.”

I leaned against an ivy-clad brick wall and crossed my arms. Cerys approached the gaggle of urchins, half of whom had brooms propped over their shoulders like guards with their halberds. Street sweepers, which indicated good character. 

Cerys spoke with them, then pulled out a coin which she held up out of reach as a chubby girl made to snatch at it. The girl blew out her cheeks in frustration, then gave a reluctant nod and followed Cerys back across the street to where I stood.

“This is Agnes,” said Cerys, “and she says she knows a promising spot.”

“Aye, that I do, when the storms close in overhead like the fists of the Hanged God, the rain and filth runs fast and hard just like my words down Apple Lane into Basket Court. There’s a mighty crack hard under one of the buildings there that drinks in that water like a dying man will his last dram of gin. Makes this hollow roaring sound, I swear could be a giant having a nightmare, leastwise everyone in Basket Court has nightmares when it rains because of that sound.”

“You don’t say,” I said. “Your words do flow fast and hard.”

Agnes put her fists on her hips. “I’m apprenticed to a paper seller, he writes ballads, sells them a copper a piece, racy ones go double, and that’s what I aim to do when I learn my letters, but in the meantime I’m practicing the wordplay of it. Don’t mean to be a street sweeper for much longer, no, not Agnes, you wait and see, three years from now I’ll be the queen of the street sheets, my tales’ll be told and retold from here to the Garden District.”

I laughed. “I don’t doubt it. Until then, though, how about you take us to Basket Court?”

“This way,” said Agnes, and darted into the crowd, forcing us to move quickly to follow. Down the street, a turn down a side street so covered in horse dung and filth that even the boards laid across it were buried, then a left into a narrow lane and out into a tiny court.

“Basket Court for your viewing pleasure,” said Agnes. “That there of course by logical deduction being Apple Lane. There’s the crack, see it? Looks like an assassin’s smile—no—a slice into the very fabric of the night—no. Hmm.” She frowned, mulling over her simile. 

Cerys flipped her the promised copper and together we strode over to the crack. It looked promising. A yard wide, a foot deep, hidden under the overhang of a large paving stone. I peered inside and got a sense of depth. Taking a pebble, I flipped it inside and heard it plonk into water a good five or six yards below.

“Need to take a closer look,” I said. “No sense in leading everyone here only to find out it’s a shaft that turns into a well and nothing more.”

“You can slide through there?” asked Cerys, eyeing the gap.

“I’m good at getting into cracks,” I said, and then leaped back when she punched my shoulder. “What?”

“Nothing,” she said, somehow scowling and smiling both. “How will we get Pony in there?”

“He’ll have to make the crack bigger,” I said. “I’m sure he can. Let me see if there’s room for him below first.”

Cerys nodded. “I’ll keep watch. Hurry up then.”

I slid my legs inside, turned over onto my stomach, then wiggled deeper into the crack, grasping at the slick cobbles to control my descent. My feet found purchase just inside on a metal rung, and a moment later I was in, clinging to a rusty ladder bolted to the wall.

“This here’s a proper Family entrance,” I said to Cerys, who had crouched down so that her face blocked out most of the sky. 

“That good?”

“Yeah, kind of. Means it’s a proper entrance into the sewers. But I’m going to take a closer look, make sure it’s not too popular. Be right back.”

I descended quickly, hand over hand, using a special technique I’d developed as a lad to quickly test each rung before putting my weight on it. They were all solid, and I counted fifteen of them before hitting the floor.

Everything was wet, but the sewage smell wasn’t too bad; fast-flowing water close by, then. I dug out my candle and Tamara’s tinder box—I really should buy my own soon—and a moment later shielded the flame from the subtle cross currents stirring the air.

Hoary masonry greeted my eye, old gray bricks covered in slime and moss. Cracked paving stones beneath my feet were buckled as if by ancient roots, and the chute I’d descended into opened up into a narrow tunnel whose floor glimmered emerald green with a coating of algae. 

A sign was scrawled onto the wall, one of the Family ciphers: big tunnel river was in one direction, rat nest in the other. 

The sign was pretty faded, hadn’t been repainted in a couple of months. Meant this was no longer as used as it had been, or simply was due for a touch up. ‘Rat nest’ meant a hidey hole for thieves on the run. Could be promising. 

I padded in that direction, muffling the light as best I could and straining to hear something, anything. Rats fled before me, water dripped from the arched ceiling, while my every footstep squelched in filth and slime. 

There was much worse down here than rats and shit, however. I’d heard tales of monsters mutated by the flushed waste of alchemists and wizards, of sentient mushroom monsters with numbing feelers like spongy octopi. Herds of flesh-eating white swine. Wild, rabid men and women who had been driven down into the dark by the sheer inhumanity of their crimes, where they formed primitive cabals of cannibalistic fervor and madness. 

And worse, of course. Every month someone would go missing while traversing the sewers. Often they simply disappeared, and Old Raf would say that they’d hightailed it out of Port Gloom. But sometimes we’d find a severed arm or a trail of blood leading into the deeper muck, and we’d known something had grabbed them.

Thieves talked of the sewers like sailors did the ocean: with respect and fear and a modicum of hatred.

So I moved cautiously, peering ahead as best I could, imagining all kinds of monsters looming before me or coming up behind. Pipes descended from the ceiling on occasion, dribbling or spewing their waste, and a channel of gunk ran turgidly along the center of the tunnel, forcing me to side step around it as I went.

A crossroads, and for a moment I couldn’t find the sign, then saw it, even more faded than the first. A left, a dozen yards, then a third sign indicated a hidden tunnel above a ledge. I set the candle upon it, then hoisted myself up and let out a low whistle. Whichever Family member had set this up had done an amazing job—from below, the ledge had looked to extend a foot or so out from the wall, but up here I saw it was a cunningly wrought optical illusion. The wall sloped back sharply to make a space a good five feet deep, and at its very back, hidden from view, was a tunnel four feet high leading into the dark.

The rat’s nest. I listened, focusing as best I could on that velvety blackness. Nothing. No sound, no movement. I moved to the tunnel mouth, then tapped out a greeting, three quick raps on the stone, a beat, then two slow ones, followed by a scrape. Hi hi hi. How’s. Your. Unnnnnnnncle. 

No response. The nest was empty. I hunched and made my way in, down a short tunnel that quickly opened out into a dome with a half-dozen cots set along the walls. A small firepit sat dead in the center. I touched the ash. Long dead. Some rake had illustrated half the ceiling with a fanciful skyline of Port Gloom, and I couldn’t help but be impressed at his artistry. Two other tunnels led away from the dome, one of them large enough for Pony. We’d have to scout it out after we came down and see if we couldn’t find a side route for the war troll to use.

Still. All in all, it was perfect. I scooted back out and returned to Cerys, hurrying with confidence, taking the turns then racing up the rusted iron rungs to squirm back out into the court.

“And?” Cerys was crouched beside the opening, and helped me up. 

“Perfect,” I said. 

“I hope Pony can open it up,” she said. “Though of course doing so will alert everyone in the square.”

“As would marching in with a dozen warriors,” I said. “But there’s only so much we can control with so little time to plan.”

“Maybe we should have gotten started sooner,” said Cerys, biting her full lower lip, and I had to restrain myself from stepping forward to kiss her right there and then.

“Maybe,” was all I could say. “For now, Basket Court is our best bet. Ready to head back?”

She nodded. “I paid Agnes another copper to not compose a ballad about our adventure today. She innocently suggested doing so complete with our descriptions and to sing it to the watch at some point.”

“She did?” I dusted dirt off my knees. “Enterprising. She’ll go far.”

“Little snot,” said Cerys. “She’d better not come back asking for another deposit on her continued silence. I just might lose my temper.”

“She’ll go from enterprising to an idiot if she does.” I sighted up at the Port Gloom sky. Dusk was just around the corner. “Come on. Let’s hustle back. It’s time to receive our guests.”

 


Chapter 14

 

 

Pogo hadn’t been wasting his time. Cerys and I walked down the narrow alley to the back entrance, and there found that the rear gate had been reinforced with a mass of iron bars hammered and welded to an iron sheet.

“What the hell?” I asked, fingering the metal, which was still warm and scalded the air with a bitter tang.

Pogmillion stepped out of the shadows with a dramatic sniff, hands linked behind his back. “Yes, not our best work, but we have a portable anvil in the cart. Pony can swing a deft hammer, and Urox has some basic knowledge of smithing. Not enough of course to fashion armor, but sufficient to be of value to caravans and extemporary jobs like this one.”

I inspected the hinges which were bolted with almost aggressive depth into the stone wall. “But… why?”

Pogmillion blinked up at me. “It increases our market value. Caravans will often throw wheels while crossing—”

“No,” I said. “Why a gate tough enough to bar the Hanged God himself?”

“Ah. Well, you are familiar with Mistress Yashara’s plan? That we turn the courtyard into a killing field?”

“Yes,” I said.

“One of the keys to an effective killing field is to remove the ability of the enemy to retreat. This door shall be bolted from the outside once the enemy is within. A role that has been entrusted to me, though it does me far more honor than I can reasonably bear. To escape, they will have to climb the walls, something that surprised men often do not consider attempting until it is too late.”

“Damn,” I said. “Yashara’s not messing around.”

“No,” said Pogmillion with a sniff, “she isn’t.”

“Duly noted.” I pushed open the gate which swung in easily enough, and entered the courtyard. Four of the Mailed Fist half-orcs were replacing cobbles over some sort of trench that had been dug before the door. Pogmillion accompanied us, scroll pressed to his chest.

“Ankle snapper trench,” he said, pointing with his quill. “A rudimentary sample, of course, but it need only be a foot deep and have its bottom laced with caltrops. Urox excels at creating caltrops. It goes beyond function and into artistry. You should see how he teases forth hooks and sharpens them to—”

“And the enemy won’t notice the recent work?”

“Oh no,” said Pogmillion. “Perish the thought. The cobbles will be balanced upon a springy trellis of willow wands, and then a suitable amount of sand, dirt, and so forth will be spread upon them. An orc or goblin would notice, surely, perhaps even an elf or dwarf, but you humans with your weak eyes? No, not a chance.”

I placed my hands on my hips and checked the rooftop. Four half-orcs were up top, sitting athwart the ridge, bows across their laps, checking their arrows. One of them stood beside the chimney on lookout, and when I caught his eye he gave me a thumb’s up.

“Yashara?”

“Inside with the other ladies. Awaiting your arrival within, I dare say. The dark elf rather presumptively told me to hurry you inside, to make, as she said, ‘extreme haste’.”

“You’re doing an admirable job of that, Pogmillion. Thank you.”

The hunched goblin executed a stiff bow, nose nearly brushing the cobbles. “As my contractor, you have attained a position of both authority and esteem; while I wouldn’t go so far as to say that I live to serve, I do take your interests to heart, and will seek at every eventuality to exceed your expectations; for I am aware that—”

“Much appreciated,” I said. “Let’s see what Netherys has got for us.”

Pogmillion straightened. “Yes. Most wise.”

I caught a glimpse of Pony carrying a small anvil into the back of the large shed as we entered the kitchen. Damn. A fucking war troll. 

Yashara had her blade out on the great chopping block. It was fucking monstrous. It looked to be made from black steel but looked nothing so much as a snarling scimitar, blade deep, a demonic face emerging from the hilt so that the blade appeared its tongue. The thing was as big as my leg, and it was a testament to Yashara’s physique that I didn’t question for a second her ability to wield it.

“There he is,” said Netherys, rocking on the rear legs of her chair. “And now we can add ‘reek of sewage’ to your charms.”

“News?” I asked, deciding to demonstrate my diplomacy by ignoring the dark elf.

“Your bosom friend Eddwick has proven useful at last,” she said. “It seems the wizard is a transmuter of some power.”

“Transmuter?” I asked. “What’s that mean?”

“He specializes in changing the nature of himself and the world around him,” said Pogo. “He warps and mutates the very fabric of reality.”

“Though we don’t know what this means precisely,” said Netherys. “That’s like saying he enjoys sleeping with women. Does that mean he likes fat ones or skinny ones? Young or old, slender and sexual, or massively brutish like a green cow?”

Yashara allowed herself a smile and ran her whetstone down the undulating edge of her great blade. “Keep going, Netherys. I’m keeping tally. There’ll be an accounting.”

“How does this change our plan?” I asked.

“All the more reason to take him out first,” said Yashara. “Before he can tilt the nature of the battle against us. All arrows should be trained on him. Once he’s dropped, we’ll be able to take a few prisoners from the guards.”

“Fine. Anything else?”

“Yes,” said Netherys. “Eddwick gave us a description of him. Bald, a red beard extending stiffly down his chest, arms covered in black runes, older than he looks. He’s been walking Khansalon for over a century, apparently, though he appears to be in his fifties.”

“Got it,” I said. “We kill the red-bearded man first. Where’s Eddwick, for that matter?”

Netherys sniffed. “Complained about a headache. Went to lie down. Humans.” And she actually shared a look with Pogo. 

“I’ll check on him, then.” I chose to ignore the look. My diplomacy knew no bounds. “Cerys and I found a place to hole up. It’s four streets over from here, inside a small court with a crack to a chute. Pony will have to make a bigger hole, but the covering’s not too thick. Once down there, I’ll lead everyone to a place we can rest up. How are we doing for time?”

Pogmillion rose to the balls of his feet. “The hour is nigh. You told us the soldiers were to arrive around dusk, did you not? Well. Dusk is falling.”

“Then let’s take our positions. Where’s Tamara?” 

“Upstairs,” said Netherys. “Setting up a field hospital.”

“I must admit that I was delightfully surprised to learn that you employ a Sworn amongst your number,” said Pogo. 

“Sure do,” I said. “Netherys, where are you going to be during the fight?”

“I’m going to stay here and lend support through the windows as needed,” she said. “I’m going to start laying down my hexes and boons. Expect good things.”

“Great. Yashara? Where are you going to be?”

“Pony and three of my men will wait in the shed. Four up top with you. The rest, including my orcs, will charge out the house using the door and windows. The goal is to crush them against the wall once the sorcerer is dead. If only a dozen are coming, I expect four to fall from the arrows, the rest to fall within ten seconds of the attack. Fifteen seconds all told.”

“Who’s giving the signal to loose?” Cerys asked.

“Lieutenant Harusk is up top. He shall pick the time and let you know when. I would advise you to listen to him.”

“Will do,” I said. “Blind Fortuna bless you, everyone.”

Yashara took up her blade, muscles growing taut up the length of her arm, and gave a low laugh. “I make my own luck. See you all soon.”

Cerys said she’d join me shortly so I made my way upstairs alone. Tamara had chosen the small dining room as her base of operations. She had lit a number of candles and planted them on the sideboard, and laid a clean sheet over the table. An assortment of surgery tools—sharp little knives, wads of gauze, needle and thread, even a disturbing-looking hatchet—were lined up in orderly fashion on one end of the table. A bucket of water was set to one side, and she was sitting in a chair, frowning and clasping her hands between her knees.

“You doing all right?” I asked, sticking my head in.

She bolted to her feet. “Kellik! I—yes. I thought—never mind. Yes. Just very nervous. I laid this out in case I have to help someone immediately, a mortal wound or the like. But if we have to run, I can be ready to go.”

“Good,” I said, and then impulse made me step inside all the way and crouch before her, taking both her hands inside my own. “This is going to be over before you know it started, all right? Yashara’s a stone-cold professional, and we’re taking these guys by surprise. Don’t worry. When it’s time to go, I’ll come for you.”

She nodded sharply. “Yes. Thank you. I know it’s going to be fine. It’s just that I’ve never waited like this for… for violence. It’s awful.”

“Yeah,” I said, squeezing her hands one more time and standing. “It is awful. But necessary. Remember what these men were coming here to do.”

“True,” said Tamara. “Good luck. I’ll be praying to the White Sun.”

I make my own luck. “Thanks.”

I stepped back into the hallway and heard someone coming up the steps, a soft tread. I turned, expecting Cerys, a joke rising to my lips, and instead saw Netherys. She stepped out onto the landing and moved to one of the bedroom doors. 

“Kellik?” Her voice was soft, husky. By Blind Fortuna’s tits, it was amazing to hear those lips form my name. “A word?”

I dry swallowed. “We’re short on time here, Netherys.” Why was my heart beating so hard. “What is it?”

Her smile was the perfect blend of wickedness and wry amusement—at my expense, of course. “Something I couldn’t reveal before the others. You’re young. I promise it won’t take long.” And then she slipped into the room, leaving the door ajar behind her.

“I—what?” Confused, still scenting her passage in the air, I moved to the doorway and then hesitated. I could hear voices below. Knew Cerys would be coming up any moment to find me. What the…?

I pushed the door open just enough to step into the darkness beyond. “Netherys? Lights?”

A hand grasped me by the tunic and pulled me further into the room, the door clicking shut behind me. I raised my hands to defend myself, cursing myself for a fool—of course Netherys was going to betray me, and here I was, walking into a dark room—Then I felt her long nails down the front of my shirt as she lowered herself into a crouch before me. Before I could speak, her fingers were on the drawstrings of my pants. 

“You humans are so alive,” she whispered, voice throaty. “You burn with such intensity. Knowing that you have only decades to live, flaring brightly like a quick burning candle…”

I knew I had to do something. Say something. Take control. But I was stunned, mesmerized by what was happening, and when I felt my pants slide down to puddle around my ankles and her smooth, cool palm wrap around my throbbing cock, the last of my thoughts fled.

“So virile, so fierce,” she said, and then I felt her cheek against the shaft of my cock as she rubbed her face against me, a hint of her hair brushing the side, her fingers curling around the base. “Everything is so immediate. So urgent. Nothing can wait. Always running, here, there, breathless, heart pounding, to deliver news that cannot wait, to spill the blood of your enemies, to feast, to fight, to fuck…”

She moved my cock around and down the other side of her face, over the swell of her harsh cheekbones, then lifted it and traced a trail of fire from the base of my cock all the way to the head, where she flicked her tongue and then swirled it around and around. 

“Netherys,” I groaned, needing to stop this, to remind myself just what had my cock in her hands, a fucking dark elf, but I heard her amusement in a low chuckle, and she snapped her fingers and a flare of purple light burst into being just to the side.

“You want to watch a member of the elder races take your cock in her mouth?” she asked, teasing me, eyes liquid and dark, full lips pulled into a grin. “Want to see me suck you, Kellik, and catch every detail?”

“I—” I couldn’t breathe, is what, could only stare, mesmerized, as she held my gaze, eyes locked on my own, and then slid my dick into her mouth, lips tight around my shaft as she pressed down, ever further, still watching me, taking all of my cock till I felt myself hit the back of her throat. 

And there she stayed, nose pressed into my pubic hair, only to twist her head and then I sprang deeper yet, into her very throat, so tight I could barely control myself. She swallowed, and the motion was an undulating ripple of ecstasy down the length of my shaft, and by the Hanged God’s empty skull I could see her lust and amusement burning in the depths of her eyes and it was almost, almost too much.

Lost in a state of wonder, I reached out and placed my hands upon her mane of imperial purple hair. It was so smooth, so fine, that it flowed through my fingers like water. 

With a gasp she pulled her head back, several ropes of spit hanging from her lips to the head of my cock, and grinned up at me. “Oh, Kellik. You’re so young. So inexperienced. There is so much for you to learn.” She began to move her hand up and down my dick, just barely squeezing, enough to torment me. “So much for you to discover.”

“Fuck, Netherys,” I groaned. “Then let’s start my fucking education.”

“Hmm,” she said, canting her head to one side as she considered my cock. “Thank Mother Magrathaar you’ve a good cock. Something I can  grab hold of, that I can clench in my fist. But though your cock is strong, I fear you’re too… timid.”

My eyebrows went up. “Timid?”

“Hmm,” she said, tracing the length of my cock with her nails, a spidery-whispery sensation that sent goosebumps across my shoulders. “Pliable. Young. Gentle.”

A fire flickered within me. “You don’t know me, then.”

“No?” She pushed my shaft up and lowered her face to my balls. “Then watch. You’ll just stand there as I do… this.” And she began to lick me, tease me, then opened her mouth all the way so that she pulled my nuts into her mouth, and I closed my eyes as I was enveloped in her wet heat, felt her gently tug, hand still working me.

But that flame. That fire within my core. It leaped and grew even as I realized she was right: I did just want to stand there, to just enjoy her ministrations. 

In the darkness behind my eyelids I saw again her mocking smile. How she thought me a helpless youth. 

I slid my hand into her luscious hair and grasped it into a fist. Pulled her up and to the side, and stared down into her suddenly wide-open eyes.

“Gentle?” Now it was my turn to laugh. “Pliable?”

Before she could answer I pulled her down upon my cock, sliding deep into her mouth, then grasped her head by the sides, her elongated ears pressed against my palms, and began to face fuck her. I pumped in and out of her mouth, wanting to go deeper each time, feeling her hands grasp my thighs as she steadied herself, her cheeks hollowing each time I pulled out, her eyes widening each time I slammed home.

And by Blind Fortuna’s silken cunt, it felt amazing. To face fuck a dark elf. To just pump into her as hard as I wanted. I hit the back of her throat, over and over again, and then grasped her tightly and slid all the way into her throat once more.

Her nails dug into my flesh, but I didn’t care; I rode her down to the floor, pushing her back onto her ass and then lying over her, propping myself up on one elbow while I held a fistful of her hair with the other hand. She squirmed half turning as if to escape, and I grinned at her as I slid deep once more, all the way into her throat so that her face pressed hard against my crotch. 

And to my surprise, I heard her laugh, muffled and barely audible, but still amused.

It was all the encouragement I needed. I began to fuck her mouth again, lifting and lowering my hips faster and faster, only to stop and pull off her altogether.

Netherys reached up to cover her mouth as she gasped, but I wasn’t done. I moved around so that she lay extended out before me, then slid a hand under the back of her head, tilted it and slid all the way into her throat once more, the angle sweet perfection, her purple lips wide around my cock, her gorgeous hair fanned out across the floor, her back arching as she took all of me and I saw a bulge appear in her throat.

And then she grinned, grabbed me by the hips, and pulled me deeper so that her nose and face were lost under my balls. 

I fell forward, propped up on both arms, and began to fuck her throat, faster and harder, the tightness, the delirious perfection of it as she pulled me on, choking and gasping for air, until I couldn’t hold it back and I rose to my knees, head flung back as I came convulsively deep into her throat.

She arched her back so hard her shoulders came off the floor, and I felt her desperately swallowing, over and over again as she drank all of me down.

With a cry I pulled out, sitting on my heels, and stared down at Netherys, heart hammering, suddenly coming back to myself. 

What the hell had that been?!

Netherys reached up to delicately clean the corner of her mouth with her thumb, and then, still panting, rolled sinuously over and rose smoothly to stand before me. 

“Had we the time,” she said, voice impossibly composed, “I would now exact my pound of flesh. Take my own satisfaction from you, and use your tongue and fingers to cajole me toward heaven. But alas.”

The thought of licking Netherys’ slit made me start to grow hard again.

“Kellik?” It was Cerys, just outside the door. “You in there?”

“Best cover up,” said the dark elf with a smirk, and with a snap of her fingers she extinguished the purple flame and opened the door. “Cerys!”

I bit back a curse and yanked up my pants, wrestling them up from around my ankles to tuck myself away as Cerys peered into the dark.

“Kellik in here with you?” she asked.

“Oh yes,” said Netherys in a pleased purr. “But he’s all yours now.” And she stepped out past Cerys and disappeared.

I frantically tied my drawstrings as I stepped forward, fighting for self composure. “Cerys. There you are. Everything, ah, everything all right? Ready to go?”

She stared at me, one eyebrow raised, and then snorted. “Unbelievable. But yes. Everything’s ready. Even you, it seems.”

I wiped the sweat off my brow with my sleeve and grinned at her. “You got that right. C’mon. Let’s kill some of the baron’s men.” And stepped past her, pulse still racing. 

As I walked toward Eddwick’s door, I rubbed at my face, trying to ground myself, bring myself back to the real world. Had I really just throat fucked the shit out of Netherys? 

I couldn’t believe it. 

 

 


Chapter 15

 

 

Eddwick lay on Skurve’s old bed with a wet cloth over his face. 

“Eddwick? You all right?”

He gave a rough moan and then shook his head, not bothering to pull the cloth away. 

“What happened?” I asked. “Push your hunches too much?”

He sat up with an audible sigh, let the cloth fall into his lap, and reached for his quill, dipping it into the inkwell before pulling a piece of parchment before him.

And he did look back. His round face was drawn, his eyes ringed with purple and he winced constantly as if the light hurt his eyes. I waited as he scrawled out a message then handed it to me.

Asked one last kestion about success of fight. Gone from good odds to bad odds.

And like that my heart tried to squeeze itself up my throat. “Bad odds?” I fought to keep my voice level. “How bad?”

And a crazy part of me couldn’t help but wonder if my fucking around with Netherys was the cause.

Eddwick grimaced and simply underlined bad odds. 

“Damn,” I said, running my hands through my hair and stepping to the large window outside which hung a knotted rope. “Bad enough that we should cancel?”

“We can’t cancel,” said Cerys, voice urgent. “We’ve got it all planned out. This is our one opportunity to strike without them knowing we’re here. We lose this chance, we have to assault their estate, or—or—”

“Eddwick’s never wrong,” I said, turning back to the room. “What do you think? Should we cancel?”

Eddwick hesitated, then shrugged reluctantly.

“You don’t know. So bad odds, but not impossible?”

A grim nod. 

“Damn it,” I whispered, crossing my arms and staring down at the rug. I could afford to pay the Mailed Fist for another few days, but that wasn’t the point—they were too conspicuous about town. Pony alone drew everyone’s attention within a city block. If I didn’t strike today, trying to move the Mailed Fist around would result in our quickly being noticed by the Family. 

“Kellik?” Cerys stepped up close. “You need to stay focused here. Forget any distractions. We’re all in position. They’re arriving now. And we have a fucking war troll on our side. We can do this. We have to do this.”

Eddwick wrote some more on his pad. Old friend. This is madness. We can’t beat Family. You know this. We should run. Now.

I pinched the brow of my nose. My pulse was thundering in my ears. Bad odds. Eddwick and I never did jobs with bad odds. But not impossible. If we didn’t strike now, we’d lose the initiative. I’d probably have to let go of the Mailed Fist. Find a new way to avenge Cassandra—maybe lose Cerys in the process—and then— “Damn it,” I hissed. Part of my mind was still at sea with post-orgasm blissitude. I wanted nothing more than to just put my feet up and indulge in the warm deliciousness flowing through my body. Instead, I forced a savage focus upon myself. “Eddwick, head downstairs and tell everyone to be extra careful, that the odds have changed. We’re going to give it our best shot.”

“Exactly,” said Cerys, eyes gleaming. “Thank you, Kellik.”

Eddwick let out his mute groan again and rose to his feet, depositing the wet cloth on his head like a little hat and groped for the doorway, not even saying goodbye before heading out.

“This isn’t good,” I said, knowing it was painfully obvious, but needing to voice my distress. “Eddwick’s never wrong. This could be the end of our little venture right here.”

“Then so be it,” said Cerys, taking my hand and squeezing it tightly. “I’d rather die doing something I believe in than run and hide and wait to be found by the Family.”

I nodded, trying to feel her fervor, and then with a deep breath put my doubts aside. It was too late to panic. Now I had to bend every ounce of my will to changing the coming battle to our favor.

I turned to the window and a wild urge to spurn the rope seized me, a desire to show my quality by scaling the building with my hands alone, but common sense trumped pride and I hauled myself up, shimmying up the rope to reach the roof in no time at all.

A faint misty rain had begun to fall, the kind that seemed to hesitate in the air for hours before finally committing to touching down. Skurve’s tiles were mossy and the rain didn’t help, but to my surprise the half-orcs had nailed wooden slats to serve as a crude ladder up to the ridge. Damn if they weren’t thorough. 

I reached down to help Cerys, who wasn’t above a helping hand, and together we climbed up to where Harusk gave us a nod. 

“I hate using my bow in the rain,” said one of the half-orcs down the way in a conversational tone. “Can’t help but feel it weakens the draw.”

I sat carefully and unslung my crossbow, slipping the stirrup over my foot, the string over my hook, and then extending to cock it. I was going to be much slower to reload up here than the half-orcs with the bows.

“It’s the string that goes slack, not the bow,” said Harusk. “You know this, Yuk. I told ya a hundred times already.”

“Yuk?” I said, unable to stop myself. “That’s your name? Yuk?”

“Yeah,” said Yuk, leaning forward to fix me with his yellow eyes. He was a squat specimen, all brawny shoulders and massive back, bandy legs and narrow waist. His orcish blood was pronounced, so that his nose looked like a horse had stepped on it and fangs stuck out over his lip. “What of it?”

“Nothing,” I said, busying myself with my bolt. “Just—you know. Making sure I heard right.”

Harusk pointed with his arrow. “At the end there is Grax. He don’t talk, so don’t take it personal if he ignores you. Then that’s Yuk, been shooting arrows since before he could walk, which given his general retardation ain’t saying much.”

“Hey!” said Yuk.

“I’m Lieutenant Harusk. Whenever Yashara’s not around, I give the orders. Which means you want something done, Kellik? You tell me. Not my men.” He considered. “If possible. No need to get stupid about it. And that there on watch is Skaxa. She’s watching for Pogo’s signal from the far alley.”

Skaxa, I realized, was a girl. She was burly like the other half-orcs, but in subtly different ways, and when she nodded in my direction I saw that she had harsh cheekbones, large underfangs, and a very human nose that had been broken several times.

“Pogo?” I asked.

“Pogmillion. You don’t get to call him that. He’s hidden himself up where he’s got a view of the alley and can signal the approach.”

“Nice to meet you all,” I said. “I’m Kellik, this is Cerys, and we’re hoping to kill a bunch of soldiers and a mage real soon. Orders from Yashara: kill the mage first. He’s an older human with a red beard and tattoos all over his skin. We’ve learned that he’s a transmuter, and will wreak havoc if we don’t drop him quick.”

“Agreed,” said Harusk. “Wait for my shot. Once I loose, eat ‘em for lunch.”

I nodded. Almost I opened my mouth to tell them about our lowered odds, but then changed my mind at the last second. Why spook them? “Be ready for surprises,” I said instead. “With a mage coming we can’t make any assumptions.”

Harusk and Skaxa grunted in agreement. I peered down. From the ridge we didn’t have a clear view of the whole courtyard. The yard directly below us was blocked by the eaves. Still, we’d have complete scope to rain havoc from that point right up to the back gate.

“Pogo’s signaling,” said Skaxa. “He’s using the sign for trouble.”

My stomach sank.

“All right everyone, over the ridge and hunker low. No peeping or I’ll have your eyes. Wait for my signal.”

The others slid over onto the far side of the ridge and down the slope of the roof till they were out of sight. More beams had been nailed across the shingles, making it easy to hang tight. 

“Trouble?” I asked, trying to keep my breathing steady. “What kind?”

Harusk’s voice was a harsh whisper. “Catch-all sign for things have changed for the worse. But he didn’t signal for us to abandon the mission. Looks like you were right to be cautious.”

Changed for the worse. My heart started to pound, but then to my surprise I felt a cool sense of detachment descend over me. It was too late for anything but to fight what was coming through that back gate. Whatever was coming would have to face Cerys, myself, Netherys, Tamara, and Eddwick along with Pogmillion and his entire bloody crew. And, I thought to myself, a fucking war troll.

Whatever was coming couldn’t be that bad. 

Silence. The rain continued to mist down, but I was warm in my woolens. I double checked my crossbow. Ready to go. I glanced over to Cerys. She was whispering something under her breath, crossbow held at the ready. 

I tried to envision it: they’d have reached the gate by now. Maybe paused to examine the new work. Exchange words. Maybe the first seeds of doubt had been planted? I imagined a guard being ordered to push the gate open. A moment to consider the dark yard. To listen. How suspicious might they be? Everything was still. Would they be examining the closed doors to the shack? Peering at the closed back door? Still no movement. Perhaps even now they were entering the yard, moving toward the back door.

Harusk shifted, edged up, peered over the ridge.

I watched him, every sense on high alert, so tense I felt like I was vibrating where I lay against the cold shingles. 

Harusk stiffened in surprise.

Not good.

Still, he brought his bow around, rose to kneeling, and loosed an arrow.

It was on.

A bellow rose up from the courtyard but I was already moving, swarming up to the ridge, crossbow held before me to sight the enemy for the first time.

Holy shit.

The mage hadn’t brought twelve guards. He’d brought more. Many more. They were still filing in through the metal gate, each of them clad in a vicious half-plate combo painted black and edged in bronze. Heavy chain covered the areas unprotected by the plate armor, so that what they lost in protection they made up for in mobility. Each clutched a drawn arming sword, the blades painted a matte black, and there had to already be twenty or so of them in the courtyard.

“Shit,” I heard Cerys whisper. I tuned her out, searching for the mage—there. Bastard wasn’t trying to hide. Crimson robes matched his stiff beard, the runes burning along the length of his bare, scrawny arms.

Inhale. Release. Pull the trigger.

The crossbow bucked in my grip and the bolt sped down through the misty rain to turn into ash a yard from the mage’s head. Three other arrows did the same, along with Cerys’ bolt.

Shit. Shit shit shit.

The barn doors blasted out, shattering as they flew through the air, knocked clean off their hinges by Pony as he strode into the evening light, his massive hammer completing its swing, and fuck me if the whole regiment of enemy guards didn’t shudder as one at the sight of him, drawing back in sheer ball-tightening horror.

That’s right. We brought a war troll to a knife fight.

I snapped back into the moment, rolling onto my back, hitching my crossbow string onto my hook and yanking it down, locking it in place as screams and bellows arose from below. I was shaking, so keyed up I was barely breathing. I rolled back onto my stomach and slid a bolt into the groove. 

Madness was engulfing the courtyard below. Pony had waded deep into the enemy, each swing of his hammer wreaking magnificent ruination upon their number, while the rest of the Mailed Fist made their appearance, screaming their warcries as they burst from windows and the front of the house. 

Flickers of purple fire appeared here and there across the courtyard, manifesting under a guard’s boot and causing him to slip and crash to one knee, tickling a half-orc so he turned just in time to avoid a wicked stab. It flared up the length of the half-orc’s weapons below to guide a strike true only to flicker in the eyes of the enemy and confound their parries.

Netherys.

I hesitated. Try a second shot on the mage? He let out a cry and every guard’s blade went whoomph as black fire raced up their lengths. 

An enterprising guard ran up to hack at Pony’s hamstrings, burning blade drawn back, and I made my decision, twitching my crossbow over to send a bolt singing down into his neck, punching through the chain gorget and sending him sprawling to the cobbles, the fire extinguishing from his sword as it clattered on the stone. 

Yashara and the full-blooded orcs appeared—Gazog and Ashrat—their roars causing the hairs on the back of my neck to prickle as they burst into view, swinging their fearsome scimitars with abandon as they hit the guards like cannonballs. I saw Yashara sever her first opponent’s arm at the shoulder and then slam her helmeted head into the man’s chest, knocking him back into Gazog, who dropped into a crouch, spun, and cut a second man’s leg off at the knee, then rose up to grab him by the neck and lift him—all three or four hundred pounds of him in his armor—right off his feet and hurl him into the crowd.

The mage extended an arm at Pony and yelled a word that bruised the air. The guard who’d been backing away from him suddenly rippled, as if I were seeing him through yards of water, and with an audible snapping of bones and popping of joints he grew, rising up to double in height, no, some fifteen feet in height, head level with the eaves of the roof below, his armor distending and warping to cover his pale flesh, muscle swelling across his frame so that in a matter of moments he was a lumbering giant, helm splitting to reveal a monstrous visage. 

Pony paused, looked up in surprise at his now-towering foe, and then roared his defiance and swung his hammer at the giant’s chest, bringing it down dead center and caving in the black breastplate.

The giant stumbled, caught himself on the roof—crumpling an eave and sending dozens of mossy tiles tumbling to the courtyard below—then hammered a fist down on Pony’s head, snapping his neck and smashing him to the cobbles, crunching him down with such force that I heard the rock break beneath the blow.

“Take out the giant,” said Harusk, voice grim. “Drop him now or we’re done for.”

I nodded, rolled, hooked, locked, rolled back, fit a bolt. This was too damn slow. One of the full-blooded orcs—I could no longer tell which—had fought his way through the enemy in a frenzy of blows, his jaw covered in bloody foam, his eyes wild as he sighted up at the giant from the depths of his frenzy. He raised his scimitar, ducked the giant’s lumbering swing, and moved forward to sink his weapon into a massive knee. 

The giant roared and I placed my bolt in the back of his gullet.

The giant snapped his mouth shut in surprise and pressed a hand to his throat, then I saw him swallow the quarrel and punch down at the orc again. 

Who spun away, his rage giving him impossible grace. A backhand and a wicked wound opened up in the giant’s arm. 

Yashara was fighting her way toward the wizard. He saw her coming and laughed, the sound rising above even the clamor of battle. He pointed a finger at her, cried out a new spell, and suddenly the half-orc queen slowed as if moving through deep water, each movement coming at supreme effort, her muscles rigid with strain as she fought his magic.

“Yashara!” I yelled, tossing the crossbow aside in frustration. 

“Kellik.” Cerys, shouting at me as I went over the ridge. “What are you—?”

I slid down the tiles in a controlled slide, one hand on their mossy surface for balance, down to the eaves and then I leaped.

Time seemed to slow. The enemy guards were closing in on the orc. I was going to be too late. The battle below me was a furious snarl of closely pressed bodies. The giant looming over it all. The wizard was preparing another spell.

I drew my sword and dagger mid-air, and time snapped back into full speed.

I crashed into the giant, landing awkwardly on a massive metal shoulder, momentum carrying me around and nearly right off him. I slammed my dagger into the side of his neck, seeking to arrest my fall, and my blade went in to the hilt and then cut through muscle until it lodged tight.

The giant screamed in pain and spun, causing my whole body to sweep out over the battle, my shoulder exploding in pain as it took all my weight and then I bent my legs to land against the giant’s back. 

One, two, three chops with my sword into the giant’s neck and then I pushed off his back like a swimmer might off a pier, out into the air into a ludicrous back-flip. 

There was no way I was going to pull this off, but purple fire exploded around me, and I twisted just right, coming down into a perfect crouch like I was an elf, sinking nearly to the ground as the giant turned to stare down at me in wounded surprise, as if I’d betrayed him somehow, broken a sacred compact.

Pony stood up.

Bones slid back into place and with a yank, his head came around to stare up at the giant. Blue lips pulled back from massive teeth in a vicious, dust yard dog snarl.

A surge of blood-hungry joy rose up within me. That’s why you brought a fucking war troll to a fight.

Pony launched himself at the giant and I ran toward Yashara, ducking under a horizontal sword blow, parrying a flaming thrust that made the hilt of my blade burn ice cold in my palm. If it hadn’t been for my glove, no doubt I’d have suffered from frost bite.

A ring of black-armored guards had closed around the orc queen, and even from where I struggled I could sense their glee as she snarled and slowly brought her blade to bear.

I couldn’t go toe to toe with these guys. I squared off with the closest, attacking him from behind, but my first and then second swings simply bounced off his plate armor. He spun to face me, as fast as he was skilled, and I immediately realized that he had more reach with his burning blade. I had to keep moving.

I feinted high then threw myself into a roll under his upswing. Came up running, ducked and swerved around a knot of combat where Mailed Fist half-orcs were being driven back by burning blades. 

The wizard saw me. I saw him point out of the corner of my eye. Instinct kicked in and I dove forward again, a desperate move. Came up running as the air behind me exploded in fire, a tongue of flame lashing out of his open mouth to cleave where I’d been standing a moment ago.

“Bastards!” I screamed. I was too late. The first guard slammed the point of his burning blade into Yashara’s side. Fire lapped up her side, and she grimaced as he worked the sword back and forth, twisting it as he drove it deeper into her muscle.

He turned too late. I leaped and drove both feet into his back, sending him crashing to the ground. I hit the ground hard, but fire was racing through my veins, and I twisted just in time, a downward swing missing my head by an inch, a flicker of purple fire guiding it just shy of my face. 

Then I was up, spinning to block a slash, only for my attacker to be bullrushed off his feet by Gazog, who slammed into him at full tilt. A second guard stepped in to finish me off, but just as I went to parry, a crossbow bolt took him through the visor.

Cerys.

No time to look up. I leaped aside, then parried frantically as one of the guards pursued me. Damn but they were good! No gate guards here, no Harbor Watch. These guys had been hired for their skills.

I retreated, leaving Yashara at the mercy of another guard, then tripped over a corpse and fell on my ass. I turned the fall into a backward roll and then the world went nuts as the giant toppled like a ship’s mast in a hurricane.

He collapsed across three of the guards, crushing them under his massive bulk and filling half of the courtyard, Pony’s hammer embedded in his ruined skull. The wizard cried out in annoyance and the giant shrank back rapidly into his original form, but it was too late for the other three guards.

I came up, swayed, and saw Pony crack his neck, vertebrae popping like a dozen hatchets sinking into a block of wood. The giant’s fall had stopped the raging battle, and everyone turned to consider the war troll.

“You,” said the wizard, pointing a finger at Pony. “Time for you to go.”

Pony grinned, his broad slit of a mouth nearly splitting his heinous head in half, and then faster than I’d thought he could move, he snatched up a dead guard by the ankle and fucking hurled him at the wizard, breaking into a lumbering sprint right behind the spinning corpse.

The wizard screamed out a spell and turned into a column of swirling ash a second before the body passed through where he’d been standing. The ashen vortex rose up to alight on the roof of the shed, where he became a man once more.

Immediately three arrows cindered a foot from his head, and with a curse, the wizard flicked his hand at the far roof, causing the tiles to erupt in spikes.

Harusk and his crew cried out in agony.

I had to take out that damn wizard.

Pony veered aside to crash into the remaining guards, who were intent on finishing Yashara. One of the full-blooded orcs was down. The two sides drew back, catching their breath and taking each other’s measure.

Heaving for breath, I took stock. We were down to Yashara, five Mailed Fist guards, Ashrat, and Pony. The enemy was down to eight—maybe nine? Their swords still flaming, the wizard up atop the shed. 

That’s when liquid shadows poured forth from the back door like hungry tentacles, questing and reaching. From its dark heart stepped Netherys. She emerged wreathed in dark glory, her purple hair writhing like a flag tormented by a storm, sparks flying from her eyes.

“Ready to play?” she asked the wizard up atop the shed, and damn me if I didn’t feel a jolt of relief and savage satisfaction as the wizard narrowed his eyes.

Instead of responding, the wizard opened his mouth and his flaming tongue lashed forth once more, roaring through the air to wrap around Netherys, coiling about her thighs and waist.

She smiled. “I like to burn.” Then she placed her hands upon the burning cord and purple shadows raced up its length.

The wizard howled, a hollow, animal sound since his tongue was outstretched and his mouth open, but no matter how he yanked his head from side to side he was anchored by his own spell. The purple shadows swarmed into his mouth and then his eyes pulsed with black light and like a snuffed candle he died, smoke coming from his orifices as he collapsed bonelessly to the thatch.

Yashara let out a cry of satisfaction as she stumbled free of the spell, and despite the grievous wound that had been torn into her side, she lifted her massive sword to point at the remaining guards who were staring at their suddenly normal blades.

“I’m going to gut you one by one,” she said. And I believed her.

Pony let out a ululating cry and charged into their midst, knocking his arms from side to side to send the remaining guards flying, and then Ashrat was upon them, hewing with reckless abandon. The remaining Mailed Fists were right behind him. The guards appeared overwhelmed, shocked by the death of the wizard, and all but one quickly went down.

This remaining guard backed up against the wall and fought with desperate skill. A glancing blow from Pony knocked his helm free, revealing a brutishly ugly young man, half his face smeared by an old burn. Still, his blue eyes burned as he warded off Yashara and Ashrat’s blows, sparks flying every time their blades met. 

Pony bellowed again and swung his fist at the young man’s head, who ducked and pushed forward, driving Ashrat back as a section of the wall toppled into the next property before Pony’s fist. 

Yashara snarled as she gave ground, favoring her wounded side, and then the rest of the Mailed Fist closed around the man. In a matter of moments, he was fighting four opponents all at once, and somehow, against all odds, even with Netherys’ purple flames flickering all over him, he warded off every attack.

And his face. His eyes seemed to go dead. His expression slack. He stopped looking around, and instead seemed to stare into the middle distance even as he somehow moved faster, fought with greater skill. Somehow a second blade appeared in his other hand and he was parrying three or four blows every second.

A crossbow bolt whined down and he cut it midflight. Pony smashed a fist down at him and he cleaved his sword deep between the knuckles, sinking it down to Pony’s wrist and side stepping as he did so, his remaining sword dancing about him like a silver fish.

“Who the fuck is that guy?” I asked Netherys as she stepped up alongside me.

“He’s a dead man,” she said.

“He will be,” I said.

“No,” she said. “He belongs to the Hanged God. One of his chosen.”

I shivered as goosebumps raced down my arms. We’d brought a war troll to this fight, but they’d brought one of the Hanged God’s Exemplars?

Pony tore the blade from his fist with his teeth and then threw himself bodily onto the young guardsman. The man tried to leap aside but Pony was just too fucking big. Down they went, the man constrained by the war troll’s sinewy mass. 

And still he fought, his free arm digging his blade into the troll’s side until Yashara kicked the sword from his hand.

Heaving for breath and swaying wildly, she raised her blade to cut off the man’s head but I stepped forth without realizing I was going to. “Stop!”

Yashara checked herself at the last second and turned to glare at me. “What?”

“We’re bringing him with us.” The Exemplar was the last guard left alive. We needed him. “Have Pony carry him. And hurry. We’re moving out now.”

Pony pinned the guard down by the neck as he rose to his feet and glanced uncertainly at Yashara, who nodded.

The troll stood and lifted the man clean off the ground, then draped him over one stony blue shoulder. The man writhed and lashed out but to no avail.

Pogmillion stepped over the corpses carefully as he approached, lips pursed in dismay. “Urox. Is that—ah, Krusk. Gaxor.” He took note of his dead, words clipped with anger and dismay.

“Your company earned its gold,” I said, bending over, hands on my knees as I fought for breath.

“Can your Foresworn bring back our dead?” asked Pogmillion, eyes flat and hard behind his spectacles.

“Can she what?” I blanched. “No? I don’t think so?”

Yashara wiped her blade clean. “We’ll bring their bodies regardless. Harusk?”

The lieutenant limped into view. One of the mage’s spikes had speared through his calf. “Yes, mistress?”

“Order those standing to collect blades and purses. Then have our wounded and dead loaded on the wagon.”

Harusk bowed his head and hobbled away. 

Yuk was being lowered by rope and swung into the window, where Tamara was guiding him inside. Cerys and Skaxa were doing the lowering I saw; Grax lay still, impaled by three spikes through the chest. 

I was shaking. Carefully, I wiped the blood from my blades on my pants and sheathed them. I’d never been in a fight like this. Everywhere I looked, I saw the dead. Dead guards. Dead Mailed Fists. At least twenty bodies lay strewn across the cobblestones, their blood pooling in the cracks, their eyes staring sightlessly up at the night sky. 

The creaking of wheels sounded as Pony pulled the cart out of the barn, the captured guard now bound and laid across its top. Mailed Fists moved efficiently, piling their dead atop the man and then placing bundles of swords at the cart’s front. 

Tamara and the wounded emerged through the front door, Eddwick at the back, Skaxa helping Yuk limp along. 

Pony hefted both of the cart’s handles and lifted. The wood shivered and creaked under the weight, and the war troll’s muscles stood out in sharp relief along his arms and shoulder, but with a grimace, he took a step forward and the cart moved.

“Mistress, I believe it is time to quit the field,” said Pogmillion, voice still icy with distaste. “We haven’t suffered such high losses in years.”

Yashara’s grimace spoke volumes. “Harusk?”

“Bodies have been checked. Our wounded and dead collected. Ashrat’s not wanting to leave, though.”

“See to him,” said Yashara, and I turned and watched as Pogo hurried to where the orc crouched beside Gazog’s mutilated corpse. They spoke in a foreign tongue—whether orc or goblin I didn’t know, and for a while Ashrat simply shook his head. 

Finally Pogo moved to stand squarely before him, drew forth his large scroll from the tube he had slung over his back, and read in a strident tone several passages. His words seem to lash the orc warrior like a flail, who grimaced and flinched and then finally stood, hand clutched to his wounded side.

Pogo reached out and patted the orc’s massively muscled thigh, then pointed at Pony’s cart. For a long moment Ashrat simply stared at Gazog, then he sighed and stumbled over to sit on the rear end of the cart, legs swinging.

Pogo hurried back to us. “Ashrat and Gazog were lovers. His heart is broken, and he says he’ll rage no more. Still, I can be persuasive. At least he won’t wait here to be apprehended by the guard.”

I nodded just as Cerys stepped up. I gave her the closest I could approximate to a smile, but she didn’t return the favor, simply stared at the field of corpses with a pale, wide-eyed stare. Together we led the way out the courtyard into the alley, Tamara doing her best before us to administer relief to those resting in the court by jogging alongside and cursing as her poultices slipped or the Mailed Fist turned away from her. The remaining warriors followed behind, feet dragging, heads hanging low as if they’d suffered a defeat instead of winning a hard victory, and soon the courtyard and its butchery were left behind and swallowed by the darkness.

 


Chapter 16

 

 

Of course our escape didn’t go smoothly.

We stopped just short of the main street and found that a sparse crowd had gathered, no doubt attracted by the sounds of battle and the wizard’s fireworks. They’d not spotted us yet, but would no doubt point out Pony and gawk at our drawn weapons.

“Shit,” I said. I’d known it would be hard to make it to Basket Court without being noticed, but to be actively anticipated?

“Here,” said Netherys, stepping up alongside me. “Let’s make this a bit easier on ourselves.”

A moment later the air began to fill with velvety shadows, pooling with ever-greater rapidity about our feet as the dark elf wove her hands to and fro until the entire block was drenched in darkness.

I heard screams and shouts of panic, the slap of soles as people ran off down the street blindly, calling to each other in alarm. I bit back a curse. Netherys had just amplified the tale they’d be telling of our getaway a hundredfold. 

Still, at least we were getting away.

“Hurry,” I said, and pressed into the fog-like shadows, squinting to make out the intersections and landmarks as I led the way.

The cart’s creaking and the groans of the injured were all I heard; the rest of the crew marched in grim silence. Cerys was by my side, peering ahead like I was, while just behind us came Eddwick and Netherys. Tamara was back by the wounded, Yashara bringing up the rear. 

Shouts preceded us. Nobody dared the billowing cloud of darkness in which we strode. I recognized our turn, took it, and led everyone around another corner and into the courtyard.

“There,” I said, pointing the crack out to Yashara. Or trying to. Everything was swirling murk. “Netherys? Lighten things up a little?”

She hissed a command, and the shadows about us grew thinner. 

Yashara turned to Pony who had set down the cart handles. “Open it.”

Pony unslung his massive hammer and eyed the paving stone. He tapped it once, twice, like a vintner might a barrel of wine, then lifted the hammer high overhead at least eighteen or twenty feet into the air and brought it crashing down with all his strength.

Poor fucking paving stone.

It shattered with a cacophonous crash, huge chunks falling into the void beneath it.

“Quick now,” said Yashara. “Harnesses to lower the wounded. Work in pairs. Harusk, see to it. Skaxa, scout ahead, make sure there are no surprises below.”

I couldn’t help but admire their efficiency. Despite being down to half their numbers after a crushing combat, the group moved like an oiled machine, Skaxa disappearing down the chute while the others set to unloading the cart. Netherys followed Skaxa below, and a moment later Eddwick touched my shoulder. He pointed down and made the sign for ‘rat’s nest’, his expression conveying the subtleties of his question.

I grimaced. “It’s pretty well hidden, and hasn’t been used in weeks. A few turns from the entrance. But yeah. A determined group should be able to find us.” 

He gave a grim nod, then pointed back over his shoulder. 

“Yeah, they’ll find the entrance here pretty quickly, but I’m guessing they’ll hesitate before moving below in force. Even if they do, the rat’s nest entrance is well hid. We should be safe for at least a few hours.”

Eddwick bit his bottom lip and then gave my shoulder a light punch only to pretend to have hurt his hand.

“Ha,” I said. “Yeah. Right.”

Eddwick’s expression turned sober. He pointed at me, then gave me a solid thumb’s up.

“Thanks.” Having him here, amidst all this chaos and surreal violence was grounding in the best of ways. Made me feel like myself. “I’m glad you’re here. Was weird operating without you.”

He gave me a sober nod, expression sagacious, then stepped back.

In short order, the healthy Mailed Fist members were lowering the wounded and dead. 

I moved to the entrance of the courtyard and watched the alley beyond. A few intrepid souls were peering at us from the far street, others craning out of the windows above us to peer at the scene below. Impossible to sneak about with a war band in Port Gloom. The watch would be told where we’d gone. It would prove a very short rest after all.

Five minutes later the wounded and dead were below. Tamara and Cerys descended, and then Pony stepped into the chute and simply dropped with a loud crunch into the darkness. 

“The cart?” I asked Yashara.

“Forget it,” she said. “After what you’re going to pay me, I’ll be able to buy ten. Go.”

“You’re wounded. Ladies first.”

She turned and stared at me, eyes glowing a baleful yellow. “I said go.”

Part of me wanted to simply obey. But I was still riding high on the elation from the fight. “And I’m your damn boss. Want to get paid? Drop.”

She stepped up so that she loomed above me, my face level with her chest, the coppery tang of her blood thick in the air. For a moment I thought she’d simply shove me into the chute, but then she smiled, a completely unexpected expression, amusement and perhaps even something akin to the tiniest shred, the most minute modicum of respect, and stepped past me to climb down.

I turned. I was the last one left. The cart bore the anvil and a few packs the Mailed Fist had decided to abandon. Nothing else was left. They’d even taken their stolen swords. 

Netherys’ darkness was abating. 

Time to go.

I climbed down. Most of the team had followed Cerys ahead to the rat’s nest. Netherys was waiting for me. 

“Yes?” I asked.

“I’m going to make it challenging for the watch to pursue us,” she said.

I raised my eyebrows. “You’re going to…?”

She raised a brow, the light of the torch causing shadows to dance across her features. “It will cost me. But I see no alternative.”

“No,” I said. “I just—I mean—how?”

“I shall ask Mother Magrathaar to send one of her more… persuasive servants to reside in this tunnel for a short while. Anybody who runs into it shall regret doing so. Immensely. How easy is it to find our resting point if this tunnel is blocked?”

“Not impossible,” I said. “But it will buy us time.” I didn’t want to ask what kind of servant was being summoned. What it might do to the innocent guard members who would be ordered to follow us. So instead I took a sharp breath. “Thank you.”

She gave me a curt nod. “You’d best move on. I’ll be with you shortly.”

I cast a glance over my shoulder as I went, and saw a strange, black light beginning to emanate from her hands. It made no sense—black light? But that’s how it appeared, effulgent and terrifying, playing across the tunnel walls and roof like black summer lightning.

Shuddering, I turned away and ran. 

Voices echoed up ahead, and I reached the main group as they made their way into the rat’s nest proper, climbing up and hauling the wounded onto the ledge. 

“I trust you thought of how best to get Pony inside?” asked Pogmillion, looking down with dismay and distaste at what his lantern illuminated about his feet.

“I think there’s another way round,” I said. “Can you ask him to follow me?”

Yashara glanced up at where the war troll stooped, hammer trailing behind him along the ground. Pony gave a grunt and nodded his head.

“Good,” I said. “Shouldn’t take me more than half an hour. If you’re forced to move on, send someone to meet me at the statue of Gravix the Entomber on the southwestern corner of Market Square tomorrow at dawn, yeah?”

Pogmillion rose to his tiptoes and poked me in the chest with a stiff finger. “Don’t. Lose. Pony.”

I laughed, thinking he was joking, then stopped when I saw he wasn’t. “I won’t.”

The goblin gave me a grim nod and then shoved his lantern into my hand. 

A number of the others stopped to look my way. Cerys looked like she was about to offer to come but then looked away. Tamara’s expression was bleak as she crouched beside Yuk, wrapping gauze around his calf and shaking her head as she did so. It was Eddwick that stepped up alongside me, looking casual, almost nonchalant, and when I met his gray eyes he gave me a chin-up, expression bemused. 

There was no need to say anything. Instead, I turned to the others. “Back in a few. C’mon, Pony.”

And to my surprise, the war troll ambled along behind us as I continued down the tunnel, holding the lantern before me and trying to map out where I’d have to take a turn to circle back to the rat’s nest. 

It felt subtly different to navigate these tunnels with Pony at our back. The last time, I’d been afraid of running into something just like him. Now I had a monster of my own, and it put a little more spring into my step.

Eddwick paused at the first major intersection, narrowed his eyes as if in thought, then nodded to the left.

I grinned. “Did I ever tell you how sophisticated and wildly attractive you are?”

He stared at me wide eyed, pretending surprise, and pointed at his chest as if to say, me? 

“You handsome devil, you,” I said, turned into the tunnel

I glanced back occasionally. Pony took few steps, but each one covered three times the distance of my own; his head hung even lower as he walked bent nearly double, dragging his hammer behind him which filled the air with a low, scraping squelching sound. I thought of asking him to move more quietly, then realized there was no reason; everything else was fleeing us. 

We reached a T-junction and Eddwick urged us to go left again. The tunnel grew awkwardly narrow, but Pony didn’t complain; he simply turned sideways and hunched even lower, filling the entire space behind us. 

A dull roar started to sound up ahead, and for a moment I thought a lion had escaped from the palace grounds, but no: it was a waterfall of sorts, and a few minutes later the tunnel emerged into a large, hexagonal chamber whose sides were perforated with countless pipes that disgorged their stinking contents into a roiling pool at the bottom.

I stood, holding my lantern aloft and mesmerized by the metallic hues that swirled in the fetid waters below, only to see a massive snake rise up from the depths, dripping effluvium.

My eyes widened. It wasn’t a snake. Where its head should have been were branching petals like some ghastly flower, and just below those were a dozen holes which could feasibly have been eyes.

I grabbed hold of Eddwick and hauled him back, both of us nearly tripping over each other as the tentacle rose above us, weaving back and forth, keening as if in loss as it angled to strike.

But then Pony stepped forth and seized it by the neck, squeezing it so hard that his fingers closed into a fist in a welter of pale, milky blood. It thrashed in his grip, but too late. The head fell off like a fruit pruned from a bush, and when Pony released the—snake? Tape worm? Whatever it was—it fell into the foaming pool to spasm and lash its coils back and forth and then go still.

“Thanks,” I shouted over the roar of falling water, staring up at the war troll.

Pony gave me a nod and pointed at the far tunnel. 

Time to move on.

For fifteen or so minutes—it was nearly impossible to keep track of time—Eddwick guided us through the maze and back to the rat’s nest. I searched the walls for old thief’s signs, consulted the map I’d been drawing in my mind, but only began to worry when Eddwick stopped at a junction and stood still, frowning, for several minutes. I was about to prompt him when Pony touched my shoulder and pointed a long, talon-tipped finger at the left tunnel.

I hesitated. “You sure?”

Pony closed one eye and tapped the side of his massive nose.

“Well, if you say so,” I said. Did he mean he smelled something that way? But that was impossible, wasn’t it? Given the stink down here?

I glanced at Eddwick. “Work for you?”

He shrugged and pinched his nose in response, so we all turned left. The tunnel broadened and ramped up, growing drier as we climbed. I walked on with my lantern raised, and then let out a hiss of relief at the sight of a symbol scratched into the wall: rat’s nest ahead.

I grinned up at the troll. “You’re a genius, Pony!”

He lowered his head in something that might have been a mock bow, and rumbled, “True.”

I paused. Had I just heard him speak? Not just a grunt. But rumble an actual word? “Well—great. Thank you.” 

That wasn’t an awkward response or anything.

Pony just stared at me, blinking once as he waited with placid patience. 

I exchanged a surprised look with Eddwick then hurried ahead, unsure of what had just happened, and soon heard the murmur of voices. A Mailed Fist stepped out of the shadows up ahead—Harusk, I realized—bow in hand. Sentry duty. Smart.

“There you are,” he said, obviously relieved.

“Trickier getting here than I thought,” I said. “No trouble so far?”

“Your dark elf closed the other tunnel. No trouble so far.”

“Great. You staying on duty?”

Harusk nodded, so I took the liberty of clapping him on the shoulder and strode past, leading Pony through the broader tunnel into the rat’s nest proper. Someone had lit a blaze within the central firepit, so that warm shadows danced across the dome’s interior and the skyline of Port Gloom. The wounded had been laid down on the cots. Ashrat sat by himself, staring out at nothing. The dead were lined up against a far wall, their fuligin cloaks spread out over their forms. 

Yashara was being tended to by Tamara, while Pogo strode back and forth, quill held like a baton behind his back with both hands, glaring at the healer in distrust. Drawing closer, I saw the Foresworn was openly performing her miracle with the flame. I was taken aback—Yashara must have made an impression. Even as I watched I saw the wicked wound heal over, closing and growing healthy as Tamara muttered her prayer beneath her breath, guiding the flame back and forth over the green muscled flesh.

I stood silent, not wanting to disturb—and in fact, everyone was watching with bated breath—so that when Tamara sat back on her heels with a sigh of relief, I clapped along with the others, amazed and delighted that we had such a talent in our midst.

“You’re back,” said Yashara, taking up a tunic and pulling it over her head, hiding her sculpted slate-green body from view. I had to admit I was disappointed and relieved at once; having Yashara sitting around with only a wrap around her large breasts was incredibly distracting. 

“How are the wounded?” I moved forward to extend a hand to Tamara, who took it gratefully so I could help her stand. She looked drawn and weary, far more so than she’d been even half an hour ago.

“Nobody’s going to die,” Tamara said, smoothing down her skirt. “If I can rest a little, I’ll be able to get everyone walking. But—I’m walking a fine line. There are simply too many wounded.”

“You’ve done great,” I said, squeezing her shoulder and smiling. “Seriously. You’re worth your weight in gold.”

“I plan to convince her to join the Mailed Fist before we’re done,” said Yashara, staring thoughtfully at Tamara in such a way that I knew she wasn’t joking. 

Tamara looked mildly panicked. “Ah—that’s most kind of you—”

“My apologies,” I said, taking Tamara’s hand in mine. “She’s taken.”

“Your mate?” asked Yashara, raising an eyebrow.

Not yet. The thought came unbidden. Instead I squeezed Tamara’s hand and shook my head. “More like a key member of my team. You don’t get to poach my best people, Yashara.”

“There was no clause in our contract saying I couldn’t.” But then the half-orc warrior relented. “But very well. Let’s speak with our prisoner, and then we will speak in private.”

“Sure,” I said. Tamara was watching me with a thoughtful gaze that I couldn’t interpret, so I gave her a smile once more as I released her hand and then turned to consider the Hanged God’s Exemplar, who sat bound with ropes with his back to the wall.

“What is he?” asked Yashara as we walked toward the man.

“I don’t really know.” The man’s helm was gone, and in the firelight the burned half of his face looked hellish, the flesh over his left brow seeming to have melted so that his eye was partially covered, his lips gone, the side of his nose reduced to a nub. The other half of his face wasn’t much more attractive, being at once mulish and coarse. But his brown eyes blazed with defiance as he stared up at us, chin lowered, not bothering to fight his ropes.

Netherys joined us, a slender, svelte shadow when compared to Yashara’s bulk. 

“The Hanged God has put his mark upon him,” she said, voice raw and slightly hoarse, as if she’d been screaming for hours. “It’s rare but not unheard of. He fights with the god’s favor, and though he’s not immortal, he’s very, very dangerous.”

“As we saw,” I said, crouching before the man. “Will you speak with me?”

“Depends on what you want to talk about,” said the youth. For he couldn’t be older than eighteen summers, I realized. From his accent I knew him to be a local.

“Harbor boy?” I asked.

He gave a grudging nod.

“How’d your master know to bring extra guards to the pick-up?”

The Exemplar leaned his head back. “Easy. Heard Elias was found dead yesterday. Got Barbatos suspicious. So he decided to bring extra muscle to make sure nothing untoward was waiting for us at the butcher’s.”

I rocked back onto my heels. Damnit. Cerys and I had just left Elias in his warehouse, charred to a crisp, assuming nobody else would come for him. Assuming that we were the only dynamic pieces on the board. That everybody would sit still and wait for our next move. “Barbatos had good instincts. Should have brought more muscle.”

For a moment it looked like the Exemplar was going to argue, but then he simply shrugged. 

“Barbatos the wizard?” I asked.

He nodded.

“And what’s your name?”

No answer.

“What’s Lord Ocelot’s real name?”

No answer.

“What’s he going to do when Barbatos doesn’t come back?”

No answer.

“Was Lord Ocelot your employer?”

No answer.

“Do you know what he did with his prisoners?”

At that the young man shook his head. “No.”

“Because you didn’t want to know, or because they wouldn’t tell you?”

“Wouldn’t tell me,” he said. He looked up at Netherys. “You were one of ‘em that we were supposed to pick up, right? The dark elf.”

“That’s right, duckling,” said Netherys. “To be taken to your master and mutilated.”

The youth sneered. “Mutilated? The baron wouldn’t go through so much trouble just to cut you up.”

“Baron, is it? Thank you.”

The Exemplar flushed angrily.

“That’s what we think,” I continued. “There’s more going on here than we know. All the women collected were magical in some way. Why is that?”

The Exemplar shook his head slowly. “I don’t know.”

“Did it bother you to work for this baron?” I asked.

He shook his head again. “I walk in the shadow of the Hanged God. He’s not particular about where he gets his souls, which means I’m not particular about how I deliver them. As long as it follows the law of the land, I’m willing to go where my church instructs me.”

“I see,” I said, and tapped my lips. “What happens if I cut your throat?”

He narrowed his eyes. “I’ll die.”

“So you can die.” I drew my dagger and set it to the side of his neck. “Does your condition remove fear of death?”

“Yes,” he said, not looking at the knife. “But all things being equal, I’d rather live.”

Netherys stirred. “So that you may serve your god’s will here in the sunlit world for longer, am I right?”

He nodded. “It’s almost academic to me, truth be told. But yeah. They’ve told me that’s why I still have the will to survive. So as to keep killing in His name.”

“What if I made you an offer?” I asked. “The Hanged God doesn’t care for whom you kill, right? And you’re liable to end up dead within the next few minutes if you don’t make a deal. Work for me, kill for me, and I’ll spare you the blade.”

He moved his head from side to side as he considered it. “Yeah, but then I’m becoming a worthless piece of shit for trading sides so easily. There’s still something called honor, you know? I won’t just kill my employer because you caught me.”

“The Hanged God won’t care,” said Netherys.

“No, but I will. It’s a balance. On one hand I’m a bloodless instrument of indiscriminate death, right? On the other, I’m still Neko, the kid who grew up on the Harbor before attracting his god’s attention. And Neko’s the part of me that keeps the Exemplar from just walking down the street killing everyone. I’m told that eventually that part of me will fade away enough that I’ll turn into a murdering lunatic, but two things: one, I aim to kill myself before that happens, and two, until then I’m going to hold onto my old way of doing the best I can, just as my father taught me. And old Neko would never have turned traitor on an honest, lawful contract.”

I pulled the knife away. “Fair.”

Pogmillion cleared his throat. “It would seem to me, legal adjunct and amateur specialist in all matters contractual, that the crux of the matter lies in the honorability of the initial contract, then. If it can be conclusively proven that you have been unfairly used or led astray in some manner, that contract would be rendered null and void.”

“True enough,” said Neko. “You a lawyer, then?”

Pogmillion beamed. “In another life, perhaps. Alas. The law courts of my kind leave much to be desired. Now. Can you tell us the terms of said contract?”

“Simple. To execute Barbatos’ orders as long as they lay within the scope of Port Gloom’s laws, and to protect him from all attacks and predations as he set about his business.”

I smiled grimly. “But picking up slaves is a violation of Port Gloom’s laws.”

“Not if you’ve got special dispensation from Lord Albrecht,” said Neko. “Placing the baron outside current laws.”

“Shit,” I said. “But doesn’t that seem suspicious to you?”

Neko shrugged. “It’s legal.”

“Extra-legal,” I said. “He’s outside the laws.”

“But lawfully so.”

Pogmillion rose to the balls of his feet, hands still linked behind his back. “Have you seen the exact wording of that writ?”

Neko nodded and recited, “Let it be known that Baron Wargiver is hereby placed on extralegal standing on all matters that pertain to his execution of his duties to Port Gloom. He has the full confidence of the Royal Provost and the municipal council, who take great pride in deploying as reliable and capable a servant as the baron. These duties are of private nature, but are each and every one focused on the interests of Port Gloom as a polity, and his pursuit of them are to the betterment of all.’” 

“Huh,” I said. “Good memory.”

Pogmillion waved his hand, shushing me. “So if we can show you that Wargiver acted in bad faith, and not in the interests of Port Gloom, you’ll admit malfeasance?”

“What’s malfeasance mean?” asked Neko.

“Wrongdoing, especially by a public official,” said Pogo.

“Then sure,” said Neko. “But I’ll need proof.”

“Conclusive proof,” said Pogo.

“We’ll get it,” I said. “Until then you’re our guest. And thank you.”

“For what?” asked Neko.

“Baron Wargiver. I appreciate knowing who our enemy is.”

“Shit,” said Neko, face darkening in anger, and then he sighed and gave a shrug. “Oh well. Not that it changes much. I think you lot are out of your depth here, to be honest.”

“I’ve been getting that impression for some time now,” I said.

“Anyways,” said Neko, stretching out his legs. “Water?”

“Sure. I’ll see you get some.” I rose to my feet and stepped away, Yashara, Pogo, and Netherys accompanying me. “Good work. Though I’m chilled by the fact Lord Albrecht gave Wargiver such a writ.”

“The corruption sinks deep,” said Netherys, crossing her arms and leaning against the wall once we’d walked away a ways. “As we say in Aglarond, ‘Where the flesh reeks, the knife seeks.’”

“And we’re the knife? Well, I fully intend to go seeking. From here I think we’ll go pay Wargiver a visit.”

Cerys stepped over, drawing her blade through an oiled rag. “Wargiver? As in Baron Wargiver?”

“Turns out that’s our man,” I said. “Why the long face?”

“I know the name. I even attended a ball at his estate here in Port Gloom while pretending to be Priscilla.”

“And?” demanded Yashara. 

“He’s easily one of the most powerful barons in Port Gloom,” said Cerys, crossing her arms. “Wealthy enough to be one of the few individuals capable of resisting Lord Albrecht if he so chose.”

“Amusing,” said Netherys. “Given that this Albrecht has given Wargiver special dispensation to do as he will.”

“Ah,” said Cerys. “An alliance, then.” She paused, and then her eyes opened wider. “So the municipal council is behind these kidnappings?”

“The corruption sinks deep,” said Netherys again. “I asked you at the beginning if you sought to topple the government. Are you still sure it will not come to that?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Elias’ death clearly put Wargiver on edge. With the loss of Barbatos and twenty armed guards—along with an Exemplar of the Hanged God—Wargiver will be expecting serious trouble.”

“He’s going to get it,” said Cerys.

“Agreed,” I said, feeling a terrible fury burning within my chest. “The more I learn about this corruption, the more nauseated I get. I don’t know how we’re going to pull it off, but we’re going to teach Wargiver and the rest of them a lesson they’ll never forget.”

“A question for you,” said Netherys, cutting off Cerys’ response, her eyelids lowering a fraction. “But a week ago you were a proud member of the Family, were you not?”

I nodded. 

“And yet now you’re on a righteous crusade against them. What brought about this change of heart? Simply because you were betrayed?”

I went to answer but then checked myself, suddenly marveling at my own fury. Why was I so indignant? I’d always known that the Family conducted all manner of crimes across the face of Port Gloom. Everything from pickpocketing to more nebulous, far ranging schemes of corruption, graft, and greed. And not only had I been fine with that reality, but I’d taken a mirthful pride in being part of such a powerful organization. 

Now? Now I brimmed with disgust and spoke like I was on the road to becoming a paladin of the White Sun. 

“I only ask because you are starting a war, Kellik.” Netherys’ tone was careful, probing. “And to win a war one must have deep reserves of determination. Let me ask you this: if Everyman Jack were to apologize and offer you a place back in the Family in exchange for your dropping this line of inquiry, would you take it?”

My head snapped back as if she’d clocked me on the chin. “I… of course not, it’s too late for that.”

Netherys simply stared at me, her expression inscrutable. The silence between us stretched out awkwardly, until she stepped in close and placed her hand on my chest. “Kellik. I swore a powerful oath to assist you, but have no moral stake in this fight. If you wish to end it by joining the other side, I won’t approve or disapprove. You can be honest with me. Don’t hide from yourself. If it’s easier to end this fight through peaceful means, then let me know. Perhaps we can explore different avenues.”

Cerys shook her head irritably. “That’s not an option.”

My mouth was dry. It wasn’t just Netherys’ proximity, her upturned face, those parted, full lips of the darkest purple. It was her question. One I hadn’t even considered until now, one which went to the heart of my troubles and threatened to capsize my resolve: would I go back, if I could?

And if I would, what did it say about my indignation at Baron Wargiver’s practices?

It’d make me a hypocrite, is what.

“I’m—I’m going to need to sort some things out in my mind,” I said, voice little more than a croak. I took hold of her hand and pulled it gently away. 

“Kellik?” Cerys was staring incredulously at me.

“Of course,” said the dark elf, her eyes opaque. “I’ll be here when you need someone with whom you can discuss the matter honestly. Without judgement.” Her eyebrow rose a fraction. “You can speak to me about anything, Kellik. Anything. I am your ally. Your tool. Your weapon. Use me as you see fit.”

And suddenly I felt awkward for completely different reasons. I recalled with burning clarity Netherys’ body beneath the scraps she’d worn when I’d first seen her. Her pale ashen flesh. Her dancer’s physique. 

“Thanks,” I said, voice hoarse. “I’ll—ah—keep that mind.”

“Kellik!” said Cerys, eyes widening as I turned away.

I strode over to where Tamara worked, not knowing where else to hide myself. She knelt beside one of the cots, lips pursed as she carefully wound gauze about one of the half-orc’s arms. The soldier was passed out cold, and the deep gash that had nearly severed his bicep in two was the least of his worries. He’d taken a cut across the stomach, and half his head was swollen to the point where his eye was completely hidden.

I put my roiling emotions aside. “How’s he doing?” 

“His name’s Morac,” said Tamara, her voice leaden with exhaustion. “He’s stable. Would have died en route to this place if I hadn’t been able to help him. Even with my powers he’s on the threshold. The Hanged God has Morac’s name on his lips.” She tucked the gauze under a fold to secure it then sat back on her heels, hands dropping to her lap. “I don’t know. If I could rest, I might be able to heal him some more. But there’s so much to do.”

I extended my hand to her. “Can we talk?”

She glanced from my hand to the half-orc lying on the next cot.

“They can spare you for five minutes,” I said. “You’ve already tended to them twice or three times each, right? Come.”

Tamara sighed and took my hand, allowing me to pull her to her feet, where she swayed for a moment then pressed the heel of her palm to her eye. “All right.”

I guided her across the dome to the last empty cot and gently pushed her down. She did so reluctantly, but I saw a wave of exhaustion pass through her when she finally rested on the bed’s edge.

“I want to thank you,” I said, keeping my voice quiet so that we could speak in private. “You’re putting yourself in real danger doing all this. I want you to know I appreciate it.”

She gave me a smile that was at once tired and mocking. “You think I don’t know that, Kellik? I told you before. I know what I’m getting mixed up in. At least, I think I do.”

I laughed under my breath. “Sorry. I just… I’m just trying to make sure I do this right, you know? That I don’t lose track of what matters.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying I matter?”

“Of course!”

There was a pause, and suddenly I wondered if I’d misunderstood her question. She gave me another tired smile and looked at the wounded. “When I was Sworn, I lived to heal the wounds of the world. I didn’t ask where those wounds came from, whether they were deserved or not. The White Sun wishes to shine down on each of our most perfect forms, and the Sworn seek to bring everyone as close to that perfection as possible.” She paused, and I was about to speak when she continued.

“When I am bending the flame, my patient disappears. Did you know that? I stop seeing the person before me, and instead see a matrix of white lights, an infinite number of points connected by the thinnest filaments of energy. Life energy, I was told. And where the body is whole and healthy and as it should be, the light shines white. But where it has grown corrupted, say by poison or alcohol, it turns color, shading toward yellow or purple or green. Where it’s wounded, cut, or stabbed, it turns crimson.”

Tamara looked down at her hands. Blood had dried in the whorls of her knuckles, I saw. “The flame purifies those colors and reconnects the points. We were trained to believe that we were but conduits. I don’t really know how it works. I’m supposed to not direct it. To simply allow the healing fire to burn away the impurities from the matrix. And when I am done, the body shines white. If I can stay strong. If I can channel the flame for long enough.”

She sighed. “But I’m growing weaker. Once I’d have been able to heal everyone here. But now I struggle to channel for more than a few minutes. No doubt it’s due to my crisis of faith. To the questions I now have about what I do. To my becoming Foresworn. The White Sun is pulling its blessing away from me.”

I struggled to process this. “But it hasn’t done so completely yet.”

“No, not completely. But I see which way the trend is going. If this keeps up, soon I won’t be able to bend the flame at all.” She looked sidelong at me. “Will I still matter then?”

“Of course!” I said again, this time with greater indignation, but Tamara heard my hesitation and her smile grew bitter.

“Of course. We’ll see what you say then.”

“Look, I’m sorry.” I wanted to curse myself for hesitating. “I’m—we’re all—under a lot of pressure right now. I meant it. You and Lugin were the very first ones to help me. You gave with no real expectation of return. I’ll never forget that. Your generosity. Your care.”

I took her bloodstained hands in my own, staring at her intently. “Tamara.” And just by saying her name a handful of puzzle pieces slid into place, slotting into holes I hadn’t realized were there till Netherys had asked me her damning questions. 

“What?” asked Tamara, confused by my expression.

“You’re not telling me everything, are you?”

She pulled her hands away. “What—what do you mean?”

“Your kindness. Your healing. It—I don’t know how to say this—it changed me. Somehow. In a fundamental way. Before you healed me, I was a jumped-up prick, focused on proving himself the best thief in Port Gloom, and the world be damned. But after? Starting with that moment you brought me back from the Hanged God’s grasp, I’ve been—different.”

“Different?” She looked down at her hands. 

I laughed softly. “Maybe I still come across as a jumped-up prick, but yeah. Since then things have mattered that hadn’t mattered before. I’m genuinely angry at Baron Wargiver for what he was doing. I hated Elias for abusing Cerys. Stuff like that. Stuff that I knew was happening before, but which I just… chose not to think about.”

And it was true. If you’d asked me before if slavery was right, I’d have shrugged and said of course not, but in a way that indicated that the world was full of injustices. Now? Now I wanted to root out this corruption. Even if that meant taking the war to the baron’s private estate.

Tamara was studying my face. “There’s a reason I’m Foresworn. What I’m seeing now in your eyes. There’s a reason I was charged with heresy and cast out. I doubted the righteousness of letting the White Sun purify you.”

“Purify me?” I asked, throat closing up. “Purify, you said. Not heal?”

“Purify,” said Tamara, seeming to shrink into herself as she studied the blood under her nails. “It’s why the Sworn are willing to heal any and all people. Good, evil, criminal, innocent. We don’t heal just to mend the body. The process, the very act of healing, purifies that matrix of white light. Your soul. Improves you. Makes you a better person.”

“Makes me… makes me a better person?” I leaped to my feet and stumbled back. The walls were pressing in from all sides, and I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. I pressed my hands to the sides of my head. “What—you—?”

Tamara rose to her feet, anguish on her face. “It’s why I swore to never heal again. Never use my power. But you asked me, you wanted—and I thought—”

My sympathies. My sudden concern for Cassandra, for Cerys, to stop Wargiver—all of it suddenly made sense. That wasn’t me. Those weren’t my concerns. That was the White Sun, shining through me, making me a better person— “How dare you?” I asked, voice little more than a whisper.

Tears brimmed in her eyes. “It’s what I’ve always done. It’s second nature to heal, to heal everything. Why do you think we seek out the worst for healing? Criminals? The blackest souls? Why do you think we have such an amazing ability to bring twisted individuals back from the brink of perdition?”

My hands were shaking. “That how you see me? A twisted, blackened soul?”

“No!” Her cry caused even Ashrat to look our way. Her face flushed and she looked down, her dark hair falling before her face. “When I first saw you, I couldn’t believe you were still alive. You should have been dead. Yet somehow you still breathed. I knew I could bring you back. You looked so—so innocent, so—I couldn’t just let you die. So I brought you back, even if it changed you.” 

She looked up, eyes flashing. “Would you rather I had let you die?”

I ran my hands through my head. By all the gods and goddesses, I wished we had some privacy. “I don’t know. You could say I did die, in a way, right? The Kellik I was is no longer here? Who am I, then? What have you turned me into?”

“Supposedly?” The bitterness in her voice jolted me out of my self-pity. “A better version of yourself, your true self. The Kellik you would have been if raised righteously.” She gave a low, hollow laugh. “But don’t dare ask according to whom. Don’t dare ask by whose definition of ‘good’. Such questions will get you tortured, imprisoned, and finally deemed a lost cause and thrown out into the street.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes and then flowed down her cheeks. “I’m sorry, Kellik. I swore I’d never heal again and I’ve already…” She gestured to the wounded.

“So everyone you’ve healed here—Ashrat, Morac—they’re also…?”

Tamara struggled to speak, her throat bobbing up and down as she swallowed back more tears. “The effect isn’t quantifiable or definite. But yes.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “They’ve all received a subtle nudge by the White Sun to lead better lives moving forward.”

“By the Hanged God’s filthy urethra,” I said, stepping back, hands clutched in my hair.

“It was that or let Morac die. That or let the infection enter Yuk’s leg.” She clutched her hands together before her. “I don’t know what’s right or wrong. If I should help or let people die. I don’t know, Kellik, and that indecision is killing me, eating me up alive.” The sheer misery in her voice stilled my rage once more. 

“You have to stop,” I said, but I didn’t know if I meant it. I felt light headed. Stunned. Adrift in an ocean of questions and fear. Was it better that she let people die? I didn’t know.

“I will,” said Tamara, hanging her head once more. “I’ll go. I’ll leave right now.”

“No, don’t—” I bit off my words, seeking control, to not let my anger slip. “Don’t be stupid. You can’t go out into the sewers alone. Wait. Stay here while I think this through. All right? Just—just give me a moment.”

“All right,” she said, voice miserable, and turned away to sit on the last remaining empty cot, head buried in her hands.

“Kellik?” Cerys approached. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” I snapped. “And don’t ask me about what I want to do next. I don’t know. All right? I don’t fucking know.”

She raised both hands. “Fine. I thought I was getting to know you. Looks like I was wrong.”

“You were wrong,” I said. “Dead wrong. I don’t even know who I am. So back off and let me think.”

She narrowed her eyes and drew herself up. For a second I thought she was going to threaten me, but then she simply raised her hand and stalked off.

Pogo was watching me. Netherys had climbed up to a high ledge and was gazing down upon me as well, a knowing smile playing about her lips. Had she known…?

I had to keep this quiet. For now. If the Mailed Fist found out they’d been changed in such a fundamental level against their will…I didn’t know what they’d do.

The very worst part was that I knew I should hate Tamara for what she’d done. The compassion she’d forced me to feel. The morality she’d thrust upon me. But if I stared deep into my soul, if I really searched for how I felt, I couldn’t find it in me to hate her. 

And I knew why. That was my new morality guiding me. Appreciating being set on this path. Happy to have been shown the light. To have been healed. To have been purified. And as furious as I wanted to be, I simply couldn’t summon the emotion for long.

Which chilled me even more.

But now I knew the answer to Netherys’ question. I wasn’t sure who I was anymore, if I could even call myself Kellik, but should Everyman Jack offer me a place back in the Family once more? 

I’d say no.

 


Chapter 17

 

 

Yashara rose to her feet as I drifted away from Tamara’s bed. The half-orc mercenary had removed her armor, and now towered in little more than a tunic and leggings, her blade hanging from her hip, her iron spike crown all that remained from her wargear, holding her mane of black hair back from her face.

“Kellik,” she said, voice hard with command. “Follow me.”

She turned and strode out of the rat’s nest, absolutely confident that I would do as I was told. I stood there, unsure how to react. Everyone watched me. To just walk after her felt like giving in on some reason. To refuse to do so felt petty, almost juvenile.

So I pushed my shoulders back and marched after her into the tunnel. I couldn’t fault her for being commanding. It was her job, after all. What she did for a living.

Yashara wasn’t waiting. She strode past Harusk, who nodded respectfully as she passed. She didn’t nod back. I hurried to catch up, but her stride kept her ahead of me. Past Harusk, down the tunnel, until she reached a broad alcove of sorts and stepped into its shadows, setting the lantern on a ledge to turn and wait for me, arms crossed.

“Look,” I said, reaching her at last. “I’m the one who hired you—”

Before I could react she closed her hand around my throat and drove me back against the wall. Panic filled me. I clasped her wrist with both hands, but it was like trying to wrest an iron bar free of stone. 

Her lips curled back from her teeth in a cruel smile as I struggled, and when my hand dropped to my knife she shifted forward and pinned my wrist against the wall with her knee. The pain was sharp as she ground my arm against the old bricks, pinning it perfectly.

She bent down, bringing her face within inches of mine, her eyes glowing sulfurously in the gloom, that smile growing only a fraction wider. “You impressed me in the courtyard.”

“You—what? Get off me!” I struggled again but it was useless. Yashara was a beast. Her whole body was given to strength, a powerful weapon which she exercised effortlessly.

“Is that what you want?” Her voice dropped to a low whisper as she turned her head to one side, watching me as a predator might prey. And then, to my shock, she pressed her hips forward, her thigh against my hip, to grind her sex against my own. “Are you so sure?”

“I—what—” Thought fled my mind. I couldn’t process what was happening. Her hand remained at my throat. Her knee pinned my wrist to the wall. I could smell her now, a musky smell all her own, of arousal, of desire. And like that my cock went rigid, even as she slowly and with complete control rubbed her mound against it, back and forth, side to side.

“I always fuck after a fight,” she said. “It’s the release I need. A way to celebrate.” She leaned down and ran the tip of her nose down my cheek, then licked my jawline. Her touch was electrifying. I shuddered in her grip. Her lips pressed against my ear, her breath hot in its curves. “To prove I’m still alive. That while others lie dead, I’m still standing, and will fight again.”

I tried to phrase words. To take control of the situation. My heart was racing. I couldn’t catch my breath. I knew she could snap my neck if she so chose. My shock gave way to anger, a rage all of my own: I was nobody’s toy. With a growl I tried to break free, pushing off the wall, the lean muscle that corded my body writhing as I fought against her.

For a moment I thought I was going to make it. Thought I was going to break her grip. Then she laughed and slammed me back against the wall, hard enough that my vision blanked out for a moment.

“Say it, Kellik. Tell me you don’t want this. You don’t want to fuck me. You don’t want to worship at the altar of my body. Tell me and I’ll let you go. Right now. Drop you here and go find someone else. Someone strong. Someone who deserves my attention.”

My mouth opened and I almost told her to get the hell off. My rage thundered through my veins—but so did my lust. I snarled at her and instead of trying to simply break her grip, I grabbed hold of her hand with my free one, wrapping my fingers around the meat of her thumb and twisting, turning so that her wrist would break if she didn’t give way.

Her smile widened as I peeled her hand from my throat. It took everything I had. Every ounce of effort, but I did it. Slowly, inch by inch, I fought for freedom, heaving for breath as I did so. 

She didn’t even break a sweat. When her hand was a good foot away from my neck, twisted almost to breaking, she laughed and lowered her knee, releasing my other hand. 

I had my knife out in a second, its point against her stomach.

Again she laughed, a low, sultry sound.

“Do it,” she said. “Cut me open. You know you can. I’m letting you.” Her hand moved down to encircle my wrist. I stood frozen, taken aback by the fires that were burning in her eyes. “You want to see my blood, little human? You want to make me scream?” She guided my hand down so that the blade’s edge trailed a point over her abdomen, then between her legs. “You want to push your blade inside me?”

Holy shit.

I’d no idea what I’d gotten myself into here.

Her wrist twisted out to one side, my knife at her cunt, Yashara leaned in again, her imperious beauty inches from my face. “Go on,” she whispered. “Do it.”

I didn’t even know what she was asking me to do. But something in me rose to the occasion. Something feral, something savage. The part of me that had refused to die in the bay. The part of me that had urged me to leap off the roof onto the giant’s shoulder. 

I reversed the dagger in my grip so that its pommel was upward, and with a growl all of my own I released her wrist to grab her mane of hair. I twisted, pulled, and suddenly she was against the wall, towering over me, head pulled down to one side as I rubbed the pommel of my dagger up and down her sex.

She was toying with me. Giving me the illusion of control. That only angered me further. Her wild mane in my hair, her thighs opening to give me access to her cunt, I growled low in my throat as I rubbed her mound through her leggings, a growl that was met by a rumble of her own.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s it. Let go.”

I raised the dagger to her neck, slipped its tip under the neck of her tunic and then cut it down in one savage slash, parting her tunic in two. Released her hair to tear the shirt away, and then stepped back to gaze upon her.

And holy shit if it wasn’t the hottest sight I’d ever seen.

Her breasts were large, each bigger than I could palm, their areolas dark like her lips. Her torso long and defined, from her abs to the V-cut of her hips. Numerous scars crossed her flesh, puckered seams against her smooth slate-green skin. 

Yashara lowered her chin and bit her lower lip. “You’re running out of time, Kellik.”

“I’ll take all the time I want,” I said, stepping forward to cup one of her large breasts and bring the nipple into my mouth. She tasted of battle sweat, and her nipple hardened immediately between my lips. Hands closed about my head, and I sucked and teased her, massaging her other breast as I heard her breathing grow raspy with desire. 

Her hips were pressing against me, and I felt like my cock was so hard I felt I was going to explode. I yanked her leggings down, and then dropped the knife, its clanging on the stone ringing as she gasped, my hand finding her sex, her shaved mound, her soaked pussy lips.

Fucking hell, but it was like touching heaven. I wanted it. Wanted her. To devour her, to own her, to consume her, so I dropped to my knees even as she looped a leg over one shoulder and I licked her cunt, a long, vertical lap from the thick, wet folds to her clit. She was soaked, and pushed my face hard against her as she pressed back against the wall.

I’d no idea what I was doing. I’d never done this before. My couplings up to this point had been to the point. I was deep in uncharted territory, but my need guided me, my tongue, my lips. Her body was a weapon of war and I wielded her, sensing what she wanted by each tremor, each gasp. Her fingers curled around my scalp. Her sex opened before me as I pressed my tongue as deep as I could into her canal, then licked up between her lips, then twirled it around her clit then went back down.

I felt a muscle in the side of her thigh against my cheek begin to tremble as she began to thrust her hips forward. I worked her mercilessly, then slid two fingers deep into her cunt just as she began to gasp, driving her right over the edge. 

She seized me with both hands and shoved me brutally hard against her cunt, holding me tight as she climaxed, her whole body ravaged by her orgasm as she cried out, her voice echoing up and down the tunnel.

Fuck what if a monster hears what if something comes to investigate—the thought was fleeting and then gone. Yashara shoved me away and I fell onto my ass, gazing up at her in shock. Slowly, pinning me with her burning yellow eyes the whole time, she reached down to peel her leggings off, and then she was completely naked before me.

I’d never seen such a physique. Feminine and powerful. No part of her weak, no part of her untoned. A warrior born. The queen of the Mailed Fists. 

“Pull out your cock,” she said, utterly unashamed of her language as she stepped on either side of me.

Mesmerized, I did as I was bid, and then she lowered herself down, squatting onto me and reaching down to guide my throbbing member into her cunt.

I slid right in. She lowered down until I was buried to the shaft, but instead of rising back up she began to stir her hips around so that my cock swam within her, round and round in tight circles, her eyes on me all the while, her face mildly amused as she drove me to distraction.

“I thought you were weak when I met you,” she said, voice husky with desire. “Thought you would waste my time. That I would take your gold and leave you without a second thought.”

I pushed my head back and closed my eyes as sensation threatened to overwhelm me. For such a large woman she was tight, tight like a clenched fist, and I felt her every inner fold and ridge against the swollen head of my cock.

“But I was wrong. I saw you leap to my defense. Fight the giant. Kill when I couldn’t defend myself. I knew then that I would fuck you. See what kind of warrior you really were.”

I placed my hands on her hips. I wanted to rise up, to lift her and slam her against the wall. But she was too fucking big. Yashara had to weigh—what—three hundred pounds of pure muscle? 

Fuck it. 

I sat up, slid an arm around the small of her back, gathered my feet under me and rose. I nearly saw red, but Yashara laughed in surprise as I stood up, my thighs burning, my legs shaking, to stagger forward and slam her as I’d wanted against the brick. 

It was sheer insanity. Mad lust that gave me the strength. And suddenly I understood her. Why she wanted to fuck after battle. What she wanted to release. What she wanted to prove.

I wanted to prove it, too.

That I was alive. That I’d not go down easy. That I’d hold onto this wretched existence with everything I had, and celebrate each moment of victory in the most primal way possible.

Snarling, I slid one arm under her leg and raised her knee so that her sex parted and I was able to press deep inside her. She dropped the other leg, mercifully taking a couple of hundred pounds off me and leaned back, tilting her pelvis so I had complete access.

And I fucked her.

Fucked her like a beast. An animal. A man who’d walked to the edge of the abyss and stared into the Hanged God’s eye.

And all the while Yashara watched me. That hungry, amused look in her yellow eyes only deepening as I plowed in and out of her, thrusting ever deeper, harder, pounding her with everything I had.

And she took it. Took it all. 

But I was pushing her close to her own edge. A fine sheen of sweat covered her magnificent body, and her breath was coming in rasps, her black hair escaping her iron crown to line in matted locks across her brow. 

I could feel my orgasm coming. Like a boulder lobbed by a ballista, darkening the sky, dropping, dropping ever faster to wreck devastation on the world below. I reached up to grab her by the throat, closed my fingers about her neck to choke her as I came ever closer, and she grinned appreciatively, her own fingers snarling through my hair and closing into a fist so that pain and ecstasy blended and became one.

I came.

Erupted deep within her, my hoarse shout blotting out the world as I convulsed, over and over again into her depths. 

Just as I thought as I was about to finish, her pussy clenched and I heard her own cry. She threw her head back, pressed it against the wall and pushed hard against me and came thunderously, nearly snapping my neck as she did so. Her pussy squeezed so tight I ejaculated again, the one leg on which she stood shaking violently, and then it was over, the madness, the violence, the insanity of what we’d done.

For a moment I rested my head between her breasts, panting for breath, and then I staggered back, dazed, overwhelmed by the intensity of the orgasm. My knees were weak, my muscles on fire from the effort, my clothing soaked in sweat. 

Yashara closed her eyes and ran her hands over her sculpted body. Cupped her breasts, pinched her nipples briefly, then ran her fingers down over her abs to her sex, before opening her eyes lazily to study me.

“Not bad,” she smirked.

I’d given her everything I’d had. Fucked her like a tornado, an act of natural devastation. “Not bad?” I said, my pride stung. 

“Mmmhmm. For a human.”

“Well, fuck you too.”

She laughed and gathered her leggings, pulling them on with athletic economy. She then gathered her torn shirt, considered it, and draped it over one shoulder to lean back against the wall, arms crossed. “Now. Time to talk business.”

My breath was barely calming down. I tucked myself away, wiped the sweat from my eyes, then stared at her in surprise. “Business?”

“Three of my warriors are dead. Four more can’t fight. The Mailed Fist is down to myself, Pogmillion, Pony, and five warriors. Fighting for you is proving costly. If you want us to remain in your service while under strength, you’ll need to double your rates.”

“Wait a minute,” I said. “First you fuck me, then you really fuck me?”

She smirked. “Play time is over. We’re talking business. Don’t get emotional on me, Kellik.”

I rubbed my eyes, took a deep shuddering breath, and did my best to drag my attention from what had just exploded into being between us to the matter at hand. “You want to talk business? Fine. Pony made a mark. Half of the Field District saw him dragging your cart from the butcher’s to Basket Court. Word’s going to get out that a war troll was involved. Won’t take a genius to put two and two together and realize the Mailed Fists were involved. That Yashara herself is responsible for killing Baron Wargiver’s men and his personal mage, Barbatos.”

Yashara’s eyes narrowed.

“Which means, you’ve got two choices. Stick with me and see this through, or make like the Hanged God is after you and get out of Port Gloom. So no. I won’t pay double your rate. Instead, I’ll offer you this. A completion bonus. You help me bring some rough justice to the good baron, and I’ll pay you three hundred crowns as a reward.”

The half-orc rubbed at her jawline, considering. “That plus burial expenses. Ten gold per fallen warrior.”

“Fine,” I said. “Though I know we already covered that. You’ve three dead. That’s an extra thirty gold as things stand. Three hundred and thirty crowns. Of course, I’m providing healing at my own expense. There was no mention of Tamara’s services. I’ll charge ten gold per warrior she saves from death. That’s five of your warriors. Brings your bonus to two hundred and eighty.”

Yashara growled and took a step forward.

I raised an eyebrow. “This is business, Yashara. Don’t get emotional on me, yeah?”

And to my surprise, the mercenary queen laughed. “Very well. I value the life of my men enough to take your offer. Two hundred and eighty gold upon the completion of our mission on the baron’s compound.” She paused, eyeing me up and down. “And what exactly is that mission going to entail?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I said. “We’re going to have to do a little reconnaissance first. Get a sense of what we’re up against. Either way, the baron’s going to regret his activities by the time we’re done.”

“Very well,” said Yashara. “Time to start planning.” And with that she stepped back out into the tunnel to make her way to the rat’s nest.

“Ah—wait!” She turned back to me, eyebrow raised. I glanced up and down her body. Her hair was matted with sweat, her torn shirt over one shoulder and doing nothing to conceal her upper body, and in fact everything suggested exactly what we’d been doing. “Shouldn’t we—you know…?”

Yashara didn’t understand until she suddenly did, and then she smiled lazily. “From the sounds we made, everyone already knows that we just fucked. What’s there to hide?”

“Oh,” I said, face burning at the thought of the whole rat’s nest hearing what had just happened. “Great.”

Yashara’s grin grew more wicked. “You have nothing to be ashamed of, Kellik. After all, you did passably well, for a human.” And with that she turned to march back to the others.

“Great,” I said, kicking a stone into the sludge. “Passably well. Just great.” I sighed, bent down to collect my dagger, and followed the half-orc back to our base.

 


Chapter 18

 

 

I had to own it, so I raised my chin as I walked back into the rat’s nest. Yashara had moved to where the packs brought in by the other Mailed Fists and was unabashedly picking out a new shirt. 

The half-orcs watched me with new interest. Was that respect in their eyes? Had they expected me to die in that encounter? Shit, given how Yashara had twisted my neck when she came, I nearly had. 

Cerys was studiously bent over her blade, but I could see her watching me through her curtain of red hair. Neko watched me with an ambivalent gaze. Netherys remained high on her ledge above, one leg dangling, an amused smirk on her full lips. Eddwick was scrounging through some packs, no doubt looking for food, and turned to regard me with a confident nod that indicated nothing less than complete solidarity. Tamara, I saw, was asleep in the empty cot—her exertions had taken their toll. I gave a quiet thanks to Blind Fortuna—I wasn’t ready to meet her eyes yet.

Time to take control.

“Listen up everyone,” I said, raking my sweaty hair back from my brow and moving to stand in the center of the room, hands on my hips. No matter that I reeked of blood and sex. No matter that everyone’s mind was on one thing, and held there by Yashara’s pulling a new tunic over her head. 

“We don’t have much time. Word will have returned to Baron Wargiver by now that Barbatos and his men are dead. Combine that with Elias’ own murder and he’ll know someone’s on his trail. I’m guessing he’ll be reaching out to the Family soon, who will probably dispatch a Gloom Knight to put us down.”

I let those words sink in. Expressions sobered. Sly smiles faded away. Good.

“So no, we don’t have much time to lick our wounds. We need to act while the baron is still on his heels. He’s lost his personal mage and Exemplar of the Hanged God. Apologies, Neko. The Family will no doubt move to reinforce his strength, but we’ll act before that help can materialize.”

Nods. Yashara crossed her broad forearms over her chest and leaned back against the wall, watching me with her sulfurous eyes.

“This is what we know,” I continued. “Elias procured magical women for the baron, who would send Barbatos to collect them and bring them back to his estate. There he would mutilate or change them in some way. Most did not survive this process, so he was clearly attempting to achieve a very difficult, albeit defined, goal. What’s more, Wargiver’s been acting outside the law on behalf of Lord Albrecht, which means his experiments have the support of the government, which in turn no doubt means the Family. Whatever he’s doing is to benefit both organizations, and thus, well.” I grinned. “This provides me with the perfect way to strike back at Jack, the Family as a whole, and perhaps learn some way to blackmail them all into revealing what I want to know.”

“So you’re still moving forward with our plan?” Cerys, voice steeped in bitterness and surprise.

“We’ve no option,” I said. “Hypotheticals aside, we’ve already committed ourselves. The only other viable course of action is to flee Port Gloom forever, and that’s not for me. So yes. We proceed.”

“Good,” said Cerys. “So what do you propose? Wargiver’s estate is a fortress just west of Execution Hill. He’ll have dropped the portcullis and have his guards on alert.”

“We need to learn the layout of his estate,” I said. “Eddwick, can you help with that?”

My best friend swallowed a heroic amount of smoked jerky and nodded.

“I’m thinking we’ll try to find a way in from below,” I said. “We’re already in the sewers. Of course they’ll expect this and will have laid defenses in place, but with Pony, we’ll simply break through.”

“And alert the whole estate?” asked Netherys, booted foot swaying back and forth. “Careless.”

“We’ll see what we’re up against when we get there,” I said. “But if there’s a chance we can take them out without alerting the others, we’ll take it. Perhaps you can help us in that matter, Netherys?”

The dark elf leaned back, disappearing into the shadows so that only a hint of her eyes could be seen. “It’s possible.”

“Then we enter the estate and make our way to the good baron. I aim to confront him on his perfidy—”

“Confront him on his perfidy..?” I heard Netherys whisper mockingly.

I cleared my throat. “—behavior and experiments.”

Yashara turned to Cerys. “You said he resides in a fortified estate?”

“He does,” she replied. “It’s formidable, yet beautiful at the same time. I attended a ball there, though of course we were restricted to the ballroom and gardens.”

“To be honest, this contract sounds suicidal.” Yashara frowned at us all. “We cannot take the estate by force, nor enter under trickery, given that the baron is already alerted to our presence.”

“We’re going to do a little investigation first,” I protested. “Eddwick will divine what he can of the estate’s defenses, while we investigate the sewer entrances and how best to overrun them. Cerys can draw us a floor plan so we know what to expect, and Netherys will nudge the odds in our favor.”

“We will need to renegotiate our rates,” said Pogmillion.

“Not necessary,” I said. “All that this involves—”

Darkness filled the rat’s nest. The lanterns were all snuffed out at the same time, and I felt as if I were drowned in ink. Voices cried out in alarm, and then shouted in shock and pain. 

I drew my dagger and sword but didn’t know what to do. The darkness was such it felt alive, as if it would pour down my throat were I to open my mouth. Instead, I dropped into a crouch, thoughts whirling, trying to react—

Another scream. 

For a second I wondered if Netherys had betrayed us, had found a way out of our contract, or if her summoned servant had slipped its bonds—but then purple fire incandesced on the ledge above us, illuminating the dark elf in flickering hues as she pushed both hands forth as if against an unyielding bulk.

“Mother Magrathaar!” she cried. “Pierce this veil!”

Purple light flickered from her palms to dance across the interior of the dome. Shadowy figures appeared against the murk, half-orcs and allies, weapons in hand, and then the lanterns flared back to life. 

A stranger stood in our midst. Lanky and cloaked in black, he held a short, double-headed spear in his hands, blood dripping from each point. One of the half-orcs was down, his throat slit, and Yashara was staggering back from where she’d risen, her intestines spilling forth like gleaming snakes from a deep gash across her stomach.

The man twirled his spear in one hand, causing it to blur, and then stopped it short with a snap, blade pointing at me. 

His face was long and cadaverous, his eyes melancholy, his mustache drooping down both sides of his expressive mouth. He looked nothing so much as a scholar of esoteric histories, but a flicker of green flame flared in the depths of his eyes and my blood ran cold.

“Gloom Knight,” I croaked. “They’ve found us.”

Pony grunted as he lifted his hammer and stepped forward. The remaining four half-orcs and Ashrat spread out around the Knight, and Cerys and I moved forward to complete the circle. Yashara hit the wall with a gasp and slid down to sit, her lap flooding with blood. Tamara hurried along the wall to her, casting terrified glances at where the tall stranger stood, unconcerned.

“You made a grave mistake when you interfered with Family business,” said the Gloom Knight, his voice soft, pensive. 

My palms were slick with sweat. The odds of our getting out of here alive were slim to none. Fuck!

Pony burst into violence, hauling his hammer up and down with wicked speed. The Gloom Knight sidestepped at the last moment. The hammer shattered the stone floor, but before Pony could react, the Knight snapped his short spear across the war troll’s face, cutting a deep gash through both eyes. Pony grunted, dropped his hammer, and stepped back.

The half-orcs and Ashrat roared and charged en masse. The center of the rat’s nest degenerated into a storm of blows, the Mailed Fist warriors stabbing and hewing at the Knight, who swayed and spun and somehow avoided each attack. I saw him bend backwards so that his head nearly touched the ground, then somehow turn over onto the ball of his foot and straighten to avoid a second decapitating blow. 

And all the while his spear danced around him, opening cuts and slashes all over the half-orcs until one by one they fell, staggering back or dropping where they stood. Ashrat was the last to fall, bellowing all the while, a deep slash across the back of both knees causing him to crash to the ground.

Pony growled, his eyes healed, and charged at the Knight, his arms spread wide to gather him into a crushing hug. The Knight watched him come, no fear on his face, and at the last moment leaped, the toe of his boot touching down on Pony’s stony shoulder, and then the Knight flipped and cracked the blade of his spear into the back of Pony’s skull before completing his somersault and landing lightly in a crouch.

The war troll’s momentum carried him forward another dozen steps and then he fell face first to the ground, brains and blood pouring out of the ruin of his head.

To charge the Knight was suicide. As I stood there, indecisive, Cerys raised her crossbow and pulled the trigger. Purple light flickered across the bolt as it burst forth, and the Knight went to sway aside with the same easy nonchalance but then slipped. The bolt veered in midair and punched into his shoulder.

An impossible shot that worked only due to impossible luck. 

Netherys. 

The Knight didn’t bother removing the bolt. Instead he drew a dagger and flicked it up over his shoulder—without looking—and sent it flying into Netherys’ throat. 

The dark elf choked, swayed, and then toppled from the ledge to land bonelessly on the ground with a meaty thud.

Pony was slowly getting to his feet, but he wouldn’t be up in time. Cerys was frantically reloading her bow, but with Netherys down, she didn’t have a chance of hitting the Knight.

Eddwick was backing away from the Knight, sweat beading his brow, eyes wide with terror. 

I stood there like a fool, blade and dagger in hand. The groans of the dying filled the rat’s nest. Tamara was frantically bending a blade of candlelight toward Yashara’s stomach, but the half-orc’s head had slumped down and she sat unmoving. 

What could I do? I wasn’t nearly good enough to fight the Knight. Any attempt would just see me dead. 

But I knew someone who was.

I began to circle, facing the Knight, who began to approach me, bare hands by his sides. Even unarmed, I knew I couldn’t take him. 

“How did you find us so quickly?” I asked. Useless to question, but I had to allay his suspicions.

“That’s what we do,” he said. “You above everyone else should know that.”

“Ah,” I said. “So you know who I am.”

“We all do,” said the Knight, and those words sent a jolt through me, of fear, of panic. Jack knew I was out here? 

“So much for the element of surprise,” I said, trying to sound jovial and failing. The Knight was closing in on me, so I circled quicker, ready for a charge at any moment.

“There’s no such thing in Port Gloom,” he said, sounding almost apologetic. “And now it ends.”

“Not yet,” I said. And hopped back to crouch down beside Neko. “By freeing you I’m saving your life, all right?” But before he could answer, I sliced his ropes apart. “Here,” I said, and shoved my sword into his hand.

Neko looked at the blade. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

“Wave it around!” I shouted, then cut the bonds around his ankles and pressed myself back against the wall.

The Knight slipped his toe under a fallen blade and kipped it up into his hand, snatching it effortlessly. He didn’t even bother swinging or swiping at the air with it to get a sense of its balance, but instead turned his attention to the Exemplar. “You seem caught up in this. My apologies. But my orders were clear. All must die.”

Neko climbed stiffly to his feet. “I’m not part of their group. I was with Barbatos.”

“So was I,” I blurted out. 

“As was I!” yelled Cerys from across the room.

Neko glared at me.

The Knight didn’t respond. Instead he glided forward, seeming to drift across the floor, and stabbed Neko in the chest.

Or tried.

I hadn’t been able to even follow the Knight’s initial attack, and didn’t see how Neko parried. There was a clang of metal and the Exemplar sidestepped then backed away, twirling the blade back and forth three times before snatching it up into a guard position. 

“Seriously,” said Neko, puffing a lock of hair out of his eye. “Fuck off.”

The Gloom Knight frowned and canted his head to one side as if seeing Neko for the first time. Then he strode in a businesslike manner right at him and attacked.

Holy shit.

I pressed back against the wall. 

I knew I was outclassed here, but I’d not known just how badly. 

The Gloom Knight’s control of the blade was flawless. It was like a tongue of fire, lashing out at Neko without end, coming at him from all sides, stabbing straight down the center line, feinting at his thighs only to somehow correct course at the last second to chop at his face.

And the badly scarred harbor rat turned Hanged God’s favorite parried each and every blow. 

Neko’s parries weren’t as polished as the Knight’s. He didn’t move with the same economy of movement. Where the Knight appeared inhuman, attacking with silent grace, Neko grunted and cursed, shuffling back, burned lips writhing back from his teeth. 

Until the tip of the knight’s blade slipped through his guard and opened a wound in Neko’s shoulder.

The Knight stepped back. “There,” he said. “I was starting to get worried.”

“Oh, don’t you worry,” said Neko, grimacing as he stared at the blood soaking his shirt. “I’ve yet to give you good cause.”

The Knight brought the hilt of his blade to his brow in a salute and burst forth, slashing down at Neko, only to whip his blade out into a random parry which burst with the sound of metal on metal as he knocked Cerys’ crossbow bolt out of the air.

Ridiculous!

Neko went to attack but the Knight recovered too quickly and applied the same pressure as before. If anything, the attacks came with even greater intensity, the Knight rising up to press Neko back over and over again, seeking to overwhelm the Exemplar through sheer ferocity, speed, and talent.

But Neko held.

And then, impossibly, began to push back.

My skin crawled as I watched, goosebumps racing down the nape of my neck. It shouldn’t have been possible. Everyone knew that fighting a Gloom Knight meant a quick death. The Knights were the Family’s most lethal line of enforcement. Most criminals turned themselves in or hung themselves at the first hint that one might be on their trail.

But here, now, I watched the Knight take one faltering step back, then a second.

Neko snarled as he manifested the ability to drive the Gloom Knight away. Their swords were impossible to follow. Their clamor rang out without surcease, an endless ringing that caused sparks to erupt from each blow. Their swords, I saw, were rapidly becoming notched.

The weapons weren’t up to this kind of battle.

The Knight broke off, leaped back, then avoided a follow-up slash by somersaulting back onto his hands and springing onto his feet. He fell into a crouch, blade held in a crosswise guard before his face, sweat running down his face. 

His eyes were wide with shock. “What the fuck are you?”

Neko rolled his shoulders. “Pissed.”

Pony groaned as he rose to his feet, swaying like a tree in a storm.

The Knight flicked a glance at the war troll then charged Neko, throwing a knife just before engaging. 

The Exemplar smacked the blade away with a bare hand and turned to avoid the thrust, bowed back to duck under the riposte, then spun around the Knight’s back as the man tried to hack off his head. 

It was like a choreographed dance.

The Gloom Knight was snarling now, slashing with less finesse, panting for breath. Neko had stopped parrying. Stopped blocking. Now he simply swayed and ducked each blow, his hips as supple as a willow wand, his speed terrifying. 

The Knight raised his blade with both hands to hew Neko’s head in half but the Exemplar let out a shout and slammed his brow forward into the Knight’s nose.

I winced at the crunch. The Knight, to his credit, didn’t let the blow faze him. He brought the sword down and Neko stepped inside both arms and went to kick the Knight’s feet out from under him. The Knight hopped up, aiming to drive his knees into Neko’s chin, who dropped his blade, grasped the Knight by the legs and swung him out and around with such force that the Knight flew across the rat’s nest and slammed into the wall.

I heard a bone snap as he fell.

Neko bent down and picked up his blade. 

The Knight rose painfully to his feet, left arm hanging limply by his side. For the first time he glanced at the exit, as if judging how he might get out.

“You started this,” said Neko, noticing the glance. “I aim to finish it.”

“I believe you,” said the Knight, his cultured voice tinged with desperation. “You’re Barbatos’ man. No need for us to fight.”

“Too late,” said Neko, moving toward him.

“More of me will come,” said the Knight, pressing back against the wall.

“Let them.”

“You’ll be hunted like a rat. Nowhere in Port Gloom will be safe.”

“I’m no rat. I’m a bloody Exemplar of the Hanged God.” Neko’s grin was mirthless. “Let them come.” And with that he stabbed at the Knight, who parried with utmost desperation, seeking to spin away. Neko didn’t let him. He hacked and slashed, gripping his blade with both hands, pouring all of his strength into each blow, hammering the Knight down, wearing him out, the ring of their blades deafening. 

The Knight fought valiantly. Kept raising his sword, again and again. But he was the nail and Neko was a maul, and I knew it wasn’t enough.

Neko smashed the Knight’s blade aside and pounded his sword into the man’s shoulder, cleaving down to a depth of some six inches. He tore the blade free with a cry and then split the Knight’s head asunder. Wrenched the blade free of the ruined skull and hacked his head off altogether, then grabbed a fistful of the corpse’s clothing as blood poured forth in a torrent and pivoted to hurl the corpse with a cry of incandescent rage into the center of the room.

The Knight’s body flopped, rolled, and came to a stop at Pony’s feet.

Pony looked down at the body then slowly back up at Neko, eyes wide.

Neko was heaving for breath, shoulders rising and falling like a storm surge, eyes white blanks amidst the gore that caked his face. He’d already been heinous to look at, but the blood that streaked his burned visage and matted his hair didn’t help any.

It was only then that I realized the full ramification of what I’d done. 

Tamara scooted along the wall to where Netherys lay, both of her hands clasped weakly to her throat.

I raised both hands and took a step forward. “Thank you, Neko. He was surely going to kill us all.”

The Exemplar was staring at the Knight’s headless corpse. With a shudder, he wrenched his gaze over to me. 

“But together we defeated him,” I said, willing to take a little more credit than perhaps I was due. “The crisis is over. We can relax now.”

He didn’t lower his blade.

“Relax a little, at any rate.” I took another step forward. “Come on. Lower the sword. Nobody here’s going to fight you.”

“Why should I lower my blade?” he asked, voice hollow. “I’m free now. Free to execute the baron’s last command.”

“Technically true.” I licked my lower lip. “But you struck me as a man of honor, right? Do you recall what I said to you before I cut you free?”

Neko frowned. “By freeing you I’m saving your life.”

“Right. I don’t think it’s too big a stretch of the imagination to say you’d be dead right now if it hadn’t been for me. I saved your life.”

Neko’s frown deepened.

“Which means,” I said, desperately hoping he’d let me keep talking a little longer, “that as a man of honor you’d recognize that debt and act accordingly.”

It was disconcerting to speak to a man drenched in the blood of a foe you’d thought unbeatable just minutes ago. “And what would you have me do?”

He still sounded skeptical.

“Lower your blade, for one. And perhaps admit that my saving your life means you spare ours in turn?”

“My kind calls it crid-proh-quoh,” said Pogo, rising from behind one of the packs. “It means, favor or advantage granted in return for something.”

Neko’s frown became a scowl, but he lowered the tip of his blade—well, my blade, really—till it pointed at the floor.

“And, to be totally fair, since I released you solely to save your life, you should be willing to go back into bondage to return matters to the state they’d been in.”

Neko narrowed his eyes. “Don’t push it. You freed me to save yourself.”

I waggled my head from side to side. “All right, all right. Details, but sure.”

“Which means the balance doesn’t require I go back into captivity. You profited by my release.”

“Well—”

“So I’ll do this. I’ll return your blade to you, and won’t harm or kill any of your people. I will, however, return to Baron Wargiver. I claim that liberty as payment for saving your lives.”

Damn it. 

I could have argued. Could have tried for some angle. But I didn’t have a leg to stand on, and doing so would only have diminished me in his eyes and my own.

So I stood up straight and sighed. “Fine. That’s fair. I guess we’ll be seeing you around?”

His smile was a dark one. “You can count on it.”

And with that Neko turned and walked into one of the tunnels, disappearing into the gloom.

My shoulders sagged as the tension left me, and then I hurried over to where Tamara knelt beside Netherys. The Gloom Knight’s dagger had taken the dark elf in the side of the neck, missing a major artery but doing terrible damage. Tamara knelt, eyes closed, the candle flame elongating and bending under her palm to illuminate the wound.

Netherys was awake. Her eyes were slitted in pain and fury. She tried to speak, to hiss something, but I couldn’t make it out.

“Easy,” I said. “Give her time to heal you.”

“No,” gasped the dark elf. “Get… her… away.”

I frowned. “You’ll die.”

Netherys gave the slightest of nods. 

She’d rather die than be healed? Then I remembered: the change wrought by the White Sun. Shit.

“No,” I said, making my decision on the spot. “You’re bound by your oath. You can’t choose to die before fulfilling it.”

Blood welled over Netherys’ purple lips as she grimaced, eyes burning with fury. “Fuck… contract.”

I sat back on my heels. “That’s not how it works.”

Netherys fought to rise, causing the wound in her neck to open anew, blood welling forth from between Tamara’s fingers. The healer grimaced, and I saw to my horror that her face looked waxen, her eyes sunken. She was healing too much.

“Quit moving,” I snarled. “The contract stands. You’ll heal, you’ll serve me, and then you’ll do whatever the fuck you want.”

“Contract… fake,” snarled Netherys, voice clotted with blood. And promptly began clawing at the wound, seeking to tear it open.

I lurched forward in horror and seized her by the wrists, pinning them to the ground as Netherys fought me with all her strength, arching her back and twisting her face away from Tamara.

Who only redoubled her efforts, whispering the flame down into the wound, sweat beading her brow and dripping from her nose.

“No,” rasped Netherys, writhing in my grip. “No!”

Indecision took me. Was it right to force someone to heal? Was it right if that included changing who they were?

“Tamara,” I said, releasing Netherys’ hands. “Tamara, stop.”

The healer blinked her eyes as if coming back from a distant land. “…what?”

I took Tamara’s wrists in mine and pulled them away from Netherys’ throat. “Stop. She doesn’t want it.”

“But…” Tamara seemed unable to process my words. “But I…”

“No,” I said harshly. “It’s not right.”

Netherys snarled again and scooted back up against the wall. At least she’d stopped trying to tear her own throat open. Glaring at us both, she clamped her hands to her wound—which Tamara had managed to close some—then struggled to her feet, only to stagger into one of the tunnels and disappear.

I watched her go, a bitter taste in my mouth.

Tamara blinked slowly, still emerging from her trance, then frowned. “She—she really preferred to die?”

“Look. We don’t have time to argue. We need to help the others. But… can you heal without… you know. Changing them?”

Tamara looked down at her bloody hands. “I don’t know.”

“Well, try. Try really, really hard.”

Tamara swayed where she crouched, looking more corpse-like than the dead, and then finally nodded and curled a strand of her brown hair behind an ear, streaking it with blood. “All right.”

Fuck. She already looked on death’s door. I glanced around the room. Yashara had keeled over onto her side and was sleeping. Cerys was mechanically reloading her crossbow. Eddwick—where was he? The half-orcs were still down. Pony was kicking the Gloom Knight across the room.

We’d survived.

Barely.

But we were weaker than ever and it was clear the Family knew what I was up to. Damn it!  Time was running out. I stared at my notched and practically ruined blade, then tossed it angrily onto the floor. 

Worse, we’d lost our captive who was no doubt on his way back to the baron, and against whom we’d now have to fight. And who would tell him exactly what our plans were.

I focused on not feeling despair, but by the Hanged God, it was hard. 

Looking at my wounded and broken friends, I felt like giving up. I didn’t know if we had it in us to persevere. If I had it in me to rouse their spirits, to lead them further into this nightmare we’d descended.

Cerys straightened and looked over at me. “Eddwick’s gone. I saw him run before the darkness fell.”

 


Chapter 19

 

 

The words hit me like a cobblestone hurled at my chest. My head rocked back and I closed my eyes for a moment, simply absorbing that truth. Gone. A hundred memories flashed across my mind’s eye, a chaotic kaleidoscope of a life shared on the streets, small moments of warmth and friendship, victories, disappointments, capers and heists, Eddwick’s face as an eight-year-old, his terror when he’d experienced his first hunch, the feast we’d spent our first gold crown on when we were ten. 

I reeled, and felt a part of my soul tear away. Eddwick had never abandoned me before. No matter how bad things had been. Even that one time in Crookshank Lane when we both thought we were doomed. But that look in his eyes when he’d seen the knight. 

Gone.

I had no words. All things considered, it was a small betrayal. More an act of fear than anything else. Or so it would seem to others. But I knew Eddwick. Knew he’d never have abandoned me, not before. 

Something had changed. I’d pushed him too far. Asked too much. And the Gloom Knight had been the final nail in the coffin of our friendship. Another casualty to Jack’s evil.

Futile rage filled me, and if anything had been close, I’d have kicked the shit out of it. Instead I took a deep, calming breath, closed my eyes, and fought hard to not fall apart. 

For long, aching moments nobody spoke. I could sense everybody watching me. Waiting to see if they’d lose me as a leader or if I could hold it together.

A deep, shuddering breath. With brutal practicality, I put all memories and thoughts of Eddwick aside for later and opened my eyes. 

“We have to move,” I said. “The Family sent the Gloom Knight, which means they know where we are. I was an idiot to think we could rest for even an hour. He said himself that there’s no such thing as the element of surprise in Port Gloom, and I believe him. More will soon be coming.”

“But how?” Cerys’ voice wasn’t so much defeated as stunned. “We fought Barbatos but an hour or so ago. Netherys closed the tunnel. How did he—they—find us so quickly?”

I wanted to glance at Eddwick, share a look with him wherein we’d both commiserate with trying to explain the Family to an outsider, and a fresh stab of pain slid into my heart. Instead, I knuckled my eye. Exhaustion wanted to drag me down into oblivion. I wanted to fold. 

Instead I climbed slowly to my feet. 

“This is why the Family has had control of Port Gloom for so long. They just know stuff. When people are moving against them. When a new group comes into town and tries to set up shop. I just… I didn’t expect them to pay attention to us so quickly, you know?” I looked around in a beseeching manner. “I’ve no idea how they do it, but that doesn’t matter. We have to move, and keep moving.”

Tamara let out a hollow laugh. “You’ve five—no, six—no, seven dead or missing with Eddwick. Yashara is on the verge of death. Other than Pony and Ashrat, the rest of the Mailed Fist can’t fight until I have a chance to heal them, and that won’t be till I rest—if ever. Netherys almost had her throat cut and chose to flee instead of staying with us. The only uninjured ones are you, Cerys, Pogmillion, and myself.”

“Yashara’s going to make it?” I looked over to where the half-orc mercenary sat slumped against the wall.

“Recovering,” said Tamara, voice as dull as century-old iron. “But she’ll need time to heal. That should have been a death blow.”

“And you?” I asked her.

“If I give any more, I’ll die,” she said, matter-of-factly.

“Then stop,” I said. “Pogmillion?”

The goblin raised his head. He’d been staring at the half-orc the Gloom Knight had killed, expression bleak. 

“Here’s what I suggest. Have Pony carry the injured, including Yashara. Tie them to Pony’s back if you have to. Then head out of Port Gloom. Take the sewers as far as they’ll take you, then go topside and walk. Soon as you leave the city you should be safe.”

“No,” said Pogmillion. “This contract has proven too lethal. The Mailed Fist will not undertake any more missions for you, no matter the completion bonus.”

“Pogo,” I said.

The goblin drew himself up. “With Yashara unconscious, the command is mine. Our force is in tatters. We are arrayed against too dangerous a foe. It is suicide to continue. I ask for our payment, and will then leave the city with unseemly haste. My apologies, Master Kellik.”

I felt a strange warmth rise within me, something akin to a dull euphoria, felt my vision narrow down till all I saw was Pogo’s twisted visage.

“Pogo,” I said, and my own voice sounded rich and authoritative to my own ears. “You don’t understand. You can’t run. Not any more.”

“Retreat is always an option—” began the goblin.

“Not with the Family. They’ve taken your mark. Know who you are. You’ve struck hard at them, made them feel pain, and now they won’t stop till you’re dead. There’s no retreating from this fight. Only winning through. And think on it: you’ve already taken the losses. How long will it take you to recover so that you can accept another contract? Weeks? Months? Do you have the funds to survive until then? To pay for the healing? Even as you stumble away from Port Gloom, carting your wounded and dead?”

Pogo’s face stiffened.

“You and Yashara are on the verge of the biggest payout of your lives,” I said, smiling as if sharing in his joy. “Yes it’s madness, but you know that you have to gamble to break into the next level. If you stay with me, you won’t just be making a thousand crowns. Oh no. We’re stabbing our daggers into deep seams of gold here. You’ll be making tens of thousands. Maybe more. The sheer amount of wealth that the Family’s accumulated is beyond comprehension. And a large portion of that could be yours. Will be yours. If you have the courage to reach out and seize it. The daring. The hunger for more.”

My words fell upon Pogo like endless coils of rope. He stared at me, eyes wide, expression losing its wariness and growing almost slack.

“Hunger for more?” he asked.

“For endless gold,” I said. “Yours. Just stay with me a little longer. Help me with one last job. And then you can retire for life.”

“Yes,” he whispered, then blinked and scrubbed at his face with one fist. “For life. That’s what I’ve always wanted. And—I shouldn’t make this decision without Yashara…”

“All you have to do is leave the city and wait for me. Go where it’s safe.”

“Safe?” asked Pogmillion, as if that word was nonsensical.

“Take the Field Gate. Follow the main road for about a mile, then when you see a hill to your right with a large oak standing alone on its summit, take a footpath around that hill’s base. There’s an abandoned barn on the hill’s far side. Wait there. If we don’t come by tomorrow night, we’re dead and you should just move on.”

Pogmillion blinked, absorbing this information, then glanced at Yashara where she sat slumped, then up to Pony’s healed visage, and then gave a curt nod. “Understood.”

“How did you do that?” asked Cerys, voice low as she crossed the room to stand by my side. “Convince him like that?”

I grinned. “Guess I’m a good speaker.”

She shook her head slowly. “Even I felt it. Felt… I don’t know how to put it. Caught up by your command. Like… some kind of strong brandy, or…” She hugged herself. “Anyway. What’s your plan?”

“Plan is too grandiose a word for it.” I rubbed at the back of my head. “Once Neko makes it back to the baron and tells him what he knows, they’ll relax. No sane man would attack an armored estate after it’s been warned, not with an Exemplar of the Hanged Man on the premises.”

“Which leaves us doing what?”

“Attacking the estate,” I said. 

“That’s… that’s not a plan.”

I rubbed the base of both palms so hard into my eyes I saw shooting stars of velvety red and silver. “Yes. No. Perhaps. But our only chance now is to surprise them. They’ll expect us to flee the city. May even intercept Pogmillion, but they’ll let him go once they see we’re not with them. Nobody will blame mercenaries for doing what they’re paid to do. No. We have to strike at the estate.”

Cerys crossed her arms and leaned her weight on her heel. “Suppose there’s a thread of logic to your reasoning—which I’m not admitting. How do we actually ‘attack’ a heavily fortified estate that knows everything about us and what we’re planning?”

I stared past her at the wall. Eddwick was gone. Netherys was gone. Contract… fake. I didn’t even have the emotional reserves to deal with that revelation yet. Tamara was burned out. She’d have to journey back to her shack in the Narrows if she felt it safe, or better yet, accompany Pogmillion and Yashara out of the city. That left Ashrat, Cerys, and myself to storm a fortress belonging to one of the five most powerful barons in Port Gloom. If Ashrat would even agree to fight for me without Yashara close by.

“Kellik?” Cerys tilted her head to try and catch my eye.

“Pogmillion,” I said. “How much gold in the Mailed Fist coffers?”

“None of your business,” he said, voice pitched high with indignation.

“Tell me,” I said wearily. 

Pogmillion glowered. “Two hundred and ten gold coins of mixed denomination, seventy-two silver, forty-five copper.”

I rubbed at my jawline. Stubble was growing in. “I’ve a little under a hundred gold myself.”

“What are you thinking?” asked Cerys. “Bribe our way inside?”

“Of course not,” I said. “Just that we’re going to need magical help.”

“The estate will be warded against such spells.”

“Even with Barbatos dead?”

“All noble estates are,” said Cerys. “Passive, ongoing wards against spells such as invisibility, flight, and so forth, yes.”

“Percival and the Mushroom Knights,” I said. “You ever hear that tale growing up?”

“No,” said Cerys.

“No,” said Pogo.

“Well, Percival was cursed by a bog witch for laughing when asked to protect a mushroom circle in a forest glade. She shrank him down to the size of his pinkie finger, and the story tells of how he fought off rabid mice, carnivorous moths, and even a garter snake.”

“You’d shrink us?” asked Cerys. “That won’t trip the wards?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “See, the spell will be a one-time effect, and then done. We’ll not be magical thereafter. Course, we’ll need to carry the means to return to our normal size with us—a potion, if we’re lucky. Then we sneak into the estate under everyone’s eyes, navigate our way to the baron and confront him.”

Pogmillion frowned. Cerys shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

“So?” I asked.

Cerys glanced at Pogo. “I mean, I guess it could work? If we could find a spellcaster willing to help us.”

“For three hundred gold I’m sure we could,” I said. 

Pogmillion snorted. “Ludicrous! To engage a wizard to shrink you, as well as purchase potions to return you to normal sizes, plus some means of getting around when that small so that it doesn’t take you hours to simply climb a staircase? You would need thousands of gold, not three hundred, and that’s if there’s no lingering magical aura around you that will trip the wards, something, I may add, that you clearly know nothing about.”

My shoulders slumped. “OK, fine. Maybe I’m being ambitious.”

“So?” asked Cerys. “Any other plans?”

“Feel free to come up with something yourselves,” I said, my temper rising dangerously close to the surface. As I gazed around the room, my chest began to feel tight. The walls of the rat’s nest felt as if they were starting to close in. The sight of the blood all over the floors. The half-orc bodies. The Gloom Knight’s head, lying off to one side, staring blindly at the wall—

“Wait a second,” I said, and hurried to the Knight’s corpse. I knelt by its side and hesitated, some old superstition or fear preventing me from touching it without an effort of will. Then, carefully, as if the angular body might jolt to life at my touch, I turned it over onto its back.

“What?” asked Cerys, moving to stand across from me.

“Gloom Knights,” I said, working on the cord that attached a large pouch to his belt. “They’re famous for their ability to track their prey across the city, for being able to go anywhere, anytime, in their hunt of their enemies.”

“A magical power?” asked Cerys.

“I’ve no idea. But Evelina’s training to be one. She’s as magically talented as I am.” I pulled the pouch free and yanked it open. It held a single object inside. Carefully, almost reverently, I drew it forth.

It was a cruel-looking object. Eight inches long and made of black iron, it was covered in spikes and composed of overlapping circles of metal. If you squinted just right and held it at a distance, it feasibly looked like a key.

“What’s that?” asked Pogmillion, leaning forward to try to catch a glimpse.

“I… I don’t really know,” I said. The key felt ponderously heavy in my hand and strangely malicious, as if it yearned for me to fumble it so that it could slice up my hand with its spikes. Its surface was covered with an oily sheen, so that when I turned it about in the lantern light, iridescent colors flowered across its surface only to fade away just as quickly.

“Magic,” said Pogmillion, bobbing his head rapidly. “I feel quite confident in that assertion. No doubt very powerful magic.”

“Will three hundred afford us a spell of identify?” I asked him.

He nodded grudgingly. “Should do so, yes.”

“Then I know what our next step is. Pogmillion, stick to my original plan. Head out of the city and give Yashara time to heal up. In the meantime, Cerys and I have some groundwork to lay.”

Pogmillion rocked back on his heels and steepled his fingers together. “Your rates are rising at an alarming speed,” he said. “I cannot calculate them quickly enough!”

“And—we’re going to need Ashrat,” I said. “If he’ll come with us. Odds are we’re going to have to fight at some point, and he’d make all the difference.”

“Hmm,” said Pogo, turning to consider the orc who had fallen asleep against the wall following his healing. “Ashrat doesn’t speak common, though he understands a fair amount. Nor has he indicated any desire to fight since losing Gazog.”

“Can you at least ask him? Tell him what’s at stake?”

“Very well,” said Pogo. “He does appear to be fully healed, after all, and some vigorous activity should keep his mind off of Gazog.”

Pogmillion patted Pony’s leg. “Time to fashion a harness again, my friend, just like in Itchtaka. I want us gone within five minutes.”

“Tamara,” I said. “You’d best go with them. The more I think about it, the less comfortable I am with your returning to the harbor. The risk of the Family coming for you is too great.”

Tamara nodded, her expression bleak. “Fine.”

I knew I should take a moment alone with her, to check in, raise her morale. But I didn’t have any words of comfort left. 

Didn’t know if she deserved them. 

Instead I examined my blade, running my thumb over the deep notches. I almost tossed it aside, but at the last minute slammed it into my scabbard. Ruined was better than nothing at all.

Pogo plucked at my sleeve. “Introductions had best be effected if we’re to have any hopes of Ashrat’s following your command. Come!”

I followed the little goblin over to where the massive orc lay snoring gently, and then winced as Pogo gave his massive shoulder a sharp shake.

“It’s best to be peremptory with him,” said Pogo. “Authority! You must wield it like a club. Show a moment of weakness or compassion, and he’ll be asking for a raise or retirement.”

Ashrat slapped at his face and then dragged his fingers down over his features, only to grunt and sit up, blinking stupidly at us as he sought to catch his bearings. 

Pogo pointed officiously at me and barked a command.

Ashrat wiped at his face again, his expression sullen, and muttered something.

Pogo kicked Ashrat’s foot and pointed insistently at me again, then said a stream of angry words and threatened to reach for his scroll tube. 

Ashrat held up both hands to placate the goblin and rose to his feet. He wasn’t taller than me, but easily twice as broad, his chest as deep as a barrel, his skin a lustrous dark woodland green. In his burning yellow eyes I saw bleak suspicion, as if he were prepared to be disappointed and betrayed.

“Hey,” I said, raising a hand foolishly in greeting. “Kellik. Looks like we’re going to be working together.”

“Sharper!” hissed Pogo. “You must be his leader! He must respect you! He’s not your friend. Orcs do not operate like humans!”

Ashrat stuck out his lower lip and stared flatly at me.

“Grab your scimitar,” I said, trying for a peremptory tone of voice. “Get ready to go. Now.”

And I turned away to watch the dark tunnels, not wanting to match Ashrat’s wounded stare any longer. 

I sensed Ashrat moving behind me, picking up his pack and sword, could make out Pony gathering up Yashara out of the corner of my eye. Cerys was helping Pogo tie the sword bundles we’d taken from Barbatos’ men to Pony’s shoulders, and despite the goblin’s protestations, took a longsword and brought it over to me.

“This’ll serve you better at this point,” she said.

“True enough.” I drew my ruined blade and marveled at the deep notches cut along its edge. “How hard do you have to swing this thing to do this?”

“I’ve no idea,” said Cerys. “Are you ready?”

“Ready,” I said. “Pogmillion. I’ll see you at this abandoned barn before tomorrow night?”

The goblin bobbed his head. “I admire a man who executes a plan as agreed. I shall see you there.”

“Take care of yourself,” I said to Tamara. I thought of squeezing her arm, or saying something more reassuring, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes and I still didn’t know what to say, how I felt, so I left it at that. She nodded and followed after Pony as he ambled out the largest tunnel, laden like a towering supply wagon heading out across the Khansalon steppes.

Ashrat bit a hank off a strip of dried meat and stepped up to me. “Shi m sefeisož ruob sele.”

“I—yes,” I said, trying to maintain that veneer of control.

“Shi’ll shehe char’chas go seshita ta feaža chugugogo shi tsi a inohe. Do bam taka mi tseosit.”

“Right,” I said. “Do bam taka… my… yes.” I decided to let the matter drop and half turned to Cerys. “The Sorcerer’s Guild is located in the Garden District, but it’s pretty much controlled by Lord Albrecht’s court magician, which in turn means it’s owned indirectly by the Family. None of its members will be of use to us. There are a number of alchemists who might be of help along the Snake Head where they dump their refuse and failed potions into the waters by Boneteeth Bridge… but I’m not willing to show a Gloom Knight’s artifact to one of them.” I pondered, tapping my chin. “Normally I’d say we could try our luck in the Narrows just north of Market Square… but that’s where the Family’s influence is thickest.”

Cerys raised an eyebrow. “You’re rambling.”

“I’m planning,” I said. “What about… look. How about this: just as I hired the Mailed Fist because they were from out of town and thus free of conflicting loyalties, what if we hit the harbor and try to find a ship’s wizard who’ll do us the favor? Someone who’s sailed in with cargo and is about to sail right back out? No loyalties, no danger of being caught up in a mess—and probably more than happy to accept a couple of hundred gold since they’re working aboard a ship and thus clearly in need of pay.”

Cerys gave a grudging nod. “Makes sense. But you didn’t hire them because they were from out of town. That’s you rationalizing wanting to hire Yashara because you found her attractive.”

“Sho sor jeije laki tseižeash,” said Ashrat grimly.

I was grateful for that interjection. “Do you understand any of that?” I asked Cerys.

She shook her head, mystified. 

“Anyway. We might as well go now. It’s the middle of the night, but the sailors will be flooding the taverns and perhaps we can bribe one or two to take us onto their ship for a meeting with their weather wizard. Worth a try.”

“That and we can’t wait for another Gloom Knight to find us,” said Cerys darkly.

“Exactly.” I dug in my pack for my St. Endelion robes and mask. “Let’s avoid the sewers. We’ve been lucky so far not running into any native trouble down here, but crossing under the whole city by night is pushing it too far. Don’t want to make the Family’s job any easier by being eaten by something nasty down here in the dark.”

“Sefeisož,” said Ashrat, lowering his hand to the pommel of his scimitar. 

“I’ll try to lead us a few blocks west to get away from Basket Court, and then we’ll climb up and out and see if our luck holds till we reach the harbor.”

“The whole waterfront and most of the Snake Head is a harbor,” said Cerys. “Where do you aim to come out?”

I bit my bottom lip. “The wine port might make the most sense. Expensive cargo, long journey north from Ellosaint, the kind of coast-hugging journey a wizard would be employed to make sure no squalls or storms ruined.” I pondered, then gave a decisive nod. “The wine port, along the Snake Head just shy of the Garden District. Which means we’ll check out the Silenced Watchmen to see if any sailors are willing to help.”

“I like the name,” said Cerys with a grim smile.

“It doesn’t live up to it,” I said. “I think it’s meant to indicate that the guard go there to get properly soused. Either way, it’s our first stop. Ready?”

Ashrat nodded. 

Cerys checked the strap of her crossbow, patted her quiver and sword, then gave a curt nod in turn.

“Then let’s go.”

 

* * *

 

The combination of my mask, Ashrat’s formidable presence, and Cerys’ talent for navigating crowds saw us cross Port Gloom in little over two hours without incident. Even at this midnight hour there was traffic on New Bridge, a handful of the money changer’s stalls still open for business, desperate costermongers hawking the last of their wares, carriages and hansom cabs rattling over the cobbles as they carried their noble passengers to and from their assignations. 

A left on Bridge Road, then another left down to Riverside Walk. We followed the Snake Head along endless piers, wharfs, jetties and ports till we reached the finer segment that served the Ellosaint trading ships. Four of them were moored along the docks, their sails furled, their decks quiet but for the movement of sentries. The docks themselves were still, though watchmen working for the Provost of Merchants marched in pairs, lanterns making ambulating pools of light that searched the dark corners for ne’er-do-wells.

“There,” I said, stopping just short of the broad steps that led down from the Walk to the actual docks. “See the Silenced Watchmen?”

It wasn’t hard to make out. The tavern was doing brisk business even at this hour, with the sound of dueling fifes and banging drums barely being audible above the clamor of drunken patrons. The windows were thrown open wide to alleviate the no doubt stifling atmosphere within, and amber-colored light spilled out onto the Walk only a block ahead of us.

Cerys tugged at her cloak. “You two wait for me here?”

“Unless a Gloom Knight appears,” I said.

“That’s not comforting,” said Cerys.

“You struck me as a lady in scant need of that,” I replied.

“After what I’ve seen tonight?” She handed me her crossbow. “A little comforting—just a smidgeon—wouldn’t go awry.”

“Then even the Hanged God’s noose won’t drag us away,” I said with a grin., grinning and leaning in to kiss her freckled cheek.

She snorted and shoved me back, then flipped her hood back over her head and marched down the Walk toward the Silenced Watchmen, quickly blending in with the shadows.

Ashrat crossed his arms and leaned against an unlit lamppole. “Char’chas o giseor fuseib.”

“What?” I glanced at the orc in surprise.

He pointed at me, then at Cerys’ now distant figure, and gave an approving nod.

“Cerys and I?” I studied his bestial features carefully. “You—approve?”

“Ur eichech char’chas tsi han sasar.” Said knowingly, and when he returned his sulfurous gaze to me, I could see an amused gleam in their depths. “Chat?”

My confusion was supreme. “You want to chat?”

He waved his hand, as if brushing away my question, then made a circle with the fingers of one hand and poked his forefinger through its middle. “Char’chas tsi sasar?”

My understanding was complete and immediately clear. “None of your business,” I snapped, but the way his lips quirked told me that had been answer enough.

“Ta char’chas re jije fuseib,” he said, resuming his vigil. “Shi ve tsish chi nožeggecho eagmuo me beisai ram gohech seshita.”

“You realize I have no clue what you’re saying.”

He gave a one-shouldered shrug, then turned to scan the block behind us.

I turned to stare after Cerys and pursed my lips. 

“Kellik,” said Ashrat, my name strange from his lips. “Cerys. Good.”

Annoyance, frustration, and something else I couldn’t identify arose within me. “Look. Cerys and I—I mean, of course I like her, she’s an amazing woman, but, it’s not—” I paused and blew out my cheeks. What was I trying to say? That we weren’t ‘good’ together? Or that we weren’t lovers? 

“Zeosajos lasherashet haku eagmuo char’chas o niti žeolluo bam laki tseirach tsear fuos.” Said with something akin to kindness, leavened with pain and weariness, as if he were imparting hard-earned wisdom.

And for some reason the dolorous sadness in his yellow eyes arrested my sharp retort. What was he saying? That I should enjoy her company while we were alive together? That he missed his dead partner, and wished us well? That I shouldn’t be so hasty to deny something good? That matters of the heart only led to pain? 

I turned back to the Silenced Watchmen. Cerys was already inside. I hugged myself and buried my chin in my chest, hunching my shoulders against the cold and the fine, misty rain that had started to fall. 

Cerys. I summoned her face in my mind’s eye, her raw lips like berries so ripe they were about to burst, her freckled cheeks, her hard, wounded blue gaze, her desperate bravery, her barely concealed pain. Thought of our night in Tamara’s shack. Thought of how good it felt to have her fighting by my side or covering me with her crossbow. 

And immediately my thoughts turned to Eddwick. His jovial face stricken by horror and—perhaps—even calculation. The moment he’d decided to abandon me. My breath caught as I felt a tremor of pain, and I pushed the image away. Thought instead of Eddwick as I’d first seen him, so many years ago, hunched over two pork pies in the lee of a steep roof, suspicious and wary as I’d approached, only to extend a pie toward me in a filthy little hand and offer to share.

“Eddwick was my best friend,” I said softly. “But he was friends with the old Kellik. I don’t think he quite understood what I’ve been trying to do, and why. Understandably so. It’s madness what we’re about.” I paused, biting my lower lip, worrying at it as I watched the distant tavern. “But Cerys knows only the new me. She understands my purpose. Pushes me on. I do like her.  More than that. I value her. It’s good having her by my side in all this. But do I like like her? I don’t know.”

“Eddwick ror fuos sele?” asked Ashrat quietly.

“Eddwick was my friend, yes. He’s the one who abandoned us in the sewers.”

Ashrat nodded his large head. “Eddwick fuos.”

“Fuos? Gone? Run?”

Again Ashrat nodded his head.

“Yeah,” I sighed, taking a few steps forward as I rubbed at my temple. “Eddwick fuos.”

“Shijas shim’shosha tseor,” said Ashrat, voice firm, and reached out to take hold of my arm and pull me back into the shadows. He pointed up and down the street. “Ruo beisai sich tam ruo char’chas.”

I nodded, edging back into the shadows. “Right. Thanks.”

We watched the Silenced Watchmen for a spell. How long till we should go after Cerys? 

“Zeite tub?” asked Ashrat. “Neh… Netherys?” 

I saw again the dark elf’s gleaming eyes, her spitting fury, hands clamped to the wound in her throat. “She left. Fuos.”

Ashrat raised an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed with my answer.

I sighed. “I don’t know. I thought we had a deal. I don’t think she’ll be a problem?”

“Rats josachit tseor chala?”

“Why did she leave? Or lie to me?” I don’t know. The lie came easily to my lips. A simple sidestepping that would avoid so much complexity. Ashrat’s level, sober gaze however, made me want to tell the truth. To share the pain that had been roiling my soul ever since I’d learned the truth. “Because Tamara’s healing comes from the White Sun. She doesn’t only fix the body, but she… I don’t know. Cleanses the soul? Those she heals come back as better people.”

Ashrat’s brow lowered. “Tseor aech their žat?”

“Yeah, trust me, I know. But think on the alternative. You’d be dead now without her healing.”

“Tseor aech shum žat?” Ashrat touched his chest, voice suddenly very low, very quiet.

Exhaustion dragged at me like a pair of massive hands weighing upon my shoulders. My stomach ached, not in pain, but with a sudden cramp of hunger. I was hurting from numerous cuts, bruises, and blows. I was too tired for all of this. “Yeah. Me too, by the way. Before she healed me, I was a selfish prick who wanted nothing more than fame and gold. Now?” I shook my head. “I’m planning impossible plans of revenge because of some weird new moral point of view. And even knowing that doesn’t change my desire to do good.” I laughed bitterly. “Fuck the White Sun.”

“Netherys,” said Ashrat slowly, puzzling it out. “Bam reoshea suseo chugugogo a reoshea aech.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s probably the long and short of it. Why she ran.” I crossed my arms and hunched my shoulders against the wet cold blowing off the Snake Head.

Ashrat stared introspectively at the Silenced Watchmen. “Tamara. Suseo is žeorra.”

“Žeorra?”

Ashrat moved his head from side to side as if searching for the right word, then grimaced and said, “Rape.”

“Oh,” I said, and winced. “That’s a hell of a word for you to know. I guess your being a mercenary means it’s common usage for you?”

Ashrat pushed off the pole and turned to face me full on, brow lowering to such a degree that I could barely make out his yellow eyes. He jabbed his thumb at his chest. “Ashrat sach žeorra.”

I blinked, taken aback by his vehemence, and raised both hands placatingly. “Hey, my apologies. I’m—I’m sorry. Stereotypes, I guess.” 

Ashrat continued to glower at me. Maybe he didn’t know the word stereotypes. “Ah—bad thinking on my part. I’m really sorry.”

“Ashrat sach žeorra,” he said again under his breath, then turned to lean against the pole, arms crossed once more.

I stood there awkwardly, but after a few moments decided I’d been forgiven. “But yeah. Which is why I told Tamara to find a way to stop doing it. The changing the person part. You’re right, it’s just like rape, of a kind. And why I can’t really fault Netherys for abandoning us. Though I’m going to miss her and her powers badly. I’d counted on her being there when we hit the baron’s.”

“Haheoch Eddwick,” said Ashrat softly. 

“Yeah,” I said. “Eddwick, too. Fucking Gloom Knight.” 

The front door to the Watchmen opened, spilling a half-dozen drunken individuals into the night. They threw their arms around each other’s shoulders and started yelling for a hansom cab, not caring that the street was deserted. Cerys and a burly stranger stepped out from behind them and began to head our way.

“Looks like she found someone,” I said. 

Ashrat pushed off the lamppole. “Tseor bam lirob gisar.”

His tone was musing, cautious. “Right,” I said. “Seems all right. We’d best be careful.”

The pair approached, the man growing increasingly wary as Cerys led him into the darker end of the street, and when they were close enough, I stepped forward to meet them.

He was a sailor, and his threadbare linen shirt did little to hide his massively developed musculature. His gut was swollen out like a barrel, but his chest was as deep as a bull’s and crude tattoos were scrawled all over him, from the three broad bands of dark ink around his left forearm to what looked like knives aimed at his throat emerging from the neckline of his shirt. 

A thick beard was chopped short, and he wore a skullcap low over his heavy brows, which were in turn lowered in suspicion as he watched me, a massively callused and swollen hand toying with his flensing knife that hung from his belt.

“Kellik, meet Samel, boatswain on the Bonegwayne that’s set to sail tomorrow afternoon with the tide.”

“Samel,” I said, choosing at the last second not to go with an easy smile but a solemn expression. The suspicion on the boatswain’s eyes wouldn’t be helped with easy charm. “I trust Cerys has told you what we’re about?”

“Yes, she said you would see our sorcier. That there was much gold involved.” His Ellosaint accent was atrocious, but I could understand him even so.

“A lot of gold,” I said. “Most of it for the—ah—sorcier, but some for you. How do you want to run this?” Give him some control, that should help him relax. “Do you want to relay our request to him first?”

“Yes, that would be good,” said Samel, still frowning at me. “He is aboard ship, sleeping. For much gold, he may wake up happy, but with sorcier, eh.” He gave an eloquent shrug. “But sign of faith. Give me gold for me to convince him with.”

There was nothing to stop Samel from staying about his ship with the gold and not bothering to rouse his wizard. It wasn’t as if we’d brave the sentries and a melee to find him. Still, I kept my expression calm. “How much would make a convincing argument?”

“To save my head for waking him? I say, fifty crowns.”

My smile grew a little strained, but fuck it. One more Gloom Knight and we’d be dead and then all the money in the world wouldn’t matter to us. 

“Samel, I’ll give you the fifty crowns. Tell the sorcier there is more where that came from. But if you don’t wake him, if you don’t give him that gold, I will be a very unhappy man.”

He gave another eloquent shrug, a great rippling of his massive shoulders. “The world, it is a cruel place.”

Ashrat pushed back his hood and stepped out of the shadows. 

“By Fortuna!” barked Samel, leaping back.

“A Fortuna sich bam suheoži char’chas, sich be iha Hanged God s’uros nosho žeimbes shuch tsurfa haji?”

Samel turned to me, panic in his eyes. “What he say? He threaten me?”

“You know, I don’t actually know what he said.” I rubbed at my jawline contemplatively. “But he did say something about Blind Fortuna and the Hanged God, right? I think he’s warning you to not play us false.”

Samel nodded vigorously. “No need for threats, I am an honest man, I will deliver your message, yes?”

“Yes,” I said, pouring a number of crowns into a smaller pouch and tossing it over to him. “Of course. If we don’t hear from you in twenty minutes, we’ll grow upset.”

“And me? How much do I keep for this help?”

Ah, good. A reassuring sign. “For your help? Twenty crowns.”

“Forty,” he said, then glanced up at Ashrat and blanched. “No, I change my mind, twenty for carrying message is very good, very generous. Twenty. I shall come here, soon. Wait for me.” And he turned to amble away, his rolling gait unmistakably that of a man wed to the sea. 

“That’s a lot of our gold he’s walking off with,” said Cerys.

“My gold,” I said. “What was your read on him?”

“Hard to say. I think he expected to get in my breeches right up to the last moment. As if ‘take me to your wizard’ was the latest pick-up line on the docks.”

“’Show me your wizard’,” I said. “More subtle than ‘show me your magic wand’ or ‘drape a necklace of fireballs around my neck’.”

Both Cerys and Ashrat turned to stare at me.

“Okay, moving forward I’ll keep those thoughts to myself.” I couldn’t help but grin. “What? I grew up on the docks.”

“Never mind,” said Cerys.

Samel was good to his word. Fifteen minutes later he appeared in the distance, ambling toward us with a new spring in his step. 

“Good day!” His call echoed off the facade of the River Walk’s buildings. “Havatier will see you, he says your gold is very fine, soft and red as if milked from the teat of a fire dragon.”

“Fire dragons have gold milk?” I asked nobody in particular.

Samel stopped before us, hands on his hips, which he thrust forward with genial ebullience, rocking back on his heels, large yellow teeth barely visible under his thick mustache. “I knock on Havatier’s door, no answer, I think to myself: Samel—nobody blame you for walking away. But then I think: large orc outside not listen to reason, so I knock again, with my fist like so: blam blam blam!” He punctuated this by smacking his hamhock of a hand into his massive palm. “And Havatier, you know what he say?”

“Come in?”

“No! He say, ‘go perforation the skull of the Hanged God with my oracular tentacular!’ Whatever that means. But now I have the wind at my back, I knock again, and say, ‘Havatier, this gold is so sweet I will eat it if you do not open!’ And faster than you can say ganache he open the door, I explain all, and now, he waits for you! Come! Why you stand there?”

Smiling all the wider, he turned and ambled back along the dock.

“Havatier sounds like a charmer,” said Cerys.

“Luckily we’re not paying him for his charm,” I replied, setting off after Samel. “But more his ability to keep us alive till dawn.”

 


Chapter 20

 

 

We boarded the Bonegwayne by its broad gangplank, walking up the ridged surface onto the deck itself. While I’d grown up on the harbors and ports of Port Gloom, I’d never actually spent much time aboard the numerous ships that stopped to dock; my life ended at the crumbling edges of the wharfs, and went no further. 

So it was with some curiosity that I gazed about as I followed Samel across the broad and silent deck toward a trapdoor set just before the largest center mast. Everything was orderly and tidy, from the coils of oiled rope to the furled sails to the deck that gleamed as if freshly mopped. 

The sentries patrolling the deck eyed us curiously but Samel waved them away as if their very glances were annoying, and then ducked his head as he navigated the steep steps that were almost a ladder down to the deck below.

The smell below decks was as close as the gloom, and it was both eerie and strange to enter the wooden belly of the ship, which groaned and creaked as the Snake Head flowed about it. Velvety shadows pressed close, held at bay by the rosy light of iron-wired lanterns that were securely bound to their posts. We’d descended into some broad hold that seemed to extend for most of the length of the ship, with dozens upon dozens of hammocks strung up so close to each other that no doubt their occupants could play cards comfortably while reclining within. 

The hammocks were for the most part empty now, the sailors no doubt ashore, but Samel led us away from that morass of suspended bedding to the back of the ship, past another trapdoor to a cabin door set flush in a wooden wall.

“Havatier’s,” he whispered hoarsely, as if afraid the wizard might be listening even now with his ear pressed to the other side of the door, ready to take offense at being named before strangers. He pounded his fist against the boards and called out, “Sorcier, it’s I, Samel, back with gold and strangers a plenty. Open!”

Cerys shifted closer to me. “It’s as if he can’t decide to be courteous or brash.”

The door opened a couple of inches and a tall, older man appeared before us, backlit by a wash of warm buttery yellow light, his aristocratic features pulled into a severe frown, his high forehead accentuated by his receding gray hair. “I must admit myself curious,” he said, accent neither that of Port Gloom nor Ellosaint. “Thirty gold for a moment of my time? You have me feeling like the most sought-after concubine in all of Carneheim.”

“Master Havatier,” I said, stepping back into a half bow. “Thank you for this opportunity. If we could speak in private?”

Havatier considered my companions and I, his gaze lingering longest on Ashrat, and then gave a curt nod and stepped aside. “All but Samel. I’ll not have him bringing his lice and odor into my quarters.”

Samel tapped my shoulder twice with his sausage-like fingers. “No problems? I can keep my gold?”

“Yes,” I said. “And well earned. Thank you.”

I left Samel biting the coins and stepped into Havatier’s cabin, moving aside so that the others could follow. It was cramped but richly appointed, with two full shelves of books along one wall held in place by a slat of wood across the spines, a small rosewood desk bolted under a porthole, a slender bed neatly made with a gray woolen blanket folded at its foot, and a large chest bound in black iron beyond it. 

A large book was open upon the desk, and I caught a brief glimpse of a map across both pages covered in strange, sinuous lines before Havatier flipped it closed. He stepped back, placing himself against the ship’s hull and crossed his arms. “So. Let us cut to the chase, shall we? What do you desire of a lowly weather sorcerer?”

“There’s a little over two hundred gold crowns left in this pouch,” I said, pulling it free and dropping it onto his desk with a thud. “It’s yours if you can identify an object that’s fallen into our hands.”

Havatier eyed the pouch but made no move to collect it. Nor did avarice or any other base emotion cross his face. Instead, his expression remained studiously neutral, and once more he looked the three of us up and down, hand moving to grasp a belt that crossed his chest from shoulder to hip.

“Fallen into your hands, has it? And you’ve brought it to me, who sails on the morrow, instead of any other number of specialists local to Port Gloom who could handle such a task with equal ease and greater convenience.”

“That’s right,” I said. 

“I must admit I’m curious,” said the sorcerer. “What manner of object have you stolen that you dare not share with Port Gloom’s infamous ‘Family’? Here are my terms, then: I’ll do my level best to identify this object, but the price of engaging my services, whether I succeed or not, are the contents of your pouch. Regardless of how this goes, I keep the gold for my efforts. Agreed?”

“A hard bargain,” I said. 

His smile was almost pitying. “I fear you’re in not much of a position to haggle. Else you wouldn’t be here at all. And in me you have found a uniquely willing agent; most mages, transient or not, would refuse to involve themselves with such an illicit affair for fear of provoking the Family’s wrath. I, however, am overjoyed to provide them some measure of inconvenience, no matter how small, and am thus willing to undertake this dangerous endeavor for a suitable amount of gold. Now. Are we agreed?”

I nodded. So much gold. After this we were back to being broke. “Yes.”

“Very well,” said Havatier, rolling up his sleeves with brisk tugs as if preparing to operate. “Place the object on my desk and move back.”

I drew forth the thorny key, unwrapped it and placed it where the large book had sat.

Havatier froze, one hand still rolling up his cuff. “What’s that?” His voice was flat, all humor fled from his tone.

“That’s what we’re paying you to find out.”

He tore his gaze from the key to stare at me. “You’ve imperiled my ship by bringing that on board.”

“So you know what it is?”

“An artifact of dangerous power, that’s immediately obvious. This actually belongs to the Family, does it not? Which is why you wish me to identify it. Worse. The fact that this is in your possession makes you persona non grata in Port Gloom. You’re being hunted. For this key? No. You took this key from one of the hunters. Which means more will come, and possibly onto the Bonegwayne. Have I in my thirst for revenge quaffed too bitter a brew?”

“You’re not telling me anything I don’t know,” I snapped. His obvious tension wasn’t helping my fear any. “What is it?”

He ran a shaky hand over his short, graying hair, and then lifted the wooden bar that held his books in place on the uppermost shelf and tugged out a tome. Flipped through it, muttering under his breath, then set the book aside and consulted a second. He read a passage, replaced the book, then spread his hands before him and stared down at the key. For a moment nothing happened, but then he whispered a string of nonsensical words and the key twisted upon the desk, digging into the wood as if seeking to escape the spell Havatier was casting.

“None of that,” he said. He reached into one of his pouches and drew forth a piece of chalk, with which he drew a precise circle about the key. This he then proceeded to annotate with a number of symbols, each inscribed with precision and skill. The chalk disappeared, seeming to fade into the wood of the desk, and he drew a pinch of silver dust from a second pouch which he then cast over the key.

The dust shimmered in the air but didn’t fall; instead it hovered in the air, glittering like some ethereal snowfall. 

“Now,” said Havatier. Once more he repeated his spell, and this time the key vibrated in place but did not twist away.

I watched all this with wonder. I’d never seen a sorcerer’s work up close. For perhaps three minutes Havatier stared at the key, stroking his bare chin, and then finally he broke the circle with a stroke of his fingers and the silver dust drifted down to lie over the key and desk.

“That’s a potent item indeed,” he said. “Its very nature blocks divination spells, so that I was forced to work from inference as much as direct analysis. Its possession safeguards the bearer from all manner of detection spells. No doubt that’s why you’ve been able to carry it around with you without being molested. But further, it has a powerful transmutation aura. Given its shape and thus implied purpose, I’d wager it’s a master skeleton key of some kind, able to open any lock. Shall we put it to the test?”

I nodded mutely.

Havatier flexed his fingers and then took up the key. He brushed past us to crouch before his chest. The key was obviously too large for the lock, yet still the sorcerer pressed it against the keyhole, and to my amazement the key shrank to slide in smoothly and with a sharp twist the lock clicked open.

“Very nice,” whispered Havatier, relocking the chest and drawing the key free. He examined it carefully in the lantern light then held it out to me. “There you have it. Potent as I thought.”

“What’s the key’s range?” asked Cerys. “Does it hide only the one bearing it, or…?”

“Interesting question, betrays a keen mind,” said Havatier as I took the key. He wiped his hands on his jacket. “And yes, it does indeed seem to have a range of effect. I can’t quite pin it without extensive experimentation, but the answer you seem to be hoping for is that it will probably cover all those within ten or fifteen feet of the bearer.”

“Perfect,” I said, closing my hand carefully around the thorns. “Fucking perfect.”

“You’re from Carneheim?” asked Cerys.

The sorcerer paused, eyes narrowing a fraction. “Ah. As are you. Though you’ve worked hard to erase your accent.”

Her smile was bitter. “Not by choice. Requirement of the trade. Carneheim’s a good distance from the coast. I can’t help but pry—what led you to become a weather mage?”

Havatier pursed his lips in thoughtful consideration, hand going once more to his bandolier. “A long story, I’m afraid, and not an especially noble one. Were our situation other than what it is, I would freely tell you over a glass of wine. Suffice to say I have plenty of animus of my own for the Family and their role in my sordid past. As it is, I fear for my ship and my livelihood, and think it best if you were on your way.”

“But you said the key hides everyone from being found,” I said. “Why are you worried?”

“That it does. But this is Port Gloom of which we speak. All visiting sorcerers, witches, wizards, and warlocks know better than to try any tricks on these shores. There’s a pall in the air, a magic miasma that reeks of constant, low-level divination. It sifts down from the skies like the ashen dust that’s spewed by your thousand chimneys.”

“Ruach?” asked Ashrat, bestirring himself for the first time.

 “Ruach iha soshe,” said Havatier smoothly. “Imagine a brightly lit room. And in one corner is a distinctly dark spot. You can’t see what’s happening there, but then the dark spot moves across the wall.”

“Shit,” I said. “You’re saying they can track us by the very fact that the key projects a dark spot?”

“Precisely,” said Havatier. “It’s why my ilk don’t simply throw up concealment wards and waltz about the harbor cheating at cards and charming fair maidens. The very success of such wards would ensure we’re noticed in an otherwise brightly lit city.”

My stomach clenched into a sour knot. “They might still think we’re the Gloom Knight,” I said to my companions. “Neko will bring word to the baron, who will pass it on in turn, but that might take an hour or two to penetrate the higher echelons of the Family.”

“And then?” asked Cerys.

“Then?” I let out a bitter laugh. “Then every Gloom Knight in Port Gloom will come looking for us. If word gets out that one of their number died and lost this key—it’ll do more damage to the Family than the actual death of one of their number.”

“My pardon,” spluttered Havatier. “You killed a Gloom Knight?”

“Well, no,” I said. “Technically it was an Exemplar of the Hanged God that slew him, but I doubt the Family’s going to care.”

“And… by Blind Fortuna’s perfectly globular tits—you’ve dragged me and mine into this?”

I tried for a smile. I’m sure it looked more like a grimace. “That’s a two hundred gold crown apology sitting on your desk.”

Havatier’s face paled. “This far exceeds what I’d imagined. Don’t think me rude, but please get the fuck off my ship.”

“No problem,” I said. “Thank you.”

Ashrat pushed open the cabin door and we let ourselves out. Havatier strode past us, climbed the steps to the deck with haste, and when I emerged a few moments later, I saw him rushing toward a door in the forecastle which I assumed had to be the captain’s quarters.

Shit. Had we really brought ruin upon the Bonegwayne? I followed the others across the deck to the gangplank, which we quickly descended to the port and from there hurried to the closest alley.

Once we had a moment to compose ourselves, I turned to Cerys and Ashrat. “So. That was both better and worse news than I’d expected.”

“What are the odds they still think us the Gloom Knight?” asked Cerys.

“Growing ever more slim by the minute,” I replied.

Ashrat drew a good foot of live steel from his broad scabbard. “Zeifi sho niti olash tseaki.”

I felt an upswell of nerves and determination. “Attack now? We’ve no choice. We’re on the right side of the Snake Head. If we hurry—and don’t run into any problems—we should be at the Wargiver estate within thirty or so minutes.”

Cerys pushed off the wall. “Then what are we waiting for?”

“Not the Hanged God,” I said, giving her a grim smile. “That’s for certain.”

 

* * * 

 

The Wargiver estate had the appearance of a fortress, a massive edifice that consumed an entire triangular-shaped block and which loomed over its neighbors. Its bulk was a wild and bristling combination of towers, turrets, gables and endless chimneys spearing up into the night sky. Made of pale, buttery yellow stones that were fitted seamlessly together, it only just managed to claim to be a manor and not a small castle through dint of the sheer number of windows that pierced its sides. 

“It can’t be that big,” I said, trying to control the awe in my voice.

“It’s hollow,” said Cerys. We were crouched in yet another of Port Gloom’s ever-useful alleys, a mere stone’s throw from the manor house. “Its center is a large courtyard where carriages deposit distinguished visitors.”

“That’s right,” I said. “You’ve visited.”

“A ball, three weeks ago. Back when I was still Lady Priscilla.” I could barely make out her wry smile in the dark. “The whole estate was lit up with a thousand lanterns, and the theme was a nautical one; a sorceress had changed the ballroom into an underwater realm. It was… really quite wondrous. Those who danced fell under the influence of a mass levitation spell, so that it seemed as if they swam around and around each other, light filtering down from above, the most beautiful corals and sea ferns growing up from the ballroom floor…”

We sat in silence, the others no doubt contemplating the image Cerys had painted like I was. “A sorceress. So not Barbatos’ doing?” 

Cerys shook her head.

I turned to consider the manor’s facade. Carriages would be driven through the broad tunnel flanked by two protruding towers, though an actual portcullis was currently lowered to bar all entry. A half-dozen guards in familiar black half-plate trimmed with bronze stood just within the metal latticework, torches guttering from sconces from the tunnel sides.

“The direct entrance is obviously out,” I said. “Shall we try for a side door?”

“There’s an ornamental garden on the far side of the manor,” said Cerys. “It’s fenced in, but I recall passing from the ballroom to the garden quite easily.”

“A possibility,” I said. “But let’s try for something more modest. A servant’s entrance will do.”

“Tsuža shuch tsu joshea,” said Ashrat, making a circling movement with his finger. At my nod, he moved out of the alley and along the shadows with surprising grace and silence.

The buildings of Port Gloom showed scant respect for the massive estate; instead of hanging back, giving the manor plenty of space in which to shine, they crowded in close like paupers tugging on the hems of a nobleman who’d taken a wrong turn into the Narrows. No matter that these buildings were elegant confections of marble and architectural follies in their own right; in comparison to the Wargiver estate they appeared small and drab.

Judging from the way the windows were laid out, I guessed there to be three storys within, each about fifteen feet high, plus whatever attic space existed beneath the steeply sloped roof. Turning a corner, I saw a long expanse of heavily barred windows along the street’s front, and a single red door closed tightly in the center of the wall. 

Here and there the windows were lit, but the glass was muddled and I couldn’t make out anything within. Just as well. We crept down the narrow street, passing under countless dark windows, and stopped at the red door.

“The remaining side of the triangle is the garden,” whispered Cerys. “It’s this entrance or leap the fence.”

“Once we’re inside we’ll move cautiously until discovered,” I whispered back. “Cerys, do you remember the floorplan?”

She shook her head. “The festivities were limited to the ballroom and garden.”

Tension knotted up my guts. This was effectively a blind run. What had Pogo called it? Jumping into a well with your eyes closed? The worst kind of job to execute. But we had no time for proper reconnaissance, to establish relationships with servants who could divulge basic information about the interior, or whatever else. It was now or try to fight off a dozen Gloom Knights. 

“Ru sho laki josachit?” asked Ashrat, voice a low rumble by my side.

I’d no idea what he meant, but his question prompted an answer. “We’re going to find Baron Wargiver and force him to tell us the truth about his slave operation,” I said. “Then probably kill him.”

“I guess we can’t get in any more trouble than we’re in already,” said Cerys, voice tight. 

“Char’chas tsir hurets tutich suhaži,” said Ashrat grimly.

“I love it how he just thinks we understand everything he says,” said Cerys.

Ashrat just grinned at her, displaying impressively large lower tusks.  

“Time to go in,” I said. “The key’s the only edge we’ve got, so we’re going to push for the second floor as quickly as we can. That’s most likely where the great hall will be, with the baron’s quarters close by. Odds are he’s been awakened by Neko’s return and will be conferring with his advisors, possibly in his solar. We’ll try to surprise them while they talk.”

“Tsam josachit sho goleo Neko?” asked Ashrat, voice grim. 

“Neko? Yeah. He’s going to be a problem. But did you notice how he gets more dangerous the longer the fight goes on? He’s at his weakest when the fight starts. Cerys, shoot him on sight. With some luck we’ll take him down before he can ramp up.”

Cerys gave an uncertain nod of her head. 

Ashrat frowned. “Chi sheb beasha.”

“All of this is a gamble,” I said. “I didn’t realize I’d been dealt a losing hand when I sat down at this table, but somehow we’re still in the game. We just have to trust that Blind Fortuna is raising us up on her wheel and not lowering us down.”

“This is worth doing.” Cerys reached out and took my hand. “I know our chances of success are low. But that doesn’t matter. Someone needs to kill these monsters. No one else is here. No one else will ever try. We’re the only hope for women like Cassandra.”

“Yeah, I know.” And despite how right her words sounded, I suspected that very sense of righteousness. Was that me or the White Sun preparing to run inside and die? 

“Gohech shonva,” said Ashrat grimly, and drew his scimitar all the way.

“Gohech shonva is right,” I said, and ghosted up to the red door. The keyhole was a large, dark opening. I drew forth the Gloom Key and slid it inside the lock. Turned it, and heard a large bolt slide back.

I gave the door a slight push, and it swung inward silently, revealing a broad hallway lit by oil lanterns, a number of archways and doors leading off it to what had to be kitchens, store rooms, granaries and the like. Nobody was in sight.

I put the key away, drew my stolen longsword, and slipped inside. Time for speed. I jogged silently down the hall, passing a massive kitchen to my left, a bakery to my right, a closed door, a pantry of some kind—a few people were cleaning in each room, but nobody looked up to check my passage, and if they did, I was gone before they could make me out.

The hallway opened up into a large room, a servant’s dining area or the like, but I stepped into a stairwell just before it and raced upstairs, heart hammering in my chest. I could barely hear my companions behind me, their boots whispering on the stone.

A flare of illumination ahead of me—somebody coming down the spiral staircase, torch in hand. Nowhere to hide, no chance to turn back, so I put on speed and when the guard came into view, I slammed the tip of my blade into his face. 

I caught a glimpse of his florid features, a bulbous nose, a ratty mustache, and then there was blood, the jarring impact of blade on bone, the tip missing his mouth and punching into his cheek, spearing into the side of his head, and it was all I could do to restrain a cry of animal fear and shock on my own part as he let out a coughing bark of pain and went down before me.

I rode him to the steps, frantically sawing my blade back and forth, shattering bone and carving up the inside of his head. He died almost immediately, convulsing under my hand. I tore my blade free, having to place my boot on his shoulder to do so, and would have fallen back but for Ashrat’s steadying hand.

Gasping, I leaped over his corpse and around the bend, up to the second floor. Out into a hallway, shields gleaming over crossed blades on the walls in the light of fancier lanterns, I skidded to a stop, looking left and right and trying to get my bearings.

A servant had stopped and was looking over his shoulder at me a good fifteen yards away, no doubt alerted by the guard’s death. His eyes widened and he dropped his tray of food to the carpeted floor as he let out an inchoate cry of alarm.

Instinct had me run in the opposite direction. The servant’s cry was answered by bellowed queries. Shit! I raced down the hall, past heavy oak doors, around a bend and smashed into a pair of guards hurrying in our direction.

I was the slighter of the three, and bounced back, barely keeping my balance. The guards reacted quickly, and with their blades already drawn, made to cut me down. Then I was knocked aside by a battering ram as Ashrat roared past me, hewing at them both with his scimitar, his howl of fury echoing off the walls and drowning out even their screams. He butchered one of them by cleaving his arm and most of his shoulder clean off his torso with a downward chop, hewing through chain and leather as if it were wet paper.

A crossbow bolt took the second guard in the face, and I ran past them even as they fell, my mood changing from harried panic to cold calculation as I took in the new hall, searching, looking for a sign of the baron.

Red carpets. Bronze lanterns. Tapestries. Doorways. Shouts from behind, shouts from ahead. The estate was coming to life, galvanized by death and destruction. 

Doors opened even as I ran past. A large archway up ahead. I raced out into a massive dining room, the central table shaped like a horseshoe and large enough to seat fifty. The candles atop a chandelier were burned down nearly to stubs. Guards were spilling into the room from the far side, servants scattering and dropping dirty dishes or knocking over carts as they fled the table like cockroaches.

Too many guards. I leaped up onto the table in one bound and ran down its length, feet nimble between bowls and plates, platters and goblets. Ashrat raced alongside, Cerys a shadow behind us both. A set of double doors in the wall beyond the foot of the table. I leaped down, not breaking my stride, and turned my shoulder at the last moment to blast the doors open and stumble on through.

A landing. Four guards moving forward, but these were special, their black half-plate edged in gold, with a gold band soldered around the crown of their helms and numerous seals affixed to their breastplates with melted wax. 

Their blades sparkled as if recently drawn from the heart of a glacier, and they moved with the calm confidence of very, very experienced fighters.

Elites, and thus above my paygrade. 

I slowed and a bolt flew over my shoulder at the lead guard, who twitched his head aside to avoid the quarrel. Ashrat bowled into them like a cannon ball, sweeping his wicked scimitar in a lateral cut that smashed into the guard’s upraised sword and overwhelmed his guard, so that the guard’s own blade crashed back against his chest and knocked him stumbling into his friend.

I seized the opportunity and leaped forward into the gap, flanking the stumbling soldier and hacking down at the side of his knee. My blade cut deep and then I was past, a blow whistling just over my head.

No time, no time to get engaged in a brawl, we had to keep going, there were too many guards on our heels. 

A shout of anger and outrage followed me as I raced toward a broad door banded in black iron. This I threw open and raced inside.

A conference room as I’d imagined. A hexagonal table over which a map of Khansalon had been painted. Four lanterns providing bright illumination. A bear of a man in a crimson and gold doublet fringed with fox fur, his black beard speckled with white, a sleeping cap still on his head. A young woman clad all in blues and greens, as beautiful as she appeared severe. An elderly man, stooped and with a wispy white beard reaching his belt.

And Neko, rising slowly to his feet, hand going to a new blade attached to his hip.

The clash of sword blows rang out behind me. Shouts. Bellows of pain. I didn’t hesitate. I sprinted forward and leaped, bounding like a mad thing onto the table only to take a blast of water to the side that smashed me right off the table onto the wall.

It was like being broadsided by a wave. Water filled my mouth as I screamed and choked and then I hit the floor and water flooded out in every direction as if I’d been poured out of a completely full bathtub. 

The lady in blue.

Guess the aqua-themed party hadn’t been Barbatos’ doing after all.

I struggled to my feet only to take a kick across the chin from Neko. I went with it, falling back down to the floor and rolling away, head ringing, only to see Ashrat back into the chamber, fighting off an elite who suddenly spasmed as a crossbow bolt smashed out the front of his face.

Ashrat didn’t blink. He spun around and threw himself at Neko, who had been moving toward me. 

Coughing out water, I climbed to my feet only to duck back down below the table as a second torrent gushed from the sorceress to slam against the wall above my head. 

Adapting to the situation, I scurried under the table, only to throw myself aside as a massive scythe of ice stabbed down through the boards, nearly impaling me and shattering the floor.

Enough already! I slashed out at the woman’s legs, only to see her dance back. A second blow split the table in two so that it fell apart on either side of me, revealing the woman wielding a literal scythe of ice which she then swung at me once more.

A crossbow bolt hit the ice blade midswing, shattering the frozen blade so that I was pelted by fragments instead of disemboweled. Ashrat was snarling furiously as he hammered at Neko, who was quickly regaining his balance and pushing him back. The baron—where was he? There! Sidling along the walls toward the exit, putting the sorceress between us. 

Without looking aside at Cerys, the sorceress extended a palm toward her and sent a spear of water flashing through the air to take my friend in the chest, knocking her back and out of the room altogether.

She raised her other hand to me but I threw a dagger underhand which sank to the hilt into her palm, causing her to scream and snatch it back as if she’d touched a flame.

I didn’t give her time to recover. I bounded over the shattered half of the table and rammed my shoulder into her stomach. Normally I refuse to hit women, but I’m always willing to make an exception for one that’s trying to decapitate me with weapons made of ice. 

The sorceress went down just as I heard Ashrat bellow in pain. Guards burst in through the doorway, one of them with a blade to Cerys’ neck. I rolled to my feet and launched myself at the baron, snagging his shoulder with one hand as he tried to make a break for it. It felt like grabbing onto a pillar; he was so stout that I managed to swing myself around and behind him, sliding my blade before his throat and holding him close just as the whole room ground to a halt.

Nobody moved.

I heaved for breath, gasping as I held the baron tight, gazing over his shoulder at the half-dozen guards in the doorway, Ashrat clutching his wounded arm, blade at his feet, Neko with the tip of his sword at the orc’s throat. The sorceress stood, eyes blazing with murderous fury.

Everyone stared at me.

“Easy,” I said into the aching silence. “Let’s not make a mistake here, shall we?”

“You’re dead,” said the baron, his voice choked with fury. “Whether you kill me or let me go. Even if you somehow manage to escape my estate, you’re dead. You louse-ridden excuse for—”

“There there,” I said, applying more pressure to his throat and cutting off his diatribe. “I thought the nobility were supposed to be the civil class. Now. How about you order your guards to drop their weapons and step away from my friends?”

“Go defecate in the Ashen Garden!”

I frowned. “You really want me to cut your throat?”

“You won’t,” said the baron. “To do so would be to kill yourself as surely as you would me. So instead you’ll haggle and buy for time, angling for a way out of here. Go on. Kill me. I won’t give you a gold crown, you piece of filth. And the second you slit my throat, you’ll be torn apart and your friends here clapped in irons and handed over to people who really know how to make others suffer.”

“Huh,” I said. “I honestly hadn’t expected you to be this rabidly bloodthirsty. You’re right, though. I can’t cut your throat. Not yet, at any rate. I need to learn a few things first. And yes, I do know with whom we’re dealing. I know quite a lot, actually, something Neko no doubt informed you. Hello, Neko.”

Neko’s blade was quivering as he held it at Ashrat’s throat. Exhaustion? Nerves? Maybe the sword was just very heavy? I couldn’t tell. He was watching me with a flat, inscrutable gaze.

“Are you as dumb as you stink? I won’t—”

I drew another dagger and pressed the tip into his back. Deep enough to draw blood and make him cry out in shock and pain.

“That’s where your kidneys are,” I said, keeping my tone conversational. “I press any deeper, you’ll be pissing blood for weeks. Or maybe you’ll be leaking piss out of that hole for weeks. I get the two confused. So mind your manners and answer my questions, or I’ll slowly riddle you with holes till you wished I just up and killed you.”

“Bastard,” said Baron Wargiver through gritted teeth.

“First, tell your people to drop their weapons.”

“No,” said the baron.

“For fuck’s sake,” I said, and slashed a cut down the length of his ribs. I felt the blade slice through his doublet, through muscle and fat and bounce off the bones, and the baron gasped and tried to wrench free of my grip, but I held him tight and pressed the blade against his throat all the tighter.

“That’s not a mortal wound, but you’ll bleed a fair bit and it’ll sting every time you bend over to wipe your ass. Keep refusing and I’ll get more creative. Next I think I’ll lop off your nose. You want to take things that far?”

The baron was sweating profusely. I could feel him shivering, tense and still like a bull that’s about to be gelded. He was thinking of throwing me over his shoulder, or slamming me into the wall. 

“Don’t,” I whispered in his ear. All the while everybody stood and watched, held in place by the sight of my blade at his throat. “Your neck’ll part as easily as silk if you so much as twitch the wrong way. Now. Weapons. Down.”

He made a series of extraordinary expressions, a wide array of silent snarls and grimaces, and then finally gave a curt nod. “Weapons. Down. All of you.”

To their credit, nobody tried to reason with him. The guards lowered their blades to the floor, while Neko dropped his somewhat artlessly upon the wreckage of the table. Ashrat immediately snatched up his scimitar in his off hand, though he seemed to hold it well enough, while Cerys stumbled forward, drawing her short sword and moving to stand beside me.

“I meant what I said before,” said the baron in a low, murderous voice. “You’re a dead man. There’s no way you survive this encounter.”

“I know,” I said. “Trust me. I’m well aware of your allies. So think of it this way. The sooner you indulge me, the sooner I’ll be gone, and the quicker your friends will kill me.”

“What do you want?”

“Just a few answers. No crowns, no gold, nothing elaborate. I’ll warn you though, I’ve already learned my fair share of the facts. If you lie to me or play me false, I’ll slice off one of your delightful facial features. Understood?”

Again his face made a fantastic series of silent expressions, his lips writhing back and his eyes bugging out, but he didn’t say no.

Neko’s foot had slipped under his blade’s hilt. Primed to be kicked up and caught. 

The baron twitched under my grip. 

The moment of truth had come. 

I leaned in close and hissed into his ear, “Why are you buying women?”
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The baron twitched. “Why? They’re dangerous. Threats to society. I’m having them removed from the streets for the safety of all.”

I gave a wry smile. “How noble. But you’re wasting my time.”

Faster than the baron could react, I moved my blade up from his throat to press against his temple, then sliced downward, drawing it back as I did so to shear cleanly through his ear.

Blood misted in the air. A gobbet of curled flesh fell to his shoulder and my blade was back at his throat as he let out a shriek of shock and pain.

I swallowed a knot in my throat and fought to keep my face composed

“Curse you!” The baron was shaking with fury and agony. “You’re not fit for worms—”

“One last time,” I whispered into his other ear. “Why are you purchasing magically gifted women?”

He shut up and stood there shivering. Neko shifted his weight. I was running out of time. 

“Next will be your eye,” I said, though I didn’t know if I could make myself go through with that threat.

The baron was bleeding down his side, from his back, and the side of his head. Apparently it was enough. “Experiments,” he said, voice pitched low, clotted with his hatred. “Science.”

“Explain.”

I couldn’t see more than the side of his face, but I could feel him glancing at Neko. “The city council wants to explore the nature of magic. How to democratize it. How to share it with those who were born without the gift. As a means of uplift. To address inequality.”

I hesitated. Could that be true? It went against everything I knew. Against my understanding of the world. No; it couldn’t be true as told, but was there a grain of truth in there? Were the Aunts and Uncles looking to learn magic, or make the process of mastering magic easier? 

“Better,” I said. “But I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care what you believe,” rasped the baron. “It’s the truth. It’s not my fault you’re too damn cynical to believe others could care about the poor and downtrodden.”

Again I felt a moment’s doubt. Heinous as the method might be, could the goal be pure? There was only one way to find out, perilous as it might be.

“Where are these women held? Hmm? Where do you perform these experiments?”

“A warehouse across the Snake—”

I moved my dagger up before his face and the baron quailed. “Downstairs! In one of the basements.”

“Then let’s go pay a visit. Now.”

“No,” he said. “I won’t allow it.”

“By the Hanged God, you’re slow on the uptake. Ashrat, take Neko’s blade and escort him at sword point. You guards, clear the door. Cerys, cover everyone with your crossbow, especially the sorceress. We’re heading downstairs.”

“No,” cried the baron. “I tell you, it’s across the Snake Head!”

I shoved him forward and marched him across the room. Each time he tried to twist aside I pricked him with my sword, till at last he exited the chamber into the hall, a crowd of guards some twenty-strong backing away before us.

In such manner we made our way downstairs, a slow, shuffling procession of sweating, desperate men and women, everyone eyeing everyone else, the baron occasionally letting loose desperate roars of outrage or curdled threats.

I ignored him, forced him to keep marching. My grip on the situation was precarious and sliding by the moment. All it would take was a bolt hitting me in the back of the head and we were all done for. I stayed close to the baron, twitching about as much as he was, eyeing the end of each hallway and doorway, ready to duck at a moment’s notice. 

Down to the ground floor we went, and when the baron refused to answer my questions, it was Neko who volunteered the basement entrance’s location.

“Silence!” growled the baron, but Neko merely shrugged.

“If you’re being honest, you have nothing to fear,” said the Exemplar. “The moment you prove yourself honorable is the moment I’ll kill these intruders.”

The baron’s thick doublet and furs were soaked now with his sweat, and he was giving off a reek of sour desperation. “Earn your pay! Do something now!”

Again Neko shrugged. “I’m pretty tired. I will act when I can. Until then, I must admit I’m curious to learn more about this affair.”

The stairs were behind a locked door that Ashrat battered down, and at the sight of the broad stone steps disappearing into the gloom, the baron let out a cry and tried to run away. I kicked his feet out from under him so that he went down in a pile, then grasped a fistful of his beard and lifted him back to his feet through a feat of strength I didn’t know I possessed. 

“Come now,” I hissed, heart racing, limbs trembling with fatigue from being on edge for so long. “This charade is almost over. Prepare to meet the Hanged Man with some measure of dignity.”

Down the steps we went, Neko first with Ashrat at his back, then the baron and myself, Cerys following the sorceress. The guards were ordered to stay above.

The steps went deep below the estate, the air turning cool and damp, and opened up into a massive chamber surrounded by cells whose bars extended in a familiar manner from ceiling to floor. 

It was a ghastly chamber and stank of dried blood and urine. Yet the paraphernalia wasn’t your standard torture chamber fare; instead, the room was dominated by a large metal table upon which a subject was meant to be constrained, and from which a number of vials filled with exotically colored liquids were inserted. Strange gleaming probes were set on trays by the table’s side, while a metal dome sat roughly where the patient’s head would go.

There was one occupant in the room, huddled in the back of one of the cells, clasping at her legs and turned away from us as if in horror. She was a slender woman, her black hair falling about her face and shoulders like a veil, and was dressed in a soiled smock that even a beggar would have thought twice about wearing.

“Here,” I said to Ashrat. “Mind the baron.” I stepped over to the cage, stomach twisting in pity and horror, and crouched to take one of the bars in hand. “Hello?”

The woman shuddered and cast a glimpse at me over her shoulder. I saw a flash of olive eyes, a piercing, haunted expression, and then she looked away.

“Look,” I said. “I’ve got the baron at sword-point. I’m going to set you free. This nightmare is over. All I need you to do is talk to me and help me get you out of here.”

Again she glanced over her shoulder, and this time the sight of the baron and Ashrat seemed to register; to my immense relief she uncurled from the knot she’d clasped herself into and turned to take in the scene before her. Despite the obvious weeks of abuse and neglect I could tell she was noble-born; under the grime her skin as pale and smooth as porcelain. Her face was shaped like a heart, and her rosebud lips were pressed into a thin line. Her body was slender to the point of being girlish despite clearly being a woman grown. 

“What is going on?” she asked, her voice rough as if long unused for anything beside screaming. Her accent—Port Lusander?

“I’ve crashed the baron’s party,” I said, trying to catch her gaze and hold it. Her lucidity seemed perilously delicate, as if one wrong word or impression might shatter her anew. “My friend there—Cerys—was being blackmailed by Elias, the man who sold you to the baron. We killed him, then we killed Skurve, and now we’re probably going to kill the baron. But only if you can tell us what’s going on here. What he’s doing.”

She unfurled a little more, turning toward me as if drawn by my words. A single eyebrow rose in disbelief. “You killed… Skurve? He’s dead?”

I gave a grim nod.

She studied Ashrat anew, lingered on the blade he held at the man’s neck, and this time she rose carefully to her feet. “And you are?”

“Kellik, formerly of the Family, now just a pain in their royal arse,” I said, doing my best at a roguish grin. “And not long for this world unless we get a move on, if you catch my drift.”

“I do.” She smoothed down her filthy garb with a gesture more suited to fine dresses, and moved to the bars. She was short, perhaps a little over five feet tall, and had a natural dignity and self-possession that confirmed my suspicion that she was of noble blood. “Wargiver has been trying to break me. To shatter my mind in precisely the right way so that I may become a tool for his accomplices.”

“She lies!” roared the baron, and then let out a loud ooph as Ashrat slammed the pommel of his blade into the baron’s gut.

“Tool?” I asked.

The prisoner gave a wary nod. “To increase my magical ability while breaking my control over it. He’s told me that I’ll be turned over to his accomplices and inserted into their ‘net’, whatever that means. Used to power their ability to monitor the city.”

The baron groaned, trying to speak, but he couldn’t inhale enough air to make words. 

“By the Hanged God’s empty nutsack,” I said, all kinds of pieces slotting into place in my mind. “How long have you been here?”

“I don’t know,” said the woman stonily. “Weeks? It has been… unpleasant.”

“The cell is magically locked,” said the baron, wheezing and on his knees. “You will not get her out.”

“That so?” I drew forth the Gloom Key, unlocked the door, and then pulled it wide open. “Welcome to the rest of your life, my lady.”

“Iris,” she said, and then stepped outside the cell. “Can you remove this collar?”

“Do not do that,” said the water sorceress from the back of the room, her voice low and urgent. “Her mind is already fractured. Removing the collar could have dire consequences for everyone here. It’s all that prevents her from accessing her power.”

I slid the Gloom Key into the small keyhole, turned it, and the collar snicked open and fell to the ground.

“Sorry,” I said, turning to the sorceress. “You were saying something?”

“Ahhh,” breathed Iris, massaging her bruised neck. She closed her eyes and inhaled, as if breathing in the most delicious scent. “Yes. There it is.”

“By the way,” I asked, suddenly nervous. “What kind of magic user were you?”

“Necromancer,” said Iris, her voice soft as she opened her eyes to stare at the baron.

“Necromancer. Ah. Excellent.” Had I just made a terrible mistake?

“Jusana,” said the baron. “Now!” And he lunged to the side, grabbing one of the silver probes from the table and turning it upon Ashrat.

A number of things happened all at once. A bolt of searing white light flew from the probe to collide with the orc and lift him off his feet. Cerys’ bolt flew through the air to hit Jusana—the sorceress—just as she flung a bolt of ice in my direction. Pain exploded in my shoulder as I was spun around to slam into the bars.

As if awaiting this signal, guards charged down into the room. I forced myself to rise, fighting against the tide of pain, to see the baron grinning like a wolf as he leaned against the table’s edge, probe still in hand. Jusana had taken the bolt in the stomach but was still standing, if barely, having encased herself in an armature of ice to hold her in place. Guards fanned out into the room, moving to engage Cerys, who cast aside her crossbow to draw her blade.

Ashrat climbed slowly to his feet, black scorch marks across his chest and neck, seemingly unaware of the guards who now surrounded him.

“There,” said the baron, reaching up to touch his earhole and eyeing his bloody fingertips. “I’m going to make you pay for that, you flea-bitten wretch.”

The ice spear was already melting, diluting the blood soaking my shirt around the wound. It hadn’t punched through, thank Blind Fortuna, but it had gone deep enough to wedge. 

Iris bestirred herself. “I’ve yearned for this moment for so long that I’m having trouble accepting it’s here.” 

“Back into your cage,” snarled the baron. “Or you’ll suffer all the more for it. Back! Now!”

“I feel like a bride about to walk down Fortuna’s Path,” said Iris, ignoring him altogether. “Nervous. Excited. Aroused. Alive with a deep passion for life. For death.”

“Cut her down,” snapped the baron. His guards moved forward nervously. I stepped before her, blocking their access, wounded but still willing to fight.

“I can hear them calling me,” said Iris, her voice dreamy. “How many have you socketed down in that hall? Let us call them forth. Call them here to pay their respects to you, Wargiver. To do you homage for sending them to the Hanged God.”

“Neko!” Baron Wargiver turned on the Exemplar. “Don’t just stand there!”

There was a small door on the far side of the room. It was gnomish in aspect, only four feet tall and painted a dull, flaking red, as if with old, old blood. 

Something scratched it from the other side.

The baron went as white as a slab of funeral marble.

“Come, sisters,” whispered Iris, reaching toward the door with her scabbed and filthy hands. “Come out of that dark, miserable hole. Come join us.”

“Neko!” screamed the baron, then raised the probe and aimed it at Iris. He gave it a peremptory shake then frowned down at the silver wand. “Discharged already? Jusana!”

The sorceress was bleeding out into her own ice scaffold, the clear framework turning pink and crimson as her blood suffused it. Her breathing was ragged, but she turned her palm toward the door and cried out a word of liquid power. The gnomish door was immediately encased in ice several feet deep, and the scratching that had just grown louder immediately became muted.

“There,” panted the baron, hand going to his wounded side. “Now, guards. Cut down this fool and throw this bitch back in her cell.”

“You lied,” said Neko, considering his blade as if it were a scroll whose message was in a language he could almost understand.

“I—what?” Baron Wargiver turned back to the Exemplar.

“Thank you,” I whispered in relief, not quite knowing whom I thanked. Blind Fortuna, maybe?

“You’re not working toward the betterment of Port Gloom. Your extralegal status is a means to fortify the Family at the expense of these innocent women.”

“No, you don’t understand a thing,” snapped the baron. “It’s more complicated than that. I’ll explain everything once this situation is dealt with.”

“No,” said Neko. “I don’t think so.”

The baron froze. “What are you saying, Neko? Be very, very careful here. Don’t bite the hand that feeds you.”

“Only one hand feeds me,” said Neko. “And it is made of bone. Our contract is finished, Wargiver. Release these people.”

Baron Wargiver’s head snapped back as if he’d been clipped in the chin. “You? Giving me orders? Here? Laughable. If you won’t do as you’re told, then leave. Now.”

Neko spun his sword around lazily, his ugly, burned mug drawn into a frown. “You’re upsetting me. You don’t want to make me upset, Wargiver.”

“Jusana!”

The poor sorceress was on the verge of fainting, but managed to lift her head from the icy shelf on which she’d rested it. “I—I can’t…”

“Now! I order you, by the debt your father owes!”

She grimaced, swallowed down her pain, and pushed a trembling hand toward Neko. “Assalanthas,” she whispered.

The spear of ice flashed forth, though it was greatly diminished in size, being only a foot long. Ice dagger, I guess. Still, it flew at Neko with terrible speed. 

His blade flashed.

Ice shattered.

Neko stepped through the cloud burst of fragments, spinning his blade lazily once more. “All right. Now I’m pissed.”

“Guard!” The baron’s voice rose an entire octave. “Kill him!”

Even though there were fifteen armored men down here, most of them still standing in the stairway, they hesitated. 

Neko turned to consider them. His expression was dour, his brow beetling over his eyes. “Boys, I’m an Exemplar of the Hanged God. Wargiver may not fully appreciate what that means, having never seen me fight, but some of you—Angus, Clart, Jehan—you know in your bones what you face. I’ve no desire to cut you down. But you obey that order, you’ll die.” Neko spun his blade one last time. “All of you, in very, very rapid succession.”

The guards glanced at each other. One of them took a step back. “He’s right. This’ll not be a fight. It’ll be mere butchery. Fuck this for a lark.” And he turned and forced his way past the others up the steps.

“Treason!” bellowed Wargiver. “I’ll see that man broken on the wheel! The rest of you, attack as one! Now!”

“No thank you,” said another man, sheathing his blade. “Sooner as try to head butt a sharp metal cock through a stone wall.” 

“Aye,” said a third. 

Half the guards melted away, escaping upstairs, so that in a matter of moments only six men were left, each glancing at the other as if seeking some reassurance as to why they were being this stupidly loyal.

A crack filled the air. Seams had appeared in the ice before the small, red door. Even as I watched, new cracks shivered through the clear wall. 

The baron threw his useless probe aside and snatched up another, gave it a shake and then cast it aside. “Jusana!”

The sorceress moaned and lowered her head to the icy shelf. Blood continued to flow from her wound, entering the lattice-work she’d surrounded herself with, so that she appeared scaffolded in crimson. 

One of the guards, a brutish fellow, stepped forward and gave a tentative swing at Neko. The Exemplar simply swayed back with an impatient scowl on his face, not bothering to engage.

Crack. A chunk of ice fell to the floor.

“They come, Wargiver,” whispered Iris. “With love in their hearts, they come for you…”

“Damn these… stupid… useless…” The baron snatched up a final probe then hurled it aside. “Very well! If I must, I shall do this myself!” He drew the sword at his hip and charged across the room at where I stood with Iris.

She didn’t flinch, didn’t so much as move. The baron’s first swing was a brutal overhead chop, but he signaled it so clearly I had ample time to simply step aside and then kick him in the side of the knee. 

There was a popping sound, and the baron went down, hard. I backed away, shepherding Iris against the bars so that we were outside the baron’s reach.

The brutish guard swung again, but clearly his heart wasn’t in it. Neko swayed away again, not even bothering to raise his blade. 

“Stop,” said Neko. “Seriously. Just stop.”

CRACK.

The icy barrier collapsed in a mass of rough-edged chunks, and the door swung open, revealing a dark hole seething with movement. Corpses. Dead women, to be precise, all of them clawing at the portal and each other in an attempt to climb free.

My throat squeezed shut in horror as they clambered out and rose to their feet, one after the other. The first was the freshest, perhaps only a month dead, her flesh swollen and rancid, swarming with insects, her elven features brutalized and ruined by time and the baron’s ministrations. Behind her came an older corpse, putrescent and missing her lower jaw. The ones behind her were in greater states of decomposition and rot, hair falling in clumps, eyes sunken and gone altogether, wasted and sinewy as they came forth, jerking awkwardly in their desire to get at the baron.

“No,” whispered Wargiver, staring at them with wide, glazed-over eyes. “That’s… that can’t be…”

Nobody else moved. Ashrat muttered something under his breath and made a warding sign with his fingers as we stared as the undead sorceresses and witches swarmed up to the baron and clasped him by the ankles.

Their touch galvanized him back to life. With a shriek he hurled himself back, writhing and fighting them, but to no avail. Undeath had made their strength terrible, and for a moment I thought they meant to tear him apart. Instead, they worked in concert, hauling him across the floor, jerking him back, clawed and skeletal hands clasping his clothing, his arms, his flailing legs.

I couldn’t breathe. The baron’s screams were the high-pitched shrills of a pig whose butchering had been botched. Across the floor he went, thrashing and fighting, until they reached the broken ice field. 

I saw the precise moment the baron realized what his fate was to be. The horror that descended upon him. For a moment he went slack, undone by the knowledge, and then he screamed, a tearing, primal sound of denial and terror. 

The undead women didn’t halt, didn’t stop, but instead continued to drag and haul him. Back through the shattered little door. Into the dark. Into their hole.

The baron clasped the edge of the portal with both hands, and I watched, frozen, as he held on with desperate strength, his face barely visible in the darkness beyond. Held as they yanked at him, again and again and again. 

Then his fingers lost their grip, and he was swallowed into the darkness altogether. The little red door slammed closed and the baron’s screams cut off as if severed by a knife.

“The White Sun preserve me,” whispered one of the guards, making the sign of the Hallowed Oak at the same time, then turned to flee up the stairs. The others did the same, clattering up in a panicked route.

“Ah,” breathed Iris. “Enjoy, my sisters. Enjoy.”

I stared at her, wide eyed. “I… we… we should go,” I finally managed.

Cerys was shaking so hard she hugged herself. “Neko? Are you—?”

“I’ll come with you for now,” said the Exemplar, eyes glazed with shock as he stared at the little red door. “I’ve never… only in visions sent by… yeah. Time to go.”

I gave myself a shake. “Right. Right.”

Iris took a step toward me. “May I join you?”

I have to admit I froze up again. In the torchlight her olive-green eyes seemed to shift so that they burned amber.

“I… yes. Of course.” I tried to ignore the sinking feeling in my gut even as I said those words.

“Here,” said Cerys, moving over to a desk that was set against the far wall. “Ledgers. Documents. Maps.”

“Grab them,” I said. “All of it. But we have to go.”

“Sho tsoshara feogen nogife shichech,” said Ashrat, stepping up to me and gesturing at the ice spear.

The damn thing was melting away already, and the ice helped numb the pain. But I couldn’t very well run with it sticking out of me. “Fine.”

The orc raised his fuligin cloak to his mouth, bit one edge, then tore free a long strip with a savage yank. This he then shoved into the wound as soon as he pulled the spear free, pressing hard to quench the flow of blood.

“Sho tsoshara jofesh chi,” he muttered, casting around for something. “Laas.” A towel of sorts was draped over a bar at the foot of the metal table. I shuddered to think what it might be used for, but before I could complain, Ashrat tore it in half, tied the ends together, then expertly bound the wadded wool deep into the wound.

“And you?” I asked.

“Tati tsube,” said Ashrat with a one-shouldered shrug, but I knew he was downplaying it. The scorch marks had seared his flesh, causing cracks to appear over the worst of it, from which blood was leaking.

“If you’re going to come, you can help carry this,” said Cerys, unloading a number of books into Neko’s arms. The man scowled but complied. A moment later she tucked what remained under her own arms. I cast a final look at the crimson door and at the sorceress who was starting to collapse toward the floor as her ice armature melted. A pang of sympathy and regret flashed through me—what was her tale, I wondered? What leverage had the baron applied to make her his unwilling tool? 

But there was no time for compassion. I led the way up the stairs.

Nobody stopped us. Nobody called out any questions. It took me a moment to orient myself, but as soon as I did, I led the way along the halls back to the servant’s quarters, down past the kitchen to the massive exterior door.

It wasn’t locked. I shoved it open, glanced both ways, then led my friends back out into Port Gloom’s night.

 


Chapter 22

 

 

Where could we go? The Wargiver manor was within sight of Execution Hill, but still on the fringes of the Garden District. Far too expensive and well-patrolled an area for us to go to ground. I led the way down the street to a main thoroughfare whose name escaped me. Even at this late hour there was traffic; a soil cart was rolling along, pulled by a battered-looking nag, two men shoveling horse manure and mud over the lowered tailgate from which two lanterns hung. The occasional carriage or phaeton rumbled past, iron-shod wheels ringing on the cobbles as weary noblemen returned home after their sordid affairs across the Snake Head. Here and there small stands braved the night, sellers of coffee, pastries and tobacco whiling away the midnight hours with their small bands of regulars and nightwalkers.

I hesitated. Havatier’s comments rang in my mind, given new meaning after what we’d learned:  There’s a pall in the air, a magic miasma that reeks of constant, low-level divination. It sifts down from the skies like the ashen dust that’s spewed by your thousand chimneys.

How by the Hanged God were we supposed to escape a city-wide net of divination magic? 

“Kellik.” The Exemplar stepped forward, shifting ledgers and scroll tubes under his arms. “I’ll hand these to you now. I’m off to my church to report on what’s happened.”

“Hang on,” I said. “Quick question: did the baron send word of the Gloom Knight’s death to the Family?”

“The moment I told him,” said Neko. “I don’t think he believed me, but he wasn’t willing to risk being wrong. That had to be… about an hour ago now.”

“So they’re onto us. Again.” I bit my lower lip, doing my best to ignore the throbbing pain in my shoulder and how light headed I felt. 

“The sewers?” asked Cerys.

I shook my head. “Everything folk tend to think of as good hiding places are usually where the Family’s strongest. The seediest brothels, the most notorious taverns, the sewers, abandoned tenements that have been gutted by fires—that’s where beggars, gentlefingers and ruffians tend to hide. No.”

Ashrat was hunched with pain, yet his voice was as clear and strong as ever. “Niti sho chala the tseosharabo? Pogo?”

“Head to Pogo? Possibly. But they’ll sense the gate we depart through. I don’t doubt they’ll send people hunting after us. Trackers, sorcerers.”

“Here, somebody take all this,” said Neko, voice rising in annoyance. “Or I’ll drop it on the floor.”

I half expected Iris to make some morbid suggestion, but she simply stood to one side, hands clasped before her, gazing blankly out at the avenue. Her expression was somber, speculative—as if she still didn’t quite believe she’d made it out. The sight of a four-horse carriage rumbling by caused her eyes to widen, as if she’d consigned such things to the realm of passing dreams.

I startled. “That’s it. We’ve been thinking about this all wrong.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Cerys.

“Listen, Neko, one moment before you bolt—we shouldn’t be looking for a place to go to ground, a—a hideout, as it were. We need to stay mobile. They know where we are, right, based on the key’s area of obfuscation? So we don’t stop. Never let them corner us. We need to hire a large coach, and pay the driver to criss-cross the city erratically. Double back, make random turns, throw off pursuit. What use their knowing where we are if they can’t plan an ambush?”

“Char’chas are bam tsuheab,” said Ashrat.

Pain, blood loss, and exhaustion made me grin. “Char’chas is right. Whatever the fuck that means.”

“A fine plan,” said Neko. “Not sure what it’s got to do with me. I respect you for what you’ve done, but now—”

“Neko, please. Just—one moment, all right? You’re not losing anything by just hanging on a little longer. Please?”

I saw the other man hesitate, agonize over his impatience to be gone, and turned back to Cerys before he could answer. “I’ve not spent much time in this part of town. Where’d we get a big carriage?”

“Hansoms line up at permanent posts,” said Cerys. “Large carriages are far rarer. Usually they’re privately owned or used to convey groups of people along established routes during the day. We won’t find a four or six-horse carriage idling at a street corner at this time of night.”

“So a large hansom cab then,” I said. “And some meat-filled pastries, maybe. My stomach’s about to start devouring itself, and my hiding in plain sight principle remains the same. Come on. Neko, I swear you’re going to want to hear what I have to say. To learn the truth about what’s going on here in Port Gloom.”

I led my companions down the avenue, moving from island of yellow light to island of yellow light as we passed the lantern posts, the august homes of the rich and privileged staring down blindly at us from behind tall wrought-iron fences. Neko stood watching us go, and I thought I might have lost him until he cursed and jogged to catch up.

I stopped one weary-looking costermonger and bought all ten of his remaining meat pies; he stared at me with a stupefied kind of amazement, clearly not believing his fortune.

Our own luck was also with us: around the corner was an even broader avenue that speared straight toward the Public Gardens in the far distance, a hansom cab stand with three vehicles not more than a score of yards away.

“Fuck,” I said. “I gave all my gold to Havatier. Anybody got some coin?”

“No,” said Iris, voice still distant and dreamy. “I’m sorry.”

“Didn’t mean you, Iris,” I said. “Don’t worry. Neko?”

“You’re serious? I save your lives, I humor you and wait a little longer, and now you’re hitting me up for a crown?”

“Yes,” I said. 

“Fine, fine. Here.” He dug a couple of coins out of his disappointingly flat pouch. “This should get us going. But if this secret information isn’t worth my time, I’m going to be very annoyed.”

I took the coins and hurried up to the stand. Of everyone I’d met thus far, Neko was the last one I’d want to annoy further. A tall pole with a gilt horse marked the front where the cabs lined up, and there four men sat on rickety stools, smoking pipes by the light of a dying lantern, watching a rat dressed in a tailored little outfit dance to the tune played by a beggar boy winding a small concertina. 

“Excuse me,” I said, not caring if the beggar recognized me. 

The rat flipped onto its forepaws and waggled its tail around and around in a circle, and the men guffawed, clamped their pipes in their teeth so that they could applaud. Only then did one of their number, an old wizened fellow with a massive bushy white mustache and a low cap look up at me. 

I clearly wasn’t impressive enough for him to get to his feet. “Yes?”

I held up my coin. “My friends and I want a pleasure drive across Port Gloom. Here’s a crown to get us started. Which of you has the largest cab?”

“That’ll be me,” said a dark-skinned fellow with a smear of scar tissue over each cheek. “My Bessie’s large enough for six if you squeeze in comfy-like.” He stared blankly at his companions as if daring them to defy him. “Am I right?”

The bushy-mustached man chewed on his pipe. “Yes, yes. Your Bessie’s almost big enough to compensate for your other deficiencies, or so your Margaret’s told me.”

The dark-skinned fellow grinned as he rose to his feet. “Now that manner of jibe I feel no need to defend myself against. We all know I’m large enough to trip over. At least, that’s what happened to your poor Jessie as she staggered away from me.”

“Sirs, sirs!” piped the beggar lad. “A copper for the show!”

“Get off with you then,” said the mustached man, grinning as he poked his finger through the White Sun’s circle. “Leave us to our dancing rat.”

“This way sir,” said the dark-skinned man, slapping a cap onto his head and tugging at his waistcoat. “The name’s Jeran, and never you mind those old fools. My cab’s the last in line, but she’s big enough for—well.” He’d just caught sight of Ashrat, stepping up into the lamp light. “That’s a very big, ah, man. Orc. Orc man.”

“Thank you, Jeran. Here. Two crowns.” I placed a hand on his shoulder as we walked toward his cab. “Now listen close. We want to see Port Gloom, all parts of it. Drive every which way. Dazzle us with your driving skills. Loops and backtracks. Switch directions, then switch back. Keep us moving, don’t let us stop in any traffic, and if you do a good job there’s another two crowns coming your way.”

Jeran paused by his hansom cab. It was a large, gleaming vehicle, lacquered black with neat white trim around the windows and doors. “Sight seeing at night? With no goal in mind? I may be but a lowly cab driver, but I’m no fool. What are you mixing me up in?”

“A cabal of broken witches and sorceresses are using foul magic to divine our location so as to set up a Gloom Knight ambush,” I said.

“No, seriously,” said Jeran. “You being chased by the watch, or some other kind of trouble?”

“Something like that. But you’ll not get mixed up in it. All we want is a mobile home for the next hour or two. Drive us in circles, zig and zag where you will, and when we alight we’ll double your pay. Deal?”

Jeran removed his cap, eyed my wounded shoulder, the papers and books Cerys and Neko were hauling, and seemed the most disturbed by the way Iris was watching the rat do backflips with a blank expression. “Six crowns.” He slapped his cap into the palm of his hand. “That’s my fee, take it or leave it.”

“Neko?” I asked.

“Fine,” he said. “Beggar me while you’re at it.”

Jeran grinned and pulled the door open. “Then welcome aboard Bessie, your lordships and ladies! A smoother, finer ride you’ll not find anywhere in all the world.”

Ashrat hauled himself inside, causing the cab’s frame to groan and creak as it rocked back and forth. 

“Well,” said Jeran. “Better at any rate than those two wrecks parked before me.”

“I heard that, Jeran,” called one of the old men. “It’s your reputation with the ladies that’ll get wrecked if you talk trash about my Jenny.”

Neko climbed aboard, followed by Cerys. 

“Your Jenny’s a fine cab,” Jeran was saying. “Too bad you still think you’re piloting jolly boats, you washed up has-been of a ship captain.”

“Iris?” I extended my hand. “Coming?”

“I—yes.” She took my hand, her own cool and slight. Stepped in close and stared me right in the eyes. “Thank you, Kellik. Did I say that already? I forget. For saving my life.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I shall repay you. Just as I mean to repay all those involved with what Wargiver wrought. You have my word on that.” Her tone remained quiet, almost absent, and I couldn’t help but shiver as I recalled that small crimson door. 

“I’m sure you will. But for now, how about you hop aboard?”

“Yes,” she said, then blinked and gave me an apologetic smile. With that she lifted the tattered hem of her filthy smock as if it were a fine gown and stepped inside.

“Right you are, sir,” said Jeran, beaming at me as he took hold of the handle. “All aboard?”

“All aboard,” I said, and hopped inside. Within were two upholstered tufted benches separated by only two feet of leg space. Ashrat had claimed the far side of the cab, hunching down so he could prop his feet up on the other bench, while Neko and Cerys faced Iris and I. We were all elbows and jostling knees, and when Jeran leaned in to hang a small storm lantern from the ceiling hook, I almost laughed at how cramped we all were. When Jeran climbed aboard his sprung seat at the back and cracked his reins, we jounced and rolled into each other in the gloom.

“First,” I said, leaning forward and turning slightly so I could see everyone in the murky shadows, “we fucking did it.” The urge to whoop was as sudden as it was violent, and I bit it down only so as to not startle Jeran. “We’re still alive. I don’t believe it, I don’t believe Neko the fucking Exemplar is with us acting like a porter and giving us all his gold, or that we now have a necromancer amongst us—but we do, and we did, and that’s… amazing.”

“Ha ha,” said Neko. “First, keep talking like that and I’ll cut your head off. Second, the moment I found out Wargiver was lying, our contract was over and his life was forfeit. Third—”

“Hold up,” I said. “I’m not done grinning like an idiot. Cerys. Ashrat. Good job. Blind Fortuna was clearly raising us up. Let’s just pray our ascent continues.”

“Hear hear,” said Cerys under her breath. Ashrat simply stared at me, a bulky shadow that blocked the far cab wall.

“Now, what have we learned?” I raised a hand to count off fingers. “First, that the baron was a sick monster who deserved to die a hundred times over. Second, that he was abusing magically talented women so as to break their minds and turn them into tools for the Family, who uses them to survey Port Gloom for trouble. Actually, Iris, a question—why just women?”

Iris was rocking to and fro with the swaying of the cab. “Why?” She paused, as if she’d forgotten what that word meant, and then gave her head a slight shake. “A misguided belief that women’s supposed instincts to nourish and provide for others could be warped to encompass all of Port Gloom.” She stared down at her pale hands. “That at least was what he told the Family. I think the truth lies closer to mere sexual sadism. I doubt the baron would have had nearly as much ‘fun’ breaking unattractive men.”

“Like I said, he deserved to die a thousand times over. So there’s a network out there of broken magic users who serve the Family against their will. As long as that network is up and running, they’ll find us and send Gloom Knights to finish us off.”

“What more do you know about this operation, Neko?” asked Cerys. 

“Nothing,” he said. “Wargiver kept me in the dark. As you can now well understand. And you’re the one supposed to be spilling the beans, not me.”

“Still, we grabbed a host of his papers. Hopefully there’s something in here that will be of assistance.”

“What are you thinking?” asked Cerys.

“We need to be able to stop running,” I said. “Which means killing one or two of these magic sentries. We know they are incredibly hard to replace—that will give us parts of Port Gloom where we can hide in safety without fear of being attacked.”

“Kill them?” asked Neko. “They’re innocents.”

“They would thank you,” whispered Iris. “If they could. For being released from their torment.”

We rode in silence for a spell after those soft words. 

“Tatekar sich bam be lashaoso laki olash Family hatos tsut li beiko,” said Ashrat.

“You understand that?” I asked Neko.

“Not a clue,” said the Exemplar.

“Sorry, Ashrat.” I resisted the urge to reach out and pat his knee. “That didn’t make a lick of sense.”

“They’ll ramp up their defenses,” said Cerys. “Especially once they learn Neko left with us, and guess at what we learned from the baron. They’ll be expecting a strike.”

“True,” I said. “But they won’t know which one to defend. I’m guessing there are many of these sentries scattered across the city. As powerful as the Family is, they can’t mobilize an army to make each location impregnable.”

We all swayed as Jeran made an abrupt turn.

“All right,” said Neko. “Assume you’re able to kill one or two of these sentries, removing the Family’s ability to watch a given area. What then?”

“You?” I asked. “Not ‘us’?”

“Like I said,” said Neko. “This has nothing to do with me.”

“And which part of the city will you target?” asked Cerys. “Are we planning to just… take down the whole city now? This has become much bigger than just the baron and his slave network. We’re talking about the Family’s power base.”

“I know exactly which part,” I said. “My original goal hasn’t changed. We’ll knock out the sentry that covers the harbors south of the Snake Head where the Bay Bridge and the custom’s house are.”

“Why there?” asked Cerys.

“Because that’s where Sodden Hold is located,” I said, voice turning grim. “That’s where Everyman Jack has his headquarters, and that’s whom I mean to move against next to learn the truth about my expulsion.”

Neko shifted the heavy books in his lap. “So this is all a personal vendetta?”

I moved my head from side to side. “Yes? At least, it started that way. But it’s become much more since then. The more I learn about the Family’s more… odious business practices, the more I’ve come to object to them. And want to stop them.”

“Stop the Family.” Neko said this as if I’d proposed draining the ocean with a spoon.

“I know, I know, it sounds crazy,” I said.

“Yes,” agreed Neko. “It does. I don’t know much about the Family’s inner workings, but through my temple I learned enough. That it’s a complex, multi-layered organization with deep roots, and an even deeper stable of leaders. Even a dozen assassinations of their top people wouldn’t stop them. They’ve many more qualified people waiting to step into those shoes.”

I massaged my temples. “Yes, yes, I know. Trust me. I was in the Family. I know I might as well declare that I’m waging war on Port Gloom’s economic system, or looking to overthrow the government.”

“Overthrowing the government would be much easier,” said Neko.

“You’re not helping.”

“I’m not trying to,” said Neko. “True, I have no other contract at the moment, but that doesn’t mean I default to working with you. I’m going to return to my temple and seek a new commission through official channels after telling them everything that’s happened.”

Ashrat shifted his weight, causing both benches to creak in protest. “Ta eatsa char’chas re laas.” And he pointed at Neko, then down at the cab’s floor.

“What’s that?” Neko looked down at his books, then the floor. “I’m here now?”

“I’m guessing you’re curious,” I said. “About who you were working for. About what your fighting achieved for them. To see just how deep this rot goes.”

Neko pursed his lips, eyes still on the leather-bound ledgers on his lap.

“How about this,” I said. “Stay with us long enough to learn more details. No fighting. Just another couple of hours as we see what we’ve got here, and then you can make up your mind. If you decide to jump ship—”

“Jump hansom cab,” muttered Cerys.

“—then no hard feelings, we’ll drop you off at your temple of choice. Plus, you’ll have learned even more secrets to share with your elders.”

Neko rubbed his thumb across the cover, then sighed in resignation. “Very well. Got to admit I’m curious. Let’s see what we’ve got.”

I unwrapped the first pie, mouth filling with saliva as the wax paper crinkled. Cerys took one with a quiet ‘thank you’ and opened the first book on her pile, while Neko smoothed out a scroll. This was going to take time, and I knew I should dive in and help, but instead I took a huge bite of my pie, pastry flaking everywhere, and turned my attention to Iris. 

She sat with her hands between her knees, gazing blankly down at nothing, swaying as the cab jostled and navigated the night streets.

“Pie?” I asked, holding one out to her.

“Hmm?” She blinked and looked up at me as if I were pulling her out of an absorbing book.

“Pie. Meat-filled pastry thing. Hungry?”

“Oh. Yes. I haven’t eaten in…” She trailed off. “How long has it been?”

“I don’t know,” I said, pie still extended toward her.

“Too long,” she said with a smile, and took the pie. 

“How are you doing?” I asked, the question banal even in my own ears. “I mean, I imagine not good, but—given that you’re out of that cell, are you… are you keeping it together?”

Her smile was tentative, fleeting, and then gone. “I’m not sure. Everything seems… distant. As if this were all a fever dream. Something I’m about to wake from, and find myself strapped down on Wargiver’s table once more. With him standing over me, probe in hand…”

Her gaze grew distant again, as if that image were more real than the world before her.

“This is no dream,” I said, closing her hands around the pastry. “Take a bite. That’s some honest to goodness Port Gloom street pie there.” I kept my hands over hers on impulse. “I’m real. Wargiver is dead. You’re free.”

“Free,” she repeated. “Yes. So it seems.”

Holding her attention was like trying to cup water in trembling fingers. Somehow she’d still not taken a bite. “Listen, Iris. Are you sure you want to be part of this? We could help you find passage to Port Lusander, if you wanted. Send you home.”

“No, thank you.” Her smile was polite. “I should never return to Port Lusander. The situation at home has grown awkward, you see. I was arrested while performing research in the privacy of my own manor house. Dragged forth by a howling mob. It was quite picturesque, if predictable. The torches waving against the darkness, trailed by a bridal shower of sparks…” She pursed her lips, losing herself to the memory once more.

“What happened?” I prompted.

“They dragged me to Galleon Square. Enterprising citizens had built a pyre there for me. I believe they intended to burn me alive, dispensing with all frivolities such as trials and sentencing. But word reached the Magistrate. Old Beauhammer had his guards disperse the crowd just as I was being trussed to the stake.”

She paused, and I was about to prompt her once more when she looked down at the pie with a frown. Everyone in the cab was listening now, making no pretense of reading their papers.

“I had been engaged to marry Beauhammer, you see, by my late father. An advantageous arrangement for all involved, except myself. When my father died I broke it off and turned my attentions to my private art. That was two years ago. Or was it…“ She frowned and gave her head a little shake. “Beauhammer was quite distraught. But he was an honorable man, and though he sought no retaliation, I knew I had wounded him deeply. Embarrassed him. So when he stepped up to the pyre, confiscated brand in hand, I couldn’t guess what he would do. It was just the two of us up there on the stage. I remember his eyes even now. Large and somber, reflecting the brand’s dancing flames. I didn’t struggle. I was entranced. All it would take was for him to dip the torch into the kindling, and I would die horrifically. And no one would speak against him. Castigate him for burning a necromancer.”

She smiled, still staring into the middle distance. “He spoke to me instead. Told me that his every instinct urged him to set me alight. To watch my beauty burn and char. That he longed to hear my screams. That when he slept with his new wife—he’d wasted no time in finding a replacement bride—he thought of my dying in such manner just before he would climax inside her. I found that quite perverse, don’t you agree? But no. He found greater pleasure in denying himself, in that moment. He would uphold the law and grant me a trial, and prove himself the better person for it.”

Iris’ smile curled a fraction wider. “Or so he said. Of course I never went to trial. I think he meant to torment me at his leisure, but after only a week in his dungeon, Beauhammer sold me to Elias. It must have been quite the sum. I was carted down to Port Gloom over the course of three weeks, bound, gagged, and blindfolded. I was near dead when I arrived. Skurve nursed me back to health. I thought him a friend until he turned away and allowed Barbatos to take me.”

Her smile slipped. “Take me to Wargiver.”

She turned and focused on me, a hint of a smile returning to her rosebud lips. “So no. I’d best not return to Port Lusander. Instead, I would exact my revenge on those who supported Wargiver. Who gave him his mission. Who instructed him to torture me for weeks on end in an attempt to break me. Make me his. A toy. A tool. As mindless as my darlings…”

“Sure,” I said, not knowing what else to say. “I can understand that. And—uh—your necromancy. Is that something you…?”

“That I can employ to assist you? Oh yes. Whatever they did to me has… I don’t know quite how to put it into words. The world has become dreamlike. I hear myself speaking, but… is it me that speaks? Or… yes. The boundaries. I was circumscribed before. My power encased within a sphere of brick and iron. That sphere is broken. All I need do is stretch forth my hand, and the dead quiver at my caress.”

I shared a worried look with Cerys. “That’s great. So you can animate skeletons, corpses…?”

“Oh yes. But so much more is now possible. This body that you wear. Your finely tailored suit of flesh. It is far more malleable than I’d ever considered. It can be melded and molded, stretched and reinforced… and souls, the spirits that wander the streets and wail in the dark corners, how easy it is to lure them forth, to slip them into waiting sleeves, like birds into bird houses…”

I didn’t know what to say, so I wisely opted to stay quiet.

“What I need is access to material,” said Iris, biting her lower lip as she pondered the problem. “That was difficult enough in Port Lusander, but here I wouldn’t know where to start looking.”

“We can figure something out, I’m sure,” I said. Cerys scowled at me, mouthing what are you saying? and all I could do was give her a helpless shrug back. 

“Yes,” said Iris, leaning back, raising her pie. “I’m sure we will. I find myself quite tired. Perhaps… perhaps I shall eat of this pie and then rest.”

The next hour was spent examining the baron’s paperwork. The collection we’d stolen was as tantalizing as it was far ranging, with information on everything from the baron’s accounts, income sources, and taxation records to his notes on his experiments on the prisoners he purchased from Elias.

This ledger was dyed black and only half filled out; within it we found evidence that Wargiver had been serving the Family in this capacity for over a decade, inheriting the business from a previous practitioner called ‘The Chirugeon’. He’d purchased on average about five women a year, though that rate had been far less before he’d begun doing business with Elias four years ago. 

Cerys read out key passages in a stony voice, journal entries where Wargiver alternated lamenting his inability to reproduce the Chirugeon’s successes with his own twisted descriptions of how much his subjects suffered and begged for mercy as he worked on them. He was clearly a sadist of the highest order, and eminently pleased to be receiving both very lucrative payments from the Family along with the opportunity to satisfy his darker yearnings on his helpless subjects.

“In ten years, it seems he’s managed to ‘perfect’, as he calls it, only thirteen women,” said Cerys. “That’s out of almost sixty or so subjects. He was under a lot of pressure this past year from the Family to furnish them with more—he guesses in this passage that a ‘perfected’ tool only lives for about five to ten years. Breaking their minds also ends their will to live.”

“Isha,” said Ashrat in a voice that was almost a snarl. “Giseor chi gob fuos.”

“I’ve been doing some rough calculations,” said Neko, who had remained quiet as he flipped through a series of scrolls and letters. “Given the Family’s demand for new tools, his rate of furnishing them, and how quickly they died, I’d wager that Port Gloom is having trouble maintaining ideal numbers. They must be thinly covered at the moment, as the number of ‘active’ tools has dropped since the Chirugeon’s day. They must be forcing these poor women to extend themselves over a greater area than is ideal.”

“Are those addresses at the top of those letters?” I asked, reaching out to pluck a sheet from Neko’s pile. “29 Horticulture Lane.”

“That sounds familiar,” said Cerys, flipping back through her ledger. “Where did I… here. Look! 29 Horticulture Lane is listed on this page along with a dozen other addresses. A third of them have check marks next to them, along with initials. SR. JJ. ES.” Cerys frowned in thought. “SR. Selena Rathandi. She was ‘perfected’ six years ago. JL. Jazaire Lantha. ‘Perfected’ three years ago.”

“Those must be the addresses to which they were delivered,” I said, a thrill passing through me. “And perhaps where they’re permanently housed. Any addresses in the harbor?”

“I wouldn’t know,” she said. “Here, take a look.”

Port Gloom was vast. As knowledgeable as I was of its streets and byways, alleys and thoroughfares, I didn’t recognize more than three of the addresses. 

“I know who can help,” I said, and pushed open the flap above my head to signal to Jeran. He immediately pulled the cab over, and I opened my door to leap down as he descended from his sprung seat. 

Jeran doffed his cap. “All done, sir?” 

“Not yet. But a question. Do you know where these addresses are?”

Jeran took the sheet and squinted at it. “Ah. Hmm. Yes.”

“You recognize them?”

He smiled apologetically to me. “I’m afraid I can’t read.”

I took the sheet back. “22 Oakshot Road.”

“Oakshot… that’s just off the Temple District,” said Jeran. “Respectable area, that is. Nice new houses, built less than a decade ago after that big fire that was set off. Remember the one? Folks said it was the government that did it, wanting to clear away the rookery that had been there for as long as people remember.”

“322 Penny Street.”

“Oh, that’s in the Narrows, that is. Or close enough that I won’t take folks there. Stay clear, sir. Day or night, it’s not worth putting your neck out in that part of town.”

“90 Herringbone Court.”

“Herringbone… Herringbone… I’m not sure, but ain’t that just west of the Public Gardens? Close to the waterfront, but north of the main wharfs?”

“11 Awl Way.”

Jeran grinned. “I know that one right off. Got a cousin who lives on that street, in the Harbor District, it is. A goodly number of sail makers are located there, good-quality folks, brisk business.”

“Awl Way,” I said, savoring the sound. “North or south of the Snake Head?”

“North,” said Jeran.

“Which port is that close to, do you know?”

“It’s a bit up the Snake Head, by the old shipyard as used to be owned by the North Star Consortium, remember them? My father did good business with that lot, lots of boats were outfitted there in his day. That’d be next to the lumber port. You aiming to head there next?”

“Oh yes,” I said. The Sodden Hold was close to the actual bay front, north of the Snake Head but not so east as the lumber port. Perfect. “Not right away, but I’ve a hunch Blind Fortuna’s going to be pulling me in that direction any day soon. Can we drive on awhiles longer?”

“Your wish, my command, as they say. Shall I help you in?”

“No need,” I said, grabbing the handle and hauling myself into the cab. Jeran shut the door behind me, then climbed up his sprung seat. A moment later the carriage lurched into motion once more.

“Found it,” I told the others. “11 Awl Way. If our theory is correct, that’ll make it the sentry next to the area where Everyman Jack operates.”

“Next to?” Cerys frowned. “How does that help us?”

“Well, here’s what I reckon,” I said. “Imagine you’re one of the Aunts or Uncles of the Family, and you’re keeping watch of Port Gloom, waiting for me to strike somewhere next. Then, one of your sentries gets killed. What are you going to assume?”

Neko rubbed his thumb across his chin. “That that’s the area you’re going to ground, or mean to do business.”

I grinned. “And what would you do then?”

Neko shook his head slowly from side to side. “Send in a Gloom Knight?”

“No,” said Cerys. “Not with our possessing a key. They’d move a different sentry into that area to catch us.”

“Right,” I said. “And if we’re right next to Jack’s territory, where are they most likely to move a sentry from?”

“Ah…” said Neko. “You’re a sharp knife, Kellik.”

“We pull their attention to the wrong part of town, then attack Jack while he’s without his sentry.” Excitement made my grin feel almost maniacal. “They’ll not suspect our true target, which means we’ll stand a good chance of catching Jack with his trousers around his ankles.”

Cerys’ blue eyes gleamed. “You are a sharp one.” 

Ashrat grunted. “Lareob’lir laki chales Pony.”

“You’re damn right we’re bringing Pony. Neko?” I watched the Exemplar closely. “You in?”

He sighed and scratched carefully at his badly burned brow. “I don’t know.”

Iris spoke without opening her eyes. “And from his twilight throne the Hanged God did consider Khansalon, east to west, north to south, and found nothing there that pleased him. And thus did he stretch forth his hand so that a shadow fell upon the world, and he whispered: ‘All souls are mine, for in death I claim them. Bring them to me, the holy and the common, the innocent and the corrupt. But most especially bring me souls tainted by evil, for their savor is richest.’”

Neko stared at her. “The Book of Shadows.”

“Chapter two, verse seven,” said Iris softly, eyes still closed.

“C’mon Neko,” I said, leaning forward, locking his gaze with mine. “You and me, we’re just the same. We both want to make a difference. You’ve been given a gift for killing. You control it with your guidelines, your personal laws. Well? This is a chance to make a difference. To change the very fabric of Port Gloom for the better.”

Neko’s nostrils flared as he stared back at me, seemingly transfixed by my gaze. 

“Think of the kid you once were. The dreams you once had as you watched those boats sail in and out of the bay. How you wanted to be a hero. Stop the weak from being hurt. Make the powerful pay for their crimes.” A lot of guesswork here, but it seemed to be hitting the mark. My words filled the cabin, resonated with a strange authority that seemed to come from my very core, from a vibration within my bones. “What’d that snot-nosed kid say if he had this opportunity? To stop folks like Wargiver? To save innocents who’ve been broken and forced into slavery? To use this gift for murder for the greater good?”

My words hung in the air like cinders, their echoes seeming to persist down the seconds that passed.

Neko studied the necromancer a moment longer, then sighed. “Bring me souls tainted by evil. Very well. Yes. It seems a proper harvest of dark souls could be mine for the taking. I’ll not pass it up.”

“Excellent,” I said. “Now to meet up with Tamara and Pogo. We’ll take a different gate out of the city, then make our way to their hideout where we’ll plan our strike. Whoever’s waiting for us at 11 Awl Way has no idea as to what’s about to descend upon their heads.”

 


Chapter 23

 

 

Dawn was breaking as we trudged around the base of the hill. I tried to calculate how long it had been since last I’d slept—it felt like three or four days, but to my surprise it had been only the morning before, a mere twenty-four hours ago. Waking up beside Cerys seemed a lifetime ago; since then we’d hired the Mailed Fist, slaughtered Barbatos and his men, fled into the sewers, barely avoided death at the hands of the Gloom Knight, then attacked Baron Wargiver’s estate. 

No wonder it felt like weeks. 

The barn came into view. It was even more dilapidated than I recalled, a massive old building that was a testament to whatever farm had once managed the land and which had evaded destruction during the numerous sieges of Port Gloom thirty or forty years ago.

“That barn,” I said, to nobody in particular. “Everyman Jack told me Black Map Henry Mack himself stayed there during the siege of ‘72.”

Cerys and Ashrat were clearly not all that interested. Iris was trailing behind. Only Neko deigned to glance over my way, still lugging all of Wargiver’s paperwork in a hempen sack he’d liberated from a stall. “Black Map who?”

“You know the song? Black Map Henry Mack’s coming for your face, Black Map Henry Mack and his weeping mace? No? Doesn’t matter. He was a cartographer, apparently, who went mad trying to map all of Port Gloom’s streets and alleys. When he snapped, he decided the only way forward was to start burning down entire blocks to simplify things. Course the watch turned out to stop him, but apparently it was a dreadfully hot summer, and the folks in the Narrows were looking for a good reason to scrap, because he set off a rebellion. No one knew what they were rebelling for, other than Black Map’s vague desire to simplify city planning.”

The eastern horizon was paling toward a light, sugary blue, the undersides of the heavy clouds that seemed to always linger over Port Gloom lightening to a buttery yellow. The knee-high grass was damp with dew and whispered as I walked through it, soaking my breeches. The city’s walls loomed a half mile behind us, and for the first time in forever I felt free of Port Gloom’s oppressive air, the sense of endless persecution that had followed me since my betrayal.

“Anyways, he and his mob got pushed outside the city and they’re supposed to have camped on this hill. Black Map took to that barn, where it’s said he worked on the perfect map he wanted Port Gloom reduced to. But he took too long, and when he finally emerged, all but his most devoted rebels had melted away, leaving nobody but the city watch and a half hundred soldiers here to kill his men and drag him to Execution Hill.”

Neko made a face. “That can’t have really happened.”

“Sure it did,” I said. “And I heard that as they placed the noose about Black Map’s neck, he called out a curse on the city. Said: your streets will multiply like your sins, looping around you till you’re totally circumscribed, trapped in a labyrinth of your own making. Like a wretched sow, Port Gloom shall devour her own!”

Cerys glanced back at me over her shoulder. “He said all that? Really?”

“According to Jack, he did. Then they dropped him and he danced with the Hanged God. Thirty years ago, that was.”

We reached the barn. Pogmillion was perched atop a large pole embedded in the ground beside the sliding door, cross legged, spectacles glittering on his large nose. “Ah ha!” he cried, scrambling down with energetic abandon. “The odds have been surmounted! It is a good thing I am not a gambling goblin with access to the black market, for I would now be destitute and depressed!”

“Sho chalash,” said Ashrat, voice heavy with exhaustion.

“You made it,” said Tamara, eyes fever-bright as she emerged from the barn’s inner darkness. She’d clearly not slept, for she looked harried and exhausted still, and hugged herself tightly as she considered me, not daring to come any closer. “Thank the White Sun.”

I lifted the sole ledger I was carrying as if it were a trophy. “Made it and more. You’ve no idea. Lots to share. Yashara?”

“Sleeping inside,” said Pogmillion. “She’s healing well. Pony caught a sheep last night and Yashara woke up long enough to consume some mutton. Pony of course then devoured the remains whole, hooves, horns and all. He won’t wake till tonight.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Far be it from me to begrudge a war troll his dinner.”

“Harusk?” asked Ashrat, moving to the door and peering inside. “Joha haku?”

“Resting,” said Pogmillion. “Tamara has proven to be worth more than her weight in gold crowns. Remarkable. With her aid, we could campaign all year long, doubling—”

Tamara leaned back against the wall, still hugging herself. “They’re all sleeping. I healed them all.”

“You did, did you?” I considered her. “Will I recognize them when they wake?”

Tamara’s face blushed and then paled in rapid succession, and she pushed off the wall. “Yes. I believe so. I—I had… a breakthrough a few hours ago. I believe… well. If I weren’t Foresworn before, I certainly am now.”

I considered her words. Forced myself to put my anger aside. “That’s… great news, I think.” I didn’t quite know what to say. “And let me introduce Iris?”

“A pleasure,” she said, stepping up to take Tamara’s hand. “Poor child. What have you done to yourself?”

To my surprise, Tamara’s eyes filled with tears and she snatched her hand away. She looked as if she would answer, but then fled instead back into the barn.

“Char’chas tsi tsoge haku,” said Ashrat. “Saa shum nor’suža eo iach Gloom Knight sir so it s lareob’lir laki tsu fuos beisai.” And he strode into the barn.

“What’d he say?” I asked Pogo.

“He said he was going to go rest. And to wake him up when either a Gloom Knight appears or it’s time to go kill people.” Pogmillion turned to consider the barn entrance. “I congratulate you. I had not expected Ashrat to follow your commands so readily. You have the makings of a fine commander.” 

I chose to not get into it. “Are you on sentry duty?” I asked.

“That is correct,” said the goblin. “There’s a fair amount of foot traffic through this area, and I have sustained no wounds. No trouble yet, however.”

“Great. Neko, Cerys, Iris—how about we rest for a spell, then gather for some planning?”

They followed me inside, where I made out a very provisional camp. The half-orc survivors slumbered in a row to one side, Yashara lying in state upon a nest of blankets draped over hay. Pony had claimed the back of the cavernous space, rucking up a mess of mud and straw into a primitive nest. The others set about finding their own places to lie down, but instinct prompted me to search out Tamara. 

She wasn’t in the barn.

I found a small side door which opened to the hill side. Tamara’s tracks were easy to follow in the dew-heavy grass, leading up to the top where I found her sitting on a log with all of Port Gloom in view.

I sat beside her and gazed upon my city. My home. Smoke rose already from thousands of chimneys, endless cooking fires spewing forth their sulfurous black fog to pollute the sky and rain fine ash down upon the rooftops and streets. The city walls themselves had a haphazard look to them, rebuilt over the centuries so that they were a patchwork affair, riddled with towers and gates. Nobody took the walls seriously, however; if ever Port Gloom were besieged it would simply surrender and then devour the invaders once they tried to assert themselves.

“I’m worried about you,” I said at last.

“Don’t be.”

“Well, I am. What’s going on, Tamara?”

She buried her face in her hands. “I’m going mad. Or—no. I was. Now I’ve broken free to the other side of madness. What would that be called? Lucidity? But the process of getting here…”

I swung a leg over the log so that I was facing her full on. “Hey. Talk to me. What happened?”

Tamara dropped her hands and studied them, face a picture of misery. “I… after we left. I took your words seriously. That I needed to find a way to heal others without changing them. But… changing them is the purpose of healing. Making them better. All my training reinforced that. Which led me to ask—was my training at fault? What I had once considered holy—was it less than that? Was it perhaps a source of evil in and of itself?”

I hesitated, wanting to comment, but bit my tongue and waited.

“And if my training, my religion were twisted… then I was less than perfect myself. I was, perhaps, in my own way, as evil and misguided as anyone else, even though I’d tried to change. Had become Foresworn. And I know only one way to improve people. To purify them. To make them better.”

“Wait,” I said. “No. You didn’t.”

“So I started to cut myself and heal my wounds. For several hours last night, I did nothing more.” Tamara’s voice shook. “And I found that the deeper the wound, the more profound the change. So I… well.” She sat up straight and risked a glance at me. “Let’s say I nearly died. But I managed to purify myself, and in doing so I’ve become… different. And realize, now, in this new frame of mind, that I always had a choice. I’ve always been able to heal others without changing them. I simply never wished to do otherwise. Now I know better. I can heal only the flesh and leave the spirit alone. But.”

“But?” I asked.

“It feels so wrong. So… terribly wrong. I know it’s right, but my whole being cries out to continue as before. And I can’t help but wonder… wonder if I need to improve myself more. To cut myself even deeper, to heal myself to a state of greater wisdom and goodness, so that doing the right thing doesn’t feel so… so blasphemous.”

“The Hanged God wept, Tamara, no. Absolutely not.” I took her hands in mine, pulled her around. “Enough, you hear me? No more cutting yourself. No more pushing yourself to the brink like that. You’ve found a way to heal without changing the person’s soul, right? That’s enough. You’ll come to terms with it in time. But please. Promise me you’ll never try to ‘improve’ yourself again.”

Her brown eyes filled with tears which overflowed and ran down her cheeks. “I…”

“Tamara. Please. Promise me. No more.”

“My whole life,” she whispered. “My whole life I’ve felt holy. Righteous. Changing everyone as my order taught me. Doing it for their own good, for the betterment of the world. Even when I left my order, I still felt… righteous. Still managed to justify purifying others, even after what I’d sworn. And now I look back and feel only revulsion for my manipulation. For who I was. What I stood for. As I lay there, my life’s blood pumping out over my hands, I suddenly realized how monstrous I had always been. How many hundreds of people I’ve warped without their knowledge. Changed on such a profound level they don’t even know who they once were.”

Fuck but I was in deep waters here. Carefully, as if I were traversing an old, rotting attic whose floorboards could give way with one misstep, I chose my words. “Life’s about change, right? Growth? We improve in time. This is your chance to learn and do better. You acted with the best intentions. It doesn’t excuse what you did, but it makes it more understandable. Now you’ve truly changed. You’ll do better. Heal without… without changing people. That’s amazing, Tamara. And I know you don’t feel it, you don’t believe it, but you’re fucking amazing for caring this much. For risking everything to do better.”

Her face crumpled up as I saw her deny my words to herself, but before she could turn away, I squeezed her hands. “Seriously. Everybody talks about changing, but nobody does. Everyone I know stays the same. Beggars remain beggars. Drunkards go back to the good heavy even after swearing off it. Women remain with their abusive husbands no matter how many times they get beat. Bullies take. Cowards run. The rich get richer and the poor raise poor children who raise poor children and so on. Nobody fucking changes, and even if someone gets rich by luck they’re still the same that they were before, just now they’re enabled by their newfound wealth, and become more themselves than they were ever able to.”

She was listening. At least I had her attention.

“But you, Tamara. I don’t know how you became Foresworn, but that was a change right there. And now what you described happened last night? I can’t even begin to wrap my mind around that. Cutting yourself to become a literally better person? Wanting to change so bad you risk dying for it?”

Tamara was shaking her head. I plowed on. 

“You don’t have to like yourself. You don’t have to forgive yourself. All I ask is that you stop hurting yourself, and hang in there. Take it a day at a time. Maybe today’s shit. Maybe today nothing makes sense. But tomorrow it might be a little better. Not much, but just some, yeah? Trust me. Please. Just hang in there, and no more hurting yourself.”

“Why?” she asked. I went to explain it again but she cut me off. “Why do you care about me? I thought you hated me for what I’d done.”

“I did hate you,” I said, wishing I could lie, fearing what effect my words could have. “And even walking back here I didn’t know how I felt. But hearing what you just told me, seeing the torment in your eyes. Knowing what you risked to get better.” I shook my head in wonder. “And—well. I like doing good things. I’m proud that I helped stop Elias. That Skurve’s no longer running his jail cell. That Baron Wargiver can’t torture women and hand them over to the Family as tools.” 

And it was true. I thought of those deeds, and felt—well—proud of myself. Proud in a way that no heist or successful robbery had ever made me feel. 

Tamara was watching me carefully, searching my face for some sign that I was lying, her own hands limp in my own. “Is that you talking? The real you, though?”

I took a deep breath, and in that moment decided to own who I’d become. “It is now,” I said. “It was wrong for you to change me. But from where I stand this morning, I can look back at my old life and feel relieved I’m not walking that path any longer. That I’m not bending my whole life and will toward becoming a better thief. A part of the machine that runs Port Gloom, that empowers monsters like Wargiver. It doesn’t make what you did right, but if given the chance, I wouldn’t let you change me back. Which… which I guess means this is the new, real me. Here. Before you. Thanking you for who you are, who you’re trying to become.”

She watched me, not speaking, perhaps not daring to believe me.

“I need you,” I said. “I need your ability to heal. But I like you. I want to help you like you helped me. You’re an amazing person. And I’m trying to be a better person, too. And maybe part of that involves helping you.”

She leaned into me, resting her forehead against my shoulder. “You’re so full of shit.”

“I—what?”

Tamara gave a soft laugh. “You could talk the moon down out of the sky. I shouldn’t believe a word you say.”

“But?”

“But I do. And.” She hesitated. “When I felt myself slipping away, when the Hanged God’s shadow fell across me, I thought of you. Your smile and your eyes and your laugh and I knew that you didn’t care about me, not like that, but it was enough. Enough to pull me back.”

“Tamara…”

She sat up straight once more, wiped tears from her eyes, then stood. “It’s foolish to talk about that. How I feel for you. How I… want you. Because I know that you’re with Cerys, and what’s more, in a few hours we could both be dead. Probably will be dead. So… let’s just move on, and not waste our time, shall we? There’s no need to make me feel any worse, and I promise you I’ll never bring it up again.”

“I, uh.” I stared at her, taken aback, wishing I knew what to say. What I felt. I wanted to protest, tell her that Cerys and I—well. I didn’t know how to explain that either. Nor if I should mention Netherys or Yashara. So instead I simply nodded. “Sure. But you’re wrong. I’m not ‘with’ Cerys. It’s… complicated. But some day soon I’d like to have that conversation.”

Her smile was lopsided. “That’s very kind of you to say. But never mind. We’ve more important things to discuss. Starting with that wound of yours. How’d you get it?”

I glanced down at my bandaged shoulder. “Ice spear from a water mage?”

Tamara drew a stub of candle from her pouch. “Let’s make it go away. Without any changes to your spirit, soul, or self.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. 

She pinched the wick and a flame flared to life. 

“Nice trick,” I said.

Tamara raised an eyebrow.

“I mean, magnificent miracle.”

She snorted. “Silence. Make me laugh at the wrong moment and I’ll accidentally erase your face.”

I raised both hands. “Whoa, wait, what?”

“I jest,” she said, moving her hand toward my shoulder, flame following after like a curious snake. “You know you don’t have a monopoly on bad jokes, right?”

“I—ah—bad jokes? Me?”

And then the flame sank into my flesh and I shut my trap. I could feel the fabric of my being begin to warp and weave, not healing as I knew it but reknitting itself on some kind of energetic level. Like a limb awakening with pins and needles after being asleep. 

Tamara closed her eyes and whispered beneath her breath, channeling her power, and a minute later my shoulder felt as good as new.

“That was easy,” said Tamara, cracking open her eyes. “Easier than last time. Almost… effortless. Now. Let’s see.”

Tamara inhaled deeply as if preparing to dive into the Snake Head, and then spread her fingers and the flame divided into five streams which flared out over my torso and sank into my chest.

“Tamara—what— “

Sweat beaded her forehead as she frowned and continued to whisper.

It felt like a hand of light were reaching into me to squeeze my heart tight. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, was held in place as the flame pulsed into me—and then Tamara gasped and fell back, the flames vanishing and snapping back to the candle.

I staggered as if released and placed my hand over my chest. My pulse was racing as if I’d just sprinted up a steep hill, and I felt fire coursing through my veins. I felt fucking alive, energized, as if I’d spent a week sleeping and eating and exercising just right. I felt lit up and ready for whatever the Family was going to throw at me.

I stared down at my palms. “What—what was that?”

Tamara sat on the log. “That was… I don’t know. Instinct. To give you more. To help you with what’s to come. To give you an edge. It felt right to give.”

“By the Hanged God’s empty ballsack,” I said, and seized by an excess of energy, I did a backflip onto the log and landed on my hands, a stunt I’d not tried to pull in years. Legs bending back, spine curved, I raised up to one hand, my whole body perfectly balanced, then dropped, and swung both legs across to land lightly on the balls of my feet.

Tamara gave a wry clap. “Try not to burn off all that vitality before you even get back into Port Gloom?”

“I feel amazing,” I said. “Was that healing, or…?”

“Soul-stuff,” she said. “I poured some of my essential vitality into you.”

I froze. “You what?”

“Most of us are like glasses of water,” she said. “We have a capacity to be full, but life, it grinds us down. Our souls ebb, reduce. Exhaustion, numbness, disillusion—it reduces our inherent spark. Love, laughter, success, joy, sex, creativity—it revives us, regenerates our souls. I see it as that glowing white matrix. Life can cause its light to dim.”

“What are you saying, Tamara?” I crouched before her. “You gave me part of your soul?”

Her smile grew wider. “Don’t get so excited. It’s nothing permanent. What I was saying. I topped you up. You’re currently overflowing. I’m a little low. With a little joy, I’ll regenerate. You’ll burn it off. But until then, you’ll feel… a little exalted.”

“No kidding.” I wanted to tumble about the hillside, perform ridiculous acrobatics. Instead I stood up and extended my hand to her.

Tamara took it and allowed me to draw her to her feet.

“Thank you,” I said. “It’s a princely gift. I don’t know if I deserve it, but I won’t burn it off on useless backflips.”

“That’s all a girl can hope for,” she said. “And—well. I’m new at this… but there’s something different about you. I don’t think most people can take more than their ‘glass’ can hold. But you’re like a sponge. Like you could keep drinking… I don’t know. I’ve never felt anything like it. Perhaps it’s connected to your remarkable ability to heal? Come on. Let’s get back down there. I’m now sorely in need of some rest.”

We walked down the hill, hand in hand. It felt natural. It felt right. Shit, I had part of her soul within me. It was like holding hands with myself. The barn loomed below us, massive in the clear dawn light, casting a great rhomboidal shadow across the base of the hill which stretched toward Port Gloom like some massive amorphous threat.

“That’s what we should call ourselves,” I said. “Massive Amorphous Threat.”

Tamara glanced sidelong at me. “What?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Excess soul-stuff making me babble.”

Pogmillion appeared on the crooked ridge of the barn roof, a squat figure like a malignant waterspout gargoyle. He glared down at us, then scuttled back out of view.

“My charm’s failing on Pogo,” I said. “What do you think I need to do? Buy him a new accounting ledger?”

“Maybe stop calling him Pogo,” said Tamara.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “But Pogo’s got this great ring to it…”

I followed her inside the barn, paused a moment to let my eyes acclimate, then gave a parting smile to Tamara as she made her way toward her bedroll.

Everyone was bedding down. Pony’s snores were akin to a two-man saw being worked through the heart of an ancient tree. I stood there and watched, impressed, until it dawned on me that I was both too awake now to even dream of sleeping, and that I had no idea how the others were pulling it off with that terrific din.

So I picked my way over the slumbering half-orcs to a ragged crack in the barn wall that served as an impromptu exit. 

The air was fresh with promise and brisk with the morning coolness. I crossed my arms and gazed across the ragged fields at the slums that crowded around the Field Gate and then at Port Gloom proper.

The Market Square would be alive with a thousand transactions as everything from horse flesh to paving stones were bought and sold. The Snake Head would be bustling with skiffs, pontoons, barges and a hundred other ships that jostled for prime real estate on the busiest docks. Factories would already be in full motion, hundreds of workers spinning, carding, hammering as they produced a hundred different goods. Coin changers, money lenders, barristers, private tutors, costermongers, cab drivers, beggars, murderers, watchmen, noblemen, concubines, shop keepers, bakers—all of them striving, seeking, attempting to further their goals, live out their dreams, keep the Hanged God at bay so that they could court Blind Fortuna for one more favor. 

And shot through all of that, tentacular in its predations, was the Family. Infecting and rotting all levels of Port Gloom society. I gazed at the pall of smoke that hung over the great city and saw it for the first time as a metaphor for the Family’s influence. Polluting, darkening, and up until now, something I’d seen as a necessary consequence of industrialization. 

I have a low, incredulous laugh. And I had the nerve to think I could tackle them? Thousands of criminals, from the lowliest gentlefinger to the most august Uncle? I was going to fight them all with a necromancer, a war troll, a half-dozen half-orc mercenaries, a Foresworn, a failed Crimson Noose assassin, an orc rager and an Exemplar of the Hanged God? Oh yeah—and Pogo?

Well, not an unimpressive list, I decided. There’d been humbler starts to revolutions. At least I wasn’t a mad cartographer.

I kicked at a stone and walked around the barn, lost in my thoughts, only to come to a stop at the sight of Iris on her knees before a series of grassy mounds. She’d done up her hair in a careful, even stylish bun, a conservative look that I might have expected more from a young widow. Her lips were dark with what might have been crushed berry juice, and she was whispering and playing an invisible piano, fingers rippling through the air as she swayed.

Shit.

I’d known she was in a delicate state of mind, but this looked straight-up unhinged. 

Then I paused, checked by a realization. Those grassy humps were too orderly, too organized to be natural. And around them. Was that the remains of an old fence?

“Iris?”

She ignored me. Her movements became… sensual? Her fingers were no longer playing a piano, but caressing something—somebody I couldn’t make out. Her shoulders rotated slowly, and then her hips got in on the action. I’d never have guessed someone so slender and self-contained could be that expressive with her body—it looked as if she were surrounded by lovers, and if I could but see the world through her fevered eyes I’d see them too, around her, touching her, encouraging her to greater voluptuousness.

And then one of the mounds cracked open.

The earth shivered apart and a mossy hand of bones probed at the air, followed by a second.

I took a step back.

Iris ignored me, pulling now at an invisible cord, drawing the dead toward her.

The other mounds shivered and cracked open. 

A dozen skeletons began to pry their way free of the Hanged God’s jealous grasp.

I couldn’t move. I felt on some level that to draw attention to myself right now was perilous to the extreme. So I watched, spellbound, as the skeletons rose. 

They were stripped of all flesh. Even their clothing and armor had rotted away, so that only strips of moldering leather hung from their shoulders and hips. Bones a mossy green, jaws gap-toothed, eyes hollow, hands grasping as they stumbled toward Iris.

On some clinical level, vastly removed from the base fear I was feeling, I wanted to tell her that a dozen skeletons were great and all but hardly of real use in the kind of attack we were going to launch. Wonderful for psychological warfare, but hardly of practical benefit. We were going to have to move fast, strike hard—

The skeletons stumbled together, clumping in a tight mass. Iris pressed her hands together, interlaced her fingers, and squeezed.

Bones interwove. Skeletons lost coherency, ceased to be distinct. Like droplets of water running into each other, they melded, became more.

Iris smiled. At some point she’d painted her lips black, I saw, the imperfect coloration one got from berry juice. Her lips glistened. Bones cracked, joined.

The skeletons became one. 

The new figure slowly straightened. Even now its form was shifting, coalescing, growing denser as more bones joined. 

The dozen skulls had melded to form a massive monstrosity of a head, something that reminded me of frog spawn, each egg a skull, but with a great horizontal slit for a mouth that was lined with finger bones that had somehow become razor sharp. Its spine was curved, its arms simian in length, its legs bandy so that it looked capable of huge leaps when it wasn’t shuffling forward.

Its hands, though. They were replaced by shoulder blades that had merged into huge ax-heads. A tail of excess vertebrae trailed behind it, balancing it out as it hunched forward. 

Suddenly I wasn’t sure even Pony could take this thing on. 

Iris rose to her feet and stepped toward it. I had a ridiculous urge to call out a warning, but bit my tongue at the last moment. She reached up to caress its heinous head, running her fingertips across the gleaming bone. The monster didn’t react. It could have been a nightmarish sculpture for all the life it showed.

“I cannot wait to introduce my creation to our enemies,” she said, and only then looked over her shoulder at me. “To watch it bite them and pass their body parts into its interior. Of course it has no digestive organs, nor need of sustenance. But the effect should be dramatic. The blood and muscle of our enemies shall be extruded from between its ribs at great pressure, much as a sausage machine extrudes viscera into intestinal casings.”

“I… that’s… yeah.” My voice was weak with shock and nausea. “I can’t wait.”

“I could never have crafted the like before.” She moved around the monster. “Nor dreamed of imbuing it with such power, such permanence. I wonder what I could do with greater resources. There are cemeteries within Port Gloom, are there not?”

I thought immediately of the Gray Fields, a vast expanse of tombstones on the western side of Execution Hill, and host of a number of impromptu celebrations, markets, and festivals. “Yeah. Sure.”

“Perhaps in time I shall have the chance to craft something more… more everything.” She circled the monster and paused, hands on its boney flank. “Are you pleased, Kellik?”

“I—yes. Of course! The enemy won’t know what hit them.” No one will. I tried to think of what else I could say. Nothing came to mind. 

“Because I do want you to be pleased,” she said, voice taking on a dreamy tone as she drew close. “I don’t quite know why. But there’s something about you. Something compelling. I felt it when I was in the baron’s cell. Your voice drew me forth. And since then, I often find you on my mind.”

“Good,” I said. “It’s, ah, good to have friends. I’m glad to have been able to rescue you, and… ah.”

Iris continued to approach, and I stepped back, and again, and then I hit something with the back of my knees and sat on an old wooden bench I’d not even noticed in the tall grass. 

“Are we friends?” Her tone was distant, detached. “I suppose we might be. What I feel for you is akin to friendship. Is that what you feel, Kellik? A yearning? A hunger deep within you that you know not how to feed or satiate?”

“No, that’s not quite how I’d describe, ah, friendship,” I said, pushing back against the bench but no longer having anywhere to go. She stopped right before me, our knees almost touching, her dirty smock hanging limp from her shoulders and doing little to hide her curves, her small breasts. 

“No, I thought not. This is something else.” She blinked and looked down at me, as if seeing me for the first time, and gave me a distracted smile. “Even in the depths in which I now dwell, this kaleidoscopic realm of the dead and the spirits, I feel… a fire. A desire to burn. To draw close to you. May I?”

My throat was dry. I couldn’t have swallowed if I’d wanted to. Behind her I could make out the massive undead monstrosity she had made, mercifully gazing off placidly in another direction. 

What had she asked me? “Sure,” I said. She could sit on the bench if she—Iris moved forward to straddle my thigh, and delicately lifted the hem of her smock as she sat down so that it pooled about her hips, her legs pale and smooth in the morning light. Slowly, carefully, she lowered herself upon my leg and rested both wrists upon my shoulders, gazing directly at me in a truly disconcerting manner.

“That’s better,” she whispered, and began to subtly rock to and fro upon my leg.

I stared at her, confused, until it hit me like a bolt of lightning as to what was going on: Iris was getting herself off by rubbing herself against my thigh. 

And damn if it wasn’t hot. She bit her darkened lower lip and gripped my shoulders, doing this controlled undulating movement of her pelvis so that her upper body remained pretty still, while her pelvic cradle rocked back and forth, pressing her soft pussy against me.

Then she frowned, reached down, and with quick, efficient movements pulled my pant leg up so that she could lower her panties upon my naked skin.

I felt the muscles of her inner thighs working, tightening and then relaxing in an almost hypnotic manner, her body surprisingly athletic, her panties growing moist against my skin.

“I’ve not felt something like this since I was young,” she whispered, voice almost halting in the back of her throat. “When I used to dream of a prince that would arrive to take me away, a virile, handsome man, sensitive and educated, who would take me to his castle and there lay me upon a bed of roses and pour honey upon my naked body…”

I leaned back, mesmerized by her singular need, turned on by her willingness to just take what she wanted, loving how she ground her pussy against my thigh, how wet she was getting. 

“I would dream of his hands upon my sticky skin, his tongue tracing trails upon my flesh, and I would rub myself like this upon all manner of objects in our home. On the side of the bathtub, which did curve so and whose porcelain had the most divine friction. Upon the corner of my table in my dressing room, and when the house was empty, sometimes against chair legs in the dining room where important guests were wont to sit, or pillows in the guest bedroom, or the balustrade…”

She reached down and pulled her panties aside, so that when she lowered back down I felt her wet pussy lips against my bare skin. She resumed grinding, and I realized she was tucking her hips so much so that she could press her clit against me, dragging it back and forth, slowly, unhurried, but with ever-increasing force.

“At times I would feel like a cat in heat, out of control. I—” She let out an exhalation that could have been a gasp of pleasure. “I experimented with my fingers, but nothing—nothing satisfied me like this particular friction; I would yowl and rub myself upon—upon anything that caught my eye, and in such manner—in such manner I did soothe the fire in my flesh…”

She tilted her head up, bit her lower lip once more and clenched at one of her perfectly shaped small breasts, squeezing it hard as she rode me faster. 

I lifted my hands, my own desire burning plenty hot itself, but didn’t know what to do. She seemed caught in a trance, lost in a world of her own pleasure, her pussy so slick and sweetly soft as she ground it against me that I wanted nothing more than to push her down onto the grass and see it, her folds, her lips, her glistening pinkness. But to do so—I feared breaking her out of her trance, feared pushing her in an unwelcome direction. And never did I lose sight of that hulking monstrosity in the background, which was even now connected to her mind.

“Oh Kellik,” she whispered, voice shaking. “When I think of you… when I think of your eyes, your lips, the sound of your voice, the architecture of your skull…” 

And then she came, shuddering, her back arching and she pressed her forehead against my shoulder, her whole body shaking as she squeezed my leg with both of her own. My cock strained against my pants, but I didn’t move, simply drank her in with my eyes instead, savoring the little hitches of breath in her throat, her small gasps.

She stood slowly, pulling her panties back and then allowing her smock to fall back to her knees. Stood before me, blinking in confusion, and then pressed her wrist to the corner of her mouth and looked away, frowning, as if seeking to remember something, a forgotten fragment, a word that had been on the tip of her tongue.

“Iris?” My own voice was little more than a croak.

“Yes… Iris. That’s me.” She looked at me suddenly and smiled. “And you are Kellik. And…” Seemingly completely at ease, she cupped her sex through her smock, bit her lower lip for a moment, and then smiled warmly at me. “Thank you, Kellik. That was… a welcome release. I feel much more at peace now. Less…. Feverish.”

“I… you’re welcome,” I said. And almost added: any time, but chose at the last second to shut my trap.

“Hmm. I find my thoughts pleasantly distracted. But we cannot forget our duties, no matter how onerous they might be.” She turned to regard her creation, which jolted into life and stepped over to us, all gleaming edges of bone and old sinew. 

Iris reached up to caress it. “Beautiful, is it not? But it needs a name. Something suitably funereal. Sepulchrave? Sepulchros? Tombhome?”

“Morty?” I suggested, feeling strangely light headed, unable to stop myself from grinning with near panic as I gazed up the massive size of the monster.

“Morty,” said Iris, tasting the name. “Familiar, but with overtones of death. Humorous, even, to call such a creation by such a name, and perhaps, in that very gallows humor, one may find the closest we mortals can come to comprehending… death. Yes, I like it. Morty.”

“Great,” I said. “Glad to have helped.”

“Oh no,” said Iris, turning back to me, expression grave. “It is I that wish nothing more than to help. You saved my life, Kellik. I mean to repay you that favor by making the streets and alleys and boulevards of Port Gloom flow with blood. I shall endeavor to repay my debt to you many times over.”

“That’s… that’s great,” I said, angling myself off the bench and backing slowly away. “Keep that… ah… Morty? Out of sight for now, all right? Secret weapon. No sense in spoiling the surprise.”

Iris’ smile grew wicked. “Of course.”

“Great. I’m going to go over here. Back into the barn. To sleep, you see. You should—ah—do the same. Tonight’s going to be big. We’re going to need all our energy.”

“Good day, then, Kellik.” Her large eyes followed me as I backed away. “Sleep well. Pleasant dreams.”

I thought of the small crimson door. “No doubt. Going to sleep like…” the dead, I almost said. “Like a very, very tired man. Good day.”

And I ducked back into the barn.

Pony’s snores were incredibly comforting. 

I stood still in the gloom, mind spinning. She’s on your side, I told myself as I lowered my pant leg back to my ankle. She’s your ally. She’s going to fuck up the Family. I paused, and then realized that was really true. Holy shit but she was going to fuck up the Family. And maybe all of Port Gloom if I wasn’t careful.

I wiped sweat from my brow, then rubbed at my pant leg to absorb some of Iris’ pussy juices. Suddenly a deep and dreamless sleep seemed like a really good idea. I found a spot as far away from Pony as I could, lay down, and stared blankly at the barn wall for what felt like hours before passing out.

 

 


Chapter 24

 

 

 

 

We drifted in with the tide, our barge riding so low that the Snake Head’s waves lapped over the gunwale and swirled brown and fetid about our boots. Activity had ceased along the docks as the sun had set, so that we had a clear line of approach to the wharf closest to Awl Street. 

Still, I stood at the bow, one hand on the railing, watching and ready for trouble. A swarm of Family-owned skiffs, for example, coming to intercept us. Mages preparing to hurl spells our way from the closest pier. Something. Anything.

But apparently the Family hadn’t expected this approach. The half-orcs rowed with fierce focus, churning the Snake Head, each stroke turning up dead fish and worse. The captain had refused to hire out to us upon seeing Pony and Morty—as Iris had taken to calling her creation—so we’d been forced to steal his barge. 

Ah well. 

I watched our destination inch ever closer. Shouts and laughter echoed from the New Bridge, only a quarter mile on down the Snake Head, carriages rumbling to and fro. Sailors and porters still worked the last of the cargo that had been unloaded that evening, lashing down crates and setting watches. Lanterns were being lit. Mud larks and other scavengers were heading home. The taverns were starting to do fierce business along the river, music and shouting challenging the general clamor of Port Gloom for dominance.

“Easy on the approach,” growled Yashara, back by the rudder. Who knew she’d spent ten years of her youth pirating along the Ellosaint coast?

We coasted in the last several hundred yards, until at the very last the half-orcs back paddled, so that our barge wallowed up next to the pier as gentle as a mother’s kiss.

There was no need to say anything. Everyone knew what we were about. The urgency of our mission, the speed with which we needed to move. I leaped onto the pier, landed lightly, Tamara’s soul-stuff still burning brightly within me, and began to walk toward the dock.

Cerys and Neko came next, followed by Tamara, Harusk, and the other half-orc Mailed Fists. 

Right up till that point the sailors and laborers who still lingered on the dock had ignored us. Sure, I caught a few surprised glances at the heavily armored mercenaries, but it was when Pony emerged from under the barge’s ratty awning that we really got their attention.

“Just passing through,” I said, pitching my voice to carry, striving for amiable nonchalance.

A dozen men simply straightened from their tasks to gape as Pony made his way down the pier, the warped boards groaning and cracking beneath his stony weight.

But it was when Morty emerged from the rear of the ship to leap high and come crashing down on the pier, shattering boards and clambering free to chew up the rest as he made his inexorable way to the dock, the barge rocking and nearly foundering from his leap, that they started to scream.

“I know, I know. Don’t blame you. Quite the shock. Sure, go ahead, probably best if you all run,” I said as the sailors and porters took to their heels, bellowing in shock and horror. 

I glanced back. Yashara, Ashrat, and Iris were the last off the barge, moving to the front of the bow to climb onto the wrecked pier, navigate its ruins to join our group on the stone dock.

“All here? Let’s go,” I said, and broke into a run. Across the dock, up the ramp to the River Walk, then a turn down Net Lane. I moved at a light run, Cerys and Neko effortlessly keeping pace, the half-orcs pounding behind with jingling chain and heavy boot stomps. 

Net Lane was crowded, unfortunately, but the panic spread quickly. Men and women stumbled back at the sight of us, knocking over barrels, tipping over display boards, diving in through doorways or bolting ahead. Port Gloomers have good survival instincts.

I ran faster, picking up the pace. Word was fleeing ahead of us as quick as a city fire. The magical sentry had by now no doubt picked up on our approaching nullity created by the Gloom Key. Faster I ran, fighting the urge to draw my new blade. Down to the end of the lane, then out onto Awl Street. 

Broader, with actual vehicle traffic, panic spreading like a contagion ahead of us. A couple of watchmen ran up, blades drawn, saw me emerge with Neko and Cerys, and set their jaws as they came closer—then stopped at the sight of the Mailed Fist, stumbled back at the sight of Pony, then screamed and fled at the sight of Morty.

I have to admit, it felt kind of awesome to be spearheading this assault team. To finally command a little respect from the abusive watch.

11 Awl Way was a fenced-in compound, large and gated at the front. A single-story building within was barely visible. No guards at the gate, which was a stout but wooden affair. I ran up, expecting trouble, defense, but saw nothing, no guard towers, no waiting heavies. 

No other entrances but for the large gate. Normally I’d work on scaling it, but Pony lumbered up, swayed back, then brought both fists around and shattered the gate like it was matchwood. Heavy boards tumbled inside, revealing a dust yard, a huge pyramid of gathered ash from hundreds of houses rising up in the center, a dozen women and men sifting for bones, rags, and cinders with handheld sieves, sorting the refuse into different piles, all of them leaping to their feet in shock that wasn’t born from terror but surprise.

An important distinction, I thought to myself as I strode inside the yard. These weren’t innocents. They’d been expecting trouble. Just not in the shape of a war troll.

“Now’s your chance to run,” I shouted, my forces filing in behind me. “If you don’t want trouble, scat.”

The men and women exchanged glances, and then turned expectantly to stare at the massive ash pile. Gathered from hundreds of dust bins across the northern Harbor District by dustmen and their carts, it rose easily to a height of some ten or fifteen feet, the softest gray shot through with lumpen elements that had yet to be sifted.

The pyramid stirred, shifted, and then vast sections collapsed forward like ashen avalanches. 

“Get ready,” I said. 

A bipedal shape emerged from the swirling cloud. Ten feet tall, it looked at first like a massive, shambling mound of ash, but the more it moved, the more fell away from it, revealing some kind of dust golem or elemental. Two arms as thick as pier posts, a torso as bulky as a hansom cab, stumpy legs like truncated trees. No neck. 

It smashed its fists together and its eyes flared to life, a deep, burning emerald hue like twin eldritch fires buried deep in its head. 

I stepped back. “Pony? Morty?”

The war troll and skeleton giant began moving past me, Pony unslinging his massive hammer, Morty simply brandishing his ax-hands as they parted to flank the dust elemental.

It wasn’t going to be that simple. The main building in the compound was unassuming, but the men who emerged from its twin doors were clearly ready for trouble. Not nearly as flashy as Wargiver’s men, these were street fighters, Family elites, their blades curved and wickedly sharp, their armor made of studded leathers, their faces seamed and scarred by decades fighting off the worst that Port Gloom’s streets had to offer.

I liked to think we topped that list.

They kept coming. Filing out from the building like it was some kind of ant’s nest. A dozen. Two dozen. Three dozen. So that a crowd formed before the building, five deep, a good fifteen wide. More men waiting inside, crowding the doorway, rising to their tiptoes to peer over the heads of the comrades to get an eyeful of us.

They parted to allow a man in plate armor to step forth. The metal was seared and singed as if poorly made in an overly hot forge, but before I could fashion an appropriate insult for his cheap armor, he caught fire with an audible whoomph! A bonfire erupted from under his breastplate and shoulder pauldrons, encased his helm, and then ran down the length of his wickedly hooked sword.

And fuck me if I didn’t know who that was—a particularly asinine mercenary the Family had hired last year and then kept around despite his abrasive personality due to how hard he was to kill. Something about his armor made him impervious to normal weapons. Not good.

“Well,” I said, and finally drew my blade. “Looks like it’s time to get to work. Pony! Take the ash golem. Morty? Kill the flame knight guy!”

The crowd of Family enforcers let out a hoarse yell and broke forward, surging toward us, cleavers and machetes and scimitars held high, the flame knight at their fore. The dust elemental let out a hollow, booming laugh and threw itself at Pony. I screamed in terror and defiance and ran forward, a crossbow bolt singing past my shoulder to take the flame knight in the head to no effect. 

And the battle was joined.

Morty outpaced me by just a fraction of a second, colliding with the enemy knight a moment before the rest of the enforcers slammed into us. 

Neko was by my side, grim and wielding his blade with both hands. The tide of bodies hit us like a wave, stopping my charge cold in a clang of metal and hoarse shouts. I was driven back, nearly losing my footing, but Yashara was there, singing like one of the Hanged God’s devas, catching my shoulder as she threw her weight against the enemy, the other half-orcs a wedge behind her as they drove deep into the crowd.

Everywhere were blades, wide eyes, the spurt and splash of blood falling onto dust and turning to black mud. I ducked, fought on instinct, blocked, stabbed, tripped, nearly fell, caught my balance, stabbed again.

I saw Morty lift the flame knight up high with his cleaver hands, only for the knight to bury his burning blade deep in Morty’s amalgamated skull. The skeleton didn’t seem to care, and began to tear the knight apart, causing his flaming armor to screech in protest.

A blow to the back of my head. I went down to one knee, slashed out and cut open three different legs, opening a space about me. Rose, backed away, then screamed and dove forward. Hammer blow to the top of someone’s head, a slash of pain flaring into stunning pain across my back, and then I spun and cut a hand off at the wrist.

A massive enforcer, built like a side of beef and with a face like a granite cliff loomed up above me, sledgehammer raised, only to be crushed to paste by Pony’s hammer, which came down out of nowhere to shatter the man. Pony then took a blow from the elemental across the head which lifted him off the ground and sent him spinning across the yard.

I winced, but put it out of mind. Pony’d be fine. War troll.

I took quick stock of the battle. Morty was slamming his cleaver fists over and over again into the ground—no doubt pounding the life out of the flame knight. Neko had been isolated within the crowd, but it had drawn back from him, the enforcers sensing on some basic level that if they were hounds, they were facing a tiger. Ashrat and three of the Mailed Fist were standing back to back, exchanging blows with enforcers who were also drawing back, catching their breath, dozens of bodies strewn between them. Cerys? There—she’d climbed atop a pile of crates, leaving just one at her back, and was reloading her crossbow. Iris? No clue. 

A scream, then I was back in the mix. Instinct. You live on the street long enough, you live by the blade long enough, you learn to trust your reflexes. Your body tells you to leap left, you fucking leap. Turn. Duck. Block, block, dive the hell out of the way. I cut. I slashed. A glimpse of the ash elemental losing half its corpus as Morty charged through it—the knight no doubt finally dead—only for the elemental to regenerate almost immediately as more ash streamed back into it to fill the gaping hole.

More enforcers streamed out of the building. How the fuck had they all been cooped up in there? The building wasn’t fucking large enough—oh.

I fought my way to Neko’s side, breaking free of the cordon to stumble up beside him. His burned face was spattered with blood. There was a severed finger caught in the folds of his cloak about his neck. 

The crowd around us thickened with new members. They called encouragement to each other. Thank Blind Fortuna they didn’t have bows. A crossbow bolt took a particularly loud man with a shock of crimson hair square in the neck. He coughed and pitched over. 

“The Hanged God wants your cocks!” screamed Neko, the sudden shattering intensity of his scream shocking, and then he charged the crowd, blade raised overhead, and in my madness I ran in after him. 

He hewed a man’s arm clean off his shoulder, parried three blows and then disemboweled another man, shouldered a third off his feet, then slammed his brow into the bridge of a fourth man’s nose. 

I was right there beside him. Parrying, sparks flying, hands numb, feint and slash through the throat. Deep startling pain in my thigh, then a blow to my temple.

The world went away, then I came back and I was on the floor, rolling aside just in time to avoid a sword blow. A keening in the air, as if the air were being bruised, and a block of masonry plowed through the crowd around me, shattering and breaking bodies and knocking a hole both before and behind me. 

Shaking my head to clear it, I leaped to my feet, got light headed, nearly fell over, then screamed and hurled myself at the closest man, a bearded, one-eyed fellow. I clutched his face with one hand, knees smashing into his chest, and rode him to the ground, smashing his skull to wet rubble beneath my weight. 

He screamed, tried to bite my fingers, died.

I rose, only to be lifted off my feet as the enforcers closed around me in panic, surging back to get away from something.

Something far worse than my sword.

I fought, cursed, squirmed, broke free. 

Fell to one knee, hand in the dust, looked up.

Saw Iris. 

She’d found a cast-off funeral dress somewhere amongst the trash. The dust made it gray. She stood with her arms outstretched, face upraised, eyes closed, and fragments of bone were rising up all around her, connected by strands of dust. They were forming into jigsaw puzzle humanoids, abstract shapes of angular bone pieces, sinew, and ash. 

A dozen such figures, who held their shapes for but a moment before exploding outward, their fragments bursting into the crowd with devastating effect, tearing through them like razor whips, corded by lengths of animated ash, only to recoil back into their humanoid shapes. 

Some fifteen men dropped all around me.

The others gaped, shocked into silence. 

I didn’t blame them.

Behind Iris, the ash elemental grasped Morty by the arm and head and tore him in half, bone cracking and shattering. Pony swept his hammer through the elemental’s waist, cutting him in half, but the elemental reformed instantly.

Morty collapsed.

Iris turned to regard the elemental, and I almost felt sorry for it.

Neko staggered up to my side. He was badly wounded, bloody silt caking his side, one eye closed from a blow, his hair matted with gore. “What the fuck is she?”

The bone-fragment creatures oriented on the dust elemental.

Pony, sensing danger beyond even his scope, backed away, hammer clutched to his chest. Morty collapsed into a mass of mundane bones.

“We’d best back up,” said Neko.

The bone-fragment creatures exploded, their composite bone shards flying forward to pass through the elemental, leaving hundreds of holes in their wake—only to whip sideways, up and down at the end of their ashen whips, carving the elemental into a thousand dusty chunks which exploded a second later and collapsed into a cloud so thick that it was as if a desert dust storm had suddenly rolled against the dust yard.

I coughed, covered my mouth and nose with my elbow, squinted in the sudden fog. Neko was a dark shape by my side. Iris, the enforcers, Yashara—all swallowed up by the collapse of the elemental.

I stepped in close to Neko. I felt safer by his side. As if the physical manifestation of the Hanged God could allay my fear of his greedy grasp.

The dust began to thin, and then swirl around us as a dozen vortices formed in the air, each a yard-tall tornado that sucked in the dust, clearing the air out further.

“Iris?” I called. “That you doing that?”

No answer, but as the dust thinned and the dust yard’s contours began to appear, I saw Iris backing toward us, wary, gazing at the vortices with narrowed eyes.

Nope. Not Iris’ doing. 

A glowing shape appeared, soft blue and hovering above us, its lower half fading away to nothing. A ghost? A goddess—no. 

The figure was that of a woman in blue robes, her hair swarming behind her, arms extended out to the sides, eyes blank nullities that I couldn’t bring myself to stare into.

The sentry herself.

Iris brought her hand up in a fist, a savage gesture, and a hundred bone fragments tore through the glowing figure then flew apart, ashen whips causing the blue light to undulate but doing no harm. 

“Not good,” I said, spitting silt from my mouth and rubbing it out of my eyes. “Neko?”

“No idea,” he said, hawking a wad of ashen mud at the ground. “Head below and kill her there?”

“Good idea. Run!”

We bolted toward the building door. The enforcers had lost the will to fight; they parted before us, heading toward the shattered gate, cursing and making the sign of the White Sun and the Hallowed Oak. 

Just before we reached the front door, coils of ash wrapped around our limbs like sinuous snakes. I screamed, fought them, but they lifted me up into the air, their forms emerging from the ambient dust but growing rock solid where they touched us.

“Iris!” I shouted. “Do something!”

Then the ashen snakes began to glow with the same soft blue, and I screamed. They burned as if each were a tongue of flame. My clothing burst alight, as did Neko’s, and I felt my skin bubble and burn beneath the intense heat. I threw back my head and bellowed again, and even in the depths of my agony I saw the blue woman gazing down sorrowfully at where we were dying.

Purple fire flickered through the blue. The burn grew at once more intense then faded away, and I slipped through the coils to collapse to the ground.

Groaning against the agony that wracked me, I strained to turn, to see what was going on. 

A figure was striding in through the ruined gate, the fleeing enforcers parting before her like sheep before a wolf. 

A slender figure cloaked in form-fitting leather armor of the purest black, an ebon cloak falling from her shoulders, its interior of the richest purple. Purple flames dripped from her almond eyes, crackled about her fingers.

Netherys.

The sentry swiveled to face the dark elf, her brow lowering in displeasure. 

“Hello, Kellik,” said Netherys, voice carrying through the sudden silence. “Miss me?”

The sentry raised her hands and the ash around Netherys’ feet suddenly boiled, bubbles bursting as if she stood atop a scalding lake. A sphere of purple light flared into view around the dark elf, and she leaped back before her own magic could give way, finding solid ground and turning to regard Iris.

“Necromancer?”

Iris nodded.

“Excellent,” said Netherys. “I shall enchant your bones. You slice her up.”

Iris blinked, nodded, and then splayed her fingers wide. A hundred bone fragments rose up into the air before her, and when Netherys snapped her fingers, they all caught fire and burned an imperial purple.

I looked up. The blue glowing sentry’s void-like eyes flared wide, and she crossed her arms before her a second before Iris sent her fragments flying through her body.

Did she flicker out of existence before being shredded? I couldn’t tell, it happened too fast. Either way, she was gone, and Tamara came running up, darting past Netherys to crouch by my side.

“Idiot, idiot, idiot!” She pinched the nub of her candle and then hissed as the flame streamed toward my burned flesh. 

“I’m next,” said Neko, crawling over. He looked half dead, but his smile was mocking, like a school boy appreciating a good prank. “Don’t use up all your fire on that wretch. Save a little burn for me.”

“You’ve burned enough for five men,” snapped Tamara, not even looking at him. Sweet relief was pouring into me, a balm to soothe that awful pain. “How do you heal so fast?” She shook her head in wonder. “It’s like…you just need the slightest nudge…”

I grimaced and sat up, the weeping sores fading to welts, the ringing in my head growing quiet, vitality flowing back into me. “Dunno,” I said. “But I’ll take it.”

Tamara moved over to work on Neko as I turned to face Netherys. She sauntered up to me, doing her best not to look overly pleased with herself. “Netherys.”

“Kellik.” She gave me a chin-up kind of greeting. “Still in over your head I see.”

“What are you doing here?”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Pogmillion creep up to kneel by one of his fallen warriors, then reach down to close his eyes. Shit. 

“Some might call it honoring my oath. Others might simply say I was saving your life.”

“You said your oath was fake.” It was all I could do to not hiss at her. “So don’t give me that.”

“And it was. Is. Do you honestly think the Witch Mother cares if I lie to you? That she would hold me accountable to such a ludicrous oath? But it was adorable, the thought and effort you put into it. I was quite impressed.”

“You’re not answering my question.”

Cerys had climbed atop the crates and was gazing over the walls. “Kellik! We need to move! No telling how long till reinforcements arrive!”

“Fine,” said Netherys, reaching out to flick some cinders off my shoulder. “You could say I’ve grown fond of this ludicrous cause. That the absurdity of your task appeals to my nihilism. That I’m curious as to how your Family has implemented such a tightly controlled order. Any number of reasons. But there’s one you wouldn’t believe.”

I took hold of her wrist and held it tightly, preventing her from touching my hair. “Oh yeah? Like what?”

Netherys leaned in, not trying to wrest her wrist free, not complaining about how tightly I held it. “That I missed you.” She gave me a crooked, mocking smile, and slipped past me. “Cerys is right. We have but moments. We need to get below.”

“Yashara?”

She looked over at me. “Three more dead.” Her expression was as hard as jade. “Bastards.”

“Iris?”

“Hmm?” The necromancer was wandering the battlefield as if through a meadow of flowers. “Oh, I’m delighted. This will do. This will do nicely. How much time do I have?”

“Thirty seconds,” I said.

She frowned. “Disappointing. But I understand.” She closed her eyes, clasped her hands together, and began to murmur.

Netherys stepped in close. “Where did you find her?”

“Long story,” I said. “But she’s on our side, so.”

“It would be hypocritical for me to complain. Still.” Netherys raised a perfectly arched brow as the corpses about us began to twitch and rise to their feet. “Unexpected.”

“Yashara. Can you ask Pony to guard the gate and make sure we have a way out?”

“Yes,” said the half-orc, wiping her wicked scimitar across a dead man’s back as she rose uncertainly to her feet.

“Iris, have your dead help Pony hold the dust yard. If the Family comes in numbers, they’ll buy us time.”

“We need to move,” said Neko, voice firm as he strode toward the building entrance. “All it would take is for two Gloom Knights to show up and we’re all dead.”

“Agreed,” I said. I couldn’t help but feel like I was overlooking something. An important angle. A key element that was going to bite me in the ass just when the timing was worst. “Yashara, you, Ashrat, and Harusk take the lead with Neko. Cerys, bring up the rear with me. Tamara, Netherys, and Iris—you’re in the center.”

To my surprise, nobody complained. Yashara simply nodded and moved up alongside the orc and her lieutenant to stand beside Neko. Iris stepped hesitantly behind them, Tamara and Netherys beside her. Cerys finished loading her crossbow then joined me, her face grim, her altitude during the fight meaning she was the only one whose clothing and hair were still vividly colored and not blanketed by a thin layer of ash.

“Ready?” asked Neko.

“Ready,” I said. “Let’s go.”

Neko nodded, kicked in the door, and led the way inside.

 


Chapter 25

 

 

The interior of the building was spacious and mostly empty. Large doors on the far side were clearly meant to admit carts when they were not in use, and three of them stood in the far shadows, angular and ashen from their daily route. The stink of fear and sweat hung heavy in the air, no doubt from the crowd of enforcers who had awaited our arrival crammed in here. A few rooms off to the sides held offices and equipment, but our attention immediately focused on the large stairwell.

Neko strode purposefully across the open floor to the steps, then peered down their curvature. “Lights below.”

“Let’s do it,” I said, coming up behind him and Yashara.

They moved quickly down the steps, wasting no time, two abreast and I waited for the ladies to follow before descending as well. Cerys came last, crossbow held at the ready, face an inscrutable mask, eyes as dead as the men she’d killed in the yard.

Down and round, down and round, and a new landing opened up before us, a small room with multiple doors leading off it. The stairs continued down, however, so Neko passed the landing, intent on reaching the bottom.

We had to have descended a good ten, fifteen yards when the steps ended in a large chamber. We spilled out slowly, wary, taking it in, preparing for an attack, but none came.

The chamber was sparsely furnished. Raw rock walls. Stone floor, crudely smoothed down. Lockers against one wall. A round table with chairs and an abandoned card game in a corner. A lantern hanging from a wire in the center of the room. Shadows looming everywhere, each corner suggestive of horrors that didn’t manifest.

And in the center of the room, strapped down to a wooden table with cracking leather bonds, the lady in blue.

Her glow was gone. Her pearlescent beauty. What lay before us was the wreckage of the woman, the ruins that only barely hinted at the glowing figure we’d seen above. Her hair was shorn close to the scalp. Her features sunken, her body emaciated. She wore a white shift that was filthy from neglect, and I saw countless sores where her leather manacles clasped her tight. Bare feet, overgrown nails, eyes roving back and forth sightlessly as she rocked within her constraints.

By her side stood a severe-looking woman in long, elegant robes. Her black hair was worn in a bowl cut, bangs stopping just shy of her brows, and her strong chin, harsh cheekbones and anchor of a nose made her exceptionally striking. The fingers of one hand rested on the sentry’s shoulder, claiming her, owning her, defying us. 

“This is highly improbable,” said the woman, her words clipped with displeasure.

“Agreed.” I moved forward through my friends to confront her. “That’s the perfect word for the past few days. Yet here we are. Blind Fortuna must be smiling upon us. Who are you?”

“My name is Agatha Ministerios,” she said, tone haughty and rich with disdain. “This is my charge, Wesleyna Myrk. I would warn you of the powers you offend by meddling here, but I’m sure you are already cognizant.”

“Yep, pretty damn cognizant,” I said. “The Family’s gotta be pissed at my trespasses. But like I said. Here we are. We aim to free Wesleyna from your care. You plan on trying to stop us?”

Her lip peeled back from her upper teeth. A snarl? A smile? “Remove her from here and she dies.”

Iris’ voice shook with emotion. “Better death than this.”

“Are you sure? Should you not ask Wesleyna first what she desires?”

“No,” I said. “We know what Wargiver did to her. She’s not herself. And no matter what she says now, I can’t believe her former self would want to continue like this. So we’ll end her suffering. Question is: do we have to end you as well?”

Her lack of fear was disturbing. Instead, I thought I saw condescension in her eyes. “End me. How quaint. You have mustered an impressive cadre of followers, Kellik. It won’t be enough.”

“You know my name,” I said. “Do you know why I was betrayed by Everyman Jack?”

“No,” she said. “I don’t know the particulars, only that he thought you had to die. Where he failed, however, I shall succeed. Begin by taking out the Exemplar.” 

A flicker of movement in one of the corners. We all oriented on it, and that was our mistake. A woman stepped forth from the darkness, hooded and wearing a knee-length coat whose shoulders were fringed in crow feathers, a burgundy leather armor outfit worn beneath it all.

But she was the decoy. Even as Neko raised his blade into a guard position, an arrow encased in snarling purple, white, and impossibly bright blue energy slammed into his throat from the other side, punching through his neck with terrifying ease. 

Neko coughed, took a step back, then collapsed to his knees as if supporting strings had been cut from above. His sword clattered to the ground, he touched the still-hissing magical arrow, and then pitched over onto his side.

A man had emerged from one of the lockers. How he’d opened the door without our noticing I had no idea, but he stepped forth, burning purple short bow in hand, another arrow already notched. He wore an armored coat over his athletic frame, plates of black iron sewn across his shoulders, down his arms, over his chest, and thighs. A hood was pulled down low over his head, and the beak of a crow’s mask extended from below glowing red eyes. 

“Gloom Knights,” I said, my confidence turning to ash in my mouth.

To my group’s credit, nobody turned and ran back up the stairwell. Instead, we slowly moved into a defensive position, Yashara, Ashrat, and the half-orcs taking the center, Cerys moving her crossbow from one target to the other as both Knights began to circle us. Iris began to frantically whisper while Tamara and Netherys bunched up close in the middle. 

I couldn’t breathe. Two Gloom Knights, and Neko down? We didn’t have a chance. But if I started running now, I’d never stop. Not for the rest of my short, miserable life. I stepped forward.

They were moving with coordinated patience. Circling, keeping us flanked, so that I couldn’t keep them both in sight at once. Toying with us. It would take them but moments to move in and cut us down, but instead they circled, footsteps silent. I could make out the lower half of the woman’s face, beautiful and expressionless. The man’s—at least, I thought it was a man—was more terrifying, his magic bow hissing and spitting with its purple and blue fire. To charge? Wait for their attack?

Quick as sliding silk, the archer raised his bow and loosed a flaming arrow which lodged itself in Ashrat’s eye. The orc warrior bellowed, clutched at his face, then collapsed.

At the same time Neko twitched. His head jerked up, eyes still misted in death, and with a galvanic jerk he rose to his feet as if hauled upright. 

The Gloom Knights froze, and then the crow man loosed another arrow which took Neko square in the chest, punching through bone and muscle so that six inches of arrowhead and shaft emerged from his back.

Neko turned to stare at the archer and raised his blade, pointing it at him.

I glanced at Iris. Her eyes were alight with fevered delight. 

“Now!” I bellowed, and ran at the archer, knowing that to do so was death. Somehow Neko was even quicker than I, bounding forward with unholy vigor, Yashara and the half-orcs a half step behind.

We hit the archer like a tidal wave. He dropped his bow and drew two curved blades, crouching then bursting forward to meet us. He spun, blades cutting deep gouges into Neko’s stomach, eviscerating him, but the Exemplar didn’t seem to care. Ignoring the mortal wounds, he brought his blade down like a smith might a hammer upon an anvil, and buried its edge deep in the crow man’s shoulder.

Even so, the Knight deflected Yashara’s downward swing and kicked her feet out from under her, dropped under my slash and went to cut my leg off at the knee. A flash of purple flame wreathed his sword, and he missed by a hair’s breadth, spinning away and then gone.

A furious explosion of violence and then the crow man was retreating to stand beside the woman, Neko’s blade still embedded deep in his shoulder, blood pouring down over his armored plates. 

Neko reached out, took the sword from one of the half-orcs, and strode after him.

Cerys loosed her bolt. It burned brightly with Netherys’ purple fire, but a blue shield flickered into existence just as it twisted to follow the woman’s dodge, causing it to deflect away.

I ran forward to join Neko, wanting to laugh, wanting to cry. Fight two Gloom Knights? Madness!

The crow man stepped aside to draw Neko away, and the woman moved forward to meet me. I raised my blade and saw Netherys’ fire course down its length. I saw a glint of metal in the woman’s palm—a short dagger, strapped to her wrist—and then she attacked.

Netherys must have bent Blind Fortuna over a barrel because I should have died within seconds. Instead, my frantic parries went exactly where they should have, each guided by Netherys’ fate-twisting powers, so that I was more shocked than even the woman when I blocked seven or eight lightning strikes in a row.

The woman paused and I saw her lips purse, then she threw herself at me, knocking my blade aside with her cane, her attack so direct and overwhelming that even with fortune on my side I couldn’t avoid her blow. Her dagger took me in the stomach, punching in deep into my gut, then she spun away before I could even react, unseaming me across the middle so that blood and glistening organs spilled out from my side.

I gasped and dropped my blade, grabbing at the wound as I staggered back and then fell onto my ass.

The woman moved on, toward Yashara and the half-orcs. 

Someone shouted my name. My whole body was pulsating, everything seeking to squeeze itself out through the wound.

A mortal wound, I knew. I stared down at the ropes of intestine that were pooled in my lap. Some were cut deep. Everything felt liquid and strange in my core. 

Then Tamara was by my side. I closed my eyes. Sounds were reduced to echoes. I couldn’t think beyond the single, desperate prayer every dying man offered the Hanged God in moments like these: Not yet. Not now.

Fingers of flame flared across my consciousness, grasping my mind, my self, and pulling me back down, centering me. I felt my body crawl with energy, as if a million insects had awoken within my flesh and begun to burrow and feast. That liquid looseness began to solidify, the agony faded away, and with a gasp I opened my eyes.

Tamara was staring at me in shock. Her hands were crimson with my blood, her burning candle held but an inch from the angry scar across my abdomen.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“How—that couldn’t—but—”

There was no time. I rose to my feet, not feeling that elated energy from before, but filled instead with a leaden purpose. Neko was being savaged by the crow man, who was slicing him apart, but still the Exemplar fought on, ignoring every wound that didn’t mechanically impede him from attacking, stabbing the Knight once for every five blows he took.

But the crow man couldn’t ignore the wounds like Neko.

Yashara was falling back before the woman, whose cane tapped on the floor as she approached the Mailed Fist, driving them into the corner. Netherys and Iris had scooted across to stand behind the card table, where Cerys was feverishly loading her crossbow.

The choice was obvious. I charged the crow man from behind, moving as silently as I could, but still he heard me. He whipped his arm back and around, parrying my stab with impossible skill, and at the same time lunging forward to slam his blade under Neko’s chin and up into his head, burying the knife to the hilt.

Neko’s head cracked up, but that didn’t stop him. He slid his blade straight into the Gloom Knight’s chest.

I moved away as the Knight took a step back, then a second, pulling himself free of the blade, then collapsed to the ground.

Neko turned to stare at the woman, who paused her advance on the half-orcs to return his gaze.

The Exemplar was in bad shape. Bad shape even for an animated corpse. The crow man had removed his left arm at the elbow, attempted to hack his lower legs off so that the large muscles were slashed to ribbons, chunks of his head were gone, and innumerable stab and slash wounds were distributed across his torso. 

Still, it seemed not to bother Neko. He began to stride toward the remaining Gloom Knight, his sword dripping with Netherys’ flame.

And then the crow man twitched. Jerked. And climbed to his feet. He leaned down, took up both his knives, and began to follow Neko to attack his former companion.

I wanted to cheer at the frown that appeared on the woman’s face. Just then Yashara charged her from behind, scimitar screaming down, and the Knight threw herself into a forward roll, avoiding the blow by less than an inch. She came up onto her feet and whipped her arm around, throwing a dagger completely off target, way off to her left— 

Iris let out a grunt. 

Shit.

The dagger had taken her right in the chest. The slender necromancer placed her hands over the hilt, her eyes rolled up, and she collapsed into Netherys’ arms.

Neko and the crow man fell to the ground and lay still.

“There,” said Agatha from beside the bound sentry. “That’s better. Now, finish them quickly. We have a lot of tidying up to do.”

A crossbow bolt took Agatha high in the forehead, smashing in her brow and sending a shower of brain and blood and skull fragments into the air. The woman was knocked off her feet and fell with a heavy thud to the stone floor.

“Shut the fuck up,” said Cerys.

The Gloom Knight looked back at the fallen woman, then turned slowly to consider all of us, spinning her cane about her hand as she did so. I drifted across to stand closer to Yashara. Cerys was loading her crossbow with mechanical precision. Tamara was skirting the table to get at Iris, who lay in Netherys’ lap.

Not good. Not good at all.

A thudding sounded from the stairwell. Massive, ponderous footsteps as something descended to our level. Blue legs encrusted with stone stepped down into view, followed by Pony’s hunched, massive form, bat ears twitching as he ducked his head down to peer into the chamber, lower lip jutting up over the upper, eyes narrowed as he took in the scene. 

The Gloom Knight straightened up. “You’ve got a fucking war troll?”

Pony ducked his head as he stepped into the room, massive hammer trailing behind him. He took in Neko and the dead Knight, Iris in the corner, then looked over to Yashara, who nodded back to him.

“Kill her,” she said. 

Pony brought his hammer up in both hands and entered the room.

But I knew better than to hope Pony could stop her. At best, he could distract her for a few moments. A few moments in which I had to figure out how to turn this situation around. Cerys, Yashara, Pony, and I didn’t have a chance against the Knight. Iris, our best hope, was down. Flee? No. Swarm the Knight? No. 

Pony had learned his lesson from his first fight. This time he approached cautiously, head weaving slowly from side to side as if examining the Knight from all sides. She in turn stood still, cane down by her side, feathers unruffled, looking for all the world as if she were waiting for a carriage to take her to a ball. 

When he was four yards away, Pony swung his hammer at her, a two-handed horizontal sweep a yard off the ground, the huge stone head whistling through the air.

The Knight simply hopped back, unworried, so that the hammer missed her by an inch or two.

With insane strength, Pony stopped the swing cold, stepped in and swung again, aiming to clothes-line her against the shaft.

Instead, she stepped into the swing, right up against his wrists, and slammed the tip of her cane into his eye just before he connected.

Think! What could I do? What variable, what—the sentry. 

I ran across the room to the wooden table. Wesleyna was still tossing from side to side, her eyes milky-white cataracts, her mouth opening and closing without reason. 

“Shh, shh,” I said soothingly, having no clue what I was going to say next. “Hi. Listen. Wesleyna. I’m here to help you. Free you. Set you free.”

She didn’t respond in any discernible way. 

Behind me I heard Pony roar and the crack of stone shattering.

On the verge of panic, I sliced at her bonds with my blade, cutting through the leather restraints with desperate strength. One, two, then I ran to the far side of the table, glancing up as I went. 

Cerys was peppering the Knight with purple-ridden bolts as she methodically took Pony apart. Both of his eyes were bloody holes, and he’d abandoned his hammer to claw at the air, trying to grasp her as she evaded him with ease.

Third restraint. Fourth.

“Here,” I said, and scooped her up as gently as I could, helping her sit. “Wesleyna? You’re free. What do you want?”

She stopped her blind searching, frowning as she moved her arms back and forth, as if seeking a limitation to her movement, to find where the restraints had gone. She was little more than a skeleton under her shift, yet her skin burned as if she’d swallowed the White Sun itself, a feverish, aching heat that radiated from her like an open oven mouth. 

I took one of her thin hands in my own. “Wesleyna? Please. Can you hear me?”

She turned her face toward me, frowning still, and moaned, a low, hoarse sound that might have been a word.

Another bellow of pain, and Pony toppled over onto his back. 

“My name’s Kellik. I killed Wargiver. He’ll never do this to anyone else. I’m here to set you free. Do you want that? For this to end?”

Tears brimmed in her sightless eyes, and then she reached up to cup my cheek with trembling fingers. Her whole body shook, and she moaned again.

I drew my dagger and pressed it into her palm. “Whatever you want. You can do it. I can do it. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. Or to leave here? What can I do?”

She fumbled at the dagger, clasped it with both hands, and then the tears ran down her ravaged cheeks. She moaned again, but this was a low, desolate sound, that of a soul lost in the void, knowing it can’t find its way home. The sound of it nearly tore me apart. Such solitude. Such pain.

A crack of bone. I looked up. The Knight was rising from beside Pony’s head, which now lay at a violently twisted angle to his body.

“If you want out of here,” I said, fighting as hard as I could to keep my tone gentle, “then you have to help me get rid of that Gloom Knight. She won’t let us leave. She wants to keep you here.”

The Knight turned to face me. Sanguine, unperturbed, she began to stride in our direction, cane clicking on the ground.

Wesleyna moaned again and turned her head away, pressing her face into my shoulder, as if seeking to escape the oncoming Knight.

“Step away from her,” said the Knight.

“No,” I said. My heart was thundering. My chest constricted in panic. Yashara was coming up behind her, but I knew there was nothing the half orc could do. Cerys was loading yet another bolt. Netherys was whispering an incantation. But this was the moment. The Knight and I, with Wesleyna between us.

“Very well,” said the Knight. “Then I shall remove you.” She took a step forward and a shield of blue light flickered into being between us, stopping her cold.

The Knight frowned, raised her cane, and tapped the glowing wall. It was solid. “Miss Mryk. Lower this barrier at once.”

The Knight’s command was a whip, and I felt Wesleyna flinch. The wall dropped. 

“Good girl,” said the Knight, and began walking toward me.

Moment of truth—back away, or hold onto Wesleyna? I hugged her tight. “No,” I said. “You can’t do this to her. Look at her, damnit! Stop!”

The Knight did stop, but only a yard from me. “It is atrocious what they’ve done to this poor woman,” she said. “It sickens me. But I recognize its necessity. For the many to prosper, a few must be sacrificed. Miss Myrk is a hero. Now. She must be allowed to return to her duties.”

“Prosper? You mean the Family, leaching wealth off the city like a bloated tick?” I knew it was futile to argue with the Knight. I had as high a chance of talking the Aunts and Uncles of the city to turn their hands to farming. But indignation, outrage, horror—all of them came clamoring up from within my depths, and I refused to step away, to release Wesleyna back into her fate.

The twang of a crossbow. The Knight swayed aside at the last second, and even though the bolt was guided by Netherys’ fire, it missed. 

“This conversation is over,” said the woman. She moved faster than I could follow. Her hand flashed toward my throat, but at the last second bounced back.

A small, blue tile of light had appeared before my neck.

The Knight’s lips tightened in displeasure. “Miss Myrk? Please don’t interfere.”

Yashara paused, only three yards away. Cerys had been raising her crossbow, but she too held off. 

Wesleyna turned her face toward the Knight, her eyes still roving sightlessly. 

“Miss Myrk,” said the Knight, voice hard and cold. “Enough of this nonsense—”

Blue snakes coiled up the Knight’s legs and around her waist before she could protest. They lifted her off the ground as they continued to slither around her arms and neck.

“Cease this—” The Knight’s voice choked off as the bands tightened. Her hands spasmed open, her cane clattered to the ground, and then I heard the snap and crack of bones breaking.

The Knight didn’t scream. Her lips writhed back in a silent snarl but then her neck popped and she went still.

The snakes faded away, and the Knight’s body collapsed to the ground.

“Thank you,” I said, voice shaking, one arm still around Wesleyna’s shoulders. “Thank you.”

I drew my arm back. The sentry’s attention had turned down toward the knife in her hand. Sweat beaded her brow. Her whole body began to shake. Slowly, with great care, she turned the knife about so that its tip was pointed at her breast.

Only then did she look up, look at me, or where I stood, her eyes wide. “Aaaank ooo.” They’d cut her tongue out, I saw. Or she’d bitten it off. My skin crawled, and pity burned through me. Tears filled her eyes again. “Aaaank ooo.”

I didn’t know what to do. What to say.

Wesleyna grimaced as if fighting an insurmountable force, then with a jerk, drove the dagger into her heart. 

Like the Knight, she didn’t cry out. Instead, she sagged back into my arms as I lowered her gently back onto the table. She trembled, convulsed, her eyelids fluttering, and then they closed and she went still, blood pouring out over her chest.

“Fuck,” I whispered, seized with horror and pity, shook up more than I’d ever thought possible. I backed away. “Fuck.”

“We should go,” said Yashara, voice harsh.  

I gazed down in sorrow at Wesleyna. She lay still, and only now did I see an expression of peace on her ravaged face.

My whole body was shaking. These waters were far deeper than I could ever have imagined. “Pony, you good?”

The war troll sat up, head hanging loosely over his chest. He grasped it with both hands, gave it a twist, and with a pop it sat right atop his shoulders. His eyes were still bloodied, but to my surprise, he blinked. When he opened them again they were healed, and he stood up with a grunt and nodded.

“Can you carry Neko out? I don’t want to leave him down here. Tamara—how’s Iris?”

“Critical,” said the healer, rising to her feet. “But stable. I need to keep working on her. She can’t go far.”

“We won’t need to,” I said, feeling heavy, weary, exhausted on a deep, soul-level. I looked to where Ashrat lay still, blood bathing his face and pooling about his head. I was too numb to feel much, but the sight of the dead orc filled me with a profound sadness. In a different life we might have been friends. There’d been depths to Ashrat that I’d only glimpsed, but now—no. I couldn’t afford to think this way. I had to stay focused. Grief could come later.

“With Wesleyna at peace, they can’t locate us for awhile. Cerys, can you grab the Knights’ Gloom Keys? And grab that magic bow. Whatever it is, we can use it.”

Shouts echoed down from above. Queries, tense with pent-up aggression. 

“Yashara? Mind asking Pony to go upstairs and shut those idiots up?”

Pony didn’t wait for the order. With Neko’s brutalized body over one shoulder, his hammer resting over the other, he ducked his head and began to climb. A moment later I heard screams of panic. 

Yashara watched Pony go in surprise. “Guess he likes you.”

“I’m real likeable. Everybody ready? Let’s go.”

I led the way upstairs, sword drawn, mood foul despite our victory. The very thought of a dozen other Wesleynas scattered across the city made me feel sick. Losing Neko and Ashrat made me furious. When I reached the ground floor I found Pony crouched over a man he must have just killed, chewing on his arm, Neko still slung over one shoulder.

“Don’t eat people in public, Pony,” I said, marching past him and toward the front doors. The dust yard was empty but for corpses, though a crowd was gathered at the main gate. At the sight of me, they flinched back.

“All right, this is the plan. Netherys, drop that darkness of yours on the gate. Pony, make a new exit in the back wall over there. We’re going to go to ground very quickly so that we don’t leave a trail. Then, come night, we’ll maneuver to a better position. Understood?”

Everyone nodded and moved into position.

I sheathed my blade. I could feel it in my bones. We were closing in on our end game. Soon, very soon, we would make our move on the Sodden Hold.

 


Chapter 26

 

 

 We burst through the back wall of the dust yard and out into a narrow alley, which Pony crossed with one step before smashing a hole through the next wall, battering his way through the wattle and daub timber frame into the house beyond. 

Blind Fortuna was smiling upon us: the building over was ironically enough a butcher’s shop, the ground floor dark and devoid of people. Two guard dogs surged toward us, barking fiercely, only to turn tail and flee up the stairs when Pony swung his head around to consider them.

We stalked across the floor, Pony reaching out to snag a cured leg of ham as we passed, and moved to the far wall where we opened a shuttered window to peer out into the street beyond. 

People were conversing in excited knots, with many streaming toward the intersection that led toward the dust yard. Word had gotten out fast, and no doubt the story was growing in leaps and bounds with each telling. We couldn’t simply step outside and make our way to a better hideout; we’d be marked in moments, and word of our location would spread to the Family immediately.

“Yashara, there should be a transport cart of some kind in the back. See if it’s big enough to accommodate Pony if he lies down. Cerys, try to find a large blanket or tarp with which to cover him. Harusk, grab some butcher’s aprons or smocks. We’re switching trades.”

Again, everyone simply nodded and went to work. I moved over to where Iris lay in one of the half-orc’s arms, Tamara by her side, eyes closed as she muttered a prayer to the White Sun.

The necromancer’s skin had gone past pale to marmoreal, and I could see the tracery of purple veins across her temple and cheeks. Her eyes were sunken and her lips bloodless. The dagger was still embedded deep in her chest, just to the side of her heart.

“Remove the knife?” I asked.

“No,” said Tamara, opening her eyes. “That will open a passage for the blood to pour forth. As is, it’s acting as a terrible bandage all by itself. I’ll only remove it when I can work on her properly.”

I grimaced. As if Iris hadn’t been through enough. Standing, I moved into the center of the chamber, and cast around for another order to give, another problem to tackle, something to keep me busy so as to keep my nerves under control. Netherys was lounging against the wall, arms crossed, watching me with a contemplative stare, much like how a cat studies an oblivious mouse.

“Hey,” I said, walking up to her. “We’ve got to talk.”

“Is this the right time?” Her smile, when it appeared, was as mocking as ever. “I thought we were running for our lives.”

“We are. And will be again soon. But before we take off, I need some straight answers from you. Our oath. You were lying the whole time?”

“Of course,” she said, raising one eyebrow contemptuously. “Did you really think that Magrathaar, mother of witches and my patron goddess, would care if I lied to a random human nobody? No. She encourages such duplicity. If she had any reaction at all to the entire exchange, it was mostly likely a derisive chuckle.”

“Then why the hell should I trust you now? And don’t give me that ‘you missed me’ crap. I’m gullible but I’m not a complete idiot.”

“You think yourself so unappealing? For shame. As humans go, you are not an utterly unattractive example.”

“Answer why you came back to help this ‘random human nobody’ or I’ll have Pony cast you out into the street.”

“That wouldn’t go well for Pony,” said Netherys, smirk disappearing.

“One way to find out.”

“Very well. I’d hoped to reveal it to you during a more intimate moment, but if you insist: it turns out you’re not quite a ‘random human nobody’ after all.”

“Keep talking.”

“I intended to, Kellik.” Her glare was enough to remind me just how dangerous and alien this woman was. “As I was saying. After leaving you so as to safeguard my soul from your Foresworn, I was visited by a vision from Magrathaar. I was contemplating my exit from Port Gloom altogether at the time, and she saw fit to change my mind.”

“A vision?”

“Of the future, or a possible future,” she said. “Of fire in the streets of Port Gloom, of chaos and madness stalking bloody-handed through the alleys and side streets. Of blood, of murder, of mass panic and terror.”

I raised both eyebrows, taken aback. “And that’s why you returned? To avert that future?”

“Don’t be silly, Kellik. You know who I am, what I am. I returned to ensure it takes place.”

That hit me like a blow to the chin. “Wait. That future’s more likely if you’re with me?”

“Indeed,” she said. “There’s a mark of greatness to you, Kellik. Trust me, I know it’s hard to believe, but Magrathaar whispered to me that you may wreck great and violent change upon Port Gloom, and perhaps the world, if you succeed in your endeavors. So I returned to ensure you do so. To help you exact your vengeance on Everyman Jack and the Family.”

“Wait,” I said, putting a hand to my temple. “Wait a second. You’re saying my learning the truth will result in Port Gloom going up in flames?”

She gave a sinuous one-shouldered shrug. “Or worse. Suffice to say, my place is by your side. Serving you. Pleasing you. Ensuring that you have your way with everything. That your every desire is met.”

And like that my mouth was dry and my heart was pounding. Holy crap, but she could turn on the animal magnetism when she wanted to. All she’d done was lean forward but an inch and subtly change everything about her posture and I was left with no doubt in my mind as to what she was offering.

“But not yet, not here,” she said, straightening again with a smirk. “First we have to survive this night. First we must bring Everyman Jack to his knees.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t,” I said, eyes glazed as I pictured the promised outcome. “Maybe… maybe my vengeance comes at too great a price.”

“Every great man must pay for his greatness,” said Netherys. “The greater the price, the greater their glory. You must ask yourself, Kellik: what are you willing to pay, to sacrifice, to learn the truth, to exact your revenge? How great are you willing to become?”

“Ready,” said Yashara, poking her head in through the back door. 

I stepped away from Netherys, unsure as how to answer her question. Yashara’s interruption couldn’t have saved me at a better time. Grateful, I turned away from her gleaming gaze.

Pony took another bite from the ham, tucked it under his arm, then bowed his head so he could squeeze out the door and back out into the night, Neko’s head lolling from side to side over his shoulder.

Cerys emerged from the back with a tightly folded bundle, and Harusk soon came from the kitchen with a half-dozen white butcher smocks in his arms.

I heard desperate voices come through the floorboards as the butcher and his wife conferred above and wisely chose to do nothing. The hounds watched us from the top of the stairs, flinching back each time I looked up at them.

A few minutes later we rolled out into the street, Yashara hunched under her fuligin cloak, guiding the pony she’d hitched up to the cart. The poor beast’s eyes rolled in fear at the scent of troll coming from the cart bed, but Yashara’s firm grip on its bridle kept it in line.

Pony was a hillock under the tarp, but a contented one; every few steps I heard him tear a bite from the smoked ham, and the one time I peered under his covering to ensure he wasn’t snacking on Neko, I saw him lying with his eyes closed, contentedly masticating like a cow at pasture.

The furor worked to our advantage; people were too interested in heading toward the ash yard to pay attention to a group of butchers on some weird late-night delivery. The half-orcs wore their butcher smocks with grim conviction, while I wore mine with my hood pulled low to avoid notice.

After traversing two blocks I realized that the population density of Port Gloom was dooming our attempts to find a proper hideout. I’d hoped to find some building under construction that we could move into, or a new entrance to the sewers, but as we trundled along I began to feel a growing sense of panic; every building teemed with life, from the overcrowded tenements that beetled out over the streets to the taverns filled to bursting with patrons. We could always break into a shop and murder its inhabitants, claiming the building for our own, but the very thought was as monstrous as it was impractical. 

Slowly, not seeing any opportunities, we trundled down the street till we met with the River Walk once more, the Snake Head reflecting the lights of the far bank back to us. Our barge was a block to the right, but no doubt compromised at this point; before us the embankment was crowded with skiffs, pontoons, and the occasional transport vessel, all of them seeking a space in which to anchor between the larger ports.

Yashara slowed and then stopped, unsure as to which direction to go. I sighted left and right along the Snake Head, then stopped.

That ship. I recognized it.

Looming above the smaller crafts, with the New Bridge tall behind it in turn, was the Bonegwayne. 

Could we…?

I licked my lower lip. We’d left on amicable if tense terms the last time. And we were pushing our luck right now as it was; I could almost sense Blind Fortuna’s frown as we took advantage of her largesse and kept trundling about the streets in our piss-poor disguises.

“Left,” I whispered.

Yashara obliged without question, turning the pony and leading the cart over the cobblestones. 

The night was alive with laughter and shouts, the calls of costermongers and the begging of the homeless. The chaos before the ash yard might have happened in another world. We rolled up to the Bonegwayne, and I was confused to see that it had left the wine port just a few blocks farther ahead to moor by itself off a sickly-looking pier. 

“Slow,” I whispered. “Anybody see anything off about that ship?”

As a company we studied the boat ahead. I scanned the decks, the rigging, tried to make out the crow’s nest high above in the gloom. Two figures were marching across the deck, but something was wrong; they didn’t move with the rolling swagger of sailors, but rather a formal, military precision.

“On the deck,” said Cerys by my side. “Guards. Could be city watch.”

“Has the ship been seized?” I scratched the back of my neck. We had to act. Each moment we stood in the open was more perilous than the last. “Here’s the plan. That there’s the Bonegwayne, where we met a courteous mage called Havatier whom it looks like we’ve dragged into trouble. We’re going to kill his captors and ask for asylum.”

“He’ll not be pleased to see us,” said Yashara grimly.

“No, I doubt he’ll be happy to see us,” I said. “But he’s got precious few options at this point, and his captain might appreciate the chance to sail free of the docks and never come back. Cerys, you’re with me. We’ll remove the two on deck. Yashara, when you see them drop, move in with the others and sweep below decks. Netherys, can you give our bolts a little love?”

“Yes,” said the dark elf simply.

I pulled off the white butcher’s smock. “Everyone on board as quickly as possible once the action starts. All right? Let’s go.”

I took the Gloom Knight’s enchanted bow and quiver, slinging the latter over my shoulder so that it hung over my hip, and led Cerys at a brisk walk along the River Walk to a spot where broad steps descended to the pier. 

“Think you can make the shot from here?” I asked.

All I got was a flat, unamused stare from Cerys.

“Great,” I said. “I love working with talented, cheerful ladies. Enlivens my nights. There—let’s see if we can make our way to the base of those crates at the foot of the pier. Should give us a better line of sight across the deck.”

“There might be more than one patrol,” said Cerys, padding silently alongside me as I crept down the steps to the crates.

“I’ve got a dozen arrows,” I said.

We crouched behind the crates and I nocked the first. The fletching was beautifully done, black goose feathers that rippled firmly under my fingers as I set the arrow to the string. I leaned out, sighting at the deck. Waited. After twenty breaths the pair marched into view, clearly engaged in some kind of low-intensity argument that was taking up all of their attention.

“Now,” I whispered, and drew the arrow back to my cheek. Or tried to. The draw on the bow was staggeringly strong, so that I had to grit my teeth and really haul back to bend the bow. 

As I did so, purple fire flickered along the length of my arrow, and then suddenly the whole bow caught flame, so that for a second I thought Netherys had overdone her effect until I saw blue fire dancing along the weapon along with the purple. 

I sighted at the closest guard, wanting to get the shot off before he saw the glow of magic, took a deep breath and loosed just before my aching fingers gave way.

The flaming arrow shot through the night faster than I could follow and hit the guard square in the head. I couldn’t quite tell what happened, but there was a wet report and it looked like the man’s head exploded. 

The other guard had barely had a chance to turn when Cerys’ crossbow bolt took him in the neck, and he went down with a choking cry, hands to his throat.

“Not a bad shot,” I said, rising to my feet. “Though a little lacking in the magical fury department.”

“Some of us don’t need to compensate for our lack of skill,” said Cerys sweetly, drawing her crossbow once more and then taking off at a run toward the gangplank, Yashara already storming up its length, scimitar drawn. 

I came fast on their heels, casting a quick glance off to the side where Harusk was leading the cart and pony down a stone ramp from the River Walk to meet with the pier. 

The gangplank flexed beneath my weight, I took it in three long steps, then I was up on the deck.

Yashara had thrown open the main trapdoor to the deck below and as I watched, leaped down and out of sight. Two of her half-orcs followed, and immediately shouts of alarm and panic sounded from below.

“Wait,” said Cerys. “Up on the forecastle.”

For a moment I couldn’t remember what part of the ship was the damn forecastle, so I cast around until Cerys grabbed my chin and turned my head so that I was staring at the raised mini-deck at the front of the ship.

“Oh,” I said. “I see her.”

A woman had stepped into view, a nimbus of magic energy playing around her so that she glowed a deep and angry green. Her white hair stirred like a nest of snakes about her head, and her eyes glowed a deep viridian as she raised both hands toward us.

Cerys and I raised our weapons as one and loosed.

Her crossbow bolt ashed as it sank into the green aura. Mine lit up with its enchanted purple and blue fire and sliced through the defensive magic to take the woman square in the face. The upper half of her head exploded into a spray of bone, blood, and brains, and she toppled to the deck with an audible thud, the magical lights around her disappearing.

“By the Hanged God’s empty ballsack,” I said, staring down at my bow.

“Trade?” asked Cerys.

“Thought you didn’t need to compensate?”

“How many of those arrows do you have left?”

I did a quick finger count. “Ten.”

“Better save them for when we really need it. You don’t know if regular arrows will have the same effect.”

A shout came from below, and then the boards beneath our feet shivered as something was smashed up underneath us. 

“Let’s get below,” I said, just as Harusk appeared with Iris in his arms, Pony and Tamara right behind. “Make sure nobody boards,” I called to them. “And Pony, sit down or something!”

I ran to the trapdoor but a door in the forecastle opened behind us, causing me to turn and backpedal as I fought the urge to draw another magic arrow. A dark-skinned woman emerged into the light of the lantern set beside the door, dressed in a ragged burgundy long coat trimmed with gold, gold hoop earrings gleaming at her ears, a bandana wrapped across her face to cover one eye, her thick black hair falling in ropes about her shoulders. She had an air of calm authority to her, and everything from the way she strode forward to her raised chin told me she was the captain of the ship.

Behind her emerged a weaselly-looking man, dressed in a greasy-looking suit, his eyes wide with surprise and anger. 

“What’s going on here?” demanded the woman, her low voice carrying easily over the deck.

“We’re liberating the Bonegwayne,” I said, instinct telling me to keep my voice courteous. “The two men on deck are dead, as is the mage who was up on the—ah—forecastle.”

The captain turned to gaze up as if expecting to see the woman’s corpse hanging over the railing, then turned to consider the two dead guards. 

“This—this is outrageous,” said the weaselly man. “The Family will have you all hanged—no, not hanged, broken on the wheel. Maestria, order these men seized, or—”

Captain Maestria drew a curved dagger from her sash and cut the weaselly man’s throat open with a backhanded slash. He gasped, choked on his blood, staggered, then ran to the railing and toppled over it to crash into the Snake Head below with a splash.

“Good riddance,” said the captain, wiping her blade on her burgundy coat and sticking it back into her sash. “Are you sure you killed Hespasia?”

“That the mage lady up top?”

Maestria strode toward us. “Yes.”

“Well, insofar as I saw the top of her head blow off, yes.”

Up close I saw a bird’s nest of old scars emerge from under her bandana where her eye should have been, one particularly long scar creeping right over the bridge of her nose to her far cheek. A tattoo in glittering copper was inked across the side of her throat and swirled up over her jawline and chin. Blue stones formed a necklace amongst coils of gold. Another scream from below.

“I must see to my men,” said Maestria, breaking into a run. “Follow!”

“How is she giving me orders already?” I asked Cerys as I ran after the captain. She did as Yashara had done and simply leaped into the hold below, landing in an easy crouch with a thud of her boots, then moved out of sight. I dropped in right after, and saw a nightmare of swinging lanterns and hammocks that caused the light and shadows to dance and sway across the curved walls. 

Three Family enforcers were down, and the last remaining man had been backed against the ship’s hull where he faced Yashara and a half-dozen sailors, Samel amongst them with a marlin spike in his meaty hand.

“Wait,” said Maestria, moving through the crowd of sailors to stand alongside Yashara. “Yohans. Give me that blade.”

A burly sailor handed her his short sword without hesitation. Maestria lunged forward like a fencer, quicker than the guard could follow. He tried for a parry but was too late; her blade speared through his heart, sliding between his ribs, and with a cry, the man fell.

Maestria stepped back and returned the blade to Yohans. “All right, men. Looks like we’re a free ship once more. Samel, draw in the hawsers. Caran, get the men to the oars. We’ve no wind so we’ll row our way down the Snake Head till we catch the current. Gorgios, get these bodies off my ship.”

The crew sprang into action, every man and woman seeming to know what to do from those orders alone. In a matter of moments, we were left with Maestria, who turned to regard us with a flat, hard gaze. “Now. You’ve one minute to tell me who you are and why I shouldn’t have you thrown overboard as well.” 

“Sure,” I said, fighting back the urge to snark at her lack of gratitude. “But first, where’s Havatier?”

“Are you friends of his? Wait.” Her one eye narrowed. “Are you those friends of his?”

“The ones who got you in this trouble?” There was no sense in pretending otherwise. “Yes.”

Her jaw tightened. “You’re the ones who steered my Bonegwayne into a shit storm. You’re the ones who brought the wrath of the Family onto my decks. The ones who’ve made it so that I’ll never be able to trade in Port Gloom again.”

“Yeah,” I said. “You’ve got my apologies. I didn’t know what the damn key did when I brought it on board. But I’m aiming to take down the Family, and when I do, you’ll have a place of pride on the docks.”

For an aching moment nobody spoke, and then Maestria laughed, a sharp, bitter bark of humor that registered exhaustion, disbelief, and anger all at once. “When you bring down the Family. And why shouldn’t I simply hand you over in exchange for a pardon?”

“Honestly? Because we’d kill you and sink your ship if you tried. Not a threat. We just wouldn’t let you do that.”

Maestria glanced at Yashara, at Cerys, the half-orcs, and no doubt thought of Pony up top.

“Fair enough. So what do you want?”

“A safe harbor for a night,” I said. “Nothing crazy. Just sail out into the bay with us beyond the range of those who are searching for us. Give us a moment to regroup and then we’ll row back to shore and you need never think of us again.”

Her eyebrow rose. “You’re one bold bastard, I’ll give you that. Defying the Family, asking a captain who by all rights should keelhaul you, to give you a berth and put herself into even greater trouble.”

I shrugged. “Can’t get much worse. And I won’t beg. Nor will I force you. You want us off your ship, we’ll go. At least we helped redress a wrong that we created by accident. Your call.”

Maestria rubbed at the tattoo along her jawline, then sighed. “Fine. What’s done is done, and Port Gloom is lost to me. I’ll take you out into the harbor, give you tonight, and then we sail with the tide come dawn. Understood?”

I wanted to sag with relief. “More than fair. Thank you, captain.”

“Havatier was incapacitated by their mage. I imagine he’s coming to in his cabin. At least, he better be. If he never wakes, my opinion of your crew will sour beyond repair.”

“We’ll, ah, go wake him up then,” I said. I couldn’t help it. Exhaustion mixed with ebullience and I gave her a half bow along with a mocking smile. “Captain.”

She shook her head, amused despite herself, and climbed the steps to the deck. 

“I like her,” said Yashara.

“Yeah, me too,” I said. “Especially since she decided to let us stay. Shall we check on Havatier?”

“You think he’ll help us?” asked Cerys, following me toward the mage’s cabin door.

“If he doesn’t reflexively throw fireballs at us, sure.” I raised my hand to knock, hesitated. “Maybe. Yashara, why don’t you head up top and make sure everyone’s settled? We need a berth for Iris as quickly as possible.”

The half-orc bowed her head and climbed up to the deck, the remaining half-orcs following after.

 “You’ve earned her respect,” said Cerys.

“Maybe. Or she’s just too exhausted to answer back.”

“I don’t think Yashara ever gets that exhausted,” said Cerys with a slight smile.

She curled a strand of dark red hair behind her ear. “I honestly don’t know. Since I met you… there’s been nothing but pain, danger, and death.”

I grimaced. “That sounds bad.”

“But I’ve also been free,” she said, looking down. “Free of Elias. The delusion that I could still help my sister. Free of my self-loathing for working for that monster. And—fuck. I was training to be a Crimson Noose. This was the life I was expecting to lead, if perhaps not quite so frenetic. So—no. Not that bad.”

I grinned. “So you’re not going to abandon me just yet?”

She laughed, a flash of white teeth in the lantern-lit gloom of the hold. “And miss what mad adventure you’re planning next? No. I’m not going to leave just yet.”

And to my surprise, I felt a palpable wave of relief. “Good. I hadn’t realized till just now how worried I was that you’d call it quits now that Wargiver’s dead. Say you were done. I depend on you, Cerys. You’re—fuck. I don’t know. Awesome. Amazing. Confident. Capable. A killer with a heart.” I paused. “What?”

She was shaking her head with a mocking smile. “You’re awful at flattery.”

“It’s not flattery. It’s true. Don’t believe me?”

She leaned one shoulder back against the cabin wall. “I know you’re good at getting what you want. And you want my crossbow, so…”

“That’s not all I want,” I said, and stepped in close. Leaned in, slipping my knee between hers, raising my arm to brace it against the wall as I brought my face right next to hers, my nose against her freckled cheek.

Her breath shuddered as she closed her eyes, my hand sliding down around her hip, my lips moving to her ear. “Not all I want by a far stretch…”

I bit her earlobe gently, then kissed the hollow behind her jaw. She reached up as if to push me away, but turned her head so that I could kiss a trail down her neck to her clavicle, her skin delicious, slightly salty, her hips pressing forward against mine.

“You can’t get everything you want,” she said huskily, pulling back to stare at me.

I grinned. “You sure?” 

“Well.” She bit her lower lip in a way that drove me mad with desire. “Mostly. But not right now.”

“No,” I said with a sigh. “Not now.”

“Hurry up and defeat the whole Family,” she said, her eyes flickering with amusement. “And then maybe we’ll find a moment to explore.”

“Well, now I’ve really got motivation,” I said. “So let’s get to it.” With extreme reluctance, I pulled away from her and moved to Havatier’s door, where I gave it a firm knock.

Nothing.

“Havatier?” I cracked the door open and peered inside. The sorcerer lay fully clothed on his bunk, one arm thrown over his face. I stepped inside and moved to his side. He breathed deeply, slowly, and didn’t seem wounded. “Havatier.”

I shook his shoulder to little effect, then, not seeing what else I could do, took up a wooden tankard and dashed water into his face.

The sorcerer sat up spluttering, wiping at his face and with dangerous crimson light playing about his hand as he sought out his aggressor. “Why—what—”

“Easy,” I said, leaping away from the glowing hand. “Just people you have a lot of reason to hate.”

Blinking away the last of the water, he stared at me with blank incomprehension until everything clicked into place. “You.”

“Hespasia is dead,” I said. “The ship freed, by me and mine, so there’s that. Also, the captain’s given us the right to spend the night aboard, so we’re clearly not all bad, right?”

Havatier grimaced and wiped his sleeve across his face once more, the glow fading from his fingers. “Maestria threatened to have me flogged and thrown off the ship. She might have done as much had the Family not arrived.”

Business-like shouts from above filtered through the deck, and then the ship rocked as we pushed away from the dock. 

“But you say you killed Hespasia? That’s an impressive feat if true. How did you do it?”

“Lucky shot,” I said, tapping the bow I had slung over my shoulder. “Plus some stolen weaponry from another Gloom Knight.”

“Another…? By Blind Fortuna’s perhaps overly voluminous breasts, though I’m not one to quibble, you’re mad. But. Clearly still alive. You say you slew her with a simple arrow?”

“No.” I unslung the bow and sat on the chair bolted before his small desk. “It lights up with purple and blue fire when I notch one of these magic arrows to it.”

Havatier examined the bow. “Most impressive. This weapon is probably worth as much as the Bonegwayne, if not more. These runes here. Anti-magic properties. It makes sense—the Gloom Knight you slew probably specialized in killing mages.”

Cerys was leaning against the wall, arms crossed. “Should have specialized in killing undead Exemplars of the Hanged God.”

“Undead Exemplars…? Never mind. So you have freed the ship. That’s excellent news. What now?”

So I told him. Of our strike on Wargiver’s estate, how we’d freed Iris and learned of the Family’s network of mutilated mages. Our attack on the dust yard, and Wesleyna’s suicide. 

“I’m counting on the Family’s rushing a replacement sentry into the area to cover Wesleyna’s zone,” I said. “They’ll be thinking we killed her because we wish to go to ground in her area, or are planning a job there. And my hope is that they’ll bring the closest sentry over to help—which would be the one covering the harbor area where the Sodden Hold is located. That should happen tonight, meaning tomorrow Everyman Jack will be exposed and vulnerable to a strike.”

“A cunning plan,” said Havatier. “Perhaps too cunning. What if they bring a sentry from across the city to prevent just such a ploy?”

“Then we’re fucked,” I said. “And to be honest, I’m reaching the end of my rope. If this plan fails, I’ll die knowing I did my best, but I can’t second-guess myself much more. I’ve lost friends and valuable allies already. Most of the Mailed Fist is dead. My best mate Eddwick abandoned me. Even Neko’s gone. Tomorrow is our final strike, our last roll of the dice. And if it works, I’ll finally get my answer.”

“Remarkable,” said Havatier. “All of this chaos, death, and bloodshed to answer that one mystery. What if this Everyman Jack simply disliked you? What will you do then?”

“Kill him,” I said. “And then turn my attention to the rest of the Family. What began as a personal vendetta has become much more. What I saw in Wesleyna’s face… what Wargiver was doing in his basement… it’s an abomination. And I mean to make the Family pay for it by tearing the whole structure apart.”

“Admirable,” said Havatier. He rose to his feet and did his best to pace within the cabin. “But you’ll soon lose the element of surprise. You’ve had them on their heels since you ambushed Barbatos, incredibly enough, but that won’t last for much longer. After tonight they’ll recognize how serious a threat you are to their system, and you’ll go from being a nuisance to a priority. This amazing opportunity you’ve created will be squandered, for surely you won’t survive that level of attention.”

“I’ve beaten the odds thus far,” I said. “And it’s due to my allies. Which is why I’m here.”

Havatier paused and raised an eyebrow. “You wish to recruit me?”

“Yes.” I felt that strange warmth rise within me once more, a sense of potential unfurling, my will becoming manifest as I imposed it upon the world. “I’ll skip the sales pitch, however. You know what I’m doing and why. You now know how the Family is securing their monopoly. I’m wagering you’re a decent enough man that you’ll not be able to sail away from such horror. Come dawn, I’d like you to sail back with me to Port Gloom.”

Havatier gave a low laugh, but he sounded shaky, less sure of himself. “I’ve never heard such a matter-of-fact suicide invitation.”

“Think on it,” I said, rising to my feet and taking back the bow. I fixed him with my gaze, and stared deep into him, feeling as if I could peel back the layers of his flesh and expose his soul. My words were weights that I hung about his neck, pulling him down, binding his will to my own. “You sail on the tides of profit and loss. You live to quell storms and freshen winds. You know you could be so much more. You can’t change whatever happened in Carneheim and your past, but you can change what tomorrow looks like. What kind of man you choose to be. And didn’t you say you had a vendetta of your own against the Family? Perhaps this is your chance to even the score.” I paused, then grimaced. “Sorry. This is turning into a sales pitch after all. Will you at least think on it?”

Havatier frowned. “That I will.”

“That’s all I ask. See you around the ship, Havatier.” 

Cerys and I stepped back outside and I closed the door behind me.

“That was pretty blunt,” she said.

“Yeah. But I’ve a hunch I might have hit the mark. He’s more than a simple weather sorcerer. Come dawn, I hope to find out I’m right.”

“Amazing,” said Cerys, following me up the ladder to the deck. “The way you draw people to you. You’re not a thief. You’re a bloody revolutionary.”

I hopped out onto the deck and turned to help Cerys up, more because I knew it would annoy her to be treated in such manner than any desire to be a gentleman. “There’s worse things to be in Port Gloom,” I said. “Just ask Black Map Henry Mack.”

The crew was hard at work manning the oars, and in practiced unison were urging us down the Snake Head into the bay. Iris had been moved into the forecastle cabin where Tamara was tending to her, eyes closed and praying as the necromancer eased into recovery. 

Pony sat hunched in the center of the deck, head propped on one hand, snoring, Pogmillion passed out against his knee. Harusk and the remaining half-orcs sat in a circle around the troll, as if taking comfort in solidarity, and the sailors did their level best to ignore the group as they rushed to and fro.

I moved to the railing with Cerys and watched Port Gloom slide past. The River Walk, the many streets and ports, the lit windows, the sound of merriment from the innumerable taverns. Quicker and quicker we went as the current caught us and pushed us out to the Bay of Ruin. I crossed the ship to stare starboard toward the distant Bay Bridge and the custom’s house where this had all begun. 

Out under the stars we slipped, oars rising with glittering gems of water to dip back and urge the Bonegwayne forward. Havatier came on deck and whispered a wind into the lowered sails so that they billowed and the oars were put up; we cut through the waters to where the ocean lay waiting at the mouth of the bay, and there, just before the ocean began in earnest, Captain Maestria ordered the anchor lowered, sail furled, and numerous other nautical things that went right over my head.

Exhaustion clamped down on me like a leaden blanket. My jaw cracked with a yawn, and I saw sailors coiling ropes, cleaning away the blood from the deck, and heading downstairs to their hammocks as a skeleton crew remained on watch. 

I was about to ask someone where we could sleep when a barefoot youth ran up. “Master Kellik? Captain would have a word.”

Damnit. “Now? Are you sure?”

“Aye,” said the boy with a grin. “She’s waiting in her cabin. You’re to report immediately.”

I glanced over to Cerys. “We might as well.”

“Ah, pardon, master, but the captain requested your presence alone.”

This gave me pause. “What? Cerys can’t come?”

“Well, insofar as she wasn’t invited… no.”

Cerys gave a rueful shake of her head. “Incredible.”

“What?” I demanded. “What did I do now?”

“Go see what the captain wants,” said Cerys. “I’m turning in. Good night, Kellik.”

I watched her walk away in confusion, then looked back to the grinning cabin boy. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t ask me, master,” said the cabin boy. “I’m just a young, naive soul adrift on the waves of Blind Fortuna. But something tells me you’d best not keep the captain waiting.”

“Fine. Lead on then, young, naive soul.”

The boy laughed and led me toward the stern of the ship. To a heavily carved door depicting giant octopuses ensnaring countless ships in their tentacles. I stepped up and knocked.

“Come in,” called Captain Maestria, and I opened the door.

 


Chapter 27

 

 

The cabin’s quarters were spacious and warmly lit by a half-dozen lanterns, the latticework windows that ran across the rear of the room and thus the ship dark and gleaming in their rosy light. A large four-poster bed draped in worn burgundy drew the eye, but everywhere I saw objects to excite curiosity. Thick, richly woven carpets were strewn over the wooden floor, crossed blades affixed to the wall, a bronze ring hung from a chain in which a gloriously colored parrot sat, watching me with beady, black eyes. Chests, gilded paintings, more weapons—this was clearly the captain’s home and center of power.

Maestria herself had her boots crossed on a heavy desk, a number of maps and a heavy log book before her. She was chewing on the tip of a quill as she scowled at a letter, eye scanning from side to side as she scanned its contents. 

“Kellik,” she said. “One moment.”

I bit back a rejoinder and moved to study some of her paintings. Old galleons in storm-tossed seas. A fanciful rendition of an underwater grotto in which two mermen kissed. A half-dozen dogs playing cards around a circular table.

“There,” she said, tossing the sheet aside. “As good as it’s going to get. I’ve penned a letter of apology and explanation to the Provost of Merchants. You’ll deliver it for me once you dock come dawn.”

“Explanation?” I said, turning back. “How detailed are you getting?”

Her smile was cutting. “Detailed enough to ensure nobody comes after me. But don’t worry. I’m not identifying you. There’s a man in the provost’s office called Indros Leflan. You’ll deliver the letter to him with my apologies. Fortunately, we were prepared to sail when this debacle enfolded us. We’re not engaging in theft by sailing away without notice.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. 

She folded the letter, slipped it into an envelope, then melted a stick of crimson wax over the flap into which she pressed her ring. She waved it back and forth to cool the wax, then held it out to me. “Don’t tarry in delivering this.”

“Sure,” I said, taking the crisp letter in hand. “I’ll find time to play postman between fighting my way into the Sodden Hold and keeping Gloom Knights off my back.”

“I’m sure you will.” Maestria interlaced her hands behind her head and rocked back on the rear legs of her chair. “You’re clearly a very capable man.”

I couldn’t help but feel irked. Perhaps it was my exhaustion, but I wanted nothing so much as to collapse in some corner and rest before dawn broke over the horizon. “Thanks. Your opinion means a lot to me.”

Maestria laughed and stood, moving to a sidetable where she uncorked a cut glass bottle and poured golden liquid into two glasses. “See, that’s what intrigues me. You’re in great danger, incredibly vulnerable, but you talk shit like you’ve the upper hand.”

I took the glass when she handed it to me, and when she remained close before me, looking up into my face, I almost stepped back. But instead I sniffed the whisky, then sipped. It burned like the White Sun as it went down, warming me, making me grimace in appreciation. “What is this?”

“It’s called Sweat of the Sun,” said Maestria. 

“Not bad,” I said, and drained my glass.

She did the same and set hers back on the table without looking. “The Bonegwayne hasn’t always been an honorable trading vessel.”

“Maritime history?” I set my glass down as well. “My favorite subject.”

“Before we started flying the colors of Ellosaint, we plied the coast from Jarjute to Port Lusander under Blind Fortuna’s flag.”

“Piracy,” I said. “I see what you’re hinting at.”

Maestria took a step toward me. “And I grew accustomed to taking what I wanted.”

“That’s good,” I said. “I approve of female empowerment. It’s a wicked world out there and—”

“It’s a habit that’s been hard to give up,” said Maestria, stepping forward again. “Though usually I remember to practice restraint.”

“Restraint is good,” I said. The whisky was swirling deep within me, making me feel dangerously flippant, careless, carefree. “Keeps you from getting into too much trouble. Trust me, I know.”

“But when someone sics the Family’s enforcers on my ship. Ruins my reputation. Has my men beaten, my weather mage ensorcelled, my license revoked, and my ship nearly confiscated, I begin to forget why I should practice restraint. Why I should not get my revenge. My pound of flesh.”

“I can remind you,” I said. I’d backed up against the bulkhead. “For example, you might want a certain letter delivered—”

Maestria stepped in close, her upturned lips an inch from my own, her dusky skin glowing golden in the lamplight, her one eye smoldering as she rubbed the length of my cock, which sprang to attention within my breeches at her touch.

“In a few hours I’m going to put you on a jolly boat and pray that I never see you again,” she whispered, running her fingers up and down the length of my shaft. Her voice was becoming husky with desire. “But now. Here. I’m going to take what I want. Again. And again. And again.”

For a moment I hung in the balance, uncertain as to what I wanted, how to react, whether to slip out from between her and the wall and make a break for it, but then all my anger, my pain, the raw emotions I’d kept bottled up came clamoring up from my depths, and I reached out to grab Maestria by the fistful of her dreds and bend her head back.

I stared into her one good eye. “You sure want this?” 

Her full lips curled into a predatory smile. “Have I been too subtle for you?”

Her breast was large and full and I cupped it through her blouse, squeezing it cruelly as I leaned down to kiss her, holding her head back still with a fistful of her hair.

She smiled briefly as her lips parted and then her tongue touched mine. I felt her nipple harden through her blouse, and then her touch on my cock was too much. I reached down and hiked her up so that she wrapped her legs around my waist, and kissing her deeply, I strode across the cabin to where her four-poster bed stood.

When I reached it, I spilled her down upon its mattress, dropping her so that she bounced, and when she propped herself up on her elbows, I took up one leg and hauled off her boot, tossing it aside.

She grinned. “I see this isn’t your first time. Good.”

“Fuck no,” I said, hauling her other boot off. “But I’ve never fucked a pirate queen in her own bed before.”

“You fucked one in someone else’s bed then?”

I laughed. “Not like I’m about to do.” I unbuckled her heavy belt and she lifted her hips as I peeled her pants off, revealing long, caramel-colored legs. I lifted one up and kissed her calf, then licked a trail down the inside of her thigh to her pussy. Her skin was smooth, deliciously so, and she moaned as I nipped her tender flesh, right down to her panties. Anger, impatience, desire, all of them made me grab her panties and tear them off, the cloth shredding and then I fell to my knees and leaned in to inhale her scent.

“Yes,” said Maestria, placing her hands on my head and guiding me down. “Lick me.”

She gasped when I did, my tongue tracing a deep line from her vagina to her clit, navigating her lips, then I thrust my tongue in deep only to bring it back up to circle her clit before sucking it in between my lips.

“Fuck!” She half sat up, staring down at me in surprise.

“I told you,” I said. “Not my first time. Now hurry up and cum so I can fuck you into tomorrow.”

“That’s on you,” she said, dropping her head back. “Get to work.”

And I did. Sucking. Licking. Probing. I moved my thumb just above her clit and pressed up, pulling her hood back to expose her clit so I could tease it, over and over again till Maestria was groaning, her hips rising over and over again to my lips, but each time I pulled back. 

Just when I sensed her desire was overcoming her, I slid both fingers into her, slid them in deep, and she went to sit up again when I made a ‘come hither’ motion, rubbing the top of her canal and placing my mouth squarely over her pussy. She cried out, bucked her hips, and in a matter of moments came explosively, her hips grinding against me till she fell back with a weak cry of surrender.

I pulled back, wiped my face with my sleeve, then unbuckled my belt. “Ready?”

Maestria draped her arm over her face, gasping for breath. “Wait,” she said. “That was—”

I pulled out my cock, stood, and yanked her toward me, an arm under each knee. “Ready?”

“No,” she said. Her stomach was still rippling as smaller orgasms hit her. “No, damn you.”

“Fine.” I reached down and yanked her blouse open, popping buttons and revealing her round, perfect breasts in her wrap-around bra. Large freckles lay over her cleavage, and I leaned down to kiss them, squeezing her breasts in each hand as I did so. Her hands buried themselves in my hair, and then I pulled her bra down, her breasts springing forth, and took one of her large, dark nipples in my mouth.

She groaned and pressed up against me.

Kicking off my boots, I shucked my pants altogether and climbed atop her, over her stomach, to lay my cock between her tits. Maestria stared up at me, desire burning in her eye, and pressed her large breasts against either side so that they swallowed my cock whole.

Slowly, holding her gaze all the while, I fucked her tits, her mouth opening to lick my swollen head each time it appeared, right until I couldn’t control myself any longer.

“Tell me you’re ready,” I said.

Her grin was cruel. “Let me think about it.”

“Fuck that,” I said, and slid back between her legs, holding one up and pressing my palm over her mound. “Permission to come aboard?”

She scowled at me. “You didn’t just say that.”

“Anchors aweigh,” I replied, and slid all the way into her cunt.

“You bastard,” she groaned, pushing her head back into her mattress as she took all of me. 

“Mmmhmm,” I said, and pulled back, her pussy so tight it felt like she was gripping me. “Raise the mizzenmast.”

“You don’t—” She gasped as I plunged into her. “You fucking idiot, you don’t raise a mast—”

Delirium and lust fueled me as I gazed down at her voluptuous body, our hips coming together over and over as I fucked her harder and harder, until she cried out in hunger and need and reached up to cup the back of my neck, pulling me down on top of her.

A moment later and our positions were reversed; I lay stretched full out on the bed as she sat astride my cock, her thick dreds hanging down over her bare shoulders, her necklaces covering her full breasts as they rose and fell as she stirred her hips around and around, my cock lost in her depths, the sensation pure gold.

“Fuck,” I groaned as I watched her pinch one of her nipples. “I’d serve on your ship any day.”

“You try for one more stupid saying and I’ll kill you,” she said, closing her eye and raising her face to the ceiling as she ground down on me.

And luckily shit got too intense for me to remember any other phrases. She started to rise and fall down the length of my cock until I couldn’t hold back any longer. I took hold of her hips and began to pound into her, faster and harder till there was no longer any rhythm to it, just an endless, blurring slamming that caused her to cry out, over and over until her cry held, rose, and broke as we came together.

She collapsed over me, face pressed into my neck, heaving and gasping, her sweat mingling with mine. 

I lay still, seeing stars as I slowly came back to myself, shooting cum into her in what felt like an endless spurt until at last she climbed off me and the bed.

“Damn, son,” she said, striding toward a narrow door I’d not noticed before. “Not bad.”

“What is it with you women?” I asked, propping myself up as she disappeared into a small room beyond. “You scream like you’re dying, and then you’re all ‘not bad I’ve had better’ right after?”

“Fine,” she called from the other room. “Pretty good for a human.”

“As opposed to what?” I asked, sitting up and searching for my pants. 

“Well.” She stepped back into view, wash cloth between her legs. Wiped, tossed it aside. “I had an elven lover for a few years when I was young. Now that was some intense shit. We’d literally fuck for hours at a time, sometimes for days. He called it ‘planting the world tree’.”

“He shoved seeds up your ass.”

She snorted. “No. I’d sit in his lap, him buried deep inside me, and slowly we’d rock, back and forth, as he guided me through this meditation. There might have been magic involved, but when we’d finally cum it was so intense I’d feel like I was dying.”

“That’s what I look for in a fuck,” I said, picking up a boot. “Near death experiences.”

“Then there was an encounter I had on an island off the coast of Ellosaint.” She began tying her blouse back over her generous breasts. “You can’t say you’ve been fucked hard till you’ve fucked a minotaur.”

I stopped and turned to stare her. “No way.”

“Oh yes. Cronmar. Cock as big as your arm and stamina of a—well, bull.” She gave a low laugh. “It was too much for me. I had to beg him to go easy, but when we hit our stride—hot damn.”

“OK, fine. You’ve made your point.”

“And there was a season while I sailed with Captain Onaxis where I took three—”

“No, no, you’ve made your point,” I said, holding up both hands. “I’ll take the ‘not bad for a human’ as a genuine compliment.”

Remorse flickered across her face and she stepped up to me. “Kellik. You’re a good lover. But you’re young. Nothing wrong with that. Right now you think sex is the equivalent of hammering a nail into a wall. And you hammer well. But in time you’ll learn that there’s much, much more to sex than just sprinting to the finish line. One day you’ll meet the right woman, and she’ll show you how it can be done.”

I didn’t know how to take those words. She spoke them with genuine compassion, and on some level I knew she was right, but still I felt my pride being pricked, and wanted to point out how I’d made her cum by going down on her—surely that didn’t count as ‘hammering’?

She cupped my cheek. “Think of it this way then: there’s a whole world of fucking out there for you to discover. And who knows? Perhaps one day we’ll meet again. And maybe you’ll show me a whole new level of awareness as to how to please a lady.” She leaned up to kiss me. “And maybe then I’ll say you were mind blowing.”

“Thanks,” I said. It was really hard not to sound bitter. “I love super-conditional compliments. That was what, three maybes?”

She grinned and walked back to the desk, where she took up the letter she’d penned and tore it in half. “It’s the kind of homework most young men don’t mind doing.”

“Hey, wait. Didn’t you want me to… oh.”

“I’ve decided to write a different letter,” she said, sitting down and taking up her quill. “So there’s that: you’ve impressed me enough to change my missive.”

“It wasn’t just an apology, was it,” I said.

“Of course not.” She dipped her quill in the ink and then looked over at me. “Oh, come on. You thrust yourself into my life, nearly ruin my career, and expect me to be grateful? I was but covering my ass. But after what we just shared? I’m hoping those three ‘maybe’s’ come to pass.”

I considered it, not sure whether to be furious or not, and then laughed. “Fine. Have you seen my other boot?”

“Sleep here,” she said, bending over the sheet. “You need your rest, and you’ve earned a soft mattress before facing what awaits you tomorrow. Don’t worry. I’ll kick you out well before dawn.”

And damn if her mattress wasn’t comfortable. I gave up on searching for the other boot and flopped back onto the covers. Scooted back up till my head fell upon a pillow, and closed her eyes. 

“Maestria.” I was sliding into sleep even as I said her name.

“Hmm?”

“I’m sorry. For messing everything up for you.” I shifted into a slightly more comfortable position. “For… bringing you into this.”

I heard nothing but the scritching of her quill. Just before sleep claimed me altogether, I heard her say softly, “Don’t be.”

 


Chapter 28

 

 

Maestria was true to her word. I was roused from the depths of sleep by a firm shake, and when I complained and tried to roll over, hauled up to sitting and a mug of steaming hot coffee thrust into my hands.

It was either wake up or scald myself to death, so I opened my eyes and saw that it was still dark outside the bank of lattice windows at the back of her room.

“Dawn,” I said, trying not to moan piteously. “Not midnight. Dawn.”

“Dawn’s but half an hour off,” said Maestria, somehow up and alert and dressed in a fresh outfit. As I watched she gathered her dreds and bound them back behind a glittering bandana, tying it off at the nape of her neck and watching me with the hard, merciless look that let me know she was in ‘captain’ mode. “So up. Rouse your people. You’re being rowed to shore as soon as dawn breaks.”

It’s hard to be truly grumpy when you’re given a mug of coffee, so I sipped it carefully as I swung my legs out of the bed and searched around in the gloom for that missing boot. Finding it, I tugged it on and rose, hissing as I drank gulps of the magical black liquid, then set the mug aside.

“Thanks,” I said, smoothing down my rumpled, ash streaked and blood-spotted shirt. “You’ve—”

“Tsch,” said Maestria, cutting me off. “Save the speeches for your crew. What we had was good, but your leaving is better.” She stepped in, gave me a peck on the cheek, then shoved an envelope into my chest. “Please deliver.”

“Assuredly,” I said, slipping it into my belt. “See you around, captain.”

“Maybe,” she said, and the gleam in her eye put a bounce in my step as I let myself out onto the main deck. Port Gloom was a massive, brooding presence that loomed over the bay, activity obvious on the docks even at this hour. I stepped to the rail and stared morosely at it, my good mood proving fleeting. Half an hour and we were going back. Half an hour and I’d finally be able to get the answers to the questions that had been searing my soul.

“Morning,” said Havatier, stepping up alongside me, hand gripping his bandolier, a half-pack over one shoulder.

I looked him up and down, then returned my gaze to the city. “Good.”

“I know you can be a loquacious fellow when you’ve the mind,” said Havatier. “So your curtness must be for effect. Let me guess. The grizzled, hardened leader, preparing for his final battle?”

“More like the coffee hasn’t really hit yet,” I said. “And—well—good. I’m glad you’re joining us. Wasn’t sure you would.”

“Yes, well, it seems madness knows no age limits,” said Havatier, gripping the railing and looking out over the waters. “And that I am as susceptible now as I was as a young man.”

“When you got in trouble with the Family?”

Havatier pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Just so.”

“Couldn’t have been too bad,” I said, purposefully trying to draw him out. “After all, you’re still allowed to sail in and out of Port Gloom.”

“A reward, I suppose, for my not seeking justice.” He grimaced. “I know you expect me to spill forth my heart-wrenching tale of woe, but believe you me, it won’t raise me in your esteem in the slightest.”

“Try me,” I said.

“No.” Then he waggled his head from side to side as if wrestling with himself and turned to face me. “An abridged version, perhaps. Picture me as a young mage of twenty years. Handsome, dashing, the world at my fingertips.”

“This the abridged version?” I asked.

“I arrive in Port Gloom, shortly after the Map Riots. Meet a young woman of dubious moral character, engage in perhaps a month of nonstop physical activity behind closed doors, and fall irrevocably in love.” His fingers rippled on the railing. “Or so I thought it at the time. When I was in the deepest throes of infatuation, she persuaded me to assist in an act of revenge against a former lover.”

“Ah,” I said. “And you didn’t suspect her motives?”

Havatier sighed. “Love makes fools of us all. I helped her ambush her paramour, and we nearly killed him. But somehow—no doubt due to this magical network you’ve discovered—our plans were anticipated, and we were caught.”

“Not good,” I said.

“No.” He crossed his arms and lowered his chin to his chest. “She was sentenced to death for seeking to assassinate an elite member of the Family. I was given a choice. I could die by her side, or execute her sentence myself, and in so doing earn my pardon.”

“Oh shit,” I said. “They had you kill her?”

“I stand before you, do I not?” His smile was completely without mirth. “One discovers all manner of truths about one’s inmost self when your life is on the line. Oh, I sobbed as I did it—they demanded I strangle her—and—”

He dry swallowed and turned away.

I stood there, aghast, waiting for him to compose himself.

“Amusing, is it not?” He turned back to me, eyes bright. “How even now these old memories can bring their fair measure of torment? You would think two decades of playing that scene over and over in my mind would have rubbed away the sharp edges. But no. I’ve told myself since that of course she’d been manipulating me, of course she’d played me for a fool, and fool I was—but what galls me, even now, is how this ‘justice’ amused the Family members who ordered it. How they laughed and then beat me thereafter and cast me out into the streets.” 

Havatier drew a shuddering breath and stood straight. “So. There you have it. The dark, greasy core of my self-loathing, and the font of my undying hatred for the Family. A hatred I’ve been unable to act on until—well—now.”

What could I say that wouldn’t ring hollow or sound trite? Instead, I simply stood by his side in silence, giving his words time to sink into the dawn, and then inhaled sharply, indicating a break from our previous conversation. “I’m wrestling with the unknowns that lie before us.”

“Enumerate them,” said Havatier, leaning against the railing and crossing his arms.

“Where to start. I know the location of the Sodden Hold, but can’t say for certain if Everyman Jack actually lives there. If he doesn’t, then we’ll need to force someone in the Hold to tell us how to find him, which I’m loath to do. Most of those people in there are like family to me.”

“You love them?” asked Havatier. “Even after all you’ve learned?” 

I looked sidelong at him. “You love your family?”

The sorcerer grimaced. “No. But… I still care for them. Fair point.”

“Second, I’m gambling the Family moved Jack’s sentry to cover Wesleyna’s territory. It’s possible they didn’t, especially since it seems Jack knows I’m behind these attacks. He’ll suspect I’m coming after him. If so, I can only pray he’s overruled by the other Aunts and Uncles. He’s a junior member, after all.”

“A legitimate concern,” said Havatier.

“Finally, we lost Neko last night. He was our only sure response to the Gloom Knights. Jack’s liable to have Black Evelina. And given that he knows I’m out here, he’ll probably have brought in more muscle. So if we can approach undetected, and if he’s in the Hold, we’ll need to defeat his defenses in a manner that compels him to talk to me.”

“So that you can learn why you were betrayed,” said Havatier. “Pardon my ignorance, but isn’t betrayal part and parcel of a thief’s life? You’re not exactly a law-abiding bunch.”

“Not like this it isn’t,” I said. “Not during my Trial, and not by the very man who set my task. No. This was something more. A violation. It goes against what the Family’s all about. What holds it together. Our bond of brotherhood.” I rubbed at my chin, feeling stubble. When had I last had the chance to shave? “I aim to find out why.”

“Understood,” said Havatier. “Though you shouldn’t complain too much about your lack of intelligence. It’s the sacrifice you’ve been forced to make in order to capitalize on your speed. And by all accounts, your speed is what’s kept you alive thus far; you’ve not allowed the Family to gather its resources and marshal them against you.”

“True enough,” I said, fighting the urge to grouse. 

Footsteps sounded on the deck and I turned to see Iris approaching, wraith-like in the pre-dawn gloom. She wore the ashen dress she’d salvaged from the dust yard, its center stiff and black from her blood. But her eyes were bright, her pallor human instead of corpse-like, and her lips freshly rouged with black. She’d gone one step further, I saw as she stepped into the lantern light; her eyes were ringed with darkness, almost in the manner of a skull, the make-up having run down her cheeks as if she’d wept at some point after applying it.

“Havatier,” I said. “This is Iris, necromancer extraordinaire and former guest of Baron Wargiver.”

The two mages studied each other, and then Iris grasped the hem of her black skirt and curtseyed. “Master Havatier.”

“Lady Iris,” said the older man. “A necromancer in truth?”

Her smile was slight. “I am so blessed.”

“You chose this field of study, or…?”

“You could say I was led to it,” she said. “The doctors called it a ‘twist’ in my mind, a fascination with mortality spurred by the long and painful death of my mother when I was but four.”

“You have my condolences,” said Havatier. “Disease?”

“Intestinal thrush,” said Iris.

“Ghastly.”

“It was. But it made me aware of how thin the veil between life and death truly is. How quickly and easily health and vitality can give away to pain and sickness. Once my eyes had been so opened, I was never able to look away.”

“Indeed,” said Havatier, rubbing at his bare chin. “I’ve not dabbled, of course, but have always been curious. Would you agree with Leucatios that necromancy is the obverse of healing magic?”

Iris’ smile grew disdainful. “Leucatios was a blithering idiot.”

“I’ll take that for a no, then,” said Havatier. “Fascinating. And you plan to employ your powers to assist us today?”

“Are you truly healed?” I asked.

“I am,” said Iris, spreading her hands over her chest where the knife wound had been. “Tamara is a gifted healer. More than she knows. And yes, Master Havatier. I shall trail behind our party, and as the living fall, the dead shall rise.” She blinked, and her expression grew distant. “Those who imprisoned me shall come to regret that decision dearly.”

“It’s why I accompany Kellik here,” said Havatier, tone grave. “My sensibilities are also deeply offended by the Family’s network. I would see it ended.”

Iris blinked, focused on Havatier, and then smiled once more. “You are most kind.”

Yashara approached, Cerys by her side. Both women were conferring in low voices, and for a moment I yearned to hear what they said, if they spoke of me—but then immediately changed my mind. Best if I were left with what little illusions Maestria had left me.

“Morning,” said Cerys, running a comb through her red hair, head tilted to one side as she did so. “Sleep well, Kellik?”

“Like the dead,” I said, playing it straight. “Though with Iris around, that saying loses some of its applicability.”

Netherys approached, a slender shadow beside Tamara, who was yawning prodigiously as she sipped from a wooden mug. A moment later Pogo marched up, wiping his spectacles, scowling as if personally insulted at being asked to be up at this hour. I leaned back against the railing, gazing at my crew.

“Morning, all. Or, well, pre-dawn greetings. Today’s the day. We’re going to put paid to Everyman Jack, route him out of the Sodden Hold, and finally get some answers. Depending on what we learn, I could see this fellowship concluding, or perhaps moving on to bigger, more terrible things. Only time will tell.”

Yashara rolled her head with deliberate slowness, causing her vertebrae to pop. Cerys began winding her hair behind the crown of her head into a bun.

“Havatier has graciously agreed to join us on this venture. Why don’t you tell us a little about what you’re bringing to the table, beside weather work?”

Havatier shifted his weight, uncrossing his arms and grasping his bandolier with one hand again. “Good morning. Yes. Perhaps foolishly, I’ve decided to throw my weight in with you all. I’m a moderately accomplished evoker. These past few years I’ve specialized on summoning winds, quelling storms, and the like, but I’ve still a few old stand-by spells on hand that may be of use. Lightning blasts, defensive spells, and the like. In short, I can deliver a variety of offensive spells as well as provide some protection to us all.”

Yashara knelt to adjust a strap that held black plate armor down the length of her thigh. “What of this Sodden Hold? What can we expect?”

“The Sodden Hold? Its primary defense is its reputation,” I said, feeling a twinge of guilt to be discussing this ancient secret, this former home of mine. “People know to stay clear of the old warehouse off Blind Alley. The building itself is in ruins, and the haunt of beggars and the least successful of our number. The streets for blocks in every direction are watched by them, and word sent back in advance when danger’s spotted. Attackers never face violent opposition in the warehouse or the streets, however: they’re allowed to force their way below ground.

“Now, nobody’s ever attacked the Hold for as long as I can remember, but what we were always told to do in case of an attack was to just fade away and let the Gloom Knights come in and take care of the problem. But something tells me they won’t surrender the Hold to us so easily. We’ve done too much damage to the Family. So when we enter the warren, we should expect traps and a retreating resistance. Snipers with crossbows, ranged spells, and so on.”

“Not ideal,” said Yashara, rising easily. “Describe this warren. What’s our objective?”

“To corner Everyman Jack. Which will be… difficult, since I never had access to the lowest levels, and anyone who did was tight lipped about what was below. Jack would pass through the warren when he wanted to announce something or simply make his presence known, but he was rarely seen simply going back and forth. He’d always descend to the private areas after a speech, though, which is why I think his quarters are down there.”

Cerys patted her bun and then dropped her hands. “Can we access the warren through the sewers?”

“Sure,” I said. “There’s dozens of places where they connect. But they’re heavily trapped. Regular sentries posted at key places with bells to alert the others. Deadfalls, trip wires connected to poisoned darts, flame spells, all kinds of nastiness.”

“Interesting,” said Pogmillion. “Theoretically Pony could help us bypass those traps. If that were the case, would our chances of taking the Sodden Hold improve?” 

“That’s a big ‘if’.”

“What other defenses should we know about?” asked Yashara.

“That’s the problem. As an aspirant I never had reason to head deeper than the first layer of tunnels. There wasn’t anything too dangerous in those. We had too many members showing up drunk or drugged to rig anything lethal.”

“Then I suggest a simple but effective approach,” said Yashara. “Iris swamps the surface with the undead, ordering them to cause as much chaos as they can. We attack as Pogmillion suggested by means of the sewer, using Pony to disarm whatever traps we come across.”

For a moment I had a ridiculous image of Pony with a set of thief’s tools, tongue sticking out of the corner of his mouth as he delicately probed the inside of a lock, and then I shook my head and it was gone.

“Sure,” I said. “Pony’d make a great thief.”

“I will need material to work with,” said Iris.

“There are a number of graveyards attached to sepulchers of the Hanged God,” I said. “There’s one in particular that’s close to the Sodden Hold—The Sepulcher of Insufficient Mercy. Nasty place. But it should do.”

“Then that’s where I shall go,” said Iris. “But I shall need a guide.”

“I could draw you a simple map,” I said. “The sepulcher’s but three blocks from the Hold. We could drop you off with—say, Harusk—and then head into the sewers.”

Iris nodded. “I should be able to navigate my way to the sepulcher. Finding the Hold would be all that I need help with.”

“No problem. Now, to get access to the sewers, our best bet is one of the outflow pipes that pours sewage into the Snake Head. They’re all ostensibly grated up to keep the toshers out, but that won’t be a problem. We’ll drop Iris and Harusk off at the shore, then row to pipe number three, the closest and largest pipe to the Hall. I’ve used it myself many a time when sneaking out on a job. From there it’s a fifteen-minute hike to the warrens.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Cerys. 

“Tamara, I know you’re exhausted. I’d like you to come, but I understand if you don’t feel up to it.”

Tamara did indeed look worn out, her eyes ringed with fatigue and her hair mussed, but she raised her mug in answer and took another gulp of what smelled like coffee and liquor. 

“Very well.” I paused and studied each of them. Iris, her gleaming eyes surrounded by smudged darkness. Cerys, straight backed and solemn, freckled face pale in the dawn gloom. Yashara, looming and majestic, black iron armor gleaming like wet obsidian. Netherys, slender and withdrawn, her purple hair mostly hidden by her hood, lips pursed in thought. Tamara, sipping on her coffee. Pony beyond them all, still slumbering. Pogo by Yashara’s knee. Havatier, looking pensive and concerned.

“Listen. I just want to say this before we head out. You can roll your eyes if you want to. Yashara, Netherys, Pogo, I’m sure you’ve heard better speeches many times over from better men. But I’m grateful to you all. For your standing here this morning. Your willingness to risk everything to peel back some of the corruption and evil that stains Port Gloom. I haven’t even had time to deal with Eddwick’s abandonment. Neko died last night, the most formidable fighter I’ve ever seen, but beneath his devotion to the Hanged God he was just another harbor rat like me, and I think in time we could have become good friends.”

I paused, uncertain as to where I was going, and for a moment my courage faltered. Who was I to give this speech? To lead these people into battle?

But then I took a deep breath and looked up. Met Tamara’s eyes, and she gave me a small nod. “But you’ve decided to fight with me. To kill some sordid bastards and punish them for the sick shit they’ve been doing to innocents. To expose their evil. Break their monopoly, and show them that though they may have been rising on Blind Fortuna’s wheel for decades now, their time has come. They’ve peaked. And nothing lies before them but the harrowing fall into disgrace.”

“That and my scimitar,” said Yashara, drawing chuckles from the others.

“So enough with this speechifying. We’re going to get into our boat and row ashore, and then will come a time of madness and blood and death. But right now. Here. We stand together. We stand strong. And I’m damn proud to count you all as my friends and companions.”

“Not a bad speech, really,” said Havatier, turning to Iris.

“Not bad,” she agreed. “I feel moderately inspired.”

“Hear hear,” said Tamara, glaring at them both. 

I cracked a crooked grin. “Well, that’s done with at least. Let’s go kill some bastards.”

“Now we’re talking,” said Netherys.

Captain Maestria strode up to us, trailed by a couple of men that might have been officers. “Dawn’s broken. The hour has come. Ready or not, you’re leaving my ship.”

“We’re ready,” I said. “Thanks for the hospitality.”

““You’re welcome,” she said with a smile, and I thought she was going to pat my cheek. Thank the Hanged God’s flaccid cock, she didn’t. Instead, she clapped her hands, and a crew of sailors began working winches and cranes so that a jolly boat was lifted up off the deck and lowered into the waves below.

“Take care of yourself, Kellik,” said Maestria. “I’ll keep a weather eye out for you.”

“Do that,” I said. “Next time you see me you’ll be in for a surprise.”

“As long as it doesn’t imperil my ship.” She smiled and stepped back.

Ten minutes later we were all about the boat, watching as Pony was lowered by crane into its very center. It was a nerve-wracking moment; nobody could guarantee the boat wouldn’t crack in two or founder. 

But despite the prodigious creaks and groans and the water washing up over the edge, we took up the oars and began to row back toward Port Gloom.

The clouds pressed down ominously overhead, summer thunder rolling through their bellies as if from miles away. The air felt heavy and strangely tight, while a bitter, metallic tang was born to us by the breeze. A dozen ships were sailing away from the port with the receding tide, everything from a mighty Port Lusander galleon to a junk sloop from the Heshaman Isles. They gave us wide enough berth not to trouble us, and with Havatier running a generous wave behind us, we sped toward the Snake Head without difficulty.

I sat at the bow, spray wetting my face and hair, feeling alive, feeling on edge, watching the buildings of Port Gloom rise up as we approached. My stomach was a hard, greasy knot, and I realized that I was dreading confronting Everyman Jack. Dreading what he might have to say. What he might reveal about myself, something so bad that I wasn’t even fit to join the Family, an organization famous for taking in the very worst the streets had to offer.

With a pang, I thought of Eddwick. How he’d never be crouched by my side on another mission, indicating whether the fates were with us, pulling forth a snack or a treat to munch on and share as we prepared our plans. Gone, back to the Family perhaps, or fled Port Gloom.

Our jolly boat was small enough that the Provost of Merchants’ representatives ignored us, allowing us to row right into the Snake Head. Watch lanterns were being snuffed, and along the River Walk to the north of the river and the Eel Way to the south I saw taverns shuttering their windows, workers trudging home from night shifts, men lying where they’d fallen in the streets either in battle or drink on the cobblestones. 

Amazing to think that life continued apace in Port Gloom even as my own rose to its tremulous, terrifying crescendo.

“There,” I said, pointing to what I thought was the firewood port. Great, flat barges were tied up along the piers there, bringing in firewood from up and down the coast and down the Snake Head itself from deep inland. A memory struck me: of climbing out of the Snake Head’s waters, the tax master’s golden seal in hand, my chest swollen with pride and ambition. I passed my hand over my face, and the memory faded away.

Havatier twisted the wave and then let it ebb, so that we drifted in on the last vestiges of its current to pull up in one of the few open spots. 

“Here,” I said, handing Iris the map. “We’re at this dock on the River Walk. Head up Bolt Cloth Avenue till you reach an intersection featuring a bronze statue of a small man sitting on a huge shaggy dog. You can’t miss it—the dog’s smile is very disturbing. Turn right, go two blocks, and you should get to the Sepulcher of Insufficient Mercy. From there you get to the Sodden Hold here whichever way you want. You’ll know it by the number of beggars and the ruinous state it’s in.”

Iris studied the map in the gray morning light, then rolled it up and slipped it inside her belt. “Very well. My approach will be preceded by the dead. Should I make my way down to you when I reach the Hold?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll let you make that call when the moment comes. If Gloom Knights show up or the watch or some Family magic users, you might want to fade into the background. Otherwise sure. Drive your dead down into the Hold and try and meet up with us. And here.” I handed her one of the confiscated Gloom Keys. “Keep this close.”

Iris nodded, then turned to the lieutenant. “Harusk? Please help me ashore.”

To my surprise, the lieutenant leaped onto the pier then extended a solicitous hand to the necromancer, who stepped daintily up beside him and smoothed down her black dress. 

“I shall raise the dead when the Chapels of the White Sun toll the First Glimpse. You had best hurry.”

I nodded and pushed away from the dock. Iris was dwarfed by Harusk’s mass, but something about her drew the eye more than the obvious lethality of the lieutenant; something that left me uneasy and eerily fascinated at once. 

Havatier whispered under his breath and a brown wave rose up behind us anew, propelling our craft back into the Snake Head. We set to rowing so as to cover the obvious nature of our magical transport. We moved ever closer to the New Bridge, but before we got close enough to make out its individual supports, I pointed out a massive pipe emerging from the embankment just above the water line.

“There,” I whispered. “Pipe number three.” The sight of it caused a knot to form in my throat. 

“Where are one and two?” asked Pogo, appearing at my knee. “I was watching carefully.”

“One’s lost to a cave-in,” I said. “And two’s—well. You don’t want to know.”

“Why ever not?” asked Pogo. “I believe I specifically asked about it, indicating an avid interest on my part.”

“It’s a dumb Family joke.”

“I enjoy humor of many different stripes. I can be merry like any other fellow, toss off an adequate pun or field a jest of ribald nature.”

I sighed. “Fine. Pipe number two’s up your mother’s arse.” I grimaced apologetically. “It’s dumb. But every new gentlefinger or applicant gets told that line and then beaten over the head with sacks filled with bars of soap.”

Pogo stared at me disapprovingly. “You thieves walk about Port Gloom so armed?”

“Well, no.” I watched as pipe number three grew larger, its mouth dark and voracious. “If we weren’t prepared and had no sacks of soap on hand, we’d use our fists instead.”

“Delightful,” sniffed Pogo. “I appreciate this insight into the Family culture. Thank you.” And he made his way back to Pony, shaking his head.

“Your charm offensive continues,” said Cerys, leaning into her oar with a grin.

“Damnit,” I muttered. “I did warn him.”

The prow of the jolly boat slid wetly into the mud, and we quickly leaped ashore, boots sinking almost to our knees in the muck and human waste. 

Netherys hissed and the filth around her boots flew away as if repelled by miniature cyclones that spun about her feet. 

“Hey!” protested Cerys, leaping back as she was spattered by the flying muck.

“Hello,” said Netherys with a smile, pretending to misunderstand her. “Watch your step.”

I waded ahead of the group and reached the mouth of the pipe. Had it been only four or five days since I’d last passed through? I well remembered my tremulous excitement. My anticipation. It seemed like a memory of another world, another person altogether. 

With a grimace, I stepped into the ancient pipe’s entrance, squelching over the badly rusted curvature of its floor, and over to the grating. Someone had pushed it shut since last I’d passed through. 

“Netherys,” I said. “Any chance you can silence this gate? It’s meant to make a terrible shrieking noise when you open it, alerting the sentries deeper within.”

Netherys tugged her hair over one shoulder and stepped up, muttering under her breath as she peered at the rusted hinges. She performed a few complex gestures, glanced up at the clouds as if she could see Mother Magrathaar flying below the clouds, and then hissed a final word of power. The hinges were bathed in purple fire, and when I gave the grate a quick shove, caused it to swung open in complete silence.

“Thanks,” I said, and passed through into the deeper darkness, trying not to step in the moss-green sludge that was oozing out and clearly ankle deep. 

One by one the others followed me inside, and when I was perhaps fifteen feet deep I took the lantern off the shelf and spent a minute lighting it. Doing so caused another pang of dismay and nostalgia; my hands recalled the motions out of some muscle memory, and the very familiarity of the procedure caused my throat to tighten.

“You are aware,” said Havatier, staring down at his boots in dismay, “that toxic and highly flammable gases are prone to building up in the sewers. An open flame such as yours could prove quite hazardous.”

“True,” I said, lifting the lantern so that its light shone forth. “But not this close to the Sodden Hold. Too much air movement and foot traffic. Even the toshers don’t bother scrounging around here.”

“What do we do if we run into your old friends?” asked Cerys, voice grim.

I scowled at the darkness ahead of me. Steel your heart. “Make sure they don’t give us away, I suppose.”

Pipe three was large enough that even Pony could walk along with little more than a lowered head. 

I knew the first sentry spot was coming up, so I shuttered the lantern and turned back to my friends. “Should be an alcove around the next corner with a couple of guards in it. It’s shit duty, and they’re probably asleep at this hour, but if they see something strange they’re meant to ring their bells and run.”

I chose to say nothing about Old Newt. How the old timer liked taking the shift down here. Welcoming younger thieves as they came home. Playing cards, gossiping, living out the rest of his life in squalid comfort.

“Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen,” said Netherys. “Shall I take care of it?”

I hesitated.

“I can see in the dark,” she said softly. “They’ll never see me coming.”

Useful animals, goats. That old, scratchy voice. I was having trouble breathing. Steel your damn heart, I thought again, and then nodded to Netherys.

A moment later she was gone, a hint of lavender in her wake. I strained to hear her passage, but could only make out the drips and strange sighs of the air currents. 

I tried to count the seconds, to mark the passage of time, and had reached three hundred when a hand trailed down my cheek. I cried out, startled, only to hear the dark elf’s laughter.

“The situation is taken care of. For a pair of guards, they were surprisingly absorbed in their card game.”

“We’d best hurry,” said Yashara. “Iris will be moving on the Hold very soon.”

“Fine,” I said softly. “Good job, Netherys.”

She gave me a mocking curtsy in my lantern’s light, and then led the way around the corner. 

There was the alcove. The tiny table with its hollowed top for catching dice rolls. Cards laid down as if the game had been merely paused. Two men sat slumped over as if from too much drink. Old Newt. His throat was slit, the front of his purple velvet coat soaked and glistening with blood. The second man I didn’t recognize. Two mugs were set before them, freshly poured with good heavy. 

I shuddered, my breath catching, and hurried past, cursing myself for a coward for not stopping to close Newt’s staring eyes.

“All right,” I said as the tunnel narrowed a fraction. “We’re getting close to the Hold. I know of a few traps up ahead, but they might have changed them. Pony, you ready?”

Pony rumbled his assent and moved to the fore, hammer held before him. 

“I’ll guide you from behind,” I said, as we all began to move forward. “Up there, where we hit a T-junction? There’s a pressure plate under the sludge. Right in the middle. Causes a dozen poisoned darts to fly out.”

Pony grunted, walked forward, then slammed his hammer down into the area I’d pointed out. There was a hideous splashing of waste, and a subtle sproing sound as darts as long as my finger flashed over the hammer and bounced off the far wall.

“Good,” I said. “Now, let’s turn left.”

Pony raised his hammer and stalked forward, hunched low, head swinging slowly from side to side as he examined the environs.

“Halfway along this tunnel up ahead there’s—”

A quick rumble as of stone sliding over stone, and then a spike of rusted metal crashed down from a hidden opening above us. It slammed into Pony’s shoulder with such force that it drove him down to his knees, punching down through his ribs and out his abdomen.

“Oh shit!” I rushed around him, my gorge rising as Pony tried to do the same, heaving his body up the length of the spike but trapped around it. 

“Step aside,” said Yashara, voice cold and hard. I did so, back to the tunnel, and watched in horrified fascination as she slashed open his chest, cutting through ribs and muscle to kick Pony in the gut and knock him off the spike with a wrenching, wet sucking sound.

Pony collapsed into the muck, arms flung out on either side, and lay still. His chest was a great gaping wound. Horrified, I saw a lung flexing as it filled and emptied. Other organs slithered about within him like cockroaches disturbed by light—and then a white film grew over it all like fog creeping over the Snake Head at night. 

“I’m so sorry,” I said, guilt flaring within me like the flames of a pyre. “That’s new, they must have just put it in there.”

“Two minutes,” said Pogo, hurrying up from behind. “Here. This tonic shall help.” He unstoppered a flask and poured its contents into Pony’s open mouth, who shivered and then lapped at the gleaming liquid with a rasping red tongue.

“A healing potion?” asked Tamara.

“Assuredly not,” said Pogo. “A special brew. Whisky spiked with blood and lantern oil.”

“Oh,” said Tamara faintly. “That’s…”

“He likes it,” said Pogo. “It cheers him up. That’s all that matters.”

And in short order the gaping wound sealed over, muscle reknit, and Pony rose to his feet with a grunt, none the worse. He took up his hammer, tapped it once against his temple, then moved around the blood-slicked spike and down the tunnel.

“As… as I was saying,” I said, moving up behind him and feeling like the worst guide ever. “Up ahead, about halfway, is a spear trap, though it hasn’t worked in forever.”

Pony walked straight through the trap, triggering it so that a boar spear leaped out of a slot in the wall and into his side, plunging a foot deep between his ribs. 

Pony growled, broke the haft, then yanked out the barbed head and tossed it aside.

He didn’t even break his stride.

I shook my head in wonder. 

“There’s a ramp up ahead,” I said. “If you don’t press a certain brick, a whole ton of firewatch beetle acid gets dumped into the water. Here. I’ll go ahead and—”

Pony placed a hand gently on my shoulder, stopping my advance cold. I looked up at him in shock, and he simply shook his large head and then advanced.

“He likes you,” said Yashara, struggling to conceal the wonder in her voice. “Pony loathes acid. I’ve never seen the like.”

We rounded the corner and Pony pressed a knobbling digit into the designated brick. There was a scraping sound from somewhere within the wall. Pony looked at me, and I gave him a thumbs up. He proceeded onward, up the broad ramp, and then paused at the apex to look down at us.

Thwakka.

A ballista bolt punched out of his chest, the blade bigger than my hand, the haft as thick as my arm. It hit Pony with enough force that he toppled back down the ramp, unable to roll due to the massiveness of the bolt, and fetched up at the base, face down in the sewage.

Another rasping sounded deep within the wall, and then the sewage pouring down the ramp began to steam.

“Acid!” I waved to the others to retreat. “Back to the closest ledge! Go!”

Havatier stepped up, pushing through my retreating friends, and with a cry, chopped one hand down into the palm of the other.

The sewage before us parted, cut as if by a massive blade, revealing the rocky bottom of the channel. The steaming acid gathered in a pool on the far side, while the muck at our feet slowly drained away, flowing on into the gloom.

“Pony!” I stared in horror at the war troll. The acid was eating away at his flesh, causing his blue hide to bubble and hiss as he fought to break the massive bolt in his chest. He couldn’t get a good angle on it, however, and was banging on it with his elbow and hammering at the blade emerging from his sternum.

The acid was quickly reducing him to bone.

Havatier hissed another magical command and made a chopping motion at the troll. A scythe of blue wind flew from his fingers to cut through the wooden shaft with ease.

Pony groaned and rose to his feet, only for one leg to collapse under him as his femur slipped free of his weakened knee joint and he crashed back down into the acid. 

“We’ve got to get him out of there!” Yashara’s fear galvanized me into action, but I didn’t know what to do—the acid was knee-deep beyond Havatier’s invisible barrier, and Pony was four yards away at the base of the ramp. 

Tamara stepped forward, snatched the lantern from me, and tore open the panel. 

“You can’t go to him—” I began, but she shot me a scornful glare and then closed her eyes.

And to my amazement, she coaxed the flame out so that it twined around her arm, then undulated forth like a serpent through the air, questing blindly toward Pony.

I watched, stunned, as the slender flame extended across the four yards, then sank down to where Pony was now little more than skeleton, cartilage and a thin sheath of muscle and stony hide. There it sank into him, and Tamara sighed as the blood drained from her face.

And seemingly into Pony. I watched as his regenerative powers fought the acid. Muscle crept up his legs only to melt away as he sank back down. His joints clicked back into place only to pop loose as he fought to move toward us. 

All the while Tamara whispered, sweat drenching her brow and running down the side of her face.

“Everyone to the walls,” said Havatier. “Now!”

We leaped aside just as he opened a channel in his barrier, so that the acid gushed free along an artificially defined course a yard wide, barely missing our toes. Once it passed us, it spread out to flow down the tunnel.

In a matter of moments, the acid drained away, and Pony was able to collapse with a grunt of relief.

“Damn my addled mind!” hissed Havatier. “Why did it take me so long to devise that solution?”

“How bad is it?” I asked Yashara as we approached the war troll’s ruined form.

“Bad,” said Yashara, crouching beside Pony. “Acid is almost as bad as fire for a troll. It will take him hours to come back from this.”

“I could heal him,” said Tamara, stepping up alongside me. “He responds to my healing as easily as you do.”

“I’m sure,” I said. “But we need you to conserve your strength. We don’t know what’s up ahead, and we can’t burn all your healing out here.”

“What do we do with Pony then?” asked Cerys. “And good work, Havatier. Quick thinking.”

“Yes,” I said, turning back to nod to the sorcerer. “That was really impressive. Thank you.”

“I stood there like a dullard as Pony melted,” said Havatier, mopping at his brow with a kerchief. “Gaping like a country bumpkin. Quick thinking would have seen me opening that channel immediately.”

“You saved his life and probably all of ours,” I said. “You did well.”

“Pogmillion,” said Yashara. “I think it best if you stay here with Pony as he heals. We can’t wait.”

“As you command, mistress,” said the goblin, bowing down low.

Much as I hated to leave Pony behind, Yashara was right. Iris’ assault would have already begun. We couldn’t wait for Pony to recover from this devastation.

“All right,” I said, putting confidence into my voice that I didn’t feel. “The entrance to the warren is up the ramp and down that tunnel. It’s time to have a word with Everyman Jack.”

 


Chapter 29

 

 

I could hear the screams through the stone door that led into the warrens. They checked my approach. I stood before the grimy panel and simply listened, eyes wide. Hoarse yells of panic. Bellows of anger. Screams. Screams of terror.

“Iris has started,” I said and pulled the hidden lever. The stone panel pushed outward and then slid aside, grinding as it did until I saw the muck room beyond. A single lantern burned on a table, illuminating the racks of knee-high wading boots, the heavy storm jackets and the gas masks that hung from a dozen pegs along the walls.

But it was the men who caught my eye. Six of them with their shoulders to the main door, which jolted and leaped as something pounded on the far side.

They glanced back at us, no doubt expecting reinforcements, but at the sight of Netherys stepping in alongside me, of Yashara looming behind, they cried out in alarm.

Three of them peeled away from the door, drawing cutlasses and long knives, but the combat was a foregone conclusion. Something within me went still and quiet, and I folded away my remorse and guilt, leaving myself dead to the emotions that killing my old associates engendered in my breast.

I stepped forward, drawing my blade, and then Yashara lunged past me to hack off an arm of the lead thief. Havatier threw a blade of wind so sharp it severed the other man’s head clean from his shoulders, leaving the man in the center stunned, unable to defend himself as I pierced his heart and slid my blade in three inches to kill him.

The men at the door looked horrified but unwilling to abandon their posts and allow the dead to enter. Then as one they screamed and lunged at us, seeking to swarm past and escape to the tunnel.

They didn’t make it.

Yashara and Netherys cut them down as they ran by.

The door burst open, and the dead poured in.

Their stench was that old, horrific odor that I associated with the Sepulcher of Insufficient Mercy. The cloying, pungent sweet stink of rotting meat layered with lime and then with more bodies piled on top. 

The zombies that staggered through were at varying levels of putrefaction. Some were little more than slush-covered skeletons, while a few were but recently dead, their bodies bloated, their flesh writhing with insects. They came at us and for a moment I thought we’d have to defend ourselves but no; they slowed, stopped, stared blankly at our number, then turned to shuffle back outside.

“By the Hanged God’s sun-bleached skull,” said Cerys, voice tight with quiet horror. 

“Come on,” I said, pushing my own revulsion aside. I stepped outside into the hallway, and back into my childhood. Timber beams framed out the winding tunnel that pitched and rose without rhyme or reason, lanterns hanging every few yards, stolen finery nailed to the sweating rock walls in poor mimicry of the tapestries in the halls of the nobility. Swathes of red damask, purple velvet, shimmering cloth of gold. All rotting, torn, sodden.

Men and women were stampeding past us, turning the hallway into a river of bodies. Beggars. Gentlefingers. Burly enforcers, ruffians and burglars. The down and out of Port Gloom, the drunks and the drugged, the diseased and the hated. A cavalcade of familiar faces, eyes wide with terror, clutching at each other as they fled the tide of the dead that sought to drag them down.

The dead were intermingled with them, clutching and rending and tearing at their flesh. Those who had just battered the door to the muck room down lurched into the press and screams rang out, weapons flashed, and blood spattered against the walls. 

I stepped back into the doorway before I could be caught up in the bedlam, and stared, wide eyed, as a corpse buried its teeth into Sanara’s throat right before me. 

The sight of her scarred features screwing up in pain and terror were like a shaft of ice into my heart, and I froze, unable to look away, unable to step in and help. She didn’t see me, couldn’t do more than just scream until the dead thing tore her throat away and she went limp, eyes rolling up in her head. 

“We have to hurry,” said Cerys, squeezing out next to me. “Look.”

Further up the hall, in the direction of the surface, came the bulk of the dead. A shambling mass that plugged the tunnel, dozens—no—scores of them, a crowd of slack and rotten faces, jaws bright red with gore, hands reaching for living flesh.

“Fuck, this is a shit show,” I said. And I realized that I didn’t want to watch the dead tear the Sodden Hold apart. Couldn’t. To follow in their wake, stepping over the corpses of my former compatriots—it was too much. So instead I plunged into the last of the fleeing thieves and whores and ran with them, my friends hard behind, just ahead of the tide of the dead, and out into the Crimson Boudoir where merely a week ago I’d tasted success, only to be cast low by Jack’s betrayal. 

The Boudoir was a shambles now, tables and barrels overturned, chairs knocked aside, a cordon of desperate men fighting back the few dead that had already advanced into the chamber. The crowd of the living were fleeing into the tunnels beyond, making for exits to the streets, sewers, or deeper into the warrens.

The dead parted for me. Pulled back from their combat so that the cordon of enforcers raised their weapons, wary, panting for breath, staring at me with incomprehension until one of them called out my name.

“Kellik?!” It was Old Raf, a nasty cut down his cheek bleeding freely, his curved cutlass held in one shaking hand.

“You’d best run, Raf,” I said, moving forward, feeling sick to my stomach at the way the men stared at me. “Nothing but death and the legions of the Hanged God coming behind me.”

“You bastard,” said another, Bertie One Arm, wielding a blood-stained hammer. “You turned on the Hold? You did this?”

“No,” I said, stopping and painfully aware of all the eyes on me. “Everyman Jack did when he betrayed me. When he ordered Black Evelina to shoot a bolt into my heart and threw me into the Snake Head.”

“Lies,” said Raf. “I was there! You tried to pass off a fake, to cheat at yer own bleedin’ trial! I believe Jack. You cheating, lying bastard. Now you come here, killing yer own?”

Sourness flooded my mouth. “Believe what you want, Raf. I’ve not come here to debate. I’ve come to kill Jack. Where is he?”

Raf spat at my feet. “May the Hanged God pull off his hand and wrist-fuck you in the arse. I’ll die before I tell you shite.”

“Then die,” I said, voice little more than a wooden croak, and as if on command the dead surged past me to fall upon my former friends.

Their screams rang out as they hacked and parried, falling back before the onslaught. I felt like I was going to puke. A wild, discordant song played from the depths of my memories, a concertina and fiddle, announcing Eddwick and my triumphant return from the heist on the Lindladler Estate. In that corner I’d stolen my first kiss from Landa, and complained to Eddwick after that I couldn’t understand the fuss, that it was all slobber and heavy breathing— 

“Kellik!” Cerys shook me, hard, and I nearly fell over. “Wake up, damn you!”

I dragged myself back to the present, to the maelstrom of screams and blood, the stench of rotting flesh and the familiar reek of the Hold, and like a drowning man, latched onto my purpose before madness swept me away. 

I strode through the fight, not caring for the flashing of blades and the screams, the agony and violence that raged around me. My friends followed, purple flames wreathing the occasional blade that was aimed in my direction so that it missed by a hair’s breadth, a crossbow bolt slamming into a wrist just before it could swing a blade at my side, a blast of wind blowing three men back as they charged at me.

These thieves and cutpurses weren’t my friends, not any longer. They’d not have doubted me so easily if they had been. 

No. 

My true friends were at my back.

I made it out of the Crimson Boudoir and into a broad tunnel, leaving the fighting behind me as more and more of the dead arrived. I’d never been down this particular passage. Only the most elite members of the Family came through here, toward the nicer quarters, the finer dining, and the way down to the more exclusive levels.

The rooms were empty. I peered into small bed chambers, into comfortable meeting rooms, a dining hall down whose center ran a crooked table covered in an abandoned breakfast.

The rats were gone. 

Finally, I reached a stairwell at the tunnel’s end, and turned to my companions. “No-one’s ever told me what lies below,” I said. “I’m not sure what to expect.”

“Time to find out,” said Cerys. Yashara gave a grim nod. I looked to Havatier, who was holding tight to his bandolier, to Netherys, her expression wild, almost gleeful, and then at last to Tamara, in whose eyes I saw compassion and far too much understanding.

I couldn’t handle that. Like a crowbar, her pity slipped under my self control and began to lever it apart, so I turned and descended the steps, round and round, and then stepped out into a surprisingly spacious hall. 

Alcoves ran down its length in which stood statues of robed figures. A rotten carpet of richest yellows and crimson ran down the length of the hall, while two candelabra hung from the high ceiling from a thick chain, candles as thick as my wrist burning brightly above.

At the far end of the chamber was a large stone door, or at least, the carving of one. Three yards tall and inscribed with runes, I could fairly feel the power radiating from its form.

Before it stood a knot of people of various races, all of whom were listening to a tirade from a man with a shock of virulent yellow hair, a knife-blade face, his wicked grin replaced with a scowl.

Everyman Jack.

At long fucking last.

“There you are,” said Jack, pushing through the small group to stare at me down the length of the hall. “The greatest headache of my life, the pissant who refused to die, my biggest mistake and royal pain in the ass. Kellik.”

“Hello, Jack,” I said, moving forward and resting my blade over my shoulder. “How’s tricks?”

“How’s tricks? No. You do not get to come in here acting all nonchalant and like the hero.” His voice seethed beneath his iron control. “You’re a mistake who keeps getting worse. You survive getting your throat cut. What you did at Wargiver’s going to set us back years. You killed Wesleyna, by the Hanged God’s bloody elbows, and now you’ve flooded the Sodden Hold with undead? What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

“I’ve been trying to have a chat with you,” I said. “Along the way, I learned a lot more about the Family than I’d ever suspected. Awful things. Things I decided to put an end to.”

Everyman Jack ran his fingers through his hair. “You’re serious. Your little trial and its inglorious end gave you a crisis of conscience?”

“You could say that,” I said. “It pissed me off at any rate. And now I’ve come for some answers. Give them to me now, and I’ll call off the attack on the Sodden Hold.”

Jack placed his hands on his hips and shook his head. “Unbelievable. What a cock up. But no, Kellik, I’m not telling you shit. You’ve gotten away with murder thus far ‘cause you’ve moved so damn fast. But we’re slowly coming around. This little group of friends here are going to wipe the floor with you. But to be safe, I’ll excuse myself till they’re done. Cheerio.”

And with that he strode back toward the carved portal which incandesced with black fire, turning into a raging portal of magic whose center was a vortex extending away into the stone. Jack stepped into this maelstrom, only for it to collapse behind him and turn back to stone.

I turned my attention to Jack’s ‘friends’. They were a motley lot, but each arresting in their own way. A massive half-orc loomed over them all, jaw dark with stubble, long hair pulled back by a red band, the spikes from his armored shoulders nearly a foot long, his massively muscled arms dark with complex tattoos. Surprisingly, he had a rather pleasant face.

Beside him stood something like a death knight. Black full-plate armor, a heavy leather cloak, and a bastard sword from whose length cascaded a constant gray mist. His visor was up, revealing an emaciated, almost skull-like visage, and his eyes were the slate gray of the dawn sky.

A stout dwarf was fiddling with his great helm, wearing partial plate of fine green and gray design, a red leather kilt falling to his iron boots. His beard was a profusion of braids, his face sour as if he resented even having to be here, but his long-hafted ax gleamed as if it were being seen underwater.

Two women completed the group. The first I knew; I’d last seen her pointing her crossbow at me upstairs in the Crimson Boudoir: Black Evelina, a longbow in hand this time, her black hair flowing like a waterfall to pool over her shoulders and down her back. 

But it was the last woman who worried me more than all the others combined. I didn’t know what the fuck she was. Her green skin made me think she might be of goblinoid descent, but she was slender and tall, her body athletic and barely covered by a brown bra and a thin skirt that fell between her thighs, leaving hips exposed which were covered in glowing green streaks that might have been tattoos or runes, but seemed too chaotic to have any real meaning. Her eyes were ringed heavily with black make-up, her pupils glowing with a golden light, and her head was encased in a headdress that fluttered with pink feathers, bore a number of back-swept copper horns, and looked wholly impractical for battle. She grinned at me, showing both upper and lower rows of her teeth, and hopped from one foot to the other. 

“You guys sure you want to do this?” I asked.

“Been hired and paid,” said the half-orc, his voice a deep, apologetic rumbling. “Nothing personal. But you’re going to die here.”

“I tsish char’chas nin. Char’chas sich tseižeash gižas,” growled Yashara.

The half-orc man shrugged. “I sich feogen chagun. Gižas žeosajos sich be a rish ruo fush.”

Cerys stepped up alongside me, crossbow loaded. Netherys moved next to her. Yashara and Havatier flanked my far side. 

Fuck but I wished Pony was with us.

The death knight twirled his bastard sword, leaving trails of mist in the air. The dwarf quit fiddling with the strap of his helm, cursed, and jammed it on his head, knocking it once on the top to ram it into place. “I’m ready to ruckus.”

“What’s up with the dancing girl?” I asked Netherys as I nocked a burning purple and blue arrow to the gloom bow. 

The green-skinned woman’s grin had only grown wider, and she’d pulled a wicked-looking black-bladed knife from behind her back, which was somehow already dripping blood.

“Trouble,” said Netherys. “Exemplar of Blind Fortuna.”

“Fuck,” I said. “Fuck!”

Quicker than thought, Black Evelina raised her bow and loosed. The arrow took me in the shoulder, hitting with enough force that I staggered back, and then all hell broke loose.

Cerys’ crossbow twanged. 

The dwarf, Yashara, the death knight, and the other half-orc screamed and charged at each other. 

Netherys cried out a high-pitched command and purple fire leaped from her fingertips toward the dancing Exemplar, who cackled and evaded the burning lasso with ease.

Havatier smacked his hands together and shouted a curt phrase like thunder, which caused a blade of shimmering wind to outpace Yashara and slice into the death knight, shearing off his left arm.

The death knight didn’t seem to mind.

Tamara was by my side, yanking the arrow out and placing a hand over my wound, whispering even as flame began to flow from her candle toward me.

I didn’t have time to be healed. I shrugged free, and screaming with pain, raised the bow and drew the arrow back, feeling muscle tear, feeling blood pour down my side, agony mounting to a peak till the arrow’s fletching was at my shoulder and then I loosed.

My burning arrow flew at the Exemplar. Black Evelina loosed at the same time, her arrow veering toward mine in mid-air. My own flared with new purple light, Netherys’ blessing causing it to dip as if gusted by wind, evading the other arrow—only to be cut down mid-flight by the Exemplar who swung her knife with her eyes closed at the last second.

A one in a trillion chance, but she’d pulled it off. 

Yashara leaped over the dwarf, much to his indignation, and crashed her shoulder into the other half-orc. Anybody else—except maybe Pony—would have been knocked back, but this half-orc dug in his heels at the last moment and turned to take the full brunt of the blow. The impact was colossal, and both staggered away, only for Yashara to sway back as the death knight lunged at her, his frosted sword stabbing at her head.

“Hold still!” cursed Tamara.

Cerys cast aside her crossbow and sprinted forward, drawing her sword as she ran.

Havatier interlaced his thumbs, spread his hands wide, and shouted, “Osythandiar lux!”

The hall was shattered by a bolt of lightning which turned everything into blinding white and the harshest black shadow, and the dwarf was lifted from his feet and hurled toward the back of the hall, his roar of pain coming to an abrupt end as he collided with the wall seven feet up.

Havatier screamed out in agony himself as one of Evelina’s arrows sprouted from his shoulder. 

Cerys moved forward and swung at the death knight only to have one of her feet slide out from under her as she hit a patch of blood. Purple fire flared around her, causing the death knight’s riposte to miss by the width of a hair. 

Yashara and the half-orc traded blows that would have shattered anybody else’s bones.

“To Havatier!” I yelled at Tamara, then bit back another scream as I drew the gloom bow once more. My strength was fading—I couldn’t bring the fletching all the way to my cheek—but the arrow caught fire and when I loosed, it flew true to sink into Black Evelina’s eye, knocking her head back. She staggered, reached up to touch the arrow, then fell bonelessly to the floor.

The Exemplar of Blind Fortuna was coming our way, leaping and cavorting as if to her own private music. Netherys growled and moved to intercept her. 

The male half-orc dealt such a blow to Yashara that she was driven down to one knee. A second blow would have taken off her head but Cerys lunged, driving her blade into the male half-orc’s side, right through a chink in his armor. 

The half-orc screamed in pain just as the death knight stabbed Cerys through the chest.

My whole body was shaking with pain, but I drew a third arrow and nocked it. The sight of Cerys impaled on that frosted blade was more than I could bear. A scream tore itself free of my lips once more as I drew and loosed without aiming.

The arrow took the death knight in the head and his black helm exploded into fragments, followed a moment later by the collapse of his suddenly hollow armor.

Yashara rose and delivered the kind of uppercut to the male half-orc’s chin that would have leveled a building. He staggered back, but Yashara wasn’t done. Rising, spinning, she swung her scimitar in a terrible circle and lopped off the other half-orc’s head. 

By a completely freak accident, she also sheared off the tip of one of the half-orc’s shoulder spikes, which flew across the room to pierce the side of Netherys’ temple. 

The dark elf screamed a curse and staggered back, and the Exemplar of Fortuna screeched in delight and leaped upon her, riding her down to the floor, stabbing her blade into the side of her neck.

Havatier rose to his feet, sweat beading his brow, and hissed a spell in the direction of the Exemplar. A globe of lightning flew from his palm, dancing through the air and expanding in size as it shot toward the green-skinned woman. Who climbed off Netherys and ran at the ball, laughing maniacally only to dive straight through it and come up from a roll on the far side. Unharmed.

“Impossible,” said Havatier. 

The Exemplar threw her blade out to the side without looking. It took Yashara in the neck even as the half-orc began to charge her.

Yashara choked, staggered back, then fell to one knee.

I nocked my fifth arrow. It caught fire, purple and blue flame licking up and down its length then spreading up over the bow once more.

Havatier coughed blood and fell back into Tamara’s arms.

Nobody else was standing. Just me and the Exemplar. She slowed, stopped, eyes narrowed into burning yellow slits in the black pits painted under her brow. She fell into a crouch and began to approach with mincing steps—only to close her eyes at the last moment, rise up tall, spread her arms out wide as if to embrace me, and approach without fear.

Fucking Exemplars of Blind Fortuna. 

“Fly true,” I whispered, and loosed.

The arrow swerved aside and missed the Exemplar’s head by a thumb.

“Shit,” I cursed. The wound in my shoulder was hurting less. I drew my sixth arrow, nocked it and loosed even as it caught fire. 

The arrow flew right past her head once more.

Eyes closed, the Exemplar grinned.

I didn’t dare look back. “Tamara?”

“Havatier’s stable,” she called back, sounding terrified. “Moving to Netherys!”

I saw her run low and wide around the Exemplar. 

I backed away, drew my seventh arrow. “C’mon,” I whispered. “C’mon you piece of shit, c’mon!”

I nocked. My shoulder felt great. I pulled all the way back to my cheek, right to my ear—but then changed my mind and began to march forward, faster and faster, striding right at the Exemplar.

Who opened her eyes wide and gave me a shocking scream, two blades appearing in her hands as if coalescing out of nothingness itself, and leaped at me.

At the very last possible second I loosed, the Exemplar in the air above me. 

The blue and purple arrow shot straight into her open mouth and punched out the back of her head, spinning her with such force that she crashed onto her back beside me as I stepped aside. 

I didn’t hesitate, but ran toward the closest wounded: Yashara. She’d collapsed on her back, had wedged her hand into the wound and was making these swallowing, choking motions as she stared up at the ceiling.

“Shit!” I crouched by her side, tore off my shirt and pressed it down upon the wound. “Here!”

Yashara blinked at me and took the shirt, shoving it deep into the wound.

I scrambled on to where Cerys lay, the blade still stuck just to the left of her sternum. Mist flowed off it endlessly, and I saw streaks of ice expanding from the wound, freezing the blood that might otherwise have poured from her. Cerys’ eyes were closed, her lips bloodless.

“Tamara!”

The healer ran to Yashara, who gestured her to keep going. She stumbled over to me, eyes wide, and collapsed by my side. 

“Can you heal her?”

Tamara blinked, fought to focus, and stared uncomprehendingly at the frost blade and wound. “She’s dead.”

“No,” I said. “Look, she’s still breathing.”

“No,” said Tamara. “The blade. It’s weaving its essence into her own. Pulling it free will tear her soul.”

“It’ll—what?”

“Tear her soul. Do such damage she’ll die immediately.”

“But—no. There’s got to be something you can do.” Wild panic seized me. “You said you could pour soul-stuff into people. Can you—?”

“No,” she said, voice dull. “I’m near dead myself. If I give even a little, I’ll collapse.”

“Then—then take mine,” I said. “Go on. I’m fine. Take my soul and pour it into her so we can draw the blade.”

“But—” Tamara blinked again. She was so far gone I could tell even thinking was an arduous undertaking. “Fine. C’mere.”

She placed her hand over my heart, set the candle by Cerys’ side, then set her foot on Cerys’ shoulder to anchor her. “When I say go, pull that bastard out.”

I took a deep, shuddery breath. “OK.”

Tamara closed her eyes, inhaled, then nodded. “Go!”

I tugged just as she spread her fingers, drawing the flame up and down into the wound. At the same time I felt a tearing at my core, my inner being, like a brain freeze but generalized all over my body, a deep, wrenching sense of wrongness that it was all I could do not to scream and fall over.

Instead, I fought to pull the blade free, grasping it with both hands as Tamara kept Cerys pinned. Inch by inch I drew it forth, Cerys’ flesh cracking like ice under pressure, but the flame warmed and smoothed over those chasms so that fresh blood poured forth instead.

I leaned into the soul pain. I don’t know how else to put it. Grimacing, fighting down the scream, I pushed harder against the force taking of me, and Tamara cried out in surprise. What had been a stream became a flood, and I felt the light within me diminish as the wound in Cerys’ chest sealed over.

“The others,” I grated, leaning on the frost blade, hands on its guard, bent over nearly double. “Heal them!”

Tamara’s eyes were wide with incredulity. But still she raised her hand, and the flame snaked toward Yashara, who had passed out, hand falling away from the blood-soaked cloth in her neck. 

My vision went away, and I felt myself croak as I slid down to one knee. But still I pushed. Still I gave, until I had nothing left to give—and then gave more.

Finally the force sucking me dry disappeared, and I fluttered my eyes open to see Tamara swaying by my side. With a groan she sank down to the floor next to me.

“The others?” I asked.

“All will live. Even Netherys. How… what you just did. Impossible. Can’t… nobody could have… you should be dead.”

“Fuck,” I hissed. The room swayed as I stood. I felt light headed. It took me far too long to take stock. Havatier had crawled back so that he leaned against the far wall, head dropped low over the arrow in his chest. Netherys lay on her side, facing away from me, her hands clamped around her neck. Yashara lay on her back, chest rising and falling, neck a torn mess but no longer bleeding. Cerys lay as if asleep, her wound completely healed. 

Tamara groaned again and passed out.

There was nobody left standing but me. I took a steadying breath and turned to face the portal. Blank, impregnable stone confronted me. I pulled the Gloom Key out, and shoved it forward. It sank into the wall, which melted into a black maelstrom once more, swirling inexorably, its ebon depths drawing me on.

“Watch out, Jack,” I croaked, hefting the frost blade and slinging the gloom bow over my shoulder. “I’m coming for ya.”

And with that, I stepped into the portal.

 

 

Chapter 30

 

 

 

I stepped out into a well-appointed entrance hall, the kind you might expect in a noble’s mansion up in the Garden District. Old money, with a thick carpet underfoot, the ceiling lost high up in the shadows, suits of armor standing to attention by walls that were covered in dim, monstrous tapestries. A staircase curled up before me to a second-floor landing, and a dully gleaming chandelier of gold hung before it, candles unlit.

Something was wrong. Something about the hallway was off, and it wasn’t the spinning portal that stood to one side leading back to the Sodden Hold. I couldn’t pin my finger on it, but I remained in my combat crouch, slowly turning, frost blade clasped in both hands. Doors off to the sides leading to a study, perhaps, and a dining room—and then I saw it. 

Outside the windows, black fire raged. 

I stepped up to the closest one and peered through the whorled panes at a seething void of nothingness. No street, no buildings, no sky, no hint of anything. Just a writhing, endless nothing. 

Where the hell was I? Fascinated, terrified, I edged to the front door, glanced back at the empty hall, then pulled it open. 

The threshold ended an inch beyond the door, and then—nothing. A freezing wind blew past me, cooling the sweat on my brow, and I felt a deep ache within my core as if my soul yearned to cast itself into that void, that realm of shadow, and lose itself in annihilation forever.

“I’d close that if I were you,” said Jack from the landing above. “No telling what’ll come in if you wait there long enough.”

I spun around, slamming the door closed, and glared at where he stood at the top of the steps. He stood with his arms crossed, his expression hard to decipher—something halfway between regret, sorrow, and frustration. 

“I always knew you had potential, Kellik. Made sense, really, given who you are. But all that you’ve accomplished? It’s as if Evelina’s knife unlocked a completely new level of talent and ability in you when she cut your throat. Something even I couldn’t have foreseen. What a tragedy. What an asset you would have been.”

“She did a poor job of cutting,” I said, twirling the magnificent bastard sword. “You’re the one who ordered my death. Don’t pretend you regret it.” 

“She didn’t, and I won’t. Nor will I pretend I had any other choice in the matter, conflicted as I might have been. Do you know how much it hurt me to order your death? I know you don’t care, nor should you. But it tore me up inside to set you up in such manner. In many ways, I’ve come—in my own twisted way—to see you as the son I never had. Does that not strike you as ridiculous?”

Damn him for hitting a nerve. I tightened my jaw even as my throat closed up. He sounded so sincere. So regretful. 

“Still, the pain I felt at ordering your death was the punishment I’d earned for not ordering it sooner. I earned that pain fair and square. Had I throttled you when I first found you in that alley, I’d have spared us all so much trouble. But I was weak, and that weakness dogged me through the years. I suppose this is a penance I’ve earned. I won’t shirk it now.”

I took another step closer. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and don’t care how you feel. I just want to know one thing. Why’d you do it, Jack? Why set me up to fail?”

Jack sighed and placed his hands on his hips. “You were meant to fail years ago. I kept stacking the odds against you, and somehow you never noticed. I’d hoped you’d be caught and hung, or stabbed in a drunken brawl, or any other number of ‘innocent’ accidents long before you went into your trial. But you were too stubborn to die young, and then you became friends with that Eddwick boy, and his abilities made it even harder to kill you. But there was no way you could be allowed to pass your trial. Absolutely none. So for the first time I took an active hand in the matter.”

“And failed,” I said. “Look at me now. Three dead Gloom Knights to my name. Killed a baron. Killed one of your magical sentries. I’ve pretty much destroyed the Sodden Hold. And now I’m going to add an Uncle to my list of accomplishments. Looks like you made the wrong move when you decided to set me up.”

“No, my wrong move was not killing you when you were but a babe,” said Jack. His lack of concern for my gradual approach was starting to disconcert me. “But your mama, she begged me to look out for you. Put me in a right fix, that did, given who your dad is, and what he ordered me to do to once he found out you’d survived your birth.”

I froze. My blood ran cold and I felt my stomach cramp as if I’d just taken a knife to the gut. “Fuck you,” I managed. “You don’t know shit about my parents.”

Jack gave a bark of mocking laughter, and right there and then I knew that he did. That he’d known all along, the secret that had haunted me my whole life. “Don’t I now? I know more than you could possibly imagine. My love for your mother’s been the greatest inconvenience of my life. I barely survived it. And it’s what stayed my hand, all those years ago, even when I was commanded to end your life. ‘Bring me his heart and lungs,’ he said. And believe you me, lad, I must be the very first Uncle to disobey such a direct order and get away with it.”

I frowned. “What are you saying? You’re an Uncle. Don’t nobody give you orders.”

“How little you know,” said Jack, tone pitying. “How ignorant you truly are of the game you’ve bought into. Of course we Uncles and Aunts get our orders. You really think we rule Port Gloom like some fucking committee? Nothing’d get done, lad, we’d be at each other’s throats in no time at all, and all the Family’d splinter into rival factions. No. Of course we get our orders.”

“From who?” I asked, feeling dazed.

“From Grandfather,” said Jack. “Who, as it turns out, is your father.”

“The Grand…” My voice trailed off. “You’re lying.”

“Am not, and moreover, you know I’m not. Nearly eighteen years ago he took a fancy to your mother. The woman I loved, and maybe would have married if not for him. What Grandfather wants, you better believe Grandfather fucking gets. So he took her in, devoured her for three weeks, then cast her out. Course she was with child, and when she died delivering you, it was stupid Everyman Jack into whose arms you fell. I might be every man’s Jack, but not the Grandfather’s; no, when he heard of your birth he ordered your death, and I dared fool him, dared bring him the lungs and heart of another child. He declared himself content, and I let you live, scrappy little bastard that you were. Still don’t know why I did it. Love for your mother, most like, or some kind of twisted sentimentality. Plus, I thought you’d die right quick on the streets. But you never did me the courtesy of doing so.”

Jack sighed and ran his hands through his shock of brilliant yellow hair. “Course, all was good and dandy till your father caught wind that you were alive. How he marked you as his own blood I’ll never know, but the word came down to me that if you passed your trial, I was a dead man. I… well. You couldn’t care a fig for what I ended up paying for my initial disobedience, but the word was in: if you passed your trial, Everyman Jack died. So.” He shrugged. 

It was like being slugged in the side of the head by Pony. I all but reeled. In a moment I’d gone from the typical old fantasies of orphans everywhere of having a noble father and princess mother to learning the truth about the Family and the death of my mother.

“But…” I tried to grapple with it all. “How’d he know? He couldn’t recognize me. There are hundreds, thousands of orphans in Port Gloom—he’d never—if you didn’t tell him…”

“Oh, but he knew,” said Jack, tone turning dark as he unbuttoned his cuffs. “Blood recognized blood. That’s how it works amongst your kind. He knew he had to kill you before your blood quickened. Unfortunately, all this violence seems to have done just that. You healing faster than you should, boy? Recovering from wounds nobody else would bounce back from? Exerting an unnatural command on those around you? There’s no hiding what you are, lad. No hiding what you’re becoming. He’d recognize his own son sure enough, and told me straight there was only room for one monster in Port Gloom, and that spot was already taken.”

A cry wanted to tear itself from my chest, a scream of anguish and bewilderment. “What the fuck are you talking about? I’m—I’m Kellik, an orphan like anyone else, a—a human—”

“Sorry lad,” said Everyman Jack, unbuttoning his shirt down the front. “That you’re not. You’re much, much more. Enough so that you’ve gotten this far. I mean, look at the impossible feats you’ve already pulled off. You think a common human orphan could have done all that? Well, it’s time to put a stop to you. A stop to all this madness. Looks like I’m going to have to get my hands dirty. A pity.”

Jack removed his shirt, cast it aside, took a deep breath, and extended both palms toward me. For a second I braced for a fireball or a blast of lightning or the like. Instead, however, his form rippled, as if a heat wave had just passed between us. Veins rose into prominence across his muscled upper chest, glowing as if fire ran through them, and black spikes grew out of his knuckles, forearms, and left shoulder. 

Horns emerged from his brow, a dozen sharp spikes no larger than my thumb, and his brow grew more pronounced as his eyes flared with the smoldering light of lava. 

“What the…?”

“A little gift from Grandfather,” said Jack, his voice deeper, more monstrous. “I’m still getting used to it. Early stages. But you should see some of the older Uncles…”

He crouched. “Apologies, Kellik. I’ve grown fond of you over the years. You remind me of myself at your age. Full of fire and fury, ready to take on the world or die trying. I know it doesn’t mean anything to you, but I’m proud of what you’ve done. What you’ve accomplished these past few days. Your mother would be proud too.”

I saw that talons had burst from the front of his boots to dig into the wooden floor. Then, even as I reeled from his words, my soul rising up to rejoice and shatter my mind all at once, he leaped, high into the air above me, mouth curling into a sad smile as he seemed to hang for but a moment before dropping down like a thunderbolt upon where I stood.

I leaped back, without grace or plan, yelling in panic as I crashed onto the hallway floor. Jack smashed down upon where I’d stood, shattering the steps and momentarily setting them on fire. The flames, however, sucked back into his fists as he stood, as if inhaled, leaving a charred crater behind.

“We hold authority through mystery, reputation, and the Gloom Knights, of course,” said Jack, flexing his glowing claws. “However, every once in a while, we have to take a hand in certain matters ourselves.”

I scrambled to my feet, frost blade held before me in a white-knuckled grip. Jack strode toward me, talons gouging the floor as he came, humor fading from his face as he assumed a more business-like expression.

I’d never gone for full sword-fighting lessons growing up. My style had always been more hit and run, or the street brawl with a knife, or overwhelming opponents with my friends. One-on-one duels? Far too dangerous and risky. You stood a good chance of getting stabbed in the gut messing with those.  

Still, I knew enough to know that a man with a blade always beat a man without one. I raised the hilt to my temple, point aimed at Jack’s chest, and moved forward to meet him. At the last moment I exploded forward, yelling in fury and despair as I stabbed square at his chest. 

Jack swayed aside, fluid and supple, and swiped a massively clawed hand at my head. I spun, parried, and his claws sounded metallic where they hit my blade, bouncing off instead of being sheared. 

Then it was on. He came after me with a series of punches and rakes, moving faster and faster, and despite my having the bastard sword and the reach I was driven back, back toward the front door, moving as quick as I could until I stopped thinking of each block, stopped visualizing each parry, and instead let instinct guide me, watching Jack’s shoulders, anticipating and keeping him at bay.

Until I didn’t. 

His claws caught me in the side and tore through my flesh and ribs as if they were pudding. My blood spattered against the wall as Jack stepped through the swing and past me, striding off down the hall as if his job were done.

I stood there, breath trapped in my chest, and stared down at the wound. I could see bone. I could see gleaming coils of something like eels spied in the bottom of a bucket of blood. Enough flesh was missing from my side that I could have placed my fist in there and had room to spare.

I turned, eyes wide, still not breathing, trapped in a bubble that would allow a world of pain to flood into me the moment it burst.

Jack turned at the base of the steps to glance sidelong at me. “Going to fall over?”

I closed my eyes. Visualized Tamara’s flame. Her muttered prayer. Tried to envision the white matrix of energy she’d spoken of. My soul-stuff glowing within. I swayed. My knees were so weak. I still couldn’t breathe. Blood was coursing down my leg, puddling out around my foot.

Then my chest unhitched, I took a breath, and pain washed over me, unfurling like a crimson flag through my body. I swallowed, fought to stay standing, to not collapse under the agony.

With great effort, supreme effort, I took a breath and then a step. 

Jack raised an eyebrow.

Took a second step, and raised the bastard sword, which suddenly felt as if it were a six-yard-long iron pipe. 

“You’re serious,” said Jack.

I growled, low in my chest, and stared down at the wound in my side. The bleeding had stopped.

“Well, shit,” said Jack, turning to face me full on. “Looks like you’re really coming into your own.”

Another deep breath, and with it a wave of energy, like strength slowly flowing back into me from a rising tide. “Gonna have to do better than that,” I said.

“Oh, I can. Don’t worry on that front. Removing your head should prove delightfully permanent, even to one such as you.” He punched one fist into the other palm. “Ready?”

I wasn’t. Not by a long shot. But I’d found my fury. That deep core of coruscating rage that filled me like a wind filled a sail. I swung the frost blade around in an arc, moving through the agony, feeling my flesh slowly knit itself together.

Jack broke into a run, sprinted right at me, then ducked under my clumsy swipe to slide on his knees right past me, claws digging deep into my thigh and shredding the muscle. Then he was past, up on his feet, laughing as he strode toward the front door, and this time I did crash to the ground.

But I wasn’t going to just lie there gaping like a fish. Even as I drowned in pain, as my body struggled to keep moving, I unshouldered the gloom bow. Drew one of the last remaining arrows from my quiver. 

Jack raised his bloody claws as if to examine a priceless ring, his back toward me, cocky as all fuck.

I didn’t have the strength to draw the arrow far, but then I didn’t need to. I pulled it back a foot.

The arrow caught fire. 

I loosed.

Jack screamed as the arrow hit him square in the back, staggering forward to catch himself against the wall. He immediately reached around to snag the arrow, then hissed as he closed his claws around the burning shaft. A sharp snap, and he broke it off below the head, raising it to examine the rune-covered shaft in disbelief.

“Surprise,” I croaked, and then laughed, drawing a second arrow.

“Bastard,” he said, turning to face me full on. His eyes burned now so that they left trails of light behind as he moved, and his face had shifted in his anger, turning even more demonic. “Going to pay for that.”

“I know, I know,” I said, feeling light headed. “Compound interest is adding up. Heard it before. Here. Duck.”

I nocked and loosed, drawing the arrow little more than a few inches. It rose high and then fell toward Jack, who slashed it out of the sky, shattering it before it could hit him. 

I cast the bow aside. Took up the frost blade, and then began to lever myself to my feet, using it as a walking stick.

“Last exchange,” I gasped. “Let me get in my guard position before you take my head off.”

I wasn’t sure if he would. I could hear him growling under his breath. But when I turned and raised my blade I saw that he was waiting, ready, eyes smoldering, shoulders hunched.

“Going to tear you limb from limb,” he said.

“Yeah, yeah.” A deep, painful breath, my leg practically useless so that I had to put all my weight on my right. “You know what’s interesting about priceless frost blades of doom?”

I could feel his irritation as a blossoming of heat wafting off him. “What?”

“Nobody ever expects you to throw them.” 

Which is precisely what I did, lobbing it like a log right at his head. The frost blade spun three times before passing harmlessly over Jack, who ducked down in alarm, eyes wide in surprise and shock as he watched it go by.

He didn’t see me coming.

I grabbed the last enchanted arrow just below the head and threw myself at him, putting everything into that one last leap, hurling myself through the air right behind the blade to fall on him just as he turned back to me.

I buried the arrow right in his eye.

Jack screamed as the shaft caught fire, purple and blue, piercing all protective magics and incantations. We both crashed to the ground, and in a frenzy of pain he slashed at me, ripped open my chest, and tore through my stomach.

I rolled off him, fell away, and lay on my back staring up at the ceiling. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t move. I just focused on not fading away. Not passing out. Kept my eyes open and stared at the distant rafters, riding the pain like a shipwrecked sailor might the waves, clinging to a slim spar of sanity and consciousness. 

I could hear Jack thrashing by my side. His heels drumming on the carpet, his claws slamming down on either side of him as he screamed hoarsely. He kept at it for a surprisingly long period of time, and then finally went still.

Blood flowed out of me. His claws had both torn and cauterized my wounds. I smelled burned flesh. My burned flesh. Everything below my neck was loose and wobbly, strangely disconnected from me and throbbing all at once. 

I examined the rafters. Dark wood. Old, but free of cobwebs. 

The silence was broken only by my rough gasps. Pain was so intense that it became abstract. I was a cork floating upon its rough surface, rising with the peaks and falling toward the abyss with each wave’s passing. 

Slow, measured breaths. 

Jack was dead.

I was still breathing.

No matter what, there was a victory there. And a terrible, bitter defeat.

I’m proud of what you’ve done.

Tears pooled in my eyes then overflowed and ran down my cheeks. 

Slowly, fraction by fraction, breath by breath, my strength came back.

Impossible.

I should be dead. The Hanged God was waiting for me just beyond the edge of my sight, waiting to devour my soul.

Yet slowly, inexorably, I grew stronger.

My father was the Grandfather of the Family.

A monster.

My blood. He’d recognized it.

Inhuman.

I clearly was.

Nothing that I’d thought true was real. I wasn’t whom I’d always thought. 

Not an orphan.

Not a random thief.

Son of a monster.

Healing wounds that should have slain me a thousand times over.

I thought of Pony’s deference. 

Of Tamara’s shock over and over again over how I healed. How much soul-stuff I could expend.

Only one being healed so fast. 

Regenerated impossible wounds.

Troll.

My father was a troll.

No. 

Impossible. Didn’t make sense. No troll could lead the Family. No war troll could command respect. No city troll either.

Left only one kind.

One kind that made sense.

King troll.

Greatest enemy of humanity. 

The scourges of Khansalon. 

My father was a king troll, and I was his son. 

I closed my eyes even as I felt the flesh creeping over my wounds, sealing them tight. 

I forced myself not to think any further. Not to follow the lines of inquiry that beckoned my mind. Focused instead on simply breathing. On the flow of air in and out of my lungs. To keep my mind empty, devoid of horror, of panic, of the curdling madness that made me want to start screaming and never stop.

Finally, surprising myself, I sat up. 

Jack lay still, his demonic form gone, arrow sticking out of his eye like a sign post missing its sign. 

Silence. I looked down at my chest, my stomach. A mass of soft, purply tissue covered the wounds, like crepe paper over a rotten fruit. I could see the outline of bones and organs beneath, the pump of blood, the shifting of my own internal life.

Healing.

With a grunt, I rose to my feet. I felt drunk, feverish. I stooped to pick up the frost blade, then took up the gloom bow in turn. 

Considered Jack. My heart gave one final wrench of pain. The bastard. In that moment I regretted nothing so much as having killed him. Ending forever the chance to speak, to reach an understanding, to find reconciliation. 

To tell him in turn how I’d felt about him, growing up. How I’d felt about him, even after his betrayal. 

I looked around the hallway one last time, this mansion lost in a storm of black fire.

Then, weapons in hand, mind still blank, I turned and stepped back through the portal into the Sodden Hold. Back to my friends, back to Port Gloom, and back to war with the Family and my father.
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