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      Smoke drifted on the dusk air. It reeked of burnt meat and old hate. Geneve led the way, nose wrinkled, trying not to breathe too much. If I’m right, the smoke carries the remains of Knights. Three of our own lost, and no one to mourn their graves.

      The Briscook Timberland sat still and quiet. No crickets broke free with song. The only noise was the clomping of their horse’s hooves as they headed up the mountain. She sat astride Tristan. He was a blue roan with too much prance to be taken seriously. Slender, pale Vertiline was next, riding her chestnut mare Troubles. In the rear was mighty Israel atop his massive black charger Chesterfield, the worst horse-to-name combination Geneve had ever heard.

      “It’s too quiet.” Vertiline’s armor glittered, challenging the half-light to do its worst. “It smells like an ambush.”

      “It smells like we’re too late.” Israel adjusted the black sash hanging across his breastplate. The Smithsteel gleamed a contrast to honey-dark skin. “Let’s confirm their fall.”

      “Then we find the sinner and kill them.” Geneve gritted her teeth, squinting as a pall of smoke drifted across her path.

      “Judgment first.” Tilly didn’t sound convinced. “The Justiciars will give them death if it’s deserved.”

      Sinners deserve death, especially when they take a Knight’s life. And here, we’ve lost three! Geneve kept her inside voice from breaking free, because Tilly understood the score. Iz, too. They didn’t need Geneve’s gutter-rank counsel, her Adept’s sash and single gold bar saying, Knight, but not a lot more. Vertiline wore the three gold stripes of a Chevalier to Israel’s five of a Valiant.

      Geneve lowered her head. They’re the real Knights. They command the Storm. They command justice.

      The trail wound up the mountain, a dirty pulled thread among nature’s verdant green cloth. The path was scattered with old bark. Wagon ruts cut the hard dirt. Loggers felled the Briscook to feed their families, but when the wood stopped coming a month ago, Tresward Knights were sent.

      None returned.

      Their last dispatch said they headed for Getun, a miserable trade post deep in the Briscook run by serfs and criminals, so that’s where the Tresward sent Geneve, Israel, and Vertiline. Their mission was simple. Find our lost. Do the job they couldn’t.

      They camped last night in a copse of sycamores huddled atop a small rise. It’d given them a fine view of the mountain, and the lightning that slammed it like Khiton’s hammer last night. Dark gray clouds hugged the world, but they weren’t the cause. Knights fought with the Storm against a sinner. The forest lay like a blanket between their meager camp and the action klicks distant. Israel had bowed his head when the lightning stopped. The world held its breath until a sickly green glow touched the clouds. Vertiline looked away, but Geneve stood transfixed. She’d thought, Three of our own just died, and we’re powerless to help them.

      They’d not pushed the horses today. The action was already past and fighting a sinner on their own turf was hard enough. No need to add exhaustion to the list. Geneve wanted to urge Tristan to speed, but the Tresward counseled strategy. She remembered Cleric Eleni’s lesson: When strategy fails, use patience. It is an endless resource. Even for you, Geneve.

      Geneve shook her head. What does that even mean?

      Night fell before they reached the top. Smoke thickened, but not enough to hide the light of the Three’s moons. Cophine’s pale face saw everything. Ikmae’s gray held its thoughts close. If Geneve squinted, she could make out Khiton’s black orb, smaller than the others, but perhaps more watchful.

      They lit no lanterns. Cophine’s luminance was plenty. The trail flattened out, rounding a bend, and they saw the place where three Knights were murdered. A clearing held a few abandoned carts. Piles of trunks lay to the left, some scorched, others reduced to kindling. A low worker’s shack sat to Geneve’s right. The roof was gone, the walls jagged black stumps where fire took the rest.

      Bodies lay like dropped toys. They had the uniform look of hard men used to harder work. Strong bodies, but still broken by death. Unlike the hut, they were unmarked. Geneve counted twenty of them, all with makeshift weapons of one kind or another. Most carried axes, the workaday tool of their lives. She spotted a scythe beside a lad no older than her, his earnest, sightless eyes seeking something in the middle distance.

      What killed them? She followed his dead gaze. Three hefty stakes were set at the clearing’s edge. They held armored bodies, perhaps as an offering to the moons. Geneve slid from Tristan’s back, walking through the workers to the Knights.

      The smell of burnt flesh was strongest here. There wasn’t a fire, coals, or ash at the base of the stakes. No charred logs for a bonfire. The Knights had burned from inside their Smithsteel. The Knight’s armor was unmarked by the fire that took their lives. Evidence whispered, sinner. There wasn’t much left. Blackened skulls grinned their death’s head grimace. All looked toward the moons, as if seeking the Three’s help at the end.

      But the Three don’t help us. It’s the other way around.

      “They carry no glass.” Vertiline arrived at her elbow, a pale ghost on silent feet. Even in full armor, she’s grace given form. “Only steel.”

      Geneve nodded. “Where is the smoke coming from?”

      “Here.” Israel’s voice came from behind the worker’s hut. Geneve and Vertiline hurried over, careful to not disrespect the dead by stepping on them. They rounded the hut’s ruins and faced a heaped pyre of the dead. Wood coals still glowed from beneath the pile of charred corpses. “Death magic.”

      Geneve walked a circle about the grisly bonfire. “Isn’t death magic usually done with blood?”

      “Usually. Not always. All death magic needs is suffering and pain.” Israel glanced back to where the stakes held Knights up on display for the Three. “The sinner killed all these people to end three Knights.”

      “This explains why the Timberland sends no wood.” Vertiline swept a hand out, turning a circle. “All the loggers are dead.”

      Geneve shifted upwind from the pyre. Smoke still seeped from the ash, weeping for the fallen. “Loggers, yes. But no one else. There may be survivors.”

      Israel frowned. “More fuel for the death magic.”

      “More people who need help.” She stood.

      He nodded, somber. “They are the same thing.”

      “Then we should make sure they live. The sinner gets no more death from the people of the Briscook. Not even thieves and murderers deserve this end.” Geneve adjusted her sash. The golden sun on her breastplate caught no ash, glimmering in Cophine’s pale regard. “And no more Knights.”
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      Getun was a worker’s village. No walls held the night creatures at bay. This far into the cooler south there was little risk of Vhemin, and the Briscook’s other denizens were mostly rabbits and deer. Wolves would steer clear of the settlement, because wolves didn’t like being killed by murderers more than anything else. They rode in, no guards calling them to halt. They saw not much of anyone except the scared eyes of a young boy and the worried frown of his mother as she pulled him inside.

      The hard ring, ring of a smithy caught her attention. Despite the lateness of the hour, she saw a clutch of men working a forge. They were stripped to the waist, but with thick leather aprons protecting their skin from the sparks of hot metal. The smithy was set atop a glowing river of fire rising from a fissure in the earth. In a place like this, it was almost certain the ancients had tapped a lava flow. It still worked to this day, because the ancients built everything but themselves to last.

      “What do you suppose they’re working on?” Vertiline lifted her chin toward the smiths.

      Geneve squinted. “They’re not Tresward Smiths, so … no glass. It looks like they’re making swords. What would Getun need with blades? And so many? All their men lie dead atop the mountain.”

      “Not a question we’ll answer without asking, and I’d like to get some sleep first.” Israel urged Chesterfield forward, the black charger also apparently eager for rest. “The Tresward say an inn is here. The Drunken Harper.”

      “Sounds like my kind of place.” Vertiline raised an elegant eyebrow.

      “We’re working, Tilly.” Israel took the lead, rounding a bend. The main road crowned a river flowing through the town’s center with a bridge.

      Below the bridge, Geneve spied docks and wharfs. They were rude but functional. Getun sent logs downriver from here. Or, they had, before the lumber stopped. Before the sinner arrived. Their horse’s hooves clumped against wood as they went over the bridge.

      The lights of a tavern beckoned ahead, but no laughter or song drifted on the wind. The tavern seemed to grow out of the ruins of a temple. Walls of ancient stone merged with newer wood. A lonely sign swung in the wind, featuring a delighted-looking man sporting a tankard and a flamboyant hat.

      A well-presented yard to the side looked like it would welcome their horses, but no stablehand waited to take them in. Israel’s brow furrowed. “The inn looks well-kept. Why is there no one here to help?”

      “I’ll put up the horses.” Geneve swung from Tristan’s back, patting him. “I could use the practice.”

      “We’ll send someone out to help.” Vertiline handed Geneve Troubles’ reins. She marched inside with Israel, their armor glinting in the night.

      Geneve led the horses to empty stalls, removing saddle and bridle with practiced ease. As a Novice, she’d learned how to care for mounts. It was a valuable skill on the road, and — sometimes, aye? — in settled areas. Chesterfield enjoyed the brush. Troubles tolerated it, but Tristan flicked ears and tail, not keen on being cosseted.

      No one came to relieve her, so Geneve finished with a last swipe of the brush at Tristan’s mane. She left the horses, heading inside. The inn’s door from the stables swung on well-maintained hinges, sealing behind her without a draft. The Drunken Harper was warm, bright, and smelled of good ale and roast mutton. It was also almost entirely empty.

      A stoop-shouldered, cockeyed man with wispy hair minded the bar. He grinned cheerfully enough, as if being stoop-shouldered and cockeyed was no worse than having small ears. Israel and Vertiline warmed stools before him. Israel beckoned her over. “We’ve sent your bags upstairs.”

      “Sorry about the stable boy.” The innkeeper had a warm, rich voice at odds with his world-worn appearance. It looked like his face wanted to smile, but events of the past days wouldn’t allow it. “Young Bryock went to the hill with the last the Tresward sent. They wouldn’t let Old Dewi come.” He slapped his chest, but without a lot of enthusiasm. “I’ll miss the lad.”

      “Can you tell us what they fought?” Vertiline frowned. “By Cophine’s summer hat, what smells so good? And does Old Dewi always talk about himself in the third person?”

      Old Dewi grinned with crooked teeth. “Three questions, but I’ve a good response for only one. Mutton. I won’t say it’s lamb, because that’d be a lie, but it’s good anyway. Done with garlic and rosemary. We’ve got fresh buttery mash to go with it.”

      “I’ll take three of those.” Geneve slid onto the empty stool between Israel and Vertiline. “Ale, too.” She caught Israel’s frown. “For the road dust.”

      Israel cleared his throat. “I’m dusty too, I’ll admit. Tell me, Dewi: what did they fight?”

      “A sinner.” The old man shrugged shoulders that looked unequal to the task. “Took glass and steel up the mountain. A host of our own, too. None came back down.” He gave a bob of his head that might have been a bow, just as it might have been to cover the wetness of his eyes. “I’ll get that mutton.” He shuffled off.

      “This is getting us nowhere.” Vertiline ran fingers through hair so pale it was almost white. “We need to find the sinner. Put him in a box.”

      “Speaking of, where is it?” Israel hunched forward, brows furrowed. “We didn’t see the cage atop the mountain. It’s not in the yard.” He pursed his lips, frown deepening. “We didn’t bring one, which might be a problem.”

      The door to the kitchen slipped closed as Dewi reappeared. The old man balanced a platter heaped with mutton in one hand, a tray holding flagons in the other. He put these in front of Geneve like it was the final reveal of a magic trick. The aroma hit her, and she almost dived in face-first. Vertiline’s hand on her elbow stopped her long enough for the old man to set plates and knives before them.

      “This looks good,” Israel admitted, spearing mutton with a knife. “Where is the cage?”

      “Behind the smithy.” Dewi plastered thin hair to his head. “Wagon needed a new wheel. I expect they’ll want payment for it.”

      “I expect they will.” Israel took a bite. “It is good.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Dewi grinned. “I can’t fight well, and I know my body’s not good for lifting an axe, but I can cook.”

      “And you keep your ale chilled.” Vertiline sipped. “Where would we go to find answers?”

      The old man considered the question. Sized up the pale, slender Knight, before looking at Geneve, her cheeks stuffed like a squirrel’s. On to Israel, the inkeep’s head tipping back to look up into the Knight Valiant’s eyes. “That’ll be the lord’s place, I’ll wager. Rainel’s the mayor of Getun. Told the last lot where to find the sinner.”

      “He wasn’t with the assault on the hilltop?” Israel’s eyes narrowed.

      “No.”

      “Is he … unfit?” Iz looked at his plate. “I mean no disrespect to your honored lord.”

      “None taken.” Dewi sighed. “He’s a little fat, maybe. But strong enough, and not so old that the winter gets into his bones.”

      “We’ll see him tomorrow.” Israel stretched. “After we’ve finished this magnificent feast and slept.”

      “Be careful,” Dewi urged. “I said as much to the last three, and they paid no heed.”

      Vertiline leaned forward, skewering mutton with her knife. “Thanks for the counsel.” She bit, chewed, then put her knife down. “Did they leave their belongings here?”

      “Aye, aye, but Rainel collected it all this morning.” The innkeeper laced his fingers together, perhaps to stop his hands shaking. “He had men of a sort with him.”

      “Of a sort?” Israel became still. “What kind of sort?”

      Dewi let out a low keen that might have been a sob. “Men from the Tomb of the Six, he said.”

      Israel glanced at Geneve and Vertiline. “Tomb of the Six? What kind of men come from there?”

      Old Dewi looked away. “The dead kind.”
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      The three breakfasted in The Dunken Harper’s common room. Eggs, sausage, and good crusty bread. An earthenware pot of coffee, black and hot, sat next to a jar of honey. Geneve looked at Israel, then Vertiline, neither of whom were looking at her. Uh oh. Iz looked on the verge of saying something like, You’re going to mind the horses, so she glared. “Don’t say you’re going to leave me here.”

      Israel sucked air between his teeth. “I wasn’t going to.”

      “Good, because if you were—”

      “I was going to say, stay here and do something else.” His eyebrows made a hard, flat line. “We need intel.”

      Geneve felt herself bridling. “We need—”

      “What Israel’s trying to say is, he doesn’t want you killed.” Vertiline looked at her hands, spread on the table. “I offered to stay, too. I don’t much mind watching the horses.”

      Israel snorted. “Knight Chevalier Vertiline jokes, of course.”

      “He’s right. While I want to stay, I don’t like watching horses. Troubles bites.”

      “The dead walk, Geneve.” Israel stirred honey into his coffee. “The Tomb of Six hosted powerful sorcerers from ancient times. It’s been lost for hundreds of years. This sinner’s dug up old hate with a new shovel and thinks to use their power as his own.”

      “Three is better than two.” Geneve heard the belligerence in her tone, but let it stay. I earned my sash. “My steel’s good enough.”

      “Stay here. Mind the horses. Make sure no one comes to kill the old man.” Israel held up a warning finger to Geneve’s building anger. “Knight Adept Geneve, think. We need to know who the sinner is. Where he came from. How he found the Tomb. Who his accomplices are, and what he seeks to gain. We will take you with us when we face him. We’re only going to see the mayor.”

      Geneve scowled. “The mayor might be the sinner.”

      Israel nodded. “So might the blacksmith, or the innkeeper. But my heart tells me the sinner’s not in Getun. It also tells me the mayor is going to be a problem if the dead guard his house.”

      “Tells me he’s a huge asshole,” Vertiline mumbled around a heel of bread.

      Israel sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, eyes closed. “Yes, he’s made poor life choices. But he could also be a hostage in this. Delicacy is required.”

      “And I’m not delicate?” Geneve felt her scowl turning up a few degrees. It might melt glass.

      Vertiline laughed, a clear sound like crystal bells. “By the Three, no. You cheated at your Trial. You chose the most inappropriate horse. And—”

      “No one else wanted Tristan!”

      “And you see no problem in questioning Chevaliers and Valiants of the Tresward.” The pale woman popped a piece of sausage in her mouth. “There’s a time and a place for all things.”

      Israel downed the last of his coffee with a grimace. “Armor first. Vertiline, you’re with me. Geneve, see to the smithy. Find the cage. And anything else you can.” The Knight stalked off, heading for the stairs.

      Vertiline pushed her chair back. “Don’t look at me.”

      “Can you talk to him?”

      “I said, don’t look at me.” Tilly smiled to take the sting out of it. “Three of the Tresward died here yesterday. Israel doesn’t want to add a fourth.”

      Geneve nodded, red locks hiding her face. “I don’t want you to die either.”

      “Don’t worry about us. Iz’s inner calm was left on the mountaintop. I’d put a silver regal on him getting answers from Rainel before lunch.” Vertiline stalked off, leaving Geneve to her coffee and thoughts.
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      Stay here, my ass. Geneve waited for Israel and Vertiline to leave. They were arguing about the best way to confront Rainel. Both wanted in the front door, but Iz wanted to knock first. Tilly shook her head, braid lashing a hard no.

      Geneve left the breakfast table on the hunt for Dewi. She found him watching the horses in the yard. Her boots crunched on loose stone as she approached, but the old man didn’t turn. He eyed Chesterfield. The black charger eyed him right back. “Magnificent.”

      “Shh,” Geneve said. “He’ll hear you, and he’s already impossible to manage.”

      Dewi fetched a grin from the cellar, trying it on. “He seems big enough for two riders.”

      “His pride is, at least.” Geneve crossed her arms. “I need some help.”

      “I don’t know where the other Knight’s horses are.” Dewi looked at his feet. “They took them when they left yesterday.”

      “Not that.” Geneve ruffled her hair. “How good are you with a buckle?”

      The old man turned in a creaking shuffle to face her. He looked her up and down, taking in her non-armored body. “Hard to get into Smithsteel alone?”

      “Nearly impossible,” she admitted.

      “And what happens to Old Dewi when the Valiant returns, wondering after his ward?”

      “I’m not his ward, I’m an Adept of the Tresward.” Geneve smiled, but her teeth were gritted so hard she thought they might break. “I earned my sash.”

      “Eh.” The innkeeper waved off her anger like it didn’t matter. “I can manage a buckle, if it’ll help get some justice. Just promise me something.”

      Geneve considered. “A favor for a favor?”

      “Something like that. What I need’s this.” He leaned close. “Kill those bastards.”

      Geneve smiled, her face easing like the dawn on the cold southern lands. They should be for the cage, but some crimes are too great. “It’d be my pleasure.”
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      The smithy was crewed by six souls. They looked up at Geneve’s approach. Maybe they heard the creak of her armor or smelled the oil on her steel. Or the quiet that followed her. Getun didn’t have many people about, but those there were hushed as she walked. It might have been the golden sun on her breastplate, or her black Tresward sash. Fear of reprisal may have kept them quiet.

      But it was probably the look on her face. Geneve needed answers. A sinner killed three Tresward and half this town, and none but an old broken-down innkeeper wanted to help.

      The lava powering the forge flowed white and hot through the middle of the smithy. An open-aired affair, the roof was covered by a desiccated-looking tarpaulin, the canvas cooked by years of heat. Four young men and two young women watched Geneve, suspicion in their eyes. They were the big, bulky types used to lifting difficult burdens. Sweat and grime marked every face. Geneve swept inside. She’d sheathed her blade, Requiem, in a rear-draw scabbard at her waist. Her scattergun, Tribunal, was strapped to her back. The old man had done a fine job sealing her into her armor.

      Now I need to make it worth the trouble. She leveled a finger at the biggest of the smiths. “You.”

      The youth hawked, then spat into the lava flow. “Go fuck yourself.”

      Geneve raised an eyebrow. That’s … unexpected. “You don’t know what I want.”

      “I know exactly what you want. Trouble. You reek of it.” He pinched his fingers under his nose for emphasis. “Where Tresward tread, people die.”

      Geneve eyed the smith. “You seem to be doing okay. Six hearty souls hefting hammers in the morning sun while corpses bloat on the mountainside.” She took a step further inside. “Seems to me everyone else did the bleeding and the dying, while you were safe and sound in here.”

      The door clunked closed behind her, followed by the telltale thunk of the bolt sliding home. Geneve widened her stance but made no move to draw Requiem or Tribunal.

      The largest smith sauntered closer. “It’s not because we’re afraid of fighting. Or unskilled.” He held his hands low to hide his intent, but Geneve saw a hammer slip into his palm.

      She wrinkled her nose. “Is it because you’re unbathed?”

      He roared, swinging for her head. Geneve ducked, the hammer whistling above her. She slammed two punches into his midriff, gauntleted fists hammering his solar plexus. Without waiting for the bulge in his eyes or ooph of breath, she danced to the right, putting the wall at her back.

      The big smith groaned, clutching his stomach. He was replaced by the other five. A woman about Geneve’s eighteen years of age snarled spite, hurling a length of chain. Geneve held her left arm up, letting the chain wrap her armored hand. The Smithsteel screamed as the chain yanked taught, but rather than be pulled off balance, Geneve went with the pull. Leading with an armored shoulder, she slammed into the young woman, knocking her two meters across the room. The smith landed, cracked her head against a bench, and lay twitching.

      Another youth grabbed a bardiche from the forge, the bladed tip glowing white-hot. He lowered it, charging with a bellow. Geneve grabbed Requiem’s hilt, drawing the blade as she stepped aside. The steel whispered as it cut air, then chimed as it sliced the head from the polearm. The glowing end spun with a thunk-sizzle into the chest of a lad coming up behind her. He screamed, hands smoking as he tried to push it away. Geneve stepped behind the fool who charged, swinging her sword—

      Do not kill. They’re only afraid.

      —at the back of his head. She hit with the flat of the blade, and he tumbled senseless to the dirty floor. The other woman, larger than the first, hefted a smaller anvil, and spun up like a hammer thrower. Geneve dropped the length of chain from her arm, tossing it to wrap around the neck of a lad in his mid-twenties who’d been preparing to hit Geneve with a half-forged blade.

      The anvil launched across the room. Geneve sidestepped, yanking the chain, and the lad came with her, intercepting the anvil. He and anvil both slammed into the wall. Geneve let the remaining chain fall, stalking the anvil tosser. The woman looked for an escape, eyes round like a panicked horse’s, before bolting.

      Geneve ducked around a tool shelf, then straight-armed her opponent with a gauntleted arm. The woman dropped her length inelegantly to the stone floor. The one who’d burned his hands ran to a water trough, immersing his arms to the elbows, groaning. A click warned her, and she darted around a rack of equipment. A crossbow bolt snapped to splinters against the tool shelf. Rounding it on the other side, Geneve charged a wiry man. His face was burned on one cheek, but it didn’t hide the malice in his eyes. He dragged the crossbow back, showing impressive strength, but — sadly for him — not impressive speed.

      Her punch caught him upside the jaw. His face showed wonder, then nothing at all as his eyes rolled back before he hit the ground.

      Geneve sheathed Requiem, then stalked to the first smith she’d hit. He was still curled over gasping. She hauled him upright. “Hey.”

      His eye scanned the room. “You killed them all!”

      “Don’t be a fool. Do you see blood?” Geneve slapped his face. “Look at me.”

      His eyes locked on hers. “What do you want?”

      “You said trouble, but you were wrong.” Her lips twisted into a smile. “Not far wrong, mind. I need vengeance, and to get that, answers.”
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      The large smith’s name turned out to be Vernon rather than Savage Joe or something more fitting his temperament. Vernon showed her where the previous Knights’ wagon was. They’d stowed it under waxed canvas at the back of the smithy. They’d repaired a broken wheel, and the cage itself was still secure. Made of good Tresward Smithsteel, it rose from the wagon’s bed like a promise to the Three. Almost two meters high, it was designed to hold any type of sinner you could find. Once they’d captured one, they’d drag the villain to the Justiciars for Judgment.

      Vernon remained sullen despite him still having all his teeth and limbs. “You could have just asked.”

      “Don’t be a bigger dick than you look.” Talwyn was the smaller of the two women. She followed them outside and stood gazing at the cage. “She tried, and you told her to go fuck herself.”

      “Rainel said to keep it secret.” Vernon scowled. “How was I supposed to do that?”

      “Picking a fight with the Tresward wasn’t it.” Talwyn huffed. “Best I go see if Lowen’s managed to bandage his hands.” She stamped back inside.

      Geneve considered Vernon. The lad returned the favor. She pointed at the wagon. “What’s so important about keeping this secret?”

      “If other Knights come, they might find out what’s going on.” Vernon wrung his apron in big, meaty hands. The leather squeaked in protest.

      Geneve stepped closer, and damn the smell. “And what, exactly, is going on? Be specific. Tell me the details. Leave nothing—”

      “Melody’s missing!”

      Geneve blinked. “Who’s Melody?”

      “She’s our, uh.” Squeak, squeak from the leather. “Herbalist.”

      “Another sinner,” Geneve guessed.

      “No! Nothing like that.” Vernon looked like he was choking the apron. “But before Zadicus the Skinner—”

      “Who?”

      Vernon’s apron tore. He stared at it for a moment. “Zadicus is evil,” he whispered. “Promised all manner of things to Rainel. Took Melody, who wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      Geneve crossed her arms. “Melody, who’s but a herbalist, is wanted by a man called the Skinner? Who, in turn, promised unearthly riches to Rainel?”

      He nodded. “That’s right.”

      “You know what I think?” Geneve rapped the cage’s bars with a gauntleted fist. “I think it’s good this was built big enough for two. I think it’s even better it can hold three in a pinch.”

      Vernon looked between Geneve and the cage. “You can’t mean to go against Zadicus. He killed three Knights and thirty of our own!” Another thought worked its way into his skull. “What do you mean, three?”

      Geneve counted on her fingers. “Zadicus. Rainel. And Melody.” She eyed the cage, thinking of three Knights burned to a crisp on a mountaintop. Three who’d gone against another three, and … fallen. “Sinners all.”
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      Vernon hadn’t wanted to give Geneve Melody’s location, but Talwyn surrendered it without fuss. The look on her face said she was sweet on Vernon, Three only knew why, and Vernon in turn was sweet on Melody. Geneve did the math. One less contender for the smith’s affection. Not that Geneve could see the village’s women queuing up for a shot at the … prize? Sure, let’s call it a prize. There’s no accounting for taste.

      Melody’s hut was in the forest. She’d set up shop out there to better tend a herb garden, or so Talwyn said with something sounding a little like grudging respect. The trail whispering there was barely worthy of the name. The start was some loose scree behind a tanner’s shop. It wasn’t fit for Tristan, so she left her horse behind, taking a waterskin for company instead.

      While the herbalist was only an hour’s march off as a heavyset blacksmith might travel, Geneve wore twenty kilos of Smithsteel armor. The forest sheltered her from the worst of the sun, Three’s mercy, but after twenty minutes she worked up a sweat.

      The forest was as still and quiet as it’d been the night before. Geneve didn’t know what drove the woodland creatures off but risen dead might be a contributing factor. She kept her head on a swivel, hand never far from Requiem’s hilt.

      An hour and half a waterskin later, Geneve found Melody’s hut. It sat in the middle of a vast clearing, the promised herb garden a thing of magnificence. The hut was daubed wood. A thatched roof completed the picture of tranquility. A small nearby stream burbled its way downhill.

      The door hung open, never a promising sign. Geneve worked her way across the clearing, the scent of a thousand herbs filling her nose. It smelled wonderful. A place of home, comfort, and safety. She wondered at her instinct that Melody was a sinner. She could be an ordinary herbalist. It’s not like sinners are known for setting up shop. Too risky, with us after them.

      Geneve made the hut, giving a cursory knock on the old wood before entering. Inside, a small fireplace sat cold, but not empty. Ashes waited for sweeping. A pot of stew moldered above it. She was taken in a hurry. Herbs were hung from the rafters to dry. A low bed sat at the back. That was it: the extent of the great sinner Melody’s domain was two-day-old stew, a bed, and herbs, all inside a shack small enough to be a closet.

      Geneve doffed her helmet, slicking back sweat-soaked red hair. “Well, shit.”

      A small pot rattled on a shelf. Quick as thought, Geneve drew Tribunal from its sheath. The scattergun roared, the pot turning to sand. She smelled the gun smoke curling from the weapon’s barrel.

      “Excuse me,” urged a voice from her left.

      Geneve spun, the scattergun roaring again. A clutch of herbs turned to straw fragments, the wall behind it shedding dirt and clay to expose the wood beneath. “Show yourself!”

      A man stepped into view. His chest was well developed, with chiseled abs that could make a maiden weep. He wore pants and black leather boots, which might have seemed odd below a bare chest, but somehow he made it work.

      He also stood perhaps seven centimeters tall; he’d emerged from behind a honey jar.

      Geneve cracked the scattergun, loading another two shells. “Fairy?”

      “Sunbeam Jinglewood, at your service.” The tiny man bowed, then winked. “And what a service I could provide to someone of your, um, charms.” Geneve leveled the scattergun at the fairy. The fairy seemed to notice the burnished sun on her breastplate for the first time. “Tresward?”

      “Knight Adept Geneve, at your service.” She gave a crooked smile. “Where is Melody?”

      “Well, she was there,” he pointed to the hearth, “but then they put me in a jar.” Sunbeam Jinglewood pointed at the ruin where he’d been imprisoned. “Thank you for that, by the way. After that, I’m not sure. She’s not there anymore.” He hopped from beside the pot to inspect the hearth. “No, definitely not. I’m sure I’d have bumped into her by now.”

      Fucking fairies. “Are you her familiar?”

      “By the Three, no. I’m her prisoner.” He offered an apologetic smile. “Mind you, it’s more of a mutual thing.”

      “This sinner’s a summoner.” Geneve groaned. “I hate those ones.”
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      Sunbeam Jinglewood led Geneve further into the forest. “She’s this way.”

      Geneve eyed the miniature man. After getting out into the sunlight, rainbow-touched wings unfurled from his back. He jumped from branch to branch like a trapeze artist, each leap accompanied by a flutter of gossamer wings. She glared at how damn easy he made it look. “You’re sure?”

      “I’m a fairy. You wouldn’t understand.” His voice wasn’t tiny like his body; it was rich and sensual. “She and I are one heart. Melody and I are together, Tresward Knight.”

      “How’s that work?” Geneve scrambled to keep up. She had armor, no wings, and about a hundred and seventy centimeters on Sunbeam Jinglewood, but damned if she was going to let him show her up. “I mean…” She trailed off, gesturing at his body.

      The fairy winked. It should’ve been hard to make out in the dimness of the forest, but his eyes gleamed. “Trade secret.”

      “You know what I need to do when we get to Melody.” Geneve swept red hair back from her eyes. It was tacky with sweat. The damn fairy didn’t look like he was even breathing hard. “She’s a sinner, Sunbeam.”

      “I prefer Jinglewood as an abbreviation. Sunbeam’s … generic.” He made a tiny moue of displeasure. “Don’t worry about us, love. When we get to Melody, she and I will exit stage left. You’ll never see us again.”

      “This isn’t the first sinner I’ve tracked.”

      “Might be your last, though. The big bad is a man of power! He put me in a jar.” Jinglewood danced before her eyes. She tried to snatch him from the air, but he zipped away. “Also, you’re her best chance. The Tresward are known for their many talents.” He tried for a leer the size of a gnat’s.

      “The Storm. The Sway.” Geneve sighed. “While we’re trading truth, you should know I can’t do either.”

      “You what now? What kind of Knight are you?” He squinted. “I thought there was a Trial.”

      “I … altered the odds in my favor.” Geneve looked about, realizing she was thoroughly lost. “Where are we?”

      “How can you cheat the entire Tresward?”

      “It’s not cheating if you live. You just need to survive … look, now’s not the time.” Geneve yanked her sash. “I wear the gold bar of an Adept.”

      “No glass sword, though.” He landed on a branch, then sniffed in displeasure. “How are you going to beat a sorcerer in his prime?”

      She caught the tiniest of cracks. It could have been wood settling, but Knights didn’t play odds, long or short. Geneve leaped forward, blade whispering from its sheath. The steel cut through the lumbering hulk of a risen reaching for Jinglewood from a trunk’s shadow. She spun, skymetal blade catching light and beheading a second monster from her right.

      Black ichor spattered the leafy ground. She smelled rot beneath the forest loam’s earthy smell. Geneve listened but didn’t hear another telltale snap.

      “You’re fast, Tresward.” Jinglewood hunkered down on his branch, eyeing the fallen monsters. “Okay. That might work. It might work very well indeed.”
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      The fairy landed on Geneve’s shoulder. He held onto her red locks, peering through her hair like it was hanging vines. He whispered right in her ear, “I think that’s it.”

      “You think?” Geneve looked at the cavern maw before her. It was set into a small, gnarled rise, like the earth had a hunchback. Trees kept their distance, clearing a moat of barren earth around the rise ten meters wide. Atop the mound, a single blasted oak huddled against the sky.

      Twin pillars of ancient stone held a door between them. Or, Geneve thought it’d been a door; not much remained but jagged fangs of wood hanging from ancient hinges the size of her forearms. An ancient cave burrowed into the rock. The tunnel’s throat was lit with torches burning with the yellowed flame of old teeth.

      “I’m pretty sure!” Jinglewood tugged her hair. “Are you going in there?”

      Geneve checked her scabbard’s hang, then made sure her scattergun’s grip was easily accessible in its back sheath. “It’d be a long walk back with no trophy.”

      “The Tomb of the Six?” Jinglewood whistled. “You’re crazy, Tresward. Or brave. I can’t work out which.”

      “It’s just magic, fairy.” Geneve tried to eye him, but the angle made it difficult. “I’ve faced magic before.”

      “Without the Storm?” He tut-tut’d. “Definitely crazy. But I love your hair. Who does it for you?”

      Geneve ignored the tiny man, drawing Tribunal from her back. She cracked the scattergun, removed the shells, and fed it a single red cartridge. Aiming the gun at the heavens, she fired. A two-count later the sky above her flared bright red. She reloaded shells into the gun, then slid it back into its holster.

      Jinglewood flitted from her shoulder to hover in a splendor of glimmer before her. “Definitely crazy! You’ll draw everyone for klicks! Are you getting reinforcements?”

      “No. If I fall, they’ll know where to find me.” Where to extract vengeance. She squared her shoulders. “Let’s clear a path.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      No cobwebs. At least, none at head height. Geneve stalked down the tunnel, Jinglewood flitting from shoulder to shoulder like the world’s most fabulous hummingbird. The floor descended before leveling out. It ended at a door. This one wasn’t broken.

      She ran her gauntleted hands across the surface. Old wood. Smells of time and patience. And a little of forgiveness, perhaps. She tried the handle, which looked designed for bigger hands than hers. “Locked.”

      Jinglewood danced down her arm, grabbed the handle, and peered through the keyhole. “I don’t think it’s locked. I think it’s stuck. Big difference.”

      “An expert in doors?” Geneve set her shoulder to the door. It didn’t budge. “Feels locked to me.”

      “Put a little curry into it,” the fairy suggested.

      “You want to do this?” She gritted her teeth, barging the door. Slam!

      “Quiet,” Jinglewood hissed. “There are corpses walking about in here. The living dead! Nosferatu. Creatures of darkness. Killers, hungering for your flesh.”

      “The dead don’t need to eat.” Geneve brushed hair from her face. “It’s a myth.”

      He squinted at her from his handle perch. “You sure?”

      “Very.” She slammed against the door again. A little dust came from the top, but not a lot of action otherwise. “It’s really stuck.”

      Jinglewood peered into the keyhole again. “No! My mistake. It’s actually locked.”

      Geneve yelled, kicking the door beside its lock. There was a ping, the door rocking open, the handle dancing across the room inside. Jinglewood hovered. “Love your work! You managed to kick it open without hitting me.”

      “I missed.” Geneve stalked inside. The room was lit like the tunnel: torches rode in sconces, bleeding soot into the air. She blinked, eyes watering. “The dead might not eat, but they also don’t need to breathe.” She coughed.

      “I don’t think Zadicus is dead.” The fairy stroked his chin while he hovered. “He must need to breathe.”

      “Tell me about the Six.” Geneve surveyed the room. It was large enough to hold a legion at feast but was bare of accoutrements. No plinths, or even a stick of furniture. The walls were mostly old stone, but in a few places the brickwork slumped inward, revealing rock behind. Besides the door they entered through, another four provided exits. Two were to the south, and one each east and west. “They seem important enough to have an impressive mausoleum.”

      “The Six? Don’t know ‘em, personally.” Jinglewood flitted to the western door, peering at it like it held the answers to the universe. “Don’t go this way. Nasty trap behind it.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Not in the slightest. The Six were ancients, of course. It’s said one of them knew how to use the Artifices. Creators of marvels! Workers of wonders.” Jinglewood joined her by the east door, shaking his head. “Not that one either.”

      “Why not?” Geneve tried the handle. Locked. “So, these Six are dead guys who knew how to make the ancient’s things work?”

      “Because it’s locked.” Jinglewood sighed. “They didn’t know how to make it work. They were ancients themselves. This,” he raised hands and eyes both to the low stone ceiling, “is a monument in their honor.”

      Geneve considered that. “So, the Tomb’s likely to have traps? Ancient mechanisms for dealing death to outsiders, that kind of thing?”

      “So the stories say.” He buffed nails on his pants, then examined them. “If you believe them.”

      “Have you ever heard of the Harvest?” Geneve tried the southeasterly door. It opened without even a squeak, revealing a smooth corridor, but without conveniently lit torches.

      “Like, wheat?”

      “Like, magical powers.” She fielded a torch from a sconce then headed down. After a turn or two, she encountered a pile of rubble where the roof caved in. “Through ritual, sinners can strip the powers from one of their kind and give to another.”

      “What happens to the … Harvested? Is that the right word?”

      “It’ll do, fairy. Usually, they die. Sometimes they go mad. They’re never the same again. It’s said to be like having a piece of your soul removed. It’s a horror in the eyes of the Three.” Geneve returned to the main room, selecting the southwesterly door. It also opened.

      Jinglewood held his silence while he flitted about her head three times. “You think the Skinner is going to take Melody’s powers?”

      “I think the Skinner is going into the cage. Back for Judgment under the eyes of the Three. But yes, I also think he wants what she has. He has power over the dead. With that, he seeks knowledge of the ancients. But a prize like a summoner is too good to pass by, if — and it’s a big if! — he knows the Harvest.”

      “I haven’t had a very lucky day. I’ll bet he knows.” The fairy cradled his head in his hands, wings a blur. “What could a necromancer want with summoning powers?”

      “Have you ever heard of Mercer the Merciless?”

      “Nope. Sounds like a nice guy, though.”

      “Necromancer summoner. He brought husks back from the dead, then gave them real life again by summoning nature spirits into the husks. Forever life, but … real. Not a shambling semblance. He commanded an army of deathless warriors.” Geneve walked through the door into an oval room, a pit in the middle. Blackness lapped at the lip. No one thought to put torches down there.

      Around the pit was a walkway. It had crumbled in a couple of places. She’d need to vault them. Jinglewood flitted past her ear, hovering over the pit. “This looks deep. Let me go check.” He zipped from view, a falling star into the depths of night.

      Geneve skirted the pit’s edge. The lip was a couple meters wide, making it easy enough. She made it to the first gash of crumbling masonry. The stones were unsteady under her feet. Geneve tested her balance, then leaped across. No sweat.

      Jinglewood sped from the pit, then flew about her head twice. “Run!”

      Geneve dropped into a fighting stance. Requiem was in her hand. The skymetal blade glinted, reflected torchlight making it a long, yellow fang. “What did you see?”

      The fairy didn’t answer, speeding on rainbow wings for the door. Geneve didn’t want to run. It’d put her back to the pit. But those of the fairy kingdom didn’t often run. They might be as rare as they were annoying, but they were tough as a box of rocks. Hell with it. She faced the pit, steel held cross guard.

      A massive hand connected to a hulking, putrid shoulder reached from the pit. Much of the monster was hidden by darkness. That didn’t slow the thing down. It honed in on Jinglewood’s brilliance, snatching the fairy from the air. The bulk of the monster came into view for a slice of time. Big. Ugly. Blisters mottled the thing’s hide. Some had burst, and pus ran in bilious green rivulets. The head was humanoid, the regular two eyes, mouth, and nose, but… Big mouth. Lots of teeth. Shaggy hair that looks like straw.

      Then they were gone. Back into the darkness. “Jinglewood!”

      Silence. Geneve knew she should press on. The sinner was the real prize, not the denizens of his lair. Jinglewood was a snack for whatever that was, and while it ate him, she could press on. The Tresward wouldn’t blame her, and it’d solve the problem of a future confrontation when they reached Melody.

      But I couldn’t live with it.

      She snatched a torch from a sconce and tossed it into the pit. She dragged in two lungfuls of air, then jumped after the spinning, fluttering flame. The torch hit below, then bounced. It let her gauge distance and brace for impact. A short fall, a mere five meters, but the blackness was almost absolute. Geneve landed in a crouch, blade ready. “Jinglewood?”

      The ground shook as something massive shambled toward her. It reeked like marsh water. Geneve caught a glimmer at her head height. Soft and amber, it looked like the glow from a fire swaddled by cotton. Or, a fairy, glowing from inside something else. There’s a thought.

      The monster made it to her, swinging with a clawed hand. She dodged left, then right as it tried to get her on the backswing. The monster shuffled off into the dark. Geneve backed up until her heel hit the side of the pit. Nowhere left to retreat to. She closed her eyes, better to focus her other senses. Smell it. The marshland taint filled her nose. Thick and ripe, like a soup made of dead cats. Now, hear it. A shuffling from her right. Heavy breathing, rattling with old phlegm. The thud, thud of a heart big as her head. The sudden scrape-shuffle as it charged.

      Now, mark it.

      Geneve danced left as it came from her right. She pirouetted, swinging Requiem twice. The skymetal blade, sharp as the Three’s justice, bit both times. The creature crashed into the wall where she’d stood, then slumped to the ground with a gurgle that sounded like water down a drain. Her strikes were certain, once across the belly, the next through the throat.

      The darkness lifted with the creature’s death. Geneve was in a plain stone pit. Someone decorated with skeletons, some whole, but most in pieces. The floor was claw-marked. A drain lay in the center.

      With a wet plop, vile fluids bathed in a golden glow lapped about her ankles. Jinglewood had emerged from the rent in the creature’s belly. His face was a horror mask of disgust as he struggled free of purple loops of entrails. With a quick shake of his wings, he tried for flight before splatting against the old stone floor.

      Geneve picked him up. “Are you okay?”

      “My hair is ruined.”

      She laughed. “Otherwise?”

      “It ate me in one bite! No manners, and for once, I’m thankful for the lack of good parenting these days.” Jinglewood slicked slime from his hair, then held his hand out as if looking for somewhere to put it. “How did you know not to cut me in half? That was as precise a strike as any I’ve seen.”

      “I didn’t.” Geneve ignored his wide-eyed stare. “Now, how do we get out of here?”

      “Climb. Or fly.”

      “Not everyone’s got wings.”

      “Ah, yes. The lumbering folk, we call you.” Jinglewood tapped his chin. “What was the creature? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Geneve glanced at the corpse. It was deflating, ichor pooling about the remains. “I don’t think it’s got a name. It’s a warden. I think it’s been here a very long time.”

      “The ancients made that thing?” Jinglewood gave his wings an experimental flutter. “I think you can climb up over there.”

      “Maybe.” Geneve went where Jinglewood pointed. She worked her way up the wall. Swinging herself over the top, she stopped for a breather. “Or this place did.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Lower.

      Geneve was deep within the earth now. The Tomb kept going. It wasn’t so much warren as maze; the passages were symmetrical. Most doors were stuck. Whole corridors were sealed by roof collapse, piles of immovable rocks barring the way. Three turns back whoever was on torch duty took a break, plunging the passages into darkness.

      It was lucky she’d found Jinglewood. The fairy glowed like morning sunlight. She’d not planned on entering a dungeon. Her lantern was back at The Drunken Harper, safely tucked with the rest of her possessions.

      Geneve paused at a half-open door on her left. Where others were made of steel-banded wood, this was ancient stone. The rock was a crumbled ruin. Darkness waited within. Runes were etched into the stone doorframe in a curve above the lintel. They were lifeless, written in a language lost to the world. Jinglewood’s light grew faint as he continued on, oblivious to the fact she’d stopped. “Fairy.”

      He zipped back to her. His hair was dry now but spiked by a tacky residue from the guardian’s stomach. “You found something?” He looked at the broken door. “Excellent. It’s a broken door.” Jinglewood faced her expectantly.

      “It’s a different kind of door to the rest.” Geneve stepped over the rubble. Small stones shifted under her feet, scraping and crunching loud enough to wake the dead. Jinglewood hovered above her shoulder, glimmering his brilliance at the deep dark.

      The room was about ten meters a side. The center held a sarcophagus. It was old stone just like the door. The lid was fractured in half, the pieces laying on the ground. Geneve could see similar runes on the surface. “I’ve never seen this language.”

      “I’d be surprised if you had.” A voice seemed to come from the walls. Rich, resonant, and delicious, like a fine Tebrani red. “It is the ancient’s tongue.”

      Jinglewood flitted circles of light around her head, his eyes wild. “Who’s there?”

      “They called me Omen Fade,” the voice purred. Geneve drew Requiem, the hilt cold and hard with purpose. The voice was everywhere and nowhere. “I made the dreams of gods real.”

      “What do they call you now?” Geneve turned a circle, scanning the tomb. It seemed empty. “Slave?”

      A chuckle, a sigh. “Spoken like one who doesn’t understand the mysteries of the ancients.”

      “I understand enough. All that’s left are Artifices and a few ruined cities too poisonous for people.” Geneve worked her way closer to the broken sarcophagus. She kept turning, her stance low and ready. “Was it people like you who broke the world?”

      The voice lost some of its timbre, taking on a reedy edge. “You don’t understand.”

      “Then help me.” Geneve gripped Requiem with both hands. “It doesn’t have to end for you.”

      “No,” the voice hissed. “You don’t understand the pain!”

      Brilliant red light bloomed from the far side of the tomb. It coalesced into the massive head of a snake. Slitted eyes, bared fangs drooling venom. By the Three, the head alone is as high as I am! Geneve took a step back, blade held cross guard.

      Jinglewood screamed, zipping from the chamber. Darkness fell in his wake, then came the sibilant hissing of the snake, its scales scraping across the old stone. She smelled its musk as it slithered closer.

      Was it real? Was she facing a summoner, or an illusionist? If I guess wrong, I die. Geneve dropped to one knee, fingers touching old stone. Her eyes had told her she faced a monster of legend. Her heart whispered fear as the creature came close. Her nose was full of its rank stench.

      But her fingers felt nothing. The stone didn’t tremble at her touch. The monster isn’t real. Misdirection. Which means the illusionist is behind me. Merciful Three.

      Geneve stood in one fluid motion, spun, and hurled Requiem. The blade spun from her hand, lost to the dark, followed by a dry crunch. The hissing of the snake stopped. The smell vanished. Darkness remained. “Fairy?”

      After a moment Jinglewood glimmered from the doorway, cautiously peeking inside. His light showed Requiem, buried to the hilt in the chest of an ancient, crumbling corpse. Omen Fade, illusionist of the ancients, slid down the wall with a dry rasp. His body crumbled as he fell, an arm falling off, his head toppling from his neck. Dead again, as he’d been for hundreds of years before.

      “Nice one.” Jinglewood fluttered over the body. “I knew you had it under control.”

      Geneve snorted, then retrieved her blade. It came free of the corpse easily, the ancient, frail body surrendering its dry grasp with ease. She knelt before Omen Fade. “I’m sorry he did this to you. You deserved a better death.”

      Jinglewood landed on her shoulder, then crossed his legs. “He’d already died once.”

      “That’s what I meant.” She stood. “Omen Fade earned his peace once already. Let’s find Zadicus and stop his reign over the living and the dead.”
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      Geneve wondered if Israel and Vertiline would be able to find her body down here. The signal she’d sent to the heavens would draw them to the tomb, but she’d taken so many turns it would be absurd luck if they found her.

      I need that luck. I can’t use the Storm, and Zadicus is a necromancer in his prime. He defeated three Knights, at least one a Chevalier. I’m just an Adept. After a moment, Geneve realized: I’m boned.

      Jinglewood chatted at her ear, his voice bright, warming her soul. She didn’t pay him much attention. Geneve let the words wash over her, carrying her thoughts away from where she was, and just how boned she was. The darkness outside the fairy’s light was dense and thick like a funeral shroud. The Tresward trained her to fight without sight. They tried to strengthen her heart against what must be done. It felt insufficient to the task in the absence of hope, and Jinglewood brought hope with him on gossamer wings.

      They entered an older part of the tomb, the walls giving way to rude bedrock. The air was dank, cloying, and moist. Icy, like the southern winters. Geneve shivered. “Do you worry about the cold?”

      Jinglewood paused mid-story, something about a maid and a herd of goats — Geneve was confused on the particulars. “Cold? No. That’s a rude,” he waved his hand, “human consideration. My cousins are snow fairies.”

      “There’s no such thing.” Geneve scanned the cavern. Even Jinglewood’s light was unable to reach the top. We must be very far down. “Right?”

      “Wrong.” Jinglewood danced before her face. She waved him aside, blinking away her ruined night vision. “The fairy kingdom is wide! We’re amazing, and everywhere. We’re—”

      “If there are snow fairies, but you don’t feel the cold, what’s the difference?” Before Jinglewood answered, she held up her hand for silence. “Did you hear that?”

      He bit his lip. “I heard nothing.”

      “Then your doom approaches on silent feet!” a woman screamed. Her voice came from the far side of the cavern. Geneve spun to face a robed figure standing fifteen meters away, hands fists of boiling flame. Tribunal found its way to Geneve’s hand, the scattergun leveled. It boomed in the cavern. Her opponent didn’t so much as move, but the pellets turned to a fiery hail, pattering to the ground before her. “Your mortal weapons can’t hurt Arora Maganti. Better than you have tried, little Knight.”

      She’s an evoker. Master of elements. Wears raw power like a cloak. I’m really boned.

      Jinglewood hovered between them, then danced to Geneve’s right. “Silent feet? Don’t you think that’s a little trite?” Arora shrieked, raised her hands, and tossed balls of fire at the fairy. The tiny man dodged with ease. “Also, inaccurate. You’re very loud, clumsy human. Careful. You’ll wake the dead.”

      The evoker twitched. “My mind is a lake of fire. I need to end you to put it out.”

      He’s giving me a distraction. Geneve slung Tribunal into its holster, then charged. Evokers are dangerous. They conjure elements from the air. Fire will burn me, armor or no. But how much does she know about Tresward Smithsteel?

      The evoker refocused on Geneve. Most of her face was lost in the shadow of her hood, but her eyes were the hard, bright green of the deep ocean. Geneve cut the distance between them to twelve meters. Arora threw another fireball. Geneve jinked but felt the death-ash heat of the blaze as it passed her head.

      At eight meters, the evoker threw another ball of flame. Geneve swatted it with her sword. The fire boiled about the blade like a liquid. The steel glowed a deep cherry red.

      At five meters, Geneve could make out the evoker’s face. It was a death’s head mask, like Omen Fade’s husk. Held together by the will of Zadicus and commanded to do his bidding. Those green eyes showed a little fear now, and instead of fire, lightning leaped from her outstretched hands.

      There was no dodging it.

      Geneve’s Smithsteel armor didn’t scratch or tarnish. Their Smiths made it well. As brilliant light bathed her, she smelled ozone, the world around her turning to actinic flame. The blast hit her breastplate, the armor ducting the charge down through her greaves and into the floor. Lightning walked on spidery legs away from Geneve.

      She swung, blind as a newborn pup. She felt Requiem slide through something brittle like twigs. Geneve heard the whispered sigh as the evoker’s body slid to the cavern floor. She felt the heat of her blade, and the companion warmth of her armor. Silence held her hand for a few moments.

      “Well, that was very exciting.” Jinglewood coughed. Geneve blinked away tears, making out the fairy’s glow through night-blind eyes. “Tresward, do you always do it the hard way?”

      Geneve sheathed her sword. “There is no easy way.”

      “It’s just fire, lass. Can’t hurt me.” He slapped his chest.

      “It’s not your burden to carry, fairy.” Geneve toed the ancient, fragile body of Arora. “This is Tresward business.”

      “Seems a big problem for just one person to solve.” The fairy sniffed. “You don’t have to fix the world.”

      “Yeah, we do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because there’s no one else.” Geneve shook her head. “Come on, Jinglewood. Let’s find your Melody.”
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      They entered a natural causeway. Geneve walked a stone span that bridged the dark below. The bubble of water held the chill in the air too close for comfort, the hearthside heat of her evoker-warmed armor gone.

      “This is cozy. A few throw pillows, a couch or two,” Jinglewood framed the middle distance with his fingers, “and we could set up a nice tea house.”

      “I don’t want tea, I want answers.” Geneve held a hand out, palm up. “Look at this place.”

      “It’s a cavern.”

      “It’s not a tomb of the ancients, fairy. This isn’t their work.” She shivered. “The ancients build with crystal stronger than steel. Not this rocky ruin.”

      “Crystal like Tresward glass blades?” He whistled. “I hear they’re sharp as a razor.”

      “They’re sharper. But no, not like those at all. The glass is just … well, ordinary. It’s kept strong by the Storm of the Knight wielding the blade.” Geneve looked at her feet. She didn’t have a glass sword. Hadn’t earned one and couldn’t command the Light to strengthen it anyway. That’s what you get for cheating at the Trial. “But we don’t need glass for this.”

      “Says the woman who doesn’t have glass.” Jinglewood jiggled an eyebrow. “It’s okay, clumsy human—”

      “I’m not clumsy!”

      “If you die down here, I promise not to tell everyone it was your own fault.” He somersaulted mid-air. “If this wasn’t the ancients, what was it?”

      “I think it was bad people who died a longer time ago than the ancients.” Geneve shrugged. “Or good people. It makes no difference when they’re under the yoke of a tyrant.”

      “So, when we find Zadicus, we kill him, then get out. I feel our plan’s missing details.”

      “We don’t kill Zadicus. He’s for Judgment.” Geneve scanned for a way out of the cavern. There — at the end of the natural bridge. Two holes led deeper.

      “But we can kill the undead?”

      “They’re already dead, fairy. Judgment’s for the living.” Geneve stopped short, scanning the end of the bridge again. “Wait. What happened to the tunnels?”

      Jinglewood peered into the gloom. “Looks like they vanished. Not what I’d expect from tunnels. They’re usually more permanent. Unless there’s a cave-in. Or a tremor worm.”

      “A what?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Jinglewood clapped his hands. “What matters is, you’ve lost the tunnels.”

      “I think it means something else. We’re not alone.” Geneve drew Requiem. “Show yourself!”

      “Very good, Knight.” A woman’s muffled voice drew Geneve about. Standing as if on the air itself to her left was a body wrapped in linen. The cloth was tightly bound even after so long, only a few stray lengths falling like a tattered cape from her shoulders. She had no visible features: the cloth covered her face completely. “I’m Vail Snow, and I’m here to stop you.”

      “Good speech,” Jinglewood admitted. “But two of you tried already, as well as the guardian thing. What was that, anyway?”

      Vail ignored the fairy, her face not turning away from Geneve. “You’ve faced Omen’s illusion and won. You beat Arora’s lightning with your wondrous armor. But how will you fair against those who can weave the world as the Three did?”

      “You talk big for someone wearing drapes,” Jinglewood said. “Who does your hair?”

      Vail hissed, hunching. “I can unmake you.”

      “You can’t even make your own face.” The fairy waved a dismissive hand. “Bitch, please.”

      “Stop helping,” Geneve suggested. “I’ve got this.” Although I don’t have this. Vail Snow floats in the air. It’s not like I can get to her.

      Jinglewood ignored Geneve, fluttering closer to Vail. “What’ll it be? A storm of locusts?”

      “I’m not a summoner. That’s to be Melody’s fate.” Vail rubbed linen-wrapped hands together. “My power is greater.”

      “Does your power give you a better wardrobe?”

      “Enough!” Vail screamed, rounding on the fluttering fairy. “I’ll turn you into gold.”

      Jinglewood stuck out his chin. “All right then. Give it a shot.”

      Vail spread her hands wide, linen tassels blowing in an invisible wind. She brought both hands together in a clap, fingers pointed at the fairy.

      Nothing happened. Jinglewood examined his nails. “Best you got?”

      The sinner crooked her arm toward Geneve. “What of your friend? Is she protected?” The woman rounded on Geneve.

      I’ve nowhere to run. This bridge is a few meters wide. And you can’t outrun a sinner’s magic. Geneve held bared skymetal, waiting. The cold of fear found her heart, stroked her spine, and put a maternal hand on her neck. “Come, sinner. Meet Tresward steel.”

      “If you stop, the voices stop.” Vail wove her arms in a circular, hypnotic pattern. The ground beneath Geneve felt like it was softening. Stone became spongey. Rock became mud, and she flailed as she began to sink.

      “Jinglewood!” Geneve sank to her waist and threw out her free hand for purchase. Her armored fingers clawing nothing but mud.

      The fairy flitted over. “My. This looks bad.” He pursed his lips as if considering the value of a good horse trade, then faced Vail. “All that power and you can’t make yourself look presentable.”

      “Are you not concerned for your friend?” Vail strode on air like it was rock, drawing closer. Geneve sank, the bridge of once-rock no more substantial than quicksand.

      “Who, the Knight? She’s not my friend. She’s Tresward. Sworn to kill your kind.” A little glimmering dust fell from the fairy’s wings. “And you know what? I think she might just pull it off. She just needs a piece of you.” The fairy tossed a wink at Geneve.

      A piece you shall have, fairy. Geneve drew her scattergun. The was-rock-but-now-watery-mud was up to her chin. She brought the weapon to bare on the sinner, took aim, and pulled the trigger. The scattergun roared. Vail’s right arm popped off, raining dusty fragments.

      Quick as a hummingbird, Jinglewood snared the arm from the air. Vail laughed. “You missed my head, Tresward.”

      “Wasn’t aiming for your head,” Geneve spat, then her mouth went under.

      Jinglewood zipped to her, then dropped the severed arm. It fell with a wet splat into the mud. He dived, landing feet-first on it. Tamping it down, deep into the was-rock.

      Vail gurgled, then stumbled on air toward the bridge. She made the edge, remaining arm clawing for purchase. It sloughed off like wet clay, and she fell from sight. Jinglewood peered over the edge, then nodded with satisfaction. “That’ll do.” He turned, seeming to notice Geneve’s predicament for the first time. His gossamer wings blurred as he flew over. The fairy grabbed her outstretched sword, keening when he touched the cold iron blade. Jinglewood’s hands smoked, but he didn’t let go.  He hauled with all his might.

      It helped. Geneve floundered, then drew herself along the sword’s length. The mud became firmer. She hauled herself onto firm stone, gasping. The sword clanged beside her as Jinglewood dropped it. “Thank you.”

      The fairy landed, panting, hugging his hands under his arms. “No problem.”

      “Let me see your hands.”

      “I said, it’s no problem.”

      Geneve took off her gauntlet, holding her hand out for the tiny man. “Let me see.” Reluctantly, as if he were putting his hand in a pit of vipers, he held his hands out. They were scalded red. Raw, weeping sores covered his palms. “This must have hurt.” She turned his hands over, gently as she could. His arms were miniature, but she felt the strength in them.

      He trembled at her touch. “I think that’s enough, Tresward.” But he didn’t pull his hands away.

      “My name’s Geneve.”

      “I know it.”

      “You must love her very much.” She let him go. “And be very desperate to let someone like me come close to her.”

      The fairy sat cross-legged, hunched over. “She’s nothing to fear from you, Geneve.”

      “She’s a summoner—”

      “She’s my friend. My love. My faithful. You notice the lack of other fairies?” He gestured with both hands, then winced. “Melody didn’t draw me in with a snare of binding. She sang in the fields. She’s got a voice Cophine would envy. I watched her for days before I worked the courage up to come closer.”

      A fairy sought out a summoner. Went to her willing and happy. “I bet the fairy kingdom wasn’t happy.”

      “The fairy kingdom ignored our love. That’s even worse.” He sniffed. “I went to my kin. I told them about Zadicus. They said it didn’t matter, because Melody wasn’t us. Bigs aren’t our problem, you know?”

      “Aye, fairy. I know it. The world turns on, but it spins a little different for all. Humans stand in the footprints of the ancients. The Feybrind keep to their forests and ice kingdoms. The Vhemin rule the desert wastes. No one talks, and everyone fights.” Geneve put her helmet beside the tiny man. “She’s no sinner?”

      “No.”

      “But you thought telling me she was would get you closer?”

      He nodded, miserable. “I had no one else.”

      “The Harvest will kill her. It’ll kill anyone, but to draw forth what’s not there…” Geneve shook her head. “It will be agony.”

      “I know.” The fairy hung his head.

      Geneve slicked mud from her armor. Some was dry already, flaking off the everbright steel. She stood, then shook her head. She bent, hand out for the fairy. “Come on, Jinglewood.”

      He stepped on her palm. “You’re not mad?”

      “I’d be here anyway,” she admitted.

      “Okay.” His wings brightened as he fluttered them. “I’m sorry I said I wasn’t your friend. I needed the witch distracted.”

      “How’d you know dropping a piece of Vail into her own transmutation would alter her?”

      “I had no idea,” the little man admitted. “But you weren’t any use at all, were you?”
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      Their path led them upward. Natural caverns gave way to hewn stone, then brickwork. The air smelled fresher and felt a little warmer. Jinglewood nattered on, oblivious, until they came to another shattered tomb door set into the corridor.

      Geneve poked her head inside. The sarcophagus in here was broken like the last, but still held remnants. She walked on weary feet to take a closer look. The body inside was in pieces, and some of those were missing. Perhaps rodents or other scavengers found a way to get inside. “This one of the Six won’t be coming back from the dead.”

      “Humans don’t work without a chest?” Jinglewood hovered above the miserable remains. “Makes sense. I don’t think I’d feel good either.”

      Geneve bent, running her fingers over the runes on the broken sarcophagus lid. “I wish I knew what these said.”

      “I bet they say, ‘Behold, here lies a summoner.’ Makes sense since they want my Melody.” Jinglewood landed on her knee. “I figure they didn’t seal this one up well enough, or someone tried for a souvenir.”

      She snorted. “That’s one less to worry about. Let’s find the final one.”

      “Hold a moment, Tresward.” Jinglewood fluttered at her eye line, wringing his hands. “If they’ve got Melody—”

      “I’ll do what must be done, fairy.”

      “Could you … not?”

      “You what?”

      “I mean, you’re very effective. Good with a sword, perhaps better than any I’ve seen. You don’t lack courage! Brains, maybe—”

      “Fairy,” Geneve warned.

      “Aye, perhaps that level of honesty’s uncalled for—”

      “Fairy!”

      He flew a loop. “It’s just, she’s my Melody. The one, you know?” His tone grew wistful. “She doesn’t ask anything from me and gives everything in return. I don’t want her to die.”

      Two worlds, a little closer together. Love others don’t understand, but it bears the label well enough. Melody’s human lifespan is short as measured in their kingdom. She’ll die sooner than any fairy, yet he desires it even knowing what’s at journey’s end. Geneve stood, then held her unarmored hand out. “I’ll do everything I can.”

      He landed on her palm. “Will it be enough?”

      If only he knew how often I ask myself that. “I don’t know. If Israel or Vertiline were here…” She trailed off.

      “Your friends are good?”

      “Better than me.”

      “Shame you left them with your brains at the village.” He sighed. “Thank you, Tresward. Let’s find out how broken my heart will be.”
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      Forest smells reached Geneve. The scent of cut pine, loam, and earthy mulch. “I think we’re getting close.”

      “Aye.” The fairy hummed by her ear. “I’ll go take a look.” He zipped away.

      The passage plunged into darkness. “Fairy!” No response. Geneve sighed, then felt her way forward. After a handful of heartbeats, she saw something other than absolute blackness. Light was coming from somewhere ahead. She picked up speed, hand against the wall to steady herself. The light grew, the walls coming into relief. She felt roughness under her fingertips. Those are runes. The walls are covered in them. Where the previous sarcophagi had runes on the lid, this entire passage was coated in them.

      What had they imprisoned here?

      Ahead she saw an archway, bright light beyond. Geneve ran, breaking into the open air. She stood at the bottom of a pit. The sides were coated in dead vines. The remains of — probably — a sarcophagus lay in the middle. It was shattered to rubble, no piece larger than an eyeball.

      No sign of Jinglewood. Geneve grabbed vines, climbing from the pit. The sides were sheer, but the vines were anchored well enough. The climb to the top didn’t take longer than a handful of minutes. She hoped the fairy hadn’t gotten himself into trouble in the meantime. Last time he went off alone, a monster ate him.

      Reaching the top, Geneve peered over the rim of the pit. She was in a forest clearing. A hooded figure with a man’s broad shoulders faced away from her. Jinglewood flitted about his head. They were speaking in low tones. Geneve pulled herself over the edge, trying to keep quiet, but Jinglewood saw her anyway. “There she is, master! Just like I said.”

      The hooded figure turned. His face was weathered by hundreds of years, eyeless sockets staring in her direction. His leathered lips pulled back from teeth blackened by the ages. “Ah.”

      Master? Geneve blinked. Ah. This one must be an enchanter. Stealer of minds, bender of wills. She pressed her lips into a line. I must get Jinglewood away from him. Geneve clambered over the lip of the pit and brushed her hands clean. “What’s going on, fairy?”

      The man held his hand up, and the fairy stilled. “You will address me, Knight. I am Gotham Crane, and you will serve me, heart and soul.”

      His voice was compelling, true enough, but Geneve had experienced Tresward Clerics using the Sway. His petty magics were nothing next to that faith. She shook her head. “I bow only to the Three.”

      “You think your Three will save you? They didn’t save the world when we broke it.” Crane paused as Jinglewood whispered in his ear. “Or perhaps you hope your friends will come? They can’t save you. Mine couldn’t save me.” His voice took on a hint of despair.

      “The Three kept the world from burning to ash.” Geneve drew her skymetal sword. “I serve no other.”

      “Then you will die. Kill her.” He flicked his hand.

      Jinglewood darted forward, his face twisted by spite. His body glowed with brilliance, brighter than the sun, blinding Geneve. She dropped, feeling the heat kiss her skin as he buzzed past.

      Ignore him. She drew her scattergun and fired both barrels at where she remembered Crane standing. She heard no scream from the sinner, but Jinglewood shrieked from her right. Geneve dodged, but not fast enough. The fairy smashed her Smithsteel, jerking her around. She felt the hardness of the impact. Despite his tiny size, Jinglewood’s hit felt like being kicked by a horse.

      Be still. Listen.

      “You will burn!” Jinglewood, yelling like the furies rode him. The heated hiss as his body blazed with fairy fire. A crunch from her left, marking Crane’s position. The angry hornet’s buzz of Jinglewood coming for her. Geneve’s sword hung ready in her grip. She felt the sun’s heat and waited in its warmth. Jinglewood hummed close. This time she was ready for it. She stepped back, praying she remembered where everything was. The pit was a few more steps back, right?

      Geneve didn’t fall to her doom. She swung Requiem but used the flat of the blade like a bat.

      It caught the fairy, knocking him at Crane. Geneve heard a muffled whump, and felt a brief heat, hotter than the sun’s caress. She blinked, rubbing her eyes. I need to see!

      Cherry red and lemon yellow. Black cotton wool. The details came into focus: a pillar of flame, incandescent as ancient bones and parchment-dry skin flared. Jinglewood had punched through Crane, igniting the enchanter. She stalked closer, hand before her eyes, and ran the body through with her steel.

      It crumpled into a fiery pile. She stamped on it with an armored boot. “Jinglewood?” Burnt bark on the trees showed where he’d been flung. She walked three trees deep from the clearing, finding his crumpled form on the forest floor. His body smoked, and his once-golden skin was the color of old ash. Geneve sheathed Requiem, then picked up the tiny man. “Say something.”

      He opened one eye. “You could have killed me.”

      “Looks like I almost did.”

      “Aye, Tresward. He had me in his grip. I couldn’t think straight.” The fairy coughed. “I’ve almost burned myself out, lass. There’s not much left.”

      “That’s okay.” She set him on her shoulder. His hands tangled in her hair for balance. “Why don’t you leave this last one to me? That’s what friends are for.”
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      Geneve followed a game trail through the trees. “Something’s bothering me.”

      “Other than how badly you hurt me?” Jinglewood rasped from his perch on her shoulder.

      “You’ll be fine.”

      “You hit me with cold iron!”

      Geneve winced at his shout in her ear. “Zadicus the Skinner. He’s one of the Six. The other five are accounted for.”

      “Stands to reason,” the fairy grumbled.

      “He wants a summoner to fix everything. But a long time ago, someone defeated all six, burying them beneath wards. Someone else broke those wards. Unearthed a horror on the world. The horror’s accounted for three Knights. I saw their bodies hung like trophies under the eyes of the Three.” Geneve waved an insect from her face. “But someone opened the first casket. Someone unearthed the necromancer in the first place.”

      “Another necromancer?”

      “Seems more likely this one wasn’t all the way dead. A necromancer wouldn’t want the competition. Zadicus might be more lich than man.” Geneve paused for a rest, taking a swig from her canteen.

      She offered it to the fairy, who waved it away. “Keep your witch’s brew, woman. If we eat in your world, we’re bound here forever.”

      Geneve gave him a little side-eye. “Isn’t it the other way around?”

      “Let’s not get pedantic.” He pulled her hair for emphasis, but not hard. “Aye, the truth is I’m bound here by stronger chains than that.”

      His Melody. Geneve recapped the canteen. “Do you know a man named Rainel?”

      “The mayor of Getun? Aye, he’s bought a potion or two from Melody.”

      “I think he unearthed the lich. Now it’s using him like a puppet. The whole town is forfeit. They needed a summoner to remake bodies for them, and now they’ve got Melody.”

      “Who’s not a summoner.” The fairy sighed. “I don’t think this is going to end well.”

      “What’s angrier than an eight-hundred-year-old lich?” Geneve picked up her pace. “One that’s thwarted at the finish line.”
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      They found Melody and Zadicus together. The noise of a river drew Geneve forward. She emerged from the forest at the edge of a surging river. The not-summoner was bound to a rude altar of wood. She looked drugged, head lolling, eyes listless. The ancient necromancer wore armor unlike Geneve had ever seen. It looked wet, like the metal was slick with oil, the surface shifting with rainbow colors like Jinglewood’s wings. His head was bare, long bereft of any hair. A scabbard hung at his hip, a jeweled pommel glinting in the light.

      Thanks to the river, Zadicus hadn’t heard Geneve approach. She grabbed Jinglewood, muffling him with her hand. “Be quiet.” He tried to bite her, but she wouldn’t let go. “I’m serious. I’ve never seen armor like that. We need a plan.”

      He gave a glare, then a sullen nod. After she let the fairy go, he spat, then glared harder. “As if I would—”

      “Run to save the love of your life?” She crouched behind a fallen log the size of a horse.

      “We don’t have time. Look!” The fairy flung his arm out.

      He’s not wrong. The Skinner faced the river, arms raised. He chanted, leathery skin dry and dull under the sun. Melody shifted, but was unable to escape due to her bonds, drugs, or both. Wisps of what looked like steam seeped from her body, urging toward the necromancer.

      Jinglewood leaped from her shoulder, lancing for the necromancer’s back. Geneve vaulted the log, skymetal bared, steel hungering. The fairy hit the necromancer’s armored back and bounced off with a gong. The necromancer spun, his withered face twisting into a snarl.

      Geneve sprinted. The ground’s leafy dirt gave way to the rocks at the river’s verge. I’ve got to watch my balance. Loose shale could end me. Zadicus’ lip curled, and he clenched his hand into a fist. Geneve was swept from her feet, legs dangling, as an invisible hand hefted her. Oh shit! went through her mind, chased by, He’s not just a necromancer!

      The Skinner’s other hand reached out, claw-like, toward Melody. Fingers hooked the air, and the woman’s back arched in agony. A thin, desperate wail broke through whatever she’d been drugged with. Steam became smoke as it billowed from her, funneling toward the lich.

      Jinglewood gave a war cry. His body blazed bright, brighter than when Crane commanded him to kill Geneve. Perhaps brighter than the sun in all its glory. He zipped toward the necromancer, leaving a burning trail of air in his wake. The fairy hit the lich once, twice, three times in the same place. His tiny body bounced off the first two times.

      On the third, a pauldron of the necromancer’s armor popped free.

      The lich roared in pain. Geneve dropped to the ground as his grip slackened. She ran at the creature. Smoke streamed freely from Melody’s body. The woman screamed like she’d found an agony no one else had felt before. Iz would’ve cautioned patience. Vertiline might have stood guard, assessing the foe before her. But Geneve tossed caution aside at hearing Melody’s pain. Be the shield the world needs me to be.

      The necromancer drew an ugly curved sword, black like a starless night, as she closed with him. Geneve swung Requiem, skymetal clashing against the necromancer’s blade. The lich fought with the strength of three men. Stronger than Israel, and faster than Vertiline.

      But he’s no Tresward. I don’t need to be faster than him, or stronger. I only need to be better than his armor. And Sunbeam Jinglewood had given her all the opening she needed. Requiem caught the sun’s light as she swung high, then low as she pirouetted around the necromancer. She disarmed him with a flick of her blade, then hacked the Skinner’s arm off.

      The lich stumbled back. Geneve pressed forward, kicking low. It knocked him off-balance, and as he fell to one knee, she drove her blade through his arm socket and into his chest. His mouth hinged wide into a rictus of pain, but he didn’t fall.

      Zadicus grabbed her blade with an armored hand, struggling to rise. Geneve swept Tribunal from its holster, ramming the scattergun’s barrel against the Skinner’s head. A pull of the trigger, and everything that was in the thing’s mind spread its wings, lost on the wind.

      The body fell dead. She gasped great lungfuls of breath. Melody! Help her. She hurried to the herbalist’s side. “Jinglewood? Help me!” Geneve untied her, catching Melody as she slumped. I was too late. She’s gone. Her skin was wax and ash. She would have been striking in life, but in death she was … empty. Geneve touched the woman’s face. Melody’s cheek crumbled like badly fired clay, molting skin before collapsing inward.

      Geneve looked about for Jinglewood. Where is he? She couldn’t see her friend anywhere. She kicked over the necromancer’s body in case his tiny body had been snared in the ruckus, but he wasn’t there. Geneve retrieved her blade, searching the side of the river.

      It took fifteen minutes to find him. There wasn’t anything left but pants, two dapper boots, and a glimmer of fairy dust. Geneve knelt beside the sad, tiny pile. She held vigil until the sun left the sky, and the Three rose to take over her watch. Geneve eyed Cophine’s pale face, Ikmae’s gray, and Khiton’s black shadow, then used the stars to set her direction.

      Her body ached, but it’d keep. She had business in Getun.
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      Geneve found Israel and Vertiline at The Drunken Harper. They sat by the fire, silence their shared companion. Israel looked at the sack Geneve carried, the set of her face, and pushed back a chair. “Join us, Knight Adept Geneve.”

      She sat, placing the sack on the floor. “It’s done.”

      Vertiline leaned forward. “Could you be more specific—”

      “Zadicus the Skinner is no more. I buried my blade in his heart. His death cost two dear lives, and that’s on me. I was too slow.” Geneve pushed the hair from her eyes. “His Five earned their second deaths. And one more makes six. For the Three.” She nudged the sack.

      Israel leaned back to look at the sack. Perhaps he noticed the stains on the burlap for the first time, but it wasn’t likely. Israel missed nothing. “I see.”

      Vertiline poured Geneve a cup of mead. “We went to meet Rainel but found his house empty.”

      Geneve drained the cup. She was alive, and unbelievably weary. But hungry, like one starved for a week. “He won’t be in his house ever again.” Geneve set the cup aside. “He corrupted this town. Broke both good and bad on his wheel of greed. And when that was insufficient, he went to darker masters.”

      “Sinners must stand Judgment,” Israel warned.

      “He was no sinner,” Geneve spat. “He was just a man. Weaker than most. Stained by avarice. He cost three of our own, and who knows how many others.”

      Vertiline eyed her, raising an arch brow. “A miracle. The Knight Adept learns.”

      “The Knight Adept needs food and her bed.” Geneve pushed back her chair, retrieving the sack. “The cage is ready to return with us. I’ll dispose of this.”

      “Hold.” Israel held up a hand. “We’ve new orders. They arrived by bird. We’re to go to Calterburry.”

      Geneve gave a humorless smile. No rest for the wicked. “What waits in Calterburry?”

      “Lord Symonet sent word.” Israel’s smile held promise. “He’s captured a sinner.”

      Sinners twisted the world with their magic. Everyone but them paid the price. She thought of Melody, body broken by the will of an evil man. Jinglewood, who exchanged a thousand years of life for a tiny chance to bring the Skinner down. The others she’d faced and broken, and the trail went on and ever fucking on.

      The Tresward stood against them. United, holding the Three’s vigil against sorcerers who’d break the world again. Geneve answered Israel’s smile with her own. “Then we will find this sinner and bring him to heel.”
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      You’ve finished Tomb of the Six! I hope you loved this taste of the Splintered Land. Geneve’s story picks up outside Calterburry where she finds sinner Meriwether fleeing from the Three’s justice. 
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