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A Note to my Readers



Hey, everyone!

The back of this book contains loads of useful information on the setting, including maps of the country and region and information sheets on the Pantheon of gods.

You can also find this info (in better resolution and with more detail) at:

www.sarahhawke.com/rivenmire

Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoy the book!

Love,
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1
The Heist


“Kiril Rukov is an interesting man. He spent five years pretending to be a general, and now he’s spent the last five years pretending to be a president. It’s incredible what men can believe about themselves when they butcher anyone who questions them.”

-Razavir Thorne, leader of the Freeblood Rebels, 9990

The noblewoman was overweight, overdressed, and overly confident that her ten-hour train ride was all the justification she needed to belittle the help.

“Voskian brandy?” she snarled as if the steward had offered her a vial of poison. “Before dinner? At this time of year?”

I couldn’t hear the steward’s response, but from the way the poor man’s knees buckled, I had no doubt that he was groveling to the best of his ability.

“Unbelievable,” the woman spat. “You would think that President Rukov could afford better help with the money we’ve sent him.”

The servant continued pleading for forgiveness, and I had to force myself to look away before I broke character in a fit of rage. After all, the shrew who was screaming at him wasn’t an outlier at the Winter Soiree. On the contrary, she was exactly the type of person such gatherings attracted.

And the reason I was glad that we were about to rob them all blind.

“You sure you don’t want to shoot her, boss?” an obnoxiously tinny voice came from behind me. “That dress is so red I doubt anyone would even notice the blood.”

I glanced over my shoulder. A little black bird had landed on the balcony railing behind me. Its beady, artificial eyes locked on mine.

“Most of these people still worship Aodar, right?” the bird asked. “Well, I hear he’s big into retribution. Probably send one of his devas to thank you if you shut that bitch up for good.”

“Keep your voice down,” I snarled, trying not to look at the bird or appear like I was talking to it…or myself.

“This thing only speaks at one volume, boss. Critical design flaw, if you ask me.”

“Then think about that before you open its mouth again.”

I sighed, then forced myself to take a sip of my drink. I had politely excused myself from a conversation with some very annoying people in order to get some “fresh air,” but I couldn’t afford to stay alone on the balcony much longer. Knight-Commander Giraud, the Gulondian paladin I was impersonating tonight, was an accomplished socialite. I couldn’t afford to linger and draw suspicion, not when we were so close to setting this part of our plan in motion.

“Are you ready yet?” I asked, hiding my lips behind my glass of whiskey as best I could. I hadn’t noticed anyone paying me undue attention, but given the sheer number of guests here on President Rukov’s private island estate, that could change at any time.

“I’m at the vault,” the bird said. “Working on the first set of locks now.”

“Good. Any trouble with the guards?”

“Nah. I swear, this uniform works better than an invisibility potion.”

I snickered. While I had arrived here on the island via the ferry like most of the other guests, the rest of my crew had come over on one of the supply ships along with many of the extra servants the president had summoned to the estate tonight. Getting Fetch a uniform had been easy—human men were still the standard in this line of work. Finding Gummy an outfit had been a greater challenge. There weren’t many dwarves this far south, let alone ones willing to wear a hideous red waistcoat with golden trousers.

Fortunately, plenty of fat human children got stuffed into similar outfits all the time, and we managed to find a tailor willing to make the necessary adjustments.

“How are things looking upstairs?” the bird—or rather, Fetch—said. “You in position to make your move?”

“I should be,” I told him. “Give me ten minutes.”

The bird whistled. “Cutting it close, are we?”

Fetch wasn’t wrong—time was starting to become an issue. President Rukov was supposed to begin his big speech at the bottom of the hour. I had no intention of being anywhere near the great hall by then, but the distraction would be the perfect opportunity for us to make our getaway with the loot.

“I’ll go now,” I said, finishing off my whiskey. “Get that outer door open, and have the homunculus meet me at the office window.”

“You got it, boss.”

The bird awkwardly took off. The sudden movement drew the attention of a few of the guests inside, but their interest only lasted a few seconds. Up close, the flaws in the little construct were obvious, from the paper mache breast to the glued-on feathers to the hinges of the mechanical wings. But from beyond a few yards, the homunculus was a close enough facsimile that it could pass for the real thing.

The construct would have been even better if Nishka had still been around to keep working on it, of course. But it had been a year since she’d left the crew at this point, and we’d just had to learn to make do.

But it wasn’t the same, I thought darkly. And it never would be.

Scolding myself for the distracting thought, I finished the last of my whiskey, put on my most stoic Knight-Commander face, and headed back into the estate.

My costume for the evening was more elaborate, more expensive, and more comfortable than anything I’d worn in a long time. I had assumed that getting our hands on a Gulondian cavalry officer’s uniform would be an extreme challenge, but enough dragoons had been slaughtered in the northern part of the country during the war that we’d managed to track down several in decent condition. Fitting the white trousers and dark blue jacket had been simple enough, and putting together the proper insignia, cufflinks, and other frills had also been reasonably straightforward. The sabre sheathed to my belt had been the easiest part of all, since it was mine. I’d been wielding this blade for most of a decade now, as hard as that was to believe.

The rest of my uniform during the war hadn’t been anywhere near this fancy. But then again, I’d been a simple rifleman on the front lines, not a fancy paladin dragoon with an armored horse and a god on his side.

Still, the important thing was that I knew how to move like a soldier, and all the cons I’d run over the years had taught me the importance of minding small details. I had spent the last few hours speaking to the right people about the right things. All I needed to do now was get across the great hall and up the staircase into the—

“Ah, Knight-Commander,” a female voice said when I was halfway across the hall. “Or may I call you Gedric, now?”

I turned to see a pretty young woman moving to intercept me. She was on the tall side, with the olive skin and green eyes that were so common among the people native to the Habacean Coast. Her long red dress was elegant but modestly cut, though the fabric did hug her frame tightly enough to show off her impressive curves.

Had she been any of the other women here in the great hall tonight, I would have happily smiled, exchanged a few polite words, and then promptly excused myself without reservation. The problem was that she wasn’t any of the other women here.

She was President Rukov’s new mistress.

“You may call me whatever you like, my lady,” I said, reverting to the Gulondian accent I’d practiced for the occasion. “My blade may serve Aodar, but my heart is at your command.”

She smiled brightly as she offered me her hand, and I leaned down to give her knuckles a polite kiss. Gulondian chivalry and romanticism may have been nauseating at times, but she seemed to appreciate it.

Lady Callista Valis was half Rukov’s age and a third his weight, and her unexpected appearance on his arm just over a year ago had caught everyone in the capital by surprise. Now I understood how they felt. She was far too pretty for a fat, murderous despot. His actual wife was nowhere to be found.

“My lady,” I said. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

“The pleasure went both ways last time, as I recall,” she said, giving me a smile I could only describe as predatory. “When I heard that you were going to be here in person, I was elated. I informed the president that you and I would need some time alone to…work out a new deal.”

Outwardly, I returned her lascivious smile; inwardly, I was desperately trying to figure out how in the hell I could extricate myself from this encounter as quickly as possible. I was more grateful than ever that I’d put in all those long hours studying the guest list. I knew a great deal about Lady Valis’s business interests…what I didn’t know was that she was apparently quite friendly with my character.

This was bad. Potentially catastrophically bad.

I mean, sure, I had spent the better part of the last six years imagining ways to humiliate my former commanding officer, General Kiril “the Red Wolf” Rukov. And sure, carrying his new mistress into one of the back rooms and fucking her senseless would be an incredible way to do just that. But I wasn’t here for vengeance, and I simply didn’t have time to indulge in petty grievances, no matter how entertaining they might have been.

“Well, thank Aodar he’s such an understanding man,” I replied, knowing full well that Rukov was nothing of the sort.

“Very,” Valis replied, her green eyes twinkling. “But he wants peace more than anyone. Especially now.”

She smiled again. I returned it and chuckled despite the growing knot in my stomach. Impersonating a man she only knew by reputation was one thing; impersonating a man she had apparently had an affair with was a different matter entirely. This was going to put my acting abilities to the test…

But at least I didn’t have to worry about my outward appearance. The transmutation scroll I’d used to alter my facial features to be more like Knight-Commander Giraud’s had clearly fooled her so far. I would probably be fine unless she tried to get me out of my costume. I had been able to copy his face well enough from the black and white photographs we’d gotten ahold of, but I didn’t know what he looked like beneath his jacket. But evidently Lady Valis did.

“Your victory on the Aewold border was widely celebrated in Camlorn,” she said, reaching out to a passing servant and snatching a glass of wine from the tray. “I was tempted to write you a letter of thanks.”

“The Tahari barbarians get more troublesome by the month,” I said, shaking away the unhelpful thoughts. “Thankfully, Aodar’s light shined brightly upon me that day.”

“The gods do seem to pick and choose their favorites on a whim sometimes, don’t they?” Valis asked. “If only they’d done more to save innocent lives during the war.”

“The Archons act through their servants. It is up to us to uphold their virtues here in the mortal realm.”

The words were such meaningless drivel that speaking them aloud almost made me sick to my stomach. But it sounded like something a self-righteous paladin would say, so I put as much conviction into my voice as I could.

“Indeed,” she replied. “The president hopes to strengthen the Archonite faith. So many of our people have lost their way turning to the barbarian gods or even the Profane. I’ve no doubt that he’ll be happy to open his borders to your missionaries once we have a proper treaty in place.”

“The Knights of the Fifth Edict back home will be pleased to hear that,” I told her, then cast a glance over my shoulder to the enormous staircase on the eastern side of the great hall. “I deeply apologize, my lady, but I’m afraid you caught me at an awkward moment. I was on my way to—”

“I had hoped to speak with you about a matter of critical importance,” Valis cut in before I could finish. “As you know, the president seeks to put an end to the chaos plaguing our country as soon as possible. This rebellion has gone on far too long.”

I managed to keep my expression flat. I was tempted to tell her that the rebellion would end the moment Rukov stopped murdering everyone who opposed him. It would also help if he stopped using foreign weapons to blow up his own people.

“I agree,” I said instead.

“Good,” Valis said, taking a sip from her drink. “Because to be blunt, there can be no hope of a lasting peace without more support from your people. The Tanic Kingdoms have been incredibly generous, but the Commonwealth remains determined to sow division amongst our people. If the president fails, you can bet that their armies will be in Camlorn installing a puppet government in no time.”

Her once playful smile had turned downright deadly. Once again, I was glad I’d done my research.

“We will not allow the Commonwealth or the Krazzen to destroy the peace that President Rukov strives to maintain,” I said. “And I’ve no doubt that we can eventually come to an agreement that will be mutually beneficial.”

“I hope so,” she said, tossing a glance across the great hall. There had to be two hundred people here in the vast chamber right now, all mingling in small groups while they awaited the president’s speech and the dinner and dancing that would follow. Rukov himself was currently entertaining representatives from the nations of eastern Faratha on the upper floor.

“I do apologize, my lady, but I would prefer to continue this conversation later,” I said, still trying to figure out a way to excuse myself. The clock was ticking. “Perhaps after dinner in my room?”

“I look forward to it,” Valis said, her smile turning hungry again. “I’ll have some wine brought up for the occasion.”

“No need—I brought a few extra bottles from home in the hopes you’d be willing to share.”

“Perfect.”

Lady Valis took a slow, sensual sip from her drink, and I promptly gave her my best courtly bow before I turned and continued to the staircase. My heart was pounding as I moved—I couldn’t afford any more delays. She had already cost me so much time that Fetch might have cracked open the outer vault by now.

The problem was that without Rukov’s key, he wouldn’t be able to penetrate the inner vault where the real goodies were being kept. And getting that key was the entire reason I was up here attending the party in the first place.

Mercifully, I didn’t have to stop and speak to anyone else; a few more smiles and nods was all it took to get to the top of the stairs. A pair of Orange Coats—Rukov’s personal enforcers—were watching the entrance to the western wing of the estate. Their polished, ceremonial breastplates and helmets looked as ridiculous as they were impractical, and the uniforms beneath were gaudy as hell.

They wouldn’t attack any of their master’s honored guests, nor were they likely to bar my way if I tried to walk past. But the whole point was that I didn’t want anyone to know I had headed in that direction, so instead I turned right at the top of the stairs and walked across the plush red-carpet and out onto the open second floor balcony.

“Care for a drink, sir?” a deep voice said from two feet below me once I was outside. I lowered my gaze and saw the old dwarf in a red waistcoat and golden trousers holding up a serving tray for me.

“Absolutely,” I said, taking the narrowest of the available glasses. I held it in my hand as I leaned over the railing and looked around.

There was no one else out here on this side of the estate, not even in the woods between us and the island shore beyond. If things had gone as planned, this balcony door had actually been locked until a few minutes ago. Other than a stray servant here and there, everyone’s attention was currently focused on the great hall and the docks on the western side of the island.

“Any problems?” I asked.

“Not on this end,” Rikus “Gummy” Gumboldt said with a shrug. “But I was starting to wonder if we might want to postpone the mission.”

“What? Why?”

“Pretty sure the General’s new beauty would be happy to have that wine with you now instead of later,” Gummy said. “You could give her a quick plough without ruining our schedule.”

I sighed. “How the hell did you manage to eavesdrop from out here?”

“Didn’t need to—could see it in the way she was moving. Besides, it fits your typical pattern with women: great at getting them, horrible at keeping them.”

My expression soured, and if the drink in my hand hadn’t been an expensive and vital potion, I might have thrown it in his face. While I appreciated his reliability—and the wisdom he’d accumulated in his two-hundred plus years—I could have done without the sarcasm and derision.

“Look, you can’t tell me you don’t want to see the look on Rukov’s face when he finds out you flanked his mistress from the front door and his vault from the back,” Gummy added. “Or vice versa if you were feeling adventurous.”

“How many guards did you see in the western wing?” I asked, ignoring the comment.

“The only ones on duty were parked at the top and bottom of the rear stairwell. Shouldn’t have any trouble getting past them.”

I nodded. “Fetch is almost ready. You might as well get down there. There’s no way he’ll be able to load everything on his own.”

“I wouldn’t trust him to do it even if he could,” Gummy said. “End up with half our payout stashed in his pockets.”

“Probably,” I conceded. “I assume the barrels are in position?”

“Aye, I always do my job. And usually half of yours.”

Reaching inside his waistcoat, the dwarf withdrew a small silken pouch and held it out for me. By all appearances, it was little more than a fancy coin purse, but the magical pocket within was capable of holding a staggering amount of weight. It was an incredibly useful item for lessening a load while traveling, but also for smuggling in small weapons and gadgets.

“No one even realized I had the pouch in my vest,” Gummy said. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

“I knew you could do it,” I told him. “They patted me down the moment I got off the ferry.”

“Funny, isn’t it? More scared of the guests than the help?”

“The guests are the ones who have more to gain by removing Rukov. Half these people hate his fucking guts.”

“Should be all of them,” Gummy muttered. “And would be, if they knew him better.”

I reached into the pouch and withdrew my leather scroll case first, then rummaged around until my hand settled on the familiar stock of the most trusted companion I’d ever known.

Natalya. I grinned when I pulled her out of the magic container, holster and all. There was an old saying that dwarven vanguards felt as naked without their armor as paladins did without their swords, but I’d never understood how they felt until I met Natalya. Her smooth, shiny barrel, her immaculately crafted silver hammer, her polished wooden grip with magical runes on the side…

She was a thing of beauty, that was for sure. There was quite literally no other pistol like her in all of Faratha.

“You two want a moment alone?” Gummy groused.

“It’s not my fault she craves attention,” I said, resisting the urge to draw the pistol. Instead, I clipped the holster to my belt along with the scroll case. I was finally ready to get this show on the road.

“I’ll make my way upstairs,” I told him. “Get moving.”

“Try not to get caught,” Gummy said. “Or shot.”

“Won’t be a problem,” I said, finally drinking from the glass of oddly sour liquid he’d handed me. As the magic within coursed through my body, I disappeared from sight, clothing and all.

“Good luck, Zane.”

“Thanks.”

Patting him on the shoulder one last time with my invisible hand, I headed back into the estate. My brief absence seemed to have gone unnoticed, though I made sure to move quickly just in case. The two guards were still watching the entrance to the western wing, and unfortunately being invisible wasn’t the same thing as being undetectable. If I coughed, the guards would know that someone was there; if I tripped and fell, they would hear the thump and notice the sudden depression in the carpet. Even if I was careful, they might feel the subtle rush of air if I passed too close.

Still, it was a hell of a thing to be able to walk right in front of someone’s eyes without them knowing you were there. I made certain to keep my distance and tread carefully as I passed between them, and once I was through, I headed for the staircase that led up to the third level.

As I moved, I was reminded of how huge the western wing of the estate truly was. There were two dressing/sitting rooms, a dozen lavatories, and twenty bedrooms spread across the three floors. If I hadn’t known where I was going, it was conceivable that I could end up wandering around so long that my potion would wear off. But the president’s office was the only room I cared about, and it was on the top floor near the master bedrooms for the ruling family and their most important guests.

As Gummy had said, the only other Orange Coats on duty back here were parked at the top and bottom of the wing’s rear stairwell, and I didn’t have any trouble slipping past them. The top floor was insulated enough from the party that it was eerily quiet, though, so I got a little paranoid about the extra noise from my footsteps. To compensate, I slowed my pace and made sure to walk on the rugs rather than the wooden floor.

I was nearly to the office when I realized that one of the doors to the master bedrooms up here was open. I slowed my gait, wondering if Gummy had missed someone—especially when I heard the rustle of fabric from inside. I crept close and craned my neck to look around the corner—

And frowned when I saw a maid. This seemed like a strange time for the estate’s cleaning staff to be dusting the cabinets. Perhaps the head housekeeper had instructed this girl to perform a final check on everything before the guests retired for the evening?

Before I could consider the matter any further, the maid abruptly bent over, and my view from the hall went from innocent to scandalous. I had a clear look at the thigh-high hose sheathing her long, slender legs as well as the garters beneath her white skirt. The heels on her shoes had to be five inches or more, which raised her gently bobbing rear even higher.

I promptly leaned back to avert my eyes. I’d heard all sorts of tales about less scrupulous men using invisibility spells for nefarious purposes, but I wasn’t one of them. My peeping had been purely accidental, and it wasn’t gentlemanly to stand there and gawk.

Then again, it wasn’t gentlemanly to rob a man’s home, either. But we all had our vices.

I continued down the hall and took the first left. The president’s office was right around the corner, and there was no one around…except for the decorative suit of armor that wasn’t actually decorative at all.

Grinning, I shuffled toward the armor but didn’t step in front of it. The immaculate suit of polished platemail was a relic now; only the most stubborn traditionalists in the Tanic Kingdoms still wrapped their soldiers in cumbersome metal armor. Oddly enough, Knight-Commander Giraud—my character for the night—was one of them. Paladin magic could still make such armor practical in an age of cannons and rifles, but no one else had bothered with it for well over a century.

This particular suit in front of me had never been worn into battle by anyone in the present or the past, but it was thrumming with magic regardless. If anyone stepped in front of it without the proper pass phrase, it would animate and attack them with the halberd clutched in its gauntlet. My invisibility wouldn’t help, either—it was one of the many reasons such constructs were exceptional guardians.

Fortunately, our extensive prep work had once again paid dividends…as had my short but enlightening experience as a student at the Spellbinders’ Academy after the war. I may not have been a true wizard—far from it, in fact—but the magic I’d learned had still changed my life. I was far more than a former soldier who could run a con and pick a few locks.

Reaching to my belt, I retrieved the scroll case Gummy had returned to me. I fingered through the rolled up pieces of parchment inside, thankful that I had marked them with small clips so that I would know which spell was which. Simple dispelling magic would neutralize the armor for a while, long enough for me to get past. Casting it would also shatter my invisibility potion—the illusion was too fragile to sustain any serious exertion, like attacking or using magic—but that wasn’t the end of the world. The potion had already served its purpose getting me back here.

“Jur Muad!” I intoned, reading from the scroll. The text and the parchment disintegrated in my hand as I released the magic within, and the wave of dispelling energy washed over the area. My body reappeared the moment I cast the spell, but there was no immediate sign that anything had happened with the armor itself. In principle, the suit should now be disabled for at least a little while…

I held my breath as I stepped toward the mahogany door. When the armor didn’t try to sweep my head from my shoulders, I considered my plan a success.

Crouching, I performed a quick inspection of the door handle and locking mechanism. It was a standard bolt-lock designed by the Craghold Brothers, just like our research had predicted. The dwarven expatriates had made quite a business for themselves in Camlorn by offering a combination of reasonable prices and above average quality.

Magic could make short work of the mechanism, and I knew the spell that could open it. But potent transmutation magic had a bad habit of making a lot of noise, enough that the guard near the staircase at the other side of the hall might hear the lock clanking open. Even if he didn’t, the maid dusting the nearby bedroom certainly would.

The other option was to simply pick the lock the old-fashioned way. With any standard set of tools, it would take me quite a while to get through—maybe even long enough that President Rukov would begin his speech and cost us the distraction we were relying on to escape with the loot.

But my tools were anything but standard. Reaching into the concealed pocket of my uniform, I retrieved the lockpicks Nishka had fashioned for me last year. Through some inexplicable work of artifice, she had imbued the thin strips of metal with the ability to melt and resolidify nearly at will, which allowed them to slip inside the locking mechanism as easily as water. All told, it took me less than thirty seconds before the bolt slipped free. Ten seconds after that, I was standing inside the office and gently shutting—and relocking—the door behind me.

The office was relatively modest in size compared to the opulence of the rest of the estate. Nevertheless, the polished and meticulously organized desk had clearly been crafted by a skilled artisan, as had the matching chair behind it. The trio of bookshelves pressed against the walls were filled with all manner of famous history and philosophy tomes commonly referenced in elite society despite the fact that almost nobody had actually read them.

But I wasn’t here to critique Rukov’s choice of literature. If our intel was right, he kept the key to the inner vault here inside a secret safe. Without it, Fetch would never be able to get inside even with his own set of fancy tools. Rukov had allegedly commissioned one of the Spellbinders to craft the vault lock for him. The claim was probably bullshit—the archmages of Mincalis had far better things to do with their time than seal the vaults of petty tyrants in crumbling nations—but I wouldn’t have been surprised if one of their apprentices had been willing to make some money on the side.

Either way, it wasn’t worth the risk of triggering an alarm. Or being disintegrated if I accidentally sprung a trap.

Before beginning my search for the safe, I dashed over to the lone window and peeked outside. The night’s half moon was bright enough that I could see the estate’s entire private dock from here, including the sloop-sized boat we planned to use for our escape. Everything was quiet at the moment; the servants had already moved most of the supplies inside for the party, though there were several stacks of wine barrels, both sealed and empty, scattered around the area in small clusters where they had been moved off other ships.

The lone watchtower overlooking the area was about twenty yards away from my current position across a sloped rooftop that connected the tower to the western wing of the estate. The guards shouldn’t be able to see inside the office as long as I kept the curtains drawn, and I was reasonably confident that I could crawl out the window and use the curve of the roof to conceal my movements from them once I needed to leave.

While I was looking around, I spotted the homunculus circling overhead. I cracked the window a bit more, hoping that Fetch would notice I’d opened it for him. He did, and the bird promptly flew down and landed on the sill.

“Stay quiet,” I warned before Fetch could blurt anything out in the construct’s obnoxiously loud voice.

“Little behind, are we, boss?” the bird said anyway. “Because it’s not like I knew this would happen or—”

“I said be quiet,” I growled. “Just give me a minute.”

Turning around, hoping Fetch could shut his damn mouth for once in his life, I began my search for the baron’s concealed safe in earnest. I checked behind the paintings and bookshelves first, since they were the most obvious locations, but I didn’t find anything. There was nothing below or around his desk, either, so I began carefully searching the walls for hidden panels instead. It was slow and tedious work dragging my fingertips across the wood looking for scratches or grooves or anything else that might indicate something out of the ordinary, but thankfully it didn’t take long to find what I needed. The safe was actually between two of the paintings rather than behind them. I smiled in satisfaction as I carefully pried off the false wall panels and exposed the small metal box beneath them, as well as the combination lock protecting it.

Almost too easy, I thought to myself as I inspected the lock. Another Craghold Brother’s special, this one more complex than the first. But I had spent even more of my prep time working on a copy of this exact lock, and it took me less than two minutes to open the safe.

The small box was stuffed full of goodies, from gemstones to jewelry to rolled up pieces of parchment. I set everything on the desk, and it only took a moment to find the key stashed inside one of the scrolls. I grinned as I twirled it between my fingers. The boys and I had been on a losing streak for a while now, so it was going to feel good when we sailed out of here with a dozen original Yaramadhi paintings.

Damn good.

“Get moving,” I said, moving to the bird and stuffing the key into its mechanical beak before Fetch could speak again. “I’ll meet you once the lookout is taken care of.”

The little construct nodded in agreement, then took off again. I peered out the window, searching for any sign of movement from the watchtower. But I’d been right about the darkness and the awkward angle—no one seemed to have noticed the bird. And that meant it was almost time for me to neutralize the guards and prepare the distraction so that Fetch and Gummy could carry our haul from the vault to the ship without getting caught.

But first, I needed to tidy up. Returning to the desk, I inspected the pouch of gemstones more closely. There were a few small rubies and sapphires, but most were diamonds. Given the popularity of the clear stones as spell components, I had no doubt that I could fetch a king’s ransom for them when we got back to Mincalis. The jewelry looked just as valuable, so I stuffed it all inside the inner pockets of my uniform jacket.

All that remained were the pieces of parchment. Neither Rukov nor any of his children had been trained in wizardry, so I couldn’t imagine why he would have any magical scrolls on hand. But then again, people didn’t typically lock up documents unless they were important. A quick inspection revealed that two of the papers were correspondences with his various business interests, including talk of a contract with the Craghold Brothers that I had feeling was about to get torn-up after tonight.

The third scroll was different. I had no idea what it was about, only that it was written in Krazzic, the language of the military alliance which had started the Blue Powder Wars in the first place. I knew what the alphabet looked like, but I’d never learned to read it.

I pursed my lips. The smart move would be to simply drop it and move on—the homunculus had likely made it back to Fetch and Gummy by now, which meant that they could be loading up the paintings soon. I didn’t have much time to dither.

And yet…

“Damn,” I whispered. “Rangwa Lamen!”

Rather than relying upon a scroll, I tapped into the arcane energies of the Primordial Chaos myself. Strands of invisible magic formed at my fingertips as I spoke the Words of Power, allowing me to shape and manipulate them as I saw fit. This spell may have been a simple divination, but it was incredibly useful nonetheless. The archivists in Mincalis used it to translate ancient tomes from the last age, and the mages in our regiment had used it to read enemy correspondences during the war. It didn’t typically work if the writing was encoded rather than simply penned in an unfamiliar language, however, which appeared to be the case here.

This wasn’t some innocuous letter from a Krazzen merchant; this was some kind of private communique, probably a military one at that.

Once again, the smart move would have been to simply put the parchment down and move on…but I’d never been the type of man who could walk away from a mystery. And while my spell might not have been able to decipher the code, I had a feeling that I could. I had learned quite a bit about cryptography during the war, after all, so assuming this was a reasonably normal substitution rather than something more complicated…

It wasn’t. It took at least a minute, perhaps two, but the text that had once been gibberish gradually became comprehensible. I read along sentence by sentence…

And felt my blood turn to ice in my veins.

The special weapons will be ready on schedule. The supply should be more than enough to choke out the last of the rebels.

Once Thorne and his Freebloods are gone, our allies will supply you with whatever you need to secure your borders. Valis will answer any other questions you have at the Soiree.

im-4-0600. Be ready.

For a long moment, I just stood there staring at the letter, all thoughts of the heist and our escape fading into nothingness. Suddenly all I could think about were Nishka and Thorne and all the other friends who had joined the rebels—the so-called Freebloods still fighting against Rukov’s bloody regime. The fact that the president was seeking help to put down the insurgency that had claimed almost a third of his country wasn’t a surprise. But the fact that he’d be willing to reach out to the Krazzen Alliance, the ones we’d spent the war fighting against—the ones who were responsible for destroying most of our home in the first place…

It didn’t just make me sick. It filled me with murderous rage.

“You son of a bitch,” I hissed, nearly ripping the page apart. I forced myself to take a deep breath and try to calm down, but it didn’t work.

Special weapons, I thought. Choking out the rebels…

The Krazzen weren’t sending Rukov bullets and guns—they were sending him alchemical weapons. Probably real horror shows, too, like Aodar’s Tears. The fiery white bombs could melt off a man’s skin even if he dove into a lake while he was burning.

And apparently, the Krazzen must have also been responsible for sending Rukov a pretty new mistress. I hadn’t noticed that Valis was a foreigner—her Habacean skin tone was common across all countries bordering the sea, and her accent had been identical to anyone from western Imilath. But whether she was faking local speech patterns or not, this letter explained her interest in my character. The Tanic Kingdoms had been funneling weapons to the regime, all in the hopes of keeping the Commonwealth-aided rebels from gaining power. But the Tanics had only been sending rifles and cannons so far, not—

Before I could finish the thought, the office door audibly clicked. I whirled around, fearing that one of the baron’s guards might have noticed the intrusion and come to investigate. But then there was another soft click followed by a softer scratching sound, and I realized that whoever was outside wasn’t trying to open the door with a key.

They were trying to pick the lock just like I had.

For a frozen heartbeat, I was too stunned to move. Who in the murderous abyss would be trying to get in here? Another guest? Another thief? What were the odds of that?

But I didn’t have time to speculate. Whoever he was, he was lucky that I’d disabled the animated armor trap for him. Though he did seem to know what he was doing—I could already hear the latches moving. The door would be open in a matter of seconds, and I’d be stuck in an awkward and potentially disastrous confrontation. I had no plans on shooting anyone today if I could help it, but there was no reason to assume my competition would feel the same way. And the moment either of us took a shot or simply cried out, the entire western wing would be crawling with guards.

That kind of chaos would definitely count as a distraction, but not the kind Fetch and Gummy needed to get out of here in one piece.

Setting my jaw, I retrieved another scroll from my case. The latch on the door rattled as if it were about to open while I frantically unrolled the paper and read the incantation inscribed upon it.

“Muad Clasura!”

Once again, the scroll burned away into nothingness as I released the magic stored within, and there was an obnoxiously loud thunk from the door as the locking mechanism snapped back into place stronger than ever before. Someone hissed in frustration on the other side, which brought a satisfied smile to my lips. Magical locks weren’t unbeatable by any means, but unless my competition wielded magic of his own, it would take him a lot longer to get inside now.

I’d bought myself the time I needed to escape.

I dashed back over to the window, and I was about to climb through when I tossed a glance back at Rukov’s desk. The note was still sitting there where I’d dropped it on top of the other papers. Realistically, there was no reason for me to take it since I knew what it said. Perhaps more to the point, I had no reason to take it because I had left the rebellion behind me. That ship had sailed long ago.

But it’s taken a lot of your friends with it, I thought darkly. And if Rukov is about to receive alchemical weapons from the Krazzen—and if he is actually bloodthirsty enough to use them…

“Damn,” I hissed, diving back to the desk and grabbing the paper. Folding it as neatly as I could, I stuffed it into the inner pocket of my uniform jacket, then returned to the window.

This would have been a great time to have a second invisibility potion on hand. A scroll would have also sufficed in a pinch. But since the formation of the Spellbinder’s Conclave at the end of the war, it was a lot harder to get your hands on magic that could easily be put to nefarious purposes. We had been lucky to find the one potion, and we had exhausted most of our mission funds in the process.

But that wouldn’t be a problem again after tonight…assuming I was able to get us out of here, anyway. And the first step on that path was to deal with the guard in the watchtower.

Taking a deep breath, I eased my way out of the window and onto the northern side of the sloping roof. The air was cold enough that it froze my breath, but as long as I kept low, I could stay out of the direct line of sight from the lookouts. I moved close enough to the gutter that I could afford to crouch rather than crawl on my belly, but I still moved very cautiously to ensure I didn’t slip or stumble on any of the lingering patches of frost from the last snowfall. Once I reached the edge of the tower, I pressed my back against the wooden sides where I was out of sight, then listened.

As I eavesdropped on the soft conversation within, I made out two distinct voices. Both men seemed bored out of their skulls, but even bored guards could sound the alarm. A single shout or ring of their bell would cause our whole plan to come crashing down.

Ironically—or perhaps morbidly—it probably would have been easiest for me to simply kill them. Two quick strikes with my knife would do the trick.

But I was a thief, not a murderer. And while Orange Coats didn’t deserve anyone’s mercy, magic was simply the safer option here. It could neutralize them much more quietly than a blade.

I waited until their voices were projecting in the opposite direction, then peeked up and cast a spell.

“Somnae,” I incanted. The two men had just enough time to turn around and gape in surprise before they crumpled to the floor of the watchtower like empty sacks of grain. The guards would only be out for a few minutes, but that should have been more than enough time for us to get the job done.

Just in case it wasn’t—and just in case some unexpected loud noise woke them up—I moved into the tower and used my knife to cut down the alarm bell. I put it out of sight on the roof where I’d come from, figuring it was highly unlikely they’d notice it there for quite a while, then checked their weapons. Both men were carrying high quality imported muskets—Krazzen-made, unsurprisingly. I left the guns on the floor of the tower, but I took their ammunition and stuffed the bullets into my magical pouch.

With that, it was time to go. I raced to the ladder at the back of the tower, and I was about to climb down when I saw movement at the office window where I’d come from. I couldn’t see inside—it was too dark and the angle was too awkward, just like I’d noticed earlier—but I swore I saw a figure moving inside. Had the other thief managed to bypass the arcane lock I’d put on the door? If so, he was good. Damn good. But he was going to be disappointed when he realized that the wall safe had already been cleared out.

I still couldn’t believe there was a second thief—or perhaps an entire second crew—trying to rob the president on the same night. As I started down the ladder, I mentally debated which other crews could pull this off, but it was too late to worry about it now. We were all-in on looting Rukov’s vault, and he should be giving his big speech any moment. I just needed to do one more thing before we could get the hell out of here…

I took another look around the docks once I reached the bottom of the ladder. The wide, spacious area was almost eerily clear. I could probably walk right along the edge of the pier and dash the thirty or so yards to our escape sloop without being noticed. But Gummy and Fetch had planted two special bombs out here, one for the actual plan and one for the backup plan. The latter was in a stack of wine barrels near the edge of the pier; the former was in a stack closer to the estate.

That was the one I needed to trigger. The concealed smoke bomb would block vision from all the windows on this side of the building, and it would also give Fetch and Gummy the signal they needed to make their way to the boat.

Staying low, I jogged across the dock. At a glance, none of the barrels in this stack looked remarkable, but it only took me a moment to find the special one where Gummy had stashed the smoke bomb inside. All I needed to do now was—

“Halt!”

The warning came from behind me, and it was promptly followed by the sound of stomping boots and the familiar click of multiple men cocking their muskets. I froze in place, then slowly lifted my hands into the air.

“Just trying to get some air,” I said, reverting to my character’s Gulondian accent. “And see what reserves were on the docks.”

I started to turn around, but then one of the men shouted at me.

“Stay right where you are!” he growled. “President Rukov wants to speak with you.”

I hissed softly, wondering how I’d been caught. The estate windows in front of me weren’t particularly effective mirrors, but the few that led into dark, empty rooms gave me enough of a reflection to see three vague shapes behind me, all spread a few yards apart.

But before I could say or do anything, one of the doors on the west side of the estate opened, and four more house guards stepped out onto the docks. President Rukov came right behind them…and Lady Valis was there at his side.

They came to a halt perhaps ten feet in front of me. Their Orange Coat guards stepped protectively in front of them, muskets and bayonets at the ready. Rukov, a towering brick of a man with a thick red beard and more fat than muscle, looked as pompous as always in his white suit and huge golden epaulets. But strangely, he didn’t appear as mad as I’d expected. If anything, he looked curious, like a wizard examining some otherworldly specimen in a cage rather than a man who had caught a thief in his house.

“I told you, dear,” Lady Valis said, planting a hand on her hip as she scowled at me. “This man is not Knight-Commander Giraud.”

“I apologize for whatever offense I have given, my lady,” I replied, still sticking to my Gulondian accent. “But I assure you, I am not—”

“Jur Muad!” she intoned, then flicked her wrist in my direction. The wave of dispelling magic crashed over me, and even though I couldn’t see my reflection, I felt the magical energy sustaining my appearance-altering transmutation fade away.

So much for that, I muttered inwardly, though I was honestly more disturbed the fact that Valis had used magic. Was she a wizard trained at the Academy? Or a sorceress with a natural connection to the Chaos?

Either way, it was a big problem.

“The real Giraud is an ungrateful swine,” Valis spat. “Not to mention two inches shorter.”

“Probably more like four or five, below the belt,” I replied. “Guess I should have given you a chance to find out.”

Her green eyes blazed, and I really hoped she wasn’t a powerful enough mage to kill me with a glance. Though honestly, being blasted into oblivion because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut would have been a fitting way for a man like me to go out. It beat my next most likely cause of death, getting clubbed in a dark alley by thugs with more fingers than teeth.

“You uncivilized swine,” she snarled. “I will—”

“Zane?” President Rukov said, his brow creased and his eyes flashing in belated recognition. “Sergeant Nathaniel Zane? From the 217th?”

Bile rose in my throat. It had been a long time since anyone had called me sergeant, and even longer since I’d heard that baritone voice which had ordered so many of my fellow soldiers to pointless deaths.

“General,” I managed. “I’m surprised you remember.”

“So am I.” Rukov inspected me for another moment. “I thought your entire company was wiped out at Kanakis.”

The bile threatened to choke me, and I nearly reached for my pistol despite knowing his Orange Coats would shoot me dead before I ever touched the grip.

“Most of them were,” I said through clenched teeth. “Thanks to your skilled leadership.”

Valis’s face twisted in rage. “You dare insult the president while—”

Rukov silenced her with a wave of his hand. I was a little surprised he didn’t order his men to open fire. He didn’t even look particularly upset; he just frowned as if he were searching his memories.

“Colonel Thorne frequently brought up your name,” he told me. “Said you were a good man being wasted on a lost front. He tried to get you transferred numerous times.”

“I know,” I said. “Because he knew that everyone who served under you had a way of ending up dead.”

Rukov’s gaze hardened. “He must have tried to recruit you into his rebellion after the war. Is he the one who sent you here?”

“I haven’t spoken to Colonel Thorne in years,” I said more or less honestly.

“Don’t let him feign ignorance, dear,” Valis growled. “The Freebloods are getting more desperate by the day. Thorne must have sent him.”

“Perhaps,” Rukov murmured, his eyes narrowing at me. “If Thorne didn’t send you, then why are you here, Sergeant? Petty burglary?”

“I wouldn’t call it petty,” I replied snidely. “Figured I’d help myself to some of the loot you pillaged over the years. Must have been nice building yourself a nest egg while your men could barely afford food or clothes.”

“We don’t have to listen to this fool,” Valis seethed. “Have him dragged off to the dungeon. Your guests are expecting a speech.”

“And they’ll have one shortly,” Rukov said. “But I’ll give him a chance to save his own skin first. Like you said, I doubt he’s here of his own accord. So tell me, Sergeant: where is Thorne? Why did he send you? Answer me, and I’ll let you swim back to shore in one piece.”

I snorted. “We both know that’s a lie. ‘The Red Wolf Knows No Mercy.’ I’ve seen the campaign flyers. Though I doubt they’ve impressed anyone who’s actually met you.”

“Quiet!” Valis snarled before she looked up at Rukov. “Whatever he’s after, I doubt he’s here alone.”

“I’m sure he isn’t,” Rukov agreed. “Last chance, old friend. There’s no need to make this more difficult than it has to be.”

“You know, from the way you fed us into the grinder during the war, I always suspected you were on the Krazzen payroll,” I said acridly, trying to put as much anger and desperation in my voice as possible. Not just because I was pissed, but because none of them seemed to have noticed the small black bird surreptitiously circling overhead.“So what have they promised you now? You get to lead a puppet government while you get your orders from Solegrad?”

Rukov snorted. “Now you sound desperate, Sergeant.”

“What’s desperate is asking them to send you a new mistress,” I said, gesturing at Lady Valis with my chin. “That’s how you got her, isn’t it? What, did you get bored of your wife and ask your Krazzen masters for a younger replacement? Or did she finally realize she was married to a monster?”

It was the exact right thing to say if I wanted them to kill me. Valis looked like she was about to breathe fire, and Rukov’s eyes went as dead as the thousands he’d led to slaughter.

“Stubborn fool,” he snarled, then gestured for two of his soldiers to grab me. “When my men are finished with you, you’ll wish you’d died at Kanakis.”

“Maybe,” I said as the men reached out for me. “But you’re about to wish you’d worn a helmet.”

Earlier, I had mused about how satisfying it might be to humiliate a war criminal by seducing his mistress. And if I was being honest with myself, I had to admit that I’d spent a shameful amount of time over the past six years thinking about how I could get back at him.

Yet never in my wildest fantasies had I ever imagined the sheer joy of watching a bird take a shit on his fat face.

The stinkbomb cracked on his head like a rotten egg, spraying the greenish yellow goo all over his pristine white uniform jacket. The stench was so overpowering that Rukov started gagging before he could even cry out in surprise, and the two Orange Coats next to him recoiled in disgust rather than help him. But the real distraction came from the bird’s second delivery, which landed right next to Lady Valis and spewed forth a cloud of smoke as thick as a blue powder cannon after an artillery volley.

I snapped into action, grabbing one of the guards who had been restraining me and shoving him into his friend. As they toppled over each other in a tangled mess of arms and legs, I reached down to my belt and drew my pistol. It should have been a death sentence—the three men behind me weren’t blinded by the smoke yet, and the sight of me drawing a firearm was enough to snap them out of their stunned surprise. As they spread out and took aim, I quickly cast my sleep spell again, causing two of them to fall over in temporary magical slumber. But the third had moved too far away, and he was already pulling the trigger—

“Clypium!” I shouted, flicking up my free hand and conjuring a small barrier of magical force in front of me. The incoming bullet deflected off the shield, though the impact collapsed the entire spell a split second later. Nevertheless, it had given me all the time I needed.

After tapping the small incendiary rune above my thumb, I cocked my pistol and took aim at the second cluster of wine barrels near the edge of the pier where Gummy and Fetch had placed the actual explosives. It was a dark commentary on my chaotic career that I couldn’t remember a time when I hadn’t needed to rely on a backup plan. Regardless, it was time to let the sparks fly.

I fired. While the wine wasn’t volatile enough to explode on its own, the dwarven black powder bomb Gummy had crafted sure as hell was. My flaming bullet shattered the barrels and detonated with the force of a cannonball, showering the edge of the pier in flaming debris and even more clouds of thick black smoke.

My partners had their distraction. All I could do now was hope they were able to use it.

“Idiots!” Rukov screamed between fits of coughing from somewhere in the smoke. “Shoot him!”

His soldiers didn’t need the encouragement. One of the men who had just fired at me was desperately trying to shove a new bullet into the chamber of his rifle, but I had no intention of giving him that chance. Holding my free hand over my face to block out the smoke, I rushed straight at him. He didn’t notice me coming until I was two steps away, and he didn’t have time to raise his bayonet before I slammed my shoulder into him and sent him tumbling across the pier and into the lake.

One of the others was nearby, gagging in the smoke. His gun was reloaded; he only needed a few seconds to lift his weapon, prime the firing rune, and shoot me where I stood.

But Natalya was even faster. She had already conjured another bullet inside her chamber, so all I had to do was aim and fire. The shot only grazed the man’s arm like I’d hoped—I still preferred not to kill anyone unless I had to—but it was enough to make him drop his weapon and clutch at his wound. I gave him a stern look, letting him know that I’d spared his life once but wouldn’t do so again. He was apparently a smart kid, because he immediately turned and ran away at full speed.

The smoke had spread over the entire dock by now, and it was starting to sting my eyes. But over the shouting and the crackling alcohol fire, I heard the distinct muffled buzz of a boat propeller beneath the water. Glancing to my right, I saw two figures—one tall, one short—by our escape sloop. They appeared to have loaded and untied the boat, which meant they should be able to get out of here before anyone could catch up. The question was whether I would be joining them, because Rukov’s guards weren’t done with me yet.

Two more of them came stumbling out of the smoke, blinking and wiping at their faces to try and stop their eyes from stinging. Neither man had a rifle—they must have lost them in the smoke when I’d pushed them over. But when they spotted me, they drew their swords and charged.

Unsheathing my own blade with my free hand, I lunged forward to meet them. The first man—clearly a casualty of the modern world’s waning interest in swordplay—came at me with a wide, wild sweep. Planting my right foot, I effortlessly deflected the attack and twisted my body as I did so, turning his own momentum against him. He went flying off the pier and into the water like the man I’d shoved a few moments earlier.

The remaining soldier wasn’t quite that reckless. He tried to thrust at my gut while I was turned to the side, but I managed to spin back around and defend myself just before he skewered me. To my surprise, he was quick and skilled enough to pull back before I could counter. His followup swipe didn’t have any more luck than the thrust, however; I effortlessly parried, then backhanded him across the face with my pistol hand.

“Stay down and you can walk out of here alive,” I said, aiming the tip of my blade at his writhing body while my eyes scanned for more threats. I still could hear Rukov barking orders, and I could see the dark silhouette of several men rushing to the house—probably more Orange Coats trying to shepherd him to safety.

But I was almost out of time. The smoke was starting to dissipate, and the rest of the soldiers wouldn’t be blind and nauseous forever…

“Solos!”

I heard the incantation before I saw the bright flash of golden light from within the smoke. A ball of radiant energy streaked toward me from across the dock, and even though I tried to dive out of the way, it burned into my uniform jacket and set the right epaulet aflame. Yet bizarrely, there was no heat—a golden glow eclipsed my upper body, making me easy to pinpoint despite the clouds of smoke. And while I couldn’t see her nearly as well, I could discern the outline of Lady Valis somewhere on the other side of the wine fire.

She might not have been carrying a gun, but she’d sure as hell marked me as a clear target for everyone else.

“There he is!” she shouted. “Shoot him!”

I didn’t know exactly how many rifles were pointed at me, since I couldn’t tell where any of the other soldiers were. But if the answer was more than zero, it was too many. I knew from experience that her spell would only mark me for a short period of time, but a single well-placed bullet was all it would take to end my revenge tour for good. Even my normal shield spell wouldn’t be enough to protect me if I didn’t know precisely where the attacks were coming from. Most mages would have been out of options.

But thankfully, I wasn’t most mages.

“Clypium!” I shouted. But this time, I infused my shield spell with the full primordial energies of the Chaos, creating a virtually invulnerable bubble around my body. The translucent barrier shimmered an eerie shade of violet, and the barrage of gunfire that struck me an instant later might as well have been tiny rocks shot from a sling. Shot after shot bounced harmlessly off my shield, and once the volley had ended, I thrust out my hands and unleashed the residual energy of the spell, creating a shockwave of force that knocked the enemy soldiers from their feet.

I caught a glimpse of Lady Valis staring at me in disbelief through the smoke. I could hardly blame her for being surprised. Only the Spellbinders were supposed to understand this technique. But my tutor at the Academy had taught me more than a few basic spells. Against the wishes of her father, the rules of the Conclave, and basic common sense, she had revealed the most dangerous knowledge in the world to me.

The secret of spellfire.

If traditional magic was like being a marionettist gently manipulating the delicate strands of the Chaos, spellfire magic—or Prime Magic, as it was called in some Academy circles—was like shoving your hand into the back of the puppet and forcing its every limb to do your bidding. The technique was both potent and unpredictable—one might as well have been pouring more alchemical fuel on a fire that was already burning too hot—but it allowed mages with the knowledge to break the normal rules of magic.

Just like I had done now. But the empowered spell had saved my life, and as a bonus, it hadn’t exploded or backfired horribly. While the soldiers reloaded, I turned and rushed toward the pier, then jumped into the lake. Several other shots streaked past me, visible as they cut through the water. The two other guards I’d knocked into the water were right there attempting to crawl back out, but the sudden barrage of incoming fire sent them diving for cover as well.

The lake was cold. Very cold. And as I twisted around in the near blackness of the moonlit water, shoving both my sword and gun into my belt and trying hard not to think about how much I was going to have to clean and polish both once this was over. Kicking my legs, I pushed myself as far as I could away from the pier before I finally popped back above the waterline for breath.

The chaos engulfing was even more noticeable from a distance. Many of the guests had poured out of the estate to check on their boats docked on the pier only to be hit by a second barrage of stink bombs from the homunculus. Dozens of the worst people in the world were out there gagging and puking.

It was one of the most beautiful sights I’d ever witnessed. Sadly, if I stayed too long to appreciate it, I’d miss my only chance to get out of here.

The trouble was that the escape sloop was probably almost a hundred yards away by now, far too distant for me to swim while being shot at. My Academy tutor had taught me a trick that she called “fey step,” a nearly instantaneous teleportation spell that could save a mage from danger in a pinch. Unfortunately, the sloop was far beyond its normal range.

But that was yet another problem that a little dose of spellfire energy could solve.

“Nebulos Grada!” I incanted, reaching out to manipulate the Chaos again. I infused the magic with extra power again, shattering its normal limits. A cloud of magical mist enveloped me, and an instant later I was in arm’s reach of the boat rather than several hundred feet away.

“There he is!” Fetch called out.

He tossed me a rope, and I pulled myself in as quickly as I could. I was shivering like mad by the time I made it to the deck.

“You get everything?” I asked, teeth chattering.

“Twelve Yaramadhi originals,” Fetch said, throwing me a towel then patting the top of the crate where they’d stashed the paintings. The homunculus was back and perched on top of it, as if sharing in our triumph. “And a few extra baubles just for fun.”

“The client will be happy,” Gummy added.

“More importantly, we’re gonna be rich!” Fetch chuckled and rubbed his hands together. “Fancy clothes, fine steak dinners, maybe a girl or three or five…”

“We’re not in the clear yet.” The dwarf was leaning against the helm, his pipe somehow already lit and in hand. I swear, he had an almost mage-like ability to conjure that thing out of nowhere. “Besides, it’s going to take a while for all the money to come in, you know that.”

“I don’t care—we did it! And when we get back to the city, I’m gonna celebrate! Actually, I think I’ll get started right now.”

Chuckling to himself, Fetch reached into his jacket and produced a thin cigar box he must have stolen from someone on the way. He lit one with Gummy’s dwarven lighter, then took a deep, satisfied puff.

I couldn’t help but smile even while I shivered and tried to dry off. We could all use the money, there was no doubt about that, but imagining the rage and horror on Rukov’s face made it all the sweeter.

My grin didn’t fade until I took off my costume jacket and emptied the pockets. The encoded letter was still there, damp but thankfully not ruined. I shivered again, though this time it had nothing to do with the cold.

A special shipment to choke out the rebels, the letter had said. And if I’d interpreted the numbers correctly, those weapons would be on their way to Rukov a few days from now.

Gummy was right. Riches or not, we weren’t in the clear yet.


2
The Midnight Train


“The first generation of trains took a few rich men around the city. The second took them all the way from Mincalis to Canith Mir. But the third carried thousands of soldiers into battle half a continent away. And that, my boy, is why your grandfather didn’t fear the Krazzen but you sure as hell should.”

-Thadian Keene, Ikibrian General, 9965

With the boat’s single engine running at full speed, it took us a little over half an hour to cover the distance between Rukov’s island estate and the small pier on the southern shore of the lake where we planned to unload. Had we needed to travel any farther, the Orange Coats might have caught up with us. But the downside of having an island estate was that if your personal guards couldn’t handle a problem, contacting the authorities would take precious time. When planning the mission, we’d anticipated that Rukov wouldn’t be able to rally any police or military gryphons from Camlorn in time to fly over the lake and find us. And we were right.

My more immediate concern was that I was still bloody freezing. We hadn’t wanted to take the risk of stashing our real clothes on the boat just in case we needed to get creative for our escape, which meant I had no choice but to wrap myself in towels and live with my soggy disguise until we pulled up at the pier.

Our client’s people were waiting for us there. It was a lean crew, only three men in total plus several horses and a wagon ready to move our haul west to Zarudale as quickly as possible. The fencing network in the city already had some buyers waiting for the paintings we’d liberated, and we were all hoping it wouldn’t take long to unload the others. Even on the low end of our estimates, this would easily be our biggest payout in years.

While Gummy oversaw moving the cargo, I took the opportunity to finally change out of my idiotic costume and into warm clothing. None of my former lovers had ever considered me a snappy dresser—in fact, they had all accused me of having an unhealthy obsession with the color brown. But a man liked what he liked, and my well-worn duster had gotten me through a lot of tough times after the war. Once my pistol and sword were back on my belt, I finally felt and looked like myself again.

Before I rejoined the others, I did spend another minute staring at Rukov’s encoded letter. I couldn’t technically read the damp paper right now without my translation spell, but I remembered what it said. The lingering question was what I planned to do about it. I couldn’t count on help from the others—they were sympathetic to the Freebloods, especially after Nishka had run off to join them, but that didn’t mean they wanted to fight. Gummy had been part of a dwarven mercenary company who’d fought in Imilath for a few years, but he was an old man now who wanted to take his haul and retire. Fetch had the opposite problem—he’d still been a kid when the treaty had been signed six years ago. This wasn’t his fight.

I had told myself countless times that it wasn’t my fight, either. But even though I may not have been in the trenches with them, I couldn’t bring myself to completely abandon Nishka and Colonel Thorne. Not if Rukov was about to get a shipment of deadly alchemical weapons from the damn Krazzen.

Realistically, there was only one person I knew who might be able to do something about this threat, and the good news was that we were about to ride the train back into her city. The bad news was that Karissa wasn’t interested in talking to me. She’d made that abundantly clear the last time I’d seen her, what with the crying and screaming and flinging angry bolts of magic.

Gummy hadn’t been wrong when he’d said that I was good at getting girls but lousy at keeping them. Nishka hadn’t spoken to me since I’d refused to join the rebellion, and Karissa hadn’t spoken to me since I’d dropped out of the Academy. Now, it seemed like I was going to need the help of the latter to save the former…

Pushing the thought aside, I folded up the encoded letter and stuck it into my pocket, then met back up with Fetch and Gummy by the horses. The cart was already loaded and gone, and it was time for us to get moving as well. Our ride to the small town of Fenwick would be relatively short, just a dozen miles south and mostly on the road. We didn’t have a lot of time to spare, though, so we pushed hard despite the darkness and the fog rolling off the lake. I could hear the midnight train approaching as we entered the town from the north, and we had to scramble to stable our horses and reach the station in time.

As always, I was stricken by the stark contrast of the brand new train that looked like it had come from decades in the future situated against the backdrop of a rural town that wouldn’t have seemed out of place three hundred years in the past. The alchemical engine was a true wonder of magical engineering that had made Faratha smaller than ever. Short of flying on the back of a dragon, there was no quicker mode of travel than on trains powered by chemgines, and the Chem Lords of Mincalis had pledged a steady stream of innovations in the years ahead. In a few short decades, they had become nearly as powerful as the Powder Barons with their arsenals of guns and cannons.

An unconscionable amount of money was flowing into Mincalis thanks to all the inventions of the past few decades, from both nations and private citizens alike. If I were a smarter man, I would have planned to invest a good chunk of my cut from this mission into this new magical technology. Most people only saw progress and potential with magitek, but when I looked at the sleek, rune-covered train cars, I couldn’t shake the image of the iron crawlers bearing down on my regiment during the last days of the war.

And I found it terrifying to imagine how much more powerful and destructive those war machines would be in the next one.

“All right, we got ourselves three tickets,” Fetch said as we approached the train. “Only one for the fancy car—I think I’ll be taking that one since I had the hardest job.”

“Are you kidding?” Gummy protested. “Did you see what I had to wear?”

“Hey, I had to wear the same thing.”

“But the clothes actually fit you. Besides, all you had to do was—”

“Neither of you got shot at, so this isn’t a competition,” I interrupted, plucking the expensive ticket from his hand. “Besides, we’ll all be rich in a few weeks. You can handle one last trip in steerage.”

Fetch groused for another minute, but the matter wasn’t up for debate. Normally, we all would have traveled together, but since Rukov had eyes and ears all over the country, it seemed prudent to split up. Even if he hadn’t been in direct contact with his people here yet, there was no reason for us to make things easier for them. As a trio, we might have been memorable; alone, we were all unremarkable travelers catching the midnight train to Minicalis.

My ticket got me into one of the three first-class cars. I grinned when I saw the spacious private cabins and plush seats awaiting me inside. The liquor carts were incredibly well-stocked with fine spirits from across Faratha, and as an added bonus, they were all being pushed around by cute attendants wearing short blue skirts, tight white blouses, and stylish high heels.

I’d never been happier that so-called “rail wenching” had become a popular career path for young women across the continent these past few years. While I had no doubt that it wasn’t as glamorous a lifestyle as the flyers made it appear, the job still seemed like a decent way for women to travel the world and make some decent money before they settled down to marry and have children. It had to be better than working long hours in the artillery shell manufactories like during the war.

Since swords were more about fashion than function these days, the attendants didn’t force me to place my sabre in the car’s secure storage. I absolutely would have needed to hand over my gun, though, which is why I carefully stashed Natalya inside my magic holding pouch. I wouldn’t be able to draw her in a pinch, but it was still better than not having her at all. Frankly, I would have rather walked from here to Mincalis than give her up. I wouldn’t have been able to relax knowing that someone else might be touching her.

Distantly, I wondered if my reaction was some kind of deep-seated psychological defense against the fact I kept driving away the women I cared about most. Alternatively, maybe I just really liked my gun. Since that was the more flattering of the two options, I chose to believe it instead.

After ordering a bottle of Ikibrian whiskey from a red haired attendant with a charming smile and exotic accent, I retired to my seat and let out a contented sigh as I sank into the thick cushion. The private cabin wasn’t nearly as large as a true luxury rail like the one that ran from Mincalis all the way to Canith Mir, but it could still easily accommodate four adults. I was happy to have the space to myself, and I had every intention of gloating about it to Fetch and Gummy later, especially if they ended up stuck next to some particularly obnoxious children.

I propped my boots up on the opposite bench, then nursed my sparkling glass of whiskey for at least an hour before I nodded off. I flitted in and out of consciousness as I often did while traveling, though when the sun finally rose in the morning, I made it a point to bask in the view of the snow-covered mountains of eastern Imilath as they rolled past outside. So much of my country had been devastated in the war that it was worth appreciating what little beauty still remained.

Eventually, the mountains gave way to foothills, and I knew we were getting close to the tunnel that would take us beneath the Avandus Sea and into Mincalis, the so-called “City of Tomorrow.” I stretched out my arms, and I was about to pour myself another glass when I heard the squeaky wheels of a drink cart coming my way. One of the rail wenches appeared outside my cabin a moment later.

“Would you like something to drink or eat, sir?” the girl asked in what I tentatively identified as an Ikibrian accent, albeit one that was a bit looser than the prim and proper nobles of Canith Mir. It made sense—rail wenching was for regular girls, not ladies of the court who had their entire lives planned out before they were born.

“I’m fine, thanks,” I said, lifting my whiskey from the tray beneath the window on my left. “Didn’t even come close to finishing this off.”

The attendant fastened her bright blue eyes on the bottle. “It must be warm by now. Would you like me to chill it for you?”

I raised a curious eyebrow. “I didn’t realize they’d started teaching attendants magic.”

She laughed. And when she shook her head, the movement made her long black ponytail sweep back and forth between her shoulder blades.

“Not until someone convinces them to pay our tuition at the Academy, but I’m not holding my breath,” she said. “But they did give us one of these, which is almost as good.”

Reaching into her cart, she retrieved what appeared to be a small band of metal. She pushed it down over my whiskey bottle until it reached the thick part of the glass, then touched it with a long, meticulously-manicured fingernail.

“Ostirus.”

The moment she spoke the word, ice formed on the metal band as if it had been left outside in the cold. I watched in fascination, curious who had invented this wondrous little marvel. The attendant left it in place for perhaps ten seconds before she spoke the word again and removed it.

“Better?” she asked.

“Much,” I said, gently touching the outside of the bottle and marveling at the drop in temperature. “Remarkable little gadget.”

“Feels like someone invents a new one everyday, doesn’t it? Times are changing.”

“No doubt about that.” I poured myself a glass and confirmed that it was indeed chilled to perfection. “Thank you. I guess the advertisements were right—the midnight train really does have the best service in Faratha.”

“Only if I’m working.”

She winked as she put the metal band back into her cart. I figured she would continue on to serve other passengers, but instead she let out a tired sigh and sat next to me on the plush cushion. Her perfume—a pleasant lilac blend—filled the cabin as she did so.

“I hope you don’t mind,” she said, leaning back and stretching out her long, hose-covered legs before finally crossing them. “I could use a quick break before we get to the station.”

“Erm, not at all,” I managed, scooting over an inch to give her a bit more room. “Must be tiring standing on your feet all night.”

“Especially in these heels,” she replied, stretching out the toes of her crossed leg and wiggling her shoes. “But at least the drinks are free.”

“Really? I didn’t think they’d let you partake while on the job.”

“Oh, they don’t. But in my experience, plenty of passengers are happy to share.”

With a coy smirk, she reached out to the serving cart and retrieved a shot glass, then held it out in front of her. I chuckled, then poured her a drink and watched her smoothly gulp it down.

“Not bad,” she said, licking the sweet burn from her lips. “Reminds me of home.”

“Ikibris?” I asked.

She raised a black eyebrow. “Good guess. Can you tell which part?”

“I’d say somewhere in the Western Fold. Agronel, maybe?”

“Close enough,” she said. Her blue eyes looked me up and down, and she seemed genuinely impressed. “My name is Ysara, by the way.”

“Zane,” I replied. “A pleasure to meet you.”

She offered me her hand, which I gently kissed on the knuckle. The tradition remained strong here in Imilath, though I was under the impression that it had mostly died off in eastern Faratha. But Ysara was clearly just interested in a bit of harmless flirting, and I certainly didn’t mind. A shot of whiskey was a small price to pay for a few minutes of pleasant company.

“Have you been at this job long?” I asked as casually as I could manage. “I hear the pay isn’t great.”

“Better than you might think,” Ysara replied with a shrug. “As one of my friends back home likes to say, it’s a way for a girl to make an honest living in a dishonest world.”

“Good line—they should put that on the flyers at the station.”

“I’ll be sure to tell my boss when we get into the station.”

She smiled, and her blue eyes glimmered as she held out her glass for a refill. As I poured, I reminded myself of the danger of feminine wiles and their unique ability to turn a clever man into a fool. But the internal warning didn’t stop my eyes from acting of their accord as they took in the rest of her body. With her legs stretched out and her skirt pushed up on the cushion, I could see the garters of her hose as well as a few glorious inches of her creamy thighs. Higher up, I noticed that while her blouse was fully buttoned, the white fabric was barely able to contain her…assets.

“Damn,” she whispered after she gulped down the second shot and licked the whiskey from her lips again. “That really is the good stuff!”

Ysara eyed her glass for a moment, then set it back on her drink cart as if to avoid the temptation to have another.

“Are you a businessman?” she asked. “Heading into Mincalis to secure a big deal?”

“I suppose you could say that,” I said, taking a sip from my own glass.

“Hmm. Let me guess…silks? Gemstones? Firearms?”

“I’ve dabbled in all three at one time or another. What gave it away?”

“Well, you’re obviously well-traveled,” Ysara said, idly touching the collar of my duster. “I imagine you’ve been almost everywhere in Faratha.”

“I’ve been here and there a few times.”

“I thought so. Your eyes….they look like they’ve seen a lot.”

I found myself unable to break free from her easy smile. This definitely wasn’t the way I had expected to end this trip, but I sure as hell wasn’t complaining about it.

“I suppose I should get ready for us to come into the station,” she said wearily. “I appreciate the drinks, though. And the company.”

“Not as much as I did, I’d wager,” I told her, and meant it.

Ysara’s smile lingered. After a few more heartbeats, she finally uncrossed her legs and started to get up… but then stopped herself at the last moment.

“I might as well check just to be sure,” she said, though it sounded as if she were speaking to herself. “Um…Caylee already helped you out, right?”

I frowned. “Caylee?”

“The redhead who was attending this car earlier. Did she take care of you?”

I thought back to when I’d first come on board. It felt like it could have been two days ago.

“Ah, I remember. She got me this bottle, but I didn’t see her after that. I was dozing most of the time.”

“Oh,” Ysara said, her brow furrowing. “Well, that’s…unfortunate.”

“It’s not a big deal. The peace and quiet was relaxing.”

“But I know they raised the rates for the Comfort Car recently. I’d hate for you to leave without getting the attention you paid for.”

I blinked. A Comfort Car? The midnight train had a Comfort Car? Gods, no wonder Fetch had wanted this ticket so badly…

I fought back the rush of embarrassed heat in my cheeks. I was hardly a green lad—I’d spent my fair share of time in dens of iniquity across Faratha. Yet somehow, it had never even occurred to me that this car might have been more than merely first-class. It did help explain why this girl was so charming, though, and why all the other attendants were so young and attractive…

“It’s, uh, it’s all right,” I assured her, clearing my throat. “You don’t—”

“It’s really not,” Ysara said, shaking her head. “And we’re probably too close now for full service.”

She leaned across my body so that she could peer out the cabin window beside me. The top button of her blouse, already holding on by a bare thread, popped open when she stretched. I suddenly found myself staring down at some truly impressive cleavage.

“The tunnel is only a few miles away,” she said. “But that should be enough time for me to help you out. Go ahead and lean back for me.”

I shook my head. “Honestly, you don’t need to—”

“It’s all right,” Ysara soothed, letting her hand drift from my collar down to my chest. “Just lean back for me, okay? You’ll enjoy it, I promise.”

I considered refusing her offer. Not for long—perhaps a tenth of a second—but I was still proud of the achievement. Most men wouldn’t have even hesitated for a moment under the circumstances. After all, we had paid for this ticket out of our mission funds…

Swallowing, I set my glass down on the window tray, then reclined back in my seat. I’d never actually been on a Comfort Car before, so I had no idea what to expect. But after Ysara pulled the cabin’s privacy curtain shut, she slipped her fingers inside my jacket.

“Just relax,” she whispered, her voice a husky purr. “I’ll take good care of you.”

She crossed her legs again as she snuggled closer against me, then took my right hand and placed it upon her thigh below her skirt but above her hose where I could appreciate the smoothness of her skin.

“You can explore,” Ysara offered teasingly. “But only a few inches, all right?”

I nodded as she let my hand go free. While her hand returned to my jacket and slipped inside, I allowed my fingers to drift a bit farther up her skirt. Gods, she really was soft—given the chance, I would have happily unfastened her garters and explored every inch of her thigh. I settled for gradually dragging my fingertips between hose and skin, and I wondered if “full service” would have included having these legs wrapped around me. If so, I had really missed out…

Ysara looked deep into my eyes as she began massaging my chest through my shirt. Her nails were so long I could feel them prickling through the fabric of my shirt in all the right places, and I let out a sigh of delight as she crawled her way down my stomach and all the way to my belt buckle.

“Help a girl out?” she asked with a sly smile.

Keeping my right hand on her leg, I used my left to unfasten the buckle. It was all the assistance she required—the moment it was loose, her fingers worked open the zipper and slipped inside.

I gasped reflexively when she brushed against my manhood. At first, she didn’t even look down—she kept her blue eyes locked upon me while she gently liberated her prize. I’d been at half mast from the moment she’d sat down next to me, though the flag had been steadily rising the longer she’d stuck around. At this point, I was ready to flap in the wind as her fingers curled around my shaft.

“There, see?” she cooed, still maintaining eye contact. “I knew you could use some attention.”

My chuckle transformed into a contented moan when her fingers squeezed me more tightly, and the moan turned into another gasp when she began slowly tugging the shaft. It had definitely been too long since I’d enjoyed a woman’s touch.

“Since there’s no time for full service, I should at least try and give you a bonus,” Ysara said as she stroked me. “You want to start with one button?”

I turned and looked at her between breaths. “Button?”

“Yes.”

I followed her blue eyes as they drifted downward to her blouse. The top button was still popped open from when she’d stretched over me, but several more remained. And each promised a greater glimpse of the soft round flesh beneath.

“Ah,” I managed after another contented moan. “Just one?”

“To start,” Ysara reminded me. “Go ahead.”

I was still intent on keeping my right hand on her thigh, so I stretched across my body with my left. Using my thumb and index finger, I unfastened another button on her blouse. I didn’t reveal as much of her delectable skin as I’d hoped, but it did make me realize she didn’t seem to be wearing a bra…

“Better?” Ysara teased as she very gradually accelerated her stroking motion.

“A little.”

“Mm. Well, I suppose another can’t hurt…”

Lowering my hand, I unfastened the next button, but this time I used my thumb and forefinger to push the blouse open a bit more afterward. I found myself looking at about a third of each creamy breast. One more and her nipples might slide into view.

“How about now?” Ysara asked huskily as she began stroking me even harder. My pulse was racing, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to hold out…especially when I started thinking about how incredible it would be to lie her down on the bench, straddle her slender waist, and slide my cock right between these two plump pillows of hers.

“Much better,” I said.

“Good. But I think you could do one more, just to be sure.”

Ysara didn’t need to ask twice. I popped open yet another button, and while it didn’t quite expose her nipples, I did see a hint of the surrounding pink flesh. I would have given practically anything in that moment to open another, but she had started pumping me so hard I could feel myself spiraling inexorably toward the abyss.

“That’s it,” she panted, leaning in until her mouth grazed my earlobes. “You don’t need to hold back. Just relax and let it all out.”

“I can’t…ngn!” I groaned. “It’s gonna make a big mess.”

“I’ll clean you up, don’t worry,” Ysara soothed. Her lips were so close I could hear her soft breaths halting in rhythm with mine. “Just cum for me, okay? Cum all you want…”

I did. I squeezed her thigh as I burst, firing months and months of hot, sticky frustration into the air like a geyser. Ysara moaned sensually into my ear while I spent, as if she were spending right along with me. Maybe she was; if not, she was a hell of an actress.

“Damn,” I breathed, looking down at the mess I’d warned her about as a wave of blissful lethargy crashed over me. She had managed to tilt me in such a way that I’d missed my vest and jacket, but I’d gotten plenty on her right hand and wrist.

“I did ask for it,” Ysara said with a playful giggle. She continued stroking me gently for another few moments, her blue eyes remaining locked with mine. “I could tell you had a lot built up.”

I let myself melt into the seat, and the window abruptly went dark as we dipped into the tunnel that would take us beneath the sea and then back up into the city. In the suddenly dim lantern light of the cavern, her eyes seemed even more intense. For a moment, she looked like she might actually kiss me.

“I’ll be working the 405 to Canith Mir tomorrow night,” Ysara said, voice low and husky again. “It’s a full service car.”

“Is that so?” I managed, still trying to catch my breath. “And how long would I have your attention?”

“The whole trip,” she purred. “And I’m sure I can get you a discount.”

I could see her sly smile even in the dim light, and I couldn’t deny how easy it would be to take her up on that offer. Canith Mir was far from my favorite city—the Ikibrian capital had a legendary pomposity to it that I couldn’t stand—but after her performance, I still would have been tempted even if she’d told me that the train would be headed straight into the ocean.

Ysara finally pulled her sticky hand away and reached for a towel on her cart. While I sat there recovering, I was pleased to note that there was enough light for me to look down and behold the faint, glimmering sweat on her cream-colored breasts. And since the tracks in the tunnel were a bit rougher than the ones overland, they were also jiggling more than normal…

The view kept me thoroughly occupied while she cleaned us up. We emerged from the tunnel right as she started buttoning her blouse.

“I hope you had a pleasant trip,” Ysara said playfully. “And that you’ll consider traveling with us again.”

“You know, I think I might,” I replied, leaning up and refastening my belt.

“Remember, the 405 tomorrow.”

She gave me a final coquettish smile, then pushed her cart further down the car. I cleared my throat and straightened, then looked outside to see that we were almost there.

A few minutes later, I stepped out of the train. My nose twitched at the foul scent of the burning grease and alchemical fuel, and a rolling hiss filled my ears as the chemgines vented steam while they idled. As always, Lurington Station was bustling with activity. All eight tracks were taking on new passengers, and there were hundreds of people either getting off or trying to board. They hailed from all over Faratha: clerics of Aodar from Gulonde on missionary work in the city, dwarven exiles from Angar Thuul hoping to find work in the crafting guilds, fresh-faced apprentices from the Commonwealth nations returning to the Academy now that the winter semester was about to start…

It was incredible to think that none of this infrastructure had been here a decade earlier, and most of the cafes and restaurants had only opened within the past few years. Today, every station and terminal in Mincalis was practically a city unto itself.

Between the noise, the steam, and the throng of bodies, it was more difficult than I thought to catch up with Fetch and Gummy. They didn’t look particularly tired or sore, so their accommodations must not have been that bad. Though realistically, the promise of our incoming haul would likely be enough to keep their spirits high even if they’d been stuck in a cabin with screaming children.

“Good trip?” I asked once we were all together and away from the crowds. The smell of freshly cooked morning sausage and biscuits from one of the new restaurants was making me ravenous. Unfortunately, my stomach was going to have to wait a bit longer.

“I’ve had better,” Fetch groused. His short hair was sticking up in several places, which I assumed was the result of the awkward way he’d tried to sleep on the way. “Good thing his legs are so short or we wouldn’t have both fit.”

“We just traveled hundreds of miles in a few hours,” the dwarf replied as he lit his pipe. “In my day, we would have spent weeks walking home.”

“Over mountains both ways through a snowstorm, I know,” Fetch replied dryly. “Look, all I’m saying is that they could have given us better pillows. And maybe a pretty face to look at.”

“Next time, we’ll let you get shot at,” I said tartly. “Then you can ride in the Comfort Car.”

The younger man scoffed. “I wish. I asked about that before we got the tickets, but they said there’s not enough money for a Comfort Car on that route yet. Only the eastern trains get special treatment.”

“Really,” I murmured, frowning.

“Apparently, yeah.” Fetch gave me an odd look. “What, you think I’d have given up that seat so easily if there was a girl in it?”

No, I don’t, I admitted quietly to myself, feeling a belated rush of embarrassed heat in my cheeks. Uh oh…

“Trouble?” Gummy asked, giving me one of the irritating looks he reserved for when I’d done something stupid. I saw them more often than I wanted to admit.

“Probably not,” I said. “I just…”

I trailed off and patted down my jacket. A quick inspection revealed that my valuables were still there: my gun, my scrolls, the bag of gems I’d stolen from Rukov, even the handful of coins I’d left in my pocket. Only one thing was missing.

The note. She had taken the note.
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City of Tomorrow


“The problem with the ‘City of Tomorrow’ is that it doesn’t seem to give a damn about most of the people who are living in it today.”

-Karissa Mirabilis, Spellfire Sorceress, 9987

Nobody liked being beaten at his own game. That had to be as close to a universal truth as one could get. And yet as I sat there in the middle of the station, hand lingering in my empty pocket, I realized I wasn’t mad. Not anywhere close to the extent I should have been, anyway.

Part of that was probably due to the nature of the scam itself. After all, most thieves didn’t flash their tits and tug you off while they robbed you, and since I’d already read the letter, one could make a compelling argument that I’d come out ahead in the exchange. If Ysara—or whatever her name actually was—had stolen anything else on my person, she would have been better off. Other than a small bruise to my professional pride, I didn’t have much to be upset about.

I did have plenty to be confused about, however, as well as a burning desire to figure out what the hell was going on.

Before doing anything, I sent Fetch and Gummy on their way with a vague dismissal, partially because I didn’t want to deal with their shit but mostly because this wasn’t their problem. They wanted nothing to do with the civil war or the rebels.

But I needed to check the train while I still had time. Turning around, I jogged back through the station to catch it before it departed again. Unsurprisingly, Ysara was long gone by then, and a few quick inquiries on my part confirmed there was no record of an attendant matching her description or name on the staff. I would have loved to interview the other wenches and figure out how she had managed to get one of their uniforms and pull off her con, but the train had a schedule to keep. This trail was cold.

Swearing under my breath, I meandered back through the station and got myself some sausage and biscuits, then sat down at one of the small cafe-style tables surrounding the restaurant to think. At least the food wasn’t disappointing—it tasted as good as it smelled, and so did the coffee. The background noise of the station was annoying, particularly the rail controllers shouting announcements of arrivals and departures over the magical speakers, but I eventually got used to it.

While I ate, I tried to reason my way through the situation, but I kept getting stuck on the same point. Namely, why would a con artist expend so much effort to steal a piece of paper? It clearly hadn’t been a random lift; Ysara had known exactly what she was looking for. But how? Other than Rukov himself—and the Krazzen who had written it—who even knew about the existence of that encoded letter?

Rukov would have realized that the document was missing by the time we boarded the train in Fenwick, but he obviously hadn’t figured out where we’d fled, otherwise he would have sent the police to stop us. He might have even been able to declare a national emergency and get the rails stopped altogether. But he hadn’t done that, and there was no one else who could have possibly known anything about—

I froze in the middle of a bite of sausage. It was obvious in retrospect, but after all the chaos of our escape, I hadn’t thought about it again until just this moment.

The other thief—the one I’d spotted in the mansion who had tried to break into Rukov’s office after me. I’d never gotten a good look at him…but what if he had actually been a she? The only other person I’d spotted in that part of the estate had been the maid dusting a nearby room. I had never seen her face, but thinking about it now, I would have bet almost anything that the long, sexy legs I’d seen at the estate were the exact same ones I’d been squeezing on the train bench just a few minutes ago.

Clever girl.

“You figure something out?”

I nearly jumped out of my seat. Looking up, I saw Gummy pull out the chair across from me and sit down. Smoke rolled out of his pipe, and he casually tapped it on the ashtray at the center of the table.

“What the hell are you still doing here?” I asked.

“Waiting for you,” the dwarf replied evenly. “When you took off earlier, it seemed like you’d forgotten something important.”

“Not exactly,” I said, finishing my bite. I should have known I couldn’t pull the wool over his eyes as easily as with Fetch.

“Then what’s the problem?”

I sighed. There was no point in trying to lie about it now.

“I got lifted on the train,” I told him. “By one of the attendants, no less.”

Gummy raised a graying eyebrow. “While you were napping?”

“Yeah,” I lied. “She didn’t steal anything important, though, which is the part I’m confused about. Only thing she took was a piece of paper I’d folded up in my pocket.”

He puffed at his pipe. “You mean the one that got soaked during your swim? The one you were trying to hide while you changed clothes?”

“I wasn’t hiding anything,” I protested, amazed that he’d noticed. The damn old dwarf had always been more perceptive than he let on. “It wasn’t relevant to the mission. And it wasn’t worth anything, either.”

“Then why would this pickpocket have taken it?”

“I don’t know. That’s the problem.”

I sighed again, then set down my fork. At this point, I might as well just tell him everything.

“I found it inside the wall safe with the vault key,” I said, keeping my voice low. The background din was loud enough that it would be impossible for anyone to eavesdrop, but there was no reason to take chances. “A short letter. And it was encoded.”

Gummy frowned. “What did it say?”

“That Rukov is about to get a big weapon shipment from the Krazzen. One that can choke the life out of the rebellion.”

The dwarf’s face hardened as smoke wisped out from his lips. “And you didn’t mention this earlier?”

“I didn’t think you’d care about it, no,” I said, frowning. “You’ve made it clear you want nothing to do with the civil war.”

“So have you,” Gummy replied tartly. “But this isn’t solely about Colonel Thorne anymore. He’s got Nishka with him now.”

“Yes, he does.”

We sat there in silence for a few moments before Gummy finally set his pipe down in the tray and leaned in closer.

“What the hell is going on here, Zane?” he asked.

“I wish I knew,” I told him. “There’s something else I didn’t mention while we were on the boat. While I was trying to open the wall safe, someone else tried to break into the office.”

Gummy’s eyes narrowed. “One of the guards?”

“No. I think it was another thief.”

“What?”

“It sounds crazy, I know,” I said. “But there’s more. While I was moving through the mansion, I spotted a maid dusting one of the rooms upstairs. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, and I didn’t get a great look at her. But putting two and two together, I’m pretty sure she’s the one who broke into Rukov’s office. I also think that she somehow got onto the train…and that she’s the one who pickpocketed me.”

“You’re right,” Gummy muttered. “That does sound crazy.”

“All I know is that I saw this second thief slip into Rukov’s office not long before he and his men jumped me outside on the docks. From the office window, she might have been able to see us escaping in the boat, and if she’d had a horse ready and waiting outside the estate, she could have easily made it to the train station in Fenwick ahead of us.”

“You’re making a hell of a lot of assumptions there, lad,” Gummy said. “Of all the possible places we could have gone, you think this rival thief ended up on the exact right train at the exact right time?”

I scratched at my thin beard. “You know, it might not be as unlikely as it sounds. Think about it: we had just stolen incredibly valuable cargo from the most powerful man in Imilath. Running off into the forest wouldn’t help us—we’d be hard for his men to find, sure, but we also wouldn’t be able to sell the loot. No one would steal the baron’s paintings without a plan in place to fence them.”

“No, but we could have gone west to Zarudale. That is where the paintings are headed.”

“True. But from this other thief’s perspective, it was probably just as likely that we’d want to flee the country as soon as possible. The midnight train was the only realistic option. She might have hedged her bets.”

“I suppose,” Gummy said, sounding unconvinced.

“It’s still a stretch, I know,” I conceded. “She also managed to have an attendant’s outfit waiting for her, and she was able to integrate with the staff. However she pulled it all off, it’s damn impressive.”

“All to get a single piece of paper with an encoded message? Where’s the logic in that?”

Sighing, I looked down at my breakfast. My eggs and sausage were getting cold, but my appetite had vanished.

“If you have any better theories, I’m all ears,” I said.

“Let’s start with the obvious, shall we? Are you sure she was there for the document? You said she was dusting in one of the other rooms, but you also said there was no one else around. If she wanted to get into the office, why didn’t she try to break in earlier while everyone was downstairs?”

It was a good point. A very good point, in fact.

“Maybe she didn’t know exactly what she was looking for,” I suggested. “Or maybe she did and thought she might find it in one of the bedrooms.”

“I’m still struggling to understand the motivations here,” Gummy said. “Who do you think she’s working for? And why would they send someone to the Winter Soiree for a piece of paper?”

“Rukov has plenty of enemies, domestically and across Faratha. It’s conceivable that someone had heard a rumor about him cutting a deal with the Krazzen and wanted proof. In that case, sending an agent to his big party would make sense. Maybe she was looking for evidence of collusion but didn’t know precisely what form that evidence would take. Then she followed me and we ended up on the same trail.”

Gummy retrieved his pipe and took another puff while he thought it over. “Every power in Faratha has been trying to bring Imilath into their fold. The Commonwealth, the Tanics, even my people in Angar Thuul would throw a fit if they thought Rukov was about to become a Krazzen puppet.”

“Which means they’d all want proof of a deal,” I said. “Something they could bring to the Assembly here in Mincalis. They might even want to bring it to the attention of the Spellbinders if they thought that illegal magical weapons might be involved.”

“That’s a much more sensible line of thought,” Gummy said, nodding. “So we aren’t talking about a random thief here—we’re talking about a spy who was looking for dirt on Rukov. She might have eventually planned to break into his office, but she was willing to search a few of the bedrooms first while waiting for him to begin his big speech. When she caught you poking around, she realized that you must have taken something important. She decided to follow you and get it back…and fortunately for her, you’re an easy mark.”

“We’re still making a lot of assumptions,” I said, ignoring the jibe. “But at least this theory sounds plausible.”

“Barely,” Gummy muttered. “Any guesses who she could be working for?”

“She had an Ikibrian accent, for what little that’s worth. Any half-decent spy could pull that off.”

“True. But maybe the simple answer is the correct one—she could be a Commonwealth agent. They are the ones funding the rebels, after all, and they’re basically the only countries who weren’t invited to the party. If they caught wind of a big deal, I wouldn’t put it past them to send an agent.”

A very young agent, I added quietly to myself. I couldn’t imagine that Ysara was much older than twenty. Was the Commonwealth really so desperate that one girl was the best they could manage?

“Regardless, I’m not sure there’s anything we can do about it now,” I said.

“Oh, there’s something you can do,” Gummy corrected. “Or rather, someone you could reach out to for help.”

I felt my cheek twitch involuntarily. I’d had the same thought earlier, but I’d really hoped that he wouldn’t.

“I don’t know if Karissa is in town,” I said.

“Doesn’t matter. It’s worth a shot.”

“I don’t even know if she’ll talk to me.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he repeated. “It’s worth a shot.”

I groaned. He was right, obviously, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. Still, given the choice between doing nothing and doing something personally humiliating, I usually picked the latter.

“I’ll head to a postal depot,” I said, rubbing my hands in my face. “See if I can convince someone to smuggle her a letter at the Academy.”

Gummy shrugged. “Oh, I’m sure they’ll be happy to deliver it for you. It’s not like you’re an Academy dropout who pissed off the beautiful daughter of the most famous Spellbinder so badly she teleported you into—”

“Enjoy your breakfast,” I grumbled, pushing out my chair. “Maybe I’ll catch you at the Grinning Goat tomorrow.”

“It’s worth it, Nathaniel,” Gummy said soberly, looking up at me with those old eyes of his. “For Nishka. And Thorne.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I know.”

He looked at me for another moment, then returned to his pipe. “Besides, there’s no way that sorceress hates you as much as you think she does. Three years is a long time to hold a grudge.”

I forced a smile, then kept walking. As a rule, Gummy was usually right…but he was absolutely wrong about this. I had broken Karissa’s heart when I’d dropped out of the Academy. And the worst part was that I’d done it for her own good.

Swallowing the old pain, I straightened my collar and headed out of the station.
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Considering the distance between Lurington Station and the Spellbinders’ Academy, I probably should have called for a carriage, if for no other reason than because it was damn cold outside this early in the morning. But I always thought more clearly when my legs were moving, so I decided to tough it out and walk instead. Besides, it wasn’t as if I needed to go all the way there—any of the postal depots in the city could deliver the letter for me.

I had once heard someone describe Mincalis as a dozen families living together under a single roof, and I’d never been able to look at the city the same way ever since. Each of the outer boroughs had a completely different culture, from the gritty industrial neighborhoods in the northwest to the lush Tahari gardens in the southeast and everything in between. Every nation, heritage, and religion was represented here in some form or another, all in an attempt to build a unified Faratha after over fifty years of constant war. The experiment was still very much in progress, and it sometimes seemed as unstable as some of Nishka’s alchemical concoctions.

And despite all the wonders of the modern age, nothing could match the glory and splendor of the Spellbinders’ Academy.

While all of Mincalis was surrounded by the waters of the Avandus Sea, the Spellbinders and their students lived on their own island at the center. The Academy was a city within a city entirely populated by the most powerful mages in Faratha. While there were hundreds of buildings there, from shops to homes to fortifications, one massive crystalline spire rose so high that it was visible in the distance from almost anywhere in Mincalis. The Academy was a guiding point of light, both literally and figuratively, for this age of magic.

A single shimmering bridge of pure energy connected it to the rest of the city, one that was typically only active for a few hours per day. The first time I’d crossed it as a potential student, I had been left completely breathless by the countless wonders on display within. The magical creatures and constructs, the lifelike illusions, the works of artifice that seemed as if they had traveled back in time from centuries in the future…it was difficult to take in the grand spectacle and not feel a sense of hope.

That is, unless you were a man like me who couldn’t help but see every innovation as a weapon waiting to be used. Karissa had tried very hard to cure my cynicism while she had tutored me, and she’d gotten closer than anyone ever had before. With more time, she might have succeeded. It was one of the things that scared me the most about her.

I was about halfway to the center of the city when I finally ducked into a postal depot so I could write my letter. It was busier than I expected at this time of day, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. There were over three million people living in Mincalis now, and the sheer volume of mail traveling in, out, and around the city defied belief.

Fortunately, I only had to wait a few minutes for a booth to open up. The wooden dividers on the sides of the cubbies gave customers a modicum of privacy while they wrote their letters, which I appreciated now more than ever. Unfortunately, the particular booth I’d chosen had a poster on one of the dividers thanking the Spellbinders for sponsoring the depot, and it included a colorful illustration of one of the Academy’s instructors.

An instructor who, inconveniently, was the same woman I would be addressing this letter to.

The artist had done a good job capturing Karissa’s statuesque beauty, though the shade of her red hair, teal eyes, and purple robe weren’t quite right. Still, seeing her in any form was an unpleasant reminder of what I’d lost. As both Gummy and Fetch had repeatedly told me, I didn’t seem like the type of man that a powerful sorceress and the daughter of the most famous Spellbinder would get involved with. Karissa Mirabilis was elegance and grace incarnate; I was a guy with perpetual three-day stubble and a worn brown jacket.

Under normal circumstances, it would have been incredible for us to be in the same room, and it was nothing short of a miracle that we had once shared a bed. Frankly, it still blew my mind anytime I thought about it.

Which was often. Too often.

For now, I forced myself to focus on writing instead. I kept the letter short and to the point. The Spellbinders weren’t supposed to be overtly political or choose sides in conflicts—that was the entire point of the Conclave, in fact. But the archmages were meant to police dangerous weapons and magic, and if someone was about to ship Aodar’s Tears or Death Mist or some other horrific substance through Mincalis, Karissa might actually be able to do something about it.

That is, assuming she was even here in the city. She traveled the world with her father on a regular basis, sometimes to investigate magical phenomena and others to try and convince foreign leaders to add their support to the Conclave. She was a busy person with near infinite demands on her time…and yet she had always made plenty for me.

After signing and sealing the letter, I went over to the postal carriers and made arrangements, which included a not-so-small bribe to ensure the letter’s prompt delivery. Not because I didn’t trust the workers of the Postal Union—they did an incredible job under extraordinarily difficult circumstances—but because there was an immense difference between getting a letter delivered to the Academy postal depot versus the mailbox of a specific instructor. One could take days and arrive too late; the other would at least give Karissa a chance of seeing it in time to act.

The public wasn’t allowed to cross the shimmering bridge, otherwise I would have tried to deliver the letter by hand…or perhaps even visited her office in person. She probably wasn’t still mad enough at me to turn me into a block of ice, though she might have been willing to teleport me into the sea and let the freezing waters do that for her. That was the downside of having an ex-girlfriend who could manipulate the laws of reality with a crook of her finger.

Once the delivery was paid for, I headed back outside and visited one of the local jewelers. It wasn’t the cleanest or most inviting shop, and I would never dare give any woman a gift from such a place, but the owner paid generously and never asked questions about items you wished to sell. I didn’t have any trouble unloading the gems or jewelry I’d snatched from Rukov’s safe, and after a bit of haggling I was back on the street with several hundred bills in my pocket—commarks, too, the Commonwealth’s standard currency which was accepted practically everywhere. Ysara had missed a golden opportunity to enrich herself. I was suddenly carrying half a year’s wages for most laborers, probably considerably more than that for the average rail wench.

I fell into another mental rabbit hole considering Gummy’s theory while I walked northwest across the city. On impulse, I stopped inside another train station to check and see if the 405 to Canith Mir was a real thing. It was, to my surprise, and it did in fact have a Comfort Car which offered companionship for discerning gentlemen on the journey. But none of the attendants matched Ysara’s description, and no one had ever heard her name before.

Unfettered, I continued my walk home. The rising sun hadn’t done anything to dispel the winter chill. If anything, it seemed like it was getting colder, which was always a possibility with how erratic weather could be around the water. It wasn’t long before the sky started spitting freezing rain, which added the joy of being cold and soaked to my already somber mood. I was half-tempted to duck into a restaurant or store just to wait out the misery, but the rolling thunder suggested that this storm wasn’t going to abate anytime soon. So I pushed on instead, trying hard to shield my eyes as much as possible while I trudged onward.

The few other pedestrians stubborn enough to remain outdoors were nearly all carrying umbrellas, though more than a few were using magic to protect themselves instead. Some conjured umbrella-like barriers of force over their heads, while others wrapped themselves in glimmering mantles of energy that made the rain deflect right off their clothes without sinking into the fabric. And I wouldn’t have been surprised if a few people simply planned to dry themselves off with concentrated bursts of hot air whenever they got to their destination.

It was an age of wonder, after all, and while the Spellbinders and their Academy were keen to control truly dangerous magic, it was easier than ever for those with a modicum of intellect and discipline to learn basic spells. I could have pulled off the magical umbrella trick myself, but I never liked to advertise my arcane abilities if I didn’t have to. A man could get a long way in the world by allowing everyone to constantly underestimate him.

I started having second thoughts about the value of my ruse when the wind picked up later on, and I finally relented and got a carriage to take me the rest of the way. It moved quickly through the streets, in no small part because it was pulled by a ghostly blue magical horse rather than a flesh-and-blood animal. The “phantom steed” patent was another marvel that had undoubtedly made some mage an ungodly amount of money, though since it had also greatly reduced the need for street sweepers to deal with dung everywhere, the city undoubtedly considered it a wise investment.

The carriage only took me as far as the bridge leading out to the Strand, the city’s northwest borough. Like the Academy, it was surrounded by water; unlike the Academy, that water mostly locked the residents in rather than keeping newcomers out. I gave my driver a few coins for his trouble, then hopped out and headed over the bridge.

A perpetual gloomy haze hung over most of the industrial neighborhoods in the Strand, and it grew worse as I approached the neighborhood I’d called home for the past year or so. Chem Town, as the locals referred to it, had once been home to some of the most profitable alchemical laboratories in all of Faratha. The sheer number of healing elixirs and restorative unguents produced in the factories here before the war was almost impossible to fathom, and the constant fighting had further increased demand further. It was still high now, six years later.

Yet looking around at the dank, soot-covered streets and run-down buildings, a traveler could be forgiven for assuming that Chem Town was nothing more than a slum at the edge of the city. There were no hospitals or schools—at least, none that were still in service—nor any military outposts or train stations. The moment the Chem Lords had realized that summoning creatures from the Primordial Chaos was far cheaper than hiring actual workers, the die had been cast. As one industrialist had been quoted in the paper: “if a mephit will mix potions for free, what use do I have for any of you?”

The answer was as self-evident as the squalor now spreading like wildfire. If the factories weren’t still belching out multi-colored smoke, the neighborhood might have seemed abandoned during the day.

But at night, it was a different story. That was when Chem Town truly came alive.

I heard music blasting before I entered the neighborhood. Not the smooth, sonorous variety one would find in the wealthiest districts, but the pounding rhythm of heavy percussion combined with shrill voices and off-key brass. Most in the central boroughs would find the music indistinguishable from noise. I wasn’t the biggest fan either, but I did enjoy the raw energy. The beats were vital. Rebellious. Every verse a screed, every chorus a protest, every performance a cry for help.

Gummy struggled to understand why I still chose to live here when I had more than enough money to afford a room in a better neighborhood. I didn’t have a particularly good answer. Maybe a part of me enjoyed the chaos, or maybe old habits were just hard to break. Either way, I enjoyed the honesty in the way people lived in places like this, even if their opinions were sometimes delivered with a broken bottle or the kiss of hot lead.

I headed straight for Tahleen’s Tincture, one of my oldest haunts in the city. Thanks to the vines covering the roof and the fenced garden in the back, the building looked more like an herbalist’s shop or a witch’s hut than a bar. The two huge oaks flanking it on either side completed the spooky illusion.

The inside was a different story, however. While the shelves in the back still seemed like they belonged in an alchemist’s laboratory, the rest of the Tincture was a cozy, old-fashioned tavern with clean wooden tables, good music, and some of the healthiest—and tastiest—food one could find in the Strand.

It also had some of the most diverse clientele imaginable. On any given night, the place would be filled with dark elves, goblins, minotaurs, orcs, and even cambions—pretty much anyone who had been given asylum in the city during the war. In theory, that clemency had ended with the treaty six years ago, but most of the refugees had stayed…often despite the efforts of the locals to expunge them as quickly as possible.

I’d heard all kinds of explanations, some sensible and others conspiratorial, but the truth wasn’t all that complicated. Many of them simply had nowhere else to go. But even if they’d wanted to leave, most owed a debt to one of the Chem Lords or Powder Barons over the past few decades, and the industrialists had no interest in getting rid of their cheapest workers and muscle.

Business at the Tincture was usually slow at this time, and today was no exception. In the back right corner, a group of five goblins—Greenfinger’s people, most likely—were tearing into a shank of meat and getting sauce all over their waistcoats. On the other side, a pair of dark elf women—likely Scarlet Sisters—were nursing glasses of wine and casually taking draws from their long cigarettes while speaking in hushed tones. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they were mocking the goblins, but it was difficult to tell through the strange porcelain masks that dark elf females typically wore in public.

The only other people in the bar were the owner and the two policemen currently interrogating him.

“This ain’t no game, Longear,” one of the Goldtips snarled, his double chin and thick neck threatening to pop the collar of his dark blue uniform jacket. “Where’s the money going?”

“As the Herald has told you, the Tincture is a charity, not a business,” the owner replied evenly. “The Treemother cares nothing for gold or profit.”

“But you do,” the other Goldtip put in, punctuating his words with a jab from his blistered thumb. “Everyone knows more money passes through this place than the brothel down the street.”

The owner sighed tiredly. He was a Tahari male with white hair, dark eyes, and a leaf-covered robe that marked him as one of the fanatical “nature first” druids of the Tahlem’Val. While he looked like he was in his thirties, he was actually considerably older than Gummy—one of the many advantages of elven blood.

“The affairs my patrons may or may not conduct in this establishment are none of my concern,” he replied with an air of strained patience. By the Archons, he was so good at that. “They come here seeking succor, which the Treemother eagerly provides. Tahleen will heal this land, one wounded soul at a time.”

Officer Double Chin snorted contemptuously; Officer Sore Thumb just looked like he’d noticed a bad taste in his mouth.

“Sooner or later, you are going to end up being that wounded soul,” Double Chin hissed. “And no one at the precinct is going to give a damn.”

“Then I beg you to seek forgiveness from the Archons while you can,” the wood elf replied. “Aodar implores the strong to protect the weak, and Kozarin does not look kindly upon those who forsake their duties. The people of Mincalis deserve protection, no matter how great their misfortune.”

“You’re harboring criminals, Longear,” Sore Thumb said. “And demonologists. Do you really think the Herald will keep protecting you when he realizes what you’re really up to? You can’t lie to a deva forever.”

The wood elf shook his head, the movement nearly making the bizarre antler circlet he was wearing fall off his head. “I would never lie to a servant of Aodar. And the Herald understands the importance of redemption. He would not pass up the opportunity to show servants of the Profane the error of their ways.”

I had to stifle a laugh by picking up the daily paper from one of the tables and burying my face in the pages while I waited.

“This isn’t over, Elebor,” Double Chin growled. “You can’t hide behind the Herald forever.”

“May you walk in the light of the White Flame, my child,” the wood elf replied coolly. “And may the Martyred Mother have mercy on your souls.”

The Goldtips stormed out of the bar, but not before throwing looks of disgust at the dark elf women in one corner and the gaggle of goblins in the other. I kept my face buried in the paper until they were gone, but I honestly wasn’t sure they’d even noticed me. Being a human in Chem Town was like being a servant at Rukov’s mansion—it worked better than an invisibility potion, at least as far as law enforcement was concerned.

“You know, if you just paid your taxes, they’d probably leave you alone,” I said as I finally moved over to the bar counter.

The Tahari man gave me a stern look. “To surrender to the smallest evil is to invite something darker into your heart.”

“Oh, cut the bullshit, would you?” I groused. “There aren’t enough people drinking in here at this time of day for you to bother staying in character.”

Elebor’s face hardened, and for a moment it seemed like he might keep up the charade just to irritate me. But then he shrugged, and the honorable Tahlem’Val Druid in front of me was replaced by the sleazy con man I’d come to know and love.

Well, know, anyway.

“How about this: never give them an inch as long as you can keep fleecing them for all they’re worth,” Elebor said. “If you took that lesson to heart, you might not be late with your payments all the time.”

“Maybe, but I prefer to avoid antagonizing the gods when possible,” I said, reaching for one of the filled drinks sitting on a silver tray at the counter. “I’d rather not have the Herald of Aodar smite me in my sleep, thank you very much.”

“He’s too busy getting his wings fluffed to care about one little bar in Chem Town.” Elebor snorted as he removed his ridiculous antler-horned circlet. “Besides, I do heal the sick.”

“At a tidy profit. The alchemists I passed near the Academy were charging less and giving more.”

“Their potions aren’t blessed by the Treemother’s bounty.”

I sniffed at the drink. “Is that what you’re calling the Woldroot now?”

“All the wonders of nature are Tahleen’s creation,” Elebor said, snatching the drink from my hand and downing half of it in a single gulp. “I’m sure she wants us to feel good after consuming her bounty.”

“Or smoking it,” I replied, glancing back over my shoulder to the two dark elves and their delicate cigarette holders.

“That’s even better—I can use less and charge more.”

He snickered as he finished the rest of his glass. The transformation of his body language alone was incredible. If I hadn’t known better, I would have believed he was a stubborn druid trying to clean up one of the cesspools of civilization. The truth was far less flattering.

“Speaking of charging more,” Elebor said, setting down the glass. “You’re late, Zane. As usual.”

“I know,” I said, reaching for another of the filled glasses and taking a sip. I didn’t know exactly what it was, but I couldn’t deny that it tasted good. The whole “Druid of Tahleen” thing might have been bullshit, but Elebor knew his liquor and his potions.

“I’ve had numerous patrons inquire about your room,” he went on. “I nearly sold it to one of those Nareeshi.”

I glanced back over my shoulder to the dark elven women chatting in the corner. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

“Why? Unlike you, the Scarlet Sisters always pay me in advance.”

“They also think your people are ignorant, barbaric savages.”

Elebor shrugged. “They aren’t wrong.”

“And they’re demonologists,” I pressed. “Even you aren’t horny enough to let them sleep in your cellar.”

“I don’t know, those two are real beauties, aren’t they?”

“Hard to tell with the masks and all.”

“Oh, I can tell.” He clucked hard in the back of his throat as he tossed the Nareeshi a lecherous glance. “Can you imagine how good they must be together?”

“I can imagine them eating your heart and hanging your bleeding body from the oaks outside.”

“Might be worth it,” Elebor said. “What’s life without a little risk?”

I snorted and took another swig of my drink. “If you’re looking to take a risk, you should join my crew.”

“I prefer risks with tangible rewards. Considering how late you are with your payment, I assume you had another string of bad luck?”

“Then you would be wrong.” Smiling, I reached into my jacket and handed him a stack of commark bills. “Back pay for the room, plus rent for the next month.”

His eyes flashed, and he snatched away the bills so quickly he almost tore them in half.

“You’re welcome,” I muttered.

“You actually did it?” Elebor asked, lowering his voice. “You looted the Red Wolf’s mansion?”

“I warned you that you were missing out. We could have used someone with your skills to mingle so I wouldn’t have to.” I finished my glass and smiled. I didn’t have a chance to be smug very often these days, so I tried to enjoy it when I could. “Of course, a real druid would have been better. Can you imagine how rich you’d be if you could turn into something useful?”

“Keep your voice down,” he scolded me.

“Why? Those dark beauties are probably more likely to fuck you once they realize you’re a fraud.”

Elebor’s face soured. “I like you better when you’re on a losing streak, Zane. Much less annoying.”

“True, but then you also don’t get rent.”

“Mm,” he murmured, eyeing the cash and flipping through it. “The Treemother does teach us to aspire for balance in all things. Life and death, order and chaos…credit and debt.”

“Give the industrialists in this city another fifty years and they’ll have enough cash to convince all the local temples to change Tahleen’s holy symbol from a leaf to a ledger.”

“Probably.”

I grunted, then gestured to the door in the back. “I’m going to get some sleep—it’s been a long day.”

“Everything’s where you left it,” Elebor said.

“It had better be.”

I started for the door but stopped after a single step. “Just out of curiosity, have you heard anything about a special shipment, maybe something new whipped up by one of the Chem Lords?”

Elebor shook his head. “No. The only thing anyone’s been talking about recently is the scrum between the Red Horns and the Truesons. A lot of bodies were bleeding out on 34th the other night—probably what drew the Goldtips over the bridge. Human corpses means someone has to take notice.”

“Mm,” I mused. Gang violence wasn’t a new phenomenon in the Strand, nor was the rivalry between the mostly minotaur Red Horns and mostly human Truesons.

“Gets worse with every invention,” the wood elf added. “The more work they take, the more people want to crack skulls. The dam’s gonna burst eventually. I don’t know about you, but I plan to be long gone by then.”

“Everyone does.”

Until it’s too late, I added to myself.

Elebor raised a white eyebrow. “Why do you ask? You hear something?”

“Not exactly. More like a rumor of a rumor that the Krazzen might be trying to move weapons through Mincalis.”

The wood elf groaned. “You gotta let the war go, Zane, for your own sake. Can’t let the Krazzen ruin your country and foul up your head forever.”

My cheek twitched. “I’ll be back up for some Dragon’s Ante tonight. Keep my seat warm.”

I headed into the back without waiting for a reply. The door led to a staircase, which in turn led down to a basement with several large, partitioned rooms. The Tincture was a tavern, not a hotel, but Elebor quietly sold living space for anyone seeking to lay low for a while, either from the Goldtips or from the gangs. I’d set up a homestead here not long after I’d dropped out of the Academy.

My room didn’t have a key, at least not anymore. Nishka had never trusted Elebor enough to give us privacy, so she ended up rigging her own lock that could only be opened by one of her specialized tools. I fully expected the wood elf to eventually tear out the entire mechanism and put in a new lock, but I’d been a regular for so long that he was willing to give me some leeway.

I used my tool to open the lock, then headed inside. Everything was exactly where I’d left it—the bed, the desk, the memories of bitter whiskey and sweet women. The rectangular space was smaller than most hotel rooms, but it served my purposes.

I was exhausted, having only dozed on the train last night and slept a few short hours the night before. But my weapons couldn’t wait, so I set out Natalya and my sabre on my desk and got to work cleaning and polishing them up after their dip in the lake. Elebor had designed some of these alchemical solutions himself, and they battled rust and corrosion better than anything else I’d used. I just hoped he didn’t use any of this same stuff in his drinks.

Perhaps half an hour later, I finished with my work and laid down in bed. The dampening enchantment in the floorboards would keep it relatively quiet even when the music started playing for the evening crowd, but this was still as good a time as any to catch up on sleep. But as I laid there alone, staring up my wall shelves and the various partially constructed gadgets upon them, my thoughts inevitably turned back to Nishka, the rebels, and the mystery of the thief who’d pickpocketed me.

If Ysara was a Commonwealth agent like Gummy and I suspected, then the fact she’d stolen the note might turn out to be a good thing. The great powers of northeastern Faratha had invested far too much in the Freeblood Rebellion to let it collapse without a fight. Everyone in the world believed that Imilath would be the first battleground in the next war, and whoever started with a foothold would have a tremendous advantage. The home I’d spent six years fighting for—bleeding for—may as well have been a bartering chip rather than a country. The moment the prospectors had discovered those blue powder deposits a few decades back, Imilath’s fate had been sealed.

With a heavy sigh, I closed my eyes and reminded myself that the stack of commarks in my pocket was just a fraction of the payday headed our way. The heist was easily the greatest success of my career, and I’d managed to humiliate Rukov in the process. This was a great day. I should have slept like a baby.

I repeated that to myself countless times over the next few hours, and yet when the music finally started upstairs to welcome the evening rush, I was still wide awake.


4
The Offer


“Within the cleansing light of the White Flame, even the blackest heart can be redeemed. Except for the cretinous little shits that stole my wallet last night—when I find them, I’m going to drag them into the Abyss myself.”

-A Knight of the First Edict during his first visit to Mincalis

“The bet is at four commarks, gentlemen,” I announced, slowly shifting my gaze around the table as I blew a long stream of smoke from my cigar. “Are you in or out?”

The looks on my opponent’s faces ranged from confusion to frustration to outright rage. I couldn’t exactly blame them. I’d been on a roll all night, and the cards showed no signs of turning against me.

“In, of course,” the dark elf across from me said, tossing a coin into the pot before taking another draw from his cigarette. He was wearing half a mask rather than the full ones typically worn by Nareeshi females, which gave me the satisfaction of seeing his pale gray face snarl every time he lost. “You don’t have another bronze—it’s impossible.”

“I suppose we’ll find out,” I said coolly. “Anyone else?”

“I’m out,” Azgren snarled from directly to my left. His red cambion skin seemed even brighter than normal tonight, and his smoldering orange eyes also looked like they were about to explode in frustration. One of the downsides to his half-demonic heritage was that it made it much easier to tell when he was bluffing.

The only other remaining player at the table was Gelch, the mute orc who typically allowed his cards to do the talking for him. Though considering how badly he was doing tonight, he probably wished they’d stayed quiet.

“Well?” I asked him. “What do—?”

With a snarl, the orc threw his cards onto the table then practically leapt out of his seat. Apparently he was done for the evening as well.

“Fair enough,” I said, smiling as I turned back to the dark elf. “Looks like it’s just you and me, Neloth.”

“Deal the cards, human,” the dark elf hissed.

“Sure.”

I dealt each of us a new face-up card: a green drake for him, a red wyrm for me. By all appearances, he had a much better hand. His visible blue and green cards could make a decent flight, and I was almost positive he was holding a green wyrm, too. My visible cards were terrible by comparison: a bronze whelp and drake, a black wyrm, and a red wyrm—nothing resembling a functional hand, let alone a full flight. That is, unless I happened to have a chromatic queen in my hand, which I could use to turn into any card I wanted and give myself a wyrm’s run with a bronze flight as a bonus.

I didn’t have that card, unfortunately. But Neloth didn’t know that, and he was already rattled from the last two times he’d try to call my bluff only to realize I’d had strong flights.

I really was on a hell of a winning streak these last few nights, both here and at the Grinning Goat across town. If nothing else, victory was making it easier for me to ignore the fact that Karissa had yet to respond to the letter I’d sent her at the Academy two days ago.

“I’ll raise ten,” the dark elf said, throwing more coins into the pot.

“Not very confident,” I replied mildly. “Why not thirty?”

Neloth watched as I added my own bet, his teeth clenching behind his jaw the way they always did. I took a sip from my drink while he mulled it over, then tossed a quick glance around the Tincture. Quite a few newcomers had come in during the last few hands, making the night’s crowd even more impressive. The din of conversation was so loud it was difficult to hear the goblin bard, though her singing voice was so shrill that everyone probably considered that a blessing.

“Well,” I said. “What’s it going to…?”

I trailed off when a flicker of movement near the counter caught my attention. One of the newcomers—a young human woman—had sat down in an empty stool and ordered a drink. Despite the fact there weren’t any train stations here in Chem Town, she was wearing the familiar uniform of a rail wench.

“Well, human?” Neloth asked.

I ignored him. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t look away from the girl. She was the absolute last person I would have expected to walk into this bar. I had to do a double and then a triple take to convince myself that one of my fellow cardplayers hadn’t drugged me.

But no, she was real. And she was looking right at me.

“Zane?” Neloth snarled. “Are you in or out?”

I finally snapped myself out of stasis and looked down at the pot. To my surprise, the dark elf had apparently matched my raise, and he was now staring at me with exhausted patience.

“You know, I think I’ve won enough tonight,” I said, throwing down my cards. “Take it.”

Both Neloth and Azgren looked at me in disbelief as I pushed my cigar into the ashtray and abruptly stood up. I still might have been able to bluff my way into another victory, but the promise of a few more commarks no longer held my interest. Not with those familiar bright blue eyes staring me down from across the room.

As I stuffed my previous winnings into my pocket, I pulled back my duster enough to ensure that everyone at the nearby tables got a nice, long look at Natalya just in case they had any ideas about trying to get their money back from me later. Once I had collected everything, I headed for the bar.

Ysara casually sipped at her drink the whole time I approached. Pretty young women were a rare sight in Chem Town, so she was drawing quite a bit of attention to herself. The huge Quvalish man sitting next to her was already trying to strike up a conversation.

“Hey, friend,” I said when I came up behind him. “Mind if I take this seat?”

The man turned around, his bald, tattooed forehead creasing. “What?”

“I’d like this seat,” I repeated. “Do you mind?”

Based on the intense flash in his dark eyes, he did indeed mind. I didn’t know him by name, but I had seen him here a handful of times. He was undoubtedly muscle for one of the Chem Lords, which made sense considering he was probably seven feet tall and had arms thicker than my legs. If he decided he wanted to stay put, there wasn’t much I could do about it. And from the way Ysara was looking at me, it was clear she was eager to watch how I handled this particular obstacle.

“Get your own seat, dassip,” he snarled in his foreign tongue. “This is my—”

“Neloth will deal you in if you want,” I said, dropping a few of the half-commark coins I’d won in front of him. “He’s overconfident, so it’s a good time to take your shot.”

The man’s eyes flicked between the money, his drink, and me. I didn’t know his name, but I was confident he knew mine. I was a regular at the Tincture, after all, and my reputation went beyond gambling and skulduggery. In particular, everyone knew about the night that Natalya and I had taken out six Red Horns after they’d tried to shake me down. The gangs had all given me a wide berth ever since.

With a loud grunt, he wept up my coins and left the seat. I slid into it a moment later.

“Impressive,” Ysara said, sipping at her drink again. Her long legs were tightly crossed beneath the counter. “You must have quite the reputation around here.”

“He’s just broke most of the time,” I said. “But that’s a few more commarks you owe me. Add in the pot I lost to come over here, and you’re digging yourself quite a hole.”

“I suppose so.” She gulped down the rest of her glass, then set it on the counter and gave me a wry smirk. “Does that mean you don’t want to buy me another drink?”

“Are you serious?”

Ysara shrugged. “I’m thirsty. And besides, if you buy me another one, it will seem less suspicious when you invite me to your room later.”

I snorted. I wasn’t a fan of being toyed with, but I did admire gall. And this girl clearly had plenty to spare.

I tapped the counter, and Elebor leaned over to refill her drink. He gave me a curious look as he poured, undoubtedly wondering why another human was in here and what her interest was in me. I didn’t have an answer to either question at the moment, and I shooed him off with a subtle nod of my chin.

“I admit, I never expected to see you again,” I said. “I pegged you as the type to kiss and run. Or tug and run, in your case.”

I saw a brief flash of pink on her cheeks, which she unsuccessfully tried to hide by taking a quick drink.

“I’m sorry about that,” Ysara managed. “I didn’t mean to…well, let’s just say that not everything went as planned.”

“Sounds like the story of my life.” My eyebrows lifted as I leaned closer. “But I’d love to know what those plans were. Because from my perspective, none of this makes a lot of sense. Either you’re not very good at your job, or you didn’t bother to check any of my other pockets.”

“I wasn’t—”

Ysara cut herself off again, then pursed her lips. She looked anxious—flustered, even. She had the complete opposite demeanor of the calm, cool, seductive girl who’d been sitting here a moment ago…and who I’d met on the train. It could have easily been an act, of course, but if so, she was almost as good of a con artist as Elebor.

“I wasn’t trying to steal from you,” she said after a pause. “But I needed that letter, and I couldn’t think of any other way to get it.”

“I suppose asking was out of the question?”

“Asking a stranger for a letter he’d just stolen from the president? No, that wasn’t an option.”

I had to give her that one. If she had mentioned the letter on the train, I would have immediately figured out that she had been the rival thief in the mansion. I didn’t know how the conversation would have proceeded afterward, but I wouldn’t have been willing to risk it if our places had been reversed.

“Then the real question here is why you wanted it so badly,” I said. “Seems like a lot of effort to steal a personal correspondence.”

Ysara’s blue eyes locked onto me. She was probably trying to figure out if I knew the answer to my own question. At the moment, I didn’t see any particular need to reveal what I did and didn’t know.

“It’s more than just a letter to a random mistress,” she said, keeping her voice low and her painted red lips mostly concealed behind her glass. “Something very bad is about to happen—something that’s going to get a lot of people killed. There’s a chance it might even restart the war.”

My own whiskey turned to fire in my throat. “That does sound bad,” I said. “But what does it have to do with me?”

“You fought the Krazzen for years. You must hate them.”

I barely managed to keep myself from flinching. “I think you’re confusing me for someone else.”

“No, I’m not,” Ysara insisted. “I know exactly who you are.”

“I’m a thief and gambler,” I said. “I don’t care about—”

“You’re Nathaniel Zane, former Sergeant in the Imiliathi Army,” she said. “You enlisted at eighteen, you served for six years, including two at the Kanakis Front. When the war ended, you joined your former commanding officer, Colonel Razavir Thorne, and helped him organize other former soldiers against the new regime. After you parted ways, you enrolled at the Spellbinders’ Academy under the tutelage of Lady Karissa Mirabilis. Then after another year, you—”

“Okay, you’ve done your research,” I interrupted, suddenly feeling as if I were sitting at the bar naked. Plenty of people here knew me by name, but they didn’t know my whole life history. And I preferred to keep it that way.

“Before dropping out for mysterious reasons,” Ysara added quietly. “But since then, you’ve made a new reputation for yourself. Some have started calling you the Spellfire Thief.”

I grimaced. How in the abyss had she learned so much about me? I wasn’t an important enough man for someone to study.

“Who told you all of this?” I asked. “How did you know about the note? And who in the blazes are you working for?”

“Someone who knows a lot about you,” she said. “And who thinks you’re the best chance we have to stop this shipment before it’s too late.”

I snorted and took another drink. “Well, they’re wrong.”

“I don’t think so. You hate President Rukov with a passion. The Krazzen, too.”

“The war was a long time ago. I’ve moved on.”

“No, you haven’t,” Ysara said, shaking her head. “You’re a rebel, or at least you used to be. And I know you still have friends there. Do you want them all to die?”

“They made their choice,” I said even though the words physically hurt. “Look, I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not some paladin waiting around for a righteous cause and a demon to smite. I’m a thief—we’re bad people.”

“Most are. But you aren’t.”

I scoffed. “Don’t act like you know me, sweetheart.”

“It’s not an act,” Ysara said. “Lady Karissa told me all about you.”

I froze in place, my drink hovering in front of my mouth. “What?”

“Take me to your room,” she whispered, looking deep into my eyes. “I’ll tell you everything.”

I sat there in silence for several heartbeats, increasingly aware of the crowd around us. Sitting in public was a great way to keep from getting knifed in the back, but it wasn’t a good way to have a conversation. Certainly not one like this.

“Come on,” I said, tossing another few coins on the bar before heading for the back door. She was hardly the first girl I’d taken downstairs, and Elebor shot me a salacious smirk when he saw us. But I ignored him and everyone else. All I cared about right now was getting answers.

I led Ysara down the staircase. The noise from above faded to a fraction of its normal volume once the dampening enchantment in the floorboards kicked in.

“Interesting, is this some type of silence spell?” she asked once we reached the bottom. “I can’t believe how well it—”

The instant she reached the basement floor, I grabbed her arm, twisted it behind her back, and slammed her against the wooden wall. Ysara yelped in surprise, but I pinned her body before she could wriggle out of my grip.

“The sound proofing goes both ways, so don’t bother screaming,” I said. Natalya was already in my hand, and I pressed her cold barrel right up against Ysara’s back. “Stay still.”

“This isn’t what you think!” she protested. “I need your help!”

“Stay still!” I repeated as I patted her down with my free hand. I caught a whiff of her perfume that had been overpowered by smoke in the bar—some type of subtle chamomile mix which was different from the lilac she’d been wearing on the train. Ysara didn’t have a lot of extra space to hide weapons in her blouse or skirt, but I checked anyway. And as my hand skirted up her smooth leg, I wasn’t the least bit surprised when I found her upper thigh holster and the three-barrel pepperbox pistol strapped inside.

“You don’t seriously expect a girl to walk through Chem Town without a gun, do you?” she asked as I pulled the weapon out of the holster.

“No,” I said. “But I’m not planning on getting shot in the back if you don’t like what I have to say.”

I finished my pat down, then released her arm and gave her a nudge to keep walking down the hall. I felt a little bad about being so rough with a woman, but she had already tricked me once. Besides, the fact she knew so much about me—and the fact she’d dropped Karissa’s name—had really put me on edge.

Once we made it to my room, I opened the door and gestured for her to go inside. Ysara sat down on the edge of the bed, and I put her pepperbox on the table next to me—after removing the bullets, of course. Then, and only then, did I return Natalya to her holster.

“Time for you to talk,” I said. “You can start by giving me your real name and explaining who you are.”

“My name is Ysara Carlaste,” she told me. “From Ikibris, just like I told you.”

Her accent had stayed consistent from our first meeting, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Any con artist with a modicum of skill could pull off that trick. Nevertheless, I decided to accept that part of her story, if only because it fit the theory Gummy and I had already come up with.

“Then let me guess,” I said. “Someone in Canith Mir heard a rumor about the Krazzen supplying illegal magical weapons to Rukov, so the Commonwealth sent an agent to find evidence. And that agent is you.”

Normally, I preferred not to tip my hand so early in the game—I could have let her stumble around without laying my cards on the table. But in this case, I wanted to cut through the bullshit and see how she would react. Sometimes you weren’t playing for the pot in front of you, but the one a few rounds later.

“You’re not that far off,” Ysara said. “I was there looking for proof, but I wasn’t sent by the Commonwealth. I’m actually working for an individual—someone with a vested interest in keeping dangerous magical weapons out of the hands of Rukov and every other petty tyrant in Faratha.”

“And who would that be?”

Ysara swallowed. “Karsian Mirabilis.”

My jaw fell straight to the floor. I was so stunned that Ysara probably could have jumped me if she’d been so inclined, but she stayed put and let me digest the powder bomb she had just set in my lap. Mentioning Karissa had gotten my attention, but name-dropping her father was like throwing a bucket of icy water in my face.

Karsian Mirabilis wasn’t merely a Spellbinder—he was the Spellbinder, the man known across the world as the inventor of spellfire magitek. His relentless advocacy for peace and regulation of dangerous magic and weapons and war machines had led to the creation of the Spellbinders’ Academy in the first place. In his vision of the future, mages from across Faratha would come to Mincalis to unlock the mysteries of the Primordial Chaos together…and then keep those secrets from falling into the wrong hands.

“I know that you’ve met him,” Ysara added. “And that you respect him and what he’s trying to accomplish.”

I nodded silently. Spellbinder Karsian had many enemies across the continent, including most of the Chem Lords and Powder Barons, but his passion and charisma had made him a popular figure among the people of Mincalis. Even someone like me, a man who reflexively hated politicians of all types, was still impressed by his dedication to controlling the distributions of his own dangerous inventions.

I respected his vision so much, in fact, that I had left the Academy in order to save it. If the truth had ever come out that his daughter had taught the secrets of spellfire magic to a mere first-year apprentice, the scandal would have destroyed Lord Karsian’s reputation and possibly the Spellbinders with it. I had dropped out to protect him and his gifted daughter.

Unfortunately, Karissa didn’t know that. And she likely never would.

“Strange,” I said eventually, my voice little more than a rasp. “You don’t look like a Spellbinder’s apprentice.”

“I’m not a mage,” Ysara said, shaking her head. “But I am working for him and his daughter.”

I frowned. “Are you telling me that the Spellbinders are hiring thieves now?”

“Investigators, not thieves,” she corrected. “People who can go places they can’t. People who can keep their ears to the ground in the dark places of Mincalis.”

“People who can break into the ruler of Imilath’s private estate?” I asked.

Ysara smiled faintly. “What can I say? I’m good at what I do.”

I certainly couldn’t argue with that, and not just because she’d lifted me on the train. Getting into Rukov’s estate, picking my arcane door lock, getting to the midnight train and passing herself off as an attendant…

Pulling off any one of those things would have been impressive. The fact that she’d done them all was downright incredible. If we’d had someone like her on the team during the past year…well, we all would have been a lot richer, that’s for sure.

“Lord Karsian calls us Scryers,” Ysara said. “There aren’t many of us yet, but he intends to recruit and train more.”

“Seems like a lot of trouble for someone with so many other ways of getting information,” I said. “I know he had a falling out with the Commonwealth military when he refused to give them his spellfire magitek, but he’s still the Crown Prince of Canith Mir.”

“Yes, but even the world’s most powerful mage can’t be everywhere at once,” Ysara said. “That’s what Scryers like me are for. I have been trying to track down leads on weapon smugglers here in Mincalis for the past six months. And the moment I finally get a lead, he and most of his allies are down south in Tirastir trying to help refugees.”

She let out a long, slow breath. “I need help. I need you.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Lady Karissa told me that you possess unique gifts. There are plenty of mercenaries and thieves in this city, and some of them are mages. But none have access to spellfire magic. You do.”

I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. It was annoying how much she knew about me, but Karissa could have easily told her all of this. Even though I hadn’t spoken to her in several years, she still knew me better than almost anyone.

“Karissa is the one who told you all of this, huh?”

“Yes,” Ysara said. “She also told me that I could trust you, though you’ll insist that I can’t.”

I snorted. “Now I know you’re lying.”

“I’m not! Lady Karissa said that it wasn’t your choice to leave the Academy—she said that she made a mistake, and that you’re the one who paid the price.”

My jaw twitched before I could stop it. Karissa knew what had happened? It didn’t make sense. The terms of my extortionist had been quite clear: as long as I disappeared, no one would learn that Karissa had broken the rules. But at the same time, she would be left to believe that I’d run out on her like the scoundrel I was.

“What does she think I’m going to help you with, exactly?” I asked, voice a little hoarse again. “You took Rukov’s letter, and you’ve surely decoded it by now.”

“I did,” Ysara confirmed, nodding. “And I spent most of today confirming which train the weapons are going to be on. The problem is that I can’t stop the shipment on my own.”

“Why would you need to? If your boss is so worried about this, why doesn’t he have the police start searching all outgoing cars?”

“Customs already does a cursory search of every train leaving the city, but the Krazzen obviously know that. If they spent the time and effort and money to set this up, the inspectors will be dealt with.” Ysara pursed her lips. “You’ve lived in Mincalis for years—you know how things work here. The world is changing too quickly for the rules to catch up. And until they do, money is the only law that matters.”

I sighed and paced around my side of the room for a minute. “Okay, fine. But if you know which train it’s on, you could just go to the shipping company that owns it.”

“I could, but it’s the same problem.” Ysara’s face scrunched in frustration. “A lot of people believe that the Spellbinders run this town, but they’re wrong. They don’t control anything besides the Academy and the research enclaves. Lord Karsian is fighting to change that, but right now the Chem Lords run the rails. They won’t stop a train unless they’re going to lose money.”

“Even if there’s proof someone is using one of their cars to smuggle illegal alchemical weapons?”

“We don’t have proof of alchemical weapons—we have a vague, encoded note that could mean practically anything.”

“What, a ‘special weapons delivery to choke out the rebels’ isn’t enough of a hint?”

“Not for any authority who’d listen,” Ysara said. “Besides, for all we know, one of the Chem Lords or their foreign proxies are manufacturing these weapons. If someone were planning to attack Mincalis, it might be different. But—”

“But nobody cares about blowing up a ruined country,” I replied bitterly. “Not if there’s money to be made in the explosion. And I’m sure that Rukov has promised them all sorts of goodies once the rebels are gone.”

Turning away, I tried to ignore the bitter taste in my mouth. Oh yes, President Rukov had undoubtedly promised the Chem Lords and the Powder Barons all sorts of things. Armies needed to be equipped, tracks needed to be laid, ruined towns needed to be rebuilt…

There was so much money waiting to be made that industrialists across Faratha were probably rock hard at all hours of the day. The older ones wouldn’t even need to chug stiffening potions before they plowed their trophy wives.

“We can stop this,” Ysara said, her voice suddenly right behind me.

I managed not to hop in place or whirl around, but I couldn’t believe she’d gotten off the bed and walked up behind me without making a sound, especially in the heels she was wearing. She really was good…and I was obviously more distracted than I thought.

“This is the purpose of the Spellbinders,” Ysara added. “To protect people from dangerous magic. I believe in their cause, and I think you do, too.”

I studied her again, trying to look beyond her pretty face and bright eyes to the soul of the woman behind them. In my experience, people who were willing to take great risks on behalf of an abstract cause tended to be idealistic, naive, or just plain stupid. She fit the bill for the first and possibly the second, but not the third.

She was a smart and clever girl, there was no doubt about that. The trouble was that I’d worked with plenty of competent, idealistic people before, and they still had a tendency to get themselves and everyone around them killed. Especially when the Krazzen were involved.

“Let’s pretend I did agree to help,” I said. “What is your plan here, exactly? Sneak onto the train and steal the cargo before it leaves?”

“No, we’d need an entire team to move that much cargo,” Ysara replied, shaking her head. “Besides, I doubt they’ll load it until right before it’s ready to move, and they’ll make sure the loading depot is heavily guarded.”

“The train will be heavily guarded too, I would think.”

“I don’t think it will. Even if the Krazzen have paid off customs and some other local officials, they can’t put a hundred soldiers on a train without drawing undue attention. They’ll likely have a few people aboard to keep an eye on things, but that’s it. They’ll count on secrecy to handle the rest.”

I scratched at my stubble. She might have been right. The biggest risk here from the perspective of the Krazzen was getting caught in the act, so they would try to use a light touch wherever possible.

“So you want to hit the train while it’s moving?” I asked.

Ysara smiled. “Exactly. From what I’ve been told, it won’t be the first time the ‘Spellfire Thief’ and his crew tried to pull off a daring train heist.”

“No, but we aren’t talking about breaking into a vault car to steal small things we could carry like gold or jewels,” I pointed out. “Any worthwhile batch of weapons will weigh many thousands of pounds and take up most if not all of a car. And if the contents are as volatile as we think they are, it’s not like we can just throw them off the train.”

“We won’t need to. All we have to do is find out what exact car the weapons are in, then separate the coupler somewhere in the middle of the route. The car and those behind it will eventually slow down on their own, and I can arrange for a small team to move in and pick up the cargo once it has stopped moving. We’ll get the weapons back to Mincalis and into custody of the Spellbinders where they belong.”

I frowned. “What if the weapons are in the front of the train? You’ll end up with a lot of stranded passengers in the middle of winter.”

“The cargo for these lines is almost always in the back,” Ysara said. “But even if a few passenger cars get stuck, it will be a minor inconvenience. The trains will stay warm, and the railway will send help from the closest station to retrieve the people. By then, we’ll have taken the cargo and disappeared.”

I mulled it over. It certainly wasn’t the worst plan I’d ever heard, but that didn’t mean it was flawless. Or that it didn’t involve significant risk.

“If the rail line is going from Mincalis to Camlorn, the best place to decouple the cars would be while it’s passing through the mountains just over the border,” I said. “It would give the cars plenty of time to stop before they rolled into civilization.”

“I had the same thought,” Ysara said, taking a hopeful step closer and giving me another whiff of her pleasant chamomile perfume. “It will be colder there, but it will also make it easier to have a retrieval squad hiding off the tracks.”

“But more uncomfortable for anyone who gets stuck,” I said. “Anyway, the Krazzen may not have a battalion of soldiers on the train, but I would be shocked if they didn’t have half a dozen agents scattered through the passengers. And those agents will figure out a way to be armed.”

“So will we. I already have the attendant certifications. I can smuggle anything you think we’ll need aboard ahead of time.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And have them carefully stashed in the Comfort Car?”

Her cheeks turned pink again. “None of those on this particular train.”

“A pity. But that didn’t stop you before.”

“That wasn’t…” Ysara paused and nibbled at her lip. “I told you, that wasn’t part of the plan. But I knew you’d taken something, so I decided to—”

“Give me a hand?” I prompted.

“Improvise,” she corrected. “I kept waiting for you to fall asleep, but I could tell you were just dozing. I needed some other way to…well, to get close.”

“Ah.” I grunted softly and crossed my arms. “Well, for what it’s worth, you gave a very convincing performance.”

I expected to see another flash of embarrassment on her cheeks, but this time Ysara smiled. “And you were a very receptive audience.”

“A little too receptive, obviously.”

“You seemed to enjoy yourself. And honestly…so did I.”

She could have been lying. She probably was lying. But the flash of pink in her cheeks seemed genuine, and I enjoyed looking into those blue eyes of hers nonetheless.

“Do you think your team will be able to help?” she asked, breaking the silence.

I shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really have a team anymore. The plan was for this to be our last job together. Gummy is getting old, and Fetch…well, he’s convinced he can turn a small fortune into a larger fortune by investing in the right inventors. Even if they fail, it’s less of a risk than what we’re used to.”

“Oh,” Ysara whispered. “I see.”

“And before you ask, they aren’t part of this rebellion, not in the way I used to be.”

She considered. “You won’t ask them to help?”

“Oh, I’ll ask, I’m just warning you about the likely outcome,” I said. “If you’re asking for help on this mission, the only one you’re likely to get is me. So if you don’t think that will be enough—”

“It will be,” Ysara insisted. “Like I said, the Krazzen can’t afford to have that many soldiers on the actual train. And if we’re clever, I’m sure we can avoid a confrontation altogether.”

“Maybe.” I eyed her meaningfully. “But to be clear, I expect to be paid for my services, and I don’t come cheap.”

I assumed that she would look at least vaguely disgusted that I’d demand money for what was so clearly a good deed. But she took it completely in stride.

“Of course,” she said. “I, um, I don’t have a great deal of money on me personally, but I’ve no doubt that Lord Karsian will be happy to reward you for your efforts.”

I grunted softly, then crossed my arms as if I were seriously deliberating saying no. But I wasn’t, and she probably knew that. Karsian Mirabilis was a wealthy man—I didn’t doubt for a moment that he would be willing and able to pay me. But the truth was that the moment Ysara had dropped Karissa’s name, she’d had me hooked like an Avandus grouper. For one, I already wanted to stop the shipment and help the rebels. And for two, anything that might get back into Karissa’s good graces was worth a little pain. Asking for money was just a means of maintaining my professional reputation.

“When does this train leave?” I asked.

“The day after tomorrow,” she said. “The note said IM-4-0600—that’s the morning train to Camlorn on the 4th day of the week. I confirmed it this morning.”

“That doesn’t leave us a lot of time to get ready.”

“I know, but there’s nothing we can do about it now.” Ysara paused. “So you’ll help?”

I hesitated for another moment, mostly for show, before nodding reluctantly. “I’ll do the best I can, but there’s no guarantee. If it’s more heavily guarded than you think—”

“It won’t be,” she promised, and I could hear the excitement in her voice. “I’ll arrange for a retrieval team to wait for us in the mountain pass. And I’ll get us everything else we need.”

“I’ll ask the rest of my team,” I told her. “But like I said, I doubt they’ll be interested. We’ll have to figure out how to do this on our own.”

Ysara smiled, and it was every bit as charming as the ones she’d used to ensorcel me on the train. “You and I will make a good team,” she said, placing her hand on the front of my jacket. “I’m sure of it.”

I grunted, then reached out to the table and retrieved her pepperbox pistol. “I suppose we’ll find out.”


5
Full Service


“The priestesses of Selura preach compassion, forgiveness, and mercy, but the ones who follow her dark sister Sirionia are all about lust, pain, and pleasure. Much better mistresses, but truly horrible wives.”

-Overheard in the Crimson Shadow, a Mincalan brothel

I led Ysara out of my room shortly thereafter, a fact which drew several confused looks from Elebor once we were upstairs. Fortunately, the Tincture was too busy for him to make any jokes about me finishing so quickly, and we quickly left the bar altogether.

Ysara claimed to have a place in one of the central boroughs, and she seemed content to walk home by herself. But even though she had obviously made it here to Chem Town on her own, I still felt compelled to escort her over the bridge where she could call for a carriage. The outer boroughs weren’t particularly safe for anyone, but especially not for unaccompanied young women.

Once I was back in the Tincture, I headed straight to my room where I could think in peace. About Ysara’s plan, about the Freebloods…about the fact I seemed to be a magnet for interesting women who needed my help. I really wished that Karissa and her father were still in Mincalis right now, but there was nothing I could do to change that. Either Ysara and I stopped this weapon shipment, or Rukov would have all he needed to finally win this civil war and hand Imilath over to the Krazzen Alliance.

I spent the better part of an hour brooding about the future before I finally fell asleep. The next morning, I headed out to meet with Gummy and Fetch.

We had actually been planning to rendezvous in the Grinning Goat even before Ysara had approached me with her job offer. One of the banks in town had let us know that some of our money would be coming in, and I needed to dole out shares. The haul wasn’t all that large yet compared to the full amount we were expecting, but none of us were going to complain about having a few hundred fresh commarks in our pockets.

The others were perfectly willing to complain about my suggestion to help Ysara, however. I expected little from Fetch and wasn’t disappointed—he’d already made a handful of deals over the past few days that he was convinced would fund a lavish lifestyle and equally lavish retirement. Gummy and I were skeptical, but Fetch’s finances weren’t really our problem. At least not until he was broke and begging at our doorsteps again, anyway.

Gummy stuck around in the Grinning Goat after Fetch left, half because he wanted to talk and half because he really enjoyed the Gulondian toast they served for breakfast. It was good, I had to give him that. Despite the silly name, the Goat served well-made traditional food from a variety of Farathan cultures rather than the bizarre “artisanal” garbage coughed out by most of the other restaurants here in the Ride.

Since this borough was just across the bridge from Chem Town, the locals—mostly merchants and tradesmen who led comfortable but not lavish lives—evidently needed something to convince themselves that they were better than the uncultured ruffians over the water. And that “something” had evolved into throwing random ingredients into their food to make it more expensive and less palatable.

Still, that was the main reason I liked to gamble here—the people had more money than sense. Such was the curse of ungrateful prosperity.

“I’m a little surprised you trust this girl,” Gummy said once he’d finally finished shoving the syrupy, sweetened bread into his mouth.

“I didn’t say I trust her,” I replied a bit too defensively. “Only that I believe her. She wants to stop the weapons, and she needs my help to do it.”

“Mm,” the dwarf grumbled as he gulped down some juice. “If the Spellbinders are so worried about this, you’d think they’d do more than send one young lass to handle it.”

“I had the same thought. But reading between the lines, I think there are two major issues. For one, the Spellbinders aren’t that united. When I was at the Academy, I got the feeling that the vast majority of them were just happy to have a safe place to perform research away from the simple-minded idiots in their own countries. Most had no real interest in policing magic—that’s Lord Karsian’s pet project.”

“Second,” I went on, “Ysara insists that the Spellbinders don’t have the political influence to do any real policing even if they wanted to. It sounds crazy when you know what those wizards are capable of, but magic can’t fix everything. The Spellbinders are like kings with no armies to enforce their decrees.”

Gummy thought about it in silence for a while as he sparked up his post-breakfast pipe. “Well, I don’t see any other angles here. If this girl is trying to set you up somehow, the plan is needlessly elaborate. Seems more likely she’s in over her head.”

“We’ve both been there,” I said.

“You, especially,” the dwarf replied as he took a long puff. “I’m going to assume that Kari didn’t get back to you yet?”

I shook my head. “No, she didn’t. It’s possible that I didn’t bribe the letter carrier enough, but I think it’s more likely that she’s half a continent away with her father.”

“So instead, you get to work with their apprentice. Lucky you.” Gummy grunted. “Too bad Thorne and Nishka are so hard to reach, otherwise we could warn them directly.”

“Agreed,” I said soberly. I didn’t even know what town the Freebloods were hiding in these days. Assuming they were in a town. They might have been camping in the wilderness at this point, for all I knew. Anything to keep Rukov and his Orange Coats off their tail.

We sat in silence for a few moments, him enjoying his pipe and me enjoying some hot morning tea—another Grinning Goat special I wasn’t sure I could do without.

“Honestly, I think her plan is pretty sound,” I said. “We’ll get on board and figure out which car the cargo is in, then make a play on the coupler once we’re near the mountains. If we’re quick and subtle about it, I think we can pull it off without too much hassle.”

Gummy took another puff from his pipe. “If you need me, Nathaniel, I’ll go.”

“I know,” I replied, offering him a tight smile. I had never doubted him—despite the old dwarf’s cantankerousness and dry wit, he was still one of the most loyal men I’d ever met. He would put off his retirement until his knees gave out if I said I needed his help.

“To be honest, I think this is a case where two might be better than three,” I added. “I’ve no intention of getting in a firefight with Krazzen goons in the middle of a passenger train, and we’ll likely need my magic to move us around. But even with spellfire empowerment, I can only move two people at a time.”

Gummy nodded idly. “And you’re sure this girl is up for the job?”

“You never know for certain until you’re there, but given that she managed to sneak into Rukov’s estate, pick my arcane lock, and lift something from my jacket…yeah, I think she’s up for it. She knows her stuff. Honestly, we’d have been lucky to have someone like her on the team these past few years.”

I waved a hand. “Besides, someone needs to be here when the next payments show up. You can get Fetch’s cut for him.”

“He’ll need it, at the rate he’s burning through his first batch,” Gummy muttered.

I chuckled, then finished my tea. “Well, I’d better get started with the prep work. Need to figure out how to get a few potions and scrolls. Hopefully our friends in Chem Town can help me out.”

I nodded, then started to leave. But I only made it a step before his hand flashed out to grab the sleeve of my jacket.

“Be careful out there,” he said gravely. “If Rukov really has made a deal with the Krazzen, it means he’s more desperate than anyone realized. He must not see another way out of this.”

“I know,” I replied just as gravely. “But who knows, maybe it means our friends in the Freebloods are doing better than we thought in the war.”

“Maybe. Either way, don’t underestimate how important this must be to Rukov. The Krazzen might not have an army on that train, but I promise they’ll have agents who know what they’re doing. Alliance Command won’t leave this one to chance.”

“I’ll be ready,” I assured him. “And I’ll be back in town before you know it.”
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I had long been a firm believer in the merits of preparation. Not the obsessive kind, where you risked overplanning to the point that you become inflexible, but rather the realistic kind where you learned everything you could and filled in the gaps with contingencies for when something inevitably went wrong.

To that end, I spent half the day replenishing my scrolls, even the ones my usual suppliers were selling at nearly double price. I was flush with cash, after all, and I refused to get myself killed because I was too cheap to invest in the right tools. You never knew when you’d need to crawl along the ceiling with spider climb, seal a door with an arcane lock, or listen to a conversation across the room with clairaudience.

Replenishing my supply of potions was significantly less expensive, largely because I didn’t carry that many at a time. Only a fool would go into battle without a few health elixirs on his belt, but it was also easy to go overboard and weigh yourself down with a bunch of glass vials that could shatter in a firefight and wound you as badly as a bullet.

Once I was stocked up, I did a little research on the rail line that would be carrying the cargo. The exact layout and configuration of the cars wasn’t public knowledge, but I had enough sources—and enough commarks—to get a peek at the schematics. I did my best to commit everything to memory, from the various seat layouts to the distance between the cars to the likely cargo arrangements. I even managed to get my hands on a variety of old couplers at one of the junk yards in the Pit, a worse neighborhood than Chem Town on the far eastern side of Mincalis. Some old coupler models used a simple pin system, while others used clamps. But most of the trains running out of the city these days used one of those plus a magnetic enchantment system that required a device with a harmonious spell signature to open.

In other words, a magical key.

My thieving tools would be useless against such a device, but I had invested in another dispelling scroll that should disable the magnetic field long enough for me to pull the pin and get the cars to separate. It wasn’t something I could test or practice easily, since such scrolls were too expensive to waste, but I was still confident I could pull it off. The trick would be identifying and then reaching the right car in the first place.

It was late by the time I returned to the Tincture, and Elebor passed me an envelope that Ysara had left for me earlier. It contained my train ticket as well as all the other instructions I needed, like where and when to meet her the next morning. With that, there was nothing left for me to do but lie down and try to get some sleep for what promised to be a very early morning.

It was still dark when I woke up, not to mention cold as hell. I could feel the chill seeping in through the walls of the Tincture, though I did my best to ignore it while I got ready. I wasn’t too worried about traveling in full disguise—it wasn’t as if Rukov himself would be on the train looking for me—but I figured it was still worth making a few subtle changes just in case. I put on a black waistcoat with one of my more expensive white undershirts beneath, instantly raising my perceived social class a notch or two. I even took the time to shave. I always found it remarkable how different I looked with a smooth chin. It was like peering through a window into the past where I’d been a younger, less cynical man.

I hated it.

The Tincture was as quiet as a tomb at this hour, so I didn’t need to deal with Elebor on my way out. The morning wind was so piercing I swore I was going to freeze as I crossed the bridge out of the Strand, and I quickly hired a carriage to take me the rest of the way. They weren’t heated in this part of the city, but at least they blocked out the wind.

My destination was Rosewater Terminal in one of the central boroughs. The primary difference between it and Lurington Station on the city’s edge wasn’t congestion, size, or the social class of the clientele. Every station in Mincalis was huge and busy, after all, and the rails served people from a wide variety of backgrounds. The distinction was actually one of security, a fact I was promptly reminded of when I hopped out of the carriage and beheld the staggering number of guards on duty.

And not just regular police, either. While there were plenty of uniformed Goldtips on duty, the city’s finest mostly lingered on the terminal’s perimeter while the security inside was handled by the Abjulatis, wizards who specialized in abjuration and divination magic. Along with various creatures they summoned from the Chaos, the Abjulatis served as customs inspectors for cargo and passengers alike.

Given the relative proximity to the Academy, one might have assumed that they were servants of the Spellbinders, but instead they were on the payroll of the Rail Authority…which was in turn on the payroll of various industrial interests in the city. It was a particularly stark example of the political limitations of the Spellbinders. Realistically, they should have been in charge of magical security, and the average person on the street probably believed they were. But in practice, the industrialists still ran this town.

As I made my way into the bustling terminal, I found myself thinking about Ysara’s offer to smuggle in my equipment for me, especially Natalya. My magic pouch wouldn’t help me here—the Abjulatis inspectors would sniff that out the moment I tried to board. But even though I’d trusted Ysara enough to accept this crazy job of hers and all the risks it entailed, I still didn’t want her hands on my pistol. Which was admittedly strange, given what else I’d trusted her hands with. But the bottom line was that nobody touched Natalya. Ever.

Still, I had to admit that it would have made my life easier—and cheaper—if I weren’t so overprotective of my gun. The best alternative to smuggling her onto the train was bribing her onto the train, and I had a sneaking suspicion that the Abjulatis inspectors would need more incentive than a postal carrier to break the rules.

This would have been a perfect opportunity for a fledgling arcanist like myself to use a charm spell, but Karissa had never taught me any. And for good reason—mind-warping enchantment spells, just like invisibility and teleportation spells, had long been the target of magical regulation by governments even before the Spellbinders. The courts in most countries levied stiff fines and long prison sentences on anyone who got caught abusing them, and the same was true here in Mincalis.

Still, there were times when it could have been a powerful tool to have in one’s arsenal, especially for a man like me. There was a reason the Profane cults that infested this city were able to lure people in with promises of similar powers from their dark masters.

But for now, I would have to stick with old-fashioned, tried-and-true methods like flashing people forged credentials and handing them absurd amounts of money to look the other way. Setting my mind to the task, I headed to the line where passengers were boarding the car listed on my ticket. I might have been in luck, since the Abjulatis on duty there looked younger and more fresh-faced than most of the others.

I moved into the short waiting line, then watched as he used his detection spells on the passengers in front of me. He only needed a few seconds per person, and while no one seemed particularly happy about the process, it was so much less intrusive than being physically patted down that most people just shrugged and went along with it.

I stepped forward when it was my turn, then reached into my jacket and produced my very official-looking “Trusted Traveler” certification stamped with the Rail Authority seal. If that didn’t work, I had twenty neatly folded commark bills in my other pocket that would hopefully do the trick.

“Here you go,” I said, flashing him the card as I kept walking. “I’m already late, so I’d appreciate—”

“I’m sorry, sir, but all passengers must submit to an inspection,” the young Abulatis said, shifting his body in front of me so that I couldn’t march past.

“What?” I snarled.

“Recent acts of vandalism on this line have caused the Authority to raise the security level to orange for the day,” he said with the annoyed air of someone who had repeated that exact phrase fifty times this shift. “Even Trusted Travelers must submit to an inspection.”

I glared at him. “Then what was the point in paying for this damn card?”

He sighed. “You can address all your complaints to the Authority Administrator. In the meantime, sir, you must either submit to the inspection or step aside.”

I strongly considered making a scene. Sure, I wasn’t really a Trusted Traveler, and sure, I actually was trying to smuggle a firearm onto the train. But I’d paid damn good money for this forgery, and I was annoyed at having it dismissed out of hand. This must have been what rich people felt like when they endured the slightest inconvenience.

But before I could reach into my pocket and tried to bribe the man instead, I caught a flicker of movement at the top of steps inside the car I was trying to board.

“There you are, darling,” a woman said from just inside the train behind us. “I told you those phantom steed carriages aren’t as fast as you thought.”

The Abjulatis looked back over his shoulder. The speaker was a tall, attractive young woman wearing an elegant blue dress with matching sapphire earrings, all of which must have cost a small fortune. She shot me an annoyed glare and planted a scornful hand on her hip before looking back at the wizard.

“I apologize, good sir, but my husband was carousing all night,” she said. “Again. Now come along, darling. The Cantillions are waiting for us.”

“Yes, dear,” I said, putting just a hint of defeat in my voice to sound like the kind of browbeaten man who was too pathetic to be suspicious. I started forward again without hesitation, knowing that one of the critical components to running a good con was to move so quickly that your mark wouldn’t have time to gather his wits and process what was happening.

The other component was raw acting ability, and Ysara had that part covered. I got the distinct impression that she had already worked this inspector earlier, because he immediately groaned and waved me on so he could inspect the next person in line.

Once I stepped up into the train car, Ysara offered me her arm so that I could escort her like a proper gentleman. We walked together in silence for a whole minute before I finally turned and gave her a wry smirk.

“Nice work,” I said approvingly. “Though you could have mentioned this plan to me earlier.”

“I did offer to help you smuggle in your gear,” she reminded me, keeping her voice low. “But you strike me as the type of man who has a bit of a prideful streak.”

“Maybe.”

Ysara snickered. “Well, you also strike me as the type of man who always has a contingency plan ready to go. Were you going to bribe him or punch him if the card didn’t work?”

“First one, then the other,” I said dryly. “What’s the world coming to when expensive forgeries can’t get you past low-level bureaucrats?”

Her snicker turned into a giggle, and I couldn’t help but smile at the pleasant sound. From this close, I could fully appreciate how much effort she had put into her noblewoman’s costume. Her dark eyeshadow and red lipstick were both flawless, and her low-cut blue dress was peak fashion in Camlorn these days. Even her perfume—a heady floral scent I didn’t recognize—seemed expensive.

I wondered why she had chosen this look rather than the rail wench I’d been expecting. Not that I was complaining about it—she looked both rich and stunning, to the point it was going to be a real challenge to keep my eyes off her…assets.

Still she’d managed to impress me yet again. Her appearance, her delivery, her timing… I had long believed that Elebor was the best con artist I’d ever met, but Ysara might have been able to give him a run for his commarks. She was good, there was no doubt about it.

As we moved through the car toward our cabin near the front, I made it a point to try and determine which of the passengers were the most likely to be Krazzen agents in disguise. I spotted two potential candidates, and I did my best to try and memorize their faces without being obvious about it. Later, when Ysara and I scouted the train and searched for the cargo, I could try to monitor their behavior more closely.

We continued on until we finally reached our assigned seats. The private cabin was quite similar to the one on the midnight train. The two facing benches could have easily accommodated four people, but I doubted that anyone who paid for this class of ticket used up all the space unless they brought their whole family with them.

I helped Ysara sit down first, and as she crossed her legs and settled in, I fetched the nearest attendant and ordered us some drinks. Since she went to the trouble of finding me an excellent vintage of the Ikibrian whiskey I liked, I slipped her a few extra commarks as thanks—more than she would earn in wages on this trip. I also let her know that I would appreciate complete privacy during the first leg of the trip. She smiled in understanding, undoubtedly assuming that I wanted to have some intimate fun with my beautiful young companion. The truth was that I just didn’t want her snooping around while Ysara and I were planning.

“All right,” I said, sitting down and pulling the privacy curtain shut. “Step one wasn’t so bad. Though it’s step two I’m most worried about.”

Ysara raised an eyebrow as she extended the retractable drink table in front of our bench so I could set down the glasses and bottle for us. “You think scouting the train will be the most difficult part?”

“That’s step three,” I said, popping the cork and pouring us both a drink. “Step two is sitting around doing nothing while we wait to get near the mountain pass.”

“Oh, I don’t think it will be so bad. You seem like amicable company.”

“You’d be surprised. Plenty of people at the Tincture have tried to punch me. A couple have even tried to shoot me.”

Ysara snickered as she lifted her drink and took a sip. Her ruby lipstick was thick enough that it left an imprint on the edge of the glass.

“Well, I promise I won’t punch or shoot you,” she said. “But you should watch your pocket—you never know what I might steal next.”

She gave me a coy smirk, which I returned in kind. Despite all my preparation for the job, I hadn’t invested much thought into how we would pass the time during the first leg of our trip. But now that we were here, I suddenly wished I’d brought a Dragon’s Ante deck with me. I had a feeling she would be pretty good at it, particularly with that dress of hers as a distraction. It was cut almost as low as her open blouse back on the midnight train, and her skirt had ridden up just enough in the seat that I could see the garter of her hose.

“Anyway, I picked a few potential suspects on the way through the train,” I said, clearing my throat and taking a sip of my own drink. “I figure we can keep an eye on them while we’re searching for the cargo.”

Ysara nodded. “The man with a pockmarked face in 5C seemed to be paying close attention to everyone who came aboard. There was also a thin man in a green waistcoat in 7A I was curious about.”

I blinked. Those were the exact same men that I’d mentally marked on our way to the cabin.

“He had a bulge in his jacket that was probably a gun,” I agreed, impressed by her awareness. “Though maybe his Trusted Traveler card actually worked.”

“Maybe,” Ysara said with a grin as she took another drink. “I’ll switch outfits and check the other cars in a bit, but I think we should wait at least an hour. Don’t want to start too early and raise suspicion.”

“Agreed.”

Outside the privacy curtain, the attendant implored everyone to take their seats. Perhaps a minute later, the train set off, and I peered out the window as Rosewater Station rolled past us.

“Still makes my head spin when I think about how different these cars were just ten years ago,” I commented idly. “This is so much more spacious and comfortable.”

“I hear that the fuel is cleaner, too,” Ysara said.

“Yeah, but the Chem Lords aren’t happy about that one. The less fuel the rails burn, the less money they make.”

“You might not know this, but one of the Spellbinders invented the new cleaner engine. The Conclave was strongly considering their own rail line to compete, but the Chem Lords apparently made a very generous investment to the Academy and bought the new chemgines instead.”

I snorted. “Sooner or later, that dam is going to break. Especially if someone at the Academy finally figures out how to stabilize spellfire cores.”

Ysara raised an eyebrow. “You really believe they’ll try? After the disaster in Dhukil?”

I shrugged and finished my glass. “You can’t stuff knowledge back into the bottle no matter how hard you try. I know that Lord Karsian encouraged the Conclave to officially forbid further research, but there’s too much money to be made for anyone to listen. And if the Spellbinders don’t perfect the technology first, someone else will. He must be smart enough to realize that.”

She didn’t respond right away, and I wondered how much she knew about the so-called Dhukili Cataclysm, the horrific event that had finally convinced the leaders of Faratha to seek a real armistice. On the front lines, we’d heard constant reports about how the Krazzen had unleashed a new weapon so powerful it had laid an entire country to ruin. It wasn’t until much later that the truth had started rolling in.

The new generation of Krazzen war machines—huge iron crawlers which could carry soldiers over rough terrain and discharge powerful magical blasts—had been powered by experimental spellfire engine cores rather than traditional alchemical ones like this train. But after a few decisive victories on the battlefield, something had gone wrong. The engine cores had exploded, and the detonation had been so powerful that it had wiped out the vast majority of the Krazzen and Commonwealth armies fighting in Dhukil. I’d even heard rumors that some of the dead had transformed into monsters after the blast, but I had always assumed that was just ignorant fearmongering.

Karissa had convinced me otherwise. The devastation really had been as bad as the rumors claimed. Possibly worse.

“No reason to dwell on that now, though,” I said, as much as myself to Ysara. “Did you manage to get all your other tools aboard?”

“I did.” She patted the travel bag she’d put on the seat next to her, then reached up and touched the small gemstone in her left earring. “And I can use this to signal the retrieval squad in the mountain pass once we’re ready for pickup.”

I eyed the sparkling sapphire more closely. “A sending stone?”

“Exactly. It only has enough magic for one message, but that should be enough.”

I nodded approvingly. I had used similar devices a handful of times over the past few years. Typically, they only had enough magic for a single message, so they weren’t as generally useful as a homunculus that could ferry information back and forth. But sending stones were much easier to conceal, and they also had nearly unlimited range.

“How about your backup?” I asked.

Ysara smirked, then pulled up her skirt high enough to reveal the pepperbox holster on her upper left thigh below her garters. “I’m ready. How about you?”

I opened my jacket enough to reveal Natalya on my hip. “The cavalry’s right here.”

She eyed the weapon curiously. “I’ve never seen anything with that design before.”

“Natalya’s one of a kind.”

“Natalya?” she asked, both of her thin black eyebrows lifting in amusement. “I didn’t realize you were one of those men who names his guns.”

“I didn’t name her,” I said, closing my jacket. “Her creator did.”

“I see.” Her faint but unmistakable smirk suggested she didn’t believe me. “Well, it—sorry, she—sounded quite impressive at Rukov’s docks. A breachloader?”

“Zeroloader.”

Ysara blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“It means her firing chamber conjures its own bullets,” I explained. “No reloading or ammunition required.”

“What? How is that possible?”

“I don’t claim to understand the design. I just point and tell her where to shoot.”

Her eyes returned to my jacket. “May I see it again?”

I almost made a joke about how she’d already seen everything I had to offer beneath the belt, but she seemed sincerely interested. I still hesitated, though, since it probably wasn’t a great idea to sit around talking about my smuggled firearm. But as long as we kept the privacy curtain down and our voices low, the risks were minimal.

“Sure,” I said, pulling Natalya out of her holster and holding her out with my palm flat. I had a general rule against letting another man touch her, but I decided I could make an exception for a woman.

Ysara whistled softly as she eyed the pistol. She didn’t quite make contact—she kept her fingertips and her long nails hovering above the grip and barrel as if the gun were some kind of sacred talisman. If nothing else, it was clear she wasn’t feigning interest like some women might. She had the look of a true enthusiast in her blue eyes.

“Like a dwarven flintlock in style, but without the pan,” Ysara commented. “And multiple rune triggers, too?”

“Incendiary and vitriolic,” I explained. “In case you want to detonate something or melt through it.”

She shook her head in amazement. “That’s…that’s incredible. I’ve never heard of this patent before. What’s it called?”

“There is no patent. The inventor isn’t the type to file paperwork.”

“But he could sell this design in a heartbeat!”

“I know, but that’s not her style,” I said, emphasizing the gender. I eyed Natalya for another moment, then carefully returned her to my holster. “Nishka makes it a point to never build the exact same thing twice. And to be honest, she also wouldn’t want a gun like this to be mass produced. Making a gadget for your friends is one thing; creating a new weapon that kills thousands is quite another.”

Ysara nodded slowly. “Sounds like a woman with strong convictions.”

More than you know, I thought to myself.

“Another drink?” I asked, uncorking the bottle again.

“I suppose one more couldn’t hurt,” Ysara said, holding out her glass.

I filled it up for her, then tapped our glasses together.

“Well, here’s to wild gambits at ungodly hours of the morning,” I said, downing everything I’d poured in a single gulp. Given the early hour, I should have asked the attendant to bring me coffee from the drink car instead, but I often found that the burn of good whiskey was even more effective at waking me up.

“This can’t be anywhere near the craziest thing you’ve attempted,” Ysara said, taking a much more delicate sip. “You did just break into the president’s island estate.”

“So did you,” I reminded her. “And you looked a lot better doing it, I might add.”

She snickered. “It wasn’t difficult to get my hands on that maid’s outfit. And changing into it wasn’t a problem once I was inside.”

I frowned. “You didn’t sneak in as a maid?”

“I came as a guest, same as you,” Ysara said. “Lady Janice Delisle of Talagar, a young maiden from court whose marriage fell through when her fiance died at sea. She thought that the Winter Soiree would be a great way to mingle with some of the Farathan elite and maybe find a husband before it was too late.”

“Seems like a fascinating lady. Is she real?”

“Oh yes, Lord Karsian’s spies intercepted her cancellation letter about a month ago. All I had to do was forge the invitation.”

I nodded, impressed for the third time this morning. “Janice sounds similar to my character. It’s too bad that she and Commander Giraud never got a chance to meet.”

“But they did, in a way,” Ysara said, her eyes twinkling. “And despite a few early missteps, they seem to be getting along pretty well, don’t you think?”

I smiled back at her. “I suppose so.”

She held my gaze for a few more seconds as she took a slow and decidedly sensual sip from her glass. Her lipstick left an even bigger mark on the edge this time.

“Is this the same outfit Lady Delisle wore?” I asked, nodding at her dress. The longer I sat here next to her, the harder it was to keep my eyes from lingering on the low-cut V between her breasts. Or the garters peeking out beneath her skirt. Or the high heeled shoes cradling her casually bobbing foot beneath the drink table.

“Oh, no,” Ysara said. “A proper lady from Talagar would never wear anything that showed more than an ankle. You know how much the Tanic Kingdoms love their traditions.”

“True,” I admitted. “The Spellbinders must give you quite the costume budget. Isn’t this real Quvalen silk?”

Her eyes widened, apparently surprised that I’d noticed. “It is, actually.”

“That must have set you back. From what I’ve seen of the shops in Mincalis, you could outfit a soldier with a sidearm, a sabre, and a rifled musket for the same price.”

“Well, they don’t make dresses in factories,” Ysara said, tugging gently at her skirt with her free hand. “But, um…I didn’t buy this.”

I cocked an eyebrow. She shrugged innocently.

“Like you said, costumes are expensive,” Ysara added. “I wanted to save my employer some money.”

“How very considerate of you.”

“I thought so.”

Ysara managed to keep her expression straight for about two seconds before a smile reappeared on her lips. The impish glimmer in her eyes was so infectious that I smiled back without even realizing it.

“The real question about the dress,” Ysara said, “is whether you like it or not.”

I snorted. “If I say ‘no,’ will you pull out your pepperbox and shoot me in the back?”

“No,” she said, downing the last of her drink then slowly running the tip of her tongue over her lips. “But I’d know you were lying.”

I laughed, which made her smile even wider as she set her glass down.

“Then I might as well tell the truth,” I said. “It looks lovely on you.”

Ysara nodded appreciatively. “Thank you. That means it was worth breaking into the tailoring shop last night after all.”

I started. “You stole it last night?”

“You had your prep work, and I had mine,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Besides, what better time to steal something than when you’ll be leaving town the next morning?”

“Good point,” I admitted.

She chuckled, then cast a glance down at her bag. “The only question is when I should change into my uniform. I suppose I should wait until we’re ready to go.”

“Probably,” I agreed. “Just in case our attendant comes back and ignores the privacy curtain.”

“She’d better not,” Ysara said. “Because I made you a promise earlier.”

I frowned. “You did?”

“Mhm,” she confirmed, scooting a bit closer in her seat. “Back on the midnight train.”

“Ah,” I said. “I don’t remember any promises. You stole the letter for free.”

“Well, I suppose it wasn’t as much of a promise as an offer,” she corrected. “But it was genuine all the same.”

I felt a sudden heat building inside me as she reached out and gently put her hand on my jacket.

“You’ll have to remind me,” I said. “What offer was that?”

Her blue eyes locked onto mine. “Full service,” she purred. “Don’t you remember?”

I do now, I thought, noticing an uncomfortable tightness in my pants for the first time in several days.

“This isn’t the 405 to Canith Mir,” I reminded her. “And it’s not a Comfort Car.”

“It could be,” Ysara purred. “Unless you can think of a better way to pass the time?”

The truth was that I couldn’t think about much of anything right now aside from her red lips and blue eyes and bountiful cleavage, especially since the latter was now pressed up against my arm. Under normal circumstances, I tried to stay as focused as possible before starting a job, but we really did have some time to kill before we reached the mountain pass…

“Now that you mention it,” I managed, “I’m not sure I can.”

“Neither can I,” she said as her hand slipped inside my jacket. “I promise I won’t even steal anything this time.”

I grunted. “Are you sure?”

“Positive. But you should pay very close attention to me just in case.”

Ysara gave me the same sly, seductive grin as on the midnight train while her fingers crawled down my stomach to my waist. Once her hand reached the belt, she dragged a fingertip over the buckle.

“Need some help again?” I asked.

“Not this time,” she snickered. “I’m familiar with this lock, and I know exactly how to get it open.”

She leaned closer as her slender fingers made short work of the buckle, and I felt her lips press against my earlobe. She moaned softly as she reached into my underwear and located her prize. It wasn’t difficult—I was already so hard I’d almost burst through the fly.

“There he is,” she whispered. “Right where I left him.”

I groaned in delight when she squeezed the base of the shaft. I closed my eyes, content to leave myself at the mercy of her skilled fingers again. But Ysara had other plans.

“I’d like to get to know him better,” she teased. “Do you mind if I introduce myself?”

“Not at all,” I managed, swallowing. “He’s very friendly.”

“I’ll bet he is.”

Ysara pulled away as she slowly stroked me. I had absolutely no idea what she was planning, but she had my rapt attention. And I could tell she very much enjoyed it.

After giving me another few moments to enjoy the view of her cleavage and the mystery of her intentions, she pushed the retractable table out of her way, then uncrossed her legs and slid out of her seat. Once she was down on her knees, she pushed my legs further apart and maneuvered herself between them. All of a sudden I was looking down at her rather than over at her, and those ruby lips and blue eyes were mere inches from my cock.

“That’s better,” Ysara said. “Let’s see what he has to say for himself.”

Leaning closer, she kissed the tip so gently it sent a shudder of delight rippling through me. She smiled at my reaction, then continued planting kisses all the way down the shaft until she reached the base. Her eyes remained focused on me the entire time so she could watch and gauge my reactions. I kept expecting her fingers to join her lips, but so far she was keeping her hands on my legs and letting her mouth do all the work.

“He’s not very talkative yet,” she teased. “Maybe we need to change the subject?”

Her tongue flicked out from between her lips, and she began licking rather than kissing her way back up the full length of my shaft. The heat of her breath combined with the wetness of her triggered another shudder of delight through my whole body.

“Better,” she cooed as she began lathering the throbbing tip. “Let’s try a topic he’s really interested in.”

After flashing me a wicked smirk, she opened her mouth and swallowed me. And not just the tip, either—she took half my length in her first gulp. And it wasn’t long before she began slowly bobbing up and down, taking more of me inside her with each pass. Her hands still hadn’t moved, but her fingers clamped hard into my legs as she worked me deeper and deeper down her eager young throat.

She couldn’t quite manage the last inch, but the heat and suction and raw passion of her efforts was rapidly pulling me toward the abyss nonetheless. I knew I needed to be mindful of how much noise we made here, but I couldn’t stop myself from groaning uncontrollably.

Ysara popped back up for breath a few moments later, carefully studying my manhood as if it were a new type of safe she hadn’t yet figured out how to crack.

“Looks like I might need a little help,” she said, panting and licking at her lips. “Can I count on you?”

I looked down at my throbbing, spit-slickened member and the beautiful face hovering just above it.

“What…what do you need?” I managed.

“Your hands to guide me.”

Ysara flicked her tongue over the swollen tip while she waited for my response. Leaning forward, I gently placed my right hand on the back of her head.

“It might take both,” she said, her voice a dark, husky purr. “Don’t be afraid to push. I can take it, I promise.”

With a hungry, salacious smirk, she parted her lips and swallowed me whole again. This time when she reached her limit, I gripped the back of her head and pulled. Her hands squeezed my legs again, and I could hear the gurgles in the back of her throat as my cock pushed deeper. It wasn’t long before my last inch disappeared into her ruby lips, and I held her in place for several glorious seconds before I let go.

“Oh!” Ysara gasped when she popped back up, smiling giddily. “I had a feeling he’d like that.”

“Very much,” I panted. “But he won’t last long that way.”

“I sure hope not,” she giggled. “You can finish whenever you want. But make sure you hold me close so I can’t get away…”

She winked, then dove back onto my cock. I tried unsuccessfully to stifle another groan of pleasure, and my hand reflexively returned to her head. I got a firm grip of her hair, and I helped pull and push to ensure she worked every inch down her throat over and over again…

Until I completely lost control. Gritting my teeth, I squeezed the back of her head as I fired salvo after salvo into her waiting mouth. Ysara moaned contendly with each spurt, assuaging my fears that I might drown the girl in the deluge. Her eyes moving rapidly behind her painted lids as if she were experiencing her own release.

I slumped back into the seat when I’d finally finished, panting for breath and releasing my grip on her hair. Ysara stayed exactly where she was, her tongue flicking over my increasingly sensitive tip for several moments before she slowly pulled back. Her eyes reopened, and she looked straight at me as she visibly swallowed.

“There,” she said, flashing me a contented smile. “Much less of a mess this way.”

I chuckled as her fingers returned to the base of my withering shaft and continued gently stroking me. It was only then that I noticed just how much of her lipstick she’d left at the tip and base.

“We should probably wait at least another half an hour before we start searching the cars,” Ysara commented after a moment. “Any ideas on how we might fill the time?”

I let out an exhausted chuckle, then reached out and gave her black hair an appreciative brush. “One or two, but I think we’d need a little more space,” I told her. “And a lot more privacy.”

“Is that so?” Ysara’s eyes lit up and her smile turned downright devilish. “Sounds fun.”

“It would be,” I promised, my cock already stiffening as I mentally catalogued all the things I would love to do to that young body of hers right now. It was a very long, very exciting list.

“Well, it’s too bad we’re stuck here,” she teased. “I suppose we’ll just have to make do with what we have.”

She pressed her thumb hard against the base of my cock, squeezing out another white, creamy bead from the tip before promptly licking it up with her tongue.

“It’s hard to believe, but I’m still thirsty,” Ysara teased. “Would you be willing to pour me another drink?”

I grinned and brushed my fingers through her hair again. “I’d love to, but I’m not sure how much is left in the bottle.”

“Oh, I’m sure there’s more than you think,” she purred, her blue eyes smoldering with desire. “Let’s find out.”
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“The Tanics see Aodar as a passive force, a light to guide them through the darkness. But the Krazzen have always understood that the White Flame is more than merely a beacon of hope. He is wrath. He is vengeance. He is the collective will of the Archons to punish transgressors and bring heretics to heel. Through our will and Aodar’s might, we shall purge the wicked and elevate the righteous. And Faratha shall be united as one.”

-Grand Crusader Thelonius of the Krazzen Alliance at the onset of the Blue Powder War, 9941

Ysara was right. I did indeed have more left in the bottle than I thought, though she had to work harder to get it out this time. The challenge didn’t appear to bother her in the slightest; on the contrary, she seemed to enjoy every moment of the process, and her mouth, tongue, and fingers didn’t relent until I gave her what she wanted. She gulped down her reward as smoothly as the first time, and she once again spent another minute afterward ensuring there wasn’t a drop to spare.

She finally rose from her knees and slid back into the seat, though she didn’t appear to be in any hurry to straighten her dress. I continued to enjoy an incredible view of her cleavage as she crossed her legs and lit up a cigarette.

Between the early hour, the soothing motion of the train, and a double dose of post-climax fatigue, I could have easily dozed off in my seat right then and there. But I lit up a cigar instead, and the two of us enjoyed the smoke and each other’s company while the train barreled over the border and toward the vast snowy mountain valley ahead.

Ysara effortlessly sparked up a conversation as if nothing had happened, and I found myself more than happy to indulge her. Normally, I made it a point to steadfastly resist all distractions while I was on a job, yet here I couldn’t help but indulge. Chatting with her proved effortless, no matter the topic.

“Well, it’s half past seven,” Ysara said, checking her timepiece then peering out the cabin window. “Seems like a good time to look around and find our car.”

“Agreed,” I said, leaning up and putting out the remnants of my cigar.

“But that also means that it’s time for me to change.”

She reached for her bag and retrieved her attendant’s outfit. She uncrossed her legs and started to stand, but then abruptly paused and gave me a coy look over her shoulder. “A little help?”

I leaned forward and unzipped the back of her dress for her. As a proper gentleman, I turned and looked away as she pushed it from her shoulders. I couldn’t tell if she was intentionally teasing me or if my perception of time was warped, but I swore it took her forever to slide into her blue skirt and white blouse.

“I’ll go first, since I should be able to move around more freely,” she said. “I’ll talk to the staff and see if they know anything about special cargo.”

I nodded and turned back around, only to see that she hadn’t buttoned her blouse all the way up yet. In fact, it was as low and open as when she’d let me fiddle with it on the midnight train.

“Not sure that’s a regulation look,” I commented. “They, uh, they might realize you aren’t on the payroll.”

“I’m taking care of it,” Ysara said innocently as she pulled out a hand mirror to check her makeup. She didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry to fasten her buttons, but she did repair her lipstick.

Snickering, I pushed open the privacy curtain next to me and peered outside. Our car seemed quite calm at the moment. I wouldn’t have been shocked if most of the passengers were dozing by now. Lunch was a long way off, and Camlorn was even farther. But assuming everything was on schedule, we had roughly a forty-five minute window to identify the cargo car and detach the couplers before we were out of the mountain pass.

“I’ll meet you in the dining car in a little bit,” I said. “I’ll check up on our suspects and see if I can find any others.”

Ysara nodded as she finally finished buttoning her blouse and pushed her bag beneath her seat. Her expression had gone from playful to professional in a heartbeat, and I was once again stricken by how strange—and refreshing—it was to be working with a woman who seemed to know the game as well as I did.

“Just be careful,” I warned as she stood and shuffled to the privacy curtain. “If any of the Krazzen suspect anything, they’ll—”

“I’ll be fine,” she assured me. “And I’ll see you soon.”

And then she was gone. I took a few minutes to double check my gear to ensure that everything was ready, and I also tried to mentally prepare myself for the task ahead. So far, this job had been a lot more entertaining than I’d expected, but that could—and probably would—change in the very near future.

It was time to get to work.

I waited until my pocket watch showed a quarter to eight, then slid out of my seat and began my own journey through the passenger cars. Only two other people were loitering in the aisle, neither of whom I had marked as likely Krazzen operatives. All the other privacy curtains were closed; we had apparently picked the drowsiest section of the train.

There was an icy draft in the vestibule leading to the fifth car, but I still appreciated how much safer and better it was than the rail lines of just a decade earlier. I had traveled on several military rails where moving between cars had required a short jump and big prayer.

Over the next ten minutes or so, I did a combination of scouting and schmoozing. No one I encountered acted strangely, and I started to wonder if I might have been wrong about the Krazzen placing operatives on the train.

Until I stopped in the dining car and heard two men near the bar whispering to each other in Krazzic. The behavior was hardly damning by itself—there were tens of thousands of people of Krazzen ancestry living in Mincalis, and the language was spoken by many people outside the Alliance. But when I inspected them more closely, I realized they were the same ones Ysara and I had identified earlier: a big man with a severely pockmarked face and a thinner man in a green waistcoat.

The subtle bulge in the thinner man’s jacket fit the exact profile of a concealed pistol, and his general demeanor plus the permanent scowl on his pockmarked face made the back of my neck tingle. It was still just a hunch…but in this line of work, well-honed instincts were more valuable than any tool or weapon.

The good news was that neither of them expressed any interest in me whatsoever, nor did they make any overt moves toward the rear of the train where the cargo was located. They all seemed to be anticipating a simple, routine trip.

By the time we proved them wrong, it would be too late for them to do anything about it.

I was about to continue my journey into the other passenger cars when I saw Ysara enter through the rear vestibule. She gave me a meaningful look, and I followed her into the adjacent car where we dipped into an empty cabin and pulled down the privacy curtain.

“Any luck?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

“The wenches were more suspicious of me than I expected—apparently this line doesn’t have much turnover,” Ysara said. “I didn’t end up learning anything directly, but I did overhear two of them complaining about their supervisor. He scolded one of them this morning for getting too close to the fourteenth car.”

“Interesting,” I murmured as I conjured up a mental image of the train. “Four back from the last passenger car. Seems like as good a place as any for us to start.”

“I agree. But there is a problem—all the vestibules between the cargo cars are locked. I checked myself.”

“Of course they are,” I muttered.

Cargo vestibules were often sealed on trains like this, so I had anticipated this possibility. That didn’t mean it wasn’t inconvenient, though. If the weapons we were looking for had been in the first or second cargo car, it would have been a problem—picking a couple vestibule locks would be easy enough. Picking four was a different story, however, both in terms of time investment and risk. The longer she and I skulked about, the greater the odds that someone would realize we were up to no good.

“Well,” I muttered, taking a quick peek out the privacy curtain, “always a good sign when you switch to Plan B before the job even starts.”

“Plan B?” Ysara asked.

“The one where I earn the huge reward you promised me. Unfortunately, it’s going to be the cold option. It might be best for you to stay here.”

“What?” she asked, her blue eyes hardening. “You can’t do this alone. I have to be with the cargo when we detach it.”

I pressed my lips into a tight line. She was right, obviously—the whole plan relied upon her being with me when her retrieval team came to fetch the cargo car in the mountain pass. But I was worried about the process of actually getting to that car.

“I don’t suppose you have a fur jacket hidden in your purse,” I said, eyeing her attendant’s blouse and skirt. “Because if we can’t go through the vestibules, we’re going to have to go over them.”

Her cheek twitched. “By using that teleportation magic you used to escape Rukov’s estate?”

I nodded, surprised she’d been able to see me from the office window through the smoke. “That’s right. I can empower it with spellfire magic to increase the range or to take another person with me. But it’s going to be cold and windy…and not without risk.”

Ysara considered, then looked down at her watch. “Even if we don’t get caught, it would take a long time to get through four vestibule locks. And that’s before we identified the cargo and separated the coupler. I don’t think we have another choice.”

“Agreed.”

I moved from the privacy curtain to the window on the other side of the cabin. The hills outside were getting larger and larger, so we were likely only minutes from entering the mountain pass. After that, we’d have less than half an hour to decouple the cars if we wanted them to decelerate within reasonable range of her retrieval squad.

“I don’t see any reason to wait,” I said. “I only pegged those two men as Krazzen stooges, and they didn’t appear suspicious. We’ll just have to hope they don’t have a dozen men riding in the car with the cargo.”

Ysara crouched to look out the window alongside me. “What do you need me to do?”

I eyed her up and down again, hoping she was half as good of an acrobat as she was an actress. There were a lot of ways this could go wrong and only a few where it could go right. But I reminded myself that she had repeatedly impressed me with her skills and knowledge so far, and there was no reason to believe that would change now.

“First, take this,” I said, pulling off my brown jacket. “You’ll need it more than I will.”

I wondered if she might refuse the offer, but Ysara didn’t seem to have the same prideful streak as so many other professionals I’d worked with over the years…including myself. She put on the jacket without question, then waited for my next move.

“There are gloves in the right pocket,” I told her, feeling almost naked in my shirt and vest. I was extra glad for the privacy curtain, because Natalya was now hanging from my hip right in the open for all to see. “Once we’re up top, stay low and move slowly. I’ll handle the rest.”

Ysara nodded as she put on my leather gloves. She looked a little silly in the jacket that was far too big for her, but her face was a picture of determination and resolve.

“You regret coming to me for my help yet?” I remarked dryly as I looked out the window one last time to gauge the proper distance.

“No,” Ysara said.

“Just wait,” I muttered, reaching out and taking her by the wrist. “Nebulos grada!”

As a swirling mist engulfed me, I infused the magic with spellfire energy to increase its power so that it could envelop her as well. A heartbeat later, both of us were suddenly on top of the passenger car being pummeled by a buffeting blast of icy wind. I thought that I had mentally prepared myself for the chill, but I’d been woefully mistaken. I grit my teeth as I crouched and shielded my eyes, desperately wishing that Karissa had taught me a spell to ward off the elements.

But at least my plan had worked. This part of the track was reasonably straight, just like we’d planned, and despite the thin sleet, I could see the front and back of the train from here, including the chemgine throwing smoke and cinders into the air half a dozen cars behind us. I could also see the imperious peaks of the Steelwind Mountains getting closer by the second.

“Remember, stay low and move slowly,” I called out. “You ready?”

Ysara nodded. She was clearly shocked, as anyone should be after they had been teleported on top of a moving train, but I didn’t see any signs of panic on her face. She had bundled herself tightly in my jacket, which made me glad I’d given it to her…right up until I thought about how fucking freezing I was.

“Come on!” I said, starting forward.

It had been quite a while since I’d done anything this crazy, though in some ways it was probably still safer than breaking into Rukov’s estate. But this certainly felt more dangerous, what with the slick metal and high winds threatening to throw us to our deaths at any moment. The grooves on the top of the cars did offer some stability, and we moved over several connecting vestibules without any real trouble.

Keeping an internal count of the cars helped keep my mind off the cold, though not much. Given the choice, I would have preferred to lean down and peer into the windows of every single one we passed, but that simply wasn’t an option. I set my sights on the fourteenth car instead, and I didn’t stop until we made it.

“Hold on,” I said, teeth chattering as I crouched near the edge of the car. Looking down the track, I didn’t see any incoming obstacles that would decapitate me if I leaned over the edge, but I still whispered a silent prayer to any Archon who happened to be listening while I did. The windows were narrow and dirty, and the lack of light on the inside made it difficult to see anything besides the vague outline of barrels and crates. But given that I didn’t spot any obvious signs of movement—and given that most guards didn’t typically sit around in the dark—I was reasonably confident that there was no one actively observing the cargo inside.

“I think we’re clear,” I said as I pulled myself back up. “You ready?”

Ysara nodded, her breath billowing out in front of her as she tried to keep warm. I reached out and took her hand, then leaned back over enough that I could see inside the car window again. I definitely would have preferred to have a clearer view of where we were going, but it was either this or try to open one of the doors before we froze. And really, what was the point in learning magic if you didn’t take dangerous shortcuts every now and then?

Focusing on the spell, I reached deep into the Chaos and imbued it with the necessary power to take someone along with me again. A swirling mist enveloped us again, and we were out of the cold and inside the train again in the blink of an eye. We both stood still and held our breath to see if anything or anyone reacted to our presence, but the only sound was the rattling of the car and the chattering of my teeth.

Ysara took off my coat and threw it over my shoulders. My first impulse, probably fueled by some chivalrous but misguided instinct, was to give it back. But she seemed fine, and I felt like diving into the train’s chem furnace for a few minutes just to get rid of the chill in my bones.

“Let’s have a look around, shall we?” I asked, blowing hot air into my hands and rubbing them together. “Tema!”

Flicking my wrist, I conjured a small, glowing ball of magical energy in my palm, then let it drift up to the top of the car as if it were a mounted lantern. The sphere wasn’t particularly bright, certainly not compared to the daylight spells the clerics and paladins of Aodar were so fond of, but it shed enough light that we could see what we were dealing with.

The good news was that we were indeed inside the right car. The bad news was this shipment was far larger and more terrifying than I’d anticipated.

There were easily hundreds of barrels surrounding us, all sealed and stamped with ink claiming they were filled with wine, olives, fruit, and a dozen other innocuous commodities that were frequently shipped through Mincalis and across the continent. But the moment I wove a basic spell to let me detect magical auras, I could sense the subtle power radiating from all the containers…and it had nothing to do with preserving freshness.

“Aodar’s Tears,” I breathed as I gently placed a hand atop one of the barrels. “Though I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s some Death Mist, too.”

“Death Mist?” Ysara gasped. “Are you serious?

“It’s difficult to know for certain without opening them up, but there’s definitely necromantic energy in these containers.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “Death Mist was outlawed decades ago before the war ended. It was supposed to—”

“Yeah, well, laws don’t matter if there’s no one to enforce them,” I growled. “And knowledge can’t just get stuffed into a box once it’s been set loose. Isn’t that the whole pitch the Spellbinders have been making to the world?”

“Yes,” Ysara replied softly.

I felt bad snapping at her, but I felt even worse looking at these containers. Reading about the horrific alchemical compounds created during the war was one thing, but seeing them in action was quite another. To this day, it took a lot of practice—and even more whiskey—to keep some of those memories buried deep in my psyche where they belonged. But the moment I’d seen these barrels, it was like I was suddenly back on the Kanakis Front watching half my unit choke on the toxic air while their skin melted off their bones…

I hadn’t known any magic back then, but I’d done a lot of research since. And I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if Rukov was willing to use Death Mist to end the stalemate with the rebels. The only reason he hadn’t done so before was because none of his people knew how to produce it. But the Krazzen most certainly did.

“What is this?” Ysara said.

The sound of her voice dragged me out of my mental abyss, and I turned away from the barrel to see her inspecting a huge rectangular crate a few feet away. The container was metal rather than wood, and it appeared to be the only one like it in the car.

“No label,” I commented, not that I would have believed such a marking even if I’d found one. I shifted my magical detection spell to the crate, but there was no lingering aura of any kind.

“Could be ammunition,” Ysara suggested, crouching in front of it. “Or maybe guns?”

“Doubtful, unless they’re some kind of special weapons that can’t be mass produced, otherwise there would be a lot more of them,” I commented. “Probably only enough space for a few dozen guns and a few thousand bullets. Not enough to make a huge difference either way.”

“Hmm. Maybe cannons, then?

“No, for the same reason—there’s not enough space, and I can’t imagine the Krazzen would go through all this trouble to ship a couple cannons to Rukov. You’d think they’d want to send hundreds at a minimum.”

Ysara pursed her lips. “Maybe they’re specifically designed to fire these chemicals. They could be prototypes.”

“I suppose,” I replied, looking around for some way to open it. There didn’t seem to be any obvious keyhole. “But if that were the case, I should be able to sense some magic from the powder runes, especially if they’re new. The same would be true for custom guns or…”

I trailed off as I examined the crate more closely. At first, I’d assumed it was simple cast iron, but I belatedly realized my mistake.

“What is it?” Ysara asked.

“Lead,” I said. “The crate is made out of lead.”

She raised a suspicious eyebrow, and I could tell she’d come to the same conclusion I had. Iron would have been far sturdier and more effective for something like this, not to mention much cheaper. But lead offered one thing that iron didn’t: the ability to block most detection spells.

“We need to get this open,” I whispered.

“Looks like we’ll have to pry it,” Ysara said. “But, um, brute force isn’t my speciality.”

“Mm,” I mused, looking around again. There weren’t any convenient pry bars lying nearby, but I could probably jury-rig something if I had to. That would take quite a while, though, and we still needed to decouple the cars. There was also no guarantee that whatever I came up with would actually work.

Fortunately, I had another option.

“Stand back,” I said, calling to mind the lockpicking spell that I’d almost used at Rukov’s estate. At the time, I had been concerned about the annoyingly loud sound the magic tended to make when it broke a lock, but that wouldn’t be a problem here. There was a great deal of ambient noise on the train, and we were several cars away from anyone else. “Apertis!”

With a loud rattle, the top of the crate popped upon as if we had pried it up from all sides at once.

“You really do have an answer for everything, don’t you?” Ysara breathed, shaking her head.

“I am a professional,” I said. “Help me move this.”

Ysara barely possessed the strength to help me scoot it over a few inches so we could at least see what was inside. But once we did, a wave of dread crashed over me so hard I stopped breathing.

“What are those?” Ysara asked, peering inside and looking at the four egg-shaped metal devices covered in glowing arcane runes. “I’ve never seen anything like—”

“Close the crate,” I rasped.

She frowned. “Why? What’s—”

“Close the damn crate!”

I pushed the lid as hard as I could. Despite her visible confusion, Ysara followed my lead, and it took everything we had to get it back into place. I stepped away from the crate afterward and bade her to do the same.

“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

I focused my detection spell on myself and Ysara. I could sense subtle traces of lingering energy, but nothing extreme. Hopefully that meant we had closed the damn thing in time, because otherwise…

“I think we’re all right,” I managed, forcing myself to breathe normally.

“I don’t understand,” Ysara said, shaking her head. “What are those things?”

I swallowed and forced myself to breathe normally. “Spellfire engine cores.”

Her blue eyes shot wide. “What? Like the kind that completely destroyed—?”

“Yes,” I said flatly.

A black silence fell over the car as we both stared in horror at the lead box. As hard as I’d tried to distance myself from the civil war, I did still read the papers. I was under the impression that the rebels had destroyed most of Rukov’s remaining war machines, and he’d never had all that many to begin with. I found it difficult to believe that the Krazzen would send him regular alchemical engine cores, let alone experimental and highly illegal spellfire ones.

Then again, we were sitting in a car filled with Death Mist. The Krazzen leadership in Alliance Command was clearly playing for keeps. Or they had all simply gone insane.

“Lord Karsian has to be told about this,” Ysara breathed. “If the Krazzen have discovered a way to stabilize these cores…”

I nodded grimly. If their prototype war machines hadn’t exploded eight years ago, the Alliance might very well have conquered Faratha by now. Though sitting here a few yards away from the cores, it was almost more terrifying to think about what would happen if they hadn’t stabilized the cores. Just standing near them was dangerous—I’d heard rumors of total innocents being afflicted with such an intense sickness that their skin began to rot. And if this train exploded, it could turn Imilath into a lifeless wasteland like Dhukil.

“How close are we to the mountain pass?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

Ysara continued staring at the crate for several seconds before she finally consulted her timepiece. “We’re already inside it.”

“Then we need to start working on that coupler,” I said. “Come on.”

Burying my dread as deep as I could, I made my way to the front of the car. In many modern trains, the cargo cars in the back of the line wouldn’t have enclosed vestibules between them, but this one did. The entrance was locked, but only from the other side—the idea was to keep people out, not to trap them inside with the cargo.

Once it was open, I crouched inside the narrow vestibule. The area between the cars was only a few feet long, and I confirmed that the coupler was beneath an access plate in the metal floor. That plate was locked, for obvious reasons, but I was confident I could get it open with my thieving tools.

I was right. My malleable pick wormed its way into the padlock with ease, and I only had to fiddle with it for about a minute before it popped open. Grinning back at Ysara, I pulled open the access plate and was greeted by one of the magnetic couplers I’d learned about in my prep work. The sturdy steel hooks were covered in small arcane runes and were held together by a pin and a field of magical energy.

“All right,” I said, reaching for my scroll case again. “If I can suppress the magnetic field, it should be easy to—”

“Wait,” Ysara interjected. “I think there’s someone in the car ahead of us.”

I looked up at the vestibule door directly in front of me. There was a very narrow window at the top which I couldn’t see through while crouching, but Ysara probably could since she was standing behind me. I paused, debating if I should stand up and investigate—

When the door abruptly slid open and revealed two angry looking men on the other side. One was the pockmarked man I’d noticed in the dining car, and the other was the thin man in a green waistcoat. Both of them looked down at me like they had spotted a man trying to rob their house.

“Gentlemen,” I greeted awkwardly. “Just doing a little maintenance here. You, uh, you want to help?”

The pockmarked man was already reaching into his jacket. Throwing my weight backward, I rolled out of the vestibule and back into the cargo car while simultaneously conjuring my short-lived magical shield for protection. And thank the Archons I did, because these goons weren’t fucking around. I heard two gunshots as I swung around the doorway and took cover, and I felt the hot sting of a narrow miss as one of the shots broke through my barrier and grazed the arm of my jacket.

“Get back!” I shouted, retrieving Natalya from my belt with one hand while waving Ysara into cover with the other. I needn’t have bothered—she had pivoted behind the other side of the doorway, and her hand was reaching beneath her skirt to retrieve her own pistol.

As a rule, I tried to avoid gunfights regardless of the circumstances, but having a shootout inside a metal box was a particularly bad idea given the high likelihood of unpredictable ricochets. I really, really hoped that these idiots weren’t so foolish as to fire their guns directly into a car loaded with alchemical weapons and spellfire cores.

But they were, of course. The moment I tried to lean out and squeeze off a shot with Natalya, both men unloaded the second barrel from their guns. I pulled back into cover, clenching my teeth in horror as the bullets ricocheted around the cargo car. None of the barrels ruptured, thank the Archons, but one of the shots ended up lodged in the lead crate. If it had penetrated even a hair deeper…

And it wasn’t as if they were out of shots, either. In the split second I’d peered around the corner before diving back, I had noticed both men holding six-shot pepperboxes. And while I may have been a gambler, there was no way in the murderous abyss that eight more bullets wouldn’t hit something important. We couldn’t stay here.

Ysara looked ready to lean out and fire a shot from her own three-barrelled pistol, but I waved her off. Taking a deep breath, I prepared to conjure another shield then dive across the gap to her position and teleport us behind our attackers. At least then we wouldn’t be trapped in this car if it exploded.

But before I could make my move, I heard the men shouting at each other in Krazzic. I couldn’t make out all the words, but they seemed as concerned about the bouncing bullets as I was. A moment later, I heard the sound of rustling fabric and the clanking of boots on metal as the men raced through the vestibule and stormed into our car to fight us hand-to-hand.

The maneuver was so borderline suicidal that it caught me completely by surprise. I dropped to a knee and rolled away from the doorway deeper into our car, hoping I could get off a quick shot with Natalya and drop one of these idiots before they could get in our faces. But I was too late—the pockmarked thug was already in the door, a police-style truncheon gripped tightly in his hand. He bashed my gun arm before I could take aim, but the movement caused my finger to pull the trigger anyway. The shot ricocheted off the vestibule door, and the scrawnier thug shrieked as the bouncing bullet tore through his leg right as he tried to lunge at Ysara.

Luck was often considered the purview of Naryssa, the Demon Queen of Chaos, and anyone who gambled understood that she could either be a stubborn bitch or an eager slut depending on her mood. Today, apparently, she had decided to put out.

The pockmarked man didn’t seem the least bit concerned about his fallen ally, however, and he grabbed onto my jacket and wrestled me to the floor of the car. Somehow, I managed to hold onto Natalya while we rolled, and at one point I tried to use her as a cudgel and smash him in the side of the head. But the Krazzen goon was easily time and a half my size, and it didn’t take long before he managed to pin me on my back beneath him. He reared back and made an angry fist as he swung for my head—

“Clypium!”

My magical shield flashed into existence a split second before he either broke my nose or knocked out some teeth. He screamed in pain when his hand struck the barrier instead of me, and the surprise bought me perhaps half a second to do something clever and escape. But he had me pinned beneath his weight so tightly I couldn’t wriggle free or even kick him in the balls. I couldn’t do much of anything at all.

But apparently I didn’t need to, because he collapsed a second later when a truncheon smashed him in the side of the head. Ysara was standing behind him, both hands clenching the small club the man’s scrawnier companion had dropped after he’d been shot. As the pockmarked thug’s insensate body hit the ground, I belatedly realized that his companion had stopped screaming. Ysara had apparently bashed him, too.

“Thanks,” I grunted as I leaned up.

“There might be more on the way,” she said. “We have to separate that coupler!”

Pulling myself upright again, I nodded. “Right.”

I dashed back to the vestibule. I didn’t see anyone else in the adjacent car yet, but that probably wouldn’t last. Someone else must have heard the gunfire back here, and the train had a few of its own security officers on board. For all we knew, they might try to stop the cars outright, though any Krazzen operatives left aboard would probably try to prevent that so their precious cargo didn't get stranded.

“Cover me,” I said, dropping to crouch over the still-open access plate. “If they don’t want to risk firing, they’ll have to charge us. All you have to do is hold them back.”

“Right,” Ysara said, moving into the doorframe behind me and replacing the bullet she’d already fired from her pistol.

Her very small, very range-limited pistol that could only fire three shots before it needed a lengthy reload. If more Krazzen tried to storm their way through here, and if they were as fanatically determined as the others had been, there was no way such a weapon would keep them at bay. The same was true of the pepperboxes the downed thugs were carrying.

Shit.

“Here,” I said, spinning Natalya around in my hand and offering her the grip. “Take this.”

Ysara looked back at me, her eyes wide. “But I thought—”

“Just take her,” I said. “I need to hurry.”

She hesitated for another moment, then reached out to take the gun. It hurt less than I expected seeing her hold it, and I reminded myself how silly it was to be so overprotective of what was ultimately a tool. The real problem was that Natalya was more than a gun—she was a gift from a sweet girl who’d given me her heart.

And now, she was the only part of that girl I had left.

“Ready,” Ysara said, dropping to a knee in the doorway behind me and taking aim. She clearly knew how to handle a pistol…and how to look good doing it.

I turned back to the coupler and retrieved the dispelling scroll from my case. I focused on the magnetic field, then uttered in the proper incantation.

“Jur Muad!”

There was a faint ripple in the air almost like a heat shimmer as the scroll disintegrated in my hand, and the glowing arcane runes on the coupler faded. All I had to do now was figure out how to open the clamps.

Picking up my lockpicking tools again, I leaned over the coupler and started to fiddle with the connectors—

“Behind us!” Ysara warned.

I whipped my head around just in time to see the vestibule on the opposite end of our car slide open. Two more men stormed inside, each wearing a dark jacket and holding a six-barrel pistol. I didn’t recognize them, but they obviously weren’t here to chat. And there was no way I could possibly dive into cover if they decided to open fire…

Ysara shot first. Natalya’s barrel flashed, and I didn’t have time to panic about the potential of the bullet accidently hitting one of the volatile barrels or the spellfire cores before one of the thugs cried out and dropped to the floor of the car. The second fired back at her, but Ysara was already rolling forward. Even though the shot missed, the bullet predictably ricocheted and struck one of the nearby barrels. The wood splintered, and as I scrambled out of the vestibule, I held my breath in horror waiting for a leak or explosion or something else horrible…

But nothing happened. Yet.

Flattening myself against the floor of the car, I rolled over to Ysara. She had cocked the hammer to make the gun conjure another bullet, and she leaned out to fire another shot. But before she could pull the trigger, a new voice shouted from across the train.

“Ignara Ferrus!”

The incantation rippled through the air as yet another figure stepped through the vestibule on the opposite side of the car. But this person wasn’t another goon with a gun—it was a young woman with olive skin and dark hair wearing a stately red robe with gold trim.

Lady Valis, President Rukov’s new mistress.

I was so stunned by her appearance that I didn’t think about the spell she’d cast until Ysara cried out in pain and dropped Natalya. Every piece of metal on the pistol was glowing a bright orange as if it had just been dipped into a forge. I could feel the heat radiating off the weapon from several feet away.

“Sergeant Nathaniel Zane,” Valis said, striding into the car and casually stepping over the corpse of the man Ysara had shot. “President Rukov had a feeling that you’d try to interfere with this shipment.”

“Then I guess he should have sent more men,” I growled, my eyes flicking between her and the lone surviving goon still pointing his pistol in our direction. I still had no idea how powerful of a mage she was, but I really didn’t want to find out. Especially not here, surrounded by barrels full of death.

“Perhaps,” Valis replied, sounding almost amused. She didn’t seem the least bit concerned about her dead goons or her own safety. “I told him that you’d already escaped with your life once, and that only a complete fool would tempt fate by getting in our way again.”

“Yeah, well, you know what they say—the bigger the risk, the bigger the reward.”

Reaching over to Ysara, I slid my hand beneath her skirt and retrieved her pepperbox pistol from her thigh holster.

“Now I suggest you stay back,” I said, cocking the hammer and pointing the small gun at a stack of barrels right in front of us. “Because I’d rather blow all of us straight to the abyss than let Rukov get his hands on these weapons.”

Valis snorted as she continued sauntering toward us. “He also told me that you were quite the gambler. But in this case, Sergeant, you don’t have any cards left to play. Your pathetic little Academy cantrips are no match for true sorcery.”

“I don’t need a cantrip to pull this trigger. If these barrels are filled with Death Mist, we’ll all be dead in ten seconds. If they’re filled with Aodar’s Tears, we’ll all wish we died that quickly while we burn to death.”

She paused in front of the lead crate at the center of the car. “Don’t you understand that you are only hurting yourself and your people? That you’re preventing the reconstruction of your homeland?”

I snorted. “I didn’t notice the Krazzen rebuilding Dhukil after your weapons burned it off the map.”

“Dhukil is a wasteland—Imilath is a jewel waiting to be polished,” Valis said. “By unifying under a single strong leader, your proud nation could become the greatest power in central Faratha.”

“A strong leader who gets his orders straight from Alliance Command in Solegrad,” I growled. “I think we’ll pass, thanks.”

She shook her head. “You really are a misguided fool, aren’t you? President Rukov is trying to guarantee your people’s sovereignty. Unity is Imilath’s only chance at survival.”

“And this is your only chance for survival,” I said, tiring of her bullshit and waving the pistol at the barrel. “Back off. Now.”

Valis’s eyes flicked to Ysara. “And who is this? Another of Thorne’s rebel waifs? Rukov is convinced that you’re still working with the Freebloods, no matter what you claim.”

“I am an agent of the Spellbinders, and this cargo is in direct violation of international shipping statute 113-56,” Ysara said, putting a surprising amount of bureaucratic heft into her voice. “By order of the Spellbinder’s Conclave, you will stand down and prepare to have all your cargo confiscated at the next station.”

Valis gave her an amused look, like a parent about to humor a small child. But I wasn’t interested in having a debate about international law, not when we were mere minutes away from leaving Ysara’s retrieval team behind.

“What she means is that one way or another, this is over,” I said. “Either you surrender and stand down, or I pull this trigger.”

Valis scoffed. “No,” she said flatly. I prefer the third option—the one where I kill you instead. Muad Katros!”

A volley of four glowing red magical darts leapt from her fingertips. They split in midair, two streaking for me and two for Ysara. I instantly recognized the simple yet deadly spell, and I knew that the arcane missiles were impossible to block or dodge. I also knew that my shield spell could absorb them, though that wouldn’t help Ysara…

I cast the spell again at the last instant, infusing with my spellfire magic just like back at Rukov’s estate. The glowing violet barrier appeared around both me and Ysara, and Valis’s arcane missiles dissipated harmlessly as they struck the shield.

“Impressive,” she said, hand still outstretched. “You really are the Spellfire Thief—and Lady Karissa’s dirty little secret.”

I waggled my pistol at the barrel again while I maintained the spell. “Makes you realize that I could survive blowing up this train. Could you?”

She laughed. “Oh, you aren’t that powerful. But I am.”

With another flick of her finger, she sent a ripple of magical energy toward us, and my impenetrable barrier shattered like glass. As her hand glowed with familiar violet energy, I was struck by the terrifying realization that Valis wasn’t a mere arcane dilettante. To counter spellfire magic, one needed to understand it. And unlike me, I had a feeling that she had been immersed in those studies for many years.

We were in trouble. Big trouble.

“Indebilis!” she incanted.

My breath caught in my throat, and my entire body locked up as if I’d been frozen in a block of ice. The best I could manage was flicking my eyes to the side, and my peripheral vision revealed that Ysara had also been paralyzed by the spell.

“I told you that Academy cantrips are no match for the power of true sorcery,” Valis said, strutting forward again. “The future of Faratha lies in the power of magic, not nations or presidents.”

I strained as hard as I could, but no matter how hard I tried to move my arms and legs, they refused to cooperate. Karissa had used this spell on me before, and I hadn’t been able to escape then, either. But considering she’d been naked at the time, I hadn’t been eager to escape anyway. It seemed unlikely that my experience with Valis would be anywhere near that entertaining.

Still, the memory did help me remember something Karissa had told me about paralysis spells afterward—just like my short range teleport, they took so much power that it could only restrain a single person at a time. The only way to break that limitation was with spellfire energy.

“Get the manacles—we’ll bring them back with us instead,” Valis said, pointing at the thug behind her but keeping her eyes locked on me. “Once you’re back in Camlorn, President Rukov will explain in excruciating detail how you will repay him for everything you stole.”

With a smug snicker, she put her heeled boot on Natalya and kicked the pistol farther out of our reach. Behind her, it only took a few moments for her thug to produce two sets of manacles from somewhere in the back of the car, and he was already striding toward us. I flicked my eyes to Ysara, but she didn’t seem to be having any more luck breaking out of the spell than I was. I needed to figure out something soon, or we were both going to end up locked in Rukov’s dungeons. If even half the rumors I’d heard about his treatment of political prisoners was accurate…

Think, I scolded myself. The only thing I could remember about paralysis spells was an off-handed comment from Karissa about how it required considerable concentration to maintain them. But it wasn’t as if I could reach out and smack Valis in the face to disrupt the spell.

“Personally, I’ll be very interested to hear what you have to say about Thorne and his Freebloods,” Valis taunted as she plucked Ysara’s pepperbox out of my frozen fingers. “It’s only a matter of time before we destroy them, but perhaps you can help us put them out of their mystery more quickly.”

“I…I can tell you…where he is,” I managed. My mouth was filled with saliva since I couldn’t seem to swallow. And since I could barely move my tongue, so my speech was as raspy and slurred as a drunken corpse.

Valis chuckled, then handed the small pistol to her thug as he came up behind her. “And you will, don’t worry.”

“No,” I wheezed, speaking so softly I could barely hear my own words. “He’s hiding in…a place you’ll…”

I trailed off gradually, my words melting into incomprehensible gibberish as the thug clamped my right wrist in the manacle. Valis frowned as she reflexively leaned forward to try and hear me.

“He’s doing what?” she asked.

I mouthed more words that were even softer, causing her to inch a bit closer…

At which point I spat right in her pretty Krazzen face.

It wasn’t just a little drop, either—it was the huge, disgusting wad I hadn’t been able to swallow for the past minute. And since she was clearly an upper-class woman unaccustomed to the simple joys of having bodily fluids splashed in her face, she stumbled backward so wildly she tripped and fell right on her ass.

The sight was hilarious, and I fully intended to reminisce about it over a fine bottle of whiskey later. But all that mattered now was that her concentration had broken. It was time to get Ysara and I the hell out of here before Valis had a chance to recast her spell.

Whirling around, I slammed my elbow into the thug’s neck, then kicked him as hard as I could. He stumbled out over the insensate body of the pockmarked man, which bought me the time I needed to reach out and grab Ysara. If either of us were still holding a gun, it would have been a perfect opportunity to rob Rukov of his new mistress. Valis was helpless, and once she and her magic were out of the picture, we could continue our plan to decouple the train.

But Ysara’s pepperbox pistol was still with the thug behind us, and Natalya was lying there on the floor of the car ten feet away. Every fiber of my being screamed at me to lunge forward and retrieve the gun, and if I had been on my own, I probably would have risked it. But the instant Valis recovered her wits and cast another paralysis spell, this fight would be over. Ysara and I would be doomed to endure the horrors of Rukov’s dungeon, and I wasn’t willing to jeopardize another person’s future over a gun, no matter how rare and precious it might have been.

“Nebulos grada!” I incanted as I pulled Ysara tight against me. A mist of energy swirled around us as Valis leaned up and shouted the incantation to her own spell—

But we were already gone. A blast of cold air smashed into me like I had just opened a door into a blizzard, and the train we’d been standing in a moment ago was now rushing past us on the track while we stood motionless in the snow. Ysara gasped in shock, and I wobbled in place as my body adjusted to the sudden shift in scenery. Had we simply jumped off the train, we would have been rolling across the ground and probably broken several limbs while we slowed our momentum, but I’d tweaked the magic of the spell to make sure we arrived stationary.

It only took a few moments for the rest of the train to rush past us, and as the last car disappeared into the haze of sleet, I wondered if I had just lost the war six years after it had ended.

Because Rukov was going to get his nightmare weapons. And there was nothing anyone could do about it.


7
Plan C


“Elves invented sorcery. Humans invented wizardry. And now there’s me, the half-blood who unlocked the secrets of spellfire magic. They say that I’ve changed the world, but I fear that I’ve put it on a path to certain annihilation.”

-Karsian Mirabilis, Crown Prince of Canith Mir, 9981

Without the barrier of the mountain walls to shield us from the icy wind, Ysara and I never would have made it back to civilization before we froze to death. Neither of us were clothed or equipped for a long trek through the snow, and we had to be thirty miles from the closest town.

But fortunately, my time in the army had taught me the basics of survival, and I steered us toward a large, rocky overhang along the side of the path where we could get out of the wind and sleet. I got a fire going relatively quickly with the aid of my tools and a little bit of magic, and I hoped it would be enough to keep us alive while we waited for her retrieval team to come and pick us up.

Ysara used her sending stone to contact them, and she was convinced that they would be able to find us relatively quickly. Personally, I was far less sanguine about the timeframe. I started thinking about how I would have gladly traded every spell I’d learned for a spark of druidic magic. Powerful Tahlem’Val druids were said to be able to control the weather, and even their basic acolytes could protect themselves from intense cold or heat. Of course, many of them could also turn into birds and fly wherever they wanted to go, mocking the entire concept of being “stranded in the wild.”

Still, worrying about the cold kept me from worrying about Nishka and the rest of the Freebloods. And after a few hours of huddling by the fire and watching the storm gradually get worse, one of the lookouts on Ysara’s team emerged from the wall of mist and sleet near the tracks. We waved him down, and he promptly rode off to get the others.

Perhaps an hour after that, we had established a small camp with several tents in the snowy foothills about a mile deeper in the pass. The team Ysara had put together included three wagons, a dozen horses, and ten strong men. If we had managed to decouple the cargo car, they probably would have been able to load all the barrels in relatively short order. The lead crate would have posed a bigger challenge, but nobody had been expecting the Krazzen to be insane enough to send Rukov spellfire engine cores. Just thinking about them again filled me with rage.

And dread.

Since it was only midday, we could have theoretically tried to ride out of the pass and make it back to civilization. But the storm seemed to be growing worse, and the retrieval team leader—a brawny, middle-aged mountaineer from the frozen country of Savokash to the north—suggested we wait it out and leave in the morning. Considering how badly I was still shivering, I had no interest in arguing the point.

The team had brought plenty of supplies for the cold, including thick furs and plenty of food. After a nourishing meal of Vokashian soup that was so thick it may as well have been sludge, I took a seat beside Ysara near one of the campfires.

“I don’t suppose you have a backup plan ready,” I said. “Like, say, maybe a few dozen Academy mages who could teleport into Camlorn and steal the weapons before anyone was the wiser?”

I had hoped that my light tone might coax a faint smile out of her, but I had no such luck.

“If Lord Karsian had resources like that, this never would have been a problem in the first place,” she said, scowling at the flames beneath the thick furs she’d wrapped herself in. “I swear, some people believe the Spellbinders can snap their fingers and do practically anything. And it’s not like they’re the only arcanists in the world. The Krazzen have their own mag—”

“It was a joke,” I soothed, raising my hands defensively. “Obviously not a good one.”

Her blue eyes flashed, and I realized this was the first time I had ever seen anything resembling anger or frustration mar her pretty face.

“Sorry,” Ysara swallowed, then shook her head. “I’m just…frustrated. I don’t like to lose.”

“Something else we have in common.”

It took a moment, but that comment did eventually draw out the smile I’d been hoping for. Sadly, it didn’t last.

“I’m still surprised they had so many guards on the train,” she commented. “And I can’t believe that Lady Valis was there herself hiding in the cargo cars.”

“Not usually the behavior you’d expect from the mistress of a powerful politician,” I agreed. “She’s obviously there to do more than fuck Rukov into submission. Alliance Command must have a lot of faith in her.”

Ysara nodded gravely and rested her chin atop her knees. “I tried to dig up more information on her before we left, but I wasn’t able to find anything. Even the Commonwealth has had trouble getting spies into Alliance territory. Lord Karsian is worried that they might have created their own academy to teach spellfire magic and build magitek.”

“I’d say that’s likely, given that they’ve refused to join the Conclave or recognize its authority in any way,” I said. “Valis might just be naturally gifted, but it’s more likely that someone taught her.”

“That’s completely against the terms of the treaty! Spellfire magic is only supposed to be taught in Mincalis!”

She sighed. I sympathized with her frustration—I was the last person in the world who wanted the Krazzen tinkering with powerful magical forces that no one fully understood. But like I’d told her before, I didn’t believe that knowledge could be put back into the bottle, and I also didn’t believe that any of the great powers were likely to abide by the terms of the treaty anyway. Laws only mattered if they could be enforced, and as she had pointed out numerous times herself, the Spellbinders didn’t have an army at their beck and call. Without one, they had no real authority outside the walls of their Academy.

“If Valis and her goons were hiding in the back, it makes me wonder if they had more weapons in one of the adjacent cars,” I said into the pause. “Not exactly a pleasant thought.”

“No, it isn’t,” Ysara whispered. “I’ve been trying to consider our options, but I can’t come up with anything. Wherever Rukov ends up taking those weapons, they’ll be heavily guarded.”

I grunted. Calling that an understatement was itself an understatement. Rukov had nearly the entire Imilathi army on his side now, which meant he had well over a hundred thousand men at his disposal. He wouldn’t just stick his new toys in a random warehouse with a handful of guards and call it a day, especially since they were no longer a secret.

“And whatever his original timeline was for using them, I wouldn’t be surprised if his psychotic mistress pressures him to speed things up,” I added. “Their secret is out, which means the other great powers will know what’s going on soon. His Krazzen masters will want him to wrap this up as quickly as possible.”

“The Commonwealth has no idea how close they are to losing Imilath for good,” Ysara murmured.

I reflexively bristled at the comment. I’d spent the better part of the last decade constantly hearing about my home country as if it were a prize to be won rather than an independent nation, and I was damn sick of it. I hadn’t even wanted Thorne to reach out to the Commonwealth in the first place—it was one of decisions that had pushed us apart.

But Ysara didn’t mean to insult me. And frankly, it wasn’t as if she was wrong anyway. The harsh truth was without the arms and equipment from the Commonwealth, the Freeblood rebellion would have died in its infancy.

“They don’t want to lose it, but I also don’t think they’ll be willing to start a war over it,” I said. “Neither will the Tanics. Everyone’s still licking their wounds. If Rukov crushes the Freebloods, the Krazzen will have their foothold in Camlorn before anyone can do anything about it.”

Ysara’s jaw clenched. “Well, we can’t just sit here. We have to do something.”

She sounded desperate. Pleading, even. As if she were convinced that the man she’d hired to help her was about to walk away. If I had any sense, I would have strongly considered it. But despite my earlier instances to her that I was only in this for the money, the truth was a lot more complicated.

“There’s only one option I can think of,” I said. “But it won’t be easy. Or quick.”

Ysara looked at me expectantly.

“We go to the rebels directly and warn them about what’s coming,” I added. “Given the stakes, they won’t have a choice but to stop whatever they’re doing and launch an attack on the weapons themselves.”

Her eyes went wide. “I thought you said you weren’t a rebel anymore—that you’d cut ties with Thorne.”

“I also said I have no intention of letting Rukov gas the Freebloods and turn Imilath into a Krazzen proxy,” I reminded her stiffly. “If we can’t stop the weapons, then the only other option is to destroy them before he can use them.”

Ysara studied me in silence for a moment. “Do you have a way to get the rebels a message?”

“Maybe.” I pursed my lips and mentally ran through the possibilities. “I have no idea where the Freebloods are concentrated right now, but there’s a man in Avergath who will.”

“Avergath,” she repeated quietly. “That must be at least thirty miles south of here.”

“Probably closer to forty, since we’re so deep in the pass.” I glanced behind us to the seemingly impenetrable wall of rock on the other side of the tracks. “But there’s a dried-out gorge a few miles east we can use to cut through the mountains. If I remember right, it eventually meets up with the road. If we ride hard and leave early, we could get there late tomorrow night.”

I turned back to her. “That is, assuming you’re up for it.”

“Of course. We can’t let Rukov use those weapons, especially the spellfire cores.” Ysara paused. “Should I ask the rest of the retrieval team to come along?”

I drew in a long, slow breath as I considered. “No,” I said after a moment. “The more people we bring, the easier we’ll be to track down if Rukov or his Krazzen masters decide they don’t want to risk leaving any loose ends. Avergath is also still under the control of his forces, so I’d rather not show up in a big group that will attract attention. We’ll need to be cautious.”

“All right. We can easily take two of the horses in the morning while the others return to Mincalis.”

I looked her up and down. “Do you have much experience riding? Because like I said, it won’t be the easiest trip.”

Ysara arched both of her black eyebrows. “Are you really asking an Ikibrian girl if she knows how to ride?”

I snorted softly. In retrospect, it was about as silly a question as asking whether a Tahari could navigate a forest. Ikibris, particularly in the Western Fold, was known for producing some of the finest horsemen in all of Faratha. Even Karissa, who had grown up in the urban splendor of Canith Mir, was an excellent rider.

“Forget I asked,” I said, lifting my hands apologetically. “I’ve learned not to underestimate you. It’s been a long time since…”

Ysara eyed me curiously when I trailed off. “Since?”

Since anyone has impressed me, I finished quietly to myself. And since I’ve been this comfortable talking to them.

“Since I’ve had a new partner,” I said instead. “Especially one who knows her stuff as well as you do.”

I almost didn’t notice the hot flash of embarrassed pink on her cheeks since they were already so rosy from the cold.

“I’m doing my best,” she managed. “But you’re the one who saved our lives. Without your magic, we never would have escaped.”

Maybe not, but it didn’t help us get the cargo, I thought bitterly to myself. Or get Natalya back.

My hand drifted down to my empty holster, and I swore under my breath. The thought of losing Natalya was like a punch in the gut; the thought of Rukov putting his hands on her was like a knife to the cock. Imagining his mistress delivering my gun to him along with a stockpile of horrific weapons made me furious beyond reason.

“Can I ask you something?” Ysara inquired. “About the war?”

Taking a deep breath, I set aside my rage and nodded. “Sure.”

“What did Rukov do that made you hate him so much?”

I snorted. “You mean besides massacring all his political rivals in cold blood? Besides handing the country over to the people we spent decades fighting against?”

“But you hated him before that, didn’t you?” she asked. “Wasn’t he your commanding officer?”

“Thorne was the colonel in charge of my regiment,” I told her. “But Rukov commanded all Imilathi forces on the Kanakis Front.”

“And he was a bad general?”

“From the trenches, all generals seem bad most of the time. You never speak to them directly, you rarely even see their faces. They’re just the men who live in comfort dozens of miles from the front while they send you off to die.”

I sighed and rubbed my hands together for warmth over the fire. “In Camlorn, they started calling him the ‘Red Wolf’ because the Krazzen suffered huge losses in Kanakis. We called him that because we lost even more. Some of the men genuinely believed that Rukov was secretly a Profane cultist who wanted to create as many bodies as possible to appease the Beast Lord. I always told them that men don’t need help from demon lords to be ruthless pieces of shit.”

Ysara stayed quiet for a moment. “I assume Thorne hated him for the same reasons?”

“Probably more, since he was the one who had to actually give us grunts the order to charge into the cannonfire,” I said. “But if you’re wondering if there’s a specific thing that made us hate him, that would be what happened at the end of the war when the terms of the treaty were being negotiated.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“We’d all heard the news that the talks were ongoing, and that all we needed to do was sit back and hold the line. The problem was that the coming peace meant it was time for the generals and politicians in Camlorn to start jockeying for position in the new government. Rukov was well-respected, but he had a lot of competition. He wanted something big to put him over the top.”

I flicked a bit of frozen dirt onto the fire and watched the embers flicker. “He ordered a massive assault on the city of Kanakis even though everyone knew we were likely to win that territory back in the treaty anyway. The city was heavily fortified, so it was a damn slaughter. Over ten thousand men died in the next three days, but we took back the city and gave him the victory he wanted. A week later, the treaty was signed and Rukov was instantly in contention to be the next president.”

“And that’s when Thorne started the Freebloods,” Ysara whispered.

“It’s when the idea started, though there were a lot of groups all over the country at first,” I said. “Mostly local militias who didn’t like the terms of the treaty or who wanted to keep fighting the Krazzen. All the skirmishes came to a head last year when a bunch of politicians and military leaders and clergy finally got the courage to stand up against Rukov and demand changes. He invited them for talks at the presidential palace and then ordered his Orange Coats to slaughter them all in cold blood.”

I shook my head. “The massacre united all the rebel groups under Thorne, and they’ve had a lot of victories over the past year. But that pressure seems to have convinced Rukov that he’s better off selling Imilath to the Krazzen than losing his grip on power.”

Ysara shook her head. “It’s hard to imagine anyone being so selfish that they would sell out their own country. It’s unconscionable.”

“It’s reality,” I said. “All men crave power. The more they have, the more they want—just ask the Chem Lords or Powder Barons in Mincalis.”

She swallowed heavily, then reached out and placed her gloved hands atop mine. “Once we tell the rebels what’s coming, Thorne will have no choice but to take action. We won’t let Rukov have those weapons—there must still be some way we can steal or neutralize them.”

“Maybe,” I murmured. “One way or another, we’ll find out soon.”
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The storm did indeed get worse as the day progressed, almost as if it were mirroring my mood. Even with warm fires and sturdy tents and plenty of food, it wasn’t what I would call a pleasant night. The heavy winds were particularly brutal. There were times I wondered if we might all get blown away in the middle of the night.

But the worst of it broke before morning, and by first light Ysara and I had already set out. It was colder than the day before, and the morning sun offered no reprieve while trapped behind a wall of thick clouds. The extra furs definitely helped, though, and we made it through the dried-out gorge in the southern side of the mountains in just a few hours.

Around noon, we stopped in a modest lakeside village for food, supplies, and a quick respite. Ysara bought some warmer leggings and actual riding boots, and I invested in some warmer gloves. Since there was a local gun shop, I also decided it was time to buy us new weapons too, despite how much it made my blood boil. Finding her a new three-barrel pepperbox was easy, but I knew that whatever I bought would feel like a pale shadow of what I’d lost.

Still, there was no point in being stubborn about it—any gun was better than no gun—so I settled on my own six-barrel pepperbox. The ‘Bluehorn Popper’ was probably at least fifteen years old, judging from the model number, and quite possibly lifted from the corpse of a fellow soldier during the war. It seemed to be in decent shape, though, and it fit in my holster well enough.

But I didn’t give it a name.

After we’d both had some hot tea, we set out along the snow-sprinkled road to Avergath. The weather got worse as we left, so we had to endure winds and light snow all afternoon. The horses were even less happy about it than we were, and we had to stop and give them a break everytime we came across a new settlement. But we managed well enough, and Ysara proved to be as skilled a rider as she’d promised. Over the course of the day, it became clear she knew far more about horses than I did.

Despite her trappings of urban femininity—the makeup, the fashion, the fastidiously manicured nails—she had no trouble at all transitioning into an old-fashioned country girl when the situation called for it. She didn’t complain about the weather or our rugged pace a single time. In fact, she was typically the one who wished to push harder.

Whoever had taught her these skills, whether it was her father or the Commonwealth or maybe the Spellbinders, had done a hell of a job. Women didn’t belong anywhere near the front lines of war as far as I was concerned, but there were quite a few times when I found myself thinking that if I were to get caught in a firefight, I would rather have her at my side than plenty of the men I’d served with during the war.

We didn’t reach Avergath until almost seven that night, well after darkness had fallen thanks to the abridged daylight hours of winter. Even at a distance, I found myself unsettled by the silhouette of the town’s battered buildings. My regiment had never been assigned this far east, so I didn’t have any personal memories of fighting here. But I’d held the line in so many other ruined towns and villages that the destruction all started to blend together.

The northern part of Avergath had effectively been reduced to rubble by Krazzen cannons during the first of several campaigns to take the town. Even now, six years after their forces had withdrawn, few of the hollowed-out buildings had been rebuilt. I kept my hand on my new gun as we rode through the battered streets toward the lights of midtown, fully aware of how frequently and easily travelers could get ambushed by bandits hiding in the ruins. But the cold must have driven them elsewhere, because we didn’t spot a single soul while we rode toward the street lanterns demarcating the still-intact part of town.

“May Selura have mercy on these people,” Ysara whispered from atop her horse next to me. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s even trying to rebuild.”

“Reconstruction costs money,” I said, wondering. “Rukov’s regime is more interested in rebuilding their bank accounts than the country.”

She got a haunted look in her blue eyes, and I found myself wondering if she’d ever been out this far into a warzone before. Her home country of Ikibris hadn’t suffered a single enemy soldier on its soil in several centuries, so she may never have seen the actual devastation up close. I knew plenty of bitter, wounded men who would have been happy to watch the grim reality sink in on the face of a civilian, particularly a woman of means.

I felt the exact opposite. Destroying innocence was a crime, not an achievement. No one should have been forced to see this destruction, because it never should have been allowed to happen in the first place.

“Most of the southern and western parts of the country are still in ruins,” I added. “Avergath was right on the border—the Krazzen never pressed beyond this line.”

“I can understand why the Freebloods are so popular,” Ysara commented. “Especially if Thorne has promised these people help.”

If only it weren’t so much easier to promise than to deliver, I thought darkly, but I kept the sentiment to myself.

“This is still regime territory,” I said. “Most everything past this is a gray zone for about fifty miles or so until you reach rebel territory.”

“I see,” she murmured.

There were plenty of people moving about the streets, most with their jackets drawn and heads down. I didn’t notice any policemen, but there were definitely plenty of soldiers and a few Orange Coats as well. I was surprised to see the latter—they usually stayed in Camlorn or the other major settlements. The people of Avergath didn’t seem worth terrorizing.

The harbor on the southern side of the city was also busier than normal. In addition to the small fleet of fishing ships which helped feed the town, there was a mighty ironclad docked at the end of a long pier. I wasn’t aware that Rukov had any naval ships—Imilath was a landlocked country aside from this one port. And since Mincalis controlled the Avandus Sea, it didn’t allow any of the adjoining nations to deploy military ships there. The regime must have built it locally in secret.

“Something wrong?” Ysara asked when she noticed that I was distracted.

“I’m not sure yet,” I said. “But we’re looking for the watchmaker. His shop is this way.”

We continued through the streets until we passed the Ferryman’s Respite, the only hotel in the town of any significance. The building was quite large by the standards of the region, with dozens of rooms scattered across three stories. It also had a large stable on the eastern side, so I handed off our horses and paid for a pair of rooms before we continued down the street on foot. I was looking forward to a warm bath so much that I was seriously tempted to postpone my meeting with the watchmaker until tomorrow. Ysara looked exhausted, and I doubted she would argue the point.

But the sooner I figured out where the rebels were hiding, the better. And if my contact didn’t know the answer, I was going to need to come up with a Plan C as quickly as possible.

The watchmaker’s shop was only a block away from the hotel. It was a small place on the bottom floor of a much larger building, though a quick glance at the various signs suggested that many of the others had gone out of business. The storefront itself was pretty run down, and the shop seemed to have closed for business an hour ago. But when I leaned close and peeked through the window, I could see the owner cleaning up inside.

“I know it’s cold and uncomfortable out here,” I said, leaning back from the window and turning to Ysara. “But this might be easier if I talk to him alone.”

“Go ahead,” she replied, blowing into her hands and nodding at the door. “I’ll wait.”

I’d assumed that I would have to debate the point with her, if only because she would want to hear the answers for herself to ensure I wasn’t keeping anything from her. But apparently she trusted me enough to be honest.

Maybe this was her youth and naivety showing…or maybe it was the opposite and she had me pegged better than I realized. Because the truth was that I hadn’t even considered lying to her about any of this.

Clearly, I was losing my touch.

“It, uh, it shouldn’t take long,” I said.

“Better not,” Ysara said. “You bought me a room and a hot bath. I can’t wait to use both.”

She flashed me a sly smirk, and as usual I couldn’t help but return it. Even bundled up and rosy-cheeked from the cold, her easy charm shined through.

I moved over to the door. To my surprise, it wasn’t locked, so I turned the handle and headed inside.

“We’re closed until tomorrow morning,” the owner said in a nasally voice as he examined a timepiece through a monocle. “But I can—”

“Aleksy,” I interrupted. “We need to talk.”

He looked up from his work, and the moment he did so, he gasped so hard his monocle fell out of his eye.

“Zane?” he breathed. “Nathaniel Zane?”

“It’s been a while, old friend.”

The older man practically sprinted across the store to shake my hand, though he was so overweight that the movement looked more like a waddle. Aleksy’s short, rotund frame had always made him look jovial rather than intimidating, and he’d used that look to his advantage when he’d been feeding us information from behind enemy lines during the war.

“Sweet merciful Selura,” he breathed as he gave my hand a vigorous shake. “You haven’t gotten yourself killed after all!”

“Not for lack of trying,” I said.

Aleksy snorted into a laugh. “I heard you’d moved to the big city! That you were running your own crew.”

“Off and on.”

“I’ll be thrice damned.” He shook his head, eyes taking me in. “You look good, boy. Damn better than I do these days. I figured that awful city would have chewed you up and spit you out by now.”

“It’s tried more times than I can count.”

Aleksy chuckled again. “Well don’t just stand there, come here and sit down! You want a drink?”

“Sure.”

He didn’t even wait for me to reply before he waddled back behind the counter and fetched a bottle from somewhere below. He then led us over to the small wooden showing desk where customers could try on his timepieces and examine themselves in the mirror.

“Gods, what a day,” he said, pouring us both a glass of something orange. “Never thought I’d see you walk through that door again, my boy.”

“You always were a pessimist.”

I smiled and took a sip of the drink. It had been a while since I’d had any of the local brandy from this region, but the sweet and fruity taste convinced me that I needed to buy a few bottles at the hotel. Ysara would probably like it, too.

“I prefer to call it practical,” Aleksy corrected. “What in Aodar’s name brought you back this way? Last time I spoke with Nishka, she said you’d vowed to never return to Imilath.”

The sweet brandy turned sour on my tongue. “I never said that.”

“Hmm. Well, she also told me that if you did ever come crawling back, I should throw you back out in the street where you belong.”

“We…had a falling out,” I said. “You know how it is.”

“With you and women? Definitely.”

Aleksy laughed and poured us both another drink. While I sipped at the second glance, I examined the various display cases in the shop. A solid third of these timepieces were probably based on Nishka’s designs, and I almost asked if he gave her a commission when he sold them. She never cared about money unless she needed to buy parts for her next Big Idea.

“It really is good to see you again,” I said, and meant it. “But I didn’t just come here to chat.”

“I figured as much. Though if you’re looking for a place to stay, I can’t—”

“It’s not that,” I interrupted. “But I do need your help.”

“Anything, my boy, you know that.” He sized me up again. “You don’t look like you need money. Though that jacket of yours has seen better days.”

“It’s about Thorne. I need to get a message to him.”

Aleksy’s jovial smile slowly faded. “A message?”

“Yes, but it’s one I need to deliver in person,” I said. “Do you know where he is right now?”

The other man stayed silent for several moments. “Not exactly. What is this about?”

“Something big is about to happen—something I need to warn him about as soon as possible.”

“I see,” Aleksy murmured. His lips curled, as if his drink had also turned sour. “How bad?”

“Bad enough,” I said. “But as long as I can get to him in the next few days, there should still be time to do something about it. Can you help?”

He let out a long, slow breath. “I haven’t spoken to the colonel in quite a while. Or Nishka, for that matter. The regime’s been moving more and more people and equipment through here the last two months. There are Orange Coats on every corner some nights. Makes it too difficult for our friends to come this far east now.”

I nodded bitterly. “I spotted a few on my way in. I was surprised they’d bother staying here.”

“They’re always on the hunt for sympathizers, you know that,” Aleksy said. “But I’ve had a feeling that something big is coming soon. Figured I was just being paranoid, but if you’re here…”

“But do you know where Thorne is?” I asked again.

The corner of Aleksy’s mouth twitched. “I’m not sure.”

“What do you mean you aren’t sure? Do you know where he is or not?”

“I…” The older man paused, then finished his own glass. “The regime wants him more than ever. Most of the splinter groups have died off over the years, so the Freebloods are all that’s left. Rukov knows that if he gets Thorne, it’s over. The country’s his.”

“That’s been true for a long time.”

“Not as true as it is now.”

I frowned. “What are you implying, that you’re worried I’m going to sell him out to Rukov?”

“It’s not that!” Aleksy insisted hastily. “I just…well, you left, my boy. People change when they go to that awful city. They forget who they are.”

“I haven’t forgotten a damn thing,” I growled. “Look, the Krazzen are funneling Rukov weapons, Alexsy. The kind that will end this war in a hurry if I don’t warn Thorne about them soon.”

The man’s chubby face went deathly pale. “Merciful Selura. Why would the Commonwealth allow the Alliance to—”

“Because they don’t know what the fuck is really going on,” I said more loudly than I should have. “But I do, and I need to warn Thorne. So do you know where he is or not?”

Alexsy leaned back in his chair. He was only in his mid fifties, but he suddenly looked like he had one foot already in the grave.

“Reznow,” he breathed. “Last I heard, they were hiding in Reznow. Thorne may not be there himself, but some of his people will be.”

“Right,” I whispered. Reznow was a far more battered version of Avergath where barely a fifth of the town was still intact. Last I’d heard, it was still on the edge of neutral territory, though that was only because no one thought it was worth the effort to claim a pile of rubble.

If Thorne had set up a base there, it would be annoying to reach. The town was only about forty miles to the west, but it was also on the other side of the Vzlak Ridge where regime forces had been maintaining a checkpoint for years. The only other way to reach it was to sail across the sea or go a long way around, and both had their own dangers.

Still, it could have been worse. Two days of travel was better than the four I’d feared if Thorne had moved the Freebloods even farther west to Variskaya.

“Thank you,” I said, letting the anger drain out of my voice. “I’ll head out first thing in the morning.”

Alexsy seemed to look past me for a moment before he finally managed a weary smile. “Nishka misses you, you know. No matter what she says. Not many men would have given a demon the opportunities you did.”

I bristled at the word. “She’s not a demon. She’s—”

“You know what I mean,” Alexsy said. “Things were especially bad after the armistice. If you weren’t there to look out for her…”

I nodded soberly. In truth, the Selurite convent had done more for Nishka than I ever could. The nuns were the ones who had taken in a Pactspawn child and protected her from the wrath of the mob. All I’d done was give her a chance to earn her keep in my crew, and she’d proven herself ten times over.

“Good luck, Zane,” Alexsy said. “I hope you find them before it’s too late.”

“So do I,” I replied softly. “Thanks again. Hopefully I’ll be back this way again soon.”

He gave me a weary smile. “You’re always welcome here, I hope you know that. Especially if you actually buy something next time.”

I chuckled. As I stood up, I reached into my pocket and dropped a stack of commarks in front of him.

“Gods, I was kidding, boy,” Alexsy said. “You don’t owe me a damn thing.”

“No, I owe you everything,” I told him. “We all do. You’re the one who had to sit here getting bullied by the Krazzen. And who’s had to put up with Rukov’s bullshit ever since.”

He eyed the money like a starving man who was too proud to walk into the soup kitchen. “I can’t accept this. It’s not right.”

“It’s Rukov’s money, anyway,” I told him with a smirk. “Don’t worry about it.”

I clapped him on the shoulder, then turned and left before he could protest further. It might not have been the best idea to give away so much of the cash I’d brought with me, but it was a debt I’d been meaning to pay for a long time. People said it took courage to stand on the front lines while cannons bombarded the battlefield and bullets whizzed past your ears, but at least I’d been holding a gun. People like Alexsy had been forced to live under the boot of the enemy day in and day out for years. And if he’d ever been caught sending those missives to us…

I shook away the thought as the cold air chilled my face again. Ysara was waiting for me just around the corner—right in the shadows, notably, in a perfect location where she could see as far as possible down the street both ways.

“Any luck?” she asked, blowing into her gloves.

“Yeah,” I murmured, gently taking her arm as I passed by and leading her toward the hotel. “I know where they’re holed up. It’s not far. We can head that way tomorrow.”

She nodded almost imperceptibly as we walked. “Then why do you look like you saw a ghost?”

My cheek twitched. Nothing got past her.

“I’ll tell you later,” I said. “We should go and warm up while we can.”

“I won’t argue with that.” Ysara paused for a second and cast her gaze across the street. “While you were inside, a few more squads of regime soldiers marched into town. They headed straight for the shore.”

“That’s where the garrison is. My contact seemed to think they were planning something soon.”

“Or maybe they’re expecting some of the new weapons to be delivered here.”

“Maybe,” I said darkly. “If so, I can’t wait to disappoint them.”


8
Partnership


“The Krazzen will conquer us by force. The Tanics will conquer us with faith. And the Commonwealth won’t be happy until our young men are fighting their wars for them. We have more than enough enemies at our gates, and yet there are still those who seek to sabotage us from within. That is why I have invited you all here tonight. I want you to see the faces of those who have betrayed us—of those who would place their own greed and jealousy above the survival of our people. Because this is a battle for the very heart and soul of Imilath, and I cannot and will not tolerate traitors in our midst. The question is, will you?”

-President Kiril Rukov, 9990, the night of the Blood Moon Massacre

The Ferryman’s Respite was a pale shadow of the luxury hotels in central Mincalis, to the point it seemed ridiculous to think of them as being in the same type of business. But after a long day riding through the cold, all I cared about was having hot bath water, a soft bed, and a quiet room. The Ferryman gave me all three.

I leaned back in the rocking chair in the corner of my room, content to let my mind drift as I nursed my new bottle of brandy and took a draw from my cigar. The bath had mostly warmed me up, and the smoke helped banish the last of the lingering chills. I wished that I had a spare set of clothing, but the hotel washmaid had done a fine enough job cleaning my shirt and trousers. They would have frozen on the line if she’d left them outside to dry, but apparently the Ferryman’s owner had invested in a few of the new magic fans some inventor in Mincalis had come up with about a decade ago. When placed in front of the stove, it could blow enough hot air to dry out laundry reasonably well.

A smart man would have gone to bed as soon as possible, given the uncertainty of the near future. Our accommodations on the road tomorrow would likely be meager at best, and that was assuming we even made it past the checkpoint at Vzlak Ridge. Reznow wouldn’t be any better—I wasn’t sure if there was a single hotel left in the town after all the shelling it had endured.

But my mind didn’t want to settle no matter how much booze I poured over it, so I was still awake even when my pocketwatch said it was an hour to midnight. For most of the night, my thoughts had been focused on the weapons, Rukov’s plans, and the mysterious spellfire sorceress he’d taken as a mistress. But now I couldn’t stop thinking about the Freebloods and how awkward this reunion was going to be. And that was before I told them that General Rukov had gotten his hands on spellfire engine cores and a trainload of Death Mist.

I was still sitting there brooding when I heard a soft knock at the door. My pulse immediately quickened, and I reached for my new pepperbox that I’d set out on the table…

“Zane?” Ysara asked quietly. “You still awake?”

“I am,” I said, pulling myself out of the chair and heading for the door. Ysara was standing in the hall when I opened it.

“I thought I heard you brooding through the wall,” she teased. “Would you like some company?”

She was wearing a blue, knee-length nightgown she had gotten from somewhere, and her normally straight black hair had curled on her shoulders since it was still damp. I had assumed that she would have done the responsible thing and gone to bed right away, but restlessness must have been contagious.

“Sure,” I said, smiling and gesturing for her to come inside. “You want a drink?”

“Only if you don’t give me whiskey this time,” she replied dryly as she silently glided over the carpet on her bare feet. “Starting to wonder if you drink anything else.”

“Then you’re in luck, because I picked up some of the local brandy. I had forgotten how good it was.”

I headed back to the nightstand and poured her a glass. As she took a sip and licked at her lips, it occurred to me that this was the first time I’d ever seen her without makeup. And as good as it made her look, she absolutely didn’t need it.

“That is good,” Ysara said, eyeing the glass. “Reminds me of something I had in Stormcrest last year.”

She sat down at the edge of the bed and crossed her legs. This wasn’t just the first time I’d seen her without makeup—it was also the first time I’d seen her in something besides hose and heels. I couldn’t help but appreciate the smooth, unblemished skin of her calves and thighs when they peeked out of her nightgown.

“I’ve never been that far east,” I said, sinking back in the chair across from her. “Only visited Canith Mir once, and that was years ago. But Ikibris is a beautiful country.”

“Yes, it is,” she agreed, taking another sip. “I think about home a lot. Especially my family.”

I nodded idly. “Were they happy when you moved to the big city?”

“No. My mother was particularly mad about it. She wanted me to settle down right away—desperate for grandchildren and all that.”

“Of course,” I replied with a chuckle. “Not an uncommon story in Mincalis these days with people coming from all over to seek their fortunes. Plenty of country girls hoping to get into the Academy or join an acting troupe or be a model in the seasonal fashion shows.”

“Most of whom end up working on their backs instead,” Ysara commented soberly. “The real ‘City of Tomorrow’ is a much crueler place than the one you read about in the papers. I’m just glad I knew how to defend myself before I arrived.”

I raised a curious eyebrow. “I was wondering about that, actually. You obviously know how to shoot, and you didn’t panic under fire. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought you were a soldier.”

“I was.”

I blinked. “What?”

Ysara flashed me an amused smile. “I spent almost two years in the Ikibrian army.”

“You enlisted? As a woman?”

“As a girl,” she corrected. “I signed up not long after I turned seventeen.”

I sat there in stunned silence for several moments while I tried to find my voice. “I don’t understand,” I managed, shaking my head. “Ikibris wasn’t invaded during the war, and they didn’t lose anywhere near as many men as we did. Why would they recruit women?”

“The Commonwealth wanted to train reserve defenders at home. They didn’t think the peace would last, and they assumed they’d have to ship most of the men back to the front lines sooner or later.” Ysara shrugged. “Whatever the reasons, they started training an all-female regiment. Though as far as I know, they never had any intention of deploying us anywhere.”

“Huh,” I murmured. “I never heard anything about that. Even in the darkest moments of the war here, no Imilathi politician ever suggested conscripting women. They probably would have been beaten to death if they had.”

“My family didn’t want me to have anything to do with it, either, but my brothers had already taught me how to ride and shoot. I was good at both, but I wanted to be even better.” Ysara flicked a hand dismissively. “Anyway, the whole thing fell apart pretty quickly, but I learned a lot. I’m a good shot, especially with a rifle.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “Maybe figure out a way to steal one for you on the way.”

She laughed, then finished her drink. “Or maybe have that inventor friend of yours make me one. Though fair warning, I’d give it a boy’s name.”

I snorted into a chuckle. “That just seems…wrong.”

“I don’t see why,” Ysara said. “A long, powerful rifle that reloads itself after each use? Sounds like every girl’s dream.”

Her smile went from amused to flirty in a heartbeat, and she shook her empty glass. Taking the hint, I picked up the bottle and poured her some more brandy. She drank it slowly and sensually, her blue eyes staying locked on mine the whole time.

“You were right,” she breathed when she finished, her tongue flicking over her lips again. “That is good.”

“I’ll make sure to buy more on our way out of town in the morning,” I promised. “Help us stay warm on the road, especially tomorrow night.”

She leaned forward and handed me her empty glass. “No good places to stay on the way?”

“A tiny village if we’re lucky, the frozen ground if we aren’t. Either way, I wouldn’t count on having a soft bed again for a while.”

Ysara nodded in understanding, then uncrossed her legs and stood upright. After taking a step toward me, she placed her empty glass on the nightstand.

“Then we’d better make the most of it,” she purred, leaning closer and giving me an even clearer view of her bountiful cleavage than I’d had on the train. “Don’t you think?”

“Now that you mention it, yeah,” I whispered back, my pulse thumping in my ears. “Might as well get as warm and comfortable as we can.”

“It’s the only practical choice.”

With a dark, sultry smile, Ysara leaned closer until our faces were so close I could feel the heat of her body and smell the sweet brandy on her breath. The more I’d gotten to know her, the more I’d come to realize she was both a modern and an old-fashioned girl in many ways. She was confident enough to be the aggressor, like back on the train, but I could also tell there was a part of her—a big part of her, I wagered—that still wanted the man to take control.

And that’s exactly what I did. Reaching out with both hands, I cupped her cheeks and pulled her in for a kiss. Ysara melted into me without hesitation. She moaned softly as her tongue slid through my lips, and I felt her hands settle on my chest then gradually begin clawing their way southward. Her nails were so long I could feel them prickling my skin through the fabric of my shirt and then my pants. Her body inched closer by the second, and considering how quickly she was unfastening my belt buckle, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d ended up on her knees in front of me again soon. This girl knew what she wanted, and she didn’t hesitate to go after it.

But as amazing as it would have felt to have those lips of hers wrapped around my cock again, it was long past time for me to return the favor. So rather than let her make the next move, I stood from my chair, got a firm grip on her thighs, and lifted her up in my arms.

Ysara squealed in surprise. Her hands gripped my back for support, but she didn’t protest…or stop kissing me. In fact, her tongue pressed against mine harder, and her thighs gave me a contented squeeze as I stepped forward and lowered her onto the bed. Our mouths remained locked together even after she was properly on her back. She moaned encouragingly, her nails dragging along my spine. My fingers, meanwhile, were eager to continue exploring her nubile young body, and they started with the prize they’d been yearning for from the first moment I’d spotted her in that tight attendant’s blouse.

The journey from her thighs to her breasts was a long one, but my hands were determined travelers. They made quick progress up her sides, and they didn’t stop until they reached the fleshy mounds beneath her nightgown. Unlike some women, who pulled off miracles of cleavage with tight bras and tighter corsets, I was pleased to learn that Ysara’s were somehow even larger and firmer than I thought.

I needed to touch them. Right now.

The straps of her nightgown had already partially fallen off her slender shoulders, so I had no trouble pushing them aside. I moved slowly, giving her ample opportunity to stop this train before it reached the station, but my movements only seemed to make her kiss me that much harder. Accepting the encouragement, I pushed the gown downward, then gradually leaned up and finally broke our kiss so that I could inspect my handiwork.

And by the Archons—or maybe the Profane—her breasts were every bit as incredible as I’d imagined. Ysara bit down on her lip when I touched them, and she closed her eyes and cooed contentedly when I began to fondle them more aggressively. When her pink nipples stiffened at my touch, I had no choice but to go in for a taste. The moment I flicked my tongue over the hard flesh, Ysara inhaled sharply and rolled her head back in delight.

I gave them another firm squeeze, and I made a silent pledge to myself that before this trip was over, I was going to fuck these plump pillows for all they were worth. For now, though, I contented myself by kissing and fondling and licking them both. Ysara seemed to enjoy every moment, though I was mindful not to overstay my welcome. While my mouth continued its appreciative assault on her nipples, my hands eventually drifted downward again.

I’d had the pleasure of touching the creamy skin of her upper thighs on the midnight train, but now that my fingers were free to explore, I realized that my first sample hadn’t done her long, sexy legs justice. Her skin was so smooth and firm it seemed downright criminal. When I eventually traced my way back up her thigh and to her waist, I expected to encounter the thin drawstring of her panties blocking my path…

But there was nothing there.

Evidently I wasn’t the only gambler in the room. Ysara had come in here with a hot hand, and she’d intended to put her cards on the table no matter the stakes.

Well, I thought to myself, it seems only fair I let her collect her winnings.

The light fabric of her gown was effortless to push upward, and I soon got my first glimpse of her ripe young cunt in all its meticulously shaven glory. Kissing my way down between her breasts and across her stomach, I brought my lips straight to her womanhood. Her pink folds were glistening, and her hands fell to her sides and squeezed the sheets in anticipation.

I let her enjoy my hot breath while I traced one hand over her thighs. Once my fingers finally reached her core, I gently pushed apart her folds and eased my thumb inside. Ysara inhaled sharply again, and she clawed at the bed when the tip of my tongue flicked across her slick, sweltering sex. A woman’s first reaction was usually all it took to reveal that she had never been given the proper attention before. And I was always more than happy to correct that oversight.

I happily feasted on her flower, licking and lashing and nibbling while her breath hitched and her legs clamped around my head. It wasn’t long before I felt her hand rifling through my hair, pushing me deeper against her.

“Yes…like that!” Ysara whimpered. “Keep…keep…ooh!”

She spent with a delirious gasp, throwing her head back and nearly suffocating me with her thighs. I suddenly understood why she was such a skilled rider—there was no way she could get thrown out of the saddle with such a powerful squeeze. I continued licking up and down her slit as I reveled in her release. Given that she had already sent me spiraling over the edge several times, I still had work to do to catch up. But I could tell she hadn’t been expecting this kind of attention, which made her carnal nectar all the sweeter.

Her thighs only relaxed when she finally came down, and I didn’t waste any time in pushing my beltless pants from my hips. She still looked half delirious while I took hold of her gown, pulled it down past her hips, and tossed it to the floor. I crawled back up her body, and by the time my lips were an inch from hers, and she looked deep into my eyes as I brought the head of my stiff, aching cock up to her folds.

“Do you…?”

“Yes,” Ysara replied instantly. “More than anything.”

She spread her legs wider for me, and her right hand slipped between our bodies where it grabbed hold of my shaft and helped guide me into her. It was a good thing, too, because she was unbelievably tight. So tight, in fact, I realized I may very well have been her first.

Ysara closed her eyes and bit down on her lip as she braced herself for the rush of pleasure. Her left hand clenched my bicep while her right guided me deeper. Inch by inch I pushed onward, stretching her cunt like I’d stretched her throat yesterday. And she took it all just as eagerly.

“Oh, gods!” she stammered. “That feels…ooo!…so good…ngn! I never…ohh!”

Her thighs clamped my waist hard once I was all the way inside, and her right hand joined her left in squeezing my arms. I gave her a moment to adapt, enjoying the stilting gasps in her breath, until she reopened her eyes and looked up at me.

From the first moment I’d met her, Ysara had projected an aura of confidence I’d found irresistibly charming. She could act, she could shoot, and she could sure as hell suck cock. But when she looked up at me now, I could see something more. Vulnerability, inexperience…and behind them both, the trust she was showing in giving me her virtue. And I had no intention of making her regret it.

Leaning down, I brought my lips back to hers as I withdrew my manhood most of the way, then gently thrust back inside. Ysara moaned into my mouth, and as I gradually pushed harder, her hips began to naturally churn in rhythm with my thrusts. Soon her nails were digging into my skin, and she became so overwhelmed by pleasure that she had to break our kiss to gasp for breath.

“Yes!” she breathed. “Deeper! Oooh! Hard…harder!”

I happily obliged, placing one hand on each of her inner thighs to pry her legs even further apart while I drove into her. I watched my cock vanish into her virgin folds over and over again, despite the room’s dim lantern light, I couldn’t help but appreciate how lovely she looked on her back with her legs spread, her mouth open and panting, and her breasts flopping with each of my movements. There was no way in the abyss I could possibly hold back much longer.

But I didn’t need to, because she spent just seconds later.

“Oh…oh…oooh!” Ysara cried out as she finished, her thighs clamping my waist again and her nails digging into my biceps. I had thought she looked stunning before, but there was nothing as wondrous as watching a woman lose control of her own body, especially when you knew that you were the first to have her this way.

My own climax beckoned, and there was no stopping it. I continued thrusting into her clenching cunt, letting the sound of her breathless whimpers carry me to oblivion and beyond.

Like a true gentleman, I had enough self-control to pull out before I burst…though just barely. My head emerged from her depths a split second before it launched an explosive spurt all over her smooth, taut belly. I was too much of a scoundrel to hold my aim steady, however, and so I blasted those amazing tits of hers with everything I had left. Her pale skin was glistening by the time I’d finished with her.

“Gods,” Ysara panted once we’d both finished, her blue eyes looking down to behold the gift she’d earned. “You always make a mess, don’t you?”

“I certainly try,” I said, slouching and bracing myself on my arms above her as I tried to catch my breath.

“Well, I suppose you did say we should appreciate the warmth while we could,” she said, giggling contentedly as she ran her fingertips over her soaked breasts. “Right now, I’m downright hot.”

“Don’t worry, I intend to keep you that way,” I said, leaning down to give her a kiss. “All night long.”
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There was nothing in the world as comforting as sharing a bed with a beautiful woman on a cold winter night. The heat of her body, the smoothness of her skin, the soft rhythm of her breathing…

And the knowledge that you were the one who drained all her energy in the first place.

I woke up several hours later in the middle of the night with Ysara snuggled tightly against me. I had no concept of what time it was, only that I’d been dozing on and off while she had been out the whole time. I didn’t blame her in the slightest—we’d had a long, rough day punctuated by an equally long, rough night. I’d worked her quite hard during our second bout, driving into her from behind while fondling her tits and eventually leaving a second glistening mess all over her back. She had passed out with a satisfied smile on her lips, and I’d done the same.

Despite the ominous stakes of our trip—despite all the terrible things that could and would happen if we weren’t able to warn the rebels in time—I found myself more at peace than I had been in months. Maybe even all year, if I was completely honest. Ysara had started as an entertaining mystery, but now…well, she was still an entertaining mystery in many ways. But I could feel the potential for it to become something more.

Assuming I could break my habit of being the man who got girls but couldn’t keep them, that is. If history was any indication, it wasn’t the safest bet.

But I pushed that sour thought aside for now and focused on enjoying the moment. I traced my fingers up and down the curves of her naked sides, hoping I could get some more sleep before daylight broke. My mind had just started drifting into nothingness when I heard distant shouts from outside the hotel window.

I held my breath and listened to make sure I hadn’t imagined it. But no, I could definitely hear voices…and they were getting louder and more desperate.

I gently eased myself out of the bed, taking care to disturb Ysara as little as possible. The room was dark aside from a thin sliver of moonlight coming in through the curtains, but I still made my way over to the window without tripping on anything. Pushing them open, I looked outside…

And froze as my throat dropped into my stomach.

There were dozens of Rukov’s Orange Coats in the streets, and they appeared to be dragging people out of their homes and into the cold. I couldn’t tell exactly how many there were from this angle, since the street lights only illuminated small pockets here and there, but I counted somewhere around fifty soldiers and over a dozen people pleading with them.

“What’s going on?”

I hopped in place and turned around to see Ysara standing right behind me somehow. Apparently I hadn’t gotten out of bed as quietly as I’d thought.

“Looks like a regime raid,” I said. “You were right earlier—they were up to something.”

She leaned forward to peer over my shoulder. “What are they doing with those people?”

“Depends on the local garrison commander’s mood. Sometimes they drag them off for interrogations, other times they shoot them in the street.”

Her blue eyes went wide in horror. “What? Why?”

“Buying the wrong things, talking to the wrong people, or sometimes for no reason at all.” Gritting my teeth, I pulled the curtains shut again. “We can’t afford to wait until morning. We need to leave—now.”

“But we—”

“Get dressed,” I ordered, reaching for the desk lantern and flicking it on. “We’ll exit through the back and—”

I cut myself off when I heard footsteps storming through the hall outside our room. Holding my breath, I dove to the floor in search of my holster, and I grimaced when I felt the unfamiliar grip of my new six-barreled pepperbox rather than Natalya’s. As I unchecked the safety with one hand, I raised one finger to my lips, then gestured for Ysara to take cover behind the bed. As I’d come to expect from her in times of crisis, she obeyed me instantly without panic or hesitation. Though I bet she wished she’d worn her thigh holster and pepperbox beneath her gown when she’d come over…

Pistol in hand, I crept across the room to try and listen more closely, but I only made it halfway before the men outside began pounding on the door to Ysara’s room. If she hadn’t come over to join me…

There was nowhere for us to go short of diving out the window into the street. And even if I used my fey step spell to get us safely down to the street, we would just find ourselves surrounded by dozens of orange uniforms with rifles and bayonets pointed in our direction.

No, our only chance was to head to the back door of the hotel, retrieve our horses from the stable, and sneak out of the city. Assuming the Orange Coats hadn’t already surrounded everything.

The soldiers in the hallway shouted muffled demands to open up, and it wasn’t long before I heard them kick open the door. I held up a finger to Ysara in the hopes that she would stay put, then primed my pistol’s firing rune with a flick of my thumb. Back at Rukov’s estate, I’d tried hard to avoid shooting anyone. I was a thief now, not a soldier.

But here in the middle of an Orange Coat raid, the reverse was true. This was war, not a heist. And that meant it was time for the soldier inside me to return to the front.

The moment I heard the door burst open and the men storm into the adjacent room, I turned the handle in front of me and spun around the corner with my pistol at the ready. I had assumed that the soldiers would leave at least one rearguard in the hall, but annoyingly, they had actually left two. The men spotted me the moment I appeared, and even though I was already aiming at them with my finger on the trigger, it would have been almost impossible for me to take both of them out before they shot back unless I fired multiple barrels at once.

Tapping the priming rune with my thumb twice more, I pulled the trigger—

But it didn’t fire. I heard the hammer click, but the powder didn’t ignite. And I suddenly had the barrels and bayonets of two muskets pointed right at me.

Shit.

“Somnae!” I incanted in desperation, knowing that if even one of the men resisted the sleep spell, they could blow a hole in my chest. But as their fingers tensed on their triggers, both men dropped to the ground like empty sacks. It was a good reminder that Rukov didn’t pick his best people to be Orange Coats, just the most ruthless.

The sound of the collapsing bodies would surely get the attention of the men who’d stormed inside, so I quickly spun into the hall, then flatted myself against Ysara’s open door and waited to strike. The first soldier emerged, his face aghast at the sight of his unconscious comrades—but not as aghast as when I bashed his nose with the grip of my pistol. His agonized shriek drowned out the nauseating crunch of shattering cartilage, and he dropped his rifle and clutched his face. I grabbed his body, spun him around, and shoved the barrel of my dysfunctional pistol against his neck.

“Drop the guns!” I demanded, shoving the man into the open door and using him as a human shield. “Right now!”

There were two Orange Coats inside the room, both my age or perhaps a little older. Their grim faces bore the scars of many battles and the bitterness and cruelty that so often came with them. One had apparently jabbed the bed with his bayonet in case anyone had been hiding beneath the covers, while the other was rifling through Ysara’s travel bag.

“It’s him!” the man with the bag snarled as he dropped it on the floor, his eyes lighting up in recognition. “Zane!”

“Drop the guns!” I repeated, jabbing the barrel harder into the neck of their whimpering comrade and hoping the gun wouldn’t go off on a delay, otherwise this was going to be very, very messy. “Now!”

I harbored no illusions about the grace and compassion of the average Orange Coat. It didn’t surprise me in the least that Rukov’s thugs were capable of dragging weeping women into the street in the middle of the night, but I figured that even they wouldn’t be willing to gun down one of their own without a second thought.

But apparently I had given them too much credit, because after a single shared glance, the soldiers aimed their muskets, primed their runes, and fired.

Their brutality caught me completely off guard, to the point I couldn’t react quickly enough to cast a shield spell. The mistake was almost fatal—the bullets tore through my human shield with ease, and I felt the searing kiss of hot lead on my right hip and just below my left armpit. But fate must have been with me, because despite the flash of pain, neither bullet hit anything important.

I stumbled back into the hall, dropping my hostage and nearly tripping over the sleeping bodies in the hall. But the Orange Coats had taken their shot, and they would need precious time to feed another bullet into their muzzles.

Which was good, because between the gunfire and me tripping over their bodies, the two soldiers on the floor were blinking the magical slumber from their eyes. One grabbed his rifle and lunged at me with his bayonet while he was still crouched.

“Clypium!” I incanted just in time, conjuring my magical shield and deflecting the blade an instant before it jabbed into my upper thigh. As I pivoted my left foot backward to narrow my profile, I flipped my jammed pistol around in my hand and reared back to use it as an awkward and expensive truncheon instead. But before I could bring my arm down to whip my attacker in the face, all six barrels belatedly—and very tardily—went off at the same time.

I had seen a lot of disgusting things during the war, but watching six bullets blow a man’s head apart from point-blank range ranked pretty high on the list. It was probably a blessing that I didn’t have a chance to take in the horror, because the abrupt spike of heat in my pistol made me shake my hand and drop it. At the same time, the other sleeping soldier dragged himself upright, and he lunged back a step as he raised his musket. Since I’d never given him the chance to fire before, the chamber was still loaded and the powder rune was still charged. He had a clear shot, and my short-lived shield spell had already faded. All he had to do was pull the trigger to turn me into a chunky mess like his companion.

But he never had the chance. His body seized up as he shrieked in pain, and the tip of a sword—my sword—burst through his orange jacket. His musket clattered to the ground, and blood frothed over his lips as he looked in horror at the blade which had ruptured his heart. His killer yanked the sword back out of him with a single crisp movement, and when the body crumpled to the floor, I saw Ysara standing there behind him with my sabre in hand.

I wanted to thank her. Hell, I wanted to kiss her. But the other Orange Coats in her room had nearly reloaded, and there was no time to waste.

I grabbed one of the fallen muskets, then whipped the barrel around and took aim. Praying that this gun would be more reliable than my piece of shit Bluehorn Popper, I cocked the hammer and pulled the trigger.

The musket worked fine. One of the two remaining men went flying backward as his chest exploded, and his flailing body combined with the splash of blood stunned his partner for a precious half second. I pounced at the opportunity, snarling in fury as I rushed forward. The last Orange Coat tried to set himself for my bayonet charge, but he was too panicked to stay steady. He cried out in fear a split second before I drove the blade through his chest, then pulled back for a second, third, and fourth thrust just to be sure.

And then there was nothing but silence, smoke, and the sickening stench of blood. For a long moment, all I could do was try and catch my breath while my hands shook and my heart pounded in my ears. A thousand long-buried torments stirred in my soul, threatening to break free from the mental prison I built for them. But then I heard more shouting outside, and I snapped back into the present and rushed into the hall.

Ysara was still out there, her eyes wide in revulsion at the sight of the carnage. I gently took her by the shoulders and forced her to look at me.

“Get dressed,” I instructed. “We don’t have much time.”

It took her a moment to gather her wits, but then her face hardened in determination and she rushed into the room to get her clothes. I winced at the burning pain in my hip and armpit, a quick inspection of my wounds revealed a fair amount of blood but nothing serious. I could dress them later after we weren’t running for our lives.

I rushed into my room to get my belongings, and after quickly throwing on my clothes and jacket, I searched the bodies for anything we might use. It would have been great if the Orange Coats had written orders from Rukov that could tell us more about his plans, but sadly I found nothing of the sort. These men were glorified thugs, not officers. And there were a hell of a lot more of them outside who had surely heard the gunfire and screams.

Ysara was dressed and ready far faster than any woman I’d ever met, and after returning my sabre, she grabbed one of the abandoned muskets and some ammunition. I reluctantly did the same. Part of leaving the war behind me had been refusing to use tools of the trade, but that was nothing for it now. If we ended up in a fight with more Orange Coats, we would need the firepower.

Most of the guests in the Ferryman’s Respite were apparently smart enough to stay in their rooms and hide rather than rush out into the halls, so we didn’t stumble into anyone on our way to the rear stairwell. I fully expected the Orange Coats to have someone watching the back of the hotel, but apparently they had fully committed to catching us in our sleep. There didn’t appear to be anyone near the shoreline at all, once again proving that Rukov had selected these men for their brutality and loyalty, not their competence.

Still, it was only a matter of time before they figured out that we had slipped through their net, and I didn’t intend to stick around. Since the hotel was right alongside the water, we could have run to one of the many piers and stolen a boat. But unlike at Rukov’s mansion, we wouldn’t have the benefit of smoke bombs and chaos to cover our escape. We would be sitting ducks out there until we sailed into the darkness, especially with that ironclad in the harbor. But even if the warship wasn’t there, the sea was treacherous to navigate, especially in the dark. The near freezing waters could end up as dangerous as a barrage of musket fire.

“Where do we go?” Ysara asked, her eyes flicking about in search of targets. From the steady way she was holding her musket, it was clear that her Commonwealth combat training had taken hold.

“First, we get our horses if we can,” I told her. “Then we ride west. If we can sneak through town and get to the road, we can hopefully vanish before they realize we’re gone.”

“Didn’t you say that there’s a checkpoint? One we have no way to get through?”

“That’s tomorrow’s problem,” I said gravely. “Tonight’s problem is staying alive.”


9
Rebels With A Cause


“Whenever the next war starts, I guarantee the first shots will be fired in Imilath. It’s up to us to ensure that no one has the weapons to make it end with another Dhukil.”

-Karsian Mirabilis in an address to the Spellbinder’s Conclave, 9986

Ysara and I were several miles west of Avergath by the time the sun broke over the horizon and cast its fiery gaze upon the snowy road. I kept expecting a regiment of regime cavalry to come charging after us, but we had apparently given the Orange Coats the slip for the time being. I wasn’t particularly confident that would last, however, especially since the break of daylight would allow them to call in gryphon riders to scout the roads. From the air, they would be able to spot us on horseback from miles away.

Which was precisely why I had us ditch our horses in the first settlement we entered. I didn’t expect to get anything resembling a fair price for them in a random fishing village, but I didn’t particularly care. The only reason I haggled at all was to reduce suspicion in case any regime soldiers stumbled through here later. And besides, they weren’t even really my horses, since we’d taken them from Ysara’s retrieval team anyway.

After finally taking the time to dress my wounds from the hotel, we stocked up on supplies from the general store, including some basic climbing gear, then set out once more. I kept us off the road and inside the forest on the shoreline as much as I could, a decision that was validated a few hours later when we spotted a gryphon patrol heading over the road toward the checkpoint at Vzlak Ridge. They might not have been looking for us specifically, but I saw no reason to take any chances. Rukov wasn’t the type to give up easily.

Not since he’d become president, anyway. As general, he’d given up on his men plenty of times when they’d been encircled and needed help. Not that I was still harboring any resentment about it.

I had yet to come up with a plan to get us through the actual checkpoint. If not for last night, I would have been willing to use simple disguises and bribes to get us through. But if the Orange Coats were actively looking for us, that wasn’t going to work. They’d likely be suspicious of a man and woman arriving together even if I magically disguised myself.

Going around remained an option, but not a good one. It would add at least a day to our journey, probably more, not to mention a great deal of risk. The plains north of Vzlak Ridge were in neutral territory, which was a fancy way of saying that you could easily get shot by anyone at any time. Bandits, local militias, random soldiers from either faction…it was honestly worse than Chem Town or any other neighborhoods in the Strand. So with that in mind, I settled on the only other option available.

Magic.

My fey step spell didn’t have anywhere near the range to teleport us past the ridgeline, but there was a chance it could help us get on top of it. Just after midday, I took us to a spot about a north of the checkpoint, and the two of us spent about an hour afterward examining the terrain. We found a place with several narrow but usable ledges that also happened to have decent handholds for climbing, and I decided it was the best option we were likely to find without spending a prohibitive amount of time surveying the area.

The climbing gear proved both necessary and useful as we ascended the ridgeline. I wasn’t exactly a mountaineer, and neither was Ysara. But we’d both had sufficient military training to know how to use ropes and grapplers, and with the combination of magic, muscle, and sheer determination eventually got us up onto the ridge itself.

The higher ground was quite passable other than the actual cliff, and we made decent progress the rest of the day. I wasn’t familiar with any other settlements in this part of the country besides Reznow, but we managed to find another fishing village shortly before nightfall. I wasn’t even sure if it could be considered a village, honestly—it couldn’t have been more than about ten buildings tucked into the hills near the sea. Considering how hostile such places often were to outsiders, I strongly considered sleeping in the woods instead.

But we risked stopping by regardless, and we both ended up glad we did. An elderly man in town was more than happy to shelter travelers for the night, especially “newlyweds” like us on our way to Camlorn. The idea for the ruse was Ysara’s, not mine, and it worked like a damn charm. The old man didn’t want to take my money when I offered it, since “young people had it so rough these days.” We graciously accepted his charity, though I still stuffed several commarks inside the pocket of one of his jackets when he wasn’t looking.

He put us up in a modest guest room that clearly hadn’t been used in several years, but the bed still looked like a cozy paradise compared to the frozen ground outside. And since Ysara had cleverly convinced him that we were married, the old man didn’t put up a fuss about us staying in the same room. I thought it would give us an opportunity to discuss the next steps of our trip…

But it turned out that my companion didn’t have much interest in talking. Ysara was all over me from the moment we took off our coats, and it wasn’t long before she was on her back and whimpering into my ear while I pounded into her. At her breathless request, I left my first hot mess all over her tits and neck, but she ended up giddily imbibing a second batch before we finally curled up in each other’s arms and went to sleep.

It had been years since I’d felt the exhilarating rush of “I-want-to-fuck-you-every-moment-of-the-day” energy with a new lover. But by the Archons, there was nothing in the world quite like it. If I could have frozen time, I would have gladly spent entire days in bed with her.

Instead, I fell asleep with her in my arms, which was a pretty damn good consolation prize. Fighting in the war had taught me the value of appreciating the here-and-now, and since neither of us had any idea what the next few days might hold, I was happy to share her warmth as long as fate allowed.

Our host insisted on cooking us a big breakfast, so we set out a bit later than I would have liked. But unless we ran into trouble, I was still confident that we could reach Reznow before nightfall.

I still kept us off the road most of the day, less because I was worried about being spotted by Rukov’s forces than because walking out in the open wasn’t safe in general. There were no trenches like back in the war, nor any distinct fortifications demarcating regime territory from areas which were sympathetic to the Freebloods. Just like the area north of the checkpoint, this part of the country was a lawless “buffer zone” where practically anything could happen.

As I explained to Ysara, it was a fancy way of describing the places where neither side had attempted to move their lines forward in months or even years. Thorne didn’t have enough men or firepower to attack any major regime settlements or outposts, and Rukov wasn’t willing to suffer the immense casualties which would be required to actually reclaim and fortify the independent parts of the country. The result was a long stalemate where each side tried to undermine the other at every opportunity but could never deal anything resembling a mortal blow.

Not yet, anyway. But that would change soon if we couldn’t find Thorne.

By late afternoon, we finally reached the town of Reznow…or rather, what was left of it. With the sea on its eastern side and a ridge of nearly impassable hills on the south and west, the town was a highly defensible location. That was precisely why the Krazzen cannons had bombarded it so thoroughly before they’d finally sent in their soldiers to try and take it. Frankly, I was amazed that anyone had willingly returned after the war, but we Imilathi could be damn stubborn sometimes. And if Colonel Thorne had pumped some money and resources into rebuilding it, then resettling made at least some sense.

The only official entrance to the town was through a wide gate in the front. A crude wall stretched across the entire northern side of the settlement, though I only spotted one man up there at the moment. Two others were standing guard by the gate itself, each holding a rifle. They weren’t wearing any particular uniforms, just gray jackets.

“Looks more like a military base than a town,” Ysara commented as we got closer. “That must mean that the rebels are here.”

“Not necessarily,” I said, keeping a cautious eye on the wall spotter. “All the towns out here have local militias. They have to.”

“Are you sure it’s wise to go through the front door?”

“We’ll find out,” I murmured. “Just let me do the talking. If the Freebloods are here, it should be easy for me to get us inside.”

Ysara gave me a sideways look. “And if they aren’t?”

“Then be ready to run.”

She didn’t seem very amused by my joke. Then again, neither was I.

I raised a hand in greeting as we approached the gate, and I kept my musket slung over my back so it didn’t look threatening. The gate guards didn’t react much other than to keep looking at me. Once I was within a dozen paces or so, I confirmed what I had suspected about their weapons from a distance—they were the same thirty year-old rifled-muskets as the ones we were carrying, except they had been converted into breech-loaders by a clever gunsmith.

The same clever gunsmith, I wagered, who had made Natalya.

“You look lost, friend,” one of the guards said, eyes flicking to Ysara for a moment before they returned to me. “Take a wrong turn at the crossroads?”

“I certainly hope not,” I said. “A friend of mine sent us this way—said there was someone in town who could help us out.”

The guard snorted. “Then you definitely took a wrong turn. Nobody’s come to Reznow looking for help in a long time.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the spotter on the wall shuffle in his perch. He wasn’t aiming his rifle at us, but it would only take him half a second to do so. And while I had no interest in provoking or attacking random militiamen, I still mentally mapped out an escape route if we needed it. If I used my fey step spell to get us up onto the wall, we could probably neutralize him before he knew what was happening…

“I can imagine,” I said, offering the men a tight smile. “But in this case, there’s nowhere else for me to go. My friend’s a watchmaker, and his apprentice made me an incredible piece a few years back. Unfortunately, it broke recently, and she’s the only one who can fix it.”

With a slow, deliberate movement, I opened my jacket and retrieved my pocket watch. I carefully watched the man in front of me for any sign of recognition at Nishka’s handiwork, specifically the tiny raven symbol she engraved on most of her timepieces.

“Wouldn’t normally go to so much trouble,” I said, opening the watch. “But as you can see, she’s a real beauty.”

If Aleksy had been wrong about all this—if the rebels weren’t here and hadn’t been for a while—then the guard may have simply thought I was crazy and sent us away. If the opposite were somehow true—that Reznow had fallen to Rukov’s loyalists—then there was a chance that the guard might simply order his friend to open fire instead. But after seeing their weapons, I was convinced that the former was far more likely. And being a gambler, I was willing to play the odds.

“She’s a rare gem, all right,” the guard said, visibly relaxing. “Can’t promise anything, but you might as well stop by the jewelry shop on Mavers Street. Owner might be able to get it working again, for a price.”

“I hope so,” I said, smiling as I returned the watch to my pocket.

The man whistled loudly, and a few seconds later, someone unbarred the gate and pulled the doors open for us.

“The Lamplighter has the only accommodations in town for travelers,” the guard said as he stepped out of our way and waved us through. “It’s just down Mavers, you can’t miss it.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking Ysara’s arm and leading her forward. The anxious flutter in my stomach didn’t fade until we were all the way through, but once we were, it was quickly replaced by a tight, painful knot of regret.

“Merciful Selura,” Ysara whispered as she beheld Reznow…or rather, what was left of it. “This isn’t a town—it’s a pile of rubble.”

I nodded bitterly. Some of the buildings were intact—perhaps one in five, though only half of those were in good enough shape to use. Entire blocks had been leveled from the constant shelling, though some of the larger buildings had actually been obliterated by Tanic dragon riders during one of their disastrous early offensives before they realized that their precious cavalry was no match for Krazzen firepower.

There were only a handful of people out and about on the streets, mostly other soldiers wearing tattered clothing and jackets, though there were also some people carrying water up from the pier. They all gave us the same confused look as we passed by.

Mavers Street, one the town’s main thoroughfare, was in slightly better shape. Quite a few structures had been patched up, including some of the shops. The Lamplighter was indeed obvious—the three-story flophouse may have been the largest intact structure left in the whole town. The church across the street had likely been the same size once, but it had completely collapsed inward. The normally inspiring and vaguely imperious symbol of Aodar—a sword with angelic wings wreathed in holy flame—had been blasted into three pieces by a cannonball.

But I did notice a trio of fortified pillboxes up on the hill at the far edge of the street. They overlooked the sea on the city’s eastern edge, and they would provide a stubborn defense if the regime ever tried to take this position from the water.

“There can’t be more than a few hundred people living here,” Ysara commented, her hands holding my arm tightly as we moved. “The Freebloods must be somewhere else.”

“Not necessarily,” I said. “Come on, let’s check that jeweler.”

The shop was about the size of Alexsy’s, but the sign out front was so badly burned I could barely tell it used to feature a painted picture of a young woman with a wedding ring. The windows had been boarded up, so I couldn’t see inside.

“Do you want me to wait outside again?” Ysara asked, looking uneasily down the battered street.

“No,” I said. “Stay close.”

I knocked at the door, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised when no one answered. A quick twist of the handle revealed that it wasn’t locked, which immediately made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle in warning. It sure felt like a trap—a bunch of men with guns could easily be waiting inside. But if that were the case, I had no idea why they would have bothered waiting. This wasn’t downtown Mincalis with a Goldtip standing watch on every corner. Anyone who wanted to kill us could have opened fire in the middle of the street if they’d wanted to.

Bracing myself for the worst, I reached into my jacket and pushed open the door. It was almost pitch black inside, with only a few thin rays of light filtering in through the narrow holes of the boards on the windows. I could make out a single L-shaped glass case stretched along the wall to our left as well as several smaller cases to our right, but they all looked like they’d been emptied out a long time ago. The only display in the shop with any actual merchandise was the lone wooden shelf near the door where we’d come in, though it was holding a few out-of-place children’s toys and stuffed animals on top rather than jewelry.

“Not much in the way of inventory,” Ysara whispered from behind me. “Front shops in Mincalis put in a lot more effort to seem legitimate.”

“Different world,” I said, moving toward the sales counter near the back of the building. A small rusted bell sat next to the shop’s cash box, neither of which looked like they had been used in years. I did spot the outline of a small door in the back wall which probably led to a storage area. I couldn’t hear anyone talking or moving around, but it was entirely possible that someone—or several someones—were waiting in there.

Taking a deep breath, really wishing I still had a sidearm, I reached out to touch the bell—

“I wouldn’t hit that if I were you. There’s enough blue powder behind the counter to take out half the buildings on the block.”

My head whipped around to look at the shelf with stuffed animals on top. One of them—a black bird I hadn’t spotted in the dim light—had opened its mouth and started speaking.

“Merciful Selura!” Ysara gasped, her blue eyes shooting wide when she noticed the animal. “What is that?”

“I was going to ask the same question about you,” the bird said in a distinctly female voice, its head moving back and forth in a remarkable approximation of a real raven. The voice was also much less tinny than the little construct we’d used at Rukov’s estate. “Just can’t get enough of Ikibrian girls, can you, Zane? What’s this one, another mage? Or just some pretty rich girl you haven’t disappointed yet?”

I sighed and relaxed. “She’s a friend.”

“Oh, I bet she’s very friendly,” the bird sneered. “They always are, at first.”

Ysara remained too confused and startled to be insulted, which I took as a blessing. But it wouldn’t last forever.

“We’re here to help, Neesh,” I said. “We have information that could—”

“Help?” the bird interrupted. “Since when have you ever cared about helping?”

I grimaced. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s completely fair. Don’t you remember when you told me that you’d never come back to Imilath? That it wasn’t our home anymore, so we should forget about it and let Rukov win?”

“I never said that,” I muttered.

“Close enough. You didn’t think it was worth fighting back even after the massacre.”

I sighed again. I had known that this would be difficult, but apparently it was also going to be awkward as hell.

“This is important,” I said. “We need to talk. For real.”

“That train left the station a long time ago,” the bird said. “When you decided you’d rather galavant around Mincalis than help your own—”

“Rukov just got a huge shipment of weapons from the Krazzen,” I growled. “And not only guns and cannons, either.”

The bird stayed silent for several seconds. “What?”

“The Krazzen shipped them through Mincalis three days ago. We tried to stop the train, but it was too well guarded.” I shook my head. “I need to talk to Thorne right away. Is he here in town?”

“He is.”

This time, her voice didn’t come from the bird—it came from the door from behind the counter. A magical lantern flicked on, revealing a curvaceous woman with black horns and equally black hair. She had bright red skin, and a pair of leathery, bat-like wings tucked behind her back. Her faintly glowing yellow eyes fastened upon me, as did the long-barreled pistol she was holding in her right hand.

Ysara gasped and covered her mouth in surprise.

“What’s the matter, kochani?” Nishka asked. “Did Zane forget to mention he used to be in love with a demon?”

“You really don’t need to point that at us,” I said.

“I’m not—I’m pointing it at you.”

Nishka gave me a sarcastic smile, of which she’d always had a vast repertoire. But even with her gun aimed at me, I couldn’t deny how good it was to see her in person again. She was wearing the same custom-made black duster as when she’d gotten on the train in Mincalis and left me a year ago, and I also recognized the raven pendant around her neck—one of the common symbols of the goddess Selura. Her dark red corset, black skirt, and calf-high boots were new, however, as were the fishnet hose sheathing her legs.

“I never thought you’d come this way again,” she said, her tail swishing behind her. “Figured you’d eventually crawl back to that pretty sorceress at the Academy. Though I also figured she’d transform you into a toad rather than take you back, so what do I know?”

“She still might someday, don’t worry,” I muttered. “But in an indirect way, Karissa’s the reason we’re here.”

Nishka frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“My name is Ysara,” my companion said, looking at me for approval before continuing. “I’m here on behalf of Lord Mirabilis and the Spellbinders.”

“The Spellbinders?” Nishka practically spat. “What in Aodar’s name do those worthless wizards want here?”

“They want to help,” I said.

Nishka scoffed. “Since when?”

“Since always,” Ysara insisted. “My patron just didn’t have the resources to—”

“They’re trying to stop the spread of dangerous weapons,” I interrupted. “Like the kind Rukov just got his hands on.”

“What kind of weapons are we talking about here?” Nishka asked.

“Enough barrels of Aodar’s Tears and Death Mist to wipe out an army,” I told her. “And four spellfire engine cores.”

Nishka’s red face lightened until it was almost pink, and she slowly lowered her pistol. “You can’t be serious.”

“Like I said, we need to talk to Thorne,” I told her. “Right now.”
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When Alexsy had told me that the Freebloods were in Reznow, I had assumed that they wouldn’t be standing out in the open for all to see. The town’s fortifications were too badly damaged to withstand a serious assault, and I had no doubt that Rukov would be willing to launch a large-scale attack here if he thought he could catch Thorne and his lieutenants so close to the front. My assumption had been that we’d find a modest Freeblood garrison here who could tell us where we actually needed to go.

Apparently, I had drastically underestimated my former commanding officer. Because when Nishka led us down a hidden staircase in the back of the shop, we ended up in a series of underground tunnels so extensive I could scarcely believe it. To the rest of the world, Reznow might have been a burned-out husk of its former self, but in truth, it might have been more alive and populous than ever. There was practically an entire shadow city down here beneath the ruins.

“Aodar’s light,” I breathed as we passed through a vast, cavernous chamber filled with soldiers, equipment, and a half dozen other passages. There was even the occasional ventilation shaft to let in air from outside. “How long have you been building this place?”

“The work started years before I joined up,” Nishka said, clearly amused at my shock. “Thorne wanted to make sure that Rukov’s men could never get into the Greenvale, but staying outside in Reznow this close to the front would be a death sentence. The only way to have a defensible garrison was to move underground.”

I nodded idly as I inspected the other rebels. I didn’t recognize any faces yet, but the dark red and brown uniforms triggered an avalanche of memories I couldn’t hold back. The thorned rose on the epaulets had once been the symbol of our regiment on the Kanakis Front, though it had since been adopted by the Freebloods all across the country.

The soldiers we passed were all visibly taken aback by our presence. Nishka waved off their concerns, however, and no one seemed willing to argue the point. There was a time not so long ago when few in the rebel ranks would have accepted being in the same room as a cambion girl, let alone taking orders from her. Evidently that had all changed.

“We came through Avergath,” I said as Nishka led us down one of the passages, her spade-tipped tail swishing behind her. “I figured that Alexsy could put me in contact with you.”

Her gait wobbled at the mention of his name. “How is the old man doing? We haven’t been able to get anyone into Avergath for a while.”

“He looked well enough. There were more soldiers in town than I expected, though. Plus an ironclad docked in the harbor—where in the hell did Rukov get that?”

“We’re not sure—nobody ever saw them build it. Thorne figures they must have bought it from some industrialist in Mincalis.”

“I suppose so,” I muttered, wondering what idiot would have sold a ship to him—and how they’d gotten away with it. “Well anyway, we were forced to flee from an Orange Coat raid. We’re lucky we got out.”

Nishka hissed. “The regime has been moving supplies and personnel to that garrison since the start of winter. Thorne figures they’re plotting a spring offensive, but we’re ready for them and their ship.”

“In this case, they were looking for me and Ysara specifically,” I said. “Like I said, Ysara and I tried to intercept their shipment on the train, but we were forced to abort. Rukov probably knew that we’d try to warn you, so he had his men try and track us down.”

Nishka paused in the middle of the passage and planted a hand on her curvy hip. “What convinced you to get involved? And don’t say the Spellbinders, because I don’t believe that for a minute. Unless they’re paying you a small fortune…?”

“It’s complicated,” I said. “I might as well explain everything to you and Thorne at the same time.”

As she studied me with those demonic eyes of hers, I remembered how unsettled they’d made me when we’d first met. But that had faded after I’d gotten to know her, and I’d come to appreciate how expressive they were. In some ways, Nishka was practically the opposite of a skilled actress like Ysara. The cambion always wore her emotions right there on her face.

Right now, they were filled with doubt…but also hope. And the latter seemed to be growing stronger by the moment.

“This had better be good,” she said. “He’s this way.”

Thirty seconds and two narrow passages later, we arrived in a tunnel that looked more like a natural cave than something which had been meticulously dug out with muscle or magic. Two men were speaking next to a pile of empty gun crates marked with Commonwealth symbols. One was a rebel soldier I didn’t recognize, but the other…

The other was a man whose face I knew better than my own father’s.

“Fished up something you lost, boss,” Nishka said as we rounded the corner. “Just say the word and I’ll throw him back in the sea where he belongs.”

Razavir Thorne, leader of the Freeblood Rebellion, turned to face us. “Took you long enough, Sergeant,” he said in his famous baritone voice as he shooed away the man he’d been chatting with. “The sentries said you weren’t in any hurry walking through town.”

“Didn’t want to spook anyone, sir,” I replied. “I still wasn’t completely sure you were here.”

Thorne chuckled softly, and as his dark eyes took me in, I found myself standing as stiff and tall as a fresh conscript facing inspection. I’d even called him “sir” without thinking twice about it.

“Oh, we’re here,” he said, holding out a huge hand. “And we aren’t going anywhere.”

I took his hand and gave it a firm shake. Thorne had been a large and imposing man twelve years ago when I had first been assigned to his regiment, and the years hadn’t diminished him one bit. His thick hair and trim beard were still more black than gray, and his wide frame still packed plenty of muscle.

I had wondered if he might still be bitter about the circumstances of my rather sudden departure four years back, or perhaps about the fact I hadn’t returned after the Blood Moon Massacre like Nishka and so many others had. But if Thorne was harboring any old resentments, I couldn’t hear it in his voice.

“It’s been too long,” he said. “Far too long.”

“Yes, it has,” I replied, barely managing to keep myself from calling him “sir” again. “This is Ysara Carlaste, my partner. She’s here on behalf of Lord Karsian Mirabilis.”

Thorne, like most successful men in similar positions, had always been adept at controlling his body language. But the mention of the world’s most famous Spellbinder managed to evoke a genuine look of surprise on his face.

“Is that so?” he asked.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Colonel Thorne,” Ysara said, offering him a polite curtsy. “I’ve read a great deal about you. You’re something of a folk hero in Commonwealth territory.”

Nishka snorted and crossed her arms. “Folk hero? If that were true, you’d think they’d be willing to send us more than a few guns now and then. Like, say, maybe ten thousand men and a few dozen of those iron crawlers.”

“I wish they would,” Ysara said. “Especially after what we’ve learned about the Krazzen.”

Thorne’s graying eyebrow lifted curiously.

“I regret that we don’t have time for a proper reunion, sir,” I put in, “but we have a great deal to discuss.”

The colonel shared a look with Nishka, then turned back to me. “Then let’s have a seat,” he said. “And more importantly, a drink.”
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The Compound


“I didn’t spend six years fighting the Krazzen just to hand the country over to a piece of filth like Rukov, and I can’t imagine that any of you did, either. We’re all tired of war. We’ve lost friends, we’ve lost brothers, and at times it feels like we may have lost ourselves. I can’t tell you what the future holds, but I can tell you this: I would rather die fighting for freedom than live under the heel of a butcher.”

-Razavir Thorne, 9987

“I’d heard that our old general had some troubles recently,” Thorne said as he lit his cigar and leaned back into the large cushioned chair behind his desk. “Poor Rukov, embarrassed during his own Winter Soiree. My heart goes out to him.”

“Embarrassed is an understatement,” I replied, taking a sip of the white vodka he had poured for each of us. “It must have been downright humiliating to have his vault plundered during one of the year’s biggest political gatherings.”

“Nearly a dozen Yaramadhi originals plundered from families across central Faratha during the war. A small comfort compared to all the lives that were lost, but it’s a long overdue step toward justice.”

“I thought so, too.”

Thorne chuckled and took a puff from his cigar. His office, like all the rooms in this underground complex, had been carved out of the existing cave network they had discovered. This space was deeper and larger than most of the others, however, and between the fine oak desk, walnut bookshelves, and plush carpet on the floor, it was almost like we’d sat down for a chat inside a fancy estate in Camlorn. As long as you didn’t look too hard at the uneven rocky walls and ceiling, anyway.

Ysara and I had taken a seat in the two chairs across from his desk. Nishka, for her part, was sitting on the edge of Thorne’s wide desk, her tail holding her drink glass while she lit a slim cigarette with a snap of her red fingers. I didn’t often envy her demonic blood, but it did offer some advantages.

I took a puff from my own cigar, then slowly exhaled the smoke from my lungs. At times, I resented how soothing the heat felt, especially after a long day. But for now, I was content to bask in it.

“I admit, I am a little surprised the news spread so quickly,” I commented. “It’s only been a week.”

“A week might as well be a year these days,” Thorne replied with a shrug. “The scandal made it to the papers the next morning, and more details came out later once some of the guests were interviewed. Rukov couldn’t stop the story from spreading no matter how hard he tried.”

“Which he did,” Nishka said, smiling through the wisps of smoke curling up from her lips. “Then again, he doesn’t control all the papers. Not yet.”

“Though even if he did, we would have learned the truth regardless.”

“I imagine you must have plenty of agents in Camlorn these days,” I said.

“We do, but that’s not what I meant,” Thorne said. “I knew you’d succeeded the moment your fence arrived in Zarudale to unload the goods.”

I frowned. “But how did you…”

I trailed off when I saw the knowing smile spread across the other man’s face. An impish one had appeared on Nishka’s lips as well.

“Wait, you were the client?” I asked, leaning forward. “But how? Most of the buyers we set up aren’t in Imilath.”

“Most of the paintings don’t belong in Imilath, either,” Thorne pointed out. “They were stolen from countries all over central Faratha. We just put together the funds and organized the heist.”

I stared back at him, feeling dumbfounded and foolish and oddly proud all at the same time. Razavir Thorne, the great war hero known for his unconventional tactics. I should have guessed that he’d had a hand in this somehow.

“From what I’d heard, you needed the work,” Thorne added with a casual shrug as he took another puff. “Besides, it seemed like you were due for a win. Call it an act of faith.”

“More like an act of charity,” Nishka muttered, though she also seemed amused at my discomfort. She had crossed her red legs, and her tail brought her glass to her lips for a drink. “I told him your crew couldn’t handle it without me. But I guess Rukov’s security is even worse than we thought.”

“We barely made it,” I admitted, dragging my eyes from her fishnet hose back to Thorne. “But I don’t understand. Why would you care about a bunch of old paintings?”

“Oh, you know me,” he said, waving his hand dramatically at the bookshelves. “I’ve always been a man of refined tastes. That’s why I live in a cave.”

“I’m serious,” I pressed. “You put up a lot of money for this, so it couldn’t have been about funding the war effort.”

“Funding is more than commarks and coins, Sergeant, you know that. Good will is the rarest and most valuable currency in Faratha. And I’m well aware that even if we killed Rukov and every one of his Orange Coats tomorrow, we would still need allies to rebuild. Consider this an investment in the future.”

I slowly shook my head. After all these years, Thorne could still find a way to impress me. I shouldn’t have been surprised—half the reason our regiment had been so successful in the war was because he actually thought about the broader strategy before committing soldiers to an operation. Winning a battle was pointless if it cost you the war.

“Well, the future is what I’ve come here to warn you about,” I said gravely. “It seems that Rukov has made a deal with the Krazzen.”

Thorne nodded as he exhaled another wisp of smoke. “I know.”

I frowned. “You know?”

“It’s not news, Sergeant. Ever since the Commonwealth got caught smuggling money and guns to us last year, Rukov has been glad-handling the Tanics and the Krazzen hoping to get some help. They’ve been sneaking guns and money into his coffers for months now. Apparently they even sent him a mistress as a bonus.”

I shared a quick glance with Ysara. “I’m afraid she’s more than that,” I said. “Lady Valis is a sorceress…and one who can tap into spellfire magic, at that.”

“What?” Nishka blurted out.

“I’m afraid there’s more,” I said, sitting my cigar down in the ashtray and leaning forward. “I found an encoded communique about a secret weapon shipment in Rukov’s office safe while we were looting his mansion, and I followed up on it in Mincalis. Ysara and I tried to hijack the shipment on its way to Camlorn, but we didn’t have any luck.”

Thorne’s eyes narrowed. “What shipment?”

“A few hundred barrels of Aodar’s Tears and Death Mist,” Ysara said. “Along with several spellfire engine cores.”

For a long moment, the only sound in the room was the soft sizzle of ashes and cigarettes. I had probably spent thousands of hours at Thorne’s side during the war, and I’d seen every conceivable emotion on his face. But never once in our many years fighting together had I ever seen his skin turn so deathly pale.

“Spellfire magitek,” he breathed. “You’re absolutely certain?”

“I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen them myself,” I said. “We inspected the cargo on that train first-hand. They had four engine cores stored in a lead crate. I can’t imagine the Krazzen would send experimental technology like that unless Rukov was ready to use it. They must have already built some new war machines.”

Thorne turned and looked at Nishka. Her expression had turned as hard and grave as when I’d mentioned the weapons upstairs.

“Do they really think they’ll get away with this?” Nishka asked. “All those weapons are banned. Once the Commonwealth and the Tanics find out, they’ll—”

“It won’t matter what they do,” I interrupted. “By the time they’re able to react, it will be too late. If Rukov can wipe out your forces in a big shock offensive, it will leave the southern border wide open. The Krazzen will move in and have a foothold in Camlorn in no time. And once they’re dug in, it will be impossible to drive them out.”

“The Commonwealth will never accept that,” Thorne said almost mechanically. “Neither will the Tanics.”

“They won’t have a choice. Everyone knows they aren’t ready for another war. Imilath will be part of the Alliance in all but name. Rukov is a spineless, social-climbing bastard—the perfect Krazzen puppet.”

Nishka hissed, then shook her head. “Well, if they’re hoping to wipe us out in a single attack, they’re going to be disappointed. We’re spread all over precisely so they can’t do that.”

“I know, which is why he’ll probably try to force you out into the open,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about it ever since I left his mansion. He must be planning a new offensive, probably somewhere critical which you can’t afford to lose. Once you consolidate your men, he’ll use his new weapons to finish you off.”

“There was a buildup of soldiers in Avergath while we were there,” Ysara put in. “Though it didn’t seem like anywhere near enough for a real offensive.”

“Have your scouts noticed anything?” I asked.

Thorne leaned back in his seat and took another swig from his vodka, as if it would wash the bitter taste of Rukov’s treachery from his mouth. “Only small redeployments here and there,” he said. “We’ve had so much snow this year that it’s impossible to move heavy equipment down the roads but I’ve been anticipating a major attack after the first thaw.”

“I doubt he’ll wait that long,” I said. “Especially since he knows that Ysara and I identified the cores and got off the train. He’ll want to move fast. Anything that gives that Commonwealth or the Tanics or the Spellbinders time to react is a big problem.”

“Agreed,” Thorne replied with a sober nod. “But we’ve made it a point to dig in all across the front.”

I pursed my lips in thought. “Variskaya is the obvious target in this part of the country, but I assume you have plenty of surprises waiting for them if they attack there?”

Thorne nodded. “More than they can imagine. He’d need at least ten thousand men to get close, probably double that to be a serious threat.”

“Whatever the Krazzen are planning, the best option is to neutralize these weapons before he can use them,” Ysara put in. “You must have some idea where he’s storing them.”

“Unfortunately, no,” Thorne said. “In a way, we’re victims of our own success. We destroyed so many of his ammo depots over the past few years that he’s started building new ones and spreading them out all over the northern and eastern parts of the country.”

“But some must be more secure than others,” I said. “And I doubt that even Rukov is crazy enough to keep experimental spellfire cores near Camlorn or any other settlement.”

“I imagine they would also be stored relatively deep underground,” Ysara added. “Death Mist in particular needs cool temperatures. And he wouldn’t want anything this important to get spotted by any aerial scouts.”

Nishka snorted. “Aerial scouts? Kochani, anything that can carry a man and fly gets shot out of the sky in a heartbeat these days.”

“But not ones that are small and blend in, like your constructs,” I pointed out. “You must be using them to scout behind enemy lines.”

“Obviously,” she muttered as her tail raised her glass back to her lips again. “I was just reminding everyone how important I am.”

“No one has ever doubted that, my dear,” Thorne said. He gave her a tight smile, but I could tell it was forced. This news—and its implications—had truly caught him off-guard. “We have a list of suspected locations for major depots, but I’ll have to check with our people in Variskaya. Someone might have spotted them being unloaded from the train in Camlorn.”

“I suggest you find out as quickly as possible,” I said. “If we’re lucky, we’ll still have time to make a move before he uses them.”

“We?” Nishka asked pointedly.

“I’m here, aren’t I?” I replied. “You don’t really think I’d sit back and let Rukov sell the country to the Krazzen?”

“I don’t know what you want anymore. That’s the problem.”

Her yellow eyes simmered as they bored into me, and her tail swished rhythmically at the edge of the desk. I didn’t want to have this argument now, especially in public, and Thorne must have sensed that.

“He’s here now, and that’s what matters,” the older man said.

Nishka scoffed. “Yeah, well, what about her? The world’s greatest Spellbinder is so worried about these weapons that he sends us one little girl?”

“I am a Scryer working for Lord Karsian,” Ysara said, putting a bit of pride into her voice. “I already sent him a missive informing him about the weapons, but I’m afraid that he may not see it for a while yet. But when he does, you can be assured that he’ll immediately bring it to the attention of the rest of the Conclave and the Farathan Assembly.”

“For all the good that will do,” Nishka grumbled. “What, do they plan on writing Alliance Command a stern letter?”

“I also sent a message to my Commonwealth contacts,” Ysara added. “I don’t know what they can do, but at the very least, Rukov’s secret will be out.”

“Wonderful. So instead of Rukov using his new toys to wipe us out in private, he’ll do it in full view of everyone. Big difference.”

“Given the nature of the weapons involved, this might cause enough of a political stir to slow things down,” I said as diplomatically as I could. “But you’re right, we can’t assume that there’s any help coming. Rukov knows the clock is ticking, so he’ll want to act as quickly as possible. We need to be ready.”

“And we will be,” Thorne said, putting out his cigar as he looked at Nishka. “This seems like as good a time as any for you to show him what we’ve been up to.”

“You’re serious?” she asked in disbelief. “Just like that?”

“Just like that. I need to get in contact with our people in Variskaya. In the meantime, you might as well give our guests a tour of your workshop.”

Nishka glared at him for a few seconds, then sighed and hopped off the edge of his desk. “Fine,” she relented. “But don’t touch anything unless I tell you to.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, raising my hands innocently.

Thorne chuckled and stood along with the rest of us. “It is good to see you again, Sergeant. I’ll have the cooks whip up something special for dinner so we catch-up properly.”

“I look forward to it, sir,” I said.

“Good. I’d love to have a first-hand account of what’s going on in Mincalis these days.” He turned to Ysara. “And I would also like to know more about the Spellbinders and their sudden interest in this conflict.”

“Yeah, it’s not suspicious at all,” Nishka muttered as she gave Ysara a sideways look. “If you want a tour, then let’s get it over with. Some of us have real work to do.”
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As Nishka led us through the rest of the rebel base, I started imagining that we were moving through a giant ant farm. The passages began to seem byzantine after a while; it would have been easy to get lost without a guide, since the only signs I noticed were the ones near ladders leading up to the fortified pillboxes above ground. I found myself wondering how many people were staying here at the moment. I would have guessed a few hundred, but given the sheer amount of supplies and cubbies, I wouldn’t have been shocked if there were even more.

By modern military standards, the garrison was still relatively small. But the entrenched nature of the caverns combined with various escape routes into the hills and the shoreline would make it incredibly difficult for regime forces to storm the town. It wouldn’t work nearly as well in populous settlements like Variskaya where the rebels would feel compelled to protect the people, but here in a war torn city, there was almost nothing left of value above ground anyway.

“I’ll go out on a limb and guess that Thorne has been having you work on refining your homunculi designs,” I commented as we walked through the dim passages. The lanterns on the walls were far enough apart that there were plenty of shadows.

“I work on whatever inspires me,” Nishka said. “Did you already forget that?”

I grunted. “No, I just figured he’d have come up with a hundred clever uses for these things by now. We actually brought one of your old ravens with us to Rukov’s estate.”

Nishka stopped in her tracks. “It still worked?”

“Of course. You built it.”

“Yes, but you break everything you touch. I’m amazed that Natalya is still working.”

She must have noticed the brief stutter in my stride, because she immediately stopped and glared at me.

“She is still working, right?” Nishka asked. “I assume you’re only carrying that awful musket as part of a costume.”

“She was working just fine,” I replied, bracing myself as best I could. “But, um, well…”

Nishka’s brow furrowed, and she quickly reached out and pulled open my jacket so she could see my holster. Her yellow eyes blazed when she saw that it was empty.

“Where is she?” Nishka snarled. “You didn’t sell her, did you?”

“No!” I insisted, insulted by the suggestion. “I lost her on the train while we were trying to steal the weapons. Rukov’s mistress stunned us with a paralysis spell, then stole our weapons. I barely managed to get us out of there.”

“And you left Natalya behind?”

“He didn’t have a choice,” Ysara put in. “If we didn’t we would have both been cap—”

“Of course he had a choice!” Nishka snapped as she turned her glare to Ysara. She clearly didn’t like the fact that another woman was sticking up for me. “Do you have any idea how hard I worked on that gun?”

“Very hard,” I said soberly. “But there really was no choice, Neesh. If I’d waited another second, that bitch might have paralyzed us again…and then we wouldn’t be here to warn you about what’s coming.”

A series of emotions flickered across her face in rapid succession, but I gave her the most contrite look that I could manage. And eventually, she shook her head and sighed.

“Damn,” she hissed. “She never gave you any problems before that?”

“No,” I said. “Worked perfectly every time. So did your bird, by the way—we managed to use it to drop a stink bomb right on Rukov’s head during our heist at his lakeside estate.”

She blinked. “Really?”

“Oh, yes. The look on his face was worth more than all the paintings we stole combined. We managed to hit his new mistress, too.”

“Sweet Selura, I can’t believe I missed that,” Nishka said. “Just too bad you didn’t drop a blue powder one on them instead. It would have saved us a lot of trouble.”

“And taken half the mansion and its guests in the process,” I said. “Still might have been worth it.”

“Definitely.” Nishka paused for a moment, then looked as if she were about to continue walking. But before she took a step, she scowled at Ysara. “Is there a problem, kochani?”

“I’m sorry,” Ysara apologized, her cheeks flushing. She appeared to have been fixated on the cambion’s wings. “I just…I mean, are you injured?”

With a frown, Nishka unfurled her wings. The golden metal bands she had wrapped around the tips and phalanges made them look mechanical in nature, but that was only partially true.

“Oh, that,” she said, eyeing what looked like a painful tear in the middle of the leathery membrane on her left wing. “I tore it earlier in an experiment. Still need to fix the canvas.”

“The canvas?” Ysara asked. “Are you saying it’s…oh, by the Archons!”

Her blue eyes widened as she belatedly realized that Nishka’s wings weren’t identical. The “membrane” on the left one was actually canvas rather than skin, and the metal bands weren’t merely fashionable—they were the actual phalanges supporting the entire prosthetic.

“One of the great things about Profane blood is that it’s unpredictable,” Nishka said. “Never know how many functional limbs you’re going to get. But I make do.”

“I am so sorry,” Ysara breathed, her face almost as red as the cambion’s. “I really didn’t mean to—”

“It’s all right,” Nishka said with a flick of her wrist. “Honestly, I’m impressed you noticed…and that you cared if I was hurt.”

Ysara frowned. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Well, I am a demon, if you hadn’t noticed. And I thought most of you Ikibrian girls worshiped Aodar. His paladins get fully cocked just thinking about smiting something with Profane blood.”

“I’m not here to smite anyone,” Ysara said. “I want to help.”

“Mm,” Nishka mused, her eyes taking in the other woman again. “Well anyway, I consider this broken wing a warning to Naryssa and all her Profane lackeys: they can try to hurt me all they want, but Selura gives me the strength to fix anything they break. And then to make it even better when I fix it.”

She smiled proudly, and it didn’t take long for Ysara to return it in kind. Personally, I couldn’t stop thinking about the first time she had built a prototype prosthetic and tried it out. She’d been so confident it would work that she’d wanted to glide off one of the tallest buildings in Chem Town. I’d worked hard to convince her to take a feather fall potion along with her in case something went wrong. In the end, she hadn’t needed it—the wing had helped her glide fine.

“Well, come on,” Nishka said. “The workshop is just around the corner.”

She tucked her wings behind her again as she continued down the passage, and I gave Ysara’s arm a comforting squeeze as we followed. Despite her fiery temper, Nishka wasn’t the type to hold a grudge for long, at least not over innocent questions.

For losing her gun, on the other hand…

Shortly thereafter, Nishka led us through a set of open metal doors into a huge, cavernous room vastly larger than any of the others in the compound. As Ysara and I stepped inside, my jaw dropped open in amazement.

I had seen quite a few inventor workshops in Mincalis, including several belonging to wizened instructors at the Academy. And while those were far more elaborately furnished and supplied due to the vast resources of the Spellbinder’s Conclave, they had nowhere near as many active prototypes as Nishka’s playground here. I had always joked that she was practically a one woman manufactory…but now, it might have legitimately been true.

The cavern was littered with additional cubbies of various shapes and sizes, nearly all filled to the brim with alchemical or mechanical creations. The nook just to our left was stuffed with dozens of her little bird constructs, many so realistic looking they could have easily passed for taxidermy pieces rather than works of artifice. A different nearby cubby sported a vast alchemical lab complete with hundreds of ready-to-use vials, while yet another was filled with containers of both dwarven black powder and modern blue powder made from refined lyrithium.

And then there were guns. The entire right side of the cavern had been turned into a shooting range with wooden targets at various distances from point-blank to a hundred yards. Dozens of pistols and rifles were laid out across several different tables, some disassembled and others ready to shoot. Not a single one was a duplicate—they were all unique in grip, barrel, or size.

“Aodar’s light,” Ysara breathed. “You made all of this yourself?”

“Well, I had some help,” Nishka said, an unmistakable air of pride in her voice. She clapped her hands twice, and one of the raven homunculi leapt off the shelf and flew over to land on her shoulder. “Muno here is good at gathering parts.”

I examined the little construct more closely. “He’s much more convincing than the original.”

“Of course he is. This is Muno the Seventh. That piece of junk you have in Mincalis was number two.”

Nishka paused and pointed into a different cubby where the birds within were much more obviously mechanical, even from ten yards away.

“My grackle grenadiers aren’t as convincing,” she said, “but I wouldn’t mess with them. The last batch took out half a dozen cannons at Fort Kizer garrison two months back. Their sentries must not have been pheasant hunters, because they only managed to shoot down two of the ten we sent. Pathetic.”

“They can carry bombs?” Ysara asked, looking equal parts interested and horrified.

“Absolutely, plenty of room in the breast for a bit of blue powder. The trigger is the difficult part. At first I had them rigged with a simple message rune so I could detonate them with a command word, but the range was too limited—I’d have to be within thirty or forty yards to set them off. That was when I realized I could have Muno deliver the commands instead.”

I eyed the construct on her shoulder, and I realized that only one of his beady eyes was the proper yellow.

“A sending stone?” I guessed.

Nishka gave me a surprised look, which quickly turned into an impressed smile. “Exactly. I can see through his eyes and communicate with him from miles away. Once he shows me that the grackle grenadiers are ready, he can get close to them and deliver the command to explode.”

“Ingenious,” I said, shaking my head in wonder. Sending stones were still quite expensive and impossible to mass produce, and the fact that they could only convey a single message per day dramatically limited their use as a weapon or a long-range communications device. But for something like this, they would work perfectly.

“It won’t work as well once they realize they can just shoot Muno to neutralize the whole flock,” Nishka said. “That’s why I’m already up to version seven. But if I can figure out a way to protect him better, we should be able to attack regime depots and store houses very easily.”

“Or their officers,” Ysara said, once again sounding both intrigued and terrified at the possibilities.

“Believe me, I’ve thought about it a lot. If we can get a pack of bomb birds to Rukov’s estate, we might be able to win this war without another major battle.”

The thought of Rukov being blown to pieces on the safety of his own patio was amusing…at least until I considered the implications of anyone else figuring out how to copy Nishka’s designs. In the initial days of the Blue Powder Wars, decades before I was born, the dragon riders of the Tanic Kingdoms had been the greatest threat in the skies. But after Krazzen cannons had blown an entire squad to pieces in the Battle of Thanity Bay, the concept of raining fire from the sky had no longer seemed as threatening as a generation ago. The idea of tiny little constructs taking the place of real dragons seemed both absurd and terrifying all at once.

“The Commonwealth would love to trade us more guns for my designs,” Nishka said. “They refuse to believe that I don’t have any schematics.”

“You…you don’t have plans?” Ysara asked, looking between the cambion and the guns. “At all? For any of this?”

Nishka scoffed. “I have enough to do without wasting my time writing things down. Besides, I get bored easily.”

“I told you she never builds the same thing twice…unless it gets blown up like one of the birds,” I said. “And that she doesn’t want to patent anything.”

“I know, but…” Ysara looked over the constructs and then the guns again. “But surely you understand how much people in Mincalis would pay for these. Even the prototypes would be worth—”

“You really are from the City of Profiteers, aren’t you?” Nishka said, her tail flicking angrily to the side. “Anything to make a commark, nothing to help regular people.”

“That’s not what I meant. It’s just—”

“Mincalans are all the same,” Nishka went on with a disgusted snort. “You judge everything by how much money it can make you.”

“Hey, ease up,” I warned. “Ysara risked her life multiple times to warn you about Rukov and the Krazzen, remember? She’s here to help, not to get lectured.”

Nishka’s eyes flashed. I could tell that Ysara had accidentally struck a nerve, but I had a sneaking suspicion that wasn’t the real issue. She hadn’t liked it when another woman was defending me, and she liked it even less when I was defending another woman.

“It was meant to be a compliment, that’s all,” Ysara put in softly. “All these inventions…they’re incredible! I’ve never seen anything like them, not even in the manufactories in Canith Mir and Mincalis.”

The fire in the cambion’s eyes slowly faded, and she flicked her tail dismissively. “That’s because they’re idiots. All they care about is how quickly and cheaply they can make their guns and bombs, not how good they are.”

Ysara stepped over to the firing range and picked up one of the finished pistols. “I’d never fired anything like Natalya before. The fact you can reload with magic just by pressing the—”

“You let her shoot Natalya?” Nishka practically shouted at me.

“It was a desperate situation,” I explained. “I needed her to cover me.”

Nishka hissed softly and looked back at Ysara. “How do you pull the trigger with those nails of yours?”

Ysara looked at her long fingernails, then shrugged. “They don’t usually get in the way.”

“She’s probably had more training than most of the Freebloods in this base,” I said. “She spent several years in an Ikibrian regiment.”

“Wait, you’re a soldier?” Nishka stammered.

“Not anymore,” Ysara said. “I’m a Scryer. My work with the Spellbinders is more…subtle.”

Nishka eyed the other woman for a long moment, as if noticing something interesting about her for the first time.

“She’s an experienced marksman,” I prompted. “Any new rifles worth trying out?”

“A few.” Nishka considered, then finally uncrossed her arms and moved over to one of the intact rifles on a nearby table. It looked broadly similar to a standard Ikibrian longrifle, but with a longer stock, a scope, and multiple extra runes inscribed on the barrel. “Here, this one’s about as good as I can make it. Nothing too fancy—single shot, quick reload, whisper rune.”

Ysara took the offered rifle in both hands. “Whisper rune?”

Nishka pointed to the rune on the left side of the firing chamber. “It projects a small silencing bubble over most of the gun. Still not as quiet as a bow, obviously, but quiet enough that a concealed shooter will be hard to find. Nice for firing in here, too—won’t need to cover your ears.”

“Incredible,” Ysara breathed, inspecting the weapon more closely. “The cock reloads the chamber?”

“Yep. Go ahead, try it out.”

Ysara’s blue eyes lit up, and she smiled as she took a knee in one of the target lanes. Having seen her in action on the train and in the hotel, I was already confident that she had been telling me the truth about her training. But watching her handle the rifle and take aim confirmed it. Some things you just couldn’t fake.

After slowly exhaling to steady her aim, Ysara fired. The whisper rune did indeed suppress most of the sound, but there was still a burst of flame from the barrel followed by the plink of the bullet striking its target. At nearly a hundred yards away, she’d hit damn close to the center.

“That feels great,” Ysara said, looking back at us. “You made this entire weapon by hand?”

“More like I put the different parts together,” Nishka replied, though I could once again hear the pride in her voice. “Go ahead and play around with it if you want. I, um, I need to talk to Zane for a moment anyway.”

Ysara nodded, though she barely seemed to be paying attention to us anymore. As a fellow enthusiast, I understood exactly how she felt. There was nothing quite like trying out one of Nishka’s new toys.

“I think you may have a new admirer,” I commented once we had moved out of earshot across the workshop.

“I’ll add her to the list,” Nishka said dryly as she watched the other woman fire again. “I’ll admit, she knows how to handle a long barrel and she looks comfortable on her knees. I can understand why you like her.”

I sighed. “Neesh, we need to—”

“What’s her story, anyway?” she interrupted. “Are the Spellbinders really so desperate they’re recruiting girl soldiers now?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “You know how it was in the city when you were there—the terms of the armistice put the Spellbinders in charge of policing magic, but nobody gave them an army to enforce anything. Lord Karsian seems like he’s finally figured that out, and he’s decided to recruit and train his own operatives.”

“Ah yes, Lord Mirabilis,” Nishka said, crossing her arms. “The man who wanted to kill you when he found out that you were shagging his daughter at the Academy.”

I sighed. “That isn’t what happened.”

“Are you saying you weren’t sleeping with Karissa while she was trying to teach you magic?”

“I was…look, it’s not important,” I grumbled, waving a hand. “The point is that Ysara is working for the Spellbinders. She genuinely believes that they are the best chance to keep the peace and prevent dangerous magic from falling into the wrong hands.”

“Yet Rukov’s weapons got shipped right through their city,” Nishka pointed out. “Doesn’t bode well for them.”

“That weakness is what Lord Karsian is hoping to change.” I shrugged. “I have no idea how things are going to work out, but I do know that the Power Barons and Chem Lords could use some real competition.”

Nishka looked back at Ysara as the girl fired another shot. “I only left Mincalis a year ago, but it feels like it could have been ten. You stop caring about the squabbles of the industrialists pretty quickly when you’re back out here in the real world again.”

“I can imagine,” I said soberly. “But the battles in Mincalis won’t stay there. The industrialists and their inventions will change the whole world whether we like it or not. Frankly, I also wouldn’t be surprised if one of the Chem Lords was responsible for manufacturing these alchemical weapons. Otherwise, I don’t know why they would have been smuggled out of Mincalis in the first place. If they were coming from Krazzen, Alliance Command could have used a different route.”

“I was thinking the same thing about those engine cores,” Nishka mused. “If some Krazzen inventor finally figured out how to stabilize them after the catastrophe in Dhukil, why would they give something so valuable to a petty little despot like Rukov?”

I shrugged. “All the great powers believe that whoever controls Imilath will have a huge advantage in the next war. To say nothing of all the lyrithium deposits.”

“Sure, and that’s probably enough to explain the alchemical weapons. But stable spellfire cores? We’re talking about technology that could change the face of warfare forever. Why would they risk shipping something like that all the way through Mincalis? Parading around your secret technology in the open doesn’t make any sense.”

“That’s…a good point,” I admitted, a dark tingle prickling the back of my neck. “A really good point, actually.”

“I know—I made it.” Nishka gave me a wry grin, then shrugged. “Anyway, if I were the Krazzen and I’d just invented a new way to power my war machines, I’d build a whole new force of them in secret before anyone was the wiser. I certainly wouldn’t ship them off to another country.”

As I mulled it over, Ysara took another shot at the targets—and scored a bullseye this time.

“They must believe that taking Imilath is worth it, especially if they can sweep in once the Freebloods are gone,” I said after a moment. “But you’re right, that doesn’t explain why they’d ship the cores through Mincalis. All other routes to Camlorn have dangers, too, but sliding it right beneath the nose of the Spellbinders is a bizarre choice.”

“Unless that’s where the cores were made,” Nishka said.

I frowned. “You’re suggesting they were made at the Academy?”

“Why not? The wizards there obviously have the knowledge and the resources.”

“Sure, but the whole purpose of the Spellbinders is to contain magical technology, not spread it.”

“Yeah, and it’s a good thing that powerful wizards never lie.”

My cheek twitched. “It still doesn’t make sense. If they got caught, the Academy would be destroyed by the scandal. It would be like the Goldtips getting caught funding the gangs in the Strand.” I shook my head. “Besides, why would any of the Spellbinders possibly want to help Rukov and the Krazzen?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But there are Spellbinders from every nation in Faratha represented at the Academy, right? Maybe the Krazzen ones wanted to help out their country.”

“There are no Krazzen Spellbinders,” I said. “Or from any of the other Alliance nations. They’re still boycotting the whole idea of the Conclave.”

Nishka threw up her hands. “Then I don’t know. All I’m saying is that something doesn’t seem to add up. I can’t imagine the Krazzen developing something this incredible then waltzing it through Mincalis and sharing it with Rukov, a man they literally spent years fighting against during the war. Though I suppose that works both ways. He still has the advantage in this war—manpower, equipment, territory. It doesn’t surprise me that Rukov would take regular weapons from them, but handing over the country to them seems pretty extreme, even for him.”

The dark tingle that had started in my neck slithered its way down the length of my spine. My mind flashed back to the note that had started all of this, and then what Ysara had told me about it later.

We don’t have proof of alchemical weapons, she had said. We have a vague, encoded note that could mean almost anything.

“What’s wrong?” Nishka asked, apparently sensing my shift in mood.

“Just remembering something,” I replied quietly. “The note we found in Rukov’s estate was written in Krazzic, but it never specifically mentioned a deal with the Krazzen.”

She grunted. “Rukov may be a monster, but he’s not enough of a moron to write down a deal for everyone to see.”

“No, but when I think back, he didn’t admit to anything when I confronted him about it, either,” I said. “Nor did his mistress when we fought her on the train. She didn’t say anything specific about the Alliance at all. She…”

Nishka frowned. “She what?”

“She said that the future of Faratha is magic, not nations or presidents. I was too busy trying not to die to think about it at the time, but that isn’t something you’d expect to hear from a Krazzen operative. Most of the powerful factions in the Alliance are deeply religious—they believe it’s their divine duty to spread Aodar’s light across Faratha. Giving experimental technology to the leader of a wartorn country is doing the opposite.”

“Hmm,” Nishka said, her tail swishing behind her in thought. “So what are you thinking?”

“That maybe I jumped to conclusions,” I whispered. “What if the Krazzen aren’t involved?”

She looked back at me in silence for a long moment, but I didn’t see any answers on her face. And I couldn’t find any of them in my brain, either, at least not yet. I was going to need time to think.

Once again, I found myself wishing that I had some way of speaking with Karissa. I had walked away from the Academy in order to save her family’s reputation and that of the Spellbinders. It would be the height of irony if the Conclave managed to disintegrate while she was out of town for a few weeks. Though I suddenly wondered if even that wasn’t a coincidence…

“At the end of the day, I guess it doesn’t matter right now,” I said, pushing the thought aside for now. “Rukov has the weapons, and we have to prevent him from using them. We can worry about where he got them later.”

Nishka nodded. “The question is, where is he keeping them?”

“Thorne seemed unsure about whether he’d be able to find these weapon stockpiles or not. What do you think?”

“Rukov’s options are limited. Like you said, he can’t afford to keep the spellfire cores near a settlement, but he also probably can’t afford to tuck them too far away from the front, especially if he plans to use them soon.”

“Aleksy seemed to think that something was happening in the Gallowood. Could the regime have a depot in the mountains there?”

“It’s possible. Shagar’s Teeth is another option. Both would put them in reasonable range of Variskaya if they’re planning an offensive. Hopefully our scouts in the city noticed something.”

I nodded idly. “Do you have any ideas on how we might neutralize the weapons if we find them?”

Nishka raised an eyebrow. “You mean aside from blowing them up?”

“I don’t think detonating that much Death Mist is a good idea no matter how far from civilization it’s being stored,” I said. “As for the engine cores, our best bet would probably be to leave them in the lead case and wait for the Spellbinders to send someone.”

“Unless they’re the ones responsible.”

My stomach twisted. “I still think that’s unlikely. But I guess we shouldn’t take anything off the table yet.”

“No, we shouldn’t,” Nishka agreed, turning her gaze on Ysara again. “Though speaking of tables, Thorne will probably have dinner set up in an hour or so. If the two of you want to clean up beforehand, I can show you to the baths.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess, you built some kind of heating system for the water?”

“Heating and filtration,” she replied with a smirk. “Come on, I’ll show you.”


11
Facing the Demon


“Pactspawn cambions are intrinsically linked to the unholy blood of the demon lord whose Covenant sired them. Those born of Gorgesh are brutal thugs, while those sired by Ziskalix are often brilliant to a fault. But regardless of their origin, they are all dangerous.”

-Aemon Tremblade, Gulondian Knight of the Sixth Edict

“Soldiers on the front rarely have full bellies.”

I’d heard that phrase countless times during the war, and it had been accurate most of the time. I had gone to sleep hungry often, especially on the Kanakis Front when our supply lines had constantly been under attack.

The old axiom had still been true at the start of Thorne’s rebellion as well, but the capture of Variskaya and the Greenvale breadbasket it protected had clearly made a world of difference. Combined with fresh fish from the sea and plentiful game from the western hills, the Freebloods here in Reznow appeared to have more than enough food to go around. And that night at dinner, Thorne made sure we all ate our fill.

He also cracked open a case of Gulondian wine for the occasion, which everyone very much appreciated. Ysara, Nishka, and I dined with the colonel and several of his lieutenants, but there were plenty of other tables here in the cavern the rebels had turned into a makeshift mess hall. It reminded me a bit of the makeshift cafeterias we’d set up in caverns on the Kanakis Front, albeit without the sound of cannonfire in the distance.

The conversation was lively and good-spirited. So much so, in fact, that at times I had an unexpected but unmistakable sense of being exactly where I belonged.

But it didn’t last. As the conversation inevitably turned from general banter to specific events in the past year, I found myself feeling increasingly disconnected. I shouldn’t have been surprised—separation from the rebels was exactly what I’d wanted when I moved to Mincalis—but I still felt the same uncomfortable dissociation as when I’d returned home during troop rotations in the war.

I had never been able to explain it to anyone who hadn’t experienced the feeling for themselves, even Nishka and Fetch and others I had worked with. But I could still remember the first time I’d returned home and walked up the long path to my family home. I had recognized every stone, tree, and flower, yet somehow it had all seemed different. Wrong.

It wasn’t until I’d sat down at the dinner table and listened to my parents and siblings talk about their days that I realized it wasn’t them or the house that had changed, but me. The man who had returned from the battlefield wasn’t the same one who had left. And that was exactly the same feeling I was having again now.

Still, it was good to relax with old friends regardless, and I was pleased to watch Nishka’s cold shoulder gradually thaw as the minutes passed. The wine probably helped too, but I still considered it a good sign, especially when she started having a conversation with Ysara about gadgets and guns. Those topics had always been an easy way to slip beneath Nishka’s guard, and the best part was that Ysara didn’t appear to be faking it. I got the distinct impression that she’d been the type of soldier who had enjoyed taking apart her rifle and putting it back together during training.

As the night wore down and the wine bottles became empty, Thorne finally shifted his attention to my companion.

“There is something I’m curious about,” he said, reclining back in his chair as the other rebels cleared off the tables. “The Spellbinders…we all know they still face a great deal of political opposition in the Assembly and throughout Faratha. And to be blunt, everyone also knows that they don’t have the power or resources to actually enforce the laws they want to make about lyrithium mining and spellfire research. Yet you said several times tonight that your employer has plans to change all of that. I’d be very curious to know what those plans are.”

Ysara, visibly tipsy at this point, glanced at me and then back at him. “I only know the very basics,” she said. “But Lord Karsian isn’t a fool—he’s well aware that the Spellbinders will never have any authority unless they are given the power to enforce their laws. And the only way to do that is to have some kind of army at their command.”

“Which no one will let them have,” Nishka pointed out. “Why would they? Nobody wants a gang of foreign wizards showing up at their door.”

“That was the reason Lord Karsian believed it was important to have several members of the Conclave representing each country. That way, they wouldn’t seem biased.” Ysara shrugged. “I know that he’s considered hiring mercenaries, but he also wants to begin training a force of wizards specifically for this task—magical enforcers who have the power and authority to travel across Faratha and ensure that spellfire magic isn’t being abused.”

Thorne grunted. “If a group of wizards from Mincalis show up in Krazzen demanding access to Alliance military research, they’ll get sent home to the Academy in pieces.”

“I believe the Spellbinders want to start elsewhere first and then slowly expand,” Ysara said. “I’ve seen plans to build towers on ley lines in Ikibris. There’s a long-term hope that teleportation gate technology could allow the Spellbinders to move inspectors almost anywhere in Faratha with the snap of a finger.”

“Teleportation gates?” Nishka asked. “Good luck with that one. Even the Immortal Court has never been able to pull that off, and they’ve had about ten thousand years to work at it.”

“The elves also refuse to use spellfire magic,” I countered. “They’re letting themselves get left behind just like the Tanics.”

“As I said, it’s a long-term goal,” Ysara replied. “I know how it sounds, but I don’t see any other alternative. If no one is able to prevent the spread of this power and technology, it’s only a matter of time before someone invents something truly terrible.”

“I can’t disagree with that,” Thorne said with a nod. “And for the record, dear, I am glad they sent you. If Rukov using these weapons is what it takes for the Spellbinders to help us, so be it.”

“Just would have been nice if they’d sent more than one girl as backup, even if she is a decent shot,” Nishka groused as she shifted her yellow gaze to me. “Where did you say your old Academy teacher was hiding? The one with the red hair, pretty eyes, and big t—”

“Tirastir,” I interrupted before she could finish. Nishka didn’t have much of a filter in the best of circumstances, and she’d clearly had more to drink than she realized. “Karissa and her father are both in Tirastir.”

“Why?” Nishka asked. “Family vacation on the beach because they were tired of winter?”

“They’re helping the Dhukili refugees along the northern border,” Ysara said.

Nishka made a face. “Their government needed powerful wizards for that?”

“I don’t know all the details, but it sounded important—some new contagion that Lord Karsian believes is a result of their prolonged exposure to the wasteland. He’s been studying the effects for some time.”

“Contagion?” I asked.

“That might not be the right word—I don’t know if it’s contagious,” Ysara admitted. “But some of the survivors from the cataclysm have started rotting away years later, even ones who were nowhere near the spellfire cores when they detonated and killed so many people. One of the other Spellbinders has been there studying the effects for years. He even built himself a huge tower as a base of operations, from what I understand.”

“Hmm,” I murmured. Running off to save refugees had sounded like something Karissa would be eager to do, so I hadn’t pressed Ysara for details when she’d mentioned it back in Mincalis. I hadn’t realized that Karissa and her father had also been trying to combat a magical affliction, but now their seemingly spur-of-the-moment trip made more sense.

Interestingly, though, this revelation made me question my growing suspicion that Karissa’s absence at this critical moment was intentional rather than a coincidence. This certainly didn’t seem like a conspiracy…

“Do you know who this other Spellbinder was, by chance?” I asked. “Or what country he was from?”

“I believe he’s the only Dhukili Spellbinder, actually,” Ysara said. “He survived the blast because he was studying magic in Ikibris at the time, and now he wants to help his people. I don’t remember the name, but I think it was something with a V…Veracus, maybe? Dhukili names are a bit strange.”

I searched my memory for a moment, then waved a hand. “Doesn’t sound familiar, but I wasn’t at the Academy long enough to get to know all of the Spellbinders. I was just curious. The timing couldn’t be worse—if Lord Mirabilis were still in Mincalis, we probably could have stopped that train before it left.”

“Never a good mage around when you need one,” Nishka muttered.

“Well, except for the sergeant here,” Thorne said, nodding at me.

“I said a good mage, not an Academy drop-out.” Nishka flashed me a wry smirk as she stood up. “Anyway, I think it’s time to get some sleep. Another glass I won’t be able to walk out of here.”

“If you would, please show our guest to her cubby,” Thorne said, nodding to Ysara. “I need to discuss a few last things with the sergeant here.”

“Right,” Nishka said. “Come along, kochani. I guess the boys aren’t done drinking yet.”

Ysara eyed me as she stood up, and I gave her an affirming nod. She seemed to walk more or less straight despite the wine, though probably only because she had traded her heels for more sensible boots on our way from Avergath.

“Well, I have to admit,” Thorne said once we were alone with our smoldering cigars and empty glasses, “this isn’t the way I imagined you’d return home.”

“Definitely not,” I replied with a thin smile. “To be perfectly honest, I never thought I would return home. Even being in Rukov’s estate was…well, it brought back memories.”

“Memories you would have preferred to leave behind.”

I nodded. Thorne was obviously well aware of why I’d left in the first place—our arguments about what the future should or shouldn’t look like had been quite intense at times. But he also knew that one of the major catalysts had been more personal. My two older sisters had both married and fled the country, and my father had died from Black Lung years before the war ended. Once my mother joined him not long after the armistice, there hadn’t been anyone left for me to return to.

“I’m still glad that you’re here,” Thorne said, taking a last puff from his cigar before putting it out in the tray. “And so is Nishka, though she won’t admit it yet.”

“I just wish I came bearing better news,” I told him. “How long do you think it will take to hear back from your scouts?”

He shrugged. “Should hear from Variskaya by tomorrow, the western forces the day after. The question is what we can do about it even if we find Rukov’s depot.”

“Send Nishka’s grackle grenadiers on a bombing run?”

“If only it were that easy. He’ll be hiding his best weapons underground, and as amazing as those little constructs are, their range is somewhat limited. We used them in Fort Kizer as part of a hit-and-run attack, but otherwise they’re best for defense.”

He waved his hand, then brought himself to his feet. “But that’s a discussion for another time. There’s something I wanted to give you before you retire for the night.”

“If it’s more wine, I think I’ve had plenty.”

Thorne chuckled. “Actually, I wanted to share a good book. You are an educated man now, after all.”

“I’m not sure other ‘educated’ people would agree,” I replied dryly.

“Then it’s a good thing I’m not asking them. Here, let me show you.”

He led me out of the dining area and into the passages, then back to his office. Once we were inside, he stepped over to one of his fancy walnut bookshelves and retrieved a large book—a tome, really, just like the ones in the massive library at the Academy.

“I’ll warn you right now, it’s not an easy read,” he said, blowing dust from the cover then handing it to me. “I never made it past the first few pages.”

“Are you sure this is a gift and not a curse?”

“I suppose that depends on what’s in it.”

Frowning, I opened the cover. And as I did so, I quickly realized that it didn’t merely look like an Academy tome—it actually was one.

“A spellbook?” I asked.

“No one else here has much of a use for this,” Thorne said. “But I figured the ‘Spellfire Thief’ might.”

I blinked in surprise as I gently flipped through the pages. The book seemed old—very old—but I’d felt that way about most of the books in the Academy. It was almost like the process of scribing spells into pages damaged the binding and turned the paper yellow.

“We found it in a regime base a few months back,” Thorne added. “I’m surprised it survived the bombardment, honestly. Whoever owned it wasn’t so lucky.”

I looked back up at him and shook my head. “I thought you disapproved of me going to the Academy,” I reminded him. “Something about running away from home to go and live in the clouds.”

“Times change. We all get older.”

“And wiser?”

“Oh, I didn’t say that,” Thorne replied with a snort. “Six years ago, I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to give up the fight. But the longer it goes on, the less I can blame anyone here for wanting more. And there are days…”

I eyed him in silence for a few moments after he trailed off. “When it feels like it will never end, no matter how hard you fight?” I prompted.

“When it feels like we’ve already lost,” Thorne added soberly. “We’ve had several big victories this year, many of them because of Nishka’s gadgets. But at the end of the day, we’re still losing people while the regime gains them. By now, Rukov outnumbers us six to one.”

“How is that possible?” I asked, frowning. “All the resistance groups came together after the massacre. You should have more men than ever.”

“We did for a time, but a lot of those who joined us eventually went home. Or they took their families and fled Imilath altogether.” Thorne shook his head. “We all thought the Blood Moon Massacre would turn the country against him, but it didn’t. Fear is more powerful than outrage. A year later, Rukov’s position is stronger than ever.”

My brow furrowed as I closed the spellbook, and I thought about my earlier conversation with Nishka. “If he’s doing so well, why would we need extra help from the Krazzen?”

Thorne shrugged. “Even with all his advantages, it will still take years to root us all out. And you know he’s never been one for patience. He sacrificed entire regiments to take a city because he couldn’t wait a few weeks for an armistice.”

“True,” I replied, though the knot forming in my stomach didn’t fully accept that explanation. The more I thought about it, the more I was convinced that my hatred of the Krazzen had made me jump to conclusions.

“Anyway, I hope this ‘Scryer’ friend of yours is right,” Thorne said. “Once word leaks out about these weapons, we might be able to draw others into the fight. The Spellbinders might not have an army of war wizards at their beck and call yet, but I’ll take whatever help they’re willing to provide.”

“We’ll have to see. For now, I’ll just be happy if we can destroy that Death Mist.” I looked down at the book, then back at him. “Thank you, sir. This is…well, it’s not what I expected.”

“I’m not your commander anymore, Zane. I tell you what: I’ll stop calling you sergeant if you stop calling me sir. Deal?”

I smiled. “Deal.”

“Good. Then go on and get some rest. This might not be a fancy hotel in downtown Mincalis, but it’s warm and safe.”

“After traveling through the snow for three days, I’m sure it will feel like a suite in uptown Mincalis.”

Thorne chuckled, then clapped me on the shoulder with that surprisingly strong arm of his. “I’m glad you think so. But I’ll bet you five commarks that you’ll change your mind when you realize how stiff the cots are.”
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Thorne was right about the cots—they were nearly as uncomfortable as sleeping on frozen ground. But I was so tired that I fell asleep quickly regardless, and I didn’t wake until the scent of breakfast was wafting through the passages. My throbbing head informed me that I had indeed had too much to drink last night, and when I met up with Ysara in the mess hall, I could tell that the wine hadn’t done her any morning favors, either.

Thankfully, a few cups of coffee dealt our hangovers a mighty blow, and we were ready for the day ahead. Though with nothing to do but wait for Thorne’s message to reach the other rebel commanders, Ysara and I found ourselves with plenty of time to kill.

I didn’t like the idea of sitting around while Rukov figured out what to do with his new toys, but I accepted there was no alternative. Even if we knew where he was keeping the weapons, there weren’t enough men here in Reznow to mount a serious offensive. We had no choice but to wait.

Normally, I was happy to fill my idle hours with booze, cards, and women, preferably all at the same time. But sadly, none were a viable option here. I’d had enough to drink last night to sustain me for several days, and most of the Freebloods were too busy to gamble. As for women…

Well, the caves and cubbies weren’t private enough for my liking. Even if they had been, Ysara rushed off to Nishka’s workshop the moment she finished breakfast. As a younger man, I might have been concerned that she seemed to want to play with Nishka’s guns more than mine, but my current self—the slightly more seasoned and (very) slightly less horny version—was happy to see them interacting so smoothly after their awkward introduction. When I stopped by an hour later, they were both in the shooting range tinkering with the rifles, and they were apparently so engrossed in the discussion about breech loaders and firing runes that they didn’t notice me.

Girls and their guns, I thought dryly.

Rather than interrupt, I decided to do something productive with my time and crack open the spellbook Thorne had given me last night. I hadn’t been able to sit down and study written magic since I’d left the Academy, and I was a little concerned that I might not be able to pick it up again without help. I hadn’t learned any new spells in years.

But as it turned out, it didn’t take long for me to be completely engrossed in the glyphs and incantations. The book contained some spells I already knew, like shield and sleep. But there were several new ones as well, including some I had only been able to cast with a scroll before like arcane lock. I found an intriguing transmutation that would allow me to breathe fire like a dragon, an elemental evocation to let me control the wind, a strange conjuration to summon an invisible servant…I even found a copy of the paralysis spell that Rukov’s mistress had used against us in the train.

And that was only the beginning. There were more powerful spells in the book as well, ones I doubted I’d be able to understand at all. Yet as I looked at the pages, I felt an odd sense of wonder and understanding. Even the advanced incantations were at least somewhat comprehensible.

I was genuinely shocked. When I’d first started at the Academy, the entire concept of weaving magic had been so foreign to me that Karissa had needed to teach me each Word of Power individually. In fact, I had struggled so badly with emphasizing the correct syllables that she’d had to invent sexy games to help me remember. Over time, though, the incantations had become readable even when they weren’t written in magic letters on her tits. Then, one day, everything had finally clicked into place.

I felt exactly the same way now. The more I read, the more spells began to take shape in my mind. With a bit of practice, I was reasonably sure I would be able to cast most of them whenever I wanted. The entire afternoon was practically one rolling epiphany after another.

I didn’t come up for air until well after midday, and if Ysara hadn’t stopped by and interrupted me, I might have kept going. I had never been the type of man who could sit around reading for long periods of time, so the realization that I’d lost a morning and most of an afternoon was actually a little disturbing. Nevertheless, I still had every intention of diving back into the book again at the first opportunity.

Over an early dinner, Ysara explained to me that she and Nishka had been testing new weapon designs the whole time that I’d been reading. But the cambion had eventually needed to shift her focus to a “secret project,” so Ysara was once again free.

“I can’t believe how many things she’s invented,” Ysara commented as we both ate our seafood porridge in the dining cavern. “She’s easily as brilliant as any of the tinkerers in Mincalis.”

“You won’t get any argument from me,” I said, glancing around. The tables were only about half occupied at the moment, so we had a reasonable amount of privacy. Apparently it had been so cold and foggy outside all day that most of the rebels were still trying to get some work done.

“I understand that she’s uncomfortable with the idea of selling her designs, but she could easily get into any of the guilds or industrial collectives in the city. She’d have access to any equipment or tools she wanted. Not to mention an army of personal assistants.”

“It’s not quite that easy,” I murmured. “Remember, Nishka lived in the city for several years. She had ample opportunity to show off her designs, but there wasn’t a great deal of interest from the guilds.”

“How is that possible?” Ysara asked. “I’ve seen people invest in tinkerers with a fraction of her skill and experience.”

“I’m sure you have. But I’d wager that none of them have tails and horns.”

“I…I suppose not. But her heritage can’t matter that much.”

“With the Herald of Aodar living in the heart of the city?” I asked. “I’m not sure if you’ve ever noticed, but there aren’t many cambions in Mincalis outside the Strand and the Pit and some of the other industrial districts.”

“Devas are creatures of great compassion,” Ysara said. “And everyone says that the Herald can peer into the soul of any creature and judge his or her worthiness. Surely he of all people could see that Nishka isn’t a Profane cultist.”

“Maybe. Doesn’t mean his parishioners would, though.” I shrugged. “Anyway, the Mincalan elite love to talk about opportunity, and how even a starving urchin with a brilliant idea can become wealthy overnight. But the reality is that it’s still difficult to get accepted into ‘polite society’ as any type of outsider, let alone a half-demon.”

“I…I hadn’t thought about that,” Ysara replied quietly.

I eyed her curiously as I ate another spoonful of porridge. “To be honest, I’m surprised you didn’t react more strongly when you saw her the first time. Most people still get nervous when they notice the horns and tail.”

“It was unexpected,” Ysara admitted. “But the Carlaste family are all strong Archonites. My father was always quick to tell us that we should treat people as individuals and judge them by their deeds. It…well, it wasn’t always a popular view back home.”

“It’s not a popular view anywhere, in my experience,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”

I smiled, which she returned in kind. We ate in silence for a few moments before she continued.

“Can I ask you something else about her? Something more personal?”

I raised an eyebrow. “That depends. A gentleman should keep some things to himself.”

“Not about that,” Ysara said, blushing faintly. “I wondered if she was…well, if she was Pactspawn.”

“Ah,” I said. “You’re right, that is personal.”

“You don’t have to answer. I was just curious. I know that most cambions are, but…”

I mulled it over while I finished the rest of my porridge. Nishka had never been all that secretive about her heritage, so I doubted that she would mind.

“Her father was Imilathi—and an unsuccessful inventor,” I said. “From what I understand, he forged a Profane Covenant with Ziskalix during the war. I don’t know the details, but I assume it was the same reason that any fool makes a bargain with the Mad Mage—he must have wanted a flash of insight to help with his inventions. And the price was higher than he expected, of course. The next child he put inside his wife was tainted.”

“Merciful Selura…” Ysara whispered.

“She was merciful, in this case,” I said. “Nishka’s mother died in childbirth, and she likely would have been killed as an infant if not for the Selurite convent in town. The sisters took her in and raised her.”

“I noticed her holy symbol. She’s a strong adherent to the faith?”

“As strong as one can be to the Martyred Mother while fighting in a war.”

Ysara nodded slowly, and we ate in silence for a few moments before she spoke again.

“How long were the two of you close?” she asked, though her cheeks reddened the moment the question escaped her lips. “Unless that’s too personal.”

“It is, but that’s all right,” I soothed. “We met right before the armistice. She was nineteen and working for an alchemist behind the lines. Our regiment had so few healing potions in the last few months we had to withdraw purely from attrition.”

I pushed away my empty bowl and leaned back in my chair. “We had only just gotten to know each other before I moved to Mincalis and enrolled at the Academy. After I dropped out and decided to form a crew, I reached out to Nishka right away. That was three years ago, give or take.”

“Then she returned to Imilath and joined the rebels,” Ysara said.

“Not until the Blood Moon Massacre. When she heard the news and found out that Rukov had declared himself president and murdered all his rivals—including the high priestess of the Selurite convent—Nishka wanted to join the fight against him. I didn’t.”

I snorted and rubbed at my beard. “But here I am now anyway. Some things you can’t escape, no matter how hard you try.”

Ysara studied me with those pretty blue eyes of hers. “She kept bringing you up while we were tinkering. I don’t think she realized she was doing it.”

I smiled. “Neesh isn’t the type to hide her feelings. She wears them right on her sleeve for all to see, good or bad.”

“She missed you. A great deal.”

“Yeah, well, I missed her, too,” I replied quietly.

“You should go and talk to her later tonight, once she’s back in her workshop.”

I shrugged. “I figured she’d eventually come in here to eat and then we could—”

“Alone, I mean.”

With some women I’d met—perhaps most women I’d met—I would have been worried that I was about to walk into a trap. After all, I was sitting here with my newest lover talking about an old one. ‘Awkward’ was the first word that came to mind. ‘Dangerous’ was a close second.

But while Nishka had certainly acted jealous when I’d arrived, Ysara hadn’t given the slightest indication of the same. On the contrary, she had been completely open and kind to the cambion right from the start. It was…surprising.

“Maybe I should,” I said eventually.

“Thorne wanted to ask me some more questions about the Spellbinders and Mincalis while he does his nightly rounds outside. I’ll be back later if you’re free.” Ysara smiled. “But if not, that’s okay, too.”

She winked, then rose from the table. I watched as she left, wondering if I was ever truly going to figure this girl out. Ysara had started out as an entertaining mystery…and in some ways, she still was.

But the most important thing here was that she was also right. I really did need to have a talk with Nishka in private.

And that was exactly what I was going to do.
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I went straight to Nishka’s workshop, but she still wasn’t back from whatever secret project she was working on elsewhere. To kill some time, I returned to my cubby where I’d left my spellbook, and I decided to crack it open and give it another look.

I was pleased—albeit a little surprised—that the spells I’d studied this afternoon still made perfect sense when I read over them again. For whatever reason, I’d apparently been concerned that my flash of insight was only temporary. I clearly wasn’t giving myself enough credit. Karissa had always insisted that I was a quick study, but I’d never really believed her. I wasn’t the academic type.

Or maybe I’d just never been given a chance.

Either way, I started imagining ways that I might be able to infuse the incantations with spellfire to create more dramatic effects. With my fey step spell, I had been able to dramatically increase the spell’s range and teleport another person with me, two things that weren’t possible with traditional magic techniques. Who knew how I might be able to bend and twist these other new incantations…

I managed to spend over an hour committing the new spells to memory before I finally returned to the workshop. And this time, Nishka was back. She was standing behind one of her workbenches fiddling with one of her rifles, oblivious to the world. Knowing how easily she could become distracted by whatever she was working on, I made a quick jaunt to the dining cavern to get some food for her, then came back.

She didn’t say anything when I reappeared in the door or when I moved slowly inside. Before I got too close, I gently cleared my throat to announce my presence.

“Is there a problem?” she asked without looking up.

“No,” I said, coming to a halt a few feet away. “Just, uh…just seeing what you were working on.”

“A stubborn reloading rune.”

I studied the gun on the bench. “Isn’t that one of the rifles that you and Ysara were practicing with earlier?”

“It’s the one she liked the most,” Nishka said. She fiddled with one of the runes on the side for another moment, then set down her tools and carried the weapon over to the firing range. “The reload was a hair slower than it should have been, but I think I fixed it. Cover your ears.”

Taking a step back, I set the plate of food I’d brought down on one of the benches then put my hands over my ears. Nishka fired the rifle three times with only a few seconds between each, dramatically faster than even the modified muskets most of the men here were carrying.

“There we go,” she said, putting down the rifle and removing the earplugs I hadn’t realized she was wearing. “Much better.”

“What’s the next step?” I asked. “Mass production?”

Nishka turned and gave me a sour glare. “Very funny. No, I figured I’d give it to Ysara in the morning. Much better than that regime musket trash you showed up with.”

“No doubt about that,” I said, resisting the urge to smile about the fact that it had taken Nishka one day—less, really—to go from glaring bullets at my companion to giving her a gun. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.”

Nishka grunted, then stood and stretched her back. I appreciated the glimpse of her red midriff beneath her black bodice when she lifted her arms, and I had to stop myself from sneaking up and tickling her sides like I would have done a year ago. It wasn’t easy.

“Speaking of gifts,” I said, “I brought you some food in case you were hungry. I figured you were caught up with something and forgot to eat like usual.”

She looked past me and seemed to notice the plate for the first time. “Oh,” she murmured as she belatedly checked her watch. “It’s eight? How in the murderous abyss did that happen?”

Shaking her head in disbelief, Nishka walked over and took a hunk of bread from the plate, then dipped it in the gravy. “I can’t believe I got stuck working on this,” she said over a mouthful. “There are so many other things I need to finish tonight.”

“I’m sure you can afford to take a few minutes and eat,” I said as I leaned back against the bench. “Is it still warm?”

“Not really. I still need to finish that self-heating plate I was working on. I never have enough time.”

I looked down at the cold gravy, and I realized this was an opportunity to practice one of the new spells I’d studied in the book earlier today. It was a gamble—and it would be embarrassing as hell if it failed—but there were times you just had to put your cards on the table and hope for the best.

“I think I might be able to help with that,” I said, pushing the bowl of gravy farther from the bread. “Drakontos Suula!”

I took in a deep breath, then leaned down over the gravy and slowly released it. But instead of exhaling air, I released a short but intense burst of flame as if I were a tiny dragon. It took a lot more effort than I thought to control the spell, and for a few terrifying heartbeats, I feared I might accidently incinerate her food rather than merely warm it up. But thankfully, I managed to keep the magic under control.

Nishka watched the whole time, her yellow eyes wide in surprise. Smiling in satisfaction, I clapped my hands together and released the spell.

“There we go,” I said. “Should help a little.”

She glanced between me and the bowl. “You expect me to eat that after you breathed all over it?”

“Erm,” I stuttered. “Well, you said it was cold and—”

“You seriously thought you could impress me with a fancy little spell? After everything you’ve done?”

My chest tightened, and for a moment I feared she was genuinely upset. Her face had twisted into a scowl, and her yellow eyes flickered in anger. But then I saw her tail swishing playfully behind her, and I knew she was full of shit.

“You are impressed,” I said, sitting on the edge of the workbench and crossing my arms. “There’s no point in trying to deny it.”

Nishka scoffed, then planted a defiant hand on her hips. “Oh, please! Anything your magic can do, my gadgets can do better.”

“You couldn’t warm up your dinner,” I reminded her.

“I told you, I have a heating dish in the works,” Nishka said. “Try again.”

“All right, how about a magical barrier powerful enough to deflect bullets?”

I cast my shield spell and created the shimmering barrier in front of me. But Nishka just scoffed again, and she leaned over to one of her storage compartments near the wall and retrieved a small metal buckler frequently used in rapier duels in the Tanic Kingdoms. When she touched a rune on the side, a shimmering field of energy appeared at the edge of the shield, effectively tripling the area it protected.

“Tougher than a kite shield and one fifth the weight,” she said. “Give up yet?”

“Not even close. Watch this.” I backed away from the workbench and moved to the center of the chamber. “Tinecor Sul!”

A powerful gust of wind began to swirl around me as if I had summoned a small tornado. A stack of papers which had been lying on a different bench went flying all over the workshop, as did the remaining hunk of bread on her plate.

“What is the purpose of that spell?” Nishka shouted over the wind. Her duster and black hair were blowing around wildly. “To be as annoying as possible?”

“Ventilation!” I called. “Send all the smoke in a room right up one of these air shafts.”

“I could do that with a chemgine turbine just as easily.” She waggled a red finger at me. “Look around. Could any of those uppity wizards at the Academy create guns? Or conjure little wonders like my birds?”

“Maybe not,” I admitted, releasing my spell so I didn’t have to shout over the wind. This wasn’t going quite as well as I’d planned. “But summoning mephit servants has become more common than ever. They deliver mail all over the city these days.”

“Are you kidding? Anyone who’d trust personal correspondence to an impish little shit summoned from the Chaos is a fool. They can’t possibly be as reliable as my ravens and grackles.”

“What about the phantom steeds? They’ve practically replaced real carriage horses throughout the city. You don’t have to feed them or clean up their dung or—”

“I could build a horse if I wanted to,” Nishka said, flicking her wrist dismissively. “Sorry, still not impressed.”

Despite the goading contempt in her voice, her yellow eyes continued twinkling, and her tail had begun swishing more rapidly behind her.

“Fine,” I said. “Then how about a magical servant? One who could hold things for you, clean up the workshop, or do almost anything you need.”

Nishka slowly raised a black eyebrow. “I told you, I’d never trust any monster summoned from the Chaos.”

“It’s not summoned from anywhere. Here—Nurta Servus!”

The air around us rustled again, but this time only briefly. Once it stopped, Nishka looked around in confusion.

“Is that it?” she asked. “My grackles could beat their wings and stir up more of a—oh!”

She gasped when her dinner plate abruptly lifted up off the table and moved toward her as if someone were carrying it. The plate paused and remained floating directly in front of her.

“Can your birds bring you dinner?” I asked, smiling smugly. “Or sweep the floor?”

Nishka reached out in front of her, and she gasped again when she touched the servant. I couldn’t see it, either, but I could sense its presence and direct it however I wanted.

“What…?” she breathed, poking around at the air. “What is made out of?”

“Pure magical force,” I said. “It’s similar to the phantom steeds in Mincalis, except it’s invisible.”

“Why?”

“That’s a good question. I guess whoever created the spell thought it would be less creepy than having a ghost flying around cleaning their dishes.”

“Hmm. So what does it actually look like? A person?”

“Me, more or less.”

“Really,” she said, patting at the air as if the lights had gone out and she were trying to identify an object in the darkness. “Can it speak?”

“No.”

“Interesting. So let me get this straight: you’ve created a silent automaton which is shaped exactly like you, except it can do the dishes and the laundry and clean up a room?”

“Yep. Impressed yet?”

“Are you kidding? You created a magical clone of yourself that’s better than the real thing in every way.”

“Thanks,” I muttered. “But as long as you’re impressed, I might as well tell you that I realized I could add a bit of spellfire magic to the mix and create multiple servants at once.”

“Why?” she asked. “Just so it can—eep!”

Nishka easily hopped at least a foot in the air when the second invisible servant tickled her sides from behind. When she landed, she shot me a withering glare.

“Sorry,” I said, holding up my hands. “Apparently they act like me, too.”

“Well, you had better change that,” she growled as she strode right up to me and poked my chest with her finger. “Because if it does that again, there are going to be consequences.”

“Oh, yeah? Like what?”

“Like this.”

She stretched up on her toes and kissed me. It was hard yet tender, angry yet relieved, as if she were pouring every emotion she’d felt in the last year through her lips and tongue all at once. My arms slid effortlessly around her waist, and hers wrapped around my neck and pulled me ever closer. I was mere seconds from getting ahold of her thighs and lifting her up onto the workbench when she abruptly gasped and pulled away.

“No!” she said, shaking her head and backing away. “This isn’t right.”

I shook my head as I caught my breath. “Why not?

“Because I’m still mad at you.”

“You’ve been mad at me before. It usually just makes things more…intense.”

“Maybe I’m not ready for intense.”

“You’re always ready for intense.”

“Dammit!”

She dove onto me again, and this time I didn’t wait to grab hold of her fishnet-covered thighs and lift her up onto the bench. Her tail curled around my leg and squeezed, and I could already feel the heat of her half-demon core smoldering like the fires of the Abyss beneath her skirt. Gods, I couldn’t wait to—

“I can’t!” Nishka said, pushing my face away with both hands. “This…this isn’t going to work.”

I stayed quiet and looked into her eyes from point-blank range. I could feel her body trembling with desire, but at the same time she almost looked as if she were about to cry.

“I can’t do this again,” she whispered. “Not after what’s happened.”

“Neesh, we—”

“No,” she interrupted, shaking her head then gesturing across the workshop with her chin. “Do you see what I’ve been able to accomplish without you getting in my way?”

“I never got in your way,” I insisted. “In fact, I made it a point to never touch anything in your workshop unless you wanted me to.”

“That doesn’t mean you weren’t a distraction,” Nishka said. “I always had so many ideas and so much work to do, but then you’d show up and all I want to do is play.”

“Is that really such a bad thing?”

“Sometimes.” Her tail untwisted from my leg, and she gently pushed me back until I was no longer between her knees. “These people are counting on me, and I’ve done everything I can to help them. But then you show up again, and suddenly I’m losing track of time and wasting half a day fixing one damn gun.”

I glanced over at the rifle she’d been fiddling with. “To be fair, that isn’t my gun.”

“No. But this one is.”

Hopping off the bench, she stepped over to a different workstation, then lifted a greasy cloth to reveal a large but sleek double-barreled pistol.

“Think of her as Natalya’s bigger, angrier sister,” Nishka said, picking it up. “Only about half the range, but she’ll put a fist-sized hole in an iron crawler if you’re close enough.”

I moved back to her as if in a trance, my eyes taking in every inch of the weapon. Like all of Nishka’s firearms, it was a flawless fusion of form and function, from the glossy red-brown walnut grip to the polished steel barrels. It really did look like a bigger, more powerful version of Natalya.

“Does she have a name?” I asked.

“Nikolina.”

I smiled from ear to ear. “She looks incredible.”

“Well, she’s yours,” Nishka said. “Under one condition: you have to promise you won’t lose her.”

“Knowing me, that’s a big ask.”

“True.”

“Here,” she said quietly as she handed me the weapon. “Who knows, maybe you’ll get a chance to shoot Rukov in the head with her someday.”

Slowly, reverently, I took the gun. She was definitely heavier than Natalya, but not as much as I’d feared. And I had no doubt whatsoever that she was perfectly balanced.

“I don’t even know what to say,” I whispered.

“You could start by saying thank you.”

“Thank you,” I told her. “Seriously.”

“Now apologize for losing Natalya.”

“I’m sorry. I was careless.”

“Yes,” she murmured. “You were.”

Nishka looked hard into my eyes, and it became abundantly clear she was no longer referring to the gun.

“We should talk,” I said, sliding the new pistol in my empty holster.

“Should we?” she asked quietly.

“A lot has happened. And we both said some things we regret.”

“You might have. I didn’t.”

“Do you still think I’m a stubborn, selfish bastard who only cares about himself?”

“No,” Nishka said. “But I also doubt that you would have come back if a pretty human girl hadn’t asked for your help.”

I clenched my teeth. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s the truth, isn’t it? That cute thing asks for your help, and suddenly you’re here.”

“That’s not what happened,” I insisted. “Rukov got his hands on some of the most horrific weapons anyone has ever created. I’m not going to let him turn Imilath into another Dhukil and then hand the wasteland over to the Krazzen.”

Nishka stared back at me, and I could once again see her pain and frustration battling with her desire.

“I need to show you something,” she said after a moment. “My real secret project.”

I glanced around the room at all the guns, gadgets, and constructs. “You mean there’s more here than your own personal firearm and explosives manufactory?”

“Much more,” Nishka said, a faint smile appearing on her lips. “Come on, I’ll show you what happens when I really cook.”
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Fog of War


“Gorgesh, the demon lord of slaughter, commands his followers to conquer and pillage everything in their path. It’s brutal, yes, but no more than your human gods. Millions of men died in the Blue Powder Wars, many with Aodar’s name on their lips. The cruelty of the Profane is no match for the bloodlust of mortal men.”

-Valadrius Silithon, Eladrin Sorcerer of the Immortal Court

As Nishka led me out of the workshop and through the base, I found myself wondering what she could have possibly invented that would top the marvels she had already shown me thus far. A new cannon, perhaps, one with self-reloading capability like her guns? A bigger homunculus that could carry more bombs? Or maybe she had finally constructed her own iron crawler—that would be something to behold.

Regardless, I couldn’t help but appreciate how good it felt to have a real weapon in my hip holster again. That Bluehorn Popper I’d bought outside of Avergath had been an abomination of engineering, same with the musket I’d taken from the Orange Coats.

“It all came together when I started tinkering with my wings,” Nishka said as we walked through the byzantine network of passages. “I started realizing how much more I could accomplish if I could get my hands on the right materials.”

I looked at her artificial wing again. “Something more amazing than being able to fly?”

“Much more. Besides, you know that all these can do is glide.”

“They’re still incredible,” I said. “Do you have any idea how many inventors in Mincalis are trying it out? The industrialists practically throw money at anyone who demonstrates a half-decent idea.”

“Seems a little silly to be that worried about it in a city filled with wizards who can fly wherever they want.”

I chuckled as we turned a corner into a much larger passage I hadn’t been down yet. There was practically no one around, though that was probably due to the late hour.

“There still aren’t that many Academy wizards with enough skill to pull off genuine flight,” I said. “There aren’t that many Tahlem’Val Druids living in Mincalis, either. Or sorcerers from the Immortal Court, for that matter. Besides, it’s all about mass production these days, you know that.”

“Too well,” Nishka muttered sourly. “No one seems to understand that anything simple enough to be copied isn’t worth the iron it’s made out of. Can you imagine if people treated art or literature the same way?”

I stifled another chuckle. Whatever might have changed in our year apart, some things—most things, it seemed—had stayed the same. And thank the Archons for that. The day Nishka turned into a money-grubbing industrialist was the day I lost all faith in the world.

“I’ve heard all sorts of rumors about the Krazzen developing new airship prototypes,” I said. “But I figure that’s just a way to sell papers.”

“Probably,” she agreed. “I can’t imagine them spending more time developing something that’s so easy to shoot down. Alliance Command doesn’t invest in anything unless it can be turned into a weapon.”

“Still only a matter of time, I suppose.” I paused and glanced at her wings again. “Unless you’re implying that you’ve already beaten them to the prize?”

Her yellow eyes glimmered mischievously. “You’ll see in a minute.”

She continued forward until we reached a large iron door unlike anything else I had seen in the underground complex. There were no other rebels outside, though one of her mechanical birds was sitting atop a pile of crates nearby.

“No guards?” I asked. “Aren’t you worried about someone tampering with your secret project?”

Nishka scoffed. “They know better. Besides, Edek here keeps an eye on things. His beak is holding enough blue powder to blow up anyone with a single peck.”

I froze in place. “Are you serious?”

“Who can say?” she asked philosophically as she retrieved a key from her belt and slid it into the lock. The door clicked open a moment later, and she went inside.

I followed closely behind her, though I kept a wary eye on the little construct as I did so. I had expected to find a second workshop on the other side, this one with some kind of elaborate gliding machine rather than guns and homunculi, but it was so dark I couldn’t actually see anything. From the echo of our footsteps, however, it was clear that we had entered a vast, chasmic space rather than another room-like cubby carved out of the rock.

I held out my palm and started to cast a light spell, but Nishka’s hand flashed out and covered my mouth before I could utter the incantation.

“No,” she said, only visible thanks to the faint demonic glow in her yellow eyes. “Let him introduce himself.”

Reaching into a different belt pouch, she retrieved a palm-sized rectangular device with a thin piece of wire on the top and two red buttons on the front. When she pushed the leftmost button, there was a loud thrum deeper in the cavern, followed by the sound of creaking metal. I was about to ask what was going on when two huge, eye-shaped lights appeared in the air ahead of us, as if an enormous beast had just awakened from a long slumber.

“Aodar’s light,” I breathed as I reflexively took a step backward. “What is this…?”

Chuckling, she sauntered over to the wall and touched a concealed panel, which activated a myriad of other lights in the cavern. The mechanical monstrosity in front of me had been terrifying to behold in the near darkness, but with full lightning, I realized it was more than a great beast.

It was a giant mechanical dragon.

“Say hello to Krepelix,” Nishka said. “Don’t worry, he doesn’t bite.”

The giant, dragon-shaped construct had to be at least fifty yards head to tail with a thick torso that was probably half as wide. The “wings” were a combination of leather canvas folded over sheets of solid iron with some kind of small cylinder in between. I had no clue what the purpose of the device was, though frankly that was true of the entire construct. It looked like a floating ironclad with wings, especially with the cannons mounted on each side.

“How…how is this possible?” I stammered.

“What can I say, I’m good,” Nishka told me, her lips curling into a smug, satisfied smile. “Very good.”

“I mean how could you have possibly constructed something this large in just a year? Especially while building all your other gadgets.”

“I told you, it’s amazing what you can accomplish when you don’t have a boyfriend monopolizing all your time.”

I gave her a sour look, which only made her smile turn even more smug.

“I obviously didn’t build it all myself,” she added. “I worked on the chemgines and wings and runes. The others put together the actual frame and body.”

“And it works?”

“What kind of question is that? Of course he works!” Nishka wrapped her knuckles on the dragon’s iron scales. “I still have a few kinks to work out, but I’m confident they’ll be smoothed over soon.”

“Kinks?” I asked. “Like what?”

“For one, it eats more fuel than a twenty-car train, so running it is expensive as hell. For two…um, well, it doesn’t always take off right just yet.”

I tossed her a sideways glance. “That sounds like more than a ‘kink.’”

“That’s because you’ve lost your sense of adventure. Krepelix hasn’t crashed or exploded. Yet.”

“Yet?”

“Well, I haven’t been able to test him as much as I’d like,” Nishka admitted. “A mechanical dragon isn’t something you can fly over the city without anyone noticing. I’d rather have it be a surprise if and when we finally use it against the regime.”

I looked up at the cavern ceiling. “How do you plan on getting it out of here?”

“The area back there opens up over the sea,” she said, pointing to the rear of the cavern that was mostly still covered in shadows, though if I squinted enough, I could make out a huge iron door. “In theory, it can fly out over the water whenever we want.”

“But how?” I asked. “This thing must weigh a ton.”

“Oh, he’s much heavier than that. That’s what the runes are for—they help me cheat.”

I blinked. She giggled and moved over to the wing.

“You know how airships work, right?” she asked, pointing at the cylinder between the iron and canvas parts of the wing. “These blow hot air into the canvas, sort of like a balloon raft. But the wings obviously aren’t strong enough to lift the construct on their own, not with so much weight attached. That’s when I started thinking about that ridiculous Academy competition you told me about. You know, the one where the students jump off that platform and drop a hundred feet into the sea?”

“The Feather Fall Flop,” I said, grinning at the memory. “It’s a hazing ritual for first-year students to prove they’ve mastered the basics of arcane magic.”

“Right, by invoking a spell that makes them as light as a feather,” Nishka said. “I realized that if I could harness the power of that spell in a rune, I could achieve the same effect.”

She crouched and pointed at the lyrithium runes carefully drawn along the belly of the beast. “When these are activated, they make Krepelix much lighter. He should be able to gain altitude even while filled with troops or equipment.”

I whistled in amazement. “That is…”

“Incredible? Ingenious?”

“Both,” I rasped. “And more.”

Nishka laughed. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

She led me around the giant construct toward the tail in the back. With the push of another button on her control device, a section of the iron hull opened and created a landing ramp wide enough for virtually any cargo to be hauled aboard. She practically skipped up in the incline, obviously eager to show me more.

The interior was empty for the most part, almost like an iron cargo ship. But based on the various indentations on the hull, it seemed like it wouldn’t have been too much trouble to install additional cannons if she wanted to. It was frankly terrifying to imagine how much devastation an airship with that kind of weaponry could inflict on a city.

A metal ladder near the neck of the creature took up to the “bridge,” which was essentially the dragon’s head. The flying controls at the front combined a wooden helm with several other levers, buttons, and gauges. And since the dragon’s eye holes were open, a pilot could easily look out and see where he was flying.

“The breath isn’t working out quite like I’d hoped yet,” Nishka said, pointing to the metal staircases on either side of the helm which led down several feet into the dragon’s jaws. “The current plan is to put some riflemen inside to shoot out of the mouth with the teeth as cover. It works fine, but I really liked the idea of breathing fire. Need to figure out some way to brew and breathe Aodar’s Tears instead.”

I frowned. “Thorne wanted to use this for battle, not transport?”

“Why not both? You saw the cannons beneath the wings, right? Besides, unlike real dragons, Krepelix is sturdy enough to take a cannot hit to the gut without dropping out of the sky. And if we load him up with blue powder bombs, he can cause a lot of damage. The hope was to eventually use him as part of a maneuver to capture a critical target, maybe even Camlorn.”

I whistled again. “I really don’t have words.”

“Does that mean I win?” Nishka asked.

“I think it means it wasn’t even a competition,” I murmured. “Until I can start summoning dragons, anyway.”

“I can wait,” she said smugly, crossing her arms and giving me another smirk. “It’s more fun when you fight back.”

I smiled. Every fiber in my being wanted to reach out and pull her close again, but I forced myself to stay still.

“Well, like I said, I think we should talk,” I whispered. “I understand why you’re upset with me. And to be honest, I didn’t expect you to forgive me. I just…well, I don’t know what I was expecting, to be honest.”

“Flying by the seat of your pants, not bothering to even come up with a plan…” Nishka grunted softly. “You really haven’t changed, have you?”

“Hey, I always have a plan,” I protested. “It just never quite works out the way I wanted.”

She eyed me up and down, then swallowed heavily as she stepped in close. “Well, I had a plan, too,” she whispered. “The moment you showed up, I told myself I wasn’t going to listen to anything you had to say. But that isn’t working out the way I thought, either.”

“It happens to the best of us,” I whispered back as I looked down into her eyes. “That’s why it’s always important to have a backup plan.”

“At this point, I think I’m on the backup to the backup plan,” Nishka said.

“And what’s that look like?”

“This.”

She stretched up on her toes and kissed me again. My hands instinctively reached out for her again, but this time she didn’t wait—she jumped up into my arms and clamped her legs around my waist. As our tongues swirled together, I grabbed her thighs for support and carried her over to the helm.

I wanted to be inside her. No, I needed to be inside her. My hands slid up her thighs in search of her skin, but I didn’t bother unbuttoning the front—I just yanked the black leather off her hips and out of the way. Her fingers were already working at my belt buckle as well, and the heat of her core may as well have been a fiery magnet drawing me home…

But then, as she opened the clasp and tried to pull my belt out of the way, the dragon shook around us. At first I wondered if Nishka had accidently activated the chemgines while flailing atop the control board, but then a second tremor rattled the cavern, this time hard enough that several pocks of dust fell from the ceiling.

“What the hell?” I asked, looking up as I broke our kiss. “That sounded like—”

“Cannonfire,” Nishka interrupted, her brow creasing in surprise. “That was definitely cannonfire.”

I paused, hoping that she was wrong and that the dense fog outside had simply turned into a rare winter thunderstorm. But when the cavern shuddered yet again, I no longer had any doubts.

Reznow was under attack.
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When Nishka had escorted me to the dragon’s lair, the passages outside had been quiet and nearly empty. But now, as yet another blast rocked the compound, dozens of soldiers were buzzing around like angry bees after their hive had been kicked.

We still made it back to her workshop in record time, and she immediately dashed over to her mechanical birds and put on her control goggles. Muno, the large raven homunculus, leapt off his perch and soared up into the chute that would take him to the surface. Another explosion rattled the compound as he left, and I winced when a shower of dust and tiny pebbles fell from the ceiling. It had been a long time since I’d been trapped in a bunker while artillery shells rained down on me, and it wasn’t a part of my life I was eager to relive.

“Sounds like only two cannons,” I commented. “Maybe three.”

“Muno will find them,” Nishka said as she stared into the goggles. “No idea what the hell our scouts are doing.”

“Struggling to see through the fog,” Thorne bellowed as he jogged into the room. Ysara and two other soldiers were right behind him. “But the shots are coming from the sea.”

Thorne had the slightly red face of a man who had either been running or shouting…or in this case, probably both. Ysara, by contrast, had the wide-eyed look of someone who had never experienced the joy of being bombarded before. For understandable reasons, that probably wasn’t something the Commonwealth had planned to teach an auxiliary unit of riflewomen.

“Must be the ironclad from Avergath,” I said.

“We’re prepared for it,” Thorne said, looking across the workshop to Nishka. I followed his gaze.

“Your grenadiers can sink an ironclad?” I asked.

“That’s the hope,” she said, her forehead scrunching. “Because Muno just found the ship parked right in the fog.”

I hissed softly. I had my doubts that a small blue powder bomb could sink an ironclad, but hopefully they could inflict some damage. If not…

“How many guns?” Thorne asked.

“Three,” Nishka said. “Looks like long-barreled cannons, good range but not as much firepower. Take a look.”

She took off the goggles and handed them to me. I hesitated at first, since I couldn’t even fathom how they worked. And once I put them on, I had an intense feeling of vertigo that forced me to brace myself on the back of her chair. But as my eyes adjusted, my mouth dropped open in wonder. Through the goggles, I could see exactly what Muno was seeing as he flew around outside the base. The fog, the freezing waters of the Avandus Sea…and the huge ironclad with its three long-barreled cannons firing from the starboard side.

It took me a moment to get over my awe and wonder at my change in perspective and start thinking tactically again. But when I did, none of this made any sense.

“Those guns aren’t going to cut it,” I said. “This place is deep enough that they could empty their holds without inflicting any real damage besides knocking down the last few buildings in town.”

“Probably just be trying to rattle us,” Thorne said. “Or draw us into the open, like you said.”

“Maybe, but…wait,” I interrupted myself. “Can you make Muno turn around?”

“If you give them back I can,” Nishka said, helping me remove the goggles. I had to blink several times to steady myself afterward. I’d heard rumors that Tahari druids and rangers could look through the eyes of their primal beast companions, but I’d never really given it much thought until now. It was like temporarily living inside another person’s body.

“I saw movement on the port side,” I told her. “I think they were launching skiffs.”

“They are,” she confirmed gravely. “Half a dozen maybe, all with small crews. Three or four men each.”

“If Rukov thinks he can take the town with a few dozen men, he’s going to be disappointed,” I said. “If your pillboxes are fully manned, they can repel skiffs without any trouble.”

“Rukov isn’t that stupid,” Thorne cut in. “This is too well timed with the fog. We need to—”

His words were drowned out when the base shook, this time so violently that everyone had to grab the table for support. And it wasn’t just dust that fell from the ceiling, but actual pieces of rubble. Ysara screamed, and I heard more shouting from elsewhere in the base.

“That was no long-barrel cannon!” I said, reaching out to check on Ysara. She and everyone else seemed okay, but the ceiling suddenly looked a lot less sturdy than it had a minute ago.

“That shot didn’t come from the ship,” Nishka said, her voice hoarse. “I think it came from somewhere north of the—”

Yet another blast struck the base, but the impact was farther away from the workshop. I heard more screams and crumbling rock; it sounded like one of the passages might have collapsed altogether.

“Merciful Selura,” Ysara breathed as she crouched and covered her head. “What is happening?”

“Find wherever that is coming from and stop it,” Thorne said to Nishka. “Send every bird if you have to. I need to get to the fortifications.”

He gave me an intense look, the kind I hadn’t seen in a very long time. For a fraction of a second, he was once again my commander, and I was one of the only officers he trusted to get the job done. We shared a nod, then he and the other soldiers rushed into the hall and disappeared.

“Get under the workbench,” I told Ysara. She obediently scrambled beneath the sturdy wood, and I took Nishka by the arms and guided her into cover as well. It obviously wouldn’t save us if the whole cavern collapsed, but it was better than nothing…a point that was proven mere moments later when another seismic shock rattled the cavern and dropped several chunks of rock onto the workbench.

“We can’t stay here!” Ysara said, her entire body trembling. “We need to—”

“Just hold tight,” I soothed, taking her hands and giving them a squeeze. “Let Thorne organize the defenses. If something happens, we can flee into the western hills.”

Next to us, Nishka shook her head. “No, we can’t.”

“What is it?” I asked. “What did you find?”

“Iron crawlers. At least two of them, one firing from the north and another from the western hills.”

My throat tightened. From what I understood, the regime didn’t have many war machines left in their arsenal, and they weren’t the type of things the Krazzen could easily smuggle over the border without being noticed. But their presence confirmed that this wasn’t merely a quick raid to rattle the rebels.

This was a full-scale assault designed to destroy Reznow once and for all.

“Do the crawlers have any infantry support?” I asked.

Nishka didn’t respond for several seconds. “Hard to tell how much with the fog, but there are definitely some soldiers nearby. That’s not the biggest problem, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“See for yourself.”

She handed me the goggles again, and after the moment of disorientation, I was able to focus on what the swooping bird was seeing in the hills. The fog was even thicker here, and the trees provided yet another layer of cover. But there was indeed an iron crawler perched atop a hill to the west, the massive cannon mounted on its bulky, rectangular frame still glowing from its last shot. At a quick glance, it could have easily been mistaken for one of the Krazzen models we had seen at the end of the war…that is, until I realized that its engine wasn’t belching out clouds of black smoke and steam.

“Oh, gods,” I breathed.

“What?” Ysara asked. “What is it?”

Before I could reply, an elaborate latticework of arcane runes appeared all over the crawler, including on the barrel of its cannon. And when it fired, there was no flash of smoke from igniting powder, just an explosive ripple of magical energy.

“It isn’t powered by a chemgine,” Nishka said. “It has a spellfire engine core.”

Ysara gasped, and my blood turned to ice. But before I could dwell on the horror, I grabbed both of their arms in warning.

“Get down!”

The base shuddered again mere seconds later, this time so violently I heard an explosion somewhere further down the passages. More rubble fell from the ceiling as I tore the goggles from my head.

“That came from the direction of one of the pillboxes on the shoreline,” she said, pointing at the door. “If they take those out and let those assault skiffs land—”

“You worry about those crawlers,” I said, handing her the goggles. “Focus on the one in the hills—if your birds can damage it, we could still try to escape that way.”

I rolled out from beneath the table and stood up.

“Wait!” Nishka said, grabbing the leg of my pants. “Where in the murderous abyss do you think you’re going?”

“To find Thorne and let him know we need to get out of here,” I told her. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“I’ll come with you,” Ysara said, rolling out next to me. “I can’t do anything here.”

I strongly considered arguing the point. It was abundantly clear that nowhere in this compound was safe at the moment, but Nishka’s workbench was reasonably well fortified.

I could tell that Ysara was scared, though, and that she wanted to be with me, the man she’d come to trust—and the man with magic at his disposal. Besides, it wasn’t as if she could help Nishka anyway.

“Go!” the cambion yelled as she put on the goggles. A moment later, the grackle constructs on the shelves all seemed to come to life at once. “I’ll handle the crawlers.”

“Right,” I said, taking Ysara’s hand and helping her the rest of the way up. “Get a weapon and come on!”

Nodding, she rushed over to retrieve the rifle that Nishka had customized for her, then followed me out into the compound. Dust and rubble were strewn all over the passages, but none of them had caved in yet—at least, not until we approached the first pillbox ladder. The entire cubby western wall had completely collapsed inward, burying the ladder and half of the passageway with it. One of the cannon volleys must have scored a direct hit on the fortifications.

It was both a horrifying and incredible achievement by the enemy. Those pillboxes had been designed to absorb a tremendous amount of fire from traditional artillery; shattering it in a single barrage seemed downright impossible. Though frankly, the fact that the spellfire crawler had been able to hit a target so accurately from such a great distance was even more impressive. Perhaps it had simply been a lucky shot.

Or perhaps these weapons were even more dangerous than everyone realized.

“No…” Ysara breathed as we approached. “Was Thorne—?”

“I don’t know,” I said, turning sideways to move past the rubble. “Let’s check the others.”

We were able to squeeze past without too much of a problem, but I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about the men who had been caught in that blast. If Thorne had been among them…

Gritting my teeth, I pressed on to the next pillbox. It wasn’t long before I heard gunfire and shouting up ahead, and I signaled for Ysara to stay behind me while I leaned around the corner of a passage to see what was happening. The pillbox above this section of the base hadn’t simply been destroyed—it had been outright obliterated, leaving behind a huge gap in the ceiling of the cavern as if someone had drilled their way in from above.

A pair of rebel soldiers were crouched behind the rubble strewn into the passage, one man reloading while the other took aim and fired upward into the gap. It was only then that it occurred to me that the base hadn’t been shelled in several minutes. Either Nishka’s constructs had taken out the crawlers—a highly unlikely possibility—or the regime soldiers had stopped firing so that their men could storm inside.

A half a dozen shots rang out from above, pinning the two rebel soldiers behind the rubble. Since no one could have possibly expected a breach like this, I doubted that any reinforcements were on their way. Thorne had likely deployed the rest of soldiers to guard the base exits along the hills in the west and the shoreline on the east. But there was no way that these two men would be able to cover the gap forever.

Not without our help.

“Stay low and stick close,” I said, drawing Nikolina and priming her firing rune. “I have an idea.”

Spinning around the corner, I rushed forward and took cover behind some rubble about ten yards from where the rebels were pinned. I peered over the edge as Ysara crouched behind me, trying to catch a glimpse of the shooters above. I could hear plenty of shouting but little else over the exchange of gunfire. There was no way we would be able to get a shot from this angle, and moving any closer was obviously out of the question. Our best bet would be to stay put and hope that the enemy tried to move inside…

I raised Nikolina when I spotted a flicker of movement at the edge of the opening, expecting to see men with bayonets storming the rebel positions. But instead, a small metal canister dropped in through the gap, bounced off the rubble between the rebel soldiers—

And then exploded in a cloud of gas.

Having seen and used smoke bombs numerous times before, I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if regime soldiers had chosen to throw in one or two ahead of their advance in order to confuse and befuddle the defenders. But the gas streaming out of the canister wasn’t smoke—it was a haunting, noxious green mist that moved as if it were a living creature, and it sought out and coiled around the rebel soldiers before they even realized what was happening.

Not that it would have mattered if they’d tried to run, of course. By the time you saw Death Mist, it was already too late.

The rebels soldiers only managed a single choked-off scream before they clutched at their throats and dropped their weapons. Their eyes bulged, their skin blistered and cracked, and their bodies began writhing in agony as they collapsed to the ground. They would be dead in moments…but not before the gas reached us.

Ysara’s face went wide in horror, and she twisted on a heel as if she were about to run. Every instinct in my body was screaming at me to do the same, but I knew it wouldn’t help. We couldn’t outrun the gas. In another second or two, we would have breathed in enough to seal our fates. I only had one chance to save us, and I wasn’t even sure it would work…

“Tinecor Sul!” I shouted as I grabbed Ysara’s arm to prevent her from fleeing. She looked up at me in terror, as if I had just resigned her to a gruesome death—

But then a strong, gale-force wind swept into the passage and pushed the hideous green gas away from us. The tempest gathered strength as it began swirling around us, effectively making me the eye of a hurricane. All the dust and tiny rocks within a dozen paces were caught up in the storm.

I could see Ysara’s mouth moving, but I couldn’t hear anything besides the relentless howl of the wind. The Death Mist seemed to be dispersing altogether, though, with most of it now rising to escape back up the hole in the ceiling.

Sadly, my hopes that it would still be toxic enough to kill the regime soldiers outside were promptly squashed when two of them rappelled down through the opening with ropes tied around their waists. The maneuver seemed utterly suicidal with a Death Mist cannister so close, but each man was wearing a heavy rubber mask with a rebreather over his uniform. They were also both carrying rifles, and while the winds of my spell were likely powerful enough to deflect an arrow, there was no way they could stop a bullet from this range.

While sustaining the spell with my left hand, my right hand lifted Nikolina. Having never fired her yet, I didn’t know precisely what to expect when I cocked the hammer, but both barrels fired right as the first regime soldier took aim. The twin bullets blew open his chest in a disgusting burst of gore which was only made worse when the winds caught and splattered the blood in all directions.

The pistol had kicked like an angry bronco, throwing my arm out of position. Even if her reloading rune had worked instantly, I had zero chance to take out the second soldier before he fired. I grit my teeth and watched in horror as the man swung his barrel into position—

And promptly had his head and mask blown apart by Ysara’s rifle. I hadn’t even noticed her ready her weapon, but she was crouched on a knee right next to me, stock braced against her shoulder and eyes staring down the iron sight. She had already pulled back the weapon’s turn-bolt, and when the reloading rune conjured a replacement, she slammed it back into place and was ready to fire again.

But if the enemy had planned to send in more men, the sight of the first two soldiers getting shot had obviously caused them to reconsider. No one else dropped down, and my spell continued to funnel the last of the noxious gas away from us and out of the compound.

“The only reason they’d send in troops instead of flattening this place is because they want something,” I told Ysara over the rushing wind.

“Thorne?” she asked.

“Or Nishka’s gadgets.”

I grimaced. Whatever they were looking for, they would eventually muster enough men to storm the base. Without the fortifications on the east, that ironclad could send as many troops over as it wanted, and there was nothing stopping those spellfire crawlers from blasting down the walls in other parts of the city as well. Reznow could have held out against any normal siege for quite a while, but not this one.

“If they give up on whatever they’re searching for, they could start dropping more Death Mist,” I said. “We have to go.”

“Go where?” Ysara asked, eyes still squinting down the sights in search of any movement. “We can’t head up into the city or through the water exit. And if that crawler is still in the hills, it would pummel anyone who tries to flee to the west.”

“Then we’ll have to hope that Nishka managed to take one of them out. Come on.”

Grabbing her arm, I pulled her back down the passages the way we’d come. I released my spell once we were clear of the Death Mist, but a few moments later another shockwave rattled the compound so badly we were both thrown from our feet. Ysara screamed, and I dove on top of her and conjured my magic shield to protect us. Thank the Archons I did, because otherwise the rubble that dropped on our heads would have surely crushed both our skulls.

Repelling that assault had evidently convinced the regime to fall back and continue their bombardment for at least a little while longer. All things being equal, I would have preferred to stand our ground against a few dozen musketeers instead.

But that option was no longer on the menu, so once the rumbling stopped, I dusted myself off and helped Ysara get back to her feet. We moved as quickly as we could back to the workshop, stopping just long enough to dive into the cubby where we’d been sleeping to grab the rest of our things…including the spellbook Thorne had given me.

The base shuddered again as we continued toward the workshop, though not quite as badly as before. We didn’t lose our balance or have the ceiling fall on our heads, and a few seconds later we finally reached the workshop—

Only to realize in horror that it had also been hit. The entrance had almost completely collapsed, and the nearby hall was littered with rubble. Several rebel soldiers had been outright crushed, while a few others were alive but badly injured. And as for Nishka…

I was already sprinting forward to check on her, my fey step spell ready on my lips in case I needed to get through the dust and wreckage to get inside. Judging from how narrow the opening was, I did.

“Wait here!” I called out. “Nebulos grada!”

I teleported forward perhaps twenty feet, just enough to get me inside the workshop. The interior was in slightly better shape than the door, but not by much. The firing range was mostly buried, as was the alchemical lab and the workbench we had been using earlier. My eyes stung as I tried to see through the dust, and I feared the worst when she didn’t respond to me calling out her name. But then I spotted movement to my left, and I whipped my head around to see a red hand reaching out for help.

“Nate?” Nishka cried out.

“I got you!” I shouted back as I slid to the floor and helped her squeeze out from beneath a different table where she had apparently taken shelter. Her red skin and black duster were thoroughly covered in dust, and from the way she whimpered when she moved, she was obviously hurt.

“How bad?” I asked, cradling her against me. “Can you walk?”

“I…I think so,” she said. “But the door—”

“I can get us through,” I assured her as I looked the other way. But just before I could cast the spell, she interrupted me.

“Wait! The goggles…I can’t control the birds without them.”

I frowned in confusion before I spotted a pair of dusty goggles a few feet away. After reaching out to grab them, I recast the fey step spell…and an instant later we were back in the corridor. This time, there were even more rebel soldiers nearby—including Colonel Thorne.

“Merciful Selura,” he breathed as he rushed over and crouched next to us. Like most of the soldiers, his jacket and face were covered in a fine layer of dust, though he didn’t seem to be injured. “How is she?”

“She says she can walk,” I told him. “But I—”

“I can walk!” Nishka protested.

She pushed away from me and tried to stand, but she instantly grimaced and wobbled when she put weight on her left foot. I had to take her arm to help hold her upright.

“Just…not very well,” she added through clenched teeth. “Shit!”

“We can’t stay here,” I said to Thorne as held her upright. “There’s an opening in the northern passage, and they tried to clear it out with Death Mist.”

The colonel’s face twisted behind his beard. “What? Then how are you alive?”

“A little magic and a lot of luck. But they’ll come back once they stop the bombardment again. They might be looking for you specifically, or maybe something in the base. Either way, we can’t hold them off forever.”

“Are either of the escape routes clear?” Ysara asked. “Did your constructs take out a crawler?”

Nishka shook her head. “They shot Muno out of the sky before he reached the target. The grackles are still out there, but I can’t see or command them without a spotter!.”

I swore viciously. “Then we’re in trouble. They’ll bombard us no matter which exit we try to use.”

As if on cue, another series of blasts struck the compound, forcing everyone to scramble for purchase as the ground shook beneath their feet. Once the thunder stopped, Thorne hissed and pointed toward one of the passages.

“We’ll have to take our chances on the shore,” he said. “I’d rather deal with soldiers and the ironclad than one of those crawlers. If we head south, we can—”

“No!” Nishka said, gripping onto me hard as she pulled herself upright again following the blast. “We’ll have to take Krepelix.”

Everyone—me, Ysara, Thorne, and the soldiers—all looked at her in disbelief.

“You aren’t even sure it works!” I reminded her.

“He works fine!”

“How can you know if you’ve never tested it?”

“Because testing is for amateurs,” Nishka said, looking at Thorne. “We can fit everyone inside, and his armor is thick enough that their soldiers won’t be able to hurt us.”

“What about the ironclad and the crawlers?” the colonel asked. “We’ll be a big floating target.”

“Not with all this fog,” she insisted. “Besides, their cannons are designed to bombard ground targets, not shoot down airships and dragons.”

In six years of war, I had watched Colonel Thorne make dozens upon dozens of difficult decisions. When to attack, when to retreat, when to leave outnumbered men to die so that others could escape.

This was another choice for the ages. If we stayed on foot, most of us were likely to get blown to pieces by canonfire or chased down by soldiers, though a few would likely make it to safety somewhere. But if we all got on Nishka’s dragon, there was a chance that every single one of us would die in a hellish fireball when it crashed shortly after takeoff.

Assuming it could take off.

Still, in the final analysis, there was only one real option here. And when my eyes met his, I knew that he’d come to the same conclusion. No matter the odds—no matter how impossible something seemed—only a fool would ever bet against one of Nishka’s inventions.

“We’ll take the dragon,” he said, pointing to the other soldiers. “Kowalz, get to the hill exit and order the men to join us in the hangar. Ryba, you head to the beach tunnel and do the same. Now move!”

Whatever internal doubts the soldiers might have had, they obeyed his commands and rushed off nonetheless. Meanwhile, the rest of us scrambled to the dragon’s lair. I carried Nishka through the passages as quickly as possible, though I was seriously tempted to teleport us instead. Had I known the base better, I probably would have done just that, but I didn’t like the idea of accidentally shifting us into solid rock instead of a hallway.

The lack of explosions while we moved was both relieving and concerning at the same time. The former because it was nice not to have the ceiling crumbling on your head; the latter because it undoubtedly meant that more soldiers were probably storming in behind us right now. I belatedly wondered if Nishka’s dragon was the true reason that the regime was so interested in getting inside. Perhaps they had learned about her secret project after all, or perhaps they had just wanted to steal as many of her inventions as they could. Frankly, they would have been foolish not to.

The dragon’s lair was in significantly better shape than the rest of the compound, presumably because it was buried deeper. Several chunks of rock had fallen onto Krepelix, but fortunately they had landed on the construct’s sturdy iron torso rather than on the more delicate wings. Assuming the metal behemoth could actually fly, we might have a chance of getting out of here alive.

Nishka triggered the lights, and I helped her up the ramp and into the belly of the beast. The soldiers rushed in with us, though a few broke off to load as much fuel and supplies on board as they could. Thorne ordered the rest to take up positions in the “mouth” where they could theoretically fire while using the teeth as cover.

Ysara and I helped Nishka up the ladder to the dragon’s head and then into the pilot’s chair. She began fiddling with the controls the moment she sat down. I still had absolutely no idea what any of them even did—the haphazardly arranged buttons, levers, and pumps seemed like something straight out of the fevered dreams of a madwoman. It wasn’t all that far from the truth…

“I don’t suppose you have a technical manual somewhere,” I said. “So we could figure out how to help.”

“You can help by doing exactly as I say,” Nishka replied tartly. “Go and help the others pour a barrel of that fuel into the hatch on the port side near the back. There will be a funnel once you get it open.”

I did as she asked. I didn’t know much about the internal workings of chemgines other than the fact they burned a particular type of alchemical mixture, but that seemed to be enough for the moment. The ones on the wings began rumbling after we poured the barrel into the tank, and once Nishka began hitting buttons on her control board, I could feel the dormant magic in the runes on the dragon’s belly begging to stir as well.

Unfortunately, our time was growing short. I could hear gunfire out in the hall, and as the last groups of surviving rebels came rushing into the hangar, it was abundantly clear that the regime forces were storming into the base en masse.

“That’s everyone!” Thorne called up the ladder from the torso as the last few men rushed aboard. “Let’s go!”

“You make it sound so easy,” Nishka mumbled under her breath before she turned and called back over her shoulder. “I recommend everyone hold onto something!”

It was good advice, considering how little there was to hang onto, but we did our best. I looked outside as the engines fired in earnest, though even as I watched them pump hot air wings, I still couldn’t bring myself to believe that this monstrosity could actually fly.

But as Nishka put her hands on the helm, she depressed an iron pedal beneath the control board with her good foot. The dragon began slowly walking forward across the cavern.

“I see two major problems,” I commented as I looked out the dragon’s eye holes and into the cavern. “First, aren’t you worried we have too much weight to take off?”

“Yes.”

“Great,” I muttered. “Second…how do we get out of here? We’re closed in.”

“I told you, there’s a door in the back of the cavern.”

I frowned. The lights on the outside of the construct had turned bright enough that I could finally see the walls, including the huge metal door about a hundred feet directly in front of us.

“How do we open it?” I asked.

“Normally, I’d hit this thing,” Nishka said, mashing one of the red buttons in front of her. “But the shelling must have damaged the rune matrix somehow, because it doesn’t seem to be working.”

“That seems bad.”

“Very bad.”

“So what do we do?”

“Pray to Selura for mercy,” Nishka said. “Then pull this trigger.”

Reaching behind the console, she grabbed the handle for the dragon’s cannons and fired. I had no idea how powerful the weapons were—all she had told me was that they were similar to the cannons mounted on most modern ironclads. But I wasn’t prepared for either the booming blast or the fact that they completely obliterated the thin wall in front of us. And with the dragon already accelerating, we barely had time to curse or prey before the mechanical beast leapt out of the compound right over the water.

My stomach lurched violently at the movement, and I grabbed the back of Nishka’s chair for lack of any other support. The fog outside was so thick it was difficult to see more than a few dozen feet, but I kept expecting us to crash into the water and sink like a brick. Yet somehow, we seemed to be staying level, and when I cast a quick glance out over the wing, I saw the chemgines roaring and the canvas expanding like huge gliders.

“Oh, gods!” Ysara gasped. “Are we…are we flying?”

“Just gliding at the moment,” Nishka said, her face scrunched as she fiddled with the switches and gauges. “We’re struggling to get altitude. The, uh, the feather fall runes might not be working quite right.”

I grimaced. “What does that mean?”

“It means I need to figure something out quickly, because that ironclad has surely spotted us by now.”

I still couldn’t see much of anything through the fog, though as we kept moving forward, I did spot lights off in the distance on the port side. It must have been the regime ironclad—there was nothing else out here.

“What do you need?” Thorne called out from below. “More fuel?”

“Can’t hurt!” Nishka called back. “Probably.”

I couldn’t remember ever seeing her this flustered while testing one of her inventions, though given the circumstances and the stakes, I could hardly blame her. Especially when we heard a distant boom followed by a high-pitched rush of air as one of the ironclad’s cannons narrowly missed us. Down below, several of our soldiers fired back through the dragon’s teeth, though the odds of them hitting anything through the fog from this distance were practically nonexistent.

“The chemgines are as full as they’re going to get!” Thorne called out again a few moments later.

“Right,” Nishka said, biting down on her lip. “Then here we go…”

She flicked one of the switches and hit another button, then pulled back on the helm. Slowly but surely, the nose of the dragon began to lift upward, and she began gradually banking us starboard at the same time. My stomach lurched again, as if my dinner were determined to end up all over the hull, but thankfully I managed to hold on. We heard two more booms as the ironclad fired another volley, but once again it seemed to miss by a fair margin.

“Like I said, those cannons aren’t built to shoot down airships,” Nishka said. “If we can get a little more distance…”

After another half a minute, I could see Reznow off in the distance instead of the ironclad. The fires raging through the ruined town made it appear like a macabre lighthouse. I didn’t know exactly how high we were—perhaps only a few hundred feet—but that should have been enough to get us over the hills and all the way to Variskaya.

“Rukov is going to pay for this,” Nishka breathed as she leveled out our ascent and got a look out the front of the dragon for herself. “They all are.”

Clenching my teeth, I nodded in agreement. As I took in the devastation, I couldn’t help but think about how many times I had seen the face of war change in just over a decade. This kind of firepower hadn’t existed when I had first signed up to fight. Neither had the gun on my hip, for that matter. And if someone figured out how to truly weaponize airships like this dragon here…

Archons save us all.

“Incoming!” Ysara called out.

Shifting my gaze to follow hers, I saw a ball of fire streak right for us…and narrowly miss. It had come from ahead, not behind, which meant it hadn’t come from the ironclad, but the spellfire crawler in the western hills.

“How can they even see us through the fog?” I asked.

Nishka shook her head. “I have no idea. I don’t know how they hit the base that accurately, either!”

“Mages,” Thorne said as he pulled himself up the ladder and into the head with us. “Rukov doesn’t have many of them in his army, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he has some hired help.”

“Or if Valis brought some with her,” I reasoned, my stomach sinking. “Can you take us farther south before heading west?”

“I can, but this thing isn’t exactly a quick turner,” Nishka said, turning the helm. “Let me try to…wait, look!”

She pointed through the right eye socket. We were passing over Reznow, and I couldn’t see much of anything below us besides freezing fog and rolling hills. Just before I could ask her what she was talking about, I spotted several flickers of movement at the corner of my vision. It looked like a small flock of birds looping at the edge of the town for some reason.

“The grackle grenadiers,” I said. “They’re still out there?”

“They’ll keep flying in place until they burn up all their fuel or someone gives them a new command,” Nishka said. “We should be close enough that I can give them new orders.”

“Like what?” Ysara asked.

“Like going after that crawler,” Nishka said, pulling yet another control switch from her pocket. “Next time it fires, we’ll know where it is.”

“The next time it fires, it might blow us out of the sky!” I protested.

“Can you use that fancy shielding spell of yours to protect us?”

“I don’t see how. It’s not nearly large enough to protect this thing.”

“Well, figure it out! You’re the mage.”

“I’m not—”

“Incoming!” Ysara warned again.

I saw another streak of fire heading toward us. Grimacing, I reached deep into the Chaos as I uttered the incantation. Normal magic was like brewing a basic healing elixir—challenging at first, but relatively straightforward once you knew what you were doing. But adding spellfire to the mix sometimes felt like throwing every herb and ingredient you had into the pot at the same time. Somehow, I needed to keep control of the spell even though the matrix felt like it wanted to explode. Extending its protection to another person was something I could do, like back on the train with Ysara, but stretching it over the body of a massive construct seemed utterly impossible…

Yet somehow, I did it. I created a bubble vastly larger than I thought possible, enough to protect the head of the dragon and part of the body. When the crawler’s artillery blast struck the glowing violet shield, it shattered over the barrier like a melon hitting a wall. I still heard Ysara scream, and the dragon’s eye sockets flashed with blinding light from outside…

But then it faded away, and we were still in one piece. I dropped the barrier an instant later, unable to hold on as a strange and sudden wave of nausea crashed over me. But whatever that was about, the magic had saved all our asses and bought us more precious time.

Nishka had already commanded the grackles to head for the flash in the hills. When I looked outside, I could just make out the little birds streaking toward their destination. Without a spotter construct like Muno or a scrying spell from a wizard, there was no way for us to know what if anything the little birds actually hit. But from the distant screams and flashes of flame in the hills, they had definitely hit something.

“Get ‘em, boys,” Nishka said. “Make momma proud!”

I kept waiting for the crawler to fire again, but the shot never came. A few minutes later, the fires of Reznow were well and truly behind us, and it wasn’t long before cheers filled the mechanical dragon. Against all odds, we had somehow managed to escape.

I squeezed Nishka’s shoulder, then reached out and pulled Ysara against my chest. A wave of relief crashed over me, but it wasn’t enough to fully wash away the pit in my stomach. Rukov wasn’t going to stop with Reznow. With these new war machines of his, nowhere in Imilath was safe. He would come for Variskaya next.

And I had absolutely no idea what we were going to do about it.
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“Just as Cambions are the children of mortals and demons, Arda are the children of mortals and devas. Unfortunately, the latter are much rarer than the former, as the Archons do not forge twisted pacts with mortals to force their spawn into our world.”

-Aemon Tremblade, Gulondian Knight of the Sixth Edict

Normally, the trip from Reznow to Variskaya was a two-day slog that required riding nearly twenty miles in the wrong direction just to go around the steep western hills and the thick pine forest on the other side. We would have been lucky to reach the battle-scarred plains to the south by morning, and we ultimately would have been forced to erect camp a dozen miles from anything resembling civilization.

By contrast, flying on Krepelix allowed us to take the direct route and cover the thirty miles between the two settlements in under two hours. The only downside was that every ten minutes seemed to bring new panic that we were burning too much fuel or losing too much altitude. But Nishka managed to hold her iron dragon together long enough for Variskaya to roll into view beyond the fog.

The great fortress city was nothing like Avergath or Reznow. Variskaya had never been directly attacked during the war—the Krazzen had tried to go around it by taking the other two settlements and cutting off our access to the Avandus Sea instead. Thorne and the Freebloods hadn’t needed to lay siege to the city after the war, either, since he’d managed to convince several of the local regime commanders to switch sides. The ensuing fight had left plenty of blood in the streets, but at least it hadn’t reduced the walls and buildings to rubble like in Reznow.

From a distance—and especially from above—Variskaya looked more like an old world metropolis than a modern city. Some of the stone walls and fortifications were old enough that they could have been built during the heyday of the Yaramadhi Empire when Imilath, not Ikibris or Krazzen, had been the most powerful nation in Faratha. No train tracks had been laid in this part of the country yet, either, so Variskaya remained largely bereft of all the foreign goods which were now flooding into Camlorn and other regime towns. But with easy access to the minerals from the mountains, grain from the Greenvale, and lumber from the Akadi Forest, the city had the luxury of near total self sufficiency.

Normally, a night time approach of a fortified settlement defended by hundreds of cannons wouldn’t have been a great idea, especially when you were flying inside a giant metal monster. But since Thorne was able to warn the garrison ahead of time with his sending stone, no one tried to shoot us out of the sky.

Though oddly enough, having our wings blown off might have made landing this beast easier. Nishka struggled to lower our altitude without diving us straight into the ground, so we had to circle twice before she finally managed to set us down in the fields just outside of town. And even then, I had a feeling we would have skidded for hundreds of yards without the added friction of the snowbanks to slow us down.

A swarm of rebels rushed out of the city to help us, and it wasn’t long before we were safely inside the walls. I hadn’t recognized many of the soldiers stationed in Reznow, but I did recognize quite a few here. Some I had liked reasonably well, others I had wanted to punch in the head more often than not. But I didn’t doubt their loyalty to Thorne or his cause—all of them had lost friends during the final reckless offensive in Kanakis, and some had lost family during the Blood Moon Massacre.

My reigning assumption was that most of them were likely still holding a grudge against me for leaving Imilath, but I didn’t let that bother me. All I cared about was getting Nishka to a healer as soon as possible, and that was exactly what I did. We brought her and the other wounded to the temple of Selura in the heart of the city, and the priestesses quickly used their magic to mend cuts, soothe bruises, and ease the pain of all involved. I didn’t leave Nishka’s side until she shooed me away and told me to come back in the morning after we had all gotten some sleep.

Thorne offered to let me and Ysara sleep in the barracks, but I got us a room in a local hotel instead, mostly for her benefit. As the rush of adrenaline from our escape faded, she started acting more and more rattled, and I wanted her to have some privacy while she worked through her emotions. Ysara had handled herself with poise during our fight on the train and in Avergath, but there was a big difference between a straight fight and being shelled by artillery or gassed with Death Mist. She was clearly still trying to process everything that had happened, and I wanted to be there for her if she needed it.

We didn’t even end up changing out of our clothes. She just curled up in my arms in the bed, and I held her tightly against me until she finally stopped trembling and fell asleep. I eventually joined her, but not until much later when my own mind settled down. All told, I doubted that I got more than an hour or two of sleep at most before the first light of dawn broke through the window.

Morning was no less chaotic than the night had been. When I returned to the rebel barracks at the heart of the city—a tall stone building so old that it had once played host to a regiment of Yaramadhi legionnaires five centuries earlier—Thorne and his officers were still scrambling around trying to organize the city’s defenses and rally reinforcements from other settlements. It was clear that the colonel hadn’t slept much either, but I hoped that he had gotten some reports from his scouts elsewhere in the country. After last night, it was abundantly clear that Rukov planned to press his advantage as quickly as possible. We needed to figure out a way to strike back, and soon.

It took a while, but I eventually got Thorne alone so we could speak in private. His office here in Variskaya was even more spartan than the one in the underground base had been. The small room in the barracks was little more than a desk, a liquor cabinet, and a few wooden chairs. People who only knew him as a rebel leader probably would have been surprised—this was the most important Freeblood base in Imilath, so it seemed logical that he would want his office to represent that.

But I’d known Razavir Thorne long enough to understand that he wasn’t the type to sit behind the front lines if there was any other choice. He preferred to be in the thick of things with his troops—it was undoubtedly one of the main reasons why he and Nishka had been in Reznow instead of here in the first place. I had always thought it was an honorable attitude for a commanding officer, if occasionally a foolish one.

“All things considered, it could be much worse,” Thorne commented as he sipped his coffee and looked out the window of his office to the fenced-in yard outside where several dozen recruits were currently training in the cold. “The garrison was small, as you noticed, and we managed to get most of our people out.”

Despite the positive spin in his words, I could hear the weariness in his voice and see the frustration on his face.

“Did you figure out how they were able to get so close without being spotted?” I asked. “Besides the fog, I mean.”

“We may never know,” Thorne said. “We had sentry cover all over the area. Fog or not, at least a few of them should have made it back to us with a warning. We have to give our old general credit—this was well-planned and executed.”

“Which makes me think Rukov didn’t have much to do with it. And if they really did have trained mages out there helping them aim their artillery, I’d bet almost anything that this was the brainchild of Lady Valis and her people whether they’re actually working for the Krazzen or not.”

“Agreed. And it means we have a problem.”

Thorne stared out the window for another moment, then finally turned around and dropped into his seat behind the desk.

“Variskaya is far better defended than Reznow, but with those crawlers…” He shook his head. “We all heard the rumors about their power when they were first deployed in Dhukil, but I never really believed it.”

“Neither did I,” I admitted gravely.

“None of the fortifications here can withstand that kind of firepower,” Thorne said. “I doubt any fortification can, not without extreme magical reinforcement. If he’s willing to bombard Variskaya while it’s still populated….”

“Do you really believe Rukov would hesitate? He’s never let senseless slaughter stop him before.”

Thorne grimaced beneath his beard. “This is different, even for him. I have to imagine he wants to control Variskaya, not raze it.”

“He wouldn’t have accepted the weapons if he wasn’t planning on using them,” I said darkly. “I’d also like to think that he isn’t insane enough to slaughter his own people, but he obviously knows that he can’t afford to sit back and let the rest of Faratha react to what’s about to happen here. Those crawlers will be coming here, I guarantee it. And for all we know, he might be planning to load them up with Aodar’s Tears instead of conventional artillery shells.”

We both sat there in silence for a while, steeping in our frustration and horror. But I hadn’t come here to speak to him just to brood about why and how we were doomed—we needed to act. Quickly.

“Did you get in contact with the rest of your scouts?” I asked. “Did they figure out where Rukov is keeping the rest of the weapons?”

“No, but there aren’t all that many options,” Thorne said, looking down at the regional map sprawled out across his desk. “The ironclad came from Avergath, obviously, but there’s no way the crawlers could have come from that direction. Even with the fog, my people would have spotted a convoy that size before it reached the checkpoint at Vzlak Ridge. Same story if they’d tried to send it south from Ostkara through Fort Kizer.”

“And presumably the marshlands if they tried to come from Fenwick or over the river,” I said, eyeing the western front. “Assuming the crawlers could get through the frozen swamp. Their treads would probably sink.”

Thorne nodded soberly. “As I said, there just aren’t many options. In fact, there’s really only one.”

He pointed at the small mountain range about thirty to forty miles north of Variskaya.

“Shagar’s Teeth?” I asked.

“We know the regime has been building something there, possibly a command post,” Thorne confirmed. “But it’s well defended, and since it’s too far for Nishka’s birds, we haven’t been able to confirm anything.”

I swept my eyes over the surrounding terrain. Our regiment had never needed to fight in that region during the war, so I wasn’t all that familiar with it. The closest I’d ever come was seeing the mountains out the window while riding the midnight train from Fenwick.

“Seems like a perfect location to me,” I said. “Fortified, close to the front…even has access to the river in a pinch. I’m a little surprised you never tried to take it.”

“We’ve never had the men or firepower to risk an incursion that far north,” Thorne said. “Especially without cover from Nishka’s constructs.”

“But I assume you have people watching the river and the road?”

“Of course. But if the regime moved the crawlers into the forest beforehand and only started advancing across the plains once they could hide in the fog…” He shrugged. “Probably took them the whole day, but they could have gotten into the hills without being spotted.”

I bobbed my chin in silent agreement. Such a maneuver would have definitely required advanced planning, and a little magic to predict the weather might have also helped. Regardless, to me it further confirmed that Rukov hadn’t been directly involved in the planning, since it wasn’t his style to attack anything without throwing waves of men into cannonfire first.

I could definitely see something like this coming from the minds of Alliance Command in Solegrad, however. No matter how much I may have detested the Krazzen, I would never make the mistake of calling them stupid. On the contrary, they had the most disciplined, organized, and strategic military forces in Faratha—and frankly, it wasn’t even close. They were religiously committed to conquest and technological advancement, and for that reason alone, I couldn’t imagine them giving Rukov their experimental weapons without telling him exactly what to do with them.

But then again, I also couldn’t imagine them giving these weapons to him in the first place, so this revelation didn’t change my current theory that someone else was behind this madness. Regardless, whoever it was obviously knew what they were doing.

“They’ll head this way next,” I said grimly. “Probably within the next few days. I’m sure they would have loved to capture or kill you at Reznow, but I’d bet it was also a field test for their crawlers. Now that they know how effective they are, they’ll use them again.”

“If we’re lucky, Nishka’s bombs took one of them out of commission for a while,” Thorne replied.

“Maybe, but there were four spellfire engine cores on that train,” I reminded him. “There could be two more crawlers out there, or maybe even some other type of war machine. Either way, I don’t think we can afford to wait and find out.”

The colonel’s jaw clenched. “If Rukov does attack Variskaya while it’s still inhabited, he’ll draw the ire of every government in Faratha. There are almost two hundred thousand people living here.”

“Drawing ire doesn’t matter if no one’s willing to do anything about it. The Assembly can complain all they want, but no one will actually send soldiers. As you’ve told me many times, the words and promises of politicians aren’t worth the paper they’re printed on.”

A ghost of a smile tugged at Thorne’s lips. “A long time ago, I used to wonder if you ever learned any of the lessons I tried to teach you. But eventually, I realized that the problem was you’d learned them a little too well. I fear I’ve made you too cynical.”

I grunted. “Don’t worry, reality did that on its own.”

His smile faded. “You can’t afford to be so jaded that you never trust anyone.”

“I trust people just fine,” I told him. “But we’re not talking about people, we’re talking about governments. We can’t wait for help that’s never going to come.”

I looked him hard in the eyes, bitterly aware that this was the exact situation the Spellbinders were supposed to be able to prevent. Yet there were no reinforcements coming—not soldiers, not wizards, not conjured creatures from the chaos. At the end of the day, they hadn’t been able or willing to send anyone to help either.

“We have to attack,” I said, bringing myself to my feet and placing my palms on his desk. “Now, before it’s too late.”

Thorne looked up at me. “Attack Shagar’s Teeth?”

“If that’s where the weapons are being stored, then yes.”

“Zane, it’s over thirty miles away, half of which is completely open ground. They’ll see us coming in plenty of time to summon reinforcements. And we don’t have an answer to those crawlers or their fortifications in the mountains.”

“What about Nishka’s grenadiers?” I asked. “She told me earlier that she has a few of them stashed here, too.”

“Not anywhere near enough to make a difference.”

“What about your artillery?”

“Most of it is entrenched here,” Thorne said. “And dragging cannons north along the river is almost impossible at this time of year. If we had crawlers of our own, we might be able to pull it off, but without them…”

“Maybe we don’t need crawlers,” I interrupted as a thought belatedly struck me. “After all, we have a dragon.”

Thorne snorted, but his expression tightened when he realized I was serious. “A dragon that barely flies.”

“It flew fine. It just doesn’t land or turn all that well.”

“Making it easy to shoot out of the sky. We got lucky in Reznow. Without the cover of fog they would have knocked us out of the air eventually.”

“Since they never actually hit us, we don’t know how well the armor would hold up,” I said. I was tempted to remind him that my magic had saved our asses, but it wasn’t relevant to the point I was trying to make. “But it doesn’t matter—I’m not suggesting a full-frontal assault or anything that suicidal.”

“Then what are you suggesting?”

“That we stop acting like soldiers and start acting like thieves. If you can’t get in through the front door, you go and find a back one.”

Thorne eyed me steadily, still unimpressed. But thinking about Nishka’s dragon had finally given me the epiphany I’d been waiting for, and my brain was busy putting it all together.

“Look, all we need to do is destroy those weapons,” I said. “Without them, Rukov won’t be able to attack you directly. The Commonwealth will have more time to ship you weapons, and Ysara will be able to report back to Lord Karsian and get everyone in Mincalis chattering about Krazzen involvement. Whether anyone sends soldiers or not, it will be a huge diplomatic incident, and at the very least it will buy you more time.”

I tapped Shagar’s Teeth on the map. “And here’s the thing: we don’t need an army to destroy that depot. Nishka’s dragon was easily able to hold several dozen men. That should be enough to get the job done, assuming we catch the defenders by surprise.”

“I just told you that the depot is heavily fortified and entrenched.”

“And I told you we just need to look for the back door,” I reminded him. “Here’s the plan: we load up the dragon with a team of your best men. We fly to the mountains, and we conduct an old-fashioned raid in the middle of the night.”

“And what happens when they shoot you out of the sky?” Thorne asked pointedly. “The cover of darkness isn’t going to be anywhere near enough to hide that thing while it flies in.”

“Normally, no. That’s why you need a professional.”

“Zane…”

“Nishka has figured out whisper runes for her guns,” I pressed on. “I’ll bet almost anything that she could slap a few of those on the belly of the dragon to drastically decrease how much noise it makes. Combine that with my magic and the cover of darkness, and I’m confident we can land that thing at the top of Shagar’s Teeth without anyone being the wiser.”

Thorne examined me for another minute, his jaw working behind his cheeks. But eventually, he stood up and began pacing around the room in thought. I stayed quiet and allowed him to work through everything.

“Let’s say that you’re right and you can land a few dozen men on the mountain,” he said. “Then what?”

“Then we do some recon. Nishka brings a few of her birds with us so they can search around for an entrance…and then a back entrance, because I guarantee they’ll have both. If necessary, I can probably sneak in with my magic, too. We identify the defenses, we find the weapons, and we do whatever it takes to neutralize them.”

“Even if you found the alchemical weapons, the spellfire crawlers are already on the field,” Thorne reminded me. “We don’t have a good way to deal with them.”

“No matter how powerful they are, Rukov can’t take a city the size of Variskaya with just two war machines,” I said. “The one Nishka hit with her grackles is probably on its way back to the mountain for maintenance. Honestly, even if she didn’t inflict much damage, this was effectively a prototype test on their part. They’ll want to bring them back to the workshop to tinker with anything that didn’t work right the first time.”

“If so, they’re probably halfway back to the mountains by now.”

“Give them another day to return, a day or two to fiddle around, then a day or two to muster their forces for an attack.” I shrugged. “The way I see it, we have time. Not much time, but if Nishka can get everything organized in the next forty-eight hours or so, I say we go before Rukov has a chance to gather any more soldiers or deploy any more weapons.”

Thorne fell silent again, and after pacing back to his window, he rubbed his temples and sighed. “I need to think about it.”

“I’d suggest you sleep on it,” I said.

He smiled thinly. “You know, that doesn’t sound like a bad idea.”

“In the meantime, I’ll talk to Nishka and see if what I’m proposing is actually feasible. Assuming it is…”

“If it is, putting a team together won’t be a problem,” he assured me. “Tell me what she says. We’ll talk about it again later over dinner.”

“I’ll be there,” I told him. “You can count on it.”
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The Selurite clerics informed me that Nishka had fully recovered from her minor foot injury and headed back to her mechanical dragon, but I decided to stop by the hotel before heading out of the city to meet her. Ysara was still in our room, and she appeared far more like herself than she had last night. She was sitting at the table with a pen, paper, and coffee, her hose-covered legs crossed and casually bobbing in front of her as if nothing crazy had happened last night. I was pleased to see the transformation—and to know that I hadn’t overestimated her. She was made of sterner stuff than she looked.

“Starting the memoirs already?” I asked dryly as I closed the door to the room behind me.

She snickered. “One of the rebels told me that they have a means of getting letters to Mincalis without relying on the regime’s postal routes. I thought I should take the time to write one to Lady Mirabilis for when she gets back…which I hope is soon.”

“Good idea,” I said, nodding. The pleasing scent of her chamomile perfume filled my nose as I crossed the room. “Though you might want to leave out the part where we were flying a mechanical dragon. Probably make it seem like you’re making the whole thing up.”

“She needs to know everything,” Ysara replied. “The more information she can pass on to her father and the Spellbinders, the better.”

I glanced down at the letters. She had clear and elegant handwriting—vastly superior to my chicken scrawl which even I could barely read. It was so illegible it made me want to pen my own spellbook someday, just so whoever found it hundreds of years later wouldn’t be able to read a damn thing. That, or they’d mispronounce the incantations so badly they’d accidentally turn themselves into a toad. It would be my gift to posterity.

I told Ysara about the plan I’d come up with and presented to Thorne. At first, she thought it sounded as crazy as the colonel had, but she came around more quickly…mostly because there didn’t seem to be any other options.

“If everything works out, maybe Karissa and her father will actually have time to do something,” I said. “Like maybe send a few hundred apprentices to simultaneously fireball Rukov’s mansion.”

“They’ll do whatever she can, I’m sure of it,” Ysara said. “And maybe her father will even be able to convince the Assembly to give the Spellbinders more power and resources to enforce the law.”

“Maybe,” I said noncommittally.

My mind drifted, and I imagined what it would be like to return to Mincalis and explain all of this to Karissa in person. The thought of seeing her red hair and teal eyes again brought a smile to my face, though it was difficult to know how she would react. Would she blast me with lightning first, or would she wait until after I’d explained everything to her? Perhaps she would be genuinely happy to see me…right up until I explained that I had been sleeping with the pretty girl she’d sent as her representative. Hopefully I’d get lucky and Karissa would simply kill me outright rather than polymorph my cock into a twig. Women were so unpredictable.

“What are you thinking about?” Ysara asked, giving me a curious look.

“Just the usual.” I grabbed the other chair, then carried it next to her and sat down at the table. “But also how glad I am that you stole that note from me,”

She chuckled. “If I hadn’t, you’d still be in Mincalis gambling away your new fortune.”

“I think you mean adding to it,” I corrected mildly.

“So what you’re saying is that I’ve cost you time and money.”

“And that it’s been worth it anyway.”

I reached out and slid my fingers through her long black hair, then gently pulled her in for a kiss. Her lips were as sweet and sensual as always, and a part of me was tempted to take her to bed and spend the entire afternoon inside her. That temptation only grew when I saw the bright smile on her face when I finally pulled away.

“For what it’s worth,” Ysara whispered. “I’m glad you were such an easy mark.”

I laughed. “Always glad to be of service.”

She gently dragged her long fingernails through my beard. “Lady Karissa was right about you.”

“How so?” I asked.

“She told me that you were a good man, but that you drank and smoked too much.”

I snorted. “Yeah, well, she—”

“She said that you were a man of honor,” Ysara added, “and a more gifted mage than you realize.”

“Mm,” I muttered. “I’m not sure either of those things are true.”

Ysara shrugged, then picked up her pen and returned to her letters. “She also said you were quite good in bed. And she was right about that, too.”

My jaw dropped open. I spent a solid ten seconds wondering if I was so tired that I’d imagined that last bit, but then I noticed the slightest smile tugging at the corner of Ysara’s red lips.

“She what?” I rasped.

“Nothing,” Ysara demurred. “Now if you don’t mind, I should really focus on these letters. I’ll see you at dinner?”

“Yeah,” I managed. “Sure.”

As I stood up, I found myself wondering just how well Ysara and Karissa knew each other. From the moment Ysara had dropped the Mirabilis family name, I had assumed that their relationship was merely professional. Were they friends? If so, perhaps I wasn’t going to get blasted by lightning when I returned to Mincalis…

Assuming I did return to Mincalis. Given this insane mission I’d come up with, that outcome was still very much in doubt. The best thing I could do now was check in with the only person in Variskaya who could help make it happen.
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I stopped by the liquor store after leaving the hotel, figuring that Nishka probably hadn’t thought to bring any food or drink with her. I was pleased to see that local stock was quite good despite the lack of rail shipping. Some of the bottles cost an arm and a leg compared to what I normally paid, but I decided it was worth the extra commarks. Better the money go to someone in Variskaya than one of the merchant guilds in Mincalis.

Getting to Nishka’s dragon required another jaunt through the snow banks outside the city, though enough people had walked to and from it by now that we had trampled a decent path. Thorne had ordered a few of his men to take up position in the surrounding area in case the regime tried to sneak a sabotage crew closer to the city, but I didn’t see anyone else working on the actual dragon. It was just sitting there in the open, its normally dull metal body glittering in the sunlight. At a glance, I couldn’t decide if the mighty construct looked more or less intimidating when it wasn’t shrouded by darkness or thick fog.

I heard the unmistakable sound of a hammer banging against metal when I got close, and by the time I circled around and reached the landing ramp, I heard plenty of vicious swears coming from inside as well. I probably shouldn’t have been amused, but I couldn’t help it. Nishka had always been cute when she was frustrated, it was just the way things were.

I found her up the ladder in the dragon’s head laying flat on her back beneath the control panel with her wings tucked beneath her. She had apparently gotten hot enough from working that she’d cast aside her jacket, and with her arms reaching out to fiddle with the controls, her bodice was pulled up so high that I could see her entire flat red belly. It was unbelievably tempting to crawl forward and tickle her sides, especially since she hadn’t responded to my presence yet…

“I’m trying to improve the handling,” Nishka said right when I reached the top of the ladder. “I had to repurpose some of the pinions from old scrap, so they weren’t working out all that well. But I found some better ones in the abandoned cannon manufactory on the eastern side of town.”

“That’s good,” I said, still strongly considering my tummy assault. There was just something irresistible about her red skin…and the adorable squeaking sounds she made when I ambushed her.

“The lift speed is still the bigger problem, but I have no idea what to do about that. Runecrafting is slow even when you have as much powder as you need, and we definitely don’t.”

I crouched down next to her. While her hands held something up against the bottom of the panel, her tail curled around the handle of her hammer and held it nearby in case she needed it.

“How’s the leg feeling?” I asked.

“Fine. Just a little bruised. They wanted me to sit around a bit longer, but there’s no time for that. I need to be able to land this thing inside the walls without crushing any buildings, and that means better steering.”

I craned my neck so I could actually inspect the underside of the panel. Since I had no idea how any of it worked, all the gears and switches looked the same to me. I decided to go back to appreciating the movements of her taut red tummy instead.

“Thorne believes that the regime is likely storing the weapons and crawlers in a depot in Shagar’s Teeth,” I said.

“Seems like as good a guess as any.” Nishka took the hammer from her tail, then bashed one of the components several times. “Hard to reach, almost impossible to attack.”

“Unless we’re clever. I presented a different idea to Thorne—I think we should load up Krepelix with soldiers and attack the mountain from above.”

She jerked upright so quickly she nearly smacked her head on the underside of the console. “What?”

“We fly a few dozen troops to the mountain under the cover of darkness,” I said. “You scout for secret entrances with your birds, then we storm inside and neutralize his stockpiles.”

She blinked as if I were crazy. “We barely managed to fly him out of Reznow in one piece!”

“But we did, and that’s what counts,” I said. “The question is whether you can adapt your whisper runes to quiet the chemgines on this thing. If you can, I think we can probably get it to the mountains without being noticed.”

Nishka stared back at me for several seconds before she finally crawled out from beneath the console and sat up. “Do you have any idea how crazy that sounds?”

“Yes,” I conceded. “But I also think it’s our best and only chance, and if anyone can magineer their way out of a problem, it’s you.”

“I couldn’t magineer my way into saving Reznow,” she murmured.

“Without you, we’d all be dead,” I reminded her. “And the rest of the rebels wouldn’t be far behind. Instead, we still have a chance to set things right and stop Rukov before it’s too late.”

“I’m not even sure I can get the chemgines working well enough to fly us into the city again! They ran way hotter than they were supposed to.”

“Just like their creator.”

Nishka’s face soured. “This is serious. I wouldn’t trust Krepelix to fly anywhere right now. Besides, we need to figure out how to defend this city before—”

“The best way to defend it is to destroy the rest of Rukov’s weapons,” I said. “You know that. Thorne knows that. The only question is how we pull that off. And given the choice, I’d trust your constructs more than all the Freebloods in Variskaya put together.”

She stared back at me with those demonic eyes of hers, her expression a mix of anxiety and fear and sorrow. But eventually, she sighed and rubbed her temples.

“I might be able to convert some runes,” she said. “I need to think about it.”

“Then why don’t you take a break and have a drink with me?” I asked.

“I don’t have time to go back into town,” she said. “Not if I want to fix this steering before—”

“I brought some with me, don’t worry,” I assured her, pointing to my bag. “I know how much you like working lunches.”

While sitting on the floor next to her, I pulled out the bottle of Amusante Red 9973 as well as the two glasses I’d brought along with it. If memory served, this was one of the best Gulondian vintages I’d ever tried, and I poured some for both of us. Her face brightened the moment she took a sip.

“Not bad,” she said, her tail swishing back and forth across the floor. It moved nearly in rhythm with her bright red tongue as it flicked over her lips. “Reminds me of that first job where we robbed the Ruzhanian countess.”

I snickered. “You mean the one where Gummy was so walloped he fell out of his seat?”

“I didn’t think dwarves could get that drunk.”

“Well, you just didn’t see the bottle he polished off before the celebration.” I chuckled as I sipped my own glass. “He never made that mistake again. He’s actually gone dry now, for the most part. Old stomach doesn’t handle anything as well as it used to.”

“Those were fun times,” she whispered as she pulled her knees up against her chest. “We went on quite a winning streak after that.”

“We were always on a winning streak when you were around,” I told her. “It, um…it was never the same without you.”

Nishka looked up at me over the edge of her glass as she took another drink. “It hasn’t been the same without you, either.”

I smiled briefly, then set down the bottle and my glass. “Look, we still need to talk,” I said, bracing myself. “I don’t blame you for being upset. I understand why you wanted to come back, and I—”

“It doesn’t matter now,” she interrupted with a shake of her head.

“Are you sure? Because it really feels like it does.”

“Maybe it did. But then we almost got gassed by Death Mist and shot out of the sky.” She finished her own glass, then set it down behind her. “I don’t want to be mad anymore. I don’t want to worry about the past. All that matters is right now.”

I nodded slowly, trying to decide if she was serious or if this was just some kind of test. Ysara may not have been the type to set traps for me, but Nishka was from time to time…

“There’s only one thing I need you to admit,” she said quietly as she looked into my eyes.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“That I won our contest.”

I blinked. “I already admitted that.”

“I know. I want to hear you say it again.”

Her tail swished behind her so hard it nearly knocked over her empty glass.

“You win,” I conceded, throwing up my hands.

“And to think, soon I’ll have built my own fleet of airships,” Nishka teased, sliding her legs to the side so she could lean closer and smirk. “You can’t compete with my brilliance.”

“Maybe not…but imagine what we could accomplish if we worked together again.”

“The world isn’t ready for that.”

“Not even close.”

I leaned forward and kissed her again. Gently at first, but only for a fraction of a second. Unlike at the base in Reznow, where our passions had been tempered by caution and uncertainty, neither of us held anything back. Nishka’s tongue went on a full-blown offensive inside my mouth, and her hands were already working on unfastening my belt buckle. She was clearly determined not to get interrupted this time, and I was in complete agreement. I didn’t care if spellfire crawlers started bombarding us—gods, I didn’t care if the regime launched a full-scale attack on Variskaya. Nothing was going to stop me from fucking her sweet smoldering sex as long and hard as I could.

She had my pants open and my cock in her hand well before I could unfasten all the straps of her bodice. I kept working, determined to liberate her red tits as quickly as possible. But the moment her fingers wrapped around my throbbing shaft, she pulled her mouth away, glanced down, and hungrily eyed my throbbing manhood as if it were the most delicious thing she had ever seen.

I couldn’t have stopped her from diving onto my cock even if I’d wanted to, which I obviously didn’t. I gasped when I felt the abyssal heat of her mouth envelop me and again when the suction pulled me deeper inside. It may have been a whole year since she’d swallowed me, but my hands still instinctively settled on her black horns. I pushed and pulled, guiding her movements. Riding a cambion turned out to be a lot like riding a horse—you never forgot the basics once you learned them.

I closed my eyes and moaned in delight as she sucked me to full length and beyond. She didn’t protest in the slightest when I pulled her against me and held my cock deep in her throat…but then again, she rarely protested anything when sex was involved. Like most cambions, Nishka possessed both demonic beauty and a seemingly inexhaustible well of demonic lust. She hadn’t been teasing earlier when she’d said that I was often a distraction—her desire to play was very real, very powerful, and very draining.

I had once heard it theorized that Siriona, Selura’s dark sister and the Profane Goddess of Lust, gifted every cambion with a spark of her charm and desire in order to tempt mortals in mating with her half-bred children. I had suspected that theory was true the moment I had kissed Nishka, but I had known it was true the first time she had dropped to her knees in front of me. She had been perfectly content—eager, even—to let me control the pace. I had started out gently, not wanting to overwhelm her young, inexperienced throat, but it had quickly become clear that her demonic body was built differently than human girls. It wasn’t merely that she didn’t seem to have a gag reflex, either—it was the fact that I could grab her horns and fuck her face like a cunt without worrying about harming her in the slightest.

No mortal man should have been granted that kind of power, least of all me.

But as much I would have loved to plunder her demonic throat while she moaned and gasped for breath, that would just have to wait. I had come here to fuck her into forgiveness, and that was exactly what I was going to do.

I pulled her horns, and there was an audible pop when her lips broke their suction on my cock. She looked up at me in surprise, her yellow eyes confused and hungry and maybe even a little angry that I’d interrupted her meal. But she gasped in delight when I ripped off her bodice, and again when I shoved her onto her back and dove in to kiss her demonic tits.

I had almost forgotten how much I missed them—they were so sensitive that a single suckle could draw a rapturous cry from her lips, and I had always loved the way her burgundy nipples contrasted against her bright red skin. I had tried to give them a name before we had ever started naming my guns, but she had put a stop to that right away. I had missed Peaches and Cream nevertheless, especially when my cock was sliding between them. They were just too perfect not to squeeze and fondle at every opportunity…even while I was fucking her senseless.

With that thought in mind, I kissed each of her nipples one last time, then grabbed her arms and flipped her onto her belly so I could mount her from behind like a demon in heat. Her skirt was a minor nuisance—I pushed it further up her hips with one hand while the other pulled down her panties. She was still wearing her heeled black boots and matching fishnet stockings, but those could stay right where they were.

“Come on!” Nishka practically squealed as she lifted her crimson ass and presented herself for me. “Hurry!”

I didn’t hesitate. Getting a firm grip on the base of her tail, I held it out of the way while I brought my throbbing head up against her sweltering sex. Unlike humans, she didn’t need to shave; her slick, hairless folds were satiny smooth. Nishka moaned as I eased myself inside her, her fingers clawing at the floor of the metal dragon. As I sank in deeper, it took all my self control not to let myself go pump my steaming hot apology right into her womb.

There was nothing like the otherworldly embrace of an abyssal cunt. The enveloping heat, the crushing grip, the knowledge that you were plundering a treasure that had literally been designed as a temptation by the dark gods themselves…

“Oh!” I blurted out as I effortlessly sank inside her. I didn’t understand how any woman’s quim could be so tight and so slick at the same time, but her carnal walls felt like they were mercilessly milking my cock even though I had no difficulty working my full length inside her. During our first days together, I’d struggled to contain myself so badly that she’d needed to feed me a steady supply of restoration potions while I built up my endurance.

“What are you waiting for?” Nishka said impatiently through her own clenched teeth. “Fuck me!”

I obeyed with a low growl, pulling out then slamming into her so hard she yelped in surprise and delight. Her carnal walls squeezed with appreciation, and she moaned wildly as if she were already close to a climax. She probably was—another boon of her Profane blood.

Slapping her red ass hard with my free hand, I pulled out then pounded into her again. Nishka whimpered deliriously as I settled into a comfortable rhythm, driving deeper with each thrust. The scratching of her fingernails on the metal floor—normally a shrill, dissonant sound—was music to my ears when she lost control and shuddered with a full-body climax. She had been pent up for far, far too long…

“Selura’s…ooh!” she cooed. “You…ngn!…you feel so…so…oh!”

I didn’t stop, not even when her entire body seized up in bliss. On the contrary, the squeeze and spasms of her climaxing core only drove me to fuck her that much harder. I reached around beneath her with my free hand, fondling her tits while I stretched her open. Every time I pinched her nipples, it was like I had sent an electric current through her spine. Soon she was bucking so dramatically, so euphorically, that I leaned over her and brought my lips to her ear.

“My precious little demon slut,” I whispered teasingly even as I continued hammering away. “You missed this, didn’t you?”

“Ngn!” Nishka managed, her eyes fastened shut as I felt another ripple of delight cascade through her.

“Just admit it—admit that you need my thick cock to keep you in check. To make sure you behave.”

She tried to growl, but it immediately turned into another whimper. “Fuck…ooh…you!”

Snickering, I slapped her ass again. “I can stop anytime. Is that what you want?”

“No!” she practically screamed.

“Then what do you want? Tell me.”

She swallowed between breathless pants. “I want…I want you to fuck me.”

“How?”

“Harder. Faster!”

“Why?”

Nishka whimpered uncontrollably. “Because…ngn…because I’m a needy demon whore! Your demon whore!”

“Yes, you are,” I said, pinching her nipples again as I gave her ear a loving kiss. “Don’t forget it.”

With a feral snarl, I slammed into her over and over again, ruthlessly rutting her exactly like she wanted. Her whimpers turned to moans and then to screams as I stretched her open, and it wasn’t long before her abyssal heat sent me spiraling out of control with her.

If she were any other girl, I would have pulled out at the last moment and glazed her back. But despite her horns and tail—despite the Profane blood in her veins—Nishka was still a traditional girl in many ways. She liked it when I took the initiative; she liked it when I was in control.

And she really, really liked it when she could feel my cum shooting deep into her womb.

“Fuck!” I cried out as I exploded deep inside her. She took it all, spurt after glorious spurt, bucking and crying out in delight with each burst. I had to squeeze her tail and her horns to hold her in place while I filled her to the brim.

Our bodies seemed to melt into one another as I collapsed on top of her. I couldn’t remember another time when I had felt so content, so perfectly at-ease.

I had finally come home.


14
The Gambit


“If the gods truly draw power from our worship, then this city may single-handedly be sustaining the Profane. Every gambler feeds Naryssa, every whore sustains Siriona, and every scholar empowers Ziskalix. Do you understand now why they must all be destroyed in the name of the Archons?”

–Excerpt from a Sermon of Father Hastel, Priest of Aodar, shortly before his mysterious disappearance

Nishka was even more breathless after I fucked her for the second time. I still had her flat on her back, her ankles on my shoulders and her black hair sprawled out over the floor behind her. I had her hands pinned firmly behind her head as well, ensuring she couldn’t escape.

Not that she had tried. I had flipped her over the moment I’d recovered, and I had drilled her cunt and injected another steaming load straight into her womb.

And the best part was that I knew it was only the first of many such onslaughts to come.

“Are you still mad?” I breathed as I leaned down to kiss her again.

“Furious,” she managed.

“Why?

“Because…” she started, then caught her breath. “Because you used to be able to finish more than twice. It must be all the drinking.”

I chuckled softly as I devoured her lips. “Honestly, the problem is that I haven’t been drinking enough. Or did you forget that you used to feed me a steady stream of restoration potions?”

“Mm,” she murmured as she leaned up to kiss me back. “I think…I think I have a few stashed away somewhere.”

“Then we should probably go and get them,” I said, finally releasing her arms so that I could grab her tits instead. “And maybe move somewhere more comfortable.”

We continued kissing for several more minutes, my hands fondling her breasts while her nails scraped along my sides. But she eventually stretched out her legs to get them off my shoulders, then shook her head.

“We can’t,” Nishka said.

“Because of how mad you are?”

“Because I need to finish my work!” She swallowed and moaned as I leaned down and took one of her nipples into my mouth. “If you want me to modify the…oh! I have to…I have to get to work!”

“Maybe I can help,” I suggested between licks. “Help give you some relief between tasks.”

“This is why I said you’re a distraction!” Nishka said, mock snarling as she pushed me away and leaned up into a crouch. Her hair was a delightful mess, and her red skin was covered in sweat despite the cold. If she could get me one of her potions, I would happily cover it with something much warmer.

“Fine,” I said, grinning and throwing up my hands. “I’ll head back into town and find the potions myself.”

She growled mostly playfully, her tail thrashing back and forth over the floor. “Maybe you should go back to the other girl you brought with you instead.” Hopefully she won’t shoot you with the new gun I made for her.”

“I’m not worried,” I replied, smiling. “Ysara was practically begging me to come and visit you.”

Nishka’s tail stopped moving. “Really?”

“Really.”

“Hmm,” she murmured. “Well, I thought there was something I liked about that girl. Much better than the uppity redhead.”

I grunted. “Apparently she’s better friends with Karissa than I realized.”

Nishka’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“A problem for another day,” I said, finally bringing myself to my feet. “You said you need to work, and I clearly need to find those potions.”

I reached out my hands to help her up only to realize that her yellow eyes were locked firmly on my cock. I swore she might have been salivating, but that could have been my imagination.

“They should be in a trunk in my room,” she said mechanically before snapping herself out of her trance and taking my hands. “Someone can tell you where it is.”

“I’ll bring back lunch, too,” I told her. “You know, so you can have a break.”

I kissed her again when I pulled her back to her feet. Actually leaving the dragon required an extreme amount of self control, more than I could usually muster for anything unpleasant. But I soothed myself with the knowledge that I’d been back soon.

I found the potions in her room without too much trouble, and she had started working on the new whisper runes by the time I got back a few hours later. I was quick to notice that she’d put all her clothes back on except her panties, an oversight I exploited almost immediately by bending her over the control board and taking her from behind again.

Despite my assurances that I would let her work, the two of us ended up having trouble making it to dinner with Thorne and the others on time. Thanks to the potions, I spent nearly every moment of the afternoon buried deep inside her eager holes. We didn’t even really eat the lunch I’d brought, since I got my fill of her demonic cunt and she ended up swallowing more cum than wine. We ended up so hot at one point that I had to take her in the snow once to cool off. We had a whole year to make up for, after all, and once she set her mind to something, there was no turning back.

We barely gave ourselves enough time to clean up before we headed back to the barracks. Thorne appeared far more rested and rejuvenated than he had this morning, but we surely didn’t. On the contrary, the two of us probably looked like we had just fought our way through a hurricane…which honestly wasn’t all that far from the truth.

Ysara had a knowing smirk on her face the whole time we ate with the other rebels, but she mostly managed to work it out of her system by the time we finished and moved to Thorne’s office for a more private conversation.

“As insane as this plan of yours sounds, I agree that it’s a risk we need to take,” Thorne said as he sat down and lit his cigar. “That is, assuming you’re confident you can get that thing to fly again.”

“I can,” Nishka assured him. She was sitting on the edge of his desk just like back in Reznow, which unfortunately made the damage I had inflicted on her fishnet hose a lot more obvious. “As long as we have the fuel for the chemgines and the lyrithium for some new runes.”

Thorne mulled it over as he took a puff. “We’ll have to dig deep into our reserves, but we should have enough. You really think you can make it all the way there undetected?”

She shrugged. “I should be able to quiet Krepelix down enough that nobody should hear him coming unless they’re right beneath him. But even in the dark, he’s hard to miss if anyone looks up.”

“I’m still confident that a fog spell will do the trick,” I put in. I didn’t add the part where I wasn’t completely certain that I could maintain it for several hours, but there was no point in making him worry more than was necessary.

“I’ll arrange for three dozen men to go with you,” Thorne said. “Whatever Rukov has lying in wait for us, that will have to be enough.”

I nodded soberly. “It should, as long as we can get the jump on them. Assuming they don’t have ten thousand men stationed outside, anyway.”

“My best guess would be anywhere from one to five-hundred, but over half will likely be mechanics and support staff. I already sent my best scouts north to see what else they can learn, but I’m not optimistic about how close they can get.”

“Anything will help,” I said. Back during the war, I had often wished that we had hired a few squads of Tahari rangers to help us. The wood elves weren’t known for their social graces or respect for polite civilization, but they were the most effective scouts in Faratha by a wide margin. Though I certainly wouldn’t have complained about having a few Tahlem’Val druids to change the weather for us, either…

“None of the scouts caught any signs of a new offensive headed our way just yet, but we’re on full alert,” Thorne said. “It’s difficult to say how long Rukov will wait, but the sooner we get this moving, the better.”

“With a little help, I should be able to make the rune modifications tomorrow,” Nishka told him. “If you can get the fuel and organize the soldiers, we could try as early as tomorrow night.”

“Then that should be the goal,” I said. “Hopefully they’ll have the damaged crawler in the base, too. We could get lucky and destroy all of rukov’s fancy new toys at once.”

“Unless they aren’t there at all,” Ysara added quietly. “If not…”

“They’ll be there,” I assured her. “But if for some reason they aren’t, we’ll still destroy whatever they have. It should buy us a little time either way.”

She turned her eyes on Thorne. “I had your couriers send a letter to the Spellbinders informing them about everything that’s happened. I still don’t know when or how Lord Karsian will respond, but hopefully it won’t be too much longer.”

The colonel nodded and took another puff, though it was plainly clear he wasn’t actually expecting help, let alone timely help. We were on our own for now, and pretending otherwise wouldn’t help anyone.

That night, we got started setting the plan in motion. There wasn’t all that much for me to do at first—I couldn’t organize the colonel’s men or help Nishka design runes I didn’t understand. But since part of the operation was going to depend on me successfully concealing Krepelix from the enemy, I ended up back in the hotel studying my spellbook for the rest of the night and most of the next morning.

Several of the spells contained within remained confusing to me, and it was tempting to focus all my attention on those pages in the hopes of figuring them out. I enjoyed a challenge, whether it was designing a military maneuver or trying to pick a complicated lock. But in this particular case, I knew I needed to concentrate on the air manipulation spells. I had already figured out the warding wind spell, but fog cloud was the spell I would need for this trip. The pocket of misty vapors it created wasn’t typically large enough to conceal something the size of Krepelix, but if I could add a bit of spellfire energy to the mix, it might be enough to get the job done…

By the next afternoon, I was reasonably confident I could get the job done, and when I checked in with Nishka, she seemed to be making good progress with the modified whisper runes. Ysara spent her time trying to figure out how the dragon controls worked, which I appreciated in case Nishka ever needed some help. I didn’t know a great deal about Krazzen airships, but I’d heard that they always had two pilots for just that reason. It made perfect sense to me, given how many lives were at their mercy in the skies.

In a perfect world, I would have preferred to attempt this crazy gambit alone, if only to keep both girls out of harm’s way. But being inside the mechanical dragon would at least be safer than storming the regime base.

That night, as the last supplies and fuel were being loaded aboard the dragon, I joined Colonel Thorne atop a snowbank about a hundred feet from the dragon. He offered me a cigar when I approached, and we spent several minutes in silence looking at the massive metal monstrosity while the sun dropped beneath the horizon.

“You know, of all the post-war careers I thought you might have one day, dragon rider was never on my list,” Thorne said, smiling as he exhaled a thin wisp of smoke.

I chuckled softly as I flicked some ash into the snow. “Nor mine.”

“I also never imagined that this would be the way you returned.”

“Well, I never thought I’d return at all. So I suppose we were both wrong.”

Thorne’s smile slowly faded, and his eyes went distant as he took another draw from his cigar. “There’s an old Yaramadhi saying, something about how men go to war with the faith stirring their hearts, but it rarely survives the slaughter.”

“Bleak,” I replied grimly. “But probably true more often than not.”

“I’m not so sure,” Thorne said. “What I saw—what we saw—was men learning how to put faith in each other. They’re the ones next to you in the trench, not Aodar or Selura or anyone else. Your brothers will need you…and they’ll be there to save you.”

He flicked the remnants of his cigar into the snow, then offered me his hand. “It’s good to have you back, Nathaniel. I know you’ll get the job done, no matter what it takes.”

I shook his hand, and I could feel the years of repressed guilt fading away with each shake.

“I’ll do my best, sir,” I told him. “Rukov will never see us coming.”

“Of course he won’t—his men will be expecting a soldier, not a thief.” Thorne gave me a wry smile, then clapped me on the shoulder. “Go on. We’ll be here when you get back.”
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Taking off in Krepelix was slightly less terrifying than in Reznow, if only because we weren’t launching out over the Avandus Sea while engulfed in blinding fog. That didn’t mean that our ascent was smooth—on the contrary, we spent several wild minutes skipping off snowbanks while Nishka fiddled with the fuel levels until the chemgines finally produced enough energy to lift us off the ground.

Once we were actually airborne, however, our flight proceeded pretty smoothly. We headed north over the river and through the mountains, and even from inside the dragon, it was clear that Nishka’s whisper runes were muffling the noise of the chemgines quite well. Masking us from sight was my job, and that proved a bit more complicated.

I was able to conjure magical fog just like I’d planned, and with the addition of spellfire energy, I was able to dramatically widen the obscuring effect to make us look like a rolling cloud rather than an airship. The main problem was that it required considerably more concentration than I had expected to keep the fog intact, since the nighttime wind was eager to disperse it. I had my doubts as to whether I would be able to maintain it all the way to Shagar’s Teeth, but I committed to the challenge regardless.

The second major problem was that my spell made it more difficult to see where in the hell we were going. As a cambion, Nishka could normally see through darkness pretty easily, but fog was a different story. The solution turned out to be using a spotter, and I was more glad than ever that Ysara had spent time fiddling with some of Nishka’s gadgets. By using the pair of control goggles, she was able to have one of Nishka’s homunculi fly ahead and effectively be our scout and coxswain all at once.

About an hour into the trip, we’d made it halfway to our destination without anything or anyone trying to shoot us out of the sky. But I didn’t expect that our luck would hold out forever. Things were never that easy.

“See anything interesting yet?” I asked, wiping the sweat from the brow with the back of my hand. It felt hot as hell in here, but given that most of the others were struggling to stay warm, I figured it must have been a side effect of maintaining my spell.

“Not really,” Ysara replied. She was sitting on the floor next to Nishka, her knees pulled up to her chest as she stared through the control goggles. “But there’s a lot of ground to cover, and this thing can only see so far in the darkness. The regime could have a whole regiment out there and I might not even notice it.”

“I doubt we have to worry about that. Just see if you can find any tread tracks or other signs they moved the crawlers through here.”

“They seem to have gotten a dusting of snow up here today, so most tracks are probably buried by now. Besides, you told me that they would stay further north and head through the forest.”

“They probably did, but it doesn’t hurt to check either way.”

“They aren’t going to find us,” Nishka said from the pilot’s chair. “We’re silent and practically invisible. The only real risk is that the chemgines blow out and we crash.”

There were only a few other soldiers up here in the dragon’s head with us, but they all got the same troubled look on their faces that I felt on mine.

“Are they giving you trouble?” I asked.

“No, but I just realized that these whisper runes are a double-edged sword,” she said. “No one will be able to hear us, but I also can’t hear the chemgines. If something goes wrong, I probably won’t even know until it’s too late.”

I grimaced. “How likely is that?”

“Do you really want to know?”

“Probably not,” I admitted.

Nishka glanced back over her shoulder. “Honestly, I’m more worried about you having a heart attack before we get there. Are you sure you can keep this spell up for another hour?”

“Don’t worry about me,” I assured her. “I can keep this up for as long as we need.”

“Even while we’re crashing?”

She flashed me a wry smirk, then turned back to her controls.

“I just can’t believe we’re actually flying,” Ysara whispered. “Again, I mean. I can still barely believe it happened the first time.”

“It can’t be that strange for you,” Nishka said. “I thought Ikibris bred more gryphons than anyone.”

“We do, but I’ve never rode one before. My family members have always been equestrians through and through.”

“Much safer than a giant bird beast which might decide to make you their lunch,” I said, wiping more sweat from my brow. “Or that gets shot out of the sky.”

“But this really is incredible,” Ysara breathed as she shook her head. “This could be the future. The ironclads of the air!”

“Only if we don’t explode, kochani,” Nishka said warily. “Let me adjust the fuel mixture just in case…”

We didn’t end up exploding in mid-air, nor did we crash because the engines ran out of fuel. Everything continued to proceed smoothly, in fact, even as we passed over the Grimshaw Forest and drew closer to Shagar’s Teeth. Ysara never ended up spotting any crawler tracks, but she did notice several places where patches of trees had been recently knocked down or damaged. While there was no way for us to linger long enough to check much closer than that, I took it as a sign that the crawlers had likely come from and possibly returned to the mountains there. Either was good enough for our purposes. As long as the base was here, we could at least inflict some damage on Rukov’s forces.

Finding a place for Nishka to land Krepelix proved to be a significant challenge. I had no idea who Shagar was, but the mountains named after his teeth were jagged, uneven, and razor sharp. We had to search for an uncomfortably long period of time, especially since I was desperate to release my fog spell, but Ysara eventually managed to find a relatively flat plateau on the eastern portion of the peaks. She spent several more minutes confirming there were no sentry posts or anything of the like nearby, and after that Nishka brought us in.

She verbally prepared us for a rough landing, which was prudent but also unnecessary after our experience in Variskaya. If we had learned anything, it was the importance of buckling yourself to the wall and praying to the Archons for deliverance.

To everyone’s surprise, however, Nishka managed to put us down relatively smoothly, though the noise made me wince. The whisper runes helped with the engines, but they couldn’t do anything about the scraping of metal on stone. Still, with the feather fall runes keeping the dragon’s weight lower than normal, our landing probably sounded more like a distant stroke of thunder than anything truly threatening. With any luck, none of the regime sentries would be motivated to climb up here and investigate.

I finally released my fog spell when we landed, which was somehow even more relieving than I’d anticipated. I had never tapped into the power of the Chaos for such an extended period of time before, and I wasn’t eager to repeat the experience anytime soon. The waves of nausea I’d felt after shielding Krepelix in Reznow returned, and they were worse than ever. It was almost like I’d eaten a meal of spoiled food.

While the soldiers established a defensive perimeter around the dragon, Nishka got her homunculus ready for another critical scouting mission. I used the opportunity to close my eyes, refocus my mind, and have a shot of whiskey for courage and warmth. It was going to be a very long, very cold night, and if this did turn out to be a suicide mission…

Well, it seemed like a bad idea to meet the gods while sober anyway.

I double-checked my equipment as well, just to make certain that everything was in order. If I did sneak into the base, I planned to take as little as possible with me—my trusty sabre, my scroll case, and my thieving tools should be all I needed to get any job done. And Nikolina, of course, though that went without saying.

Ysara had changed into a Freeblood uniform like the other soldiers. The brown and red jacket didn’t look bad on her, though I imagined she was used to Commonwealth blue and gold. I had feared that some of the rebels might give her a hard time, both because she was Ikibrian and because she was a woman, but they’d all minded their manners. That, or they were smart enough not to stoke my ire.

Nishka, for her part, probably spent half an hour scouting in silence while the rest of us tried to stay warm without the chemgines generating any heat. Since nothing and no one came out to greet us by then, I was reasonably sure that our incursion had gone unnoticed. It was a pity—with the high ground on this ridge we’d discovered, our position was quite well fortified, especially since our men could easily fall back to use the dragon as cover.

Sadly, even Rukov wouldn’t be stupid enough to gradually send his men up here in convenient waves where we could pick them off. One way or another, we were going to have to storm that base in force.

“I think I found something,” Nishka said eventually. “A couple of somethings, actually.”

“Entrances?” I asked, crouching next to her at the edge of the dragon’s landing ramp. The metal was cold as hell, but at least the hull was helping to block out the wind.

“Two of them,” she confirmed. “One looks like the main entrance—it’s a fortified garage with a big door. Pretty well hidden, but I’d bet there are plenty of eyes on it at all times.”

I nodded in agreement. While she could probably send her raven in closer to try and find any soldiers hiding in cover, it wasn’t worth the risk of being detected. Especially since I had no intention of sending us in through the front door anyway as long as I could help it.

“What else?” I prompted.

Nishka’s face scrunched in concentration as she continued peering through the bird’s eye goggles. “There’s some scaffolding higher up along the face of the cliff above the garage. I see one soldier out there—a spotter, from the looks of it.”

“Can I take a look?” I asked.

She handed me the goggles. Just like the other times I’d put them on, my stomach churned at the sudden shift in perspective. But once my eyes adjusted, I watched as the bird took another pass over the area in question. There was indeed a stretch of scaffolding along the cliff, almost like a bizarre fire escape built onto the side of the mountain. When I looked more closely, I saw the entrance point where the metal grating eventually led into the base. I also noticed the lone spotter looking south with a pair of binoculars. Considering how dark it was, they must have been infused with magic so that he could see as well as if it were daylight. Given his field of vision over the foothills, he would easily be able to spot anyone coming remotely near the base from that direction.

But not necessarily from a different direction.

“All right,” I said, taking off the goggles and giving them back to Nishka. “Well, looks like I know where I’m headed.”

“I still think it’s a bad idea for you to go alone,” Ysara said worriedly. “I could easily come along.”

“So could I,” Nishka said. “You do remember that I have wings, right? I could glide down and land on that scaffolding with no problem.”

“And probably get shot in the process,” I replied as patiently as I could manage. “We’ve been over this—you two are the only ones who can fly the dragon out of here. I don’t want either of you anywhere near the fighting unless it is absolutely necessary.”

“I still barely understand how any of it works,” Ysara said. “There’s no way I could fly it!”

“Then it’s your job to protect Nishka, no matter what. Do you understand?”

They each gave me their personal version of an annoyed glare, but they didn’t fight me on it. Probably because deep down, they both knew I was right—the more people that came along with me, the more likely we were to get caught.

“Ember here will follow you in,” Nishka said, pointing at her raven. “If you fall off the mountain, she’ll let us know so we can pack up and head home.”

“I appreciate the vote of confidence,” I muttered.

She sighed, and her tail swished nervously behind her. “Just be careful, all right?”

“I’m always careful.”

“I’m serious,” Nishka growled. “If you get yourself killed, I’m going to build a machine to bring you back to life so that I can shoot you dead myself.”

I grunted and turned to Ysara. “Don’t worry, it’s just her way of showing affection.”

“Well, she’s right to be concerned,” Ysara said. “Don’t do anything crazy.”

“You mean aside from flying a mechanical dragon to attack a mountain fortress?” I asked dryly.

“We’re serious,” Nishka said, putting her hands on her hips.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, putting a soothing hand on each of their shoulders. “And don’t worry—I’ll be back before you know it.”
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“Even the smallest crime must be punished, lest the seeds of chaos be sown in the hearts of men.”

-Aodar’s Fourth Edict

Had I needed to find a proper path across the mountaintop by myself, it would have taken me hours to reach the regime base. The terrain was always rough and often slick, and every time the wind picked up it sliced me to the bone. The icy rocks and snow-crusted ground constantly baited me to take a wrong step. Frankly, sneaking into a base with potentially hundreds of regime soldiers was probably less dangerous than randomly walking around.

But with Nishka’s raven guiding the way, it only took me about twenty minutes to maneuver into a position where I could see the scaffolding beneath me. I crouched at the edge of the cliff, keenly aware that a single wrong move on my part could still send me tumbling into oblivion. The scaffolding was at least a hundred feet down, the bottom of the mountain was several thousand below that.

“I guess this is it,” I muttered as the bird landed next to me. “Just make sure to wait for my signal before you send the men rappelling down.”

“And what’s that signal going to be?” Nishka’s voice asked from the little bird’s mouth. “A scream of panic? The sight of them throwing your corpse down the mountain?”

“Just keep the homunculus on the scaffolding once I sneak inside. With luck, I’ll be able to sneak back out and tell you everything you need to know.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

“It’ll work,” I said with more confidence than I felt. “Trust me.”

“Right. I’ll plan on sending in the cavalry when we hear the first explosion.”

“That works, too.”

The construct didn’t have much of an expression, but I could still imagine the frustrated face that Nishka was making right now—and how the concern in her eyes and tail would betray the anxiety and fear roiling inside her.

“I’ll be careful,” I promised. “Just hang tight.”

“You’d better be,” she said. “But if you happen to see Rukov while you’re in there, feel free to introduce him to Nikolina.”

I smiled. “I will.”

I craned my neck to look down at the scaffolding again. The lone sentry was pacing back and forth across a forty foot section of the metal grating, probably as much to stave off boredom as to stay warm. I waited patiently for a few moments to gauge his likely movements, and when he finally came to a stop, I decided to get this train rolling for real.

“Nebulos grada!”

The swirling mists enveloped me, and a heartbeat later, I was crouched on the scaffolding a few steps away from the sentry. Unfortunately, the man had apparently decided to turn around at that exact instant, and his eyes shot wide when he realized he was no longer alone.

I only had a moment to act before he cried out and ruined my infiltration attempt before it could begin. Lunging at him wouldn’t work—there was no guarantee I could muffle his shouts even if I managed to overpower him. Shooting him wasn’t an option, either, since the thunderous sound of the gunshot echoing off the mountains would be as bad as a scream.

But thanks to Thorne’s spellbook, I had a better weapon in my holster now.

“Indebilis!” I incanted. The sentry froze in place with his mouth half open, the gulp of air he’d just sucked down trapped in his lungs before he could scream.

I stayed crouched in place for a few heartbeats, waiting to reinforce the spell if it suddenly broke. But the sentry remained as still as if I’d turned him to stone, and a dark chill rippled down my spine when I remembered how Lady Valis had pulled this exact same trick on Ysara and me. At the time, it had felt like cheating. But now that I was the one with the card hidden up his sleeve…well, it still felt like cheating, I just didn’t care. I would happily break the rules all day if it meant turning the tides against Rukov and his barbarous regime.

“Nice jacket,” I said, standing and moving behind the sentry. “Mind if I borrow it for a while?

While the soldier wheezed in protest, I quickly unbuttoned the front of his gaudy orange jacket and pulled it off of him. He had a larger frame than I did, so the epaulets sat a bit too wide and heavy when I threw it over my shoulders. But someone would have to get pretty damn close to notice such a fine detail, and I intended to keep my distance from the other soldiers in the base if possible.

I took the man’s hat, too, then gave myself a once-over in the reflection of my pocket-watch to make sure I looked the part. Seeing myself wearing one of these damn coats made me sick to my stomach, but I promised myself I’d burn it later once I was done with it.

“If it makes you feel any better, I would have preferred to shoot you instead,” I said, scowling at the Orange Coat while the spell kept him restrained. “But you know what? You murderous pieces of shit aren’t even worth the bullets.”

Rearing back, I kicked him in the chest as hard as I could. His rigid body flew backward and flipped over the safety rail at the edge of the scaffolding. I wasn’t entirely sure how long my paralysis spell would last once his body moved beyond the normal range, but I didn’t need to find out. The frozen rocks made short work of his skull, so instead of a wailing scream echoing down the mountain, his macabre death just sounded like a normal, everyday rockslide.

“I thought you said you were going to be subtle,” Nishka’s bird said as it landed on the railing next to me.

“It was subtle enough,” I said, straightening my coat and slinging the sentry’s fallen rifle over my back. “Stay here. I’ll report back as soon as I can.”

I turned and headed across the scaffolding toward the opening in the cliffside about fifty feet away. My assumption was that it would lead into the regime base—an assumption that was quickly confirmed when I heard the unmistakable clank of metal tools within. Despite the late hour, it seemed as though Rukov’s goons were still continuing their work.

The scaffolding led into a narrow cave, which in turn led into the actual base about forty feet later. I had seen mines with a similar setup before, though usually closer to the ground. The engineers would often start with a natural cave, then drill deeper with machines or magic if it was available. In this particular case, the spiraling marks on the walls suggested the former.

The light coming from within the base was quite bright, and I moved cautiously and did my best to listen. I had absolutely no idea what to expect in terms of layout, but this entrance appeared to lead to a complex series of interconnected catwalks elevated high above the workshop floor below. When I peered inside, I couldn’t help but marvel at the scale of what Rukov’s people had built.

While the rebel base in Reznow had seemed like a human-sized ant farm, this one was closer to a manufactory in downtown Mincalis. Somehow, they had hollowed out a huge section of the mountain, creating a vast interlocking series of spacious caverns that were a hundred feet tall and probably twice as wide. The space directly beneath me appeared to be a huge armory filled with hundreds if not thousands of guns as well as a wide variety of other tools. A dozen artificers and mechanics were hard at work tinkering with or fixing the equipment, and a handful of Orange Coats as well as several regular regime soldiers were scattered among them.

Notably—though perhaps not surprisingly at this point—I also didn’t see anyone in a Krazzen uniform among either the soldiers or mechanics. I didn’t hear anyone speaking their language, either.

Nevertheless, this had to be the depot we’d been looking for, though I wasn’t willing to give the order to storm the place until I could definitively locate the alchemical weapons and spellfire cores. Presumably they were deeper inside the base within one of the other large caverns.

Taking a deep breath to mentally prepare myself, I began calmly walking across the catwalks over the armory. One of the most basic rules of any con was to act like you belonged, and that applied in military bases the same as anywhere else.

It worked just as well as I’d hoped. None of the workers or soldiers below seemed the least bit concerned about me walking above them, and it wasn’t long before I had crossed the first cavern. It was separated from the others by a massive wall of mountain rock, but the catwalk passed through a ten foot wide, twenty feet deep gap near the ceiling that allowed anyone up here to easily move between—and look down upon—all areas in the base. In practice, it wasn’t all that different from regular walls separating sections of a manufactory. They often had “supervisor catwalks” where the management could loom over the workers.

Once I was inside the gap between caverns, I spotted a ventilation grate in the ceiling—they must have drilled a small passage upward through the rock. I also realized this was a place I could stand that effectively got me out of sight of everyone below, like a secret alleyway between buildings where employees could sneak out to smoke without getting caught. And judging from all the cigarette butts on the ground, that was exactly what seemed to happen here. If I ended up needing to take out any guards and conceal the bodies, this would definitely be the place.

Keeping that thought fresh in my mind, I moved through to the next cavern. This area was more of a garage than a workshop, and my stomach twisted into knots when I spotted four iron crawlers below. The ones we had fought in the south were being repaired up front, while two others were in the rear of the cave-garage. One of those looked finished, but the other was missing its full treads. To top it off, the lead crate that Ysara and I had found on the train was there as well.

Four crawlers, four spellfire engine cores. Rukov’s secret weapons were almost all ready to go.

I didn’t see any huge stockpile of alchemical barrels in here amidst the mechanics and soldiers, so I assumed that they were likely stashed elsewhere in the baes. I did notice two barrels of something near one of the crawlers, however—probably some Aodar’s Tears they planned to load into the artillery shells. Death Mist couldn’t realistically be fired from weapons like that without extreme risk.

“Time to call in the cavalry,” I muttered as I studied the layout of the garage floor. I could see the massive iron door that Nishka’s bird had noticed outside, and it was definitely too fortified to attack unless we didn’t have any other choice. The better option would be to head back outside and try to get as many of our men as possible down onto the scaffolding so they could storm this secret entrance with me. Rukov’s people obviously hadn’t anticipated an attack from the cliff face, and in this particular case, I couldn’t blame them for the tactical oversight—the idea that someone would land a platoon of soldiers on top of the mountain with a giant mechanical dragon was so absurd that I barely believed it had happened.

But with a little haste and a lot of luck, we might be able to take out this whole place before they even realized what was happening. It was time to move.

I turned on a heel, and I was just about to race back where I’d come from when I spotted two Orange Coats on the catwalk across the cavern from me. They had emerged from somewhere else in the base, and they appeared to be heading in my direction. If I bolted, I would only draw attention to myself. But if I stayed put, there was a chance they might recognize me as a fraud and sound the alarm…

Before I could make a decision either way, the men reached an intersection in the catwalk and turned down a different branch that overlooked the middle of the cavern rather than the rear where I was standing. They still weren’t paying me any attention, and I was about to casually begin strolling back to the exit when I overheard the two men speaking. With all the racket below—the pounding hammers, clanking tools, and general conversation—it was difficult to make out much of what they were saying. But when I heard the name “Rukov,” I made it a point to move a bit closer and try to eavesdrop...

“...arguing for half an hour,” one of them said, shaking his head as he puffed at a cigarette. “It’s unbelievable.”

“I don’t understand why he doesn’t put that Krazzen bitch in her place,” the other grumbled.

“Mages are used to getting their way with everything.”

“The weapons are ours. We can do whatever the fuck we want with them!”

The first man snorted, and he said something else I couldn’t make out over the sound of one of the mechanics hammering away at the armor of the damaged crawler. By the time the banging stopped, the soldiers were too far away again.

The timing was irritating. I was tempted to continue eavesdropping by using the scroll of clairaudience I’d purchased before we’d left Mincalis, but I’d probably heard enough already. Were Valis and Rukov both here right now? If so, this was the opportunity of a damn lifetime. We could put an end to Rukov’s reign of terror and destroy these accursed weapons all in one fell swoop. It was almost too perfect.

My pulse quickened in excitement, and I started to head out of the base to catch up with Nishka’s bird to let her know to get our soldiers into position as soon as possible. But the two soldiers had stopped to chat again in an awkward position where they would be standing directly beneath me on my way out. If I waited a few moments, they would probably move…

But they didn’t, at least not right away. I swore under my breath, wondering how long I could afford to wait. The longer I stood still, the more likely my presence would draw suspicion…

Setting my jaw, I turned and continued farther down the catwalk. I decided I might as well take this opportunity to explore one more cavern before heading back, and it only took me half a minute to cross over the rest of the garage and move into the second gap between caverns. This one was deeper than the previous one, and it was filled with even more cigarette butts, perhaps because there were two ventilation grates in the ceiling rather than one.

I carefully leaned out when I reached the other side, wondering what I might find in the third cavern…

The answer, surprisingly, was precious little. This area was probably a third the size of the others, and there didn’t seem to be much of anything on the ground floor besides crates of supplies. I did spot a passage at ground level, which made me wonder if it led into the mess hall or barracks for the men stationed here. Either way, there were no signs of any alchemical weapons.

But there was a foreman’s office, or something that looked like one built onto a natural ledge in the cavern and connected to the network of catwalks. The “room” was relatively small—perhaps ten or twelve feet in all directions—and there were two Orange Coats standing guard outside in front of a set of metallic steps leading down to the floor of the supply cavern.

My pulse quickened again. If Rukov was here in the base, this seemed the most likely place for him to be, especially with two of his Orange Coats waiting outside. The other soldiers I’d passed had probably also been in this room, and it’s where they had apparently overheard their boss and his foreign mistress arguing…

I ducked back into the safety of the wall gap and considered my options. There was no physical way for me to get anywhere close to that office without the guards noticing me, but this seemed like a far better use of my clairaudience scroll. I’d paid an arm and a leg for the damn thing, so I might as well get my money’s worth.

Reaching into my case, I retrieved the rolled up scroll, then pulled it open and whispered the incarnation inscribed on the parchment. It burned away to dust in my hand as I released the magic, but I felt a strange tug at the corner of my consciousness when the spell took hold. While I still couldn’t see into the office, the magic allowed me to hear what was happening as clearly as if I were standing right outside an open window.

And in the span of a single heartbeat, I confirmed that President Rukov was indeed here in the base.

“No,” his familiar gruff voice said. “Absolutely not.”

“Then perhaps you still don’t understand the situation,” Lady Valis’s accented voice replied. “My patron was very clear about how he expected you to—”

“I don’t care what your patron wants!” Rukov snarled in the tone of a general berating his officers, not a president speaking with his aides…or his mistress. “I am not about to attack a city with two hundred thousand people without giving them a chance to evacuate.”

“Then you’ve already lost,” Lady Valis shot back in an equally caustic tone. “When the Commonwealth learns about this, they’ll triple their shipments of weapons to the rebels, and the other powers may cut you off entirely. The plan was for you to strike quickly and definitively.”

“I will strike how and when I see fit. We will take the river fort in the northern pass, then surround the city and force Thorne to surrender. If he does, we win. If he manages to sneak out, we still win by taking Variskaya and gaining control of the Green Vale. I don’t care how many weapons the Commonwealth sends—the Freebloods won’t be able to sustain themselves for long without the plains or access to the sea.”

“And you won’t be able to survive without international support,” Valis said. “Don’t you understand? If your men hadn’t allowed Zane to escape you at the estate, no one would have any idea what was happening here.”

“He also escaped your men on the train,” Rukov replied tartly. “In case you’ve forgotten.”

“They weren’t my men—you’re the one who hired third-rate Krazzen mercenaries.”

“He escaped you, too, which is strange considering you’re supposed to be an all-powerful spellfire sorceress.”

“They will have sent a missive to Mincalis by now, don’t you understand?” Valis pressed. “We can’t keep our enemies distracted forever. You promised me that you would strike quickly and decisively once I provided you with the weapons to end this war. Well, this is your chance. Thorne is right there in front of you. Destroy him in Variskaya, and Imilath will finally be yours.”

“I won’t be bullied into destroying my own countrymen. I’m not worried about the Spellbinders or the Commonwealth or anyone else. They’re dogs with a loud bark but no teeth.”

“And you are the Red Wolf,” she replied, voice dripping with contempt.

“That’s right, I am,” he said coldly. “And if you don’t want to be returned to your patron in a box, I suggest you return to your quarters. We’ll leave for Camlorn first thing in the morning.”

I heard the sound of squeezing shoes followed by a slamming door, at which point I released the hold on my clairaudience spell.

Patron? I thought. Third-rate Krazzen mercenaries? Keeping their enemies distracted?

Ever since Nishka had pointed out the irregularities of the weapons being shipped through Mincalis, I had started to wonder if I had been wrong about the nature of this conspiracy. Now Valis had all but confirmed my suspicions. The Krazzen weren’t the ones who were responsible—someone else was.

The only questions were who…and why. What would anyone else possibly have to gain by giving a despot like Rukov spellfire magitek? Who could even create such weapons in the first place?

Those may have been the most important questions that anyone had asked since the end of the war. And against all odds, I might be able to get the answers. Because when I peered around the corner of the wall gap, I saw Lady Valis heading across the catwalk in my direction.

Gritting my teeth, I pulled myself back out of sight before she could spot me. This area between the catwalks was a perfect place for an ambush…but not if I got spotted before she actually came inside. A single scream would bring the entire base down upon me. I needed to be quick and precise if I had any chance of pulling this off.

Fortunately, I happened to be a specialist in both. I quickly reached into my scroll case for another piece of parchment, then unfurled it and unleashed the magic within. The spider climb spell was a simple transmutation with many potential uses in a standard heist. Here, I used it to scale the wall of the gap and get onto the ceiling where I could lie in wait within the shadows.

As I’d learned many times on previous heists, it was incredibly disorienting to be upside down when gravity seemed like it should slam you to the ground at any instant. I wasn’t truly floating or holding onto the rock; the magic of the spell simply made my hands as sticky as glue. I had used the spell enough times in the past that it no longer made my stomach churn, but it did clench in anticipation while I waited for Valis to arrive.

She did a moment later, wearing the same elaborate red robe as back on the train. I knew there was a small chance that she would spot me right away, but I was gambling on the fact that distracted and frustrated people rarely paid close attention to their surroundings, even soldiers who should know better. Valis was busy grumbling under her breath as she stomped forward, and she didn’t look up a single time as she moved through the passage. The instant she was beneath me, I swung my feet down then released the magic of the spell to unstick my hands. I dropped right behind her, and I grabbed her mouth with my left hand while my right drew my sabre and placed it against her throat.

“If you try to whisper an incantation, I’ll slit that pretty throat of yours ear to ear,” I warned. “Do you understand?”

Valis writhed in my grip, causing me to push the blade harder against her skin. She eventually stopped, but I could feel that her body was coiled and ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

“Do you understand?” I repeated.

She nodded fractionally.

“Good,” I said. “And for the record, I’m well aware that gifted sorcerers are often capable of weaving simple spells without speaking the proper incantation. If I suspect that you’re about to try anything…well, those fancy robes of yours will be covered in blood.”

I let her stew in her rage for a few more seconds before I gradually removed my hand from her mouth. My sword stayed exactly where it was.

“How in the murderous abyss did you get in here?” Valis snarled. “When the guards see you, they’ll—”

“Quiet!” I warned, pushing the blade even harder. “You’ll answer my questions softly or not at all.”

I felt more than saw her swallow anxiously. “You’re a fool, Zane,” she hissed quietly. “You’ve no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.”

“I agree. Which is precisely why you’re going to explain it to me nice and slowly. You can start by telling me who you really work for.”

“Who do you think?” Valis practically spat. “Alliance Command is sick and tired of the Commonwealth arming the rebels. President Rukov is the rightful—”

“Cut the bullshit or I’ll cut your throat,” I snapped. “I’m sure that Alliance Command would love nothing more than to see Thorne dead, but even they aren’t crazy enough to hand experimental magitek over to a fool like Rukov. They’re just convenient scapegoats for whoever is really responsible.”

She didn’t reply for a few seconds. “So you aren’t a fool after all. I should have known—precious few people in this pathetic ruin of a country can read these days, let alone understand spellfire magic. You must have a gifted mind.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” I pressed, refusing to take the bait. “Who do you really work for?”

“It’s a pity you don’t realize that we all want the same thing,” Valis said. “A world where tyrants can’t get their hands on horrific weapons—a world where dangerous magitek can’t ruin entire nations.”

“You have the gall to say that after what you’ve handed to Rukov?”

“A sacrifice must be made.”

My stomach tightened. “Sacrifice? What sacrifice?”

“It has only been eight years since Dhukil was destroyed, yet the great powers of the world have already forgotten what happened,” Valis said. “They continue to tamper with forces they don’t understand. If they aren’t stopped, they will destroy us all.”

“You want Rukov to destroy Imilath…”

“Not all of it. Just enough to provide for an effective demonstration.”

Her lips never uttered in incantation, but I felt the spark of magic ripple through her body anyway. I tightened my grip and pushed on my blade—

But it passed right through her neck as if it wasn’t even there. She floated out of my grip as her entire body transformed from hard flesh into permeable vapor. For a moment, I feared she might fly upward and vanish through one of the ventilation grates. But instead, she floated forward until she was standing ten feet away on the catwalk overlooking the garage, then partially rematerialized into solid flesh and bone.

“The President will be keen to learn how you got in here,” she said, her voice echoing as if she were speaking from multiple places at once. “Indebilis!”

The magic of her paralysis spell washed over me again…but this time, I was ready for it. Having recently learned the spell myself, I understood precisely how it worked.

And how to counter it.

Steeling my mind, I waved my free hand to mimic the pattern of the spell, then shrugged off its paralyzing energy. Valis’s green eyes shot wide, and I smiled as I drew Nikolina with my empty hand.

“Nice try,” I said. “But I’ve learned a few tricks since the last time we met.”

“Impressive,” Valis replied, and she actually sounded serious. I was surprised that she hadn’t become completely solid again—from what I understood about the gaseous form spell, it typically removed one’s ability to speak. But she must have infused the incantation with spellfire magic and broken the normal rules.

“He did say that you were clever,” she added. “And more gifted with the Chaos than you realize.”

I snorted. “Rukov doesn’t know anything about my magic.”

“I wasn’t talking about Rukov.”

She flashed me a dark smile. With a spell crackling at her fingertips and my pistol pointed at her chest, we were like two duelists staring each other down waiting for the signal to fire. The problem was that her back was now directly over the garage cavern containing the crawlers. If she cried out or ran, she could bring the entire base down upon me. The same thing would be true if I pulled the trigger and filled the cavern with the sound of gunfire.

“I should have killed you and that girl on the train,” Valis said.

“Probably,” I replied, risking a slow step closer. She was still too far away from me to lunge with my sword. “But now I’m here, and I won’t let you get away with this. Even if you cry for help, none of your precious weapons will leave this base intact. Neither will Rukov.”

“I know,” she replied coolly. “But it doesn’t matter. Rukov has served his purpose, and now the weapons will, too.

I took another step forward and prepared myself to strike. “What are you talking about?”

“Variskaya would have made for the most effective demonstration, but I suppose this mountain will have to do. Ignara Suul!”

Her fingers sparked with flame as she uttered the incantation, and it was only then, when I pulled Nikolina’s trigger, that I realized Valis hadn’t launched her fireball at me.

She had launched it down into the garage.

The next heartbeat stretched into infinity as everything happened at once. My bullets passed harmlessly through Valis’s body as if I’d shot a cloud of smoke, and her fireball detonated with a thunderous roar. Shouts and screams rang out across the cavern, and one explosion multiplied into many as her spell ignited the barrels of Aodar’s Tears…

I saw Valis’s smiling lips whisper another spell, and her wispy body vanished altogether just as the flames roared up onto the catwalk and consumed everything in their path. A wave of force from the explosions smashed into my chest and hurled me from my feet—

And sent me spiraling into darkness.
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When I awoke surrounded by smoke and flame, my first thought was that I’d finally arrived in the depths of the Abyss where killers and thieves belonged. My second, slightly more cogent thought was that I hoped succubi were as numerous as the legends claimed, if only so that my eternal damnation would at least be entertaining.

The shrieks of agony ringing through the cavern seemed to confirm my location in the cosmos, but when alarm bells and gunfire joined in with the screaming, I realized I might somehow still be alive. My head pounded like I had just smashed into solid rock, which a quick glimpse of my surroundings confirmed as true. The force of the blast had thrown me into the cavern wall, and it was nothing short of a miracle that my skull hadn’t been split wide open. Though based on the relentless pain shooting through my left shoulder, it had apparently absorbed most of the blow.

“Son of a…arg!” I hissed as I rolled upright. My eyes stung from the clouds of smoke, and I could barely see more than a few feet in front of me. But from what I could tell as I crawled forward, a good portion of the catwalk had been obliterated, potentially leaving me stranded. The garage below appeared to be on fire, and if not for the ventilation grates in the ceiling above me, I might very well have asphyxiated before I ever regained consciousness.

The gunfire was more confusing. It took me half a dozen seconds of choking and coughing before I realized there was only one possible explanation: Nishka and the rebels had taken the explosion as my signal to attack. They must have been laying siege to the base right now.

It raised several important questions, not the least of which was how long I must have been unconscious. But that answer would have to wait—my first and only priority now was to figure out how in the hell I was going to get out of here before the entire base was consumed in flames.

Pulling myself to my feet, I looked around in search of my pistol, fearing that I had lost yet another of Nishka’s custom guns. But Selura must have been smiling down at me, because I spotted Nikolina resting against the wall of the cavern just a few feet away. I rushed over to retrieve her as quickly as I could, and I was extra relieved to see that my sabre was also lying nearby. My stolen musket and hat were there as well, but I no longer needed to worry about maintaining a costume.

I tried to hold my sword and gun at the same time, but I couldn’t muster the strength—my left shoulder was in so much pain that I could barely use the arm or hand at all. So instead, I holstered the sword and got Nikolina ready in my good hand just in case.

By the time I’d picked up everything, my eyes were stinging so badly from the smoke that I could barely keep them open. There was no way I could risk moving across the catwalk if I couldn’t see how sturdy it was, nor could I use my fey step spell without being able to see my destination.

“Tinecor Sul!” I incanted, conjuring a gust of wind around me to blow away the smoke. It worked…though only briefly. Between my throbbing shoulder and spinning head, I couldn’t concentrate on the magic well enough to sustain the spell for long, and the winds dissipated after just a few moments.

But I had cleared enough of the smoke for me to confirm that the main catwalk had indeed been damaged by the blast. Across the cavern near the other wall gap, sections of the interlocking metal had been completely blown apart, while others were hanging precariously by a single bolt in the rock. The section directly in front of me seemed stable enough, however, and there was a decent chance I could travel far enough to fey step into the other wall gap and escape. Assuming I could concentrate well enough to cast the spell in the first place…

I moved out onto the catwalk, gingerly advanced step by step to ensure it didn’t give out under my weight. With some of the smoke parted, I was able to get a better view of the battle raging on the cavern floor beneath me. The main entrance to the base had definitely been blasted open, but not by the internal explosions. The reinforced iron doors had crumpled inward, suggesting that they’d been pounded by Krepelix’s cannons. The dragon was probably hovering outside at this very moment, with some soldiers shooting from inside the teeth while others repelled down and attempted to breach the base.

The iron crawler that Valis had blasted with her spell was badly scorched from the heat of the Aodar’s Tears, but it was still intact. The strange and scary part was that the arcane runes emblazoned on its surface were glowing an eerie purple, as were the flames still flickering on its surface. I had seen alchemical compounds burn in strange colors before, but never in such a haunting color. The spellfire energy trapped in the runes must have been leaking out somehow…

Near the crawler, the surviving defenders—of which there weren’t many among the charred bodies—were currently hunkered down behind anything they could find—rocks, workbenches, even the other crawlers—while they fired back through the smoke. It didn’t appear that any of the rebel soldiers had actually stormed inside yet, but they had taken out quite a few of the defenders nevertheless.

From my current vantage, I was in a perfect position to flank the enemy. I could probably take out two or three of them before they realized where the shots were coming from. Unfortunately, after that I would be completely fucked—I had no real cover besides the catwalk railing, which might very well collapse altogether if it started eating bullets. The only sensible option was for me to try and get the hell out of here while I still could.

I was about to do just that when I caught a flicker of movement from one of the other catwalk sections below me—the one guards had been walking on when they passed by me earlier. Once again, there were two Orange Coats…but this time, there was an overweight man with a thick red beard moving quickly behind them.

General Rukov.

I froze in place. My brow was covered in sweat, and the air was quickly turning foul again. But I couldn’t make myself keep moving, not with the man I’d spent the better part of a decade hating so close to me. His guards seemed determined to shepherd him to safety, though I had no idea where that could possibly be with the base under siege and the catwalks on the verge of collapse.

Were I a more reasonable man who didn’t consort with criminals, sleep with cambions, and fly iron dragons into mountains, I probably would have turned and gotten the hell out of here while I could. But the moment I spotted the gun in Rukov’s holster, my breath froze in my throat.

Natalya. He was carrying Natalya.

My vision went red. Valis must have given the gun to him after she’d picked it up on the train. I really, really regretted not killing her when I had the chance, and I wasn’t about to make the same mistake with Rukov now. No matter what else happened here today, no matter what “demonstration” Valis and her patron thought they were going to make, Rukov’s reign of terror was about to come to an end.

And I was going to get my girl back.

Bracing myself against the railing of the catwalk, blinking away the fresh stinging in my eyes, I took aim with Nikolina and prepped the firing rune. Once I pulled the trigger, I would have to fey step out of here before all his goons opened fire, but I didn’t let that stop me. I almost fired right away—his frame was so large that I could probably shoot him even with his men standing next to him. But if I had waited this long to avenge the fallen at Kanakis, I could surely hold out a few seconds longer…

My patience was soon rewarded. Rukov stumbled on the wobbly grating when he was only about fifteen feet away from me, and I suddenly had a clear shot. I cocked the gun and pulled the trigger…

Or rather, tried to pull the trigger, but it didn’t move. I scowled at the weapon, more in disbelief than disgust. Nishka’s creations never malfunctioned, but it wasn’t as if they were indestructible. The firing mechanism must have been damaged when it had been knocked out of my hand.

I hadn’t lost one of her guns, I had broken one instead.

I swore under my breath. Apparently, the Queen of Chaos was going to be a real cunt today; only a twisted goddess like Naryssa would be so cruel as to put Rukov in front of me then damage my weapon. I was about to run back into the wall gap when one of the Orange Coats happened to look up and see me.

“Down!” he warned, raising his pistol when he saw someone pointing a weapon at his boss. The fact that I was wearing the same jacket didn’t cause him to hesitate—he either couldn’t see it through the smoke, or he was simply too paranoid with all that had happened to care. I tried to duck behind the railing as he pulled the trigger…

“Clypium!” I called out, conjuring my magical shield at the last possible instant. The shot deflected off of the barrier the moment it flashed into existence, and a moment later I heard a gurgling cry as the bullet apparently ricocheted right back to the man who had fired. As the short-lived shield collapsed, I looked back over the railing and saw the man clutching the hole in his throat and blood sprayed through his fingers.

Maybe Naryssa wasn’t going to be a complete bitch today after all, at least not as long as she could inflict a little human misery on the way.

Regardless, the second Orange Coat was already taking aim, I sincerely doubted my ability to cause another perfect ricochet. Despite the pounding in my head, I managed to cast my fey step spell, disappearing into a cloud of mist and reappearing on the catwalk below just as the man fired.

I didn’t waste any precious time trying to see what kind of pistol he had or whether he needed to reload; instead, I flipped Nikolina around in my grip and bashed him in the face, then reared back and kicked him as hard as I could. He partially slipped on the blood covering the grating thanks to his dying friend, and he screamed as he toppled over the edge and landed on top of one of the iron crawlers with a dull thud.

Now it was just me and Rukov. Everyone else in the base had obviously heard the gunshots and the screams, but they had their own problems to deal with—namely, the deadly flames, suffocating smoke, and rebels trying to kill them.

I still moved closer to Rukov to minimize the likelihood that anyone would risk shooting at us, and I held out Nikolina when he reached for his own holster.

“Don’t,” I warned.

“Zane?” he stammered. “You are the one responsible for this?”

“Only some of it,” I said, kicking the now unmoving corpse of the man whose neck had been blown open. “But you can thank your mistress for all the fire. Guess you couldn’t satisfy her as well as you thought.”

I had the satisfaction of watching his lip twist in frustration. “You’re lying.”

“Not this time. I admit, I had this whole setup wrong from the very beginning. I figured that the Alliance sent her as a gift, but it turns out that she’s been the one holding your leash all along.”

Rukov started to speak, but then coughed into the sleeve of his jacket when a cloud of smoke from below wafted past us. I heard another volley of gunfire, followed by several more screams. The rest of the Freebloods might be in here soon…

“I thought that you’d sold Imilath out to the Krazzen,” I went on, trying to cover my face with my wounded arm to block out some of the smoke, “but they don’t have anything to do with this. Someone else is calling the shots—someone in Mincalis, presumably one of Lord Karsian’s enemies. Maybe even one of the other Spellbinders.”

“You’re making a grave mistake, Zane,” Rukov said through clenched teeth. The soot and sweat on his neck made his fat rolls even more pronounced when he talked. “These weapons are the only chance our people have for survival!”

“Our people?” I snorted. “That’s rich coming from the ‘Red Wolf,’ the man who butchers women and children!”

“Everything I’ve done has been for the future of Imilath!” he snarled. “Our only chance for independence—real independence—is to stand strong and united against the powers that want to enslave us. I refuse to be the plaything of the Alliance or the Commonwealth.”

“So instead you’re the plaything of Valis and her ‘patron?’ Do you even know who he is or what he wants?”

“What I know is that he’s given me what I need to unify and defend our people,” Rukov said. “Don’t you understand? Even the Krazzen haven’t mastered spellfire magitiek yet. With these machines defending our borders, we could—”

Something else exploded in the cavern below us, shaking the catwalk and causing both of us to lose our balance. I reflexively tried to grab onto the railing for support with my empty hand, but the movement sent a spike of pain shooting through my dislocated shoulder. And while I cried out in agony and collapsed to a knee, Rukov’s pistol hand reached for Natalya.

I was lucky he’d gotten fat and slow, because it gave me the extra half a second I needed to vault back to my feet and tackle him, knocking Natalya flipped out of his grip just as he tried to draw her. But amidst the frantic grapple which followed, Rukov managed to slam his elbow into my wounded arm and push me away when I cried out in pain.

I recovered quickly, but so did he. As more gunfire echoed through the cavern, we found ourselves in an old-fashioned standoff. Nikolina was lying flat on the catwalk roughly equidistant between us. So was Natalya, though she was teetering on the edge and would have fallen off if not for the fact that her hammer had gotten stuck in the metal grating. Our eyes met, and we had a shared moment of hesitation. Whoever got his hands on a gun first would have a decisive advantage…

He didn’t realize that Nikolina was damaged, and there was a decent chance I could try to bluff him into diving for the wrong weapon. But I had one other card in my hand, and I decided to play it instead.

“Did you ever learn to use one?” I said, slowly reaching to my side and putting my good hand on the pommel of my sabre. “Or did you only wear it as a show with the brass?”

Rukov’s lip twitched, and I could tell that he was still considering diving for a gun. It would have been the smartest move on his part—probably fifty-fifty odds as to whether he could fire before I impaled him. But Rukov was a prideful son of a bitch, and I was well aware of the fact that he had once been considered a skilled fencer in his youth. I couldn’t imagine that a man like him would refuse a challenge, especially now that he was aware I was wounded…

“You’re mad, Zane,” he said, coughing from the smoke as he reached for his sword. “You really want to fight while everything burns down around us?”

“If you’d rather sit here and wait for my backup to kill all your men, that’s your choice,” I said, slowly unsheathing my own blade. “I’m sure Thorne will be as courteous a host as you’ve been for the Freeblood prisoners over the years.”

Rukov grit his teeth as he extended his blade. “I should have killed you both when I had the chance.”

“You tried,” I said. “Have you already forgotten about Kanakis?”

I lunged forward with a quick thrust to test his defenses, but he easily parried the strike. I followed up with a cross-body slash, trying to gain the initiative and drive him back. But Rukov wasn’t a complete fool—he knew that if he ceded any ground, I would be closer to the guns than he was. He parried and riposted instead, testing my defenses the same as I’d tested his. But I was prepared, and after a quick but unsuccessful exchange of strikes, we were staring at each other once again, eyes locked and blades at the ready.

“You and Thorne never understood,” Rukov snarled, wiping the grime and sweat from his brow with the back of his free hand. “You never wanted to understand.”

“What, that you were throwing away the lives of your men for nothing?” I countered. “Believe me, we understood that just fine.”

I attacked again, this time with a feinting thrust designed to lure him out of position. But even if Rukov’s physique had deteriorated over the years, his cunning and footwork hadn’t. He didn’t take the bait, and we again traded a quick series of slashes without anyone scoring a hit or gaining a discernible advantage.

“The Krazzen were never going to surrender Kanakis in the armistice!” Rukov practically shouted as we sized each other up again. “They would have taken the entire badlands and had a permanent foothold on our territory.”

“Bullshit,” I snapped back. “All you wanted the prestige of another victory, and you were willing to throw thousands of men into the meat grinder to get it.”

I swiped at his head, but he ducked his fat chin at the last second and thrust at my leg. I twisted away, but not quickly enough—the blade nicked my outer thigh above my knee. He tried to capitalize on my vulnerability when I winced in pain, but I parried his next thrust, then twisted sideways and elbowed him in the shoulder when he overextended. I swiped across his body and managed to slice open his cheek. Rukov snarled as he retreated, reflexively clenching at his face with his free hand. The line of red blood was visible through his thick beard.

“The peace was going to destroy us as surely as the war!” Rukov snarled. “You never had to work with the old aristocracy—you never had to listen to their pathetic mewling while our men died on the front lines. Most of them didn’t want to fight. They would have gladly become Ikibrian or Krazzen or even Tanic vassals as long as they got to keep their mansions and money.”

I growled deep in the back of my throat, mentally scolding myself for letting my rage get the better of me. Fencing was like gambling; you couldn’t afford to let your emotions control you.

“Don’t pretend you did this for the greater good,” I said. “You sacrificed thousands to ingratiate yourself to those nobles. Then later, when they refused to fall in line, you massacred them instead.”

Rukov slashed twice, trying to push me back, but I didn’t yield. He had already managed to position himself a foot closer to Natalya. If he managed to gain any more ground, he might be able to risk reaching down to grab her…

But I had a plan.

“I culled the weak so that Imilath could be strong!” he shouted through another cough.

“Does that include the Selurite priestesses?” I shouted back. “The harmless nuns who refused to support your murderous regime?

His face twisted. “I gave them every chance to save themselves. All they had to do was tell the people that I had Selura’s blessing!”

“But you don’t,” I growled. “You never did. You never could. If the Martyred Mother stands for anything, it’s protecting women and children—the same ones that your Orange Coats have wantonly slaughtered!”

With an almost feral scream, Rukov lunged at me again, this time with enough power behind his blows to force me to retreat. He may have been fat and slow, but his fury and desperation had given him immense strength.

They had also made him reckless, however, and he missed his opportunity to sweep up one of the fallen guns while he had the chance. He insisted on pressing his attack, believing he could overpower me even though I was carefully biding my time…

Then he made a fatal mistake. I lured him in with a false stumble on the catwalking grating, and the moment he slashed for my head, I ducked beneath the blow, lunged forward, and drove the tip of my saber through his chest.

Rukov’s mouth dropped open, and blood slowly hemorrhaged over his lips as he gurgled his last sounds. I continued pushing him backward until his body slammed against the railing, and I stared hard into terrified eyes to ensure that my scowling face was the last thing he saw.

I released the handle of the blade and backed away until I reached Natalya. Squatting down, I picked her up and took aim.

“Even you should know better than to touch another man’s gun,” I said, cocking the hammer. “Natalya doesn’t like men who get too handsy—she bites their heads right off.”

I had spent a lot of time trying to forget all the death I’d seen during the war, but the sight of Rukov’s head exploding like an overripe melon was something I hoped I’d remembered for a very long time. The force of the shot sent the rest of his body flying over the railing, and when I stepped forward to investigate, I saw his headless body lying in a crumpled heap atop of the scorched iron crawler.

Given the chance, I would have taken the time to revel in my vengeance, but my shoulder was killing me and I was starting to feel more light-headed. I really needed to get back to Krepelix where I could breathe in fresh air and get some more healing elixirs.

Besides, the rest of our forces seemed to have this one well in hand. As I retrieved Nikolina, I spotted dark silhouettes through the smoke by the obliterated garage door, suggesting that the rebels were about to storm inside. In a few more minutes, they would be able to—

The thought froze in my head when I saw that the strange purple fire I’d noticed earlier had spread across much of the garage, and the runes on the body of the crawler were glowing even brighter than before. Something was clearly wrong, but I had no idea what…until I heard one of the surviving defenders shriek like a dying animal.

The man was crouched behind an overturned workbench which he’d been using as cover along with two other regime soldiers. None of them seemed to have been hit, yet the man who’d screamed so horrifically had dropped to all fours as if he were about to retch. Despite the rising smoke still obscuring my vision, I could see that his face had turned pale, and a latticework of hideous black veins had begun to stretch across his face and bald head. I wondered if there might have been a barrel of Death Mist down there somewhere after all…or I did, right up until I saw a haunting purple glow begin emanating from the man’s eyes—the same purple glow as the spellfire runes on the iron crawler.

My throat clenched as if I were being choked, and I suddenly remembered the stories of the Dhukili Cataclysm. The unstable war machines, the toxic explosions that had rendered huge swaths of the country barren…and which had also transformed scores of dead and dying soldiers into horrific monsters.

This was the demonstration that Valis had been talking about—another spellfire cataclysm.

We had to get out of here. Right now.

“Fall back!” I screamed toward the rebels now firing from the entrance. “Get out!”

It was a pointless endeavour, of course—the gunfire was too loud, and I was still wearing this damn orange uniform. I ripped it off my shoulders, then frantically looked around for a way off the catwalk. Most of the ladders had been destroyed in the blast, but Rukov’s men must have been shepherding him somewhere…

I didn’t have time to waste. The mutated regime soldiers beneath me had started attacking their own men—not with weapons, but with their bare hands. And from inside the flames, I could see more seemingly dead bodies lurching to their feet. Even the bodyguard I had pushed off the platform had started twitching atop the crawler as if he weren’t truly dead…

Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to concentrate on my magic. It wasn’t easy—the more my head swam, the less the incantations made sense. But there was no other way for me to get out of here…

“Nebulos grada!”

The magical mists enveloped me once again, and I reappeared down by the shattered garage door. I knew that there was a chance that one of the rebels might shoot me in all the chaos, but I held out my hands as I rushed through the opening to get outside.

“Fall back!” I shouted. “Get to the ship! Now!”

The air was still badly fouled even by the exit, but as the cold air blasted across my face, I saw a dozen rebel soldiers crouched and waiting with their rifles. Nishka’s metal dragon loomed above and behind them, barely visible in the darkness except for the burning chemgines and glowing lights in its eyes.

I had no means of forcing the Freebloods to listen to me, but thankfully I didn’t have to. The moment some of the mutated monsters emerged from the smoke, it became obvious to everyone that something had gone horribly wrong. The rebels shot the ghoulish creatures dead in their tracks, but there was no guarantee that they would stay dead. Not after what I’d seen.

There were two rope ladders descending from the dragon, and I ordered soldiers to start climbing back aboard. I knew that there was no way in the abyss that I would be able to follow them with a dislocated shoulder, so I once again had to rely on my magic. Gritting my teeth, I tried to muster the strength to cast the fey step spell one last time…

I reappeared on Kreplelix’s landing ramp. I saw Ysara and several others in the “jaw” firing out through the dragon’s steel teeth, but I raced to the ladder leading up to the head. It was short and stable enough that I could climb, and I was standing behind Nishka a few moments later.

“Sweet merciful Selura,” she breathed when she saw me. “What happened!”

“I’ll explain everything later,” I said, dropping to a knee as a wave of dizziness threatened to pull me under. “We have to get out of here the moment everyone is back on board.”

“What?” she gasped. “But the weapons are still in there! We need to—”

“We have to get out of here,” I repeated. “Before it’s too late.”

Nishka stared back at me with her yellow demonic eyes, a thousand unspoken questions on her lips. But she must have seen the creeping terror on my face, because she immediately turned around and began fiddling with her control board.

“Get everyone back up here!” she called down to the teeth. “We’re leaving!”

I couldn’t tell how long it took for the rest of the soldiers to climb on, but Ysara and the other shooters had to fire several volleys at the cavern when even more of the mutated regime soldiers came running forward. When I peered out over the wing to have a look for myself, I could still see even more of them through the smoke, their glowing purple eyes looking like something out of a nightmare.

“Aodar’s light,” I heard Ysara stammer. “What are those things?”

Before I could answer, someone called up the ladder that the last man was aboard, and Nishka fired the chemgines and began moving the dragon away from the mountain. I looked back through the slits in the back of the dragon’s head as we flew, wondering about the full extent of the horrors that Valis and her patron had just unleashed.

We had only traveled a few hundred yards before I saw an intense flash of purple light from inside the mountain, followed by a thunderous roar as the mountain itself exploded. It was unlike any detonation I had ever witnessed. The blast was so blinding it seared my eyes shut, and by the time they recovered, all that remained of the base were pockets of purplish flame and a mushroom-shaped black cloud that seemed to envelop all of Shagar’s Teeth.

“We have to get back to Mincalis,” I rasped as we floated away, my voice barely audible over the wind and the muted chemgines. “The Spellbinders have to know what happened here.”

Nishka didn’t reply…but really, there was nothing else to say. We should have been ecstatic beyond reason—General Rukov was dead, and without his new war machines, his murderous regime would surely fall with him. Thousands of our countrymen had been avenged. Thorne and his Freebloods had finally been victorious.

But this was a beginning, not an end. This explosion—this cataclysm—would send ripples of fear across all of Faratha. Despite all the treaties, despite all the promises from great nations and leaders alike, the most dangerous weapons of the last war had once again returned to the battlefield. Something major was going to have to change to prevent it from happening again.

Because the Age of Spellfire was upon us…whether we were ready for it or not.


Epilogue



A thick cloud of steam enveloped the midnight train as it rolled into Mincalis. Perhaps the chemgines were burning even hotter than normal, or perhaps it was just a particularly cold winter morning. Either way, Callista Valis paid it little heed as she disembarked the train and made her way into the city.

Or rather, tried to make her way into the city. There were so many people here in Lurington Station that she wished that she had still been wearing her robes—many among the rabble would have mistaken her for a mere Academy apprentice and given her a wide berth as a result. But she couldn’t afford to draw any more attention to herself than was necessary, and while her black bodice and skirt afforded her some basic chivalrous courtesy, it did not inspire fear the way it should.

She did her best to maneuver through the crowds nevertheless, and amidst the garbled voices of the rail controllers shouting train schedules over the magical speakers, she heard a much smoother, more cultured voice speaking from an illusory projection of a tall, handsome man in purple-gold near the station exit.

“...confirm the unfortunate rumors of yet another spellfire cataclysm, this time in the Imilathi heartland south of Camlorn,” the projection said. “Thanks to the grace of the Archons as well as the courageous actions of our Scryers, the damage was limited to an uninhabited region in the mountains. Casualties were light, and I am confident that any lingering effects from the blast will be contained.”

Valis slowed her gait as she approached the illusion, marveling at the detail and quality. If not for the fact that the image was oversized and partially translucent, she would have thought she was actually standing before Karsian Mirabilis. His white hair, his piercing blue eyes, even the subtle tips of his elf-blooded ears looked perfect.

“While I am immensely grateful to the Scryers who helped contain this catastrophe, it is yet another reminder that we must remain vigilant at all times,” the projection continued. “I have implored the Mincalan Assembly to take up this matter with due haste, but I fear, as you do, that this new world of ours is moving too quickly for the bureaucracies of the old one. It is time for bold and decisive action that will save lives and ensure peace and prosperity for future generations.

“To that end, I have dispatched a special envoy to examine the site of the explosion. Due to the continuing political chaos in Imilath after the disappearance of President Rukov, the Spellbinders will oversee all cleanup and recovery efforts. But that alone is not enough—we cannot afford to simply react to these threats to our security. We must prevent them before they can happen.”

Valis smiled thinly, then continued walking. It had taken her almost two days to escape Imilath, and she had hoped that Mincalis would already be reacting to the news. But for once, the Spellbinders were moving more quickly than she had anticipated.

“To that end, the Spellbinders are prepared to implement the following protocols,” the projection continued as she walked. “From this point forward, all ships, trains, and cargo vehicles passing through Mincalis will be inspected for contraband by authorized representatives of the Conclave. I will also be working to establish special envoys to coordinate security efforts with each nation in Faratha. It is imperative that we all work together if there is to be…”

The voice faded into the background as Valis left the station, though she could see other such recordings playing further down the street at one of the postal offices. She imagined they would repeat for several hours, likely against the wishes of the Speaker of the Assembly. But since the Spellbinders controlled the projectors, there was little they could do about it besides have their proxies in the media write angry screeds in the evening papers.

In her opinion, it was long past time for Lord Karsian to stop playing diplomat and take a stand. The Chem Lords rarely asked permission when their trains were involved, and the leader of the Spellbinders shouldn’t, either. Not if Mincalis was ever going to evolve into the bastion of magic, opportunity, and progress like they all wanted.

Valis called for a carriage at the corner of the street, and she tried not to be annoyed when the magical horse ferried her across the heart of the city. She could have conjured her own mount easily enough, but that would have drawn even more attention to her than a robe. And besides, Lord Karsian continued to insist that all mages in Mincalis refrain from such open displays of personal magical prowess. They wanted to soothe people, not scare them. Though she hoped that his misguided attitude on that would change soon as well.

Perhaps ten minutes later, Valis disembarked from the carriage and approached the apothecary’s shop on a street corner. Despite its location near the heart of the city, this particular neighborhood was reasonably quiet, and the sign in the shop window said that it was closed until midday. Ignoring the warning, she approached the door and lifted her hand.

“Apertis,” she incanted, and the lock on the door clicked open as easily as if she had used a key.

The shop itself was quite modest, not to mention overpriced. Valis doubted that even the people in this relatively wealthy neighborhood would be willing to pay nearly double the cost for antitoxins and healing elixirs that one could in another shop a few blocks away. But since this wasn’t a real business, customers weren’t much of a concern.

She repeated her incantation when she reached the back of the room, and the concealed trap door beneath the short stairwell clicked open. The ladder led to a narrow stone passage which spiraled downward further, eventually ending in a small but well appointed alchemical laboratory filled with rare herbs gathered from all across Faratha. A tall man in a hooded robe was standing in front of the only workstation, his pallid hand adding a dash of what looked like Dhukili muskroot to a phial of strange green liquid. To his right was an open grimoire filled with elaborate magical writings that she couldn’t understand. Despite her sorcerous gifts, she wasn’t sure if she ever would.

“I heard the speech,” Valis said, pausing just inside the lab. “Everything seems to be proceeding smoothly.”

“Smoothly but slowly,” the man replied in a gravelly voice, as if he were many decades older than he actually was. “The Assembly won’t commit to anything until we’ve completed our investigation.”

“The survivors should be here to testify this afternoon. Surely the Speaker won’t be able to ignore them.”

“Never underestimate the ability of politicians to deny reality when it’s inconvenient for their agenda.” He paused for a moment, then turned to look at the open grimoire. “But I’ve no intention of letting them get their way. The expansion of the Scryer program will have widespread support among the public.”

“Perhaps,” Valis said, taking another step into the room. The scent of the various herbs was almost overpowering, but it was nothing compared to the rotting stench of the wasting man in front of her. “But creating an army to enforce our decrees won’t.”

“Not at first,” he admitted. “But that will change once we prove how useful they can be. All we need to do is pick the proper fight at the proper time.”

“Do you have anyone in mind?”

“There are plenty of villains in this city. And with the Spellfire Thief returning, we’ll have even more help in finding them.”

Valis winced. She could still feel Zane’s blade pressed against her throat, and she still couldn’t believe that he had survived the mountain explosion. Or escaped from Reznow, for that matter.

“Frankly, I’m surprised you’re willing to trust him,” she said, trying to pick and choose her words carefully. “He could have single-handedly destroyed everything we were working for!”

“He believed that the Krazzen were about to destroy his homeland. You can hardly blame him for that.”

“He continued to oppose us even after he figured out what was really happening.”

“He doesn’t know the full truth, and he never will. He was only doing what he thought was right.”

“He’s dangerous,” Valis insisted. “And a rogue element. We can’t afford to have a man like him running around and—”

“Zane is exactly the type of man we need right now,” he interrupted. “One with courage and conviction—one who understands what’s at stake, now more than ever.”

She clenched her teeth. “With all due respect, my lord, you said yourself that your daughter never should have taught him the secrets of spellfire magic. Thanks to her carelessness, we now have a rogue mage who—”

“You will not speak her name!”

His shout echoed through the lab and up the passage like a wave of thunder, and Valis couldn’t help but take a step away from him. Karsian Mirabilis was known across Faratha as a calm, charming, and reasonable man, and there was a time not so long ago when he had been exactly that. But the man standing before her now shared few similarities with the one most people read about in the papers on a daily basis. He didn’t even look the same.

Unlike the projections in the streets, there was nothing handsome about his face. His cheeks were sullen and saggy, and his beard, like the rest of his hair, had long since fallen out. His face was so pallid he could have been mistaken for a corpse. The only sign of life left in him all was the faint but haunting violet glow in his once blue eyes.

“This has nothing to do with Karissa,” he said firmly. “And it never will. Do you understand?”

“Of course, my lord,” Valis replied. “I didn’t mean to disparage her.”

“Good.”

She swallowed heavily as she looked him over. “Were you able to find what you were looking for in Dhukil?”

Karsian’s withered face twisted. “I don’t know yet. Spellbinder Veracus knows more about this condition than anyone, but he hasn’t been able to reverse it. All the survivors of the cataclysm succumb to it eventually. Most simply perish, but in recent years, more and more of them have begun to turn into these…creatures. He has taken to calling them Riven.”

Valis nodded slowly. “I’ve no doubt that you will find a cure, my lord.”

“Perhaps,” he said, though it didn’t sound like he believed it. “But in the meantime, we have a great deal of work to do. My daughter is already planning to reach out to Zane once he arrives. With his help, the Scryers will be more effective than ever. And after what he witnessed in the mountains, I’m sure he’ll be motivated to make sure that such a calamity can never happen again.”

“Even if he is, the moment he realizes that I’m your apprentice, he’ll—”

“That’s precisely why I plan to send you elsewhere. You are going to return home with tales of what happened. And you’re going to make sure that Alliance Command sends a representative to Mincalis. This plan will only work if every nation agrees to join the Spellbinders, including the Krazzen.”

Karsian turned back to his grimoire. “And it will work, no matter what it takes,” he said gravely. “It has to.”

To be Continued
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Spellfire Thief will conclude in soon! In the meantime, you may wish to check out my other fantasy harem works like Dread Knight and The Dragon Sovereign.

If you enjoyed this book, please, please consider leaving a review or even just a quick rating. I hate begging for reviews more than anyone, but they really are important for independent authors.

For updates about new releases, you can join my email list by heading to https://www.sarahhawke.com/newsletter

You can also follow me online on Facebook and on Twitter (@hawkenovels)

And finally, you can support me on Patreon (Hawkenovels) for frequent updates, chapter previews, reader polls, and a chance to give me story suggestions directly!
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Map of Eastern Imilath
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Political Map of Faratha, circa 9991
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Appendix



Alliance: A military alliance of nations in southwestern Faratha led by Krazzen. They are intensely industrialist societies who believe strongly in the advancement of magitek and military expansion.

Archons: The four gods worshiped by the Archonite religion, led by Aodar the White Flame. They are diametrically opposed by the Profane (see Pantheon section for details)

Blue Powder: A chemical substance created by processing and refining lyrithium. Used in magical runes and magitek, as well as firearms. 

Blue Powder Wars: A series of continent-wide wars sparked by the Krazzen invasion of Dhukil in 9941

Canith Mir: Capital of Ikibris, one of the largest and wealthiest cities in the world. Founded in a rare alliance between elves and humans after the fall of the Yaramadhi Empire. 

Chaos: The source of magic and divine energy, also called the Primordial Chaos.

Chemgine: a combustion engine fueled by alchemical compounds

Chem Lords: A colloquialism for the industrial leaders in Mincalis who focus on alchemical substances and their related technologies. 

Commonwealth: A military alliance of nations in northeastern Faratha led by Ikibris. The members are highly diverse, sharing only the basics of the Archonite faith between them. 

Dhukil: A nation in central Faratha devasted in a spellfire cataclysm in 9983. The scope of the devastation led to the Treaty of Mincalis and the formation of the Spellbinders.

Eladrin: The name for the highborn elves of the Immortal Court.

Final Edict: A religious movement in the Alliance dedicated to the conquest of Faratha by divine magic and magitek. 

Immortal Court: The collective name for the elven nations ruled over by the Eladrin. They are predominantly secular atheist sorcerers whose empire has stood for over ten thousand years. They eschew spellfire magic and magitek.

Mage: A generic name given to all arcane spellcasters, such as sorcerers and wizards

Magineer: A magical engineer

Magitek: Magical technology

Mincalis: A massive island city-state in the middle of Faratha, now called the City of Tomorrow

Nareeshi: Name for the dark elves who split from the Immortal Court over the embrace of demonology.

Powder Barons: A colloquialism for the industrial leaders in Mincalis who focus on blue powder and its assorted technologies.  

Primalists: worshipers of the Primal Gods, distinct from the Archons and the Profane (See Pantheon section for details)

Profane: The demon lords who serve Naryssa (see Pantheon section for details)

Solegrad: Capital of Krazzen, a massive industrial city and home of Alliance Command. 

Sorcerer: A mage with direct connection to the Chaos that gives them innate magical talent. Sorcery has been cultivated by the Immortal Court for ten thousand years. 

Spellbinders: An order of mages formed to police the spread of dangerous magic and magitek.

Spellfire Magic: A new and powerful spellcasting technique that involves drawing power directly from the heart of the Chaos. Also known as Prime Magic or Primordial Magic. 

Tahari: Name for the wood elves who split from the Immortal Court over their naturalist faith in Tahleen the Treemother

Tanic Kingdoms: A military alliance of nations in northwestern Faratha led by Gulonde. They are highly traditional medieval societies based on a chivalrous knightly culture and court politics. 

Wizard: An arcane spellcasting technique distinct from sorcery that requires careful study and intellectual analysis of the Chaos. First developed by the Yaramadhi humans. 

Yaramadhi Empire: The first massive human Empire that once controlled most of Faratha and battled with the elves of the Immortal Court. The Empire collapsed when its Wizard Kings all mysteriously vanished on the same day.
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The Pantheon

Most religions trace their origins back to the Cleaving of
Creation, where Aodar and Naryssa sundered their divine
marriage and split the Primordial Chaos. Aodar now leads
the Archons, while Naryssa is the uncontested ruler of the
Profane.

The Archons

The Archons are revered as the benevolent gods of Ikibris.

Through their followers, they fight to cleanse the world of

Riven corruption, and they wage unceasing war against the
Profane and the demon spawn of the Abyss.

Aodar

Sorceress to spare them from the Blighting during
pregnancy.

Tahleen

Nicknames: The White Flame
Domains: Creation, Healing,
Purity, Redemption, Vengeance
Visage: A male human in silver

plate armor with flaming angelic
wings and a closed helm

Worshipers: Humans, the White
Mantle

Aodar is the leader of the Archons and the patron god of
humanity. Though greatly weakened by the Invocation, he is
still widely considered the most powerful deity in the
pantheon.

Kozarin

Nicknames: The Unbroken

Domains: Duty, Protection,
Stone, Stability

Visage: A male dwarf clad in
armor

Worshipers: Dwarves,
guardians, soldiers

Kozarin is the patron god of the dwarves. A stalwart warrior,
he protects the dwarven kingdom of Angar Thuul, the only
nation in the known world not to fall to Riven corruption.
Kozarin fears and reviles arcane magic and considers Ziskalix
his greatest foe.

Selura

Nicknames: The Sanguine
Sorceress, The Martyred Mother
Domains: Blood, Martyrdom,
Motherhood, Vigor

Visage: A female human with
angelic wings and blood running
from her eyes

Worshipers: Healers, midwives,
mothers

Selura is the daughter of Aodar and Naryssa and twin sister
of Siriona. The clergy of Selura is especially revered by
women and mothers, who offer prayers to the Sanguine

Nicknames: The Treemother

Domains: Forests, Life,
Renewal

Visage: A dryad

Worshipers: Apothecaries, the
Tahari elves, healers, rangers

Tahleen is the patron god of
the Tahari elves, who believe
she spared them from the corruption that consumed the
Immortal Court. She fights tirelessly against Naryssa,
believing she can one day win back the loyalty of the dark
elves who betrayed their surface kin.

The Profane

The Profane are the dark gods of Ikibris forged by the
Demon Queen Naryssa during the Cleaving of Creation.
They share their dark gifts with mortals through Profane
Covenants, blood pacts that offer tremendous power in
exchange for future sacrifices.

Balphoren

Nicknames: The Beast Lord

Domains: Hunting, Lycanthropy,
Strength, Survival

Visage: A werewolf

Worshipers: Druids,
lycanthropes, minotaur, hunters

The most savage and feral of the

Profane, Balphoren is the lord of lycanthropy and a firm
believer in survival of the fittest. His Profane Covenant
grants worshippers the ability to take the form of powerful
beasts, but they eventually lose themselves to the call and
will one day join his feral pack forever.

Gorgesh

Nicknames: The Lord of
Slaughter

Domains: Brutality, Conquest,
Slaughter, War

Visage: Red-skinned male orc
adorned with skulls

Worshipers: Savage humanoids,
especially gnolls and orcs

The patron god of gnolls and orcs, Gorgesh commands his
followers to wage never-ending war against the weak and
civilized. His Profane Covenant offers untold strength...but
only until another, worthier servant comes along to take
their place.
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The Primal Gods

The Primal Gods are forces of nature as much as true deities.
Primalist religions date back to ancient times, with cultures
typically venerating one aspect of nature. Primalism has seen
a resurgence in the wake of the Invocation, even though the
Primal Gods rarely grant magic to their followers.

Azagoth
Nicknames: The Earthbreaker
Domains: Earth

Visage: A stone golem
Worshipers: Dwarves, Yamarians

The Earthbreaker is a mysterious and taciturn deity revered
as a pillar of stability, strength, and tradition in Primalist
cultures. His favor brings plentiful harvests, while his rage
causes the earth to churn.

Iskareth

Nicknames: The Stormbringer
Domains: Air, Lightning, Storms

Visage: An enormous human
male whose eyes stir with
lightning and his voice rumbles
like thunder

Worshipers: Belevosk, sailors,
Vokash, Yamarians

A spiteful and tempestuous deity, the Stormbringer respects
power and perseverance. His favor brings calm skies and fair
winds, while his wrath brings pain and destruction.

Tinaru

Nicknames: The Tidemaiden
Domains: Renewal, Water, Winter

Visage: A lithe female human
water atop a frozen tidal wave

Worshipers: Belevosk, healers,
rangers, sailors, Vokash, Yamarians

Tinaru is often considered the most merciful and nurturing
of the Primal Gods. Her favor brings calm waters and mild
winters, while her fury can wash away entire civilizations.

AR

Valakrys

Nicknames: The Fire Queen

Domains: Destruction, Fire,
Strength

Visage: A female human wreathed
in flame

Worshipers: Dhukili, Yamarians

To most, the Fire Queen is a merciless and uncaring deity as
committed to destruction as the Profane. Yet those who
curry their favor insist that world’s true potential can only be
found in the cycle of destruction and regrowth.
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Maviroth

Nicknames: The Dread Lord
Domains: Domination, Fear,
Ruthlessness, Victory

Visage: A dark rider clad in black
armor

Worshipers: The Dread Knights,
soldiers

Maviroth is the pitiless demon lord of domination and
victory. Unlike Gorgesh, who revels in wanton slaughter, the
Dread Lord commands his followers to both outmaneuver
and overpower their enemies. Maviroth's Covenant offers
power and protection, but his followers know that one day
they shall find the light of the world blinding and be forced
to return into the Deep. There the Dread Lord shall claim
them as the eternal servants in his unholy army.

Naryssa

Nicknames: The Demon Queen,
the Many-Eyed Mother

Domains: Chaos, Demons,
Slavery

Visage: A female human with
blade-like spines emerging from
her back

Worshipers: Dark elves,
diabolists, mentalists

The wife of Aodar who imbued mortals with the ability to
sin, Naryssa is the undisputed leader of the Profane. She is
the patron of the dark elves, whom she spared from the
Blighting in exchange for their eternal servitude. Her
Profane Covenant offers protection from the Riven
corruption, but the firstborn child of every Nareeshi woman
is a half-demon abomination.

Raktos

Nicknames: The Risen Reaver

Domains: Death, Plagues,
Snakes, Strife, Undeath
Visage: A skeletal mage with
snakes in its ribcage

Worshipers: Necromancers

Raktos is the lord of death and
decomposition. He has few mortal worshipers, aside from
those who wish to master shadow magic and transcend
death. He is often blamed as the chief architect of the Riven
corruption, though most blame mortal folly for the
Invocation rather than overt divine influence.

Siriona

Nicknames: The Scarlet

Scourge

Domains: lllusions, Lust, Pain,

Pleasure

Visage: A succubus with red

skin, black wings, and a barbed )
whip

Worshipers: Hedonists, sadists,

and torturers

Siriona is the daughter of Aodar and Naryssa and the twin
sister of Selura. She followed her mother into the Abyss
during the Cleaving of Creation. As the first succubus, she is
the ultimate temptress, offering mortals pleasures beyond
their wildest imagination. In return, she slowly saps their
strength, leaving them little more than empty husks doomed
to wallow in the Abyss for all eternity.

Ziskalix

Nicknames: The Unknowable

Domains: Forbidden
Knowledge, Magic, Temptation

Visage: Robed human with a
mask holding a locked book

Worshipers: Arcanists, sages,

Ziskalix is the lord of forbidden
knowledge, who constantly
tempts his followers with dark secrets. Though who agree to
his Profane Covenant are given power and knowledge it
would normally take years or even decades to acquire, but
they are inevitably driven to madness.





