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        A bounty hunter with a death wish. An orphan with her head in the clouds. A conspiracy with the power to bring down a kingdom.

      

        

      
        Serena dreams of leaving her harsh desert home behind in her very own airship. But when an assassin's knife meant for Serena kills her friend instead, the rebellious orphan  ventures into the corrupt heart of Dalthea to discover who put a price on her head. With each new turn, she edges closer to uncovering the awful truth—and the mystical powers brewing deep within her.

      

        

      
        After his fiancée’s death, soldier-turned-bounty hunter Tyson Gallows is eager to sacrifice his life in the line of duty. When a foreign enemy assassinates a high-ranking official, he vows to bring them to justice. On the hunt for a killer, Gallows exposes a sinister plot that proves his fiancée’s death was no accident.

      

        

      
        Driven by revenge, Serena and Gallows must join forces to take down the conspiracy before the kingdom falls to ruin.

      

        

      
        Symphony of the Wind is the first book in a gritty epic fantasy trilogy. If you like hardened heroes, steampunk airships, and dark magic and monsters, then you’ll love Steven McKinnon’s visceral adventure.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Get the prequel novella, The Fury Yet To Come, absolutely FREE by joining the Raincatchers’ Guild Mailing List!

      

        

      
        Click the image below for more info!
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        ‘Fortune Find You!’

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A note on the text

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book was written in the United Kingdom and utilises British English, such as ‘colour’ instead of ‘color’, ‘armour’ instead of ‘armor’, ‘mum’ instead of ‘mom’ and the suffix ‘-ise’ instead of ‘-ize’ etc.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Zoe,

      

        

      
        who is a symphony unto herself

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Raincatcher’s Ballad

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        By gaze of stars and glow of the moon

        Navigate sea and sky

        Pitched to the wind, pray homeward soon

        For Heaven’s court, we’ll fly

      

        

      
        Guided by will, our compass so true

        Calm the wrath of storms

        Pierce the veil, sky forever blue,

        The wind, our siren-song

      

        

      
        Aerulus-blessed, and so we soar

        From chains that bind the land

        Melodies of Nyr, she sings and roars

        The choir of the damned

      

        

      
        Anchor raised, we sail for the sky

        ’catchers, sailors, kin

        Live by the code, united by

        The symphony of the wind

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing but the hum of engines and the song of the wind.

      Just how Serena liked it.

      She clasped the railing, savouring the cold air as it whipped her long, emerald hair. The sun sat low, and the Liberty Wind charged towards the horizon. The work would begin soon.

      But for now, there was no-one else in the world—just Serena and her ship sailing weaving their way through the sky, soaring through wispy clouds—a world away from the scorched and arid plains below.

      She raced to the aft-deck to watch the airship’s exhaust sew silver streams. These were the precious moments she got to herself—and she wouldn’t let the small matter of being forbidden up here while the ship was in the air stop her from enjoying them. Anyway, what was life without a little danger?

      The familiar tumble in her stomach rocked her as the Wind pitched upward. She closed her eyes, and spread her arms like wings.

      Gods, why couldn’t she could stay like this forever? Just her and the limitless sky—no restraints, no boundaries, just endless-

      ‘Oi, muck rat!’

      Serena’s eyes shot open and dread filled her belly like sewage—Harvel Roarke had that effect on people.

      ‘You’re supposed to be in the holds making space!’

      Serena winced at the sound of his grating, nasal bark and felt her skin burn scarlet. ‘Sorry, I, I was just-’

      ‘How many times do you gotta be told?’ Roarke’s livid eyes appraised her like a coyote’s. ‘Just ’cause the captain’s got a soft spot for ya don’t mean I ain’t afraid to beat some sense into ya. Go, get a move on!’

      ‘I was going anyway.’ She hurried past him, tying her hair and pulling her flight cap on. It made her scalp itch.

      ‘Green-haired freak,’ Roarke muttered.

      Serena scurried through the metal hatch and dropped onto the gangway below, greeted by the metallic whiff of ignium and recycled oil. The wall-mounted lamps bathed the gangway in warm orange. If she tried hard, she could convince herself the rust was autumn leaves.

      She stepped over rucksacks and spare parts on her way down into the holds, exposed pipes rattling every step of the way. The sound of engines, pistons and rotors seeped through the walls, humming like mosquito wings. Serena charged around a corner—and walked straight into the kuramanusa.

      ‘Oh, sor-’ She’d seen him often enough but he’d never uttered a word to her. A scar cut straight down the middle of his face in a perfect line. The scarring on the right side swirled like cursive writing. Beautiful—and deliberate.

      She’d heard stories about the kuramanusa—men and women enslaved by the Idari. ‘May I pass?’ he said in broken Dalthean, maintaining a smile despite Serena’s staring at him.

      Her face burned and she flattened herself against the wall, allowing him to squeeze past with the two ignium canisters in his wiry, veined arms.

      She wove between the rest of the crew, jostling and elbowing her way through the cramped passages. Voices shouted all around her. Being tall for sixteen was good for traipsing across the streets after curfew, but it was a handicap here. ‘’scuse me, ‘scuse me,’ she said, ducking under someone’s arm.

      ‘All right, keep your hair on, dolly!’ A peal of laughter followed, and Serena rolled her eyes. Oxbridge. She hated being called ‘dolly’, and she hated the way he laughed every time he said it. Sooner I age out and get my own airship, the better.

      She continued down the walkway. A jet of steam spiked from one of the pipes ahead of her. Without even looking, Serena pulled her wrench out and tightened the bolt, the steam stuttering to a halt. She was sick of people walking past this stuff. Why was she the only one who cared? Repairs weren’t even her job! ‘Whole thing would fall out of the sky if it wasn’t for me.’

      Acid vinegar wafted through the Wind’s poky excuse for a kitchen. Clara’s broth. Or cleaning fluid. It wasn’t always an easy distinction.

      Clara’s pudgy face poked out. ‘Where’ve you been, missy? You should’ve been down here ages ago.’

      ‘Shit, sorry, Clara. Just wanted some fresh air before we got stuck in. Sorry.’

      The woman’s pink face softened, but not much. ‘Aye, well, that’s all right by me, turtledove, but you know how Roarke gets, especially on the job. You’re lucky old Fitz is fond of you. Plenty of folk would be glad to get a job aboard a raincatcher. You need to learn to appreciate what you have.’

      ‘Oi, Clara! What broth you got for us?’ called Dixon as he barrelled down the passageway.

      ‘Bone and canned vegetable!’ smiled Clara, her grin filling half of her face. ‘Slaved over it too so I expect an empty bowl come supper.’

      Dixon beamed. ‘Feast fit for King Owain himself!’

      Canned vegetable soup was all they ever had, but Dixon always asked and he never failed to act delighted. He winked at Serena and carried on, securing his goggles. Serena watched him go, aware of how fast her heartbeat had become. She could never meet his eye when they bumped into each other, but he was one of the good ones. And not much older either…

      Clara motioned with her head. ‘Right, off you run, we got work to do, and if you’re lucky, I’ll see if I can conjure a chocolate square for you and your pal.’

      Serena darted towards the holds, feet clattering upon the floor.

      

      Captain Fitzwilliam took a sly draught from his flask. The Liberty Wind twisted in the air, her rotors thrumming and beating the air like giant batwings, her shadow flitting along the barren, lightning-scorched earth as the sun died for the day. She arrowed towards the towering Spire. Its peak pierced the heavens.

      The air was always suffocating in the thunderplains, and it could choke the life from a man if he stayed out here too long—one of the side-effects from the Spires interfering with the natural way of things. Long as it keeps cash flowing, they can make it snow for all I care.

      Third water run of the day. His bones ached, and it took longer for ’em to settle these days. He found his knees clicking more, found himself getting up to piss during the night, and of course his paintbrush moustache was more grey than black—but damn it, he was alive, and that wasn’t nothing. He’d sacked more airships, cracked more safes and bedded more women than any man had a right to. He welcomed old age.

      Changed days now, but a good captain learned to roll with the punches. Sometimes literally. Captain Vaughan’s face floated in his mind again. Flash bastard.

      ‘Right, listen up!’ Fitz squared his broad shoulders. ‘You know how it’s done by now—and if you don’t, Dixon, I’m done teaching ya.’

      Tiera, Fitz’s first mate, stood at his side like always. Her long, wild black hair hung in a taut ponytail, and she stood straight with her muscular arms crossed. The faded, brown, leather work gear always looked good on her. So did the knives in her belt.

      ‘Third shift of the day,’ Fitz continued, feeling the sweat running along the back of his shaved head. ‘Sector Seven Spire and all the rest of it. You all know the drill by now, in and out! Sooner we get our boots on the ground, sooner we get our arses in the air. Get down, grab the barrels, secure ’em in the holds, and before you know it we’ll be sailing back to the capital. We’ve got six hours before that bloody great spike’s activated, which means I want us skyward in four! Before the war, I was infamous for getting a job done in half the time needed. O’ course, it was that reputation that got me conscripted and sent off to drench my boots in Idari blood with the rest of King Owain’s merry fools, but in spite o’ that, it’s a reputation I mean to maintain. Because believe you me, boys and girls, don’t none of ya want to be near that thing when it starts pissing thunderbolts around us!’

      ‘Captain,’ said Culran. ‘You able to negotiate additional leave privileges for this water run, or only money?’

      The kuramanusa. Can’t keep callin’ him that, though. Probably hates the Idari more’n anyone else. Tall and thin but muscled, Culran was quick on his feet. Good bloke. Good worker. Makes sense, a bloke held captive all his life would prioritise leave more’n money. ‘Double in aerons and water tokens,’ Fitz answered with no small amount of pride. ‘I’ll bring extra leave up with Roland tomorrow but don’t count on it.’

      ‘Half these buggers can’t count at all,’ said Dixon, followed by murmuring laughter.

      ‘Laugh it up,’ said Fitz, ‘but I expect to see you sweatin’. I know three runs in one day ain’t what you’d call conventional, so I appreciate the work you lot are putting in. Now, are you done with the questions? Good, we got work-’

      ‘Captain!’ interrupted Roarke, his fingers caressing the knife hanging from his belt. ‘What if that wanker Vaughan shows up again?’

      ‘Young Drimmon’s looking after the RADIOM,’ answered Fitz, striving to keep his voice cool. Sometimes running a crew felt like placating a gang of hungry wolves with a salad leaf. ‘He’ll fetch us if anything big comes our way.’ The Wind’s RADIOM unit wasn’t flashy, but it did its job—sensors sent out a weak pulse and a needle sketched out the results on a moving strip of paper. Sometimes it couldn’t detect a frigate chasing the Wind’s arse, other times it could pick out individual gulls in a flock. Sometimes machines were as fickle as people.

      ‘And if that flash pillock does show up with another bit o’ parchment he says gives him legal claim to what’s ours,’ Fitz continued, ‘I promise you, lads, I’ll ram it down his bloody thieving throat!’ Fitzwilliam beamed and puffed his chest out. But instead of roaring cheers and colourful language, a lethargic chorus of grunts greeted him.

      ‘We lost our whole take last time, Captain,’ said Smithy, anxiety lining his red face. ‘I got kids.’

      ‘Aye,’ agreed Drimmon, ‘and here’s me with a girl to propose to. Her dad thinks I’m a right chancer at the best of times, never mind not getting paid.’

      ‘Yeah, a girl to propose to and a whore’s debt to settle!’ That was Oxbridge, bursting into laughter.

      Fitzwilliam stayed silent as the crew laughed and jeered. Was it really so long ago when people were scared of him? Drimmon’s face was a picture of tired resentment, the features on his face drawn tight. Fitz felt sorry for the lad. He was all for camaraderie and sharing a laugh, but he had to maintain respect aboard his ship. There was no quicker way for a captain to lose the respect of his crew than when he tried to be their mate. ‘Enough!’ he called. ‘We got work to do, so get to it. Fortune find you!’

      The crew shuffled out, muttering to themselves. They possessed all the enthusiasm of a deflated gas balloon in an airship graveyard. How long before their dissatisfaction resulted in mutiny?

      ‘And Drimmon assures me he was just talking to that enchantress in Scab End.’

      The crew laughed, jeering and jostling the lad.

      Better to be their mate than their target.

      

      ‘You got caught again,’ said Angelo.

      Serena trundled into the hold. ‘Pffft. So what?’ She slid the doors closed. The room smelled damp and the orange glow of the ignium lamp stuttered and made an infuriating buzzing sound. Storage boxes, barrels and crates lined the room, stacked higher than safety regs advised. Without thinking, Serena checked that the lines holding them were secure.

      ‘You need to be more careful.’ Angelo sat in his usual space on the floor, legs crossed and clasping an old book. He avoided her eyes when he spoke. His choppy black hair spiked up in a random pattern like silhouettes of a mountain. His glasses sat lopsided on his face, and a pair of flight goggles hung around his scrawny neck.

      Serena threw herself next to him. ‘Like he’d actually do anything,’ she said.

      ‘Roarke?’

      Serena groaned. ‘Who else?’

      Serena had no idea why Fitz kept Roarke as chief engineer, no-one liked him. She guessed it was because Fitz didn’t have much of a regular crew; Clara was a decent sort, and Oxbridge—he might call her stupid nicknames but at least he wouldn’t yell at her. Tiera? Well, she was the real boss, everyone knew that. And Dixon, he wouldn’t have cared at all if she was out running on the deck. Probably would’ve joined her…

      But no, it had to be Roarke. What was the fuss about? She’d have jumped belowdecks before the altitude got too dangerous. ‘Gods, I can’t wait until we’re old enough to get off this ship.’

      ‘Don’t mind it,’ said Angelo. ‘Better than some. And you’re seventeen before me.’

      Serena smiled. ‘Don’t sweat it, I’ll take you with me,’ she said, punching him on the shoulder. ‘You can be my first mate.’

      Angelo shook his head, and turned the page of his book. ‘I like being in the holds. Safer. You can crawl through the insides of the ship. Go anywhere you like. See everything. Better than being outside.’

      ‘Okay, well… You can be my official sneak-through-the-ship-and-listen-to-what-the-crew-are-saying-about-me officer, then. And if any of ’em don’t like me, I’ll tie them up and chuck them overboard.’

      Angelo cleared his throat. ‘You’ll need a lot of rope.’

      ‘Damn right. I’ll be the most feared captain who ever lived.’

      ‘People generally aren’t afraid of Raincatchers.’

      ‘People generally don’t think anything about Raincatchers. But I don’t plan on packing buckets of water away forever. I’m just gonna fly, explore the world, be free. Free, and far away.’

      The muffled voices of the crew rumbled down the corridor. Their words were jumbled in the cargo hold but Serena could tell it was a mess of cursing and complaining. Captain Fitz must have given them the speech already.

      ‘Do you think we’ll be safe?’ said Angelo. ‘If Vaughan shows up?’

      ‘’course we will. You know Fitz. He acts tough but he’ll back down. Like always.’

      ‘When I age out, I’m going to work at the orphanage. Maybe cleaning. Maybe teaching. I can tell I’m one of Sister Catryn’s favourites.’

      Serena put her hands behind her head and leaned back against the wall. The faint buzz of the lamp gnawed at her. Screw the orphanage. The Sisters always tried to push the students to apply to the Fayth Collegium for a scholarship, to choose one of the Gods and study one of their disciplines. Boring. ‘You have no sense of adventure.’

      ‘Not true. I’m here, aren’t I? Father Talbot said practical experience on an overnight water run is voluntary.’

      ‘Yeah, as long as we write about it for credit. I’m doing it just to get out of the bloody dorm.’

      ‘Good experience. Studying is important. Education is-’

      ‘You already know everything about books and philosophy, and me, I’m good with machines.’ Her mind wandered to the sea, and the ships she travelled on when she was a kid. She never appreciated the wide, open ocean back then. ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’

      ‘You’ll age out with zero work prospects and be forced to make ends meet by selling your body in Scab End, fall prey to shoving scuzz into your arm, catch a thousand different diseases, and be dead before you turn twenty, by which point no-one will remember your name.’

      Serena stared at Angelo. ‘Thanks.’

      Like that would ever happen. She would captain her own airship—one that would let her soar past the vast Steelpeak mountain range. Though I’ll be ancient by the time they invent engines advanced enough for that. When they reached a certain point, airship engines stopped producing enough thrust to climb. Most had a limit of six thousand feet—Mount Tonnir reached twenty thousand. Serena didn’t understand how it all worked, but Father Talbot had promised he’d teach her. Machines were cool.

      For now, she’d be content with skipping out of the orphanage after curfew. Dalthea became a playground at night. She promised she’d stop, but it got harder and harder to fool herself. The last time she broke out, she even saw a dog—the first she’d seen in years. What would she find next time?

      The room lurched, and a red warning light blinked into life. A falling sensation spread in her stomach. ‘Here we go.’

      

      Lights pulsed amidst the darkening sky. The Liberty Wind descended, circling the looming, silver structure. The Spire’s shadow stretched out into the desert, a long, black finger pointing back towards home. Fitz could taste the liquor on his tongue.

      ‘Drimmon!’ he called to his co-pilot. ‘Ship’s yours. Prep the lamps on the mooring cables. Last thing I need is a bloody sandstorm stopping us from bailing out.’

      ‘Aye sir,’ muttered Drimmon. The co-pilot was still sore from earlier. Fitz felt bad for him, but when you constantly bleat about proposing to a girl, well, you don’t waste time talking about it. Still, credit where it was due—the Liberty Wind could be a cranky mare, but in Drimmon’s hands she danced like a snowflake.

      Fitz strode from the bridge, Tiera slinking behind him. ‘You’re tense,’ she whispered.

      ‘You try running a crew of tired, skint Raincatchers.’

      ‘I do run a crew of tired, skint Raincatchers.’

      Fitz chuckled, his gaze enraptured by her dark, ferocious eyes, purple like sparkling amethysts. ‘I’ll say you do at that.’ He pulled her close and kissed her. She smelled of machine oil.

      ‘You’re worried.’ Her voice was soft, but in the way a flame is soft before it erupts into an inferno. She traced a finger down the back of his neck.

      ‘Not worried, just tired. And old. And keen to get my crew paid.’

      Tiera regarded him for a moment. ‘In Phadros, we say: “While you are breathing, you are living. And if you are living, you are young”. Live now. There is time enough for sleep when you die.’

      Her accent alone was enough to put a spur in his step. Funny, that. When the mortar shells whistled overhead and the Idari kiros slaughtered everyone around him, Fitz never reckoned he’d live long enough to see the sky again. He scolded himself. Here he was, working with a full crew at his back and a fine woman at his side. He had more than most. And Tiera being a good fifteen years younger than him didn’t hurt.

      Of course, being on the receiving end of her temper felt like being thrust back onto the front lines, but that just meant she cared.

      ‘We got work to do, First Mate Martelo. And afterwards, I order you to come to my quarters and keep me company for the voyage home, and see if you can’t keep me from falling asleep.’

      ‘Sir, yes sir.’

      Night draped over the desert, turning the red siltstone to dark ash. Constellations sparked into life as the sun vanished. Sand twisted in the wind, gliding and dancing in spirals.

      The thunder of the Wind’s rotors swept away all other noise. Her floodlights glared into the world and her landing struts thudded into the scorched ground. The rotors powered down and the thrusters turned silent as a breath.

      ‘All right then,’ said Fitz. ‘Let’s seize that fortune.’

      

      The port side’s crimson warning lights rolled into life as the hold’s two metal doors screeched apart. Two bodies in protective overalls, masks and goggles materialised from the ship’s belly. They landed hard onto the earth, the loading ramp extending from the door. Other crew members spilled out into the wind and darkness, activating the lamps in their recovery suits as they darted towards the Spire.

      Tiera pulled a key from the chain around her neck and nodded to Smithy, who did the same. They slid each key into a reader at precisely the same moment.

      The doors on the Spire’s base shuddered and stuck. ‘Rusted piece of shit!’ Tiera cursed. Without hesitating, she pried the panel from the wall and hotwired two cables together, sparks gushing out.

      The door groaned.

      ‘Neat trick!’ Yelled Smithy.

      ‘Drimmon showed me—it’s a job for nimble fingers.’

      Inside, ignium lanterns blinked and sparkled.

      Fitz appeared behind them, surrounded by the rest of the crew. Tiera slapped him hard on his back and ran off back towards the airship.

      Fitz pulled his mask down but still tasted metal on his tongue. The gigantic round room resembled the kofun tombs from the parables in the Fayth Codex, expansive megaliths where it was said the remains of the Gods lay. Darkness pervaded like the inside of a mausoleum, and columns of rubber-encased barrels lined the room like ancient pillars.

      In the centre of the room, a tower stretched all the way up to the top of the Spire, standing so tall that more than half of it was shrouded in shadow. This was the core, and at its base was the Spire’s control room. From there, an operator could work the utility elevators and pulleys, which distributed barrels filled with rainwater to a conveyor on the floor, and send the empties back up to be replenished again.

      Smithy bolted into the control room. The mechanisms crunched. Chains rattled, cogs spun and conveyors crawled to life.

      ‘Right, get ’em into the hold pronto!’ commanded Fitz, shouting to be heard above the din of machinery. The room amplified the howl of battering wind. The racket didn’t do his headache any favours, but that was how it went. He’d be savouring the cure soon enough. ‘Rotors spinning in four hours, mind! Ground Team have already started! Quicker we get the gear hauled back, quicker we sit down to some scran!’ Dixon, Roarke and Culran shoved past. ‘Rumour has it Clara’s whipped up some of her famous chocolate squares! Better than your mum used to make, Dixon!’

      ‘No arguments there, the only thing my mum could cook up in her skillet was oats an’ milk!’ He heaved a carriage of full barrels from the conveyor with Roarke. ‘Foul it was but didn’t half keep you fed!’

      ‘Well tonight, gentlemen, we feast like kings—as long as the Ground Team don’t bloody beat us to it!’ said Fitz. ‘Get your arses in gear!’

      ‘Aye aye!’ said Dixon. ‘Be a lot quicker if Roarke would pull his weight!’

      ‘Shut it!’ yelled Roarke. Even beneath his mask and goggles, Fitz could tell he was scowling. ‘Bet you half a day’s water ration I’ll finish my lot before you finish yours!’

      ‘Easy!’

      Back outside, the wind snarled at Fitz’s face, spitting grit and sand. ‘Ground Team!’ he yelled. ‘The lads in the Spire are beating you by half! Get these units pulled up and in the hold! Rumour has it Clara’s fixed us a feast and I ain’t missing it ’cause you lot got sand in your breeks!’

      Tiera and half a dozen other crewmen combed the ground, yanking barrels full of water from trenches dug into the earth. Of the hundreds of these strewn throughout the Sector Seven Spire’s field of operation, maybe a third would be full. The real prize was the haul caught by the Spire’s funnel, but the extra rain in these barrels could sometimes double a Raincatcher’s quota. Mind you, tons of ’em were eroded to the point of being useless. All you could do was hope for the best.

      He regarded his airship as though appraising a diamond. The Liberty Wind saved his skin and kept him fed and watered and away from the temptation of better paid but less reputable work. She stood ninety feet tall and two hundred and seventy feet long, and to Captain Fitzwilliam, every inch of her was pure beauty. She climbed the skies using four colossal turbines—two each on either side of the bow and stern. Three ignium-filled balloon cells could be deployed from panels for ballast—handy if he needed to hover and perform surveys but not much else. Like all modern-day airships, her thrusters were fuelled by liquid igneus.

      ‘Sir!’ yelled Oxbridge, his red face and dark curly hair appearing from the hold. He readied a trolley to haul the barrels up the cargo ramp. ‘Drimmon says the wind’s a mean mistress but the skies are clear. No sign of Vaughan or anyone else.’

      Fitz slapped his shoulder. ‘Good man! We’ll be outta here in no time! Get in the Spire and send a bricode back to the capital so those bloody pen-pushers know we’re here—I don’t want no excuses for them to withhold our pay!’

      ‘Aye sir!’

      Fitz marched up the ramp. His Bride’s Code machine was—at least—usually more reliable than the RADIOM apparatus; it send a series of beeps and pauses to a pre-defined frequency, meaning only the recipient could decipher the message. Fitz reckoned all this new tech was well and good, but what did relying on it do to a sailor’s instincts? There were even rumours of the technology becoming so advanced that wireless ship-to-ship voice communication would soon be installed. Fitz couldn’t imagine that. Wouldn’t the pilot get distracted? Doubt I’ll see it in my lifetime.

      ‘You two keeping outta trouble?’ Fitz asked Serena and Angelo—especially Serena.

      ‘Yup,’ the girl replied. She sounded disappointed. Angelo, on the other hand, just nodded. Quiet sort he was, but a good lad.

      Fitzwilliam marched off, enjoying the relative tranquillity now most of his crew was outside. He climbed the three levels to the deck. Half the ladders rattled in their sockets on his way up, and climbing them sent aches through his legs. He heaved the door of the viewing platform open and pulled his goggles tighter. Fancy instruments were all well and good, but never in all his days—as sailor, sky pirate, soldier or Raincatcher—had he trusted ’em over his own eyes. Drimmon could read RADIOM graphs like they were a five-year-old’s schoolbooks, but it was a poor captain that didn’t see things for himself.

      Also, there was privacy up here.

      Fitz slipped the flask from his inner coat and took a deep draught. The liquor burned his throat and thawed his headache. His crew would be up in arms and threatening mutiny if they saw him take alcohol outwith a guild house—unless of course he had some for them too—but secrets between Fitz, the Great Gods and the Lesser wouldn’t hurt them.

      He’d take one more swig—how else could he power through three details in one day?—then he’d join Dixon, Smithy and Roarke inside the Spire.

      Roarke was a sour faced cut-throat, but he was right about one thing: The girl was becoming a handful. Twice now she’d been caught running rampant after curfew. One more and her work experience privileges would be yanked. Maybe a word in her ear would calm her down some.

      He tipped the rest of the liquor into his gullet.

      Something in the sky caught his eye and froze his blood.

      A bright purple-blue thread leaped up from the peak of the Spire.

      The stars—one by one, they flickered away.

      Scowling, Fitz pulled his binoculars from his overalls.

      A darkness expanded in the sky. A fat, roiling smoke twisting and tumbling in the air. It billowed like silk being stretched across the sky, sweeping the stars away.

      The binoculars crashed to the floor.

      Thunderclouds.

      

      Serena heaved the trolley of empty barrels down the ramp, rubbing her calloused hands as Culran caught it. Ten minutes in and already she couldn’t wait to go home.

      Ha. ‘Home’. What, the orphanage? Back to its stale air and confines? Back to the dorm, where Marrin would follow her and pester her like an obsessed puppy?

      ‘Tiera!’

      Serena winced. The bark couldn’t have come from anyone but Fitz.

      ‘Oi, you two!’ he yelled at her and Angelo. ‘Off the ship, get inside the Spire—now!’ Fitz cupped his hands and called out to Culran: ‘Inside the Spire! We got a thunderstorm com-!’

      The explosion smothered Fitz’s voice. Serena stumbled back and collapsed onto the cargo room floor. Pain stabbed her and screaming filled her head.

      Fire.

      The explosion came from outside, but it was close—very close.

      ‘Shit!’ Fitz hammered the intercom. ‘Drimmon! Spool the engines! We’re leaving!’ He turned to Serena. ‘You two stay on board!’

      ‘Captain?’ she started, but in an instant, Fitz tore across the ground.

      ‘Tiera!’ he screamed. ‘Goddamn it, Tiera!’

      Serena got to her feet and gazed out to the Spire. Flames engulfed the entrance. What the hell...?

      Another explosion erupted.

      Metal and dirt flew out in all directions. Serena could only watch as Fitz lurched backwards and collapsed to the ground.

      A scream slashed through the air.

      Her eyes widened. Fear seized her. A carriage full of barrels toppled onto one of the crewmen, water bursting onto the earth. She gasped for breath but her lungs were bags of sand. All she could do was watch.

      Fitz got to his feet and stumbled towards Tiera. Culran sprinted to the man pinned beneath the carriage, a scream tearing from his lungs.

      This isn’t happening.

      Tiera yelled something at Fitz, fire dancing against their faces. Fitz pulled at her, held her back, but she swiped his hands away-

      ‘Aaaahh!’ Someone tore out from the Spire entrance, limbs flailing. Serena’s brain struggled to comprehend what her eyes were telling her. She could tell it was Smithy, but-

      Fire danced on his overalls, melting his skin.

      Inhuman screams burst from him as he advanced towards her with quick, graceless steps.

      His eyes. Oh Gods, his eyes. He stared through his goggles straight at her. Fire clung to his hair. Bright red blood filled his face as his skin peeled away, mouth stretched and howling. He lumbered onto the ramp, voice shrieking and a flaming arm reaching out to her. Ice rushed in Serena’s veins.

      He fell to his knees in front of her.

      The screaming stopped but still his body burned, a dry, sulphurous odour coming from him.

      ‘Get inside!’ Fitz screamed. ‘Everyone on board!’

      Something nagged at Serena’s shoulder. She ignored it, gaze stuck on Smithy’s smouldering remains.

      A screeching whine cut out from the man beneath the cargo carriage.

      Oh Gods.

      It was Dixon.

      ‘My legs!’ he gasped. ‘My legs!’

      ‘Gods above and below,’ she just managed to hear Fitz say. The Wind’s engines chugged into life.

      ‘Serena!’

      ‘Wh-what?’

      Crew burst past them. ‘I’ve been shouting,’ said Angelo. ‘We have to find somewhere safe. The bridge. We have to buckle ourselves in. The ship will move soon.’

      ‘No… Dixon, the others…’ She slid down against the doorframe, gulping down breaths. ‘I…’

      ‘It’s going to get worse,’ said Angelo.

      ‘What? How, how?’

      Angelo pointed to the sky. A gentle glow emanated from the expanding cloud above.

      ‘The lightning.’

      

      ‘Bastard,’ said Fitz. Every sense screamed at him. He galloped over to Culran. ‘Can we lift him?’

      Culran hauled the carriage from Dixon’s mangled body, but its frame didn’t budge. ‘It’s his ribs,’ Culran strained. ‘Cracked and punctured his lung! We have to help him!’

      Tiera shrieked something in Phadrosi before darting into the flaming entrance of the Spire.

      ‘Tiera!’ Fitz screamed to her back.

      Culran groaned. ‘Help me!’

      Fitz’s palms bled against the twisted edges of the carriage. Dixon’s mouth tried and failed to form words. His legs lay bent and twisted and a metal bar from the carriage poked from his abdomen.

      Fitz’s stomach burned. His arms sagged beneath the weight of the carriage. ‘In the name of the One Father…’

      ‘We’ll get you out, I promise,’ said Culran, but his eyes told a different story.

      Dixon’s weak voice rasped, blood spilling over his lips. ‘Don’t… leave me…’

      A lightning bolt flared across the sky, followed by a clap of thunder.

      ‘Pull him!’ Culran yelled to Fitz.

      ‘I can’t… Someone help!’

      Dixon reached out to the captain—but his hand fell limp to his side, his dulled eyes fixing on nothing.

      Gods. ‘He’s gone.’ It turned Fitz’s stomach to do it, but he let go of the carriage.

      Culran screamed something in a language Fitz didn’t recognise.

      ‘We’re leaving!’ he said. ‘Now!’

      But Culran wouldn’t listen. ‘I will not leave him here!’

      Fool. Fitz made for the Wind. He had other people to look after.

      Thunder boomed, drowning out the sound of the ship’s rotors.

      The storm.

      Fitz leapt onto the ramp, knuckles white on the handrail. The airship’s rotors birthed a sandstorm. Damn it, Tiera!

      Just as Fitz pressed the button to raise the ramp, Tiera materialised. She had Roarke’s arm draped over her shoulder, his feet dragging in the dirt. His overalls were charred and shredded, his face black and bloodied.

      Strands of lightning spread from atop the Spire, clawing into the black clouds above. Machinery growled. The dormant beacons along its shaft powered up and pulsed with energy.

      ‘Move!’ Fitz called, pulling Tiera into the hold. Roarke was unconscious and hurt, but he was alive.

      Fitz retracted the ramp and heaved the doors closed. Alarms blared through the ship as she climbed.

      ‘Is everyone on board?’ said Fitz, breathless. ‘Oxbridge? Has anyone seen Oxbridge?’

      Tiera held his gaze. Ash and dirt smeared her face. ‘Dead.’

      ‘Gods,’ he said. Fitz punched the airship’s intercom. ‘Drimmon! Get us as far away as you can. Ignore the warnings and just fly.’

      His voice crackled through the static: ‘I can’t outrun lightning!’

      ‘Try! Stick close to the ground and as soon as we’re away from the thunderhead, you climb, hard and fast!’

      Some of the crew had already strapped themselves into the emergency seating. As she strapped Roarke onto a fold-down cot, Tiera said, ‘Did Culran make it?’

      ‘I ain’t waiting on him,’ Fitz growled.

      Orders. His crew needed something to do—and they needed to see their leader take control.

      ‘Everyone buckle yourselves in!’ roared Fitz. ‘I promise you, we will get through this.’

      Wind and thunder battered the walls, explosions detonating in the air.

      

      Sweat crawled down Serena’s face. The flashing reds and wailing screams of the bridge’s alarms stung her senses—but even they were drowned out by the barrage of thunder and lightning. She huddled down in the bridge with Angelo and Clara, each of them clamped into their chairs. The harness bit into Serena’s skin.

      The room shook as the airship ascended. It lurched forward, pushing her head back into the seat.

      Fitz burst into the room. ‘Update, Drimmon!’

      ‘It’s coming!’ said the co-pilot. ‘Oh Gods… Oh Gods… The graphs are all over the place! There’s too much interference, we’re blind!’

      ‘We got eyes, don’t we?’

      Fitz fastened himself into his pilot’s chair. He flicked switches and pulled at levers.

      Beyond the airship’s skyglass, lightning webbed the heavens. The black cloud swallowed the stars with startling speed.

      She recited Fitz’s safety lessons. The metal, the materials—lightning travels from entry to exit point. It’s not like old airships where lightning could set an outer envelope on fire. Stay low and cover your ears—the sound is like a bomb going off.

      But this wasn’t a normal thunderstorm.

      Spires created concentrated storms—and a barrage of lightning against the ship would be like sword strikes against flesh.

      The dark cloud expanded, like the muscled belly of a monster.

      The airship turned, Fitz roaring with the strain of it.

      ‘Okay,’ started Drimmon, ‘we’re sailing and it’ll get bumpy this close to the ground, but if we all stay calm and–shit!’

      Lightning struck just ahead of the Wind’s bow, illuminating the world in brilliant white.

      The room spun. Clara recited a prayer. Instruments and tools clattered onto the floor as Drimmon corrected the course. Serena felt the Wind digging into the ground with an awful wrench and squeal.

      ‘We’re good!’ howled Fitz.

      Drimmon whimpered to himself. ‘Oh Gods, oh Gods… Aerulus, Irros, grant mercy… Gods what if I don’t see Ena again…?’

      ‘Stay focussed!’ Fitz barked. ‘The rotors took a scrape but we’re fine!’

      ‘Ena…’

      Another arc of lightning shot down from the heavens, heralding its siblings. A flood of light burned Serena’s eyes, accompanied by the sickening twist of wrenching metal.

      The world spun.

      High-pitched alarms rang out, the room bathed in the crimson red of emergency lighting.

      ‘Speak!’ demanded Fitz.

      ‘We’ve lost the aft starboard rotor!’ cried Drimmon. ‘Crosswinds are battering us to shit! If we take one more hit-’

      ‘Focus!’

      The ship picked up speed.

      Thunder snarled.

      Lightning sparked and burst from the sky.

      The alarms pierced the air, their sound a strangling caterwaul.

      Serena’s skin bristled. She locked hands with Angelo, and closed her eyes.

      

      The Liberty Wind scoured the ground. Sand, dirt and rock flew out in waves beneath her rotors. Angry, guttural thunder surged through the air. The storm spilled from the sky, gaining momentum. The cloud expanded and spiralled like a tornado, its funnel pinned to the Spire’s peak.

      Forks of lightning punctured the air as the roiling cloud steamrolled the sky.

      The Liberty Wind raced the storm. A bolt slashed its way towards her bow and sent the airship careening from side to side. She wobbled, the turbines on her starboard side cleaving into the earth, metal screaming and tearing off. Plates ripped from her and plummeted to the ground before she levelled off and ascended.

      Another bolt ripped one of her rotors away, like a talon slicing into escaping prey.

      The lightning increased in frequency and strength, but still the airship wove its way through the air, spinning and toiling, coils of lightning driving into the earth at her back.

      She twisted and hugged the ground, a silver pinball bouncing beneath crashing, black clouds, breaking from its grasp as she made her mad escape. She climbed the air as she broke free from the thunderhead’s grip.

      Behind her, the Spire surged with power and arcs of lightning blitzed the earth beneath it.

      The storm raged, and with it came the rain.
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      Smoke coiled through Dustwynd Alley and tumbled up towards the dark, obsidian sky. The place smelled so foul, even its own filth tried to escape.

      Tyson Gallows armed sweat from his forehead. He ignored the pain in his lungs and ran through another alley, feet carrying him through thick shadows. The ignium streetlamps gasped into life, but they didn’t help—the darkness here had taken root.

      Where are you?

      Gallows scanned the corners, the cracked windows. The slum towers sat like crooked teeth in rotten gums.

      Eyes followed him as he pushed his way through human traffic. Without thinking, Gallows clasped the hilt of his shortsword. It was like his mum used to tell him: No matter how bad things seem right now, you have to remember—they can always, always get worse.

      ‘’scuse me!’ He pressed around a corner and the Ashway sprawled open in front of him. There.

      The jerky gait gave Buzz Fitangus away—it was common among scuzz addicts. The tension eased in Gallows’ stomach. He’d never live it down if he escaped.

      Sweeping his brown, matted hair behind his ears, Gallows slowed his pace, making sure to keep well away from his target. In the skybridges connecting the slum towers, a shadow danced. Damien. He darted across the skybridge and down onto a rooftop with the poise and precision of a ballet dancer. Clad in deep blue, he was just another shadow.

      Gallows pushed his way through the crowd and caked dirt across his bare arms. It didn’t do to look too clean here. People could think you had money.

      ‘Recycled water! We got recycled water, better’n fresh! You want it, speak to Mister Zoven, he’ll sort ya out!’

      The voices washed over him. Shouting, cackling, constant whispering punctuated by the occasional scream… He could read it. Feel it. There was a rhythm beneath the chaos, like it was being conducted by an unseen hand. Strange to think there might be some kind of beauty beneath it all.

      A child spewed on the cobbles at his feet.

      Gallows stopped just short of barging into him. ‘You okay, kid?’

      The child—cheeks sunken, skin pale—looked up at Gallows, pleading without words.

      ‘Here.’ Gallows took his last water token and pushed it into the kid’s hand. ‘That’s for you—no giving it away.’

      The boy snatched the crumpled paper and ran away giggling to his friends. Good acting skills, realistic vomit and nice sickly effect with the dirt makeup. Solid effort. Well earned.

      Wait.

      Where’s Buzz?

      ‘Gods damn it,’ he said, then started running.

      ‘-official water tokens, signed by the Magisters themselves! Follow me an’ I’ll show you what you need to do to get your paws on ’em…’

      Cooked rat meat filled his nostrils as he ran, stoneroaches scurried along the walls and the metallic tang of spent ignium settled on his tongue. Where are you?

      Women huddling in doorways called out to him, beggars tugged at his legs.

      But Buzz had disappeared.

      ‘Shit.’

      Another voice cut through the din; a weathered old man with his eyes stitched closed. He stood atop a crate and wore tattered light blue robes. ‘Follow the Fayth! Follow the Indecim! The wrath of storms will rain upon you! Aerulus himself commands you!’

      Con-men and cut-throats were so rife here, it was a wonder there was anyone honest to steal from.

      The Ashway narrowed and split into spiralling alleyways. Where is the slippery bastard?

      Gallows’ eyes landed on the back of a familiar buzz cut. Red scabs lined the back of the head. His arms juddered, his clothes hung on him and his feet were bare and blistered.

      Gallows stepped over what he told himself was a puddle of oil and closed the gap. Buzz’s pallid, jangling body hopped from side to side. Anticipation. The scuzz den must be close.

      ‘Move, move, move,’ said Buzz, pushing his way past an elderly woman. He skipped ahead some more and took a right, heading down towards Scab End, all the while scratching and clawing at himself.

      He disappeared down a narrow, stone staircase. The amber glow from the lamps ebbed and flickered on the walls, sending shadows into a constant dance. He’s heading towards the old Temple of Irros.

      Gallows followed. Dank air filled his nostrils but the tunnels were immaculate when compared to the alleys above ground. It always struck Gallows as being a strange place to build a temple, but hey—if Irros was the God of water, then why not sewage, filth and shit as well?

      Pillars stretched out in the gloomy hall. A man-made trench ran through the centre of the chamber, where clerics would bless people as they bathed and sang hymns to Irros. Local legend said that this was the site of the first Idari bombing, that the water supply to the temple was the first to be poisoned, but people said that everywhere.

      Gallows flitted between knots of people. Half of them looked like scuzzers as well. A door lay open at the other end of the hall, a blade of light cutting through it and-

      Buzz bolted for another passage.

      ‘Shit!’

      ‘Can’t keep an eye on old Buzz Fitangus without ’im knowing, haw haw!’ He dived around the next corner.

      ‘C’mon Buzz, do we really have to do this? Save me a lot of time if you gave up.’

      ‘Give up? I ain’t done nothing wrong!’ Buzz laughed. ‘Does this take you back, Ty? Do you remember giving the coppers a merry ol’ chase through these same tunnels when we was young?’

      Gallows didn’t waste his breath responding.

      ‘Haha, you daft bastard! I made you back on Barrow Lane! Chucked that kid an aeron to spew on your shoes! C’mon, bootlicker, come an’ get me, ha ha!’

      Buzz’s lanky legs were stronger than they looked, and he was energetic for a man who spent most of his time slumped in a corner with drool dripping from his mouth.

      ‘Gods damn it…’

      Gallows barrelled down into the tunnels after him, twisting through narrow passageways. The smell got worse the deeper he got.

      ‘This place is a maze, old Tyson! Nobody knows it like me!’

      Buzz’s voice bounced on the walls, making it difficult to pinpoint in the darkness. Keep him talking. ‘Yeah, I bet you’ve spent your fair share of time down here, Buzz. What, the women chase you all over the place, telling you they’d pay you not to screw ’em?’

      ‘Oi, I’m a man of principle! And my particular vice don’t leave me open to disease.’

      ‘I tailed you by following the pus from your toes!’

      Gallows burrowed through an antechamber and came to a large room with three more doorways ahead of him, lit by a solitary ignium lamp. He closed his eyes and listened.

      ‘This is my territory, copper-lover!’ Buzz’s voice resonated. He was close. ‘You ain’t ever gonna find me!’

      ‘Yeah, that would be a lot more convincing if you didn’t leave your footprints all over the ground.’

      ‘Oh, shit.’ Buzz burst from a shadow and legged it down through the centre doorway.

      Gallows took up the chase—the light weakened with every step. ‘C’mon, mate, I got better things to do than traipse through crap!’

      ‘“Mate”? Long time since we was friends! Seem to recall you grassing old Buzz up to the Watch!’

      Gallows rolled his eyes and cupped his hands around his mouth. ‘Seems to me you stole water tokens from me and sold ’em to shove more junk into your arm!’

      ‘Ha ha! Yeah, that was a good day.’

      Gallows stood still. His eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he made out the silhouette of a staircase, a tomb, a jagged-

      Buzz jumped from a shadow and swung a wooden torch into Gallows’ lower back. It snapped in half but Gallows went tumbling. Buzz was on him, raining punches onto his head.

      Gallows scrambled to his feet, white lights popping in and out of his vision. He clawed at Buzz, dragged him off and slammed him onto the filthy stone. ‘Gotcha, you little guh-’

      A fistful of grime flew into Gallows’ face. Buzz sprang up, charged Gallows into a wall and ran off.

      

      ‘Gonna get me scuzz, some sweet and lovely scuzz. Gonna jam it up, gonna jam it up, gonna jam it up and it’ll take me far away. Ha ha!’ He turned to face the way he came, stumbling backwards. ‘You hear that, Gallows me old mate? Oi, Ty, I’m talking at you! Whassat, mate? You’re too busy being outsmarted by ol’ Buzz Fitangus, you can’t hear me? Shame, me old mum always said I has a lovely voice!’ He turned around and skipped on. ‘She was stone deaf, mind.’

      Buzz’s voice swam around his ears, as elation turned into exhaustion. It felt like an hour he’d been wandering down here—or was it a day? Was ol’ Ty Gallows really there? He could barely tell where the sewage ended and the Temple of Irros began, or one whore from a street rat, their faces all merged and melted and their eyes were on him laughing at him, jeering, mocking, those godless bastards, those human stains, and there was his mum, mother, bitch, decrepit and skinny and lurching out at him and blood bubbled from his arms but the noise oh the noise it sang it sang it sang out to him sweet sweet music…

      Buzz doubled back and found the opening at Dustwynd Alley, feeling pleased with himself. But sick. Very very sick. It pained him and made him do terrible things, filthy things. Medicine was needed, oh yes medicine.

      And Buzz knew, oh Buzz always knew, he knew it all, pray sweet Songstress, beautiful Musa, God of Music and of Poetry and Bliss. But may all the Gods damn that bastard Gallows, damn his eyes and his songless soul and yes Buzz would need extra today, extra to take the pain away. He deserved it. And the work he’d been doing at the orphanage would end soon, oh yes, he deserved it. Sweet Songstress, spread your arms wide and embrace me, embrace me with-

      With great speed, Buzz’s face met stone. Agony sifted through him and copper filled his mouth.

      ‘Is, is that you Ty? Bastard. Need my medicine, need it, need it-’

      Something hauled him to his feet. A fist drove into Buzz’s stomach, knocking the breath from him. He coughed blood into the dirt. ‘Right, I can see’s we ain’t gonna be mates.’

      ‘Astute.’ The low voice resonated.

      Buzz’s stomach lurched at hearing it. ‘You’re Ty’s posh mate.’

      With slender fingers, Damien slipped his mask away. The floor and walls down here were caked in filth, but his short blonde hair was clean. Buzz gazed up into his blue eyes. They were cold but alive, shining even in the darkness. They glinted like… Well, like how the whole world glints when you’re on scuzz.

      ‘Bertram “Buzz” Fitangus. You are wanted by the Crown and the City Watch of Dalthea for the crimes of aggravated assault, thievery, possession of illegal substances—and public defecation.’

      ‘Posh bugger.’ Buzz hated posh buggers. He wept into the limestone. ‘Damn you, just leave me be, leave me be I’ll have your bloody soul you bastards all of you, leave me be, I ain’t hurt anyone.’

      ‘We’ll let the Magister decide. As a licensed agent of the Hunters’ Guild of Dalthea, I am placing you under arrest.’ Damien’s voice drawled, like he was deciding whether or not to get up from a chair. Almost playful.

      But different. Everything was different.

      Damien bent down, the soft leather of his gloves grazing Buzz’s throat.

      Fear seized Buzz and cut through his confusion. Frost nipped at his skin. The spark in Damien’s eyes flared as his gloved hands wrapped around Buzz’s throat.

      ‘C’mon mate, what’cha playing at, what you playing at you motherless runt? No need for more rough stuff, eh? It sings to me, it sings…’

      ‘Yes.’ Damien’s voice was little more than a whisper. ‘It does.’

      He squeezed.

      

      Gallows prowled through a narrow passageway, leading back to the Temple of Irros. He kept his shortsword drawn.

      In a corner painted sunburst-orange from a lantern, a crone begged for water. She was on her back, head resting on a bundle of rags. A man, large and dressed in a robe so black it might have been woven from the darkness around him, tipped water into her mouth, humming as he did so. ‘Hm-um-um-um…’

      Gallows picked up the trail, head still throbbing from Buzz’s assault. The weird thing—the goddamn annoying thing—was that he still felt sorry for the guy. He rounded the corner, a tunnel stretching out ahead of him.

      Gallows’ blood froze.

      ‘Damien.’ His voice echoed along the limestone.

      Damien looked up with wide eyes.

      After a moment, he released Buzz from his grasp. He stood to his full height and spoke, his low voice unhindered by any trace of emotion: ‘Tyson. I found him.’

      Gallows’ grip tightened around the hilt of his sword. ‘Yeah. So I see. Buzz, you okay down there?’

      The junkie coughed blood into the ground.

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’

      Buzz scrambled to his knees, wobbled, fell into the wall and slid down it face-first. ‘Your man’s off his rocker Tyson,’ he spat. ‘Near choked the life outta me!’

      Gallows held Damien’s gaze a moment longer, before looking down on Buzz.

      ‘What life?’

      

      ‘…she’s a weird one, found a dog… witch…’

      Buzz had flitted between various states of consciousness during the whole journey to the courthouse in Old Town Square. The moon reclaimed its seat above the steel and glass slum towers. The centre of the city was much more spacious than Dustwynd.

      Orbs of orange light signalled the gatehouse to Old Town Square was ahead. It was bordered by a tall, thick sandstone wall notched with battlements, constantly lined by watchmen clad in bronze-brown uniforms and duster coats. Their ignium lanterns cast a halo of fire around the wall.

      ‘Keep moving,’ Gallows said. Buzz’s spindly legs carried him forward, and for once he didn’t answer back. The gatehouse archway welcomed them, though the watchmen that flanked it eyed Gallows with suspicion.

      ‘Don’t look like they’re overly fond of you, Ty,’ murmured Buzz. Then his body jerked and he snarled, ‘Maybe after I get out and skin you for this they’ll help me stitch your skin to the bathroom floor so I can piss on you every day!’

      Gallows yawned. ‘Lovely. We’re here.’

      One of the watchmen stepped ahead of Gallows. ‘Stop. State your purpose and identity.’

      ‘Hunters’ Guild,’ said Damien. He produced papers from his belt and unfolded them. ‘We apprehended the fugitive Bertram Fitangus. We’re handing him to the court for sentencing.’

      ‘“Apprehended”, that what we’re calling it?’ questioned Buzz. ‘This loon near killed me, killed me! I’ll carve his bloody-’

      The guard slapped Buzz hard with the back of his hand. ‘Quiet, filth! Alright, let them through.’ The heavy, iron gate rose in front of them.

      ‘Come on,’ said Gallows, moving off.

      ‘Aye, charming, you two sit by and watch me take a slap. Dunno how you live with yourselves.’

      ‘By knowing when to shut up.’

      ‘Oh yeah, that’s you, Ty—steel trap, always one for taking orders and doing as you’re told, you rabid cur. How about you?’ Buzz glared at Damien. ‘You sleep at night knowing the coppers beat on people? Yeah, you do eh, probably puts a tingle in your tadger, eh? Hey… Hey Ty? Remember when we was young, Ty? Remember before the sector walls went up an’ Dustwynd was decent and clean and honest, Ty? Remember the markets an’ fancy shops? Very civilised it was. And you remember when three coppers was kicking some poor young sod across the cobbles, laughing at him and passing each other his loaf of bread, holding it above ’em and making ’im jump for it? You remember, Ty? Do you remember?’

      The memory burned in Gallows’ head.

      ‘And you remember who saved my skinny arse?’

      Gallows said nothing.

      ‘Aye, you remember. You remember when I wasn’t even nine years old and got beaten senseless for lifting an apple! You remember ’em spitting on my bread and making me eat it! An’ who was it that got me out? Who threw buckets of swill over the roof an’ got the bloody coppers to chase him all the way through Scab End? Who was it got caught and took a beating of ’is own? Where’s that lad who wouldn’t take anyone’s shit now? Who was it?’

      ‘Me, Buzz. A goddamn lifetime ago, before you turned into a thieving, lying bas- Well, you were always a thieving, lying bastard, but before your days revolved around jamming crap into your arm.’

      ‘You’ve changed mate. You came back from the war but I reckon you left something behind. Like your spine.’

      Gallows’ grip tightened as he hauled him towards the courthouse. The old building dominated the centre of the Square, washed in white light and draped in crimson, gold and purple banners.

      Other Council and admin buildings dotted the Square, sitting on flat, fan-pattern cobblestones which resembled shallow waves in a lake. Before he could stop himself, Gallows glanced to where the lush, vibrant Royal Garden used to be. Redwood footbridges connected the islanded Garden area, once straddling an ornamental lake.

      All of it gone, replaced by gnarled trees and arid soil.

      ‘Move.’ The statue of Prime Councillor Raleigh Trevelyan glared down at Gallows from its pedestal in front of the courthouse. Gallows never got the chance to meet the man, but he’d heard the stone didn’t do the sternness of his face justice.

      ‘The Magister will likely be tough on a repeat offender, Mr. Fitangus,’ said Damien. ‘You’d be wise not to aggravate whomever is presiding.’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Gallows. ‘Hope you brushed your tooth this morning.’

      ‘Funny bugger, ain’t you? The Magister can juggle my spuds. I got friends, Tyson! High-up friends!’

      The air in the foyer smelled like an old, musky library. The place was still, dead. A heavy, round man in dirt-brown Watch fatigues and dust cape shoved the corridor doors open, pulling a stretcher. A younger watchman with cracked, yellowed skin and bloodshot eyes lay atop it, mouth stretched open. Clumps of his hair had been ripped from his head.

      The body bag had only been zipped halfway up.

      ‘Tyson,’ said the copper wheeling the corpse through. He wore a tidy, thick orange moustache on his red and puffy face, .

      ‘Waltham. Holy shit, what happened?’

      ‘New recruit. Tried skipping town through Irros' Beckon. Turned back when the burns got too much to bear, but the radiation had gone to work. Found him lying in the mess, thrashing on the floor.’

      Gallows shook his head, stomach squirming at the sight of the kid. The Poison Veil that hung over the sea of Irros’ Bounty was miles out, yet just a hint of it could burn your organs. ‘How the hell did he get through to the harbour?’

      ‘A gap in the barricades.’ Waltham stared down at the kid on the stretcher before zipping the body bag. ‘Two years since the war ended and still see death everywhere I go. I wasn’t even meant to be on duty tonight—young Daroh came down with a fever and coughing fit, apparently. Don’t know what it is with these young lads. No constitution. Paraded this ’un through so the others could cop a look at what happens to deserters.’

      Gallows’ stomach churned. Sergeant Waltham used to be a soft touch. Parading a corpse through the courthouse to send a message to recruits wasn’t right. None of this was right.

      ‘Tyson?’ said Damien.

      ‘Right.’ He nodded to Waltham and led Buzz through the corridor.

      ‘Reinhardt’s presiding,’ said Waltham. ‘Good luck, Mister Fitangus.’

      ‘Oh sir, yessir,’ said Buzz, his head lolling from side to side and offering a pitiful attempt at a salute. ‘Fine upstanding citizen of the capital, me. Predict I’ll be a constable in the Watch meself soon. Gots the experience after all, you lot being the biggest crims there is.’

      When they were back outside, Damien shuffled the stack of aeron notes and water tokens, handing half to Gallows.

      He counted his earnings. Æ50—barely enough aerons to make it worth it, and tokens for a week’s worth of water. Guess I’ll only shower once this week.

      The two men moved towards the Arrowhead gatehouse in silence.

      Eight roads, officially beginning from the gatehouses of Old Town Square, led out to the different districts of Dalthea: Dustwynd to the south and The Sands to the south-west, Petrel’s Tail to the west and Arrowhead to the north-west. The north-east gate lead to Musa’s Harp, and Kingsway was to the north of the Square, which led to Castle Rochefort. The south-east lead to the mountainous Widow’s Trail, but most of the section lay in ruin. Only the textile mills were still operational.

      Irros’ Beckon—out to the east, closest to the sea—was the only district permanently closed off.

      Gallows tried to stifle his memories, like he did every time he passed through the square—but trying not to think about something was the surest way of inviting it into your head.

      He smelled the fresh sea air, watched the grand galleons approaching the harbours, white merchant sails spiking up like petals from vibrant, clean blue water.

      And Sera.

      He heard his words, promising her he’d return soon.

      Not soon enough.

      Clamouring screams, the heat from the fires, the mushrooming inferno on the horizon…

      The Night of Amberfire.

      ‘Tyson, are you okay?’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘I asked if you were all right,’ said Damien. ‘You were in a trance.’

      His hands tremored. Gallows couldn’t meet his partner’s eye. ‘I’m fine.’

      He forced his legs to move. His skin prickled. He had to get out of this place. ‘How close were you? Earlier. With Buzz.’

      Damien’s face betrayed no emotion. ‘I was in control.’

      ‘Didn’t look like it.’

      ‘I was in control.’

      

      ‘Citizens of Dalthea—curfew is now in effect. Citizens of Dalthea—curfew is now in effect. The City Watch will apprehend anyone in the streets who fails to produce relevant papers. Repeat: Curfew is now in effect.’

      The whine of the nearby Information Tower echoed its familiar drone above the rooftops of Arrowhead. Gallows pressed himself into the cramped cubicle.

      He caught himself in the mirror. He looked much older than twenty-seven.

      The valve twisted with a scrape. Exposed pipes crawling up the wall shuddered into life. The dial bobbed back and forth, hovering ahead of the red quadrant. Three jets of water—neither cold nor warm—spilled out in stuttering streams.

      The water stung his fresh wounds. Blood oozed from where Buzz’s nails had scraped his skin, and the scars lining his back burned as the water flowed over them.

      He soothed his back against the tiles, sliding to the floor, arms wrapped around his knees, letting the precious water rush over him.

      Tomorrow he’d end the suffering.

      Tomorrow he’d let himself die.

      And you’ll promise yourself the same thing tomorrow night. Take the knife and be done with it. Coward.

      And later, when sleep came, so did her laughter, and the tranquil voice that caressed like the flat of a blade.

      ‘I am Grand Perceptor Nidra Hraat-il-Theiah of the Great Empire of Idar, the Holy Twin Cities, the Sun and Moon and all that which the holy Sovereign Sons survey. I am the Divine Perceiver, the Envoy of the Great Seer and loyal instrument of the Two Emperors—and you cannot lie to me.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Airships soared overhead.

      Their vapour trails scored the sky, and the staccato hums and plunging strains of engines caressed Fitz’s ears like a silk-gloved hand.

      Tiera looked as rough as he felt. Gods, but he needed a drink.

      The cauldron-black walls of the skyport hangars curved like the Outer Wall that surrounded the city. Place used to be a fortress, and the black spikes on the ramparts made it easy to believe. Arching, metal ribcages steepled towards the sky like some hellish temple, threatening the pristine blue. Not the most welcoming sight, given it was the first thing folk would see when they disembarked.

      ‘We should be looking for Vaughan,’ said Tiera.

      Fitz grimaced; Tiera had kept on at him the whole way here. Not that he blamed her–it was easier to deal with anger than grief. ‘Aye, we will,’ he said. ‘Once I get the wages.’

      ‘Money. Three of our own are dead, and you’re worried about money.’

      ‘Gods above, woman. I got a regular crew plus casuals that need paying too, and once I kick up hell with Roland, it’ll be a damn sight harder to get our earnings.’

      The skyport was at once vast and cramped. Ignium and fried street food burned Fitz’s nose. People huddled in shadowed corners, merchants yelled over one another. Urchins scattered across the aisles and between the steel struts that shouldered the landing pads, oblivious to the trains of people trampling across the concourses. It danced to a different rhythm than the rest of the city; always going, always breathing, always consuming. Steam spurted from every available cavity, hissing like a rattlesnake. Long, intestinal tubes connected to vessels, feeding them igneus. Avenues between the hulking metal struts and pillars twisted into the distance, as long as any street. A dedicated Info Tower announced every arrival, departure and delay. Staff amended hasty chalk scrawls on their boards with each announcement, and workers hefted barrels of rainwater from raincatchers to be boiled and filtered.

      A troop of Val Candrian monks in lime green robes bumped into Tiera as they marched past. ‘Curs,’ she hissed.

      Wages. Good one, Cap’n Fitz. You’ll be lucky if Tiera don’t gut you.

      Truth be told, he was of half a mind to gut someone himself. The only reason these sheep were here was the Remembrance. ‘We’ll get the writ signed, then straight out. The casuals will skip onto another raincatcher—best get ’em paid so we can concentrate on ourselves.’

      Some of the airships descended like the gentle approach of a butterfly—others stumbled down like bluebottles, jittery and uneven. Some flew the flags of Ryndara, Mercuria and even Phadros. Gods, it would take more than a week to get here from Phadros. Wrenwing Gap—the only passage through the Steelpeak mountains that could accommodate air traffic—must have been choked to the brim.

      A lot of the ships sported paintings of the Gods: Aerulus, Belios, Musa, Nyr and the rest, all glaring down at him. Fitz touched two fingers to his heart. Sometimes it was a comfort to believe in a higher power, and he always had a soft spot for Deolira, God of the animal kingdom. All the rest had crowns and swords and robes, but Deo, well—she was a lioness and that was that.

      Ground crews scurried back and forth between the landing platforms, readying each craft and wheeling cargo. Even a few first-generation airships were moored here, tethered to landing pads with cables. Kept aloft only by gargantuan overhead balloon cells, they were slow and beyond obsolete—but goddamn if they didn’t look majestic.

      Fitz had heard talk lately of the Royal Sky Fleet designing a vessel powerful enough to soar above the Steelpeak mountains. I’ll be dead before that day comes. ‘Aerodynamics’ was the word. Fancy shite. Most new-gen airships had wings; thrusters pushed the craft and air went over and under the wings like water over a knife edge. Rotors too. But nothing could beat the first-gens, not for an old sky pirate like Fitz. Something beautiful about ’em. Romantic, even.

      And now, the talk was that Prime Councillor Thackeray was pushing to arm the Watch with guns, reinstate mandatory military service and set up civilian militias in case of another invasion. Fitz couldn’t see any of that working out well—swords were one thing; they were legal, visible and, Fitz admitted, elegant.

      But giving guns to spotty Watch runts with no experience?  Do more harm than good.

      Councillor Alspeth gal Simara had built her whole platform on stopping Thackeray's measures, and Gods above, it looked like she was going to steal the election from him. But as sure as one of Feria’s golden shits, another war’s coming—might be we end up grateful for them spotty Watch runts.

      ‘There’s the customs office.’ Fitz pointed to a squat, glass-fronted counter. ‘Give me a minute.’

      Fitz shoved his way through a tangle of tourists, hearing Tiera curse at a blind, blue-robed monk spouting off about Aerulus. Nothing pisses Tiera off more’n priests.

      Fitz stumbled as something charged into him.

      ‘Uh, uh, pardon me,’ said a thin, elderly man. ‘Damned easy to get lost here. Come on, Fabian.’

      ‘Don’t mention it,’ said Fitz. The man wore a fine, white suit and matching hat. The silver monocle around his eye glinted, and he carried a black cane with a silver owl’s head handle. Rich Ryndaran oaf, Fitz guessed. Or someone who wants people to believe he’s a rich Ryndaran oaf. Fitz dusted himself down, concealing the fact he was checking his pockets. Even if the oaf was rich, that didn’t mean he wasn’t a rutting klepto. Fitz had performed the same trick himself.

      When Fitz reached the customs counter, the woman behind the window didn’t look up when she said, ‘Name and writ.’

      Fitz handed the contract over. ‘Captain Fitzwilliam, Liberty Wind, Raincatchers’ Guild.’

      She scribbled this down on a form. ‘I’ll need your first name.’

      Every goddamn time. ‘You know who I am.’

      ‘First name.’ Her voice chimed like a bell.

      ‘My name,’ he said through gritted teeth, ‘is William.’

      The woman’s face brightened. ‘Ah yes, Captain William Fitzwilliam of the Liberty Wind.’ She extended a too-sweet smile. ‘I’m afraid I cannot stamp the writ while the accident your airship was involved in is being investigated. Good day.’

      Fitz heard the window crack before he felt the cut on his knuckle. ‘I got a crew to pay.’

      The grin plastered on her face didn’t waver for a second. ‘Take it up with the Watch.’

      If Tiera had witnessed him walk away without another word, she’d have torn him a new piss-hole.

      

      Fitz’s fist hammered the door.

      A panel slid back, revealing a pair of glasses. ‘Hel- Oh Gods, Fitz. Come in, come in.’

      The door peeled open, revealing Guildmaster Roland. His greying skin hung looser every day. The man was about the same age as Fitz but the creases in his face belonged to someone much older. ‘You holding up okay?’’

      Fitz brushed past Roland’s feeble shoulder. ‘We need to talk.’

      A bare pine table, a few cheap wooden chairs and a pair of battered filing cabinets summed up the Guildmaster’s possessions. A large map hung on the wall, displaying the Royal City of Dalthea. A transparent plastic sheet was pinned atop it, displaying all 12 Spires and their respective sectors.

      ‘Can, um, I offer you some water?’ Roland muttered, scrambling into his chair.

      ‘You can offer.’ Fitz swiped his flask from his belt and tipped the liquor into his mouth.

      Roland’s mouth pursed. ‘Don’t think I need to remind you that taking alcohol is illegal between midnight and midday.’

      ‘Shove it up your arse.’

      ‘Last night…’ Roland’s voice wavered like a bad note from a violin. ‘What an awful, awful accident. How is your crew?’

      Fitz chuckled, but there was no humour. ‘Some bastard tried to blow me out the sky and everyone reckons it was an accident? Even the cow at the skyport reckons so. News travels, eh?’ Fitz took another swig and looked to the map. ‘Third water run of the day. Too good a deal… Shoulda known it wasn’t legit.’

      ‘Hang on, Fitz, I know you’re looking for someone to blame but-’

      Fitz hammered the table. ‘Somebody tried to kill us. That’s the long an’ short of it. And on top o’ that, I can’t even pay my crew until this shit is sorted.’

      Roland squirmed. ‘Who would want you dead? I signed the writ myself, I can assure you it was official.’

      ‘You can show me writs from here ‘til Nyr’s Day but that don’t mean I wasn’t set up. After we punched the access codes in, the bloody Spire fired up and pissed lightning from the sky. Barely made it back to the skyport alive. I lost men, Roland. I don’t do something, Tiera will carve my balls.’

      Roland shifted in his seat. ‘You have to understand, this is something quite unheard of, Fitz. I can reach out to Councillor Enfield, but he’ll be looking for proof that it was done on purpose.’

      Fitz sprung up and planted his fists on Roland’s desk. ‘How about the charred corpse of Matthias Smith, eh? That proof enough for ya? I hope so, because his body is still out there!’

      Roland loosened his collar. ‘I’m in charge here, Fitz. If this is true, we’ll get to the bottom of it.’

      Fitz eyed him with pure malice. His body tensed, and his jaw and muscles ached. ‘Enfield’s a cockless swine. There were explosions from inside the Spire before it charged, Roland—what do you reckon that means? Do you know where the safest place to be is when a Spire starts pissing lightning?’ Fitz didn’t wait for him to answer. ‘Inside the damn thing. Someone planted explosives and set the thing ablaze. That’s what killed ’em. When I was trussed up in the Idari prison camp, you know how I survived? I had one ignium charge—just one—and I used it to light their command tent on fire. I watched it burn and spread. Swept all over, running rampant. I ran and hid in all the confusion.’ Fitz’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I saw men’s skin melt and curl from their bones like meat from a skewer. Promised myself I’d never be responsible for that again.’

      Roland’s head drooped. ‘Captain, I really-’

      ‘Roarke’s in Anabelle Academy Hospital, half his face burned off. Dixon. You remember him, eh? Good lad. Got his legs blown off and died crying in the middle of the bloody desert. Oxbridge, he was inside when it blew. Smithy? He was less lucky—he stayed alive for a time. Came galloping out like a madman, running wild he was. See, his back was on fire. Went charging towards young Serena, howling his damn head off. I can still hear him, Roland. And I can still see my crew, their eyes pleading with me for answers.’ Fitz took another drink, but didn’t move his glare from Roland. ‘And I promise you, in front of the Great Gods and the Lesser, I mean to find the bastards responsible and cut their goddamn throats.’

      ‘I, I don’t have the words Fitz. I’m… sorry.’

      ‘I’m a damn fool. The last time we were to go on a water run, it was the Seven. I should’ve known.’

      ‘I, I don’t follow you.’

      ‘It’s unusual for a Spire’s reserves to get full, eh? Only during the heaviest thunderstorms. Can’t be predicted, but still. Takes a while. Sectors Five, Six and Seven are mine.’

      Realisation dawned on Roland’s face.

      ‘We were grounded last time we were setting off to the Seven—and someone else took our place.’ Fitz’s grip tightened around his flask, his knuckles whitening. ‘I should’ve bloody known. The Council told us we’d get paid double and we could keep half the take. Ha! And I fell for it like a merry fool. Bastard must have planted the bombs when he was out there. Against his own kind. Knowing full well what would happen. Knowing full well I got two youngsters on my airship.

      ‘That’s how you can help, Roland. That’s what you can answer: Where in all hells is Norcoté Vaughan?’
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        * * *

      

      Exhaustion tugged at the frayed ends of Serena’s eyes. It had been impossible to sleep for more than a few minutes at a time last night, and when she did drift off, pain tightened across her chest like a safety harness.

      Sister Catryn told her to give her lessons a miss, but that meant staying in the dorm room, alone with nothing for company but the echoes of last night’s terror. No, better to be around people.

      Sister Ingrid’s voice snapped like a rule against a desk. She spouted facts the same way a faulty water dispenser gushed fluid: Stop, start and full of shit.

      She was on the second floor. What the sisters called ‘classrooms’ on the ground floor were just wooden partitions between pillars, useless at separating the sound of kids’ squealing. At least they had windows up here.

      A smattering of birds dotted the sky beyond the barred glass—yellow-headed flickertails, her favourite. The flat ground was made up of broken stones and baked mud and clay. What had it looked it like before the war? Was the land ever as green and lush as they said? Did a river really rush through Old Town Square? There was a painting in the back of the classroom—Serena had dismissed it when she first arrived, but the more time she spent cooped up, the more she let her eyes wander over it.

      It depicted a sweeping view over the city, from west to east, expansive fields of green and gold just begging to be explored. It was weird to think that that was what the view beyond the window would’ve looked like just a couple of years ago. If only I arrived before the Night of Amberfire, maybe I'd have seen it.

      The artist—Aurien tal Varaldo, the guy who wrote those crappy Crimsonwing books—sat atop Terros’ Crown, the biggest hill in The Sands, when he painted it. Back then there would’ve been cedar trees, grass, starlings, even fresh water-

      ‘Serena!’

      Sister Ingrid’s voice jolted her.

      ‘Y-yes?’

      ‘Care to answer the question?’

      Serena squirmed. The world was watching her.

      ‘Um…’

      Sister Ingrid’s face didn’t give anything away, hard but peaceful in the way that only nuns and teachers can master.

      Serena hated it.

      ‘Pssst…’ The voice materialised behind her in a faint whisper. Evelyn Drassler. ‘Aerulus, King of the Gods,’ she said.

      It wasn’t like Evelyn to do anyone a favour—but did Serena have a choice? She swallowed and tried to looked casual. ‘Um, Belios, Sister Ingrid,’ Serena answered. She ignored the sweat on her palms and tried to inject some authority into her voice. ‘God of War, a Lesser god, one of the winter ones and… stuff.’

      Sister Ingrid smiled and said, ‘Very good.’

      Serena’s whole body relaxed. That bitch wanted to make a fool out of-

      ‘Now if you’d care to explain exactly why you think Belios would take leave of his martial pursuits,’ continued Ingrid, ‘to unveil the Kingdom’s very first ignicite processing refinery—and kick-starting a hitherto floundering economy—we’d be all ears.’

      Serena’s face burned. The giggling behind her made her want to scream.

      Sister Ingrid clapped her hands three times. ‘Quite enough, thanks. The answer, of course, is Calton—the first of the so-called Ignicite Towns. Now, open Art, Music & Theatre in Pre-War Idar, chapter eight…’

      Bitch.

      The hours crawled by, and Ingrid didn’t give Serena peace. Why did she have to answer everything?

      Evelyn. She’d get revenge on her…

      ‘For tomorrow,’ the sister droned, ‘read Piety & Privilege, chapters eleven and twelve. And yes—there will be questions!’

      The sound of a brass bell heralded lunch time. It was enough to inject energy into the classroom. Serena barely ate anything at meal times here; everything came in cans and she could taste the metal in the food.

      She waited until Evelyn and her flock of sheep exited before she got up to leave, hoping Ingrid wouldn’t say anything.

      ‘You may wish to read those chapters twice, Serena,’ came the sister’s voice at her back. ‘There will be questions, oh yes!’

      She slipped out of the classroom and stalked along the wooden floorboards, making sure to take her time. The corridor was narrow and the whole place smelled of stale books and… Something else, almost warm but not quite. Incense, maybe?

      ‘Hi Rena!’

      Serena’s muscles tensed at the sound of Marrin’s voice. Without looking behind her, Serena said, ‘I’ve told you, don’t call me that.’

      Undeterred, the younger girl marched beside her, voice growing louder. ‘Sorry!’ she said, with a snort. ‘I just thought, since we’re friends, nicknames would be cool.’

      There was nothing else for it. The soft approach didn’t work—she had to be blunt. Tough love wouldn’t do her any harm.

      Serena spun around. ‘Look, Marrin, we’re not fr… Oh… Gods…’

      The whole world froze.

      ‘Do you like it?’ Marrin asked, uneven eyes magnified behind her thick glasses. She stood with her hands on her hips, displaying her freshly-dyed hair. Her freshly-dyed dark green hair.

      ‘It’s…’

      ‘Teal! The same as yours!’

      Serena’s mouth hung loose. ‘W… Why?’

      ‘I just thought, because we’re friends… Do you like it?’

      ‘I…’

      ‘Hey, that was awful of Evelyn in class before, you didn’t deserve that. I’d have given you the right answer. Honest.’

      ‘Uh, yeah. Listen, your hair…’

      ‘Thanks! Are you on your way to the cafeteria? Me too!’

      ‘I...’ Serena turned, pounded her way down the corridor, and resolved to dye her hair blond.

      

      The common room of the orphanage was small and cluttered. Old, mismatched furniture lined the walls, one chair from just about every era of history. No windows in here, which was why Serena avoided it whenever she could.

      She found Angelo sitting on a pockmarked cushion, legs folded, his face buried in a book.

      ‘What is it today?’ asked Serena, dropping next to him.

      ‘Captain Crimsonwing and the Sky Pirate’s Daughter,’ he replied. ‘My favourite.’

      ‘Don’t you get bored of reading all the time? Don’t you do other stuff, like listen to music?’

      Angelo’s face squirmed. ‘My mum used to play Genevieve Couressa records. She’d dance in the kitchen. Other times she’d just sit and cry.’

      Serena offered a weak smile. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Don’t be.’ Angelo resumed his place in the book, tracing the words with a finger. ‘We live in an orphanage. The subject of parents comes up a lot.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of other stuff to talk about. How… How have you been?’

      Angelo stared at the page in front of him. ‘Scared. Tired. Exhausted yet wide awake. It’s… Odd.’

      ‘Yeah,’ whispered Serena. ‘Me too.’

      ‘Keep going over everything. Keep wondering. There are stringent safeguards in place in every Spire. Security. Fail-safes. Emergency systems. I think… I think the Spire was activated on purpose.’

      A chill ran through Serena. She’d had the same thought, but it didn’t make any sense.

      ‘Adds up,’ he continued. ‘Safest place to hide during a spirestorm is inside the Spire itself. Yet there were explosions in the interior. Smithy-’

      ‘Shit, Angelo, do we need to talk about this now?’

      ‘Have to at some point. Still to be questioned by the Watch. Strange. They should have done that as soon as we reported it. Sending us home gives our brains time to jumble up details, get confused.’

      Not sure I agree with that. If anything, it seemed clearer in her head now—every ember, every inch of peeling skin, every molecule of Smithy’s blue eyes as they pleaded with her.

      She needed to change the subject.

      ‘Uh, so, you didn’t go to the dining hall?’

      ‘No,’ said Angelo. ‘No appetite.’

      ‘Yeah. Me neither.’ Serena twirled a strand of hair around her finger. ‘Hey—have you seen Marrin today?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well, that’s something.’

      The murmuring which permeated the common room died off. Serena didn’t have to see her to know that Evelyn had swept into the room. She was flanked by two of her friends, Cecily and Zara. As if they were surrounded by an invisible ring of steel, kids backed off, trying not to draw their attention.

      The girls’ faces glowed devil-red from giggling. They sat themselves in their usual table by a big couch—the only big couch—shoving the chessboard lying there onto the floor. They spoke in a low tone, exploding into fits of laughter every few seconds.

      Evelyn caught Serena’s gaze and burst into hysterics.

      ‘They’re laughing at you,’ observed Angelo.

      ‘And I bet I know why.’

      Evelyn stared Serena in the eye, lips twisting into a vile grin. Slowly, she pulled a fistful of dark green hair from her pocket and threw it on the table. Zara picked it up and drew it against her own chestnut hair, mimicking Marrin’s snorting and sending her friends howling with laughter.

      It was Cecily’s turn next. She crossed her eyes, snorted, and said: ‘Will you be my friend? Will, will you be my friend?’

      They tossed Marrin’s lock of hair between them.

      ‘Assholes.’ Serena’s fists clenched. Before she’d even thought about it, she was on her feet.

      ‘Don’t,’ urged Angelo. ‘Things are bad enough.’

      ‘Yeah, well, they’re about to get worse.’

      The three pairs of eyes dug into her as Serena stormed towards the table.

      ‘What do you want?’ snapped Cecily. She always had a crust of snot on her nose and smelled like damp wood—Serena suspected the only reason Cecily followed Evelyn around was so she didn’t pick on her.

      Serena stood, hands on her hips. ‘What did you do? Marrin. Where is she?’

      Evelyn beamed, standing tall. The other two exchanged quiet glances and smirks, relishing the sight.

      ‘We left her sobbing in the bathroom,’ said Evelyn, like a child talking about being awarded a gold star. ‘Clutching her books and half of her hair. She said her friend would come and save her.’

      Serena’s heart kicked up a gear, fire coursing in her veins.

      ‘Why don’t you just piss off?’ spat Cecily. ‘Everyone hates you.’

      Was this really worth the fight? With everything else going on, was taking on three immature bullies really a priority? Serena didn’t even like Marrin.

      Goddamn right it’s worth it. ‘You know,’ Serena started, ‘I work my ass off on a raincatcher, pull my weight more’n half the regular crew. I get zero respect because I’m young—and because I’m a girl. You know what I get instead? Treated like a kid. Stupid nicknames from older men. Sometimes I get looks across the kitchen table from guys old enough to be my dad, and you don’t need to have the Sight of Musa to know what’s going through their heads.’

      ‘And that has what to do with us?’ giggled Zara.

      If Serena was Tiera, the three girls would be on the floor already, bleeding.

      Sure, there were other women Raincatchers—Tiera, Captain Li, Captain Ashe—but what did they have to do to get where they were? If Tiera wasn’t with Fitz, would she command the same respect aboard the Wind?

      Serena peered into Zara’s eyes. ‘Girls like you make it harder for the rest of us. Do you think you’ll make it out there? In the real world? You think anyone outside of these walls is gonna be scared of you? Grow up.’

      Evelyn stood up. ‘I’m not going to end up cleaning a stinking raincatcher all my life. What, were there no vacancies with the whores in Scab End, or were you just too ugly?’

      Serena’s nails dug into the palms of her hands. Jozef always told her to control her temper. The old man’s voice whispered to her now: Stupid girl!

      ‘Evelyn, you ain’t even worth the skin off my knuckles.’ Serena turned away. Screw this—she’d find Marrin and help her.

      ‘Yeah, go disappear, you walking accident,’ Evelyn called. ‘Heard that’s why you’re here—your dad forgot to yank himself out one night, and your mother couldn’t put you up for adoption because no-one would take a green-haired freak.’

      Serena felt every pair of eyes on her. She squared her shoulders, like she’d seen Fitz do whenever the crew got rowdy.

      She turned and strode back towards Evelyn. ‘Pretty sure you’re stuck in here as well.’ She prodded Evelyn with her index finger. ‘Or are you too stupid to notice?’

      ‘My mum and dad were war heroes!’ Evelyn spat. ‘My dad was an officer in the Dalthean Army, led his men to victory. Your parents were filthy refugees who came on a boat from Gods-know-where!’

      In truth, Serena didn’t know her mum and dad—but that didn’t mean Evelyn was going to get away with that.

      Serena took another step forward, arm muscles shaking.

      ‘What?’ Evelyn asked. ‘What are you going to do, freak?’

      The room turned silent. Kids stopped playing, chalk stopped scribbling upon slate.

      And Serena punched Evelyn’s face.

      Evelyn staggered back, blood flooding from her nose. Zara and Cecily could only stare at each other, wordless.

      ‘Every time you torment Marrin, or anyone else,’ Serena roared, ‘expect worse.’

      Serena couldn’t remember when she’d felt this strong—this powerful—before. Fire filled her chest, and she felt like she’d grown a foot taller. Maybe later on she’d feel embarrassed or guilty—but not right now.

      ‘Serena!’

      The bark came from behind her. Sister Ingrid.

      ‘Sister Petrakis’ office. Now.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Kringla swirls! Get fresh kringla swirls here! Better than the Ryndarans make, an’ no mistake!’

      Gallows glared down at the tray of baked sweet rolls. They smelled of cinnamon and looked golden and fresh… just about. The thin arms that carried them struggled.

      ‘Every day, Milo, you ask me if I want one of these.’

      Milo beamed, though his frame was drawn and weak. His tattered clothes displayed a pattern of stains, but compared to some of the boys his age over in Dustwynd, he looked like a prince. ‘An’ one day you’ll wise up and buy one. I bake ’em myself, me mum showed me. Better than the Ryndarans make.’

      ‘I dunno, Milo, Ryndarans are famous for their kringla swirls.’

      ‘And for marrying their cousins.’

      Gallows chuckled. ‘Fair point. But not today.’

      ‘Paper then?’

      Tucked between his arm were reams of newspapers, at least second-hand.

      
        
        DALTHEA VIATOR—REMEMBRANCE SPECIAL!

        Prime Councillor Thackeray To Make Special Announcement!

        Junior Councillor Alspeth tal Simara To Announce Leadership Bid—But Can She Handle The Pressure?

      

      

      Gallows reached into his pocket and slipped a few copper coins into Milo’s hand. ‘Go on then,’ Gallows said. ‘Tell your mum I said hey. And don’t let me catch you out past curfew.’ Gallows winked and turned onto Elmwood Arcade, glancing at the headline on The Viator, Dalthea’s state-run newspaper. The propaganda it spat shamed even the Information Towers.

      He flicked the cheap, stained paper to the King’s Quill section:

      
        
        From King Owain

        By Auros tal Qur, Editor & Kingscribe

        

        Citizens, preparations for the Second Annual Triumph Day Remembrance are almost complete. The Council, with my favour, have commissioned the construction of a monument at the foot of Queen Iona Bridge. As an extension to the War Memorial Museum, the Tower of Remembrance—as it will be known—will be inscribed with the names of the thousands of brave men and women who sacrificed their lives in protection of Dalthea during the two-year conflict with the Idari Empire. While this is a debt we cannot hope to ever repay, their memory will be honoured for generations to come—just as the Eleventh Day of Terros will be remembered forevermore as the day on which hostilities formally ended. May each of us pray to Eiro, God of Life and Peace, that this accord with the Idari peoples will be observed forevermore. Construction of the Tower of Remembrance is expected to be completed six months hence.

        While our great Kingdom is still in the process of recovering from the destruction of our natural water supplies, operations to locate new sources of water are continuing daily. I would like every man, woman and child to acknowledge in their prayers the great burden the Royal Sky Fleet undertake to provide us with fresh water. The expeditions to gather rainwater provided by our Spires is dangerous work. I know I speak for every one of you when I say I am deeply humbled by the strength, loyalty and courage the men and women of the RSF demonstrate, and that of our Raincatchers’ Guild.

        However, it is with my deepest regrets that I inform you that I shall not be in attendance at the Remembrance parade. Please rest assured that the affliction which has plagued me is well under control. The Royal Physicians assure me that I will be fit once again for public forums soon. Know that I am in discourse with the Prime Councillor every day, and that he carries out my commands with unwavering loyalty, honour and dedication.

        In other news, I am informed that progress with the telegram lines continues at pace. It is my intention that we will restore communication with the rest of the world—from Ryndara to Phadros, Tarevia to Val Candria—within the next year. I meet with delegates from every corner of the world monthly to keep appraised of world events and make sure our needs are heard.

        Citizens, it is with a heavy heart that I must remind you that vandalism of the Information Towers is strictly prohibited. These towers were constructed with my full consent and are used to distribute news to my subjects and—should the dark shadow of war be once again cast over our lands—warnings. Prime Councillor Thackeray informs me that there has been an increase in anti-government activity of late; as such, I have granted Arch Vigil Verimedes and the City Watch the right to now hold suspects for up to 72 hours before charges are sought. Additionally, I must remind you that the midnight curfew is for your safety. Any subject found roaming the streets without the correct papers will be subject to immediate arrest and questioning. Minors under the age of seventeen are reminded to be indoors by nine o’clock or risk arrest and a spell in juvenile detention.

        I know these incidents are borne from a minority of subjects, but it is my command that all citizens take heed, adhere to the law, and report anything suspicious to the City Watch.

        Thank you. May Aerulus guide us all.

        King Owain Tontoros Dalthea II, Guardian of the Realm, Keeper of the Kingdom and Scion of the Great Gods and the Lesser.

        

      

      ‘Usual shit then,’ said Gallows, then strode across Elmwood Arcade.

      The thoroughfare was busy today. Old, withered horses dragged carts along the road, their owner pulling them to the side when a motorcarriage swerved across their path. The windows of the ornate townhouses and villas glinted in the sunlight. For years they were office blocks and boutiques. Now most of ’em lay empty, reminders of the Arcade’s former status as one of the prime merchant hubs in the kingdom.

      But not all of them had been forced out of business; a queue formed outside the tailor’s shop next door to Damien’s office. Gallows’ stomach turned at the sight. People spending beyond their means to purchase clothes, no doubt for the Remembrance.

      Remembrance. And what was there to remember but pain and loss?

      Gallows shoved the tall doors of the office open. Most of the solicitors, clerks and property owners who occupied the office block put extra effort into making sure they didn’t notice Gallows as he wended his way up the steps towards the uppermost floor. A man who showed skin and wore leather armour and a sword on his belt wasn’t welcome in a place like this.

      ‘Tyson. Good morning,’ greeted Damien.

      ‘Yeah,’ Gallows yawned, throwing the Viator into the trash can and himself into a chair. ‘What noble work does the Guild have for us today?’

      ‘We’re to travel to Hessian Homestead and remove a nest of vipers.’

      ‘Thrilling. Ain’t that a job for the Watch?’

      ‘Strictly speaking, but it’s on our worksheet and the money’s good.’

      ‘I’m sure that matters to you.’

      ‘Then in the afternoon,’ Damien continued, ‘your presence has been requested at the garrison in Musa’s Harp. I don’t have any further detail on that, just a note from Guildmaster Kirivanti.’

      Gallows waved a hand. ‘It’s just Fallon again. Ignore it.’

      ‘Our licence needs renewing. And we need to finalise arrangements for the Remembrance parade.’

      ‘Again? How much? And screw the parade.’

      ‘A hundred and twenty aerons. And no.’ Damien stood and straightened his dark purple waistcoat, decorated in the Ryndaran fashion with embroidered, swirling gold patterns. He adjusted his crisp, high-collared, white shirt.

      ‘You know,’ Gallows began, ‘I’m not sure the vipers we’re valiantly being sent to exterminate will appreciate you dressing up for ’em.’

      ‘I’ll dress in appropriate attire for the job. I know you don’t enjoy what we do, Tyson, but we do good work.’

      Gallows rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah, I polish my rat-killing sword and Shit Shifting medal every night before I sleep.’

      Damien strode towards the wide bay window that looked out onto Elmwood Arcade. The window ushered in the sunlight, painting the office in golden fire. ‘You mock it yet take pride in your work,’ Damien said. ‘You deride the nature of the service we provide yet not once have you missed a day of work. You speak of leaving this city yet never do.’ He turned to face his partner. ‘You’re a complicated man, Mister Gallows.’

      Gallows chose his next words carefully. ‘Funny hearing that from you, Mister Fieri.’

      ‘On the contrary. We both know exactly what I am.’

      After a moment, Gallows leapt to his feet. ‘All right. Hessian Homestead, snakes, derring-do. Let’s get to it.’

      ‘Indeed. Oh, I purchased a supply of anti-venom from Barra’s Bazaar. You owe me five aerons.’

      Gallows grabbed Damien by the shoulder, one corner of his mouth curling. ‘I don’t intend on needing it.’

      

      ‘Shit!’ said Gallows as the fangs buried into his shoulder.

      The viper squirmed in his hands as Gallows thrashed and twisted on the dirt, struggling to pry it from him. ‘Urrghhh…’

      Blood spurted from the two punctures in his skin. The snake hissed, mandibles snapping.

      ‘Come on, you little bastard…’ Gallows tightened his grip around the viper’s throat. Its tail lashed at his legs and its fangs dripped with pearly venom. ‘Come on, come on…’ Blood raging, Gallows rolled onto his front, pinning the snake’s rigid, taut body into the dirt with his forearm. ‘Shit!’ Its tail whipped upward at him. His free hand scrambled to the smaller sheath at his side, grasping for the knife.

      His fingers curled around its hilt. ‘Hah!’ He drew the blade towards the viper—but its tail darted out and whipped it from his hand.

      Keeping his arm on the snake, Gallows slithered to the side, the tail striking his face. ‘I’ve actually eaten snake.’ Gallows’ fingers found the knife. As the viper lashed again, he flicked his wrist, cutting its tail clean off. He stabbed the snake’s belly, the point bursting through and scoring into the earth. He sheared downwards, splitting the creature in two. ‘But I wouldn’t give you the satisfaction of shitting you out.’

      He got to his feet, the sprawling, baking desert stretching out forever, the horizon quivering in a shimmering haze. He wiped the blood on his trousers. Most of the hilt’s lettering had rubbed off, but he could still make out ‘B-KNIFE’ running along its shaft. Can’t count the number of times it’s saved my ass.

      A lightning Spire stretched out in the distance, a grey smudge reaching for the sky. Hessian Homestead. The only cattle farm left. In years gone by, irrigation made for plentiful cattle farming here. They had all withered and died along with the water. Most of the farmers who managed to survive took what savings they had and left for Mercuria and Phadros.

      But not Regina Hessian.

      Gallows faced her. She stood in a cattle pen, glaring out at him beneath a tattered parasol that did little to shield her from the sun. She wore an ancient but well-kept overall, and was flanked by cattle that had seen better days.

      ‘Yeah, hey there,’ he said under his breath, offering a limp wave. ‘Let’s act like you didn’t see me get my ass kicked by a worm.’

      The Hunters’ Guild horses stood tethered to a post by her house. Galileo was a black Tarevian Thoroughbred, and Sunbeam a chestnut Aludanian Clydesider with a fringe of white hair on his legs. They both looked bored.

      Gallows choked down a lungful of air and padded to the mouth of a nearby rock cave. ‘Damn it.’ He lowered himself to his haunches and called into the yawning mouth of the cave. ‘Damien! Hey, you there? Goddamn typical. Last one, always the last one.’ Silence. ‘Hey! Damien! I might be dying here!’

      Damien’s face materialised from the blackness of the cavern. He climbed out and unhooked himself from his rope and harness. He’d swapped his fancy attire for more practical khaki trousers, light shirt, boots and light leather armour. He clutched a bag in his hands. ‘Tyson, hello. Status?’

      ‘Injured, tired and poisoned. Give me the anti-venom.’

      ‘Let me look… Doesn’t seem serious. The venom of the dalthic viperidae is only deadly if left untreated for seven or eight hours.’

      ‘Reassuring as that is—not including your obsession with poisons—I’d rather not wait.’

      Damien produced a vial and syringe from his supply belt, and used the needle to pierce the foil lid of the container. He drew the milk-white anti-venom into the chamber, examined the needle and nodded. ‘This will sting, but I suspect not as much as viper fangs.’

      ‘Here, I’ll do it myself.’

      ‘As you wish. Any vein in the left arm will suffice. Also, use a salve on the wound and-’

      ‘And bandage it, yeah. Not my first stabbing.’ Gallows tapped his arm to draw a vein and injected the anti-venom. He winced as the needle entered him. ‘Damn it. And thanks.’

      Damien nodded. ‘You said that was the last of them?’

      Gallows smeared a healing salve from his supply kit onto his wound. ‘Yeah, yeah. Did you find the nest?’

      ‘Indeed. There were unhatched eggs behind the cave here. Some inside but not many. All gone, but I’ve set a small ignium charge to go off in ten minutes to seal the cave entrance. The Watch should have performed safety checks. Still, I’m surprised a small number of weak vipers gave Miss Hessian cause to seek the Guild’s help.’

      ‘Maybe she’s lazy.’

      ‘Lazy people don’t run cattle farms by themselves. Drink whatever water you have left. It’s in our contract for the client to replenish our supply.’

      ‘Generous.’ Gallows wiped the grime from his face with the bandana hanging around his neck.

      Damien strode towards Miss Hessian, Gallows trailing behind.

      ‘Miss Hessian,’ said Damien.

      ‘Misters Fieri and Gallows.’ Hessian sounded like she ate gravel for breakfast every morning. ‘Some weird-ass names you got.’ She was pushing seventy, but her eyes were sharp, her face hard.

      It would be, Gallows thought. The work, the climate, the conditions—not to mention having five sons go off to war and not one of them coming home.

      ‘You get ’em all?’ The words carried more than a note of scepticism.

      ‘Indeed,’ answered Damien. ‘One nest destroyed and the ones in and around your premises killed. Might I suggest bolstering your barbed wire fence?’

      Her lips curved. ‘Come with me.’ She strolled past the farmhouse towards the barn. ‘In there.’

      Gallows stepped inside first, and the rotten smell punched him. It carried a tinge of sweetness. ‘Aerulus, what the hell is that?’ He clenched the bandana against his mouth.

      The mountainous red-brown remains of a large cow lay in a heap in the corner, hounded by a whirlwind of flies.

      Damien examined the room in silence. ‘Was that one of your cattle?’ he asked.

      ‘Three,’ she replied. ‘These are the bits that weren’t eaten.’

      ‘What the hell ate three living cows?’

      ‘Snake, boy. Big ’un too. Most of ’em was swallowed whole. Took my new cow I was fixing to make a tidy profit on too. That’s three hundred aerons I won’t be seeing again. Prime condition she was. Not four days later, disappears with the others. Scared my other beasts shitless too. Them Watch boys in town didn’t give half a shit when I asked ’em to go into that cave. I been pissing money every day waitin’.’

      Damien peered down. ‘The dalthic viperidae couldn’t do this.’

      ‘Agreed,’ said Regina.

      ‘Didn’t you say it was snakes?’ asked Gallows.

      ‘Snake,’ she snapped. ‘Start listenin’ better.’

      ‘One snake couldn’t do this. Did you see those things? They’re what, three, four feet long?’

      ‘Big enough to best you, I noticed.’

      ‘Still,’ said Damien. He stalked around the pile of gore. ‘To swallow three adult cows whole, leaving almost no trace of struggle… Forgive me, Miss Hessian. Is it possible your livestock was simply stolen, with these being butchered and left behind to account for the remains?’

      A twinge of a smile flashed on Hessian’s face again. She thumbed a switch on the wall, sparking an overhead ignium lamp into life. It made the stinking remains look worse. ‘Look in the left corner, boy. See it?’

      ‘Yes,’ Damien confirmed.

      Half the wall had been ripped away, split and jagged and stained with gore. Sand swirled through the gap. ‘How many bandits you reckon sneak into a place by hammering through walls?’

      ‘Point taken,’ said Gallows. ‘Whatever crashed through here was powerful. You get wild dogs around here, or a pack of coyotes maybe?’

      ‘I goddamned told you more’n once. It was a snake. Don’t look at me like that boy, I might be old but I ain’t gone senile yet.’

      ‘Apologies,’ said Damien. ‘It’s a little hard to comprehend.’

      ‘Well it ain’t for me,’ she rasped. ‘I saw it and I shot it and I been waiting for it to come back. Before that happens, I want you two lunkheads to find it, catch it an’ kill it. Ain’t that what hunters do?’

      ‘We shall investigate further, Miss Hessian,’ said Damien. ‘Apologies.’

      ‘I oughta withhold my fee.’ She walked around the stinking remains and growled. ‘Gone in one. Prize beast she was, too. Shame.’

      Damien stood rigid and placed a fist under his chin, analysing the scene.

      The smell made Gallows want to gag. Just as he was about to speak, a muffled explosion sounded outside. ‘That’ll be the ignium charge. Listen, fun as staring at the desecrated remains of a prize cow is, I think we can discuss this outs-’

      The ground tremored and sent Regina to the floor.

      Gallows lunged to help her. ‘You okay?’ He had to shout to be heard above the aftershock. Hessian accepted his hand and he yanked her up.

      The ceiling split.

      ‘Outside!’ Damien commanded.

      Gallows wrapped his arm around Regina’s waist and helped her outside. ‘Holy shit,’ she said. Gallows followed her gaze—ahead of them, a rupture cleaved through the earth, throwing rock and dirt—and racing towards them.

      ‘Damn boy!’ Regina shouted. ‘What kind of bombs did you use?’

      ‘None that would cause this,’ Damien called back. ‘Move!’

      Gallows couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The earth between him and Regina split and shuddered, throwing Hessian onto her back. A mound rose from the earth, growing bigger with each second.

      Something was breaking free from the ground.

      ‘Go!’ Gallows urged, pulling Hessian to her feet. ‘Get inside!’

      Regina didn’t argue.

      ‘Tyson, move!’ Damien dived out of the way but Gallows was a second too slow: The ground lurched, sending him spinning through the air. He landed hard on his chest, the fresh wound in his shoulder oozing more blood. ‘What in pissin’ Irros…?’

      He twisted onto his back—and his blood froze at the sight before him.

      Bright red and pitiless eyes leered down at Gallows, belonging to a viper so big it blotted out the sun.

      Its skin was flaming gold and blood red—like the sand and earth—and its head was crowned with dark black bone, which twisted into a nest of horns. The fangs in its hinged jaw gleamed like steel.

      They snapped at him, clamping like some monstrous machine.

      Gallows rolled, evading the beast’s attack. Its tongue darted back and forth as Gallows scrambled backwards on his elbows. It hissed—a cacophony of anguished screams, suffocating his senses. It reared its head back, poised for another strike.

      Gallows twisted again, lumbered to his feet and drew his shortsword—it felt pathetic, but he spun and brought it up-

      The snake wasn’t there.

      What the hell?

      Gallows checked behind him, sword raised. His breathing was the only thing he heard. Damien stood some distance away, head angled like he was listening for something.

      Then, by Regina’s house, the horses brayed in terror, twisting and skidding on the dirt, trying in desperation to escape their bonds.

      The viper erupted from the earth and—swift, brutal—buried its fangs into the nearest horse, Galileo, painting the area scarlet. Sunbeam nickered, legs skidding on the cracked earth.

      ‘Holy shit!’

      Regina. The beast would turn her house into sawdust and swallow her whole.

      Gallows tightened his grip and charged. Sensing the challenge, the snake’s red eyes turned on him.

      His skin knotted. Fear spread through him like black ink in a cup of water, infecting everything inside—but Gallows kept running.

      The viper’s tongue whipped the air. Gallows deflected it with his sword, ducked beneath its fangs, and slashed his knife across its belly. He may as well have attacked it with a feather.

      Gallows ducked and ran, rolling along the ground as the snake’s barbed tail spun towards him, drilling into the earth. He sliced at it with his sword, arcing blood into the soil.

      Again and again he lured it and slashed, chipping away at its skin—but it wasn’t enough.

      Damien. Gallows had to reach Damien. He couldn’t hope to beat this thing on his own.

      It unleashed its merciless hiss again; Gallows fell to one knee and pressed his fist against his ear. He couldn’t hear his own scream, but he felt it well enough.

      The beast came at Gallows like a train. He tumbled from its path, scything his sword at it to no avail.

      Where the hell is-

      Damien shot past Gallows and vaulted onto the beast’s back, his two daggers gouging skin and gore. The viper howled and thrashed and unhinged Damien from its back, fangs bared to the sky.

      Damien rolled on the ground—and the snake disappeared again.

      ‘You okay?’ Gallows called. Damien nodded and drew his blades again.

      Where in all Hells is it?

      Gallows had to concentrate to see it, but the outline was there—a heat haze on the horizon, flitting between fists of bleached rock. Gallows’ heart rocked in his chest. He struggled for breath, a great weight pressing on his lungs. ‘What the hell… is this thing? What kind of monster can camouflage itself like that?’

      Damien said nothing. He stood as still as stone and closed his eyes.

      A split-second later, Damien spun as the snake re-emerged. Its two lower jaws snapped with speed and power, but they only caught air.

      Damien buried one of his daggers in its left eye. The beast shrieked and whipped its tail back and forth, but Damien weaved between its strikes.

      And then it turned a sickly yellow-white before disappearing again.

      ‘Damn coyotes my ass!’ called Regina. Gallows turned to find her brandishing a shotgun. She tossed it to him. It was a military-issue Millarburg; not the double-barrelled kind most farmers had lying around. ‘My boy’s,’ Regina explained. ‘See it gets put to good use.’

      ‘Get back!’ Gallows called. The weight of the shotgun felt good in his hands.

      Damien scrambled onto a chalk-white rock, eyes closed, sunlight glinting on his raised daggers.

      Sure, you take the high ground. Gallows drew the firearm to his shoulder. He snapped his aim at every shimmer in the air, every small movement.

      Silence rolled across the rocky terrain. No croak from critters, no birdsong, no breeze…

      Where are you?

      The ground lurched.

      ‘Ty, look out!’

      But Damien’s warning came too late.

      Rock exploded and a great fissure opened up, swallowing Gallows and pulling him down; he plummeted through the earth, head glancing off rock. His face mashed into dirt, and the shotgun slipped from his fingers.

      He landed belly-first in a dark cavern. The impact punched the air from his lungs and the taste of copper flooded his mouth.

      With immense effort, Gallows pushed himself to his feet. A shaft of light from above speared through the blackness of the cave, and nearby vibrations told him the snake was nearby.

      The shadows reminded him of his old cell—and the interrogations.

      Nidra was worse than this thing—and I survived her.

      Stone and dirt spilled around Gallows’ feet. He threw himself back as the snake’s crown of horns sheared through rock. The vague outline of its body shifted in the shadows, and the red of its good eye glinted like a ruby.

      Damien zipped down from above and landed on the beast’s back. His knives sank into flesh and the snake shrieked. Its hiss was ten times louder down here, but Damien remained, the blade in his right hand jackhammering into its back, gouts of blood erupting.

      A snarl clawed from the snake’s mouth, and it shook Damien free. He hung there, suspended in mid-air.

      His harness, Gallows realised. Damien had tied the rope to the white rock above.

      The beast’s fangs snapped up at Damien, but every time it got close, he activated the winch, pulling him higher and out of reach.

      It gave Gallows time to retrieve the shotgun.

      Damien wavered in the air, frustrating the viper. He taunted it, lured it—and when its great jaws widened again, he activated an ignium charge and hurled it into the snake’s mouth.

      ‘Thirty seconds!’ Damien yelled.

      Gallows took aim. ‘Hey! Asshole!’ The pellets roared through the snake’s barbed tail, turning spiked bone into nothing.

      It howled in pain and drew away from Damien. The beast rocketed towards Gallows, jaws wide enough to swallow him whole.

      ‘Twenty!’ called Damien.

      Gallows screamed and wrenched the shotgun up, the viper’s razor fangs staring down at him. The gun quaked in his arms as he fired—once, twice…

      Five times he pulled the trigger into the roof of its mouth, turning its head into a ruined mash.

      But it was still alive.

      ‘Ten!’

      The snake’s body lashed in slow, heavy movements. Gallows hooked a boot into the gap where its face used to be, heaved himself up and ran across its undulating back. It almost sent him flying off.

      ‘Five!’ Damien dropped lower and held out an arm.

      Heart racing, Gallows kept running and leapt towards his partner…

      Damien grabbed him. With his free hand, he activated the winch.

      They flew to the surface as the explosion thundered below, a stew of bloodied guts and bone erupting. Flames licked Gallows’ boots.

      Gallows rolled on the ground and breathed, grateful for the clean air. He waited for his heart to slow down before he spoke.

      ‘Hey! Remember the time we killed a giant mutant snake?’
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      No matter how she sat, the back of the chair dug into Serena’s spine.

      Sister Ingrid’s voice called from behind the wooden door of her office. Petrakis was in there, and Catryn.

      She rested her elbows on her knees. This is it. Kicked out, with nowhere to go. Every single day she dreamt of leaving this place, but now that it was happening? She wasn’t as excited as she’d imagined.

      But then she thought of Evelyn, and the corner of her mouth curved like a knifepoint. Tiera would be proud.

      The door swung open and Sister Ingrid’s face sneered at her. ‘Inside, girl. The Sister Supreme is waiting.’

      She’d seen the inside of the bare and basic office many times, seen the characterless paintings on the walls, portraits of men and women in religious clothing that no-one gave a damn about. Funny how they all had the same stern look on their faces like the sisters. It was like they were all trying not to laugh.

      Serena’s nerves betrayed her and she snickered at the thought.

      ‘My dear, do believe me when I tell you that this is not a laughing matter.’ Sister Petrakis’ voice was as dry as all the old books in her office. ‘Sit.’

      Petrakis wore the same light brown habit as the other Sisters, but also a white coif around her head. Serena didn’t see the point of it—it was just there to show she was more important than everyone else. She sat with her back straightened and cocked her head, her sharp chin jutting out like ignicite. ‘Serena. I am disappointed to see you in here once again.’ She nudged a copy of The Analectus and the Great Gospels of the Indecim closer to her. ‘The Gods brook forgiveness, but also justice—and wrath. Have you nothing to say?’

      ‘Evelyn deserved it.’ What was the point in lying?

      ‘That is not for you to decide.’ Petrakis didn’t have to shout—her voice cut like a steel blade.

      ‘Did you see what she did to Marrin? She-’

      ‘No excuse, girl. As noble as looking out for your classmates is, no-one possesses the right to visit physical violence upon anyone else. This is new for you; usually you’re here for truancy and slipping out after curfew. Is this a one-off, Serena, or merely the first time you were caught? You’re less than one year from being released from our tutelage, and what skills do you have to your name? Six months with the Raincatchers. The purpose of this institution is to give young people who cannot afford entry into the Royal Academy or the Fayth Collegium a place to learn and foster skills—a place to train under the stewardship of the Fayth. You have not diversified your skillset nor indicated any desire to take holy orders and undertake any of the Gods’ disciplines, leaving the Raincatchers your only real option. Not easy work, and difficult to keep a place aboard. Continuing down this path of disobedience and violence will be a short road indeed.’

      ‘Raincatchers love disobedience and violence,’ said Serena.

      Sister Ingrid snorted behind her. ‘And we cannot assume even the Raincatchers would take you on.’

      ‘Nothing wrong with the Raincatchers,’ commented Sister Catryn, eyes trained on Ingrid. She sat in the corner. A whirling hum buzzed from the metal brace clasped across her right knee. Catryn wasn’t as snobbish as the other Sisters, and she had a dishevelment to her clothes that Serena liked. ‘What, you’d rather she took up an apprenticeship with the Courtesans?’

      Ingrid gasped.

      ‘Sister Catryn tells me you refused to take today off,’ said Petrakis. ‘After… the events of last night. I think you should reconsider that. Despite what you may think of us, we do wish the best for you, Serena.’

      Serena brushed her face, unable to meet anyone’s eye. ‘Yeah, I… I think I acted out of grief.’

      ‘I see.’ Petrakis’ face softened, but not by much. ‘We are here for you to talk to.’

      ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

      ‘I understand.’ Catryn leaned forward, soft eyes peering through thin spectacles. ‘It’s hard. As your dorm sister, you can speak to me in private if you want. Don’t be scared, okay?’

      ‘She’s lying!’ howled Ingrid. ‘She’s using a tragedy to justify an assault that she’s likely been planning for weeks!’

      ‘Sister!’ Petrakis’ voice silenced Ingrid. And the birds outside, probably. ‘Serena,’ the Sister Supreme continued, ‘you will take the rest of the day off—and stay away from Evelyn Drassler until I make a decision as to your punishment.’

      Serena nodded. ‘Sure. Okay. Thanks.’ As far as penalties went, it could’ve been worse. No Evelyn, no talking about last night… Good. If Petrakis sent her out onto the streets—well, that was fine. She’d make it work. She wasn’t scared.

      ‘In the meantime,’ Petrakis began, ‘Junior Councillor Enfield will be visiting. Though you may not wish to talk to us, I expect he will require a full account of last night’s incident. You may go.’
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      ‘The time is eleven in the morning on the Tenth Day of Terros. The time is eleven in the morning on the Tenth Day of Terros.’ The mechanical voice emanating from the tower swept over Petrel’s Tail. Sunbeam could only move at a slow trot along the busy thoroughfares. ‘Citizens are reminded that the Information Towers are property of the Crown. Any damage inflicted on the King’s Property is considered to be an act of anarchy. Any subject found vandalising an Information Tower will be detained for questioning by the City Watch. Repeat: Any subject found vandalising an Information Tower will be detained for questioning by the City Watch. King Owain—blessed be his name and long may he reign—wishes you a good day.’

      The trumpeting fanfare that heralded and closed each message spluttered out, grating against Gallows’ nerves.

      Vendors peddling sweet-smelling foods, candles and perfumes thrust their wares in front of them. Gallows ignored them, having lost the patience to say ‘no thanks’ after an elderly woman shoved a mouldy persimmon fruit in his hand and made him pay for it.

      Up ahead, a troupe of jugglers flung their rubber balls to and fro. One of them was on the ground and another perched upon the peak of the arched skybridge. The last member—the sole female of the group—wore stilts and stood on a gigantic wooden wheel. She turned it with her elongated legs, riding it like a giant unicycle as she caught the balls and threw them back to her partners with expert precision.

      The stilt-walker beckoned the crowd towards her. The juggler on the ground bent down and hammered at a snare drum with sticks conjured from thin air. The woman juggled five balls, smiling beneath her white face paint to the crowd. Everyone turned silent as if commanded by some unseen hand, the only noise coming from the drumming. Even Gallows had stopped to witness whatever was about to happen, heart rising in time with the percussion.

      The music climbed faster, the stilt-walker’s hands blurred and the wheel spun, its bright painted patterns twisting into a dazzling hypnotic swirl. She leapt up from the wheel, sending it spinning backwards. She flipped high into the air, arcing straight over the skybridge and exchanged balls with the juggler on the arch. She twisted and spun in the air—before landing back on the wheel and riding it back through the arch, balls bobbing in the air around her.

      The crowd exploded into applause, and even Gallows managed to smile. ‘Well, you don’t see that every day.’

      Jets of blood-red fire arced up, searing the air, heralding the beginning of something new.

      ‘Although only Irros knows what acrobatics and candied apples have to do with remembering the spirits of the fallen,’ Gallows commented as they moved on. ‘Hey, how angry do you reckon Sheva will be when she finds out we lost a horse?’

      ‘Very.’

      ‘Yeah, that’s what I thought. You want to tell her?’

      ‘No.’

      

      The mansion house of the Musicians’ Guildhouse sat in a crescent, like the wide embrace of a rich aunt; the Hunters’ Guildhouse was tucked away in the mansion’s lower floors like a despised step-child.

      Gallows led Sunbeam to the rear stables, where a young steward took it. He regarded the two Hunters with confusion. ‘Didn’t, um… Didn’t you have two?’ the kid said.

      ‘Got hungry on the road,’ answered Gallows.

      They climbed the stone steps of the guild house in silence, the passing members of the Musicians’ Guild in too much of a hurry to even look down on them. Its rooms were all spacious, a valuable commodity in this day and age where skybridges and tower blocks were constructed to deal with the city’s overcrowding problem. The musicians’ rooms smelled of roses and honey, of teak and fine wine. The Hunters’ smelled of dirt and sweat.

      Damien knocked on Guildmaster Sheva Kirivanti’s door.

      ‘Enter.’

      Damien held the door open for Gallows. Damn. I wanted him to go in first.

      ‘Ah,’ came Kirivanti’s clipped voice. Her dark skin was impeccable as always, and her long, black hair was tied back into a tight braid that hung over her right shoulder. She peered up at them through plain, thin spectacles. She was young for her position, barely into her thirties, and younger than a lot of the Hunters.

      She offered them a seat on one of the russet, autumnal leather couches, but neither man took advantage.

      Gallows always felt like he was on his back foot when he spoke to Sheva, but he could never put his finger on why.

      Her voice was soft but direct when she spoke: ‘The stewards tell me you only returned with one horse.’

      Straight to it. ‘We successfully completed our assignment,’ Gallows answered.

      ‘Details, please.’

      Gallows looked at Damien. ‘Well…’

      ‘The Hessian farm was besieged by a gigantic snake,’ explained Damien. Gallows felt as stupid as his partner sounded.

      After a moment, Kirivanti said, ‘Repeat that.’

      ‘As per the contract,’ started Damien, ‘we left the city boundaries to travel to Regina Hessian’s farm to deal with her infestation problem. Tyson dealt with the nests of vipers above ground while I entered a nearby cave, within which I discovered dozens of snake eggs.’

      ‘Giant snake eggs?’

      ‘No—just one giant snake. Some of its features are consistent with the dalthic viperidae. Actually, it reminds me of the prehistoric imperatrix viperidae—it too possessed an exoskeletal crown of bones, like some crustaceans. But nothing like this, and certainly not of this size.’

      And on Damien went, relaying the tale of the giant snake.

      Kirivanti steepled her hands on her desk. ‘And Hessian said she wanted to keep the remains of this beast?’

      ‘Wants to recoup her loss,’ said Gallows with a shrug. ‘If people toss money into a hat for backflipping stilt-jugglers, they’ll probably do the same for invisible demonic sand snakes. People are fickle like that.’

      Sheva Kirivanti regarded Gallows with the slightest shimmer of humour. ‘Well. I will not dock anything from your fee—despite the loss of a perfectly healthy horse.’

      That’s it, thought Gallows. The reason she’s so damn intimidating isn’t ’cause she’s mean, it’s because she makes you care when you screw up. A punishment would make it easy to resent her. All those idiot hard-asses in the military could learn something from her.

      ‘There is something further I need to discuss with you both.’ Kirivanti removed her glasses and slipped them into a case. ‘I spoke with Guildmaster Roland of the Raincatchers’ Guild this morning. An incident occurred last night. Seemingly there was a malfunction with a lightning Spire. One of their airships was damaged and a number of crew died.’

      ‘A tragedy,’ said Damien.

      ‘Gods.’ Gallows shook his head. ‘Do you know how it happened? Did it crash?’

      ‘This is the complication, I’m afraid; the captain maintains that the Spire was activated after they arrived—on purpose.’

      ‘Probably an expedition to steal rainwater, then,’ Gallows surmised. ‘Half the Raincatchers are thieves and pirates. A bit like us, I guess.’

      Kirivanti shook her head. ‘Guildmaster Roland signed the writ himself. Apparently it was an additional water run as the Spire’s reserves were already full. The Council say it was a fault in the machinery.’

      ‘Doesn’t seem probable,’ said Damien. ‘There are a number of safeguards in place.’

      ‘Captain Fitzwilliam believes a fellow Raincatcher is responsible for the tragedy. A feud within one guild will undoubtedly affect the others—particularly if we are hired to assist the Council and the Watch mitigate it.’

      ‘Belios,’ uttered Gallows. ‘This is all we need.’

      ‘Guildmaster Roland will do all he can to settle the situation. Hopefully there will be evidence of an accident, but until the matter is closed, the situation will be tense. It is important we show our respect.’

      Gallows’ face screwed up. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘I’d like you to accompany me to the funeral service. It shall take place this evening at the Raincatchers’ guild house. I can’t order you to accompany me, but I would be rather grateful if you did.’

      ‘Do we get paid?’

      Kirivanti drew a sharp breath. ‘I am appealing to your good nature, Mister Gallows.’

      ‘We’ll attend,’ said Damien.

      ‘Excellent. Oh, one more thing: Major Fallon from the Musa’s Harp garrison dropped by. He requested your presence there, Mister Gallows.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah. You can ignore him.’

      ‘He said it was about Sera.’

      A knot tightened in Gallows’ gut, and though it was impossible to see, he sensed Damien stiffen. ‘Sera’s dead.’

      Kirivanti’s mouth turned down. ‘I know, I wouldn’t have mentioned it had the major not visited in person. Perhaps it’s worth-’

      ‘No,’ shot Gallows, his stomach churning. ‘It’s just bait. It’s the kind of shit Fallon pulls. Ignore him.’

      Kirivanti shuffled papers on her desk. ‘As you wish. But do know I’ve forwarded your address on to him. That’ll be all.’

      

      ‘I’ll meet you and Kirivanti at the Raincatchers’ chapel tonight. Got something to do first.’

      ‘Alright,’ said Damien. ‘The Major?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘I understand your grief,’ Damien began, ‘but if he has information on Sera-’

      ‘She can’t die twice,’ Gallows shot back. ‘Screw Fallon, I got my own life to lead—and other people to see.’

      Damien kept his eyes forward, a look of understanding crossing his face. ‘Ah. I see.’

      ‘Don’t look at me like that.’

      ‘I am, in fact, purposefully not looking at you.’

      ‘It’s not what you think.’

      ‘You’re liaising with Madam Veronica.’

      ‘Okay,’ Gallows admitted, ‘it’s exactly what you think. But you don’t need to say “liaising” like it’s a dirty word.’

      ‘Who am I to judge?’ said Damien. ‘I think it’s cute you have another friend.’

      Music emanated from somewhere deep within the maze-like hallways, soft violins. They sounded like they were weeping.

      ‘I heard they have a special guest coming for the Remembrance,’ Damien began. ‘Genevieve Couressa.’

      ‘For real?’ She was the most famous singer in Imanis, and probably the rest of the world. ‘Jugglers, music, Genevieve Couressa. The Remembrance is better than Wintercast.’

      ‘You can’t begrudge people moving on, Tyson.’

      ‘Sure you can.’

      ‘Do keep up, Fabian.’ A slender old man in a white suit marched into the foyer. He carried a cane in one hand and a hat in the other. His bald head glistened with sweat, and when he caught sight of Damien, a note of recognition crossed his face.

      ‘Know him?’ asked Gallows.

      ‘No.’

      A younger man trailed behind, arms loaded with luggage. His features twisted at the sight of some of the more unkempt Hunters. ‘You’re sure this is the Musicians’ Guild, Aulton? They have weapons!’

      ‘Do shut up, Fabian.’

      The heat pressed upon Gallows as soon as they stepped into the street. More people in costumes danced and mimed among the crowd, entertaining all who passed. Performers conjured fire from nothing and danced over flaming jump ropes, eliciting applause from the gathering crowd.

      Gallows’ stomach clenched. ‘Is this what we fought and died for? Is this worth the sacrifice?’

      ‘Yes. Liberty. Happiness. Joy. Do you think the Idari emperors would allow this? It’s what separates us.’

      ‘Huh. You say it like this is the kind of thing that makes you happy.’

      Damien’s voice turned as coarse as crushed glass. ‘Society cannot function with a boot on its neck. What you and so many others experienced during the war—and myself, I might add—was sickening, there is no argument otherwise. But we can’t allow it to define our future. The trauma lives with you every day—I see it on you as I see it on so many others. Talk to someone, Tyson. Get help. Or leave, if you think that’s best. But don’t expect the rest of the world to grieve with you.’

      ‘But at the Remembrance?’ Gallows shook his head. ‘You know, I saw a doctor after we got back. She seemed more concerned about ticking a box than helping me out. Prescribed me diluted bloodroot and sent me on my way.’

      A knot of people separated as they pushed through. ‘Did you take it?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Of course not. You’ve seen what that shit does to people. She wanted to shut me up. Can’t have vets coming back from war with dead eyes and delirium. Might ruin the romantic notions people have. “Dead eyes, delirium and a sharp increase in the suicide rate” doesn’t exactly fit in a song.’

      ‘Yes, be flippant if that helps.’ Damien stopped walking. ‘If you want things to change, Tyson, perhaps you are the best starting point.’

      ‘Yeah? Has it ever helped your… Affliction?’

      Damien’s eyes narrowed to slits. ‘I don’t need a doctor.’

      ‘Ha! Yeah, well, I know someone who’d find that hard to bel-’ Gallows’ arms fell to his side. ‘Oh you are goddamn kidding.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘There.’ Gallows motioned out into the crowd. A street juggler in colourful red, orange and yellow garb was cuffing a filthy, dirtied man across the head.

      ‘Oi! Oi!’ the victim protested, weak hands doing little to shield himself. ‘I swear, his purse fell into my palm, hahahaha!’

      ‘Buzz Fitangus,’ said Damien.

      ‘Yup, free as a… Toothless, junkie bird.’

      Two watchmen dragged Buzz away. He frothed at the mouth, giggling and spitting, wild feet scrambling on the cobbles like an insect’s.

      ‘Say what you want about him,’ said Gallows, ‘but he looks happier than you or I will ever be.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Angelo, Serena,' said Petrakis. ‘This is Junior Councillor Enfield, Minister of Guilds. He’d like to speak to both of you about the incident that happened yesterday.’

      The common room had been cleared out, and Serena and Angelo escorted inside and ushered into seats.

      Serena had never met a Councillor before and wasn’t sure what to do, or how to address him. She wasn’t one for curtseying.

      ‘Serena, Angelo,’ Enfield said, trying too hard to make his voice sound warm. He looked at both of them and smiled. ‘Um, lovely names, musical names. May I sit?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Angelo.

      Enfield took one of the small, wooden chairs. ‘Please accept my apologies for intruding. Um, I… I need to ask some questions about the tragedy that occurred yesterday. I’ll try not to take up too much of your time, and Sister Petrakis will be in attendance. Please, um, you’ve nothing to feel intimidated about.’

      Serena shifted and crossed her arms. ‘Don’t you know everything already?’

      ‘Of course, of course. I, um, I need your account as part of the Council’s investigation. Formality, really. The Royal Sky Fleet has already recovered your colleagues’… um…’

      ‘Bodies,’ said Angelo. Serena winced at the word.

      ‘Yes,’ said Enfield. ‘Listen, Serena—and Angelo—grief can make people do strange things. We all process it differently. The Sister Supreme tells me you… acted out today. And while that’s an internal issue to be resolved here, I, um, I need to know that you’ll be here over the next few days. I know you don’t have any family, but please, this is the best place for you. Both of you. Sometimes children feel like they don’t have anywhere to turn and run away-’

      ‘We’re not children,’ snapped Serena.

      Enfield’s hands shot up. ‘No, no! Of course, sorry, poor choice of words. What I mean is, the people here can take care of you. They’re all willing to listen. If you’d like, I can arrange a doctor to visit you. Talking to someone you don’t know is sometimes best. Oh, you’re not in any trouble,’ he added at seeing Serena’s expression. ‘Neither of you are in any trouble.’

      Serena couldn’t make her mind up about the man. He was young, maybe only six or seven years older than her. She’d heard Fitz and Roarke talking one day on the Liberty Wind, saying how Enfield’s family had done favours for the king, and that he was given a Councillor’s position as a reward.

      After a moment, Serena spoke. ‘It’s okay. We’ll stay put. What… What happens next? With the… bodies?’

      Enfield shifted in his seat, looking first to Petrakis then back to Serena. ‘My understanding is that, um, a service will be held in the Raincatchers’ guild house this evening.’

      Serena’s back straightened. ‘We’re going.’

      ‘Well, that’s… That’s not possible, I’m afraid, the curfew for youngsters being what it is.’

      ‘We’re going.’

      Petrakis shot her a look. ‘Serena.’

      ‘This is wrong!’ What right did the Council have? They weren’t kin, not like Serena and Angelo.

      ‘Yes,’ said Enfield. ‘Yes, I understand. But the curfews are in place for your safety. We believe it was an accident-’

      ‘Piss off.’

      ‘Serena!’

      ‘It’s all right, Sister Supreme, it’s quite all right. Really, it’s okay, Serena. I’m sorry. But the investigation is ongoing, and while we’re sure it was, in fact, an accident, we… Well, we need to protect you, just in case. Tell me—do you know the whereabouts of Culran Hajjar?’

      ‘No. Why? Is he under investigation?’

      ‘No, no, he is simply unaccounted for.’

      ‘We left him behind,’ Angelo explained. ‘Had to.’

      That didn’t make sense to Serena. Why didn’t he come aboard when Fitz told him to?

      ‘I see,’ said Enfield. ‘Did, um… Did Culran ever… say anything?’

      Serena’s eyebrow arched. ‘Sure. Lots of times. Usually started with “hello”.’

      Petrakis hissed her name again, but Enfield laughed it off. ‘I should have been more specific. Did Culran ever mention being… dissatisfied with work on the Liberty Wind?’

      ‘Um, probably? You want to arrest a Raincatcher for moaning, your cells will burst.’

      ‘Ah, no, rather… Did he ever, perhaps, say anything about destroying a Spire?’

      That set Serena’s blood on fire. ‘No! Of course not.’ Who was this guy? What gave him the right to accuse one of the crew?

      ‘No,’ answered Angelo, voice flat. ‘Never.’

      Serena shook her head. ‘You ain’t serious. Culran almost died. Probably is dead!’

      ‘Well, the, um, the Idari are known for utilising suicide bombers.’

      ‘He didn’t fight for the Idari, he was enslaved by them.’

      ‘Yes, well, the Idari are also known for deceit and low cunning.’

      Serena refused to believe it. Culran didn’t say much, but he was one of ’em. Crew. Family. Kin. No way was he responsible.

      ‘And what about the thunderstorm?’ Serena’s words carried venom. ‘Culran did that too, did he?’

      ‘As I say, we’re investigating. We’ll know more over the, um, the next few days.’ Enfield fished a photograph from his pocket. Pictured was a man with long, black hair. ‘This is, um, a few years old, but it’s-’

      ‘Culran,’ said Angelo. ‘Before his scars.’

      ‘Indeed. The Idari mark their subjects in accordance to caste: Those who worship the Moon Emperor of Idar-Vankhur, and those who worship the Sun Emperor of Idar-Antolia. To possess decorative markings on one’s face is to signify belonging to the former, whereas the absence of markings denotes the subject has aligned with the latter. Culran Hajjar-’

      ‘Had half,’ Serena said. ‘He was a kuramanusa.’

      ‘Indeed. Hajjar was a political exile from Mercuria. He was a fisherman whose trawler was captured by Idari pirates. They enslaved him, brainwashed him. He may even have been present during the invasion of the Sanctecano Islands.’

      Frost settled over Serena’s skin. The Islands were the closest thing she had to a home. ‘Why? Why would Culran want to destroy the Spire?’

      ‘To remove the defences afforded by concentrated lightning storms. That’s why the Spires were built in the first place, after all.’

      ‘You think the Idari are preparing for another war,’ said Angelo. It wasn’t too difficult to believe; Prime Councillor Pyron Thackeray didn’t talk about anything else, so it’d make sense for the rest of the Council to believe it too.

      ‘Anyway,’ Enfield started, ‘in all likelihood the whole affair is, um, a tragic accident, but until we ascertain Hajjar’s whereabouts, you two need to stay out of harm’s way. To that end, I’ve asked the Sister Supreme to close the gates of the orphanage and station a watchman outside. As you’re younger than seventeen, you’re the Council’s legal responsibility.’

      ‘Yeah?’ Serena folded her arms and glared at the Councillor. ‘What about everyone else?’

      ‘I’m, um, I’m sorry?’

      ‘Angelo and me, we’re locked up here. How about Captain Fitzwilliam and the rest?’

      ‘The crew of the Liberty Wing have been instructed-’

      ‘Wind.’

      ‘Of course, my apologies. Um, the Liberty Wind has been grounded.’

      Serena shrank in her seat. Of course.

      Enfield stood. ‘Serena, Angelo—please know that the Council extends its sympathies.’

      The councillor said his goodbyes and walked away with Sister Petrakis, the door easing closed behind him.

      ‘There’s no way I’m staying locked up here while the crew are at a funeral for three of our own.’

      ‘We can’t. Impossible. The curfew-’

      Serena punched the arm of her seat. ‘Musa give me peace! I know, Angelo, I’m not stupid!’

      Angelo’s head bowed. ‘Don’t like to see you angry.’

      ‘But we should be angry. Me and you! How can you not feel anything? How can you be okay with this? He’s got the Watch guarding us—there’s no way they think this was an accident. And if Culran did set those bombs off, I’ll kill him myself.’

      ‘“A man bent on revenge keeps his wounds bloodied.”’

      Serena’s eyebrow arched. ‘Um, okay?’

      ‘Aurien tal Varaldo’s words. Pursuing revenge is pointless.’

      ‘Whatever. I’ll tell Fitz tonight. He can decide what to do with Culran.’

      ‘You can’t go, Serena. You’ll never get past the Watch.’

      The corner of her lip curled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      His feet sank into the Royal Garden’s grass. Tranquil pond water shimmered beneath the hazy glow of ignium lamps, soft fire dancing on the surface of the water. He looked on as couples waltzed in the street, conducted by some kind of phantom music. Other couples were content to lie on the ground, embracing one another and gazing up at the sky, waiting for the stars to emerge. A chorus lilted through the air from nightingales perched in the tall, thin lilac trees that lined the road to Old Town Square.

      ‘Corporal Tyson Gallows of the Royal Dalthean Army.’ The words sounded alien to him. Aerulus above. If he wasn’t careful he’d make a career out of this.

      He slipped the silver pocket watch from his crisp, dark blue uniform: It was after nine in the evening. She was late. Nothing unusual there, then. Tyson smiled, wondering what excuse she would bring him this time. Maybe a group of kids in the street sequestered her to join in their games (again)? Or did she stumble upon a troupe of magicians, unable to resist the call for a volunteer (again)? That was one of the things he loved most about her—her effortless confidence, spontaneity.

      The watch disappeared into his breast pocket. His shirt and tie threatened to choke him, but he wouldn’t loosen them. Not tonight.

      Airships filled the sky, coming in over the harbours, loaded with goods to trade for ignicite. He liked the noise they made and the trails they spun in the sky.

      Tyson stared at the ripples in the pond, thinking about what he was going to say.

      He glanced at the time again: An entire minute had passed.

      Gods, he was nervous. He patted his other pocket, heart lurching in panic at the absence of anything inside. He almost collapsed with relief at discovering the ring in his inside pocket. Sweet Eiro. Losing that would have been disastrous.

      ‘No it wouldn’t,’ he said out loud, sweeping his gaze to the sun as it descended westward. ‘She’d laugh for days.’

      He’d gone through the scenario in his head a million times, trying to find ways to engineer the perfect moment—which turned out to be about as likely as Buzz Fitangus cleaning himself up, seeing a dentist and becoming King of the Realm. He’d flirted with the idea of proposing during the next Fair of Sorelios, getting onstage at some game with her, masses gathered to witness it. But no doubt he’d screw it up, say the wrong thing—or be rejected outright in front of a thousand spectators.

      He stopped mid-pace. Gods. The thought hadn’t occurred before.

      What if she says no?

      Shit. Maybe it was better not to do it all. He could go home, think, plan…

      ‘No,’ he muttered to himself. ‘There’ll always be an excuse not to do it.’ He thought of the morning’s edition of the Viator, and the article that pushed him to make up his mind—more reports of Idari aggression, sweeping through villages in the Sanctecano Isles like wildfire. Horizon Bridge—the incomplete path between the west and the eastern continent of Idaris—had been destroyed. Dalthea’s flagship, the Enlighten had been obliterated. The war had started, and Gallows had volunteered. Having a sea between Sera and the Idari was a comforting thought.

      Marching off to war was only half as scary as the thought of proposing.

      Darkness descended upon him—the cool skin of Sera’s gentle fingers wrapping around his eyes. ‘You’ve had a haircut,’ came her voice.

      Gallows laughed. Gods, it had felt like years since he’d laughed. ‘To go with my new job.’

      She spun him around by the shoulders, her hug powerful considering the size of her. Gentle and powerful, calm yet passionate—he relished every contrast. Her smile lit up the entire Old Town Square. She pulled his face down towards her and kissed him.

      ‘You’re doing the right thing, Ty. I’ll worry about you non-stop, but you’re doing the right thing. Also, you’re better looking with short hair. Can’t believe it took twenty-five years for that revelation.’

      His heart leapt.

      ‘Sorry I’m late,’ she continued. Her eyes glinted like stars. ‘I got caught up helping the new clerk—she misplaced a Junior Councillor’s itinerary, and so of course the world ended. She’s convinced she’ll be let go but I calmed her down. Apricot wine may have played a role.’

      ‘Oh, I think I can forgive you.’ He ran his finger across her cheek, brushing away a strand of her glossy brown hair. ‘Gods, Sera, you’ve no idea how good it is to see you.’ She wore a long denim skirt with a splash of ruby red rose petals flourishing over one side. Her slender, tanned arms shone from her sleeveless white shirt, adorned with elegant silver jewellery.

      He looked into her yellow-brown eyes. He once told her they glimmered like gold dust, a fact she liked to embarrass him with every other day.

      Uneasiness bubbled in his belly, like losing his balance for a second. A strange sadness crept over him, there and gone within a moment like a breath in winter. He hadn’t realised how much he’d missed her. Was it really only a few hours since they were last together?

      ‘How very sweet, Corporal Gallows,’ said Sera. ‘So, might one enquire what you have up your immaculately pressed sleeve to celebrate your new promotion, or am I to be kept in suspense? Is it a surprise? Are we eating at Lisandra’s? Cocktails and dancing in The Laguna Lounge? Wait! The Carney Company is holding residence at the Prima Cento, performing Captain Crimsonwing and the Sky Pirate’s Daughter!’

      He scratched the back of his head out of nervous habit. ‘Uh, none of the above.’

      ‘Pity.’ She winked at him. ‘I’m sure the book’s better anyway.’

      There was something about the way she stood, how she carried herself at that moment. The sunset was at her back, a mischievous glint in her eye… This was the moment.

      ‘Sera, you are so beautiful.’ Gallows’ eyes moistened. Strange. He’d never cried in front of her before. All of his senses flared for an instant, a panic rising from his stomach, screaming at him to grab her and run and never let go. It was all he could do to keep from succumbing to the impulse.

      ‘I love you,’ he said. It felt like it was the first time he’d ever told her.

      She clasped her hands behind her back and took a step closer to him so that she brushed his chest. ‘Then why did you call me here, Tyson?’

      She knows.

      ‘Sera…’ He bent down and got onto one knee. As he did so, he noticed the birdsong vanish from the air. The wind halted as well, as though the world held its breath.

      ‘Sera. When we met, I wasn’t much more than a scruffy slack-witted kid from Dustwynd who got into more scrapes, fights and ass-kickings than I want to remember. I mean, I of course realise the Gods gifted me with these rugged good looks, legendary bedroom skills and a humble sensibility to coast through life with…’ He looked up at her, expecting to see her smile. She didn’t. ‘Uh, anyway. The only ambition I had was to get out and see the world, explore…

      ‘But I was wrong, Sera. I should have been seeking you. Seeing the world doesn’t mean a thing if you’re not by my side.’

      He felt the eyes of everyone else in the Town Square on him. Tyson couldn’t see them all, but he sensed that their faces had suddenly grown pale and lifeless, like boutique mannequins. The blood rushed through his veins, heart pummelling his chest. Something was wrong.

      ‘You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. You… You’re my best friend, and my soulmate. Seraphine Luvandis—will you marry me?’

      The full moon beamed down at them standing there, washing the Old Town Square in an inky silver-blue. An icy gust sheared Gallows’ skin, snuffing the light and heat from the ignium lamps.

      ‘Ty,’ she said. Her skin was as thin and pale as paper—like their lifeless audience. He found his body trembling, but not from the chill. Words formed then dissolved in his throat. She caressed his face with her hand, its touch absent of any warmth.

      He struggled to his feet, feeling an immense weight press on him.

      ‘What… What’s wrong?’ he stammered. Moonlight spilled away, and the whole sky turned black.

      ‘Everything,’ she said. ‘Our plans… Our future…’ The skin on her face cracked and peeled.

      ‘I…’

      ‘Did you believe in it?’

      The foul smell of rancid, burning meat invaded his senses, cloying at his eyes, seizing his throat. ‘Sera…’

      ‘You lost me, Tyson.’ Her voice hissed. ‘The day you sailed away.’ Flames sparked from her flesh, soft and gentle at first, like the reflection of the ignium lamps on the pond.

      ‘Don’t say that!’ He wanted to say more, so much more. Fire draped around her in waves. Their spectators, silent and still, melted away into the blackness.

      ‘Gods, Sera! Sera!’ Her skin charred and crackled as the fire spread. He grabbed at her, frantic, but his fingers grasped only air.

      ‘It’s too late.’

      ‘No! NO!’

      She reached out a hand to touch his face. Flames danced on her fingertips. ‘I’m gone, Tyson.’

      ‘SERA!’

      The life burned out of her in front of his streaming eyes, until she was nothing more than embers carried in the wind.

      

      ‘Sera!’

      Gallows’ bed sheets clung to his skin. His whole body weighed down as though an anvil sat atop his chest. Sleep often left him feeling drained rather than refreshed.

      He dragged the bedside drawer open, dug around, and pulled his old pocket watch out. The passage of years had stolen its sheen.

      ‘Was out longer than usual,’ he mumbled. He was used to sleep coming in bursts and bouts like this, the way it had ever since he languished in Nidra’s prison cell. Every night the dream came to him, but tonight it was more vivid. Major Fallon, telling Sheva he had information on Sera. Funny, how pushing something to the back of your mind only meant it crept up later on. Part of Gallows was tempted to march to the garrison just to smack Fallon in the mouth. But Sera wouldn’t want me to use her as an excuse.

      The dream was bad enough, but it wasn’t the worst of it—the real horror came from the knowing—the almost imperceptible knowing that ran through him like a thin thread, unfurling beneath the surface of his mind, weaving an invisible but unshakable truth—something’s wrong, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      And always the dread escalated, that strange sensation of fear mingling with hope—the hope that maybe this time it’ll be different, that maybe this time his hands will reach out and grab her, and they’ll run, run for as long as it takes, run forever.

      He wiped the sweat from his brow and spilled out from his bed and into the shower cubicle. The pipes shuddered and spat lukewarm streams over him. Not much time before the funeral service at the Raincatchers’ Guild.

      And he had a liaison to keep.
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        * * *

      

      A trail of brown, fetid liquid crawled down the wall from a hole in the corner of the ceiling. She stared at its descent in the large, cracked mirror. Was it water, sullied and brown from the grime in the pipes? Or blood from the floor above, seeping down and mingling with the filth this place was pregnant with?

      Her eyes fixed on her reflection. She straightened her back and kept her face still as the makeup brush glided across her skin. Her dark eyes were as tired as the rest of her. The burden of the other girls relying on her took its toll, the whole place choked with fear following the brutal beating of one of the new ones. What little power she had in this place was seeping through her fingers.

      She untied her coal black hair and stood, watching as it cascaded over her exposed shoulder, stark against her pale skin.

      She stood straight and examined herself, adjusting her dress, a dark blue garment with one side decorated in floral patterns, like the Phadrosi fashion. Uncomfortable as all hell, but it looks good. The lines in her face had become more apparent. She practiced a smile, long perfected. The key was to make one’s eyes look happy too; a genuine smile illuminated the entire face—a false one was little more than a rictus grin.

      A knock came at her door.

      ‘Veronica,’ the girl whispered when the door squealed open. She was young and pretty with rosy cheeks. She’d be comely and sweet, but for the red welt on the side of her face.

      ‘Come inside,’ she said, beckoning the sobbing girl to sit on the large bed. ‘Did he hurt you?’

      She said nothing, choosing instead to stare at the floor and fuss with her dirty nightdress.

      ‘Here,’ said Veronica, wrapping a dressing gown around her. ‘Are you okay?’

      The girl didn’t respond.

      ‘You’ll get used to it,’ Veronica continued. ‘I know that seems like little consolation, but…’ She trailed off, unable to finish the thought. Veronica kneeled in front of her, using a slender finger to tilt the girl’s face up. Gods. Barely seventeen. Must have come here straight from the orphanage. ‘Tell me your name.’

      The girl’s dry lips parted and she whispered, ‘Nora.’

      ‘Nora. A lovely name. Do you know what it means?’

      Nora shook her head.

      ‘It means “flower” in Old Dalthean. This land was once renowned for its flowers, you see. Many girls were named after them.’ She thumbed a tear away from Nora’s face. ‘Use a healing salve. It’ll sting, but only at first.’

      ‘I… I don’t want to do this. I made a mistake. I, I can’t.’

      ‘Nora, little flower. It feels bad now, but I promise, it… It gets better. I need to ask… Did he pay you?’

      Nora shook her head again.

      ‘Damn it.’ Veronica shook her head. ‘All right, it’s… all right.’

      ‘Will he hurt me?’

      ‘The man you saw? I’ll see to it that he doesn’t. There are specialist Courtesans who will provide him with the service he enjoys.’

      ‘I don’t mean him. I mean…’

      Veronica stood. Zoven. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But only if he finds out. I can help, but in future you must get the money before anything happens.’

      Nora sobbed, louder this time. ‘What will he do to me?’

      Veronica sidled towards her bureau and opened the top drawer. She lifted the false bottom and clasped a bundle of paper aerons.

      ‘Nothing, provided you don’t tell him. Take this.’

      Nora took the money from Veronica without protest.

      ‘Tell him you were paid. Don’t tell anyone I gave you this. This is your first and last mistake, Nora. I won’t always be here to help you, and you can’t expect any of the others to. We watch each other’s backs but we can’t bail you out every time.’

      ‘But I don’t want to do this! I, I…’ Nora held her face in her hands, her unkempt straw-coloured hair bobbing back and forth as she cried.

      ‘Did you sign a contract?’

      ‘Y-yes… He was nice, said I’d have water rations, food… He made it sound like I’d be taken care of, that most of the time we wouldn’t have to… I’d never slept with a man before today.’

      The familiar anguish thrummed in Veronica’s stomach, thrashing like waves over rocks. She’d seen how Farro Zoven could turn on the charm.

      She wanted so much to hold her, to comfort her and offer a way out—but there was none. ‘You don’t have a choice now, Nora.’

      ‘But-’

      ‘You don’t have a choice. If you try to leave, he’ll kill you. Slowly. Brutally. He’ll leave your carcass out in the middle of the street, there for everyone to see and pass you by, with enough life left in you to know how alone you truly are. And that’s after he spends days having his way with you, and letting his lieutenants pass you around, taking turns. You only have your sisters now. You’ll wake up every day. You’ll clean yourself as best you can. You’ll bring men to your room and you will please them and you will get paid for it. And in ten years’ time, you can leave.’

      The colour in Nora’s cheeks had faded to nothing. ‘Gods above, I don’t want him to touch me.’

      ‘None of us do. But if he does choose to touch you, it’s better he doesn’t do so with his fists. Come. Stand up.’

      ‘Please,’ she whispered, ‘help me.’

      ‘Get up.’ Veronica’s voice came harder.

      ‘…help me…’

      ‘I am helping you.’

      ‘Aerulus…’

      ‘No, the Gods don’t listen to us, we help each other. Get up.’ Veronica pulled Nora from the bed. Almost no weight to her. She drew the younger girl to the door and pushed her out. ‘Go to the shower block down the hall. You’ll need one of your water tokens. Get changed, use the healing cream, and rest. You’re working again later. I’ll give you to one of our regulars if I can, someone who won’t hurt you.’

      ‘No, please, I, I can’t, I-’

      Veronica slammed the door.

      She swept her gaze around her room: The double bed in her room, always clean and adorned in finery. The changing screen with its cherry blossom artwork. The mirror, perfumes and makeup, even the mechanical clock. Gifts, Zoven had called them on the day he promoted her to Madam. Shackles, all of them.

      More footsteps sounded outside her door. She had tuned the other noises out a long time ago—the exaggerated moans of pleasure and stiff, gruff grunts, and the screams, though they were relatively fewer these days, at least when Zoven wasn’t around, but the footsteps… That was a noise which persisted. Slow going up, fast coming down.

      Nora would learn to do the same: Tune everything out, go through the motions, switch herself off, grow numb to it all. Dozens of girls worked here, and even more out in the streets of Scab End and Dustwynd. She clasped the locket chained around her neck and glimpsed the photo inside of her baby.

      The table clock on her bureau told her it was time for her first appointment of the evening.

      One more year. One more year and I’ll be free, and we’ll be together.

      

      She glided across the sandy cobbles. The retreating copper flare of the sun bowed towards the horizon, slashing pinkish-red scars into the flesh of the darkening sky. The night invaded, but still Veronica’s parasol concealed her face. It didn’t do to run into an unsuspecting customer while he traipsed about town with his wife and children.

      A breeze sang in the air, whistling through the vast cloisters in the Church of Feria, the traveller’s God. It had to be one of the largest monuments to the Fayth in the whole city; stone pillars shouldered the ribbed celling, man-made stalactites and stalagmites separating yawning, cavernous archways. From outside, the structure resembled a crown with six tines. Or perhaps they’re talons?

      The church itself remained ungated as it possessed no real interior, no priest reciting sermons, for the space itself was the God’s altar. Worship Feria by moving, journeying and exploring, Father Talbot used to say, not by sitting with your nose stuffed in the Codex!

      This did mean, however, that the cloisters were home to the largest congregation of homeless outside Dustwynd.

      Veronica took her time passing through, wishing she could get lost among the pillars.

      She could remember visiting Terros’ Crown as a child, remembered the grassy mounds rolling towards it, trees towering above the city streets and how the wind would whistle and make the leaves dance. Skeletal trunks and branches were all that remained now. She could almost feel what it was like to be free, but for Zoven’s guard dog Pierro following her around.

      It took her another twenty minutes to cut through the main arteries of The Sands, Coppertan Road posing a particular challenge due to a carriage collision. But, at last, she reached her destination. Terros’ Crown loomed ahead. Odd patches of dried, straw grass still peppered its surface, and what was once an apple tree stood at its peak. Just bleached and dead now, but if Aurien tal Varaldo is to be believed, then it practically rained fruit not so long ago.

      ‘I won’t be long,’ she told Pierro. His mouth gaped at her, a black void save for a smattering of yellowed teeth. It would have made him seem baby-like, if he didn’t stand seven feet tall and sport a broken nose. A mess of brown hair crowned his head and his fists were as big as boulders. But for all that, the man was a kitten around her.

      She climbed the steps hewn into the side of the hill, passing couples sitting on the hillside. She told herself they were lovers reciting poetry, but more likely they were scuzzers, blitzed out of their minds.

      She approached the solitary, humble wooden bench placed near the ruins of an old bandstand. Veronica recognised the man sitting on it from the back of his sun-kissed brown hair.

      ‘Mister Gallows.’ He smelled of leather and sweat, but not unpleasant.

      ‘V,’ he said as she collapsed the parasol and took a seat next to him. He looked down toward Pierro, who waved up at him. ‘I think he likes me.’

      ‘Careful,’ cautioned Veronica, ‘he’s not as slack-witted as he seems.’

      The pair sat in silence, savouring the view. The orphanage wasn’t far from here, and when Veronica looked closely, she could see the top of the ring surrounding Old Town Square. The new monument being built to honour the dead peeked up behind the houses and unfinished tower blocks, sheathed as it was behind cloth and scaffolding. The castle was visible too, just about, a hazy smudge perched at the end of Kingsway.

      She decided to speak first. ‘Are you well?’

      ‘Always.’

      ‘You say that every time.’

      ‘You’re always the first to speak.’

      ‘I’m on the clock. Mustn’t dilly-dally.’

      ‘Heavens above, I thought we were simply enjoying one another’s company.’ Gallows rubbed the back of his head. ‘I had a strange conversation today. A friend told me I should open up, talk about my troubles. What do you make of that? Probably makes a lot of sense.’

      ‘Tyson Gallows unburdening himself. What do the Gods have in store next?’

      ‘Well, what can I say, V, I trust you.’

      ‘Aren’t I lucky? What’s on your mind?’

      He shrugged. ‘Not a lot.’

      ‘Oh good, that’s the end of that, then. And how is the thief-taking business?’

      ‘Fruitful.’ Tyson turned here, brow creasing. He looked older than his twenty-seven years. ‘And you?’ he asked. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘I am. For now, at any rate.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      Her mouth squirmed as she chose her words. ‘He’s getting worse, Ty. Zoven. He grows more capricious and paranoid every day. His lieutenants try and hide it, but they’re as scared of him as the rest of us. He killed one of them because he woke up in the middle of the night and thought he was stealing pearls from under his pillow. Stabbed him straight through the heart and went back to sleep as though nothing had happened. Farro Zoven has never possessed a single pearl in his life. Everyone is scared.’

      ‘Even the gorilla following you around?’

      ‘Pierro? I’m not sure he can feel fear. But Farro, he’s been having… Episodes. He flies into a rage one moment, and the next… as placid as a kitten. He beat a girl half to death last week. She’s still in the clinic. Might never awaken.’

      Gallows shook his head. ‘The man’s unhinged, Veronica.’

      ‘I’m aware of what he is, Tyson. I live under his bloody thumb every day.’

      ‘You need to escape. Get out. Leave this place.’

      ‘Hah. Are you talking to me, or yourself? You know I can’t. Not yet. If I leave…’

      ‘He’ll kill your daughter. Yeah. I’d say the Guild could help but-’

      ‘But you’d only end up getting her killed, me too, and likely yourself. No, I made my decision a long time ago. One more year and she’ll be seventeen. That was the deal.’

      ‘And he’ll keep it?’

      ‘Oh yes. He’s beholden to his contracts. That’s how he rose through the ranks. Before him, it was men with fists. Their reign lasted only as long as it took for someone bigger to come along. Farro is different. If he didn’t deliver, then no-one would deal with him, and if no-one dealt with him, he’d have no power to exert. I suppose it’s easier to think of yourself as a saviour rather than a jailer. Yes, he’ll release her. Assuming he still has control of his senses by then.’

      ‘And assuming she’s still alive,’ said Gallows. He winced. ‘Sorry. What I meant was, how do you know he still has her?’

      ‘He affords me the right to see pictures of her, once a month.’

      ‘How generous. Does she look like you?’

      Knots tightened in her stomach, and her fingers fidgeted with the pendant around her neck. ‘No. No, she looks like her father, who was a beautiful man. He had a sweet spirit.’ The locket twirled between her fingers. ‘My little Marrin,’ she said. ‘I almost got to her once. Before the war. One of my regulars heard one of Zoven’s ghouls speak of me, mentioned Marrin’s name. He promised me he’d rescue her. Told me he loved me. I felt nothing for him, of course, but he promised he’d find her and bring her to me. It made me terrified.’ She let the locket go, the metal burning in her fingers. ‘Odd, isn’t it? To be terrified of hope.’

      The Hunter didn’t respond, but she knew he agreed with her. Just looking at him told her that.

      ‘Farro told me he gave her to a military officer and his wife,’ she continued. ‘They couldn’t have children of their own. Told me they could offer her more than I could, being the street whore that I am. He was right.’

      ‘He’d say anything. And you were never a street whore.’

      ‘Father would disagree. But no, I… I believed Farro when he said she was with a good family. In his interests, you see, in case he needed leverage later on. Blackmail a doting, loving military officer with his torrid secret. I dream of her every night.’

      ‘So what happened with her would-be saviour?’

      ‘He disappeared. Didn’t hear from him again. Then the war broke out. Farro grew more powerful and… that was that. Hope disappeared along with him.’

      ‘Well, if you change your mind about getting help, I’d happily introduce Zoven to my sword.’

      ‘I will not allow you to use me as an excuse to fulfil your death wish, Ty. Anyway, he has people everywhere. The guilds, the Watch. Even someone in the Council, if the whispers are true. You’d never get close.’

      ‘Damn. Didn’t think the Council could get any worse.’

      ‘Chartering more guilds was supposed to relieve things after the war, but in Farro’s case, it turned him into a pimp with a licence.’

      A gull wheeled above, screeching somewhere in the purple sky. ‘I could talk to someone I know,’ offered Gallows. ‘Remove him. Unseen.’

      She shifted on the bench. A life without Farro Zoven would be better for everyone—but how many people had tried and failed? And Gallows… He looked worse each time she saw him. The war had robbed most of the men and women sent overseas of their spirit. Most wore their anger like a coat—Ty tried to hide it, like he was ashamed. Something had happened to him, something he’d never confided in her, and it gnawed at his soul. One day soon, I’ll climb these steps to meet him, and the bench will be empty.

      ‘I remember people admiring you when we were young,’ she said. ‘I was fond of you for a time myself—though you weren’t much to look at. You probably don’t remember, but you bought me bread after my father kicked me out.’

      Ty ran a hand through his hair. ‘Stole it, actually. From my own home. Mum clipped me around the ear for that.’

      ‘Well, on behalf of a scared and lonely pregnant girl, thank you. You could have passed for one of the king’s Sentinels that day. And didn’t you once save Buzz-’

      ‘Buzz Fitangus’s ass when we were kids, yeah, yeah. He likes to remind me every time I arrest him.’

      ‘Hmm. Calling you a knight isn’t stretching the truth far, I think.’ Her lips curled at the sentiment.

      ‘That was a lifetime ago. Didn’t reckon you had much room for nostalgia.’

      ‘Indeed. I doubt we’ll regard present days with the same fondness.’ Her smile faded. ‘What happened to you in the Sanctecano Islands?’ she asked without thinking.

      Tyson’s eyes furrowed, before he straightened his back and looked to the sky. A rictus smile forced its way onto his face. ‘You ever wonder why the seagulls come over here? What does this place offer ’em?’

      Veronica took her gaze from him. ‘Perhaps they simply have nowhere else to go. Is that why you’ve remained? You used to travel quite a bit. I was envious of your adventures. You should get out into the world again.’

      ‘The fresh air keeps me here. And the kringla swirls.’

      ‘You want fresh air and kringla swirls, I suggest flying to Ryndara.’

      Gallows arched an eyebrow. ‘Not a bad idea. Have the place to myself.’

      Veronica’s lips crinkled. ‘Ah, the Remembrance. Hard to imagine Ryndara were our sworn enemies just a few decades ago. Now we’re all best friends. Nothing like a tragedy to bring people together—and flock their wares.’

      Gallows thought back to the fire-breathers and acrobatics plying their trade on the streets. How much money in loose change would they make over the next few days? Then he said, ‘I imagine that goes double for the Courtesans’ Guild.’

      ‘Closer to triple. Men don’t mind paying extra when they’re away from home. The security of their wives being a thousand miles away makes them generous, I think.’

      ‘Well there we go. At least someone’s happy. I guess the reminder of all the death and tragedy makes people want to feel alive—and what’s more life-affirming than sex?’

      ‘Says the man who only ever wants to talk.’

      ‘I’m full of the zest for life as it is, thanks.’

      ‘Clearly.’

      Minutes ticked by. Veronica pinned her gaze onto the horizon, listening as the melody of a breeze played in her ears.

      ‘Reckon I should have died over there, V.’ Tyson’s voice sounded faint, like the whine of a music box in need of winding. ‘I hate this damn city, but…’

      ‘It’s her.’

      Gallows’ face softened. ‘Yeah. I’d feel like I was betraying Sera.’

      Veronica didn’t say anything further—Tyson didn’t speak openly often so she didn’t want to interrupt.

      When it was clear he wouldn’t continue, she said, ‘“We are all of us slaves to the ones we love.”’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘Aurien tal Varaldo. They say he sat here and painted every day of his life.’

      ‘Yeah, well, they say people in Ryndara cosy up to their cousins in the winter.’

      Veronica raised an eyebrow. ‘Not the strangest predilection I’ve encountered.’

      ‘Please don’t elaborate.’

      ‘I once saw a man who booked five women and insisted they all act like goats.’

      ‘Well,’ said Gallows, stretching his arms, ‘whatever floats your goat.’

      Veronica laughed and stood. ‘But I can’t say I have ever met someone as complicated as you.’

      Gallows shielded his eyes from the dying glare of the sun and looked up at her. ‘Time up already, Madam V? I didn’t even get to tell you about the giant snake.’

      ‘Don’t call me “Madam”, it makes me sound as old as I feel. And you can keep your euphemisms to yourself.’

      Gallows fished around in his pocket and counted eighty aerons. ‘Thank you for your time. Fortune find you.’

      Veronica flicked open a compartment concealed in the bottom of her parasol and stuffed the money inside. ‘Why thank you, Mister Gallows. Your company was as enlightening as ever. See you next month.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Final broadcast: The time is midnight on the Tenth Day of Terros. Final broadcast: The time is midnight on the Tenth Day of Terros. Citizens are reminded that a state of curfew is in effect. Any subject found in the streets without correct papers will be detained by the City Watch. Repeat: Any subject found in the streets without correct papers will be detained by the City Watch. King Owain—blessed be his name and long may he reign—wishes you a good night.’

      Serena lay in her bed—it was worse than the pull-out cot she sometimes slept in on the Liberty Wind—and stared through the window. She held her breath, listening for sounds from the other three girls to make sure they were asleep… Nothing but light breathing—or, in Marrin’s case, snoring.

      The dorm smelled of light molasses and brass polish. Serena had spent all day in here after the Junior Councillor left, her mood switching from hot anger to acid guilt and back again. She pretended to be asleep when the other girls filtered through; they exchanged excited whispers about Serena’s outburst in the common room, which seemed to earn her some popularity points.

      It was late, but Raincatchers always held their services after midnight—something about one a.m. being Feria’s hour, or something.

      She leaned up, the springs in her mattress teasing a squeal. Her heart fluttered—she’d never been to one before. What was she supposed to say? How was she supposed to act?

      …And would Culran be there?

      What would she do if she saw him? What would he do? Could she get a message to Fitz in time?

      She peeled the rough woollen sheet away and edged herself from the top bunk. The spring mattress groaned beneath her, and the screws that held the metal fixtures rattled with every movement. Clenching her teeth, she swung her legs over the bed and eased herself onto the cold floor, only making the slightest noise as she landed.

      ‘…and the water fairy’ll… honey dew…’

      Serena froze at the sound of Marrin’s voice. She inched her head around…

      Still asleep.

      She pulled her khaki flight trousers, shirt and overalls from the wardrobe and slipped into her boots. They were heavy, durable and comfortable. Her finger traced her coat but she thought better of it. Most likely it would get caught on the bars on the way down. Anyway, she wouldn’t be out for long, and most of the streets near the guild house were steeped in the warmth of street lamps.

      Her gloves though, she’d need them. They were old but the leather was tough and still in decent condition. She sheathed her hands inside—the smell of engines and ignium warmed her.

      The floorboards complained under her as she crept towards the window and inched the glass pane upwards. Come on!

      The window shot up, crashing into the frame.

      She snapped her head around.

      Nothing.

      Relieved, she let the breeze wash over her skin and fished the lock pick from her pocket. Serena remembered the day she stole it, maybe two months ago now. Fitz howled at Roarke in front of the whole crew for misplacing it—that alone was worth it.

      Catryn and the other sisters always ensured the windows were closed, suppressing any arguments with ‘what if this is the night Aerulus chooses to grace us with wind and rain?’ She inserted the pick into the lock on the bars and twisted it clockwise, felt around for the biting point and spun it anti-clockwise. A second later, a satisfying click.

      The barred gate swung open. She hoisted one leg out onto the window sill, reassuring and solid beneath her soles. The echoes of far-off voices murmured in the wind. She wasn’t a fan of the Remembrance, but tonight she welcomed it; crowds and games meant distractions.

      She reached behind and brought the window down with the balls of her hands. She side-stepped, pressing her back against the wall, and swung the barred gate back.

      She could never remember a time when she was afraid of heights. She allowed the wind to brush her face before moving. Almost like being on an airship.

      She inched her way to the pipe, digging her heels into the wide sandstone windowsill as she moved. Her hand felt its way along the rough brick and cement. After a few moments, her fingers were greeted by the cold metal of the pipe. Paint flaked as soon as she touched it and flittered away to the ground below.

      She hesitated. This part always made her stomach lurch; not the fear of the drop but the fear of not being in control, even for a split second.

      Grasping the pipe, she placed her other hand on it, then swivelled her body around.

      She half-climbed, half-slid down the pipe—the sandstone whooshed past her eyes before she dropped to the ground.

      Staying low, she darted across the courtyard, towards the old, crumbling wall surrounding the church. Its old bell tower scowled down at her.

      She hugged the wall, its black, spiked railings sticking up like swords. Impossible to climb, but she crawled through a hole punched into the brick. She peeked over the lip and saw the familiar brown cloak, trousers and helmet of a patrolling watchman. Enfield’s guard dog. He was big, but not fat. Pity. The fat ones were easier to outrun.

      She waited until he was out of earshot and leapt over the wall. A group of men huddled together beneath an ignium lamp, but otherwise, the road was clear.

      Still, it was a lengthy walk to Petrel’s Tail from The Sands, and a stray glance from a copper was all it would take to spend the night in a cell. She had to get there fast, disappear among any lingering pockets of Remembrance crowds, and make her way to the guild house…

      The thought of the funeral made her queasy, but she needed to be near her crewmates.

      Feet crunching on the gravel road, Serena quickened her pace—she was careful not to move too fast but to still look like she had a purpose. She sensed eyes on her, but no-one called for the watchman. She walked on, hands stuffed into her overalls, and turned onto a side street.

      Serena found herself smiling; this was the street where she’d seen a dog for the first time since before the war, a grey-haired border collie. A scruffy mess of a thing it was, with one eye, a limp, and a constant whine like the broken Gunningham Mk. II thruster that Fitz maintained was in fine working order.

      The mutt had barked and snarled at her and lunged to attack. Fear had frozen Serena as it raced forward, jaws snapping—but just as suddenly as it had moved, it halted, nails skidding across the cobbles. It looked up at her, and she recognised something in his eye—it was just a hungry, yearning animal, like most people in the city. A strange tingle had washed over her in that moment.

      ‘Come here, boy,’ she’d said—and like that, the dog padded over and sat to attention. It even wagged its tail.

      She’d shed her fear and clapped its tufts of fur. Serena named him Scruff—and immediately wished she’d thought of something better. The name stuck in her mind as they ran together through streets and alleyways. She had no idea how Scruff had survived the Prime Councillor’s pet cull—barely, it seemed—but she was glad that he had. The simple act of running around and rolling in the dirt with him, laughing as he licked at her heels and bounded towards her… She’d never known anything like it.

      Just a week ago. Wonder what happened to him? Here one minute, gone the next. Just like old Jozef. Thinking about the old man filled her with bile.

      She stepped over a liquid—which she told herself wasn’t what it smelled like—and came to a filthy street. Dirt and rubble from the incomplete tower blocks sat in glowering mounds. The once-elegant street existed beneath it—intermittent cobbled islands poking from the mud.

      A breeze creaked through a broken window. Serena rounded the corner, heart hammering like pistons.

      Serena stopped at a narrow alley. Its wall-mounted ignium lamp flickered and buzzed, a weak glow emanating from it. Nonetheless, shadows draped the walls.

      Halfway across the alleyway, the ignium lamp sputtered and died.

      Shadows swallowed her. Her skin prickled.

      Someone’s watching me.

      Her fingers closed around the wrench in her overalls.

      She spun around, convinced she heard the echo of a footstep, the wrench held in the air before she even thought about it.

      Nothing.

      Her heart thumped, tension leaving her muscles. She lowered the tool, turned and-

      A face peered into hers.

      The wrench shot up but cold fingers gripped her forearm with alarming strength. She screamed.

      ‘Hush, girlie….’ An ancient woman, hooded and blind in one eye. Her vice grip tightened around Serena’s wrist. ‘Water… Do you have water?’

      Serena jerked her arm but the woman was too strong.

      ‘Water tokens… Water, girlie, do you have any water?’

      ‘L-let go.’ With her free hand, Serena shoved the crone back.

      The woman collapsed backward into the brick wall, muttering ‘Water… water…’

      Serena stepped back, heart thrashing.

      ‘Water…’

      She half-ran, half-jogged the rest of the way down the winding alley. None of the ignium lamps were active, and she’d have missed what she was looking for, had she not felt it beneath her feet: A sewer entrance.

      Serena bent down, hooked her hand into a small opening and prised it from the ground. She swung down, feet finding the metal rungs with practised ease. After she hooked her hand up and slid the manhole cover back, she descended.

      She landed in something wet and viscous. The air stank of filth, and no matter how many times she did this, Serena could never get used to the smell.

      But the freedom the sewers offered made it worth it. The whole city was open to her from here, and not a watchman in sight. She passed the occasional scuzzer, and once an old man lying still in old editions of the Viator, whom she convinced herself was just asleep.

      Fully-functioning ignium lamps lit the curving path. Serena kept to the edge of the wall rather than trudging through the debris and detritus clogging up the disused waterway. The railings and sluice gates were all mangled bars and rust, and the once-ornate arched metal walkways were now little more than slag on the concrete. The metalwork was common in the capital, made from an alloy of iron and ignicite, the mineral which ignium and igneus were derived from. Serena liked the sculptures and baroque designs of the streetlamps and metalwork around the city.

      An old maintenance map was painted on a board, next to a broken console with a valve. Serena guessed it would’ve been used to raise the gates.

      ‘Okay, okay,’ she said, studying the angular web of lines that made up the map. She traced a route with her finger. ‘Tunnel PT-West. Petrel’s Tail.’

      She skipped off, the desire to escape the smell propelling her as much as the urgency of reaching the guild house in time.

      The first time she ventured into these depths, she’d attempted to follow the eastern tunnels to get a glimpse of the destruction in Irros’ Beckon—but the dark, labyrinthine layout made it impossible to get much farther than Dustwynd, and the barriers showed no sign of being moved.

      Her second attempt at scouring the underbelly of the city had proved more fruitful, reaching as far as Arrowhead to the north-west. She’d even made it to the Theatre District and opera house once, judging by the decrepit costumes and stage equipment she’d found lying down there. She gravitated there every time she snuck from the orphanage, prowling through piles of filthy but colourful costumes. She imagined they’d once looked grand.

      She’d taken Scruff to help her investigate the night she met him, hoping to find a prop sword or gun, but any worthwhile treasure had been picked clean.

      She missed him.

      For half an hour, she ventured into the dark and twisting tunnels. If she didn’t hurry, she’d miss the service.

      Though she knew no-one else was down here, she wished her footsteps wouldn’t echo so much. The feeling of being watched lingered.

      Conscious of time, she ran. Her feet pelted the concrete, flying muck covering the legs of her overalls. Her shoes skidded on a slimy substance, twisting her foot inward and sending her tumbling to her knee.

      ‘Ow.’ She sucked a breath through clenched teeth. The skin was tender but it didn’t look like anything was broken.

      And that’s when she saw it—the soft yellow glow bobbing around the corner ahead.

      ‘Shit.’

      She got to her feet, wincing as she backtracked.

      The glow burned brighter and a strange, musical hum rose in the air.

      She hobbled quickly, crossing to the opposite wall via one of the walkways. She huddled down, dragging herself through the shattered glass of an ignium lamp. The pain in her foot flared with every step.

      The music grew louder.

      Move, move, move.

      She found an alcove.

      Shit. The light was close, the hum growing fervent. She burrowed into the alcove. It was shallow, but she didn’t have a choice.

      Dim fringes of light materialised.

      It was getting closer.

      Let him pass.

      The humming was audible now, a tune Serena recognised but couldn’t place. The faint yellow-orange light banished the shadows in the dank corridor.

      ‘Uhm-mm-m… m-mm-hum-hum…’

      The thump of her heart drowned out the music.

      The footsteps got louder.

      Tension knotted her stomach, and the sudden, chilly air clung to her. Please, please don’t see me…

      The figure floated into view, a hulking human shape draped in a dark robe. It carried a lantern.

      It stopped ahead of her and turned its hooded head to the broken lamp on the wall.

      Serena’s fingers wrapped around the wrench.

      It had its back to her. If she acted now, she could leap from the alcove and swing the-

      It stood, the lantern swinging at its side.

      ‘Hmm-mm-um-um-um…’

      When it passed, Serena breathed again. Her fingers tremored.

      She waited before stepping out and rounded the corner. She sped up, ignoring the pain in her right foot, determined to-

      Clang.

      The wrench slipped from her grip and clattered to the metal walkway. The noise echoed through the tunnel.

      Her blood froze.

      She snapped her head around, cursed herself and, and…

      And saw the light from the lantern approach.

      ‘No…’

      The figure came into view, striding towards her. Its face appeared within the darkness of the hood, aglow from the lantern in its hand.

      Serena screamed.

      It was a man, but twisted into something else. Its face was grey and human, but etched with thin scars. His red eyes sought her.

      She spun on her heel and ran, ignoring the pain shooting up her leg.

      Her feet pounded the floor with all of the strength she could muster.

      She turned a corner, eyes scanning the walls for metal rungs but seeing only crumbled stone and grime. The walls closed in on her but she powered through, her entire leg threatening to snap. Her lungs knifed her and her heart ran like an overpowered airship rotor.

      His eyes…

      Serena ran, twisting into tunnels she’d never ventured down before, barrelling through the passages and tumbling through shadows, convinced the man’s breath was on her neck. Her body screamed at her to stop.

      Her fingers felt their way along the walls, slime caking her gloves, the uneasy sensation of moving downhill weighing in her stomach. She turned into a narrow corridor bathed in complete darkness. Was it another alcove gouged from the wall, or an anteroom leading somewhere? The channel was tight but she had enough space to squirm through sideways. The air grew thin the further she descended.

      After a full minute fraught with claustrophobia, she came out to a chamber at the other side. She rested her hands on her knees, taking deep lungfuls of air—painful, like she was swallowing razors. She wiped her brow and bolted through the dark, not knowing where she was.

      She willed the strength to run, spinning into another shadowy passage, charging through. She landed on her right foot, buckling from the pain. She stumbled, skidding to the ground and crashing into a circular railing. She allowed herself a few seconds’ rest before yanking herself up. The railing barricaded a large circular hole in the ground. She peered down, its sheer blackness bottomless and dizzying.

      Her head was a jumbled mess of mazes and darkness. Had she been heading in the right direction? Was she anywhere near Petrel’s Tail? The thought of having to double back made her want to vomit.

      There was no choice.

      She had to keep going.

      Two tunnel entrances gaped ahead of her—she chose the one closest, prowling through the dark towards the lamp at the end. The light was dim but constant. She forced herself through the serpentine channels, annexes and passageways, hands tangled together in anxiety.

      And then she saw something which made her muscles relax.

      On the wall—next to an inset ladder and scrawled in white paint—were the letters ‘PT’.

      She’d made it to Petrel’s Tail.
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      The pew was as bad as any torture device Gallows had ever seen.

      Wedged between Damien and Kirivanti, the old wood creaked at the mere suggestion of movement, digging into his bones. At Kirivanti’s instruction, they wore their normal Hunters’ garb and weapons. The place smelled of sawdust.

      Three coffins sat side by side at the head of the room. They were the prefabricated, plain kind in common use throughout the war, simple and mass-produced. Glowering above them was a large oil painting depicting Aerulus, King of the Gods, victorious in battle against an Orinul warrior. ‘The Renaissance of the Gods.’ The most trite piece of art ever produced.

      It portrayed Aerulus in the classic fashion: Riding Torenir—a galloping jet black stallion—and the three tines of his silver crown glinting. His coat of silver mail shone, his night-black hair billowed behind him, and his hands each clasped a curving longsword.

      The Orinul, by contrast, was shown as weak and bleeding, oozing black blood around its purple skin.

      The whole piece looked even more vulgar next to the coffins.

      Gallows expected the hall to be busier. Which means most of the Raincatchers decided it wasn’t worth their time. Guess they can’t silence the Spires when folk are thirsty. Everyone shook hands and mumbled condolences. Gallows had been to plenty of funerals and shaking hands always felt stupid.

      A big bloke with a bald pate and black beard eyed Gallows with naked suspicion, mumbling something in his Tarevian accent. Gallows was used to that; the Raincatchers were mostly made up of former smugglers and sky pirates, and faced with the option of hauling water or spending their days in the Gravehold—well, that wasn’t a choice at all. Guess they’re right to hate Hunters—probably worried we’ll be hired to arrest ’em.

      The muted chatter faded as a procession of five people snaked through a side door. Most of them sat down in the front pew, a couple of them choosing to stand. The crew. Gods help ’em.

      Father Talbot stood and climbed to an altar in the corner, setting a sheet of paper onto a lectern and bringing the room to complete silence. Bags hung beneath his eyes and his skin was almost as grey as his hair. ‘Thank you all for coming,’ he called. ‘The scriptures speak of death not as an absolute, but rather the next stage of a journey. Though their bodies have passed, the spirits of Henry Percival Oxbridge, Neville Dixon and Matthias Henning Smith continue on this journey, guided by the merciful hand of Nyr. Upon their cremation, the Gods will forge from their ashes life anew.’ He paused here, gazing out at the assembly. ‘And Eiro will temper the tragedy that befell these men—may they find peace-’

      The door at the back split open, creaking loud enough to echo across the flagstones. A young woman slipped inside, her long, deep green hair trailing around her like a nest of serpents.

      Talbot cleared his throat. ‘May these men find peace and rest in the afterlife. By Aerulus’ grace.’

      ‘By Aerulus’ grace,’ the crowd chorused.

      ‘I believe Captain Fitzwilliam would like to say a few words. Fitz?’

      With heavy steps, Fitzwilliam made his way to the lectern. His face was hard and grim.

      ‘I, eh…’ Fitzwilliam coughed, lines scoring his face. He leaned on the altar with outstretched his hands. ‘The… Fayth tells us that the life we endure on this world is a trial, for which only the Eleven Gods can pass judgement. If the Indecim are pleased, it is said we return to better stations in life, or that our spirits live in paradise… if…’ He stopped, looking at each face of his crew in turn.

      ‘To Hell wi’ all that.’ Fitz punched the lectern. It echoed across the hall like a thunderclap. ‘And to Hell with the Gods. Oxbridge. Smithy. Dixon. They weren’t religious. You know what they were? Good men, and good Raincatchers. They deserved better. And where is Councillor Enfield? Where is the man whose job it is to preserve Guild interests, eh? Where are the people, who drink and wash in the water we risk our lives to provide? No disrespect to all o’ you here, but I see more empty spaces than people. These men deserve better. They got no family. Like a lot o’ poor folks’ families, they died during the war or on Amberfire Night. They gave their lives for a kingdom that don’t care about ’em. Not even a word printed in the paper! Three of my men, murdered. And for what?’ His voice resounded throughout the hall.

      Guildmaster Roland stood. ‘Thank you for your kind words, Captain Fitz-’

      ‘I ain’t finished,’ barked Fitz. ‘Because we all deserve better. An’ at the very least, we deserve the truth. And damn the Gods, I mean to find it.’ The man that had been haggard and tired earlier now brimmed with fire. ‘And when I do—when I find out who was involved, they won’t be going to the Watch. There’ll be no trial before the Magisters, or pissing their days away in the Gravehold. That’s too good for ’em. When I find out who murdered my crewmen, I’ll dispense the justice. Damn the Gods, and damn the Council. We answer to ourselves! Fortune find you!’

      ‘Fortune find you!’ the Raincatchers chorused.

      Gallows’ mouth turned sour. Sounds like rebellion. And who will the Council recruit to help stamp it out?

      Fitz marched his crew towards the door. ‘We’ll come back for the ashes,’ Fitz called back. ‘Then give ’em a proper send-off.’ He yanked the door open and-

      And stood still.

      Another man appeared in the doorway. The hall turned quiet as a tomb.

      After an age, Fitz spoke. ‘You got some nerve showing up here.’

      The new arrival wore a flamboyant indigo coat over a pink suit. He stood with his hands on his hips, like he was letting the applause of an adoring crowd wash over him. Light, grey stubble peppered his chin and cheeks, and thin, black spectacles adorned his face. His silver hair was shaved at the sides but slicked back on top like folded metal.

      ‘Gentleman,’ the stranger said with a smirk. ‘Ladies.’

      The Phadrosi woman lurched forward, snarling, but Fitzwilliam held her.

      ‘Get out!’ barked Fitz.

      The man surveyed the room, motioning with his hand. ‘I’ve as much right to be here as anyone. Am I not a Raincatcher, after all?’

      ‘You’re a bloody scum traitor!’ yelled one of Fitz’s crew.

      Gallows’ entire body tensed. Fights broke out at services all the time, but usually someone had the decency to be drunk.

      Father Talbot scrambled across the aisle. ‘This is a place of worship!’

      Roland joined him. ‘Um, perhaps you’d better come back later, Captain Vaughan. Tensions and emotions are high, you understand.’

      ‘I merely wish to pay my respects to our dearly departed kin,’ said Vaughan. ‘Is that not what the Ballad calls us? “Kin”?’

      Like a bull, Fitz tore from his ring of people and charged into Vaughan, sending him sprawling to the ground.

      Gallows leaned towards Kirivanti. ‘Do we intervene?’

      She started for the small crowd, Gallows and Damien following.

      ‘I’ll kill ya myself, muck rat,’ spat Fitz, towering above his opponent. He held one of his fists aloft, ready to beat Vaughan’s face into the floor. Roland pulled him back.

      ‘Get your rutting hands off me! This bastard killed ’em, he killed ’em!’

      ‘You don’t know that. Come on, come on, let him up.’

      Vaughan stood, taking time to brush himself down. His eyes glared behind his glasses. ‘I’ll forgive you for that challenge, Captain Fitzwilliam.’ His voice spilled like treacle. ‘But not another.’ Vaughan put his hands behind his back. ‘Now now, Captain. How are we to clear this up when you won’t even listen, hmm? I know you’re still… peeved at losing your water run on the Seven last week, but I assure you, I had nothing to do with this tragedy. Sincerely, my condolences to you and your-’

      ‘You’re a thief and a smuggler!’ The Phadrosi woman’s voice hissed like sharpening knives.

      Vaughan laughed like he was here swapping anecdotes with old friends. ‘Perhaps you have forgotten your own… résumé. I’m not the only Raincatcher to have transported goods for Mr. Zoven, after all—isn’t that right, Fitz?’

      Gallows rolled his eyes. Is there anything that psychopath doesn’t make money from?

      ‘You son of a toothless, pus-filled whore,’ growled the woman.

      Vaughan raised an eyebrow. ‘You are gifted with a poet’s soul, Tiera.’

      ‘I’ll skin you alive-’

      ‘Gods, can’t you all shut up?’ The voice cut through the din. Fitz and the rest turned to see the green-haired teenager, tears lining her face. ‘Three of us are dead! And all you can do is argue?’

      ‘Serena, listen, lass, you’re too-’

      ‘Don’t say I’m too damn young. We’re supposed to be in this together! Can’t we just remember them and deal with blaming people later? Gods.’

      The bald Tarevian man stood. ‘Serena is right. Have some respect.’

      ‘I’ll be damned,’ said Vaughan. ‘Anton Tugarin, speaking sense.’

      ‘Careful, Vaughan. A svinya doesn’t walk among the butchers and tell them they reek.’

      Father Talbot put an arm around the girl, beaming like a proud dad.

      Vaughan stared past Captain Tugarin, tilting his head and smiling. ‘Wise words, Serena. You should listen to this one, Fitz. Well!’ His hands snapped together. ‘I apologise for any tension my presence here has sown.’ He extended a dramatic bow. ‘All I intended was to extend my condolences. Captain Fitzwilliam—we shall talk soon.’

      

      The bar area of the Raincatchers’ Guild was little more than a smattering of rickety tables on an uneven floor. It was poorly lit, most of the ignium lamps decrepit and broken. Though the room was spacious, the shadows hung from the corners like sheets. Like the Hunters’ Guild, they had their own water station.

      Still, it was better than the Musicians and their insistence on playing Genevieve Couressa tunes on the piano.

      Music stirred memories. It was powerful like that, a single note able to send someone back years, a key unlocking unwelcome emotions you’d worked to seal away. He remembered dancing all night with Sera in The Laguna Lounge—remembered the pianist weaving a flurry of silvery, jingling melodies, Sera twirling on the floor, the ring on her finger glinting…

      Kirivanti nudged him. ‘You considered the Raincatchers, Tyson, is that correct?’

      ‘Uh, briefly. Preferred the glamour of killing rats.’ Gallows possessed a pilot’s license for Class II cargo haulers but he hadn’t flown since the Night of Amberfire. After that, he didn’t much fancy stepping foot inside a Class II again. That, and he’d forged his licence.

      Kirivanti hadn’t touched her glass of apricot wine. It was fragrant and a pale pinkish hue. Phadrosi vintage. Sera’s favourite.

      ‘I’m leaving, I’ve an early start.’ Kirivanti stood, smoothing out the creases of her uniform. ‘Do be careful. The Remembrance has all branches of the Council stretched thin. Added to that this Fitzwilliam’s posturing… The Prime Councillor’s presence at the Remembrance tomorrow will no doubt stoke his fires. Be on alert.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Gallows, sinking more liquor.

      

      Serena had seen the inside of this room a hundred times, usually with Angelo or Father Talbot after a water run, but tonight everything seemed… Alien. They were all talking about Dixon and the others, swapping stories and laughing. Why didn’t they get it? She was the youngest here and she understood it with perfect, incisive clarity: They’re gone.

      And if Enfield’s right, Culran’s a killer.

      ‘Pssst…’

      It was Drimmon.

      He was not sober.

      ‘Serena… Can I ask you a question?’ His eyes were lined with red.

      ‘Uh, yeah.’

      Drimmon fished a small box from his jacket. ‘This is, um… Well it’s a ring, and…’

      ‘Drimmon… Are you asking me to marry you?’

      His acne-ridden face reddened even deeper. ‘N-no! I-’

      ‘It was a joke.’

      ‘Oh, oh right. Eh… Listen, I can’t ask the rest o’ the crew this kind of thing, but…’ He opened the box. ‘You reckon Ena will like it?’

      The ring was small, and the ‘jewel’ on it… Well, she had to squint to see it.

      ‘Well?’ he pressed.

      Serena had never met Ena before. She had no idea.

      ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘I mean, yeah. She’ll love it.’

      Drimmon beamed. ‘Aye. Aye, she will. Roarke and the rest, they always say I’ll never ask her, say I don’t got the spuds. But I do! Thanks, Serena.’ He downed whatever was in his flask and stumbled off to refill it, reciting his proposal speech.

      ‘That was a nice thing you did.’ An old woman sat down next to Serena. She smelled of tea.

      ‘What was?’

      ‘That young man… Love—it keeps you going, even as you grieve. Do you have a name?’

      ‘Serena,’ she replied. ‘Why?’

      ‘Serena?’ She smiled to herself as though enjoying a private joke.

      ‘What’s so funny about that?’

      ‘Nothing. Nothing at all. You work on one of these… rain catcher contraptions, I gather?’

      ‘Yeah.’ She folded her arms, and tried to think of an excuse to leave.

      The woman sat forward, resting her bony elbows on her knees and her chin on her knuckles. She brought to Serena’s mind the image of Aurien tal Varaldo in one of his famous portraits, The Scholar. In the painting, tal Varaldo sat on a stool in a deep reverie, beard unkempt and deep lines scoring his brow. Angelo had told her once that the piece was intended as a joke—that tal Varaldo hated being thought of as a philosopher and thinker, feeling it at odds with his desire to be regarded as a man of action. The story, according to Angelo, was that he posed for The Scholar whilst sitting on his toilet.

      The woman’s mouth opened, but she stopped before her eyes flicked to Serena’s hair. This wasn’t anything new, since she was apparently the only person in the whole bloody kingdom with dark green hair. Not any more. Her chest tightened at the memory of Marrin.

      ‘Are you planning on staring at my hair all night?’ she asked when it became too much to bear.

      ‘Sorry! It’s unique. Like emeralds! Or peas.’ The woman leaned back, her weather-worn face still drawn in thought. ‘Once—many years ago—I was on a pilgrimage to the north. Farther north even than Ryndara. Have you been that far north, Serena?’

      ‘No.’ She squirmed in her seat, hands fidgeting.

      The woman nodded and pursed her lips together, as if trying to form the right word. ‘Glaciers as big as mountains. I trekked with my guide for miles in the dark—there was only one hour of sunlight a day, you see—and we came to this clearing among trees so tall you’d swear their tips could touch the stars. I was setting up our tent while he attempted to get a fire started… and I look up to see this… heavenly swirl in the sky. Like an angel’s breath.’ Her eyes widened at the thought. Serena considered getting up and walking away.

      ‘My guide,’ the woman continued, ‘he stares up in sheer wonderment at this light. He gets down on his knees and starts chanting up at the thing, if you can believe it. I didn’t speak his tongue so hadn’t a clue what he was on about. Anyway, it was only an aurora—a simple light in the sky—but he was convinced it was a divine being of some sort. Said it was a gift from the Orinul, that it only appears once every hundred years. His people had a word for it, what was it…? Ah, it escapes me. But I took to calling it The Angel’s Breath.’ She paused, apparently lost in the memory again. ‘According to my guide—Gods forgive me, I can’t remember his name—there was a tribe of nomads—ocean-faring folk who sailed the world in search of the aurora’s earthly twin… Or some such babble. Anyway, I’d swear it’s the same colour as your hair.’

      An ‘ocean tribe’? Like my family? ‘Oh. Well that’s… Cool, I guess.’ Serena stole another sideways glance at Fitz, her palms moistening so much she might have plunged them in engine oil.

      The woman pursed her lips again, before drawing them into a tight, thin smile. ‘Yes, yes, it was “cool”. Irros!’ Her face changed to panicked alarm. She shot up from her chair with an energy that belied her advanced years. ‘Sorry! It’s two in the morning! Best be on my way if I’m to get a solid eight hours! Don’t get to my age without looking after yourself. Serena—it was a genuine pleasure meeting you.’

      ‘Yeah… You too, I guess…’

      ‘Aerulus! I haven’t introduced myself, have I? I’m Myriel An tal Lo, Guildmaster of the Mages. Bit of a generous title seeing as I’m the only one. Serena, take this…’ She scribbled a note down on a crumpled piece of paper. ‘It’s my Guild address… should you have any need or questions about…’ She paused, and Serena noticed the woman’s smile falter a fraction. ‘Well, about anything. I find I have a lot of time on my hands.’

      She handed the note to Serena with a final gaze at her hair.

      Well, that was weird. When Myriel left, Serena stuffed the note into her pocket without looking at it.

      She steeled herself, clenching her fists and squaring her shoulders. Here we go. She stomped up to the captain. ‘Fitz,’ she said. He was still talking with Roland, his face humourless.

      ‘Fitz!’ she repeated.

      ‘Not now, lass.’

      ‘It’s important.’

      ‘And what,’ he snapped, ‘you reckon we’re talking about streetball results?’

      ‘Captain.’ Roland fixed Fitz with a glare.

      The captain bristled. ‘Sorry, lass. Tough day. Can it wait?’

      Serena shifted on her feet. ‘No. Can I talk to you in private?’

      ‘Go,’ urged Roland. ‘This is a time for unity. We can discuss our business tomorrow. And you, Serena—you’re well aware it’s after curfew. If the Watch catches you-’

      She held his gaze. ‘It’s cool, I got permission from Councillor Enfield.’

      ‘That, my dear, is a lie,’ said Roland, walking off.

      ‘Follow me.’ Fitz opened a nearby door that revealed a spiral staircase. Serena followed him down. They came to a cellar, the thick air and cobwebs itching her nose. Fitz flicked the suspended ignium lamp on and pulled over a pair of wooden stools.

      She took a seat.

      Fitz broke the silence: ‘How you holding up?’

      ‘I’m… I don’t know. Sad. Angry. Tired, more’n anything.’

      ‘Aye. I know. It’s never easy, especially when it’s one of yer own.’

      She stared at the ceiling when her eyes burned.

      ‘Death ain’t an easy thing to comprehend,’ Fitz continued. ‘During the war, I saw a lot of it. When you’re fighting and seeing a lot of dying, you learn to tune it out. Even when it’s your mates. It doesn’t hit you ’til later, sometimes much later. Always in the quiet moments, flitting into your head. Images. Words. Smells. You know, every time I’m on the Wind and look down at the desert floating past, my shoulder twinges.’ He pulled the collar of his shirt to the side to reveal an ugly scar beneath his right collarbone. ‘I served on the RSF Lion’s Pride. We was shot down in the Sanctecano jungles. Me an’ Roarke survived, most didn’t. They kept us in pens, and… Anyway. I fought my way out and got this for my troubles. Just a young lad it was that did it—I was lucky it wasn’t one of their kiros. Blind panic flashed in his eyes when he saw what he did, but he couldn’t finish me. Just stood there, staring like he was looking at Belios or somethin’.’

      Serena shifted. ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I ripped the spear from his hands and drove it through his heart.’

      Serena winced. ‘Belios’ balls.’

      ‘Aye,’ said Fitz. ‘Don’t normally admit the truth when I tell that story. Normally say I just escaped.’

      ‘So why tell me?’

      Fitz’s lips moved, like he was chewing tobacco. ‘Don’t feel right to lie to you. You ain’t a child, Serena. And of all the people I killed during that war, I remember his face the clearest. Every time I go out on a water run, this scar burns and I’m reminded of killing him all over again. Always in the quiet moments, like praying to the One Father, eating Clara’s canned gruel in my quarters or just looking at the ground. Must have seen that desert well over a thousand times, and every time—without fail—it happens. Funny, that.’

      ‘Is… Is it because you feel guilty?’

      His face screwed. ‘No. I done a lot of stuff to be guilty about. He might’ve been young, maybe even scared shitless. But if I didn’t end him he sure as all hells woulda done me. Seeing death, even when it ain’t our fault, does things to our heads. Maybe it is guilt. Or maybe it’s realising I should’ve died. The important thing is—talk. Don’t bottle it up. And that’s something I was guilty of so you can take my word as gospel, lass. Talk to Angelo. Can’t say I expect him to say much back, but he’s a good lad.’

      Neither of them spoke for a long while. Fitz’s words made a lot of sense.

      But she’d approached Fitz for a reason.

      ‘Councillor Enfield reckons it might have been Culran who did it.’

      Fitz just stared at her. Not the reaction she expected, but then, what did she expect?

      ‘Did what?’ he asked.

      ‘This! Rigged the Spire to blow.’

      Fitz leaned back. ‘Enfield said that, did he?’

      ‘Yeah. I reckon he might be right. I… I saw him. After Roarke caught me out on deck, I went down to the holds.’ Her voice shrank. ‘On my way, I passed him. He was carrying two ignium canisters. They could have been rigged to blow. He couldn’t have been using them to refuel the lamps or-’

      ‘How do you know they weren’t empty?’

      Serena blinked. ‘What?’

      Fitz offered a weak smile from the corner of his mouth. ‘How do you know they weren’t empty?’

      ‘Because…’ She shrugged, hoping that was enough. ‘We store the empty ones in the holds. He was walking away from there.’

      Fitz smiled. Actually smiled this time, broad and beaming. He rubbed a hand over his shaved head. ‘Serena…’

      ‘What? He killed Dixon!’ She banged the edge of her seat. ‘Listen!’

      ‘I am, lass, I am.’

      ‘Well? What do we do? Do we get the Watch?’

      He kept laughing. ‘Not bloody likely.’

      She rocked to her feet, sending the stool clattering. ‘If he didn’t do it, then why didn’t he come back to the Wind? No-one saw him get hurt. Enfield said he could have been an agent of the Idari.’ She spun around but Fitz leapt from his chair.

      ‘Sit. Here, sit.’ He pulled her stool back up, guiding her towards it.

      ‘I don’t want to! How can you be so calm?’

      ‘I’m a world away from calm, lass, but before you go off pointing fingers, I think you’d better take a breather.’

      Why was he talking to her like she was a kid? What in all hells was going on?

      ‘I’m going to say this as plain as I can: Culran didn’t come back ’cause I abandoned him. I left him in the desert, and I don’t feel good about it—but I’d do it again. Sometimes we lose good men, and we lost more’n one—Culran included.’

      Serena’s brows knitted together. ‘Why did you leave him behind? What about the ballad? Wasn’t he kin?’

      ‘Aye, he was kin. But so are the rest o’ ya. I needed every second and Culran was too dazed to move. I near left Tiera and Roarke behind, too. You gotta make tough calls when you’re a captain, and I made the right one.’

      ‘So neither you or Culran could help Dixon? That’s what you’re saying?’

      ‘If I could’ve, I would’ve. He died in front of me and Culran stayed behind.’

      ‘Why? I don’t get it. Why didn’t Culran come back if he wasn’t responsible?’

      The lines in Fitz’s eyes creased. ‘You, eh… You were a bit… Gods above and below, how do young folk say it? You. And Dixon. You were sweet on him, eh?’

      Serena’s skin burned.

      ‘Don’t look like at me like that,’ Fitz said. ‘Ain’t nothing to be embarrassed about.’

      ‘Gods,’ she whispered, unable to look Fitz in the eye. Then a terrible thought came to her. ‘Did he know?’

      ‘Eh, reckon it’s safe to say half the kingdom knew, aye.’

      Her face turned from red to white in a flicker. ‘Oh sweet bloody Musa…’

      Fitz leant forward and smiled. ‘But that’s the thing, lass. Dixon, he was… He wouldn’t have been… interested. He was more…’

      ‘What, because I’m too young? Because you all reckon I’m a kid?’

      ‘He leaned towards menfolk, lass. He and Culran, they were… Together.’

      Her eyes shot open for what felt like the first time in her life. Grief gave way to embarrassment.

      ‘They kept it secret, like. You know how the Fayth is with things like that. The pair of ’em use them canisters as cover to sneak away for five minutes before the work starts.’

      ‘I… Oh hells. Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘You reckon you should be the first to know when a pair of crew fancy getting cosy? Should I prepare a schedule of mine and Tiera’s liaisons for your approval, Captain Serena?’

      She unleashed the most vicious scowl she could muster.

      He smiled at her, a warmth coming from him that was absent of any mocking. ‘I know, it’s hard to believe. If it’s any consolation, he always speaks o’ you with…’ Fitz’s voice trailed off, realising his mistake. ‘Sorry.’ He looked down at the floor, coughed and collected himself before drawing up again. ‘He always spoke of you with nothing but admiration. Said we were lucky to have you on our ship. Said the Wind would fall out the sky if it wasn’t for you an’ yer wrench.’

      Serena felt like she’d grown foot taller.

      ‘An’ you know what?’ Fitz continued. ‘He was damn right. You might be too young for it to be official, but you’re as much a part of the Liberty Wind as any of us. Angelo, too.’

      ‘…Thanks, Captain.’

      ‘Now c’mon. Dixon wouldn’t want ya to be tearing up at his funeral. None of ’em would. Let’s see ’em off in style, eh?’

      

      Drimmon sang and strummed an old, warped guitar with four strings and a flaking red veneer. ‘This ’un’s for Ena! And the good advice of crewmates!’ His voice wasn’t much cop, but his enthusiasm made up for it.

      Tiera loved music, back when she was young. She’d sneak around the monastery in the dead of night to listen to Phadrosi folk music with Yulia. It was worth the beatings when the priest discovered them.

      Fitz smiled at her and raised a glass. He looked like a grizzled bear. You’re near half my age, he’d tell her.

      It is not the number of years that makes a person young or old, she’d say back.

      Fitz was governing an arm-wrestling match between Roarke and a casual. The game was popular among Raincatchers. Tiera had been debating the merits of the competition with Captain Ashe of the Callan. Being around Ashe made Tiera itch—all finisa who followed the Fayth had that effect on her—but she was a Raincatcher and she was here.

      ‘Oh, I’m not saying I’m not impressed by the display,’ started Ashe, face dark underneath her tricorn hat and fringe of scarlet hair. She was the only person decked out in black and silver, the traditional funeral tones of the Fayth. ‘I just don’t understand the why of it all.’

      ‘Such is life.’ Tiera’s words scoured like sand paper. She always sounded more Phadrosi when she’d had a drink. ‘Why does the sun shine, why does it set, why does anything happen?’ The liquor burned her throat, just the way she liked it.

      ‘That’s why we have the Indecim.’ Ashe’s voice weighed as heavy as a church bell. ‘The Gods guide us. Do you follow the Fayth?’

      Tiera slammed her flask onto a table. ‘Not any more.’

      ‘C’mon…’ growled Roarke.

      ‘I read The Analectus and the Great Gospels of the Indecim every year,’ said Ashe, ‘the Codex every other month. Cover to cover. But they cannot explain this.’

      Tiera strained to tune her out. Why can’t she get drunk in peace, damn it? ‘It’s just a game. Blows off steam.’

      ‘Yes, but why not Liar’s Dice or Coxswain’s Bluff?’

      Tiera did not have the patience for much more of this conversation. ‘Children’s games. This—this serves a purpose.’

      ‘Right, right,’ said Fitz as Roarke won the match, ‘one-all, next ’un wins the game.’

      ‘Physical competition gives us a focus for the anger and frustration,’ Tiera continued. ‘A fight without the friction. Resolves grievances between crewmates, extinguishes the fire that consumes us.’ Tiera took a deep swig. ‘For a time.’

      ‘The Fayth tames the beast within us all.’

      ‘I served my time with the Gods,’ spat Tiera. Hazy memories of the day she abandoned Yulia flitted through the grog. The circular brand on her lower back itched. Been a while since she’d given that day much thought.

      ‘Yes!’ Roarke shouted. ‘You owe me five aerons and two cans of peaches.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah, fair and square,’ spat the casual, massaging his forearm.

      Tiera motioned for Ashe to take a seat at the table. Breaking something always made her feel better. ‘You and me,’ she slurred. ‘Now.’

      ‘I prefer chess. Or Ryndaran Switch.’

      ‘Huh? Taking turns and waiting as you let your opponent think? Foolish.’

      ‘Chess is a game of strategy and patience. Worthy virtues, both. You were a warrior of the Phadril Sea, yes? One would have thought you could see the appeal in games which employ tactics.’

      ‘Hah! Chess ain’t a worthy substitute for war. Set your board, Captain Ashe, and think and plan and place your pieces where you will. Meanwhile, my pawns are advancing, my knights are mowing your flanks and my queen has snuck up behind your king and slit his throat.’

      ‘Well,’ said Ashe, ‘it is just a game.’

      

      ‘Right!’ barked the lad when he put the guitar down. ‘I got me a girl to marry!’ He stumbled to his feet and marched off, face beaming.

      ‘To your fallen,’ Gallows murmured, louder than he’d meant. He raised his glass. The girl called Serena looked at him, raised an eyebrow, and looked away.

      ‘Damien.’ Gallows looked to his partner. ‘Do you reckon it’s as they say? We die and go to the Heavens for an eternity of bliss?’

      ‘Religion doesn’t hold court with me.’

      ‘The Idari reckon all souls go to Heaven, only to be judged when they’re there. If you committed atrocities during your time on Earth, they say that Aerulus sends your soul to one of the hundred hells. Says a lot about ’em, huh? One heaven and a hundred hells. Can I have your alcohol tokens?’

      ‘No. I think it’s time we left.’

      ‘I’m only half as drunk as I want to be.’

      ‘For you, Tyson, I fear that one drink is too many—and two is not enough. Let’s go.’

      ‘I should’ve had a funeral. I should have died in Nidra’s cell.’

      Damien hauled Gallows to his feet. ‘There will still be alcohol tomorrow.’

      Gallows tipped his glass into his mouth. ‘Challenge accepted.’

      ‘Come on, tomorrow’s a big day.’ Damien hooked Gallows’ arm around his shoulders and marched him outside. The cold night air hit Gallows like a train.

      ‘The Remembrance.’ Gallows’ belly filled with hollow anger. ‘I’m not gonna be nearly hungover enough tomorrow.’

      ‘I’d like to take that wager.’

      Laughter spilled from Gallows’ throat, before his voice became a whisper. ‘Why didn’t you kill me when you were supposed to?’

      Damien didn’t speak for a while. Then he said, ‘Your blood would’ve stained my robes.’
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        * * *

      

      The large, yawning windows of the orphanage loomed ahead of Serena like souls screaming in anguish. The image chilled her skin—and the scowling gargoyles didn’t help.

      She’d expected to be restless after the funeral, or so stricken with grief that she couldn’t move or cry or speak. Instead it was the absence of these things she noticed—not numbness, not relief, but something in between.

      They say it comes in waves.

      All that effort to get Dixon to notice her. He’d have laughed and winked like he always did. Maybe that was the best way to honour him—by reminding herself not to sweat the small stuff, just as he wouldn’t.

      She latched onto the pipe that ran up the wall and anchored herself on a low-level windowsill.

      Her heart froze when she reached the halfway point.

      In the window, Sister Ingrid was talking to Petrakis. Serena couldn’t make out what they were saying, but Ingrid’s hand clasped over her mouth. It’s well after three—why are they awake?

      Serena scrambled up the wall, feeling loose stone tumble below her. After a few moments, her sore foot found the familiar feeling of her windowsill. She eased onto it and teased the barred gate open. A thin blade of light sliced into the room from the doorway. Strange. They always close it after their rounds.

      She eased the window open, its squealing creak just loud enough to make her bristle. She stooped low and stepped inside the dorm, making a mental note to lock the window later.

      Rapid footsteps clattered beyond the door.

      Shit.

      Her heart raced. She hitched her leg onto the ladder of the bunk, but-

      The door bounced off the wall. Petrakis filled the doorway. Ingrid flanked her, face white and staring with red-rimmed eyes.

      ‘Serena!’ the sister yelled.

      She stepped back down onto the floor. ‘What? I was cold so I got dressed and-’

      ‘Serena.’ Petrakis spoke again with trembling lips. ‘Come here. It’s okay. Walk towards me.’

      ‘What’s… going on?’ she asked.

      ‘Just come here, Serena.’

      ‘What’s happening?’ Serena stepped back, panic rising.

      ‘Don’t move!’ A watchman—the big one Enfield had stationed here. He stared at Serena, eyes flicking to the bunk. Sweat ran down his forehead and into his burned copper eyebrows, the same colour as the Liberty Wind’s engine casings. ‘You… You’re…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Just walk toward us, girl.’ Ingrid spoke like a new mum. ‘Slowly.’

      ‘Why?’

      And then she saw it in the dim light.

      All of it.

      Marrin’s eyes wide open but devoid of curiosity.

      Her face delicate and peaceful, but for the slit across her throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘The time is nine o’clock on the Eleventh Day of Terros. The time is nine o’clock on the Eleventh Day of Terros. Today we remember the brave men and women who gave their lives in service to our kingdom. Prime Councillor Thackeray reminds citizens that services will be held throughout the city. A procession starting from Rochefort Castle and leading to Old Town Square will commence at high noon. King Owain regrets that he will be unable to pay tribute in public. Repeat: The time is nine o’clock on the Eleventh Day of Terros. King Owain—blessed be his name and long may he reign—wishes you a good day.’

      Motorcarriages were a rare sight in Dalthea. It wasn’t hard for Aulton Carney to imagine why; the cobbled streets were not conducive to a comfortable ride, and the other roads in the town were little more than dirt tracks. He had seen the carriage’s like in Rhis of course, but an old man’s eyes always appreciated wonder.

      Fabian was perched at his side, examining himself in a mirror, while the driver sat beyond a black partition. A plume of black-red ignium smoke trailed after them, a miniature sandstorm pursuing the carriage but never catching it. Everything always a chase. A young person’s folly. Fabian chases glory, Genevieve chases peace… And me, always chasing that perfect performance, the pièce de résistance for which my name will be forever remembered. When does ambition become obsession, I wonder?

      ‘How much longer will this take?’ mumbled Fabian. ‘My bottom is red raw! Do you hear me, man?’ His knuckles rapped on the partition.

      ‘Sit down, would you?’ Aulton spoke without removing his gaze from the window.

      ‘How do I look?’ Fabian straightened his frilled shirt and tightened his green velvet jacket. His long, straight, glossy hazel-brown hair hung behind his shoulders.

      ‘Very pretty,’ answered Aulton, still not looking at his associate. It would only encourage him.

      ‘As I should think.’

      ‘Gods, if only you spent as much time cultivating your voice as you do starching your collars and oiling your hair, we’d have sold out every concert hall between Tarevia and Val Candria.’

      Fabian’s face stretched in horror. ‘My voice and Genevieve’s are the only things keeping this company alive, old man! I have the voice of an angel! Sent from Musa herself! I carry the name of the One Father! Was it not I who, from the age of four, spent years under the tutelage if Henri Tavril Magnus tal Carrero? Was it not I who reduced great King Arnault to tears with my heavenly rendition of The Seven Blessings & Curses of Angelique of Adeline? Was it not I-’

      ‘Do shut up.’

      The city whizzed past the window. People die of thirst here. Hollowed out homes of scorched brick and stone are commonplace. This Kingdom—if one city can be called such—perpetually teeters on the precipice of collapse. Misery seeps out of its soul, yet its people carry on—sustained by what? Loyalty, duty, hope? A smile curled on his lips. ‘We shall bring these people hope, Fabian.’

      ‘Mm?’ Fabian was enthralled by his fingernails. ‘You sound like Saint Genevieve. A fool’s errand.’

      ‘Anyone who strives to bring peace and hope to this world is anything but a fool, Fabian. Ginny is as noble and pure a soul as I have ever met.’

      ‘She is easy to love,’ acknowledged Fabian. ‘So much so that you could charge ten times as much money.’

      ‘When you reach my age, boy, you realise how little wealth means.’

      ‘Ha!’ squealed Fabian. ‘Boy, he says! I am thirty-two years old! I just look nineteen.’

      ‘You’re forty!’

      ‘How dare you!’

      Fabian’s voice was almost as divine as Ginny’s, but damn, he did grate. ‘This carriage is taking too long.’

      ‘Alas, my bottom and I are in agreement.’

      ‘Then perhaps you would like to shut your mouth and convince your ass to speak for a change? I’d wager it has more brains. And a better singing voice.’

      Fabian closed his eyes and joined his hands in prayer. ‘Oh Nyr, merciful, holy Nyr, I will that you please take this man’s soul soon, so that I might be granted a reprieve from his lowbrow wit.’

      Aulton tuned Fabian’s mewling voice out. Tonight they would bring Dalthea the world’s greatest voice, and nothing would detract from that.

      

      The glass dome of Raleigh Trevelyan Train Station glinted like diamonds in the sun. Columns of people spilled from its bank of rotating doors and ascended its ignium-powered mechanical staircases. Aulton had read up on it during the airship journey; seemingly, the train station was constructed in the architectural fashion of the Ryndaran capital Rhis, ‘the City of Steel’. Following Dalthea’s war with Ryndara, the Prime Councillor of the time–Elizabeth tal Waverley—declared the train station be made to welcome travellers from Ryndara. In turn, a sister station in Rhis was to be constructed in sandstone and bear the hallmarks of Dalthea.

      A noble but ill-fated idea, Aulton learned, as tal Waverley never lived to see its completion, having been poisoned in her sleep at the hands of her own people, outraged that Dalthea was pandering to its most bitter enemy.

      ‘Still. It’s the thought that counts.’

      ‘Mm?’ said Fabian.

      ‘Nothing. Let’s keep moving.’

      They cut across a queue of people spiralling out from a water station. The swelling sound of overhead strings and cellos floated through him.

      ‘How undignified,’ spat Fabian. ‘All these machines and motors are the devil’s work! No craft, no music, no soul. Just endless, unfeeling repetition.’

      ‘Gods,’ said Aulton, ‘I haven’t the faintest idea what that’s like.’

      The interior of the train station was brighter than the city’s skyport but the smells were the same. Frying food sizzled, smelling of onion and garlic. They’d imported frozen fruit and vegetables here since the tragedy inflicted by the Idari. His stomach rumbled.

      Visitors here brushed past the teeming homeless at their feet. The vagrants stood in alcoves, huddled around food vendors, begging for scraps.

      Aulton shook his head. ‘Do you know, they call this the “Nomad’s Umbrella”.’

      Fabian turned his nose up. ‘Can’t imagine why.’

      ‘It does not behove a renowned artistic talent to look down upon their lessers, Fabian.’

      ‘But it’s okay to refer to them as our “lessers”?’

      Aulton groaned. ‘We privileged should set an example.’ He strode towards a young man, aged well beyond his years, lying on the ground and wrapped in threadbare clothes. Aulton drew a fistful of aerons from his pocket and clasped the notes into the young man’s hand. He looked at Aulton with semi-closed eyes, squinting as if unable to see the man two inches in front of him. His mouth opened and closed, but no words came out.

      ‘Fortune find you, friend.’ Aulton stalked off towards the train platform, beckoning Fabian to follow.

      ‘All touching, Aulton, really. But do you mean to tell me you intend on changing the world by offering charity to every vagrant, tramp and vagabond you pass? I fear the world should not hold its breath.’

      ‘As I said, I simply mean to bring hope. Songs and stories travel further, faster and last a hell of a lot longer than money. People need to be roused to action, Fabian. I aim to see the change one day.’

      ‘Kringla swirls! Get kringla swirls! Better than the Ryndarans-ow!’

      Aulton turned on his heel to see a patrolling watchman shove a young boy to the ground, sending his tray of baked goods to the floor. ‘Stop pestering folk!’ the watchman called as he marched past, head held high.

      The boy scrambled to collect his wares, head snapping left and right in a panic.

      ‘Excuse me, young sir.’ Aulton bent down to address the boy.

      ‘They’re fine, honest, guv’nor! Barely a speck o’ dirt on ’em, honest! Better than the Ryndarans make! I’ll… I’ll give you a discount if you want ’em!’

      Aulton’s smile grew wider. ‘I don’t doubt it. Tell me, what’s your name?’

      ‘Milo, sir.’

      ‘Well I’ll tell you what, Milo. I’ll pay full price for all of them—provided you give them to the homeless here.’ A noise prickled in Aulton’s ear, which sounded an awful lot like Fabian.

      ‘Are you playing some kinda joke, mister?’ said Milo, his blue eyes as wide as saucers.

      ‘No, Milo, no jokes. Here, take this money. Keep a little extra for yourself.’ Aulton produced the notes and fed them into Milo’s grubby palms. ‘Tell me, do you have parents?’

      Milo shifted on his feet. ‘Well, I got a mum, sir, but she don’t keep too well.’

      ‘Well, buy her something nutritious. And if she happens to be well enough to attend the concert,’ Aulton conjured two golden tickets from his suit jacket, ‘then perhaps you can accompany her?’

      ‘Wow! One Father, thanks, mister! She’ll more’n likely sell ’em, but thanks all the same!’

      Milo ran off and, bursting with enthusiasm, dishing the kringla swirls out to the nearby souls sleeping rough.

      ‘Hope,’ said Aulton to Fabian. ‘It propels us to greatness.’

      ‘And provides a nice, warm, fuzzy feeling,’ called a voice amidst the tide of travellers.

      Aulton turned and laughed with all the air in his lungs. ‘Genevieve! You look radiant!’

      ‘A gentleman as always,’ she said, ‘though I’d be severely disappointed if you can tell how I look.’

      ‘A mere disguise cannot hide your beauty, Ginny.’ Fabian spoke with a smile as broad and genuine as Aulton’s.

      Her modest clothes were nonetheless impeccably clean, and though her hair was tied back, some of her golden locks trailed beneath the silk head scarf. Even the dark-lensed spectacles she wore couldn’t hide the brightness of her gaze.

      ‘You are a splash of colour on a canvas of grey and black,’ said Aulton. ‘I do wish we had arrived a few days earlier to give us time to rehearse.’

      ‘Fear, terror and despondency don’t take a break,’ she explained. ‘Too many wrongs in the world need righting. We can see the sights of Dalthea when her people aren’t living in panic and squalor. Is the Musicians’ Guild far?’
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        * * *

      

      The rickety water apparatus shrieked in Gallows’ ear. The pain in his head stung like a swarm of mosquitoes, and ceaseless sweat tumbled down his back. Gotta be the worst hangover I’ve ever had.

      The inside of Gallows’ wrist ached. He didn’t remember unsheathing his knife during the night, but he woke up to find it lying on his bedroom floor. It told him what was going through his head after the funeral, but no blood stained the blade.

      Coward.

      Gallows had dreamt of Sera again, of course. Would Major Fallon be at the Remembrance? What would Gallows say if he saw him? How many times could he punch his former commander before the Watch pulled him away? These were the things one had to consider.

      But what if he does have something new on Sera’s death?

      Like what? She was dead. Gallows had buried her. He’d grieved for her and she wasn’t coming back—why open old wounds? What would it accomplish?

      No, it was just a ruse by the major—a trap to snare Gallows into some scheme or other.

      The cheap paper token tore in Gallows’ hand.

      ‘Next,’ the watchman droned. The queue shuffled ahead, inch by tortuous inch. A copy of the day’s newspaper lay trampled at his feet:

      

      
        
        DALTHEA VIATOR

        Back-Stabbing Rookie Alspeth tal Simara describes Veteran War Hero Pyron Thackeray’s proposals as ‘Barbaric Warmongering’.

        People Say: ‘But We NEED Security!’

      

      

      The shrill noise of the pump swelled again, and caustic sweat filled Gallows’ nose and throat. Chorusing curses erupted behind him, people eager to get their ration in time for the Remembrance Parade in a couple of hours’ time. But do they have to be so loud?

      ‘Couldn’t spare us a cup of water?’ a weak voice croaked in his ear. It belonged to a crone, her shoulders and head wrapped in a threadbare blanket. Her mottled skin displayed deep lines and a milky glaze clouded one of her eyes.

      ‘Next,’ repeated the watchman.

      ‘Please, mister… I’m dying, I’m dying…’ She gripped Gallows’ arm.

      ‘You got a cup?’ asked Gallows.

      ‘Right here, right here. Gods bless ya, mister.’

      ‘Next!’ barked the watchman, a stout man with a red face and thick, drooping moustache. ‘You’ve a whole queue behind you. Hurry up or move along.’

      Another officer—a woman—operated the apparatus, an eight-foot cylinder affixed with a nozzle.

      Gallows handed his water token over.

      ‘Six gallons,’ the copper said, stamping the note.

      Gallows gripped the handles, one barrel in each hand. The woman trailed behind him as they untangled themselves from the queue—and she made sure to display just how old and feeble she was.

      When they’d stopped, she held out a small, chipped and filthy ceramic cup, which shuddered in her bony hand. ‘Thank you, thank you. May the Songstress bless ya.’

      Gallows took the cup and smiled. ‘No big deal—I’ll just have two showers this week instead of three. What’s your name?’ He yanked the stopper from one of the barrels and tipped water into the cup, then handed it back.

      She slurped at the water before she answered, some of it trailing down her chin and dripping onto the hot, baking ground. ‘Elsie Travers. Couldn’t trouble you for some more? Not that I enjoy taking water from them near as old as me...’

      Gallows chuckled. ‘You’ve got a funny way of asking for a favour. I’m twenty-seven, by the way.’

      ‘Aerulus above! You’re at least fifty!’ She cackled again, good eye glinting and her pale, blotchy face widening with humour.

      Gallows couldn’t help but like her. ‘Hey, where do you live?’

      ‘Makes my home any place the Watch don’t kick me out. Right now it’s by an apothecary near Barra’s Bazaar. I prefer Irros’ temple but them scuzzers and harlots have made that their territory.’

      ‘Yeah… All right, lead the way. I don’t have much time.’

      ‘Eh? Not sure I take your meaning, son.’

      ‘Can’t carry one of these all the way home yourself now, can you?’

      ‘Gods bless ya! Follow me then. And try to keep up, old man.’

      

      Damien was already in Kirivanti’s office.

      ‘You’re late, Gallows,’ announced the guildmaster.

      ‘Yeah, had to pick up some water.’

      ‘Fine. We received a priority message from the Council: all Raincatcher operations have ceased, so the RSF will be undertaking their duties.’

      ‘Because of the accident?’

      ‘They did not go into detail. Now, to work: Junior Councillor Enfield tells me that the Prime Councillor intends on unveiling the first of the new aerial warships today.’

      Gallows chuckled. ‘Well sure, why not swing your dick around when the eyes of the kingdom are on you, eh? Parading a warship on Remembrance Day stinks of Pyron Thackeray.’

      The Guildmaster steepled her fingers upon her desk. ‘Finished?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘Good. You are to report to this new airship.’

      ‘What?’ Gallows wasn’t sure he could stand more than a minute in the company of some arrogant RSF rotorhead. He glanced at Damien. ‘Well at least you’ll be in good company.’

      ‘Damien will be undertaking a separate assignment today. I assume you can stand to be apart for a day?’

      ‘Just barely,’ said Damien.

      ‘Good. Civilians and reporters will be aboard the RSF Schiehallion. As they are shorthanded covering the Raincatchers, you’re to act as a guard, Tyson, and follow all orders from her captain.’

      Sounds like a shit-show. ‘Who’s the captain?’

      ‘No idea,’ Kirivanti replied. ‘The Council has hired us to assist the Watch and provide security at the parade—they clearly wish that to extend to the skies. I trust this won’t be a problem?’

      ‘Not at all. If some juggler’s ball strays too high into the sky,’ Gallows said with a salute, ‘I will risk life and limb to poke it with a sabre.’

      ‘I should think so. This may also pave the way for more lucrative contracts with the government for us, so I remind you to be on your best behaviour. You are an ambassador for all Hunters.’

      ‘Yeah, noted.’

      ‘Additionally, you are ordered to perform your duties today in your official Hunters’ Guild formal dress. Show our critics just how good we look.’

      ‘Huh? We don’t have dress uniforms.’

      ‘We do now.’
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        * * *

      

      Light brought the particles swimming in the water into view, like a Tarevian snow globe. Fitz had been to Tarevia more than once, and the scars on his back were the only souvenirs he’d picked up.

      Tiera grunted behind him. The single bed croaked something awful. He downed the water—couldn’t be too picky about the quality—and swung his aching legs to the floor.

      The cupboard by the shower unit always gave off the same musty smell, like old books left out in the rain. He hefted a small barrel marked Liberty Wind, Cpt. Fitz and jammed it up by the tank. It was the last unit they had, which meant queuing for refilling. Fitz weighed the barrel in his hands, debating whether to keep it for drinking—but gods, he needed a shower. He took the nozzle from the contraption and inserted it into the top of the container.

      The shower cubicle would have been tight for a slim man, but Fitz made do. Icy water rushed over him, but that was fine—he always preferred it cold.

      After he’d got himself cleaned up, he prepared a bowl of oatmeal for himself and Tiera in the communal kitchen—basic fare but hearty enough. It was from Aludan and tasted of cardboard, but Fitz welcomed anything that didn’t get slapped out of a can.

      A chorus of murmurs flitted through the hallway beyond. Tugarin and his crew. Good of him to show last night.

      Tiera staggered through, a loose night dress covering everything but her calves. Damn, but she looked fine in the morning.

      ‘Reckon I’ll talk to Roland again today,’ he said when she’d sat.

      Tiera snorted a response.

      ‘Surely,’ Fitz started, ‘Tiera Martelo—brutal and feared first mate of the Liberty Wind, Scourge of the Phadril and all-round arse-kicker—ain’t suffering from a hangover from a spot of grog?’

      ‘Do not mock me,’ she grunted. ‘Gods above and below, this is a headache fit for the hundred hells of Nyr…’

      ‘Captain Fitzwilliam.’

      Fitz turned to see Guildmaster Roland and Father Talbot standing in the doorway. They looked grimmer than usual.

      ‘Am I the only bugger not cowed by his liquor?’ asked Fitz.

      ‘It’s about one of your apprentices,’ said Roland.

      Fitz didn’t need to guess which one.

      

      Being back in the chapel brought comfort to no-one, but it was the only place they could talk in private.

      Clara and Roarke sat with Fitz and Tiera at the end of a long table. They looked as sour as Fitz felt. ‘Where’s Drimmon?’ he asked.

      ‘He went off to find Ena,’ answered Clara. Her round face bore more lines than usual. ‘I spent most o’ last night convincing him not to propose while he was drunk. What’s this about, Fitz? I got an order of canned strawberries to pick up, and if I ain’t there by-’

      ‘Serena,’ he interrupted. ‘She’s gone. The Watch reckon she had a hand in a death at the orphanage. And all Raincatchers have been grounded.’

      Clara’s jaw loosened. ‘An accident?’

      ‘The Watch don’t give a rat’s arse for accidents,’ said Fitz.

      ‘Do they know where she is? Is she safe?’

      ‘We don’t know anything. The Council are keeping to ’emselves for now.’

      ‘There’s a surprise,’ cackled Roarke. ‘Well I ain’t wasting time looking for her, not if we’ve been bloody grounded. I need paying!’

      ‘She’s one of us!’ Clara insisted.

      ‘We’re workers; she’s a poxy layabout. Good riddance.’

      ‘Quiet!’ roared Fitz. ‘We got enough trouble.’

      ‘Young Angelo,’ Clara began, ‘is he okay?’

      Fitz nodded. ‘Reckon Roland would’ve said if not.’

      ‘We should go on strike,’ said Roarke, hooking peach segments from a can and slurping them from his fingers. ‘Show ’em they need us and can’t screw us like this.’

      ‘Belios, Roarke!’ Clara shook her head in disbelief. ‘Our priority is Serena, not your next wage!’

      Roarke shrugged. ‘I ain’t in this game to babysit.’

      ‘Our livelihood is being torn from us, Fitz.’ Tiera’s voice simmered. ‘Your speech last night—strong words. Was that all they were?’

      Fitz shook his head. ‘I mean to take action. An’ I got an idea. I still don’t trust that pillock Vaughan, but we ain’t got proof he was involved in firing up the Spire. And I ain’t doing anything stupid until I know what I’m walking into.’

      Tiera uttered a guttural, rasping snarl. ‘He stole our contract from under us!’

      ‘Would we have done different if Roland ordered us to take his contract? He’s guilty as all the sins you care to name, but I don’t reckon he’d set up a fellow crew like that. It was the Council who gave Roland the orders, and the Council control the Spires. Vaughan didn’t need to come to the service last night.’

      Tiera’s scowl could quell an inferno. ‘Then who, huh? Who in the Council would want to kill us? You swore we’d get to the truth, Fitz.’

      Fitz planted his knuckles onto the table. ‘And we will. But I don’t believe in firin’ wildly and hoping something sticks. Remember, I was a smuggler for years, and a damn good one; that takes planning, precision, calculation.’

      ‘Excellent!’ Tiera threw her hands in the air. ‘So we sit on our arses and… count!’

      ‘You listen to me—I said I’d do something and I will. You ain’t got the patience to follow, then you’re free to leave. If you’re staying, then you damn well do as I say.’

      Tiera stalked around the table, and slinked an arm around his waist, pulling him towards her. ‘Good. Just making sure my man ain’t going soft.’

      ‘Reckon finding Serena’s the priority,’ said Clara. ‘That girl is out there, scared, alone, and who knows what else.’

      ‘Aye,’ agreed Fitz. ‘Which is why I’m gonna reach out to Vaughan.’

      Roarke spat syrup over the table. ‘How can that prick-fiddler help?’

      ‘He won’t—but he’s got a line with the man who might.’

      ‘Who’s that then, eh?’ asked Clara, her voice carrying a note of accusation.

      Tiera spoke for him: ‘He wants to see Farro Zoven.’

      ‘Zoven, eh?’ nodded Roarke. ‘He’d kill her after five minutes of listening to her bleat about how tough her life is. One night with the Courtesans will show her how easy she’s had it.’

      ‘That man’s a beast,’ said Clara. ‘I hope she’s as far away from him as can be.’

      ‘Aye, and everyone knows the coppers are ball-deep with him,’ said Roarke. ‘He’s probably handed her over already.’

      ‘Not if there ain’t anything in it for him,’ Fitz said. ‘And that’s where I come in.’

      ‘Reckon your arse won’t make Zoven much money,’ mumbled Roarke, tipping the rest of the can’s contents into his mouth. ‘Mind you, Vaughan could rent you out for weeks.’

      ‘You’re disgusting,’ said Clara.

      ‘Listen!’ Fitz called. ‘The Watch an’ the Council are in bed with Zoven. He’s got enough dirt on important people to keep ’em from sniffing too close. And if Zoven’s tied up with the Council-’

      Tiera breathed through her teeth. ‘He may know who set us up with the Spire.’

      ‘Exactly. And have a bead on Serena. If anyone knows how to get lost and lonely girls in their corner, it’s that bastard.’

      ‘Gods,’ whispered Clara. ‘She could be dead for all we know.’

      ‘And you think you can earn Zoven’s trust?’ Tiera seized Fitz’s gaze. The silence in the room ballooned. ‘Again?’

      Fitz shrugged. ‘Don’t see why not. With the Remembrance, he’ll be hawking all sorts of goods. Reckon he’ll need good men to keep up with demand, and I was the best smuggler he ever employed.’

      ‘That was a long time ago,’ said Clara. She’d never approved of Fitz’s dealings with Farro Zoven.

      Fitz rubbed the back of his head. Gods, he needed a drink. ‘Look, the man’s a brute, but so am I when need be.’

      Done with the empty can, Roarke fidgeted with his knife. ‘Don’t much care how folk get their jollies—as long as it ain’t an affront to the Gods—but lately I hear Zoven’s as likely to kill you as help you.’

      Fitz had heard the rumours too, like the one where Zoven killed one of his own lads for thinking he was stealing from him. Power and paranoia was a lethal cocktail. ‘He’s a businessman. He’ll appreciate my offer. Anyway, we’re grounded. Need to get the aerons in somehow.’

      ‘I’m with you, boss,’ sneered Roarke. He spun his knife in the air and caught it by the hilt. ‘Don’t scare me anyway. Ready to carve any bastard that has it coming to ’em. And if not, maybe one o’ Zoven’s girls can sort me out with releasing the tension in my loins.’

      Clara looked up at Fitz, face wrinkled. She didn’t say anything, but Fitz knew she was as worried as him. Is it worth putting my entire crew at risk for one person? The thought invited flashbacks to the Idari POW camp and leading a revolt against the guards. Only he and Roarke had survived.

      Damn right it’s worth it.

      ‘You all do what you like. I’m going to stay here,’ said Clara. ‘In case she comes home. She’ll need a friendly face.’

      ‘Bless you, Clara.’ Fitz smiled at her.

      ‘Shove your blessings. Just make sure she’s okay.’

      Fitz placed a hand on Clara’s shoulder. ‘If there’s any member of this crew who can get herself out of a scrape,’ he said, ‘it’s Serena.’
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        * * *

      

      She woke up startled, scared and alert.

      Warm wind whipped at her. She brushed her tangled and greasy hair from her eyes, and glimpsed a yellow-headed flickertail perched at a gap in the boarded-up window. It angled its head and looked at her with unabashed curiosity in its little, black marble eyes. A soft song chirruped from it.

      ‘Piss off,’ she said. The bird obliged.

      She struggled to her feet and leaned against an exposed brick wall in silence. She shivered, despite the warmth of the day. Confusion made her dizzy but she recognised her surroundings: She was in one of the derelict buildings in Arrowhead, adjacent to the train station. The place was filled with dust and creepy old mannequin parts. She’d come here to sleep before the train station reopened.

      As hard as she fought it, tears fell free. Marrin’s dead face wouldn’t leave her alone. She fell to her knees, retching nothing from her empty stomach.

      She didn’t remember much, flashes and images—shards of a morbid jigsaw puzzle. Marrin’s still, peaceful face. She remembered the watchman lunging for her, Sister Ingrid screaming something. Eyes open, like she was waking up from a dream. She remembered leaping through the window, sliding down the pipe, bloodying her hands. Blood… So much blood.

      She must have run for ages to get here, through shadowed alleys and narrow lanes. It was a miracle she’d avoided the Watch.

      After several minutes, she drew herself up. The pain in her injured foot had abated at some point, but it left an uncomfortable numbness. She crept to the window where the flickertail had been. Two storeys up. This was how she got in during the night—climbed the pipe and scraped through the hole in the window.

      Her sleeping face with a thin red line in her throat…

      Enfield had posted the watchman for their protection… So how did someone sneak in and kill Marrin? What did that mean? ‘Gods… Do they think I did it?’ she said out loud. If they didn’t before, they probably do now. Stupid, stupid girl.

      Ice flowed through her veins. What if they hadn’t discovered her when they did? What if I’d got into bed, not knowing she was lying dead under me?

      Her head spun with confusion and her limbs turned heavy. Who would hurt Marrin? Evelyn’s a psycho… But a murderer? She rested her chin on her arms. Marrin… At least you won’t be tormented any more.

      

      Wandering amidst the crowds only made her more isolated. She stood alone as the crowd washed over her—a stationary rock immobile against a rushing river. She felt like a child again, lost and crying for her mother. Like I ever had one. Jozef didn’t come close to counting as family.

      Sir Raleigh Trevelyan Train Station was always being hailed as some marvellous landmark, but she couldn’t see what the fuss was about. It was as dusty, suffocating and filthy is anywhere else in this city.

      The annoying-yet-catchy string music crackling from the speakers did nothing to lift her mood.

      And when she caught her reflection in a window, she stood rooted to the spot.

      She stared at herself—at her Raincatcher gear, tired eyes, dirt-caked skin—and her straggly, dark green hair.

      ‘Oh Gods.’ Marrin’s blood-soaked sheets, her startled eyes staring into nothing… Should it have been me? She came close to vomiting and crying but she pushed it from her. Plenty of time to cry when I’m gone. One way or another, her situation right now was the same however she cut it.

      She made her way past the ticket booths. Mingling aromas of garlic and sugar tightened her stomach, made her mouth water. The gleaming metallic green and glistening silver of a train beckoned her. It didn’t look dissimilar to a new-gen airship.

      It didn’t matter where she ended up. With the Remembrance, security would be tighter—but it wasn’t like this was the first time she’d snuck past the Watch. She could pass as seventeen if she had to—she could act like she’d lost her identification papers if a ticket clerk or conductor asked her, or say they were stolen along with her money. Most Daltheans still didn’t think much of Ryndarans—it wouldn’t take much to convince anyone that some tourist had dipped her pockets.

      Fitz, Tiera, Angelo, Drimmon… She had to forget about them. She wished there was something she could have said to them, but…

      Once she got away, she’d find work on an airship somewhere. Gods knew she could do a better job than half the crew on the Liberty Wind.

      Yeah. Board a train heading to Ryndara, find a long-hauler airship, sleep among the cargo if there aren’t any beds.

      She could work for free—if the airships in the rest of the world were anything like the Raincatchers, they’d be happy for the free labour and take the risk of hiring someone underage. She’d change her hair and her name every time she boarded a new ship, ’til she settled down somewhere far from all this...

      The platform barrier loomed ahead. She didn’t remember it being so big. The shiny curves of the train poked up above the incoming tide of people.

      ‘Tickets? Tickets, please…’ She studied the three conductors at the barrier; they had their backs to her, overwhelmed at the flurry of tickets being shoved into their faces. Normally, the small gates within the barrier would be manually cranked open by the conductor upon seeing the ticket, but today they were leveraged open. If only she had a piece of scrap paper…

      Realisation hit her like a bucket of ice water.

      She rummaged through her pockets, elated at the jagged points of crushed paper.

      The mage gave me her address! About time I had some luck.

      A velvety voice spilled out of the loudspeakers high above Serena: ‘The next train to Rhis will depart at 10:04. Calling at Belon-Tura Mountain Pass, Dalthea Mining Authority, Havenfall, Havenbridge…’

      Under ten minutes. She eyed the paper. If she flashed it up while she breezed past the conductor, there was no reason they wouldn’t think it was a ticket… Right?

      If I do this, I can’t come back.

      Bubbling beneath the fear and grief, Serena was ashamed to feel something else: Exhilaration. Her dreams of ageing out and leaving the orphanage were coming true, whether she was ready or not.

      As she made her move, a two-man Watch patrol planted themselves at the barrier.

      Shit! Got to think of someth-

      ‘’scuse me,’ a meek voice called to her. She lurched and spun on her heel. A short, skinny boy of about ten looked up at her.

      ‘S-sorry,’ he stammered. ‘Didn’t mean to scare ya. It’s just, you look hungry is all.’

      ‘What?’ Her stomach growled when she caught sight of the sweet-smelling pastry the boy held up to her.

      ‘Here,’ he said.

      Could be a trick. Leave.

      Her paranoia thawed the longer she stared at the bun. She snatched it from his hands, muttered her thanks and devoured it in two mouthfuls. It reminded her of Clara’s chocolate squares.

      ‘You’re welcome,’ the kid said. ‘Got told to give ’em to homeless. Some old guy paid for ’em.’ He stared up at her, his wiry frame rocking on the spot.

      ‘Seems like you could be doing with eating them yourself.’

      ‘Nah, I’m fine,’ Milo said. ‘So… Are you? Homeless?’

      ‘Uh… No.’

      ‘Where ya from, then?’

      ‘It’s… Nowhere. I’m not from anywhere.’

      The boy’s face screwed up. ‘How’s that?’

      Serena shook her head. She glanced at the hanging clock. ‘It’s… complicated.’

      ‘Oh!’ His face lit up. ‘Are you from the Courtesans? Do you know my mum?’

      Serena could only stare at him. ‘No,’ was all she managed. ‘Listen, thanks, but I’ve got a train to- pissing Irros.’

      She turned back to the ticket barrier; the Watch patrol had stopped to interrogate a girl around her age. Shit.

      The boy saw what had caught her gaze. ‘Oh, you hidin’ from the coppers, eh? How come? Wha’cha do?’

      ‘Nothing.’ She made to turn back to the entrance of the train station, but a pair of watchwomen cut through the river of people, approaching like sharks with the scent of blood.

      ‘Shit.’

      ‘Here, come on!’ Milo urged. ‘Follow me!’

      ‘What? No, I-’

      ‘Aerulus, look at you! You’re in a tizzy! I got no love for the Watch, miss, I mean it. Come on!’

      They hadn’t seen her yet—but how long would that last? How long could she hope to run? And no doubt they’ll pass my description on to the conductors. Shit. Stupid girl. Stupid, stupid girl.

      She could still risk it. She could still get on the train. ‘Damn it,’ she said at last. ‘I’ll follow you, but I need to be on the next train.’

      ‘Right you are! This way! I’m Milo, by the way.’

      He stalked off, his slight frame easily lost amidst the people. ‘Pssst!’ He beckoned with his hand for her to follow. ‘Hurry up, eh?’

      She stuffed her hands into her pocket, pushed her gaze downward, and followed the boy. He slipped between people, weaving and ducking with practised ease. He stooped behind a row of empty seats.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Serena whispered.

      ‘Hold on. One of ’em wankers shoved me about earlier, made me drop all my… Um, never mind. What I’ll do is, I’ll run out and tell the other coppers what he did and get their attention. More’n likely they’ll take a turn kicking me, but it’ll distract ’em enough for you to slip by the conductors.’

      She glanced up. The watchmen were approaching fast. ‘You know this place better than me: Have you ever managed to sneak onto a train?’

      ‘Songstress, no! Them conductors are even more brutal than the Watch! Best o’ luck to ya though.’

      ‘The next train to Rhis will depart at 10:04. Calling at…’

      ‘Shit. Four minutes.’

      ‘Can’t you get the next one? The other one’s after 6, I think.’

      Her heart sank. ‘I can’t wait that long.’

      ‘What do you wanna do?’ Milo urged. ‘You gotta make a decision, they’re coming!’

      ‘Give me your cap!’

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘Please!’

      ‘Bloody ’ell, free food, free hat…’

      Serena snatched the cap from Milo’s head and bundled her hair up inside.

      This will work. This will work.

      ‘Screw it,’ shrugged Milo, ‘I’ll say that bugger nicked it when he shoved me.’

      ‘Thanks. I owe you.’

      ‘Well, you can square up when you get back.’

      ‘Yeah… Sure.’

      Three minutes.

      ‘Hang on, hang on. Where you gonna go? Do you have mates? Are you in a gang? I’m in a gang. I mean, I’m the only one in it, but you can join if you like.’

      ‘No, I’m not in a gang. I really need-’

      ‘All right, all right! Tell you what, I’ll hang about for ya at the side entrance if you don’t make it, right? But you want any more favours, you gotta tell me why the coppers want you. Deal?’

      Her heart raced. ‘Sure.’

      Without another word, Milo darted from behind the bench. ‘Here, here!’ he shouted. ‘You! Ya filthy perv!’ He jumped up and down, screaming insults and waving his arms.

      This will work.

      

      ‘You! Yeah, you! You battered me and touched me in the nethers!’

      Milo’s finger jolted the air as he accused the watchman.

      ‘You little shit!’ the copper shouted, which only drew more attention. He strode towards Milo and grabbed him by his threadbare shirt. ‘Lying little bastard! Spouting off like that is like to get you killed! I’m a man of the Watch! You want stuck in the Gravehold?’

      ‘Gravehold ain’t even real!’ spat Milo.

      ‘Constable!’ The other copper bolted towards them, his face filled with fire. ‘Release that boy!’

      Milo’s gaze flitted towards the spot Serena occupied: She didn’t waste any time in striding to the barrier.

      As he watched her move, he fancied his cap looked better on her.

      ‘Look at me when I’m hollerin’ at you, urchin!’ the watchman continued.

      ‘Constable Goodfellow!’ his partner roared.

      ‘But Sarge-’

      ‘A man of the Watch should not wet his breeches at the slightest insult,’ the sergeant continued. ‘And to visit violence upon a child to boot—in full view of visitors to our fine city too!’

      ‘Yeah, Constable Goodfellow,’ said Milo, swinging his middle finger up at him with gleeful abandon.

      ‘And you, young man—if you have a complaint against an officer of the Watch, raise it in the proper manner.’

      ‘Yeah, only for it to get tossed out! You coppers are all the same. Thugs an’ dogs! And me old mum knows the lot o’ ya!’

      ‘We have more pressing matters to attend to, young man. Be grateful I’m not shackling you and throwing you in jail for slandering a man of the Watch. With me, Goodfellow.’

      The two officers resumed their questioning, but not before Goodfellow launched his middle finger up at Milo.

      

      Two minutes.

      ‘Hurry up, miss,’ commanded the inspector. ‘Train won’t wait.’ He stood alone now that the torrent of passengers had calmed. The sleek metal of the train glowed.

      ‘Sorry,’ she called, picking up the pace. She fingered the paper in her hands. She paced ahead, praying to all the Gods that he wouldn’t ask for her ticket.

      Then she had an idea.

      As he opened his mouth to say something, Serena flicked her head to Milo. ‘Hi there,’ she said, ‘do you have a supervisor on duty today? I’m afraid a young boy is being hassled by the Watch for no good reason.’

      ‘Eh? Ah, who cares? Ticket-’

      Jets of steam shot from the train. She could do this!

      ‘Now, I’m not normally allowed to say this,’ she started, ‘but I’m a junior reporter for the Viator. I’m supposed to blend in and observe our public utilities. New initiative by the Prime Councillor. I’d hate to report a dereliction of duty by train station staff to my editor, lest he decide to take the view that said staff member is in cahoots with the perpetrators…’

      ‘Eh?’

      Shit. He can see it all over my face. I should run while I have—

      But he followed her gaze and, sure enough, his face whitened when he saw the scene erupting with the Watch—and the bystanders watching.

      The voice called overhead. ‘The train to Rhis will depart in one minute. The train to Rhis will depart in one minute.’

      ‘Sir?’ pressed Serena, unable to keep the alarm from her voice. If she didn’t catch the train, she was done.

      ‘Shit,’ he muttered, his face stricken with panic. ‘Uh, right, cheers for telling me, I’ll sort it.’

      He pushed off towards Milo—and locked the barrier gate.

      Nothing else for it.

      Serena hopped over the barrier. Billowing dark yellow smoke coiled from the train’s chimney.

      She ran.

      Move move move move…

      Her footsteps slapped the hard surface.

      So close.

      One of the carriage doors lay open.

      If she could reach it in time, slip into the gap…

      Adrenaline fuelled her.

      Faces stared from windows, close enough to see the colour of their eyes.

      She was going to make it!

      Relief swept over her, but still she pushed-

      A shrieking whistle sliced the air.

      The train’s pistons churned.

      It lurched into motion.

      No…

      She kept running.

      The doors inched together.

      Her legs ached.

      She reached out, her fingers grazing the smooth metal…

      It clamped shut.

      Serena slammed into the door.

      She yanked the handle, battered at the window, screamed at it.

      A conductor hung out of a window further up the carriage, staring back at her with soft eyes and knitted brow. A whistle hung from his lip.

      Serena sprinted after the train.

      The conductor yelled something, but he was impossible to hear.

      She kept running.

      The sorry smile in the conductor’s face pulled away.

      And changed when Milo’s cap whipped away from Serena’s head and her green hair whipped in the breeze.

      The conductor’s eyes widened, visible even as the train galloped ahead of her.

      She stopped.

      His face turned red as he blew on his whistle, but the locomotive’s din drowned it out.

      The train disappeared into the tunnel, carrying Serena’s hope with it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘There you are!’ Milo’s face beamed.

      Serena trudged down the steps of the station’s side entrance. In the road ahead, a ring of people surrounded a fire-breather and a young blindfolded woman juggling swords.

      She clutched Milo’s cap in her hand. Stupid, stupid girl…

      ‘Oi! You okay?’

      ‘What?’

      The kid stared up at her. ‘Are. You. Okay? Songstress! What happened?’

      ‘I was too late.’ Nowhere to run. No-one to turn to.

      ‘So, why’d you run?’

      I should turn myself in. I can say I panicked and ran. It’s the truth. The thought made her sick, but what choice did she have? The conductor would report her as soon as he returned, or send a messenger. Hells, he might even stop the train and come back. Okay, so the train’s out and the Watch will be all over the skyport. Stupid, Serena. No food. Or money. Or fr-

      ‘You promised!’

      ‘What, Milo? What is it?’

      He froze, eyes filling. ‘Can’t break a promise…’

      Damn. ‘I’m, I’m sorry. You’re right. You can’t.’ She made a theatrical, conspiratorial sideways glance. ‘Okay, here’s the truth: I’m a spy for the king, on a special mission. Just between me and you, okay?’

      ‘Don’t worry, miss! Is this because of Genevieve Couressa?’

      ‘I could tell you but I’d have to kill you.’

      ‘It is, ain’t it? I know she’s in town! Look…’ Milo fished two ornate, gold-embossed tickets from his trouser pocket. Genevieve Couressa’s name was there, in extravagant cursive writing. ‘See? She’s playing in the opera house tonight, after the parade!’

      Serena didn’t care for music, but even she had to admit to feeling envious. Genevieve Couressa! ‘Very impressive, Milo, I’m sure you’ll have a great time. Listen, thanks for your help, but I need to leave. Duty calls.’

      ‘You… You want to come?’ The boy’s face reddened. ‘I got two tickets and my mum… She won’t make it.’

      ‘Uh, thanks, but I can’t, I…’ He cast his gaze to the ground, and a swell of pity rose inside her. ‘If I’m still in town. No promises, okay?’

      His face lit up. ‘Okay!’

      ‘I’m serious Milo, this ain’t a promise, all right?’

      ‘Okay!’ he cheered again. ‘So, so, where you off to now?’

      ‘To see… a contact.’ She winked. ‘Sorry, I can’t tell you more.’

      ‘Oh, that’s cool. So, I’ll meet you at seven o’clock by the clock tower outside the opera house. Bye!’

      ‘What? Milo! I can’t-’ Milo bounded off, disappearing among the throng of people surrounding the fire-breather. How does he have the energy?

      An airship wheeled in the air above her, an RSF patrol blimp.

      No trains. No airships. A boat would do, if Irros’ Beckon wasn’t a total junkyard.

      A thought seeped into her head. A nomadic, seafaring race… I was raised on boats, never staying in one place too long…

      ‘Aerulus’ golden shit,’ she said out loud. Is that why that old woman spoke to me last night?

      She glanced at the crumpled paper she had planned on passing off as a ticket.

      Mages’ Guild: Small Laurel Lane, Arrowhead.
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        * * *

      

      It was the air that Fitz found strangest.

      His nose detected earthy, pungent smells. Not odours as such, but not pleasant either. There was the distinct, fruity smell of the desert temetum insidiae plant, and hints of ignium and other stuff Fitz had no clue about. He didn’t know much about the temetum insidiae either, until he was paid to smuggle it across the Steelpeaks. He wasn’t accustomed to being paid well, so naturally it made Fitz curious what was so special about a bloody flower.

      That was when he found out it was used to produce scuzz.

      Vaughan’s side line in narcotics wasn’t so much a poorly-kept secret as it was a well-known fact. The synthetic smell cloyed at Fitz’s nose, no doubt the result of some chemical concoction entirely unfit for human consumption. The Liberty Wind won’t win prizes for beauty, but at least she won’t explode mid-air.

      ‘You sure you know what you’re doing?’ Tiera whispered.

      ‘Aye,’ he growled.

      Darkness pervaded in the room, offset only by small, dimmed ignium lamps dotted around the floor and hanging from the ceiling. The lamps were each washed with faint red paint, bathing the room in blood. Symbols, swirls and strange patterns decorated the walls. The whole room was made all the more eerie by the strains of slow, discordant classical music emanating from some unseen corner.

      ‘Let’s get this over with,’ spat Roarke. ‘This place is wrong. I can feel it. Gods I wish I had my knife.’

      Fitz understood the sentiment; he felt naked without his effects. They were obliged to relinquish any weapons and tools they had on their person to a middle-aged watchwoman, officially there to stop the Whimsy from taking off but no doubt on Vaughan’s payroll. The absence of his flask gnawed at Fitz in particular; he should have taken a swallow before he left, just to steady his nerves.

      ‘No talking,’ Tiera instructed in hushed tones, bringing him back to reality. ‘Best not give anything away.’ She kept her eyes on the only other person in the room, one of Vaughan’s crew she hadn’t seen before: A tall woman sporting cropped chalk-white hair as pale as her skin. She wore metallic red eye shadow, burgundy trousers, and a frilly, cream Ghillie shirt, like the kind they had in Aludan. Her knee-length, tan-coloured work boots were adorned with belts and pouches—Fitz had a similar pair himself when he was a sky pirate.

      ‘You talk like you’re in the middle of a game of Coxswain’s Bluff,’ Fitz remarked, ‘or about to start a war.’

      She shrugged. ‘Not far off.’

      ‘We can handle Farro ruttin’ Zoven,’ said Roarke. ‘Only thing we got to worry about is Vaughan steering clear o’ me long enough so I don’t slit him from balls to belly. And what’s your story, eh?’ he shouted to their silent observer. ‘Don’t imagine it’s much fun for ya, traipsing around with Vaughan. How about it? Fancy getting a job with a real man?’

      The woman angled her head as though looking at a curious stain on the floor. In an instant, she darted across the room and whipped her heel into Roarke’s head. The force sent him flying. He screamed, but she stamped on his throat, turning the scream into a scratching hiss.

      The smile on her face didn’t falter once.

      ‘Serves you right,’ sneered Tiera. ‘Vaughan won’t tolerate your idiocy.’

      Fitz straightened his back as the cargo door swung open. ‘Speaking of whom...’

      ‘Captain Fitzwilliam! Tiera! Lovely to see you both!’ Vaughan rubbed his hands with glee. He wore a bright teal get-up today, two shiny medals pinned to its breast. ‘And you brought your pet rat as well!’ He cast a gaze towards the woman. ‘Now now, Jynx, that’s no way to treat our guests; he hasn’t even paid you to do that.’

      Jynx slinked back to her position against the wall, the shadows reclaiming her.

      Roarke struggled to his feet, a hacking cough complementing his sweat-gleamed face. ‘Ya freaky bitch!’

      ‘Don’t expect much from Jynx, Mister Roarke,’ Vaughan began, ‘she hasn’t uttered a word in all the time I’ve known her. But then,’ he chuckled, ‘who needs words when you can do the things she can do?’

      Fitz growled. ‘Can we get on with this?’

      Vaughan met his gaze and smiled. ‘So, to what do I owe the pleasure? Come to volunteer aboard the Hurtling Whimsy? Good! We could use the help, particularly in the latrines. No budget to pay, feed or water you I’m afraid—but good for exposure, no?’

      ‘Stow it,’ ordered Fitz. ‘You know what this is about. We’ve come to talk.’

      ‘Talking, is it? I see! Could this—perchance—be something to do with my damn crew being grounded? Or are you intending on throwing more baseless accusations my way? Because I have little patience today, Fitz, and a crew asking questions I can’t answer.’

      ‘Zoven.’ Fitz let the word hang in the air. ‘I want a meet. You can make that happen.’

      Vaughan sauntered over to within an inch of Fitz’s nose, hands clasped behind his back.

      That’s when he laughed. ‘No can do. Now, can I interest you in some pharmaceutical recreation on your way out?’

      Fitz swallowed. ‘Listen, we’ve never seen eye to eye on much, Vaughan, but… I’m prepared to believe you ain’t responsible for what happened to my crew. At least not directly.’

      Vaughan’s eyes widened. ‘Well I’m happy to hear it, Fitz, but I must confess to not being overly concerned with your opinion of me. Now! We have things that will make you float among the stars, send your soul singing and achieve a level of enlightenment so exquisite you’ll find yourself conversing with the Gods! Though I do find them rather dry.’

      ‘We’re not interested in your junk,’ hissed Tiera. ‘Only answers.’

      ‘You talk as if I am some lowly scuzz peddler! My products are the best!’

      ‘Zoven’s products,’ corrected Tiera.

      ‘Semantics. I make them, he sells them. They are mine. Not that they’re appreciated by the filthy philistines in Dustwynd, ugh.’

      ‘This is getting us nowhere, Fitz,’ croaked Roarke. ‘We can talk to Zoven without this clown.’

      ‘What would it take to set up a meet?’ asked Fitz.

      ‘Hah! Well firstly, it’d take a why. Though it had better be damn good; he does not like interruptions, and he does get a lot of business during the Remembrance.’

      ‘For the love of Eiro… I want answers!’ Fitz’s voice reverberated around the room. Sweat crawled down his back. His hands tremored. Then come the palpitations. ‘It sure as all Idari hells weren’t an accident,’ he snarled, ‘and Enfield’s a cockless piss-ant with all the agency of an unstrung puppet. Zoven’s the one with influence—he’s the one with his finger in every pocket. Serena’s missing, we’re all grounded an’ the Council’s doing bugger about it. Can you tell me the last time any of ’em gave a shit for a missing orphan, eh? Add all that up and we have a situation where I ain’t in no mood to be palmed off. You either help or you don’t, Vaughan, but if you say no, I’ll march into the Courtesans’ Guild and drag Zoven out myself.’

      Vaughan arched an eyebrow. ‘Serena’s done a runner, eh? That girl is more clever than the rest of your crew put together! Where has she got to, eh? Better digs than your flying rust bucket, no doubt.’

      Fitz roared, ‘If I knew where she was, do ya reckon I’d be here, mongrel?’

      ‘Fitz!’ Tiera snapped. He waved her off. If there was a time for nagging him on his damn temper and blood pressure, this wasn’t it.

      ‘Well,’ Vaughan began, ‘as it happens I am meeting with him today. I’m sure it wouldn’t cause… too much upset if I were to… bring a guest.’

      ‘Good.’

      Roarke perked up. ‘We going to a whore house?’

      ‘There is, however, a condition,’ said Vaughan.

      Tiera shook her head. ‘Why is it never simple?’

      ‘Because simplicity is boring.’

      ‘What condition?’ asked Fitz.

      ‘One of you has to stay here with my crew—for insurance. I don’t want you gutting me in a dark alley, Fitz. Should I meet such an untimely end, I want you to know that one of yours dies too.’

      Now it was Fitz’s turn to laugh in Vaughan’s face. ‘Not gonna happen.’

      ‘Then you may take your leave.’

      The muscles in Fitz’s forearms tightened. ‘Roarke. Stay here.’

      ‘Like hell!’ Roarke moaned. ‘Can’t promise a man some whorin’ and then take it away.’

      ‘Gods damn it, you’ll do as you’re bloody told.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ said Tiera. ‘I’ll stay.’ Her eyes sought Jynx. ‘These finisa don’t scare me.’

      ‘There, see?’ Roarke nodded to Tiera. ‘She gets it.’

      Fitz clasped Tiera’s hand in his. ‘You sure?’

      ‘Just get our answers, Fitz,’ she demanded. ‘And raise the hells if you don’t.’

      Tiera slipped her concealed throwing knife into Fitz’s palm, and kissed him.
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        * * *

      

      It took almost two hours for Serena to find the woman’s address.

      The city was different during the day, more exposed. Every single citizen must have been out for the Remembrance—along with the Watch.

      She stole a glance to make sure no coppers were close and ambled down into a nearby, narrow path. A cracked and faded sign on a wall read ‘Small Laurel Lane’.

      She’d wanted to buy a scarf to cover her hair but had zero money and less inclination to steal one. She was lucky that no-one gave her a second glance. Typical. The only time I don’t stand out is when costumed carnival freaks fill the streets. Funny way to remember the dead. Half the people looked more excited than they would on Wintercast.

      …Would Dixon have wanted to be remembered like this?

      Before she could give the thought any more devotion, a bright, fluttering dot spun past her and settled on a trash can. Serena started, a sharp intake of breath stabbing her chest.

      The yellow-headed flickertail blinked at her.

      After a moment, she held out a hand. The creature took up the invitation, perching itself in her palm. ‘Sorry for telling you to piss off earlier.’

      It sang its forgiveness, and for a second, Serena forgot her troubles. She thumbed the tickly plume on his head, the tell-tale sign that the little guy was male. ‘Suppose I’d better call you Flicker, huh? Much better than “Scruff”, don’t you think?’

      It stared up at her with curious black eyes.

      ‘The whole kingdom is on the brink of dying of thirst, but that doesn’t stop you, does it? Don’t you ever want to fly away?’

      Flicker bounced around her, tiny wings fluttering in her ears.

      She journeyed deeper through the lane, and Flicker bobbed behind her. ‘So you’re just gonna follow me, then? Weird, but okay.’

      She came to an oak door with flaking blue paint. A fading symbol was etched into the wood, a circle with an eleven-pointed star in the centre, each point touching the edge. ‘Well, Flicker, I dunno what you want—but if you’re not giving up, I guess I can’t either.’

      She knocked on the door.

      

      ‘I’m so glad you came,’ said the mage, placing a cup and saucer in front of Serena. ‘I was worried I’d scared you!’

      ‘Oh, nah. I hope I’m not in the way, um, Guildmaster.’

      The woman chuckled. ‘If you’re going to call me that, you can leave right now. My name is Myriel.’

      Myriel took a seat opposite Serena at a table that would have once looked grand. The room was the size of the orphanage’s common room, and just as messy—bright, colourful cabinets burst with books, and shelves warped from the weight of ornaments and trinkets. Vivid red dominated the walls and ceiling, accentuated with flourishes of gold, turquoise and purple. Exotic cushions sewn with intricate patterns were thrown around with liberal abandon. One of the several display cabinets exhibited a life-size human skull. Cool. If she’s got a skull on open display, then what’s behind the cabinet doors?

      Books were stacked from floor to ceiling, and strange knick-knacks, charms and dreamcatchers hung on the walls. The heavy, dusty curtain above the room’s single window was drawn shut, the only light coming from candles. These were notable only because they weren’t ignium lamps, and Serena thought better of questioning how wise it was to keep so many naked flames around so much paper… Though she did enjoy the aroma.

      A battered couch draped in blankets sat by an ancient fireplace. The floor was thick with rugs displaying kaleidoscopic configurations of reds, yellows, greens and more.

      Years spent in sparse cabins and the dorm made Serena feel alien. ‘Do you live here?’

      ‘Oh yes! Didn’t used to. Well, I mean, I’ve always lived here, but it wasn’t always the Mages’ guild house.’ Myriel smiled, eyes lost in some memory. ‘Ours is the oldest guild in Dalthea—the mages once numbered in the hundreds and had houses in every major city in the world. We counselled every king and queen before the world outgrew us.’ She sighed. ‘I suppose there’s little need for mystics and alchemy when science explains everything. Anyway, never mind about all that! There’s your tea, drink up. I have plenty of water if you want more.’

      Serena took a sip from the concoction of dried leaves and berries. ‘Where do you get the ingredients?’

      ‘This is from traders here for the parade, but sometimes I get the train north. Gods know where we’d be without tea.’

      ‘Uh… Yeah.’ Serena took another sip.

      Myriel clapped her hands together. ‘Now! Grateful as I am for company, Serena, I do find myself a touch mystified. Shouldn’t you be in school?’

      ‘Uh, they gave us the day off. For the Remembrance.’

      Myriel studied her. If she could tell Serena was lying, she didn’t show it.

      ‘I see,’ said the mage. ‘Well, how can I help?’

      ‘I, uh, had some questions.’ Serena smiled in an effort to appear nonchalant. ‘We have a test coming up. Well, a project. History. And I thought I’d best use my time off researching, and after talking to you at the… funeral, I thought maybe you could help. Better than studying in some old book. Not that there’s anything wrong with books!’

      ‘All right,’ said Myriel. ‘Fire away.’

      Serena rubbed the back of her neck. She hated having to think on her feet. ‘Um, right, well, you’d mentioned a tribe of sea people. It caught my imagination, so I thought I could pick your brain a bit.’

      Myriel nodded. ‘An obscure topic, isn’t it? How will they know if you’re presenting facts and not some hogwash you made up?’

      ‘Uh… I guess I’ll have to be convincing. I don’t know. Maybe it was a mistake coming, sorry, I should-’

      ‘Serena, I’d be delighted to help! I’m afraid I’ll need to dig out some of my old books that you find so stifling. What specifically do you wish to know?’

      Sweat trailed down her back. ‘Like, how they travelled, their ship-building technology, where they went, what kind of people they were and… stuff like that.’

      Myriel smiled but her eyes narrowed. ‘I’ll see what I can do. You’re welcome to-’

      Three loud bangs hammered on her door. Flicker burst from Serena’s pouch.

      Myriel’s delighted eyes followed the creature as he bounced from corner to corner.

      Whoever had knocked on the door did so again—much harder this time. ‘Two visitors in one day!’ declared Myriel. ‘I can’t remember the last time that happened.’ She got up and ambled towards the door

      Shit. She knows I’m lying. Shit. Serena snatched a glance around the room but there was no visible way out. I’ll make an excuse, tell her I’m meeting friends or someth-

      ‘Officer,’ said Myriel. Serena froze in her chair.

      ‘Good morning. I’m Constable Nyara, and this…’

      They found me! Serena inched away from the table and crept to the other side of the room, the thick rugs absorbing her footsteps. She stooped by the window and pulled the curtain back, spying the watchman—and another man, wearing a long black coat, hat and glasses.

      ‘I am Confessor Lenis Cronin of the Fayth and the Crown,’ came the other voice, sharp as a guillotine.

      ‘Ah yes,’ Myriel said, ‘I believe we’ve met at numerous governmental meetings. When I bothered with them!’

      ‘May we enter? It’s urgent business.’

      Shit. A Confessor! Serena had never seen a Confessor before. In fact, she hadn’t been sure they existed. The pulp novels Angelo loved so much were full of stories about them, painting them as torturers and fanatics who made their suspects sign false confessions.

      ‘Remind me, Confessor,’ Myriel started. She placed a finger on her chin and spoke with music in her voice, ‘does your department have a seat on the Council?’

      ‘Regrettably, it does not.’

      ‘Regrettable is the word! I’m afraid, then, I am bound by law to refuse your request. Sorry about that, ever so sorry.’

      The Confessor showed his gleaming teeth. ‘While your adherence to the law is admirable, I’m afraid the nature of this visit means I must insist. As a Confessor, I am privy to the king’s-’

      ‘Oh,’ said Myriel, a tinge of regret in her voice. ‘I’d love to, sir, really I would, but the absence of a councillor means I need to see an official writ first. This is Guild property, after all!’

      The Confessor spoke again: ‘It is of grave import, Miss tal Lo, I’d thank you to let us in. We will be brief, you have my assurances.’

      ‘Guildmaster tal Lo,’ she corrected.

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Piss on this!’ spat Nyara. ‘Let us in, you old biddy. We’re the damn Watch! Let us in, or-’

      ‘Enough, constable! Guildmaster, please accept my apologies for Constable Nyara’s… enthusiasm. We are investigating—I am sorry to say—the murder of a minor. As you will appreciate, the details are distressing.’

      ‘No offense taken,’ said Myriel. ‘And that sounds awful, all parties involved have my sincerest condolences.’

      ‘My thanks. So I can assume your co-operation then?’

      ‘Of course! After I see a writ. Sorry to be awkward, but the rules were put in place for a reason, Confessor. The unions fought hard on these issues, and it’d be a slight against their troubles if I undermined them. You’ll remember the rioting, of course.’

      ‘Acutely.’ The word drew out of Cronin’s mouth like a doctor’s needle.

      ‘It’s well within your power to give us permission,’ Nyara continued.

      ‘Oh, are you a simpleton, son?’ Myriel said in the tone of a mother scolding her child. ‘Flinging orders around doesn’t count for much when you’re speaking with someone so far above your station I sincerely doubt you can count that high.’ Nyara snorted, but Myriel took no notice, though she did soften her tone. ‘You hear terrible things about the Watch these days, and me being but a crone, alone here... Well it wouldn't be proper.’

      She’s nowhere near as frail as she wants people to believe.

      ‘Nothing’s stopping you from asking your questions on the doorstep, Confessor.’

      ‘Wench,’ spat Nyara. ‘I can have you-’

      ‘Silence,’ Cronin commanded. ‘I’ll be brief: We’re looking for a young woman known as Serena. We do not have a surname. She is a student residing in the orphanage and works for the Raincatchers. We’ve interrogated her crew but I understand you were with her at a memorial service last night. Is that correct?’

      Shit.

      ‘It is, yes. Gods, is she all right?’

      ‘We have no reason to suspect otherwise, but she is missing. We need to speak to her in connection with the fatality. Formalities at this stage. Has she been here?’

      Flicker hovered over Serena, squeaking and making her heart leap.

      She balled her fists, and made ready to leap out of the door.

      ‘No, not at all,’ said Myriel. ‘Oh dear. I doubt the girl would even remember me. Seemed like such a sweet soul.’

      Serena allowed herself the luxury of breathing.

      ‘If she comes by, I urge you to contact me. Not the Watch—come straight to me. I will be stationed in Old Town Square while I carry out my investigations. Good day, Guildmaster.’

      ‘Good day, Confessor. Constable.’

      Myriel watched them leave before closing the door.

      ‘Well,’ she said, turning to Serena. ‘I should think now’s a good time to tell me the truth.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘How long will this take?’

      Jynx hadn’t uttered a word the entire time. She didn’t expect her to answer but she watched her reactions. How her lip twitches when I mention Vaughan… How her eyes get lost when the music changes… How she scowls when I threaten her.

      That damn music. It hadn’t ceased, that discordant, screeching din.

      How long have I been here?

      She knew it wasn’t—couldn’t—have been long since Fitz and Roarke left, but it felt like hours. Her head buzzed with a fog that she hadn’t noticed setting in until now. She felt the absence of her knives like a mother pining for her newborn. Good then, that the finisa who patted her down was too stoned to notice the throwing knives in her sleeves. Fitz better not lose the one I slipped to him. I ain’t broken it in yet.

      Her instincts had been gnawing at her from the moment they set foot inside. ‘What is this room?’ she asked. ‘What happens in here, eh?’

      As expected, her questions elicited no answer. How her lips almost curl into a smile…‘Well it’s more than a damn store room, I know that. Don’t suppose you got water?’

      Jynx’s head snapped to the left. The door inched open, hushed tones of someone’s voice filtering in. Jynx turned her back to Tiera.

      It’d be so easy. Dart over, grip her neck, snap it in one, send the throwing knives into the throats of whoever comes next. So easy.

      But Tiera knew better than that. She knew better than to underestimate this woman. You don’t stand guard on your own with no weapons if there ain’t something up your sleeve… And this is her turf.

      She caught Jynx pocketing something.

      And so it begins.

      Jynx slinked towards her like a cat cornering a mouse. The amusement on her face changed to naked malice.

      Tiera adopted a fighting stance. ‘Fitz. He ain’t coming back, is he?’

      Slowly, Jynx shook her head.

      Tiera’s blood rose.

      Jynx inched closer, hands behind her back. She didn’t look like she was on the offensive, but that had to be a trick. She’s baiting me into attacking first… She’ll get her wish.

      The throwing knife spun from Tiera’s hand.

      For once, surprise flashed on Jynx’s face.

      She was quick.

      The knife missed her by an inch and thudded into the door—exactly as Tiera had planned.

      Knowing she’d dodge the blade, Tiera rushed and hammered a spinning elbow into Jynx’s temple, sending her to the floor.

      Tiera palmed her other knife, ready to slit Jynx’s throat, but the door flung open.

      ‘Oi!’ A slow, haggard crewman appeared, hefting an old and rusty repeater rifle.

      The knife found his throat.

      Jynx slithered across the floor but Tiera pounced on her and drove her fist into her face. The blood bubbling from her nose looked black against her pale skin.

      Footsteps—the noise had alerted the other crew members—no time to finish the job. ‘I’ll see you again,’ Tiera spat. She rolled along the floor, yanking her knife from the crewman’s throat and the other from the door. She picked the repeater rifle up; no ammo. She discarded it and heaved the door closed behind her, barring it.

      Time was slipping away, and Fitz was in danger.

      Tiera ran along a passageway draped in gloom. Two chattering voices around the corner ahead of her, a male and a female. Tiera barrelled around, sliding into the woman and sweeping her legs from udner her. The man was quick to react, stomping at Tiera with heavy, steel-capped boots and missing her face by a hair’s width.

      She sprung up and drove her knee into his groin, slamming his head into the corner of a nearby crate.

      ‘Quim!’ the woman on the floor hissed. She scrambled to her feet and drew a long, silver knife.

      ‘That’s mine,’ said Tiera.

      ‘You can have it after I plant it in your gut.’

      She lunged for Tiera, slashing only air as Tiera dodged.

      Tiera grabbed her arm, broke it like it was nothing more than a twig, and snatched her knife. She enjoyed the weight in her hands.

      The girl stumbled against a bulkhead, howling in pain. ‘Wait, wait…’ she pleaded, her voice little more than a whisper. ‘If you… let me live… I can help you escape…’

      Tiera said nothing.

      ‘Bitch!’ Blood burst from the girl’s mouth. ‘Please, please don’t let me die-’

      Tiera ploughed her knife into the girl’s heart. Pitiful.

      Vaughan had constructed labyrinthine walls and cubicles throughout his ship. Tiera turned a corner, taking her to a passageway identical to the one she just left.

      After several minutes’ frantic running, Tiera happened upon a door she was sure she’d passed on her way in. She stepped through.

      An overweight man with a curtain of greasy brown hair sat slumbering at a desk laid out with all of the confiscated weapons. A pockmarked and lopsided cap crowned his head.

      She prowled closer, snatching her other knife from the table.

      Tiera took position behind the sleeping guard. He reeked of body odour, and his black work shirt displayed splattered stains of paint and food. Tarnished white overalls were unfurled at his feet. So this is the runt responsible for the creepy paint job.

      He woke with a gasp.

      ‘Wouldn’t make more noise if I was you.’

      ‘I-’

      She yanked his head back with a fistful of greasy hair, pressing the cold steel against his throat. He gargled something in confused terror.

      ‘Scream for help, pig, and I’ll cut you open. Your innards will spill out for hours before you bleed to death.’ She clutched the knife tighter against his skin, a spot of blood rolling on the steel. ‘Tell me how to get out of here.’

      Tears gushed from his eyes. ‘Okay,’ he said in a small voice. ‘You, you want to leave this room, turn to the passage on the right. There’s a cupboard at the back wall, but, but it’s false. Pull it out. Vaughan uses the space to hide drugs during inspections but there’s a ladder too, leading up to the deck.’

      ‘Good.’

      ‘Please don’t kill me!’ A wet patch blossomed on his trousers.

      ‘How many more crew are here?’

      ‘I, I don’t know…’

      The second knife seeped into the flab on his thigh. He screamed.

      ‘I, I don’t bloody know! Honest! I’m not part of Cap’n Vaughan’s crew! My name’s Jacques! Check the crew roster if you don’t believe me!’

      Tiera growled. His watery eyes, wide and pleading, told her that he wasn’t lying.

      She glowered at him, then spun away. ‘Your work here is done. If I see you again, I’ll kill you.’

      Jacques nodded.

      She stepped out of the door—and came face to face with two stocky crewmen.

      The bigger one lunged first.

      Tiera moved quicker; she ducked beneath his punch and replied by thrusting a knife up through his jugular, blood spraying over her hand.

      The other wasn’t so stupid.

      He pedalled backwards. A knife had been taped to the end of the thin wooden pole he brandished. It wouldn’t keep Tiera at bay forever.

      ‘Stupid choice of weapon in close quarters,’ she said.

      ‘That would matter if I was tryin’ to kill ya.’

      The man backed to the alcove Jacques had mentioned.

      Tiera spat on the ground. ‘You won’t stop me.’

      ‘I don’t have to.’ The corner of his mouth curved.

      One of the ignium lamps in the ceiling popped out.

      Her opponent’s eyes flashed up to it.

      She took her chance.

      Her blades scythed through the pole, splitting it in half.

      ‘Shit!’ he yelped.

      Another ignium lamp snuffed out.

      Then another.

      Darkness bathed the passageway, but for the symbols glowing on the walls—the same as the ones in the store room.

      The clink of broken glass drew her attention behind her.

      ‘Shoulda killed me!’ roared Jacques.

      Tiera dodged his attack, but the space was limited. The sharp glass sliced into her shoulder.

      The cut damaged her confidence more than her flesh—fear seeped in, like a leak in an oil drum. ‘Pig!’ she screamed.

      ‘I’ll get her!’ The other man screamed and charged with the sharp end of his stick.

      Tiera used his momentum to her advantage: She jumped and shot her feet out to the walls, holding in place as she straddled the floor. He passed underneath her.

      ‘No, st-’

      Jacques’ face froze in pain and shock as his crewmate’s blade went through his belly.

      ‘Shit!’ said the other man as Tiera dropped behind him.

      Tiera slit his throat without thinking about it.

      Her fingers felt for the cupboard. She prised it from the wall, a smile playing on her lips.

      It disappeared.

      No secret passageways. No ladders.

      ‘No. No!’ She screamed out to the darkness.

      Discordant music filtered through the passageway, the same infuriating, screeching sound as before. The floor creaked. Shadows seeped from the walls.

      Tiera screamed again and spun. ‘Where are you?’

      The music increased in volume.

      It jarred her senses. Panic rose in her chest and made her shake.

      ‘I’m here,’ came a voice.

      Tiera stabbed at its source, connecting with air.

      She growled.

      ‘Or am I here?’

      She hacked the air, again finding nothing.

      ‘Or am I over there? Or down here? Or above you?’

      Each word came from a different place.

      ‘Or am I in your head?’

      Tiera ran, but in the darkness she couldn’t find her bearings.

      Still the music played.

      The walls spun, collapsed and resolved from the shadows.

      ‘How are you doing this?’

      The sweat poured from her.

      ‘Little rat, in a trap, doesn’t know where to run. Little rat, in a trap, hasn’t a place to turn…’

      Every ignium lamp flared to life, burning so bright Tiera flinched.

      Jynx appeared in front of her.

      No, she’s behind me… to my side… everywhere…

      She slashed at her—them—but the images disappeared.

      ‘Witch!’

      ‘Little rat, in a trap, running around scared. Little rat, in a trap…’

      Something hard struck Tiera’s face. Blood bubbled from her lips.

      ‘Should know when she’s been snared.’

      Jynx kicked the knives away and thrust her heel into Tiera’s stomach. Pain exploded.

      ‘I’ll… kill you.’

      A fist silenced her. When she hit the ground, the pain flowered throughout her body.

      Blood gargled in Tiera’s throat when she spoke. ‘You… should kill me…’

      Jynx’s face bore down, still wearing her shallow smile. ‘Hush now, baby.’ She spoke as though reading a fairy tale. ‘Why would we want to kill you?’

      Jynx’s hand shot up to her lips, and she blew a glittering pink dust into Tiera’s face.

      ‘What… What is…’

      Jynx faded and blurred. The music rang in her head, a melody forming. The symbols on the wall whispered at her. Tiera tried with all her might to grab at Jynx but her limbs refused to obey.

      The world turned black.
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      Citrus and almond perfume barbed Fitzwilliam’s nose and eyes.

      His feet sank into the lush carpet snaking along a blood-red marble floor. Extravagant vases bloomed with bright, artificial flowers, while dim ignicite lamps brought a hazy, intimate glow to private booths. Chandeliers drooped from the ceiling, sparkling in a lazy spin.

      Then there were the courtesans.

      Legions of women—and men—draped themselves over the maple-coloured handrail curling alongside the staircase. They smiled down from balconies, withdrew into secret alcoves and made sure their eyes lingered just long enough to plant the seeds of lust.

      A huge painting of Musa, God of Music, Poetry and Love, gazed out from beside the staircase. Fitz wasn’t the most religious man, but he doubted Musa ever sat astride a chaise lounge whilst decked out in obscene lingerie.

      Illusions, all of it, but it wouldn’t suck him in. Shame, that. Ignorance is bliss, and if bliss was what you were after—or at least a close approximation for a fair price—then this was the place.

      His pocket watch told him twenty minutes had passed since Vaughan disappeared into the depths of the guild house.

      ‘This is bloody killing me.’ Roarke’s mouth gaped at a troupe of giggling girls in corsets corralling an old watchman.

      ‘Keep it in your pants,’ ordered Fitz.

      ‘We ain’t on the ship.’

      ‘Duty’s duty.’

      ‘Ha!’ Roarke counted out copper aerons. ‘Sometimes a man’s duty is to ’imself. Ain’t good for you, not getting release.’

      The gorilla man stood at the foot of the stairs. Pierro, was it? Remember his face.

      Seeing him unlocked unwelcome memories.

      The tremors crept along Fitz’s hands again. They were getting worse. Like his inability to cut Roarke loose, that was a side-effect from the prison camp. Sometimes he’d dream that he was still there. He told Serena he didn’t regret killing that lad, and for a spell that was true. His dead face would come in dreams, as would the screams of the people he abandoned.

      ‘Here.’ His voice rumbled.

      ‘Damn,’ swore Roarke, ‘lost count! What is it?’

      ‘Do you ever think about the war… and the prison?’

      Roarke’s posture shrank and he slipped the coins away. ‘What a way to kill the mood, mate.’

      ‘Sorry, I just…’ Fitz rubbed the bristles on his head. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Stop. Fitz. What we did-’

      ‘I. What I did.’

      ‘What we did, we did to save our arses. We was carrying dead weight, and it was us or them.’

      ‘I can still hear ’em screaming…’

      ‘I can’t. Look, all’s you can do in this life is whatever’s right for you, yeah? Take what you want, and to Hell with everyone else. Me dad taught me that, when he wasn’t laying his hand on me mum. Belios’ ball sack, why bring this up now?’

      ‘I… Dunno. Been thinking, is all.’

      ‘Well that’s grand, that is.’ Roarke snorted. ‘Don’t reckon I can get it up now.’

      ‘Sorry. Not about that, about your mother.’

      Roarke shrugged. ‘Gave him lip, dozy cow deserved it.’

      ‘Gods damn it, Roarke,’ swore Fitz, shaking his head.

      ‘Mister Zoven will see you,’ called a voice at Fitz’s back.

      He faced the dark-haired woman in the cobalt-blue dress. Her lips were as red as a refined garnet, standing out against her pale white skin like blood on snow. ‘Thanks, eh, Madam.’ He motioned for Roarke to follow.

      ‘Apologies Captain Fitzwilliam.’ The woman’s voice floated like mist on ice. ‘Mister Zoven wishes to speak alone.’

      ‘Oh aye, it’s like that, is it?’ Roarke smirked. ‘And how exactly should I spend my time? Don’t s’pose I get a discount, seeing as this is business?’

      Fitz waved a hand. ‘Stow it, Roarke.’

      ‘Screw that, I’m here, it’s legal, I been kicked about all ways and I ain’t ever been with a whore before. Well, not a Guild-whore, anyway. Maybe you can teach them in Scab End a thing or two, yeah?’

      It was almost invisible, but Fitz noticed the prickle in Madam V’s façade when Roarke said the word ‘whore’.

      ‘So then,’ Roarke pressed, ‘how much do you cost?’

      So much for spoiling the mood.

      ‘I am not for sale, Mister Roarke,’ said Veronica. ‘But I can pair you up with one of the girls, if that’s your wish. Captain, Pierro will escort you to Mister Zoven’s office.’ The giant waved from across the hallway. Great. Zoven’s hiring simpletons now.

      ‘I want someone pretty. And young,’ said Roarke as Fitz left. ‘She don’t gotta act like she likes it, if it keeps the price down.’

      

      ‘This way, then,’ said Pierro. Fitz followed him down a spiral metal staircase and into the basement. Cold air wafted into his face and disinfectant burned his nose.

      A dark, arching tunnel stretched out ahead beyond the final step, most of the brickwork still in good condition. A new, but familiar, scent twitched at Fitz’s nose. Wine. Gods, I need a drink.

      ‘Used to be a wine cellar,’ called Pierro.

      ‘I gathered,’ grunted Fitz.

      He trailed behind the big man. As he passed an open door, Fitz spied the old watchman from upstairs lying naked on a torture rack, whipped by a cane from an unseen hand.

      ‘Now it’s a sex dungeon,’ said Pierro.

      ‘I gathered,’ grunted Fitz.

      Pierro marched ahead, knocking twice on an ancient wooden door at the end of the passage.

      ‘Your Guild,’ said Pierro, ‘does it pay much?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Reckoned so. Decent leave?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Shame. I get loads of time off. And a shit-ton of money.’

      Underground, cut off, in a den with this ape and Farro ruttin’ Zoven. Fitz folded his arms. The throwing knife he’d smuggled in his sleeve gave him some reassurance.

      ‘Come in,’ rasped a voice from beyond the door.

      Pierro hefted it open. A slender young lass with straw hair darted through the space, sprinting past in her bare feet.

      Pierro clapped Fitz’s back. ‘On you go! He hates waitin’.’

      ‘Captain Fitzwilliam.’ The words trickled out. Fitz could never place the accent; it was rough like Tiera’s but also sharp like the Ryndarans’. ‘Been a while, uh?’

      ‘Surely has, Fa-’

      Zoven snapped the lamp open before Fitz could finish, hand shooting up to shield his eyes.

      ‘Bright, yes?’ nodded Zoven. ‘One of the newer models. More efficient. Not available yet, uh?’

      ‘Fancy,’ said Fitz when he could see again.

      ‘Merely a trinket.’ Zoven stood and stalked around the table. He pulled his trousers up and fastened his belt.

      Fitz took his first good look at the man. Stiff white bristles of hair jagged from his chin. He’d aged a lot during the past couple of years; his thick, white hair had faded to a film of frost, and the light scarring on the pale skin of his face was made worse by the redness around his eyes. He ain’t one for drinking, an’ that’s a scuzzer’s blotchy skin if I ever I saw it.

      The clothes had changed too; dirty brown corduroys hung around his legs and waist, highlighting the gnarled toenails on his exposed feet, while the tearing on his light-green shirt was so severe that even the homeless in Dustwynd would be ashamed to wear it.

      But his eyes remained the same.

      Two dark, narrow slits that didn’t move whether he smiled or scowled. Always calculating, always thinking, piercing eyes that brooked no questions.

      He produced a glass jug of water. ‘I’d offer you a glass,’ Zoven began, ‘but there’s no profit in it.’ He poured the water into a small plant pot on his desk. Wispy green shoots nestled atop the soil.

      ‘Hang on—is that real?’ asked Fitz.

      ‘Oh yes. A cactus. None of the artificial crap the nobility use. Few real plants left, uh?’ Zoven caressed the plant with his pale and blemish-free fingers, as a father would his newborn. ‘Life is precious.’ He stared Fitz in the eye. ‘Well, most lives, uh?’

      Subtle.

      ‘Don’t hear from you for near three years, William, and now you show up—and not even to dip your quill in the very fine ink I offer.’

      Pierro giggled at his back.

      Fitz squared his shoulders. ‘I need information, Farro.’

      ‘So read a book.’

      ‘One of my crew’s in danger. Serena. She’s just a lass, skipped off. You know anything about that?’

      ‘Don’t know her. And I know all my girls.’ Zoven showed off his yellowing shark-toothed smile. ‘And the way I hear it, your whole crew is in danger. Unfortunate accident, that.’

      ‘Like hell!’ snarled Fitz. He took a step forward but Pierro’s paw halted him.

      Zoven sat on the edge of the table and motioned for Pierro to let Fitz go. ‘And you reckon I had something to do with this “accident”, uh?’

      ‘Reckon you might be able to point me in the right direction, aye. Vaughan hauled a package to the Spire, and he smuggles for you.’

      ‘Half your bloody Guild smuggles for me!’

      ‘All the more reason why you might have answers.’

      ‘And what makes you think it wasn’t me, uh? What makes you think I didn’t try and get rid of you? You did hurt my feelings something terrible, William.’

      Fitz shrugged. ‘Reckon we parted on decent enough terms. And if you wanted me dead, you wouldn’t need to go through the trouble o’ forging writs and planting bombs. You said it yourself: Half the Raincatchers are on your payroll—any one of ’em could’ve knifed me in my sleep.’

      ‘True enough!’

      ‘Roland signed the writ that gave Vaughan my contract. That means it was either a good forgery—or no forgery at all. That points to the Council. And if the Council are doing dirty work with Vaughan, then that comes back to you. He ain’t got the stones or the sense for big-picture stuff.’

      Zoven’s toes wriggled like worms in dirt. ‘Serious accusations.’

      ‘Ain’t got time to be nice about it. Someone is gunning for my crew, and I want to know who, and why. The Watch give about as much of a shit about Raincatchers as everyone else. And you’re a businessman. “There’s no profit in it”. It don’t benefit you if my crew’s gone.’

      Zoven nodded. ‘All true, William. But nor do I get paid by ratting on the Council. Pierro, see him out.’

      ‘Right you are, Mister Zoven!’ Pierro’s voice almost sang.

      ‘I thought o’ that as well,’ said Fitz. His stomach knotted. He’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this. ‘Gods damn it… If you tell me who in the Council wants us gone, and where I can find Serena, then I’ll smuggle for ya. Reckon you could use an extra pair of hands during the Remembrance.’

      ‘I have smugglers.’

      ‘I’ll do it pro bono. Free of charge. No matter how dangerous.’

      ‘You’ve squared this with your crew?’

      After a moment, Fitz said, ‘They’ll fall in line.’

      Zoven smiled again, considering his options. ‘Mm, “pro bono”. You know your Old Dalthean.’

      ‘Might’ve read a book or two.’

      ‘Hah! Smarter than you look, William. That’s what made you a good smuggler, I expect—a cuttlefish changing colours to adapt to its surroundings.’ Zoven regarded him with those damn black pinholes. ‘Alas, I don’t have any positions, uh? Thanks for your interest. Pierro.’

      ‘Damn it,’ barked Fitz, ‘I’m a better smuggler than anyone else you’ve got!’

      Zoven stood straight and paced, head angled in deliberation. ‘You’ve been out the game for a while. Business has evolved. Vaughan is my supplier of… recreational substances, and the girls… Ha! Well, there are no shortage of girls, eh?’

      ‘Come on, you can always find work, Farro. And you know my hands ain’t idle.’

      ‘True enough, true enough. I do have a surplus of customers. The Remembrance did do wonders for trade last year. Thank the Gods for the war, uh?’

      Fitz bristled at that, but he bit his tongue. ‘So? We got a deal?’

      Zoven shrugged. ‘Maybe you pull a few jobs before we talk.’

      ‘Damn it, Zoven, this is real! I lost men! And on top o’ that I got a young lass running scared.’

      ‘Yes, yes, “Serena” you said. You have no idea where she is?’

      ‘None. Just glad she ain’t here.’

      ‘Yes,’ Zoven began, ‘yes, you see yourself as a white knight! A hero! Better than the likes of me! You forget I know you, Fitz! You reckon because all you smuggled was fancy Idari curios and liquor from Ryndara that no-one ever got hurt, uh? You reckon you don’t got blood on your hands?’

      The air turned to ice. ‘I got plenty blood on my hands.’

      Zoven’s blotched skin glistened with sweat. ‘Saving your girl won’t undo sins of the past.’

      ‘She’s crew,’ said Fitz. ‘Kin.’

      ‘Hah. And you have no idea where to start looking? No idea where she could be?’

      ‘None! That’s why I’m-’

      Fitz’s heart stopped.

      Bastard.

      Goddamn bastard.

      ‘I’m a bloody moron,’ he said. Pierro’s laughter erupted behind him.

      He closed his eyes, skin bristling. How could he be so stupid? Here he was thinking he could get information from Zoven—it never occurred to him that Zoven might be getting information from him.

      And Tiera warned me. I was screaming at Vaughan and told him I didn’t know where she was.

      He needed to buy time. One throwing knife wouldn’t do. The only option was to escape.

      ‘Funny, isn’t it?’ Zoven asked.

      ‘Aye, chortling my arsehole off.’

      ‘Hah! If you didn’t quit on me, Fitz, I’d never have needed to recruit that prancing dandy, never would’ve tried blowing your rutting airship out of the sky. No rewards for angels, Fitz, you have to take what you want in this life, uh? Forgot how good a pilot you are.’

      I waltzed into that flash bastard’s airship and offered up all the info he needed. That’s why he came to the funeral, to see if Serena was alive.

      Zoven nodded to Pierro. ‘Get on with it.’

      ‘Hold on.’ Fitz still had one ace in the hole—and he needed surprise on his side to pull it off. ‘Don’t suppose you can permit a man one last drink?’

      ‘Reckoned you’d say that,’ said Zoven. ‘Noticed the shakes, didn’t I?’

      ‘Funny, that. I noticed you became an old scuzzer as well.’

      Zoven glared at him, the tell-tale redness in his otherwise white skin flaring.

      Then he erupted into a peal of laughter.

      Fitz did the same. ‘You used to be respected, Farro. What happened, mate? They always said you kept things in line without ever raising a hand. You know what they say now? Farro Zoven’s a lunatic. Farro Zoven beats his girls. Farro Zoven’s losing it.’

      Zoven nodded, raising his eyebrows. ‘That’s what they say, is it?’

      ‘Aye,’ Fitz laughed. ‘That’s what they say.’

      The knife inched closer to Fitz’s palm. He had to take Pierro out—one quick slash to his throat. The blade was small and curved at the tip. He looked forward to reddening it.

      ‘You know,’ Zoven started, ‘I planned on having Pierro there work you over to make sure you told the truth about your girl. Gentle, like. Now I’m going to let him do it for the fun of it.’

      Fitz spun toward Pierro, the blade jutting from his palm as he threw himself at the big man’s throat.

      But he wasn’t fast enough.

      Pierro batted Fitz’s shaking arm away. Fitz thrust his head into the giant’s stone chin—Pierro stumbled back, face screwed.

      Fitz lunged again. Pierro twisted away, took Fitz’s wrist and broke it, leaving the knife to fall on the floor.

      Pierro didn’t let up—he threw Fitz into the wall at the other side of the room.

      Fitz slumped to the floor, breath forced from his lungs. Copper filled his throat. He tried to speak, but the words didn’t come.

      Pierro stomped on Fitz’s chest twice. A rib cracked. Agony speared his chest as Pierro hoisted him to his feet.

      ‘Go on,’ urged Pierro, ‘catch your breath.’

      Fitz coughed blood onto the floor. Lights flashed in his head.

      ‘Ready?’ Pierro asked. He bounced on his toes, palms floating up in front of him in a defensive stance.

      Fitz held up a hand—Pierro responded by punching him. Fitz crumpled onto his back, lights popping in his head.

      ‘So.’ Zoven watered his cactus again. ‘I don’t reckon I have to, but I’ll ask anyway: Where is the girl?’

      Fitz gasped for air. Pierro’s boot cracked another rib.

      ‘P… Pi…’ Fitz tried.

      ‘Hmm? You talking, uh?’

      ‘Reckon he’s gonna beg.’ Pierro watched as Fitz squirmed. ‘They usually start beggin’ about now.’

      Zoven sauntered over and crouched low, inches away from Fitz’s writhing mass. ‘What is it, William? Don’t worry, uh? It’ll be over soon. Where would she go, uh?’

      ‘Pi…’

      ‘Uh?’

      ‘Piss on you.’

      Fitz spat blood into Zoven’s face.

      Zoven wiped it off, his face placid.

      Then Zoven’s face changed. He roared into Fitz’s face and rained punches into his head. Blood burst from Fitz’s mouth, and swelling squeezed his sight away.

      ‘Where are my manners, uh?’ Zoven eased his assault and stumbled towards his desk. ‘You asked for a final drink!’

      Through bloodshot eyes and blurred vision, Fitz watched as Zoven produced a dusty bottle of wine. ‘Here you go. Phadrosi red.’ Zoven yanked the cork out and marched across the room, tipping the bottle over Fitz. ‘I’m sure it’ll be to your liking, uh?’

      Fitz growled as the alcohol burned his wounds and filled his nostrils.

      ‘Drink up, drink up!’ demanded Zoven. Pierro joined his master’s laughter.

      ‘Lick it up,’ Zoven pressed. ‘Lick it up and you can live. Go on. Lick it from the floor, dog. Lick it up, there’s a good boy.’

      Fitz crawled to the door with his remaining good hand.

      ‘Don’t reckon he believes you,’ said Pierro.

      Fitz’s vision flickered and thoughts flitted in and out like a bad dream.

      Pierro volleyed a kick into his side.

      Then another.

      ‘Lick it up and I’ll end it,’ spat Zoven.

      Fitz’s body twisted. Pierro’s face grinned down at him, each of his punches making his head ring.

      More than one of Fitz’s teeth scraped the back of his throat as shadows clasped around his eyes.

      The last thing he knew was Zoven’s laughter.
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      The Kingsway even smelled better than the rest of the city.

      No derelict tower blocks or scuzz peddlers here; every ignium lamp gleamed, their thin metalwork stretching tall and curving like swans’ necks. Even before the segregation of the eight districts, people could live their entire lives in this city and never set foot in the Kingsway.

      The people looked… Not happier, Gallows surmised—Gods knew that no man or woman looked happier than a stoned Buzz Fitangus—but something more subtle. Content. Unworried. ‘And they probably have enough water to drink and take a shower every day.’

      As per Kirivanti’s instruction, he had changed into his brand new, crisp Hunters’ Guild dress uniform—a bottle green outfit made up of a tunic jacket trimmed with gold on the cuffs, and straight trousers with a gold line running the length of each side. Light metal shoulder plates completed the outfit, decorations that were next to useless as armour. The Hunters’ flaming sword insignia was pressed into the gold plating on the right shoulder plate, while the Dalthean flag was engraved into the left. They were linked across his breast by a loose, golden chain, which served no function other than to symbolise the alliance between the Hunters and the Crown.

      He wondered if he looked as stupid as he felt.

      ‘Hunter Gallows?’

      ‘Yeah?’

      A tall young man in a pristine white RSF uniform approached him. His face looked lean and boyish, though his frame and posture spoke of a man who was no stranger to hard exercise. He stood by a slick black motorcarriage, holding the door open and beckoning Gallows over.

      ‘I am Flight Lieutenant Lyndhurst tal Royce of the Royal Sky Fleet.’ His right hand shot up in a salute, which Gallows was obliged to return. ‘A pleasure, Hunter Gallows.’

      Gallows was about to explain that there was no need to address him as ‘Hunter’, before deciding he liked it. He ducked into the vehicle, the leather seat embracing him.

      ‘Sparing no expense, I see,’ Gallows commented when Royce took a seat opposite him.

      ‘The Prime Councillor insisted on showing you the utmost respect on this day.’ Royce knocked on the partition behind him, and the vehicle glided across the cobbles, as smooth as a boat on gentle water.

      Gallows stared out, watching as the Journeyman Café, Nikito’s Seafood and the Kingsway Plaza Hotel slipped past. Remnants of the city’s past. ‘The Prime Councillor said that, huh?’

      ‘Well, one of his messengers,’ Royce admitted. ‘Can I offer you a refreshment, Hunter Gallows? I am permitted to offer you one glass of water.’

      Gallows pulled his eyes from the fleeting sights outside. ‘Sure.’

      Gallows took the water and emptied it in a single gulp. ‘So, now the welcome is out the way, can I ask where we’re going?’

      ‘Straight to Rochefort Castle, sir.’

      The castle. That’ll be why Sheva wanted me in this get-up. Should’ve shaved.

      ‘Commander Lockwood requested you herself,’ said the young officer.

      ‘What, the Lockwood? The pirate hunter who captured Helena tal Ventris?’

      ‘Indeed.’

      ‘Huh. Can’t wait to ask her how she caught the Scalpel. Maybe this won’t be a waste of time after all.’ Gallows had heard all the stories surrounding Helena tal Ventris, usually gruesome tales in The Viator. Apparently she had led a mutiny on some ship and tortured the physician with his own tools, hence ‘The Scalpel’.

      Royce cleared his throat. ‘The commander doesn’t speak of Helena tal Ventris. Ah! We’re here.’

      ‘That was quick.’

      Royce exited first and held the door open for Gallows.

      A breeze soothed Gallows’ aching head. He stretched his arms and followed Royce along the paved road.

      The broad deck of Queen Iona Bridge wended its way along the mountainside in shallow curves, like the body of a snake, ending at the foot of Castle Rochefort. Straddling the entrance of the bridge was the Arc of Iona, a huge, limestone triumphal arch. Crowds had already formed.

      Two statues flanked the Arc, knights standing fifty feet tall. Its gate was raised up into the arch’s flat ceiling, its jutting spikes resembling wolf’s teeth. Stone gargoyles crested the top, while marble murals depicting one of Dalthea’s victories over Ryndara were set into the front and sides. Gallows couldn’t tell which battle it was; he found all the artwork on this particular subject to be much the same.

      Royce didn’t share his apathy. He gazed at the friezes with naked wonder in his eyes. ‘This is the “Battle of the Steelpeaks”. Twelve days and nights it took us to secure victory.’

      Gallows knew the story well: Dalthean forces retreated into the labyrinthine Steelpeak mountain passages, harrying the enemy from the natural defences. More Ryndarans died from losing their balance than from bullets.

      ‘Yeah, we were so lucky that those mountains happened to be there all that time.’

      ‘Many historians say this was the battle that won the war for us.’

      ‘Reckon it was more King Arnault’s stubbornness that won the war for us.’

      The awe didn’t waver from Royce’s face. ‘Perhaps it’s fortunate he failed; they say Prince Arros was even fiercer and more bloodthirsty than him, and-’

      ‘And King Arnault sacrificed him to the Gods to make himself immortal—yeah, I’ve heard the Lost Prince fairy tale too. Can we get a move on?’

      

      Hewn from a vast mountain almost as tall as the Steelpeaks’ Mount Tonnir, Castle Rochefort’s dark stone cast a shadow over the city. Thick, black concentric walls rose like a frozen tide around a central tower. On the top of each wall stood scores of Royal Guards, distinguished veterans hand-picked for this duty.

      Some days Gallows felt it was an eyesore, other days he couldn’t deny its majesty.

      Hundreds of windows speckled its walls. Sunlight caught on its gold-adorned crenellations and towers, themselves crowned with equally ornate spires and steeples. The Keep stood in the centre of it all, matched in height only by a domed basilica.

      ‘So,’ Gallows started, ‘where’s the doorbell?’
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        * * *

      

      Rainbows, a kaleidoscopic fog of every imaginable hue, clouded her vision.

      A blade of sunlight sliced through the haze. Harsh air made it difficult to breathe, and the uneven, tilting ground made keeping her footing near-impossible.

      How… did I get here?

      ‘Watch it!’ She didn’t even feel herself tumble into the burly man. He hefted her aside, her legs bending at an awkward angle. ‘Push off, Purple Eyes, or I’ll-’

      He stopped, staring at the knife in Tiera’s hand. He backed away without another word.

      …Still armed… That… That damn witch! What did she do to me?

      She leaned against an empty cart. The buildings surrounding her stretched up towards the sky, and the walls pushed in on her.

      She vomited.

      Where am I…?

      The sun raged at her.

      It took a minute for her stomach to settle. Bit by bit, her surroundings became familiar. Five Hawks Road. Widow’s Trail. How… how did I get here?

      She took a step, staggered, and fell back into the cart. She hissed with frustration, willing the fog in her head to clear. Her brain was tangled, a patchwork of memories she couldn’t reconcile. A girl stared out at her from amidst the crowd, long black hair tied back.

      No. It can’t be… Yulia? She was young, dressed in a white linen cassock.

      This can’t be real. Tiera followed her, called out to her, but Yulia disappeared.

      What is this?

      The only thing she knew with any clarity—the only thing that she could rely on—was her anger—if nothing else, that would be her anchor. She’d be damned if she wasn’t-

      ‘Barra’s Bazaar.’

      She recognised it as her own voice.

      The music cried out.

      She shook her head, but it persisted—the discordant racket from The Hurtling Whimsy.

      She hissed again. Damn that witch, and Vaughan too. I’ll gut the bast-

      The sweetest, most gentle melody Tiera had ever heard swam into her head.

      The colours all around her saturated her vision.

      Everything is okay now.

      ‘Yes,’ she said.

      Her legs carried her away. The street tilted around her, but she knew herself to be steady, like standing on a ship’s deck as it crested a wave.

      Time flitted away around her like sand in a sieve.

      She rounded a corner. The crowded marketplace parted for her. The people were faceless, but she knew them to be smiling.

      Barra’s Bazaar.

      Deep and vibrant reds and blues, oranges and greens—they all burst from the merchant stalls. The colours mingled and vibrated before her, eliciting a gasp of elation from her. It was like stepping into an oil painting. The sweet aroma from a coffee house filled her nostrils, and the rhythmic stream of water from a nearby water station almost compelled her to dance.

      Find the merchant.

      ‘Yes,’ she said.

      Voices sang around her, in accordance to the music in her head.

      Find the merchant.

      ‘Yes.’

      Retrieve the weapon.

      ‘Yes.’

      And kill the Prime Councillor.
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        * * *

      

      Dignitaries from almost every nation paraded through the castle courtyard as waiters wheeled between them, carrying wine, canapés and water. Suits from the Campbell, Coutts & Crawford banking house as well. Imported flowers decorated every table, resulting in clashing smells. Artificial grass sprang up around Gallows’ feet. He tried—and failed—to tune out the squeaking noise his boots produced on it.

      Strains of string music floated around the courtyard. Varaldo’s 8th Symphony. His last. The lack of Varaldo’s thundering percussion and bass castrated the composition but the cellos and strings lent the music a melancholy quality. Can’t have all the politicians forgetting why they’re here.

      The only suit that didn’t have a mouthful of food was Alspeth tal Simara. Gallows had never seen her in person before, but if her reputation was anything to go by, she was the real deal. People loved Pyron Thackeray because he was a war hero, but his policies had become more and more extreme—the Info Towers, the curfew, the militarisation of the Watch… To Gallows, Thackeray was a paranoid obsessive—charismatic, sure—but a man who sees enemies in all corners eventually can’t tell the difference between friend and foe.

      Alspeth tal Simara, on the other hand, was young. She’d graduated from the RSF Academy a year earlier than she was supposed to but just missed out on seeing action. Gallows didn’t believe in the image she projected—no-one rose through the ranks as quickly as she did with clean hands—but at least her arguments focused on healthcare and rebuilding, not going to war again. Anyway, the Viator constantly jabbed at her, and nothing could endear a person to Gallows more than that.

      ‘Where’s your commanding officer?’ Gallows asked Royce, waving an approaching waiter away.

      ‘You’ll see her in due course, Hunter Gallows.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘That means you have the distinct privilege of being one of the few non-military, royal or governmental personnel to be invited aboard the Sky Fleet’s newest airship—the RSF Schiehallion.’

      ‘Woo,’ said Gallows.

      Damn it, he was getting hungry now. Where was that waiter…?

      The chatter faded to a silence. Heads craned towards something beyond Gallows’ shoulder, near the musicians.

      A woman materialised, wearing a light black coat and matching hat. A single midnight-blue rose nestled in the coat, in front of her heart.

      She shook hands with an assortment of strangers.

      ‘Genevieve Couressa!’ Royce almost squealed her name.

      ‘Thought I recognised her,’ Gallows said. ‘She’s wearing a real blue rose.’

      ‘Indeed. Apparently she brought it with her from Rhis.’

      ‘She’s from Ryndara?’

      Royce shook his head. ‘I’m unsure. The story goes that she grew up an orphan on the streets of Rhis and sang for money. Apparently her voice bewitched tourists, passers-by and the Rhis Watch alike. A benefactor discovered her and legally adopted her, paid for her tuition and enrolment in the Conservatoire du Rein. Probably all a story peddled by her representative, however.’

      Gallows nodded. ‘Yeah. Probably.’

      ‘Come.’

      Gallows tore his gaze from Genevieve as she mingled with Alspeth tal Simara. ‘Can’t wait to see your new toy.’

      Royce marched onwards, and Gallows fought the burning temptation to take another look behind him.

      

      ‘I think you’re going to be impressed,’ Royce said a few minutes later.

      Gallows raised an eyebrow. They were walking through a cordoned-off area to the rear of the castle now, away from the officials and dignitaries. ‘Yeah, well, I wouldn’t bet your water tok-’

      The sight of the RSF Schiehallion silenced him.

      The airship was a metal behemoth, draped in purple, red and gold. The curved skyglass of the craft’s bridge seized the sun. Three fins jutted out of her starboard side, each set with a colossal rotor. Rows of fearsome anti-air cannons, turrets and ballistae glowered out. Her long, thin tail was crowned with a flak cannon set in an upward trajectory to assail any airships foolish enough to try and fly above her. No doubt there were more dotted across her back, but her immense size prevented Gallows from seeing them.

      It wasn’t as big as some of the air cruise liners he’d seen in brochures, but neither was it burdened with ballonets trailing high above it. In fact, Gallows couldn’t see any reserves, like most modern airships.

      Her name was inscribed along the side in perfect script; Schiehallion was the name of Belios’ war dragon, its fiery breath said to burn the souls of unbelievers.

      ‘You guys don’t mess around.’

      ‘Indeed.’

      Gallows didn’t consider himself a patriot these days, but the crimson, gold and purple flags draping her hull did stir something inside him. Red, for the blood of the people; gold, for the fortune the Gods bestow upon us; and royal purple for the Crown.

      ‘She’s designed to exceed the capabilities of seaborne warships but be more manoeuvrable,’ explained Royce, his voice rich with awe. ‘Leaps in ignicite refining technology mean liquid igneus fuels her thrusters for much longer, bolstered by ultralight ignium. She can stay in the air without needing refuelling for great stretches, engaging her targets, all the while maintaining hull integrity no matter how high she climbs. Most importantly—she can even sail above the Steelpeak mountain range.’

      Holy shit. A fleet of these things could wage a war all on their own. Gallows felt ashamed to find something so deadly so beautiful. ‘What if it falls into the wrong hands?’ he asked.

      ‘She of course sports stringent safety measures. Warship-grade armaments and even hangar space for up to twelve Eagle-class fighters.’

      The Eagles were small, fast and manoeuvrable. They were single-engine, fixed-wing fighters, useful for harassing bigger airships and strafing runs, but they burned through igneus fuel fast. Gallows had seen them in action before.

      ‘The days of the lumbering airship are numbered. Aircraft carriers in the sky will soon be commonplace, unhindered by geography or weather conditions.’

      ‘Sounds like the Council is posturing for a fight.’

      Royce shook his head. ‘Ensuring peace. Shall we?’

      

      The Schiehallion’s bridge—or ‘Combat Operations Centre’, as Royce insisted on calling it—buzzed. It was like a sterile, high-tech hospital ward—but the kind that only rich folk could afford to be sick in. Machines hummed and popped around Gallows as if in concert. If he closed his eyes, he could almost believe he was at sea, listening to the gentle ebb and flow of water.

      ‘Wait… Is that voices from outside?’

      ‘Oh yes,’ Royce confirmed. ‘The days of Bride’s Code are over. Portable transistor radios are fitted into all of our Eagle fighter craft, allowing for real-time vocal comms. No need to decode a message on the fly.’

      Bride’s Code machines picked up coded transmissions wirelessly, but until now, voices were buried beneath static to the point of being useless. No more bricode—weird. And amazing.

      The Schiehallion lived up to its moniker as a weapon of the Gods. Lockwood could hunt every pirate in the world with this beast.

      The sun shone through curving skyglass, which would have blinded the two dozen people in the room if not for a slight tint. Two pilots sat at ease in front of consoles at the head of the room, nestled next to what must be the Commander’s chair. No—the helm, Gallows corrected.

      He sipped a glass of water, savouring it. It tasted better than it had any right to.

      ‘Hunter Gallows,’ called Royce.

      ‘Yeah?’ He swirled the glass in front of him, downed the last of the water. ‘Got orders for me yet?’

      ‘Ah, not quite. Please may I introduce you to the editor of the Dalthea Viator, Mister Auros tal Qur.’

      Gallows spun around.

      Royce stood by a short, pudgy man with thinning hair and the sallow skin of a smoker. He peered out at Gallows through red-lensed spectacles that sat on a face assembled exclusively of jowls. His crumpled pinstripe suit was probably the pinnacle of fashion twenty years ago.

      Gallows decided he hated him.

      ‘Pleasure to meet you, sah,’ he said, the syllables tumbling.

      Gallows was going to have to lie. A lot. ‘You too,’ he said, shaking his hand.

      ‘Tell me, boy, are there any refreshments on board?’

      ‘Indeed,’ answered Royce, ‘the Schiehallion has her own water stations.’

      ‘Not the kind of refreshment I meant, boy. And a smoking room?’

      ‘Ah. Smoking, I’m afraid, is not permitted. If you’d like to follow me to the mess hall?’

      ‘No smoking? Damn your eyes! All right, lead the way, lead the way.’

      The room moved.

      The Schiehallion inched into the air by some silent command.

      Lockwood spoke into her intercom: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is Commander Lockwood. You all know how much I hate pomp and circumstance, so I’ll keep this brief. Welcome to the maiden voyage of the RSF Schiehallion. Some would say a flyby along the Queen Iona isn’t much of a voyage, but I disagree; this is the culmination of years of hard work and determination. The flight of the Schiehallion marks the beginning of a new era in our kingdom’s illustrious history—one which will be defined by prosperity, purpose and pride.’

      And power.

      Lockwood continued: ‘Aurien tal Varaldo once said, “As long as one living soul remembers the dead, then they never truly die”. Well today we remember our fallen. Let’s do them proud.’

      Applause resounded through in the room.

      Gallows sauntered over to the edge of the COC, his nose an inch away from the skyglass. The city sprawled out below like an upturned toy box.

      Upper Dalthea and the Queen Iona Bridge floated as though Gallows sat atop a lazy cloud. The Kingsway and Old Town Square resolved from the hazy horizon. Not once during his boyhood voyages on haphazard wooden boats—or during his service aboard the stifling confines of the troopships—had Gallows ever felt seasick, and nor had airship travel ever compelled him to stick his head into a bucket. But this was something new entirely.

      ‘Quite something, our kingdom, isn’t it?’ Royce mused, appearing at Gallows’ side.

      ‘Gods damn it, man.’

      ‘Startle you?’

      ‘Everything about this ship is startling. Hey, why was Genevieve Couressa at the castle?’

      ‘She’ll be performing “The Soldier’s Prayer”.’

      ‘What? Where?’

      ‘Aboard the ship, Hunter Gallows,’ said Royce, as if telling Gallows the sky was blue.

      ‘She’s here now?’

      Royce nodded, then craned his neck and addressed a young woman sitting by a console near the pilots. ‘Specialist Lestra?’

      ‘Sir?’

      ‘Care to explain to the Hunter here how Miss Couressa will be addressing the citizens of Dalthea?’

      ‘Yes, sir. We will broadcast our signal to the Information Towers throughout the city. Even from half a mile above the ground, every citizen will hear us.’

      Gods. We’ll never escape those damn messages. ‘Wireless radio, huh. Not just for orders.’

      ‘Indeed. Soon even the raincatchers will be fitted with this technology.’ Royce beamed with pride. ‘Radio Detection and Measurement data will be more accurate and have a wider range. Wireless Bride’s Code will be phased out for vocal transmissions. The government will share this technology with Ryndara and everywhere in between.’

      Gallows raised an eyebrow. ‘Good of the Council to share its toys—especially with a country that used to want to bleed us all to death.’

      The ship yawed to its port side, taking its position above the convoy on the bridge below. The barren eastern shore greeted Gallows. And beyond that, Irros’ Bounty and the Sanctecano Isles. Wonder if someone’s standing at the other side of the Poison Veil looking out at us?

      Royce coughed into his hand. ‘There’s another reason you’re here, Hunter Gallows.’

      Gallows closed his eyes. A stone weighed in his stomach. ‘What?’

      ‘Commander Lockwood has a mission for you.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Her feet floated across cobblestones like the Liberty Wind soaring over the desert. Barra’s Bazaar sprawled out in front of her. Mingling voices bartered, argued, laughed and shouted.

      She glided up the gentle incline, narrow tenements at her sides, towards the small central square that housed the market. The buildings stood at odd angles here, an unkempt patchwork of contrasting styles, masonry and architecture. It was like skipping through time, wandering into a different era with each stride. Men and women of every skin tone swept the market’s wares into their arms, their featureless faces ebbing and flowing.

      Textile mills cluttered the horizon—ugly, angular monstrosities, like the ploughmen she used to know who worked outside the monastery.

      Most of the mills were rusted to ruin now. Though she stood well away from it, the acidic smell from the Poison Veil nipped at her nostrils. Gulls wheeled in the air. If they squawked, they did so to themselves.

      The shell of an old lighthouse stretched up in front of her, half its stone circumference blown away in some battle or other. Or maybe it was the elements, the wrath of one of the Gods? Tiera smiled at its exposed guts. All but its curving, pyramidal roof had been ruined. Mohan a’Barra lives there. Tiera smiled. She’d never met the man, but…

      ‘I wonder if his eyes would pop like grapes?’ She chuckled at the sound of her own voice.

      Meet Eun-til Ra by the lighthouse.

      Retrieve the weapon.

      Kill the Prime Councillor.

      Shoot him once in the heart.

      Yulia materialised again, beckoning Tiera. She giggled, like she did when they snuck through the monastery to listen to music together.

      Tiera felt no fear as she followed her, weaving her way to the base of the lighthouse. It shimmered in the heat.

      ‘Over here…’ a voice whispered to her. She couldn’t make the face out but the blur was wreathed in crimson.

      He’ll be wearing a red shawl, Tiera. Go to him…

      ‘Who are you?’ the voice said.

      …and tell him Captain Vaughan sent you…

      ‘Captain Vaughan sent me,’ said Tiera.

      He may ask you to prove it. Do whatever he asks of you…

      The blurred face shifted to the left and right, the black pools he had for eyes narrowing. ‘All right. This way.’

      Yulia darted along a tall wall, arms held out by her side. Tiera looked up at her and smiled; she knew she wouldn’t fall.

      She followed the blurred man into the shadowy corners of the bazaar, the darkness shimmering like velvet in the wind.

      She found herself in a small room. The stench of stale sweat and bad breath tangled in her nose.

      Voices faded in and out.

      ‘…she is?’

      ‘Said she was with Vaughan. Just like that bastard to change the plan.’

      ‘Don’t trust her. Send a messenger to Zoven, tell him-’

      ‘Too late for that. We don’t have a choice… need to trust her, she’s…’

      Tiera giggled. ‘Wonder if his eyes would pop like grapes?’

      The voices stopped.

      ‘…out of her damn head!’

      ‘…definitely one of Vaughan’s, then…’

      ‘…no time! We stick with the plan!’

      ‘Hang on, hang on… we can make her… can trust her.’

      The voices melted away. Tiera hummed with the music in her head. Her stomach tilted.

      The red blur resolved in front of her. A man in his fifties, thin, fit. His short black beard was speckled with grey and three faded blue dots had been tattooed under his left eye.

      ‘Right,’ Eun-til Ra began. ‘Did Vaughan tell you what to do? Hm?’ Ra’s Val Candrian accent sounded like an angel’s lilting whisper. Tiera’s head lolled to the side. What a funny little man. Wonder if his eyes will pop-

      He slapped her face with the back of his hand.

      Numbness bloomed, no more distressing than a kiss on the cheek.

      ‘Junkie bitch! You know what you’re to do, eh?’

      ‘Yes,’ Tiera answered.

      ‘Good. But first we need to trust you, yes?’

      Do whatever he asks of you…

      Ra grabbed her hand and led her deeper into his den. The glow of a lamp bathed the room in sunset red.

      ‘Here.’ Her fingers clutched around something.

      The hilt of a cutlass.

      ‘…please don’t, please don’t…’

      A new voice, a man’s. He was on his knees. Tiera’s nostrils filled with copper.

      ‘Please, I beg you-’ he started. Ra sent his boot into his face, choking the man’s protests.

      ‘This is Constable Marrius Kyatis.’ Ra motioned down at the watchman. ‘This was to be a great day for Marrius—today he was to be martyred in the name of the Holy Sovereign Sons of Idar. Your soul would have spent an eternity in Heaven for the deed you were to carry out.’

      ‘Let me go, please. I won’t tell anyone, I promise. Please, please-’

      The back of Ra’s hand sent Marrius flailing to the floor, face-first. The motion left colourful brushstrokes in its wake. Tiera smiled.

      ‘Alas, plans change, and it is not for me to question them.’ Ra towered above the fallen watchman, snickering as Kyatis wept. ‘Yes, yes, pitiful Watch scum. End him. Kill him so we know you’re with us. Do it. Put this mutt out of his misery—and claim his reward in Heaven.’

      The sword sang as it pierced the constable’s eye.

      Colours spilled from him like jewels from a bag, glinting red and purple.

      ‘Reckon we can trust her,’ said a voice.

      ‘Someone give her the gun.’
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        * * *

      

      Captain Rowena Lockwood’s quarters wouldn’t have been out of place in a swanky hotel suite. Everything on her desk was arranged at precise, neat angles—stacked papers, a small bronze globe, gold-rimmed pens, charts, maps...

      And that damn painting: Aerulus battling the Orinul.

      But for all its glory, there was little evidence that Commander Lockwood owned anything in here. The whole room had the air of a show room. No pictures of family, no personal portraits, no coat of arms hanging on the walls—just the essentials. That said a lot about her. Not every commander possessed her restraint; many officers—the ones who came from money and climbed up the ranks without seeing anything resembling combat—they were all too keen to show off their suites, their crystal liquor decanters—their gold frames and rosy paintings of some ancestor who fought in some battle in some country. But not Rowena Lockwood.

      He leaned with his elbows digging into his knees, debating with himself how long he’d been here. Royce had shown him in and left without another word.

      A mission for me, huh? She’s riding around in a damn flying fortress—what does she need with a Hunter?

      The door swung open behind him with a smooth swish. Lockwood swept in, the crimson cloak trailing behind her white RSF uniform. She closed the door behind her.

      ‘Apologies for making you wait, Mister Gallows,’ she said when she took her seat. She spoke without looking up from the document her nose was buried in.

      ‘Not at all.’

      Lockwood signed her name on the paper and placed it atop a pile, then looked across the desk at him. He placed her at around forty years old, maybe older. Her features were fierce: Ruthless yellow eyes, knifepoint nose, and cropped grey-white hair that jutted up in shallow spikes. Strength radiated from her.

      ‘Commander Lockwood,’ she said. ‘Pleasure.’

      Gallows nodded. ‘All mine. I’ve read about your exploits.’

      Her hard face remained impassive. ‘And I have heard of your exploits, Mister Gallows.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘I am acquainted with Major Aramon Fallon. You come highly recommended. He told me of your… heroics during the liberation of the Sanctecano Isles. I am sorry for what you had to endure.’

      Gallows shot to his feet. He hadn’t seen Fallon in a year or more, but the man had a talent for pissing him off from afar. ‘Sorry, Commander. I’m not gonna do this. I don’t know what he told you, but I ain’t interested.’

      ‘Gallows, the kingdom is in danger.’

      He raised an eyebrow. ‘If only you had a giant warship with a shitload of guns.’

      ‘Major Fallon has uncovered distressing information. Gods damn it, man, will you sit?’

      After a moment Gallows did so, but he was determined not to be comfortable.

      Lockwood leaned closer. ‘Royce presented you with a writ, yes?’

      Gallows nodded.

      ‘Good. Then know that what I am about to tell you is confidential, and breaking that confidentiality carries the severest penalties.’

      ‘Got it, loose lips down airships.’

      ‘I understand you haven’t responded to Major Fallon’s requests.’

      ‘Been busy with my other friends.’

      ‘Ah yes. The Courtesan you meet on Terros’ Crown—and that partner of yours, Fieri. Major Fallon had some interesting things to say about him.’

      Gallows leaned back. ‘He’s been watching me.’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Well, V’s an old friend, and Damien… Damien’s a good guy. Look, I quit the army, Commander. If Fallon’s so good at keeping tabs on me, tell him to knock on my door—that way I can tell him no in person. Sorry he’s wasted your time.’

      Lockwood’s eyes raked over Gallows. ‘He’s uncovered evidence of a conspiracy.’

      ‘Then take it to the Watch.’

      ‘He had a man in the Watch. He’s missing. Most likely dead.’

      ‘He’s spying on the Watch? You know what, I don’t even care. Maybe if he stopped this covert ops bullshit and acted like a human being, he’d get whatever he’s after.’

      ‘Yes, tackling a conspiracy by walking up to it and shaking its hand will do wonders. His man went by the name of Daroh. He hasn’t heard from him in days.’

      Daroh? The name sounded familiar. ‘Fallon said he had information on my fiancée’s death. You know anything about that?’

      ‘No,’ said Lockwood.

      ‘Yeah.’ A stone weighed in Gallows’ stomach. ‘Reckoned that would be the case.’

      ‘Major Fallon has practically been excommunicated from the military,’ Lockwood explained. ‘Brass is stonewalling him, and after the Remembrance, he expects the Prime Councillor to relieve him of his duties. He’ll probably end up manning a watchtower in the desert, or sent off to our embassy in Rhis.’

      ‘Sounds cosy.’ Daroh, Daroh… Then it dawned on Gallows. ‘Hang on. Daroh. Yeah. I have a mate—you can tell Fallon that’s three—who mentioned Daroh’s name. Waltham, of the City Watch. His beat is Dustwynd and The Sands. He said this Daroh hasn’t reported for duty.’ Shit. Maybe there was something to Fallon’s conspiracy after all. Maybe he did have new information on Sera…

      ‘What’s he looking into, exactly?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘The destruction of Irros’ Beckon, and virtually the entire Dalthean Navy.’ Lockwood let the words hang in the air for a moment, before adding: ‘And the ignium fusion bomb that did it.’

      ‘The Night of Amberfire.’ The Poison Veil. The night Sera died. ‘Ten thousand lives snuffed out in a heartbeat. Then what do we do?’ Gallows’ nails dug into his palms, blood coursing in his veins like igneus fuel. ‘Stop gunning for the bastards that did it.’

      ‘That’s it, Mister Gallows.’ Lockwood’s eyes bored into him. ‘It wasn’t the Idari—it was us.’
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        * * *

      

      The watchmen parted like a herd of gazelle before a cheetah.

      Retrieve the weapon.

      Kill the Prime Councillor.

      Shoot him once in the heart.

      Retrieve the weapon.

      Kill the Prime Councillor.

      Shoot him once in the heart.

      The words waltzed like a nursery rhyme in her head.

      Tiera glided up the stairs. Shadows were thick here, like wading through water at dusk.

      The watchmen at her back laughed like schoolchildren but their words were nonsense to her ears, the gun weightless in her hands.
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        * * *

      

      It was us.

      The gravity in Lockwood’s voice told him she believed it.

      Gallows stood on one of the gun platforms, amidst a bank of anti-aircraft cannons—or double-As—and mechanised ballistae. The metalwork of the weapons gleamed in pristine, virginal condition—fearsome beasts aching to bloody their teeth.

      Masses had gathered at the foot of the bridge. From aboard the Schiehallion, they resembled flocks of fleas, shoving, jostling and climbing over one another for a better view of the behemoth flying overhead. The whispering breeze carried their cheering.

      He wanted to dismiss Lockwood’s claims, to tell her she was full of shit, but she didn’t strike him as a fool.

      Gallows’ calloused hands gripped the handrail of the viewing platform. His knuckles turned white at the thought of all those dead. Airships aflame, blackened husks of vessels, flaming bodies leaping into the boiling sea…

      And at home, the mushroom cloud shattering the horizon, Idari infiltrators springing their assault from the docks, the deployment of liquid igneus burning the homes of hundreds of people.

      And Sera.

      You were somewhere in the crowds as my airship crashed on the beach. Did you know I was coming back to you? Did you die believing I’d abandoned you?

      Gallows wanted to weep and lash out, wanted hurt something. More, he wanted to leap over the edge and just end it.

      But he wouldn’t allow that to happen. Not yet. He’d keep himself alive for the same reason he had every day since he got back—for her.

      In the cell, as Nidra played with Gallows’ mind and used him like a toy, she kept asking him about the ‘weapon’. Somehow she knew Dalthea had this new bomb in their arsenal. If Gallows had known back then, would he have told her?

      Of course I would have. She’d have made me.

      The Schiehallion soared above the procession, matching the unhurried pace of the Prime Councillor’s six-wheeled motorcarriage. His car was every bit as sleek and gleaming as the Viator professed. Two small Dalthean flags fluttered on its lustrous hood, which Gallows found galling.

      Every member of the Council was there. All of Thackeray’s supporters and enemies. Were they responsible for Amberfire Night?

      Kingsway’s mansions, villas and townhouses floated beneath him. Across the city, he could make out half-completed towers of steel, elegant sandstone tenements, glass towers, skybridges… The contrasting architecture of each district made the whole city look like it was constructed from pieces of different jigsaw puzzles, as if the pieces were forced in at the wrong angles. And taken from different boxes. Gallows drew his fingers through his hair.

      Armed guards lined the road and members of the military and Watch stood in perfect stillness as the parade of dignitaries marched forward, each of them joining as it passed. Is Major Fallon down there somewhere?

      Prime Councillor Pyron Thackeray stood upright from the open-top cab of his car, head angled towards the sky. Even from the Schiehallion, Gallows saw how powerful he looked.

      From nowhere, Genevieve Couressa’s voice eased into his head. It emanated from the craft’s speakers—and apparently every Information Tower in the city. Royce’s radio tech.

      Couressa sang a sombre rendition of The Soldier’s Prayer. It sent shivers down Gallows’ back.

      The cheering stopped, every face bowed low. The procession halted, and the world stood still—a second taken from time and suspended forever.

      Something about Couressa’s voice haunted Gallows. How could something be so beautiful yet melancholy? Her silvery, weightless voice made his heart pound.

      He let it wash over him.
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        * * *

      

      The parade advanced down the bridge and through the Arc of Iona, where it separated, like the two-headed snake from the stories in the Codex. Each line encircled the edge of the courtyard, meeting together at the opposite end. In the middle of the courtyard stood a grand podium, decked out in banners.

      Prime Councillor Pyron Thackeray climbed its steps. His white and gold cane rapped on the stairs, and though the limp in his leg was pronounced, he kept his back straight and head angled high.

      Never did he let the pain beat him.

      He raised a hand to the people—his people. They responded with cheers, pouring their adulation out on the man they regarded as a hero of the war—the man who beat the Idari menace.

      Ahead of him, beyond the sea of people, the War Memorial Museum squatted on the ground. His Tower of Remembrance would be complete in under a year. It would be the tallest structure in the kingdom, reaching to the sky so the people would never forget—both a warning to the world and a beacon of hope for the people of Dalthea.

      The tarpaulin shivered in the wind, scaffolding protruding from it like exposed bone. History would be made today. Let this be the day Dalthea regained its pride.

      ‘Citizens of Dalthea.’ His words rang out of the speakers like the voice of Aerulus himself. ‘I stand before you a humbled man. I am humbled to see so many of you. I am humbled to see you all proudly waving the flags of our great nation. So many of you, coming together in peace and harmony, alongside our allies from Ryndara, Val Candria, Phadros and beyond—all of us here for one common purpose: To commemorate our fallen—the brave souls who gave their lives so that we may live.’

      The mass of people howled in a frenzy. ‘During the hostilities with the Idari, I gave up my position in the Council to serve aboard the RSF Valiant, transporting men and women to conflict zones around the Sanctecano Isles… often to their deaths. This fact has weighed heavily upon me every day since.’ Thackeray spread his hands and leaned onto the lectern, his voice rising like a tidal wave. ‘And weigh like a millstone it must, for this is a burden I do not—will not—shy away from! And the work is far from done.

      ‘Our glorious city had been brought to its knees, yet here we are—struggling together. Disease, thirst, famine, poverty—we endure it all! In unity! Look around and you will see the tribulations we face! Look to your neighbours in Dustwynd and Kingsway. Look to your families. Look to the children who die of thirst in our streets! Look to our people who are preyed upon by the corrupt! I know you suffer—as I suffer! I will restore glory to Dalthea! I will not sully the sacrifice our sons and daughters made! I will give each of you something to be proud of! I pledge before you, in the name of our fallen and by the Great Gods and the Lesser—we will prevail!’

      The cheering roared out like a great peal of thunder—like junkies shooting scuzz, they lapped up everything he said and begged for more.

      ‘During one mission, the Valiant came under heavy fire. We strayed too close to enemy anti-aircraft emplacements. Our thrusters were destroyed. Our reserve gas balloon burned. Flames spread throughout the vessel. My commander perished before my eyes, and in that moment, I knew I would die. I prayed to Aerulus. I bargained, pleaded and promised the One Father that if I survived, I would dedicate my life to serving this great nation—and to atone for delivering so many men and women to their deaths. My body lay beaten, my leg crippled, my comrades dead—but the One Father heeded my call. He pulled me from the fires of war and forged me anew.

      ‘And today I serve you as Prime Councillor—and while I know Junior Councillor tal Simara believes she has our best interests at heart, dangers march towards our borders even now.

      ‘My critics often say I am a man of poor family—but who among us has not been left poorer since the war? They say I am not fit to be your leader, that now is a time for change. I say we stay the course! Remain steadfast! We are the righteous! My opponents are the same weak-minded cowards who spoke out when I arrested every person of Idari descent and saved our kingdom from destruction! The same short-sighted wealthy fools who believed the war could be won from a distance—by keeping their own hands clean! My hands are not clean just as yours are not clean!

      ‘The rich seek to overturn my economic reforms to line their own pockets, even as our streets grow crowded with the destitute! I consolidated the banking houses so their cancerous corruption could be halted! I chartered the guilds that give us water, that provide relief to our overburdened Watch and Sky Fleet! I cleaned Dustwynd from a haven for the filth that feeds off good, honest people! I legitimised the Courtesans’ Guild, providing safety to vulnerable women! I have dismantled organised crime in this city!

      ‘My detractors also claim that I am a man of words, not action! I wish that were the case. I wish Dalthea needed men of mere words.’ Thackeray let his voice bridle with passion, let the fury radiate from him in waves, intoxicating the horde and whipping them into a frenzy. ‘I wish that the myriad scars our kingdom bears could fade by words alone! I wish that our wounds could heal in time! But time is a commodity we do not have. The Idari sharpen their knives and prepare for war as we crawl over one another! They load their ships with more weapons of mass destruction, such as that which wrought the destruction of our harbours! With every minute they oil their war machines! We must act, yet my colleagues on the Council refuse to allow me the powers to pass laws which will protect us! They refuse to let me replenish our arsenals!’

      Looking out to the sea of people, seeing the passion fill their blood as it did his, Pyron Thackeray knew that—in that moment—every soul would have died for him if he needed them too. ‘My people! I present to you our new flagship, the RSF Schiehallion!’

      Accompanied by a trumpeting fanfare bursting from the Info Towers, the flying giant loomed further up into the sky, looking more fearsome than her namesake, the great dragon upon which Belios sat. Her spinning rotors whirred and her thrusters blazed righteous, white-hot fire.

      Sweat sheened Thackeray’s face. He swept his arms into the air, fanning the flames that fuelled the great mass. ‘The Schiehallion will deliver swift retribution to those that would burn us from our homes! Idari blood will flow in their own fields! Their false Gods will fall! Their monuments will topple! And we, my people, will stand tall—as is our destiny!’

      Their voices tore through the air like the war cry of a great beast.

      For too long it had been caged. For too long it had survived on scraps. For too long its claws were bound.

      It would be unleashed.
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        * * *

      

      Gallows didn’t know what he was feeling.

      Disgusted, that Thackeray would use the Remembrance as a political platform—and yet he couldn’t disagree with all he said. No treaty, ceasefire or decree would stop the Idari. The Poison Veil was a stop-gap, a stroke of luck that kept the invaders at bay. If Fallon and Lockwood were right—if the ignium fusion bomb was Dalthean—was that its purpose? A last-ditch defensive measure to stop the Idari armada before it reached their shores? Was it possible that the thing saved more lives than it destroyed?

      It killed Sera. Gallows would watch the whole kingdom burn to have her back.

      ‘What’s it all about, do you think?’

      The soft voice startled him. It belonged to Genevieve Couressa. She smelled of red toffee apples.

      ‘What, the parade?’

      ‘Mm.’

      Gallows watched her eyes sweep over the city, darting left and right. ‘I… I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘I didn’t grow up with this. My mum spoke about the war with Ryndara, but we didn’t commemorate it—not like this. Though the school trips to the War Museum were pretty cool.’

      ‘Sounds like you celebrate war.’ She turned her head, her voice floating away like a whisper.

      ‘Celebrate victory. Though it’s all a bit hollow.’ Gallows pointed ahead of them. ‘See the monstrosity that looks even more derelict than the slums in the distance? The War Memorial Museum is underneath it.’

      ‘Fascinating. My school took us to ballet performances and poetry recitals.’

      ‘That sounds… Awfully safe.’

      ‘Clearly you’ve never worn ballet shoes.’ Genevieve’s slender fingers curled around the handrail like white ribbons. ‘Funny, the things we put up with in the pursuit of what we want.’

      Gallows noted that she didn’t have any kind of entourage or minder shadowing her. I should go inside. They couldn’t get much higher before regulations demanded they be strapped with oxygen masks.

      ‘Do you like Dalthea?’ she asked.

      Gallows’ brow knitted together. ‘I… guess? It ain’t perfect but it’s home. Why, you thinking of buying a holiday villa?’

      ‘Hardly. Don’t think I could stomach it here.’ Genevieve turned her nose up.

      ‘Charming.’ In truth, Gallows carried the same sentiment, but still. He was allowed.

      ‘I’ve offended you,’ she said.

      ‘Shouldn’t you have a bodyguard or something?’

      The singer rolled her eyes and leaned forward, golden hair tumbling in the breeze. ‘Insulating oneself isn’t healthy. Not to mention frightfully boring.’

      ‘If only you were a ridiculously wealthy singer with the world at your feet.’ Couressa flinched at that, birthing a swell of bile in Gallows’ stomach. ‘Sorry, I-’

      ‘No.’ She waved a hand. ‘I should elaborate. It’s not your city I can’t stomach; it’s the injustice. The place reeks of it. Starving children crowd your streets. People queue for hours for a sip of water. The dead lay in alleys, forgotten. Radiation from your sea turns men and women mad before they succumb to fever and die. And nothing is being done.’

      Gallows shrugged. ‘At least our kringla swirls are better than Ryndara’s.’

      ‘No,’ Couressa countered, ‘they really aren’t.’ No matter what she said, her voice lilted, like she could burst into song at any moment. ‘And for your information, I’m donating a portion of my “ridiculous wealth” to set up a foundation which will feed your children for years to come.’

      Shit. ‘Ah. Sorry, that was… I had no right.’

      ‘I believe what your people need more than anything is hope.’

      ‘More than water, medicine and fresh food?’

      ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘But your government—your Pyron Thackeray—he is a warmonger. He’ll see this country to its grave.’

      Gallows’ laughter was drier than the Obsidian Sandlands. ‘Feel free to explain that to him.’

      ‘I will. I’m meeting him and Alspeth tal Simara for lunch at his residence tomorrow, where I’ll be informing him of my intention to donate a sizeable amount of money to Alspeth’s campaign. She understands the value of hope. I will see that her voice is heard.’

      Here five minutes and she’s already on first name terms with the government. ‘You sound pretty sure of yourself.’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘It is fact, not arrogance. I want to help and I have the means to do so. Why is that a taboo subject? Why should that be looked down upon when your Prime Councillor is all but declaring war?’

      Because no-one gets anything for free. Nobody does anything without thinking of themselves. Someone comes offering hope in one hand, they’re sure as shit carrying a knife in the other. And what’s ‘hope’ when you’re scraping rotten food together or licking moisture from the walls because some fat gangster asshole stole your water tokens?

      After a moment, he said, ‘Pride?’

      ‘The folly of fools.’ Couressa’s lips pursed. ‘Hope, Mister Gallows—a life without hope is no life at all.’

      Below, every soul in the capital stood enraptured, responding to everything Thackeray said with cheers and applause. Gallows’ blood boiled.

      It galled him at how easy it was for people to forget. What right did they have to invite another war? Half of ’em weren’t even there, never felt coarse Sanctecano sand in their mouths, or known the terror of a kiro ambush—the shrieking wail of fanatics who took bullet, bomb and bayonet yet still raced towards their enemy with rabid madness in their eyes. None of them knew the feel of a bloodspear as its tip bit into flesh-

      The shot tore through the din, audible even this far from the ground.

      Thackeray collapsed, blood spraying from him. Empty static hissed through the speakers.

      And terror reigned.
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      ‘Kringla swirls! Get your kringlar! Totally fresh… Just about!’

      Milo floated through the forest of people. Most of ’em were too busy listening to the Prime Councillor’s speech to pay him any attention—to think he’d reckoned this would be a great time to sell.

      Sweet Songstress, this was hungry work. Milo would be tempted to eat one of the pastries himself—if he didn’t know how long they’d been sitting out.

      Wonder if Serena’s out there with the Prime Councillor?

      It made sense, if she was some kind of secret agent. Hey! Maybe she was riding in that big airship? Gods above, it looked like something from a comic book. Milo had never read any of those Captain Crimsonwing books but he liked their bright red and yellow colours and the swords and monsters on the front. The airship could have come from one of those stories.

      Thackeray’s words floated over him. Milo didn’t understand it all but the cheering crowd were screaming and applauding. Anyway, Milo knew enough—the Idari were scum, and that was that. When he was old enough, he’d learn how to use a sword and a gun and… whatever else soldiers used. He’d fight and shoot and… do whatever else soldiers did. Hey! Maybe he’d get to be a king’s agent someday too?

      ‘Kringla sw… Ah, never mind.’

      Curiosity got the better of him. Milo abandoned his food on the ground and shoved through the crowd, ducking between legs, keen to get a look at Pyron Thackeray and the bridge and the-

      A bang like the burst of a balloon.

      Thackeray’s voice cut out, leaving a croaking squeal twisting out from the speakers.

      Screaming filled his senses, like the sky was splitting. And like a paper boat upon a tide, the congregation swept Milo away. His arms flailed out but caught nothing. He fell to the ground and curled into himself, frozen with fear. Feet trampled him, and when he tried to scream for help, his voice disappeared. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think—his small body skidded on the stone as someone kicked him. A warm, metallic taste filled his mouth.

      And then something picked him up.

      Milo dared to open his eyes. His body was limp but he felt himself being carried off. Ahead of him, a squad of watchmen tried in vain to halt the stampede of people.

      What’s happening?

      ‘It’s okay, you’re safe.’

      Milo recognised the voice—it was Gallows’ mate, Damien Fieri. Milo wanted to speak but his throat clenched. He held onto Damien’s sleeves as he sailed around street corners.

      The Hunter ducked into an empty alley and set Milo down. ‘Are you alright?’ he asked.

      Milo could only nod.

      Damien’s eyes ran up and down Milo. ‘You have no serious injuries but once you’ve caught your breath, I’ll take you to a doctor.’

      The burn of tears filled Milo’s eyes. ‘I-’

      An explosion roared out like an earthquake. Screaming rent the air and smoke billowed into the sky.

      Damien grabbed Milo. ‘We have to get out of-’

      The Hunter set him down and spun to face the mouth of the alley.

      Milo found his voice. ‘Wh… what is it?’

      ‘Someone’s coming.’

      Milo didn’t understand how, but the Hunter was right—one of the foreigners dressed in carnival gear roared down the alley, waving a sword. His eyes were wide and his mouth was stretched in a howling scream. Milo’s legs turned to jelly.

      Damien took one step—and with a flick of his wrist, a small throwing knife spun out, catching the attacker between the eyes. He crumpled to the floor, face still stretched with a menacing look.

      ‘On my back.’ Damien knelt so Milo could climb on him. ‘Hold tight.’

      Like an acrobat, Damien floated up the wall, using pipes and windowsills to reach the roof. With startling speed, he ran across rooftops, leaping from one to the other without so much as thinking about it.

      ‘Don’t look,’ came the Hunter’s voice, sharp as steel. His feet rattled upon the tin roofs. ‘Keep your eyes closed until I tell you to open them.’

      But Milo couldn’t help it—the sight of the fires and the blanketing smoke seized him. The smell of burning filled his nostrils, made worse when streams of orange fire whipped through the rush of people. Cries wailed like air raid sirens—and another explosion rang out.

      Milo didn’t stop clutching Damien, even as the carnage dwindled in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Gallows charged into the COC.

      An emergency alert sounded throughout the ship. ‘Take us closer!’ barked Lockwood.

      The airship cruised towards the War Memorial Museum. Gallows scanned the horizon—the shot had come from somewhere within the scaffolding. Genevieve appeared at his side, eyes as wide as carriage wheels.

      The ground below erupted with a stampede of people charging in every direction, screaming and trampling over each other. The Watch surrounded the Prime Councillor’s motorcar, shields and swords held aloft. Councillors and other dignitaries scrambled over one another. Dozens of watchmen assembled at the gateway to stop the crowds pushing through the Arc of Iona.

      And there, oozing blood over his pristine uniform, lay Prime Councillor Thackeray.

      Gallows’ stomach tightened. Genevieve shouted something in his ear but it was lost to him. The warmth drained from him, pearls of cold sweat running down his back…

      He was witnessing Amberfire Night all over again.

      ‘Flight Lieutenant Royce!’ Lockwood bellowed from the helm. ‘Take Gallows and Couressa to the mess hall.’

      His senses snapped back into place. ‘Wait! There.’ As the airship circled the Museum, Gallows spotted an open platform behind an unfinished wall. Surrounded by exposed steel and wood, three watchmen circled a woman in blue. They charged at her with their swords; she dodged a strike by the one in the middle, rolled to the side and rocketed an elbow into another’s jaw before disarming him.

      ‘Gallows, you are under my commr-’

      ‘Lockwood, I know who she is.’

      She shoved past him, conjuring her binoculars. ‘Talk.’

      ‘Tiera… I think I heard someone call her Tiera before. She’s a Raincatcher.’

      ‘Tiera Martelo?’

      ‘You know her?’

      Lockwood growled. ‘Keep us hovering in this position—do not lose sight of her! Lestra! Send a radio pulse, inform all patrol craft that the Prime Councillor is dead. Tell them the shooter is an associate of Helena tal Ventris. Tell them to close the gates to every district. But do not broadcast it from the Information Towers!’

      ‘She’s with the Scalpel?’ asked Gallows.

      ‘Used to be. Pardoned after the war, Gods know why.’

      Shit. Does this have something to do with the Liberty Wind? Gallows peered out at her fighting the officers, easily holding her own. ‘Something’s wrong,’ he said.

      ‘Lieutenant Augostino, take us-’

      ‘Hang on, will ya? Listen, how did they get there so fast? Look, they ain’t even trying to arrest her, they’re going in for the kill!’

      ‘She just assassinated the leader of our nation!’

      Royce tugged at Gallows’ arm but he swatted him away. ‘Let me go down there, let me talk to her. Think what Fallon told you, this could-’

      An almighty explosion roared out below.

      The Prime Councillor’s town car.

      Smoke and gore flew out in all directions. Burning bodies ran in a frenzy, some throwing themselves over the edge. Gallows could only imagine the screaming.

      ‘The Council! The foreign dignitaries!’ Royce’s voice trailed off.

      Another explosion, this one even bigger. Thick black smoke enveloped the bridge.

      The next explosion went off by the War Memorial Museum.

      Gallows peered down to see a scorched red circle smeared across the cobbles, strewn with bone and pulp. Scaffolding tumbled from the museum like a waterfall, raining glass and rubble down on the civilians. Thick plumes of smoke and dust billowed into the air.

      ‘Sweet Musa,’ muttered Gallows. His pulse raced like a bricode needle. Frantic voices swam around the COC.

      A fourth explosion—from within the crowd.

      ‘Suicide bombers!’ said Lockwood. ‘The Idari.’

      ‘Water station hit!’ yelled Royce. He surveyed the chaos with binoculars. ‘Approximately thirty f-fatalities, numerous more injured… Gods…’

      Unlike every other officer in the COC, Lockwood stood as stone, arms on her hips.

      ‘Send your troops down!’ pleaded Gallows.

      ‘My priority is Martelo.’

      ‘People are dying!’

      ‘The bombs are her cover!’ the commander shot. ‘Diverting resources is what she wants.’

      Gallows shook his head. ‘So you’re gonna let the civilians die?’

      Lockwood’s façade cracked. ‘Damn it, I don’t have any troops, just a skeleton crew! The Schiehallion is here to be shown off.’

      ‘All this artillery and you can’t do a damn thing? No Marines, no soldiers—just kids in a flying toy.’

      ‘Royce, get them out of my COC!’

      Gallows rounded on her. ‘Lockwood, listen to me. You kill her, you don’t get answers.’

      ‘She’s an ally of Helena tal Ventris—mercy is not something that should be wasted on her kind.’

      ‘Half the rutting Raincatchers were pirates before the war!’

      Civilians armed with swords broke out from the crowd, hacking and slashing at nearby Watch officers before turning their attention to the unarmed civilians—men, women and children.

      Another bomb exploded.

      ‘Belios!’ screamed Gallows.

      Lockwood balled her fists. ‘Damn the Gods! Augostino, take us lower!’ Lockwood punched the intercom: ‘All non-essential personnel: Equip yourselves with body armour and repeater rifles.’

      ‘Let me help!’ urged Gallows.

      ‘Negative.’

      ‘Gods above!’ Gallows pressed his hands to the skyglass and peered down. The screams from the carnage below weren’t audible, but that didn’t stop him from hearing them. ‘I have to help.’

      ‘Help whom?’ Couressa turned the question into an accusation. ‘The civilians or the assassin?’

      Gallows opened his mouth to reply, but before he could, he witnessed something that made him want to retch: From the depths of the crowd, twin streams of fire whipped out in wide arcs, twisting like jump ropes, burning flesh and spilling blood.

      The same jump ropes the street performers used.

      Flaming bodies zig-zagged in the street, fire lancing and charring skin.

      ‘Sweet Musa…’ breathed Genevieve.

      Gallows couldn’t tear his gaze away. ‘They’re everywhere…’

      The airship descended; fire danced, and Gallows saw a brave civilian leap onto a perpetrator and bring him to the ground.

      Gallows strained to keep Tiera in his sights; she was still fighting on the platform, dancing between the three watchmen, deflecting their attacks—but she wouldn’t hold out forever, and any more explosions could topple the whole damn thing.

      ‘Why haven’t they whistled for backup?’ he wondered.

      ‘No-one would hear them,’ said Genevieve. ‘I…’

      ‘Ma’am,’ called Royce, ‘we’re taking small arms fire. The damage is negligible but they will undoubtedly fire upon us as we make our landing.’

      ‘Augostino, belay my last! Code Red!’ roared Lockwood. A pulsing alarm sounded throughout the COC. ‘Can you find an alternate LZ?’

      The pilot consulted his charts. ‘The nearest space suitable for a landing zone is… eight blocks away! We could rappel onto the roof of another building but there’s no way to know it’s safe.’

      Gallows stole another glance at the fighting on the tower—but Tiera had gone. One watchman lay slumped on the ground. Shit. If she escapes into the crowd, we’ll lose her.

      ‘Take us to the new LZ,’ ordered Lockwood.

      Royce turned to her, face as white as paper. ‘Another explosion, ma’am. By the new landing zone.’

      ‘If they have explosives and concealed fire weaponry,’ started Augostino, ‘they may have ordnance that could cause significant damage to the ship. If our hull is breached over a civilian populace-’

      ‘If they had anything that could bring down the Schiehallion, they’d have used it. Mass casualties isn’t their objective—killing Thackeray and the rest of the Council was—the rest is to cover their escape.’

      Gallows strode towards the commander. ‘You brought me here for a reason,’ he said. ‘Let me talk to her. She sees a Watch uniform or a military unit then she’s in the wind forever.’

      ‘I’m not about to risk a life by allowing you to negotiate with a goddamn terrorist.’

      ‘Listen! Those Watchmen were already there! Within seconds of the shot! Think about it: If they’d been guarding the place, the sniper never would’ve got that far, and if she did, it’s because she killed any sentries. But she didn’t. Anyone taking a shot at the Prime Councillor and getting caught knows their neck is going straight into a noose, so why spare the lives of the guards? Why take the risk of being apprehended?’

      Gallows followed Lockwood’s gaze to the incomplete tower.

      ‘If they kill her, we don’t get answers,’ he said. ‘Let me talk to her.’

      Lockwood stood in silence, contemplating. ‘The Watch will apprehend her. You’re dismissed.’

      ‘They’ll kill her.’

      ‘She shouldn’t be alive in the first place.’ Lockwood nodded to Royce.

      Damn it.

      Royce ushered Gallows and Couressa out of the COC and into a bustling passageway. RSF troops rushed past, the air stifling with tension.

      Need to buy time. Need to do something.

      ‘First time seeing battle, Royce?’ Gallows asked. The Flight Lieutenant nodded.

      ‘This is insane,’ said Couressa, shaking her head in disbelief.

      The passageway Royce escorted them through displayed a map of the airship’s layout on the wall. According to it, they were one floor above another passage that led to a bank of anti-aircraft cannons and ballistae.

      The idea sprang fully-formed into Gallows’ head.

      A stupid, dangerous idea.

      ‘You said the ship used ballistae?’ he asked.

      ‘Hm? Um, yes.’

      ‘They’re used to take down airships, right? Puncture the envelopes and interior ballonets?’

      ‘Affirmative. If a target is to be neutralised non-lethally, steel bolts are launched to reduce its flight capabilities. Keep up, the mess hall isn’t far.’

      ‘And harpoons? Rope?’

      ‘Yes. Different ordnance may be used.’

      Gallows nodded. In an instant, his stupid idea had evolved into a reckless plan.

      ‘Is this important?’ asked Couressa.

      Royce halted. ‘Hunter Gallows,’ he started, ‘whatever it is you’re-’

      Gallows hooked Royce’s jaw, sending him stumbling backwards into a bulkhead.

      Genevieve gasped. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Saving a life.’

      Gallows spun around, lifted an access hatch on the floor and slid down the ladder.

      The passageway below pulsed with red warning lights. The airmen below him didn’t give him a second glance as he felt his way along the wall, scanning the environment. C’mon, where is it? Relief surged through him when his eyes fell upon a hatch. He opened it, and wind lashed at him. Noise flooded his senses, acrid smoke filled his lungs, wind bit at his skin. A female officer sat manning an immense artillery cannon. A ferocious-looking mechanised ballista sat a few yards away.

      ‘Sir?’ the gunner said. Her eyes were wide and rimmed with red.

      The airship hung in the air. Gallows peered over the railing; the ground ebbed and flowed. Muzzle flashes from within the crowd signalled a hail of bullets. Steel beams and glass erupted from the tower as fire raged through it. Gallows swore. ‘No way is she making it to the bottom.’

      ‘Sir, this is a restricted-’

      ‘Orders from Commander Lockwood! That ballista, is it loaded with bolts or rope?’

      ‘A bolt affixed with rope. I loaded it in case we need to send a rapid response unit into the tower-’

      ‘Good.’

      Gallows squeezed into the ballista’s seat. He reached around the gears and levers with frantic fingers and adjusted the aim. The scaffolding surrounding the tower broke away with a crash. Only one shot…

      He needed a solid target—a wall sturdy enough to absorb the impact of the bolt and keep his weight.

      ‘Hunter Gallows!’ Royce appeared behind the gunner. ‘Stop! You’re not even secured into the harness!’

      Royce barrelled towards him.

      Gallows picked out an exposed brick wall, trained the ballista’s sights, gripped the trigger—and launched the bolt.

      The Schiehallion yawed starboard.

      ‘Damn!’

      The bolt ripped through the air, rope uncoiling as it soared into the depths of the construction work. To Gallows’ astonishment, it struck something solid—and held.

      ‘Hunter Gallows, I’m afraid I need to place you under-’

      ‘Sorry, Royce,’ said Gallows. He took the knife from its sheath, cut the rope and wrapped the end around his arm, cursing himself for leaving his sword at home.

      He had to do it now, before the airship moved again.

      ‘This is stupid,’ he said, the words mangled around the blade jammed between his teeth. He peered over the edge.

      ‘Hunter Gallows!’ barked Royce.

      Gallows hoisted a foot onto the railing, gripped the rope in his hands, closed his eyes…

      And leapt.

      

      Air rushed around him and a high-pitched searing hiss flooded his head.

      His legs flailed behind him, the pain in his arm so extreme he was sure the rope would wrench it from its socket.

      …shit shit shit…

      He crashed through metal bracings, pain coursing through every inch of him, and landed hard onto wooden platforms, splinters jagging into him.

      ‘Gods damn…’ Saliva trailed from his gaping mouth. He struggled to his feet, the world swaying around him. He unravelled the rope from around his arm and shook sensation into his limbs.

      His ribs ached, his arms bled and his face burned with pain—but he was alive.

      He collected the knife from where it fell, sheathed it, and sprinted along the wooden platform on unsure legs.

      Find Tiera, get her to turn herself in.

      The imposing shadow of the Schiehallion sailed above him.

      Ladders and makeshift ramps led down to the floors below, but for all he knew Tiera was lying dead in the depths. He needed to get inside the tower, see for himself, talk to the Watch and-

      Another explosion erupted beneath him, this one so close the shockwave rattled his bones.

      Screams tore out.

      Metal beams creaked in complaint.

      Bolts pinged out of their fixtures.

      And the metal frame around him collapsed.

      ‘Oh shi-’

      He ran.

      The wooden platform clattered beneath his pounding feet like glass beneath a hammer. He scrambled down a ramp, skidded around a corner—and slipped.

      His face smacked onto the solid floor.

      The scaffolding tilted backwords with a horrifying lurch. He swore, tried to scramble to his feet but gravity shifted beneath him.

      He fell.

      His arms clung onto wooden beams, legs dangling over the edge. His fingers dug into the wood and his teeth gritted as Gallows peeled a bloody fingernail back.

      But it was enough.

      He swung his right hand up and gripped a metal fixture.

      The scaffolding he stood on a moment ago fell away behind him, plummeting to the ground like confetti.

      He hung there.

      Pain knifed his fingers.

      Come on!

      Muscles straining, he pulled himself up, got to his knees and ran. His lungs screamed. More metal and wood peeled away from the tower. The ground disappeared around him.

      A mangled column of steel and stone swept away from the wall with a shriek, leaving a monstrous gap ahead of him. Everything around Gallows quaked.

      But still he ran, keeping the agony at bay.

      He barrelled towards the gap as fast as his legs could carry him. ‘Ugh!’

      He jumped across and tucked into a roll as he landed on another wooden platform. Something cracked—if it was a bone, he’d worry about it later.

      A sickening caterwaul reeled out around him, some beast in its death throes. Gallows looked up—just in time for the scaffolding above to falter and crash.

      He thundered along the wooden beams, debris showering his back.

      Need to get inside.

      He grabbed at rough stone as he swung himself around a corner, frantic eyes seeking an open window or passage.

      A steel beam swung its way towards him. ‘Shit!’

      He dropped to the ground as it passed overhead. It broke from its tether and sailed over the edge.

      Thick black smoke drowned his senses, highlighted by thin curls of deep yellow— gold stitching in a curtain of deep black velvet.

      Ignium.

      Gallows powered through the smoke, unable to see where his feet were taking him. He tried not to think how easy it would be to send himself plunging through a weak sheet of wood. He reached out to a wall, letting his hands do what his eyes couldn’t. He cleared the smoke—just in time for him to stop himself from tumbling over an edge.

      There was nothing in front of him but air.

      Tremors stuttered through his body at the sight of the sheer drop. Thoughts jousted for attention amidst the chaos. Metal shrieked behind him as it pulled from its fixtures, like a tooth from rotten gums.

      There was no way back.

      Only a sheer drop ahead of him.

      And he couldn’t reach higher ground.

      That left one option.

      Shit.

      He bent his knees low and turned.

      His aching hands gripped the edge of the wood. He sent his legs over the edge, feeling for the metal bars.

      A quick glance through the smoke revealed a network of metal arteries below. He couldn’t get a clear view, but it was there. The thought sent his head spinning. How secure were they?

      Acid bile erupted in his throat but he forced it down.

      Wind nudged and prodded his legs.

      Copper swirled in his throat and nose.

      Smoke stung his eyes.

      The world burned.

      He let go.

      The split second of freefall through smoke was an eternity too long.

      ‘Oof!’

      Gallows’ hands clasped around a bar—it snapped under his weight. He dropped again, his legs flailing. He grabbed for something—anything—and caught another beam. Air rushed from his lungs, every muscle screamed at him—but the bar held.

      Considering the pain and exhaustion, Gallows wasn’t convinced he was lucky to be alive.

      He shimmied down, hand after hand. He hung around halfway up the tower and sensed the Schiehallion orbiting close by.

      There had to be an access point nearby; the upper half of the tower might have been a shell, but there must be walkways, passages, something the construction crews used.

      He took in his surroundings. Eastern face of the tower…

      The metal burned his palms.

      He dropped himself again, climbing downward foot by foot, inch by inch.

      The fire inside the tower turned into an inferno, but by some miracle, his footing was secure.

      ‘Stupid idea, Ty. Stupid idea…’

      Then he spotted it—a window.

      One last look. One last look to see if she’s alive.

      He edged his way to the opening.

      A bruised and bloodied face appeared at the window frame, slung over the edge. It belonged to a man, decked out in the copper brown of the Watch. Spit and blood dripped from his face.

      ‘Tiera!’ Gallows climbed over. The watchman didn’t move. ‘Can you hear me?’

      No answer.

      Gallows reached out with bloodied fingers, his right leg still hooked onto the scaffolding. The whole place was coming apart—if the watchmen were aiming to survive, they’d be too busy escaping to arrest Tiera.

      ‘Move, damn it!’

      The watchman’s one good eye fluttered open in confusion. He screamed as he became alert.

      ‘Move back, I can help!’

      Panic struck the officer’s face as something grabbed him from behind and tore him away from view.

      ‘Hey! Damn it. Okay, come on…’ Gallows stretched his hand out, fingers almost grazing the rough stone….

      He was too far. Shit.

      Gallows craned his head, seeking another way across. As he was about to give up, a fist of fire punched through a wall behind the network of metal, sending brickwork careening to the ground—and leaving a huge gap.

      Gallows climbed through the web of steel towards the space, inch by agonising inch. Crashing metal battered his legs and arms. Fire lapped at the gap, but Gallows could avoid it if he was careful.

      Come on…

      He stretched across, supported only by the metal beams which were coming undone with startling speed. A length of wire uncoiled ahead of him; it didn’t budge when he tugged at it.

      Screw it.

      He swung, flying over the flames and through the gap—and crashed through the wooden floor, straight onto a watchman below.

      ‘Shit, another one!’ his companion yelled—the battered and bloodied watchman from the window.

      The watchman swung his sword but Gallows read the move a mile off. He rolled away, scooping the fallen watchman’s sword from the floor.

      ‘I’m here to help you!’ Gallows yelled, raising his new blade.

      ‘Like hell!’

      Gallows deflected the watchman’s strike and followed up with a kick to his chest, sending him tumbling back.

      Another blade flashed out of nowhere towards the downed watchman’s throat. At the last second Gallows flicked it away, but it sent him off-balance, and he collapsed to his knee.

      A boot kicked the sword from his hand.

      Tiera stood before him, her eyes wild, her skin slick with blood.
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      The blade whistled in the air. Gallows rolled, wincing as the blade chimed on the stone floor.

      He scrambled across the floor and grabbed the watchman’s sword. ‘Hang on!’

      She charged at him, her face a mask of pure malice.

      ‘Listen to me! I’m here to help!’

      Her sword lunged; Gallows threw his up to deflect, straining with the effort. He knew his way around a blade and Gods knew he loved his B-knife, but he was no master swordsman.

      He lurched backwards as Tiera slashed at his throat, then ducked under her backswing, stepping out of range. ‘Stop, will you? You know me! I was at your guild house!’

      Tiera advanced, sword spinning in a silver blur. Gallows had seen the tactic before, used to disorient one’s opponent and make it look like the strike was coming from one place when in fact it came from somewhere else. If he was careful, he could dodge it and disarm her—he just had to make sure he knew where she’d strike next.

      The tip of Tiera’s blade severed the chain across his chest.

      Gallows leapt back, heart thrashing in his ears. ‘Where’s the other watchman, Tiera?’

      She replied by bringing her blade up with lightning speed. Gallows blocked the strike but it sent pain reverberating down his arm. Exhaustion nipped at his limbs, and the ground grew more treacherous by the moment.

      Steel clashed, and Gallows had to push himself to keep up with her. ‘Stop fighting!’

      The plea only made Tiera up her attack speed—she advanced, slicing and slashing, cutting and thrusting. Fearsome power radiated from her, but she was wild and undisciplined. Gallows deflected a series of strikes, parrying her blows and took any opening he could, but nothing could stop her pressing him back. Broken glass crunched beneath his step.

      Saliva trailed from Tiera’s mouth, hissing every time he denied her blade.

      ‘I’m not here to kill you!’ Gallows pleaded.

      ‘You won’t get the chance!’

      The room they were in crumbled before Gallows’ eyes. He felt the floor weaken. Intense heat pressed over him and smoke filled his lungs. The razor edge of Tiera’s blade sheared the air.

      Gods… I might have to kill her.

      The clamour around them rose as the tower fell apart.

      Over Tiera’s shoulder, Gallows spied the two watchmen. One ran towards them, screaming and brandishing a truncheon.

      ‘Behind you!’

      Tiera sent Gallows the wrong way and headbutted him, before turning her attention to the men behind her.

      Gallows could only watch as Tiera swiped the truncheon from the copper’s hand and drew her blade against his throat-

      The wall next to them exploded, blasting Tiera to the side. It saved the watchman’s life.

      Gallows rushed over. ‘Listen! The place is falling apart—we need to get out—all of us!’

      ‘They made me do it!’ Tiera howled.

      ‘Piss on you!’ the watchman snapped.

      ‘Faraja!’ called his companion, his eyes beaten black and blue. ‘Listen to ’em! We’ve been done, mate! I ain’t dying in here!’

      The fire raged ever closer. ‘Listen to Black-Eye!’ Gallows pressed.

      ‘Mate, you’ve got a daughter,’ Black-Eye continued. ‘Don’t be stupid!’

      That settled it. Faraja gave a curt nod.

      ‘Tiera,’ said Gallows.

      She scowled, fingers wrapped tight around her weapon. But after a moment, she followed Gallows and the watchmen through the gap in the destroyed wall.

      ‘This way!’ Gallows called, climbing down a narrow staircase and into a large, round room. Burning timber fell from the ceiling.

      The attic. He scoured his memories of childhood visits to this place, and the times when he’d sneak in to see the relics before they were open to the public. The earthy odour of smoke forced its way into his lungs. ‘There!’ Gallows scrambled across the room towards a spiral stone staircase and bolted down.

      ‘That’s the way these bastards brought me up!’ yelled Tiera.

      Gallows ignored her. He thundered down the stairs, landing in a room full of destroyed artefacts.

      Then he noticed it—the hatch in the ground. About time we caught a break.

      Someone screamed from behind.

      Faraja’s body tumbled down the staircase.

      ‘Help!’ cried Black-Eye. A moment later he landed on Faraja.

      ‘Gods damn it, Tiera-’ Gallows stopped when Tiera appeared—a knife protruded from her thigh.

      ‘Bastard stabbed me.’ The words rumbled from Tiera like a furnace threatening to explode.

      ‘Son of a-’

      The ceiling collapsed in a shower of stone and oak. Tendrils of blazing fire crept down the walls.

      Gallows coughed, arming grime from his stinging eyes. ‘Follow me!’ He darted towards the hatch, the floor buckling and throwing him like a paper boat on a stormy wave. He pried the hatch open, revealing ladders. He had no way to know if it was any safer down there, but he didn’t have a choice.

      ‘We go down through the museum and out the north entrance!’

      ‘Are you gonna leave us here?’ grumbled Black-Eye, fresh blood oozing on his face. Faraja was still on the floor.

      ‘Follow if you want,’ said Gallows. ‘But I ain’t saving your ass any more.’

      ‘Wait.’ Tiera grabbed Gallows’ shoulder. ‘If I die here… I, I want someone to know. They made me do it. They made me kill. Captain Vaughan’s witch poisoned my head!’

      Amidst the chaos, amidst the ruin and the fire, Gallows froze. ‘What?’

      And she was there, looking down at him. Nidra, the Idari Grand Perceptor, in that putrid cell, the constant drip in the distant corner, her voice slithering like a snake in his brain…

      The ground tremored, snapping him back to reality. ‘Let’s go!’

      ‘Will… Will you let me live?’ said Black-Eye.

      ‘Keep up!’

      ‘Faraja! Faraja, come on mate!’

      The two watchmen got up.

      Gallows climbed down the ladder. He recognised the chamber it brought him to as the top floor of the museum. He dropped to the floor. ‘We ain’t far!’

      Tiera was next, then Black-Eye. Faraja came last, the ladder collapsing behind him.

      The walls quaked around them but the fire hadn’t reached this room. We can survive this.

      ‘This way!’ Gallows called.

      Dust clouded the air. Ancient tools and weapons were kept pristine in glass cases, some miracle preventing them from smashing amid the destruction.

      Gallows came to a giant oak door. It refused to budge. ‘Gods damn it.’ He charged it with his shoulder once, twice. ‘Faraja!’ he called. ‘Give me a hand.’ The watchman looked haggard and defeated, but he was bigger than Black-Eye. Anyway, Gallows wasn’t ready to take his eyes off him yet.

      The room grew hotter.

      They both charged into the door.

      Nothing. All this fighting, blood and fire, and it’s a goddamn door that kills us.

      Black-Eye screamed and hurtled towards it—the door burst inward with a satisfying crack.

      ‘Yeah, well, I loosened it for you,’ grunted Faraja.

      A hall lay open in front of them with hundreds of suits of armour, grand paintings and more weaponry. Black-Eye stepped through, panting. He opened his mouth and-

      And before he could speak, a hole opened where he stood.

      He screamed as the floor swallowed him.

      ‘No!’ Gallows dived over—just in time to see the watchman’s head crash into a beam and snap back with a sickening crack. Bright orange flames wreathed his body. ‘No!’

      ‘Let’s go!’ urged Tiera, seizing Gallows by the shoulders and pulling him back. Flames licked up. ‘Move!’

      The hall of armour ahead looked untouched, but the chasm made it impossible to cross.

      ‘We’re dead,’ muttered Faraja. ‘We’re dead.’

      ‘Quiet!’ snapped Tiera.

      ‘Piss on you! Look at it! We’re too late!’

      ‘Wait!’ said Gallows. ‘The bombs that caused the fire—there were no explosions at the north of the building—the scaffolding may still be intact there! We can smash through a window and climb down.’

      ‘You’re sure?’ asked Faraja.

      Gallows didn’t answer. He walked towards the gaping hole, took a step left, and put his back against the wall. It took all his will not to look down at Black-Eye’s flaming remains. ‘We’ll need to shimmy over like this!’

      ‘You’re crazy!’ yelled Faraja.

      Gallows kept his gaze pinned to the other side of the hall as he inched his way along the edge of the broken floor, palms pressed flat to the wall. Plaster and paint cracked and curled around his fingers from the heat.

      A crash sent his torso lurching forward. ‘Whoa, whoa!’ His sword slipped from his grasp, spinning down into the fire. For a second, he was sure he’d follow it. His heart raged in his head—but still he moved, sweat slick on his hands.

      He collapsed into the safety of the corner, but the cavity expanded. ‘Your turn!’ he called to Tiera.

      With great reluctance written over her face, she cast her sword below and followed Gallows’ steps.

      When she made it to safety, Gallows ran ahead. He picked up an antique pole-axe and hurled it through the darkened window at the end of the room. The sight of the intact scaffolding might have made him weep with joy.

      Tiera appeared at his back, Faraja not far behind.

      Gallows called out to him. ‘When we get out of this, we’re getting answers! And you,’ he turned to Tiera, ‘we’ll talk to the Watch, tell ’em you were manipulated.’

      ‘I’m not surviving this only to hang!’

      ‘If you run, they’ll kill you. Your best bet is to turn yourself in, speak to-’

      The whole room shook with the sound of thunder.

      ‘Move, Hunter!’

      The floor disappeared from where Gallows stood.

      He plummeted down, hands and face scraping against stone.

      He felt the heat grasp at him, the touch of flaming fingers snatching out.

      This was it.

      Just like that.

      Death.

      Sera.

      With pain shooting through his arm, Gallows stopped.

      He hung in mid-air, every sense burning, every nerve frayed.

      Tiera was on her stomach, clutching him by the wrist. ‘Can’t do this myself!’

      Gallows fought down the bitterness in his stomach. He reached up with his free hand, sweat making it hard to latch onto an exposed beam—but he did, and pulled himself up. He rolled onto his back, gasping for breath.

      And Faraja approached—another knife in his hand and murder in his eyes.

      ‘Tiera!’

      She inched back, his knife slashing her cheek

      In one fluid movement, she grabbed his arm with both hands, broke it at the elbow, snatched the knife from him, and buried it in his heart.

      ‘No!’ Gallows lurched but Faraja’s body fell through the hole like a rag doll.

      Tiera yelled above the din. ‘Come on!’

      With tremendous effort, Gallows stood and lumbered over to the window. He kicked the remaining shards away and climbed through, latching onto the metal framework. The construction framework here was intact—just about.

      After a fraught ten minutes of climbing—concealed by smoke and the rabble below—Gallows and Tiera reached the ground.

      Silhouettes flickered back and forth in the smoke and dust, and bodies littered the ground.

      ‘Tiera,’ said Gallows, mopping his face. ‘You gotta turn yourself in.’

      ‘Piss on that.’

      ‘I’ll speak for you.’

      ‘Piss on you.’

      ‘Damn it, listen! There’s nowhere to hide! Thackeray’s dead! Tell ’em the truth, it’s the only way to save yourself.’

      Tiera spat, then wiped grime from her eyes. She held Gallows’ gaze for a moment. ‘Fine.’ Tiera cracked her knuckles. ‘We’ll do it your way.’

      ‘Good. C’mon.’ Gallows turned—which was just the latest of several stupid mistakes he’d made today.

      Tiera bounded towards him, her fist connecting with his jaw.

      He fell to the ground, bright lights popping in his head. When he opened his eyes, Tiera had gone.
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      ‘And you thought running away would solve your problems?’ Myriel placed her tea down.

      ‘Someone died,’ said Serena. ‘The sisters are looking for an excuse to kick me out. And…’ Her voice strained. ‘I think… whoever killed Marrin meant to kill me.’

      ‘Because she had green hair?’

      Serena’s fingers gripped her cup. ‘I wasn’t hanging around to find out.’

      ‘Speaking with the Watch might have been an idea.’

      ‘The Watch are a joke.’ Flicker had burrowed his way into her pouch again, where he sat in contented ignorance. ‘Look, are you going to turn me in?’

      Myriel examined her for an age. ‘I suspect you’ll simply run again if I let you out of my sight. And if what you say is true, you are in grave danger. I won’t turn you in, Serena—but I’m not sure I can protect you.’

      ‘I’m not going to the damn Watch! The one time they post a guard at the orphanage, someone ends up dead.’

      ‘Well you can’t sit around here forever. That horrid little man will come back with a warrant. Thank goodness the parade affords us some time to think about what to do with you.’

      ‘Yeah. And crowds. I’ll get on a train tonight. I’ll cut my hair, dye it.’

      ‘And then?’

      ‘Well… I’ll be out, won’t I?’

      Myriel sat forward. ‘Running is not a plan, Serena.’

      Sounds just like Jozef. ‘Look… I don’t know, okay? Is that what you want me to say? I don’t have friends. I don’t have family. I can’t go back to my crew.’

      Myriel’s face softened. ‘Goodness, child. You’ve certainly had a time of it.’

      Serena’s eyes burned. The floor became very interesting.

      ‘No shame in crying, dear.’

      Serena hammered the table with her fist, causing the teacup to leap from its saucer. ‘People keep dying around me! What if… What if whoever wants me dead attacked the Liberty Wind? What if everything that’s happened… is my fault?’

      Myriel smiled. ‘Guilt’s an awful thing, child. I know it’s easier to succumb to anger than to admit you’re frightened, but you mustn’t blame yourself.’

      ‘I…’ Serena started. But the words trailed off. What was there to say? What was there to do, except escape? ‘At the funeral…’

      ‘Mm?’ said Myriel, righting the teacup like she was setting a diamond into a ring.

      ‘You told me to come here if I had questions.’

      ‘I did. I fear coming here to lay low from the law might be pushing the generosity of my invitation a touch, but think nothing of it.’

      ‘Why did you tell me that story? The one about the light in the sky?’

      Myriel’s face lit up. ‘Ah, the Angel’s Breath.’

      ‘Yeah, whatever. You said it was a gift from the Orinul… But they’re meant to be demons, right? Enemies of the Gods?’

      ‘Not everyone subscribes to what our Fayth tells us.’ Myriel leaned back in her chair. ‘I told you the story because, well, stories are important, are they not? They’re everlasting. They often change over time, but they outlive all of us.’ Myriel gazed past Serena, lost in some memory. ‘Yes, stories are important.’

      ‘You sound like Angelo.’

      ‘Hm? Who’s Angelo? A boyfriend?’

      ‘Just a friend. He reads. A lot.’

      Myriel’s face lit up. ‘Then he is a friend worth cherishing.’

      ‘Right, yeah. Look, you said your guide told you about his people, ocean folk?’

      ‘Yes, he said the Angel’s Breath was a gift to help sailors navigate when mists blotted out the stars. He said it warded them from the seduction of Siren songs—creatures that seized men’s will and lured them into the icy depths. I just thought it looked pretty.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I… I have… Memories. Of being on ships with my people, sailing around.’

      Myriel’s smile stayed still, but her eyes narrowed. ‘Ah yes. I thought so.’

      ‘You knew?’

      ‘I… suspected.’

      ‘How? Was your guide part of my family? Did he know Jozef? Do you?’

      Myriel’s laugh sounded like a child’s. ‘I don’t recognise the name, I’m afraid. Truthfully, I don’t know a great deal about them, but I travelled with a tribe for a spell. Nice people, kept mostly to themselves. Favoured Feria above the other Gods, as I do. Blesser of Journeys, literal and spiritual. Rather nicer ring to it than “the Death God” and “God of War”, wouldn’t you say?’

      Serena’s hand shot out. ‘Hold on, a tribe? There was more than one?’

      ‘I believe so. The world is a big place, and the Fayth isn’t very… Flexible. My peers derided me for seeking out other cultures. The other sisters shunned me for possessing the audacity of daring to expand my knowledge.’

      ‘You were a nun?’ Serena pictured the nuns back at the orphanage. She couldn’t see Myriel in the same light as Ingrid and Petrakis—drinking tea seemed like too much of an extravagance for them.

      ‘Oh yes,’ replied Myriel, the glint in her eye not fading for a moment. ‘Took my orders when I was fourteen with grand notions of serving the Church of Feria. I figured there would be more literal travel and less spiritual. I was wrong. They ex-communicated me when I… Well!’ She clapped her hands once. ‘That’s a story for another time. Tell me, Serena, what do you know of your family?’

      ‘Nothing. My mum and dad died when I was young. I… I don’t remember much about them. I was brought up by other people. They didn’t stay around long either. We kept moving from place to place, different people each time. I lived most of my life cooped up on boats. An Elder named Jozef taught me how to read and fish, and how to use the stars to navigate.’

      Myriel nodded. ‘And how did you end up here?’

      ‘I was in the Sanctecano Islands for a while. On a pilgrimage. I mean, not me, but everyone else was. We went back there every year or so, closest place to a home I had. That was a couple of years ago. The Idari came, war broke out… I was taken across the Discordant Sea but when the Enlighten was destroyed, we turned back and sailed across Irros’ Bounty. I wound up here the same day the bomb went off.’

      Myriel rested her chin on her fist. ‘It’s a miracle you survived. The bomb destroyed a fleet and the Idari razed our harbours.’

      The memory flooded her. Screaming, running, drowning amidst a horde, women and children trampled underfoot…

      ‘I… I almost didn’t. I saw people get trampled to death. I ran through crowds. People were fighting. They sealed the gates to Old Town Square. They said the Idari had got inside the city.’

      ‘But you got through.’

      ‘I snuck in with another family and ran when I could. The Watch picked me up. I ended up in the orphanage.’

      Myriel’s eyes kept analysing her. Serena’s heart quickened, despite telling the truth.

      ‘Do you believe in the Gods, Serena?’

      ‘What?’ Did anyone really believe in the Indecim?

      ‘It’s okay,’ said Myriel, ‘you can tell the truth.’

      ‘Okay. No, I don’t believe in ’em. If you’re gonna tell me the Gods saved me that day, please don’t. The Gods and the Orinul, they’re all, like, metaphors, right?’

      Myriel smiled. ‘Are they now?’

      Riddles, double-talk, lies… Now she seemed like a nun. If the Gods were so powerful, why didn’t they bloody talk straight?

      Serena crossed her arms, eyes narrowed on the mage. Let’s see how she likes being examined. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      Myriel laughed. ‘Nothing at all! I believe we should question ourselves from time to time. You don’t have to be so confrontational.’

      ‘Do you believe in the Gods? Does being a mage mean you have to believe in magic?’

      ‘Of course I believe in magic!’ She rolled her eyes and said, ‘Young people today.’

      ‘I might have believed in magic and Gods and Mother Snowfrost when I was a kid, but not any more.’

      ‘And nor are you quite comfortable saying the word “ain’t”.’

      ‘Raincatcher habit.’

      ‘Or an act to help you fit in. Survival instinct.’

      Serena’s eyes pierced Myriel’s. ‘I learned young.’

      That answer seemed to please Myriel. ‘Did you know the Pantheon of Gods once held over a thousand names?’ she asked. ‘Oh yes. After Aerulus and all the rest waged war with the Orinul, great libraries and temples were built in their honour… Only to become dust.’

      ‘Yeah, right,’ Serena said with a smirk. ‘There are eleven Gods.’

      ‘I thought you didn’t believe in them?’

      ‘Well, I mean, I don’t, but-’

      ‘But that’s what you’re taught in that school, yes?’

      ‘It’s what we’re taught everywhere. “The Fayth of the Indecim”. Indecim means eleven in Old Dalthean.’

      Myriel chuckled, and the humour in her face made her youthful. ‘Don’t get me started on “Old Dalthea”.’

      ‘Gods, you have to contradict everything, don’t you?’

      ‘No, but I have to question everything—as should you. As should everyone! Honestly, these mindless puppets who shuffle out of the Collegium regurgitating nonsense. It’s a wonder this religion made it past its first century.’

      Serena shook her head. ‘But you must have learned from books and stuff too, right?’

      ‘Of course—but books don’t always agree with one another. Rarely, in fact. They’re much like people in that respect. It’s up to you to make your own mind up.’ Myriel sipped her tea. ‘I do love books. I visited Palthonheim before it fell. The Great Library was a sight to behold. It would have taken three lifetimes to read all her treasures. Sailed for days upon the River Althon to see it.’

      ‘And now it’s a ruin.’

      The brows on Myriel’s face knitted together. ‘Nothing lasts forever, it seems.’ She clapped her hands again. ‘Now, you said you don’t believe in magic. What about ignicite?’

      All these questions gnawed at Serena’s nerves. She didn’t come here for bloody lessons—Myriel was supposed to be giving her answers. But the thought of going back out there, with nowhere to go and no-one to turn to…

      She decided to play along. ‘Go on then,’ she said, ‘tell me how ignicite is—in any way—magic?’

      ‘Aha, now things are getting interesting! What was once considered magic is now regarded as science—and sometimes science and sorcery collide. Take our Spires—they allow us to harness the power of lightning. Prevailing thought a hundred years ago told us only Aerulus could wield such power. And here we stand, having wrested it from his fingers.’

      ‘It’s… not the same.’

      ‘Why? Because you’re told it’s not? What seems impossible now could be commonplace in the future. Spires, ignium lamps, airships: Technological marvels all! Things evolve, Serena. Sometimes they evolve the way of the Gods, the Mages’ Guild and the Orinul—dwindling into the mists of time, once powerful and now forgotten. Or like ruined Palthonheim—once the greatest city in Imanis, now an uninhabitable wasteland. Do you know why?’

      Serena smirked, making sure she looked as smug as possible to annoy Myriel. ‘Because of ignicite.’

      ‘No! Because of man’s hubris.’

      ‘You’re wrong. Ignicite extraction caused an accident.’

      ‘Only to a degree. So, I’ll ask again: Why was ignicite once considered magic?’

      ‘Because… it regenerates? It’s the only fuel that lasts forever?’

      ‘Precisely! But if we take too much too soon-’

      ‘The veins rupture and unrefined gases are released. Like the Poison Veil.’ Serena had to stifle a yawn. Everybody knew this stuff. It was weird to think people thought it was magic.

      ‘Correct! Which is why we must be careful not to extract too much, to give it time to regenerate—lest we end up like Palthonheim. For all the scholars’ and philosophers’ intelligence, their arrogance spread as a weed does in a garden, bringing everything around it to ruin.’

      ‘That would never happen here though.’

      Myriel raised her teacup. ‘So thought the minds of Palthonheim.’

      Spider legs danced down Serena’s spine.

      ‘Dalthea made its fortune from ignicite,’ Myriel continued. ‘Ignium and igneus are valuable commodities because raw ignicite is only present in a few places in the world, and Dalthea’s deposits are the richest and easiest to mine. What’s to stop our hubris and greed from being our undoing?’

      ‘Surely no-one’s going to be tempted to take too much of it, just to sell it?’

      ‘Who knows if the Prime Councillor’s ambition outweighs his common sense? It almost happened before, during the gold rush period. That’s what precipitated the war with Ryndara.’

      Serena stifled a yawn. ‘Right.’

      ‘Strange, that a kingdom as small as ours is gifted with such natural resources. You know they say Dalthea formed when Aerulus punched the earth? Such is his strength that the force of it sent the ground erupting on all sides, like throwing a boulder into a pond. That is how the Steelpeak Mountains formed. Miles and miles of jagged mountains, stretching to the stars. The Fayth tells us he did this protect and shield those special few who lived here. Others say a great lump of ignicite floated through space and landed with a great big wallop.’

      Serena thought of Irros’ Beckon and its fields of once-sprawling harbours. The mountains there skirted out on opposite sides, which made Dalthea look like a crooked horseshoe on the maps. ‘Aerulus missed a spot.’

      Myriel’s arched eyebrow grew more pointed than a knife. ‘Then perhaps he created the Poison Veil to correct his mistake?’

      Serena laughed. ‘The Poison Veil’s deadly. It burns skin from people’s bones.’

      ‘What better barrier is there?’

      ‘But if Aerulus did that,’ Serena started, ‘then why hasn’t Irros gifted us with water?’

      ‘Imanis is a continent surrounded by water.’

      ‘Yeah, salt water. If they’re so powerful, why doesn’t Irros, like, fix the water supplies poisoned by the Idari? Or make it easier to draw water through the mountain pipelines?’

      ‘Perhaps we didn’t pray to him enough. Or perhaps the Idari prayed harder. Perhaps we’re lucky to have any water at all.’

      ‘That’s stupid.’ Serena shook her head. All this religious nonsense gave a headache.

      ‘Dalthea is a melting pot of cultures and peoples, Serena. We all believe different things. We have descendants of every colour, creed and culture in the world here. Surnames from every corner of the earth are inscribed in our censuses, and yet we are smaller than any other nation. Logic and stupidity don’t come into it. We can blame or praise the Gods all we want, but real or not, we have to make our own way in life.’

      Gods. An hour in this woman’s company and half her education had been chucked overboard. And yet it made a kind of sense.

      Still, Myriel could have said ‘Serena—make your own way,’ which would have saved a shitload of time.

      ‘But today, magic becomes technology—and technology becomes weapons.’

      ‘Yeah,’ huffed Serena, thinking of the Spires.

      ‘Lightning, flaming igneus, the device which created the Poison Veil…’ Myriel stared into her teacup. ‘The technology afforded to us by ignicite, and we use it for weapons of war—all that potential squandered. Even those hateful, ugly repeater guns the military use—they’re bad enough now, but they will continue to grow worse. One day soon, swords will be obsolete and mankind will possess the capacity to wreak bloodshed on a scale not yet witnessed.’

      Serena chose to ignore the ice running down her spine. Then—so loud she was sure the folk in Dustwynd would hear it—her stomach growled. As often as she ridiculed it, she ached for some of Clara’s vegetable soup.

      ‘Dear me!’ said Myriel. ‘A hungry stomach is almost as bad as a hungry mind! Let me prepare something for you.’

      Serena didn’t protest.

      Twenty minutes later, she shoved spoonfuls of a chunky beef and carrot stew into her mouth, rich gravy sparking her taste buds like they hadn’t been used before. Myriel had explained that it arrived on the train with the first waves of Remembrance tourists and that it may be past its prime, but Serena didn’t notice. She could never tell Clara.

      ‘Life always seems less chaotic with a full stomach and a cup of tea,’ said Myriel when Serena finished. ‘And music. Harmonies bring your troubles into sharp relief and help you realise how petty they really are, don’t you find?’

      ‘Um… Yes,’ Serena replied. The orphanage didn’t allow music that wasn’t a hymn or the national anthem.

      ‘Feria! I almost forgot.’ Myriel stood up and padded towards an old, brass-coloured transmitter on her mantelpiece. Serena recognised it as one of the personal models connected to the Info Towers by underground cables, kind of like an intercom on an airship. Only rich folk had them, and why someone would want one in their living room was beyond Serena.

      ‘Genevieve Couressa is to perform,’ Myriel continued. ‘I hope we haven’t missed her…’ She fidgeted with the knobs and dials on the contraption. ‘Those dreadful propaganda towers leave much to be desired.’

      ‘You’re right there.’ Without thinking, Serena dug into her pocket and drew her thumb over the edge of the invitation Milo had thrust upon her.

      The radio sputtered to life, but instead of melodic strains and soaring angelic vocals, the machine hissed static into the room.

      ‘Oh, this old thing!’ Myriel smacked the transmitter.

      Serena stood. ‘Um, look, I have this…’ She flashed the invitation. ‘It’s for her concert tonight. It’s not my thing, and you’ve been decent to me… Do you want it?’

      Myriel turned, her face aglow. ‘My word! How did you get a hold of that?’

      Serena detected the note of accusation. ‘A kringla seller gave it to me.’

      ‘Must be the best kringlar in the kingdom to afford this.’ Myriel took the ticket in her fingers, caressing it like an old family picture. Her face beamed—but as she opened her mouth, the radio transmission cut through:

      ‘Citizens of Dalthea. This is an emergency broadcast. Our city is under attack from persons unknown. Our city is under attack from persons unknown. The Prime Councillor is dead. As per Proclamation Six Nine Seven Two, a state of Martial law is in effect. Repeat: The Prime Councillor is dead. A state of Martial law is in effect.

      ‘Citizens are required to stay in their homes. Report all strange persons. Travel rights outwith the city have been suspended. Sir Raleigh Trevelyan Train Station is locked down. The skyport is closed. Passage through Wrenwing Gap is forbidden. Unauthorised airships will be fired upon without warning. Citizens: Do not leave your homes. Stay indoors. Obey the Watch. Obey the military. Keep identification papers on your person at all times. This is in the interests of national security.’

      A commotion outside grew louder. Ice water rushed through Serena’s veins. Myriel stood still, eyes fixed on the transmitter.

      Serena got to her feet. ‘What… What does this mean?’

      ‘Sweet Songstress. Six Nine Seven Two. All Council powers are transferred to the military. That means the king must be gone as well, Princess Anabelle...’ He voice trailed away like exhaust from an airship. ‘I… I have to go, Serena.’ Myriel thrust the golden invitation back into Serena’s palm.

      A tide of noise rose up from outside—shouting, running, crying, screaming. The music of panic.

      ‘You’re going now?’

      ‘I must. Six Nine Seven Two is an emergency. I’m a guildmaster. I’ve been summoned.’

      ‘But I-’

      ‘The military will barge through here, Serena. I’m to be escorted to a secret location to sit on a committee full of fat men with no more sense than a stoneroach. They will do what their instinct tells them to—if they stop arguing long enough to make a decision. I’m sorry, I wish there was more I could do.’

      Stunned, Serena muttered: ‘I don’t have anywhere to go. You heard it! The train station’s been shut down. No air travel.’

      The cacophony outside. Myriel floated towards her window and nudged he curtain open. ‘Gods. It’s chaos. You have to hide in here. I have a basement. They likely won’t check here but while the Confessors are looking for you, it’s better to be safe. This emergency has bought you some time, but that man Cronin… He is a dog with a bone in his mouth, and I doubt he’ll relinquish it because a bigger piece of meat is available.’

      ‘I can take care of myself.’

      Myriel rounded on her. ‘Serena, I do not doubt that you are a capable young woman. But for some reason we don’t understand yet, the Confessors and Watch are after you. You said it yourself—you have no-one. There is no shame in hiding, child. At the very least, wait for me here. I may have answers when I return.’

      Serena hated to admit it, but she was right. Sneaking past one or two moron watchmen on a night full of tourists was one thing—sneaking past legions of them during a citywide emergency was another.

      ‘There is a trapdoor under the table that leads to my basement,’ said Myriel. ‘I use it to store texts that are too enlightening for the Fayth. I’m afraid that will have to do.’ Myriel wrapped a bright pink shawl around her head. ‘There’s more to you than meets the eye, I think. You survived Amberfire Night—you’ll survive this.’ A fist hammered at Myriel’s door. ‘Gods, they’re quick.’

      ‘I…’ Serena started, but found she had nothing to say.

      ‘I promise I will return,’ said Myriel, disappearing outside.

      Flicker stuttered in the air, chirruping his song, not a care in the world. Serena dragged the table across the floor, lifted a rug, and felt for the handle of the trapdoor. It moved with next to no effort, which told Serena that Myriel went down there often.

      ‘Citizens of Dalthea. This is an emergency broadcast…’
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      ‘She wasn’t in control!’ screamed Gallows. His head buzzed with exhaustion, not to mention the impact of Tiera’s fist. He was having a hell of a time explaining what happened in the tower, and it was only blind luck a passing watchman found him. ‘This is a mistake. You’re going after the wrong people.’

      Arch Vigil Verimedes laughed, the folds around his face vibrating as he did so. ‘She pulled the trigger, man! You saw it yourself!’

      ‘You’re talking about rounding up every visiting foreigner and torturing them.’

      ‘Extreme methods of interrogation are legal, Mister Gallows. Some hunter, hey? You let her escape.’ The Arch Vigil’s jowls quivered with every word. ‘A terrorist and murderer of fine officers of the Watch.’

      ‘They tried to kill her after she surrendered. We were trying to make it out of there and Constable Faraja almost knifed her. I saw it. Arch Vigil, she was manipulated into killing the Prime Councillor. Some mystical Idari spell or drugs or some shit. I’ve seen it before.’

      ‘Ludicrous! My watchmen would have arrested her had it not been for you.’

      ‘Your watchmen would have killed her. Either way, we’d have got no answers. I begged her to hand herself in.’

      ‘Why are we listening to this man? He rescues a killer, my men end up dead and their murderer is in the wind! Pah! Peddling a story to justify your disobedience, Hunter, is the mark of a weak man. You should be arrested for treason.’

      ‘Listen, asshole, she told me someone working with Captain Vaughan of the Raincatchers manipulated her. Question his crew. Speak to-’

      ‘The Watch has already conducted a thorough sweep of the Hurtling Whimsy,’ explained Verimedes. ‘No illicit materials were found—nor any trace of this “witch” you speak of.’

      Gallows wore his smile like a slash. ‘That’s pretty damn efficient, given I just told you about it.’

      ‘Every craft in the skyport has been grounded and checked, Mister Gallows,’ spoke Junior Councillor Enfield. The kid looked out of his depth. Confessor Cronin and Commander Lockwood flanked him across a long, blackwood table. ‘We began our investigation at the skyport with the Raincatchers’ airships. Despite the contempt you clearly hold for authority, Mister Gallows, we are doing our jobs.’

      Tell that to the families of the murdered people in the Kingsway. Gallows rubbed the back of his head. It did nothing to alleviate the pounding.

      This is what was left of the government: A handful of bureaucrats. They were in a briefing room in a bunker somewhere in the depths of Musa’s Harp. Most of the other seats were empty—Enfield was the only surviving member of the Council.

      They’d arrived here by travelling through an underground tunnel in transport trucks used in the war, known as Golden Goddesses for the trails of ignium smoke they left in their wake.

      ‘In fact,’ Verimedes began, ‘the only vessel we have reason to suspect is the Liberty Wind—Tiera Martelo’s airship.’

      ‘No-one else from her crew was involved,’ Gallows said. ‘Not that you’d know, sitting so far back from the crowd.’

      Enfield spoke before Verimedes could respond: ‘Martelo’s airship was involved in an accident two nights ago in which three people died. Their captain claims the Sector Seven Spire had been activated yet we have no record of this. One of the crew went missing before today’s attack—a young girl—following a murder in the orphanage. We have to assume that Martelo’s attack is related.’

      ‘What?’ said Gallows. ‘A kid was murdered?’

      Enfield nodded. ‘Uh, yes. Serena—we have no surname—absconded following the death of another student.’

      ‘When? What was the kid’s name?’

      Enfield squirmed. ‘Marrin Anne Pettigrew.’

      ‘Aerulus,’ he whispered. His whole body sagged. ‘You’re sure?’ Marrin. That’s the name of Veronica’s daughter. Gods above and below. ‘This Serena, did… did she do it?’

      ‘We don’t know.’

      ‘As sad as the death of a child is,’ began the Arch Vigil, ‘the assassination takes priority. This man should be with the Confessors.’

      Gallows punched the table. ‘Damn it, asshole, listen! Tiera could’ve killed me. She didn’t. The mind control shit wore off as soon as she completed her objective.’

      ‘Why, but of course it did!’ huffed Verimedes, his face growing more scarlet by the second. ‘You think saving your hide elevates her above suspicion, hey? All that does is implicate you!’ Verimedes sprawled his hands on the table. ‘This is an act of war by the Idari, and you have no place here. Junior Councillor, arrest this man and let us get on with the real work! We must respond! How many more Idari agents are in our city? How many more must die before we take action, hey? Junior Councillor?’

      ‘Witnesses verify his story,’ said Lockwood. She kept her voice level, but rage brimmed in her eyes. Or was it shame? ‘He was spotted from the Schiehallion engaging Martelo and saving the watchmen there from her attacks. They all escaped together. That’s the end of it.’ Her eyes trained on Gallows like a primed ballista.

      No way they saw everything after I leapt into the tower. I owe her—and she’ll cash in.

      ‘This, this is a time for calm, Arch Vigil.’ Enfield tried hard to compose himself. ‘We’re all grieving, we’re all in shock. We need to regroup, plan-’

      Verimedes’ hands flew up. ‘The foolish notions of a boy not fit for office! The Council has been destroyed! Rally the military, seal all exits, garrison troops in every district, declare martial law! Gods above and below, I do not mean to insult you, Junior Councillor, but our generals are more proficient and better equipped to deal with this situation!’

      ‘Proclamation Six Nine Seven Two has been enacted, Arch Vigil. Martial law is in effect. General N’Keres is co-ordinating his resources and will be here shortly. I have formally ceded control to him and will work to, um, install continuity of government while he deals with this atrocity. I hope this eases your concern, but I must insist that you—we—remain calm.’

      Verimedes shook his bulbous, squashed face. To Gallows, he looked like a stoneroach after it had met the pommel of his sword.

      And, like stoneroaches, he didn’t know when to give up. ‘The longer we wait, the graver the threat is to our kingdom! We have no reason to believe this crisis is over. For all we know it’s just beginning!’

      ‘Councillor Enfield is acting Prime Councillor and you will address him with respect,’ spoke Lockwood, her voice cutting like a guillotine. ‘Perhaps you’d have heard the Information Towers announce Proclamation Six Nine Seven Two if you weren’t so… hasty to reach the bunker.’

      The Arch Vigil’s face paled, but he kept his fat lips closed.

      The heavy doors of the briefing room flew open and General N’Keres stomped in. Military personnel flowed in along with him, many of the same faces Gallows had seen at Castle Rochefort. Kirivanti followed the general in, her face tired and drawn. Roland of the Raincatchers, the mage woman and even Lucien tal Giorgio of the Musicians’ Guild shuffled in. None of them looked like they belonged here.

      ‘Thank you all for coming, I am relieved to see you all safe,’ started Enfield. ‘Straight to it, then: Casualty report, General?’

      ‘Around sixty civilians killed in the bomb blasts, more than two hundred wounded.’ The general’s deep voice sounded like it would launch into a vibrant baritone song at any moment. ‘It seems their objective wasn’t to cause mass death; the bombs used were relatively weak ignium charges. Regrettably, they’re a common commodity and likely impossible to trace. Commander Lockwood, you had a better vantage point than I did; what can you tell us?’

      ‘The explosions were carried out by operatives wearing suicide vests,’ she said. ‘After the Prime Councillor was shot and the bombs discharged, further agents within the crowd—posing as street entertainers—initiated an assault with concealed weapons. As the general said, the objective seemed to be to sow confusion rather than cause mass casualties—the Prime Councillor was the real target. A number of these individuals were apprehended but they had some kind of poisonous pellet embedded in their teeth. They all died before we could get answers.’

      ‘Shit.’ Gallows shook his head. Tiera’s the only suspect. She’ll be hunted. They’ll sentence her to death and we’ll never know the truth. The spot where she’d punched him throbbed. Gods damn her if she lied to me.

      ‘Damage to the Kingsway has been minimal,’ N’Keres continued. Only in his late forties, his dark skin wore a patchwork of red blotches around the neck, common among survivors of bloodlung. ‘However, two water dispensing stations were destroyed and the Arc of Iona has suffered minor damage. Queen Iona Bridge has been closed and is under armed guard. The Collegium will take in as many people as possible. As per protocol, the Lord Sentinel and the Royal Guard are with King Owain and the Princess. Castle Rochefort has been locked down and checkpoints are being erected in all districts as we speak. The Prime Councillor’s body is in Princess Anabelle Academy Hospital.

      ‘However, the Tower of Remembrance and Memorial Museum did incur significant damage. The Tower still stands but may yet collapse.’

      ‘No doubt exactly what the perpetrators had hoped for,’ said Verimedes. ‘Destroying the Tower of Remembrance is a direct insult. It will be seen as a rallying cry to our enemies and must not go unpunished.’

      Gallows stared at the Arch Vigil. He may be full of hot air and impotent bluster, but he was right. They were on the ropes right now, weak and close to defeat. Another attack could cripple them.

      ‘Evacuation procedures of the Kingsway are underway,’ said N’Keres, ‘but it will take time. ’

      Enfield wiped the sweat from his face. ‘By which point other attacks may be carried out.’

      ‘We will prevent that,’ said Confessor Cronin. He hadn’t uttered a word before now. ‘My inspectors are questioning suspects now.’

      ‘What suspects?’ Gallows asked. ‘The other attackers killed themselves.’

      The eyes around Cronin’s pin-prick pupils brightened. Gallows remembered that look from when Cronin questioned him after Amberfire Night. It made his stomach tighten. ‘I am not at liberty to divulge that to you, Mister Gallows. But rest assured, my line of enquiry will be thorough.’

      ‘Commander Lockwood will take the Schiehallion and patrol the sky above the city,’ said N’Keres. ‘It will act as a reminder and hopefully deter any further attacks. Our Golden Goddesses will distribute water to those affected by the loss of the water stations, but rations are tight. The Watch and military will patrol the streets—we should be seen in force to reassure people while Confessor Cronin carries out his investigations.’

      ‘Agreed,’ nodded Enfield. ‘Guildmaster Kirivanti, as per the Hunters’ Guild charter, I am passing command of your men and women over to General N’Keres. See that they follow his orders to the letter.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Kirivanti.

      ‘Mister Gallows,’ Enfield continued, ‘the kingdom of Dalthea thanks you for risking your life in your attempt to apprehend the assassin. However, you acted against direct orders. For that reason, I am revoking your guild licence.’

      ‘Sir, Tyson Gallows is one of my best assets,’ Kirivanti started, ‘I’d be gratef-’

      ‘It’s fine, Sheva,’ said Gallows. ‘He’s right.’ In the back of his head, he was thinking about how to tell Veronica that her daughter was dead.

      ‘Now, sowing chaos is, uh, is a typical objective of terrorist attacks,’ Enfield explained. ‘To that end, waging war in our streets would be a mistake. However, we have no conclusive proof this heinous act was perpetrated by the Idari.’

      ‘Who else could it have been?’ questioned Lockwood. ‘Suicide bombings were instrumental during their siege of the Sanctecano Islands.’

      ‘Indeed, but Tiera Martelo is Phadrosi. Phadros has no known alliance with the Idari.’

      ‘Refusing to aid us in eradicating the Godsforsaken runts is crime enough,’ said Verimedes.

      Fury flashed in Enfield’s eyes.

      ‘Whether independent or as some Idari mercenary,’ said N’Keres, ‘our objective remains the same: Find her.’

      ‘Of course,’ agreed Enfield. ‘But I have another theory. As I mentioned, an accident occurred at the Sector Seven Spire two nights ago involving Martelo’s airship. Therefore, I believe we have to consider the possibility she assassinated the Prime Councillor in some misguided attempt at revenge.’

      ‘You can’t be serious?’ Roland asked, eyes opening as if from sleep. ‘Fitz and his crew are rough but they’re not conspirators and killers!’

      ‘Any crew allied with Tiera Martelo should not be dismissed so lightly,’ Lockwood pointed out. ‘I had more than one run-in with her former captain.’

      ‘Forgive me,’ started Verimedes, ‘I find that to be preposterous. How could a rag-tag crew of Raincatchers plan, co-ordinate and execute a terrorist strike in the space of two nights? Martelo could have been radicalised months ago for all we know.’

      ‘I’m aware of how unlikely it sounds,’ Enfield started, ‘but the doubt that clouds all of this highlights the need for reliable intelligence.’

      ‘Guildmaster Kirivanti,’ N’Keres began, ‘you will task your hunters with locating all crew of the Liberty Wind.’

      ‘No, you can approach them through me,’ demanded Roland. His face gleamed with sweat. ‘We don’t need to round them up like criminals. Let me talk to them.’

      ‘Come on!’ Gallows rocked to his feet. ‘Do your own damn dirty work, General. You know the damage you’ll cause by pitting the guilds against each other?’

      The general turned on Gallows. ‘Until government has been restored or King Owain declares otherwise, I am acting head of state while Proclamation Six Nine Seven Two is in effect. Speak out of turn again and I’ll not hesitate to arrest you. If the men and women of the Raincatchers’ Guild see anyone in Watch and military garb, they’ll alert the crew of the Liberty Wind and they will go to ground. I cannot take that risk. The Hunters’ Guild is ideally suited.’

      ‘You can’t do this,’ wailed Roland. ‘This is people’s livelihoods you’re destroying!’

      ‘Guildmaster Roland, I am hereby relieving you of your command,’ said N’Keres.

      ‘What? You can’t-’

      ‘It’s clear you are not impartial. Captain Norcoté Vaughan will take up Guildmaster duties.’

      Roland’s face sagged. ‘Vaughan? He’s not fit to lead!’

      Gallows had to bite down on his tongue, fire rising in his chest. Giving Vaughan leadership of the Raincatchers, the Watch examining his airship and finding nothing… Fallon’s conspiracy theory didn’t seem so far-fetched.

      Either that, or Tiera Martelo had played Gallows for a fool—which made him even angrier.

      ‘Let’s get to work,’ said General N’Keres. ‘Arch Vigil, order your officers to patrol the streets in three-person squads. See that they are all armed with swords as well as truncheons. In addition to my own military patrols, armed personnel will be stationed at each checkpoint should you need them. Question citizens if you have provocation to do so—anyone who can’t produce identification papers should be apprehended immediately.’

      ‘What of the girl, Confessor Cronin?’ Myriel’s voice floated around the room like the pluck of a violin string. ‘The one whom you enquired about earlier.’

      Cronin twisted a smile at her. ‘I am confident she will be located, Guildmaster. You see, as soon as Proclamation Six Nine Seven Two was enacted, I ordered the Watch to carry out searches on all Guild properties—including yours.’
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        * * *

      

      The room was more a treasure vault than a basement. Well, if you considered books to be treasure, anyway. Brass pots, candlesticks, and mortar and pestle sets sat on shelves. Unlike the books, these were covered in dust.

      What was Angelo doing right now? Did the sisters take the students to the Remembrance parade? Was Angelo there? Did he think she’d killed Marrin? Would they ever see each other again? Probably not. Maybe that was for the best.

      A blade of light from a gap in the floorboards above her cut through the darkness, one of the few square inches of Myriel’s front room that wasn’t covered with a rug. A faint vanilla smell caressed her nose—like the basement may have been decked out with flowers once upon a time, the aroma clinging to the walls like a memory grasping not to be forgotten.

      Cloth sacks lined the square room—probably full of tea leaves, knowing the rate Myriel went through the stuff. Above her, the drone of the Info Tower announcement continued through Myriel’s transmitter in an endless cycle. She was half-tempted to climb out of the basement and shut it off, but the way her luck had been going, no doubt twelve watchmen would charge through the door as soon as her head popped up.

      She threw herself down on one of the sacks, rested a chin on her fist and tapped her feet.

      For being a fugitive in the midst of a citywide terrorist incident, Serena wasn’t half bored.

      ‘Right, well, let’s see what all the fuss is with your books, Myriel.’ She pushed herself from the sack and scanned the shelves, having to narrow her eyes to read the spines. The Histories and Accounts of the Council of Mages—volumes I to XXXIV. ‘Well, that’s a no. What else?’

      Parables From Palthonheim.

      Potions, Poisons, Tonics and Brews.

      Demons, Doom & Blood Magic—A Romance.

      More volumes with equally unappealing titles sat there, well-worn but devoid of dust. She traced a finger across the shelves, stopping when she came to a huge tome entitled Schiehallion’s Breath: A Comprehensive Guide on Aerulian Gods & Daemons, and Myths Surrounding the Orinul.

      But it wasn’t the title that drew Serena’s eye—it was the author.

      By Myriel An tal Lo, Magus Aspirant

      ‘Huh.’ Serena pulled it down, enjoying the weight in her hands. She sat cross-legged on the floor, leafing through the old, yellow pages. Curls of cursive writing filled every space. ‘She wrote the whole thing by hand? And drew, apparently.’

      On a page entitled ‘Amarax’, a hand-drawn sketch of a wolf stared up at her, fangs bared and eyes ablaze with red ink, as if daring the reader to pet it. She dragged herself beneath the shaft of light to read the entry: The Amarax—or its derivatives—is present in numerous examples of folk tales found in disparate places such as Phadros, Ryndara and the Forbidden Lands of the far north. While details are of course often conflicting—or perhaps lost in translation—one thing they are all clear on is this: The Amarax is a wolf that drinks the blood of men, but can never slake its thirst. I find this unifying feature most intriguing as these tales were recorded centuries past in separate corners of the earth—long before travel between the countries was possible.

      ‘Vampire wolves,’ Serena muttered. ‘Cool.’

      She flicked through more pages—Ajax Dragons from Tarevia; Bakari ghost warriors from Nom Ganald; impish Draus from Aludan; Shadow Dragons said to dwell among the stars; and a creature Serena could only describe as a hairy goat-man with a leopard’s face.

      They all stared back at her.

      And that’s when she noticed the bookmark, a thin slip of cracked leather. It marked a page towards the end: Sirens. Mind-controlling entities. Said to be enticing creatures that live beneath the surface of water. Rumoured to lure men with their beauty and sweet yet sorrowful singing. Their melodies poisoned sailors’ minds and made them drown themselves. Stories featuring Sirens can be traced to the Idaris continent, with Idar-Vankhur in particular presenting a wealth of tales. It is said that their victims die with smiles on their faces. A shiver crawled across Serena’s back. ‘As if drowning wasn’t creepy enough.’

      She turned the page and the sketch of a Siren greeted her, spanning two pages. Serena turned the book in her hands and held the image up high.

      There, in sharp black ink, sang the Siren—naked, beautiful, smiling…

      Her windswept aqua-green hair rolled like ocean waves.

      Serena gasped, and the book plummeted to the floor. Is… that…

      The door above her crashed inward before she could form a thought.

      Her head snapped toward the ceiling.

      Someone was in the room above.

      Damn.

      She pulled a heavy sack across the rough floor and stood on it, hands braced on the ceiling. She pressed her eye to the gap between the floorboards.

      She could make out the mud-brown garb of the Watch, and two—no, three pairs of footsteps. They tore across the room, wrenching cupboards and cabinets from the walls, upending tables. Myriel’s possessions crashed to the floor.

      Serena strained to hear them but it didn’t matter—she knew they were hunting for her.

      Shit.

      The Watch might be stupid, but she couldn’t count on that saving her here. She searched around the room for something she could use as a weapon. All this crap on magic and not a thing that’s useful.

      Her eyes fell on a brass candlestick. She wrapped her hands around it.

      ‘Bugger off!’ The voice sounded right above her. It was deep, a man’s. ‘Bloody nuisance bird!’

      Flicker.

      ‘Sir, she’s not here.’ A woman’s voice.

      ‘Keep looking—Cronin gave specific orders, and I don’t much fancy getting on his bad side.’

      ‘She could be anywhere,’ said a third voice, another man. He sounded young. ‘She could be one o’ them that died along with-’

      Glass shattered and something thudded onto the floor like a barrel of rainwater.

      ‘Corporal! Are you okay?’

      ‘He’s bleeding!’ shouted the woman.

      ‘I’m fine, bloody rock flew at me!’

      ‘Away from the window! We’ll get it dressed. Gods damn it, they’re rioting out there!’ the woman continued. ‘Sir, we ain’t safe here.’

      ‘Alright, alright. You two, get out there and meet up with Cauldbright’s lot, I’ll finish up here. Kill any bastard that looks at you funny.’

      Serena struggled to believe her luck. One watchman left—she could slip past one watchman. She’d done it often enough.

      Jingling keys, heavy boots stomping on wooden boards…

      Then silence.

      ‘Hush, birdie,’ she heard him say.

      Sweat teased down Serena’s back. She shrank behind the bulging sack, which felt too small to conceal her.

      The watchman’s foot eclipsed the hole in the floorboard, steeping the room in complete darkness.

      She cowered there, ears straining for any squeak or creak above her.

      He moved off, closer to the entrance…

      Go past go past go pa-

      The hatch heaved open. With anvil-heavy steps, he made his way down the ladder. He lit a portable ignium lamp tied around his neck, its weak light bleeding into the darkness.

      Serena clasped the candlestick close to her chest. His helmet meant the only weak spot was his face. She’d need to spring up, catch him off-guard and launch the candlestick into his face—then scurry up the ladder and close the hatch before he recovered.

      I can do this.

      She’d need to be quick.

      If he caught her—she was done.

      If she missed—she was done.

      Her heart rumbled in her ears.

      Her throat dried.

      Sweat slicked her palms.

      The distant rumble of chaos in the streets, shouting, screaming…

      He stopped less than a foot away from her.

      She didn’t dare look out.

      His slow breathing filled the room. The floorboard creaked, and-

      Serena leapt and swung the candlestick.

      But she was too slow. He lurched back, growling in surprise, and batted the candlestick from her hand.

      ‘Stop!’ he shouted. ‘Do not move!’

      She threw herself into his chest but it was no good—he was as big as a house.

      His meaty fingers wrapped around her wrists. ‘Stop struggling, girl!’

      ‘Screw you!’ She kicked at his shins, brought her knee up to his groin, but nothing worked.

      ‘Stop struggling!’ He backhanded her face and sent her sprawling backwards.

      Livid pain spread over her mouth. She calmed the fire with a trembling palm.

      But the pain didn’t compare to the ice that shot through her veins when she recognised him.

      Dark, red-brown hair, the colour of copper—like the engine casings found on the Liberty Wind.

      He was the watchman at the orphanage the night Marrin died.

      ‘Sorry,’ he croaked, squeezing his eyes shut.

      But that didn’t stop him from unsheathing his sword.

      He took another step closer.

      So many things ran through Serena’s head. Her limbs weighed like stone.

      And something caught her eye.

      Flicker, staring at her by the open hatch.

      Between heartbeats, she felt the strangest sensation—a tingling, reaching from her fingers and running up her arm like an electric current. She connected to the bird, sensing its weight, its form.

      ‘Get him!’ she shrieked.

      The watchman’s face twisted. He stepped closer, sword raised-

      Flicker cannoned into his head.

      He swatted the bird away with his free hand. It only took a second, but that was all Serena needed.

      She grasped the candlestick up and swung it hard into his face. It connected with a wet thump.

      He screamed—his hand shot to his face and blood spilled between his fingers.

      This was her chance; Serena spun past him, the light from the trapdoor beckoning like a lighthouse beam reaching out to a fisher boat.

      But something inside made her stop.

      Myriel’s book.

      She took a step back and stuffed it into her overalls. Its thick corners jutted into her ribs.

      ‘C’mere!’ The watchman stumbled towards her, but the confines of the room didn’t give him space to arc his sword around in time.

      She ran to the other end, throwing the candlestick up through the hatch and flying up the ladders. Her hands grasped the floor above her—but the watchman’s grip snapped around her ankles like manacles.

      ‘Get back, you little bitch!’ he spat, blood spluttering from his face.

      ‘Piss off!’ She dug her heel into his fresh wound. His hand spasmed and released her. The back of his head smacked into the wall as he fell down into the storeroom.

      Serena crawled up onto the floor, Flicker wheeling past her. She scrambled to close the hatch—just in time to catch the tips of the watchman’s fingers.

      He howled in pain. The hatch settled into place and Serena slid the bolt back with a hard thump.

      She fell against a wall and slid down, feeling rushing back into her body.

      Flicker perched himself atop her knee.

      ‘You did what I told you. Just like Scruff… Thank you.’

      She stood and peered out of the shattered window. Smoke billowed out of homes and a hazy red fog filled Small Laurel Lane. She saw neighbours with bloodied faces help each other to their feet, giving each other water. Fighting rumbled in the distance, the clatter of horse hooves…

      The Watch had destroyed the lock, but the door was still intact. Serena’s instincts screamed at her to run again, to seek refuge in the chaos. The muffled growls of the watchman in the basement rose up from the floorboards. Someone will come looking for him. I should get out of here.

      But the realisation wrapped around her like a cold cloak: Wherever she ran, they’d find her.

      No, Myriel was right; running wouldn’t solve anything. Cowering in fear wouldn’t help.

      Now it was time for answers. Now it was time to fight back.

      She drew the curtain, reset the door into its frame and placed Myriel’s book on the table.

      Sirens. Mind-controlling entities…
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      ‘You think I don’t know what you were trying to do with that stunt you pulled?’

      Gallows marched alongside Lockwood, through a narrow hallway. They stepped into an elevator. The commander would be reporting to the Schiehallion soon, and Gallows… Well, he had no idea what to do next, other than stand here like a scolded child.

      The lift shuddered upwards. Why did they always make these things so damn slow?

      ‘You’re welcome to your damn death wish,’ Lockwood continued, ‘but kill yourself on your own time.’

      ‘I told her to turn herself in. I was trying to save her.’

      ‘An assassin, in league with terrorists.’

      ‘I’m not explaining myself any further. You wanna hang me for treason, go ahead. But the damn Raincatchers didn’t bomb the parade and you know it. You trust the Council after what you told me?’

      ‘No-one’s going to hang you, Gallows—yet. I don’t know how long you’ll be a free man, but I suggest you use your time wisely.’

      If by ‘wisely’ she meant ‘drinking yourself to sleep’, then Gallows agreed. ‘I’m tired and beaten to a pulp,’ he said. ‘I’m done.’

      No, almost done. He’d need to speak to Veronica.

      The elevator doors slid open. Lockwood stepped out first. ‘Listen to me: Things will get worse before they get better. RSF patrol craft have been deployed. N’Keres will arm the Watch with guns. They’ve already started seizing foreigners for questioning. People are scared. Rioting will spread—not to mention the possibility of further attacks.’ She placed her hands on her hips. ‘Speak to Major Fallon. See for yourself what he’s uncovered; it could prove Tiera innocent.’

      ‘I will. Later. I need to do something first.’

      ‘This is more important.’

      Gallows leaned against the wall, eyes closed. ‘The kid Enfield mentioned, the one who was murdered. I know her mother.’

      ‘The child in the orphanage?’

      ‘It’s… complicated, but yeah. She’s her mum.’

      ‘I’ll see that she’s informed.’

      ‘No, no, I’ll do it.’

      ‘Not today you won’t. Wherever your friend is, you’ll never get to her with the lockdown. Speak to Major Fallon. Do some good. Help make sure none of these deaths were in vain. I’ll grant you permission to cross district boundaries, but for this purpose only—then you can run your own errands.’

      Damn it. He needed sleep, needed this to be over.

      But she was right. No doubt the extra money Farro Zoven sent the Watch’s way would pay for extra guards—Veronica was probably safer than the king. No way he’d get to her. ‘Fine. Won’t N’Keres have given Fallon orders?’

      ‘I told you, they think he’s burnt out. No-one cares what he does as long as he does it out of sight. He had planned on undertaking an exercise beyond city limits while the commemorations took place. I daresay his plans have not changed.’

      ‘What kind of exercise?’

      ‘Something to do with his investigation. Go to the barracks but goddamn it, if anyone finds out you were the one who helped Tiera Martelo, they’ll toss your hide in prison without a second’s hesitation—and I won’t be able to stop them killing you out of principle.’

      Gallows’ body screamed at him. Every time one ache faded, another took its place. But it’d be a coward who went to all that trouble to save Tiera, only to quit when things got really tough. A coward, as he called himself every time he took the blade away from his wrist.

      A coward, just like Buzz Fitangus called him.

      And Gallows would be damned if he proved Buzz Fitangus right.

      ‘Am I going to like what I see on this “exercise”?’ he asked.

      ‘No. But you might get yourself killed.’

      

      Some things didn’t change.

      The city was halfway to Hell—RSF patrol blimps hummed in the sky, watchmen raided homes and the Confessors’ hounds filled the air with their snarls—but the garrison hadn’t changed. It was like falling back in time: The same brick walls, the same pockmarked wooden floor—and officers striding past with the same look of self-importance.

      The only things that had changed were the sounds and the smells—disinfectant burned Gallows’ nose and throat, and wails from injured and dying people choked the air.

      He reached the rec hall. It brimmed with the wounded; some were missing legs and arms, and a mound of body bags loomed at the back.

      If the garrison was this bad, then Princess Anabelle Hospital must be teeming. Come to that, what was everything else in Arrowhead like? Was Damien near the blast?

      The thought followed Gallows as he ascended a staircase and passed rows of empty offices. Nah, he’s probably rounded up half of Tiera’s crew by now.

      The brass of Major Fallon’s nameplate gleamed. Gallows hesitated for a moment, took a deep breath, and knocked on the major’s door.

      ‘Enter.’

      Here we go…

      The door groaned. The Major’s desk was aglow with soft light from a lamp, but shadows coated the rest of the room. The major’s cheap, scratched table was smothered in charts, papers and maps, and though Gallows knew Fallon had long given up his smoking habit, the smell of tobacco still seeped from the walls.

      The man himself pored over the materials on his desk. ‘Tyson Gallows.’ Fallon’s gaze drilled into him and his voice was as coarse as crushed glass. Grey bristles peppered his deep brown skin, and his single blue eye glinted. One or two more lines creased his face since Gallows had last seen him, and a patch of scalp dominated his head. He wore a silver patch over his right eye, which Gallows had never seen him without.

      He motioned for Gallows to step closer.

      The Major was lean but strong, muscles taut like he was primed for a fight. Gallows had seen Fallon spar with guys half his age and sweep them across the canvas like paper bags.

      ‘Lovely to see you again,’ said Gallows.

      ‘No it ain’t, so let’s cut the bullshit, Corporal.’

      ‘I’m not a soldier any more.’

      ‘Habit. Tell me why you’re here.’

      ‘You asked. If your message about Sera was just a ploy, I swear to Nyr I’ll kill you right here and now.’

      The corners of Fallon’s mouth turned up. ‘No ploys, no tricks. One of my guys found her name. Thought you should know.’

      Gallows’ fists balled. ‘Where? Is… Is Sera alive?’

      ‘No,’ Fallon answered.

      When Gallows swallowed, his throat tightened. He didn’t expect Fallon to tell him anything different, but it still stung. ‘So what the hell is this about? Why am I here?’

      ‘Lockwood speak to you? What happened at the parade?’

      Screw it. Gallows told him about Lockwood’s revelation—about Tiera and his involvement in the attack.

      ‘Just like you to get yourself caught up in crap that doesn’t concern you,’ Fallon said when Gallows was done.

      Nothing to say about me aiding an assassin? ‘You’re the one sending letters begging for my company.’

      ‘And here I thought they were gettin’ lost in the post.’

      ‘Why did you send messages?’

      ‘You concealed your address when you signed up with me. Anyway, I was tryin’ to be careful, Corporal. I’m being watched.’

      Gallows scratched the back of his head. ‘You always were paranoid.’

      ‘Ain’t paranoia when you got proof. Anyway, to Hell with all that—the Council have more than an old vet to wet their breeks over. I’m glad you’re here; I need men I can trust.’

      ‘Yeah. Lockwood said you’re going on a mission.’

      ‘Woulda been done by now if it wasn’t for the attack, but the upside is I’ve got free rein to carry it out. We leave now.’

      ‘We?’

      ‘Corporal Sturrock, Lance Corporal Valentine and Lieutenant Rend.’

      ‘Lieutenant Rend?’ His was the only name Gallows recognised. They were not friends. ‘Good for him. You trust the other two?’

      For a man with one eye, Fallon’s glare was powerful.

      ‘Right,’ said Gallows. ‘Does your crusade have anything to do with the terrorist attack?’

      ‘Not sure but I don’t have time to sit here and explain. We move out now.’

      ‘Wait—what did your man find about Sera?’

      ‘Daroh sent me a list of Idari collaborators taken to a secret prison somewhere. Hers was on it.’

      ‘What?’ spat Gallows. Then he laughed. ‘Bullshit. You knew Sera—if this is some trick to get me to fall in line with you, it ain’t working.’

      ‘Pretty sure I already told you I ain’t pulling anything, Gallows. Don’t make me repeat myself. You wanna find the truth out for yourself, then come with me.’

      Gallows thought about it. ‘Alright,’ he said, ‘but you pull anything with me, I’ll break your damn back.’

      ‘Sounds fair, Corporal. Let’s go—got an armoured car and an escort taking us to Petrel’s Tail, then we’re on our own.’

      ‘Armoured car? Where in all hells are we going?’

      ‘I’ll tell you on the way.’

      ‘What do I need to bring?’

      ‘A gun would be good.’
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        * * *

      

      With legs as heavy as anvils, Tiera dragged her body into the attic of the Raincatchers’ Guildhouse. Her fingertips bled from prising the window open, but she’d made it without being seen. Her muscles sagged, her mouth gasped for water and the cut on her cheek still blazed from the watchman’s steel—but she was alive.

      She struggled to get the first watchman’s face out of her head, the one in Barra’s Bazaar. The two in the tower she could square with; they were there to kill her and so deserved what came to ’em. But the first one, begging like a dog… Probably a filthy cur like every other watchman—but they made her kill him.

      Made her see Yulia.

      The muscles in her arms tightened and the circle of raised skin on the small of her back burned. The need for revenge propelled her. She had to be smart and stay concealed with the whole city baying for her blood—but Belios above, she came close to storming Vaughan’s airship and slaughtering everyone in it.

      No, she needed to be in control, needed to think this through—needed her Fitz by her side. She didn’t expect to find him here; no doubt he’d been carted off to the cells in a Watch house by now—or the Gravehold.

      But she needed to be sure. She’d speak to Roland, and if that didn’t turn anything up, well… Zoven was the last lead she had. He would talk. She would make sure of it.

      She stalked through the attic with soft steps; it was a jungle of crates, junk and rusted airship parts. She’d have to be careful; the high ceiling and web of rafters presented infinite vantage points for someone to get the drop on her, and she didn’t trust any of these cut-throats, not any more.

      She crawled across the rough wooden floor. The place reeked of old smoke and sawdust.

      Seeing Yulia had unlocked a chest of sealed memories. Images of the convent where she’d taken her holy orders clawed into her head unbidden. Her stomach roiled. Memories of the other sisters, of the priest’s bastard son…

      Of the first time she killed someone.

      If only I took more time with him, as he did with Yulia. She spat on the ground. Her own fault for being weak. Her own fault for letting him corner her.

      Voices.

      Beneath her, low and muffled. Tiera pressed her ear low.

      ‘You’re insane, I think!’ growled a voice. Anton Tugarin.

      She crept along the attic floor and kneeled by a ventilation panel set into the ceiling of the main hall—where they’d put Dixon, Smithy and Oxbridge to rest.

      From here, she could see Tugarin’s gleaming bald head and his forest of a black beard. He sat in a pew at the front, with four others—all Raincatcher captains. The Court of Heaven.

      And here they were, being addressed by Captain Vaughan.

      ‘Oh come now,’ said Vaughan—Tiera had to stop herself from bursting through the ceiling and ripping his lungs out—‘I think you’ll find I am the sanest person here. I convened the Court of Heaven because—legally—I am the new Guildmaster of the Raincatchers, and I wish to start afresh.’

      ‘Hah!’ Tugarin’s voice resounded through the hall like a great peal of thunder. ‘And I once saw a goat eat a wolf!’

      The other captains nodded their agreement with Tugarin; Ashe of the Callan, Li of the Desert Rose, the McConnell brothers of the Stormweaver and Moonwaltzer.

      Vaughan produced a piece of paper. ‘And lo, as Aerulus himself shone light upon a darkened world, so the truth of what I say shall dawn upon you.’

      Tugarin snatched the paper with his hairy hands. ‘Daermo. The clown speaks the truth.’

      ‘Takes more than a piece of paper to make a Guildmaster,’ Captain Ashe pointed out, her long red hair a tumbling waterfall of blood. ‘What happened to Roland? He negotiated better conditions for us this year, my crew will mutiny if they hear-’

      ‘It claims here the Council will pay us double,’ spoke Tugarin. It quelled the grumbling.

      ‘Aye, and how are they funding that?’ asked one of the McConnells. Their identical charcoal hair made it impossible for Tiera to tell them apart up here. ‘We all know you’re balls-deep with Farro Zoven, Vaughan. I got no issue with that, but I don’t want to carry his whores or his drugs for him.’

      ‘Malacai, my dear-’

      ‘I’m Dougan.’ He nodded to his brother. ‘He’s Malacai.’

      ‘Of course. Dougan. A fair observation, and you have my personal assurance that you will only ever perform legal Raincatcher duties, as per Guild law. Now! The question of what happened to Roland; sadly the Council believe him to be in cahoots with the terrorist Tiera Martelo.’

      Li spat on the floor. ‘I’ll believe Tiera killed Thackeray when she tells me to my face.’ Her voice rasped like it’d been left out in the desert for a week. That sickly tobacco she loaded her pipe up with, Tiera could taste it just by looking at her.

      ‘Clean that up,’ hissed Ashe. ‘We are in a place of worship.’

      ‘I’ll believe in the Gods when I see them too.’ Li spat again. Ashe made to draw her rapier.

      ‘Captains, please,’ urged Vaughan. ‘I know not where Councillor Enfield gets his evidence, I know only what I am told: I am in, Roland is out. Tiera Martelo is a murderer. And Captain Fitzwilliam is dead.’

      Whatever Vaughan said next was meaningless babble.

      Tiera’s fingers froze. She dropped deeper into the floor.

      No. Fitz was the only thing she had left. He was the only thing that tethered her, that kept her from going crazy.

      He was the only thing she loved.

      ‘…died in the Courtesans’ Guild,’ Vaughan continued. ‘Perhaps he knew what Tiera was planning and decided he needed a good ride with another woman.’

      Acid bile churned in her stomach, rising with every word the clown spoke. Her nails bit into the wood, muscles stiff. She refused to believe it. He couldn’t be dead. He couldn’t be gone, and that was the simple truth of it. She’d know. She’d feel it.

      And she would not do this again. She would not put someone else she loved to the pyre. She would not be the only one who survived, cut off, alone.

      Vaughan’s deceit and low cunning had brought her here, and here he was spitting more lies. How could she believe anything that slithered from his traitor mouth? That finisa would lie to his own mother if he got something out of it. He was a betrayer who kept company with witches, tricksters and junkies—and damn them all for listening to him.

      ‘Lies,’ said Li.

      ‘Believe what you will,’ Vaughan said, before producing a golden apple from his coat and biting into it.

      ‘How did he die, huh?’ grunted Tugarin. ‘Is this why Tiera murdered the Prime Councillor? Is this why we have these Watch swine imprisoning us?’

      ‘Protecting us, Anton! Who knows why Tiera did what she did? Looking for logic in the mind of a madwoman is like looking for a vein in a scuzzer’s arm—you may well find it buried somewhere, but it’ll be too decayed to use. Gods above, one thing I will bring in as Guildmaster is fresh rutting food.’ Vaughan lobbed the remains of the apple into a waste basket at the side of the room.

      Tugarin stood. ‘I like none of this!’ His Tarevian accent scoured like sandpaper. ‘And I will not follow the orders of an honourless, traitorous dog.’

      ‘Oh, how I do love to be lectured by an uncouth, slobbering cur.’ Vaughan’s voice jingled like a doorbell. ‘Reminds me of my father.’

      Tugarin laughed, a rollicking clangour erupting from his belly. ‘You think I speak of you, little man? Hah! No, I talk of Farro Zoven and whoever else is pulling your strings. You are a man whose ambitions do not stretch beyond lining your own pockets, leeching off the sick and poor. You are a manetchka—a puppet! How long before your master cuts your strings?’

      ‘You presume to talk to me of being a servant? You, who were but a glorified terrier that chased down scraps for your royal masters?’

      Tugarin spat, and squared all of his seven foot mass to Vaughan, who looked like a rat before a tiger. But rats are crafty, and Vaughan is the king of rats.

      ‘The motherland is dead to me now,’ announced Tugarin, ‘as are all who suckle at her sour breast. The Old Empire is done and her karina can rot. I am no-one’s dog now—a claim you cannot make.’

      Vaughan simply stared at the bigger man with a smile, angling his head as if viewing an amusing curiosity and not the eyes of a fearsome cut-throat.

      ‘This matter is far from settled,’ called Tugarin as he thundered across of the chapel hall. Before he slammed the door behind him, he called, ‘The seas of revolution are churning—and your ship is not anchored, Norcoté Vaughan.’

      ‘Whatever that means,’ said Vaughan, rolling his eyes. ‘Are the rest of you planning on betraying your oaths and spouting nonsensical metaphors?’

      ‘We’ll keep in line with ya,’ came Malacai’s voice. ‘Until this business with Tiera is behind us.’

      ‘This shit with her and Fitz…’ started Li, ‘an ill wind stirs. Anton may not be wrong when he says revolution is coming, and Belios does love chaos. But I will remain. For now.’

      ‘Agreed,’ nodded Ashe. ‘May Eiro preside over us.’

      ‘Splendid!’ squealed Vaughan. ‘You are making the right decision. Now! I do need something from you. Nothing big—just to sign an oath of fealty to the Guild…’

      Tiera’s fires raged, and she did not doubt that she could tear the traitor’s limbs where he stood.

      But first she had to find Fitz.

      In Phadros, it is said a quick death is the fastest route to Heaven—I intend on savouring my revenge.
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        * * *

      

      Dalthea’s Outer Wall dissolved in a hazy grey smudge. Watching the expanse of the desert roll out before him made Gallows feel like a stoneroach scurrying out from a hole. The dry aroma of fragrant bloodroot filled his nostrils, contrasted by the metallic smell of ignium that oozed from the armoured car.

      The hazy, bronze-orange clay of the desert resembled a lake of fire, and the sky was already a sheet of dyed purple. Soon the sun would dip behind the Steelpeaks, bathing the desert in a cold gloom. No clouds meant icy nights, and they’d be out in the wilderness for a long while.

      ‘I hope you’ve got some decent travel games.’ Gallows sat in the front passenger seat, next to Fallon. The major’s veins popped as he gripped the steering wheel.

      Gallows craned back to look at Lieutenant Bartholomew Rend—his high, sharp cheekbones and soft, boyish dimples made him look at once commanding and youthful. He also possessed a stiff upper lip that would put the mouth on the statue of Sir Raleigh Trevelyan to shame. ‘What do you think, Barty? Coxswain’s Bluff? Ryndaran Switch?’

      Rend turned his nose up. ‘It’s Bartholomew—better yet, Lieutenant Rend.’

      Well, he’s still an asshole.

      The suspension on the armoured car’s treads absorbed most of the shock, but Gallows found himself jostled in his seat. Haven’t seen a Bulldog since I was deployed. The Bulldog armoured personnel carrier was a snarling beast with a fierce engine and sleek, curving brass exhaust pipes running over its topside. It was legendary in the Dalthean army—until the Idari started burning troops alive inside and leaving their charred shells in open view.

      The other two soldiers—a woman called Valentine, and a thuggish bloke named Sturrock—sat with Rend in the back.

      I wonder how they fell in with the major. Fallon was an army investigator, spent his whole career rooting out corruption. No-one wanted anything to do with him, and it cost him his family. Everything was black and white with Fallon, but if he thought he was right, he had no problem bending the rules to prove it. Reckon that’s why the Confessors wanted him.

      Gallows’ skin itched. This damn uniform. He’d discarded his new Hunters’ clothes for the fresh navy blue military gear. Would’ve preferred a shower. Like the rest of the unit, he didn’t have a helmet and wore only light body armour—all the heavy gear had been deployed by the troops in the city. Wearing it brought back memories he’d rather forget.

      And then there was the bulky, copper-coloured Vindicator lying in the footwell. Or K-49 Repeater, to give it its full name. Gallows hated the habit of giving nicknames to weapons—it made them too easy to use.

      Rigid wires running along the rifle’s body fed ignium gas into its chamber, which meant cartridges were loaded into the barrel automatically—but the guns were heavy, inaccurate and awkward to carry—not to mention prone to jamming. They say an Idari rifle never jams—wonder where we went wrong?

      Gallows patted his pocket, making sure his knife was in easy reach. Gods, but he missed his sword—the Vindicator’s bullet-a-second fire rate had its uses, but Gallows favoured speed and reliability over power. A childhood spent running through alleyways with thugs and coppers on your tail had that effect.

      He turned to Fallon. ‘You still haven’t told me what we’re looking for in this secret prison, Major.’ Or why Sera was there.

      ‘Does he always talk so much, boss?’ came Valentine’s voice. She was a thin woman with short red hair, and sported a fierce scar down her left cheek. Her voice dripped like honey and she caressed her modified, scoped Vindicator like it was a pet. Or a lover.

      ‘One of his many poor habits,’ said the major.

      ‘You’re just pissed ’cause he got your seat,’ joked Sturrock. Of the unit, Sturrock—big, bald and as broad as Mount Tonnir—was the only one who didn’t seem troubled by Gallows. He carried a customised D-22 shotgun. ‘Mouthshutter’ they called that. The guy could probably do more damage with his fists. His nose had been broken at least twice by Gallows’ reckoning.

      ‘We’re chasing rumours,’ began Fallon. ‘Daroh uncovered something. There’s a facility out here, out in the Obsidian Sandlands.’

      The biggest ignicite deposit in Imanis, close to the Scorchlands and the field of Spires. ‘You reckon we can get inside this facility without N’Keres finding out?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘I doubt that stoneroach even knows it exists. It ain’t on the books. It ain’t anywhere.’

      ‘But it’ll be guarded.’

      ‘Then you’ll be glad you brought a gun.’

      Gallows glared at him. ‘I didn’t come all this way to shoot my own damn people.’

      ‘We’re at war! The enemy may wear our colours but they’re still the enemy. The fusion bomb that destroyed our fleet was being carried by an unmarked vessel. It would have destroyed the capital had it got into Irros’ Beckon. That ain’t what the Idari wanted—they wanted to invade. They were planning on a siege. Why infiltrate our city and poison our water? Why destroy the pipelines in the mountains? They wanted slow deaths for us all so they could pick the kingdom clean. Building materials were found in some of their ships. They were gonna rebuild the water pipelines after they made themselves at home. Our own people detonated that bomb and killed innocent Daltheans. People died getting this information, Gallows—so I ain’t gonna be too precious about their ruttin’ guard dogs. You reckon Thackeray got shot without inside help? The Council is rotten to the core. I just need proof.’

      The empty desert rolled past. ‘This can’t end well,’ Gallows pointed out. ‘You know that, right?’

      ‘I swore an oath to protect this kingdom from enemies foreign and domestic. You got a problem with where this is goin’, you’d best quit now.’

      ‘He is a Hunter,’ commented Rend. ‘Loyal only to money, like any common mercenary.’

      Gallows faced Rend. ‘I’m sorry, am I being paid to be here?’

      Rend didn’t respond.

      ‘That’s what I thought. So, this place—is it a prison or a weapons facility?’

      Fallon grunted. ‘Could be both. I reckon it’s a lab of some sort. Might even date back to the Ryndaran war. But it ain’t just bombs; in Daroh’s last message, he referenced biological weapons, drugs, mind-altering agents.’

      Gallows paled as the words sank like a blade in his belly. That’s why Fallon accepted my story about Martelo straight away—it proves his damn theory.

      ‘Why was Sera taken there? And how the hell did Daroh find all this out?’ Gallows asked. ‘Wasn’t he just a watchman?’

      ‘Don’t know anything about your woman other than what I told you. And Daroh, he reported to a copper called Marrius Kyatis—who, coincidentally, turned up dead today too.’

      ‘Someone’s tying up their loose ends,’ Sturrock muttered.

      ‘Aye. Now he’s dead,’ Fallon continued, ‘I reckon whoever’s responsible for destroying the Council is entering their endgame.’

      ‘N’Keres? Councillor Enfield?’ called Valentine. ‘They’re still alive.’

      ‘But why would anyone want this?’ started Rend. ‘Thackeray was pro-war—whoever is behind this must know that that’s the only outcome.’

      Fallon grunted. ‘Exactly why we need answers—fast. Somebody’s working hard to stay hidden.’

      Bio weapons, mind control, drugs…

      ‘All those soldiers who came back from the Sanctecano Isles with their minds violated,’ Gallows began, shaking his head. ‘Dismissed like shit from a shoe, branded as traitors for giving up intel.’ Did the Perceptor do to them what she did to me? ‘If I wasn’t living it, it would sound like a Captain Crimsonwing book.’

      ‘Y’all don’t read that trash?’ asked Valentine.

      ‘Oi,’ said Sturrock, ‘them books are great!’

      ‘Listen up,’ barked Fallon. ‘I got no clue what we’re going to find here. We’re under-armed and we don’t got back-up. If you can sleep, now’s the time. The last thing Daroh told me was that a genetic experiment was near completion. May be another weapon of mass des-’

      ‘Genetic experiments?’ Gallows repeated. Son of a bitch. It should have clicked before now. ‘Turn the car around!’

      

      They were too late.

      Hessian Homestead smouldered. Ashen grey smoke plumed like a geyser. Gallows tore out of the Bulldog and pounded across the ground, his feet crunching in the baked soil.

      ‘Son of a bitch.’

      There, some distance away from the black and ruined shell of her farmhouse, Regina Hessian lay on the ground. Gallows darted over to her, but in his heart he knew what he would find. ‘Gods, no…’

      He barely recognised her face—swollen and scarlet, hair matted with congealed brown blood. Red welts and ink-blue bruises bloomed over her neck and arms. Brown and red lumps trailed around the base of her skull, and her right arm had been twisted to a sickening angle.

      Gallows dropped to his knees, air rushing from his lungs.

      ‘No blade wounds,’ grunted Fallon at his back. Lieutenant Rend appeared with him. ‘No bullet holes. She was beaten to death.’

      ‘Who would do this?’ whispered Rend.

      ‘Could have been bandits,’ suggested Fallon. ‘Could have been the same bastards that attacked the Remembrance parade.’

      ‘She lived here her whole life,’ murmured Gallows. ‘She traded cattle. They respected her. She bought this land with her sons…’

      ‘And now she’s dead,’ said Fallon. ‘Nothing we can do for her. Come on. We got work.’

      Gallows thundered to his feet and charged at Fallon. Rend aimed his gun at him but he didn’t care. ‘Can’t you see past your own agenda for a damn minute? We have to search the place.’

      Fallon swept an arm to the smoking ruins. ‘You think they’ve left evidence?’

      Words choked in Gallows’ mouth. Embers crackled somewhere behind him, and the breeze whispered in his ear like a deathly voice. ‘Shit.’

      ‘On the way here you said you killed a giant snake.’

      ‘Yeah. And I’d bet all the aerons I got to tell you that they torched the place to cover it up. This facility—do you reckon they could do that to animals? Turn them into monsters?’

      ‘I don’t know. Interfering with nature is an affront to the Gods—Thackeray took enough bad press reactivating the lightning Spires, but this? The Crown would be forced to arrest him for crimes against nature. But whatever did this to her,’ Fallon motioned to Regina’s pulverised body, ‘it kept going after she died. Can’t think of many animals that do that to their prey.’

      An old woman living alone. She could have been shot in the head and buried out here, and no-one would know. Whatever beat her was inhuman. ‘We should bury the body.’

      ‘No time.’

      ‘Screw you, Fallon, she was innocent!’

      ‘And there’s nothing you can do about it now. Innocent people die every day. You gonna cry for every one of ’em?’

      Gallows said nothing.

      ‘You really wanna help, then help me. There’s nothing we can do for the dead but we can get the bastards responsible. Come on. We don’t have much time.’

      As he left, Gallows felt Regina’s eyes burn into his back.
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      In the end, it was even less difficult than Damien had anticipated. He didn’t even need to draw his cutlass.

      But the Raincatchers were a tenacious lot, and the watchmen he had been paired with were undisciplined—more hindrance than help. But he’d found his quarry all the same, leading them to an alley wedged between factory walls, where the Watch’s ‘meat wagon’ had been stationed.

      The worst thing about the assignment was the smell of the place. Human filth, needles and glass were strewn throughout the narrow space, as bad as Scab End. Possessing sharpened senses had its drawbacks.

      Right now, the whole city reeked of fear. In the distance, soldiers barked orders, glass smashed and men cried. Things would get worse before they got better. Damien’s heart danced.

      ‘Thank you for your assistance, Mister Fieri,’ said Constable Nyara, a lad of about eighteen with choppy black hair and pale, blotchy skin. He wore malice on his face the way other men wore spectacles.

      He brushed past Damien and slammed the rear door of the carriage. Two pairs of forlorn eyes stared back from the shadows. ‘We’ll see these traitors get what’s coming to ’em.’

      ‘They’ll be interrogated and—if it comes to it—tried,’ said Damien. ‘Lawfully.’

      The boy’s mouth curved to an arrowhead. ‘Aye, that’s as may be, but the Proclamation means a lot of things are “lawful”, eh?’ He slapped Damien on the shoulder. ‘The Watch has ’em now, and Confessor Cronin will sort ’em out quick. Thanks for your help, friend.’

      Nyara disappeared to the front of the carriage, an ancient contraption pulled by two emaciated horses.

      ‘They’ll torture us,’ came a weak voice from within. The woman’s—Clara Godfrey, chef on the Liberty Wind. Her pale face appeared at the bars in the door—curly brown hair matted to a face slick with sweat. ‘We’re innocent, son. They’ll torture us an’ they’ll kill us! Ain’t you got a heart?’

      Damien didn’t respond.

      ‘Drimmon here needs medical attention. Help us. ’

      The one called Drimmon sat slumped in the corner with unfocused eyes, a wet patch of blood on his temple. Nyara had not needed to blindside him with his truncheon the way he did. A favoured tactic by the Watch, striking the back of a suspect’s head when they had already been subdued. ‘Blackjacking’, they called it.

      ‘We had nothing to do with it.’ Drimmon’s voice scraped. ‘Tell Ena… I’m innocent… Please. Can’t have her engaged to a… traitor. Can’t. Ain’t fair.’

      ‘Listen here,’ snapped Clara. ‘One of our youngsters is missing. This ain’t a place for a young girl. Find her.’

      ‘Serena,’ said Damien. No surname. Absconded following a murder in the orphanage.

      ‘Aye.’ Clara’s voice turned hard and grave, like the coming of a winter’s wind. ‘You know they won’t listen to us.’ She kept her eyes on him as the carriage clattered upon the cobbles.

      Kirivanti had ordered him to apprehend the crew of the Liberty Wind; that much he’d done. But she’d told him to make sure they were arrested and not killed in the street.

      He knew the look in that lad’s eyes.

      He’d seen it often enough.

      The sun faded and darkness descended like a shroud. Ignium lamps sparked into life, and the ceaseless drone of an Info Tower hissed in the back of Damien’s head.

      ‘You are no Nyr-az-Telun,’ Azima once told him—words she came to regret.

      Damien made a decision.

      He flew up the factory wall using the shallowest of dents for handgrips. The smooth bark of the birch trees he’d trained among for years had taught him to maximise the potential of any foothold—these dents made it easy.

      The top of the wall was wide enough for him to sprint across, his body perfectly balanced.

      He tracked the carriage as it ploughed through the streets, towards the wall that separated The Sands from Petrel’s Tail. From the corner wall, he leapt onto a tin rooftop. It groaned beneath his weight.

      He stared down at another alley; a fat merchant house squatted ahead of him. The gap between the tin roof and the merchant house stretched too far to jump, but an old telegraph line connected the two. Long abandoned, the wire was nonetheless sturdy.

      ‘We are anointed at birth. You will die in the mud with the rest of them, fire-born.’

      Azima always called him that. ‘Fieri’ did not mean ‘fire’.

      He closed his eyes and his senses sharpened.

      The clamour of shouting, the copper tang in the air, the stench of urine—all of it faded. He floated across the tightrope and reached the merchant house roof in mere seconds, as invisible as a phantom.

      Swarms of people choked the thoroughfare and forced the carriage to halt several times. Groups of subdued citizens lined the pavements with sacks over their heads, kneeling and bloodied. The military were out in force; the far-off put-put-put of repeater rifles punctured the air. The gravediggers would be busy come morning.

      Bile churned in Damien’s stomach, and he had difficulty shaking the image of Nyara’s glare from his mind. Artless weapons. If Pyron Thackeray saw his wish to arm the Watch with firearms come to fruition, how would a man like Nyara wield that power?

      Glass smashed off the side of the wagon as it barrelled toward the gatehouse. The Watch and military on the ground had their work cut out for them. Finally, the wagon passed through, ushered by two soldiers in heavy armour. They levelled their rifles out to dissuade any potential pursuers.

      Damien scanned the area; the top of the Inner Wall was insufficiently guarded—nothing new there.

      But as he made his move across the rooftop, a patrol ship loomed out of the bruised purple sky. The thrum of its engines heralded its descent. A semi-rigid airship, its monstrous ignium-filled, steel-grey envelope and stabiliser fins brought to mind a bull shark swooping through the murk towards its prey. Its searchlights speared through the streets like the gaze of Aerulus.

      ‘This is the RSF Overseer. By order of General N’Keres, a state of curfew is in effect. All citizens are to return to their homes and await further updates. Any citizen found assaulting a member of the City Watch, Royal Sky Fleet or military will be shot.’

      Damien dropped from the roof. His hands clasped around a flag pole. He kicked his legs out for momentum and swung onto another pole. From this, he shimmied across to a second storey ledge and lowered himself to the spacious balcony on the floor beneath him. From there, he hit the ground.

      He concentrated on the sound of the Watch carriage; it weakened with every second.

      The Inner Wall was twenty feet of curving dark steel, much of it rusted over. He floated up and reached the top in next to no time, darting across its surface. A warm breeze lapped at his skin. No-one spotted him amidst the chaos; he’d know if they did.

      The bottom of Elmwood Arcade opened up, the road which passed through Arrowhead and Petrel’s Tail. A skirmish had erupted near a destroyed water unit; a pity. How many would go thirsty because of a senseless act of vandalism?

      He leapt from rooftop to rooftop, tucking and rolling where he landed to maintain momentum. He perched onto the red slate roof of what was once a luxury hotel; the wagon rattled across Elmwood Arcade towards Old Town Square.

      Straight to the Magisters, then. But why go through The Sands gatehouse rather than straight to Old Town Square?

      He pushed himself to move faster. With a thought, he regulated his heartbeat and breathing, conserving energy, just the way his former master had taught him in the Solacewood.

      Whistles pierced the air as he sprinted. Cries for help from the Watch. Would this violence have erupted had Tyson not intervened at the War Memorial Museum? Did he really believe Tiera Martelo innocent? Damien could not discount it—he had seen what the Idari had done to his friend.

      The wagon disappeared from view.

      Damn.

      Damien scanned the environment.

      Focus.

      His eyes tightened. He tuned out the turmoil erupting around him—the roar of angry mobs, the violence, the low, predatory hum of the patrol craft.

      He divined the clatter of horses’ hooves.

      Two blocks east. Definitely moving towards Old Town Square.

      He flew over the narrow gap and onto the bell tower of a church—one erected to worship Musa, judging by the harp motif hewn into the stone.

      The structures here were more luxurious than the architecture found in The Sands; more ornate decoration meant more nooks and handgrips. Only the half-built slum towers in Dustwynd were easier to disappear within.

      But the proprietors of this district had posted more guards in light of the day’s events—possibly even Hunters. Damien had done it himself once or twice; easing paranoia was one of the few things the rich didn’t grudge paying for.

      The sandstone building across from him belonged to the banking house of Campbell, Coutts & Crawford. Damien perched onto one of the church’s gargoyles. The fastest route to Old Town Square was to keep heading east—he could take the ground but his papers only gave him orders to assist in the arrest of the Liberty Wind’s crew, which had been fulfilled. If caught, he’d be detained for questioning, and he wasn’t sure Clara had that much time.

      The rooftops, then.

      Men armed with crossbows patrolled the balconies and roof courtyards of the banking house.

      Damien waited for the nearest guard to move before advancing. He dropped from the gargoyle onto the church’s gatehouse roof. From here, he leapt over the banking house’s gate, into its courtyard and scaled its walls.

      Legs hanging in the air, Damien shimmied along an outer walkway three storeys up, the guard above completely oblivious. His hands found faux vines, which he used to climb.

      He ducked into a corner steeped in shadows and strained his senses—the sound of the carriage had disappeared. It had stopped. Why?

      Time was running out. Without him there to witness the handover, anything could happen to Clara and Drimmon. They could already be dead.

      ‘Halt!’

      The voice shot like a bullet at his back. Pins and needles prickled Damien’s skin.

      He had never been caught before—not during infiltrations as a Hunter.

      He had to supress a smile.

      ‘Don’t move!’

      Damien stood.

      ‘Who are you? Speak?’

      He turned to face the man.

      It’d be so easy-

      ‘I asked you a question!’

      -to stride across the gap between us-

      The guard hoisted his crossbow.

      -and wrap my hands-

      ‘Screw this!’ the sentry said and pulled the trigger.

      The bolt pierced the air.

      Time slowed.

      Damien’s heart remained calm, his breathing steady.

      He spun, caught the bolt by its shaft and buried it into the ground. He turned towards the guard and leapt into a kick, sending him flying.

      Damien’s finger twitched.

      So easy, to simply reach out and-

      He tore his gaze away. The meat wagon was still out there.

      Concentrate!

      The colours around him blazed into vivid life. He picked out notes of smoke and ignium, blood and sweat. A cacophony swirled around his head. He separated the minute differences between the noise—dozens of watchmen, civilians, physicians, soldiers, nurses.

      No sign of the meat wagon…

      There.

      Just a few blocks away, horseshoes on stone. Unmistakeable to a trained ear. It had stopped, and the horses stomped with impatience.

      He raced towards it, leaping over gaps, his feet clattering on the stone slates of rooftops. He smelled blood in the air, and the far-off airship engines grew louder by the second.

      He thundered across the Elmwood Library, circling its domed roof.

      There.

      The meat wagon came into view, sitting by a squat, red stone office block.

      Nyara exited the cabin, a vile smirk on his face.

      ‘Be quick about it, it’s crazy out here!’ Damien heard the boy’s partner say.

      Nyara produced his baton.

      

      ‘Come on, get out!’ Nyara spat.

      ‘Leave her alone!’ shouted Drimmon. ‘Oi!’

      ‘Hold your mouth or I’ll blackjack you again—and maybe this time I won’t stop, eh?’

      ‘Takes more’n a runt like you to put the fear in me.’ Drimmon’s voice quaked, but the defiance was there.

      ‘What do you want?’ spat Clara. ‘Little bully!’

      The young watchman dragged her from the wagon and hurled her to the ground.

      ‘Answers. The girl on your piss-bucket airship—where is she?’

      ‘I don’t know! I’ve been telling ya that!’

      ‘Aye, I know—but I had to ask, see, so’s I can say that the beating was justified.’

      He lifted the baton.

      ‘Wait!’ Clara pleaded.

      His fingers clutched Clara’s jaw, silencing her. ‘What’s gonna happen is, I’m going to beat you black and blue, then the lad in there. Better this way. You know what happens to women in the Gravehold—even fat old hags like you? Lucky for you I get my kicks in different ways. You’re just another of the night’s casualties, a poor civilian who resisted arrest.’

      Clara choked. ‘The Gravehold… ain’t real…’

      ‘What ain’t real is your lip, you fat-’

      Damien’s cutlass cut through Nyara’s wrist like butter. The blackjack clattered on the ground. Blood fountained from the stump and the lad stared down at it with eyes as large as body pits. His skin turned as white as bleached bone.

      When the words he tried to speak became shrill and mangled in his mouth—that’s when he chose to scream.

      Damien’s finger twitched.

      Listen to that song!

      Clara stepped away, covering her mouth as she watched the boy crumple to the ground, mouth frothing.

      Nyara’s partner materialised. He eyed Damian and drew his sword. ‘What did you do?’

      Damien’s body sang to him. He lifted his own sword and prayed for the watchman to be stupid enough to make a move.

      Silence it, ‘Damien’. Disarm it-

      The officer lunged—Damien’s steel whipped his thrust away, as though swatting nothing more dangerous than a fly.

      -then slash the tendons in its legs-

      ‘Y…You’re under arrest for assaulting men of the Watch!’

      The watchman—fat, slow and dim—reared for another charge.

      -and when it’s on the ground, take your hands, wrap them around its throat—and squeeze.

      He dashed towards Damien, sword levelled. He closed the gap in less than a second—Damien somersaulted, spinning as the air rushed around him, and landed behind the watchman.

      Do it.

      He swept the man’s legs away.

      Do it…

      He collapsed on the stone—unarmed, confused, terrified.

      Damien’s blood surged.

      Do it!

      The watchman whimpered, and Damien stepped closer.

      DO IT!

      ‘Mister Fieri.’

      The voice was new, yet familiar.

      Ignore it, ignore it, GIVE IN!

      ‘Please,’ Clara said, panting. ‘I… I…’

      ‘It’s alright, I saw the whole thing.’

      Damien tore his gaze from the fallen watchman. ‘Sergeant Waltham,’ he began. ‘Allow me to explain.’

      ‘No need Mister Fieri, I was in the Mercantile Office, saw the whole thing from the window. These men sully the good name of the Watch! Are you alright, Miss?’

      ‘Aye,’ Clara answered. ‘It takes something a lot scarier than spotty watchmen to frighten me.’

      ‘You’re Clara Godfrey of the Liberty Wind, correct?’

      ‘Aye, that’s me.’

      Waltham’s face softened. ‘I’m afraid you’re still under arrest, Miss Godfrey. Don’t worry—so are these two.’

      Damien stared down at Nyara as the lad wrapped his coat around his arm. Pearls of sweat glinted on his skin.

      A job only half-done.

      ‘Suppose I better get him medical attention,’ Waltham huffed. He picked up the boy’s severed hand. ‘You,’ he called to the other. ‘You’re party to this man’s assault on a prisoner. This is the last night you wear a Watch uniform. Get in the back of the damn wagon. On you go, Miss Godfrey. I’ll see to it that you’re treated fairly.’

      Prisoners secured, Waltham slammed the wagon door closed. Between the bars, Nyara stared out at Damien, ignoring the pain he must surely be in.

      Damien had seen that look often enough.
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        * * *

      

      After a three-hour journey, the Bulldog came to a halt. Gallows tried to sleep, but every time he closed his eyes, Regina Hessian’s face stared up at him. The quaking from the Memorial Museum’s collapse still rang in his ears and acid bile knotted in his stomach whenever he analysed his actions with Tiera. Should he have let the Watch take her?

      The baked clay of the desert spread out to the horizon, and sweat reeked from his companions, though the cold night air had settled in.

      The vehicle squealed to a halt. Gallows was the first to exit, grateful for the chance to stretch his legs.

      ‘With me,’ Fallon ordered.

      The unit took a position on the crest of a rocky hillock, lined with tufts of pale grass. Dim lights shone ahead—a compound. Fearsome watchtowers crowned with gun nests glowered out, linked by a thick concrete perimeter wall adorned with barbed wire. A heavy metal siege gate stood in brawny challenge.

      ‘Daroh’s first report said there was an airship that patrolled without lights,’ growled Fallon. His voice sounded strange out here—the absence of background noise made the place seem tranquil.

      ‘Most likely been ordered into the city,’ said Sturrock.

      The major nodded. ‘Good news for us.’

      ‘What are you thinking?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘We go in. From what Daroh told me, this place is heavily guarded. We’d have been bombarded long before getting this far if it were any other day.’

      ‘Alright. You reckon this Kyatis guy Daroh was with was working for the government?’

      ‘I do—and I reckon Daroh got discovered. Or maybe whoever’s behind Thackeray’s killing just tied up loose ends and Daroh was in the way. Since Kyatis is too dead to question, it’s up to us to find out. But if there’s a chance he’s alive, we get him out.’

      ‘Five of us,’ said Lance Corporal Valentine. ‘We could split up, take alternate routes, infiltrate in groups…’

      ‘Negative. If these bastards are as bad as I reckon they are, they’ll shoot intruders on sight. We go in together, tell ’em we’ve been dispatched to provide extra security after the attack. That’ll at least buy time before the bullets come.’

      A stoneroach scuttled across the ground. ‘You reckon they’ll buy that?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘More’n likely not but we don’t have a choice. Sturrock, wait here with the Bulldog. The rest of us go in, see what we can find. We’ll light a flare if we’re in trouble. That happens, charge the gates and save our asses.’

      

      A rusted metal door was set into the siege gate.

      Gallows didn’t know what he expected; an emissary coming through the gates to greet them, guards patrolling the grounds, maybe a searchlight spearing the darkness? The place was as empty as the desert.

      ‘Reckon they’ll let us in if we knock?’ asked Valentine.

      Fallon nodded. ‘Try.’

      She booted the door open. Not even locked?

      Rickety water tanks, a shower block, store rooms and portable cells dotted the grounds beyond the gate. Glorified shoeboxes had been erected with weak materials to act as an admin base, like the prefab houses the Council built after the war. A crane loomed by the porta-cells; they were the kind of detachable lockups found in warships and some aircraft for quick prisoner transport. ‘Doesn’t look like a secret research facility,’ said Gallows.

      ‘Of course, they’d advertise it as such,’ replied Rend.

      They pressed forward, staying close to the decaying walls. The ignium lamps suspended from wires had run dry; the gaps between huts were steeped in shadows.

      No guards, no personnel, no signs of life.

      Gravel crunched beneath Gallows’ boots before treading on something flat and solid; a signpost, buried in the sand. He fetched it and swept the dirt away. ‘INT-137’ was scrawled upon it in flaking paint.

      Internment camp 137. ‘Guess it is a prison after all,’ said Gallows. ‘Why would they have a prison all the way out here?’

      ‘Makes a kind of sense,’ Valentine began. ‘Where would they escape to out here?’

      She had a point, but other field internment camps kept their hanging posts on open display as a reminder of the penalty for desertion. But hey, why bother with hanging? Send ’em for a long walk into the desert, job done.

      Beyond, Fallon examined a finding of his own—a map encased in glass, attached to the exterior of a hut. ‘According to this, the command centre is that hexagonal building up ahead. Behind that, there’s a bomb shelter—could be we need to look underground.’

      ‘Still don’t explain why there ain’t so much as a skeleton crew,’ observed Valentine. ‘Even if they was dispatched to the city, you’d gamble someone’d be stationed here.’

      ‘We do a sweep to make sure we’re alone, then onto the HQ. Valentine, with me. Rend, Gallows, take the east side of the grounds, we’ll take the west. You got your flashlight?’

      Rend nodded and tapped the battery-operated flashlight on his chest. They were brighter than ignium lamps but needed constant recharging.

      ‘Good. RV in twenty outside the command station. Go.’

      Rend powered ahead with Gallows trailing behind. Silence loomed over the whole place and cold air bit at Gallows’ skin. In the distance, the giant, pointed ignicite formations of the Obsidian Sandlands spiked up from the darkness. Their faint amber glint limned the surface.

      The rest of the facility was just as empty. The tables in the mess hall didn’t have so much as a coffee cup, the storerooms were picked clean, the cells vacant. Dead flies lay on workbenches and desks, accompanied by the pervading stench of stale air. Dust covered every surface like a funeral veil. Gallows and Rend examined every room, office and filing cabinet and turned nothing up.

      ‘Let’s see what the others have uncovered,’ said Rend.

      

      ‘A fat load of nothin’,’ Valentine said when they’d reconvened at the north side of the camp. Behind them squatted the command building. Its off-white colour and hexagonal form contrasted with the rest of the place. ‘Found the entrance to the bomb shelter but it was locked up. Anything turn up at your end?’

      ‘Negative,’ replied Rend.

      Gallows eyed Major Fallon. ‘You sure about these co-ordinates?’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘Guess the command post is our next port of call,’ said Gallows, kicking the wall.

      ‘Correct. Valentine, get Sturrock and tell him it’s safe to bring the Bulldog in-’

      A gunshot tore through the night. The bullet chipped into the wall.

      ‘Incoming!’ yelled Fallon.

      The squad fell back, using the HQ wall as cover.

      ‘Where the hell did that come from?’ Fallon asked.

      ‘North-west, best I can tell,’ answered Valentine. ‘We swept the whole area—where in hells did he come from?’

      ‘Bomb shelter, has to be!’ called Rend.

      Another shot rang out. ‘Rifle,’ growled Fallon.

      ‘Terrific,’ started Gallows, ‘one panicked kid with an air rifle and he’s got the four of us cowering like hens.’

      Fallon pointed to Gallows and Rend. ‘You two, go around the east side and flank the bastard. I’ll draw his fire. Don’t kill him—we need answers. Valentine, get Sturrock—if the shooter’s got mates, I want to show ’em who’s got the biggest ballsack.’

      Several more rounds burst into the night. Panic fire.

      Gallows and Rend edged around the HQ, weapons poised. The Lieutenant balled his fist and hoisted it into the air, the signal to halt. His index finger told Gallows that there was only one shooter.

      ‘He keeps checking his six,’ said Rend.

      ‘Can you tell what he’s carrying?’

      ‘An old repeater.’

      The muzzle of the shooter’s rifle exploded into life and cut off.

      ‘He’s reloading. Go! Go!’

      The pair sprinted towards the shooter, the mouth of the bomb shelter gaping behind him. ‘Damn, damn,’ Gallows heard him mutter.

      As their assailant fumbled on one knee with his weapon, Rend kicked the rifle from his grasp and hooked a fist into his jaw. He toppled.

      ‘Don’t, don’t kill me!’

      Middle aged, salt and pepper hair, creased skin, bulging eyes. Tattered and ill-fitting military armour encased him, but it didn’t seem to be doing much good.

      Rend aimed his rifle down. ‘Identify yourself!’

      The man’s mouth opened and closed. ‘I…’

      Rend thrust the gun closer. ‘Speak.’

      ‘Don’t be a dick,’ said Gallows, easing Rend’s firearm away. ‘It’s okay,’ he told the mystery man. ‘We’re not gonna shoot you.’

      ‘What about… the others?’

      ‘Huh?’

      Fallon and Valentine drew up at the other side of the shooter, weapons trained on his head.

      ‘He injured?’ the major asked.

      Gallows shook his head.

      The shooter got to his feet. ‘You’re… not with them, are you?’

      Fallon grabbed him by his neck. ‘With who?’

      ‘They… They came out of nowhere! I’m the only one left. The troops are killing them!’

      ‘Son, you don’t start making sense soon, I’m gonna kneecap you. What troops?’

      ‘It’s-it’s a death squad. They came from our patrol craft… They’ve killed the other doctors. Zarabati, tal Nivala… Gods, Mathieson, he…’

      ‘You’re a doctor?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘I… A scientist, yes.’

      ‘Who killed them?’ Spittle flew from Fallon’s mouth as he barked his questions. ‘What did they look like?’

      ‘Soldiers! They carried guns and swords… Oh Gods, the fire…’

      Fallon yanked him closer. ‘Did they speak? Are they Dalthean?’

      The man nodded. ‘Damned traitors. Please, you’ve got to get me out of here. Please.’

      Fallon didn’t relinquish his grip. ‘You said they came from a patrol craft?’

      The doctor’s long fingers scrabbled at Fallon. ‘A, a supply blimp. They must have commandeered it… There’s a hidden entrance in the mountains… How did they know?’

      Gallows appraised the doctor. ‘What’s down there? Prisoners? Have you been experimenting on inmates? How about animals? Were you responsible for the thing at Hessian’s?’

      Panic flashed in the stranger’s eyes. ‘I’m oath-bound to secrecy. However, if you can guarantee my safety, I-’

      ‘You talk and we listen—that’s the deal, asshole.’ Gallows found his hands shaking and his skin burning. He wanted to force this guy to look at Regina’s face.

      ‘I am sworn to secrecy and I will not talk,’ he said in a small voice, avoiding direct eye contact. ‘The Prime Councillor himself-’

      ‘Is dead,’ said Fallon.

      His mouth hung loose. ‘Sweet Musa…’

      ‘Your name!’ Fallon demanded.

      ‘I… I am Doctor Basud tal Petrokolou. I, I can’t say any more. Please, we must leave.’

      ‘Alright.’ Fallon glared at the pitiful scientist squirming in his grasp. ‘It’s your lucky day, Doc. We ain’t equipped to take on anything bigger than a mutt. You’re comin’ with us.’

      ‘Thank Aerulus,’ the man whimpered.

      ‘A man of science and the Fayth, eh?’ Fallon rolled his eye. ‘You damn well better be worth the trouble.’

      ‘Down!’ Valentine yelled. She twisted to the ground as a bullet grazed her shoulder.

      ‘No, no!’ Basud cried. ‘The Wraiths! Help me!’

      Three men in slick black armour and black masks broke out from the bomb shelter, separating from the shadows.

      ‘They’re coming from the bomb shelter!’ roared Fallon. He returned fire while Gallows helped Valentine to her feet. ‘Fall back!’

      ‘Must have followed the doctor,’ said Rend.

      ‘Thanks for leading ’em to us, sugar!’ Valentine snapped, with a look more fearsome than her rifle.

      As one, they moved back towards the relative safety of command centre, bullets zinging past them.

      ‘Who the hell are they?’ Gallows shouted. Smooth, black masks concealed their eyes behind metallic lenses, and as far as Gallows could see, there was no gap or ventilation where their mouths were. Like their masks, the armour they wore was matte black: Flexible greaves ran up their legs, pauldrons protected their shoulders and armoured plating flexed on their chests. They were like shadows given form.

      ‘Don’t matter!’ snapped Fallon. ‘Just shoot ’em.’

      ‘But, sir,’ Rend began, ‘aren’t they our countrymen? We’re the intruders here.’

      ‘You wanna tell ’em we’re on the same side, Lieutenant, be my guest.’

      Rend’s face furrowed. ‘This is wrong.’

      ‘They’re coming!’ Gallows said. ‘We can’t stay.’

      ‘You can’t beat them,’ Basud whimpered, ‘you can’t beat them.’

      ‘Quiet!’ Fallon growled. ‘Can you get us inside the HQ?’

      Basud shook his head. ‘No. This place is just a cover for the installation below.’

      ‘Get back!’ A small device landed near Valentine—she kicked it towards the hut to her left. An excruciating, blinding flash exploded, accompanied by a resounding bang.

      But worse was what it left in its wake.

      Flames engulfed the barracks, livid orange and fierce. Blazing liquid spread out from the explosion’s epicentre.

      Igneus.

      ‘Anyone hurt?’ Valentine’s voice.

      ‘Fall back!’ commanded Fallon.

      Rend cracked the flare, sending a bright column of green smoke fizzing into the sky.

      ‘You can’t beat them!’ the doctor repeated. He cowered behind Fallon, his whole body jerky and trembling.

      Gallows turned the corner and opened fire, buying some time. It was near-impossible to see the Wraiths, as Basud called them—for that’s what they were, deathly phantoms resolving from the night.

      Gallows thundered across the ground to his comrades as another explosion set the world on fire. Igneus showered his light body armour. Tendrils of smoke spiralled into the air. ‘Shit!’ His whole body tightened. The burning hiss it made coiled around his head.

      His fingers scrambled to peel the armour away and cast it aside, leaving it fizzling on the ground.

      Too close.

      ‘We ain’t gonna be lucky forever!’ yelled Valentine.

      She was right. They had to escape. If those soldiers caught up to them, their corpses would be left out here to rot.

      Bullets cut through the air, zinging past their heads.

      Valentine spun and took a shot, but it went wide. ‘Can’t see the bastards!’

      An explosion bellowed, toppling the crane.

      ‘Watch out!’ warned Gallows.

      It crashed into the toilet block, unleashing a sandstorm of rubble and dirt.

      ‘Move move move!’ called Fallon, flinging Basud ahead of him.

      Gallows’ feet pounded the ground. The facility gatehouse beckoned them a dozen yards ahead. Almost there, almost there…

      A plunging pierce swooped through the sky, blazing like a shooting star. It sparkled with terrible beauty, searing bright light and dispersing like a wave of blazing arrows.

      ‘Spread out!’ someone yelled.

      Gallows’ blood rushed through his veins.

      The fire scoured the earth.

      The ground quaked from the impact and the gate ahead melted in an instant. Metal burned brighter than the sun, steel twisting and crying. Bright fire waded upwards in a wave.

      Igneus mortars! Gallows ran and found cover by a prefab assembly, for all the good it would do. Freezing sweat poured from him.

      He chanced a glance from his hiding spot: Thick black smoke rose from the surroundings, painted red by the igneus fire. No way we can get past!

      ‘Valentine, did you pack the demo charges?’ Fallon’s voice, somewhere far off.

      Gunfire interrupted.

      Gallows tried to pinpoint the sound but it was impossible. He readied his weapon. Smoke made it difficult to pick targets. He hugged the wall, straining to hear above the steady thump of rifle fire.

      He inched from his spot, the fire raging at his back. Where the hell was the Bulldog?

      He stole a glance around the corner…

      There. Two Wraiths, keeping back from the grid of structures so they wouldn’t get caught in an enclosed space among the smoke.

      One of them halted.

      It was an opportunity Gallows couldn’t miss.

      He had the Wraith in his sights and squeezed the trigger.

      The Vindicator shuddered in his hands.

      He hit him in the neck. Blood fountained and he hissed and spat gibberish.

      But his companion spotted Gallows with lightning reflexes.

      Gallows pulled the trigger again.

      Click.

      Click

      His rifle jammed.

      He froze.

      The Wraith raised his weapon.

      Gallows willed himself to move but couldn’t.

      The Wraith sighted him and-

      The deafening roar of the gunshot sounded out, and Gallows braced for the pain.

      But it didn’t come.

      It wasn’t a gunshot.

      The Bulldog flew through the fire and bulldozed the weak structure by the Wraith, mowing him down. Blackened blood, muscle and bone sprayed over its hood.

      ‘Belios,’ breathed Gallows. The tension in his bones evaporated, and his legs turned soft as cotton.

      Flames blazed on the Bulldog—weaponised igneus gel stuck to everything—but the armour held. The passenger door swung out. ‘You okay?’ yelled Sturrock.

      Gallows dragged a breath. His nails dug into his palms. ‘I’m fine.’ He stuffed himself into the passenger side and crawled through to the rear. He climbed up the rungs to the roof-mounted, ignium-fuelled cannon. ‘There’s at least one more of ’em, they have igneus weapons! We’ll take him out then RV with Fallon and the rest!’

      The Bulldog revved and tore through the compound.

      Gallows spotted the fleeing Wraith darting towards the bomb shelter entrance. He turned the cannon, and engaged the controls.

      The weapon snarled, spitting a hail of bullets, blowing the soldier’s leg clean off.

      Gallows relaxed the trigger—they could question him before he bled out, maybe even save his ass.

      But the Wraith had other ideas. He conjured a pistol and pointed it at his head.

      Before he pulled the trigger, he activated an igneus bomb and hurled it at the Bulldog.

      ‘Sturrock, move!’

      Gallows leaped from the roof and sprinted as fast as his legs would carry him.

      The Bulldog exploded behind him, the shockwave blowing Gallows to the ground like a ragdoll.

      ‘Sturrock!’ He spat dirt. ‘Sturrock! Answer me!’

      ‘I’m alive! Gods damn.’

      The burning husk of the Bulldog sat between them.

      The dead Wraith’s remaining leg twitched in the dirt. Gallows discarded his Vindicator for the Wraith’s and took his shortsword. It wasn’t as comfortable as Gallows’, but it felt good to have.

      ‘Spineless son of a bitch,’ said Sturrock. ‘We coulda got answers from him.’

      Gallows turned and motioned towards Fallon, Rend and Valentine. They stalked along the ground with the doctor. ‘We got someone else.’

      

      ‘There must be another way,’ cried Basud when Fallon pushed him through the bomb shelter’s entrance.

      ‘There ain’t. This facility of yours is the only chance we have of getting home, and you’re the tour guide.’

      ‘It’s too dangerous!’

      ‘We’re dangerous. Move.’

      ‘Who are you people? Why are you here?’

      The dank corridor reeked of chemicals and filth. Sturrock had to crouch to fit.

      ‘How old is this place?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘It was built during the war with Ryndara,’ Basud explained. ‘The bomb shelter, the prison camp, the… facility below. The idea was that the king and members of the Council would be transported here quickly if the Ryndarans breached the city walls.’

      They squeezed past several rooms with temporary wall cots and rusted footlockers. Gallows had a hard time picturing the royal family setting up home in here.

      Fallon—whose gun didn’t waver from Basud—craned his neck to address Gallows: ‘You okay?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Gallows’ grip tightened around his weapon, his knuckles turning white. Sweat drew down his back like the point of a sword. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘How’d they transport VIPs so quickly out here in the desert?’ Sturrock asked, before cracking his head on the low ceiling. ‘Any airship would be shot down before it found this hidden landing site of yours.’

      ‘Aha.’ Basud turned, his face lighting up. ‘That’s our way out of here—assuming those soldiers haven’t overrun the place yet. There is an underground railway—a high-speed train that runs from the city to here. Takes around an hour.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ called Valentine. She was at the rear of the line, while Fallon had insisted that Rend take point.

      ‘Through here,’ said Basud, inching the door to a utility closet open. He looked absurd in the makeshift armour, like a kid wearing his dad’s army uniform. ‘The troops will no doubt have the next area guarded. I have your word I’ll be protected?’

      ‘Nope,’ said Fallon. ‘Hurry up.’

      Basud leered at him. ‘At this juncture, you need me more than I need you.’

      ‘The hell you say,’ spat Fallon. ‘You’ll get us out or I’ll castrate you with a rusty scalpel.’

      Gallows shook his head. ‘He’s right, Major. We got no idea what we’re walking into.’

      ‘You’ve gone soft, Gallows.’

      ‘Your word?’ urged Basud.

      Fallon breathed through gritted teeth. ‘You have it.’

      Basud pulled a panel in the wall open and punched a code into a console. The ground trembled and scraped down on an incline. Gallows’ stomach lurched.

      ‘What in all hells is this?’ asked Valentine.

      ‘You’ll see,’ Basud’s voice chimed.

      For over a minute, total blackness draped over the room. Gallows heard everyone’s breath, accompanied by the soft hum of machinery. His hands tremored—what was he going to find down here? Was it better if Sera didn’t die during the Night of Amberfire—or worse?

      And then sharp, blue-white light rose from the edges of the floor, flooding the room.

      ‘Welcome,’ Basud began, ‘to Outpost One Three Seven.’

      

      Gallows flinched at the sudden brightness.

      The room came to a smooth halt. A pristine, white corridor opened up before them, like a hospital ward. Cool air flowed through silver ventilation ducts. Tinted windows prevented Gallows from seeing what lay inside the rows of portable cells.

      ‘Eyes open,’ said Fallon. He raised his weapon. ‘Sturrock, take point. Doc, lead us to the train.’

      With a tremor in his voice, Basud said, ‘And if we run into more Wraiths?’

      ‘Duck.’

      ‘All the same, I’d rather be prepared. If I could have a gun…’

      ‘We saw your shooting skills,’ said Gallows. ‘Best we don’t waste the ammo.’

      ‘Very well, on your heads be it. If I die, you don’t escape. Straight along this corridor for now.’

      They advanced, staying close to the walls. Aside from the buzz of overhead lights, the facility was noiseless.

      ‘Doc,’ started Gallows. ‘What is this place?’

      ‘I’m afraid I can’t divulge that-’

      ‘Honey, you can stick that up your ass,’ Valentine replied.

      ‘“Aggression is the instinct of fools”. Denri tal Culaire,’ said Basud. ‘The finest mind ever to grace our world.’

      ‘And also a religious fanatic who murdered his son for having a male lover,’ Gallows pointed out.

      ‘An educated man, I see.’

      ‘Gods damn it,’ muttered Fallon. ‘Answer the goddamn question, Doc, or I’ll revisit my stance on your castration.’

      Basud hissed. ‘I remind you that you’ve not exactly been forthcoming regarding your own reasons for being here.’

      Valentine pressed the long barrel of her sniper rifle into Basud’s chest. ‘I got a powerful need to remind you that we got guns.’

      ‘Savages! Very well. Outpost One Three Seven is the culmination of tireless work by the greatest minds of the kingdom, not least of all my own. It was built following the war with Ryndara. Following that conflict, the government saw the need for… unconventional weapons.’

      ‘Wait…’ Gallows started. ‘Like igneus bombs?’

      ‘Among other things. Scientists—visionaries—were put to work here by Prime Councillor Elizabeth tal Waverley. Unlimited funds. No oversight. Free rein to let their imaginations run rampant. It was shut down after she died, its secrets locked away for years.’

      Gallows’ grip tightened on his gun. Bile filled his stomach.

      He tried, but he couldn’t hold it back.

      He grabbed Basud by the neck and slammed him against the wall. ‘Weapons.’ His voice ground like a knife against whetstone. ‘Like the bomb that wasted our fleet and destroyed Irros’ Beckon, right? The Night of Amberfire? You and your “visionaries” killed thousands of people—like Sera. Recognise the name? Huh? Was she here?’

      Basud’s eyes pleaded with him. Spittle rasped from his mouth. ‘You’re… choking… me…!’

      ‘Stand down, Gallows!’ It took the combined effort of Sturrock and Valentine to tear him away.

      ‘I should end you right now. You hear me? I’ll kill you.’

      Sturrock’s shoulder pinned Gallows to the opposite wall. ‘He ain’t worth it, mate.’

      ‘Screw you.’

      ‘Steady! I lost family that night too.’

      Major Fallon squared up to the doctor. ‘He ain’t wrong. You got a lot to answer for.’

      The doctor’s gaze flitted from one face to the other, but he’d find no allies here. ‘I don’t have to explain myself to you people.’

      ‘Son of a bitch.’ Gallows’ teeth gnashed.

      ‘This ain’t the time,’ warned Fallon. ‘Gallows, listen to me: We need him alive. We need his intel.’

      ‘Screw that.’

      Basud laughed. Son of a bitch, he actually started laughing. ‘You can’t kill me. You need me!’

      ‘For now, asswipe.’

      ‘It took the work of many hands and many minds to create the ignogen fusion bomb. My hands are no more bloodied than anyone else’s.’

      ‘I’m good,’ Gallows told Sturrock. The bigger man let him go. Gallows drove his fist into the wall.

      ‘Keep moving,’ Fallon ordered. ‘And keep talkin’, Doc, otherwise I’ll let Corporal Gallows loose.’

      The team advanced through winding corridors, the pristine cleanliness soon giving way to blood and dirt.

      ‘So you admit it, eh?’ Sturrock asked. ‘It was our bomb? Gods above.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Basud. ‘Ignogen. A synthetic compound derived from ignicite.’ The doctor’s voice wavered. ‘Careful—this is where the intruders began shooting us.’

      A male body lay face down on the floor, a gaping hole in the back of his skull.

      ‘A compound, like ignium and igneus?’ Valentine asked, stepping over the corpse.

      ‘Only with far more potency. Dangerous to mine the raw elements. Just one wrong move and it’d burn through skin like kindling. You have to get close to the core of ignicite, you see.’

      ‘That’s crazy,’ said Sturrock. ‘You could rupture the whole thing. You need the core intact so it can regenerate.’

      Basud tutted. ‘Nothing in this world was ever achieved by being safe. We learned from the fools that laid waste to Palthonheim. Oh yes. It takes ten times the power of each of our lightning Spires to make sufficient ignogen. Delicate process, almost impossible.’ The doctor’s eyes beamed. ‘But we did it.’

      Sturrock eased a door open, shotgun levelled.

      ‘Clear,’ he said.

      ‘Fat lot of good it did us,’ the major said to Basud. ‘You coulda powered the whole city with that. Used that money to build more water units, hire more Raincatchers, house the homeless.’

      ‘We were at war! But something went wrong. It was meant to destroy the Idari armada in their own harbours. All of our calculations and still we failed. The Gods alone should wield such power.’

      ‘How?’ asked Gallows. ‘Didn’t you assholes think to install an off switch?’

      Basud rolled his eyes. ‘Of course we had safeguards. My theory is that someone purposefully deployed it early.’

      ‘Doesn’t make sense,’ began Rend. ‘It destroyed most of the Idari fleet too. If it were an Idari conspirator, they’d have set it off while it was in the city.’

      ‘It was under close guard all the way from here to Irros’ Beckon,’ said Basud. ‘We used the underground railway. Perhaps whoever activated it could only do so once it was at sea?’

      Everything turned as silent as a mausoleum. If Basud was right, then what did that mean for the kingdom?

      ‘We killed our own people,’ said Valentine. ‘Ain’t nothing justifies that.’

      ‘We succeeded in saving the many,’ Basud reasoned. ‘Prime Councillor Thackeray looked at Palthonheim and sought to replicate the radiation fallout that prevents us from getting close. What better defence? Fifty years ago Palthonheim fell, and still the fallout is lethal to humans. For that reason, we exper-’

      Sturrock held up a fist. They halted. The corridor split into a junction.

      ‘What’s going on?’ asked Basud. Fallon held a finger to his mouth.

      Sturrock pulled out a compact mirror from his belt and angled it to analyse the passage around the corner. ‘Clear,’ he called. ‘Looks like there was a scuffle. Where to?’

      ‘Left,’ the doctor replied. ‘This is where I first saw them—after the gunfire started.’

      ‘How much farther?’ asked Rend.

      ‘A fair distance yet, I’m afraid. We haven’t even scratched the surface of this place.’

      They turned into an identical passage. Scalpels, drills and other tools lay scattered on the floor. A trail of thick, brown blood led into one of the rooms.

      ‘Savages,’ Basud commented under his breath.

      They proceeded past a set of double doors and came to a stairwell. As they descended, the bright light yielded to encroaching darkness.
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      ‘Citizens are required to stay in their homes. Report all strange persons. Travel rights outwith the city have been suspended. Sir Raleigh Trevelyan Train Station is locked down. The skyport is closed. Passage through Wrenwing Gap is forbidden. Unauthorised air ships will be fired upon without warning. Citizens: Do not leave your homes. Stay indoors. Obey the Watch. Obey the military. Keep identification papers on your person at all times. This is in the interests of national security…’

      That hateful broadcast. Years of listening to and perfecting melodies made the monotonous screech cut like a saw blade. The military had wasted no time in strengthening their chokehold on the different districts, but at least they were delivering water rations to the people at home. The Watch, however, were not as charitable; they patrolled in threes, shoulders squared, faces angry, eyes hungry—like a street gang looking for an excuse to hurt something.

      Aulton checked his pocket watch. After nine in the evening. Their performance should be drawing to a close around now.

      The guards at the gatehouse leading to Arrowhead—military now, not Watch—regarded him with the eyes of hawks.

      That man Gallows. If what Ginny said was true, he’d be the man for the job.

      Aulton had seen minor skirmishes on every other street from Petrel’s Tail to here, the majority of which involving the Watch and some poor Phadrosi merchant. And if my skin were the same colour as theirs, I would not have made it three feet from the Musicians’ Guild. So much for the Info Towers’ commands.

      He didn’t relish being here, but he needed fresh air—anyway, the risk of being detained paled in comparison to staying behind with Fabian and listening to his bleating. ‘How can I be expected to sing amidst all this? Gah!’

      It was Ginny, as usual, who convinced him that the show must go on.

      He stood still for a moment, scanning the mansion houses and office blocks here. The absence of vagrants huddled in the shadows offered a glimpse of what this city used to be like—stunning architecture, flourishing businesses, sublime greenery. Elmwood Arcade, once one of the many gems of this city. Such a pity that-

      A howl cut through the air. A man in juggler’s garb, his face bruised and bloodied. He spilled out from an alleyway, hands scouring the walls as he flailed on his feet. Behind him, two watchmen marched, chuckling as they watched the juggler fall like a carcass from a meat hook.

      ‘H-help!’ he pleaded.

      The first officer struck him in the leg with his truncheon. ‘This is our city, Phadrosi scum.’

      ‘I’m from Nom Ganald, you damn id-’

      The second watchman cracked the juggler’s shin.

      ‘Stop… Stop!’

      Their regulation boots silenced his pleas.

      One of watchmen caught Aulton staring, a flash of guilt in his eyes. ‘Keep moving,’ he called, ‘or you’ll get the same.’

      Aulton’s face burned, for he knew there was nothing he could do.

      

      Gallows & Fieri—Licensed Hunters.

      The words had been worked into the frosted glass with a deft hand. Aulton tried the door—it was locked, but nothing a pick couldn’t solve.

      Aulton eased the door open without a sound. The smoky, pepper smell of incense hit him. Weak light from the ignium lamps outside trickled through the bay window, spattering the walls in dark red. Shadows concealed the rest of the room, but he could make out a grand desk, a couple of chairs and not much else.

      It wasn’t until his eyes adjusted that he saw the figure sitting cross-legged on the wooden floor.

      ‘The door was locked.’ The figure’s voice cut through the silence like an out of tune trombone.

      ‘Forgive me, I thought it best to make as little noise as possible.’ Aulton tried to pick out his features, but the weakness of the light coupled with his own faltering eyesight made it a fruitless endeavour.

      ‘I don’t think knocking on the door would have caused too much trouble.’ The man stood and turned his desk lamp on. He wore no shirt, the muscles of his chest taut and defined—not an ounce of fat on him. The addition of the light made the bareness of the room more stark; very little in the way of personal effects, basic wooden floor, perfect white ceiling with nary a crack nor a cobweb.

      ‘Mister Fieri?’ Aulton tried.

      ‘Correct.’ Fieri buttoned a silk shirt. It bore a resemblance to the Ryndaran fashion.

      ‘Forgive my intrusion.’

      ‘I’ll forgive you when you explain it. It’s a late hour, and the city isn’t safe.’

      ‘Precisely the purpose of my visit. May I?’ Aulton motioned to the chair in front of Damien’s desk.

      ‘Please.’ Aulton sat. Fieri remained standing.

      ‘I’m Aulton Carney, I am employed by-’

      ‘Genevieve Couressa. Yes, I saw you in the Musicians’ Guild.’

      ‘Of course.’ Aulton stared at the man in front of him. Could he really be…? ‘Allow me to get to the meat of the matter.’

      ‘I’d be grateful.’

      ‘I am concerned for Ginny—Genevieve’s—safety, following the events of the day.’

      ‘A natural response. Enough pleasantries, Mister Carney. If you’re seeking to employ me, then do so via the Hunters’ Guild.’

      ‘Ah. That won’t do I’m afraid.’

      ‘We’re based two floors from your suite in the mansion,’ said Damien. ‘I promise you, it’s an easier trek than this.’

      Aulton leaned back, the leather creaking. ‘I’ve seen how corrupt this city is. Your Prime Councillor is dead and your government decimated. Alspeth tal Simara is dead, and she was the only one on your Council who cared for any of you.’

      ‘Then leave when the skyport reopens.’

      Aulton set his monocle onto the table. ‘My instinct exactly. However, I can’t convince Genevieve to abandon her crusade.’

      ‘Continue.’

      ‘She wishes to bring peace, hope and prosperity to the world, Mister Fieri, and damn the Gods, I believe she can do it. But the dead achieve nothing.’

      ‘And you think I am the man to protect her?’

      Aulton chuckled. ‘Actually, I was looking for Tyson Gallows. She spoke very highly of him.’

      ‘I should think so. He’s a resourceful man and a good partner. As you can see, he isn’t here.’

      ‘Indeed—yet as I sit here, I suspect you would be best suited to the task.’

      Aulton knew he was prodding but he wanted to see how the man would react. As it happened, the absence of reaction spoke volumes. No incline of the head, no twitch of the eye, no fidgeting of the fingers. Practiced. Perfected. It all but confirmed his suspicions.

      ‘The Hunters’ Guild has many talented individuals,’ Damien pointed out, voice level.

      ‘I’m not seeking a Hunter, Mister Fieri.’

      ‘It’s just a name, Mister Carney.’

      Aulton leaned forward and steepled his fingers. ‘When I entered the room, what were you doing?’

      ‘A curious line of questioning from someone uninvited.’

      ‘Indulge me.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘You were meditating.’

      ‘It has a calming effect.’

      ‘Your office possesses no personal flourishes, Mister Fieri.’

      ‘It’s where I conduct my business.’

      ‘The Hunters’ Guild conducts your business—you don’t “meditate” shirtless unless the place you’re in is personal. You speak like an educated man, you carry yourself well—and that shirt you’re wearing is a Schörling Wolfsen of Ryndara. I’m asking myself why a man of affluence would live in such sparse surroundings.’

      Now there was a reaction in Fieri—annoyance. ‘I care as little for the frivolous trappings of prosperity as I do for being interrogated in my own home. Leave, Mister Carney. I will not ask again.’

      ‘Genevieve insists that her concert go ahead tomorrow. She will not listen to my advice to postpone it, so all I can do is see she is protected. I will pay handsomely.’

      ‘I feel like I just explained my stance on money.’

      ‘Is your partner’s the same?’

      ‘He would insist you take out a contract with the Guild.’

      ‘Damn the Guild, man! I need someone I can trust, someone who is above the corruption that festers in this place. Who better than a man who not only doesn’t require money but who actively shuns it?’

      An hour seemed to pass before Damien spoke. ‘It would be illegal for me to take on a bodyguard contract without Guild approval.’

      Gods damn it. Aulton’s heart sank. He had one more avenue of attack—but he wished it hadn’t come to this.

      ‘You will take the contract, Mister Fieri.’

      ‘Why?’

      Aulton cleared his throat, and chose his words. ‘Because I know who you are.’
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      Gunfire rang out in the distance.

      One shot, followed by another—not three-round bursts or the frenetic spray of panic. Methodical, precise.

      Executions.

      White water spouted from a pipe, mixing on the floor with congealed blood. Bullets had been punched into walls and glass littered the floor. Red emergency lighting pulsed and painted the world in swathes of crimson.

      Fallon crouched by an overturned water unit, the rest of the crew doing the same with whatever debris was handy. They’d reached a cross junction, with one door at the far end and another to the east. Both had been blown from their hinges.

      ‘They’re up ahead,’ said Fallon. ‘They expected their comrades back by now—Doc, how many did you see before you high-tailed it?’

      ‘Um, six, I think, but I can’t be sure.’

      ‘That leaves three.’

      ‘A six-man unit to clear out a whole installation?’ observed Gallows. ‘Does that seem right to you?’

      ‘Makes sense. They didn’t expect anyone to put up a fight, and whoever gives ’em their orders would want as few people as possible knowing about this place. Listen: These bastards ain’t playing around—when they see us, they won’t hesitate. You get a clear shot, take it. Rend, you take the north corridor with me; Valentine, Gallows, you take the east. Sturrock, you’re tail-end Charlie with the doc. We’ll draw their fire, separate ’em and pick ’em off. Doc—just keep your head down and stay out damn way.’

      Basud didn’t argue.

      ‘RV when this floor is clear.’

      ‘Got it,’ said Valentine. ‘Gallows, with me.’

      The doctor had said the enemy unit had been dispatched from the capital on their patrol craft—had whoever killed the Prime Councillor ordered troops here? Were they working with the Idari?

      Assuming Basud’s telling the truth, and I got my doubts about that.

      Valentine gestured with her hand. Room clear.

      They advanced to the next; every room on this level was identical. Pristine, sterile white surfaces violated with gore. What in all hells happened in here?

      Gallows stepped into the final room in the eastern corridor, and-

      ‘Holy shit!’

      A body hung from the ceiling, suspended by meat hooks through its hands, shoulders, back and feet. Its chest cavity splayed open—its guts had been removed. It floated there with arms stretched in a wide embrace, like a mutilated angel.

      Gallows fell against the wall. The room spun. The hanging body reflected in the mirrored windows—a choir of bloodied, corrupt angels ready to carry off the souls of the dead.

      ‘Sweet Musa.’ Valentine stood in the doorway, eyes glued to the sight.

      From nowhere, Basud appeared. ‘…Mathieson!’ he gasped. ‘That’s Mathieson! Gods, what have we done?’

      Gallows didn’t know what to think, couldn’t think. What animal would do this?

      ‘Basud-’

      Glass exploded behind the doctor, a thousand shards sparkling like ice amidst the scarlet warning lights.

      The Wraith grabbed Basud and pulled him through the other side.

      ‘Contact!’ Valentine shouted.

      From outside, Sturrock’s shotgun rang out once before the Wraith batted it to the floor.

      Gallows threw himself over the window, ignoring the shards of glass slicing into his palm. He pulled his rifle up but the Wraith turned on him and scythed it from his hands.

      It drew a sword.

      ‘Help!’ Basud whimpered. The Wraith picked him up and hurled him into Valentine.

      The Wraith turned his attention to Gallows.

      Gallows unsheathed the sword he’d retrieved from the dead Wraith on the surface. The blades were straight with a slightly curved point—slashing swords, like Gallows’ shortsword.

      The Wraith lunged; the blade flew towards Gallows’ eyes like the flick of a serpent’s tongue. Gallows felt the air rush past his face, stepped back and deflected the backswing. Steel clanged. Pain ran up Gallows’ arm—he’d absorbed too much of the blow, and his opponent was strong.

      But Gallows was quick.

      His blade blurred and cut the Wraith’s wrist—but he didn’t register it.

      The Wraith’s blade whirred in the air, driving Gallows backwards with inhuman strength and speed. Gallows had to push himself to match him; he dodged, deflected and ducked under the Wraith’s attempts to skewer him, but he couldn’t keep it up for long; maybe on his best day he could win the fight, but exhausted and still recovering from injuries?

      He needed to buy time for Sturrock or Valentine to save his ass.

      Stepping back, he drew the Wraith further away from the others, catching a cut on the arm for his trouble. His legs wanted to run, but the instinct was a lie; the corridor was spacious but the debris littering the ground made for unsure footing.

      The Wraith lunged and the tip of his blade bit into Gallows’ shoulder. Pain flared down his arm, but still he scrambled backwards, narrowly avoiding the follow-up slash.

      Gallows feinted high and left, then booted the Wraith’s crotch when his guard had shifted.

      Where Gallows came from, that was known as a Taxman’s Tip.

      They duelled. Each slash from the Wraith was more precise, more calculated.

      The Wraith feinted, Gallows attacked—and with a flicker of steel, it sent Gallows’ sword clattering to the floor.

      But doing so left him open.

      Gallows swung his left fist into the Wraith’s temple, followed by a savage uppercut. He grabbed the Wraith’s wrist with both hands, twisted, and snapped it.

      The Wraith growled in pain and his sword fell to the ground.

      Gallows was a kid from Dustwynd, and in Dustwynd, kids learned to talk with their fists before their mouths.

      The Wraith swept Gallows’ feet away and retrieved his sword, picking it up with his left hand. Gallows snatched his own from the ground, and again they were even.

      His body sagged but breaking the bastard’s wrist has given him a second wind.

      The Wraith came at Gallows with a series of thrusts. Glass crunched under Gallows’ foot as he moved backwards, the air in front of him a silvery haze. He couldn’t keep this up much longer. Where in all hells are Sturrock and Valentine?

      As if reading his thoughts, Sturrock burst out of nowhere and charged into the Wraith’s back. The bastard flailed forward two steps, his sword almost stabbing into Gallows’ gut.

      Gallows scythed the Wraith’s blade away and jabbed his own into his throat.

      Or he would have, had the Wraith not grabbed the tip of the blade at the very last moment and buried it into the wall.

      ‘Son of a-’ The Wraith’s boot sent Gallows to the ground.

      Sturrock’s meaty arms wrapped around the Wraith’s neck—he snapped his head back into Sturrock’s nose, sending him reeling.

      ‘Aw screw you!’ Sturrock yelled and leapt onto the Wraith’s back, raining punches into his head.

      The Wraith twisted and slammed Sturrock into the floor.

      Nothing’s hurting this guy… Gallows unsheathed his knife. It didn’t feel like enough.

      The Wraith towered above Sturrock, blade hanging in the air, ready to strike…

      A bullet caved the Wraith’s chest in.

      Valentine stood in the passageway, smoke coiling from her sniper rifle.

      But the Wraith was still alive.

      Gallows, seeing his chance, ran full pelt and jammed the knife into the Wraith’s throat, the point sinking into meat. Blood sprayed from the wound.

      And the Wraith dropped to his knees, a groan like the scrape of a blocked sewer pipe spurting from him.

      And then he was silent.

      ‘Y’all okay?’ Valentine asked.

      ‘Yeah,’ Gallows replied. He offered a hand to Sturrock and pulled him from the floor, then reached down and yanked the Wraith’s mask off.

      ‘Belios…’ The Wraith’s bald head was covered in mottled grey skin. His eyes were a dull blue, like old marbles.

      ‘He’s been dead a long time,’ said Gallows.

      ‘Eh?’ Sturrock had the fear of Nyr written all over his face. ‘How is that possible? What in all hells is going on?’

      Damn good question. ‘Look… We don’t have time to question it. The mission is still the same: Get out. We can debate the rest later.’

      ‘You lot, stop slacking off,’ called Fallon. ‘We got something.’

      

      ‘Mathieson’s quarters,’ said Basud.

      After retrieving their swords and guns and making sure the other two Wraiths weren’t nearby, Gallows, Valentine and Sturrock followed Fallon into a private office. The door had been locked but Sturrock’s shotgun solved that. An ignium lamp lit the room, a welcome change to the crimson emergency lighting that steeped the rest of the installation. Filing cabinets, a mahogany desk and shelves displaying jars filled with mystery contents completed the room.

      ‘This is some messed up shit,’ said Sturrock. He wasn’t wrong: Piles of journals detailed years’ worth of experiments. ‘Genetic manipulation, biological experiments, chemical warfare… Gods, they injected ignium gas and igneus into living subjects. They cultivated diseases...’

      Valentine rounded on Basud. ‘You’re sick!’

      Rend’s brow had furrowed but the kid hadn’t said anything in a long time.

      Gallows’ stomach twisted. He wanted to spit, to scrub the sour taste from his mouth. ‘We’re no better than the goddamn Idari.’ The Grand Perceptor’s face smiled at him. ‘Did you see… the body hanging in that operating room? What kind of beast does that, huh?’

      Basud shook his head. ‘Not us—something else.’

      ‘We should burn this place to the ground,’ said Valentine. ‘We should leave and burn this place behind us.’

      ‘No!’ Basud cried.

      ‘No?’ Rend’s voice was small, like a child’s. ‘No? You say you are a man of the Fayth yet you stood by while this… corruption took place! You should be tried as a war criminal!’

      Basud laughed. ‘By whom? The Council? The Fayth? King Owain? This is a government-sanctioned facility! I don’t have to justify myself.’

      Fallon shook his head. ‘Pyron Thackeray. For years that bastard wanted to pass laws to rescind the rules on forbidden experiments. He’d been doing it all along.’

      Gallows didn’t want to, but he found himself reading more of the journals. Old photographs of skeletal humans looked up at him.

      ‘Most of ’em look Idari,’ Gallows said. ‘When Thackeray came back from the war, he commanded that all citizens of Idari lineage be detained. It was one of the first things he did after he was sworn in.’ Gallows looked up from the desk and bored his gaze straight into Basud. ‘This is where they took them.’

      Sweat poured from Basud. ‘It, it was legal, we were ordered-’

      ‘To kill and torture hundreds of innocent people,’ said Rend.

      ‘I vote we kill this bastard now.’ Sturrock pumped his shotgun.

      Valentine nodded her agreement.

      ‘Negative,’ said Fallon. ‘We take this piece of shit back to the city, give him a trial—a very goddamn public trial.’

      Gallows continued leafing through the journals. Some names had been redacted but not all. ‘Says here that Doctor Atticus Mathieson was the project lead… If he was the boss, then who ordered him strung up and gutted?’

      ‘A monster… Kor-’

      A tattered sheet of paper slipped from one of the pages. A list of names.

      One jumped out.

      LUVANDIS, Seraphine Nokoto. Status: Deceased.
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      Why didn’t I tear Vaughan’s tongue from his throat?

      Tiera had been asking herself the same question for hours, and the answer was always the same: For Fitz.

      The homeless were the only ones she could hide among now; the Courtesans’ Guild had more Watch and private security than the train station and the banking house combined—that runt Zoven had called in all his favours.

      If Fitz was still inside the whore house, Tiera wouldn’t get to him. Anyway, disguised as she was in rags and filth, she’d be lucky to pass as a street girl, never mind a guild-approved one.

      She rested against a wall in the depths of Dustwynd. One of Irros’ temples—she’d had more than enough of worship houses in her life, but she needed to conceal herself, and the place was as dark a hole as she could find. Coughing fits and cries wailed in the dark, and the place reeked of finisa piss.

      Tiera pulled the blanket she’d stolen and wrapped it around her shoulders, letting herself sink into the shadows.

      ‘Gots me friends and pals,’ muttered a skinny scuzzer to himself. ‘Need the scuzz, I need it give it to me or I’ll kill ya—sorry… Sorry, mum…’

      So many men, women and children down here—all homeless, abandoned by the Council. This damn city—how could a place seem so vast but feel so claustrophobic?

      Don’t matter how big it is—I’ll scour every inch to get Fitz—to get revenge. The Watch, the weapons dealer who slapped me. They’ll suffer.

      Tiera rested her arms on her knees and let her head dip. Just a few minutes… Just rest my eyes…

      But her mind wouldn’t let her sleep.

      ‘Mind if I sit?’ came a crone’s voice.

      Tiera’s eyes snapped open. She had to squint to see the old woman; her craggy skin had more lines than a cliff face. She shifted to give the crone space to sit.

      ‘Here,’ the woman said, offering Tiera water. ‘Reckon you could be doing wi’ a drink.’

      Tiera didn’t move—no-one gave up their water, not for free. ‘What do you want, crone?’

      The woman barked a laugh. ‘That’s charming, that is. Offer someone a drink and get insulted for yer trouble.’ The woman slurped at her cup. ‘Name’s Elsie Travers.’

      ‘Didn’t ask.’

      ‘Heh. You ain’t from around here.’

      ‘I’m in no mood to talk.’

      ‘Suit yerself.’

      Elsie slurped more water; the noise was excruciating in Tiera’s ears. She tried to fight it, but she glanced at Elsie’s cup.

      With a toothless smile, the old woman held it out.

      ‘Fine.’ Tiera took the water and downed it. She felt better straight away.

      ‘There, that ain’t so bad, is it?’ asked Elsie. ‘Ain’t no shame in charity.’

      Tiera thrust the cup back into Elsie’s leathery hand and muttered her thanks.

      ‘You don’t belong here.’ The crone’s voice chirruped like a flickertail’s.

      Beneath the blanket, Tiera’s fingers found the hilt of a knife. ‘No-one belongs in this town.’

      ‘Ain’t that the truth. Where you from?’

      Tiera shifted. ‘You should stay away from me.’

      Elsie cackled. ‘You young ’uns. Always quick to anger. Aye, reckon it’s the war that did that to ya.’

      ‘What do you know of it?’

      ‘Enough. Lost me two daughters. Had a man once, too. Died fighting the Ryndarans half a century ago. Reckon I know more’n you.’

      Tiera had her doubts about that. But losing the man you loved—losing kin? No-one deserved that. ‘How… How do you keep going?’ Tiera was surprised to hear her own voice ask the question.

      ‘Ain’t got a choice,’ Elsie said. ‘What else is there?’

      Vengeance.

      Tiera wanted to rip Vaughan apart. He deserved to die. But Fitz had calmed the fires that had raged inside Tiera ever since she escaped the monastery—no-one had ever managed that before.

      Like an animal, Tiera had fled to save her own life. Yulia wasn’t so lucky. Her own fault for being weak.

      Yulia deserved to perish for refusing to fight back. Tiera knew it to be the truth—yet doubt had niggled in her mind every moment since that day, like a tune that wouldn’t disappear. Would Fitz want her to go looking for him? Would he want her putting herself at risk? Would he want her to kill Vaughan?

      She’d given up piracy for Fitz, turned her back on her crew, tried to make herself better—but what if she never could?

      ‘How… How do you know you’re doing the right thing?’ Tiera asked.

      ‘Right and wrong ain’t always easy to tell apart,’ answered Elsie. ‘All’s you can do is hope to look yourself in the mirror every day and stand it. If you can square something with yourself, then it was the right thing to do—don’t matter what the law says. By all means, better yourself, read books, take up learnin’—but don’t be something you ain’t.’

      Tiera snorted. How do you blunt an edge you’ve spent your whole life sharpening?
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        * * *

      

      ‘Sera?’

      Gallows stared at her name. The major was right—she was here.

      ‘You find something?’ Fallon’s voice floated over him.

      It happened in an instant.

      Gallows flung Basud to the ground and shoved the paper into his face. ‘Why is her name here?’ he rasped. ‘Why is Sera’s name in this list? Answer me!’

      ‘I…’

      The knife found its way to Basud’s throat. ‘Talk!’

      Rend and Sturrock were shouting, Valentine yelled at Fallon. White noise, all of it.

      Basud squirmed beneath Gallows. ‘Answers.’

      ‘Mathieson,’ the doctor spluttered, ‘he, he oversaw the interrogations with Confessor Lenis Cronin! All the people of Idari lineage, they were brought here. Mathieson! He, he kept a diary, anything of note will-’

      ‘Interrogated? Why?’

      ‘For being Idari. That’s all I know!’

      ‘Sera wasn’t Idari—you had no right bringing her here!’

      Putrid sweat rolled from Basud’s skin. ‘Mathieson is the only one who can answer you. I’m sorry, truly I am, but this line of questioning is a waste of time.’

      Sera died during the Amberfire Night. She was never in this place. He’d spoken at her funeral. ‘Is… Is Sera alive?’

      ‘Mister Gallows-’

      ‘Answer the damn question!’

      Basud’s face hardened. ‘No.’

      Gallows’ eyes burned. It was like losing her all over again.

      ‘Forgive me,’ cried Basud, ‘but they don’t bring them here without good reason.’

      That was it. Gallows drove a fist into Basud’s stomach, forcing the air out of him.

      ‘Enough!’ snapped Rend, pulling Gallows to his feet.

      Gallows’ skin bristled. The aches from his wounds faded beneath the tide of grief and anger. ‘You killed Sera.’

      ‘I had no responsibility-’

      ‘Everyone in this place is responsible!’

      ‘Calm yourself.’ Rend pointed his rifle at Gallows. ‘We’ll get to the truth. I promise you. Just don’t do anything stupid.’

      ‘If you’re gonna shoot me then shoot me, Rend. If not, point the gun elsewhere and shut the hell up.’

      Fallon placed a hand on Gallows’ shoulder. ‘We can deal with this later. Give me that list of names. Don’t worry, he ain’t going anywhere. If he played a part in killing your woman, we’ll deal with him ourselves. But right now, we gotta go.’

      Gallows handed Fallon the list. ‘Leave if you want to, and take this piece of shit with you. But I’m not going anywhere—not until I have answers.’

      ‘Gallows, we ain’t got the time to-’

      ‘I’m done taking orders from you, Fallon. The truth about Sera is in this room, and I’m gonna find it.’

      Fallon stood there, sizing Gallows up, probably wondering if it’d be worth punching him. ‘Alright, son,’ he said at last. ‘We dig up as much info as we can find.’

      Gallows closed his eyes. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Sir, I must insist-’

      ‘Shut it, Rend.’

      Diaries, journals, scribbles on paper—anything that looked like it could shed light on Outpost One Three Seven was taken.

      Gallows clung onto his anger, but his lungs tightened in his chest. She didn’t deserve to be taken to this place. He wanted—needed—something that would tell him she was never here. But even if he found answers, Gallows would never forgive himself.

      Sweeping stacks of useless diagrams from a cabinet, he discovered a leather-bound journal. Neat handwriting etched its pages.

      
        
        Subject 8249—Tested to see how long sepsis set in following igneus treatment. Inconclusive.

        

        Subject 4068—Contracted cholera, cured; contracted dysentery, cured; in spite of our immune system suppressants, subject lived much longer than our estimates. More testing required before I can recommend weaponising.

        

        Subject 1375-A and 1375-B—Identical twins, female; both monitored following impregnation of 1375-A to determine effects on pregnancy following limb amputation and typhoid infection. Same procedures carried out on B. 1375-A survived longer—Dr. Petrokolou posits that this is evidence of the subject’s reinforced ‘will to live’ after being impregnated, though we did not inform her she was carrying child and nor had she displayed any symptoms so early in her term. Interesting.

        

        Subject 1375-A (#2)—Subject’s foetus perished in Week 4 of pregnancy following igneus treatment—even if it had survived, foetus would likely have been born with severe disabilities and/or mutations. Possible avenue: Add igneus solution at earlier stage, possibly prior to impregnation. More testing required.

        

      

      ‘These bastards didn’t even think of their victims as human,’ said Gallows.

      ‘Tyson.’ The features in Fallon’s face drooped, his downturned lips pursed.

      ‘What?’ A weight spread over Gallows’ chest, like the tightening of a straitjacket. He snatched the small leather journal Fallon cradled in his hands.

      
        
        22nd Day of Musa: The ignogen weapon has been completed. Some final testing required, but I believe the acting Prime Councillor will be most pleased. Thackeray is a remarkable man—injured during a sortie to the Isles, he has recovered miraculously quickly and taken to office like he was born to it.

        The Lightning Harness is still posing problems, but no matter—I will unlock the secrets of Catryn’s technology eventually. What happened to the RDN Enlighten will not happen here! The Horizon Bridge was a symbolic target, but what if the Idari menace turns its ambitions west? What will we do?

        The Council is pressing ahead with its plan to install a Spire Control Centre at this location—this will mean we can still activate our lightning defences even if the city is overrun. Now, our Spires are a good defence against mass invasions, I agree, but I can’t fathom any nation trying to cross our borders once they have witnessed the power of the ignogen weapon. It will bestow upon us the power of Aerulus himself.

        

        23rd Day of Musa: More Dalthean citizens of Idari descent were brought in today. They’ve been coming for months of course, but acting Prime Councillor Thackeray has made it legal. To look at them, one wouldn’t think they carried tainted blood—they all look pure Dalthean, Phadrosi, Ryndaran… But that is how their kind works; operating in secret, insidious, spreading among the kingdom like a cancer. We will eradicate it.

        

        24th day of Musa: A civil servant was among the new batch, a customs official. Seraphine Luvandis. The Confessor will interrogate her as a matter of priority—as a customs official, she would be ideally placed to help the Idari smuggle weapons into Dalthea.

        

        25th Day of Musa: The ‘Wrath of Aerulus’—I can never resist the lure of the theatrical—has been finalised. All testing is now complete. I believe that this weapon will win the war before it reaches our shores. The customs woman’s interrogation has been delayed—Confessor Cronin was called away. Some new Idari threat had been identified—seems their forces in the Sanctecano Islands are more powerful than we realised. Still, that won’t be enough—just look at Palthonheim.

        

        27th day of Musa: This woman Seraphine—she’s proving to be tougher than the Confessor had anticipated. Her silence isn’t doing her any favours; merely a clerk in the Customs Authority, her resilience only serves to make her stand out. It is my opinion that she was not even aware of her great-grandfather’s Idari lineage, but Confessor Cronin will get to the truth. He always does.

        

        30th Day of Musa: Korvan remains the only viable subject—the other one carries too much humanity. A setback to be sure, but not a comprehensive one. The rest still possess modest intelligence, now little more than wraiths, absent any emotion. They will have their uses, I’m sure.

        

        1st Day of Terros: Things have been busy here. My body is exhausted but my mind possesses a child’s enthusiasm for the work. Great progress. Perhaps now that I have conquered death (albeit partially), sleep can be my next frontier. How many wasted years have fallen to this pathetic human need?

        Raleigh Trevelyan’s death has been confirmed as a heart attack—Thackeray will officially be our Prime Councillor until the next election. A fortunate turn of events for him.

        Seraphine is perplexing the Confessor. She maintains her innocence, and is likely telling the truth. I think Cronin has taken a shine to her, else he’d have simply handed her to me to use in my research.

        

        3rd Day of Terros: Belon and Tura have fallen to the Idari, burned to cinders both. To what end, I can only guess; they cannot defeat us. Lenis tells me there has been open fighting in the desert. One Idari scout even got close to this outpost before a sniper sent a bullet through his head. Pity, he would have made a worthy subject.

        General Kurzul tal N’Keres has been transporting test subjects to us—illegally of course—no time for trials or interrogations, even under Thackeray’s new law. The Prime Councillor feels N’Keres will be an asset. However, last night the general murdered a soldier for speaking out against us. Pulled his sidearm and executed him on the spot.

        As a defence, the lightning Spires are effective against airships and large battalions of infantry, but the Idari are cunning. A shame Catryn took to the Fayth and ended up in that pitiful orphanage. Without science to temper it, religion will only hasten rot into her brain. Still, Nivala is convinced she can weaponise her Lightning Harness, news that pleased the Prime Councillor.

        

        4th Day of Terros: I find myself admiring the Idari. Culaire once said ‘Toast your enemy’s successes’. (No doubt in reference to the uncouth Aurien tal Varaldo.) They have somehow managed to simultaneously destroy the artificial springs in the Steelpeaks, as well as sabotaging the water filtration centres in Irros’ Beckon. Construction of the waterways in the mountains was instrumental in securing Dalthea’s prosperity during the ignicite ‘gold rush’. (A symbolic victory as well as a practical one?) In addition, we know why they burned Belon and Tura to the ground: They killed the inhabitants but kept their bodies. The Idari’s insidious ambition knows no bounds—they have used this abundance of corpses to poison Dalthea’s external wells.

        

        9th Day of Terros: Lenis Cronin is here—he tells me Idari agents operate within the city. Rioting has broken out and water rationing is in place. The Idari are besieging Dalthea—and they don’t have to fire a shot or loose an arrow. This must have taken years to plan. How did they breach our defences? Are they in league with another nation? In any case, the Prime Councillor—or rather, his underling, a snot-nosed boy by the name of Enfield—has ordered that we enact the ‘Wrath of Aerulus’. It will be transported across Irros’ Bounty the day after tomorrow. I don’t imagine I will sleep between now and then.

        Other matters: Korvan is displaying… Unwelcome tendencies. We initially believed he could not feel pain—now I am not only sure he can feel it, but that he relishes it. The way he looks at me is unsettling. Perhaps it’s just my imagination.

        Oh—before she died (Cronin has not revealed how), Seraphine had let slip that her lover is a soldier. He has been sent overseas to assist with the liberation of the Sanctecano Islands. I understand Prime Councillor Thackeray has dispatched an assassin to silence him in case they are both in cahoots with the enemy. The woman maintained her innocence until the moment she died—normally Lenis has them sign false confessions, but not this one. Will throw her body into the incinerator in the morning.

        

      

      Gallows’ skin burned. His throat turned arid. Seeing her name there, knowing she was still alive just days before he returned…

      Hot tears ran into his stubble. ‘Sera was here… She was here and I didn’t know. She was in this place, and she was scared and alone and I couldn’t save her.’

      ‘We’ll nail the people responsible,’ growled Fallon. ‘I promise. But right now, we gotta go. You hear me?’

      ‘I am sorry for your loss Mister Gallows, truly I am.’ Basud’s voice sailed over him. ‘But your commander is right—it’s time to leave.’

      ‘This railway,’ began Fallon. ‘We far?’

      Basud shook his head. ‘A singular platform runs along the track with numerous entry points. Assuming they’re not sealed. The safest way to get there is by going through the utility corridor on sub-level three.’

      ‘Show us.’

      ‘Yes. This way.’

      ‘Gallows,’ said Fallon. ‘We’re on the move.’

      Gallows forced himself to stand. The hairs on his arms prickled, his whole body trembling. ‘This Mathieson.’ Basud stopped mid-step. ‘That was definitely him hanging in that freak show autopsy?’

      Basud glanced at the door before answering. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good.’

      

      The doc led them through a labyrinthine passageway full of interconnected conduits, engines and apparatus. Machinery hummed and buzzed, metal tubing groaned, and the constant creak of pipes gave Gallows the sensation they were being followed.

      ‘Y’all weren’t big fans of lamps, huh?’ Valentine mopped her forehead. ‘Hotter’n hell in here too.’

      ‘Boiler room,’ explained Basud. ‘Uncomfortable, but essential to our-’

      ‘Shut up,’ snapped Fallon.

      Jets of steam spouted, draping the passageway in a haze. ‘Can hardly see a damn thing,’ Sturrock added.

      ‘Stay close and keep your eyes open,’ the major called from the front. ‘There’s at least two more Wraiths.’

      ‘Doc,’ whispered Gallows.

      ‘I’ll answer all of your questions when we reach safety.’

      ‘Those commandos—are they already dead?’

      Basud loosened his collar. ‘We can discuss it later.’

      Mathieson’s notes told Gallows that she wasn’t involved in his experiments—but he needed reassurance, needed to know she was at peace. ‘Did Sera… Was she… turned into one of those things?’

      ‘Mister Gallows, please-’

      ‘I have to know.’

      Basud tutted. ‘Confessor Cronin and Doctor Mathieson dealt with those projects, not me. That said, I am fairly certain only males were selected for the Wraith Unit. All other prisoners were cremated after death. Please, no more questions.’

      The tension in his muscles eased. I’ll get justice for you, Sera. I promise. But there were still more questions to ask. ‘What’s “Korvan”?’

      ‘I-’

      Fallon held up his fist. ‘Got somethin’.’ He bent down, examined something on the floor, and grunted.

      ‘Sir?’ said Rend. ‘What is it? Gods above!’

      Gallows shouldered past the lieutenant. There, on the floor, the severed head of a Wraith stared up at him, mask ripped asunder and eyes white and lifeless. Judging by the trailing spinal cord, it was not a surgical cut.

      Gallows motioned to the barred iron door ahead of them. ‘Think he was trying to escape?’

      ‘We’ll find out. Rend, door. Sturrock, Valentine, on me; get ready.’

      Gallows assisted Rend with the door. It scraped along the concrete floor, revealing a vast chamber steeped in darkness—and a railway track. They stepped through, the air much cooler here.

      ‘The carriage should be in this room, or at least nearby,’ whispered Basud. ‘Thank the Gods.’

      ‘Oi.’ Sturrock motioned to a half-constructed thruster. ‘That looks like an Eagle thruster. You got airships here?’

      ‘This facility was to be used as a staging ground should the skyport fall to the enemy,’ Basud explained. ‘The Council were developing a new generation of fighter aircraft to be deployed from warships. I don’t believe they were ever completed. Wait—yes, there!’

      Gallows could make out the hulking outline of a train.

      Sturrock grabbed Valentine and kissed her. ‘To Hell with not kissin’ on the job.’

      Val smiled and pushed him off. ‘Just wait ’til I get you home.’

      And that’s when Gallows found the rest of the Wraith—arms and a leg, skin ripped to ribbons.

      Mum’s blackberry jam. An odd image, but that’s what the gore reminded him of.

      ‘Y’all sure we wanna go this way?’ Valentine asked.

      ‘Yes!’ urged Basud. ‘The train is right there!’

      Rend bent down, examining the bloodied limbs. ‘Doctor, what could do this? What else is down here?’

      ‘It… Animals. We had kennels, pens, incubation apparatus for… But… Surely not.’

      ‘Terros give me strength,’ muttered Gallows. ‘If there’s a giant goddamn snake here, I’ll pick its teeth with your bones, Doc.’

      ‘Amaraxes,’ Basud said. ‘Amaraxes. Come, the train-’

      With bared teeth, Fallon asked, ‘And what in Aerulus’ arsehole is an amarax?’

      ‘Wolves,’ replied Gallows.

      Basud looked impressed. ‘Indeed. You are well versed in folklore, Mister Gallows.’

      ‘I’ve read a book or two.’

      ‘Inspired by worldwide mythologies,’ Basud began, ‘and tal Culaire’s poem Amyrax, Amyrax—we bred wolves to be used as weapons. Huge beasts they are, possessing the ferocity of Belios himself.’

      ‘And said to drink the blood of their prey,’ Gallows added.

      ‘We believe that to be a falsehood, a touch of flavour for the story. Nonetheless, the amarax is a perfect predator.’ Basud’s mouth crinkled.

      ‘You admire them,’ said Gallows. ‘These creations of yours.’

      Basud shifted on the spot. ‘Doctor Mathieson was a gifted man.’

      ‘Yeah. He mentioned tal Culaire too. In his diary.’

      Basud stiffened. Even in the low light, Gallows witnessed his face pale.

      Silence. Just for a moment, calm silence. ‘Mister Gallows, I-’

      Gallows heaved his rifle up to Basud’s head and pulled the trigger.

      His body crumpled to the ground.

      ‘G-Gallows!’ spluttered Rend. ‘He was a witness!’

      Valentine rounded on him too. ‘You off your rocker?’

      ‘He was Doctor Mathieson.’ Gallows’ voice carried no emotion. ‘He ran this place. He knew we’d kill him if we found out who he really was.’

      ‘Mister Gallows.’ The tremor in Rend’s voice was at odds with his square stature. ‘I am placing you under arrest.’

      ‘No you ain’t.’ Fallon pulled Rend back. ‘He’s right.’

      ‘S-sir?’

      ‘Saw a photo in his office. Slipped it before you lot saw it in case you wasted him before he led us outta here. I was gonna shoot him myself.’ He grinned at Gallows. ‘About time you got your balls back.’

      Rend opened his mouth—but before he could speak, a body flew through the air, leaking blood from a thousand different wounds.

      ‘Belios!’ swore Sturrock.

      Up ahead, shrouded in shadows, the huge silhouette of a man stood like a black tombstone against the blazing red warning lights. Gallows couldn’t fathom how, but he knew it to be smiling at them.

      Then, like demons escaping Hell, three monstrous wolves burst from the darkness.

      ‘Fall back!’ bellowed Fallon. ‘And bolt the goddamn door!’

      Valentine pulled Gallows through the door. Sturrock’s shotgun blasted through the gap before he slammed the door closed and barred it with a heavy wooden beam. The high-pitched scrape of claws on metal could be heard, but that wasn’t half as maddening as the howling.

      ‘What in all hells is happening here?’ asked Sturrock, panic rising in his voice.

      ‘Rend, Gallows, take point!’ ordered Fallon. ‘Back the way we came—find another way to the railway!’

      Rend was a million miles away; he stood immobile in the centre of the control room, rifle hanging at his side, mouth gaping.

      ‘Move!’ Gallows dragged Rend across the room and booted the door at the other end open. He checked the corridor beyond. ‘Clear!’

      Something pounded against the barricade, denting the metal. Sturrock brought his shotgun up. ‘Surely not…’

      ‘Stay calm,’ urged Valentine, checking her gun. ‘We’ll get through this. We’ve been in tighter spots.’

      ‘The Mouthshutter didn’t even scratch ’em!’

      ‘Listen to me! We don’t die tonight.’

      Another crash against the door. The impact peeled a hinge away.

      ‘Impossible…’ muttered Sturrock, retreating.

      ‘Valentine, Sturrock, get your arses in gear!’ Fallon was already with Rend and Gallows, wending their way back through the boiler room.

      ‘Major, you got a plan in mind?’ asked Valentine.

      ‘Don’t die!’

      Gallows tried to make sense of what he’d seen—everything he’d learned—but it was futile. All he could do was focus on the task in front of him. Get out. Stay alive. Then you can get justice for Sera.

      A set of double doors blocked the passage ahead.

      Rend slung his rifle over his shoulder. ‘Here, help me-’

      The door erupted in a barrage of twisted steel. Rend flew backwards, flailing like a ragdoll. A giant, muscled black wolf pounced on him, pearly saliva trailing from its snarling jaws.

      Rend struggled under it. Its growl filled the world and its claws sank into Rend’s chest. A terrible scream burst from him. Claret blood seeped through his uniform.

      Gallows braced the stock of his rifle against his shoulder, took aim, and fired.

      Three rounds burst out, and dark blood oozed from the holes in the wolf’s head.

      ‘On your feet, Rend!’ urged Gallows.

      Rend got to his feet. ‘I... Th-thank you.’

      Gallows brought the Vindicator up again and aimed it down the corridor. ‘Save it—there’s more coming!’

      Religion didn’t hold much water with Gallows—but witnessing a horde of hulking wolves charge towards him amidst fiery red light and hissing black pipes made it very hard not to believe in Hell.

      He opened fire as they raced towards him, silver gleaming fangs sharp as razors. The reflexes of his muscles worked in concert, like he’d been practicing on the range every day since the war. Basud was easy—he was a close, stationary target. But this…

      Short, controlled bursts. Conserve ammunition. Only fire when you’re sure you’ll hit.

      Fallon appeared by his side, the muzzle of his rifle snapping from target to target. The bullets took a lifetime to find their mark.

      ‘Forward!’ Fallon shouted. ‘Sturrock, on point!’

      Sturrock’s shotgun roared, halting the wolves’ advance. ‘Where in hells did they come from, eh? Someone answer me that!’

      ‘Whoever that was back there must’ve set ’em loose,’ said the major. ‘Gallows, with me; Valentine, look after Rend.’ Fallon’s voice remained loud but level—strong, like an anchor holding a ship in a storm.

      ‘This is insane,’ said Sturrock. ‘We gotta move, that big bastard’s right behind us an’ I’m running low on shells.’

      Gallows armed the sweat from his eyes. ‘We can use an ignium charge to make a door to the railw-’

      The crash of metal cut him off.

      ‘Move!’ yelled Sturrock.

      Valentine opened fire at another wolf as it snapped at her feet.

      Get out. Stay alive.

      The five of them ran through the boiler room, vaulting over pipes, turning corners at a dizzying pace. Ignium hissed from metal conduits, leaving a sunset orange mist hanging low on the floor. The enclosed space choked the air from Gallows’ lungs.

      Something knocked him from behind with the force of a freight train—an amarax.

      Gallows scrambled for his weapon. The bullets sunk into its chest but it kept coming. It stared right at Gallows, prowling across the floor to him, reddened fangs enough to inspire nightmares for life.

      It leapt.

      In an instant, its claws dug into him, howling jaw snapping an inch from his face. Gallows unsheathed his knife and rammed it into the roof of the amarax’s mouth. It found brain.

      Adrenaline propelled him to his feet. He retrieved his Vindicator, knowing the wolf’s brothers were close.

      Gunfire popped out around a corner, and there he found Fallon and the rest besieged by amaraxes. One almost bit Rend’s leg clean off, were it not for Sturrock’s Mouthshutter.

      ‘We can’t keep this up!’ yelled Valentine.

      They pushed forward, fighting every inch of the way. Not only that, Gallows could feel the presence of the Tombstone Man at his back—assuming it was a man. Gallows had no way of knowing if he was human.

      They came to one of the surgery rooms they’d passed on the way down.

      ‘We’re getting further away from the railway!’ yelled Sturrock.

      Gallows mopped the sweat stinging his eyes. A stitch had appeared in his side, needling his organs. ‘Damn, how do we-’

      And then he spotted it.

      Twin shafts of weak light spilling through a weak section of wall.

      ‘Valentine, give me one of your charges!’

      ‘Catch!’

      He did.

      Gallows thundered across the passage, a wolf’s head exploding from a gunshot right next to him. He set the timer on the putty-like substance and hurled it at the wall, where it stuck.

      ‘Fire in the hole!’

      He found cover, counting back from three…

      Two…

      One…

      The explosion made his head ring.

      There was no telling what would be in the next room, no way to know that it would lead to safety.

      ‘Come on!’

      Valentine followed him.

      Gallows peered over the edge of the hole he’d just made—electrical pipes and wiring fizzed and sparked. The shell of a maintenance control panel hung there. ‘It’s a maintenance shaft, we can slide down!’ Gallows clasped onto the wires and slid down. It was like clutching razor wire—his arms and legs scraped all the way down.

      He landed in a dark, narrow tunnel, unable to see two feet in front of him.

      ‘Come on!’ he called up. The palms of his hands bled.

      Rend was next, then Fallon.

      Valentine’s legs swung over. ‘Sturrock! Move!’

      She slid down, Sturrock coming right after her.

      ‘This way!’ yelled Gallows. ‘Follow the tracks!’

      ‘Gods above, that thing better not be there,’ said Sturrock.

      Gallows led the way, throat tightening with every second. He stepped over trailing cables and snaking wires. The walls of the maintenance passage closed in with every step. This has to be the right way. It has to be.

      ‘I can’t see shit!’ snapped Valentine.

      ‘Here!’ A door at the end of the route—Gallows kicked it open.

      Fiery, yellow eyes stared back.

      ‘Amarax!’ Gallows stepped back, rifle jittering in his hands.

      ‘On me!’ yelled Fallon between bursts of gunfire.

      The amarax’s claws scored the ground. It gouged skin and blood from Fallon’s thigh—he screamed, before Gallows’ gun silenced it.

      ‘You okay?’ he asked the major.

      Fallon spat on the wolf’s corpse. ‘Keep moving.’

      Gallows pressed through, bullets snapping at smaller wolves whenever they appeared.

      ‘Shit!’ screamed Sturrock. ‘He’s behind us!’ His shotgun boomed. ‘Where are you?’

      An almighty crash resounded, and stone and dust enveloped Sturrock.

      The Tombstone Man had followed them.

      Korvan—that’s what Mathieson called him.

      ‘Run!’ said Fallon.

      They did.

      Gallows could feel that thing behind him with every step he took. His chest felt like Nyr herself was drawing life from him.

      ‘This is insane,’ Sturrock muttered. ‘Reckon I hit him. Didn’t make a scratch!’

      ‘Red light, up ahead!’ called Rend. ‘The chamber!’

      ‘We get on the train,’ growled Fallon, ‘then we use every bullet and demo charge we got left. Incinerate the bastard!’

      ‘There!’ called Rend. ‘The train!’

      Gods above and-

      The wall between Gallows and Fallon exploded.

      White stars filled Gallows’ vision, dust and rubble choking his lungs.

      Hideous laughter filled the tunnel.

      ‘Get behind me!’ Sturrock roared, charging into view. His shotgun cut through the gloom. Korvan retreated through the hole he had made, cackling with every hit he took.

      Valentine dragged Gallows across the floor to an adjoining passageway ‘This way! Sturrock, move!’

      Gallows hawked dirt and blood onto the floor. ‘Where’s Fallon, Rend?’

      ‘Heading to the train! Move!’

      ‘Just run!’ roared Sturrock.

      Their feet pounded the concrete. Get out. Survive.

      They twisted through the tunnel. When the bronze hulk of the train came into view, Gallows could have cried.

      Brickwork flew out in all directions.

      Through his blurred vision, Gallows picked out the hazy image of their pursuer.

      ‘Valentine, go!’ Sturrock pressed his shotgun towards Korvan’s head, and Gallows got his first good look at the monster: His eyes were white as ice, but for their pinprick pupils. Long, bone-white hair hung in dreadlocks and an olive green overcoat hung around his frame. His muscular chest was visible, riddled with scars. Thick chains had been wrapped around his black trousers and boots.

      ‘How are you still alive?’ hissed Sturrock.

      ‘Sturrock, come on! Come on!’ urged Valentine.

      ‘Die, you bas-!’

      Korvan swept the shotgun from the corporal’s hands. Sturrock floated in the air, suspended and immobile.

      The thing had him by the throat.

      It slammed his head into the wall opposite with a sickening wet thump.

      Words tried and failed to issue from his mouth.

      ‘Get off him!’ Valentine’s voice.

      Click. Click. Click. Click.

      Valentine cast her empty rifle to the ground, and Gallows realised that he’d lost his.

      ‘No!’ Valentine unholstered her revolver and fired it at the thing, but the bullets didn’t even register.

      Sturrock’s hefty frame flailed against wall in slow, jerky movements. For a split second, Korvan looked down the passage at Gallows. His grin was even more chilling than looking into an amarax’s.

      Ice filled Gallows’ veins. ‘Come on!’ He pulled at Valentine, forcing her to move.

      ‘No! Get back! Help him!’

      White light flooded the tunnel. Fallon had started the train.

      Gallows pulled at Valentine, yanking her along with him. A tormented, high-pitched scream twisted in the air behind them—Sturrock’s voice, wailing louder and sharper with each second.

      But worse was the silence when it stopped.

      ‘No! Let me go! Sturrock! Torun! Get back! Get back!’

      ‘We have to go!’

      ‘Screw you!’

      ‘He’s gone! Run!’

      Gallows ran as fast as his legs would carry him, Valentine hanging from his arm.

      The train’s doorway lay open ahead of them.

      Gallows pushed Valentine through, then leapt after her. ‘Fallon, move!’ The train shook into life.

      ‘Where’s Sturrock?’ asked Rend.

      All Gallows could do was look on as Valentine pounded at the door, face red with fury.

      The train lurched into life. The carriage was small, an engine room with one compartment to the rear. Gallows snatched one of the demo charges from Valentine’s belt, activated it, and cast it out behind them.

      As he did, he saw Korvan standing there, bathed in shadows, smiling after them.

      The explosion ripped through the air, fire billowing out and chasing the train as it rattled along the tracks.

      Gallows slid to the floor.

      He glanced at Valentine. She looked hollow, skin grey, body languid. ‘Are you okay?’

      No answer.

      As the train ploughed through the darkness of the tunnel, Gallows could not shake the feeling they were being watched.
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      Sunrise swept through the night sky. A crooked column of light filtered in through the circular window in the ceiling.

      Funny, Serena didn’t remember climbing up to the rafters or wrapping the cashmere shawl around her shoulders. She wasn’t even sure when the captured watchman had quit his whining.

      She’d read the passage on Sirens dozens of times. And the image—the green hair… She’d always felt different from everyone else, but this?

      Was this why Marrin had died? Had someone figured out who—what—Serena was?

      Her stomach somersaulted when she breathed. Exhilaration, or terror? No doubt this was why Myriel took an interest in her—but what about Jozef? Why was he the only one who didn’t abandon her or pass her off?

      She’d never get the chance to ask him now. The last time she saw him, he was dousing flames with water and cursing the Gods.

      Flicker chirruped in her ear. She set him down by the dried dates and figs she’d liberated from Myriel’s kitchen, watching as he pecked at the offering.

      She raised a finger towards him, stroked his soft, candyfloss fur, willed herself to connect to him again…

      Nothing.

      ‘Flicker. Flicker. Look at me. Here.’

      The dried apricots proved too much of a temptation.

      ‘Pfffft, never mind. Probably just my im-’

      Coins clattered to the wooden floor, destroying the silence.

      Serena peeled the shawl away and clasped the candlestick. She crawled along the thick oak beams to get a good look below. The grain scraped her palms, shearing the accumulating sweat away.

      ‘Tut. What a mess,’ said Myriel.

      Serena’s muscles relaxed. Myriel. She swept the coins on the floor, and the broken glass from the window too. A neat trick Jozef had taught Serena; place a column of coins on a door handle, on the floor and by a window, and bam—instant intruder alert.

      ‘I know you’re up there,’ the mage called. ‘I hope you have a good explanation.’

      ‘Nice to see you, too.’ Serena clambered down the ladders set into Myriel’s kitchen wall.

      Myriel’s lips widened. ‘I am relieved you’re safe, Serena.’ She wrapped her arms around her. Gods, the old woman was stronger than she looked.

      ‘Um, yeah, you too. What the hell’s going on out there?’

      Myriel craned her neck behind her, yanked the curtain back and forth over the window. ‘Place needs tidying…’

      ‘Myriel?’

      She paced from the door to the window, checking and double-checking. ‘Sweet Feria, do I have tea?’

      ‘Myriel!’

      ‘Hmm?’

      ‘You didn’t answer my question.’

      ‘Sweet Serena. I’m… afraid I have bad news. It seems a member of your crew killed the Prime Councillor.’

      ‘What? Fitz?’

      ‘A woman, name of Tiera.’

      The name swept the air from Serena’s lungs. ‘Tiera… killed Pyron Thackeray? Why?’

      ‘Gods know, child. But it’s not safe for you.’

      ‘No, no way, there’s a mistake…’

      It was impossible to picture. Tiera was a hard woman and didn’t take shit from anyone—but an assassin? No way. Anyway, Fitz would have talked her out of it. ‘Is she okay? Is she in jail?’

      ‘She is at large. If that Hunter is to be believed, she was controlled via some substance. In any case, I need to get you to safety.’ Myriel tidied her apartment as she spoke, fixing cushions, arranging books. ‘Gods, Serena, what happened here?’

      ‘Oh. Um, the Watch. They broke in, made a mess of the place.’

      ‘That damned Confessor!’ Myriel strode over to Serena and placed her hands on her shoulders. ‘I am relieved to see he failed.’

      The questions hanging over Tiera could wait. ‘Listen, Myriel… I found your book.’

      Myriel paled, her eyebrows lurching up to meet her hairline. ‘Demons, Doom & Blood Magic? I think you’re a little young to-’

      ‘What? No, your book, the one about myths and monsters and… Sirens.’

      The mage’s face softened. ‘Ah.’

      Serena squared her shoulders, readying herself. ‘Did you want me to find it?’

      ‘Heavens, no! Serena, listen—most of the entries in that are gibberish, stories, nonsense. It-’

      ‘Is that what I am? A Siren? Did you guess that just because I have green hair?’

      ‘I… That’s not an easy question to answer, and not one we have the time to delve into right now. But no, plenty of Sirens are depicted with other shades of hair.’ Myriel looked away. ‘My drawing is just coincidence.’

      ‘Is it?’

      ‘I have papers allowing me to travel freely-’

      ‘Myriel?’

      ‘-across the city. We should go somewhere populated, where there’s-’

      ‘Myriel! I want answers.’

      Myriel closed her eyes. ‘I understand that better than anyone, but there are dark forces at work here—this place isn’t safe.’

      ‘Oh really?’ Serena hissed. ‘I hadn’t noticed, between my crew dying and the Watch trying to kill me.’

      Myriel’s hands fell limp. ‘Tried to kill you?’

      ‘I’m fine! Stop dodging my questions! How did you know I’m a Siren?’

      ‘I don’t, girl. That old book is hogwash! I should have thrown it away, prideful fool that I am. Sirens don’t exist.’

      Serena couldn’t tell if she was disappointed or not. ‘So none of these legends are real?’

      ‘Who can say? I certainly haven’t found any real evidence, but…’

      ‘But what?’

      ‘No, it’s nothing really…’

      ‘Myriel, my whole life I’ve been an outcast and a freak. My own mum and dad didn’t want me, the Watch are after me and old Jozef ferried me across the world to keep me safe. I might not be a Siren or whatever, but I reckon people think I am. Just tell me what you know, Gods above.’

      ‘Sweet girl—you may not like what you hear.’

      ‘So what else is new?’

      ‘There’s a… a prophecy. A legend, really.’

      Serena rolled her eyes. ‘Of course there is.’

      ‘Its origins can be found in Idaris, references to it are found in Ryndara, Aludan, Tarevia… The legend says that a Siren will be born, a warrior from an extinct race; a woman who can bend the minds of humans to her will. The legends are full of contradictions and inconsistencies, but they all agree on one thing…’

      ‘That she has green hair? What a crock of shit. This stuff’s as stupid as Gods and the Orinul.’

      ‘That’s not all,’ said Myriel. She sounded scared, as if she truly believed what she was saying. ‘One of the texts I found… It said “The Herald of Death will be governed by the hand of man”…’

      ‘So what, a crazy mind-controlling monster is actually controlled by humans? Yeah right. More metaphors and bullshit.’

      ‘Yes, on the face of it. But much like how the first airships were inspired by ajax dragons sailing the skies, mankind has a tendency to turn myths into reality. It’s not monsters I’m worried about, Serena, but the ambitions of men who wish to turn their beliefs into weapons. If this man Gallows is correct and there are drugs that allow us to control other people, then our species is in dire straits indeed. Science and sorcery are colliding, and we will all be caught in the crossfire.’

      That sent a chill down Serena’s spine. ‘Is that why the watchman tried to kill me last night? Because he believed I’m a weapon?’

      ‘Last night? Serena, tell me you simply hid from the people who broke in.’

      ‘I…’

      ‘Serena!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You’re hiding something.’

      ‘I’m not!’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘I’m not hiding a thing!’

      ‘Oi!’ called a voice from the floor. ‘Someone get me the hell outta here!’

      Myriel stood still as stone, staring at Serena.

      ‘Ah. That’ll be the watchman I’ve been holding hostage.’

      

      Seeing him squirm in the chair made Serena feel better.

      They’d made him send his sword and truncheon up through the hatch, and his lantern too, before letting him climb up. Myriel then tied him to a chair, gagging him when his whining became unbearable.

      Serena stood with his sword pointed at his throat.

      ‘Do we ungag him yet?’ she asked.

      ‘Gods above, what have we got ourselves into?’ Myriel marched around the watchman—Corporal Edlond, apparently—fidgeting with her hands. ‘I need to think.’

      ‘Don’t reckon we’ve got time. But we can get answers from him.’

      Edlond chewed the rag in his mouth.

      Serena pressed the sword’s point to his throat, which silenced him.

      ‘Serena!’

      ‘What? I wasn’t going to hurt him.’

      ‘Oh, fine.’ Myriel pulled the gag and stalked off to the window, glancing outside.

      Edlond spat. ‘About time, you bloody lunatics!’

      ‘Oi,’ called Serena. She didn’t need to say anything more.

      Edlond closed his eyes. ‘If you’re gonna kill me, then kill me.’

      ‘No-one’s going to kill you,’ soothed Myriel.

      ‘I’m undecided,’ Serena said with a shrug.

      ‘You little psycho bitch!’ Edlond’s voice screeched. He sounded more scared than angry.

      ‘Finished?’ she asked. ‘Because I have questions and you’ll answer ’em—how many fingers you leave with is still up in the air.’

      Edlond’s shoulders hung low and his face sagged like an old dog’s. ‘You’re bloody enjoying this, aren’t you? Yeah, they were right about you.’

      ‘Who was right? About what?’

      ‘Wasting your breath. Best just let me go, or-’

      ‘Why’d you kill Marrin?’

      Edlond’s mouth hung open like a hole in an airship envelope.

      Myriel stopped pacing.

      ‘I ain’t killed anyone,’ he croaked.

      ‘Lie.’ Serena thrust the thin blade into his bicep, teasing blood.

      ‘Ow! Bitch!’

      ‘Serena!’ Myriel marched over.

      ‘You killed Marrin,’ said Serena, a tremor creeping into her voice. ‘You were there when she died, and you tried to kill me last night. Why?’

      ‘I didn’t-’

      The second jab elicited more blood than the first. Serena forced herself to smile, but her stomach squirmed. ‘Next one’s your eye,’ she said, hoping she sounded convincing.

      ‘Serena, please-’

      ‘It’s fine, Myriel—he can’t be that stupid. Right, Corporal?’

      He gnashed his teeth and tried to yank free from his bonds. ‘Gods damn it… I don’t know what you’re talking about, you Idari whore!’

      She froze, before the sword faltered in her hand. ‘I’m not Idari.’

      ‘Who knows what you are? But I know what you ain’t, girl.’ Edlond’s mouth curved like the blade of a shovel. It reminded Serena of Roarke’s smile. ‘You ain’t a killer.’

      Serena shifted on her feet, the sword falling to her side. ‘That’s more than I can say for you. When did you realise you murdered the wrong girl?’

      The coward couldn’t even meet her eye. ‘I’ve got nothing to say to you.’

      ‘Yeah, I saw your face in the dorm. Just like last night when you pulled your sword. You were terrified. Still are, I reckon.’

      Edlond’s forehead glistened. ‘Yeah, well, I’m loyal. I do what needs to be done. Don’t mean I have to enjoy it.’

      Serena’s palms slicked with sweat. She reasserted her grip around the blade’s hilt. ‘Does “what needs to be done” always include murdering little girls when they sleep?’

      ‘I’m not justifying myself to an Idari whore.’

      ‘Stop saying that!’

      She raised the sword, and Edlond’s mouth tightened.

      ‘Serena,’ Myriel whispered. She beckoned her over to the window.

      ‘I know, I know, we need to get out of here, but he’s the only one that can explain what’s going on.’

      ‘He looks like he’s been chucked into the deep end with a balaclava and a walking stick,’ said Myriel.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing, it’s an expression. So—what happened to running away?’

      Serena couldn’t help but smile. ‘You happened.’

      ‘Oh, girl, when I said running away isn’t the answer, I didn’t mean you should go around torturing watchmen!’

      ‘No-one’s torturing anyone. It’s just… Look, all I ever wanted to do was escape. From the orphanage, from hauling rainwater, from the city. But every time I run, I get stuck. I want to find out what’s going on. I need answers. For myself, and… And for Marrin.’

      Myriel’s lips moved like she was chewing one of Clara’s untested concoctions. Then her eyes softened. ‘I’m proud of you, Serena.’

      Serena’s face burned scarlet. ‘Um, right, yeah. Thanks.’

      ‘You’re sure it was him?’

      Serena craned her neck to look at Edlond. Picturing him in her room, towering over Marrin, cutting her throat…

      ‘Yeah.’ She swallowed. ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘I can see that you’re angry and want justice for your friend,’ Myriel began. ‘But you can’t keep prodding him with a sword.’

      ‘Just using his own tactics against him.’ Then Serena added, louder, ‘Doesn’t deserve any better.’

      Edlond whimpered.

      ‘I know, girl, I know. But there are other ways of getting information.’ She pressed the copy of Schiehallion’s Breath into Serena’s hands.

      She stared at the book, frightened yet electrified at what she’d discovered in its pages. ‘You said Sirens aren’t real.’

      ‘Yes,’ Myriel started, a devious smile playing on her lips. ‘But he doesn’t need to know that.’

      

      ‘Right, Edlond,’ Serena slammed the book on the table, causing the corporal to flinch. ‘Do you know what a Siren is?’

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘“Mind-controlling entities”,’ she recited. ‘“Said to be enticing creatures that live beneath the surface of water. Rumoured to lure men with their beauty and sweet yet sorrowful singing.” You might not know why you were sent to kill me, but I do. This. I’m a Siren. I can control people, get inside their heads. I can make you do whatever I-’

      ‘Fine, you creepy little bitch! Fine, I’ll talk.’

      Serena exchanged a glance with Myriel. Well, that was easy. Just as she was getting into it.

      ‘He said you were a weapon,’ Edlond panted. ‘Said you were an Idari infiltrator and that you might not even know it. That’s all the info I have, I swear! You,’ Edlond looked up to Myriel, ‘you need to turn her in. You can’t trust her!’

      Serena stiffened, Edlond’s words floating over her.

      ‘And to whom should I turn her in? Our trusted Watch?’ Myriel turned and went to the window again, peeking behind the curtain.

      ‘I was only following orders!’ Edlond whined.

      ‘Whose orders?’ Myriel called.

      ‘Councillor Enfield,’ whispered Serena. ‘He’s your boss. He gave you the order.’

      Edlond nodded. ‘He’s been having you followed.’

      ‘Followed? By who?’

      ‘Belios knows. Not anyone from the Watch, that’s all I know. Some street rat no doubt.’

      The revelation draped over her like a cloak of ice.

      Her eyes burned. How long had she been spied on?

      And then another thought, one which made Serena want to throw up. ‘Did… Did Enfield try to destroy the Liberty Wind too? Did he kill my crew to get to me?’

      ‘I don’t know about any of that.’

      The sword flew up and hovered an inch away from his eye.

      ‘I’m telling you the truth!’

      ‘What else? What else does Enfield want? Talk!’

      ‘Aerulus knows! He-he said you were an Idari weapon and that you should have been killed on Amberfire Night. He said… He said…’

      ‘Said what?’

      ‘That you had to die.’

      Enfield. He sat in that room, told me and Angelo that we had to stay put… Bastard.

      ‘Can I go now?’ Edlond pleaded. ‘I’ve told you everything.’

      ‘Amberfire Night. Why was I supposed to die then?’

      ‘Beats me.’

      She felt the flames, saw the terror in people’s faces, saw airships burning in the sky…

      Was it all because of her?

      ‘Look, I just do what I’m told, okay?’ pleaded Edlond. ‘I told you everything. Let me go. Please.’

      The sword quivered in her hand. ‘You can go back in the basement.’

      ‘Come on! I-’

      ‘Serena!’ called Myriel.

      ‘We’ll give you food and water, Corporal. The Confessors and the Watch will send people looking for you. It’s better’n you deserve, murderer. While you’re down there, you can have a think about Marrin, yeah?’

      ‘No! Please, I-’

      ‘Serena, girl!’

      ‘What is it?’ she snapped.

      ‘Outside…’

      Serena drew herself up by Myriel’s side.

      A man in dirty grey-blue robes marched down Small Laurel Lane ringing a bell. Something was up with his eyes—were they stitched closed?

      It didn’t matter—what mattered was what he was saying:

      ‘He’s alive! He’s alive! Aerulus be praised, the Prime Councillor is alive!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Papers.’

      Gallows stepped forward, the sun bearing down on his eyes. The soldier took Gallows’ papers, eyeing him with no small amount of suspicion before stamping it.

      Empty cans and bottles flew overhead. The Watch dragged screaming civilians across the ground.

      ‘Why do they do it when they know we’ll fling ’em into jail?’ said one of the soldiers. They were indistinguishable in their dark blue fatigues and black helmets.

      ‘Because in jail, you’re guaranteed food and water,’ Gallows answered.

      With some reluctance, they let him through the checkpoint. It’d take ages just to get to his office, let alone reach the Courtesans’ Guild. Is it better or worse if Veronica already knows?

      Wind forced rubbish to waltz in the street, accompanied by the faint smell of blood. Sharp points of shattered glass in window frames caught sunlight, like threads of a ripped white dress. Funny how the presence of soldiers and coppers made everything less safe.

      A couple of hours had passed since Gallows got off the train with Fallon, Rend and Valentine, and he’d hoped to have spent that time sleeping. The major had made them go their separate ways after they’d alighted in a bomb shelter—similar to the lab’s secret entrance—concealed not far from the gate into Petrel’s Tail. They’d had to blow the shelter doors open with Valentine’s last demo charge, and climb out. Thankfully one of the gate’s guards recognised Fallon and let them in, otherwise they’d still be out there, rotting in the desert.

      The look Valentine gave Gallows on the train… She’d blame him for leaving Sturrock to die for the rest of her life.

      But instead of resting, sleep came in fits. Gallows woke to find his tongue sticking to the plastic lining on his bedroom floor and his sheets lying at the other end of the room, soaked with sweat.

      At the fringe of his waking mind, the Grand Perceptor hung like a spectre, replaying in detail the things she’d made him do. The guilt squirming in his stomach was made worse by knowing the truth about Sera.

      But he had the strength to swallow it today.

      Because he knew it would be over soon.

      

      ‘Come in, Tyson,’ called Damien. Gallows hadn’t even knocked on the door.

      ‘Damien,’ he said.

      ‘It’s good to see you. Sheva told me that your licence had been suspended. I expected word of you languishing in the Gravehold.’

      ‘Oh, planning a daring rescue, were you?’

      ‘Perhaps if I knew where it was.’

      Gallows took his usual seat. Damien had drawn the blinds on the bay window. Light came through in slanting shafts. It made the room colder.

      Damien stood behind his desk. He looked tired—Gallows had never seen that before.

      ‘Busy night?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘It was… Not without its surprises.’

      Gallows didn’t push it. He wanted to sleep, to escape this waking nightmare. You will. Soon. ‘Listen,’ he started. ‘I’m not gonna ask Kirivanti to reinstate me.’

      Outside, the Watch argued with an old woman. ‘Your mind is made up?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Yeah. Listen, I found out some shit last night. About Sera, about Amberfire Night. You’d better sit.’

      

      Damien sauntered over to the window, placing his hands at his back. The blinds cast thin blades of light across his face. ‘You’ve been busy,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah, blame Fallon. Listen, Tiera Martelo—she was manipulated into killing the Prime Councillor.’

      ‘So I’ve heard.’

      Gallows sat back. ‘You don’t believe me?’

      ‘I’m not discounting your story, if that’s what you’re asking—merely concerned you’re being lied to.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Gallows attempted to massage the exhaustion from his eyes. It didn’t work. ‘Makes two of us.’

      ‘And you suspect Sera was tortured by the Confessor?’

      Gallows couldn’t answer right away. Knowing Sera’s last moments had been drawn out, knowing the kind of thing she must have endured…

      ‘That’s what they do, right?’ His fingers tightened on the edges of the arm rests. ‘I was sitting across from him, Damien. In the Council’s war room.’

      For years now, Gallows had swum in a tide of self-loathing. But now he had a target to direct his anger at? It felt good.

      ‘I’m sorry, Tyson. I’ve no idea what you must be going through.’

      ‘All of this… Right under our noses. Right in front of us.’

      ‘Wartime experimentation isn’t unheard of,’ Damien pointed out. He’d processed Gallows’ story of Outpost One Three Seven with unnerving ease. ‘But this is something else entirely.’

      ‘Regina Hessian died because she saw what they were capable of. Whoever killed her probably knows she hired us to help her.’

      Damien turned from the window. ‘You believe we’re in danger?’

      ‘I don’t see how we can’t be.’

      Damien’s brow furrowed, hands behind his back. ‘My mission in the Sanctecano Islands,’ he began, ‘was to eliminate you to keep you from talking—that was before I even knew you were in captivity. I was given no indication that Sera had Idari blood. And this Doctor Mathieson—he should not have known that I had been sent to eliminate you. No-one should have.’

      ‘Yeah, well, even Cronin has loose lips. Maybe Mathieson kept his diary for insurance. Too late to ask him now.’

      ‘Forgive me, Tyson—had I known their reasons for wanting you dead were so flimsy…’

      ‘They’d have sent someone else like you to do the deed.’

      ‘There is no-one like me. Not any more.’

      Gallows didn’t know the whole story behind the demise of the organisation Damien used to run with, and now wasn’t the time to ask.

      ‘Fallon won’t stop,’ said Gallows. ‘With Thackeray dead, he’ll only dig deeper.’ And if he gets to Cronin before me, the son of a bitch lives.

      Damien sat behind his desk, tapping his index finger on the wood. ‘If whoever killed Hessian knows she hired us, that puts the entire Hunters’ Guild at risk. We should inform Sheva, and perhaps reconvene with your Major Fallon. If we’re to-’

      ‘Uh, Damien, listen—no “we”. I’m out. I’m washing my hands of all of this.’

      Damien stopped tapping. ‘Just like that? With what you know now?’

      ‘Damn right. Sera died, Damien. I should have died. I’m done with all of this. Once I talk to Veronica and tie up some loose ends-’

      ‘You’re going to kill Confessor Cronin.’

      Gallows held his partner’s gaze. ‘You’re goddamn right I am.’

      ‘And,’ continued Damien, ‘you hope that you will die as a result?’

      Gallows looked away. ‘Of course not.’

      ‘You’re lying.’

      ‘So what? What does it matter if I live or d-’

      Louder than it had ever been before, the nearby Information Tower roared to life.

      ‘Citizens: The time is nine o’clock on the Twelfth Day of Terros. The time is nine o’clock on the Twelfth Day of Terros. An important announcement follows.

      ‘My people.’ The voice croaked through the static buzz that infected every syllable from the Info Towers, but its owner was unmistakeable: Pyron Thackeray. ‘Your Prime Councillor addresses you. I am speaking live from a secret location.

      ‘To the people of Dalthea: Please accept my sincerest regrets for the fresh tragedy that has befallen us—I know you share my grief, shock and anger. But our resolve is strong, and I promise you: We will prevail.

      ‘I have in my custody the orchestrators of the terrorist attack—know that there will be no quarter afforded to them.

      ‘Proclamation Six Nine Seven Two has been suspended. Removing your civil rights is exactly what our enemies want. Citizens are free to travel within city limits. However, checkpoints will remain in place, the military will patrol the streets, and travel rights outwith the city are suspended. These steps are being taken to ensure the safety of our citizens and our infrastructure.

      ‘Emergency reserves of water are being distributed as I speak. At this demanding time, emotions run high and questions need answered, but I urge you to remain calm and not hinder the military and the Watch as they carry out their duties.

      ‘To the perpetrators, terrorists and murderers that carried out yesterday’s attacks: You have failed. Resolutely, you have failed. You have not broken the spirit of this kingdom. You have not silenced us. Know this: All conspirators and collaborators who assisted in yesterday’s tragedy will be arrested and executed. None of you are safe. By the Great Gods and the Lesser, we will strike back with the wrath of Aerulus himself.

      ‘Justice is coming.’
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      ‘Citizens: The time is ten o’clock on the Twelfth Day of Terros. The time is ten o’clock on the Twelfth Day of Terros. An important announcement follows…’

      The news of Prime Councillor Thackeray’s survival had been recycled over and over for the past hour. Serena dismissed it; right now she was only focused on what Edlond had told her.

      And if what he said was true, she was in even more danger than she’d realised.

      ‘This way,’ urged Myriel. ‘Come on.’ They pressed through narrow alleys, squeezed between slum shacks and shoved their way through clumps of people fighting over water. Myriel moved at a pace Serena could hardly keep up with.

      ‘Would you slow down?’ Serena called.

      ‘You heard what that wretched man said: You’re being followed.’

      ‘Yeah, but not right now.’

      Myriel spun around. ‘How would you know?’

      It may have been the thirst but Serena’s mouth turned barren, and the press of sunlight on her back did nothing to banish the shiver dancing over her. Myriel was right—someone had been watching her and she’d never even known. ‘Yeah, point taken.’

      Proclamation Six Nine Seven Two had been suspended but the palpable fear ensured the streets were near-empty. Every time a passing patrol spotted Serena and Myriel, they eyed them with naked animosity.

      Serena wiped sweat from her face. She’d wrapped one of Myriel’s shawls around her hair but it made her want to stick her head into a bucket of cold water. In the sky, the RSF’s new warship circled like a dragon.

      ‘This way, this way,’ Myriel commanded. ‘We’ll use open roads only if we have to.’

      A thoroughfare sprawled before them, its rows of stalls picked clean and bereft of people. A man curled at a doorway, scratching his arms and mumbling nonsense. Scuzzer.

      Myriel flicked a copper aeron his way without even glancing at him. ‘Onward, onward,’ she kept saying. After tying Edlond up and sticking him in the basement with a small canteen of water, Myriel had pulled Serena out the door. They were on their way to meet some contacts of Myriel’s, people she used to travel with or something. ‘Libertines, frauds and liars,’ the mage had called them, but it didn’t sound like an insult. Her eyes even lit up.

      ‘What’s this guy’s name again?’ Serena asked.

      ‘Francois Thrashwood.’

      ‘And he’s-’

      ‘Hush, girl, hush.’

      Serena sighed. She didn’t see how hiding away with babysitters was going to help. All Myriel had said was that they’d need to get her away before the Confessors came knocking, and afterwards they could worry about proving Edlond killed Marrin. On that note, Myriel said she’d take care of the captive watchman as well.

      His words rang in her head. You’re a weapon.

      But he was full of it, right? Myriel had said so herself—prophecies, legends and all that crap didn’t mean a thing.

      Old Town Square was just up ahead; gone were the swarms of people that choked the streets to get their papers renewed, pay licences and all the rest of it. Some big courthouse was in there as well. Dixon once told her that the man-made rivers ploughing through the city all led to a maze of fountains in the centre of Old Town Square. She’d love to have seen it.

      ‘We won’t get to Five Hawks Road through there,’ said Myriel, crossing a dusty road and into another alley. The path curved and sloped downward. Domed towers reached to the sky, casting thick shadows on the ground.

      ‘Won’t we be safe in the courthouse?’

      ‘If Edlond is telling the truth, you can be sure the magisters have your description. When a chicken crosses to the other side, he doesn’t do so via the butcher, yes?’

      ‘Uh, sure.’

      ‘My friend will keep you safe, Serena—but all the same, don’t confide anything in him. And don’t drink any of his liquor either.’

      ‘Why? Is this a guild house? Does he have grog? Beer?’

      ‘Not for you, he doesn’t.’

      ‘You say it like I’ve never drank before. I’m a Raincatcher, remember.’

      ‘There—a gatehouse. Widow’s Trail.’

      ‘Thank the Gods,’ muttered Serena, keen to sit and take the ache from her legs. The pain in her twisted ankle had just about faded, but it flared from walking so much.

      A tense exchange with a watchwoman demanding a bribe followed. Myriel eventually convinced her that she’d given her last aeron to a scuzzer in the street. The cop scowled at both of them, but she let them through all the same.

      ‘Isn’t this where Barra’s Bazaar is?’ Serena asked.

      ‘Indeed. Any other day, the district would be buzzing.’ Myriel rounded a corner and ducked into another side street. ‘Through here.’

      ‘Gods, is this city, like, made of alleyways?’

      ‘Water… Water…’ An old woman with white hair brandished a damaged pewter tankard.

      ‘Apologies, Elsie, take this instead.’ Myriel conjured another coin—a silver aeron this time—and flicked it into Elsie’s mug.

      ‘Thank you kindly, Myriel.’ Elsie turned to Serena. ‘Girl,’ she said.

      Serena smiled and looked away, face burning.

      After twenty minutes, Five Hawks Road materialised. In the distance, deep reds and purples, blues and greens, oranges and yellows shimmered—canvases draped across a forest of stalls. Barra’s Bazaar.

      ‘I can see where you get your interior design inspiration from.’

      ‘Other way around, dear. Come.’

      As they got closer, the aromas of coffee, spices and kringla swirls swept through the air, even though the bazaar was deserted. The sweet smell reminded her of Milo, of his thin and sickly frame. She hoped he wasn’t anywhere near yesterday’s attacks.

      Her finger ran along the edge of the ticket he’d given her—sunlight glinted off its foil lettering. It had bent while stuffed in her overalls pouch, but it still looked grand. A shame she wouldn’t get to see Genevieve Couressa.

      ‘I wouldn’t be advertising you have that,’ said Myriel. ‘No idea who’s watching, and that would fetch a pretty price.’

      A run-down lighthouse jutting up from a cliffside reached high in the sky. The faint but distinct acid odour from the Poison Veil sheared through the fragrances from the stalls.

      ‘Ah, here we are,’ said Myriel, motioning to the entrance of an apothecary shop.

      ‘Really?’ asked Serena. ‘Your secret society is in a junk shop?’

      ‘The Black Harp isn’t a secret society. Well, yes, it is, but really it’s just a group of like-minded people.’ Myriel produced an old iron key. ‘Well, “was” would be more accurate.’

      ‘I figured your key would be, like, in the shape of a skull or a harp or something.’

      ‘Oh no, much too obvious. Incognito is, well, key. Ha!’

      The door squealed inward. A blanket of cheap smells hugged Serena. Rows of jars and candles filled rosewood shelves. Dust covered the counter, the shelves… Everywhere. The tattered floor carried the scratched paintwork of what was once a vibrant mosaic.

      ‘This way.’ Serena followed Myriel through a beaded curtain and into a back room. ‘Now, the secret knock—let’s see if I can remember…’

      Myriel marched to a dark, wooden door, lifted her fist, and knocked once.

      Serena waited.

      A second passed.

      Then another.

      ‘Well as far as secret knocks go, that seems easy to-’

      Myriel’s fists puttered on the door in a series of impossible-to-follow patterns and rhythms.

      The door opened with a gradual, prolonged creak. ‘Ah, The Seven Blessings & Curses of Angelique of Adeline,’ sailed a man’s voice. ‘Angelique’s Fall: A Sonnet For Winter.’

      ‘Abridged,’ said Myriel. Serena could hear the smile in her voice.

      ‘Best song in the entire show.’ A hacking cough rumbled behind the door. Then the voice took on an ominous, melodramatic timbre. ‘Come, ye who dare, into the sanctum of the Black Harp, and may you leave enlightened from its melodies!’

      ‘Go on, Serena,’ said Myriel.

      Great. What kind of weird-

      ‘Francois will keep an eye on you.’

      ‘What? You’re not coming in?’

      The door crashed into the wall. ‘What? You’re not coming in?’ Francois asked.

      He was a thin old man in a loose, brown cotton shirt and red trousers. He looked to be around Myriel’s age with greying skin that clung to his bones. A pair of spectacles hung on the bridge of his nose, highlighting his glazed, bloodshot eyes.

      ‘I’m afraid I cannot,’ said Myriel, looking first to Serena and then to Francois. ‘My ward here is in need of-’

      ‘Babysitting?’ shot Serena.

      ‘Effectively.’

      Francois painted a smile on his face. ‘How long has it been, Myriel?’

      ‘Now, Francois,’ started Myriel. Mischief played in her eyes but her voice was all steel. ‘We’re not here to reminisce. Can I count on you to look after my companion for a spell?’

      Francois looked startled, like he had no idea Serena was there. He patted his jet black hair down. Serena—something of an expert on odd hair colour—did not for a second believe it was natural.

      ‘Of course, of course,’ he said. ‘How do you do, young Miss Serena?’ He bowed low. ‘I am Sir Francois Thrashwood of Rhis, proprietor and Very Illustrious Sovereign Master, Founder, Supreme High Superior -’

      ‘He’s the boss of the Black Harp,’ said Myriel.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Serena.

      ‘Aaah, Myriel…’ Francois’s syllables tripped over themselves. ‘Do you recall the night we visited the Laguna Lounge, danced and drank our woes away?’

      Myriel rolled her eyes. ‘It’s tough to forget considering it’s all you ever speak of. Francois. Francois.’

      ‘Hm?’ He spluttered. ‘Forgive me, forgive me, nearly found myself asleep.’

      ‘If you could give Serena some water—not liquor—and food, I’ll square you up. If the Watch or anyone else comes calling, tell them nothing.’

      Francois saluted. ‘Delighted to assist. You’re sure you can’t stay? I have some fascinating new books we can discuss.’

      Myriel answered with a look.

      ‘Right you are, then.’ He trundled back through the door.

      ‘He’s a touch… eccentric, but he’s a good man. You can trust him.’

      Serena was far from convinced, but it wasn’t like she had a choice. ‘Do you need to go?’

      ‘Afraid so but I shan’t be long. I will attempt to secure us transport out of the city.’

      ‘Hey, I told you I ain’t running.’

      ‘It doesn’t hurt to have an escape plan. I’m friends with Father Talbot.’

      ‘Really? He teaches us about airships and stuff.’

      ‘He is an expert in that field. Owes me a favour. It’ll be a tall order, but I may be able to secure us passage once the skies open again, should we need it.’

      ‘Okay. Thanks. Hey, what are you gonna do with Edlond?’

      ‘Haven’t the foggiest. Keep him locked up, most likely. Confessor Cronin will find him eventually, however.’

      ‘And you don’t reckon he’ll arrest Edlond, or Enfield?’

      ‘Oh no—not a man like Cronin. He’s a fanatic, Serena; if the Council ordered him to drown a baby in the name of the Fayth, he’d so with a smile. No, we’re on our own I’m afraid.’

      ‘Alright.’ Serena unfurled the shawl around her head. ‘I’ll sit tight.’

      ‘Stay safe.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘How is he alive?’ spat Gallows.

      He stood by Damien’s side, gazing out at the Information Tower as if doing so would yield answers. Gallows ran his fingers halfway through his hair, then stopped. ‘Unless… Son of a bitch.’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Gods above…’ Gallows paced the room, muttering to himself.

      ‘No-one likes it when you do that,’ Damien said. ‘Please elaborate.’

      ‘It’s a frame job. He faked it, Damien. This is what Fallon was investigating… Holy shit.’

      ‘You believe Thackeray staged his assassination? To what end? To hurl us into another war?’

      ‘If you take his point of view, the war never ended—we just stopped shooting.’ Weariness still tugged at him, but Gallows had gained a second wind. ‘Okay, so Fallon had a man in Outpost One Three Seven; he found evidence that the ignogen bomb was Dalthean in origin. But when we got there-’

      ‘The scientists were being executed.’ Damien rested his hand in his chin. ‘You think-’

      ‘Thackeray was tying up loose ends. Fallon’s man is dead; so is the other watchman he worked with, a guy called Kyatis.’

      ‘Marrius Kyatis,’ Damien chorused, his head inclining. ‘The Watch claim Tiera Martelo murdered him.’

      ‘Shit. Do you know where he died?’

      ‘His body was discovered in Dustwynd, probably moved. Continue.’

      ‘Right. So, Thackeray has Kyatis offed because he knows about the bomb and all the other shit—probably made Tiera do it; why get someone else’s hands dirty? Then, not long after, Thackeray’s seemingly assassinated in full view of the city—the world—by a woman everyone is quick to say is an Idari agent. But the Watch are already there, and they try to kill her before she can talk.

      ‘Bombs go off around Queen Iona Bridge—killing Thackeray’s biggest threat.’

      ‘Alspeth tal Simara,’ nodded Damien.

      ‘And reps from other countries.’

      ‘Uniting every nation with a common purpose.’

      Gallows shook his head. ‘Which is something Thackeray’s critics always said he was lacking. And it won’t hurt that Tiera is Phadrosi—they’ll be quick to denounce her. And after Thackeray “dies”, suicide bombers strike—a common tactic of Idari fanatics, just to seal the deal.’

      ‘And amidst the confusion and terror, no-one is able to check on the Prime Councillor.’

      ‘Right.’ Gallows marched back and forth, heart catapulting in his chest.

      ‘And when the death squad you encountered in One Three Seven eliminates everyone who worked on this “ignogen” bomb-’

      ‘No-one left to talk. Boom, case closed.’ Gallows planted his hands on the desk. Damien set himself into his seat. ‘He’s been planning this.’

      ‘With the Council gone and war on our doorstep,’ started Damien, ‘Thackeray will have no obstruction to passing his laws—he is the majority of the Council now. The Proclamation was just the start—he’ll distribute firearms to the Watch, afford them executioner powers-’

      ‘And manufacture more warships like the Schiehallion. She can fly above the Steelpeaks, and if she can do that, she can go above the Poison Veil, out towards the Sanctecano Islands. We won’t even need a navy.’ Gallows hammered the desk. ‘Tiera shooting him wasn’t the culmination of some Idari plot—it was the signal for Thackeray’s plan to get put into motion. He’s responsible for dozens of civilian deaths.’ His voice growled when he spoke next. ‘And Sera. He was the one who enacted the law to arrest everyone of Idari descent. All this blood is on his hands.’

      ‘After all of this chaos, the public will not hesitate to get behind him. He’ll get his war. Tyson—you are in grave danger, as is everyone who accompanied you to that facility.’

      ‘I gotta go to the garrison and warn Fallon; you should tell Kirivanti everything.’

      ‘It’s more complicated,’ said Damien. ‘I was ordered to secure the crew of the Liberty Wind. The ones I could find are imprisoned but their captain is missing, as is one of their work experience students. I was ordered to stop before I could locate their engineer, Harvel Roarke. If Junior Councillor Enfield knows about all of this, then he knows that they’re innocent, and stood by.’

      ‘He sure as hell knew about the ignogen bomb. We can’t trust anyone.’

      ‘There’s more.’ Damien’s voice sounded grim. ‘Guildmaster Roland has been relieved of his command of the Raincatchers.’

      ‘Yeah, I know. That clown Vaughan’s in charge. He’s the one who coerced Tiera.’

      ‘I see. All part of the Prime Councillor’s plan, then; set up a scapegoat and in return, Vaughan is given command of the Raincatchers. It’s likely he was not informed of the full extent of Thackeray’s plot.’

      ‘Yeah, if he was, he’d be dead. But why choose Tiera? That thing with her airship and the Spire—she could have died.’

      Damien’s eyebrow arched. ‘Perhaps it was just an accident? Or perhaps Tiera was just in the wrong place at the wrong time? If they have mind-altering drugs at their disposal, they could have used anyone—choosing her may be nothing more than coincidence. It could just as easily be Captain Vaughan’s choice to use her as Pyron Thackeray’s.’

      ‘Yeah, maybe.’ Everyone knows that Farro Zoven runs narcotics—does that include mind-control drugs? But who makes ’em? Vaughan? Someone else? Would Veronica know? ‘In his notes, Mathieson said a Spire control network had been set up in the lab. I reckon someone wanted to destroy the Liberty Wind. Maybe as part of Vaughan’s deal with Thackeray. Maybe someone has a grievance with Tiera in particular. She was a pirate, ran with Helena tal Ventris. Lot of enemies.’

      ‘In any case, we need proof.’

      ‘Damn right. Everyone who knows about it is dead, and I ain’t going back to that lab without an army at my back. But what I don’t get is this: Why did anyone go to the trouble of using mystical drugs on anyone? Why bring drug dealers and Raincatchers if you don’t have to? Thackeray’s clearly got corrupt watchmen working for him, they could pin the blame on anyone they wanted. With the Viator at his back, it wouldn’t be difficult to convince the kingdom. And any one of the suicide bombers could’ve picked up a rifle.’

      ‘The rifle that failed to kill him?’

      ‘Yeah, well, Tiera thought it was real.’

      ‘The bombers may not even have known they were part of a bigger conspiracy.’

      ‘Huh.’ Gallows hadn’t thought of that. They probably thought they were serving the Idari, when in reality they were just pawns used by their enemies. Just like the rest of us.

      ‘I agree that the Prime Councillor should be brought to justice.’ Damien’s voice jolted Gallows from his thoughts. ‘However, we can’t discount the fact he may be right.’

      ‘Huh? About what?’

      ‘The Idari. They could be amassing an army as we speak. It’s been two years since the war ended—I highly doubt they’ve spent that time being idle.’

      ‘What, you’re saying the end justifies the means?’

      ‘Not at all—I believe to win at all costs is as bad as losing. However, the time may come when we need those weapons he’s been developing.’

      Korvan’s hateful, inhuman face leered at Gallows. ‘Not all of ’em.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Now, as Myriel doubtless told you already, the Black Harp was founded back in our Collegium days. Hah, but before the collegium, I studied music at the Conservatoire du Rein, before I parted ways due to, um, let’s say creative differences. Travel! That’s the life meant for me, so I wound up here and found work as a choirmaster in the Fayth Collegium. Fascinating campus, one of the first buildings, er, built, following the ignicite gold rush. One can practically feel its history seeping from the walls! Not that I am devout, oh no, Aerulus himself was a man of, um, let’s say carnal abandon, and—hah!—well, Myriel had a, a lax view of her holy orders, and the two of us had a shared love of music and the occult and… Oh apologies Serena, what did you ask me again?’

      ‘If you could spare a glass of water.’ They’d been standing in the doorway for a full ten minutes. Even Flicker was bored of Francois. He buried his beak into the fabric of Serena’s overall. ‘And if you have any, I dunno, seeds or something, that’d be great.’

      ‘Indeed, indeed… Please, make yourself at home.’

      For a secret society founded by rich outcasts, the Black Harp was certainly… Something. Strewn throughout the hexagonal living space were cushions, rugs and blankets. The walls were black, furnished with deep crimson curtains. The place had the smell of citrusy ignium and other things Serena couldn’t place.

      Costumes hung over the door: Gowns, suits, feather boas, top hats, canes… They all looked old but Francois kept ’em in good condition. A portrait of one ‘Francois tal LaBontaine’ hung on the far wall, without a frame. Its corners curled. He must have chosen ‘Thrashwood’… For some reason. Gods, when he was young, he was as big as a first-gen airship canopy, the complete opposite of the thin man who opened the door. Had he walked to Dalthea?

      A hacking cough accompanied Francois as he reappeared. ‘Here we are, here we are…’ He placed a silver tray onto the floor by Serena. A glass filled only halfway with water sat on the corner. A few slices of bread, olives and seeds were arranged on a plate. ‘Sorry it’s not much, I haven’t a great deal to spare you see. I-’ He coughed into his hand, gently at first but then it grew into full-blown hacking. He yanked a tattered handkerchief from the pocket of his trousers.

      ‘Are… you okay?’ Serena asked.

      ‘Quite… Quite…’ Serena glimpsed the blood on the handkerchief before it disappeared into his pocket. ‘Now, you’ll likely want your own space.’ He avoided Serena’s eye as he spoke. His spine curved low and he pointed to a room beyond the living space. ‘Um, there’s a bed in there, wash space in the room by the door you used to come in.’

      ‘Francois? Are you okay?’

      ‘And if you require anything, just let me know. Good day.’

      ‘Uh, sure, yeah. Thank you.’

      He backed out of the room, bracing himself against the wall. His coughing fit rumbled like a train.

      Serena clasped the tray, almost tipping everything over. The room he indicated could barely be called such, but she was grateful for it.

      The food didn’t last long; she sat Flicker next to the seeds and downed the water in one. The olives were far from fresh, but she swallowed them whole to minimise the bitterness.

      The squat bed complained when she curled up on it. Staying awake to read Myriel’s book had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now her body was settling the debt. How long had she been awake? A full day? More?

      The pillow was thin but it could easily have been a cloud wreathing its way around her head. Just an hour or two. Then I need to think. Just an hour or two.

      She closed her eyes, and dreamt of airships.
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        * * *

      

      Sera’s killers would be brought to justice. He’d make sure of it. And if he died trying, well… If there was any truth in what the preachers said, he’d be with her soon.

      He shoved his footlocker away, threw clothes to the side. Where the hell is it?

      By now, Fallon would know Thackeray was alive. The major had kept a hold of Mathieson’s diaries and notes—they were the only proof that the blood shed on the Night of Amberfire was on the Council’s hands.

      ‘Where did I put you?’ Gallows murmured. He ransacked his furniture, kicked a light wooden chair out of the way. ‘There you are,’ he said, clutching his sword. He cradled it, his finger brushing against the cold steel of the flat. He fantasised about the look on Cronin’s face when he plunged it into his heart.

      It slid into its sheath and Gallows fastened his scabbard around his waist. No longer a member of the Hunters’ Guild, it was illegal for him to carry weapons, but he couldn’t be sure what he’d find when he got to Fallon at the garrison; if Cronin or the Prime Councillor knew about their venture into One Three Seven, Fallon may already be dead—and they could be coming for Gallows next.

      With a last swig of water, Gallows made his way onto the baking hot street.

      But when the rays of the sun hit him, he saw something which made him stop.

      
        
        DALTHEA VIATOR—SPECIAL EDITION!

        Pyron Thackeray to Defy Critics and Attend Tonight’s Rescheduled Remembrance Concert!

        Major Aramon Fallon Arrested For Treason!

        City Safe But Skyport Security Bolstered!

        How Long Before We Start Listening To War Hero Thackeray?
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        * * *

      

      ‘This is an unusual request,’ said Kirivanti, looking for all the world like she hadn’t slept in weeks. ‘And not—strictly speaking—legal. Better!’

      Damien marched alongside her as she surveyed the sword drills taking place in the basement training room of the Hunters’ Guild. Dozens of new recruits engaged each other with sparring swords. It seemed the attacks had stirred some patriotic desire among Dalthea’s youths. A quick glance told Damien that there were no newcomers of particular quality, save one or two who possessed a good grasp of the basics. The majority were teenage boys too young for the Watch, lambs come to fight wolves and make a name for themselves. He pitied them, remembering how his own father pushed him to take up the sword.

      ‘Given that Prime Councillor Thackeray is confirmed to be in attendance,’ he started, ‘and with tensions still running high in the city, I feel the presence of the Hunters’ Guild would be welcome. If we were to extend an offer-’

      ‘I did extend an offer. Should the Council approve the request by Mister Carney, then you have my blessing.’

      ‘Mister Carney specified discretion.’

      ‘Too lenient, Mister Osa, far too lenient!’ the Guildmaster barked. ‘New recruits won’t get an easy time of it on assignments, no reason to show them quarter now.’ Kirivanti stopped and glared at Damien. ‘All contracts need to be approved by a Magister. If you can’t secure that, I’m afraid I cannot sanction this mission.’

      Truth be told, Damien had no desire to assist Mister Carney—in spite of Tyson’s findings pertaining to the Watch and Council, the added security afforded to the opera house would doubtless make it safer than anywhere else in the city for Genevieve Couressa—she did not need him there.

      Still, Aulton Carney was… Perceptive.

      ‘And what of Regina Hessian?’ he asked, changing tack. He had told Kirivanti of Gallows’ theory regarding Thackeray and the events of Outpost One Three Seven. She did not seem convinced.

      She placed her hands behind her back and appraised the sparring session with narrowed eyes. ‘What about Regina Hessian?’

      ‘Has anyone enquired about the work we undertook for her?’

      ‘No. But don’t think I’ve forgotten about my horse.’ The two stood in silence, listening to the clatter of children playing with wooden swords, untamed aggression pouring out from them. The glee in their eyes was disconcerting. How many of them would end up with Watch badges and turning that aggression onto civilians? Anger and power resulted in a dangerous concoction—add perceived justification to that mixture, and the outcome would be far more catastrophic. Measures like Proclamation Six Nine Seven Two would be commonplace.

      ‘I am willing to be flexible when it comes to my Hunters, Damien, but I will not break the rules—even for you two. I did not come by this commission easily and I will not sacrifice the respect I have garnered to assist with outlandish conspiracy theories or bow to the whims of wealthy celebrities. I’ll give you orders as and when they come in. Until then, you are dismissed.’

      ‘Guildmaster,’ said Damien. He turned to leave—but as he did so, Kirivanti placed a hand on his arm.

      ‘That said,’ she began, ‘all guildmasters have been formally invited to attend the concert, and I am permitted to bring a guest.’
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        * * *

      

      A shattering roused Serena from her sleep.

      She stood bolt upright, faltered, then straightened again. She raised her fists, ready to lash out at any intruders.

      But only the chugging complaint of overhead brass pipes greeted her, shuddering in the ceiling like a golden spider’s legs. Ignium pipes. They looked in better shape than the Liberty Wind’s.

      A small clock told her that it was after midday. The fog of sleep still curled around her. Flicker sat on the bedside cabinet, not making a sound.

      Something clattered to the floor in the room next to hers. Serena pressed her back against the wall and inched towards the door, stealing a glance when she could.

      Francois’s skinny form sat crumpled in a chair, a shattered glass and a silver tray lying on the ground. Several upturned bottles of liquor lay strewn on the floor, all empty.

      ‘Francois?’ Her voice carried in the silence of the room. ‘You… okay?’

      He grunted and belched in response, his gaunt face squashed down. His unfocused eyes—gummed with some substance—opened and closed like an airship hatch in need of oil. ‘Myriel,’ he murmured.

      ‘Francois?’

      The sound of her voice took an age to reach him, but when it did, he reacted like an explosion had rung out beside him. His arms flailed and his bloodshot eyes widened. ‘Who goes there?’

      ‘It’s me, Serena.’

      Before she’d finished speaking, his eyes glazed and fell away from her, lost in some place. A smile played on his lips, nonsense spilling from his mouth.

      Among the bottles by his feet, a glass vial poked up, stoppered by a rubber cap. She picked it up between her forefinger and thumb—an sour stench emanated from it. Medicine? Drugs? Myriel wouldn’t have left me with a junkie. Right?

      She placed it back on the floor, and sank into an armchair laden with cushions.

      What a weird couple of days.

      Myriel… Serena had never known anyone like her. Eccentric maybe, but that just made her more endearing.

      ‘The Black Harp, eh?’ she said, just to break the silence. ‘Wonder what you lot got up to…’ She figured that—being into myths and monsters—Myriel and the Black Harp might have sat around spirit boards, chanting weird incantations and summoning demons—but probably they just drank a lot.

      Her fingers drummed on the arm of the chair.

      The ignium pipe above her groaned and trembled.

      A minute passed.

      Then another.

      ‘Gods above.’ She sighed and rolled onto her feet.

      At random, she picked at one of the hundred books lying around. None of them were like Myriel’s; these were about science and chemistry, compounds and mathematical theorems. A dozen pieces of scrap paper lined Francois’s worktops, diagrams and formulae written out in pencil and smudged ink. All in all, they were about as enthralling as one of Sister Ingrid’s lessons.

      This was worse than being stuck in the cargo hold on the way to a lightning Spire. At least then she could hang out with Angelo.

      She rummaged around some more. Anyone called “Francois Thrashwood” who was involved in a secret society must have some interesting stuff kicking about…

      A gown that was probably the height of fashion years ago hung among frilled shirts, suit jackets and other posh-folk clothing. At first she tiptoed through the apartment, but when it became clear it would take nothing short of an earthquake to wake Francois, she stopped treading so carefully.

      ‘No way!’ The corner of a photograph poked out of a small, hexagonal, rosewood box. ‘Is that…?’ It was! A young Myriel, with a fattened Francois, sitting at a small table in a bar. Other faces accompanied them, all smiling, laughing and cradling cocktail glasses. She flipped it over: In handwritten ink were the words Me, Myriel and the gang, Laguna Lounge. No date was given, but it must have been at least thirty years old. Huh. They all looked so happy. Serena had never known friends—not close friends anyway, not like this. She had never stayed in the same place long enough. Angelo was the exception, and she doubted very much that he’d ever want to go to a cocktail bar. Hells, he’d probably say the same about her.

      She placed the photo back and kept investigating the shelves and stacks of paper, keen to mine more golden nuggets of the past. Maybe Francois had something about Sirens…

      Her feet crunched on something soft and jagged—paper, the day’s edition of the Viator. The pages had been crumpled and it smelled the same as the eye drop bottle. Is this what he used to smuggle it in? She cast him a look—he hadn’t moved. She straightened the paper out—and there, splashed over the front page, was a black and white picture of the Prime Councillor.

      
        
        DALTHEA VIATOR—SPECIAL EDITION!

        Pyron Thackeray to Defy Critics and Attend Tonight’s Rescheduled Remembrance Concert!

        Major Aramon Fallon Arrested For Treason!

        City Safe But Skyport Security Bolstered!

        How Long Before We Start Listening To War Hero Thackeray?

      

      

      ‘No way…’ Genevieve Couressa’s concert was going ahead!

      It was difficult to believe, but there it was, staring back at her. And if Pyron Thackeray was there, did… Did that mean Junior Councillor Enfield would be too?

      This was big.

      And what was she doing? Sitting in some drugged out has-been’s den with a ticket in her pocket.

      Her heart raced. She hadn’t even wanted to go when Milo gave her the ticket—she’d been too concerned about getting out of the city—but now that the choice was taken away from her—now that she knew a time and place where she’d find Enfield…

      ‘I told Myriel I’d stay put.’

      And that was the long and short of it. Myriel had risked a lot bringing her here—Serena should keep her word. She owed her that much. Anyway, it’d be a special kind of stupid to go up against the Junior Councillor by herself, armed only with a tiny bird.

      Myriel would be back soon.

      She could wait.

      In here.

      By herself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘I thought you’d be in Musa’s Harp,’ said Damien.

      Gallows didn’t turn around when Damien entered the office. ‘Fallon’s been arrested.’ He gripped the knife in his hand, knuckles turning white. ‘That bastard’s getting away with everything, Damien.’

      Damien sat behind his desk. His brow creased. ‘Then you are also in danger.’

      Gallows stared into space. ‘I have to fix it. Tonight.’

      ‘How?’

      Gallows met Damien’s eye. His voice droned low and ground like gravel under the heel of a boot when he said: ‘I walk up to him, pull a gun, and shoot him in the head.’

      ‘Tyson, liste-’

      ‘No listening, Damien. No talking. We do what needs to be done.’

      ‘Getting ourselves killed is not something I am particularly keen on.’

      ‘Screw you, I’ll do it myself. I know where he’ll be. He can tell me where Cronin is.’

      ‘You’ll be cut down before you step foot in the foyer. Do you expect Pyron Thackeray to publicly announce his timetable and not take adequate precautions?’

      ‘He’s a cocky bastard.’

      ‘But he is not stupid.’ Damien leaned back, his leather chair creaking like old bones. ‘In fact, I’m of the opinion that this move is a defensive one.’

      ‘Gods damn it… Listen, Damien, I ain’t-’

      ‘Hear me out. Everything he’s done up until this point has been meticulously planned—staging his death, securing public favour, arresting Major Fallon and eliminating the people who know his true colours. He leaves nothing to chance—and yet Tiera is loose, and we can’t explain the Spire strike on her airship. Something is afoot.’

      ‘What are you saying? That he’s doing this to lure Tiera into making an appearance in the hopes the Watch will cut her down?’

      ‘Tiera and any other remaining enemies. He is preparing his endgame.’

      ‘C’mon, man, no-one’s that stup-’ Gallows caught himself. Gods damn it. Wasn’t that exactly what he was going to do—march in there and kill him?

      ‘Kirivanti has allowed me access to the concert. But I need your assurance that you won’t be reckless enough to try and kill Pyron Thackeray in full view of the damned auditorium.’

      ‘Sheva believed you?’

      ‘About the conspiracy? No. Last night, Aulton Carney—Genevieve Couressa’s associate—approached me and hired me as her bodyguard. Kirivanti wouldn’t sign off on it, but officially, she’s agreed to take me as her guest—unofficially, I’m to watch over Genevieve Couressa and her troupe.’

      ‘Sheva Kirivanti bending the rules. Probably the weirdest thing to happen this week.’ Gallows dug the balls of his hands into his eyes. He needed this to be over. ‘Couressa must be paying you a ton to be her errand boy.’

      ‘Actually, she asked for you. But the point is: I have access which other guests will not. You can act as Couressa’s bodyguard—freeing me to get to Thackeray. Sitting with Kirivanti will provide the perfect cover.’

      Gallows thought about it. ‘He’ll have a steel ring of security.’

      ‘They won’t see me when the lights go out. Genevieve Couressa will command the attention of every single soul.’

      Gallows tapped his knife. He needed to be the one to get to Pyron Thackeray—needed to make him tell him where Cronin was.

      But Damien was right—Gallows would never stand a chance.

      ‘Alright,’ he said. ‘You do it. You kill the Prime Councillor—but make him tell you where Cronin-’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Huh? Then what’s all this about? You’re gonna sneak up to him and shake his damn hand?’

      ‘I am not an assassin. If we’re to prevent the war he desperately wants, we cannot do so by killing him.’

      ‘C’mon, man, you want to chase runts like Buzz Fitangus the rest of your days? This would mean something!’

      ‘No—what you seek is not justice—you only wish to satisfy yourself. Killing Pyron Thackeray accomplishes nothing.’

      ‘The world is a better place without him.’

      ‘I agree. Which is why we’re not killing him—but dismantling him.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘If we attempt to kill him and fail, we’ll be executed on the spot—as will Major Fallon, and then the proof he has against Thackeray is lost. You attempt to kill him and succeed, then you turn him into a martyr. Everything detailed in those files will be justified, and you’ll still end up dead. If that’s your wish, then take a knife to your wrists and be done with it.

      ‘But if you want justice—real justice—we arrest him, shine a light into all his secrets—tear him down piece by piece.’

      ‘Impossible,’ shot Gallows.

      ‘More so than you assassinating him?’

      Gallows closed his eyes. There was no way it could be done. The son of a bitch owns the Watch, the military, the Info Towers, the paper… How could they possibly get to him with only a matter of hours to plan it?

      ‘Fallon might have given me up already,’ Gallows started. ‘If he has, the Watch will stick me in a cell as soon as I step outside.’

      ‘They’re not here yet,’ observed Damien. ‘That implies he’s holding up to their interrogation.’

      ‘Until they use their mind-controlling drugs. He won’t last long.’

      ‘Which is why we cannot squander this opportunity.’

      ‘Do you have a plan?’

      Damien took one of the luxury pens from his desk and tore a sheet of paper from his leather-bound notebook. The pen scraped across the paper. ‘First, we lure him away from whatever escort he has and isolate him.’

      ‘He won’t talk.’

      Damien’s chin jutted into the air. ‘He’ll talk to me. Commander Lockwood can be trusted, yes?’

      ‘To a point, yeah. She believed Fallon’s theory.’

      ‘Her airship has wireless vocal broadcasting capabilities.’

      Gallows cottoned on. ‘We make Thackeray admit to every one of his crimes.’

      ‘Indeed—so the whole kingdom can hear.’

      The ice in Gallows’ veins thawed. ‘It’s risky. He’ll claim he’s under duress.’

      ‘Which is why we need Major Fallon’s files to corroborate what he says.’

      ‘If he’s in the Gravehold,’ Gallows started, ‘we’ll never get to him.’

      ‘Commander Lockwood—she’d have access to visit Fallon. He can tell her where they’re being kept—or give me the location of the Gravehold and I’ll get him myself.’

      ‘All this is hinging on the assumption that Fallon hasn’t handed the files over yet.’

      ‘We need to get a message to the Schiehallion as soon as possible.’

      Gallows nodded. ‘Okay, say Lockwood gets the files and say you get close enough to Thackeray—how do you take him out of the game?’

      ‘We’ll need a distraction.’ From his drawer, Damien produced several small devices and placed them on the desk. Each one was the size of a small coconut. ‘Bombs.’

      Gallows’ eyebrow shot up. ‘Blowing him up is a hell of a distraction.’

      ‘Flash bombs.’

      Gallows picked one up and examined it; it it weighed next to nothing. Snaking wires ran around its circumference in bright red and yellow, for purposes Gallows could only guess at. It didn’t look like any  explosive he had seen before.

      ‘They’re of my own design,’ Damien explained, as if reading Gallows’ mind.

      ‘Okay, so you stun him. And I’ll what, hang out backstage with the most famous singer in the world?’

      ‘Yes. The opera house’s power supply is located directly beneath the floor there.’

      ‘Huh? How the hell do you know that?’

      ‘When I moved here I memorised the blueprints of every major structure in Dalthea.’

      ‘That ain’t creepy at all.’

      ‘When the performance commences and the house lights dim, I’ll get into position. Prior to the intermission, I’ll neutralise his entourage and stun him—you cut the power. In the confusion, I’ll escape with Thackeray.’

      ‘…How long have you been planning this?’

      ‘Only since we started discussing it.’

      ‘That ain’t creepy at all.’

      Was this really happening? Were they really sitting there, planning a kidnapping ploy in front of thousands of people?

      ‘We’ll be ruining a lot of rich folks’ evening out,’ said Gallows. ‘Always a bonus. Then what?’

      Damien’s pen danced on the paper. ‘We have to get him from the ground to Commander Lockwood. We won’t be able to secure an airship.’

      ‘You’ve got grapnel gear.’

      ‘The Schiehallion will be too far.’

      ‘The sewers? Commandeer a motorcarriage?’

      ‘There are too many checkpoints still on the streets. Yes, the sewers might be the best route out of the opera house. In fact, there is street and sewer access via the basement underneath the stage. Performers use it to leave incognito when fans congregate outside—it will be ideal to escape the premises, but no use in getting Thackeray to Lockwood.’

      ‘We’ll figure something out.’

      Damien held up a hand. ‘Someone’s coming.’

      ‘You know, I’ll never be cool with your weird super senses.’

      ‘She’s scared.’

      ‘Who is?’

      The door crashed inward.

      ‘Gallows,’ breathed Valentine. She was still in her torn and dirty military garb, her flame-coloured hair matted and tangled. ‘We’re in trouble.’

      ‘Belios!’ Gallows shot to his feet. ‘You okay?’ He tried to guide her to his chair, but she batted his arms away.

      ‘I’m fine.’ She produced a bundle of papers from her rucksack and threw it onto the desk.

      Gallows recognised them straight away. ‘The files,’ said Gallows.

      ‘Mathieson’s notes. All of ’em.’ Valentine leaned against the wall, perspiration coating her skin. ‘They’ve got Fallon.’

      ‘Yeah, we know—we were just talking about saving his ass.’

      ‘You’re hurt,’ observed Damien.

      ‘I can look after myself,’ she said. ‘If they’ve got him, they’ll get us.’

      ‘We’re working on it. How’d you get the files?’

      ‘When I heard he was arrested, I went to the garrison.’ She panted between words. ‘Assholes were turnin’ his office over. The Watch don’t know shit, bunch of kids playing soldiers, tearin’ everything apart.’

      ‘But you found it first?’

      ‘Yeah. After we got back into the city, he told me where was gonna hide it all—a loose floorboard in the garrison library. He put ’em in a Captain Crimsonwing dust jacket. Said he’s been using it as a dead drop for years.’ Her skin turned white and she lost her balance. Gallows didn’t hear Damien move when he caught her. ‘Sturrock… always liked those stupid books…’

      ‘Tyson, my medical bag.’

      ‘I’m fine, damn it!’ Valentine pushed herself away from Damien. ‘Took a beating but the guys who did it won’t be movin’ any time soon.’

      Damien looked her over. ‘No broken bones, light bruising on the ribs and back of the skull. At least take some painkillers.’

      She took a seat in the chair Gallows had vacated. ‘Cowards blackjacked me.’

      ‘Yes, the Watch are fond of that,’ Damien said. ‘Were you followed?’

      ‘Nah, but I don’t reckon that’ll matter much.’ Gallows passed Valentine a bottle of painkillers. ‘Tell me y’all got water.’

      ‘Yes,’ confirmed Damien.

      ‘My day’s looking up already.’

      Gallows flicked through the files. ‘Yeah, ours too.’

      ‘Not for long.’ Valentine swallowed more pills than could be considered healthy. ‘Reckon they’ll come here looking for ya.’

      ‘Reckon they will,’ agreed Gallows.

      Valentine mopped sweat from her forehead. ‘So, we’re definitely gonna take Pyron Thackeray out, right?’

      Gallows looked from Damien to Valentine. ‘Uh, not exactly.’

      

      ‘We need a plan,’ Valentine announced an hour later.

      ‘We need three plans, ten escape routes, a month to organise ’em and a shitload of luck.’

      ‘Gee, Gallows, when you put it like that, kidnapping the Prime Councillor does seem a mite foolish.’

      ‘Ssh! You want people to hear?’

      They sat in the Elmheart Café, one of the few shops still open on Elmwood Arcade. It used to be a decent bar, before alcohol was prohibited outside guild houses to save on water. Gallows had yet to decide if that particular law was worth it.

      Valentine waved a hand around. ‘We’re the only ones here.’

      They’d chosen a booth in the rear corner, facing the entrance at Gallows’ behest. Its seats were made of old, cracked red leather. Identical booths skirted the edges of the room and a smattering of tall, round tables dotted the rest of the floor. Sitting in full view of the café’s rotating door and large, inviting windows made him uncomfortable—and did nothing to mask the drone of a nearby Info Tower. He couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched.

      ‘You’re risking a lot for Fallon,’ he said.

      ‘So’re you, sugar.’

      ‘Yeah, well, we go back.’

      ‘That a fact?’ Valentine reclined in her seat. ‘He knows how to pick ’em.’

      Gallows didn’t disagree. ‘How did you end up on his unit?’

      ‘He got me out of a psych ward.’

      ‘Always a good start to a story.’

      ‘I was stationed in Tura before it burned. The Idari had some fire-breathin’ siege engine. Death everywhere. I saw kids burn. The Idari were merciless—folk surrendered and they cut ’em down like they were nothin’. And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do.

      ‘So when we got back, I blamed my CO for not evacuating the civvies fast enough. He disagreed. Pulled a knife on me.’ Valentine tapped the scar on her cheek. ‘Knocked out three of his teeth. He got his revenge by getting the white coats to drag me away. Missed out on kicking Idari ass at home because of that dickhead.’

      ‘But Fallon got you out.’

      ‘Sure did. Read my file and took a shine to me. Got me out and put me to work.’

      ‘He does attract the outsiders.’

      ‘He likes them that think outside the box. Used to talk about you. Said you was some kind of grave robber.’

      ‘I was a treasure hunter.’

      She arched an eyebrow.

      ‘Was out in some Godsforsaken corner of the world once,’ started Gallows. ‘Ran into Fallon. His unit had been killed rescuing civilians from a warlord—the same warlord who hired me to find a precious trinket. He told me his story. I switched sides. The warlord died. And Fallon was impressed by how easy it is for me to piss people off.’

      ‘So you were a thief.’

      ‘Sometimes,’ Gallows admitted. ‘Officially I hauled cargo.’

      ‘You got a pilot’s licence?’

      ‘Yeah. But after Amberfire Night… Well. That’s a different story.’

      Damien approached carrying a tray with three cups of steaming coffee. He was the only one with water tokens.

      Gallows’ hands wrapped around the hot ceramic cup. He muttered his thanks and sipped.

      ‘Still think we’d be better pluggin’ him,’ said Valentine.

      ‘No.’ Damien produced a notebook from his holdall bag. In their haste to leave the office before the Watch tore in, he’d packed it with numerous supplies for their mission. All Gallows had on him was his knife and shortsword, but he figured he didn’t need much more.

      Damien tore a fresh page from the notebook and mapped out a rough sketch of the opera house.

      ‘The basement can be accessed beneath the main stage here,’ Damien said, marking it on his map, ‘and from there, you can get to the power supply.’

      ‘Can’t you just K.O. Thackeray so Gallows can help me with the escape? It’s gonna get dicey out there. I could use someone watching my back.’

      ‘I am good,’ stated Damien without sounding boastful, ‘but not that good. If I could control every element of this operation, I would do it on my own. But I cannot—all it would take is a wayward glance to see me, even during the performance. We need to be fast and efficient, and the only way to do that is for me to carry out my objective in total darkness.’

      ‘Agreed,’ said Gallows. And you also want me out the way so I ain’t tempted to cut Thackeray’s throat. ‘It’d be handy to have Genevieve’s schedule. Let’s hope she ain’t one of those divas who needs a costume change for every tune.’

      ‘I’ll request that information,’ said Damien, making a note. ‘Lance Corporal-’

      ‘My name’s Nyrita. Don’t reckon I can consider myself “Lance Corporal” any more.’

      ‘Nyrita? As in-’

      ‘“Daughter of Nyr”. Yeah, I ain’t a fan either. Forget it, honey, just call me Valentine.’

      ‘Ah. Well, as it happens, you’re going to have to play the soldier for a spell longer. Tell me, can you drive a motorcarriage?’

      They talked for over an hour, planning the best way to get Thackeray out of the opera house and aboard the Schiehallion; what Valentine would need to do to secure a vehicle; how Gallows would need to stay away from the Watch—and Kirivanti.

      Damien, as the architect, made it sound easy, as though overthrowing the government was as conversational as the local streetball results—or whatever sports the upper classes were into.

      ‘I can get to Lockwood,’ said Valentine. ‘No problem. She knows me. Carried out some operations for her and Fallon. Get me to the skyport, and I can contact her. Easy as ridin’ a horse.’

      ‘Good,’ nodded Damien, ‘that irons out that particular wrinkle.’

      The more Damien talked, the more routes he marked on his notepaper and the more Gallows’ mind wandered. What if Cronin was there?

      ‘Tyson, I’ll get you access while Valentine gets into position outside. For all intents and purposes, you’ll be acting as Genevieve Couressa’s bodyguard until she goes onstage. Per the verbal contract with Aulton Carney, you’ll be taking orders from her.’

      ‘As long as she doesn’t expect me to duet with her, we’re golden.’

      ‘Now,’ Damien continued, ‘Tyson and myself can signal using flashlights while inside the opera house, but we have no way to keep in contact with you, Valentine, so you must remain in position. When you commandeer the vehicle…’

      Valentine sat there, nodding, growing more enthusiastic as Damien’s plan became more attainable. Gallows remembered how he was after Sera’s death; out of control, angry, drinking himself to death. He guessed having this to focus on tempered Valentine’s grief. ‘We can do it,’ she said over and over, a mantra to herself. ‘We can do it.’

      Gallows wasn’t convinced. Too many things could go wrong, and they had no idea what kind of protection Thackeray would have—not to mention the Watch. Fallon had been in custody long enough to give up Gallows’ description.

      And what if they succeeded? What if they managed to get Thackeray to admit to everything—what then? The kingdom would fall into chaos. Junior Councillor Enfield and General N’Keres would be the heads of state, and Gallows didn’t reckon they were much better than Thackeray.

      Kirivanti, the Watch, the military—no matter which way he cut it, they’d all come gunning for them.
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        * * *

      

      It was after four, and Myriel should have returned by now.

      Serena’s legs stretched out atop the chaise longue, a curving, velvet red tongue adorned with gold floral stitching. It looked more comfortable than it actually was. Flicker bounced from corner to corner, just as restless as Serena. And there was Francois, zoned out on his chair. He’d stirred once or twice in the last couple of hours, but he never woke up. Gods know what he’s on.

      She’d helped herself to whatever morsels of food she could find. None of Francois’s books held her interest for more than five minutes, and the longer she stayed cooped up, the easier it was to justify doing a runner.

      Can’t bolt. I owe Myriel.

      But there was no guarantee Myriel would come back. For all Serena knew, she’d been locked up…

      The minutes on Francois’s mechanical clock ticked past.

      Councillor Enfield…

      He didn’t seem like a killer. Granted, he sent other people to do it, but still.

      All this trouble, just for her. Myriel, Marrin… Smithy, Oxbridge… Dixon…

      Enfield had orchestrated it all. For no reason that Serena could see, he was convinced that she was something special, one of these Siren things.

      ‘What do you think, Flicker?’

      The bird squeaked.

      ‘Uh-huh.’

      She stared at the creature. You didn’t do what I told you before… But in the basement I felt something, I know I did…

      ‘Flicker!’

      The bird bumbled in the air towards Serena’s open palm. She patted his downy hair with her thumb and looked into his gleaming black eyes.

      She maintained the lock on his gaze for a moment.

      Her heart slowed.

      Flicker angled his head and blinked.

      A buzz passed in and out through her head, like a half-remembered song, or a childhood memory struggling to resurface. Faint, but definitely there.

      It disappeared and re-emerged, a refrain buzzing back and forth, tingling up and down her arms and-

      There.

      It stayed still, an invisible globe of static energy tingling in her palm. She couldn’t fathom how, but she knew the energy to be arcing towards Flicker in a thin stream, like a translucent string.

      Electricity rushed through her entire body. The connection was slim but definitely there. ‘Flicker, perch yourself on Francois’s head.’

      The bird leapt into the air and sat on the man’s head. Serena’s mouth hung open but no laughter spilled out. She couldn’t quite believe it.

      And then, as quickly as it appeared, the connection disappeared.

      Serena rolled from the chaise longue, onto her feet. ‘It’s real.’

      She approached Francois, snorts blubbering from him, beads of his black dye crawling across his forehead. She took Flicker in her hand. ‘Sorry, buddy. I know what it’s like to be controlled.’

      Flicker sang to her.

      ‘Well, I still can’t speak Bird—but I reckon I’m definitely a Siren.’

      She didn’t know what it meant or even what she was. And right now, she didn’t have time to dwell on it. She needed to find answers—everything over the past few days had happened because someone knew what she was.

      ‘Francois. Can you hear me? You need to tell Myriel I’m going? Francois?’

      The hair dye had reached the bridge of his nose now. Must have been cheap stuff he was using, useless in the heat-

      It gave her an idea.

      She pulled at the racks of costumes and suits displayed all over the room. She’d seen something earlier, something that could work…

      There.

      Like everything else in here, the gown was old but beautiful. Shimmering—almost metallic—rust red pleats cascaded from a charcoal black corset. A pattern of deep red swirls waltzed upon it. Its light sleeves were the colour of charcoal too, and large ribbons had been sewn onto the shoulders and front, which made it look a little old-fashioned.

      But it would do.

      There must be shoes around here somewhere, and maybe a coat and a parasol...

      The finishing touch would be Francois’s hair dye.

      It was like she’d told Myriel: No more running. It was time to get answers—and now she had the power to make that happen.

      It was time to fight back. For Marrin, for Dixon, for everyone else.

      She drew the concert ticket from her pocket.

      Going after Enfield alone was a stupid idea and likely to get Serena killed—but who said it had to be Serena?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing could have prepared Serena for the mass tide of upper classes; it was like stepping into another world, thrust into a story full of strange, alien characters from a bygone time. They paraded through the Theatre District of Arrowhead in their finery, as though stepping from the stage themselves. Was this what everyone in Dalthea looked like before Amberfire Night? Gods, it even smelled nicer here, like flowers. Roses maybe? Serena had never spent much time around flowers. She preferred the smell of refined ignium and machine oil.

      Talking of flowers, most of the men and women wore blue roses. Should she be wearing one? Did they even have flowers in Dalthea? Or were they the fake sort, the plastic things that Fitz hated so much? Either way, she wanted one. They were a sharp, dark blue—the same colour as the sky when the sun slips beneath the horizon.

      Her chest ached. She missed the Wind. That was who she was: A Raincatcher. Each time one of these fancy men and women caught her eye, she worried they could tell she was a fraud.

      Screw ’em.

      She swept across the cobbled street, its stones laid out in fan patterns. A smattering of motorcarriages surrounded her, even some fancy horse-drawn carriages. Usually only the poor folk used horses and carts, but here they were, regal and beautiful.

      Her bare shoulders prickled at the chill in the air; Francois didn’t have much in the way of outdoor wear. His synthetic hair dye smelled bitter and made her dizzy, but she didn’t have much choice if she wanted to remain undetected. If anyone asked, she’d call herself Alisabeth Compton, of the Ryndara Comptons. She considered sticking a ‘tal’ in there too, but that was pushing it.

      She really hoped she didn’t bump into anyone else with that name.

      The clock tower spiralled up to the stars on curling metal legs, four round clock faces housed on each side of a steel cube with concave surfaces. Seven in the evening. An inscription in Old Dalthean was etched onto it, some dedication to Terros, the God of Earth—and, apparently, time—but Serena couldn’t figure it out. Compared to the modest terraced housing of the Theatre District, the clock looked like it had stepped out of another, well, time.

      Serena stopped to stare at it; it glowed in the distance with soft ignium light, like a second moon. Rhythmic swirling shadows spun behind its jagged numerals. Cogs. She had to stifle a grin; the best thing about the Liberty Wind—when she wasn’t on the deck, watching the world float by—was when she got to fix things, when she could see—feel—the machines working in concert together. Those cogs kept her in the air. That was real magic; Angelo and Myriel had books, but Serena had machines.

      High beyond the clock tower, the Schiehallion blighted the sky.

      Serena ignored the yearning in her gut and forced herself to step through the cramped streets. She didn’t know if she’d ever see the Wind again.

      There must be at least a dozen theatres around here. Some of them looked grand—the Prima Cento, the Queen’s Theatre, the Steeple… Surely they could hold audiences of thousands?

      Then there were the smaller ones—basement theatres at the bottom of taverns like the Red Lantern and the Aurora. Most of their windows were boarded up, but once upon a time they’d have been majestic.

      Pictures of the discarded props and costumes she’d found in the sewer tunnels beneath Arrowhead crept into her head. If someone had told her, when she was rolling around with Scruff, that she’d actually get to see a performance here by the Genevieve Couressa, she’d have thought they were out of their mind with scuzz.

      I hope you’re still running around somewhere, boy.

      She quickened her pace; almost every other lady had a gentleman or chaperone, and she had begun to draw some looks—particularly from a pair of watchmen. She strode through the courtyard, doing her best to look like she belonged there.

      The vast opera house gleamed like a palace of ice, silvered in the night. It took her breath away.

      She regained her composure—the upper classes were difficult to impress. She held her head high and hovered close to a party of middle-aged attendees, following them into a piazza, where the base of the clock tower loomed. Gods she’d love to climb up and take a look at the workings within…

      That was when she spotted him.

      Milo, standing at the base, clutching a ticket to his chest.

      Serena slowed to a stop, her elbows drawing inward. Oh, yeah. He’d said he’d meet her here. Damn. It completely slipped her mind. A weight pressed on her back and chest, as if sandwiched between enclosing walls. She wanted to reach out to him, to make the little guy’s day.

      But if she did, she’d be putting him in danger. What if someone recognised her? What if one of Enfield’s men tried to kill her and he got caught in the crossfire?

      She couldn’t risk it.

      She watched him standing there—his hungry, thin eyes darting left and right, no doubt searching for her—his face lightning up and then frowning again every time he thought he’d spotted her.

      Sorry, Milo.

      She couldn’t look at him as she melted into the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      Curving stone arches of white marble rose and joined each other, like coalescing waves. Smooth, intricate corbels in the design of angels jutted out, shouldering tall pillars and beckoning visitors with trumpets. The aristocrats swarmed through the opera house’s grand doors. Gallows eyed them with contempt. Guess it’s easy for some folk to forget.

      Through the arches, a chamber led to the main foyer, rising up in fan vaulting like the cloisters found in temples. Fitting, that Musa should be worshipped here.

      At the peak of a lavish staircase, a bronze statue of the Songstress herself looked out to an impotent interior fountain.

      Sera was so impressed the first time she’d seen it, towers of water soaring to the sky in time with whatever music happened to be playing. She’d chucked so many aerons into the fountain that she probably owned it.

      Tonight, Gallows would put everything right.

      He patted the package in his arm and followed the trails of people. He spotted Kirivanti and Damien about a dozen people in front, arm in arm, gliding up the red-carpeted staircase. She looked resplendent, her long hair unburdened, cascading across the back of her violet dress. Damien, for his part, wore his new Hunters’ dress uniform—it actually succeeded in making him look more dashing than usual.

      Gallows struggled to imagine Damien with anyone, but the two of them looked good together.

      ‘Excuse me, sir, dress code is-’

      Gallows flashed the watchman a writ that stated he was part of Couressa’s entourage.

      ‘Apologies, sir. Do you require an escort?’

      ‘No.’

      The package in his hands read From Genevieve, with love. Gallows disappeared through the stage entrance that Damien had marked out.

      Men and women of the Watch infested the place like stoneroaches, but none of them gave him a second glance.

      The doors closed behind him. Ignium lamps bathed the corridor in amber, pools of light reflecting on the shining green marble of the floor. A door marked ‘Backstage’ stood in front of him.

      He pushed it open. No turning back now.

      Commander Lockwood… Gallows could only hope she’d keep her end of the bargain. She and Valentine must have a lot of respect for Fallon to put ’emselves on the line like this.

      He better not be dead already.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Not the greatest seats, I’m afraid,’ admitted Kirivanti. They sat at the back row on the lower level, beneath the overhanging dress circle, to the left of the stage. The furniture had seen better days, giving an almost imperceptible wobble as Damien sat down. High above him, moonlight crept through a circular stained glass dome depicting the Eleven Gods, their eyes bearing down on the crowd as if in judgement. Ludicrously ostentatious, but that was the Fayth for you.

      ‘Nonsense,’ Damien said to Kirivanti. He glanced at his watch: After seven. He had memorised Genevieve’s schedule for the evening: The curtains would part at precisely half past, and the intermission would commence at ten minutes after eight. Earlier than normal, due to the lengthy performance Genevieve had insisted upon. A second intermission was scheduled for nine thirty, with the concert ending at ten forty-five.

      ‘You seem tense.’

      Kirivanti’s voice unshackled him from his considerations. ‘I do?’ Damien didn’t think he seemed tense—in fact, he’d chosen to look relaxed. Kirivanti must be mistaken.

      ‘Something on your mind?’ she pressed.

      ‘No, just keen to witness Genevieve Couressa in action. Her voice is exquisite.’

      ‘Indeed.’ Kirivanti leaned forward, staring down at her hands. ‘My father is a big fan. He acts like he is not, but more than once I’ve discovered my record collection in his bedroom.’

      ‘And are you in the habit of breaking into your father’s bedroom?’

      Kirivanti laughed, before the curve of her lips straightened. ‘He is ill. The wasting disease.’

      Kirivanti had never been candid with Damien before. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Each time I travel to Nom Ganald, I see him decline further. I look after him while I’m there. My sisters, they fuss over him. His voice is gone, but his eyes… His eyes tell all. I see how much he hates depending on others. Listening to music is one of the few pleasures he has left in this world. I sit with him, saying nothing. I sit and play him my music, the records he used to claim were nothing but din. Not traditional Ganaldi music, you see. But I can see he treasures those moments as much as I do.’

      ‘It sounds like you’re close.’

      She left silence hanging there, toying with the pendant on her necklace. A trishul—a trident with curved outer blades, common among Ganaldi depictions of Aerulus. A memento from her father, one can assume. Damien had never witnessed Kirivanti display sorrow with such openness—nor any other emotion, for that matter.

      ‘Guildmaster, I-’

      ‘It’s a night off, Damien. Call me Sheva. I am more than my occupation.’

      ‘Of course. My apologies. I-’

      ‘I shall be tendering my resignation.’ Silence, then, ‘I mean to go home.’

      ‘Oh. I see. You will be sorely missed, Sheva.’

      She turned to face him then, eyes shining. ‘I am recommending you succeed me.’

      ‘Sheva, that’s… I don’t know what to say. I am honoured. Thank you.’

      ‘I think this is the first time I’ve seen you speechless.’

      ‘It certainly is a night for firsts.’ Damien checked his watch again. Fifteen minutes until the performance started.

      ‘At the risk of being bold Damien, when the performance is done, would you care to escort me-’

      Damien stood. ‘Apologies, Sheva. Please excuse me.’

      Her eyes widened and narrowed, lips pursing. She turned to face the stage and said, ‘Of course.’

      Damien bowed, squeezed through the row of people, and made his way to the foyer. Kirivanti’s demeanour had changed there, from sorrow to anger via embarrassment, but he could not fathom why.

      

      ‘Ah, Mister Fieri, I was hoping to bump into you. Apologies once again,’ greeted Aulton. ‘Desperate times, and all that. I appreciate you briefing your man Gallows.’

      ‘Quite.’ Damien marched down the hallway, stopping outside Couressa’s dressing room. Through the door, he could hear her practising, the cadence of her voice climbing and lilting. He could sense her heartbeat too, feel the excitement in her blood. Gallows was in there, no doubt trying and failing to master the art of acting like a gentleman.

      ‘I may be prying,’ Aulton spoke, ‘but I do have some influence back in Rhis. If you’d like, I could-’

      Damien turned. ‘We had an understanding,’ he stated. ‘Stick to it, and speak of this arrangement no further.’

      Aulton offered a curt nod, his bald head gleaming. ‘As you wish.’

      ‘Damn and blast,’ swore Fabian. ‘I don’t know why I endure this. Do you even have a Tailors’ Guild in this damned city?’

      ‘You look fine,’ called Aulton.

      ‘I look beautiful.’ Fabian stood in front of a mirror which stretched the breadth of the wall, and adjusted his long, cascading hair. ‘No thanks to these damned breeches.’

      ‘Excuse me,’ said Damien, brushing past the singer.

      He stopped moving when he sensed five more heartbeats come into the corridor.

      Four watchmen appeared—along with Pyron Thackeray.

      His handsome features beamed. He had on a black bowler hat and equally dark greatcoat, both of which served to highlight the crystal-blue of his eyes. The Prime Councillor gripped his cane, his knuckles white. Concealed weapon.

      He marched through like he owned the opera house.

      ‘Prime Councillor!’ squealed Fabian. ‘I am honoured to meet you.’

      Thackeray addressed the singer but stared at Damien. ‘Please. The honour is mine.’

      ‘Why, Prime Councillor,’ Fabian giggled, ‘you are much too kind. It’s all in the writing—the playwrights never receive enough credit, in my humble opinion.’

      Aulton coughed into his hand, earning a sharp look from his associate.

      ‘Mister Carney.’ Thackeray peeled his gaze from Damien. ‘Lucien tal Giorgio speaks most highly of you.’

      ‘He is a gentleman of the highest calibre.’

      Damien hated the falseness of these pleasantries, one of the many reasons he was glad to be far from Rhis and the aristocracy. It repelled him, the way they presented one side of themselves by day and another at night—all because they were fearful of what their fellows may think of them should their hearts’ desires ever be revealed. Father was the same. Why mother put up with his philandering, he would never understand.

      Thackeray bared a smile and seized Damien’s hand. ‘You’re the man I have to thank for apprehending the crew of the Liberty Wind.’

      ‘Indeed,’ said Damien. He read the Prime Councillor’s pulse: Steady, calm. ‘I am relieved to see you are alright, Prime Councillor.’

      Good grip—favours his left hand over his right—the watchmen are nervous but not Thackeray—likely wearing armour beneath his greatcoat. Most efficient way to neutralise him: Disable weapon hand, wrist blade through jugular, sever windpipe. Watchmen are jittery—quick to react but the shock will afford two to three seconds before they attack—ample time to eliminate them.

      But that is not the objective.

      ‘Enjoy the performance,’ said Thackeray.

      Lucien tal Giorgio’s voice emanated from the auditorium, announcing the performance would commence shortly. The gentle breeze of a thousand voices carried into the hallway.

      ‘I intend to,’ said Damien.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Should’ve worn a clip-on,’ Gallows muttered, his brow wrinkling as he caught himself in the mirror. His fingers were not made for tying bow-ties. Ignium bulbs lined the mirror’s frame, doing an excellent job of highlighting just how stupid he looked in his tuxedo. Some gift.

      ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Couressa, relaxing in a seat. She looked immaculate, her gown like a layer of frost around her figure. Her golden hair tumbled over her bare right shoulder, and her toffee-apple lips gleamed in the light. She seemed completely at ease, so at home here. Gallows couldn’t fathom how she remained so calm before a performance—but then, she wasn’t about to kidnap the nation’s Premier in front of the whole kingdom.

      A knock on the door, then Aulton Carney’s voice: ‘Five minutes, Ginny.’

      ‘Thank you, Aulton,’ she called. ‘Mmm, I do love this part.’

      ‘Hanging around backstage with a butter-fingered twit in a monkey suit?’

      ‘The anticipation, Tyson. The electricity in the air. Don’t you feel it?’

      Gallows hadn’t noticed before, but she did seem more fidgety than when he met her earlier with Damien. She bounced on her heels, her pupils dilated. Rush of nerves before performing, I guess.

      She appeared by Gallows’ side, slinked her arms around him and took the liberty of tying his bow-tie.

      He froze.

      She drew herself closer to him, her slender fingers brushing his neck.

      His skin crawled at the sensation.

      ‘There,’ she whispered, red lips parting to reveal perfect teeth. ‘You know, you scrub up quite well when you’re not leaping into collapsing buildings.’

      A pearl of cold sweat rolled down Gallows’ back. In contrast, his throat had turned as dry as sand. He stepped back and said, ‘I’m… I’m gonna check backstage.’
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        * * *

      

      To feel this liberated was a revelation. She always settled into her work gear like a second skin; if anyone had told her she’d have to dress up in a gown, brush her hair right—be fancy—she’d have laughed and swore at them.

      But now that she was here?

      Yeah, maybe Serena could get used to being a lady. A chance to forget all that had happened over the last few days, a chance to be someone else—even if she couldn’t get to Enfield, that in itself was a positive.

      No. I’ll get to him. And I’ll make him explain everything.

      She glanced at the empty seat to her left—she’d expected Milo to appear next to her.

      A great glass dome depicting the Indecim—the pantheon of Gods—loomed above her. Something in the back of her mind told her it was one of tal Varaldo’s works. The Gods were all organised in accordance to the seasons: Musa and Terros for autumn, Lunos, Nyr and… some other one for winter, and so on. The dome seemed so far away, so out of reach. Serena guessed that was the point.

      The auditorium stretched to infinity, all swooping arches and deep red curtains, but the stage itself wasn’t as big as she’d pictured. Still, she had an excellent view from her seat—in the ‘Dress Circle’, apparently.

      She drank in all the sights, all the sounds. Jozef once told her that ushers would sell ice cream to the audience, that customers would sit in cigar lounges during intervals, drink wine and cocktails and eat mouth-watering canapés. Well, Serena didn’t see any of that, but it was impressive all the same.

      Her eyes fell on something familiar.

      Is that…?

      Surely not.

      Below, Sister Ingrid ushered a troop of children and teenagers. She strained to pick out their details… Was that Evelyn Drassler?

      Holy shit!

      Serena bounced from her chair and peered over the ornate balcony edge.

      Angelo.

      Unmistakeable. His feet shuffled at the end of the trail, hands stuffed in his pocket. He’s totally brought a book with him.

      Gods only knew what he must think of her. What had they told him? That she’d killed Marrin? Thinking about it made her want to rush over and explain everything.

      Tumultuous applause drowned out her thoughts; the musicians had begun to take their positions in the pit below. There must have been a hundred of them, shuffling their music sheets and exchanging nervous smiles.

      A pencil-thin figure strode out onto the stage, an old-ish guy with curly grey hair. Serena reckoned he must be important, judging by the acclaim. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I am Lucien tal Giorgio of the Guild of Musicians. It is an exquisite pleasure to see so many of you here!’ His voice reached every corner of the place as if by some unseen magic. ‘Tonight’s performance is dedicated to our fallen brothers and sisters—they are safe in the arms of Eiro and Musa.

      ‘Music is a singular truth,’ he continued. ‘If we open our hearts to art, poetry and music, allow their beauty to fill our souls, then peace—surely—shall follow.’

      The lights began to dim.

      No! It’s too early! Where’s Enfield? Shit. Where would the posh folk sit?

      Serena craned her neck; everyone was posh.

      ‘Now, without further ado,’ announced tal Giorgio, ‘it is my sincerest pleasure to present to you the Musicians’ Guild of Dalthea, accompanied by the world-renowned talent of the Carney Company—and Miss Genevieve Couressa!’

      Even the cheering was musical; it expanded, flowed and folded in on itself like a wave.

      Butterflies filled Serena’s chest as a soft string melody played out.

      The red curtains parted, and the spotlight shone on a glimmering statue carved from ice, radiating strength and beauty.

      Genevieve Couressa.

      Her voice soared.
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        * * *

      

      Gallows watched her from the wings. She was singing the opening canto to The Rose and the Crown, a ballad from years ago. The house band in the Laguna Lounge used to play it all the time, but they were pitiful amateurs compared to this.

      The way her skin had brushed his, just for a moment… It was a sensation he couldn’t cast away no matter how much he tried. Her fingertips were still there, dancing upon him like spiders crawling on his flesh.

      He shifted the curtain—the thick darkness draped around the vast auditorium made it impossible to pick out Thackeray, but Damien wouldn’t have much trouble. Kirivanti would be out there somewhere too.

      Just under thirty minutes to go.

      Every minute Pyron Thackeray spent free was an insult to Sera’s memory.

      ‘Should this man of yours really be here?’ he heard Fabian say to Aulton.

      Carney grumbled. ‘Concern yourself with your own task at hand.’

      ‘A city fresh in the grip of terrorism and you bring scruffy mercenaries to act as guardians.’ Gallows stopped listening to the prancing dandy when he started flapping about some tiny costume detail being out of place.

      Gallows’ heart thrummed in his head. Damn the Gods, this was killing him. His fingers caressed the hilt of his shortsword. Genevieve had admonished him when he fastened it across his tux, but it was the only part of his ensemble he felt comfortable with. He paced around the backstage area. The glacier outline of a grand piano loomed next to him.

      Time dragged. He hadn’t even scoped the basement yet, checked it for any alterations since Damien memorised the blueprints. If only those two dandies weren’t here, he could go down and check without raising suspicion.

      He glared past the glass depiction of the Gods. Up in the ceiling, Damien would be getting to work. Climbing upside down with nothing to cushion against a hundred-foot drop? Gallows was happy to leave that part of the plan to him.

      Muffled voices came from Carney and the other one; they were going over lyrics.

      Now was his chance.

      He sallied to the rear of the backstage area, behind the piano, scanning the ground for the metal grate. C’mon, c’mon…

      There.

      He slid the bar lock back and yanked the hatch open, and then swung a leg down into the depths of the basement, searching for the rungs that Damien promised would be attached to the back wall. He scuffed the tips of his ‘Balmoral dress pumps’ against the wall. Whatever. Gallows preferred boots anyway.

      Twenty minutes.

      He inched down, the smell of stale air wafting up from the-

      An anchor-heavy weight seized his shoulder and wrenched him up.

      ‘What you up to, then?’

      Gallows twisted around.

      Veronica’s minder Pierro grinned at him. ‘Hullo, mate!’
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        * * *

      

      The attic was well guarded, but not well enough.

      Two watchmen and one unfortunate usher lay slumped in the corner, gagged and tied with the rags from Damien’s dress uniform. A shame to ruin such a garment.

      Damien’s sneaking gear blended into the darkness, letting the shadows claim him like a casket closing over a corpse. Using an old, wooden hand drill, he unscrewed the padlock holding the hatch in place. Crew would use this to fit lighting fixtures and other mechanisms to the ceiling, depending on the production. Thankfully, Genevieve Couressa leaned towards simplicity. He hoisted it open, and Genevieve’s voice filtered through.

      Deep sea blackness confronted him. He steadied his breath—the motes of dust in the attic tickled his throat. He forced Genevieve’s voice from his head, calibrated the differences in the air, tuned into the audience. Their breath rose and fell, quickened and slowed, like notes of music.

      Wouldn’t it be better if every one of them fell silent?

      Applause roared out, swiftly followed by Fabian Aereli’s voice.

      Shapes crept out of the swarms of people beneath him, like he was flying above distant tombstones in the night; vague forms at first, then details—an overweight man, a woman with curling auburn hair…

      …breathing, cheering, shouting…

      Damien picked Pyron Thackeray out in the darkness. He sat content, watching the performance across the expanse of the auditorium, sitting in a private balcony above the Dress Circle—two floors above Kirivanti. The Prime Councillor’s ring of bodyguards stood unmoving.

      Away from the main body of people—good, easier to escape unseen—but getting to him will be more difficult. He weighed his options: Doubling back and approaching the balconies from the ground wouldn’t be possible if he wanted to remain undetected. Even incapacitating a watchman and using his uniform was out—Pyron Thackeray would no doubt know the names and faces of every member of his retinue, and even if he did get through, Damien would still have to contend with the four guards in close proximity to him without being seen.

      So that left continuing with plan A—scale the ceiling. Only now he’d have to climb towards the rear wall before approaching the balcony to make sure he didn’t stray into Thackeray’s eye line.

      He examined the flash bomb—they burned twenty times as bright as an ignium lamp, but only for a fraction of a second; it would temporarily blind opponents while a high-pitched frequency rang out to disorient them. He would deploy the flash bombs when the lights went out—they was more effective in the dark. Two in the crowd, one at Thackeray. Damien would drop onto the balcony and incapacitate the guards, then escape via the rear exit and rendezvous with Valentine, Thackeray in tow.

      Twenty minutes until the intermission—plenty of time to get into position before Tyson cut the power.

      He gazed up at the stained glass dome in the ceiling, and sensed the presence of the Schiehallion flying just beyond the gaze of the Gods.
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        * * *

      

      Serena applauded with a great smile on her face. She hoped Angelo was enjoying this as much as she was. Genevieve sounded amazing. Her voice touched everyone, and though she knew it was impossible, Serena was sure Genevieve looked her in the eye during The Rose and the Crown. Even the guy onstage was incredible.

      Genevieve linked hands with the gentleman once the embers of the cheering faded. ‘Please,’ she said, ‘allow me to introduce Fabian Aereli!’

      Serena applauded as hard as anyone else in the room, though she hadn’t a clue who he was.

      Aereli bowed once, twice, three times, relishing the attention. His face beamed brighter than the Wind’s floodlights. ‘We have a treat in store for you,’ he called.

      A section of the background floated up into the air, disappearing somewhere. It revealed an older man—kinda handsome for his age—sitting by a huge piano—a curving, beautiful, gleaming thing that could have been carved from the same iceberg as Genevieve’s dress.

      And then he started playing.

      Serena’s heart swelled.

      It was The Raincatcher’s Ballad.

      She started clapping—most people did, but only a few really did. Screw ’em. This ain’t for them—it’s for us.

      Genevieve’s voice floated through Serena, Fabian’s too. ‘By gaze of stars and glow of the moon, navigate sea and sky. Pitched to the wind, pray homeward soon, for Heaven’s Court we’ll fly…’

      The words sailed towards Serena, like the whole thing was for her and her alone. She sang along, which earned her a few looks from her neighbours, but she didn’t care. She rested her chin on her knuckles, leaning forward to savour every detail of the spectacle. Her eyes moistened.

      She hoped the night would never end.

      An old woman tutted behind her and someone muttered an apology. Seats sprang back as the neighbours to her left were forced to their feet. Gods damn it. What was going on? Why now? Why interrupt this song—her song?

      She turned to look—some guy, whispering excuses, ploughing through the row of people. Serena recognised something about him, but it was dark and she couldn’t pick out his features-

      His eyes met hers.

      Junior Councillor Enfield.

      Sourness burned her mouth and dread filled her stomach like ignium filling a ballonet. She snapped her gaze back to the stage.

      He sat next to her.

      The stupid gown she wore itched at her skin, but her body froze. She didn’t dare cast a glance back his way—she stole quick looks to the rows in front of her, the stage, the ceiling, looking for something—anything—to get her out.

      Her heart chugged in her ears like the train that left her behind at Trevelyan Station. Genevieve’s voice dissipated around her—her words were nothing more than an inconsequential breeze.

      How the rutting hell did he know I was here?

      Her skin prickled. The same terror that swept over her when lightning rained upon the Liberty Wind rose in her belly.

      Stay calm. Breathe. It’s okay. You’re disguised. He hasn’t recognised you. It’s okay. Breathe.

      There was still time; she could excuse herself and leave, run into the night, make a plan-

      No. I told Myriel I was done running.

      But what could she do right now? Sit there and hope he didn’t recognise her? That wasn’t a plan.

      Stupid girl. Just run!

      She got to her feet. ‘Excu-’

      Enfield’s hand coiled around her wrist.

      ‘You’re going nowhere.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘V’s pal!’ Pierro announced. ‘What did I just catch you doing?’

      Really don’t have time for this. ‘Genevieve asked me to make sure the rigging was in place.’

      ‘Down there? Oh-ho, I don’t think so, mate!’

      ‘The cables run down there, okay? Who the hell are you to ask me anyway?’

      ‘Extra security, just like you.’ Pierro sized Gallows up. ‘You wouldn’t lie to me, would ya?’

      ‘What possible reason would I have for making this up?’ Fifteen minutes. Pierro had dragged Gallows away from the back wall, into a corner painted in shadows.

      ‘Don’t know, but that’s the thing with conniving crooks, innit? Their mind works like that, mine don’t!’ He howled with laughter, the gaps in his grin making him look like a giant, giggling baby.

      Gallows had to get away from him. ‘I’m under Genevieve Couressa’s employ, you ain’t.’

      ‘No flies on you, eh, little man? Nah, Mister Zoven wanted ’er autograph—a private audience in fact—but Veronica, she-’

      ‘What? V’s here?’

      ‘Aye, but shut up and let me finish: Veronica convinced him to send me instead, in case he takes one o’ his—how’d she put it?—funny turns.’ The giant leaned in to whisper. ‘That’s where he goes a bit mad in the head and smears someone’s brains on the wall.’

      Belios, Veronica’s here and she doesn’t even know about her kid. Sick bastard’s stringing her along. ‘Sure,’ said Gallows, ‘I can see why that would be a mite embarrassing. Listen, you do your thing, I’mr-’

      ‘Goin’ nowhere.’ Pierro’s paw secured itself onto Gallows’ shoulder like a vice, pinning him to the wall. He peeked behind the curtain and gazed out to the spectators. ‘Sometimes I dunno if old Zoven’s gettin’ softer in his old age or harder.’

      ‘Listen, I got things to do, so you’re gonna let me go, okay? If you don’t-’

      ‘Reckon me an’ you are gonna have to fight.’

      ‘Huh?’

      Pierro squeezed Gallows’ collarbone so hard he was sure it would crack. ‘Well, see, folks reckon I’m soft in the head, ’cause of how big and—I don’t mind sayin’—stupid I look. But here’s the thing: When you underestimate a cove, you get careless around ’em. Oh aye, even Mister Zoven. And whenever you meet with V, well—I can tell you hold a lot o’ love for ’er. Not proper love, mind; much more obvious, that is. Nah, you’re more subtle. You got respect for her—never even been tempted to roll around with her and that’s a whole ’nother thing. And Mister Zoven, he likes to keep things simple—y’know, sell somethin’, get paid; don’t like a bloke, peel his eyelids off—but you, Mister Guillotine-’

      ‘Gallows.’

      ‘Aye, I knew it was something stupid. You don’t strike me as “simple”—and ol’ Zoven won’t take too kindly to you, I reckon.’

      The pain in Gallows’ collarbone throbbed along his arm, but he’d be damned if he’d let it show. ‘You’re gonna kill me because I’m friends with Veronica?’

      ‘No, no, no.’ Pierro squeezed harder. ‘Because you offer Veronica hope, mate—offer her somethin’ that’s different to what she got with Mister Zoven and all the other dogs that come around the guild house. You remind ’er that she ain’t his property—and that might put funny ideas in a person’s head.’

      Ten minutes.

      Gallows batted a hand against Pierro’s immense weight, but the bigger man shrugged it off. The dying strains of The Raincatcher’s Ballad floated into the air, followed by a wave of adulation.

      Pierro’s mouth was less than an inch from Gallows’ face, his breath hot when he spoke. ‘She is his property, see. And now that ol’ Zoven ain’t the discerning entrepreneur he used to be, no doubt he’ll set me on you if he reckons you’re liable to be a complication. Me? I reckon you’re liable to be a complication.’

      At last, the thug relinquished his grip on Gallows.

      ‘Just food for thought, mind!’ Pierro announced. ‘Up to you whether you stay away from Veronica or not.’ Pierro pulled a hat from his coat and sauntered off. ‘Toodle-pip!’

      Gallows massaged his sore arm. Well, that was weird. Damn the Gods. He stuck his head beyond the curtain—he caught the briefest glimpse of a flashlight pulsing. He’s in place. Gallows replied with his own flashlight and, as soon as he figured it was safe, ducked down through the hatch and into the basement.

      He landed with a thud into the pitch dark room. Musty air flooded over him.

      Six minutes.

      He pushed through a narrow passageway, struggling not to think of how much this place resembled his old cell.

      Frosty sweat lined his back.

      The walls of the passage parted, revealing a low-ceilinged room. Trails of cables criss-crossed. A wooden door, caked in peeling paint and cobwebs, sat embedded in the corner. Must lead to the sewers, just as Damien said. Don’t know whether to be relieved or terrified that he knows this stuff.

      The rumble of generators chugging away kept the air from being completely still.

      Gallows examined the equipment; it was more advanced than Damien had told him. He had no idea which cable he was supposed to disrupt.

      ‘Gods damn it.’

      Attached to one of the generators was a brass device, distinct from the other apparatus. Needles swung back and forth like a pendulum. A Bride’s Code transmitter? A portable RADIOM unit? A bomb?

      Four minutes.

      Shit.

      No time to figure it out.

      He pulled the transmitter from the generator, not knowing if a single touch would make something explode. He yanked wires from sockets and jerked cables from outlets. The crack and pop of electrical currents told him he was doing something.

      But the power remained.

      Three minutes.

      Pain settled around his head like a hood, his muscles tightening as if pulled by a drawstring. Casings covered the rest of the cables, and he didn’t have the time nor the tools to remove them.

      Pyron Thackeray was going to get away.

      He grunted and kicked at all the equipment. If only he’d thought to take an ignium charge. His shortsword hung at his side but it wasn’t meant for piercing armour—and damn, that casing looked tough. He unsheathed it anyway, cutting at anything that would yield to its edge.

      It accomplished nothing.

      He had to hope Thackeray would stick around for the whole performance, but waiting around for the second interval meant putting Valentine at risk—not to mention someone chancing a glance and seeing Damien crawling along the ceiling like something out of a nightmare.

      Gallows armed the sweat from his forehead.

      He backtracked through the enclosing passageway and climbed back up the stage. He still had time to signal Damien. If Fieri could get to Valentine in time, there’d still be a chance to-

      Thunder detonated in the air.

      Stone fell free around the basement.

      The music cut out.

      Genevieve’s voice choked to a halt.

      Silence.

      Then Hell broke loose.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Enfield’s free hand fished around his suit jacket. Serena caught a glimpse of gleaming metal and wires.

      Think…

      His narrow eyes and furrowed brow spoke volumes of the contempt he held her in.

      But this was why she’d come. To confront him. To make him confess.

      She channelled her will, straining to summon the electricity that she’d felt before…

      Nothing.

      Ice cold terror rushed over her like a tidal wave. What in the name of Musa had she been thinking?

      Stupid, stupid girl…

      Her eyes closed. I can do it. I know I can.

      With all her might, she calmed her heart and concentrated. C’mon… She focused on the energy in her fingers, pictured threads spinning and reaching into Enfield’s head…

      Nothing.

      Shit.

      She had to run. There was no other option. He’d kill her as soon as he had the chance. She needed to escape, needed to distract him…

      ‘Knife!’ she screamed. ‘This man has a knife!’

      Heads turned—a man flinched and gasped. A panicked commotion spread like gossip in the orphanage. They wanted to hide it, but everyone here was still on edge from the attack.

      ‘Silence.’ Enfield stood up and drove his elbow into her mouth. Sharp pain spread through her jaw, Genevieve’s voice floating in and out of her head.

      ‘Now just a minute-’ another voice began.

      The rest of its words were lost amidst the explosion in the sky.

      Varaldo’s stained glass dome broke into a million pieces of crooked confetti, glinting every colour on the spectrum as it fell to earth. The music cut out as showers of glass rent the air, down into the musicians’ pit and over the audience.

      Screams replaced melodies.

      Columns of thick smoke rose from the pit. Dark phantoms descended from the sky like Nyr’s Valkyries, messengers that spirited away the souls of the dead.

      Enfield conjured a pistol and turned it on her, his frenzied eyes wide and merciless.

      Serena froze.

      She was about to die.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Holy shit.’

      Gallows climbed onto the stage just as the screaming started. ‘Get back!’ he shouted to anyone that would hear him. Confused shrieking tore through the air as descending glass sliced into skin.

      Dark clouds spilled around him and stung his eyes. Smoke bombs?

      His head shot upwards.

      Rappelling from the sky were Wraiths.
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        * * *

      

      Thackeray yelped and ran before the glass had hit the floor.

      Azima would have scolded him for letting his prey escape.

      Damien scanned his environment, but Thackeray was gone.

      Something shone out to Damien like a diamond among ash.

      A gun.
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        * * *

      

      No words.

      No warning.

      Serena could see his finger whitening as Enfield pulled back on the trigger.

      She didn’t have time to blink before-

      Something tore down from the sky, a flash of silver spinning like the flames on a Catherine wheel.

      Enfield stumbled backwards, blood fountaining from his arm.

      Feeling flooded back into Serena’s body as her senses caught up with the sight. A man in dark blue robes stood next to her, feet planted wide in the narrow aisle. A curving blade glistened crimson in his hands. All she could do was stare at him.

      Enfield’s skin had turned as pale as the moon, mouth hanging open in a frozen scream.

      The man who’d saved her pulled down his face mask. ‘Are you alright?’

      The gunfire drowned out her answer.
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        * * *

      

      Smoke flooded the auditorium. Gallows tackled Genevieve to the floor when the put-put-put of repeater rounds cut through the air.

      ‘You okay?’

      She looked at Gallows like he was speaking Idari. ‘I-’

      ‘Tell me so I know if I can leave you or not!’

      ‘Y-yes!’

      ‘Good. Find a way to the basement, there’s an escape route into the sewers!’

      He left her when Aulton and Fabian lifted her off the floor.

      Thackeray—where was Thackeray? ‘Bastard ain’t getting away.’

      Put-put-put-put.

      The auditorium filled with screaming, yelling and the copper tang of blood.

      Around him, people died.

      Pyron Thackeray had disappeared.

      No!

      Gallows wouldn’t let him get away. Nothing else mattered.

      He barrelled across the stage. A Wraith fell from the sky in front of him, facing out to the crowd, levelling its rifle and spitting death and ruin.

      Gallows’ veins brimmed with fire. Without thinking, he gripped his sword, pulled the Wraith towards him and opened its throat. He snatched its rifle before it fell to the ground.

      The plan was good—arrest Thackeray, unseat the arrogant bastard from his own throne and have him admit to all the shit he did. Let him live with the failure. That was worse than death for Pyron Thackeray. That was the point. That was the plan.

      But now he’d do it his way.

      Gallows pelted across the vast stage, its boards creaking beneath his pounding feet. Gunshots and screaming filled his head. A shot zinged past him but rage propelled him forward. Bullets wouldn’t stop him. Nothing would.

      ‘Move!’ He shoved a middle-aged man to the ground, leapt from the stage through a chain of people, clambered over seats.

      Where are you, you son of a bitch?
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        * * *

      

      ‘Are you alright?’ Damien repeated.

      The girl didn’t know how to respond. The snap of rifle rounds punctuated the air. ‘Yeah, I…’

      Enfield had fallen to his knees, blubbering, staring at the bloody stump where his hand used to be.

      The girl broke from her reverie and scrambled to retrieve the gun still clamped in Enfield’s severed hand; Damien shoved his palm out and kept her at bay. ‘Find somewhere safe!’

      ‘I came here for him! Let me-’

      Damien tackled her to the ground, his body shielding her as the red sparks of tracer fire scored the air.

      The melodies of death swam in his ears.

      The black-armoured troops were coming his way, razing everyone in their path.

      They’re coming for the Junior Councillor.

      Realisation dawned on Damien: They were here to secure Enfield after he neutralised the girl—only he’d failed. What have we stumbled upon?

      ‘When I tell you to, run.’

      ‘But-’

      ‘Do not argue! Close your eyes, open your mouth and put your hands against your ears!’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Do it!’ Damien crawled along the floor towards Enfield. He primed one of his flash bombs and lobbed it towards the troopers. Those masks—Wraiths.

      A blinding white flash followed by a piercing crack invaded the senses. Damien peeked over a chair. ‘Go! Now!’

      Serena scrambled to her feet and hurtled into the crowd, away from Enfield.

      Damien grabbed the Junior Councillor and brought him to his feet. He used him as a human shield. The Wraiths—four here, but he could hear similar gunshots coming from outwith the auditorium—didn’t go after Serena; instead, they trained their weapons on him.

      What are you going to do?

      He had to neutralise the threat—he had his knife and two more flash bombs, but that wouldn’t be enough. The back of Enfield’s head rocketed into his mouth. ‘Sh-shoot him!’ the Junior Councillor commanded.

      Dull pain bloomed through Damien’s jaw. He should have sensed him moving. You’re letting yourself get slow. Denying what you are saps the power from you, ‘Damien’…

      He pushed his hostage towards the Wraiths and dived back into the bank of seats as a hail of bullets ripped towards him.

      He landed next to Enfield’s pistol.

      Damien wrenched it from the stiff fingers curling around it. He focused, listened for the sound of the Wraiths’ breathing…

      There was none.

      The old-fashioned way, then. He shot up and in an instant memorised the locations of the four Wraiths. They turned their guns on him.

      Damien leapt and spun through the air, dodging enemy bullets—and fired four rounds before he hit the ground.

      That was all it took.

      The Wraiths crumpled to the floor, black-red blood caking around the bullet holes in their strange masks.

      Enfield had hobbled down the stairs, rubies of blood trailing from him.

      Enfield or Thackeray? Where was Tyson? If he got to the Prime Councillor first…

      Damien made his decision. He angled his head to the balcony above him. More gunfire was coming from that direction.

      The dome wasn’t the Wraiths’ only entry point, which meant Thackeray could still be trapped inside the opera house.

      There was still time to accomplish the mission.
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        * * *

      

      Run-run-run…

      Why didn’t it work? Why didn’t she feel the electric buzz like she had before?

      A dull ache ran up her leg, a hangover from when she’d injured it in the sewers.

      More gunfire rang out. Breathless and dizzied, Serena picked out an exit more by accident than design—it was about halfway between her and the stage. A long tail of people forced themselves through before coming to an abrupt halt. Why have they stopped?

      The answer presented itself as the rattle of gunfire tore through. Clouds of bloody aerosol spray burst from bodies, legs and heads. The dead collapsed to the ground, the living scattered, and the injured were left to soak up more bullets.

      Serena skidded to a halt, tripped over something, and clawed her way to her feet again. Panting, she ran in whatever direction her legs would take her. Her heart chugged like an overworked engine. More smoke filled the air.

      Nowhere to run.

      Nowhere to hide.

      ‘This way, children, stay with me!’

      Ingrid’s voice! She was herding the kids away… Where?

      She followed the direction of Ingrid’s voice through the fog.

      For a second, it cleared. She glimpsed a door marked ‘Staff Only’. The face at the end of the line…

      ‘Angelo!’

      Angelo spun around. He locked his gaze with Serena’s, a thin smile shining through the anxiety.

      Thank the Gods! She ran towards him. Ingrid, she’d know what to do—if I can get to-

      ‘Angelo, hurry!’ A pair of arms grabbed the boy and pulled him through the door, pushing it closed behind him. ‘No!’ Serena threw herself at it. She yanked and pulled and kicked and pushed, but the door wouldn’t budge. ‘No no no no!’

      Please don’t leave me to die.

      Through the fog, she thought she saw someone she recognised charge up from the stage.
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        * * *

      

      Gallows didn’t even register the bullets searing past him, didn’t care for the people he swept from his path.

      All that mattered was getting to him.

      If Damien gets to Thackeray before me, he lives.

      He would beat Thackeray until he gave him a way to get to Cronin. Gallows would end him quickly—but he’d take his time with Sera’s murderer.

      More repeater rounds sounded through the air. Glass and plaster exploded from the walls. Bodies filled the floor. Gallows’ skin vibrated.

      The smoke thickened with every second. You will not get away from me.

      ‘…more of those soldiers outside…’

      ‘…damn warship in the sky and it’s useless!’

      Gallows shouldered past every person in his way, adrenaline and fury coursing through him, giving him strength.

      He hefted the Vindicator into his shoulder and gunned down each and every Wraith near him. Smoking ignicite trails spiralled up from its blazing barrel.

      He stepped over mewling bodies, hands reaching out to him, acrid smoke cloying in his nose.

      And then he saw it.

      A child’s body.

      Five or six years old.

      Curled on the floor with hands around his knees.

      His eyes were closed as if in peaceful sleep.

      Blood poured from two bullet holes.

      The gun wavered in Gallows’ hand.

      How would killing Pyron Thackeray prevent more bodies from falling? How would it bring Sera back?

      ‘Help! Please, help!’ The voice calling in his ear was young. He ignored it. He couldn’t stop now.

      Hands grabbed out at him, nails clawed into his skin. He spun around, rifle butt raised.

      ‘Help me.’ A black-haired girl in a gown. Her eyes pleaded more than her words.

      He twisted away from her, but stopped when he realised he’d seen her before. Wasn’t she-

      ‘Serena?’ he asked.

      ‘Please, you have to get me out of here. It’s-it’s me, it’s all because of me.’

      ‘I can’t help, I-’

      Serena took two slow steps back, eyes pointing low.

      The kid on the floor.

      ‘I know him.’ Serena’s voice sounded detached from the rest of her. ‘From the orphanage.’

      Shit. ‘Alright,’ said Gallows. ‘Follow me.’
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        * * *

      

      Damien had retrieved two swords from Wraiths he’d neutralised. Strange opponents; he couldn’t read them the same way he could everyone else; they were fearless yet did not display much independence. Are they somehow tethered to a single command?

      He was among the upper sections of the building now, well beyond the auditorium. The windows here overlooked the street. He could hear the whir and chug of the clock tower. His feet padded upon the emerald green floor, sticky with caramel-coloured blood.

      ‘Clear!’ he shouted. He ushered civilians through a set of double doors, into another ruined hallway. He cast his mind to the blueprints. ‘There is an elevator at the far end of this passage, it will take you to the foyer—the Watch have congregated there, drawing fire.’

      ‘How do you know?’ someone asked.

      ‘I can hear them.’

      And you can hear all that blood, pumping away…

      ‘And those soldiers?’

      Damien concentrated to be certain. ‘The remaining enemy are at our backs. Go! Now!’

      ...and the pulse of hearts…

      The trail of people rushed past him.

      No-one would notice if just one died, just one, that’s all…

      ‘You!’ Damien called to a man of middling years, blood caked across his clothes. ‘You were near the Prime Councillor—did you see which way he went?’ Shell-shocked, the man couldn’t answer him.

      ‘I saw him go up to the attic with some watchmen,’ a woman spoke. ‘He went through a utility closet.’ Her long hair was as black as pitch, trailing across pale skin.

      ‘What you lookin’ at?’ asked the giant by her side. ‘C’mon.’ Anger flashed in the woman’s eyes, but she submitted nonetheless. The giant grabbed her arm and pushed past Damien.

      The attic. Likely a pre-determined escape route. Perfect.

      

      It didn’t take Damien long to find the closet the woman referred to—had he known of its secret passage, he could have utilised it in his plan.

      ‘Open it, open it!’ squealed Pyron Thackeray. His watchmen tried in vain to pry the skylight open, using old crates and trunks to reach the ceiling. Damien noted that the Prime Councillor had neglected to untie the guards and usher whom Damien had left.

      After all this, he wanders into my domain.

      The Prime Councillor paced back and forth, his arms windmilling and his cane lying on the floor. ‘Damned fools!’ he croaked.

      ‘You there!’ a watchman called to Damien. ‘Help us, eh?’

      A look of terror passed over another officer’s face. ‘I don’t think he’s here to help.’

      

      The Prime Councillor’s unconscious body tumbled down the aqua-green slates of the opera house roof. He landed against a rampart, stirring and mumbling nonsense.

      Damien followed, sliding down the sloping roof. Just about everyone in the opera house had spilled out onto the streets below.

      Listen to the infuriating din of all that life…

      Damien grabbed the Prime Councillor, dragged him towards the western wall. He peered down to the curving streets, cold wind on his skin. Dozens of people scurried in all directions. Horse-drawn carriages shuddered from side to side as their drivers urged them onwards, their terror-stricken horses snorting in complaint. Their motorised equivalents scraped across the cobbles as they escaped. Above Damien, the thrum of the RSF Schiehallion beat like the wings of a dragonfly.

      Go back inside! Revel in the destruction!

      The Wraiths—they must have come in via airship. Had Lockwood set them up?

      It’s there, waiting for you, your blood burns for it…

      A hundred men and women of the Watch had assembled outside, preparing to raid the opera house—but who gave them the order? When did Thackeray get the chance to send out a communication between the Wraiths’ assault and reaching the attic?

      No time to dwell on it. He pushed the sliding button of his flashlight once, twice. The expected reply appeared within a second, and the lights of Valentine’s APC sheared through the darkness. The crowds parted to let her pass.

      Damien undid his harness and fixed it over Thackeray. He placed the two swords he’d retrieved by his feet. It had been messy, but the mission would be brought to a successful end.

      He uncoiled the rope fitted to the harness and secured it around a bronze depiction of Musa, clipping it in place. Glancing over the edge, Damien instantly calculated the distance between him and the ground. Plenty of room.

      ‘After you.’ He heaved the Prime Councillor over the wall; he swung in a wide arc, scraping against the façade, but the harness held—as Damien knew it would.

      Valentine bolted from the vehicle and untied Thackeray. Damien zipped down the rope and met her on the ground.

      ‘What the hell’s goin’ on?’ she asked.

      ‘No time.’ He seized the Prime Councillor and bundled him into the back of the personnel carrier, climbing in beside him.

      The vehicle screeched and careened through the road. ‘The soldiers you encountered in that laboratory,’ Damien started, ‘they were here.’

      ‘What, those Wraith things? Belios. Where’s Gallows? With the singer?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Huh? Then we go back and get him!’

      ‘No; our mission is the Prime Councillor. I’ll look for Tyson later. The skyport may no longer be tenable—the Wraiths came from above. Did you see any other airships?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Valentine answered, ‘a cargo hauler docked with the Schiehallion. I couldn’t warn y’all without compromising my position.’ The vehicle spun around a corner, a violent howl coming from its belly. ‘Outta the damn way!’

      ‘The Wraiths must have boarded the Schiehallion from the cargo craft,’ said Damien. ‘I believe they were there to extract Junior Councillor Enfield after he neutralised a young girl.’

      ‘This day keeps gettin’ weirder.’

      ‘She’s a survivor from the Liberty Wind incident, an associate of Tiera Martelo—something much bigger is afoot here.’

      ‘Listen, all I care about is getting Fallon and nailing the bastards responsible for killing Sturrock. My interest begins and ends there.’

      ‘In any case, we cannot hand the Prime Councillor to Commander Lockwood if our enemies are still aboard her airship.’

      ‘Well this plan’s gone to shit, huh? So much for taking a military vehicle to access the skyport. Listen, we got a bricode transmitter—if we can get Lockwood’s frequency, we can contact her.’

      ‘Possibly…’ Damien’s voice trailed off.

      In the relative calm of the APC, he got his first good look at the Prime Councillor. ‘Valentine.’

      ‘What?’ She turned around, the Bulldog bouncing over a bump. ‘What? What is it?’

      Damien met her gaze.

      ‘This is not Pyron Thackeray.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Damn!’ A trail of bodies littered the corridor. The Wraith at the end of the hallway didn’t hesitate; bullets punched into the wall, and the Hunter was lucky his head still clung to his neck.

      ‘Get back!’ he yelled as he returned fire. Holes popped into the marble pillar by his side. ‘Back, back!’

      ‘Gods damn it,’ breathed Serena. She rounded a corner, her senses all over the place. A sour, metallic reek filled her nostrils.

      ‘They’re sealing the exits,’ the Hunter said. His rifle snapped once, twice. ‘Empty!’ he called, setting it onto the floor. ‘We need weapons if we’re gonna fight our way out.’

      The Hunter had a sword and a knife—Serena had nothing, and she wasn’t keen on traipsing through a battlefield to pick up a dead man’s gun.

      ‘I, I have an idea,’ she started. ‘We can use the sewers to get out in secret. I was down beneath the Theatre District once, saw loads of props—there has to be a way down.’

      The man looked at her, eyebrows raised as if he was impressed. ‘Yeah, I was gonna use the sewers myself, but the auditorium was crawling with Wraiths. It won’t be safe.’

      ‘Do we have a choice?’

      More gunfire raged beyond, and the unmistakeable clash of steel on steel. ‘I guess not.’ He brushed past her and peeked around the corner. ‘My name’s Tyson Gallows. You ready?’

      No. ‘Yes.’

      He motioned for her to follow. ‘Reckon we’ll have to go back the way we came, towards the fighting-’ Furious gunfire cut him off. Voices and commands flew through the air, punctuated by screaming. ‘Damn it, sounds like the Watch.’

      Serena swore.

      Gallows looked down at her. ‘What have you got against the Watch?’

      ‘They’re trying to kill me,’ she answered. ‘You?’

      ‘They’re trying to frame me.’

      ‘Great, we both hate the Watch. We can compare notes after we escape.’

      They retraced their steps, throwing themselves behind cover as bullets stomped holes into the walls. The Wraiths were cutting through the Watch like they were mannequins, rifles snapping and swords dancing.

      ‘Those guys with the masks are brutal,’ said Serena.

      ‘Yeah…’ Gallows didn’t seem convinced. Belios, what had he seen that made him immune to being scared by these guys? ‘The more I see ’em,’ he went on, ‘the more I think they’re just brainless puppets.’

      ‘Seem real enough to me.’

      ‘I mean they’re not really alive.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Never mind.’

      They reached the auditorium, coming through a door by the middle circles, close to where Serena had found Gallows. The whole place was devoid of life. The smoke had ascended through the hole where the glass dome used to be.

      ‘There!’ a voice called. A Ganaldi woman in a lavender dress marched into the auditorium from the back entrance. A rugged older man stood by her side, as did a bunch of coppers.

      ‘Thank the Gods,’ breathed Gallows. ‘Sheva Kirivanti. Listen, you can trust her—I gotta run, but she’ll look af-’

      ‘Seize them both!’ yelled Sheva.

      Serena’s heart plummeted like a boulder thrown overboard. ‘You were saying?’
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        * * *

      

      Damien flew up the rope with little effort. He didn’t care if the Watch had spotted him—by now it was too late to matter. He’d insisted that Valentine abandon her vehicle—with Thackeray’s body double—and escape before anyone discovered her involvement. That was when she reminded him—in no uncertain terms—that he wasn’t her commanding officer.

      It was unlikely the impersonator would provide good intelligence—Pyron Thackeray would not have risked someone valuable being captured.

      Damien chided himself for not noticing straight away. That was how the Watch got here so soon after the Wraiths’ attack—the real Thackeray had alerted them after putting his body double in place. The whole thing had been a ruse—and even after warning Ty, Damien had been foolish enough to fall for it. But the question remains: For whom was this trap set?

      He landed hard on the roof. The two swords he’d abandoned lay at his feet.

      And listen to how they sing to you, the melody of steel on steel…

      His blood burned. Images sprung unbidden into his mind, dark pictures he at once feared and savoured.

      Yes…

      He collected the swords, retrieved his rope, and made his way to the destroyed stained glass dome.

      If you go in there, you know what will happen. This one action will unravel the bonds you’ve spent so long creating. To return here is to give your consent.

      No! I am in control. I am in control. If the Wraiths have yet to kill Tyson, then the Watch shall endeavour to do so. This is necessary—and I am in control.

      Damien stood at the edge of the hole and closed his eyes. The cacophony of death and destruction submerged him. Try as he did, he could not steady the pounding in his chest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘There’s a hatch backstage—go!’

      Serena didn’t need telling twice.

      Gallows looked up—Kirivanti advanced down the stairwell to his left, and the Watch took the right.

      ‘Stop!’ Kirivanti yelled.

      ‘After the girl!’ A watchwoman beckoned her fellows and ran down the far staircase towards Serena.

      ‘Sheva!’ Gallows called. ‘Call ’em off! Whatever they’re telling you is a lie!’

      Kirivanti gave an order to the Hunter with her—Gallows recognised him as Garault Osa, the Guild’s sword master.

      Gallows readied his weapon.

      ‘Drop it, Tyson!’

      Gallows stepped backwards down the staircase, nearing the stage.

      ‘Mister Osa!’ she called. ‘You are authorised to use lethal force against Tyson Gallows.’ The eyes in Osa’s lean and grizzled face lit up.

      Shit.

      Gallows needed space—sandwiched between the wall and the rows of seats put him at a disadvantage—not to mention Osa coming in from the high ground. Any other opponent and he’d have been comfortable in close quarters—you didn’t grow up in Dustwynd without getting into scraps in narrow alleys. But against Osa, he’d need room.

      He raced towards the stage, glimpsing Serena disappearing behind the curtains. The Watch were on her heels—and there was nothing Gallows could do to stop them.

      Four coppers, one expert swordsman and Sheva Kirivanti—Gallows longed for the simple times when all he had to fight was a giant snake.

      He leapt onto the stage.

      Whoosh.

      Osa’s blade scythed through the air behind him. The old bugger had closed the ground in seconds.

      Gallows turned, raised his weapon and staggered backwards. He didn’t have a hope of winning against Osa and the Watch—but if he bought enough time for Serena to escape, then that was good enough.

      Osa got to the stage and advanced. ‘Come on, Ty, you can’t beat me.’ His voice ploughed between them like a gravedigger’s shovel. ‘Put the sword down, let me bring you in. Let’s keep it clean, eh?’ The look in Osa’s eyes contradicted his petition.

      Gallows’ fingers tightened around the grip of his sword. ‘Sorry, mate.’

      Osa’s shamshir—a souvenir from Idaris, no doubt—was longer and thinner than Gallows’ shortsword, and curved like an eagle’s talon. The sword master whirled it in the air, making figure-eights in one fluid movement. The blade’s acid-etched patterns shimmered as it danced.

      They say no two Idari blades are the same. Using that type of sword, Gallows knew Osa would go for Gallows’ weapon hand, severing it in a flash before cutting his neck or an artery. Gallows adopted a defensive stance.

      ‘This is futile, mate—you’re bringing the Hunters’ Guild into disrepute.’

      They circled one another. ‘Osa, listen to me: The Watch have got it wrong. You’re being used.’

      ‘So you didn’t plan a coup with your old commander, help the Prime Councillor’s assassin evade capture, and come here to finish the job?’

      ‘Well, technically she didn’t-’

      Osa stepped forward, the razor edge of his blade whistling as it sliced through the air.

      Gallows retreated—making a move to deflect the blade and expose his weapon hand was exactly what Osa wanted.

      ‘Damn it, stop!’ Gallows urged.

      ‘Traitor!’

      ‘I ain’t the traitor here, Osa! The Prime Councillor set all this-’

      ‘The Prime Councillor wasn’t even here!’

      That stunned Gallows, and he paid for it: The tip of the shamshir swiped at Gallows. The wooden boards of the stage creaked as Gallows dodged, but he didn’t move fast enough—it sliced through his tuxedo, blood spilling from his collarbone. Jets of pain shot through his chest.

      Osa cut more patterns in the air, goading Gallows. ‘All you managed was a failed attempt at a damn body double.’

      Before Gallows could respond, Osa brought the shamshir up in a curving arc, almost opening Gallows from belly to chin.

      Steel rattled against steel, Gallows on the defensive—just one wrong move and Osa would end him. His mind raced as he strained to deflect each strike, desperation setting in. Pain knotted in his muscles, pulling tighter and tighter.

      Osa’s blade didn’t halt; it whirled and spun, the older man not even looking tired. It was impossible to find an opening—but Gallows divined the pattern to it, knew where the next feint would be, the next lunge.

      He stepped back, luring Osa’s eye by bringing the shortsword up.

      The sword master took the bait and struck.

      Even anticipating the move, Gallows didn’t dodge in time—the shamshir caught on his sword, his forearm on fire with the strain of keeping the blade in his hand. But Osa stood close—too close. Gallows’ blade scraped down the length of Osa’s—he rocketed an uppercut into the older man’s jaw, sending him stumbling back.

      ‘Lucky,’ Osa spat.

      ‘You been teaching kids too long.’

      Gallows heard footsteps—Kirivanti was near.

      Even if he won this fight—which he wouldn’t—Gallows would have to contend with the Guildmaster and the Watch.

      He had to think of something.

      He stepped backwards, nearing the white piano.

      ‘No escape,’ Osa growled.

      But earlier, Gallows had had time to analyse the backstage—see its rigging and pulley systems, its layout and its curtain drawing mechanisms. He stepped towards a thick rope hanging from the rafters.

      ‘Before you gut me,’ he said to Osa, ‘why are you convinced I’m lying?’ For a split second, Gallows’ eyes flitted to the rigging above him.

      Osa was good enough to spot it. The corner of his mouth curved and he slowed his advance, sensing something. ‘Your time’s running out, friend.’

      Gallows laughed. ‘Been living on borrowed time anyway. Mind your head.’ Gallows cut the rope.

      Osa’s eyes widened and turned to the sky, free arm shielding his face.

      Nothing happened.

      Gallows lunged and batted his opponent’s sword away, then launched his knee into his groin and punched him into the ground. Osa crumpled to the floor in agony. Gallows kicked his sword away.

      Kirivanti closed in on him; he raced across the stage after the Watch. ‘Serena!’

      But he was too late.

      The coppers came into view, dragging the girl into the centre of the floor. Gallows’ heart sank.

      Kirivanti’s voice came behind him. ‘Tyson Gallows, you are under arrest for treason and conspiring to assassinate the Prime Councillor-’

      ‘Sheva...’

      ‘-aiding and abetting a fugitive, perverting the course of justice-’

      ‘Sheva, listen, I-’

      ‘Don’t!’

      The Guildmaster closed her wet eyes and balled her fists. ‘Don’t.’

      ‘With us, girl,’ commanded the watchwoman. She motioned to her male colleagues. As they dragged her off, Serena stared at Gallows, helpless.

      And again he was powerless to do anything, too weak to-

      A blinding white flash stole his vision.

      The world tilted.

      The floor connected with Gallows’ face. A piercing razor scream filled his brain, agony flaring inside his head.

      Inch by inch, colour reappeared. Flash bomb.

      The Watch flailed and grasped at Serena, but she wriggled free.

      Damien sailed down on a rope and swung onto the stage, somersaulting in the air, unsheathing two swords as soon as his feet touched the floor.

      ‘Tyson!’ he called.

      ‘Damien! What the hell?’

      Osa sprung to his feet; he was closest to Damien.

      And Gallows could only watch as he retrieved his shamshir and swung it in a wide circle.

      Damien flipped in the air, avoiding it, and blocked Osa’s backswing, sending the sword master reeling with both blades twirling.

      But not for long. Osa advanced, he and the five Watch officers circling Damien, weapons readied.

      Osa struck first.

      Damien blocked his attacks, sent him slashing in the wrong direction, outmanoeuvring him at every turn. Where Osa failed, the Watch strove to succeed—but at once, Damien cut and thrust, parried and deflected. Not for a moment did they look like they’d penetrate his defences. He took them all on, flipping over their strikes, like the acrobats at the Remembrance.

      The rage in Damien’s eyes became more pronounced with every second.

      Gallows had seen it before.

      He yelled at Damien to stop, but his words were lost among the clamour of steel.

      Damien whipped a roundhouse kick into a watchman while turning both blades against Osa. The sword master may have had the reach, but Damien had the speed; he sent Osa turning the wrong way, disarming him. The old man stumbled, and Damien turned on the Watch. He didn’t break a sweat as he wove between them, knocking their batons and blades away.

      But Osa was quick; while Damien had his back turned, the sword master drew a knife from nowhere and slashed it towards the back of Damien’s neck. He must have sensed it somehow—he side-stepped at the last possible moment—but the knife grazed Damien’s cheek. A hair’s-width line of blood appeared like fresh ink dripping onto a page.

      Gallows had never seen him bleed before.

      In an instant, Damien’s face transformed.

      Gallows recognised it.

      Damien’s eyes widened.

      His teeth gleamed.

      ‘No…’ Gallows said.

      Damien sliced both of Osa’s wrists.

      ‘Stop!’ Gallows yelled. ‘Stop!’

      Blood welled on the ground.

      ‘Damien! Damien!’

      Fieri raised his blades.

      ‘Kirivanti, get him away! Get him away!’

      But it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      The blood arced and spread like butterfly wings as Damien cut two diagonal swathes into Osa’s torso.

      He flailed to the ground, a picture of perfect agony etched on his face.

      A yell, and a watchman came at Damien.

      He analysed him: Pathetic wooden baton raised, exposing no less than a dozen immediate vulnerabilities. What to choose, what to choose…? A quick lunge to its throat? Sever an artery? Pierce its heart?

      His blades sang to him, their sweet, silent serenade, audible to him and him alone.

      No, no, no, we should take our time, savour its agony…

      Damien’s heart danced. His body tingled, every molecule on fire.

      All you have to do is let go.

      He could resist no longer. He severed the watchman’s hand, cut his throat and drove both blades through his chest. The victim’s face contorted in sweet anguish. Blood drenched Damien’s blue robes.

      Voices shouted at him, but they were white noise.

      He leapt into the air, his swords spinning. Arterial blood from another watchman fountained into the sky.

      See its eyes as the life runs from it…

      The last watchman stood—a young man, still in his teens. He stared in frozen wonder, skin as pale as death itself.

      But we have seen the Death God, haven’t we?

      Damien lopped the man’s left arm off at the elbow. He staggered back like an unstrung marionette before Damien ended him with a slash to his throat. His wide eyes pleaded with Damien as he fell to the ground.

      Just one more…

      The last of the Watch—a woman—raised a sword.

      The watchwoman swung her blade but her attack was undisciplined—nothing more than a thug—a novice with a blunt tool in the company of an artist.

      He sliced into her leg first of all, then spun away, filling the air behind her before her knee hit the ground.

      I’ve missed you, ‘Damien’.

      He put the sword to her throat.

      Have you felt my absence as keenly as I’ve felt yours?

      Her body shuddered against the steel.

      Do it!

      He drew the sword along her throat and watched as an arc of blood curved from the wound.

      It was beautiful.

      Damien stood, slick with blood, chest heaving, fire surging through his veins. He sensed their breathing—Kirivanti’s, the girl’s and Gallows’.

      Thank you.

      Thank you for bringing me back.

      Together, we’ll paint the world red.
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      Gallows couldn’t move.

      His worst fears manifested in front of him.

      Damien’s wild eyes—as white as bleached bones against the crimson smeared over him—flitted between him and Kirivanti. The blades in his hands tremored, droplets of blood gliding to the floor.

      ‘Move behind me!’ Gallows yelled to Serena. ‘Sheva!’

      Kirivanti recoiled from Damien. She clasped at the pendant hanging around her neck. ‘My Gods above…’

      Gallows inched into the space between Damien and Sheva. ‘Kirivanti, go. Go. You’ve secured the perimeter right? It’s safe out there?’ He didn’t take his eyes from Damien as he spoke.

      Damien snarled like a wolf.

      ‘Y-yes.’

      ‘Good. Keep Serena with you.’

      ‘Like hell!’ the girl spat.

      ‘Quiet!’

      Damien stood there, like a jackal sizing up its prey. ‘Damien, this ain’t you, it’s-’

      ‘This is me,’ he rasped, head cocked to the side. ‘And you know it.’

      Ice flowed through Gallows’ veins. He was right; in the back of his head, Gallows had always housed the fear that came with the terrible knowledge of his partner’s urges. He’d seen the blood frenzy take hold of Damien in the Sanctecano Isles and he’d caught a glimpse of it again with Buzz in Dustwynd. He should have stopped him.

      Gallows gripped his sword. ‘Damien, listen to me: You don’t-’

      The sky ruptured and the auditorium shuddered with a moan. Great sections of the ceiling tore like fabric. Stone and marble collapsed in rushing falls of black and grey.

      ‘What the-’

      Another cannonade.

      They were under attack from the Schiehallion.

      The ceiling cracked, and slabs of stone split the stage at Gallows’ feet. A thick blanket of dust rose up, sweeping Sheva and Damien from view. A sharp chunk of rock speared the grand piano like a nail hammered into soft wood. Metal peeled away from the ceiling.

      ‘Sheva!’ he screamed. ‘We gotta move!’

      ‘I can’t leave, not without Dam-’

      ‘I’ll leave your ass behind!’

      The world quaked as the airship’s artillery hit its mark. Another bombardment and the opera house would be nothing more than rubble. Scaffolding and stage gear tumbled from above, a chunk of masonry almost pummelling Gallows into pulp.

      ‘Come on!’ Serena pulled at Gallows, but a hole opened up at their feet.

      Gallows’ stomach launched into his throat as he tumbled through darkness as black as a tomb, his palms scraping against rough brickwork. He landed hard, missing Serena by inches. He could already feel the bruise on his ribcage.

      Snarling in pain, he pushed himself up with his elbows. His eyes fell on his shortsword—it was stuck in the ground, wavering an inch from his head.

      Serena hawked dirt from her mouth and, shaking, got to her feet. ‘Are you okay?’ She offered Gallows a hand, pulling him to his feet.

      No. ‘Yeah.’

      Ceiling lamps stuttered in and out of the blackness as another explosion erupted above.

      ‘You’re sure there’s an entrance to the sewers here?’ She had to yell.

      Gallows sheathed his sword. ‘It goddamn better be.’

      They ran through the same narrow passageway he’d discovered earlier, heart loud in his ears. Every inch of him ached; the invincibility he’d felt when charging after Thackeray had long passed.

      ‘There!’ Gallows motioned to the black cellar door. His heart buoyed when he noticed it was ajar. Genevieve.

      ‘Huh,’ said Serena, head angled to the brass levers and wiring. ‘That’s like the RADIOM console Drimmon uses.’

      ‘I saw this earlier,’ said Gallows. ‘Figured it was power generators.’

      ‘Well yeah, they’re there too, but this is a Burston & Macaro type-12 nav unit, same as the Wind. It doesn’t have any antennae but it looks like it’s hooked into the power system. There’s a bricode transmitter too-’

      Dirt and rubble poured through cracks in the ceiling like sand in an hourglass. The cracks extended, accompanied by a loud, low rumble.

      ‘We can figure it out later! Run!’ he called.

      ‘What do you reckon I’m doing?’ Serena ran through the door ahead of him.

      Wooden braces were the only things keeping the walls from toppling, and they were far from sufficient.

      Fixtures pinged and snapped, beams cracked and rubble funnelled in. Dirt and stone exploded everywhere. The cave-in continued at their heels—and it was catching up.

      I am not dying here. Not like this.

      His muscles protested but Gallows pushed harder.

      ‘Whoa-whoa-whoa!’ Serena halted, arms flailing at her sides.

      ‘Move!’ Gallows screamed.

      ‘Into the pit beneath us?’

      He slid to a halt, and saw what she was talking about: A vast black hole.

      Across the expanse was another door. Hope you got out in time, Ginny.

      Gallows glanced behind him. The lamps disappeared as the avalanche rushed towards them.

      ‘Screw it, we don’t have a choice!’ Serena said.

      Before Gallows could respond, she grabbed his elbow and leapt.

      

      They careened down a rocky slope, jerking from side to side. Pain prickled Serena’s exposed skin, sharp edges slicing into her gown. Her arms shielded her face, but that didn’t stop it from being battered from side to side during the descent. More rock and dirt rained down upon her, carrying her with its momentum. Gasping for breath, she instead received a mouthful of dirt.

      Serena’s hands shot out in front when the avalanche spat her out, her knuckles scraping across the rough stone. She tried to call out, but the words failed.

      Gallows’ body launched through the air and fell into a heap next to her.

      ‘You alive?’ she asked after finding her voice.

      The Hunter forced himself to his knees. ‘More or less. Tell me you knew there was a bottom to that hole?’

      ‘Uh…’

      He stood upright, gazing to the blackness above. ‘The landslide covered our fall but everything else could cave in. We gotta go.’

      Serena’s eyes strained but she couldn’t see a damn thing. ‘Don’t suppose you fancy leading the way?’

      ‘Sure. Just let me get my bowels back.’

      

      For an hour or more, they trekked through the darkness. Every now and then, they heard voices—watchmen, Serena guessed, scouring the sewers, searching for something. A chill nipped at her skin.

      Serena’s eyes had got used to the darkness, but even then she couldn’t make out much—they could have been going in a circle for all she knew, and all they had to navigate with was Gallows’ flashlight.

      The layout was weird here; the brickwork didn’t feel the same, it was rougher and not worked and cut. Most of the tunnels under the city had been smoothed out and well-kept from ignicite mining. Even when she lost her bearings on her way to Petrel’s Tail for the funeral, the sewer tunnels were easy enough to navigate—she could picture, just about, which streets were above her.

      But down here, the passages rose and fell like crests in a wave—the walls twisting in cramped, awkward angles. More than once they’d had to squeeze through cracks left behind from a cave-in.

      She had no idea where they were. Her neck stiffened at the thought. Could be underneath Petrel’s Tail or even The Sands—and still we ain’t seen a way out. Her muscles pulled as tight as the tangled wires in the Liberty Wind’s engine room.

      ‘You got any idea where we are?’ she asked.

      ‘Nah,’ said Gallows, ‘but we’ll find something soon.’

      ‘That’s… Not reassuring.’

      ‘Trust me. These old tunnels, they were used for smuggling during the ignicite gold rush. Whoever built ’em dug deep to keep away from prying eyes. It’s plain sailing.’

      ‘That’s… Still not reassuring. Surely all that means is we’re miles away from anything. Who’s gonna smuggle old rock out anyway?’

      ‘Uh, it’s more what they smuggled in. Miners would sometimes spend a week or more down here and, well, I guess they got lonely.’

      ‘Right. Drink and hookers, then.’

      ‘Drink and hookers.’

      ‘How do you know all this?’

      ‘My mum told me.’

      ‘Oh… She was a Courtesan?’

      ‘Huh? No! She was a miner, and a tanner.’

      ‘Oh. Sorry.’

      ‘Hang on…’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘There’s a chamber up ahead… I recognise it.’

      All Serena could see was more rock.

      But sure enough, the chamber opened up. Serena picked out the sloping curve of a roof, like-

      ‘Is this a chapel?’ she asked.

      ‘It’s the Church of Sol. The day they consecrated the ground, an earthquake tore through town and swallowed it up. The blind priest who hangs around Dustwynd says it was Terros’ punishment against mankind, some parable about how digging up ignicite means we’re waging war against the earth and sun and… Well, who knows, he’s off his rocker. Gods, I don’t reckon anyone’s been here in near a hundred years.’

      ‘I thought you said it was used for smuggling?’

      ‘Uh, yeah, well, except for the smugglers. Gods, look at it…’

      Gallows marched ahead of her, but Serena could hear the wonder in his voice. It didn’t look like anything special to her; the Raincatchers’ chapel was more or less the same. Granted, that wasn’t half-destroyed and submerged underground, but still.

      ‘You like architecture?’ she asked.

      ‘I like history. I was a bit of a collector, when I was younger. Artifacts, old relics, treasure.’

      ‘Sounds like a Captain Crimsonwing book. My friend Angelo would love you.’

      ‘You can tell him the reality ain’t the same as books.’ Gallows stood mesmerised by the remains in front of him. ‘The earthquake was pretty minor, but it tore up a chunk of The Sands. That was when the government drafted the Ignicite Mining Limitation bill, so we-’

      ‘So we wouldn’t mine too much and end up like Palthonheim, yeah, yeah.’

      ‘C’mon, we’re on the right track.’

      Serena followed, massaging warmth into her arms.

      After another hour, the air grew warmer. The voices grew in frequency, and more than once they had to hide from a passing patrol. At one point, Serena thought she saw Confessor Cronin, but she told herself it was just paranoia playing tricks on her.

      ‘This way.’ Gallows motioned for Serena to follow along an incline. Serena, exhausted but buoyed by nearing the surface, took point. She squeezed through a crack, coming through the wall of an adjoining sewer tunnel lit by ignium lamps. In flaking paint, she saw ‘Tunnel TS-South West’ scribbled onto a wall. A cordon had been set up to her right; the steel mesh lying on the floor had rusted, but the warning tape wrapped around it was legible enough: WARNING! CAVE-IN HAZARD.

      She took tentative steps further into the tunnel. ‘I recognise this!’ she chimed, her chest growing lighter. ‘The Sands! Coppertan Road’s not far from here!’

      ‘Hold on,’ cautioned Gallows, appearing behind her. He looked past the old barrier, angling his head, listening for something.

      ‘What?’ she whispered.

      ‘Shh…’

      ‘What are you…’

      But then she heard it too.

      Snarling.

      ‘Is that… dogs?’ she said.

      Canine footsteps followed, bounding across the stone surface. Even in the dark, Serena could see Gallows’ face pale. ‘Carccias,’ he said.

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘Caner Carccias. Hunting dogs.’

      The din grew louder, reverberating down the tunnel. At least two.

      Then she saw them: Three massive black dogs with dark pearl eyes, galloping towards her, foam flying from their snapping jaws. ‘Oh, shit.’

      ‘C’mon!’

      She followed Gallows as he ran.

      ‘There’s gotta be a way to the surface!’ he yelled.

      Needles lanced Serena’s lungs as she ran. Wooden planks had been set across the floor, covering gaps in the ground. Serena flew over them.

      And then Gallows stopped dead in front of her.

      When Serena saw why, she stopped too.

      A dead end.

      A manhole cover was perched twenty feet above them, but the iron rungs leading up to it had been rusted off.

      Ravenous, frenzied barking followed them. Serena twisted and stepped backwards. The dogs’ shadows stretched out on the wall, elongated like the tendrils of a nightmare clinging to the mind after waking.

      ‘Get behind me,’ Gallows said. He unsheathed his sword.

      ‘You’re gonna kill ’em?’

      He swallowed. ‘Don’t have a choice.’

      The beasts skidded around the corner, their jaws clamping and opening in rapid succession.

      Gallows readied his weapon.

      ‘Cease!’

      At once, the dogs sat on their haunches. They stared at their prey, eyes blazing with malice, jagged teeth slick with saliva.

      Confessor Lenis Cronin rounded the corner at a slow, deliberate pace. Filthy stains marked his black greatcoat and boots, but nothing could blemish the pristine grin he wore. ‘Not the prey I was after,’ he began, ‘but well done. I wondered whose scent they’d caught.’

      Gallows lunged forward, startling Serena. The hounds sprang to their feet.

      ‘Sit!’ Cronin ordered again.

      The dogs obliged.

      Gallows stood in place. Serena watched his face transform. He looked more angry than the dogs. ‘Cronin,’ he hissed.

      ‘Tyson Gallows.’ Cronin’s eyes shone behind his wire-frame spectacles. ‘I assumed you’d perished in the opera house.’

      ‘Sorry to disappoint you.’

      ‘On the contrary—I cannot question a dead man. And you,’ Cronin shifted his gaze to Serena. ‘There are many parties interested in you, little girl. I am placing you both under arrest.’

      ‘You really reckon we’ll leave with you?’ Gallows asked. He hadn’t lowered his sword.

      ‘I expect not, Mister Gallows, but I am bound by law to inform you. I am authorised to use lethal force should you refuse to accompany me.’

      Gallows didn’t move.

      ‘Very well.’ The dogs must have sensed what Cronin’s next command would be, because they bared their teeth.

      ‘Wait!’ Serena yelled. ‘Let him go. Take… Take me.’

      ‘Serena, don’t,’ Gallows started. ‘You can’t bargain with this asshole.’

      ‘Do you know what I am?’ Serena asked. ‘Do you know why Enfield wants me dead?’

      Cronin’s smile didn’t falter, didn’t betray anything.

      ‘Ah, I get it,’ said Gallows. ‘You weren’t looking for us, were you? You were looking for Enfield.’

      ‘Astute,’ said Cronin.

      ‘What?’ asked Serena. ‘He’s not working for you?’

      ‘Think about it,’ Gallows started. ‘You saw the gear in the opera house basement. Nav gear you said.’

      ‘Yeah? So? I saw him fiddle with something in his pocket right before he pulled a gun on me too.’

      ‘He was broadcasting to the Schiehallion. He must have hooked the gear up to the lights outside, signalled the airship using Bride’s Code. He likely had the Wraiths stationed aboard, ready to strike when he gave the word. Is that right, Cronin?’

      ‘Why, Mister Gallows, I’d say you had the makings of a good Confessor. But alas, I am not a liar.’

      ‘I don’t get it,’ said Serena. ‘He wants me dead, fine. Why attack the opera house?’

      ‘To cover his escape,’ Gallows explained. ‘He signals the Wraiths, shoots you and escapes while they gun everyone down. It’d look like another terrorist attack to kill Pyron Thackeray.’

      Serena shook her head. ‘Did Enfield give the order to shoot the Prime Councillor?’

      ‘I doubt it. He’d have moved on Thackeray in the opera house if he was a target. I reckon Thackeray set that up himself.’

      ‘Conjecture, nonsense and lies,’ said Cronin.

      ‘The hell it is,’ shot Gallows. ‘What about the truth, Cronin? Huh?’

      The Confessor snarled. ‘The truth is whatever the Fayth and the Crown require it to be.’

      ‘Yeah? Like Outpost One Three Seven?’

      Cronin’s lips curved downward.

      ‘Oh yeah. We got a lot to talk about, you and me.’

      ‘I fear,’ began Cronin, turning and walking off, ‘you will be too dead to interrogate.’ And then he said, ‘Kill.’

      The hounds moved with lightning speed.

      Before Gallows had time to react, one had closed the space. He recoiled, seeing its glistening fangs, sharp enough to rend the skin from his bones. He swiped his sword at it, fending it off for a second. A guttural rasp like twisting metal burst forth from it.

      There was no way he could take on three of these things.

      ‘Sit!’ Serena said.

      All three beasts did as they were commanded.

      Gallows kept his sword level.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Serena whispered. She stood there, hand outstretched, fingers moving back and forth like a master manipulating a puppet.

      ‘You talking to me, or them?’ asked Gallows, not taking his eyes from the animals.

      ‘You. I’m… I’m doing it,’ she replied. Her mouth hung open. She stood with a straight back, feet planted by her sides as though posing in victory. ‘I’m controlling them. I can feel it, like… Like threads, or… I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.’

      ‘You’re… controlling them?’ His voice sounded grave.

      ‘Yeah,’ she replied. ‘I totally am.’

      ‘Serena…’

      ‘You okay?’ she asked.

      ‘Wait… Wait here.’

      ‘Huh? Where are you going?’

      

      Gallows bolted past Serena and the dogs.

      He couldn’t be near her, not now—not seeing what she was.

      Anyway, this might be the last time he’d get near Cronin.

      That bastard can’t have gotten far.

      He leapt over the broken remains of the cordon, feet pounding on wooden boards, eyes scanning beyond the weak sunset hue of the lamps.

      Serena called after him, but he ignored her.

      The tunnel straightened—and there, in the distance, Gallows watched as Lenis Cronin ascended a ladder.

      He sped up.

      The sword felt good in his hands.

      He pounded after him, feet hammering the stone floor like a train roaring over tracks…

      But the cordon down here had been set up for a reason.

      One of the wooden boards cracked as Gallows put his weight on it, splitting and folding in on itself.

      The ground swallowed him.
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      ‘Hmm-mm-um-um-um…’

      Colours bled into view. The hazy image of Serena resolved before Gallows.

      Fresh agony flowed through him like molten steel.

      ‘Serena,’ he croaked. ‘You…’

      ‘Take it easy.’ Serena’s voice floated in and out.

      What… are you? Where am I?

      ‘…mm-um-um-um…’

      And what in Nyr’s name is that?

      Water passed through his lips. He had no idea where it came from, but he grabbed the flask and downed all of it.

      ‘You’re torn up,’ Serena started, ‘but you’ll live.’

      A dog’s bark pierced the air.

      Gallows’ hands sought the hilt of his sword, but his sheath was empty.

      ‘Hey, hey! It’s cool. It’s not one of Cronin’s.’

      A thin, grey smudge with an incessant whine and bad leg skidded its way between Serena’s legs. ‘His name’s Scruff.’

      The fog cleared. He was still in a tunnel somewhere, but this chamber wasn’t like the others—bookshelves lined the wall, filled with dusty old tomes. A shrouded statue loomed in the corner and a tattered rug in a colourful Phadrosi pattern lined the floor. And then there was the dog. Aside from Cronin’s hounds, when was the last time he’d seen a dog? It angled its head at him, its one eye sizing him up.

      ‘Doesn’t like people much,’ Serena explained. ‘Except me.’

      Gallows examined himself: His shirt and suit jacket had been removed, revealing a mass of yellow-brown welts on his chest. A network of red cuts and tender, pink grazes completed the picture.

      ‘You’re pretty beat up,’ Serena continued. She sat atop a wooden crate, picking at almonds in her palm. ‘But he patched you up.’ The dog worried at her legs. ‘Sorry, pal, you’re not allowed nuts.’

      Gallows sat up. He had a lot of questions to direct Serena’s way, but the first to cross his lips was: ‘He?’

      What Gallows took for the shrouded statue moved. Ruby eyes set into a patchwork of pale skin scanned over him before turning to Serena. ‘This belongs to you.’

      Serena beamed. She snatched a wrench from a steel-grey hand, flipped it in the air and caught it. ‘Thought I lost it forever!’

      ‘Mister Gallows,’ the stranger spoke. His voice possessed all the deliberation and weight of a funeral dirge. ‘How do you feel?’

      Who the hell was this? He looked like Nyr’s boatman, come to ferry him off across the sea of souls. ‘Beat to shit,’ Gallows croaked. ‘Need to break this habit of running around collapsing buildings.’ Gallows couldn’t decide if he should be afraid or not. ‘I’ve seen you. In Dustwynd. You help the homeless and sick.’

      ‘I… do my part.’

      ‘Reckon you’re the only one.’ The man—if indeed that’s what he was—had skin as grey and lifeless as a tombstone. Just like the Wraiths. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘My name is—was—Enoch tal Meridian. I understand I go by “Stone Man” or “Lantern Monk” now.’

      ‘“Was”?’

      ‘A long story, much of it a mystery even to me. Tell me, are you fit enough to move? I fear this place is not safe.’

      ‘I am. How did you find us down here?’

      ‘Here we go,’ muttered Serena.

      ‘What?’ Gallows asked.

      Enoch cleared his throat. ‘I was drawn here.’

      ‘By what?’

      Enoch looked to Serena.

      ‘You gotta be kidding me.’ Gallows laughed, but there was no humour there.

      ‘I cannot explain it,’ Enoch continued, ‘but I can sense her presence—just as I did in the sewers before—and as I sense the ignicite deep in the earth.’

      After a moment, Gallows said, ‘Well that’s pretty damn creepy.’

      ‘There is… something inside me,’ the Stone Man began. ‘I know not what experiments were performed on me, but I can feel the veins of ignicite in the ground, sense igneus and ignium, like a bristling of hair against my skin. It’s faint, but Serena carries something similar—some trace of the mineral.’

      ‘You’ve got ignicite inside you?’ Gallows asked.

      Enoch answered for her: ‘I don’t think so. It feels… Different. I felt the presence of my… siblings in the opera house as well. I helped evacuate citizens from the destruction when my senses prickled. I scoured the depths for hours before I picked up Serena’s trail.’

      ‘Well, that makes about as much sense as anything else tonight.’ Gallows had more questions than he could count—but he didn’t have time to ask them. ‘Listen, thanks for saving us, but I got work to do.’

      ‘Yes.’ Enoch swept a big hand to Serena. ‘So I’ve been told.’

      Gallows looked to the girl. The natural green of her hair battled through black dye. ‘What did you tell him?’

      An almond hung at her mouth before she continued. ‘Just the truth: That I saved your life in the opera house like a dozen times.’

      Gallows leaned against the bare stone wall as he rose to his feet, straining not to topple. ‘Then, since you’re in such an honest mood, maybe you can tell me who you are?’

      Her gaze roamed the floor. ‘I’m just a girl.’

      ‘Who can take over the minds of animals—and whose presence lures sentient zombie statues. No offence, Enoch.’

      ‘Some taken.’

      Serena shook her head and took a deep breath. ‘Okay, so, I found a book on myths and monsters, and… and I reckon I’m one of ’em. A Siren, close as I can tell.’ She looked away. ‘I… I don’t know what it means yet.’

      ‘What,’ Gallows chuckled, ‘mermaids that sing to sailors and all that crap?’

      Serena shrugged. ‘Is it any weirder than everything else that’s happened tonight?’

      The room turned as silent as a mausoleum. Like burning coals, Gallows felt the glare of the Stone Man on him. And then there were the Wraiths, the amaraxes, that goddamned snake… ‘Guess not.’

      ‘Fascinating,’ muttered Enoch.

      None of this makes sense. Gallows ran fingers through his grimy hair. ‘How did we even get here?’

      ‘I sent the dogs running down through the hole in the tunnel, the same one that brought us into the sewer. I barricaded it then climbed down to find you. That’s when I met this guy and Scruff.’

      ‘I call him Shogarth,’ said the Stone Man.

      ‘After Deolira’s hound?’ asked Serena.

      ‘Feria’s—he was the God of Journeys and Shogarth was his companion; Deolira is the Lion Goddess of the animal kingdom.’

      ‘This is neat,’ said Gallows. ‘Thanks for saving me and all, but I gotta keep moving.’

      Cronin was the only prey that had ever mattered, and Gallows had let him escape. Some Hunter.

      ‘Hey, Gallows,’ said Serena. ‘Why were you there tonight?’

      Gallows found his shirt and jacket in a dark corner on the floor. With considerable pain, he got dressed. ‘Never mind. Tell me—can you use your powers on humans?’

      ‘Just animals. So far, anyway. Look, I… don’t have the answers yet.’ Serena’s hands started shaking, and she hid them behind her back. ‘But it’s why Enfield wants me dead. He sent the Watch after me. He thinks I’m an Idari weapon. And… And I think he set my crew up on our last water run.’

      Gallows had been too focused on Sera before, but it made sense now. ‘Reckon you’re right: Major Fallon and I found journals from a weapons lab—they said they had access to remotely control the Spires. That ain’t public knowledge.’

      Serena’s face paled. ‘He also sent a watchman named Edlond to kill me but… he made a mistake. He killed someone else.’

      ‘Marrin,’ Gallows muttered.

      The skin around Serena’s eyes creased. ‘You knew?’

      ‘Yeah. What happened to the watchman?’

      ‘Myriel and I captured him. She wrote the book on monsters.’

      ‘The Mages’ Guildmaster? You keep some strange company.’

      ‘We locked him in her basement then holed up with one of her friends. She went to find a way out of the city but never came back. I don’t know where she is.’ Serena turned away, her eyes squeezed shut. ‘If anything’s happened to her, it’s my fault.’

      Gallows wanted to reassure her—but he didn’t have the words. Anyway, she was probably right, and why inspire false hope? Genevieve Couressa was wrong—hope didn’t keep you alive, it got you killed.

      ‘If what you say is true, your enemies will not rest,’ began Enoch. ‘You should both leave. I can help; the tunnels under the city are near-infinite.’

      ‘Can I trust you?’ Gallows asked Serena. ‘Have you been using your powers on me all night?’

      ‘No!’ Serena jumped from the crate. ‘Look, I don’t know what I am or, or how it works. I tried to use the… power on Enfield but it didn’t happen. I was going to make him talk, make him stop-’

      ‘See, that, right there. You can’t do that, you can’t just invade people’s minds! That’s exactly what the Idari did.’

      Serena’s eyes narrowed. ‘And I can’t let more people get hurt because of me.’

      ‘To break into someone’s mind like that, to violate their free will…’ Breaths cut through Gallows’ mouth with the same swiftness as Osa’s shamshir. ‘It’s the worst possible crime.’

      Serena’s eyes fixed on his. ‘Worse than killing? Like your pal back in the opera house?’

      Now it was Gallows’ turn to avert his gaze. ‘Damien’s different from most people.’

      ‘Right, for him it’s okay but for me it’s a crime?’

      ‘It’s not what you’re capable of, it’s what you do. Killing in cold blood and taking someone’s free will are both wrong, but Damien saved both our lives. And he’s always in control.’ Gallows justified his friend’s actions to himself, but the sight of him saturated in blood, the sheer joy in his eyes…

      ‘“Always”? What, he’s tried before?’

      Gallows wiped sweat from his brow. ‘I… I know of his… urges. I thought… I thought he was better.’

      ‘Well, I used what I can do to save our lives, too. And they were only dogs.’

      ‘Yeah, this time.’

      ‘Screw you, you’re not the boss of me.’

      ‘Serena—someone got inside Tiera Martelo’s head and made her shoot Pyron Thackeray. Just because you can, doesn’t mean you should.’

      Serena’s face softened at hearing Tiera’s name. ‘Others can do this? I knew Tiera wasn’t a killer.’

      ‘She said she was drugged.’

      ‘What? You spoke to her?’

      ‘In between her beating me senseless, yeah.’

      Hot air had filled the room, and Gallows’ throat ached for water.

      ‘Look, I get it,’ Serena started. ‘I do. I’m scared of… Whatever I am. I tried to run, but they kept coming after me. What choice do I have? And not to be a dick, but if it wasn’t for me, those dogs would’ve mauled you. I don’t want to control people’s minds. I don’t want this power. I’m just a girl... But I can’t let anyone else get hurt because of me.’

      Gallows rubbed the back of his head. Dirt had collected in his hair and cuts etched the base of his skull. Serena’s words made sense to him, and it wasn’t like she’d used her powers on a human. But after Nidra…

      ‘“Do what thou wilt, I beseech thee; for I am Blessed and Damned, no matter”.’

      Gallows looked to Enoch. ‘What?’

      ‘A quote from older versions of the Codex,’ the grey man explained. ‘When the Gods warred with the Orinul and the night seemed blackest, Aerulus—unseated from the war horse Torenir—lay on the ground gasping for breath, his lifeblood seeping from a thousand wounds. Before the demon raised its weapon for the deathblow, Aerulus yelled, “Do what thou wilt, I beseech thee; for I am Blessed and Damned no matter”.

      ‘That’s… Great.’

      ‘The point being, whether you use the power bestowed upon you or not, you must not let it define you.’

      ‘I thought the Orinul were just metaphors,’ said Serena, ‘for sins and stuff.’

      ‘There are numerous schools of thought.’ Enoch left the sentence hanging there like a thundercloud.

      ‘Fine, Serena. I’ll help you.’ Gallows fastened his sword sheath around his belt and fixed the knife to the small of his back. ‘We can debate philosophy until Nyr’s Day,’ he said. ‘But right now we need to find Enfield. If Cronin gets to him first, he dies without giving us answers about that lab… About Sera. Enoch.’ Gallows turned to face him. ‘Thank you for helping us—you said you can get us out of here?’

      Gallows had great difficulty reading Enoch’s expression; his grey skin and glowing eyes betrayed no emotion. ‘This laboratory you speak of… Was it hidden beneath the desert plains?’

      The only thing that surprised Gallows was the absence of surprise. Of course the undead granite monk knew about Outpost One Three Seven. Gallows told him as much.

      ‘It is where I was born,’ Enoch explained. ‘Or rather, forged; for my sibling and I were nothing more than weapons—swords to be wielded. Unquestioning. Brutal. Lethal.’

      ‘There’s someone else like you?’ Serena asked.

      Gallows answered first. ‘Korvan.’

      Enoch examined him. ‘You have encountered him?’

      Gallows mopped his brow again. ‘Yeah, you could say that. He killed a good man. Near killed me. What in Belios’ name are you?’

      ‘We… live and yet should not. But before, we were men—dutiful soldiers in the war, doing as we were bid. We fought in the defence of this kingdom, and they repaid us by…’ Enoch stared down at his palms. ‘Interfering with nature.’

      ‘You were to be used against the Idari,’ said Gallows. Just like the other shit in One Three Seven.

      ‘Oh, no—I did not fight in the war to the east,’ said Enoch. ‘I fought against Ryndara.’

      Gallows’ skin prickled. Ryndara? ‘That was, what, fifty years ago?’

      ‘We were sent to investigate the ruin of Palthonheim,’ the Stone Man continued. ‘It is of no import to your current situation.’

      ‘Like hell! Your “brother” is a monster.’

      ‘Korvan is a victim—as… as am I…’

      Gallows squared his shoulders and unsheathed his blade.

      ‘That will be next to useless, I am afraid.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I like having it. Explain everything. Now.’

      ‘I fear that time runs short-’

      Serena brushed past Gallows’ blade. ‘So tell us on the way. C’mon.’

      

      ‘This way,’ beckoned Enoch.

      In any other circumstance, Serena would have been delighted to explore the depths of the city. Enoch led them down through stone honeycombs and vast, natural chambers picked bare from ignicite mining. Glassy stalactites hung from the ceiling like teardrops painted amber. In a few years, it’d regenerate and expand, ready to be mined again.

      Is Enoch right? Is there some kind of ignicite inside me?

      ‘Why Palthonheim?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘Elizabeth tal Waverley ordered us to conduct a survey of the area; Palthonheim is the only site to have been decimated by too much ignicite mining; the radiation burns skin from bone. She wanted to weaponise it.’

      ‘Yep, sounds about right.’

      What is it with mankind’s obsession with weapons? Even when they sailed for weeks at a time without seeing land, Serena’s tribe—to use Myriel’s word—trained with swords and guns and bows. Lot of good that did. She bent low and tickled Scruff’s ear.

      ‘But we encountered resistance,’ continued Enoch. ‘It seemed the Ryndarans were looking for the same thing—and they were better prepared. We… I gave the order: Engage the enemy.’ Enoch’s pace slowed for the first time. ‘The battle lasted minutes. Injured, Korvan dragged me away. We had a boat anchored in the Althon, but… They were too many. We ran through the night, death never more than a mile away. We lost our bearings and came across the ruined city walls. The yellow death claimed us, sent us delirious. Fever choked our senses, strange images took us away like spirits carried by Nyr’s boatman. So desperate was I for glory, I put my brothers-in-arms at risk. They paid the price while I… live on.’

      ‘And you’ve dedicated your life ever since to helping people?’ asked Serena.

      ‘Not quite; only in recent times have I found the freedom to atone. My memory is… intermittent, but our bodies were recovered. I know not of the Ryndaran force we encountered, or who retrieved our remains, but we woke—Korvan and I. They hooked us to machines, induced artificial sleep upon us, tested us… They listened not to our protests. And every moment of it was agony. Only my remorse compares; but Korvan… His mind could not sustain the abuses visited upon him. His mind snapped.’

      The tunnel grew as silent as a crypt, a chill growing in the air.

      ‘And then you escaped,’ the Hunter said.

      ‘Yes. I… could not do what they asked of me. To undertake the orders… No being with a conscience can perform their deeds. So they cast me out to die, and I craved to die—but whatever I am now, whatever is left of the man who led that foolish charge… That is what remains.’

      Angelo’s not gonna believe me when I tell him about all this... If I ever see him again.

      ‘But Korvan’s different.’ Gallows sounded grim.

      The shadows on Enoch’s face grew more pronounced. ‘Yes. Korvan has been cleansed of his humanity. That is my greatest sin; that I could not save the man who saved me.’

      Serena stepped over a fissure in the ground, soil crumbling beneath her step.

      Gallows looked like he’d drop at any moment. He hadn’t spoken to her since they left. Serena got the impression he was making Enoch talk so he could avoid looking at her. She couldn’t blame him; she couldn’t understand herself—how could she hope that someone else would? No wonder Jozef didn’t want you around. No wonder he sent you away. Her family had known all along she was a monster. Those distant memories of growing up on barges and boats, going from place to place, different faces, different voices… No-one wanted her. Jozef was an angry old sod, but he’d kept a hold of her longer than anyone else.

      Did he treat her like shit on purpose? Did he keep her at a distance so she’d hate him—so when he turned her loose, she wouldn’t waste time looking for him?

      The desire to escape the bonds of the earth and sail the skies tugged at her even harder. But you can’t have a crew if you put ’em all in danger.

      Scruff—Shogarth my ass—padded by her side. You like me, boy, don’t you? And I ain’t even making you.

      She cast her thoughts back to the night she found him, how he’d growled and snarled at her, claws scraping on the cobbles before staring up at her and submitting. Had she used the power inside her even then? Had she manipulated his mind without realising? Was he a slave? Was Flicker?

      Bile curdled in her stomach. Would Fitz have brought me aboard if he knew I was… Different?

      A life of being abandoned had conditioned Serena to keep her distance from people.

      Only now did she realise how angry that made her.

      

      Gallows marvelled at how steady Enoch’s lamp was despite the pace he marched at. He also marvelled at following a walking, talking sentient statue, but that didn’t seem important right now.

      Enoch related his story. Gallows was in no mood to talk, but of his two companions, Enoch wasn’t the one who scared him.

      He caught Serena glancing at him. He became very aware of the crunch his shoes made on the ground, of the whistle of wind.

      ‘So, tell me about yourself,’ Serena said. She kept her eyes straight ahead. ‘Did you fight in the war?’

      He toyed with the idea of ignoring her. Don’t be an asshole. Put yourself in her shoes. ‘Yeah,’ he said.

      ‘Did your partner?’

      ‘A bit.’

      ‘How do you know each other?’

      ‘You gonna ask questions the whole way?’

      ‘I didn’t grow up with friends and family.’

      If she was trying to make Gallows feel guilty, it worked. ‘He saved my life. I… was taken prisoner. Damien rescued me. He was sent to assassinate me, but… He didn’t.’

      ‘Why not?’

      Gallows could have answered in several ways, but he stuck with, ‘Because he’s not an asshole.’

      ‘So he saved you and you became Hunters?’

      ‘Uh, that’s the short version, yeah.’

      ‘Is he still an assassin?’

      ‘No. He was trained by the Nyr-az-Telun.’ Serena gave him a blank look. ‘A sect of witch hunters excommunicated from the Fayth centuries ago. No-one knows much about ’em. They gave him skills, taught him to hone his senses. You should see some of things he can do. He went through some kind of trial, but… He killed them all. They were fanatics.’

      ‘Why did he join them if they were fanatics?’

      ‘He was forced to. Damien’s from a tiny fishing village in Ryndara called Kvel. I know, I hadn’t heard of it either. Anyway, his mum was a big deal there, a Magister or whatever. She sent him away after…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘An accident… A girl drowned in a lake, Damien witnessed it.’

      Their footsteps sounded loud in the silence.

      ‘Did he kill her?’ Serena asked.

      Gallows’ eyes found the floor. ‘No. But he could have saved her.’ The truth of the matter was that he didn’t know. He wanted to believe that Damien didn’t kill an innocent girl, but… ‘The townsfolk, they wanted his blood. Seems the girl was the daughter of some rich bloke, and when someone rich dies, well, that’s when the law matters.’

      ‘So why did his mum send him to these… witch hunters? Why not send him somewhere else?’

      ‘Who knows? My guess is she did it because they were feared. Who’d go up against hardened demon hunters? I mean, they might be chasing myths and whispers, but the Nyr-az-Telun were believers—they trained hard. Merciless. She sent him away for his own safety.’

      Serena arched an eyebrow. ‘Yeah, I’ve heard that.’

      ‘He’s a good man. But he’s also terrifying. I don’t reckon Kirivanti even knows, but Damien… He’s a killer.’

      ‘Haven’t you killed people?’

      ‘Yeah, but not like Damien. He enjoys it. Loves it.’

      The girl screwed her face up.

      ‘Between you and me,’ Gallows continued, ‘I reckon he was sent to the Nyr-az-Telun to control his urges and put ’em to good use.’

      ‘Yeah, I… saw his face in the opera house.’

      The odours in this place were at once damp and dry. Gallows ached for fresh air.

      ‘So,’ Serena began, readying yet another question, ‘is being a Hunter better than being a soldier?’

      Strange question. ‘Never considered it, to be honest.’

      ‘Did…’

      Gallows eyed her. ‘What?’

      ‘Did you fight in the Sanctecano Isles?’

      ‘I did.’

      For whatever reason, that seemed to make the girl even more solemn. ‘I escaped the fighting there.’

      ‘I’m glad someone did.’

      ‘Did… Did you know why the Idari did it? Why they started the war?’

      ‘Religion. Ignicite. Money. Lots of theories.’

      ‘Right.’

      That seemed to satisfy her, but after a while, she said: ‘The Ratcatchers’ Guild.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘That’s what we call you. Raincatchers, I mean.’

      ‘Hah. Well, if feels like the truth and sounds like the truth...’

      ‘Does it pay well? Do you have, like, a crew?’

      ‘You thinking about switching career?’

      The girl shrugged. ‘I just… I miss having a crew.’

      ‘Right,’ he said. ‘No, we don’t have a crew. We’re all independent. Like mercenary companies, but all our contracts need to be approved. We can train together, but me and Damien… We work well together.’

      Enoch’s lantern bobbed and swayed in the dark like a will-o’-the-wisp.

      ‘And before you were a soldier?’

      Gallows wasn’t used to answering so many questions, but the girl seemed determined to fill the silence. Anyway, for all he knew, she could reach inside his head and pluck the answers out. Better to talk.

      ‘Let’s just say I was an explorer.’ She appraised him then, one eyebrow arched. ‘I travelled,’ he continued, ‘didn’t stay in one place too long. I was desperate to leave my shithole in Dustwynd.’ Warmth filled his belly like whisky—cheap, nasty whisky. ‘But I always came back.’

      ‘At least you had a home to come back to,’ Serena replied. ‘Why did you stay? After the fighting I mean?’

      Gallows asked himself that question every single day. ‘Damien saved my life.’ He knew it wasn’t an answer. ‘How about you? What’s the orphanage filling your head wi-’

      Enoch stopped by a squat stalagmite and lowered the lantern.

      ‘What is it?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘There’s a door up ahead, but… Voices.’

      ‘Soldiers?’ whispered Serena.

      ‘I do not believe so… Whatever they seek, they have not yet found it.’

      Gallows leaned forward, straining to hear. ‘They’ve gotta be looking for Enfield.’

      ‘Bombs,’ said Enoch. ‘They’re planting explosives.’

      Shit. ‘They’re done looking. They’re gonna seal us in. Cronin. Covering his tracks.’

      Serena shook her head. ‘Won’t that kill Enfield? Isn’t he looking to arrest him?’

      ‘Yeah, but I reckon killing him will do. That means Enfield must still be down here somewhere.’

      ‘There are people in these tunnels.’ Enoch’s voice rolled. ‘Civilians that have no role in this war. They must be warned.’

      ‘There can’t be that many people,’ Serena said.

      ‘They dwell in the catacombs beneath the city,’ Enoch explained. ‘Frightened, starving, dying of thirst. When Irros’ Beckon fell to ruin, where do you think the displaced ended up? The churches took in the children wrenched from their mothers—but what of the men and women? Beneath the city there are a thousand souls driven from their homes for a war that wasn’t theirs—it must not happen again.’ Enoch turned his back on her and Gallows.

      ‘You can’t leave us,’ Serena urged. ‘He’s had the shit beat out of him and I’m not much better.’

      The stone man paused then, before turning his head. ‘I said I would help, and I have. My oath is to the people of this city—to help those that cannot help themselves. I cannot abandon them.’

      ‘He’s right,’ Gallows said to Serena. ‘Cronin will trample over anyone that gets in his way. With Enoch, at least they’ve got a chance. All we need to do is slip past these guys.’

      It wasn’t until Enoch disappeared that Gallows appreciated how much light his lantern afforded.

      ‘Shouldn’t we go with him?’ Serena asked.

      ‘We can’t, not without putting other people in danger. He’s their best shot. And if the bombs go off and we’re still here, we’re dead.’

      ‘Right, fine. Does everything fall to shit around you?’

      ‘Pretty much,’ answered Gallows.

      ‘Well, then, I hope you have a plan.’

      Gallows peeked over the edge of the mound of ignicite. He’d have to slip past eight of them—no easy task.

      ‘Reckon we can get out,’ he said, ‘but we have no idea what’s waiting topside.’

      ‘Sh.’ Serena’s brow furrowed.

      ‘Huh? What do you hear?’

      ‘Listen…’

      Sure enough, a commotion bubbled away to the far end of the passage. A large shadow with a body slung over its neck marched into the chamber, the weak light from an overhead lamp only highlighting shadows.

      ‘Enoch?’ Serena’s voice carried a thread of optimism, and given the size, Gallows could forgive her for thinking so.

      But it wasn’t Enoch. ‘No,’ Gallows began as the giant’s face resolved from the darkness. ‘His name’s Pierro. And that means these guys are with Farro Zoven.’

      Serena swore. How she knew of Farro Zoven, Gallows couldn’t guess.

      ‘What’s he carrying?’ she asked.

      Pierro answered himself.

      He dropped his burden onto the stone ground, yanking the burlap sack from Junior Councillor Enfield’s face. He writhed on the floor, bound and gagged.

      Pierro pulled the rag from his mouth and booted him in the stomach. A hissing whine leaked from the Junior Councillor.

      ‘We have to get closer,’ urged Serena.

      ‘Are you crazy?’

      ‘We need to go that way to get out right? And they’ve got Enfield—they might be on our side.’

      ‘They are not on our side.’ Gallows examined the surroundings, hoping to spot an exit they’d somehow missed—maybe a maintenance shaft they could crawl through. But his eyes found nothing—just the straight, shadowed path to the door beyond—obstructed by nine men and Enfield.

      This was turning out to be a really lousy day.

      More so, when the barrel of the gun pressed against his neck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Zoven laughed like a rabid hyena. It made Veronica flinch.

      He’d chosen Pierro’s suite for the meeting with the Hunter, and it carried the giant’s scents—old leather, bitter coffee and dirty socks.

      It was rare for Zoven to step out from the basement, but even he saw the need to be visible during a crisis. He’d washed and put fresh clothes on today—a narrow-cut three-piece suit—cobalt blue, like the colour he made Veronica wear. It was a suit for business, though he hadn’t stepped foot outside the guild house. Did he know something would happen tonight? Is that why he declined the Musicians’ Guild’s invitation?

      Veronica had taken a hot shower, drank half a bottle of Phadrosi absinthe and changed her clothes, but the noises and the odours from the opera house attack didn’t leave her. The images of the black-clad soldiers were imprinted in her mind—those shadows with featureless, black faces…

      ‘It ain’t right,’ announced the Hunter whom Zoven had summoned. She was a fierce woman with a shaved head adorned with scars—and she did not look pleased when Zoven laughed at her protests. ‘I know Ty Gallows,’ the Hunter continued, ‘and this don’t sound like him.’ She folded her bare, veined arms. Not many people argued with Zoven and looked confident about it.

      Zoven’s smooth, thin fingers drummed the desk he sat behind. His hands didn’t seem a part of him—they belonged to someone gentle. ‘Drina, Drina!’ he chorused. ‘Were you hit on the head, uh? Forget where your loyalties lie?’

      Drina stiffened. ‘Hunters fightin’ Hunters does no-one good. Ain’t right.’

      Zoven punched the desk. ‘You don’t get to choose what’s right or wrong. You got your orders, Drina. Get to it—or I’ll call in my debts in other ways.’

      Veronica had no idea what arrangement Zoven had with this woman, and she didn’t care to ask.

      Outside, an Information Tower whined with some warning or another. Drina angled her head, her blue doll’s eyes focused on Farro. ‘Your orders, Zoven? Or do they come from higher?’

      Veronica muscles tightened—Drina’s words would not go unpunished. For a moment, Veronica was sure Zoven would leap across the room and pummel Drina black and blue.

      Instead, an easy smile played on his lips. ‘That’s why you would never last here, uh? No idea what a man wants—no idea when to shut up.’

      Drina’s chin inched up. ‘Da,’ she said. She turned and marched to the door, the hatchet on her belt swinging as she turned. ‘Remember,’ she called back, ‘the thief who takes an aeron is hanged—the thief who takes a thousand is praised.’

      Zoven’s face screwed. ‘Veronica, see our guest out.’

      Veronica marched down the cascading stairwell alongside Drina. Guards roamed the corridors, fingers twitching at the weapons hanging from their belts.

      Veronica had never seen the place on lockdown like this. Zoven claimed it was for safety—so why did it feel more like a prison than ever?

      She stepped closer to Drina and kept her voice low. ‘Don’t turn,’ she told the Hunter. ‘We’re being watched. Listen to me—your instincts are right: I don’t believe Tyson Gallows is guilty of what he’s accused. Please, don’t harm him.’

      ‘If he don’t put up a fight then I won’t have to,’ spoke Drina, the Tarevian in her voice emerging like a discordant note within a harmony.

      ‘Please.’

      Still marching, Drina faced Veronica and arched an eyebrow. ‘Guess he’s a big tipper.’

      Veronica scowled. ‘I said don’t turn. Look—Zoven has Pierro out there with enough ignium charges to level the Church of Feria. If he gets to Ty first…’

      Drina groaned. ‘I’ll see what I can do, but it’d be a fool who got her hopes up—I am not a willing svinya whose curiosity takes her into the slaughterhouse. I’ll give Gallows the chance to come in quietly or hand the girl over—but if I have to choose between survival and throwing him to the wolves, then tomorrow you will grieve.’
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        * * *

      

      Dirt flew into Gallows’ face as he hit the floor.

      ‘Me old mate, Mister Guillotine!’ called Pierro. ‘What’s your sorry arse doing down here?’

      ‘Answer him,’ spat the scrawny, roach-faced kid who had blindsided Gallows. He held Gallows’ shortsword in one hand and brandished a revolver in the other.

      ‘You were at the concert,’ said Gallows, fresh pain in his chest. Just beyond Pierro, the iron door Enoch had mentioned glowered. ‘You saw what went down. Just looking for a way home, same as you.’

      Pierro howled with laughter. ‘You reckon I was born yesterday? Oh-ho, you’re a funny ’un you are, little man. I can see why V’s fond o’ ya.’

      Every time Pierro flashed the couple of teeth in his mouth, Gallows wanted to shove ’em down his throat. The hilt of the B-knife pressed against his back—but one move to unsheathe it and he’d take a bullet and a mouthful of steel. ‘Is she okay? V, did she make it out?’

      ‘O’ course she did, she got me looking out for her!’

      If it could even be possible, Gallows relaxed. ‘Thank the Gods.’

      ‘Thank the Pierro,’ the giant corrected.

      Serena fell to her knees beside Gallows. ‘What about her?’ Roach-Face motioned to Serena. As he spoke, he swung the barrel of his revolver with one hand, no doubt trying to look threatening. It worked.

      ‘Oh aye, who’s this then, mate? V never told me you liked ’em young.’

      ‘Piss on you,’ said Gallows.

      ‘I’m no-one,’ Serena said, eyeing the Junior Councillor. ‘Just a kid.’

      Pierro’s gaze flitted between her and Enfield, one eyebrow arched, the cogs in his stupid-looking head whirring away. ‘Oh-ho, what have I stumbled on here?’ The other men formed a ring around Gallows, Serena and Enfield. A couple of them carried guns, others showed off their blades. ‘C’mon! If someone don’t start talkin’, I’ll start pulling eyelids.’

      The friendly voice made Pierro’s threats all the more chilling.

      ‘Why don’t you start?’ asked Gallows. ‘What interest does Farro Zoven have in blowing the shit out of these tunnels?’

      ‘Funny you should ask, bein’ a Hunter and all. We’re doing your job: Flushing the filth away.’

      Enfield made a move, but one of Pierro’s men rocketed a knee into his jaw with an audible crack. The rag in his mouth didn’t mute his scream.

      ‘Careful, Percy, careful! Won’t do much talking with a broke jaw, now, will he?’ Pierro stared into Enfield’s eyes and patted at the stump wrapped in bloody bandages. ‘Mind you, reckon there’s more chance o’ him starting a round of applause than sharing anything useful.’ He pulled the gag from Enfield’s mouth. The Councillor hawked and dragged breath through clenched teeth. ‘How about it? Any reason why I shouldn’t pick the rest o’ yer limbs off?’

      Enfield’s paper-white skin glistened with sweat. He cast his narrow eyes towards Serena. ‘I’ll talk. But only if you promise me two things.’

      ‘I’m nothin’ if not generous.’

      ‘That you kill me.’

      What?

      Pierro’s face screwed up as though performing complex mental arithmetic. ‘Reckon I can swing that. And?’

      The Junior Councillor’s voice tremored when he spoke next, but whether from fear or anger, Gallows didn’t know. ‘Don’t let that thing touch me.’

      Pierro eyed Serena again. ‘Randal, tie her up.’

      ‘Screw you,’ said Serena as Roach-Face grabbed her arm.

      ‘Hey! Hey!’ Gallows shot to his feet, greeted by the barrel of Roach-Face’s gun.

      ‘Now now!’ yelled Pierro. ‘It’s either tie her up here, Hunter, or take her to the Guildhouse and tie her down. Hold your tongue.’ With a nod from Pierro, Roach-Face bound Serena’s wrists and ankles with rope from a rucksack. ‘Actually, Randal, best do the same to the Hunter as well.’

      Randal forced Gallows’ hands behind his back and tied them, the rough fibres of the rope sanding his wrists.

      Thankfully, he was too stupid or too blind to notice the knife under his shirt.

      Even though she’d been bound, Enfield still looked at Serena with stark terror.

      ‘Speak,’ Pierro said.

      ‘To be honest, I don’t have much to tell.’ Enfield spat blood as he spoke. ‘I… I got cut off during the attack on the opera house. I-I-’

      ‘He’s lying,’ said Gallows. ‘He orchestrated the attack, Lenis Cronin was down here looking for him. Guess that ain’t news to you guys.’

      Enfield’s eyes closed.

      ‘As it happens,’ said Pierro, ‘I did already know that. Oh-ho, Junior Councillor! When this reprobate can outsmart you, you know you’re in deep shit.’

      Enfield flinched. ‘You’re working with Confessor Cronin?’

      ‘O’course! Start tellin’ me why this little lass has you pissin’ your breeks.’

      ‘It calls itself Serena. She’s demon-kin, a Siren, an uncontrollable weapon-’

      A couple of voices laughed at that, but not Pierro. He turned to Serena and said, ‘Serena, eh? You’re the one ol’ Farro was asking yer captain about.’

      ‘What?’ Serena struggled to her feet, wavering to the side. ‘You’ve seen Fitz? Where is he?’

      ‘See, now, I reckon it’s plain that I’m the one asking questions.’

      ‘Tell me!’

      ‘Lass, you got fire and you got fight and you got weird green hair, all of which tickles my truncheon—but if you don’t sit down and shut up, I’ll start carving you up. And the Hunter.’ Pierro glared at Gallows. ‘Fancy me a pinky.’

      Gallows didn’t sweat the posturing but Serena trembled and dropped to one knee. Good. Do whatever it takes to stay safe.

      ‘So tell me, girl,’ the big man continued. ‘You some kind o’ witch?’

      Serena couldn’t look up from the ground. ‘I… I don’t know.’

      ‘Don’t listen to it!’ Enfield cried. ‘It speaks lies as easy as a person breathes.’

      ‘Something you got in common,’ said Gallows.

      ‘You’re right scared of her!’ Pierro announced. ‘Correct me if I’m wrong, but don’t Sirens drown sailors or some bull?’

      ‘They, they step into men’s heads, control their actions, turn men into puppets… It needs to die!’

      ‘Does it work on women?’

      ‘It… What?’

      ‘You keep saying “men”—can they control women?’

      ‘Pierro, you ain’t taking this nugget seriously, are you?’ laughed the one called Percy, a rosy-cheeked kid with two chins and matted blonde hair.

      Pierro waved a hand to silence him.

      ‘Y-yes,’ Enfield answered. ‘It works on women.’

      ‘How do you know? You seen it happen?’

      ‘We all did,’ said Gallows. ‘Tiera Martelo.’

      Enfield shook his head. ‘That was different. She was manipulated via synthetic means.’

      ‘You drugged her. Made her kill the Prime Councillor. You spineless son of a bitch. You go after her because you’re shitting yourself at the thought of something getting inside your head, yet you got no problem doing it to someone else. I hope you rot in every conceivable hell, your worthless piece of sh- ’

      Pierro waved a paw. ‘Oi, I’m conducting this interrogation.’ And then he said, ‘Good point though—did you drug the Phadrosi?’

      A whisper of a breeze played in the cavern.

      ‘Yes,’ said Enfield.

      ‘Bastard!’ Serena yelled.

      ‘Keep it quiet!’

      Pierro growled at the Junior Councillor. ‘You ain’t giving orders! Why’d you wanna kill ol’ Pyron Thackeray?’

      Enfield’s lips curled. His face transformed in that moment. Maybe it was the gravity of the situation, maybe something else, but he shed his awkward, bumbling naiveté. ‘Fools. None of you know. The plan was in place long before I knew the Herald of Death was still in the city!’

      ‘The what?’ asked Serena.

      ‘You. You are a weapon. You are the Herald of Death.’ He swung his gaze to Pierro. ‘If you have any sense, you’ll put her down like the mongrel she is.’

      ‘Whoa, hold up,’ said Gallows. ‘What plan was in place? Thackeray’s? Son of a bitch, I knew it. He staged the whole thing, didn’t he?’

      ‘Yes—his body double was put in place to lure me into his trap. I knew of it of course, but my objective was in the grasp of my hand. I thought it worth the risk.’

      Gallows spat on the ground. ‘He had a body double at the Remembrance too?’

      ‘That was real,’ Enfield said. ‘The culmination of Pyron’s plan to lead this decrepit nation into war. He insisted his wound be real—albeit delivered by a low-velocity round and buffed by body armour. A watchman by the name of Marrius Kyatis was supposed to pull the trigger, under the influence of Captain Vaughan’s drug. He was to be killed as soon as he completed his mission. Pyron is desperate to pass his bills to legally produce weapons of mass destruction and rally other nations to his cause. That’s why so many foreign ambassadors were at the Remembrance.’

      ‘And if a corrupt copper took a shot at him,’ Gallows began, ‘the whole kingdom wouldn’t hesitate to give him what he wanted.’

      ‘A blank cheque providing him with the means to root out the cancer in your city. Pyron Thackeray would be seen as the only man who could save you all. Support for Alspeth tal Simara would crumble. Parasites, each and every one of you.’

      ‘So why make a Raincatcher do it?’ asked Pierro. ‘Seems a watchman would be a better fit.’

      ‘Fortunate timing—for me. When Vaughan reached out to tell me Captain Fitzwilliam was meeting the animal Zoven, I had the prancing clown instruct his crew to use the substance on Tiera. We had her rendezvous with a Val Candrian weapons dealer named Eun-til Ra.’

      ‘Will one of you morons tell me what happened to Fitz?’ She tried to hide it, but fear laced Serena’s voice.

      ‘He’s dead!’ Pierro waved his arms. ‘There? You happy? Now hold your tongue or Percy here will keep it as a trophy. Enfield, continue.’

      Serena dropped to the floor again, too beaten to cry or scream.

      ‘I had Tiera take Kyatis’ place,’ Enfield stated, ‘so the entire Watch would be out looking for her crew, and therefore-’

      ‘Find me,’ interrupted Serena.

      ‘So the watchmen in the tower,’ Gallows began, ‘they expected to see one of their own?’

      ‘Kyatis witnessed first-hand what Pyron’s plans were. He needed him gone.’

      ‘Gods damn it.’ Gallows shook his head. ‘The Watch is corrupt—Thackeray just needed to show everyone.’

      ‘He set off the bombs at the Remembrance?’ asked Serena. ‘He’s the terrorist?’

      ‘Pyron Thackeray is a great many things,’ said Enfield.

      ‘The mind control drug,’ started Gallows. ‘Vaughan makes it?’

      Enfield nodded. ‘With materials Farro Zoven smuggles in via train and airship. A talented chemist, so I’m told. Even if he is a pervert in the eyes of the Gods.’

      Pierro shrugged. ‘Nothing wrong with a bit of man-lovin’, we all been there.’

      Enfield spat. ‘I hope you all burn.’

      Pierro yawned. ‘How’s it work then, this mind-control? Not the drugs; how does she do it?’

      Enfield didn’t answer.

      Pierro’s laughter thundered. ‘You mean to say you’ve been runnin’ around after her, pissin’ your breeks and you ain’t got a clue what she can do? Your bosses ain’t got much faith in you, eh, not trusting you wi’ something like that! You’re dumber than a stoneroach.’

      ‘Some say it’s with her touch.’ The words scraped from Enfield’s mouth. ‘Others say it’s her song, her eyes, her words-’

      ‘Bite your tongue off and swallow it,’ said Serena.

      Enfield’s eyes wrenched open.

      ‘Guess it ain’t words, then.’ Serena sounded disappointed.

      ‘Oh-ho, I like her!’ laughed Pierro. ‘Now, before I kill you, Junior Councillor Enfield, sir… Who in all the hells do you work for?’

      The bastard smirked. ‘I am an instrument of the Great-’

      ‘The Idari,’ sighed Gallows. ‘Spare us the speech.’

      ‘The Idari, eh?’ Pierro’s bottom lip poked out, weighing the revelation. ‘I was gonna kill you quick, but…’

      ‘I care not for what you do to my mortal body, Dalthean cur. Your threats are as inconsequential as a feather floating on the breeze.’

      ‘A poet as well? Now I’m definitely gonna take my time.’

      Fear crossed Enfield’s face then, but Gallows was all out of sympathy. ‘Why did the Schiehallion launch a strike against the opera house?’

      Enfield spat blood onto the ground. ‘I was going up against the Herald of Death; my surviving was far from guaranteed. Had I perished, I instructed troops to raid the opera house and accomplish what I could not. I gave strict orders for the airship to raze the building to the ground in the event I did not get out alive—which I surely would have, had your partner not intervened.’

      At least Lockwood didn’t sell us out. ‘I’m just sorry he didn’t go for your jugular.’

      ‘How-’ Serena started. Everyone looked to her—hands tightened around sword hilts, and more than one man took a step back. ‘I’ve been in this city since the Night of Amberfire. How did you know it was me? Why come after me now?’

      ‘I have people everywhere,’ Enfield said. ‘And I’ve been biding my time, waiting for you to surface. You were a well-kept secret, girl. We didn’t know who the weapon was, if it took the form of boy or girl, what robes of skin it wrapped itself within—all we knew was that it had not yet reached adulthood. I believed I would never track it down. All we knew is that it escaped our grasp in the Sanctecano Isles. Your people kept moving you, popping up all over. We’ve been hunting you since before you were born.

      ‘And then, one night, following my orders to watch the orphanage—for where else would that which makes itself resemble a child escape to?—one of my pathetic, drug-addled eyes on the street spied a girl with green hair sneaking out into the shadows—taming a wild dog at the very moment it attacked her. Who but a Siren could command the nature of a wild beast with a mere thought?’ Enfield scowled. ‘Green hair. A common depiction of your kind.’

      Serena’s mouth hung open as she fought for words. ‘You found me because I played with Scruff? That’s all it took?’

      ‘There were plenty of false starts before you, filth.’

      ‘Gods above and below,’ muttered Gallows, piecing things together. ‘Your junkie network, does that include Buzz goddamn Fitangus? You’ve been paying him to spy on the orphanage. Son of a bitch, that’s why the Watch let him go. Little prick said he had friends.’

      ‘Buzz Fitangus, ha!’ cackled Pierro. ‘I know that little runt.’

      Enfield looked at Gallows like he was dirt on his shoe. ‘As I say, Hunter, the corruption in this city is plain for all to see. Its very soul is stained. You are an animal in its death throes, gasping for breath so you can limp on for another precious few seconds. I long to be rid of this place.’

      ‘I, I knew someone was following me,’ said Serena. ‘I felt it the night of the funeral.’

      ‘Yes,’ Enfield began, ‘you had the misfortune to survive the Spire attack, so I had to move quickly. I should have known your low cunning would allow you to slip past the guards. But the wheels were in motion. By the time my man-’

      ‘Constable Edlond?’

      ‘Yes. By the time Edlond realised his mistake, the other girl was dead.’

      Serena struggled against her bonds, screaming. ‘Marrin! The girl you killed was called Marrin.’

      ‘A drop in the ocean to come, girl.’

      Serena was shaking, breaths coming light and fast, like a desperate animal. ‘You tried to kill me on the Liberty Wind! You killed Dixon and the others! You made me think it was Culran!’

      ‘Being Junior Councillor of the Guilds made it ludicrously easy to manipulate your crew. A few extra aerons, and like a whore begging for scraps, Captain Fitzwilliam lapped it up. Zoven got the materials, Vaughan set the trap—and Father Talbot was most accommodating; he made sure you’d be aboard, girl. It seems you’re one of the few students who actually enjoys menial labour. Once Talbot confirmed your intentions, it was simple. And all it took to persuade him was a few shameless little girls to slake his lust. Thank you for that, Pierro.’

      ‘Happy to be of service, the girls enjoyed the tip you left ’em. Talbot’s a bit stingy on that front.’

      Disgust wormed in Gallows’ stomach. His entire city was rotten to its core.

      ‘If you’re Idari,’ Pierro started, ‘why not end Thackeray and be done with it, go home a hero?’

      ‘The Herald of Death is a threat to the world!’ raged Enfield. ‘Had our invasion and the devastation of your natural resources worked, you’d have done the world a courtesy and died—along with Serena. But we underestimated you, and you had the gall to live on. Not a mistake we will repeat. Thackeray will ensure war—he will ensure your death.’

      ‘Gods, Priests, Councillors and Watch…’ said Gallows. ‘Maybe you’re right. Maybe we ain’t fit to live. Is that why you tried to destroy us on Amberfire Night?’

      Enfield’s face changed. He looked smug. ‘One of my better achievements. The ignogen bomb didn’t kill its intended target, but ten thousand dead Daltheans is a good result.’

      ‘Who was the target? Who?’ Serena screamed and struggled in her bonds.

      Enfield didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. She was the target.

      Was Serena the weapon Nidra was obsessed with?

      ‘All those innocent people, dead because of you,’ smiled Enfield. ‘You should have had the good grace to die.’

      Pierro’s men had been eyeing Serena with fear—but now there was hate. Everyone had lost people that night.

      ‘You’re full of it, you know that?’ said Gallows. ‘All those deaths are on you. Your people spurned the whole world because we use ignicite, and what did you do? You’re a fraud, a coward—spineless.’

      Pierro stepped between Gallows and Enfield. ‘Right, reckon I’m about done-’

      ‘I’m not done yet,’ hissed Serena.

      Pierro stretched his massive frame. ‘Make it bloody quick.’

      ‘How did you know I was at the concert? Did one of your homeless see me and Myriel? That’s it, isn’t it?’

      Enfield angled his head. ‘Mister Fitangus, in one of his rare moments of lucidity, reported to me that a young boy selling kringla swirls was running around Dustwynd, bragging about your stunt at the train station with him.’

      ‘Milo…?’ said Serena, a crack in her voice.

      Acid sank into Gallows’ stomach. He saw Milo every day.

      ‘Oh yes,’ confirmed Enfield. ‘When he was looking for his whore mother. Couldn’t keep his mouth shut about you—said a “king’s agent” would not go back on the promise she made. Is there no end to your lies?’

      Serena’s eyes glistened. ‘But… You had no idea I would use the ticket he gave me.’

      ‘What choice did I have? After interfering with Pyron’s plans with Kyatis, my days were numbered. I knew he would discover me before long, so what did I have to lose? Imagine my delight when I saw you sitting there. I feared all the arrangements I’d made would be for naught. But there you were, sitting in that hall like you had the right. Did you really think that disguise would work? Changing your hair? You reek of corruption, worm! You cannot mask that. Filth! It stains you, Serena, seeps from you. You should never have sucked breath. You were born of a pestilent womb.’

      ‘Oi, steady now! That ain’t no way to talk to a girl,’ cautioned Pierro. ‘Even if she is a crazy demonic mind-witch.’

      ‘How do you know any of this?’ Gallows asked. ‘Where’s this shit coming from?’

      ‘History,’ spat Enfield. ‘Our knowledge comes from a place so deep, you cannot comprehend it.’

      Gallows laughed. ‘In other words, you don’t. You’re just following orders like a good little fanatic.’

      ‘Believe what you will.’

      ‘Where’s Milo now?’ Serena demanded, glaring at the Junior Councillor.

      A wolf’s grin spread on Enfield’s face. ‘I’ll tell you one thing, he put up more of a fight than his mother. It broke his little heart when you didn’t show. Right to the end, he was convinced you would save him. Right until my knife slid into his heart.’

      Pierro hammered his fist down into Enfield’s mouth, two teeth flying onto the floor. ‘Ain’t no sport in killin’ kids.’

      ‘You bastard,’ Serena whimpered. Red rings formed in her eyes. ‘He was a kid! He was just a kid! ’

      A quake roared through the ground, powerful enough to shake the cave and send cracks through stone. The ignium lamp on the ceiling flickered.

      ‘Damn! Got caught up in this little tale,’ said Pierro. ‘Forgot we set the timers. Right, boys, pack up and finish here! As for you, Junior Councillor, reckon I’ll keep you around a bit longer. Zoven’s tight with Pyron Thackeray, he’ll probably appreciate you being taken in.’

      Dust rushed from the ceiling, veins cracking into the stone.

      ‘Do what you will,’ Enfield spoke. ‘You think I care? My conscience is clear. I have the Gods on my side!’ Enfield’s manic eyes swung like a reaper’s scythe. ‘None of you can comprehend the fury yet to come! None of you are safe! We will carve your hearts from your chests! We will burn you in your beds! We will exorcise the cancer of-’

      Blood and meat sprayed Gallows’ face, the echoes of the gunshot ringing in his ears.

      Enfield slumped to the floor.

      ‘Then again, he likes to keep things simple,’ said Pierro, holstering his revolver. ‘Percy, grab the girl.’

      Percy’s face creased. He took a tentative step towards Serena. ‘What if she… makes me cut my own wrists, or-or stab you, or-’

      ‘For the love of Musa.’ Pierro shook his head. He marched towards Serena and, without effort, lifted her onto his shoulder.

      ‘Let me go!’ Her fists pounded at the giant’s back, like a chicken pecking at the side of a mountain.

      Another chain of explosions tore the cavern asunder.

      ‘Hey!’ Gallows yelled. ‘Asshole!’

      ‘Oh aye,’ said Pierro. ‘Randal! Kill him, eh? There’s a good lad. And be quick about it—place is gonna cave in.’

      The ground shook. Gallows could only watch as Pierro and his men marched through the exit. Serena kept her eyes on Gallows’ until she disappeared.

      For the third time tonight, Rat-Face’s gun stared at him.

      Screw it.

      Gallows bent and lunged forward, a bullet zinging over his back. He tackled Roach-Face head-first, then rammed the back of his skull into the bottom of Roach’s jaw. Something cracked.

      Roach staggered back and Gallows charged at him again, sending him to the ground—but not before he brought Gallows’ own blade around, slicing into the Hunter’s side.

      Gallows stamped on Roach’s hand and kicked the revolver away.

      ‘Son of a bitch!’ spat Roach. Pinkish blood dripped from his mouth.

      Gallows’ fingers reached for the knife, but between the fresh wound and the accumulated aches, it was agony to get to.

      Roach’s scrawny body twisted towards the gun—Gallows ran and kicked his ribs, but he lost his balance and tripped.

      Slabs fell from the ceiling.

      On his back, his fingers found the edge of the knife. He wrenched it from his belt, the pommel in the centre of his palm. It was a poor angle but the best he could do.

      Roach picked the gun up.

      The tip of the blade cut the rope.

      Gallows sprang to his feet, adrenaline and fear numbing the pain. He barrelled into Roach—his gun glanced off of Gallows’ head and he dropped the knife.

      Roach-Face growled. Gallows thrust his hand out, keeping his own sword at bay as Roach angled it to him. Gallows clawed and punched and spat, forcing Roach to the ground and pinning him there.

      He had to make a decision—go for the gun or the sword.

      He released the grip on Roach’s sword hand, using two hands to prise the gun away. It skidded along the floor, well out of reach.

      The choice left Gallows vulnerable.

      The pommel of his sword battered at Gallows’ temple, bright lights flashing in his head. Too close to use the blade, but Roach would rectify that.

      He made a move to grab the gun—Roach spotted it—and just as Gallows hoped he would, sacrificed his advantage to clear the weapon from Gallows’ grasp.

      Roach turned his back. ‘No chance you’re-’

      Gallows rolled, grabbed the knife and drove it deep into Roach’s foot, severing his Achilles tendon. Blood bubbled.

      Roach fell forward, twisting onto his back.

      Saliva dripped from Gallows’ mouth. He stamped on Roach’s wrist and retrieved his shortsword, as well as the revolver.

      After all that, the gun was empty. It fell to the ground. ‘Moron, you only had one bullet.’

      Roach’s face burned red.

      Gallows clasped at his side, sticky with blood, and made for the door. The ceiling trembled.

      ‘Don’t kill me,’ Roach pleaded to Gallows’ back. ‘Please don’t kill me.’

      ‘I ain’t gonna kill you,’ Gallows panted. ‘But you’re not leaving the same way as me. If you can walk, you’re welcome to find another door.’
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t have the energy to struggle any more.

      Exhaustion pulled at her but her mind kept her alert.

      She’d heard a gunshot ring out after the door had closed. Gallows. Another person dead because of her. How many more would die? Farro Zoven would pass her over to Pyron Thackeray—and then what? Had Enfield told him of the ‘Herald of Death’?

      She replayed the instant Enfield died over and over, but there was no satisfaction. How could there be? The whole Idari Empire was convinced she was a weapon. We’ve been hunting you since before you were born. Is that why she’d been passed from tribe to tribe her whole life?

      …Was this why she’d never got to know her parents?

      Jozef. No wonder you were scared of me some nights.

      More explosions, and the world shook.

      ‘Don’t worry about them bombs, girlie,’ Pierro called. ‘We’re nearly out. Now! When we get to the Guildhouse, ol’ Farro will… Well, let’s just call it your “audition”, eh? Best to just close your eyes and let him get on with it. After that, Veronica—a sweetheart, V—she’ll clean you up. I expect Zoven will want you in good condition for the Prime Councillor.’

      Worms squirmed in her stomach. Her heart—racing up until now—beat with all the speed of a rusty, gummed-up engine. Anyone tries to touch me, I’ll get inside their head and make ’em tear their eyes out. I will.

      And yet she couldn’t get into Pierro’s head now. Did it only work on animals? Damn you for dying so soon, Enfield.

      ‘Oi, you lot, get a move on!’ called Pierro.

      ‘The door’s stuck!’ moaned Percy.

      ‘Can’t be, this is the way we came.’

      Percy and the others—eight including Pierro, Serena reckoned—huddled around the door. ‘Ain’t budging,’ said Percy.

      ‘Shitting hells!’ The words rolled from Pierro like thunder. He set Serena down. ‘I’m gonna tell V not to let you anywhere near the dungeon for a month. Let me see... Oh aye, if the girl moves or tries any magic shite, kneecap her.’

      Serena’s legs were jelly, but she stood. Pierro pulled at the door, inching it open with a scrape and squeal of metal on stone. ‘Something’s jamming it,’ he said. ‘Now there’s a conundrum.’

      There must be another way out. There were no markings to tell her where she was, but the Courtesans’ Guildhouse was in The Sands, so she reasoned they couldn’t be far. No ladders, no holes… Seems my luck has finally run out.

      ‘So use what tools you have.’

      Jozef’s words.

      One of the men stood by her with a gun trained on her—a chubby one with auburn hair, eyeing her beneath bushy brows.

      She steadied her breathing. C’mon. Her hand shivered behind her back, but a pulse of electricity ran through her. Yes! She concentrated, invisible threads reaching out to the man, connecting with-

      ‘Caul! Gimme a hand, lad.’

      ‘Right,’ Caul said, shoulders relaxing now that he didn’t have to keep his eye on the witch in front of him. He assisted Pierro with the door.

      The connection severed.

      ‘There we go!’ Pierro sang the words. ‘Right Serena, hop on-’

      Percy yelped as a limping bundle of hair bounced through the new gap in the door, nestling by Serena’s legs.

      ‘Scruff.’ Serena’s chest lifted like the Liberty Wind. If Scruff was here…

      Percy moved to stick his blade into the dog, but Pierro backhanded him. ‘Son, I know you weren’t about to kill a dog.’ Pierro turned to Scruff, his face lighting up. ‘Thought you were all dead. Reckon I’ll keep him and call him Fabi-’

      The ignium lantern smashed into the back of Pierro’s skull, glass shards embedded in his head. He fell to the ground—twitchy fingers clutched at the wounds, lashings of scarlet beneath them.

      A stone shadow stood in the doorway.

      ‘Belios’ balls!’ yelled Caul. Six shots burst from his revolver. ‘There’s something there!’

      Enoch stepped forward, eyes burning like hellfire. He grabbed Caul by the throat and slammed him into the ground.

      He didn’t move after that.

      ‘Die!’ Percy thrust his knife into Enoch’s chest half a dozen times, in and out with frantic speed.

      But Enoch still stood.

      He wrenched the knife from Percy’s hand and sent it clattering along the ground.

      ‘W… What are you?’

      Enoch slammed him into the wall. Two of the remaining five fired at him, but the bullets didn’t even slow him—in no time at all, Enoch swung them around, cracked skull against skull, wrenched arms from their sockets and bent legs inward. He rounded on the others, the men petrified with fear. One of them landed by Serena, his face livid red and swelling.

      The last of Pierro’s men stood between Serena and Enoch, too scared to fight. Liquid pooled around his feet.

      ‘Run,’ said Enoch. The man bolted through the door.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Enoch asked as he untied Serena’s bonds.

      ‘Yeah… Yeah.’

      ‘Holy shit,’ called a voice from behind.

      Gallows! Still alive but clutching at a wound in his chest.

      He looked beyond her to Enoch. ‘Couldn’t you have just done that in the first place instead of skipping off?’

      ‘I thought you were dead,’ Serena said.

      ‘If only. Enoch?’ If his grey face could betray any emotion, then right now his eyes were mired in sadness.

      ‘We must go,’ he said. Gallows didn’t protest when Enoch assisted him through the door.

      As Serena followed, she heard a strangled cough from Pierro.

      In the back of her head, she’d hoped he’d died.

      ‘Your cap’n’s dead.’ He rolled onto his back, laughter spluttering from him. ‘Swung him about like a rag doll, I did! Oh-ho, pissed himself something awful, he did.’

      Her skin brimmed. ‘You’re lying.’

      ‘You tell yourself that. Gods above an’ below, you keep strange company, lass. But I promise you this: Zoven will turn this city inside out to find ya. We’ll kill anyone that takes you in. Anywhere you reckon you’re safe, we’ll get to ya.’

      The room shook as the last of the ignium charges went off nearby, motes of dust dancing up.

      Serena took her wrench in her hand.

      ‘Oh aye, your days are numbered,’ called Pierro. The giant’s heels dug into the ground, pushing his back against the wall. His baby’s grin spread on his face, spotting the tool in her hand. ‘What you gonna do with-’

      With every ounce of strength she possessed, Serena swung the wrench into Pierro’s mouth, smashing the few teeth from his gums and filling his face with blood.

      He collapsed back onto the ground.

      ‘You don’t look so big down there,’ she said.

      

      ‘Come on!’

      Serena pulled Gallows over the lip of the manhole. Enoch followed behind him, passing Scruff up with cracked, grey fingers.

      ‘We’re just off Coppertan Road,’ she said, peering through an alleyway. Looming towers looked down on her, each connected by arching skybridges. Stars littered the ink-blue sky, pin-sized peepholes examining her. Instead of feeling relieved at escaping the sewers, Serena only felt exposed. Who knew what dangers the shadows concealed? Who knew whose eyes were upon her? She caught a breath, but the air stifled her. All those nights she had escaped the orphanage, convinced she’d got away with it—laughing at the Watch, the sisters, daring to be caught…

      And a junkie caught her.

      Stupid, stupid girl.

      ‘C’mon,’ urged Gallows. Serena followed him through a narrow alleyway, glass crunching under her fancy shoes. Not so fancy now.

      Torches and ignium lamps painted Coppertan Road the colour of phoenix feathers. Voices filled the air like a swarm of beating mosquito wings.

      ‘That’s a big crowd,’ said Serena. But it wasn’t one big crowd so much as smaller knots of people, huddled together, choking the thoroughfare of Coppertan Road.

      Men and women, young and old, kids out way beyond curfew. Some of them wore the bronze shade of the Watch, others in tattered finery or light cloth. They huddled among those wearing the same gear, different voices barking conflicting orders.

      But they had one thing in common.

      ‘They’re looking for m-’

      ‘Sh,’ said Gallows. ‘They’ll have your description—green hair.’

      Most of the dye was still in place. ‘So?’

      ‘We’re okay. We can pass them. Act normal.’

      ‘What’s “normal”? When was the last time you had an entire city out for your blood?’

      ‘At least a fortnight,’ Gallows answered. ‘C’mon.’

      Serena peeled herself away from the safety of the shadows and out into the street. The air crackled with energy, like the buzz before a thunderstorm. For a moment, no-one paid them any attention. Eyes passed over them, lingering only to stare at Enoch.

      ‘This is insane,’ she said. ‘Wish we could’ve got more from Enfield.’ I could have got into his head, made him stop all of this.

      ‘Men who know little talk a lot,’ Gallows started. ‘Men who know a lot keep quiet. I reckon Enfield told us everything he knew—half of it probably bullshit.’

      ‘What do you think he meant, “our knowledge comes from a deep place?”’

      Gallows  shook his head. ‘Just posturing.’

      ‘Yeah, I guess,’ Serena said, but she wasn’t convinced.

      ‘Sarge says they were in the tunnels,’ she heard a watchman say.

      ‘Don’t give a rat’s ass,’ his partner spat, ‘I take my orders from Zoven.’

      Serena trailed behind Gallows. Her heart hammered harder with every step. A tombstone-grey Information Tower loomed in the road ahead.

      ‘If we can get through the gatehouse to Petrel’s Tail,’ Gallows started, ‘I reckon we-’

      ‘Oi!’ called a woman at Serena’s back. ‘Oi! Ty!’

      ‘Damn it.’ Gallows stopped and turned, stepping in front of Serena. ‘Drina.’

      The woman called Drina took a step closer, eyeing Serena and Enoch with the blue eyes of a doll. Her hand didn’t stray from the cleaver tied to her belt. Her shaved head bore scars too numerous to count, and her thin, bare arms were lined with muscle. The way she stood reminded Serena of Tiera. ‘Strange night.’

      ‘Yep,’ said Gallows.

      ‘Strange company.’

      ‘Yep.’

      Drina took another step. ‘You see what went down at the opera house?’ Serena couldn’t quite place her accent. Tarevian, maybe?

      ‘Yeah.’ Gallows’ hand rested by the pommel of his sword. ‘I was there. Barely made it out.’

      Another step closer. ‘Heard you’re a traitor. Bounty out for you. Hear the Watch is looking for you—and a young girl.’

      ‘That a fact?’ said Gallows.

      ‘Is what they say true?’ Drina’s hands tightened around the hilt of her hatchet. ‘You an Idari conspirator?’

      ‘No. We done?’

      Drina’s eyes scanned the sky and towers. ‘Fieri—he got the night off?’

      A breeze bounced between buildings, carrying the scent of copper. Gallows eased a crick from his neck. ‘Sure has.’

      Drina took another step, her posse fanning out by her side. The exchange was drawing attention now; more people closed in, hovering behind Serena like phantoms. Her abdomen tightened. She was grateful when Enoch’s cold form drew close to her.

      ‘Da, well—I got a contract to keep,’ said Drina. ‘Kirivanti’s orders. Apprehend you and the girl. No mention of a big priest though, so your friend may go.’

      ‘I am happy where I am.’ Enoch made the statement sound like a threat.

      Silver glinted as Drina’s blade slid from her belt. ‘I got no quarrel with you, Ty—if you say the Watch is wrong, then I’ll let you be on your merry. Leave the girl and go. We’ll be square, da?’

      Gallows’ own steel cleared leather. ‘Not gonna happen.’

      ‘She’s Zoven’s!’ called a voice.

      A fistfight broke out, but Drina ignored it. ‘Better she comes with me.’

      ‘Is it? I hear you’re on friendly terms with Farro Zoven too.’

      Drina’s eyes narrowed, and her rough hands clasped her hilt with more force. ‘Your friend Veronica tell you that?’

      Serena watched Gallows take a step closer, feeling her heart rise in her chest.

      Every member of the enclosing circle held a weapon—blades, sticks, a couple of guns—someone even cradled a crossbow.

      Drina raised her chin. ‘You gonna make me do this?’

      Gallows looked around him, weighing his options. Serena tried to focus on Drina, tried to get inside her head—but her heart rang too loud in her ears to concentrate.

      ‘I ain’t making you do anything,’ said Gallows. ‘I deny it. I ain’t a traitor. And the girl’s just a girl.’

      Drina’s mouth tightened.

      She doesn’t want to hurt you, Gallows. We can just walk away…

      ‘I wanna believe you, Ty.’

      ‘Great,’ said Gallows, ‘because I’m telling the tru-’

      ‘The time is eleven o’clock in the evening on the Twelfth Day of Terros. EMERGENCY ANNOUNCEMENT FOLLOWS: Tyson Gallows and associates wanted for charges of terrorism, murder and sabotage! Suspects last spotted heading towards The Sands! Suspects to be shot on sight! Repeat: Suspects to be shot on sight!’
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      ‘Run!’

      Serena broke from the throng, keeping pace with Enoch as he flew through the street, swatting two men away. Gallows’ sword slashed through the air, gouging into his opponent’s belly. Gallows barely gave him a second glance before engaging another enemy.

      ‘On them!’ screamed Drina, leading a charge.

      The slow, rhythmic burst of gunfire rang out; Enoch lifted Serena and spun her around—bullets sank into his back with dull thumps. ‘Go!’ he commanded.

      ‘But-’

      ‘Go!’

      Glass smashed around Serena from raining bottles. ‘Come on, boy!’

      Scruff howled and yelped at her feet as she caught up with Gallows. Blood glistened on his face.

      Serena risked a glance behind her; Enoch batted at swords and pipes, hurling bodies away with great power and ferocious speed.

      But he couldn’t get everyone.

      The hordes split around him like a river around a rock.

      ‘Watch!’ a voice called. ‘Zoven’s men! On me!’

      ‘Serena, c’mon!’ cried Gallows.

      They pelted through a manufacturing district lined with immense warehouses and crooked towers. Gallows beckoned Serena towards a blacksmith’s shop—a can of jellied eels sailed past Serena’s ear and burst open onto the dirty ground, followed by another glass bottle.

      No matter how fast they ran, they couldn’t escape the surrounding voices. The Hunters spat every curse and swear word Serena had heard of, and a few more; they didn’t seem to enjoy being betrayed by one of their own.

      Scruff snarled and sank his teeth into a lad not much older than Serena. ‘Boy, here!’ she commanded.

      The dog didn’t obey—the lad tried to shake Scruff off, but his teeth were embedded deep into his ankle. The kid fell and thrashed on the ground, slapping Scruff’s growling face.

      ‘Boy!’ Serena implored.

      But it was too late—Serena’s pursuers closed in like a tide, and the dog was lost.

      No!

      ‘Serena!’ Gallows called.

      She hesitated, fighting the urge to dive in to save Scruff.

      Gallows called her name again.

      ‘Shit.’ Serena tore herself away and caught up with the Hunter. The blacksmith’s door peeled open ahead of them—Gallows drove a punch into a man’s jaw as he popped out and swung a pair of iron tongs at him. ‘This way!’

      A chorus of missiles whistled around Serena as she followed Gallows—accompanied by more gunfire.

      ‘Where we going?’ she demanded.

      ‘This way!’ Gallows burst through a wooden door, into a dank wash house. ‘Here!’ Gallows threw a wooden beam to Serena. She grabbed it and barred the door behind her. It convulsed with pressure from the other side.

      Gallows lunged over more debris and barrelled up a staircase. Serena took the steps two at a time, legs complaining every time she moved.

      ‘Shit, locked!’ Gallows punched the door he’d run flat against. The centre of the sliding lock bolt had been hammered out of shape to prevent it from moving back.

      ‘Not it’s not.’ Serena pulled her wrench out and adjusted its jaws. She pulled at the nuts holding the lock in place, yanking like a drunken dentist.

      A rabble broke out on the floor beneath them. Thick black smoke billowed up and filled the stairwell. Fire.

      Gallows peered down. ‘Might want to hurry.’

      ‘Might want to stop leading us into dead ends.’ The nuts were small but the wrench found enough purchase to twist them loose. ‘There!’

      The sliding lock fell to the floor and Serena kicked the door open.

      Their feet rattled along the corridor, boiled ham and rotten fish filling Serena’s nostrils. An old man with a face full of folds peeked from his doorway and disappeared again.

      Gallows rounded a corner, his feet slapping on the tiles—and ran straight into a watchwoman.

      Her boot sent him flying. ‘You’re under arrest.’ She bent over and threw his shortsword behind her. ‘Hunter scum.’

      Serena readied her wrench, but the copper batted her hand away with a baton. She followed up by grabbing Serena’s hair and yanking her head off of the brick wall. Dull reds and purples filled Serena’s vision. ‘You’re under arre-’

      From the floor, Gallows’ knife slashed the watchwoman’s ankle. She screamed and collapsed to one knee. Serena wobbled on her feet, dizzy, then backhanded the watchwoman.

      ‘You okay?’ Gallows sheathed his blade and extended a hand.

      Serena didn’t take it; instead, she gripped the wrench so tight she thought she might break it. ‘I’m fine.’

      They left the watchwoman screaming and thrashing on the floor.

      Beyond the smudge of a filthy window, Serena spotted an empty skybridge, arching thirty feet above the street and connecting to another tower. ‘Bridge!’

      Gallows grunted his agreement. He elbowed the glass away and climbed out onto the bridge.

      In the daytime, the skybridges heralded adventure—a city-sized jungle gym inviting exploration. But at night, the bridges shouldered darkness and were fraught with false steps and dizzying turns.

      A stitch knifed Serena’s side as she ran up the incline. Whistles pierced the air and faces resolved from the darkness—in the windows of the towers, along the street below, from behind. ‘We’ve been spotted!’

      Serena’s heart froze as an arrow whooshed up and arced down onto the ground, its steel tip bending from the impact.

      Gallows swore. ‘They’re everywhere.’ He hunkered down but kept moving along the skybridge.

      Bullets zinged overhead, punching into stone. Acrid smoke invaded Serena’s nose. ‘This would be a good time to break out some gods damn magic powers!’ she yelled.

      ‘Stay focused!’

      ‘--Suspect was last spotted heading towards The Sands! Suspect is to be shot on sight!--’

      Gallows was thrown back as something colossal struck the bridge. Serena tripped, her fingers scraping against jagged masonry. Chunks of stone sailed to the street below—whatever had shot at them, it was big.

      Serena peered over the edge—a metal beast of a motorcarriage revved and snarled at her. The sight instilled cold fear in her; two glowing red headlamps peered at her, its front grille a mouth of metal teeth. Curling brass pipes ran over its hood like bines, spewing ignium. As it rolled towards her, a head poked up from behind its turret-

      Gallows pulled Serena to the ground as its shells cleaved stonework away. The shots rang like thunder, drowning out the voices howling after her. Stone rained onto her back.

      ‘You don’t want to pick a fight with a Bulldog,’ the Hunter said. ‘You okay?’

      Serena was about to reply, but something cracked and jerked beneath her.

      Then the world tilted.

      The bridge was coming apart.

      ‘Serena!’

      She slid down across the jagged surface as the skybridge crumbled. Her fingers reached out but grasped only air, and her legs kicking out in a vain effort to keep herself from falling. Rough stone scraped Serena’s forearms as gravity pulled her, her heart rising into her mouth.

      The sky loomed on top of her. Stars looked down—and the ground rushed up.

      A scream ripped from Serena’s throat as she fell-

      Sharp pain burned in her shoulder. Serena swung, suspended in the air.

      Gallows’ fingers were clasped around her wrist.

      She hung over the edge, staring up at him, pulse buzzing like a RADIOM readout. Stone and dirt poured on her—and a thin crack started crawling across the masonry. Below, voices called out—laughing, jeering.

      Serena wanted to call out to Gallows but her head swam with a cocktail of relief and terror.

      ‘Let go of the wrench!’

      Serena didn’t realise she still clutched it. She let go, and the wrench spun to the ground in a spiral. With her free hand, she reached up to the lip of stone jutting out—but it crumbled at her touch. With two hands, Gallows reached and pulled her over and onto her feet—but the arch was weak.

      ‘Run!’ Gallows breathed.

      Massive chunks of rock trailed away behind them. Bullets razed overhead, and another volley of shells crashed into the bridge.

      Move move move move…

      The stone fell away as soon as Serena’s feet left it.

      Wind rushed by as she pummelled the ground, and the roar of engines rolled out beneath her.

      Gallows slipped and skidded on the floor; Serena didn’t stop—she hoisted him up as she bolted past.

      ‘That Bulldog sees us, we’re done,’ he panted.

      Stone exploded at their heels.

      They reached the sandstone tower at the other end of the skybridge, pain enveloping Serena’s body. A gatehouse loomed at the end of the path—no doubt locked—and a climbing staircase was hewn into the wall.

      Serena wasn’t sure if her legs would carry her up just yet—she fell to her knees, dragging in breaths.

      ‘Serena…’ Gallows looked past her.

      ‘I know… Just give me a second…’

      Then she saw it.

      Glowing soft lamplight materialised by the gatehouse at the other end of the tower. A knot of people rallied by it, and the metal bars chugged and groaned as the gate ascended.

      It revealed a familiar face.

      ‘Hullo!’ Pierro hollered. A scarlet welt blazed on his face and blood stained his coat. When he spoke, the words were muffled and accompanied by flying spit. ‘Reckon you’re owed a smack in the mouth.’

      ‘Getting really tired of this asshole,’ Gallows muttered.

      ‘Lads, don’t be too gentle! Boss wants the girl alive—but take the Hunter’s head! Reckon V will like it.’

      Gallows lurched forward but Serena stopped him. ‘Don’t be stupid.’

      But what else was there to do? The towers and skybridges would be crawling with Zoven’s men, the Watch and Hunters—there was no way they could escape.

      Then an arrow whistled past, piercing the throat of one of Pierro’s men.

      ‘Oh for the love of Nyr’s cold clam!’ the giant yelled.

      Drina and the Hunters appeared behind Pierro’s squad, their swords and knives clashing in a steel tangle. The few coppers present stood stunned until Pierro threw one of ’em into the Hunters, who smashed the watchman’s skull in. The rest chose their side quickly after that.

      Drina locked eyes with Gallows as she gutted someone.

      Gallows nodded, and together he and Serena climbed the stone staircase skirting along the side of the tower.

      ‘After ’em!’ Pierro ordered.

      The stairs led to another skybridge. It rose sixty feet from the street but at least it was empty.

      Finally, some gods damn luck.

      But it didn’t last.

      A second Bulldog bounded across the undulating Coppertan Road. Both vehicles growled like two predators—one of them spat bullets with malicious abandon.

      ‘Move! I’ll take point!’ said Gallows.

      ‘Whatever that means!’

      Wind whipped Serena’s hair as she ran. The centre of the skybridge curved inwards at both sides, so narrow it forced them to cross it in single-file.

      Perhaps that was why the two thugs chose it for their ambush.

      Zoven’s men.

      They grinned before they charged.

      Gallows didn’t miss a beat as he batted a sword away with his own, his other hand plunging a knife into his opponent’s belly.

      The other guy wasn’t as dumb—he dodged right then left, shouldering Gallows to the wall and nearly over the edge.

      But Serena was the prize—the thug lunged for her, his pristine white teeth shining as he grabbed her. He drew back from Gallows, his back against the wall, and brought a silver straight razor to Serena’s throat. ‘Come closer and she’s dead!’

      Gallows took a step closer.

      ‘I mean it! Back off! I swear to the Great Gods and the Lesser, I’ll open her throat!’

      Gallows’ face twisted. ‘And then what’ll you have to bargain with?’

      Without thinking, Serena’s leg kicked out across the narrow path, into the wall opposite. It was a gamble—the angle was awkward and the man grasping her was heavy, but he needed her alive. He stumbled to the side, keeping the blade away from her throat. Serena kicked out again, this time both feet anchored on the flat of the wall.

      ‘Bitch,’ the bastard spat.

      With only one hand grasping her, Serena managed to twist from the thug’s grip. Acting on instinct alone, she shoved him a third time.

      He didn’t scream as he toppled over the edge.

      ‘Oh Gods…’ Serena rushed to the wall and gazed down. He lay on the cobbles at an awkward angle, eyes staring up at her, blood blooming around his skull.

      Ice laced Serena’s blood.

      ‘We have to go,’ urged Gallows. ‘C’mon.’

      A hail of dirt and stone exploded nearby, but the Bulldog’s gunfire might as well have been a million miles away.

      ‘We have to go!’ Gallows repeated.

      

      ‘Why is only one of them shooting?’ Gallows wondered. The Bulldog’s cannon spat slow, thumping shots at them, but it was firing blind.

      With the knife in his hand, Gallows took tentative steps down through the tower—it was better than the sword for close quarters.

      Like so many of the city’s towers, this one was in disrepair. Boards took the place of glass in many of its window frames, making it easy to get inside. This floor was dusty but bare—untouched.

      Doesn’t mean Zoven’s goons ain’t near.

      They reached the ground floor without disturbing anything, but the engine of a prowling Bulldog rolled past. Gallows knelt down by a window.

      ‘Is that the one that’s shooting?’ Serena asked, her voice small.

      ‘No. Reckon this one’s saving itself ’til it sees us.’

      He didn’t have the words to comfort her—but right now, all that mattered was staying alive.

      The Bulldog drove past, a beam of light flooding the lobby..

      Gallows waited until it turned a corner.

      ‘Let’s go!’ He lifted the window and climbed through, then, with Serena, darted across the street and into an alleyway.

      ‘Are the Hunters with us now?’ Serena asked.

      Gallows couldn’t tell from the look Drina had given him. ‘I don’t know, but if they keep Pierro and the Watch busy, I’m good with it.’

      A stillness settled over them. The air smelled of iron and salt. Gallows permitted himself a breath to calm his heart. ‘Reckon we’re past the baying mobs of cut-throats,’ he said.

      Serena looked to the sky. ‘And what about that?’

      Shearing through the clouds, the silver swell of a Royal Sky Fleet patrol craft sailed from the moon, its beam cutting into the ground and drowning them in light.

      ‘Shit.’

      

      Like a beacon atop a lighthouse, their enemies converged on the airship’s beam.

      No warnings, no announcements. The patrol craft hovered above Serena and Gallows, a silent executioner waiting for the blade to fall.

      Zoven’s militia trickled in at first—Gallows fought them one by one, but more followed—some Hunters, the Watch, Pierro and his dogs.

      They ran, but this quarter of Coppertan Road still served as a checkpoint from Proclamation Six Nine Seven Two. Barricades choked every avenue, strangled every escape route.

      The world spun past Serena’s eyes. Blurred faces appeared in windows and on rooftops. A weight pressed on her.

      ‘Serena, stay behind me,’ said Gallows. They stood in an industrial district, an extension of the same one they’d negotiated before. After all the running and fighting, they’d barely made any progress.

      Serena and Gallows backed up against a wall. Next to them towered a heavy wooden gate—despite the heavy chain and padlock wrapped around its iron handles, Serena gave it a tug.

      ‘Didn’t think so,’ she muttered.

      Nowhere to run.

      Nowhere to hide.

      Serena turned to face her pursuers—she could see Pierro in the distance, Drina hanging over his shoulder.

      Gallows stood with his sword in one hand and a knife in the other, looking like he wanted to go down fighting.

      But Serena refused to let another person die for her.

      ‘It’s over.’ Serena shook her head. ‘They can have me. I’ll demand they let you go, in exchange for me.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘We can’t fight a whole mob.’

      Gallows raised an eyebrow. ‘Not with that attitude.’

      One of the Bulldogs screeched across the road. The man at the turret didn’t look like military, and now that it was closer, Serena saw the red paint and graffiti smeared over it.

      ‘Farro Zoven’s got mates in high places,’ Gallows observed.

      Pierro marched to the head of the horde. ‘It’s over!’ He tossed Drina to the ground like she was a sack of potatoes. Her face was bloody, but she was still breathing.

      Serena planted her feet wide apart. ‘Oi, Toothless—take me, let him go.’

      Pierro tossed his head back and laughed.

      ‘Thanks anyway,’ said Gallows. He poised his sword.

      A last stand against ridiculous odds, like a Captain Crimsonwing novel. Angelo, I reckon you’d be proud of me. ‘If we’re gonna fight, can I at least get your knife?’

      Pierro charged like a bull, closing the gap-

      The wooden gate burst apart in a shower of shards and splinters, the chains snapping like string.

      The second Bulldog.

      Gallows shielded Serena from the rupture. ‘Get back!’ the Hunter yelled.

      Gunfire mowed Pierro’s men and turned them into bloody paste. Its shells bored into Zoven’s Bulldog; glass and metal flew out, followed by tongues of fire. It exploded, sending Pierro’s men and women fleeing.

      The giant—foaming at the mouth—swore and retreated, taking his surviving allies with him.

      His face was covered in dirt and blood, but Serena recognised the man sitting by the second Bulldog’s cannon.

      Damien.

      The armoured vehicle’s door flew open. A soldier—a woman—with cropped, fire-red hair snarled out at them. ‘How about y’all stop bloody running from us and get in the damn car?’

      

      ‘Valentine, meet Serena.’

      The Bulldog swerved and raced along Coppertan Road, charging through barriers and narrow paths—but it couldn’t shake the airship’s searchlight. It bathed the vehicle in brilliant white, despite Damien’s attempts to extinguish it with the turret.

      Gallows’ head was a mess, but for all the time he’d spent wishing otherwise, he was elated to find himself alive.

      He wasn’t the only one.

      Kirivanti sat across from him, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, eyes fixed on nothing. ‘I’m glad you’re alive, Sheva.’

      Damien stepped down into the passenger compartment, securing the turret cupola. He sat without a word in the remaining seat, across from Serena.

      ‘Thanks,’ the girl said. ‘You saved our asses. Again.’

      Damien nodded. Gallows’ gut twisted at the sight of him.

      ‘How did you find us?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘The motorcarriage’s Bride’s Code transmitter.’ Damien kept his tone flat. Black shadows concealed most of his face. ‘General N’Keres gave an order not to intervene with the Watch’s orders to kill you.’

      ‘How did you get out of the opera house?’ Serena asked.

      ‘I was incapacitated by falling debris. Sheva… saved me.’

      Kirivanti turned to avoid Gallows’ gaze. ‘The Schiehallion’s cannonade afforded ample makeshift exits. Blind luck, really.’

      ‘Save the reunion!’ yelled Valentine. The Bulldog made a violent turn. ‘We got a whole city after us and I can’t go forever, so if anyone’s got any ideas, I’d damn well appreciate ’em!’

      Our office and apartments are out. We need somewhere defensible where we can hole up and talk strategy, buy enough time to get Serena outta the kingdom. Gallows looked at Kirivanti. The whole Hunters’ Guild is out there looking for us.

      And the answer presented itself.

      ‘I know where we’re going,’ he said. ‘But first we gotta lose the patrol craft.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Flight Lieutenant Royce!’ called the patrol craft’s sole pilot and navigator, a lad barely out of his teens. ‘They’re heading towards Terros’ Crown.’

      ‘Stay on them,’ Royce ordered.

      ‘Aye, sir.’

      It was right, for it to end this way; he should be the one to apprehend Hunter Gallows after letting him escape. It should be Royce who brought an end to this sorry affair.

      At first he had believed the Hunter’s intentions to be good, but now? Commander Lockwood afforded him too much trust. Offer someone an inch and they walk a mile.

      The airship’s searchlight pinned to the APC like sunlight magnified upon an ant. Such carnage had been wreaked upon the city’s streets. Guilt was not familiar to Lyndhurst—never before had his conscience been blemished—but he blamed himself for how things had transpired.

      Well, he would make the most of this posting—this punishment—to prove himself worthy of the uniform. He would make his brothers proud, Nyr rest their souls. They’d sacrificed themselves for the good of their kingdom and if it came to it, so would he.

      Royce marched to the captain’s console and activated the intercom. ‘All units, prepare for rappelling manoeuvre.’ His voice grated through the speakers. ‘Our targets know they cannot outrun us. I predict they will make for the high ground afforded by Terros’ Crown and attempt to deter us with gunfire in a last-ditch effort to escape—we will not let them. Suspects are considered armed and danger-’

      ‘Sir!’ said the pilot. ‘It’s made a sharp right… Towards the Church of Feria! Hah! There’s nowhere to run, we’ll have ’em snared now, sir!’

      Unpleasant tingling danced up Royce’s back. The pilot was right to be confident, but with RSF numbers still thin, Royce was not prepared to take chances. ‘Keep your eyes open.’

      The armoured personnel carrier swerved and zig-zagged along the empty cobblestones, leaving a cloud of ash in its wake. ‘It’s… It’s heading through the Church!’

      ‘Indeed.’ What are you planning?

      ‘Do we deploy?’ said the pilot.

      ‘Negative,’ answered Royce, ‘that would leave us stationery, surely their objective.’

      ‘But there’s nowhere for ’em to go… The gatehouse to Dustwynd is the opposite direction an’ the orphanage is crawling with coppers—where do they hope to hide?’

      Royce didn’t answer. Something about this did not sit right; Hunter Gallows and his associates had outrun their pursuers. The crew of the RSF Overseer was the last line of defence—Gallows had to know that.

      Royce wondered what Commander Lockwood would do, but he checked himself—he was loyal to her, but Aramon Fallon was a traitor and a deceiver. Had she raised concerns about him, she would have avoided so much bloodshed.

      Gallows does not deserve to die. But orders are orders, and I have already shamed myself and my family name. Royce felt the ghosts of his brothers watching him.

      ‘Sir?’ came a female officer’s voice at Royce’s back. ‘What are your orders?’

      Instruments hummed and crackled in the Overseer’s cockpit. The moon shone its frosty glare. ‘Circle the Church of Feria but not too closely. They will come out sooner or later—ensure all units are ready to deploy in case-’

      The APC burst from the church’s western exit.

      ‘Maintain visibility!’ Royce yelled. What few pedestrians there were leapt away from the vehicle’s path as it bounced and rattled along the dirt road. ‘All units, we have resumed pursuit of target towards Terros’ Crown. Prepare to disembark.’

      As predicted.

      But then the APC did something unexpected.

      ‘Sir! Is that smoke?’ said the pilot.

      The airship descended; Royce saw the dirt spraying out from beneath the APC’s wheels as it cleaved through Terros’ Crown.

      ‘Stay on it!’ Royce commanded.

      ‘But, sir-’

      ‘You have your orders!’ Royce’s fist hammered the console. ‘Do not let it escape!’

      The smoke from the engine plumed and dissipated as the Overseer closed the gap. Still it ploughed along Terros’ Crown, climbing higher…

      Until its front wheel glanced off the side of a rock and flipped onto its head.

      Now the smoke was accompanied by deep, coal-red fire.

      ‘Royce!’

      ‘Ascend!’

      The vehicle exploded, liquid igneus mangling its metal frame.

      The Overseer lurched as it climbed the air, but Royce did not take his gaze from the smouldering ruin.
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      Hunger made an animal desperate, but it also made it dangerous.

      And Tiera knew what it was like to starve. She’d seen what it did to Yulia—seen the physical anguish it did to a person—all in the name of fanaticism. ‘Denial of physical needs enriches the spirit and brings one closer to the Gods.’

      Piss on your holy lies! This is not hunger, Tiera. This is nothing.

      Jynx had unlocked these memories with her poison.

      Yulia’s pleading rang in her ears, tormented her even after years. She could feel the heat from the white-hot brand, squirming as the smell of Yulia’s cooking skin rose around her. ‘Fire purifies, the sign marks you out as a follower of the Indecim. Do you choose Belios over all other Gods, save Aerulus? This is the final test, Yulia. The Fayth will guide you. Give yourself to us.’

      Better was when Tiera took the brand and turned it on Yulia’s captor and burned the monastery behind her. Fire purifies, and this place needs to be purged. Yulia’s pleas followed Tiera as she ran down the dirt path, followed her for miles, out into the wilderness. She’d left her inside.

      This is nothing.

      Filthy rags draped around her, and dirt caked her face—a disguise at first, but a second skin now. A stack of crates concealed her from the steel ring of Watch officers patrolling the skyport. She might have evaded prison, but scuttling between district cordons and sleeping in filth was not freedom. Security had been stepped up around the skyport too—but it would not be enough to save Vaughan. The time for looking was over—she’d rested as best she could. Now it was time to make Vaughan tell her where Fitz was.

      And if she couldn’t…

      She hissed. Weak thoughts breed weak actions. She had not abandoned Yulia to the predators—sold her knife to the Dread Pirate—burned through Phadrosi merchant fleets and massacred her way to the arse end of the world for it to end here.

      She inched closer to one of the skyport’s entry ways, its colossal black maw infested with Watch. An Information Tower buzzed nearby, but its words made no sense. Her heart jabbed her chest, thirst and hunger pulling at the frayed edges of her senses.

      An ice-white blur flitted past.

      Tiera spun.

      Her feet were unsteady but she told herself it was the dehydration and exhaustion.

      Scraping, churning, whining, laughter… Every sound made itself known to her now, senses shedding their weariness and burning alert. She stood there, frozen. You will not get near me again, witch.

      She disappeared inside a side entrance when the two watchwomen guarding it decided to harass a vagrant.

      The chaotic rhythm of the skyport embraced her. Its cavernous black interior swallowed her, the persistent rabble masking her movement. She concealed herself in the ignium steam hissing from every corner of the litter-strewn floor. Most of the airships had been locked down, but that didn’t mean much to the throngs that had nowhere else to go. Vendors peddling rat burgers and stoneroach kebabs did good business here. Her mouth watered as their aromas teased her. Her stomach tugged, eyelids weighing as heavy as sins. If she could just get close to slip something into her pocket, find water, rest for five minutes…

      A two-man patrol turned a corner. Without missing a beat, Tiera knelt down by a group of homeless men and women  sorrounding a battered ignium radiator.

      Their glassy eyes didn’t even register her.

      The coppers padded by, sneering at them, one of them tossing an apple core. Tiera wasn’t sure if it hit the ground before a scabbed hand snatched it.

      Fresh fruit. Sometimes aerons are not enough to pay these finisa off.

      Each landing pad in the skyport was elevated by thick, riveted iron struts, presenting a tangle of shafts and crawlspaces. Tiera pushed herself through, the acid stench from recycled ignium clawing her. Oil gummed her palms and her knees scraped as she pressed through, the chugging machinery drowning out any noise she made. Her limbs weighed like anchors, her head screamed for sleep. She snatched glances through the web of steel each time she negotiated a channel separated by a wider aisle, getting closer and closer to the landing pads reserved for the Raincatchers’ Guild.

      Obstructed as it was, she recognised the belly of the Liberty Wind.

      She pictured herself sailing into the sky with Fitz at her side, carving a bloody swathe through any bastard that stood in their way.

      Don’t be something you ain’t.

      At the far end of the hangar, the arse end of the Hurtling Whimsy hung open. Men and women wheeled cargo from its ramp—not barrels of water, but crates. She recognised a couple of ’em as casuals who’d worked shifts on the Liberty Wind once or twice.

      She searched the corners for RSF and Watch—none. Didn’t surprise her, everyone knew they never looked closely at Vaughan. She would make his treachery work for her.

      Slowly, she inched out from beneath the landing pad, crouching low and hugging the wall of crates.

      Vaughan’s landing pad was even bigger than Tugarin’s, and Tugarin captained the largest Raincatcher. She remembered the Tarevian’s dissent in the Guildhouse. How long before Vaughan seizes the Talon for himself?

      If the silver-haired clown wasn’t here, then she’d simply stow away and get her answers when he showed his face. If he was, then all the better—her knives would make him tell her where Fitz was.

      The crew hovered like flies, but how loyal would his casuals be? I slaughtered half his crew before that bitch got in my head. Warm satisfaction settled in her belly.

      It turned to ice when Jynx slinked down the cargo ramp.

      Tiera ducked, brain throbbing at the sight of her. Her blades appeared in her hands. The witch saw me—looked straight at me.

      But nothing happened. Her heart in her throat, Tiera risked another look.

      She’d disappeared.

      Tiera breathed again.

      Stay sharp.

      Squeals accompanied a tall trolley as it rolled down the ramp. Tiera peered into the depths of the hold; there was no other cargo.

      This was her chance—dart into the belly of the Whimsy now before the ramp lifted.

      Her heart stopped when she saw who commandeered the trolley.

      Harvel Roarke.

      Her nails scraped along the crate. Traitor.

      Only a parasite turned his back on his crew and the ballad—betrayed the kinship between Raincatchers. She fought the urge to leap over the crate and open his belly, to choke him on his own guts.

      But her muscles relaxed. If he’s alive, Fitz could be…

      Roarke wheeled the cargo, exchanging banter with another of Vaughan’s crew.

      The hold was near-empty now. She would not have a better opportunity to get aboard.

      But Roarke was heading in the opposite direction.

      He would know where to find Fitz.

      But if he doesn’t and I’m caught, my chance to get to Vaughan is squandered…

      Roarke’s hacking laughter trailed away.

      The cargo ramp stayed pinned on the floor.

      She made her choice.

      Her fingers curled around the pommels of her blades—if Roarke was lucky, she wouldn’t have to use them.

      She made to leap over the crate-

      Cold steel pressed against the back of her neck, rendering her as still as stone.

      ‘You are under arrest,’ a voice said. ‘Pirate.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Ow!’

      ‘Sit still,’ said Genevieve.

      The solution she used on Gallows’ wounds burned like acid. Reckon I was safer out there.

      Over an hour had passed since they’d slipped past the patrol ship, and Gallows was still amazed that it had worked. He’d tied loose bricks onto the Bulldog’s accelerator, jammed the steering wheel and sent it off to Terros’ Crown with one of Valentine’s ignium charges on a timer. After that, they’d made their way to the Musicians’ mansion, knowing the Hunters’ quadrant would be empty.

      With Damien scouting ahead, they’d avoided trouble. Gallows was glad of the distance. He wasn’t sure he’d want to look Damien in the eye again.

      ‘Does a day go by when you don’t throw yourself knee-deep into danger?’ Couressa had a singer’s voice even when she spoke. She was in her loungewear and was at least one bottle deep into her apricot wine. After the night she’d had, Gallows couldn’t blame her. He’d wanted to stitch his cuts on his own but she’d insisted, and he was tired of listening to the complaints from his muscles.

      ‘Not lately,’ he answered, the burning on his skin retreating. ‘You almost done? We don’t have much time.’

      ‘I assure you, we’re quite safe.’ They sat in the Musicians’ Guild’s best suite. It was bigger than Gallows’ apartment, filled with artificial flowers and portraits of famous composers.

      The only light in Genevieve’s room came from a roaring fire, harsh red and orange bursting over him. With the Hunters scouring the city for them and the lack of music, the mansion possessed a mournful silence.

      Valentine was busy down in the Hunters’ quadrant getting supplies, taking inventory and setting up chokepoints with Damien. The odds weren’t good; they were up against the Watch, Hunters, and every two-bit criminal in the city. Coming here only bought them time.

      ‘I know ignium lamps can be used for heat,’ Genevieve said of the fireplace, ‘but I’m a creature of habit. Would you like some?’ She offered Gallows a glass of wine, some of it spilling as she swung it towards him.

      He shook his head. ‘Listen, you need to get out of here. It’s not safe.’

      ‘Yes, you’d mentioned.’ She placed the glass down and fixed a dressing onto Gallows’ torso. Her fingers lingered there, making his skin prickle. ‘Why are you so tense?’

      ‘I’ve been framed for terrorism and every gangster, thug and killer in this city wants my blood—and that’s just the Watch.’

      ‘Very droll.’

      ‘Also the truth.’

      ‘We can leave first thing in the morning,’ Genevieve said. ‘I’m tired.’

      ‘It has to be tonight.’

      ‘The skyport is closed to civilians and trains aren’t running. Do you propose we swim?’

      ‘You’re Genevieve Couressa. Buy your way out. Don’t reckon there’s an honest soul in this town, might as well take advantage of it.’

      Couressa swept a stray hair behind her ear. ‘That’s very presumptuous. And where do you propose we go, once we turn outlaw?’

      ‘Not “we”; I’m staying. You go with your people, take Serena with you.’

      ‘Just like that?’

      Why is she making this difficult? ‘I’m talking life and godsdamned death, Genevieve. Farro Zoven, Pyron Thackeray—they want Serena. She needs protecting. You’ve got the means.’

      Genevieve sipped at her wine. ‘You say she’s a “Siren” yet produce no proof. It’s all a little far-fetched, don’t you think?’

      With the time pressure, Gallows had been forced to tell her everything about Serena. He realised how stupid he’d sounded, but credit to Genevieve, she didn’t kick him out. Anyway, Valentine still had the evidence from One Three Seven—that would at least prove his allegations against the Prime Councillor.

      ‘You saw those Wraiths at the opera house,’ he said. ‘There’s worse out there. Believe me.’

      ‘The girl can protect herself, from what you’ve told me. Why should I put my people at risk?’

      ‘Yeah, she can kick ass and Gods know she saved mine more than once tonight—but how long will her luck hold? You’re the one who bangs on about hope and justice and charity.’

      She hammered the glass down. ‘I’m not convinced that extends to mythical mermaids that drown sailors!’

      ‘Junior Councillor Enfield killed people to get his hands on her. By now, Thackeray knows he’s dead, and Pierro’s gangs will have reported back to their pimp-in-chief. Thackeray will want her. She needs to get as far away from here as possible.’

      ‘And you think because I possess wealth, I can buy passage out of here, just like that?’

      The fire crackled, dancing embers flying and fading in the air—alive one moment and gone the next. ‘Yup,’ said Gallows.

      Genevieve rolled her eyes. ‘Always so black and white, isn’t it?’ She stood and marched to a table by her bed. From a velvet pouch, she produced a vial of laudanol and an ornate eye drop dispenser. ‘I have a pain killer. It relaxes the muscles and calms the mind. You should-’

      ‘No.’

      Her head shot around. ‘There’s really nothing to be afraid of; it’s harmless in small quant-’

      ‘I said no.’

      The drawer slid shut. ‘Suit yourself.’

      Velvet pouch, personal drop dispenser. You don’t use that for medicine, Genevieve.

      ‘Oh, don’t look at me like that,’ she scowled.

      Gallows didn’t realise he was looking at her like anything. ‘What you do in your own time is your business.’

      ‘Hah! “My business”, as if I have privacy! I am hounded in the street every time I leave my house. I am surrounded by sycophants. I receive death threats, legal threats and petitions for marriage every single day. I don’t require your judgement.’

      Gallows stood. ‘Genevieve, I apologise if I’ve-’

      But whatever deluge Genevieve had been keeping at bay had already burst. ‘You believe because I am surrounded by people who adore me, I cannot possibly feel alone?’ Rage edged in her voice. ‘What do you know of it? Who are you to look at me like I am some common junkie? I wouldn’t wish the pressures of fame on anyone. I almost died tonight and the world would have mourned—but who would have grieved?’

      ‘I’m… sorry. I didn’t realise. But this is all more reason to get out.’

      Couressa didn’t look at him. Her eyes reddened but without missing a beat, she composed herself. ‘I’ll have Aulton look for passage out of the city in the morning—your ludicrous curfew will make it impossible to grease anyone’s palm while the authorities are looking for the girl.’

      Gallows’ throat dried. His instincts told him to plead and argue but he knew she was right. No-one at the skyport would risk letting a motley crew sneak aboard an airship in the dead of night—not with the RSF zipping in and out on water runs, and whatever Captain Vaughan was up to. They’d probably only get far enough to get shot down by the Schiehallion anyway. Holing up here for the night was better than hiding in the streets—at least they had control of their surroundings. Damien could get Serena out if the rest of them fell.

      ‘Fine.’ Gallows relented. ‘We hole up.’

      ‘Splendid.’ A smile played on Genevieve’s lips. ‘Then we have some time.’ She closed the gap between them both. She wore a thin nightdress, a peach-pink colour, the same as her lips. That light, sweet, toffee-apple scent she wore coiled around her. The back of her thin fingers caressed him.

      He froze. Cold sweat collected on his back.

      ‘Whatever pain you’re carrying,’ she whispered, ‘let it go…’ She leaned in and her lips pressed against Gallows’…

      She drew back.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ The corner of her small lips curved. ‘You don’t want me?’

      Nidra’s talons, drawing blood as he hung there, powerless… Her voice threading through his head, pushing his protests down…

      She moved in again.

      ‘Stop,’ said Gallows.

      Genevieve turned rigid as she withdrew. ‘No man has ever rejected me before.’ She laughed—a short, sharp intake of breath. ‘I am… not used to not getting what I want.’

      Gallows tried to talk but language escaped him. How could he open up to this woman he barely knew? How could he tell her of his guilt—his shame?

      Genevieve turned her back on him.

      ‘I’ll take the girl under my wing,’ she said, sliding her bedside drawer open. ‘You may go.’
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        * * *

      

      She had no idea who the clothes used to belong to, but they fit better than Francois’s dress. Hunters’ gear wasn’t a million miles away from the overalls she wore on the Wind; thick work trousers with a utility belt, clean woollen socks and a long-sleeved linen shirt inherited from Fabian Aereli. A second-hand pair of brown steel-capped boots completed her ensemble. It made her feel new.

      Even better was the shower. The plumbers who attended to the Musicians’ Guild must have been much better than the ones who saw to the Raincatchers and the orphanage, because not once did the water stutter or stop. She stayed in the cubicle much longer than she’d needed to, even though the water stung at her scrapes and wounds. The shower sheared the grime away, eased the tension in her muscles—and Gods, it was good to rinse that horrid dye out.

      Valentine was busy taking note of what gear they had—she’d heard her say that the building was too big to fortify with what they had, so they’d have to choose their spot carefully. They’d bought some time, but soon their enemies would descend.

      She could only guess at what would happen next. Gallows’ trick with the motorcarriage diversion was clever, but they had been lucky to escape the RSF. Surely they would figure out what had happened? What would happen when Drina and the Hunters returned? Was this the calm before the storm? Would more people die because of her?

      She stepped into the main room of Aulton’s suite, boots sinking into the lush carpet. Synthetic flowers filled vases that sat atop tiny, useless tables—tables which only existed so other tiny, useless things could be placed on top of them. A trolley of suitcases and musical instruments was parked by the door. Fabian paced back and forth, stopping every now and then to examine himself in a mirror.

      ‘Ah, Serena,’ greeted Aulton, leaning on his cane. ‘Can I get you anything else? More water, perhaps?’

      ‘Uh, no.’ Serena hadn’t thought she’d ever refuse water, but there it was. ‘Has anyone come in? Any messages? The longer we stay here, the more you guys are in danger.’

      Aulton’s smile expanded but his knuckles whitened. ‘I assure you, we are quite safe.’

      Fabian continued pacing, lines etched on his youthful face. It made sense that everyone was tense—Gallows had informed ’em all of Enfield’s revelations. Genevieve was different; she was all fire and bluster, ranting about hope and justice before she disappeared to tend Gallows’ wounds.

      Fabian sighed. ‘You know,’ his voice chimed, ‘I often wonder if I’m not the Lost Prince of Ryndara. I’m handsome enough for it.’

      Aulton rubbed his temples. ‘Prince Arros disappeared as a youth fifteen years ago—you’re forty!’

      ‘How dare you! Serena, girl, don’t listen to Aulton’s fallacies!’ Fabian’s voice pitched so high it could shatter the mirror on the wall. ‘I am merely thirty-four.’

      ‘You are not, you thundering dunderhead.’

      ‘Anyway,’ shrugged Fabian, simpering into his reflection, ‘I heard his looks were vastly overestimated.’

      ‘Right,’ Serena said. ‘Um, am I… free to go?’

      ‘You are not a prisoner, my dear,’ Aulton told her. ‘Just… Don’t stray too far.’

      The door closed behind her, blunting the sound of whatever barbs the two musicians had started trading with each other.

      Being cooped up always bothered her, but it was worse now. Running and hiding got her nowhere; she had to do something. Find Myriel, for a start. Explain everything to Angelo. Spread the word about Enfield. Something.

      The suite was on the uppermost floor of the mansion. She stared down over the interior balcony; the entrance to the Musicians’ Guildhouse had been chained shut, but Gallows said that the Hunters didn’t use that one much anyway. Two more balconies hung beneath her, and a long staircase spiralled and split off into two. The marble of the foyer floor gleamed.

      She pictured the man who assaulted her on the skybridge falling over the edge of the balcony, arms flailing in the air, eyes piercing hers.

      She spun away towards the Hunters’ quadrant, seeking a distraction. Unlike the Raincatchers’ Guild, members here didn’t sleep on the premises. All this space, empty in the night. Half the kingdom’s homeless could fit in here.

      Genevieve’s suite was up ahead. Under any other circumstances, Serena would have been a nervous wreck in her company. Everything seemed… Smaller now, less important.

      The door swung out. Gallows appeared, looking worse than ever.

      ‘Kirivanti’s office, five minutes,’ he announced. ‘Tell everyone else.’

      

      Coffee-brown leather stuck to Serena’s skin, but the couch was comfortable. Lamps cast gentle light around the room, the colour of the sky at sunset. An illuminated globe sat on Kirivanti’s desk. Phadros, Aludan, Nom Ganald. Would she ever get to see them?

      Fabian sat on a wooden chair with a high, curving back, Aulton on another couch. Valentine stood by the end of the desk.

      No Genevieve. The Hunters’ Guildmaster herself sat behind the desk, face haggard. She still wore her violet eveningwear, but she’d draped a thin blanket around her shoulders. Gallows had changed into the casual gear he’d had on at the funeral. He paced back and forth between them all, lines on his face.

      Damien stood alone in a corner.

      Serena was alone too, though the couch was big enough for at least three people.

      Guess Gallows has told them all about me, then.

      He’d been talking for twenty minutes now, going through a pile of notes bound in a Captain Crimsonwing dustjacket.

      The revelations about the desert lab stunned everyone to silence. Fabian huffed once or twice at the mention of dead-eyed soldiers and conspiracies, but the photographs silenced him—chilling images of corpses after surgery, some with organs hooked up to machines, some faces stretched in rictus horror as though they were still alive when the procedures had taken place.

      No-one questioned Gallows after that.

      ‘So we hole up here,’ he said. ‘Just until the morning.’

      ‘Place is wrapped up tight,’ said Valentine. ‘No guns other’n what we got from the Bulldog, but Damien here’s set up a few traps to dissuade intruders. We’ll tell y’all where they’re placed when we’re done here.’

      Serena didn’t like it—‘wait and see’ wasn’t any kind of plan. She’d never been to this Guildhouse before, didn’t know its layout, didn’t trust it. Not that the streets where much better—how many junkies and homeless had Enfield employed? ‘Reckon we should’ve stuck to the sewers,’ she said. ‘They can’t have explosives in every tunnel.’

      ‘We can’t underestimate our enemies,’ said Gallows. ‘Anyway, they’ll arrest anyone on the spot out after curfew. Our descriptions will be circulated. No way we can get out of the kingdom without an airship, and the skyport ain’t open ’til sun-up. We have to play this smart.’

      ‘Where’s Couressa anyway?’ Valentine asked. ‘Reckon she should be up to speed.’

      ‘Resting.’ Aulton’s answer came as quick as a bullet.

      ‘So we stick to the Guildhouse for the night,’ said Gallows. ‘Hide out in the Musicians’ quadrant—no self-respecting Hunter would come this close. Soon as the sun comes up, Aulton, you head for the skyport.’ Gallows ran his fingers through his hair and looked to Serena. He struggled with whatever he needed to say.

      A pit opened in Serena’s stomach. ‘What?’

      ‘You’re going with ’em.’

      The pit filled with fire. ‘Like hell! Running ain’t an answer. I tried that and people died, remember?’

      Gallows held her gaze, steel in his eyes. ‘Exactly.’

      Her skin bristled and she got to her feet. The fire rushed to her fists, but…

      He was right.

      Everything that had happened was because of her. The Night of Amberfire, Milo, Marrin, the people in the opera house. All those people—dead because of her. ‘I can take care of myself,’ she protested—but the words sounded hollow.

      ‘We have an engagement aboard the Queen of the North beginning next week,’ said Aulton. ‘We will be aboard for at least three months, likely longer. Its proprietor enlists private security. Mercenaries loyal to money, yes, but very good at their job. You’ll be safe until we determine your next move.’

      ‘So I’m just to be… packaged off and sent to Nyr knows where? For months? It won’t work! That’s what led me here in the first place, ferried all over the world because the Idari were hunting me!’

      ‘Now we know why,’ said Gallows. ‘Enfield’s dead and the Idari are an ocean away, but there are plenty of enemies here.’

      ‘So why not tell the Prime Councillor?’ asked Fabian. His eyes kept flicking towards Serena. ‘Why not have him protect her?’

      Gallows thrust the One Three Seven files into the singer’s face. ‘Look at what he’s responsible for! What do you reckon he’ll do if he gets her?’

      Fabian stood. He was taller than Gallows and squared his shoulders. ‘And how do we know she won’t burrow into our minds and make us kill one another?’

      ‘Fabian!’ Aulton hissed.

      ‘Forgive my bluntness, Serena, I am sympathetic to your predicament, truly I am. But if you possess the power to interfere with our Gods-given free will, then the world is right to fear you.’

      Aulton stood. ‘Now, Fabian-’

      ‘Leave it,’ Serena said. ‘He’s right. I mean, you’re all thinking it. We don’t know what I am. I don’t know what I am.’

      ‘I do not mean it personally, Serena,’ Fabian explained. ‘I simply believe it needs to be said.’

      She welcomed his honesty. So that’s it—sent away again without a word to anyone. No Angelo. No crew. No-one. They’re safer without me anyway.

      ‘You should all consider leaving.’ Kirivanti’s voice wasn’t far above a whisper, and when she spoke, she didn’t meet anyone’s eye. ‘If the Prime Councillor knows these materials are out in the open, he will not hesitate to execute you as traitors. If we can indeed get Serena out, you should accompany her.’

      ‘I got business I need to square with Confessor Cronin,’ said Gallows.

      Valentine eased a crick in her neck. ‘I ain’t goin’ anywhere either, sugar.’

      ‘You should get out too, Sheva.’ Damien’s voice floated from the corner of the room. ‘You were manipulated as well.’

      Kirivanti shifted in her seat, languid shoulders arched low. ‘I will remain. I will not bring shame upon my family.’

      ‘Can you make copies of Mathieson’s files?’ Gallows asked. ‘Something happens to us, you’re the only person we can trust.’

      Kirivanti nodded.

      ‘Settled then,’ said Valentine. ‘Sit tight ’til mornin’. Hope y’all know how to play Coxswain’s Bluff.’

      A Siren, a soldier, a Hunter, a pair of musicians and whatever the hell Damien was. A weird crew to belong to, true, but Serena was never one for conformity. We can win this. All of us together, we can win this. After that, I’ll take my chances with the singer.

      All she had to do was survive the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Sweat clung to Tiera’s face as the RSF finisa swept the hood away.

      Her arms were bound behind a chair. She struggled and barked, her guard leaping back across the room.

      That made her warm.

      Her cell gleamed like the flat of a knife and smelled of disinfectant. Quick to clean up what goes on in here. The door ahead of her slid open. A strong-looking woman in a pristine RSF uniform walked in. Tiera knew her.

      ‘Rowena Lockwood.’ Tiera did a poor job of concealing the hate in her voice. ‘Pirate hunter.’

      ‘Once upon a time,’ said Lockwood. ‘And you are Tiera Martelo. Pirate pardoned for services during the war, former Raincatcher—and now, wanted terrorist, conspirator and murderer.’

      Tiera’s mouth snapped at her, but Lockwood didn’t flinch. In fact, she took a seat in front of her.

      ‘I want to discuss the story Tyson Gallows peddled after he rescued you.’

      ‘The Hunter did not rescue me.’

      Lockwood waved a hand. ‘Put your pride aside. He said you were manipulated by pharmaceutical means—mind control.’

      Tiera angled her chin up at the woman. She couldn’t read her. Screw it. ‘It’s true. Are we done?’

      ‘My orders are to arrest you and hand you over to Confessor Cronin.’

      ‘Then do it!’ she snapped.

      Another soldier came in, a younger woman. ‘Ma’am!’

      Lockwood didn’t take her eyes from Tiera. ‘I’m busy, Specialist Lestra.’

      ‘It’s important, Ma’am. General N’Keres is coming aboard.’

      And there was the chink in Lockwood’s armour. Just for a moment, alarm shone in her eyes.

      ‘That’ll be all, Specialist.’

      ‘Ma’am.’ Lestra disappeared.

      ‘Something’s brewing.’ Tiera’s voice spilled like poured whisky. ‘Your military seeing you for the curs you are?’

      ‘I’m not the one chained like an animal.’

      Tiera screamed, saliva bubbling over her lip. Again, Lockwood didn’t flinch.

      ‘According to Phadros, you had no criminal record before taking up arms with Helena tal Ventris. Going from a nun-in-training to a sky pirate is quite the leap. You burned down your monastery, stole to survive.’

      Tiera’s skin turned cold. ‘I am not explaining my actions to you.’

      ‘The priest’s son abused you. Abused all of the sisters. I’ve seen your brands.’

      Tiera spat.

      ‘I understand. Where else could a girl branded as property of the Fayth go? Datthias-’

      ‘Don’t say his name!’

      The overhead lighting buzzed. From within the walls, hydraulics pumped and hissed. ‘Very well. No-one would take you in, even if you told them what he’d done to you. No-one would risk his wrath. You must have been desperate.’

      ‘Why are you telling me this?’

      ‘Because I don’t think you’re the fearsome warrior you wish the world to believe you are. In fact, I wish to help you.’

      ‘Piss on you.’

      Lockwood’s face creased, light glistening on her perfect teeth. ‘Ah yes, there’s the Scourge of the Phadril Sea, there’s Tiera Martelo! Only, “Tiera” isn’t your real name. Is it—Yulia?’
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        * * *

      

      Serena reckoned she should sleep while she had the chance, but her mind refused to relax. Kirivanti dozed in her chair, waking every ten minutes in alarm.

      4.a.m. The Info Towers lay dormant at this time of night, but that didn’t mean the predators had stopped prowling. Soon the sun would edge up above the Steelpeaks. With luck, she’d be sailing into the sky along with it.

      She lay sprawled across the leather couch, face buried in Mathieson’s notes. Man, some sick stuff went on over there. She couldn’t look at the pictures, and the notes turned her stomach—cool, clinical descriptions of torture and brutal procedures—all told with amused curiosity, like a kid checking out a toy shop. But she forced herself to read—between Enoch’s story and Gallows talking about huge wolves and snakes, there could be something in here about Sirens, and this could be the last chance she ever got to-

      ‘I’m not sure you should be reading that.’

      Ice washed over Serena. Damien’s voice. She hadn’t heard him come in.

      ‘Apologies if I startled you.’ His voice was as brittle as Clara’s chocolate squares. He’d changed into proper clothes, high quality gear, but he still looked dishevelled. Blonde stubble flecked his cheeks, and the lines in his face had grown sharp.

      ‘It’s cool,’ she said, sitting straight. ‘Hey, I didn’t get the chance to thank you for saving me. Enfield would’ve…’

      He waved her thanks away and stalked around the room, taking a chair opposite Kirivanti.

      Without thinking, Serena inched back.

      ‘You’ve nothing to fear from me,’ he said.

      ‘Well, that ain’t strictly true, is it?’

      Damien leaned back, shadows playing across his face. ‘No, I suppose not.’

      ‘Gallows told me… about you. About what happened.’ A breath of wind murmured through the window at Kirivanti’s back. ‘He said you have… Urges. Is that true?’

      ‘Is it true you are an entity disguised in robes of skin, capable of manipulating a person’s consciousness?’

      Serena’s skin burned. She’d overstepped the mark. Still, if she was going to throw her lot in with a psycho killer, she wanted to know about it.

      ‘There is…’ he started. ‘Something inside me. Something hateful. I believed I had it under control. I was wrong.’

      Kirivanti stirred in her seat, wrapping her blanket tight around herself.

      The face of the man Serena had tipped over the bridge screamed at her, frozen mid-fall, face stretched in fear. How could anyone enjoy doing that to another person?

      ‘I… killed someone tonight.’ Admitting it made Serena queasy. ‘He had a razor to my throat. We were on a skybridge, we struggled… He went over. And I know it wasn’t my fault, but… I still feel guilty. I can still see him.’

      Damien’s chin dipped. ‘That’s good.’

      ‘What is?’

      ‘That you feel guilt.’

      The room turned cold. An ignium lamp flickered for a second—its gas would need to be refilled soon.

      ‘So you don’t feel guilty about the coppers you killed at the opera house?’

      ‘Had they caught you, you’d be dead. Tyson too. No, Serena, I do not feel guilty.’

      How could someone so refined and poised enjoy killing? How did someone do that without remorse? How many people did you need to kill before that sense of humanity washed off? ‘So,’ she began, terrified to hear the answer, ‘what’s stopping you from killing all of us?’

      Damien turned to look at her, and his answer chilled her. ‘Nothing.’

      Whether through fear or something else, Serena didn’t dare move.

      ‘But that’s true of everyone, is it not?’ Damien suggested. ‘Look at this city. See how deep its corruption is rooted. Madmen yearn for war, profit from death.’ The corners of his mouth turned down. ‘Other men revel in their lust, blind to the damage it causes. Is anyone ever truly safe?’

      Unease gnawed at her. Wasn’t it true that Enfield’s homeless network had tracked her down without her knowing? ‘Why do you like it so much?’

      Damien looked past her, staring off into some unknown horizon. For a split second, Serena thought she saw him smile. ‘There is nothing quite like it—that sense of power when the last breath is squeezed out, when eyes shine their last. That moment is… Exquisite. The Nyr-az-Telun nurture that desire. They’re fanatics, you see. Formed after the Gods drove the Orinul from the world to protect the realms of humankind, should the demons ever return. The Fayth claim they disbanded these demon slayers centuries ago. A lie. They lived on, operating in secret. We were based in a place known as the Solacewood. For years we lived there, trained there. Cleric Adravan presented us with killers, brigands, defilers. He promised them salvation if they repented and gave themselves to Aerulus the One Father—but his salvation came in the form of a blade. They encouraged their disciples to view their targets not as human.

      ‘But that was in direct opposition to my desires. And it was easy to justify slaughter when the men pleading were murderers and predators.’

      ‘So, it’s for religion?’

      ‘I care nothing for the Fayth, but I carried out their orders with a joy I had never known. Adravan schooled us in martial arts, weapons training. He taught us how to meditate, how to slow our heartbeats and listen to others’. He taught us how to sharpen every sense, know every molecule of ourselves.’ He turned his face to Serena. ‘I can hear the breaths of every person in this building. When I am on a rooftop, I can calculate every conceivable variable of my environment in an instant. I know everything about my body, my mind—my spirit. I can survive extreme temperatures by regulating my body heat with nothing more than a thought. I can analyse an opponent for a moment and divine his every weakness.

      ‘Once, I was tasked with assassinating a target. When he lunged for me, I didn’t move a muscle—I knew a heart attack would kill him before he got close.’ Damien turned his face away. ‘In short, Serena, I am a monster.’

      Serena swallowed. ‘Why did you leave?’

      ‘Adravan lied. He told us the Fayth Collegium stationed him in the Solacewood with orders to recruit new followers. In fact, the Church had excommunicated him. He was training disciples of his own, to one day challenge the Church, and the Fayth itself.’

      ‘You didn’t want to join him?’

      ‘I cared nothing for his futile endeavour. He branded me a heretic for my betrayal. Ordered the others to kill me.’

      ‘What happened?’

      Damien took his time in answering, the glow of the stuttering ignium lamp casting fire on him. ‘They failed. I travelled for a time, utilising the skills I had learned in my years of tutelage. I was tired of snow and rain; I am from Kvel, a coastal village. I decided I would see the sun. I wound up in Dalthea. By then, the Idari empire’s intentions had been made clear—it was not difficult to find work. One day I was ordered to neutralise a Dalthean prisoner of war named Tyson Gallows. The Council feared he would release sensitive information.’

      Serena didn’t know what to say—was she looking to feel better for killing someone? She busied herself by scanning the pages of the notes everyone was so excited about. She didn’t look at Damien when she asked, ‘So why didn’t you kill him?’

      ‘Tyson is troubled. But he is a good man. We escaped the clutches of the Idari, but by then it was too late. Our fleet burned, our harbours devastated. We were lucky not to get caught in the ignogen bomb’s blast radius.

      ‘When Tyson found out Sera had perished, he took his sword and ran towards the skyport, determined to steal an airship and fly to Idaris to slaughter each and every one of them. A death wish—and one he very nearly succeeded on making true.’

      Horrible pictures in the file stared back at Serena. She flipped the page. ‘You stopped him?’

      ‘Yes. And he has resented me ever since.’

      Kirivanti muttered something in her sleep.

      ‘I should complete another patrol.’ Damien got up and stepped towards the door.

      ‘Sure.’ Serena thumbed to another page in the files. Belios, this place is messed up-

      A name jumped out at her. ‘Holy shit.’

      ‘What?’ asked Damien.

      ‘Catryn. Sister Catryn! She’s a nun in the orphanage but her name’s here. Look, it even says “Catryn ended up in that pitiful orphanage”. It has to be her.’ Serena handed Damien the notebook.

      ‘Third day of Terros,’ he read. ‘…Catryn took holy orders… Catryn’s Lightning Harness…’ He handed the notebook back. ‘It seems your Sister Catryn worked in the outpost for a time.’

      ‘She’s in danger! Gallows said everyone else in Outpost One Three Seven is dead.’ Serena sprung from the couch. ‘I, I have to warn her!’

      ‘You cannot put yourself at risk.’

      ‘If Thackeray’s tying up loose ends-’

      ‘You must remain here.’

      She balled her fists. ‘I’m not letting anyone else die for me.’

      ‘Then I’ll speak to Tyson. Tomorrow, we-’

      ‘It’ll be too late by then.’ Serena froze. ‘You. You can go. You can sneak into the orphanage and get her.’

      Damien’s eyes narrowed. ‘No.’

      ‘Please.’

      ‘Serena, do not ask me again.’

      ‘You managed to sneak into an auditorium full of thousands of people. If anyone can get into the orphanage, it’s you.’

      Damien retreated. ‘I will risk the lives-’

      ‘Catryn could have information! She could prove these diaries ain’t just the ramblings of a maniac! Listen—you could’ve killed Tyson Gallows. You could’ve killed any one of us by now if you really wanted to. You’re not gonna get over yourself if you don’t do anything about it. ’

      Damien’s eyes glistened but no tears fell. ‘You don’t understand.’

      Serena couldn’t believe what she was hearing. ‘You’re not the only person who’s scared, alright? You think I ain’t terrified of what I might be? You said it yourself: Corruption and murder are everywhere. Catryn can make it right. She can testify, prove that Thackeray’s a traitor.’

      ‘“Do not be overcome by sin, but overcome sin with good,”’ came Kirivanti’s voice. ‘The Fayth Codex, Book of Aerulus. A favourite of my father’s. I believe one is not defined by that which plagues him. Prove my belief in you is not misplaced, Damien.’

      Damien looked at her with red-rimmed eyes.

      ‘Yeah, well, I’m not religious,’ said Serena, ‘but what she said.’

      For a long moment, Damien didn’t speak. Then he nodded. ‘I’ll ensure Catryn’s safety. But if I fail, do not come after us.’

      ‘You won’t fail,’ said Kirivanti.

      Serena breathed for what felt like the first time in months. ‘Listen, she has a bad leg. You’ll need to help her move. If anyone sees you-’

      ‘They won’t.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Rigged the main entrance with a few surprises,’ said Valentine. ‘Flash bombs, nothing lethal. Your partner’s got some devious tricks up his sleeve.’

      ‘You don’t know the half of it,’ muttered Gallows.

      ‘Me? I set some charges. Anyone gets in, I wanna put ’em down for good.’

      So Damien’s not going in for the kill? Don’t know if that’s good or bad.

      They stood by a curling rail, looking down upon the grand foyer. Dead silence lay over the whole mansion like it was a mausoleum built in memory of a saint.

      ‘Reckon I’ll take the second floor,’ Valentine said. ‘I got better aim than you do. Courtyard don’t leave much space for cover, so don’t reckon we’ll need to handle a frontal assault—but it wouldn’t surprise me if the pawns came straight at us while the real fighters come in from the rear.’

      ‘We don’t have the resources to plug every gap, but we’ll make do. Skyport opens at eight. Genevieve’s crew, they’ll look after Serena.’

      ‘Then we got business of our own to take care of.’

      The upturned furniture in the foyer wasn’t the best cover for a firefight, but most of the Watch and Zoven’s crew weren’t armed with guns. Valentine had set up a sniper’s nest by a window on the second floor landing. A rope ladder she’d rigged from the third floor would serve as a getaway point if anyone needed it, but the only protection up there was narrow passages and tight corners. Too much could go wrong.

      ‘The other entry points are chained and barricaded,’ she continued, ‘but if an enemy force breaches, you ain’t got anywhere to go but up. If they find out we’re here, that patrol craft will be on us like a rash in a whore house. I don’t like not having an escape route—Sturrock was one for last stands but not me. No glory in dyin’.’

      Valentine reminded him of Fallon. ‘It won’t come to that,’ Gallows said.

      ‘Terros’ balls, I hope not. If any get through, funnel ’em up and lose them—I’ve rigged a couple charges in some of the corridors. Hope Musa don’t mind that I’m desecrating harps and shit. Other’n that, we ain’t got much in the way of ammo.’

      ‘We’re only here to buy time. This place is huge and most of ’em won’t know their way around. We can separate them, isolate ’em, hit hard and fast and then fall back. Guerrilla tactics. We can do this. The shit hits the fan, Serena can escape through the Hunters’ quadrant, out through the stables.’

      Valentine looked impressed. ‘Reckon the Idari gave you more than scars.’

      ‘Reckon they did.’

      ‘Alright then,’ said Valentine, staring up at the chandelier. ‘Keep in contact.’

      When Valentine left, Gallows took her position against the bannister. It’d take a battering ram to get through the giant doors but once they were in, they’d have free rein around the place. How long could he hide before they got him—got Serena?

      ‘Tyson.’ Damien’s voice.

      Gallows’ limbs sagged. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘I’m going. One of the sisters at the orphanage may have information on Outpost One Three Seven. Serena recognised her name in the files.’

      Gallows planted his feet apart and squared his shoulders. Damn—Damien looked like he’d been crying. ‘You going without a chaperone?’

      Damien couldn’t meet his eye. ‘I… Once this is over—however it ends… I intend on leaving.’

      That was a surprise, but not one Gallows disagreed with. ‘Okay.’ Damien looked wounded. Did he want me to talk him out of it?

      ‘Tyson… Neither of us can predict what will transpire. I’m sorry for… losing myself. I put you in danger. Please, know that I’m-’

      ‘Don’t,’ said Gallows. ‘You knew you were a walking time bomb long before this. We both did. This… This is on me, too.’

      ‘That almost sounds like an apology.’

      ‘It ain’t. I’m… I’m not good at talking, Damien, but.. You were my partner, and one of the few friends I have.’ Gallows wanted to forgive his friend, to will the things Damien had done away. But life didn’t work that way. ‘How many jobs did we pull together?’ Gallows asked. ‘Side by side and all that time you were rigged to blow. How many times were you tempted to choke me to death?’

      Damien’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you angry because I could have killed you—or because I didn’t?’

      Gallows shook his head. He wanted to argue back, but couldn’t.

      ‘Your death wish is your business, Tyson. I only hope that this crusade of yours isn’t an attempt to get yourself killed. Other people don’t deserve to die. At least I’ve attempted to rectify that.’

      Gallows turned his back on his former partner. ‘Make it quick.’
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      He wasn’t fast enough.

      The Watch had descended on the orphanage, encircling its grounds like a steel ring. Damien inched closer, avoiding the light cast by streetlamps where he could. The officers kept their distance—watching but not searching.

      Something’s not right.

      Damien struggled to analyse the environment. What would once have taken seconds now took minutes. Doubt crept in and infected him, made him distrustful of his abilities.

      I will not succumb to temptation again. I will not. He fought to steady his heart, beating as it did with heavy thumps. Maggots nested in his belly.

      I will not succumb to temptation again.

      Small compared to other churches in the city, the orphanage would have nonetheless made for an impressive building in its day. Spiky black rails protruded from its outer wall. A bell tower stood at the corner of its north-eastern side, facing towards the centre of the city. Most of the Watch were congregated there.

      Damien glided up the rough brick wall, over the metal railing and dissolved into the shadows, hugging the wall. He closed his eyes, concentrating, fighting to divine the sounds around him. Did everything mean what he thought it meant? How could he be sure—of his senses, of his resolve?

      ‘…Verimedes okay with this?’

      ‘Verimedes don’t know his arse from his elbow…’

      ‘…remember, none of the kids get out…’

      ‘…this ain’t right, it ain’t right…’

      ‘…green-haired freak stupid enough to come back…’

      ‘…Cauldbright, what do you reckon? Ain’t he one of Vaughan’s freaks…’

      The cadence of their voices, the apprehension in their small, jittery movements—they were scared.

      What could put the fear into a mob of armed officers of the Watch?

      A sour smell burned in his nostrils.

      Igneus.

      The horror of what was about to happen hit Damien like a freight train.

      They were going to set the orphanage on fire.

      To hell with stealth.

      He leapt over the wall and sprinted across the orphanage grounds. A watchman stood by a side entrance, beneath a sloping canopy. ‘Hey!’ It took him a whole second to unsheathe his sword—in that space of time, Damien swept his feet from under him and backflipped up onto a stone canopy.

      I will not kill him.

      The stone crumbled at his touch. He gazed up to the next level; he’d memorised the blueprints of the chapel but they were based on its original design from at least a hundred years ago; the building had been used as a school and orphanage for decades.

      He could not trust what was in his head.

      Digging a foot into loose stone, Damien flipped and spun, landing on a sloping roof by the clerestory windows. Three slates slid and shattered on the ground.

      Breathe…

      But rather than regulate it, Damien let the adrenaline course through him and exhaust itself. The high of the opera house massacre hadn’t left him yet—his blood was still aflame with the joy of it. He sat there, back against the windows, hunched in the shadows. The feeling came over him like the fringe of an ebbing wave. But instead of focusing on it, as the Nyr-az-Telum had taught him—savouring every moment and turning it into prolonged, pure bliss—he let it wash over him and fade.

      The temptation to focus his senses and savour it was immense.

      Never again.

      ‘Stop fighting it,’ Azima had whispered that cold, wet morning after their first night together. ‘Embrace it as the Gods will you to. Indulge in the ecstasy of slaughter!’

      ‘No.’

      He stood upright, mastering himself. I am in control.

      He peered down through the row of barred windows: Long tables had been set out along the central nave, probably used for dining. Makeshift boards had been set up between pillars, blackboards and chairs placed in the squat spaces they provided.

      Watch officers crawled around inside, some flitting up staircases.

      Where are the children?

      Damien pelted along the canopy. The bell tower glowered at him.

      He flew up a steel drainage pipe, his nimble fingers finding purchase with ease. It brought him to the uppermost floor—dormitories. Empty bunk beds sat in each room. The windows were secured with barred gates, but he came to one which was unlocked. Voices emanated from within—Damien couldn’t detect the words but he could sense the urgency they carried. A watchman paced back and forth past the dorm’s doorway.

      Although the barred gate had been unlocked, the window itself had been jammed closed. Damn. If he had the time, he didn’t doubt he would find a way in.

      What would Tyson Gallows do?

      Damien hurled himself through the glass. Shards splintered and floated like snowflakes.

      It took an age for the guard to turn around, mouth stretched open with surprise. Damien rolled across the ground and slammed him into the wall before he could make a noise.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      The watchman didn’t protest. ‘We… We’re carrying out orders, but…’

      ‘Speak!’ He shoved the watchman harder into the wall. He was young, like most of the Watch these days. All that life ahead of him…

      ‘L-loose ends!’ he whimpered. ‘The Arch Vigil wants someone dead. Look, mate, let me go. This is too much. Verimedes has gone too far. Look! My igneus canister is full, I ain’t used any of it! Aerulus above, this is too far. I swear to you, I’m done. No more.’

      It deserves death… Just take this step and you can revel in the ecstasy you crave. You felt it tonight, I know you did. That was merely a taste; I can make that feeling last forever. All you have to do is take this one, small step…

      His fingers caressed the watchman’s throat.

      ‘No.’ Damien relinquished his grip. ‘Leave. Tell your colleagues that if they don’t follow you, they will die.’

      ‘I’ll, I’ll tell ’em! But it ain’t the other coppers you gotta worry about.’

      ‘Why no-’

      A chorus of screams cut the question off.

      Children.

      They were yelling from the floor beneath; Damien didn’t need his sharpened senses to hear them. Fists hammering on doors.

      They were locked inside a room.

      Then the fire came.

      ‘Get out!’ Damien yelled as he raced down a stairwell, towards the first floor. Fire seeped into pillars, crawled along the walls and swept through wooden beams. A vinegar stench seeped through the red oak. The ceiling peeled away in an avalanche of rubble and stained glass fell in glittering droplets, showering the floor.

      He had to reach the ground level—he had to save the children.

      Do you believe saving them will cleanse the blood from your hands?

      ‘This way!’ voices called.

      ‘No way, that thing’s down there!’

      ‘Then stay here and burn!’

      The floor groaned and split—Damien leapt over the gap. As he landed, the split widened—the floor rose and fell like a violent wave, nearly sending him plummeting. He scrambled to his feet and pushed himself to outrun debris as it rained around him, clouds of dirt and dust erupting and masking his vision. He squeezed through a narrow opening and found himself alongside a watchman struggling with a dormitory door—as Damien reached out to help. The fire stripped floorboards away—the ground opened up and swallowed the officer.

      Heart rising in his ears, Damien turned back. The room shuddered and fire unfolded around him; smoke clogged his lungs—and as Damien struggled for breath, he fell to one knee.

      Perhaps it’s better I perish.

      An awful cacophony rang out, a boom as loud as a thunderclap. Rumbling quaked the room, toppling pillars and stripping beams from the ceiling.

      The whole world rocked from side to side, the heat clawing higher.

      Brickwork flew out in every direction as the curving, monumental brass shape of a bell resolved from the tsunami of destruction, punching through wood and stone. It crashed through with a clang that resonated in Damien’s bones, as though he stood at the epicentre of an earthquake.

      Damien sprinted towards the crater formed by the bell, flames chasing his every step. He jumped and skated along the undulating metal, spinning onto the floor below. Every muscle and sinew in his body ached.

      Tumbling over himself, he crashed in the mouth of a narrow corridor—the flames were less aggressive here. Why start the fire from the top floor?

      Damien took a moment to reclaim his breath. A lumbering body spun out of a space amidst the chaos—its Watch uniform was wreathed in flames and its scream was more animal than human. It collapsed, smouldering on the ground.

      ‘We’re trapped!’ A watchwoman propping a male officer up tripped into the corridor, covered in filth and blood. She dragged him towards a tear in the wall, opened by the collapsed bell tower. The main door was beyond it—barred from the inside.

      Why would they seal themselves in?

      Questions could wait—first he had to save the children. He would never forgive himself if he failed.

      He closed his eyes to pick out the pleading, but there was too much interference, too much destruction. Damien screamed, frustration gnawing at him.

      Fire punched through a wall, sending him flailing. A beam collapsed above him but he bounced from its path, scraping his hands across the floor. Smoke filled the room, heat seared his lungs.

      The floor opened.

      His hands reached out to the first thing they could grasp onto, a smouldering beam. He swung in mid-air before the tension in his arms grew too much to bear. He fell, smashing into a long wooden table.

      Everything turned dark—the screaming and the burning sounded a million leagues away.

      This level of pain was new to Damien.

      I will not fail.

      With only willpower, he prised his eyes open. The Nyr-az-Telun had taught him how to separate mind from his body, to mute all pain—but his body did not listen.

      He had landed in the nave of the chapel—the main aisle running the length of the orphanage. It was mostly untouched by the fire—the modifications over the years had primarily been extensions of wood and metal, but the original stone structure was intact. It would keep the fire at bay—but not forever.

      Damien rolled onto his feet. Children’s paintings and Fayth tapestries burned, independent of the fire that had started in the uppermost floor. The ferocious face of Aerulus glowered upon Damien as the fire consumed him.

      The entrance was set into a stone arch which would provide some shelter from the falling debris—but like the door above, it had been barred closed with a metal beam. It made no sense for the Watch to start a fire before their escape route was secure.

      The male and female Watch officers Damien had passed fell out of a spiral staircase, debris mounting at their back.

      ‘Where are the children?’ Damien demanded.

      The woman pointed to another door at the far end of the room. The sacristy. It was next to a semi-circular recess.

      ‘Unbar the door!’ called Damien. ‘Stay under the arch!’

      On unsure feet, he flitted across the flagstones. Creaking from above signalled that the whole floor would cave in soon. Rubble flowed down like sand in an hourglass. With a second to spare, Damien twisted away from the path of loose stone piling towards him.

      Damien pulled at the beam blocking the sacristy. Most of his strength had been pulverised, muscles screaming at him—but still he pulled, ignoring the blood seeping from stinging wounds.

      What manner of person was capable of this—of corralling children like animals and burning them alive? Enfield had sent a watchman to assassinate Serena in the dead of night. Thackeray had put into motion a conspiracy that would bring war once again to Dalthean shores. But this…

      This was inhuman.

      The beam screeched and scraped from the brackets. He pulled the door open. Stuffed wall-to-wall, faces stared out at him. Dozens. Hands reached out from the darkness, small bodies pushing their way past. Most stood rooted to the ground, hugging the sisters’ robes.

      ‘Come on!’ he commanded. ‘Quickly, to the entrance!’

      The children rushed past him, shepherded by the few adults. Damien spotted Catryn, the metal brace clasped over her right knee giving her away.

      Last to leave the sacristy was an adolescent male with choppy dark hair and thick-rimmed glasses, detaching himself from the shadows with trepidation.

      No-one would ever know… No-one would ever know… I can feel the temptation inside you…

      Damien extended a hand, palms burning, fingers tingling.

      …Yes that’s right, just one, just this one…

      Fear had frozen the boy.

      It’ll die anyway, ‘Damien’…

      ‘Take my hand!’ Damien yelled.

      The boy snapped to his senses. Damien hauled him over the threshold. In the distance, the sisters struggled with the door. ‘Go, now!’

      Damien shielded the boy from the plummeting rubble. Fire crept into the room now, but the tumbling masonry posed the biggest threat.

      ‘What are you waiting for?’ Damien called when he saw the door was still closed.

      ‘It’s welded shut!’

      Before Damien could make sense of that, something huge grabbed him and hurled him across the room.

      He bounced along the ground, pain thrumming through him.

      The sound of rupturing walls rang out around him. Through the dust and beneath the flaming image of Aerulus, he saw it standing there—long white hair, deadwood-coloured overcoat, and eyes like solid marble. He stood like a statue, unperturbed by the destruction raining down.

      Korvan.

      He should have felt his presence, sensed the danger. After a lifetime of mastering his body and mind, not trusting his senses made fear run through him like a tumour.

      And here, it could be the end of him.

      The watchwoman tried in vain to help with the door. Children screamed, some of them lying unconscious.

      Korvan took heavy steps towards Damien—scarred hands held out to his sides, saliva dripping from his grin. He brandished a small lighter in his left hand. ‘Funny what one small spark can do.’

      Damien got to his feet. Everything ached.

      Soon the fire would reach them.

      Soon the floor above would cave in.

      ‘Officers, your swords!’ Damien demanded. The watchwoman didn’t protest. She unsheathed her sword and her partner’s, handing them to Damien. ‘Children, stay beneath the arch!’

      ‘There’s no way out!’ the watchwoman screamed.

      ‘There is always a way out,’ Damien said through gritted teeth. ‘Find it!’

      He strode towards Korvan. More people had died than lived when engaging in combat with two swords, fools who had read too much Crimsonwing.

      But they were not Damien Fieri.

      He stepped across the stone floor, blades twirling. They were lightweight, mass-produced curved blades—similar to Tyson’s favoured sword. Not quality by any means—but a piece of string was deadly in Damien’s hands.

      He recalled Tyson’s story of this man of stone; he could not reason with him. Any man ready to sacrifice children in a burning church did not deserve life.

      Korvan stared at Damien with unblinking eyes. ‘Come here often?’

      He swept one of the dining tables away and stomped towards Damien.

      Big, powerful—unarmed. Cut ulnar arteries to disable hands. Cut anterior tibial and dorsalis pedis arteries to disable legs. Interrogate for alternative escape route before cutting throat.

      …But if I kill him, I may not stop.

      Damien pushed the gnawing doubt from his mind. He planted one foot in front of the other, one of his blades striking out as soon as Korvan was in range.

      He was fast for his size, dodging each slash as Damien pressed forward. Korvan didn’t blink, didn’t betray any emotion—except that he was having fun.

      He knows that time is on his side and will not relinquish that advantage by attacking.

      Damien feinted left and sent his companion blade arcing down towards Korvan’s wrist. It bit into flesh.

      No arterial spray.

      ‘You tease.’ Korvan launched a fist; Damien spun away but the monster yanked the sword from Damien’s right hand, tossing it behind him. Without interrupting his flow, Damien’s other blade scythed through Korvan’s greatcoat, slashing ribbons and biting into hard flesh.

      The wails of the children burrowed into Damien’s skull.

      Damien maintained his assault, ducking beneath Korvan’s hooks and slashing at the bigger man when he could—but he showed no sign of pain.

      Cracks appeared in pillars and in the ceiling, chunks of stone raining down. No time to find a weak spot.

      Korvan took all the punishment Damien could muster.

      The sword hit its mark, severed Korvan’s veins and arteries, but no blood burst forth—no sign that it accomplished anything more than irritating him.

      Then Korvan got bored.

      With two hands, he seized Damien and hurled him into one of the pillars. Agony exploded through his body.

      In the space of a heartbeat, Korvan was in front of Damien. ‘You’re stronger than all the other meat puppets.’

      ‘Why…’ groaned Damien. ‘Why do this?’

      ‘Every man needs a hobby.’ Melody ran through Korvan’s voice, like he would erupt into a fit of giggles at any moment. He grabbed the Hunter and threw him onto a table, breaking it in two. ‘And I got bored with crochet.’ Korvan booted Damien, sending him across the flagstones. He lost his sword.

      As masonry fell around him, Damien struggled to his feet. An unfamiliar sensation took root inside him: Panic. Never had he been disarmed, not since his years in the Solacewood. He felt like a child playing with wooden swords against a monster from a storybook.

      Korvan charged. Damien spun away, using a pillar for cover. Korvan’s fist cleaved through it.

      ‘Hurry!’ Damien yelled to the nuns as he deflected Korvan’s barrage of strikes, opening him up and punching his throat. Damien tucked and rolled, attempting to attain control of the fight. ‘There must be another way out.’

      ‘There is none, but for the clasp of Nyr around your throat.’ Korvan took slow, casual steps towards Damien, as though approaching nothing more dangerous than a kitten.

      Damien sprang towards his opponent and grasped a tattered banner from the floor depicting Musa’s Salvation. He used it to mask his attacks, unleashing kicks and punches. Each strike changed the axis of the fight to Damien’s advantage, cold purpose behind every feint and gambit. He struck Korvan like lightning—quick, powerful, precise. Any other opponent would have been neutralised.

      Korvan attempted to seize both of Damien’s wrists—as he knew he would.

      The Hunter dropped to the ground and swept Korvan’s leg away, bringing him to one knee. He chopped the base of Korvan’s skull and rocketed his knee into his face, whipping his head back and breaking his nose.

      The growl of pain was as sweet as a note from a cello.

      Korvan charged; Damien vaulted over him. He snatched a broken table leg from the floor and buried it in Korvan’s right calf, then took the banner and tightened it around the monster’s throat. ‘How did you plan on getting out?’

      Muted laughter was his answer.

      ‘As you wish.’

      Damien pulled the banner around Korvan’s thick neck, closing off his airway. Musa’s face stared back at Damien.

      This is music to me.

      But Korvan didn’t gasp for air.

      He didn’t even struggle.

      The monster stood and snapped his head back into Damien’s forehead. It was like being hit by a brick.

      Stunned, Damien took a moment to recalibrate.

      That was all it took.

      Korvan twisted—bloodless scars etched all over him—and slammed Damien into the ground. He gripped Damien’s throat, crushing his windpipe.

      Damien fought to breathe, but it was no use. Korvan’s mass pinned him to the ground. Damien could only watch as the ceiling unstitched, bit by bit. Blackness invaded his vision. The supporting struts burned away, orange embers floating to the floor.

      The fire had reached them.

      They would burn together.

      Korvan’s colourless eyes were inches from his own.

      ‘I am Death,’ he said.

      Beyond him, the children choked and screamed.

      Damien’s head grew light.

      His heart beat in rapid bursts before stuttering.

      Shadows covered the world.

      His heart stopped.

      Noise faded.

      Then light flooded back into Damien’s head, accompanied by a crash and a scream.

      Korvan’s fingers uncoiled. He was on top of Damien, throat gurgling in his ear, both buried beneath a mound of stone. Korvan’s bulk had shielded Damien. It had saved his life.

      He dragged as much air into his lungs as he could and wriggled free from Korvan, heat and smoke flooding the room. Korvan got to his feet, but he was dazed. Damien took advantage of it.

      He closed his eyes.

      Pain reverberated through his bones, but with a thought, it faded like melting snow.

      The web of cracks in the ceiling expanded, sounding clearer than everything else. He felt the heat of the fire as if he were next to it. And something else: A thudding sound coming from the entrance.

      Any moment now, the orphanage would collapse around him.

      And he knew exactly where it would start.

      He is not Death, ‘Damien’. You are.

      His eyes opened.

      Damien launched a flying kick into Korvan’s chest, driving him into the recess where Aerulus had burned. He did not display any sign of pain—but he didn’t need him to.

      Damien’s fists and elbows scythed into Korvan’s head. Confuse and disorient. Korvan took it all, amusement painted on his face. Damien’s knuckles bloodied. Compromise adversary’s field of vision. He flowed like water around Korvan’s own attacks, using the negative space to strike and lure his enemy. Deceive and redirect. Damien telegraphed his next move, a spinning roundhouse kick.

      Growling, Korvan retreated from the assault—straight into the spot Damien needed him to be.

      ‘Give Nyr my regards.’ Damien performed a backflip as slabs of debris rushed from above, crushing Korvan.

      The rest of the orphanage threatened to do the same.

      Sweat rolled from Damien. The pain he’d kept at bay flooded his senses now. Summoning all his energy, he darted to the door. Something was tugging at it, something from the outside.

      ‘Help us!’ A girl of eight or nine clutching a teddy bear ran towards Damien.

      ‘No! Get back!’ he yelled.

      But she didn’t hear him.

      An almighty crack speared the air as the entire upper floor crashed around Damien. He looked to the ceiling and glimpsed the gleaming brass of the bell.

      It was coming.

      He pushed his legs to move faster.

      Metal squealed as the bell plummeted, directly above the girl.

      No!

      ‘Hel-’

      Damien dived, clutched the girl in his arms and rolled away. The deafening boom of the bell dominated as it bounced and cleaved through the stone floor, robbing Damien of his hearing.

      He released the girl.

      The fire raged behind them. The building quaked. Blurs resolved into the shapes of children, adolescents and adults. Blackened faces, reddened eyes, bloodied wounds. They spoke but Damien could not discern the words.

      He had failed.

      I’m sorry.

      But a hinge on the door flew off, and another—air rushed into the room.

      The door wrenched away.

      The nuns ushered the children out first. More men and women of the Watch came in, grasping small hands and delivering them to safety. One of the watchmen yanked at Damien.

      Sergeant Waltham.

      ‘Up you get, lad!’ he said. ‘On your feet!’

      Damien stood. Cold air caressed him. His eyes picked out horses; cables trailed from their harnesses and hooked into the door. ‘Sergeant… Thank you.’

      ‘Don’t speak, mate. Save your energy. Verimedes will get what’s coming to him, believe you me.’

      Damien unhitched himself from Waltham. Pain stabbed his lungs. ‘Can you get a message… to the RSF?’

      Waltham’s brow furrowed. ‘Indeed, my Watch house has a Bride’s Code transmitter.’

      ‘Good. I need you to send a transmission to Commander Lockwood. Have her respond to Sheva Kirivanti of the Hunters’ Guild. I’ll give you the frequency she uses.’

      ‘Surely, but what’s the message?’

      Damien looked to Sister Catryn. ‘She needs to send a patrol craft to the Musicians’ Guild. We have something to show her. Tell no-one—especially not your comrades.’

      Waltham stared for a moment before nodding. ‘As you wish. Highly irregular.’

      Damien nodded his thanks and made his way towards Catryn.

      Behind them, the orphanage blazed and crumbled.
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      ‘Look who it is.’ Sister Catryn embraced Serena. ‘Damn good to see you, kid.’

      Serena felt the tears forming but she didn’t care. ‘I’ve got a lot I need to tell you.’ She tore herself from Catryn. She looked younger when she wasn’t surrounded by the orphanage’s walls. ‘I didn’t kill Marrin, I promise, it wasn’t me. Councillor Enfield, he and Captain Vaughan and the Watch-’

      ‘I believe you,’ said Catryn. ‘It’s okay. I believe you.’

      Relief buoyed Serena’s stomach.

      ‘Me too,’ said Angelo.

      Serena hugged him. ‘Missed you, mate.’

      ‘I missed you too. And…  Sorry. At the opera house-’

      ‘Don’t sweat it. How did you even get here?’

      ‘Damien. He knows the layout of the whole city. Knew about all the secret passages of the Musicians’ Guild house.’

      ‘That’ll teach you to put your secrets into a blueprint,’ said Gallows.

      Serena wiped her eyes. ‘Right, it ain’t like I’m not happy to see you, Angelo—but why are you here?’

      ‘When I told Sister Catryn she was in danger and you were safe,’ Damien began, ‘he insisted on accompanying us. Being a member of your crew, he’s probably still a target.’

      Kirivanti cleared her throat. ‘I am glad you have returned safely, but if the Watch witnessed you, they may have followed you here.’

      ‘They didn’t,’ said Damien, and Kirivanti didn’t press the point. ‘In any case, the Watch are done. Tyson—Sergeant Waltham saved us. Without him, the children would have perished. The Arch Vigil’s order to strike the orphanage has sewn discord in his ranks. We don’t need to worry about the Watch any longer.’

      ‘Good old Wally,’ said Gallows. ‘You brought Catryn up to speed?’

      ‘Only reason I’m here,’ the sister replied. ‘Damien said you have Mathieson’s notes. Ordinarily I’d have told him to take a hike, but… I saw what was in the orphanage.’

      Before anyone could ask, Damien said: ‘Korvan.’

      ‘Shit,’ spat Gallows.

      ‘Huh?’ Serena’s brow knitted. ‘Enoch’s brother was there?’

      Damien nodded.

      ‘Enoch’s out there too?’ Catryn took a seat. The motors in her leg brace hummed low, like the Wind’s engine when it powered down. ‘Never believed Mathieson could pull it off. Reanimate the dead. Waking the imperatrix we found in the mines was crazy enough.’

      ‘Always a good time when we’re talking about the dead walking,’ Gallows commented. ‘Listen, we’ve all got more questions than answers—but right now, we don’t have time.’

      Catryn looked from Gallows to Damien. ‘So why did you bring me here? Hey, don’t suppose any of you can give me a smoke?’

      ‘To warn you,’ said Damien. ‘Pyron Thackeray is preparing his endgame. He is removing every person he sees as a threat.’

      ‘Korvan takes his orders from the Prime Councillor,’ Gallows started. ‘He and the Wraiths wiped out everyone in Outpost One Three Seven. And a woman named Regina Hessian. We barely escaped alive.’

      Catryn paled. ‘You were there? You saw what they were doing?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Gallows replied. ‘We saw what you were a part of.’

      Catryn scowled. ‘I was a scientist, okay? I wasn’t into the crazy military shit. Is that a no for a smoke?’

      ‘Smoking has been banned,’ said Kirivanti, at which Catryn rolled her eyes.

      Serena didn’t believe Catryn could be a part of all the torture and weird experiments—but she needed her to say it. ‘It says in the files you left to join the Fayth,’ she said. ‘Why?’

      Catryn shrugged. ‘Only option left to me. I perfected Spire technology. The dumbasses before me might have invented ’em, but I refined the process. It’s all about ignicite and the weird ways it behaves around its environment. Same as the RSF’s new warship; you know ignicite regenerates over time, right? Well, the closer you get to its core, the more potent the minerals. But it’s unbalanced—if it gets ruptured, the whole vein could detonate.’

      ‘Like Palthonheim,’ said Gallows.

      ‘Did I say I was finished? The reason the Schiehallion can soar above the Steelpeaks is because of how big and heavy it is—it’s complex, but I’ll save time and put it simply: Mass plus ignicite equals greater power. It’s based on an old tal Varaldo theory. Ignicite doesn’t behave like any other mineral or resource. It absorbs the energy around it and uses it to refine itself—that’s how it regenerates. In the case of ignium, its ballast properties become greater. All you need is a mass volume of raw material to get the ball rolling, but it’s dangerous to mine at that level; the most potent ignicite is the most difficult to get, and the most difficult to refine.’

      ‘But Thackeray has been doing so,’ said Damien.

      Catryn nodded. ‘He’s been illegally deep-mining to make weapons.’ The corner of her mouth turned up. ‘All those resources spent refining ultralight ignium and smaller craft, only for our ambitions to fall out of the sky. Our mistake was not thinking big enough.

      ‘But Thackeray doesn’t have that problem. Before, the lightning Spires could only stay active for a few minutes at a time. Enough, maybe, since they were built to defend us in case the Ryndarans invented tech to fly above the Steelpeaks. But when we needed water after Amberfire Night, it was me who perfected the technology. They can remain active for hours now. A perfect defence, unpredictable by enemy forces. That was the extent of my contribution to the war effort.’

      ‘What’s a “Lightning Harness”?’ Gallows demanded. ‘Or is it not question time yet?’

      ‘The Harness is a portable version of a Spire. Installing it onto an existing Spire would create the same storm but also stabilise it; instead of a barrage of lightning, the Harness would draw it all, absorb the lightning to keep itself powered up. Imagine that—a self-sustaining energy device.’ Catryn’s face lit up. Her fingers rubbed at the device strapped to her knee. ‘You see these servomotors? Run on batteries and need charging every day or two. But a stable storm would remain active for as long as we wanted it to. Constant rainwater. Cleaner energy. It could have powered the whole city, no more ignicite mining! All the benefits of the ignicite regeneration process and none of the danger of digging too deep.’

      Serena could only stare. That would make water runs a hell of a lot easier.

      ‘But Nivala and Mathieson took over,’ she continued. ‘Went above my head, told Thackeray we could weaponise it. That was their priority, y’see. The Idari destroyed the RDN Enlighten. Horizon Bridge had fallen. It was only a matter of time before they invaded us. Dalthea is the gateway to Imanis, and if they got past us, the whole continent would fall. That’s the line they spun to get me to comply. They invited me into the restricted area of their installation. Told me I’d have all the resources I’d ever need. But as soon as I saw what they did down there, I said no. Bastards stole my plans, froze my assets. Campbell, Coutts & Crawford declined me any credit. I was blacklisted. It’s hard enough to find a job when people reckon you’re crippled, but when there’s war coming? Nuh-uh. I possess a genius-level intellect—but people can’t get past the leg.’

      ‘You could have told someone!’ urged Serena. ‘The Viator, maybe?’

      ‘The Council run the paper,’ said Gallows.

      Catryn nodded. ‘Wanted to teach at the garrison, but I got saddled with the Fayth instead. It was the only place left. Bunch of fairy tales, but if I could help out at the orphanage, maybe do some good? Well, whatever part my research played in Mathieson’s experiments… Maybe I could balance it out.’

      ‘Did you know about the torture?’ Gallows’ question sounded like an accusation.

      Catryn shook her head. ‘Had a small lab of my own. Basud was the only one I had regular contact with. I was ferried from the outpost into the city at the end of each day. What’s it to you?’

      ‘My fiancée was tortured and killed for the crime of having an Idari ancestor.’

      That took some of the sting from Catryn. Serena liked her, but it was easy to see how she could rub people the wrong way.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Catryn said. ‘I didn’t know.’

      ‘What about the ignogen bomb?’

      Catryn shook her head at that too.

      More to break the silence than anything else, Serena asked, ‘How is everyone? Petrakis? Ingrid?’

      ‘Don’t worry about that lot,’ Catryn said.

      ‘Korvan,’ Gallows said to Damien. ‘Did you kill him?’

      Fieri’s chin rested on his knuckles. ‘I can’t be sure.’

      Gallows paced in front of Serena. ‘Oh, before I forget,’ he said. ‘Valentine drew a map.’ Gallows fished it from his pocket and placed it onto the table. On it, X’s marked various spots and passages.

      ‘What is it?’ asked Serena.

      ‘These are where the traps are. Tripwire, flash bombs. If the enemy comes and you need to fall back, avoid these places. The third floor is clear, so head there if things get rough. Everyone clear? Good.’

      ‘So what’s Enfield want with all of you anyway?’ asked Catryn. ‘Is it all about Tiera Martelo?’

      ‘Uh, Enfield’s dead, and…’ Serena and Gallows looked at each other. Before Serena spoke again, a stuttering beeping emanated from the floor.

      ‘What’s that?’ Serena already knew, but she wanted to seize the distraction rather than explain everything to Catryn.

      ‘Bride’s Code,’ answered Damien. ‘From the transmitter under Sheva’s desk.’

      Kirivanti’s eyes could pierce steel. ‘You’re not supposed to know that’s there.’ She dug down and hefted a transmitter onto her desk.

      ‘It’ll be from Commander Lockwood,’ Damien explained. ‘I asked her to send help.’

      ‘It’s not coming,’ said the Guildmaster, staring at the readout. ‘Rowena Lockwood has been relieved of her command. General N’Keres has taken control of the Schiehallion.’

      Gallows ran his hands through his hair. ‘Gods damn it.’

      ‘What does that mean?’ asked Serena. ‘Isn’t she com-’

      The office door flew open. Valentine stood, rifle in her hands, breathing hard. ‘It’s starting.’

      ‘What is?’ Gallows asked.

      Valentine’s face hardened. ‘The siege.’
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      Valentine flew up the rope ladder to her sniper’s nest on the second floor. Glass shattered as rocks and other missiles pelted the windows.

      ‘What do you see?’ Gallows called.

      ‘A horde of ’em. Zoven’s men, some Watch. Reckon we got one or two Hunters down there. They got a ram.’

      ‘Alright,’ Gallows started, striving to inject some authority into his voice, ‘everyone fall back. Serena, you got the map with the traps?’

      She nodded.

      ‘Good. Go to Genevieve. Hole up.’

      ‘But-’

      ‘Go!’

      ‘Come on, Serena, I’ll go with you,’ said Catryn, ushering Serena and Angelo away before Serena had a chance to argue.

      ‘I’ll take the high ground,’ Damien said. He’d equipped two batons in lieu of knives. ‘I’ll halt their advance before they breach our defences.’

      ‘Hey.’ Gallows clasped Damien’s elbow. ‘Look, I was unfair. Before. You did well tonight. I just… I need to know you’re in control.’

      ‘I am. And your comments were justified. If blood has to be spilled, you can rest assured I’ll direct my wrath to those deserving of it—but I will not kill.’

      But what worried Gallows was that he might need him to.
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        * * *

      

      Minutes crawled by. Kirivanti’s hands trembled no matter how hard she gripped the staff. She’d never seen combat up close before. Her mother, always the stricter parent, pressed her into taking up lathinaka—stick dancing—and though she hated it at first, her sisters’ constant jibes steeled her resolve. It was not long before Sheva Kirivanti drew much envy for her proficiency, earning even her sisters’ respect on the arena floor.

      But contests were a world away from war.

      She breathed thick air through her nose, heart loud in the silence. She’d chosen the western entryway over the eastern as its corridor was wider—all the better should she need to engage in combat with the staff. It was just over six feet long and had a series of iron rings running down its shaft—one for each of Belios’ seven warrior daughters, whom her mother worshipped more than any other God. Steel caps at either end provided a buffer against splintering.

      It was in these quiet moments that she felt herself a fraud, seeing her commission as Hunters’ Guildmaster as unearned. Her father’s wealth had played a role in that, and no doubt Pyron Thackeray had his eye on a long-term alliance between Nom Ganald and Dalthea—but she treated her position with the weight it deserved, quickly silencing her many critics within the Guild and earning their respect.

      But she would not sit idle while a secret war was being waged and the people of Dalthea murdered and deceived. She would not shy away from this fight. And if that meant leaving her post in disgrace, then so be it. Perhaps it was what she deserved. After all, she’d worked closely with Damien Fieri and never had an inkling of his… desires.

      The side entrance burst open, startling her.

      Two men and a woman clambered past the barricade she’d erected, brandishing cleavers.

      Kirivanti placed one foot in front of the other, and raised her weapon.

      Her sisters were proficient with sabres, the kukri and the spear—but no-one could dance like she could.
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        * * *

      

      The report of Valentine’s rifle sounded out.

      Gallows had moved to the ground floor, taking cover behind a barricade of tables, the grand staircase at his back. He primed his Vindicator. Valentine had most of the ammo, but if any stragglers got past her and in through the smashed windows, they’d be in his sights.

      Another shot, then another. ‘Bastards ain’t even trying,’ called Valentine. ‘Can’t help but feel they’re up to something.’

      ‘Just keep at it. And let me know if they ready their ram.’

      Damien was somewhere on the roof, guarding the myriad ways in. Even Aulton Carney had taken up the fight with his personal revolver. Gallows was unsure about that, but when he explained he was a veteran of the Dalthea-Ryndaran conflict and had won the King’s Cross medal, well, he could hardly say no—even if he was on the wrong side.

      Just a couple of hours. Just until the skyport opens. We can do this.
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        * * *

      

      It was like being back on the Liberty Wind when the Spirestorm strove to bring them down. Serena drank most of the jug of water Genevieve Couressa had offered her but found herself still thirsty.

      ‘What do you think’s happening?’ she asked. Genevieve’s room was on the top floor, across from Aulton and Fabian’s—but if it all kicked off, she reckoned she’d hear it.

      ‘I have absolutely no idea,’ Genevieve replied. Tiredness had clawed at the singer’s eyes. ‘But you mustn’t worry.’

      ‘Easier said than done.’

      ‘“Don’t fret over things in the hands of the Gods; it makes them more likely to serve themselves.” Didn’t your mother ever tell you that?’

      Serena shook her head.

      ‘Well, there you go. Worrying solves nothing. I know it’s hard, but try and remain hopeful.’

      ‘I agree,’ said Angelo. He hadn’t flipped the page of his book for ten minutes. ‘Stay calm. Sit.’

      Serena shook her head. ‘Too restless.’

      ‘Man’s an old fool,’ Fabian muttered. He wrinkled his brow and fussed at his tie, alternating between loosening and tightening it. ‘He’s not used anything more than a prop gun in forty years, what good does he think he’s doing?’

      ‘Aulton will be fine, Fabian, I promise.’ Genevieve’s voice soothed like a lullaby. ‘He’s tougher than he looks.’

      Fabian’s face transformed. His hand flew to his heart, lips parting, frown disappearing. ‘You really believe so?’

      ‘I do.’ Genevieve clasped her arm around Fabian. ‘I promise.’

      Am I the only one not stupid enough to be relieved?

      ‘They’re a bit naïve,’ Catryn whispered to her, ‘but they’re right about one thing: No point worrying. After the orphanage, the Watch can’t ignore what’s going on. It might not seem like it, but things are looking up.’

      An exploding boom rang out, and the walls shuddered.
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        * * *

      

      Eight bodies lay in the street outside the eastern entrance, blood pooling around them.

      A breeze sent a shiver of sand dancing upon pebbles. Damien, perched on a stone gargoyle, scanned the area for more scouts. A three-person squad had breached Kirivanti’s side at the same time a cohort attempted to breach Aulton’s, but Damien prioritised the elder man. By the sounds of it, Sheva had handled herself.

      But it wasn’t a matter of skill, it was a matter of trust—and Aulton Carney was too much of an unknown variable to be left alone—a rogue cog in the machine.

      And he knew too much.

      Still. Not likely to be a threat.

      Where was the patrol craft he’d requested? Had Waltham delivered the message? They needed the skyport clear, needed to secure a route through Wrenwing Gap, or all this would be for nothing.

      A blast cracked the sky, and something powerful struck the façade of the mansion.

      Damien scrambled up to the rooftop, scanning the distance. Beneath him, Valentine sent bullets into the courtyard, men and women dropping like ragdolls.

      They readied a ram, but the noise he’d heard was something else. Something worse.

      There.

      Artillery.
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        * * *

      

      Valentine’s rifle sang in precise rhythm, like the steady snap of a snare drum. One shot, one kill.

      Gallows’ sword lay on the floor, in easy reach. No sign of Damien for a while. Hopefully because he’s busy.

      Another gunshot. The report of gunfire resounded like the toll of a bell in the vast room. Some brave souls replied with gunfire of their own, the occasional round pinging through glass, but Valentine soon silenced them.

      ‘They’re readying their ram!’ she called.

      Gallows’ throat tightened. He sat on his right knee and pulled the rifle tighter into his shoulder, training his sight on the door. He steadied his shaking hands, the trembling sights tightening into concentric circles. Short bursts.

      Valentine’s rifle snapped. He watched her slide the bolt back, chamber a new round and fire with cold, automatic precision. The process was as natural as breathing to her. She was a machine, channelling her grief through the barrel of a gun.

      Better than drinking yourself stupid and being terrified of waking up.

      ‘What’s happening?’ he called up to her.

      ‘Nothin’ yet, but I don’t reckon that’ll last long. Swines are up to something… Look out, they’re comin’!’ Her gunfire quickened, the muzzle pulsing like flashes of lightning.

      The tall window to the left of the room shattered. Gallows brought his rifle around but no-one was there. ‘What do you see, Val?’

      ‘Too many of ’em! They’re rushing!’

      Valentine loosed rounds. ‘Reloading! Oh, shit…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Ram’s comin’! Watch the entrance!’

      Shit.

      The door boomed and convulsed.

      Sons of bitches. What had they done? Drawn Valentine’s fire to the left and circled round with a goddamn ram?

      Valentine fired again and again.

      But the ram kept coming.

      Shit. They’re gonna get through. He knew it was too good to be true, too simple. Hole up and hope for the best. They should have taken their chances with stealing an airship and going up against the Schiehallion.

      ‘Reloading!’

      ‘Again?’ Gallows stared down the sights of his rifle.

      The ram struck again.

      One of the hinges flew off.

      ‘C’mon, Val…’

      The chain around the door stretched, taut like tense muscle. The door shuddered and jerked.

      Gallows’ heart hammered inside him.

      Sweat trailed down his forehead.

      Another hit.

      But the door held.

      ‘They’re runnin’!’ Valentine yelled. ‘Like the spineless worms they-oh shit!’

      Gallows looked up.

      The window exploded, and chunks of the stone façade flew in. Valentine dived backwards, hanging over the edge of the balcony.

      ‘Valentine! Valentine!’

      ‘I’m alive!’ she called, though her voice was weak. She clambered back onto the balcony, grabbed her rifle and crawled along the floor.

      ‘What in all hells was that?’ Gallows asked.

      Valentine pressed her back against the wall. She took out a mirror from her belt and used it to see out into the grounds. ‘Gods above, they got a cannon!’

      ‘A can-’

      Exploding stone and glass drowned out the rest of Gallows’ words.

      ‘We won’t hold the mansion as long as that thing’s out there!’ he yelled.

      ‘You think?’ snarled Valentine. She smashed a window with the butt of her rifle, took aim, and fired.

      ‘Did you hit ’em?’

      No reply.

      She fired again.

      ‘Val?’

      Another shot.

      ‘Valentine?’

      ‘Get away from the door!’

      ‘If they breach, we won’t last two minutes, never mind two hours!’

      ‘Shit!’

      Three shots rang out. The scrape of the bolt and the slam of fresh rounds rang in Gallows’ head. He braced himself for the incoming assault. Most of ’em were armed with blades, but that only gave Gallows an advantage for as long as his ammo lasted.

      ‘Got ’em! Cannon crew down! They’ll think twice before…’

      Gallows waited. ‘Valentine? Before what?’

      ‘They got another one.’
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        * * *

      

      The butt of the staff cracked into the woman’s forehead, sending her slumping to the floor.

      The three of them lay there, faces oozing blood. Sheva leaned against the wall, grateful for the chance to take a breath. The female fighter was their best; she had instinct where the two men possessed only blind rage. She’d penetrated Kirivanti’s defences, got a cut into her arm before Sheva repelled her.

      Too much rigid training, not enough real experience.

      But she’d won.

      She wiped the blood from the staff, ready to dance again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The cannon bellowed and shells rained down on the Musicians’ Guildhouse like hail, a merciless torrent cleaving chunks from the wall.

      The world shuddered.

      ‘Can’t get a clear shot!’ Valentine called. ‘Got three rounds left!’

      ‘Leave it!’ said Gallows. ‘There’s no way we can hold ’em off! Fall back, we still got the high ground even if they get in. I’ll make my way up to you!’

      This was it. Nothing could stop the tide now.

      And Gallows was okay with it. This was a cause worth dying for. All that mattered was getting Serena out alive, and there was still hope they would achieve that. Hope, like Genevieve said. A life without hope is no life at all.

      He could lure the enemy troops in and get her out. He’d die, but it was better to die here—die for something—than at home alone, for no reason.

      He checked his ammo.

      Hope I’ve made you proud, Seraphine.

      ‘Wait!’ said Valentine. ‘Something’s happening!’
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        * * *

      

      Blood trailed like rubies with each swing of the batons.

      Damien would not kill anyone—but he was not averse to causing pain.

      Men fell beneath his retribution. He was a ghost vanishing and reappearing at will. A chorus of screams trailed surrounded him, setting his blood on fire.

      Yes! Lose yourself to the blood frenzy!

      No. Damien dismissed the voice like he would a fly; he would stay in control.

      Damien broke a man’s shin, ducked a punch from his companion, seized his wrist and broke it—in the same movement, he turned onto the next adversary.

      Zoven’s men were many, but they were unskilled. They crowded around their artillery as though it offered some kind of protection.

      He vaulted towards it, rolled on the ground and struck with his fists. Men toppled around him like wheat at the mercy of a scythe.

      Damien recognised a Hunter charging at him. A smile broke out as he slashed at Damien—it disappeared when Damien’s throwing knife buried into his thigh, through the femoral artery.

      ‘With immediate medical attention, you’ll live.’

      The cannon sang again. The mansion would not sustain its ordnance for long.

      Damien dodged Valentine’s rifle fire. Holes appeared in chests ahead of him. A skull exploded. Damien loosed more throwing knives, disarming them. His batons spun in the air and clunked off skulls, back into his hands.

      The cannon sat close now; its operator yelled at his compatriots—the words choked and his head snapped back as a bullet found his skull.

      A man, reeking of shit and urine, dropped his weapons and ran. Others followed.

      Damien’s fingers felt for the ignium charge in his belt.

      But before he activated it, his eyes fell on something huge, disappearing into the night like a living statue.

      Korvan?

      ‘Outta the way!’ yelled a giant of a man as he took up the cannon’s apparatus.

      The artillery roared, turning a score of men into bloody smears on the ground. An almighty crash followed as the vast doors of the Musicians’ Guildhouse blew open.

      ‘All this time tryin’ to hit the sniper, just blow the bloody doors off, bunch o’ morons!’

      Damien sprinted towards the cannon, activated the ignium charged and hurled it towards the giant, toothless man grinning at him.

      The explosion unhinged the cannon from its wheels and turned it into a smouldering ruin, but it didn’t matter—the enemy had completed their first objective.

      A horde converged on Damien, blotting out the Musicians’ Guild.
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        * * *

      

      The door exploded, sending showers of wood and metal inward.

      ‘Incoming!’ Valentine yelled.

      Gallows’ Vindicator kicked as he pulled the trigger, bullets firing with slow thumps. Some of Zoven’s men cowered behind rubble. Others tried to rush him, drunk on adrenaline. Gallows didn’t hesitate to shoot the Hunters. They’d made their choice.

      It was a good spot for a killing ground. The enemy were concentrated into one tight space. Gallows’ rifle stemmed the tide, and Valentine’s revolver snapped and flashed overhead.

      More came and more died.

      Gallows ejected the depleted magazine and slammed in his remaining one. This will be enough. It has to be.

      He snapped from one target to the next, faces appearing behind the smouldering debris of the doorway and then disappearing in blood. Not every shot was clean, but it didn’t matter. All he had to do was stop them, and a bullet in the shoulder was usually a good enough deterrent.

      Fewer and fewer enemies approached. It’s working.

      Silence.

      ‘Val?’

      ‘They’re regrouping! They’re gonna try again!’

      ‘I got half a magazine left!’

      A young man flailed in front of the doorway.

      Shit. He looked about seventeen. Gallows could see the big eyes and freckles on his face as he stood there, frozen.

      Just a kid.

      But hesitation meant death. Fallon had drummed that into Gallows.

      Weighing heavy in his hands, Gallows brought the unwieldly rifle up and pulled the trigger.

      Click.

      Click.

      Blood drained from Gallows’ face.

      The rifle jammed.

      ‘Shit.’ This is why I prefer swords.

      ‘They’re outta ammo!’ the kid yelled. His face beamed.

      Gallows fumbled with it, but the Vindicator was useless now. He threw it onto the floor and snatched his shortsword.

      The kid ran at him, brandishing a meat cleaver like a gallant knight on a glorious charge.

      The flash bomb went off in his face when his feet connected with the tripwire.

      Gallows rolled over the barricade. More men flooded in, some of them armed with Watch blades. They took cautious steps when they saw the kid writhing on the floor, clutching his eyes.

      Until Pierro came in.

      ‘Alright, mate?’ the giant said, lip swollen and bloodied. He smelled of blood and gun powder.

      ‘Valentine, fall back!’ Gallows yelled. He planted his feet.

      ‘Reckon I’ll have a go at you meself… After the boys soften you up!’

      Two men took tentative steps towards Gallows. One feigned a punch—and Gallows fell for it. He flinched, the other man taking the opportunity to charge Gallows with his shoulder, landing on top of him with a heavy thud.

      He drove his fist into Gallows’ face once, twice, before Valentine darted over and fought him off.

      ‘On your feet!’ She helped Gallows up, and together their blades swung at the men surrounding them.

      ‘After ’em, lads!’

      The man who had tackled Gallows came in for another charge—Gallows kicked him straight in the groin and slashed his throat. Valentine had two straight knives—she hacked at anyone in her way. Guts leaked, blood spilled and bad language the likes Gallows had never heard gushed like a broken water dispenser.

      Valentine held her own; she took on a much bigger man. She leapt back when he came at her. He punched her but Val’s smaller size meant it was harder to knock her off balance. She twisted from his grasp and cut the tendons in his heel before taking on the next target.

      The first wave was easy, but a never-ending stream of enemies powered through. Every time Gallows dodged a strike, he had to parry another. He took a cut in his leg and then his arm. Adrenaline blunted the pain but his sword fell to the floor.

      One man grabbed him from behind, hooking his arms under Gallows’. His mate adopted a boxer’s stance. He jabbed Gallows’ face twice with his left before unleashing a vicious right uppercut under his chin. Blood filled Gallows’ mouth as he bit into his tongue.

      The boxer bobbed up and down, shaking his fists, before coming in again. The man behind gripped him like a vice. Gallows snapped his head back into his captor’s nose and, with both legs, kicked out at the boxer, sending him stumbling.

      He fell back to the floor, landing on top of his captor—but Gallows got to his feet first. He stamped his boot into the man’s face and broke his nose.

      Head swimming, he dodged the boxer’s incoming swing, conjured his B-knife, and drove it into his stomach half a dozen times before retrieving his sword.

      Gunshots rang out nearby, sending men to their knees or clutching their chests. Aulton.

      Blood spurted over Gallows as he cut veins and fingers. He shoved and kicked, growled and punched—he sent his head into his opponents’, dug nails into flesh, severed, sliced and slashed.

      But his body was raw and aching from the battle at the opera house, and fatigue set into his bones like rust in machinery.

      A wayward knee thundered into his stomach, winding him.

      His bank of adrenaline ran dry.

      He fell to his knee.

      ‘Grab the little runt!’ yelled Pierro—and someone did, pressing Gallows’ knees into the marble floor.

      Valentine… Where’s Valentine…?

      She’d been winded too, two men holding her down on her knees. She looked at him, her grimacing face smeared with blood. It was awful, seeing her tamed.

      Pierro stood there, hands clasped behind his back, as more men rushed into the foyer. ‘You lot!’ he called, motioning to some of his men. ‘Upstairs. Get the girl.’

      A group of four approached the eastern stairwell. One of them triggered a flash bomb as he lumbered up the steps, the other tripping on spiked caltrops.

      ‘Heh heh, you lot are full o’ surprises, ain’t ya? Keep going up!’ Pierro called. The remaining two were a lot more cautious.

      ‘You did well against our pawns, mate,’ Pierro told Gallows, ‘but now the real psychos are here, hah hah!’

      Gallows’ muscles tightened. He raised his head. ‘You’re right about that.’

      Standing in the doorway, batons spinning, was Damien.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Sweet Aerulus, Belios, Terros and Nyr!’ Fabian flapped around the room like a distressed chicken. ‘I mean, can you hear it? Gods above, I’ve never been so worried in my entire life!’

      Serena sat by the door, arms folded, head bowed. Chaos rumbled close by. Her heartrate spiked the louder it got.

      Genevieve and Catryn had made their own barricade of suitcases—Aulton’s gun had been in one of them, along with a collection of prop swords and other stage stuff. For all the good that’ll do. Serena needed to fight—needed to do something.

      Voices yelled.

      Zoven’s men.

      They got closer.

      Genevieve rose to her feet, fists clenched.

      Fabian stopped pacing—his eyes widened.

      The crack of a door being kicked down…

      Then another.

      ‘Serena,’ Catryn said. ‘Get behind me.’

      Serena stood-

      But the door snapped inwards, pressing against Serena.

      A bloke built like a Bulldog barged in. ‘The girl,’ he growled. ‘Where?

      The silence seemed to last forever. I can’t let them die for me.

      Just as Serena was about to reveal herself, Fabian picked up one of the prop swords. They were metal, but blunt.

      ‘How dare you encroach on the abode of the voice of Musa herself, Genevieve Couressa!’

      The intruder stepped further into the room. Serena could only see the back of him, but he was a brute.

      ‘No closer, sir!’ Fabian commanded. ‘One more step and you shall taste steel!’

      Brute laughed. ‘Oh yeah, you peacock? And who in shitting hell are you?’

      The blade hung in the air, Fabian painting slow figure-eights. ‘I am Danté tal Vitesse, feared and famous swordsman!’

      ‘Ain’t ever heard of ya. Move.’

      ‘One step and I shall pierce your heart, my man! I won last year’s Imanis Fencing Cup! I defeated Sentinel tal Luca in a joust three summers past! I carved a bloody swathe across the Sanctecano Islands when the Idari scum threatened the liberty of the West! And you dare question me? You, who is little more than a stoneroach?’

      Everyone else in the room had frozen, all eyes on Fabian’s performance.

      Brute raised his knife.

      ‘Do you think it even remotely possible that Prime Councillor Thackeray would engage the Genevieve Couressa for the Remembrance concert and not employ the greatest swordsman the world has ever known to protect her?’ He took a step closer to Brute, eyes manic, sword an inch from his throat. ‘Hmm?’

      Don’t look at me, Serena recited, don’t look at me.

      Fabian kept his eyes on Brute. ‘I asked you a question, sir!’

      The knife wavered. ‘Aye, well… Reckon that does make sense.’

      ‘I’d say so! I am recipient of the Order of King Arnault! Of the King’s Cross! Of the Protector of the People! I am an anointed knight and I’d wager your employer has no desire to ignite a war with Ryndara, hmm? Hmm? Come at me if you believe yourself the superior warrior, friend. En garde!’

      ‘Ah, no, no!’ Brute held his palms out. ‘Sorry to have bothered ya.’ He pedaled backwards out beyond the door. Serena could hear his breathing. ‘Eh, any ideas where the witch girl is?’

      ‘Try the second floor,’ said Fabian. He slammed the door and the room breathed again.

      Fabian leaned against a dresser. ‘Sweet Songstress,’ he exhaled, ‘I’ve never wielded a sword in my life.’
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        * * *

      

      Knees caved inward and elbows cracked as Damien danced between opponents. He was holding his own, but he’d taken a few cuts.

      He’s holding back.

      The wrist-blade concealed in his sleeve punctured arms, leaving men and women unable to grasp their weapons.

      ‘Well bugger me and call me Sandra,’ said Pierro. ‘Someone kill that man!’

      Several tried. None succeeded.

      Gallows struggled against the man pinning him down—he found it much easier when Damien’s throwing knives spun through the air and embedded in his shoulder. Valentine broke free as well.

      Enemies spilled in every direction, some racing up the stairwells.

      ‘C’mon!’ Gallows shouted. Valentine waded in, a bloodcurdling growl bursting from her as she tore chunks out of Zoven’s men and women. Damien was encircled by Pierro’s lieutenants, but they all fell at his feet.

      Gallows raced towards Pierro. He caught him barrelling across the room towards the western stairwell. Good. The tripwires were still intact there, connected to low-yield ignium charges. Let Pierro blow his legs off.

      ‘Oi!’ called Pierro. He grabbed one of his men and hurled him into the stairwell. The resulting explosion turned him into bloody pulp. ‘Cheers, mate!’

      Gallows gripped his sword and ran after him.
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        * * *

      

      Aulton took potshots when Zoven’s men strayed into his field of vision. Not kill shots, but clipping the wings was good enough. He wouldn’t jump into the fray—Tyson Gallows had been particular about that; ‘We appreciate the help but no heroics.’

      Fat chance of that happening. More chance I’ll die of a heart attack than a bullet.

      Holding the gun made his joints ache, but he would not sit by while innocent people were in danger, not he. The name Aulton Carney used to mean something, damn it, and he would not sully the pride in his heart. If he was to die, let it be on his feet while staring his killer in the eye.

      He’d killed Dalthean men during the war, but that was a long time ago, and for a young King Arnault. After being awarded the gallantry medal, he swore he’d never fight another man’s battle again. Peace would be his campaign.

      But this was his choice—and as Aurien tal Varaldo said, ‘Some things are worth dying for; fewer are worth killing for.’

      Well, this was one of them—and Aulton recognised much of the young Arnault in Pyron Thackeray.

      Aulton crouched low, pistol raised over a barricade of ornate chairs and musical instruments. A suit of polished armour stood guard next him. No-one had attempted to gain entry to the door he guarded—yet.

      He pulled the trigger, grazing a man’s leg but not felling him. Damn. He used to be a much better shot.

      Aulton reloaded, the brass casings clattering onto the floor, acrid metal in his nose.

      Something banged on the door.

      Aulton didn’t say anything. The din beyond him died down, Damien no doubt mopping up the last of the invaders.

      Another knock.

      Aulton inched towards the door and put his eye against the peephole.

      One man stood outside on uncertain legs. He wore intricate scars on one side of his face.

      A kuramanusa.

      He banged the door again.

      ‘Leave this place!’ Aulton commanded. Whether he was one of Farro Zoven’s men or not, the place wasn’t safe. Aulton was not about to take chances.

      ‘My name is Culran Hajjar.’

      ‘Without meaning to insult your intelligence, Mister Hajjar, can’t you see this place is not safe? Turn back!’

      ‘I need to see Serena. I’m a crew member aboard the Liberty Wind.’

      ‘And why should I trust you?’

      ‘Why should I trust you?’ The voice was weak but the threat was clear.

      ‘I assure you, the girl has come to no harm.’ Aulton snuck a glance down the corridor. The fighting had stopped, at least on the ground floor.

      ‘Her life is at risk! I urge you, let me in.’

      ‘I’m afraid I must ask you to prove you are who you say you are.’

      Culran’s fist pounded the door. ‘I am Culran Hajjar, a casual Raincatcher. I was aboard the Liberty Wind when the sector seven Spire was activated, killing crew… Including my lover.’

      From the peephole, Aulton watched as Culran tried to regain his composure. But Aulton was an actor and a performer; he saw through the charade, saw the man’s grief as clear as day. This was no act.

      ‘Please. I need to warn Serena. Something else is after her.’

      Aulton unlocked the door and let Culran inside, keeping his gun trained on him. He was thin but he had muscle. Black crescents creased his eyes. Gods only knew how the last few days had treated him.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Culran. ‘Where is Serena?’

      ‘Why don’t you give me your message, eh?’

      ‘Just tell me.’

      ‘Now listen, I believe you, but-’

      Culran’s elbow scythed into Aulton’s temple, flooring him.
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        * * *

      

      Serena paced back and forth. ‘We’re dead if we stay in here.’

      ‘You’re dead if you go out there!’ said Catryn. ‘Never took you for stupid, Serena.’

      ‘Can everyone calm down for just a moment?’ Genevieve’s voice didn’t have a calming effect. Fabian was sitting in a chair with a glass of brandy, pale and exhausted.

      ‘They’re getting closer,’ said Serena, listening for the creak of the floorboards. ‘We’ve still got some traps in the corridors.’

      ‘So what?’

      ‘So they’re here for me.’ Serena inched towards the door. ‘They’ll come after me and leave you guys alone.’

      ‘You are under our charge,’ said Genevieve.

      Serena ignored the singer. ‘Angelo, what would Captain Crimsonwing do? Wouldn’t he lure the enemy away and save the innocent bystanders?’

      ‘Depends. In the Sky Pirate’s Daughter, yes, but in Armada of the Damned, he-’

      Catryn threw a vase to the floor. ‘This isn’t a gods damn book, Serena!’

      She swept her arms out. ‘Listen!’ The sound of fighting had grown louder. ‘We’re losing, okay? I’m glad I’ve got you all here with me, seriously. But it’s not working. I won’t let anyone else die. Not because of me.’

      Serena slammed the door behind her. The stables, Gallows had said.

      She made her way down to the second floor, where there were still traps.

      But on the stairwell, she came face to face with one of Pierro’s men.

      ‘Come and get me.’
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        * * *

      

      Damen batted a sword away and shoved its owner over the edge of the balcony—his companion followed close behind with one of Damien’s throwing knives in his thigh. They landed with a scream and the snap of broken legs.

      ‘Sugar,’ said Valentine with a raised eyebrow, ‘you’re less brutal when you’re killin’.’

      More men spilled through the hole the cannon had made of the door, and a number of enemies had made it to the second floor.

      ‘Sheva, fall back!’ he called. Below, Kirivanti’s staff swung in crescent arcs, jutting into chins and sweeping legs.

      ‘Sheva!’ Damien called again.

      Without speaking, she made her way up to the first floor, all the traps now exhausted. ‘Serena! Is she safe?’

      ‘I believe so,’ said Damien. ‘One or two have made it up.’

      Sheva stole a glance behind her. ‘We will not repel another wave.’

      ‘Agreed. Fall back to a defensible position! All that matters is getting Serena out.’

      They took the steps two at a time, following Valentine.

      ‘Clear!’ Valentine yelled. ‘Come on!’

      ‘Eyes on Tyson?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Negative—hey, look out!’ Valentine motioned down. ‘Next wave’s comin’!’

      ‘Stand down!’ ordered Sheva. ‘That’s Culran Hajjar—his photo was circulated after the Remembrance.’

      Culran looked up at them, smiling. Without taking his eyes from them, he strolled up the stairway.

      ‘Something’s not right…’ said Damien. ‘He’s under the influence of something.’

      ‘Go!’ called Sheva, readying her weapon. ‘Save Tyson. Protect the girl.’

      Wrist blade. ‘I’ll handle this,’ said Damien, but doubt made his voice waver.

      ‘You’re needed up there! Neutralise the enemies who broke the line! Go! That’s an order.’

      Sheva raced down the staircase, staff poised.

      ‘Something’s not right,’ Damien repeated.

      ‘There!’ Valentine called. ‘Gallows!’

      ‘Wait! Wait!’

      But it was too late.

      Culran opened his coat and revealed the bomb attached to his chest. He looked up at Damien, smiled, his eyes like a child’s.

      Sheva dived back.

      Blinding white light seared Damien’s senses, the explosion shaking the walls.

      Dazed and blind, he called out for Kirivanti.

      Something tugged at him.

      ‘Let… me go.’

      ‘…on, Damien, we need to move!’ Valentine’s voice.

      When the smoke and rubble cleared, Culran was gone, and Kirivanti’s lifeless body lay twisted and bloodied, open eyes staring at nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Pierro’s men reached the second and third floors, but they’d separated in their haste to find Serena. Gallows took a stealthy approach, burying his knife into their lower backs or cutting their windpipes, hand clasped over mouths to muffle the screams.

      He’d lost Pierro in the labyrinthine passages, but the sound of strangled screaming and cursing told him the traps were doing the trick.

      Fury propelled him, but not the empty anger that had seized him in the opera house. This time it was tempered by hope—by the knowledge of doing the right thing.

      For too long, he’d waited to die.

      For too long, he’d let his life slip away.

      For too long, he betrayed Sera’s memory.

      An explosion split the walls around him.

      Shoving one of Pierro’s men out the way, Gallows came to the eastern balcony of the second floor. Fire had broken out below. Most of the western staircase was blown to rubble.

      He looked over—Kirivanti’s body lay there in a heap, mouth twisted, eyes staring up at him.

      ‘Gods. Sheva!’

      The explosion acted as a signal. Another wave of hostiles burst through the fissure opened by the cannon, like water bursting through a dam.

      Grief would come later. He was on a mission.

      Across the chasm of the interior balcony, Pierro turned and waved to Gallows, grinning that stupid smile of his.

      ‘There’s too many of ’em.’ Valentine appeared alongside Damien.

      ‘You two stay here,’ Gallows said. ‘Stop them getting near Couressa’s suite!’

      ‘They killed Sheva.’ Damien’s voice brimmed with barely suppressed rage. ‘We brought her into this.’

      ‘We can pass the blame later. Hold the line. You hear me? No-one gets past you two.’

      ‘Where you going?’ Valentine asked.

      ‘To find Pierro,’ said Gallows. ‘And kill him.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Serena turned and raced around the corner as Pierro’s goon snapped at her heels.

      ‘Idari bitch!’ he yelled.

      Blood flowed through her like rolling fire.

      Go right, then left to the end, and left again.

      Right, left, end, left.

      She pounded the floor, reaching out to a pillar and anchoring herself around the corner.

      Left, end, left.

      He was gaining on her.

      She pushed herself, breath stabbing her lungs.

      Left.

      The man’s hatchet flew past her and clattered into the wall ahead.

      Left!

      She spun around the corner, rolled under the razor wire.

      Her pursuer wasn’t so lucky.

      A red gash opened in his neck, the wire snapping and coiling on the floor.

      He coughed and hacked, hand pressed against the wound.

      His manic eyes stared into Serena, switching between pleading and hatred.

      Grim satisfaction took a hold of her. ‘That’ll teach you to-’

      A paw grabbed her from behind, covering her mouth and muffling her scream.

      Dirt and copper filled her nose.

      ‘Don’t want ya chanting any o’ that mind-snaring nonsense now, eh?’ said Pierro.

      ‘Let her go.’

      It sounded like Gallows’ voice.
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        * * *

      

      Beaten, bloodied and in more pain than he’d ever thought possible, Gallows held his sword up to Pierro and said, ‘Let her go.’

      They stood outside the second floor suites, the luxury carpet ruined by scorch marks and bloodstains.

      As expected, Pierro laughed the threat off. One of his goons twisted on the floor, clutching his throat.

      Serena struggled in his arms, but he didn’t budge. ‘Might be I’ll just hurl her over the edge,’ he chuckled. ‘Eh?’

      Gallows took another step. Pierro’s hand wrapped tight around Serena’s face.

      ‘Careful, worm,’ the giant said. ‘Or I’ll take my frustrations out on V. Just ’cause I’m in love with her don’t mean I won’t kick seven shades of shit out of her to prove a point. Hear me? Outta my way.’

      Gallows stood his ground. Beneath him, he heard the sounds of Damien and Valentine mopping up what was left of the enemy number. It sounded violent.

      Pierro burst into a peal of laughter. ‘Oh, they won’t get here in time before I snap you like a twig, mate. Even your weirdo shadow warrior. Near pissed my breeks when I saw him earlier! Zoven could use a man like that.’

      ‘You’ve got no way out,’ Gallows pointed out. ‘You won’t kill her, and you won’t let her go. How do you think that plays out? Think about it. How far are you gonna get? The Watch are on our side now. The RSF too. Zoven’s days are numbered. Thackeray’s next. Where do you think you fit into all-’

      ‘Alright, you’ve convinced me,’ said the giant.

      Pierro shoved Serena to the wall, charged, and drove a punch into Gallows’ face. He spun, spitting blood.

      ‘Two ticks, lass,’ Pierro called as he cracked his knuckles.

      Gallows spat blood. ‘Serena. Stables.’

      ‘Don’t worry, lass!’ Pierro called. ‘Right behind ya.’
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        * * *

      

      Stepping over bodies, living and dead, Serena rushed through the Hunters’ quadrant.

      She saw Damien duelling with three men at once, Valentine giving some goon hell. They were all here for her, when it came down to it. A crew, like any good Raincatcher belonged to.

      She wouldn’t let them down.

      She raced further down into the bowels of the mansion. She passed armouries, training areas and reading rooms, navigating the dizzying layout by instinct alone—delving deeper, burrowing further.

      Then at last, she found the stables.

      A whinnying sound came from within.

      ‘Sunbeam?’ she said, reading the word scrawled on slate.

      He angled his head, a vibration buzzing from his throat. His hooves came closer.

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’ Serena opened the gate and beckoned Sunbeam closer. ‘Bloody hope this works…’

      She held out her hand, looked into Sunbeam’s eyes, and concentrated.
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        * * *

      

      Gallows had never duelled with an unarmed opponent before. He figured it’d be easier.

      He swung the sword but Pierro was faster than he looked, side-stepping and ducking.

      Gallows ignored his body’s complaints, forced the pain from his mind. He played for time; with every swing Pierro took, Serena was closer to escaping.

      And Pierro knew it.

      His face screwed and his attacks became more feral, less disciplined. Sometimes he connected with Gallows’ jaw, sending bright lights sparking into his brain. Gallows swallowed blood.

      He retaliated with a swing, catching the giant in the torso—shearing cloth away, blood bubbling from the wound. Pierro howled with pain, saliva spraying from his mouth.

      He charged at Gallows like a bull. They rolled on the ground, growling, lashing out with blind strikes.

      They were on the level two foyer now. Gallows got up, stumbled forward, coughed blood.

      Pierro was on his heels.

      Gallows’ blade whipped around. The shortsword was good for slashing but less effective for stabbing.

      Gallows thrust it, catching Pierro above the belly.

      It stuck there.

      Enraged, the giant yanked it out, dark blood trailing from the wound. The sword went spinning over the balcony. Pierro seized Gallows’ throat and pinned him against the railing. At the back of his mind, he could hear Damien and Valentine.

      Too far away.

      Pierro rained punches onto Gallows.

      Gallows’ boot thundered into Pierro’s groin once, twice. The big man gasped long enough for Gallows to slip from his hold.

      It was an opportunity.

      Gallows jabbed and punched, but Pierro took it like it was nothing. He brought Gallows to his knees with an overhead chop, kicked him down the staircase.

      The world tumbled.

      Pierro shoved one of his own men out of the way, dragged Gallows across the floor, and booted his ribs.

      Gallows screamed and tried to crawl away.

      Pierro bent down. He reeked of fresh blood and stale sweat. ‘Don’t reckon V will go to your funeral, mate. Prob’ly won’t even tell her you’re done.’

      This is worth dying for.

      But not yet.

      ‘Like her daughter?’ he rasped. ‘You reckon Veronica will forgive you when she finds out?’

      That shut Pierro up. ‘Reckon she’ll come around after I-’

      Gallows grasped a shard of glass and gouged meat from Pierro’s face.

      Not a neck vein like he’d hoped, but Gallows made use of the distraction and got to his feet.

      Pierro tugged the shard out and discarded it. ‘Just for that, I’m gonna take my anger out on V when I see her next. Hope you’re pleased wi’ yourself.’
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        * * *

      

      Damien punched his opponent’s throat, broke his arm, and moved on to the next. Knives flew from his hands, the concealed blade on his wrist dripped with blood, and his legs spun and kicked.

      Numerous cuts lined his arms. Sometimes one had to block a killing stroke with an elbow or hand—better a scar than a slit throat.

      Valentine fared less well; she was alive, but a bluish-brown welt swelled over her eye, and she clutched at her rib.

      ‘Can’t… be much more,’ she panted.

      ‘It seems Farro Zoven has sent his entire force after us.’

      ‘At least… it ain’t Thackeray’s.’

      White light flooded the Musicians’ Guildhouse. The few windows still intact exploded as soldiers snaked down on ropes from a shimmering silver husk.

      Damien readied the batons.

      ‘Stand down!’ said a masked man. ‘I’m here on behalf of Commander Lockwood of the Royal Sky Fleet. We don’t have much time.’
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        * * *

      

      Splinters erupted as Gallows flew through the door and landed face down in a thick carpet. Pierro hurled him across the room, a table and folding screen collapsing on top of him.

      Gallows clasped a solid silver table lamp and flung it at Pierro, more to buy time while he reached for the knife.

      But he was too late.

      Pierro’s elbow scythed into Gallows’ jaw. Severe pain ran through Gallows like a current of fire, and again, Pierro struck.

      But as long as Gallows breathed, Serena had a chance of getting out alive.

      Gallows rolled out of the way; Pierro’s knuckles met the floor.

      I can do this. Gallows drew a breath to steady his nerves.

      He had to push himself.

      He had to stay alive.

      He had to hope.

      The two men struggled against each other, exchanged punches and rising knees. They were both brawlers—their instincts were honed in streets and alleys, not training and battlefields. Pierro was stronger, but Gallows was quicker; he weaved between a heavy swing and launched an uppercut under Pierro’s chin.

      It would have been less painful if he punched concrete.

      Pierro responded with a headbutt; Gallows fell back into a vast bathroom, and Pierro strode across the tiles with a whistle. If he saw Gallows go for the knife, it would all be over; the sword didn’t do much, so what chance did the knife have? Gallows shook the fog from his eyes; he had to be quick—he had to kill Pierro instantly, and he needed surprise on his side.

      Pierro lunged; Gallows ducked out of the way, replied with a left jab and booted Pierro’s shin. The bigger man slipped forward onto the floor—Gallows took the opportunity to kick his head into the porcelain bowl.

      As Gallows went for the knife, Pierro kicked out like a mule, his heel rocketing into Gallows’ stomach.

      Gallows stumbled back but kept his footing. He struggled not to vomit from the impact. ‘You don’t… have to take orders from him,’ breathed Gallows.

      Pierro laughed. ‘Oh-oh, here we go! Gonna try and reason with me, eh? It’s funny how many people do that. “Take orders from ’im”. Hah! I been spiking his water with Vaughan’s sweeties for months, making him lose his mind! Sooner Farro ruttin’ Zoven dies, sooner I take over.’ Pierro swiped at Gallows, missing by a hair.

      ‘What, he didn’t give you the raise you asked for?’

      Pierro mopped the blood and sweat from his mangled face. ‘Now, normally I give them I’m gonna kill a minute or two to pray to the Gods—never did Nyr hear so much pleading before Pierro!—but time’s a factor, mate.’

      Pierro wrestled Gallows to the floor of the living quarters. They landed on a thick rug, which did nothing to cushion the impact.

      Sour sweat reeked from Pierro. Gallows’ fingers splayed out in search of something—anything…

      He grabbed a vase and cracked it over Pierro’s skull. With the bigger man dazed, Gallows kicked him off and once again got to his feet.

      ‘She’s gone, asshole. Give it up. While I’m still letting you breathe.’

      Pierro took his time in standing. Amusement bloomed on his face. ‘Listen to ya! Brilliant stuff, mate, brilliant!’ He barrelled towards Gallows with ferocious speed, sending a flurry of hooks and jabs his way. Gallows shielded himself against some of the blows but took a jab to his stomach, winding him. Again, he spat blood.

      They struggled, both men sagging with the effort. Agony reverberated through every one of Gallows’ bones.

      ‘You okay?’ Pierro asked. ‘That one sting, did it? Aye, thought it might.’ He swung an arcing hook. Gallows ducked, jabbed the bigger man in the eye and followed up with a ferocious uppercut. Pierro actually stumbled this time.

      ‘Seems you got some tricks up your sleeve after all, you little prick!’ growled the giant.

      ‘More’n one.’

      ‘Hahaha! You mischievous scamp! You remind me of my little brother. Broke his back too!’

      Pierro pulled the Hunter closer to him and thrust a knee into Gallows’ chest, then clamped a hand around his neck and lifted him off the ground.

      Gallows couldn’t breathe.

      With no more options before Pierro choked him out, Gallows unsheathed the knife and dug it into Pierro’s arm.

      Or tried to.

      With his free hand, Pierro seized Gallows’ wrist before the knifepoint hit home. ‘What you reckon you’re gonna do with the toothpick, eh?’

      He twisted Gallows’ hand, almost breaking it, and held it up in the air to get a look at the blade it clasped.

      ‘B-knife,’ he said, reading the stencilled lettering on the hilt. The blade pointed down, far enough away to be rendered safe. ‘What’s that mean?’

      Gallows’ thumb moved too slow, much too slow, like wading through quick-sand. Black clouds plagued his vision.

      He was going to pass out.

      ‘What’s that mean, eh?’ Pierro pressed. ‘Eh, Mister Guillotine? What does it mean? What does the B stand for?’ Pierro gripped tighter with every word. ‘Eh? What did ya reckon you were gonna do with that?’

      Gallows’ head lolled.

      Summoning every ounce of strength—of hope—he had left in him, he moved his thumb a quarter inch.

      ‘Oi, I’m talking to you! What does the B stand for? Eh? What does it stand f-’

      Click.

      The blade shot from the hilt, pierced Pierro’s eye, and buried into his brain.

      The giant collapsed to the floor.

      Gallows crawled out from Pierro’s immense weight, gasping for air. He twisted the giant’s slackened head and fished the blade from the mess of sticky gore.

      Wiping the milky white globs and dead grey of Pierro’s brain on the floor, Gallows struggled to his feet.

      ‘Ballistic,’ he said, stumbling off.
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        * * *

      

      The stable doors flew open as Sunbeam rushed out onto the street, people diving onto the cobbles.

      Exhilaration buoyed Serena, wind rushing through her hair like she was aboard the Liberty Wind. Despite everything, her heart filled with hope. She smelled the rising sun in the air, and it shone warmth on her—it rejuvenated her aching limbs and filled her stomach with butterflies.

      A current ran through her fingertips and into Sunbeam’s mind, an invisible thread connecting them. With nothing more than a thought, she commanded him as he galloped across the cobbles—leaping over obstructions and racing through Petrel’s Tail, whizzing past the boutiques and glass-fronted stores.

      She didn’t offer verbal commands; she didn’t need to. The power inside her was growing stronger.

      The copper-brown uniforms of the Watch blurred as she rocketed past, hooves clattering along Elmwood Arcade like rolling thunder. The pain that had plagued her since all this began washed away like grime beneath a rainstorm.

      Good boy, Sunbeam!

      She bounced on the saddle, grasping the reins, not even sure if she was supposed to. She directed Sunbeam through will alone, instructing him to avoid people, carts—everything. Eyes stared at her in wonder, the aroma of fresh bread rose and children scurried from her path.

      She’d get to the skyport in no time. She didn’t know what to do when she got there, but it didn’t matter. She’d figure it out. Right now, she was flying free.

      She turned off into an alleyway—an old woman pressed herself against the wall—and down into another thoroughfare. No obstacles, no-one chasing her, nothing in her way. Sunbeam powered through streets, beneath skybridges, past the Campbell, Coutts & Crawford building. Air sheared the tension from Serena.

      Not far now!

      She raced downhill.

      But at the bottom of the street, a figure stepped out, big and pale.

      The sight of him inspired a worming fear in her.

      Turn!

      The figure yanked an ignium streetlamp from the ground and swung it like a club, smashing against Sunbeam’s head with a wet thud. He snorted and whined and fell to the ground. Serena flew from the saddle and skidded along the cobbles, vision popping in and out, limbs tangling and sharp breaths stabbing her lungs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Why didn’t you come sooner?’ spat Valentine, a cloth pressed against her eye.

      ‘You’re lucky I’m here at all after the antics you pulled at the opera house!’ They stood in the small COC of the RSF Overseer. ‘You were supposed to deliver the Prime Councillor to me—instead you waged a bloody war! I trusted you on behalf of Major Fallon—and now that swine N’Keres has me sidelined.’

      ‘The opera house was Enfield’s doing.’ Gallows’ voice rasped like a sword sliding from its sheath. He still felt Pierro’s grip around his throat. ‘And we weren’t the ones dropping shells on the roof.’

      Lockwood stood with her hands on her hips. ‘I was acting under Enfield’s orders.’

      ‘Why’d you come for us anyway?’

      ‘Fieri had a member of the Watch contact me. I’d have got here sooner if N’Keres hadn’t wrested command from me.’

      ‘How did he do that?’

      ‘He arrived in a fighter craft with a writ signed by Confessor Cronin. I’m to report to the barracks in Musa’s Harp. Thankfully I still have soldiers loyal to me.’

      ‘They’ll be looking for you,’ Gallows pointed out.

      ‘That’s why the Overseer has to look like she’s still on surveillance operations. But the details are irrelevant now. To the rest of the kingdom, you are murderers and traitors. The military and Watch have orders to shoot you on sight; my talking to you will be considered an act of treason, so unless you give me good reason to keep you alive, I’m turning you in and getting my warship back.’

      Damien threw the bundle of files onto Lockwood’s desk. ‘Everything’s in there,’ he said. ‘War crimes, torture, illegal experimentation. Pyron Thackeray has been covering it up.’

      ‘Including the Dalthean ignogen bomb that destroyed our fleet,’ added Gallows. ‘Just like Fallon said. Except it was Enfield who activated it in an attempt to kill Serena. He was an Idari spy, Lockwood. It was his craft that boarded the Schiehallion during the concert with those Wraith troopers. You’ve been played. Just like the rest of us.’

      ‘General N’Keres’ name’s in there,’ said Valentine.

      Lockwood turned to a random page, brow knitting in disgust. ‘Gods above.’

      ‘Pyron Thackeray dies for this, Commander.’ Iron lined Valentine’s voice. ‘He as good as killed Sturrock and he’s the one who landed Fallon in the Gravehold.’

      ‘Then he shall be tried by a jury.’ Lockwood’s eyes skewered Valentine. ‘Legally.’

      ‘Bullshit!’

      ‘Hey! Calm down,’ urged Gallows. ‘We’re on the same side. Where are Couressa and her people?’

      ‘Safe,’ said Lockwood. ‘They’ll be taken to Princess Anabelle Hospital, along with the youth and the nun.’ Lockwood pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘For what it’s worth, my condolences. I didn’t know Sheva Kirivanti personally, but I understand she was a good leader.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Damien. ‘The bomber who killed her—his name was Culran Hajjar. He was a crewmate of Serena’s.’

      ‘Was he looking for her?’ asked Gallows. ‘Did he say anything before he…’

      Damien shook his head. ‘He was not… entirely there. He was under the influence of something. He did not appear to recognise the gravity of his actions.’

      Gallows understood. ‘They hijacked his mind. Like Tiera Martelo.’

      ‘I believe so.’

      ‘Son of a bitch.’

      ‘I believe the bomb was used to signal the rest of Farro Zoven’s troops,’ Damien continued. ‘Hajjar was a kuramanusa—it stands to reason that Pyron Thackeray sent him so he could blame the atrocity on an Idari suicide bomber, thus maintaining his narrative.’

      ‘Accusations are just that, Mister Fieri,’ said Lockwood. ‘We still don’t know if this drug even exists.’

      ‘Enfield admitted it,’ countered Gallows.

      ‘And you have proof, of course.’

      Gallows ignored the jibe. ‘Serena, she’s got mind-controlling abilities. I can’t explain it, but she does. I’ve only seen her manipulate animals, but it’s the real deal. You got a bead on her? Did she make it to the skyport?’

      ‘She’s not been spotted there. And I believe I’ll ignore the stories of her possessing magic powers.’

      ‘I’ve seen her do it,’ said Gallows. And then he laughed. ‘More’n that, I’ve had it done to me. It’s real, okay? The Grand Perceptor got inside my head just like Captain Vaughan got into Tiera’s. Fallon believed me and you trust him, right?’

      ‘Don’t push your luck, son,’ warned Lockwood. ‘I know what happened to you out there. I know what she did.’

      Gallows’ throat went dry. ‘Then you know I wouldn’t make this up. You know we need to do something.’

      Lockwood pored over more files and photographs. ‘N’Keres is in here. Photographs, details of his abusing prisoners. They purposefully passed diseases onto unwilling subjects, performed unnecessary surgery…’ She slammed the files closed and clenched her eyes shut. After a moment, she looked to Gallows. ‘There’s someone you should meet.’

      

      The brig doors slid open with a scrape, a young female guard saluting as they entered.

      ‘Open the cell,’ said Lockwood.

      The guard did so. Patrol craft cells were small and bare, only meant for quick transportation of prisoners to a Watch house. Straight away, Gallows recognised the woman.

      ‘Tiera.’

      ‘Hunter,’ she said. ‘See you’re having as much luck as me. These finisa frisked you yet?’

      ‘Allow me to introduce you,’ began Lockwood, ‘to Yulia Susuro.’

      What? ‘Tiera ain’t her real name?’

      ‘Just one in a long list.’

      ‘Why have you brought me new friends?’ said Tiera. ‘Hm?’

      ‘You’ve not reported her arrest,’ Damien observed. ‘You believe us.’

      ‘Believing something and proving it are two different things, Fieri. Before N’Keres stripped me of command, I had intended on using Tiera to find you lot before the Watch.’

      ‘So,’ started Valentine, ‘we taking the fight to Thackeray or what?’

      ‘It’s not that simple,’ said Lockwood. ‘The Council is gone. No-one has seen King Owain since before the war ended, nor Princess Anabelle. Thackeray has all the cards. He owns the military, the Viator and the Watch.’

      ‘Y’all don’t need their permission to kill him,’ said Valentine.

      Lockwood glared at her. ‘No. If we go after the Prime Councillor, we do it my way. He will be arrested and put before a Magister.’

      ‘This pantomime bores me.’ And with that, Tiera yawned.

      At that moment, Royce barged through the door. ‘Ma’am!’ Lines etched his youthful face. ‘It’s the girl. One of our agents spotted her. I’m afraid she’s been captured.’

      ‘Shit.’ Gallows’ eyes clenched shut, and all the aches he’d picked up over the last few hours burned bright. All the fighting. All the death, the destruction… And we still failed her.

      

      ‘His name’s Korvan,’ said Gallows, following Royce’s description of the abductor.

      They were back in the Overseer’s COC now, Tiera included. ‘He’s like the Wraiths, but different. Smarter. They’re just drones. This guy’s merciless.’

      ‘He is also responsible for burning the orphanage in The Sands,’ Damien added.

      The metal in Valentine’s switchblade retracted and extended, her dead eyes focused on it. ‘And killing Sturrock.’

      Lockwood stood at the helm, hard face betraying nothing. Static hissed and Bride’s Code signals stuttered. ‘What is he?’

      ‘As near as we can tell, a dead soldier brought back to life,’ said Gallows. ‘It’s in the files. There’s another one. Enoch. He helped us escape after the opera house. If Korvan has Serena, she’s in danger.’

      Lockwood waved a hand. ‘Ah yes, the “siren”. If she’s so powerful, why can’t she just control his actions?’

      ‘Serena’s a mermaid-witch?’ asked Tiera. ‘Reckoned there was something odd about that child.’

      Gallows shook his head. ‘Listen to what I’m saying!’

      Royce cleared his throat. ‘If I may interject,’ he began, ‘but if this Korvan is taking orders from the Prime Councillor, doesn’t it stand to reason he’ll bring her to him? If he’s researching forbidden technologies and constructing illegal weapons, he will no doubt seize her abilities for his own ends.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ agreed Gallows. I probably owe that kid an apology.

      ‘Or kill her attempting to do so,’ Damien added.

      ‘We can’t sit around,’ said Gallows. ‘She could be dead. We gotta move.’

      ‘Where, exactly?’ demanded Lockwood. ‘This secret lab in the middle of the Obsidian Sandlands?’

      ‘Yes!’ said Gallows.

      She shook her head. ‘General N’Keres has full military control, we’d never get close. Our hand is played before we’re even in the game. Not to mention that this is treason.’

      ‘Only if we fail,’ said Gallows. ‘Anyway, Val and I can take the train. There’s a tunnel entrance not far from the Petrel’s Tail gate out of the city.’

      ‘Just us?’ Valentine asked. ‘I’m all for killin’ Thackeray, but I’d be surprised if we make it two feet before he guns us down.’

      White-hot anger filled Gallows, and at the same time the empty pang of helplessness. All the death. All the sacrifice. How could they go through all this and still end up in the same position? ‘There’s gotta be something we can do.’

      ‘I agree with the ginger,’ said Tiera. ‘Pyron Thackeray dies. If he’s working with Vaughan and the witch, he is responsible for whatever happened to my Fitz.’

      ‘No-one is murdering the Prime Councillor!’ Lockwood shouted. ‘If we do this, we do it clean. We bring him to justice.’

      ‘He ain’t playin’ by your rules!’ spat Valentine. ‘And I ain’t ginger.’

      ‘Additionally,’ said Royce, ‘any of this evidence can be easily discredited. The Viator will disavow any sources. The Information Towers won’t breathe a word of it. No Magister will preside over the case as long as the Prime Councillor holds sway over them.’

      ‘You’re supposed to be on my side.’ Lockwood shook her head. ‘Tiera, if Captain Fitzwilliam is alive, he will be in the Gravehold with the rest of your crew. You have my word I will do what I can to secure his release, but it will take time. An attempt on Thackeray’s life will be a death sentence for us all, including Fitzwilliam.’

      ‘Oh yeah, and the small matter of no-one knowing where the hell it is.’ Valentine embedded her knife in the wall. ‘Pyron Thackeray ain’t even here and he’s got us beat!’

      ‘No he doesn’t.’ Gallows massaged the stiffness from his neck. ‘Not yet. He doesn’t control everything—Farro Zoven owns the streets. He’s the one with the dirt on the Magisters and the Council. We might be able to cut a deal.’

      Tiera scowled. ‘Last time anyone saw Fitz, he said the same thing.’

      ‘His lieutenant is dead, his men are either arrested or in the ground and he’s a threat to the Prime Councillor. This is the weakest Zoven’s ever been. We get him to give us the dirt he has and offer him immunity, then that’s a whole lot of people less scared of Pyron Thackeray.’

      ‘Oi!’ Valentine crossed the room and prodded Gallows’ chest. ‘We had a deal. Thackeray dies. No trial, no jail time, nothin’.’

      ‘Things have changed, Val.’

      ‘Yeah? That the case with Cronin?’

      Gallows looked away.

      ‘What’s this about Confessor Cronin?’ asked Lockwood.

      ‘He killed Sera.’ Gallows’ voice sounded hollow. ‘For having an Idari ancestor.’

      ‘Then he will pay for his crime,’ the commander said. ‘Legally.’

      ‘That bastard doesn’t deserve to breathe.’

      ‘Then it’s fortunate the sentence for treason is death.’

      That won’t do. A noose was too good for Confessor Cronin.

      ‘I’m here to get Fitz and go,’ said Tiera. ‘I care nothing about your Council or your war.’

      ‘What of Serena?’ Damien asked. ‘What about your comrade?’

      Tiera turned away. ‘She is more trouble than she’s worth. Fitz is my priority.’

      ‘Then help us!’ Gallows pleaded. ‘Don’t you want to get revenge for what Vaughan did?’

      ‘More than you!’ she snarled.

      ‘Good. We can put ’em all away. Lockwood can take you to the Gravehold. Hell, you can escort Thackeray there yourself and get Fitz out.’

      And leave Cronin for me.

      Tiera looked across the room to the commander. ‘You know where the prison is?’

      ‘All high-ranking officers do,’ Lockwood added. ‘But I am not about to divulge that to a pirate. Pardons be damned.’

      Tiera angled her head, lips curving. ‘Then why haven’t you arrested me yet, huh? You finisa are all the same! You use the law only when it suits you.’

      ‘Damn it, the only reason any of you are alive is because I allow it!’

      ‘We can’t trust N’Keres,’ said Gallows. ‘Can’t trust the Arch Vigil. We’re alone, Lockwood, and we’re wasting time.’

      Tiera’s fists clenched as she spoke: ‘Then we go to the Gravehold now.’

      Valentine nodded. ‘With you on that score. And what in all hells does “finisa” mean?’

      Tiera scowled. ‘Donkey.’

      ‘Short-sighted fools.’ Lockwood leaned onto the desk with her fists. ‘You wish to know its location, Gallows? Fine: Beneath Castle Rochefort. Beneath the foundations. Good luck.’

      ‘The castle’s dungeons?’ asked Gallows.

      ‘No. Deeper than that. In the rock. Prisoners the government doesn’t know what to do with are kept there. It’s a warren of tunnels and passages that lead exactly nowhere, except to the sheer drop outside. Only the Prime Councillor and Confessors have clearance in and out without supervision. Guards are posted with blindfolds on and their faces covered to ensure they don’t know its location or with whom they’re on duty. Infiltrating it is impossible. Even if I could get us to the entry point, the castle grounds are littered with anti-aircraft silos. If I were to take the Overseer near Kingsway, the cannons would destroy us.’

      ‘Does it have an insertion point?’ asked Damien.

      ‘In the rock.’

      ‘Big enough for the Overseer?’ Gallows asked. ‘If there was a way to get close without alerting the defences, could the Overseer land?’

      Gallows watched the cogs turn in Lockwood’s head. Fallon always wore the same look. ‘If you’re taking on the Prime Councillor, you’ll need a larger force than can fit on this patrol craft. Some of the Schiehallion’s crew would join us were we to neutralise N’Keres, but that would blow the cover to the Gravehold—and a war on two fronts is risky.’

      ‘The Watch may assist us,’ said Damien. ‘Those who aren’t corrupt, anyway.’

      ‘We have no idea what kind of force Thackeray has in this facility,’ Lockwood started. ‘The fighter craft aboard the warship don’t have the fuel capacity to fly from here to the middle of the Obsidian Sandlands. In any case, they are single-person fighters. To make this work I need personnel, aircraft, resources…’

      ‘What about the Raincatchers?’ asked Gallows.

      ‘Oh, good idea,’ said Tiera, ‘perhaps they can use their knives to dig into the Gravehold. I know! Let’s use spoons!’

      ‘Not what I mean. Can we get aboard the Schiehallion if we’re on a raincatcher? Will the hangars accommodate that? That way, the Overseer is free to hit the Gravehold.’

      Tiera’s impatience was infecting him. But if this was what it took to get to Thackeray—to Cronin—then it was worth it.

      Lockwood’s stare could have frozen the sun. ‘Where are you going with this, Gallows?’

      ‘Vaughan leads the Raincatchers by Thackeray’s decree,’ he started. ‘Storm the skyport, arrest Vaughan, seize his airship and use it to sneak us onto the Schiehallion. N’Keres won’t shoot us down if he thinks Thackeray ordered Vaughan to approach. We hail it with bricode—reckon you know your own warship’s frequency, Commander. We board it, neutralise N’Keres. The Overseer can hit the Gravehold with Tiera. When she’s done, and with the additional troops from the Schiehallion, we can assemble landing parties on the Raincatcher fleet and fly to the outpost. The Schiehallion can take anything Thackeray throws at it, and the Eagles can provide air support. Valentine and I can lead the ground troops.’

      ‘Guild won’t go for it,’ shot Tiera. ‘They won’t relinquish their aircraft.’

      ‘So they can pilot ’em,’ Gallows replied. ‘They don’t need to get their feet on the ground.’ Tiera nodded, considering it.

      Lockwood’s laugh was rougher than sandpaper. ‘We’re to assault a secret weapons base with a force of roughnecks?’

      ‘Wait, wait… Gallows is right,’ said Tiera. ‘We can use the Raincatchers. Anton Tugarin—he does not follow Vaughan. He will stand against him and Thackeray.’

      ‘You’re not hearing me!’ barked Lockwood. ‘What if the castle defences engage us? The Overseer would never get close.’

      ‘Land it before we strike the warship,’ Gallows suggested. ‘Before anyone knows what’s going on.’

      ‘We can get through this with minimum casualties,’ said Valentine. ‘Put your fancy new wireless tech to good use—use your warship’s broadcast system to hook into the Info Towers on the ground—you did it for Genevieve Couressa. Make that asshole N’Keres confess for everyone to hear. Take command, order the AA silos to hold fire.’

      Lockwood stayed silent. She’s considering it.

      ‘Raincatchers aren’t permitted guns,’ said Tiera. ‘If they run into trouble, they’re dead.’

      ‘Leave that to me,’ said Damien.

      Gallows was impressed. ‘You got a secret stash of military hardware?’

      ‘In a manner of speaking. Eun-til Ra.’

      Tiera growled at the mention of the weapons dealer’s name.

      ‘What about him?’ Gallows asked. ‘Wait—do you know him?’

      ‘Where do you think I purchase my materials?’

      ‘Damn the Gods,’ muttered Lockwood.

      ‘Can you find him?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘I can. In exchange for his weapons and co-operation against Thackeray, he will want immunity.’

      ‘That man is a bastard.’ Tiera’s voice rumbled like a rupturing volcano.

      ‘What’s more important?’ asked Gallows. ‘Getting vengeance or getting Fitz?’

      Tiera scowled and turned away.

      ‘Immunity.’ Lockwood shook her head. ‘Shall we be arresting anyone on this mad crusade?’

      Valentine tossed her knife and caught it. ‘Sure hope not.’

      ‘I can arm the Raincatchers,’ said Damien. ‘But we don’t know what the Hurtling Whimsy’s schedule is. It could be on a water run.’

      Tiera shook her head. ‘No. Vaughan prefers nocturnal water runs. Better to smuggle.’

      Gallows stood before Lockwood. ‘Once we get to One Three Seven, you can keep the Schiehallion in the air to dissuade Thackeray from escaping—Mathieson told me the site was used as a staging area for airships, so you can bet he has an escape route. I can use the Whimsy to get my boots on the ground with whatever RSF force you can muster.’

      Gallows told himself the kingdom needed justice—that Thackeray deserved what was coming. And he did—but with every word Gallows spoke, Lenis Cronin’s face became clearer. He was Gallows’ real target. He was responsible for Sera.

      If it came down to it, would you sacrifice Serena to get to Cronin?

      ‘We don’t even know if Thackeray’s there,’ said Lockwood.

      ‘Dalthea ain’t that big,’ said Gallows. ‘If he ain’t there, we burn it and work our way in.’

      ‘Commander,’ Damien started, ‘where exactly is the Gravehold entrance?’

      ‘There’s a cave in the rock,’ Lockwood replied. ‘The western face. It’s how the Prime Councillor bypasses the castle. An artificial waterfall used to mark it. Now it’s as dry as the rest of the kingdom.’

      Gallows recognised the spot. ‘Leaper’s Crown,’ he said.

      Tiera huffed. ‘Never heard of it.’

      ‘King Rochefort jumped from the cave when the queen discovered his infidelity. Dalthea was just a coal mining town at the time. Apparently the gold of his crown shone so bright, the Royal Guard saw it glinting for miles as it spun into the black chasm.’

      ‘Y’all listen to some crazy shit.’

      ‘Thank you, Lance Corporal Valentine.’ Lockwood placed her hands on her hips. ‘Can we get back on track? The Overseer can land inside the cave, but it will be guarded. Likewise the Schiehallion—a handful of my troopers will not be enough.’

      Gallows looked at Damien. ‘So we send ’em one way while we infiltrate the COC. Tiera and Valentine hit the Gravehold with the Overseer and grab Fitz and Fallon. We hit the warship from the inside and disable the AA guns on the ground. When the Schiehallion is secure, we pick up Val and Tiera, get the Raincatchers on board and load their airships with RSF and hit One Three Seven.’

      Tiera drew her hands through her wild black hair. ‘I’ll need something to bargain with. It won’t be easy, the Guild is proud and-’

      ‘I’ll see they get paid a shitload,’ Lockwood promised.

      ‘Done.’

      ‘Tiera,’ Gallows continued, ‘check for a prisoner named Myriel An tal Lo—Serena said she’s been missing.’

      ‘The Mage woman. Got it.’

      ‘Remember,’ said Lockwood, ‘If Cronin is in the Gravehold, he lives.’

      Tiera shrugged. ‘Suits me—but I ain’t guaranteeing he’ll have all his fingers.’

      Lockwood turned to Valentine. ‘And we arrest Pyron Thackeray.’

      ‘Y’all are forgetting something.’ Valentine took her time looking at Damien and Gallows. ‘The last time we planned something like this, it went belly up.’

      ‘This time Enfield’s out of the way,’ said Gallows. ‘We have one shot, Commander. Major Fallon didn’t confide in you for nothing. You know Thackeray and N’Keres are corrupt. It’s your duty.’

      ‘Gods above and below,’ the commander muttered. She closed her eyes and shook her head. ‘Alright. You have one hour to convince Farro Zoven and the Raincatchers. But remember: Thackeray lives.’

      Valentine yanked her knife from the wall and gripped it so hard her knuckles whitened. She glared at Lockwood, lips pursed. ‘Fine by me.’

      ‘Tyson,’ Damien began, ‘what makes you think Zoven won’t kill you as soon as you step into the Courtesans’ Guild?’

      ‘Easy,’ replied Gallows. ‘You.’
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        DALTHEA VIATOR

        Liberty Wind Suicide Bomber Destroys Musicians’ Guild!

        Terrorists Still At Large!

        Viator Keeps Presses Rolling Amid Chaos!
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        * * *

      

      ‘I’m surprised you’re still breathing,’ said Damien. This was the second of Eun-til Ra’s bolt holes he’d infiltrated. The first one had a similar number of dead bodies.

      ‘Mister Fieri!’ Ra’s bearded face trailed blood. He clutched at the wound in his chest. ‘It’ll take… more than hired hands to take me out.’ An arrogant smile split his face.

      ‘Seems they gave it a valiant effort.’ Damien took a step closer.

      ‘You here to take a shot?’ Ra sounded cocky but his eyes betrayed fear.

      ‘Alas, no. You may be a war criminal who ensured the death of hundreds of people over the last few days—but you are not my enemy today.’

      ‘Only did… as I was told,’ breathed the weapons dealer. ‘The fools actually believed they were taking orders from Idar!’

      ‘But you’re loyal to Pyron Thackeray, is that it?’

      ‘Hells no! Val Candrians don’t suffer from delusions of “patriotism”.’

      ‘Loyal only to yourself?’

      ‘Always. I am bleeding out here, Fieri… If you don’t mind telling me why you’re here, I got people to kill and a city to escape.’

      ‘Quite simple, really.’ Damien looked Ra up and down. ‘I’m here to place an order.’

      Ra’s bottom lip stuck out. ‘I got a couple of revolvers I can sell you.’

      Damien took a step closer. ‘I rather had my eye on the Sterling & Galaphos hand-cranked gyroguns you keep beneath the floorboards.’

      Ra’s face paled.

      ‘Do we have a deal?’ Damien asked.

      ‘That’s serious hardware you’re talking about, Fieri. It will not come cheap.’

      ‘I believe I can afford it.’ Damien fished in his pocket and handed Ra Lockwood’s writ.

      Ra brightened. ‘Throw in some ammo as well, shall I?’
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        * * *

      

      Hooded and flanked by two of Lockwood’s men, Gallows charged through the doors of the Courtesans’ Guild. ‘Wait here,’ he said.

      A sea of faces looked down from the hanging balconies and curving stairwell—male and female, young and old. The subtle zest of lemon caressed Gallows’ nose, almond milk too. Patterns on the marble floor crested like waves of red silk. Gallows’ feet sank into the sumptuous, snaking carpet as he marched through.

      And he knew exactly where to go.
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        * * *

      

      Anton Tugarin stared around his bare room, muscles aching. Stale sweat mingled with that old, sweet smell which every church in the world possessed. It was almost as bad as the Karina’s prison cells.

      He fished the bottle of Phadrosi pink absinthe out from the floorboard; what was there to save it for now? That clown was in charge and Anton saw the way the other captains looked at him whenever he spoke out.

      Still, one must be thankful. Every day spent avoiding the Karina’s hangman was a blessing—even if it meant he would never see his home again, never see the snow-capped mountains or the great icefjords of Frosthaven. He’d never taste pure Tarevian air on his lips, never feel it caress his skin. The sun shone too much in Dalthea, even when it ducked behind those vast mountains. Da! The price of freedom. The price of honest living for honest money, and the price of the bargain he’d struck during the war.

      Motes of dust danced around him, filling his nostrils. The pale rose liquid swirled in its bottle. He grunted and tipped it to his lips. It tasted sweet and hot, and he murmured thanks to the departed comrade who had given it to him. He would miss Fitzwilliam. They were not friends—who in this wretched city of vipers had friends?—but nor were they enemies, and that wasn’t nothing—not when the guild had that fairy tale-worshipping Ashe, who looked down on anyone not obsessed with the Eleven, or those McConnell boys, purse-snatchers both.

      Fitz was different. He was like Anton. He’d come from the old school. Knew honour. Knew hard work.

      ‘Here’s to you, Fitz. Fortune find you. And piss on you, Vaughan.’ Tugarin swallowed more of the absinthe. Ha! The way Tiera’s face had twisted when Fitz offered the bottle to stop him from mashing Roarke’s face into the ground. A sight to behold, a picture fit enough to hang in the Dusha Vystavka itself. He swore she’d have carved his heart from his chest in that moment. One of the many reasons Anton preferred the company of men—‘It is easier on the mule when a woman gets off the cart’, as the old men in the Motherland said. Of course, they had also said the Old Empire would last a thousand years. And perhaps it would have, had Taliana Konstantin not seized the throne with her bloody talons.

      Not that he held the men in higher regard—old jackals spending their days killing, thieving and pirating their way across half the world, then squawking like geese in an abattoir when a woman dared steal their empire from them. And damn her, she’s doing a much better job of it. That’s what pride and patriotism got you: Marching to the noose with a stiff upper lip and thinking you were a man because you didn’t piss your breeks in public.

      ‘Tugarin.’

      The bottle stopped at his lips. A bird whistled outside.

      ‘Thought you’d be on your way to Phadros by now.’ The fingers of his free hand reached into the pocket of his greatcoat and wrapped themselves around the hilt of the trench knife.

      ‘I don’t run.’ Tiera raised her chin. ‘Let go of the knife, Anton. I come with a proposition.’
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        * * *

      

      Farro Zoven did not fit the picture in Gallows’ head. Stories of a dashing aristocrat who paraded himself in finery had been exaggerated. Instead, he wore casual slacks and a pale green, threadbare string vest. His belly protruded from it. What hair he had left was as white as bleached bones.

      ‘So you’re Mister Gallows, uh?’ Zoven rasped behind his desk. It might have been grand once, but now it was the colour of dead leaves. It was bereft of contents except for a small potted cactus. ‘Pierro tells me you’re one of my Veronica’s favourites but you don’t touch her. We got boys, if that’s more your thing. Age is no object, long as you got the aerons.’

      Gallows’ stomach squirmed. ‘I’m here to talk—and you’re gonna listen. Pierro’s dead. Your men are done. Your empire is finished. And Pyron Thackeray’s gunning for you.’

      Zoven’s laughter rumbled like a collapsing wall. ‘I have too many assurances in place for the Prime Councillor to put me in the ground. Got no clue what V sees in you, boy. Certainly ain’t for your smarts, uh?’

      ‘Smart enough to kill your lap dog.’

      Zoven assessed him. When he was satisfied Gallows wasn’t lying, his palms smacked the table, skin hanging on his face like melting wax. ‘Pierro was a good boy.’

      ‘How’s your mind, Zoven?’ Gallows took a step closer. ‘Flown into any fits recently? Any blackouts? Been sampling too much of Vaughan’s medicine?’

      Zoven’s decaying, yellow teeth showed. ‘You looking to get your face stamped into the ground?’

      ‘Pierro told me he’d been slipping you drugs—right before I stabbed him through the brain. Said you were too stupid to realise. Said you were getting so paranoid you can’t even trust yourself. That’s why you keep yourself locked in this cellar. One way in, one way out.’

      Beads of sweat rolled down Zoven’s face, his wide eyes alive and alert. ‘You don’t lie so well.’

      ‘Ain’t lying, Zoven. Pierro and Vaughan were gonna get you out of the picture. And who do you reckon they take orders from? Because it sure as shit ain’t you.’

      Zoven balled his fists and strode towards Gallows, but the Hunter didn’t flinch. They stood an inch apart, old sweat reeking from Zoven.

      Still—despite the safety net Gallows had in place, he kept his wits about him. With all his injuries, he wasn’t sure he could beat Zoven if he flew into one of his rages.

      ‘When I was young,’ Zoven started, ‘all I ever wanted was to be at the top. I’d happily step on some bugger’s back to get there. Sometimes did. And now I’m here, reckon I prefer it in the muck. Folks’ll stab you in the heart for no more’n a penny, but least they’re honest about it, uh? I used to make deals and be beholden to ’em. Rarely did I have to carve people up to get what I wanted. I was more a businessman than a pimp. But after the war—now I’m up here and got a better view—I can tell you boy, the Councillors, the priests, the Watch—they ain’t as honest as us lowborn-’

      ‘Spare me the justifications, you grotesque little shit. You’re running out of friends, Zoven.’

      ‘Always had a lot of enemies, uh? Pyron Thackeray is removing everyone who assisted him. Kyatis, the Council—and as I hear it, the weapons dealer Ra—all gone. Yet I remain. Why is that, uh? Because I can’t be bargained with, can’t be bought!’ Spittle flecked Zoven’s chin as he coughed. ‘I have everything I could ever want and more! Even before the Guild, I had power—Thackeray simply made it legal. There are hundreds of men in this city who would gladly die for me. Thackeray knows this! Would not dare to make a move!’

      ‘He’s coming for you. Even you can’t beat him—but I can. You’re a businessman, right? First and foremost? I’m coming to you with an offer.’

      ‘An “offer”, uh?’ Zoven regarded Gallows like he was a turd on his new carpet. He turned and snatched a bottle from his desk drawer, tipping it to his mouth and swallowing half a dozen pills. His fingers looked almost as delicate as Genevieve Couressa’s.

      ‘You know, twice a day I have one of the girls come in here. Make her take me in her mouth. Twice a day! If they’re lucky I’ll give ’em a cushion to kneel on. Twice a day! Been doing that for years. You know something, Mister Gallows? I haven’t washed my member in near six months and still they go down there without complaint.’

      Acid lurched into Gallows’ throat.

      ‘You can’t offer me anything I do not already have,’ Zoven continued. ‘Reckon I’ll have V take me in her mouth. Yes, yes, I’ll make you watch before I cut your balls off. Yes. Easy, it would be! Vaughan’s mind drugs, uh? Can you imagine the amount of goddamn money I’d make? Men would line up to buy it before using it on my girls! I wouldn’t even have to pay ’em! A grand empire I’d build on the back of that.’

      Gallows closed the gap between them. ‘You know, a man once told me that if you’re the kind of guy that’s gotta tell people you’re scary—then you ain’t. You’re a rapist, a bully and a coward, Zoven. I ain’t offering you a deal out of choice—the world is better without you. You should die in your own filth, down here, forgotten by the world.’

      The veins on Zoven’s arm rose. ‘I don’t normally dirty my hands with upstarts like you—reckon today I will. Reckon they’ll never find your body. Reckon I’ll put your skull on display here on my desk. I have friends in high places, boy, and-’

      ‘Good for you.’ Gallows took another step. ‘I’ve got friends in low places.’

      The blade glinted before it caressed the back of Zoven’s neck.

      His face knotted with fear.

      Gallows angled his head. ‘Has anyone ever got that close to you before, scary man?’

      Pearls of sweat ran down Zoven’s face. ‘H-how did you get in here? There is one way in and out of my cellar, how did you get in here?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter how,’ whispered Damien, ‘only that I can. Whenever I choose.’

      ‘You’ll do as you’re told, Zoven,’ said Gallows. ‘You’re gonna give us everything you have on the Watch. The Council. The Fayth. Everything.’

      ‘I’ll kill V, kill her-’

      ‘You got nothing to bargain with. Not any more.’ Gallows’ heart drummed in a steady rhythm. ‘Veronica told me you keep a ledger.’ Gallows stepped around Zoven’s desk. He clawed out at Gallows but a twist of Damien’s blade halted him.

      ‘My ledger is everything I am!’ Zoven howled like a whimpering dog. ‘Everything!’

      Gallows pulled the drawers out from Zoven’s desk, one by one. Most of them were empty, but beneath a false bottom sat an old, cracked, leather-bound diary.

      ‘You are dead men!’ screeched Zoven. ‘Dead men!’

      Gallows leafed through it. He kept detailed records of just about every prominent family in Dalthea. ‘Holy shit of the Gods, Zoven. You got King Owain in here…’

      ‘I will see to it that you and your families are-nnggghh!’

      Claret glistened on Damien’s blade.

      Gallows placed a writ on the table. ‘Sign. It’s an agreement that you’ll testify against Thackeray in exchange for immunity.’

      Zoven’s eyes craned past Gallows, searching for help.

      Gallows set a pen onto the table. ‘Sign.’

      ‘You… will both die for this.’ Zoven signed the writ with a trembling hand.

      Gallows placed it in his pocket. ‘You’re done, Zoven. Right now, Sergeant Waltham of the City Watch is seizing your properties. Thank you very much for signing the writ by the way, the orphans of Dalthea will have plenty of space now.’

      Spit trickled down Zoven’s chin. ‘You’re no better than the corrupt!’

      Damien slammed Zoven’s head into the table, and he and Gallows left him squirming in his filth.

      

      ‘Thought you were gonna be late,’ Gallows said to Damien.

      ‘I was.’

      Sergeant Waltham strode over to them. ‘Never seen the Courtesans’ Guild empty so fast.’ He shook his head. ‘If only the Watch always had this sway.’

      ‘Thanks for this, Wally.’ Gallows shook Waltham’s hand. ‘Reckon you might make a few enemies after this.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be so sure. Half the Watch have quit. Too many lads joining up after the war, not knowing how to deal with what they saw out there. They should have got help, not a baton and a badge.’

      ‘And what of the Arch Vigil?’ Damien asked.

      Waltham stood still. He avoided Damien’s gaze, and when he spoke, his voice had dropped an octave. ‘Dead. Terrible thing. Suicide. Cut his own wrists. To tell you the truth, I don’t think he could handle the guilt from ordering us to burn the orphanage.’

      ‘Suicide?’ said Damien.

      ‘Yes. Suicide.’

      ‘With officers quitting and the Arch Vigil dead, one would imagine a commander will be needed. Someone with experience and temperament.’

      ‘Quite so,’ Waltham said, ‘quite so.’

      Gallows watched Veronica descend the staircase. She had her arm around one of the girls, ushering her out. When she saw Gallows, she lit up.

      ‘Damien.’ Even to his own ears, Gallows’ voice sounded grave. ‘Can you handle the next visit alone? I’ve got something I have to do.’
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        * * *

      

      Some plan. These people wouldn’t have lasted a minute with Helena tal Ventris.

      But if it brought her to Fitz, it was worth the risk. Lockwood was smarter than Tiera had given her credit for. Didn’t cover my tracks as well as I thought.

      Her skin itched, especially the brand on the small of her back. She felt a fraud. Would Fitz have loved her if he knew about her past, knew that she’d murdered a priest? Tiera was the identity she’d adopted, the one she wore like a cloak. She couldn’t admit that she was still Yulia—not to Fitz, not to herself.

      If she did, that would have made it all real. All the torment she’d been subjected to in the monastery, all the pain.

      For years she’d convinced herself that it had happened to someone else, that she could run from it. But turning to piracy, giving into the rage inside her… It had all been a way to hide from the truth. Would Fitz still love her when she told him?

      Aye lass! he’d say, then he’d pull her in tight and they’d drink and lie in bed all night.

      ‘There it is, sugar.’ Valentine nodded. ‘The Hurtling Whimsy. Y’all ready?’

      ‘I’m ready.’ The absence of Fitz’s arms around her burned more than her brand. ‘I’m ready.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘What is the meaning of this?’ demanded Auros tal Qur. His jowls quivered when he spoke and tobacco smoke curled from him. ‘How did you get past my guards? I have a breakfast to attend! Get out, man!’

      Damien threw the photographs across Qur’s desk. ‘I’m sure your wife—and Magister Reinhardt’s—would be very interested in these.’

      Qur’s face turned the colour of a ripe plum. ‘What do you want? Money? Water tokens? Your picture in the Viator?’

      Damien shook his head. ‘The photographs are yours. There are no copies. Farro Zoven is done. Thackeray will follow. You do not have a sword hanging over you any longer, Mister tal Qur. In return, when the time comes, you will report the truth—and quit.’
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        * * *

      

      Vaughan didn’t have much of a crew left after Tiera had ripped them asunder before Jynx had got to her, but the Hurtling Whimsy’s passageways were too quiet. And if she ran into Roarke? He has made his choice.

      A three-man squad of RSF troops accompanied her, all Lockwood could spare. It included Valentine; she was almost as angry as Tiera. She liked that.

      They cleared each room but with every fruitless search, Tiera’s frustration grew.

      Walls closed in on her and the chemical, metallic smell burned her nose and throat. And those damn symbols on the walls make me dizzy.

      They approached the bridge. If Vaughan and Jynx were still aboard, this was where they’d be.

      Valentine used hand signals to communicate with the troops. One of them placed a breaching charge on the door.

      Tiera gripped her knives, hands shaking.

      Valentine nodded.

      The charge fizzed as it burned through the metal. Valentine hurled a flash bomb through. ‘Move move move!’

      Tiera followed behind, keeping her eyes on the ceiling for Jynx. Would she be relieved at the witch’s presence, or terrified? Either way, Tiera would send her to Nyr with a blade through her heart.

      ‘Hold!’ Valentine yelled.

      Vaughan lay in a heap on the floor. A hand clutched at the grinning red wound on his chest.

      Tiera strode towards him. ‘Your bleeding pleases me.’ She bent down. ‘Where is Fitz?’

      ‘Gone… He’s gone…’

      ‘Lies!’ Tiera bloodied her knuckles on Vaughan’s face, body trembling, tears dripping from her eyes.

      ‘Stop!’ yelled Valentine.

      She didn’t.

      Valentine hauled her away, pinning her against a console. ‘We’re on a mission. We arrest him.’

      Tiera leaned into Valentine. ‘Just as you plan on arresting Thackeray, yes?’

      Valentine released her. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Bullshit. He’s dead anyway.’ Tiera pushed past Valentine. ‘You hear that, Vaughan? You’re dead!’

      ‘Life… is tiresome anyway. Gods, with the amount of drugs I swallowed after she did this, you’d think the pain would be somewhat… less.’

      ‘Who did this, Vaughan?’ Valentine asked. ‘Who did this?’

      ‘Jynx… Bitch betrayed me. She’s working for…’ Blood bubbled from his mouth.

      ‘What’s the ignition code, Vaughan? How do we get your ship in the air? We can take you to Anabelle Hospital but you gotta tell us.’

      ‘Let him bleed,’ spat Tiera.

      Vaughan gargled blood as he tried to answer.

      Then the gargling stopped.

      Valentine punched the console. ‘Damn it!’

      Tiera spat on his corpse. ‘Come on. He’s done. Let him rot here.’

      ‘The plan! We need this airship to reach the Schiehallion.’

      ‘There is more than one raincatcher in the skyport.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘How did she take it?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Exactly as you’d expect.’ V’s stunned grief broke Gallows’ heart, and he deserved the rage she directed towards him for not telling her about Marrin sooner.

      The Watch carriage spun through the streets. Most of Petrel’s Tail was deserted, the Info Towers seeping paranoia and fear into the air. It was strange, and almost sad, to see the skyport so quiet. Gallows often regarded it as a town itself, its cavernous walls shielding its denizens from the outside world.

      The carriage clattered on the dusty road. The sweet smells of street food still clung to the air, mingling with machinery, oil and ignium.

      The Talon occupied its landing pad like an emperor on his throne. It dwarfed most other airships of its class. Hell, it looked almost as fearsome as the Schiehallion, with ice-blue flames painted across its steel and blackwood hull. He looked forward to seeing it in action.

      Valentine pulled the door open. ‘Vaughan’s dead. The Whimsy’s done—but we got something else.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘You can turn it on?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘I was a sky pirate, remember?’

      ‘Captains ain’t famed for handing out start-up keys.’

      ‘How do you think I blackmailed Fitz into giving me a job? Just see that the RSF don’t crash it.’

      ‘Fair enough.’

      Tiera stepped from the console. ‘You helped me in the Remembrance Tower.’

      ‘Is that a thank you or an apology for sucker-punching me?’

      ‘Neither. But I owe you a favour. I see Cronin in the Gravehold, I’ll gut him for you. Slow. Since you’re less useless than the rest of these fools.’

      Well, that was probably the best compliment Gallows could have received from her. ‘Appreciated,’ he said. He looked to Damien, standing with arms crossed. ‘But I got that covered.’

      Tiera shrugged. ‘Suit yourself.’

      The room shuddered.

      Engines growled, ignium charged—and the Liberty Wind soared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘There’s a million ways I imagined this falling on its ass,’ said Gallows. ‘I didn’t reckon a locked door would be one of ’em.’

      Lockwood sat in the captain’s chair. Its wheels squeaked and fabric burst from its seams, but she didn’t look any less commanding for it. ‘Specialist Lestra, any response?’

      ‘No, ma’am.’

      ‘Do we abort?’ Royce asked.

      Lockwood thought about it.

      ‘If N’Keres suspected anything,’ Gallows started, ‘he’d blow us out of the air.’

      The Bride’s Code transmitter signalled with stuttering beeps. ‘It’s the Schiehallion,’ said Lestra. ‘He’s asking why we’re in the Wind and not the Whimsy.’

      ‘Delicate pharmaceutical operations,’ Lockwood said.

      ‘Offer N’Keres drugs,’ Damien suggested. ‘Tiera said it’s what Vaughan would do.’

      Lestra tapped the answer into the console.

      Beyond the skyglass, the Schiehallion hung there, challenging all who looked upon it. The crimson, gold and purple of the Dalthean flag hung from it, but Gallows wasn’t fooled—it was a beast, ferocious and eager to bloody its teeth.

      ‘They’ve agreed to let us in,’ said Lestra. As she spoke, the Schiehallion’s rear hangar door edged open.

      Lockwood squared her shoulders. ‘Positions.’
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        * * *

      

      It broke Tiera’s heart to see the Wind sail away.

      The Overseer possessed none of her beauty. Humming instruments replaced music and po-faced crew replaced banter.

      Castle Rochefort sprawled into view, and the black chasm surrounding it opened up. The sheer black cliff face stared back at her, sharp rocks jutting out like thorns. They’d pierce the Overseer’s envelope if she strayed too close.

      ‘Ready up!’ Valentine called. Most of the RSF were young, barely out of cadet school by the looks of them. Valentine was different; she sported a scar on her cheek and a bruise over her eye, and handled her rifle like she loved it. Cold fury blazed in her eyes. It meant nothing; it meant her rage was controlled. Tiera’s ran rampant like a stampede of unbroken stallions, wild and free. It was easy to surrender to the strength it gave you.

      ‘The castle is hailing us.’ That was one of the finisa Lockwood had saddled Tiera with.

      ‘Give them the response and descend,’ said Valentine.

      ‘Ma’am.’

      The Overseer sloped into the chasm surrounding the castle, darkness draping around her silver hull.

      I’m coming, Fitz.
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        * * *

      

      Crimson warning lights, standing shoulder to shoulder with his comrades, air thick with tension—the Wind’s cargo bay reminded Gallows of the assault boats Dalthea used to liberate the Sanctecano Islands.

      The Vindicator in his arms was a solid, reassuring weight. His shortsword hung at his side and the knife slept in its sheath—but his primary weapon stood next to him.

      ‘Are you feeling okay?’ asked Damien.

      ‘Fine. You?’

      Damien’s voice was coarse like crushed glass when he spoke. ‘Somewhat nervous. Treason. Violence. Death. And above all, I can’t remember if I left the stove on.’

      It had been a while since Gallows laughed.

      Lockwood stood at the front; she wasn’t the type of commander to lead from the back. All-out offense wasn’t the objective, but no-one had told her. Armed with a Vindicator and an Aludanian claymore across her back, she looked like she could take on Belios himself. The sword had an angled cross-guard and barbed quatrefoils. Gallows had only ever seen them hanging on walls before.

      She would be first out. The element of surprise would only be maintained for a second—they had to make it count. With any luck, N’Keres would greet them in the hangar himself. One bullet could end this. Gallows had to hope.

      ‘They’re in the hangar.’ Lestra’s voice hissed through the intercom. ‘Ten men. Armed.’

      ‘Is N’Keres with them?’ Lockwood asked.

      ‘Negative.’

      Lockwood’s shoulders sagged before she squared up again. ‘So be it.’

      Gallows couldn’t begin to imagine how it would feel to give the order to fire on your own side.

      The cargo door descended. Air hissed. A thin blade of light cut through the darkness.

      ‘Riot shields.’ The squad from the Overseer circled her, riot shields locked together.

      The ramp hit the floor with a thud.

      The welcome party were already there, guns trained on Lockwood. ‘Stand down! General N’Keres is under arrest. Who is in command?’

      Lieutenant Augostino stepped out, face grim. ‘I am.’ Gallows recognised him from the Remembrance.

      ‘Lieutenant,’ started Lockwood, ‘I have in my possession evidence that General N’Keres is a war criminal and a murderer. Stand down.’

      ‘I can’t do that, Commander. You have no authority here.’

      ‘Things have changed! New information has come to light.’ Lockwood stepped forward, the phalanx of riot shields inching forward. Augostino’s troops took aim.

      ‘Hold your fire!’ yelled the lieutenant. ‘Rowena Lockwood, I am placing you under arrest.’

      ‘Damn it, man, we have proof!’

      Augostino held his hand up. ‘Then we’ll examine it together. Your men are all committing treason. Have them relinquish their weapons and I’ll see to it they come to no harm.’

      Beyond the airship’s hold, a red warning light spun. The Schiehallion’s hangar closed like a lid over a casket. Inside the Liberty Wind, behind the blockade of riot shields, Gallows exchanged a look with Damien. ‘Good luck.’

      ‘Lieutenant, I say again,’ called Lockwood. ‘Stand down.’

      ‘Your men don’t need to follow you to the noose!’

      ‘Damn the Gods, Augostino—you’re involved, aren’t you?’

      ‘No-one has to die today!’

      ‘What was it? Wet work for N’Keres? Murder for Thackeray? Smuggling for Zoven?’

      Augostino bared his teeth. ‘Rowena…’

      Lockwood addressed the troops forming up against her. ‘You men and women don’t need to die.’

      Augostino raised his pistol. Lockwood dived behind the riot shields as the bullet grazed her shoulder.

      It was the toll that heralded the storm.
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        * * *

      

      Tiera charged through the Gravehold tunnel.

      Need to find Fitz. Nothing else matters.

      Shadows flickered like the flame on a candle on ash-black walls. The lamps here were worse than Dustwynd. Gurgling water flowed through an unseen pump, pipes trembling against their braces.

      Three tunnels opened up. ‘Y’all take the left,’ ordered Valentine. ‘You three, centre. Martelo, we take the right. RV back here in thirty minutes with Fallon or without. Move!’

      Tiera gripped her knives and ran with Valentine.

      The whole place was a honeycomb of falls and precipices. Twice in the space of a minute she lost her footing and fell into the dirt.

      A sad song whispered from the yawning depths. The deeper they delved, the louder it got. Darkness, like Nyr’s funeral shroud wrapping around her. Panic churned in Tiera’s belly, the same as when she had escaped from the monastery. She forced it out. She wasn’t Yulia the naïve sister any more.

      She was Tiera goddamn Martelo.
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        * * *

      

      Shards of glass erupted as the riot gear cracked beneath the storm of bullets. Lockwood’s rifle spat hot metal through her former colleagues while her own men fell at her feet.

      Augostino disappeared as soon as the gunfire started. His men were cut down in seconds, but the hangar was a big place. More troops spilled out of entryways like rats seeking refuge from the rain.

      ‘High ground, two o’clock!’ Royce’s voice cut through the noise. Gallows took aim—but the soldier’s head exploded before he pulled the trigger.

      ‘Find cover!’

      ‘Incoming!’

      ‘Ten o’clock!

      Gallows dived behind a pile of cargo crates. Bullets pinged off the surface, wood chipping and splintering over him. He broke cover, took aim and fired, rolling on the ground to the next set of crates. A kid fell from a balcony, blood trailing in the air from the hole Gallows put in him. It was the fall that killed him.

      Gallows gave Royce cover fire as the young man advanced towards him.

      ‘-outflank us, spread out!’

      ‘Hostiles coming, three o’clock!’

      ‘Cover!’

      ‘-don’t die, don’t die-’

      Focus, damn it. Gallows steadied his breathing. Bullets riddled the Liberty Wind’s skyglass, pinged from its hull. Rifle rounds snapped, filling the hangar with the odour of gunpowder.

      Royce slid over to Gallows, taking potshots with his repeater.

      ‘You holding up?’

      ‘I’m alive,’ breathed Royce. He took another shot. ‘Damn. Hollande’s dead and Tanestri’s been hit. I, I have to save her.’

      Bullets punched the air around them. They were pinned down, but as long as they were drawing fire, Lockwood could advance.

      ‘Not yet!’ urged Gallows, straining to be heard. ‘Stick to the plan! We’ll come back for ’em!’

      Royce’s eyes turned down. ‘Right you are.’

      ‘Hostiles at eleven high. I’ll draw ’em, you shoot. Okay?’

      Royce nodded.

      ‘Ready.’ Gallows sprinted around the Wind’s port side. Tracer fire streaked in front of his eyes, missing him by inches. He dived behind the airship’s landing strut and listened as Royce’s gun rattled, silencing the enemy rifles.

      ‘-secure the commander!’

      ‘-grab the shields!’

      ‘She’s injured-’

      ‘I’m fine!’ Lockwood bellowed. She marched toward the passage entrance where Augostino had greeted her, and took cover by its lip. Smoke billowed from its mouth as more RSF troopers converged—they were so busy shooting at the men in front of them that they didn’t notice Lockwood standing at the edge of the entrance. She shot them all in the back. When her rifle ran dry, she whipped the scabbard from her back, unsheathed the greatsword and cut a man in half.

      ‘Clear!’

      ‘Clear!’

      ‘Rally point alpha—go, go!’

      Gallows and Royce re-joined Lockwood. They stepped over bodies, the ones still alive crying out in pain. Lockwood commanded her troops to follow her through the wide passage, using crates for cover. Gallows took no pleasure killing RSF, but in war, you didn’t get to choose your enemy.

      Lockwood’s sword spun in great, dividing arcs, cleaving men’s legs from their torsos and covering her in blood. She fought with savage precision; less refined than Damien, but just as efficient. She hacked skulls, split enemies and severed arms at the shoulder.

      That was the pirate hunter he’d heard of.

      Bright synthetic light shone ahead, squeezed into nothing by the descending passage gate.

      The enemy troops were retreating. Just like Lockwood said they would. Gallows hadn’t believed it when they’d refined the plan—why would N’Keres sacrifice the advantage of numbers and high ground?

      ‘When he has an even greater advantage,’ Lockwood had told him. ‘When he can cut us off without sacrificing a single soldier.’

      General N’Keres’ voice crackled through the ship’s intercom. ‘You are surrounded, Rowena. Drop your weapons. Surrender. There is nowhere left for you to go.’

      But Lockwood’s access hadn’t been revoked yet. She used the cargo hold’s intercom and patched it through to the whole ship.

      ‘This is Commander Lockwood. All units stand down. We can avoid further bloodshed. General N’Keres is under arrest for war crimes. He is a traitor to the Crown and the Kingdom of Dalthea. Any crew standing with him will be declared traitors. The punishment is death. Stand down or die.’
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        * * *

      

      Darkness painted the warship’s ducts and passageways. Interior fans kept the heat at bay. Damien pressed his arms and legs out and climbed, the Schiehallion’s blueprints etched in his mind. Shots rang out far beneath him.

      During an invasion, the Schiehallion would lock down. From its Command Operations Centre, sections of the warship could be isolated and contained.

      It was a good defensive tactic—but it didn’t account for Damien Fieri.

      Lockwood’s voice sailed out around the craft, sowing confusion. Fighting broke out everywhere, troops declaring loyalty to either Lockwood or N’Keres.

      ‘…N’Keres is in charge, Ensign Cooper, that’s all there is to it.’

      ‘Sir, Commander Lockwood trained me to fly, showed me…’

      It would not be long before debate turned to destruction.

      Damien pressed along the metal, skin alternating between sweating and freezing. Nausea weighed in his chest, limbs trembling. He told himself it was the tension.

      For an instant, the anguished faces of the Watch he’d murdered in the opera house crept on the gleaming surface of metal, the light in their eyes disappearing.

      Meaningless hallucination. Ignore it.

      Hot knives stabbed at his insides, pain carrying through his very bones.

      You haven’t felt like this since you returned, ‘Damien’—since you saved the hide of worthless Gallows-

      Ignore it!

      Fighting broke out in the deck beneath him. Through the slats of a ventilation cover, he saw two RSF—a man and a woman—disarm and herd five more into a storeroom. The woman spoke first: ‘The general is in charge, Kira. Don’t be stupid! You’ll be court-martialled and found guilty of treason.’

      Two enemies.

      It’d be okay to kill one of them. Just one, to keep the symptoms at bay. That would be okay, wouldn’t it? Just one. They were enemies. They deserved it. Feel your fingers clasp around their necks. Didn’t he have to neutralise them to save the prisoners? People were dying all over the warship, what difference would it make? Just one.

      ‘You heard Lockwood!’ called the one named Kira, her ochre hair sitting against her pale skin like autumn leaves on a corpse. ‘N’Keres is a traitor!’

      The woman cracked the butt of her rifle into Kira’s mouth.

      Damien dropped behind them, the vent cover clattering to the ground. The male soldier spun to face him—Damien dislocated his shoulder, wrenched the gun from his hands and turned on the woman with a swift-

      The butt of her Vindicator burst Damien’s lip open.

      He stumbled back.

      Her eyes brimmed with venom as she raised the weapon and-

      Bullets struck the walls and ceiling as Kira yanked her back and slammed her head against the bulkhead. She slumped to the floor, blood trailing from the wound.

      ‘I’m Flying Officer Kira.’ She picked the gun up. ‘You with Lockwood? We owe you our lives.’

      But her words meant nothing.

      Damien’s heart thumped. He was a second away from death. The sickness had rooted him to the ground, made him vulnerable.

      Denying your desires is killing you, ‘Damien’. How long will you last before you surrender?

      ‘I…’ He breathed through his nose, composed himself. ‘Open the door in sector B-3—you’ll find Commander Lockwood. Get her to the elevator. Set up barricades.’

      Kira’s brow furrowed. ‘You okay?’

      Damien clenched and unclenched his fist. On wobbling legs, he leaned against the bulkhead. ‘Get Lockwood.’
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        * * *

      

      Tugarin stared at the sky as he drained the bottle of absinthe. Without looking, he fired up the Talon’s ignition sequence. He did not want to waste time when the signal came.

      The Raincatchers and the RSF. Tugarin never thought he’d see the day.

      He pulled the mic to his mouth. His voice resounded from every intercom. ‘The svinya Vaughan is dead! Today we sail not for the Guild or the Council but for ourselves!’

      Tiera had told him of Vaughan’s volshebnitsa—his witch. Most people would have balked at the thought. Most people had not met Taliana Konstantin. The other captains? They were concerned only with money, but Tugarin saw the bigger picture.

      His crew? Not so much.

      ‘And you believe in this crusade?’ asked Zuri, Tugarin’s First Mate. She was small with clumps of charcoal hair, and skin that had been touched by fire.

      ‘I do.’ Tugarin’s voice turned grim. ‘In Tarevia, there is a legend of a sorcerer-witch. A man who could turn tides with his hands and summon hail in summer and warmth in winter. They say he brought the peasants food and water and asked for nothing in return. Soon every worker in the land followed this man. But the jarls and sheriffs—they did not much like it when the farmers stopped working their fields. So they marched against the people, who had become legion.

      ‘But the soldiers were more.’ Tugarin’s voice fell to a whisper. ‘They had the greater number, better horses, superior weapons and armour. They cut down a thousand villagers and sent the rest running back to their holes. They burned the bodies, slaughtered the old and enslaved the women.’

      ‘And?’ asked Zuri. She had never enjoyed Tugarin’s tales of the Motherland. But what did she know? She was from Ryndara. Men lay with their cousins there. ‘What happened to the sorcerer-witch? How did he avenge his people?’

      Tugarin gnashed his teeth. ‘He did not. He was a story concocted by the jarls and sheriffs to demonstrate how easy it was to sow hate in the minds of people—and how easy it was to destroy them. Just like our ballad, a tale to make us think we’re united like sheep following a shepherd. Vaughan and his promises were no different. The lesson is this: Blind belief is as lethal as a knife to your own heart. We will not be controlled! We will live with boots on our throats no longer! We seize our own fortune!’

      ‘Even if the RSF curs desecrate the Talon?’

      ‘This is a middle finger to them, Zuri. Money runs out, but we will give them a symbol they cannot forget. We will forge our own future today, this I promise.’
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere in the darkness, whining voices cried in woeful melody.

      Tiera pressed her back against a wall, knife raised, heart thudding. They’d wasted ten minutes going in circles. Screw their rendezvous. I’ll stay as long as it takes.

      No-one knew anything about this place. Kids were told they’d get sent here if they didn’t eat their greens. It was a myth, like Mother Snowfrost.

      And yet here she stood, in the deathly gloom. What light there was shimmered on the black rock. Webbing peeled from the rough surface like black flakes of corrupted skin. Neither warmth nor cold touched her. It was as if time had stood still.

      Fitz had to be here. She wouldn’t rest until she had him back.

      Valentine took point, rifle raised as she stalked through the dark. Tiera did not like following the ginger. ‘Why haven’t we seen any guards yet?’ she whispered.

      Amber light limned the outline of a jutting rock. They prowled towards it, grinding gravel underfoot. ‘Damn good question.’
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        * * *

      

      Damien wiped blood from his lip. He should have felt it long before it happened.

      Your senses are failing you. They need sustenance. They need blood…

      Lockwood’s loyalists pushed on the deck above, rifle rounds snapping. Troops covered their advance while Kira took point.

      ‘Incoming!’ she yelled.

      Guns pounded and bullets tore gnarled metal from the bulkheads. Ignium filled the air and voices shouted.

      Damien stood still, frozen, unable to make sense of the chaos.

      ‘They’re fortifying their position in the COC!’

      ‘-traitors!’

      ‘-suppressing fire!’

      Kira took cover behind a makeshift barricade, blasting bullets from her Vindicator. ‘Damn the Gods, I didn’t sign up to shoot my buddies!’ One of her comrades took two bullets to the chest. He fell back by Damien’s feet.

      Damien held his gaze as he died.

      ‘Commander Lockwood.’ N’Keres’ voice floated through the long passage stretching ahead. Bodies slumped over one another. ‘Order your forces to stand down now and you will not be harmed.’

      ‘Yeah, until the noose wraps around our necks!’ Kira yelled. Shots rang in the distance, the sound of retreat.

      ‘Hold this position.’ Damien’s voice croaked. ‘Wait here for the commander. Secure the elevator.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ Kira asked.

      Damien gazed up.

      

      ‘Stand your ground,’ ordered N’Keres, a bull of a man. ‘When this is over, I want to know how they got through the hatch.’

      Damien slid forward, silent as a shark in the deep. Sweat soaked his clothes.

      ‘Sir,’ started Augostino, ‘she’s using the elevator, coming directly into the COC!’

      ‘Can you shut it down?’

      ‘Negative, she’s overridden the controls. She still has access!’

      Twisting on his back, Damien got into position.

      A battery of men bearing repeater rifles surrounded N’Keres. Augostino was at his back, crouching behind a console, pistol raised.

      ‘B-3…’

      ‘Ready weapons.’

      ‘B-2…’

      ‘Aim.’

      ‘B-1!’

      The elevator pinged.

      ‘Fire!’

      A hail of gunfire drilled through the elevator doors.

      Concealed in the din, Damien burst from the vent access hatch and sprung up behind Augostino, wrist blade pressing against his jugular.

      ‘Stand down, General!’

      N’Keres turned.

      He didn’t notice the flash bombs in the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      Gallows and Lockwood breached the COC’s door. Some of N’Keres’ forces insisted on shooting but a Flying Officer called Kira commanded a squad and kept the enemy at bay. By the sounds of it, N’Keres’ troops were dwindling.

      The COC door fell unhinged.

      ‘Hold fire!’ yelled Lockwood.

      A phalanx of RSF troops surrounded the general. Some of ’em writhed on the floor, disoriented by the flash bomb trick.

      ‘Someone shoot her!’ roared N’Keres.

      ‘If anyone so much as points their gun at the commander,’ said Damien, ‘Augostino dies—and you will follow.’ Damien’s skin glistened with sweat and he stood on unsteady legs. His eyes kept flicking to the blade pressed at Augostino’s throat.

      Gallows’ finger brushed the trigger.

      ‘You are disobeying orders.’ N’Keres’ voice turned to a growl. ‘Shoot her.’

      ‘We have taken command of every single deck,’ said Lockwood, claymore in hand. ‘The Schiehallion is mine.’

      ‘You will hang for this, Lockwood.’

      The troops lowered their weapons.

      But N’Keres reached for a pistol.

      Damien lunged, blade glinting-

      Two gunshots rang out.

      N’Keres howled as two of his fingers became bloody stumps.

      Damien’s face twisted in pain, blood oozing from his shoulder.

      Gallows kept his weapon raised, smoke coiling from the barrel.
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        * * *

      

      Lockwood shoved N’Keres’ head forward onto a console full of gleaming buttons and switches. ‘What happened to you, Rowena?’

      Specialist Lestra brushed past Lockwood, taking position by the commander’s side. She tapped at buttons and nodded to Lockwood.

      ‘As Commander of the Royal Sky Fleet of Dalthea, I am arresting you for treason. Evidence located at an installation known as Outpost One Three Seven proves you oversaw illegal experimentation and carried out unwarranted executions.’

      N’Keres laughed. ‘I’ve seen your record, Rowena. We’ve all dirtied our hands in the name of security. Do your comrades know what you did to the Scalpel?’

      ‘Enough.’ Rowena bent down close to him. ‘You know what Thackeray did, Kurzul. You know he faked his own death. You know that Tiera Martelo was manipulated. Captain Vaughan is dead. I have seized his contraband. If you do not admit to me your role in this, I will force you to admit it—just as Martelo was forced to carry out Thackeray’s plot. You’re aware the Fayth considers suicide a sin—I will make you shoot yourself in the head. Or leap from a hangar as we soar above the Steelpeaks. Or wear a goddamn tutu and dance like a chicken in front of the whole kingdom.’

      N’Keres spat. ‘Fine. But I want immunity. And get me to a goddamn doctor!’

      ‘Immunity?’ Gallows couldn’t look at the general as he spoke. ‘You’re lucky you’re alive, asshole.’

      It was true. Gallows had seen the look in Damien’s eye. Shooting him was the right call. Probably should have taken the kill-shot instead of grazing Damien’s shoulder. When you draw a gun, you accept the responsibility for killing someone. Gallows knew that. And if Damien killed anyone after today, Gallows would have to take responsibility for that too.

      ‘Tell me everything,’ said Lockwood.

      Spittle flecked N’Keres’ chin as his face pressed into the console. ‘One Three Seven was where we created the ignogen bomb that ended the war. I killed traitors who threatened to leak the story. Constable Kyatis and Constable Daroh. Traitors! I helped Pyron Thackeray fake his death.’ N’Keres winced. ‘And I had Aramon Fallon arrested and forged his signature on a false confession.’

      ‘Is that everything?’ Lockwood asked.

      ‘No. I have more. But not until I get my deal in writing.’

      ‘Specialist Lestra, did that go out?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ confirmed Lestra. ‘His voice was broadcast to every Information Tower in the city.’

      ‘What?’ N’Keres struggled against Lockwood. Gallows assisted her in keeping him pressed down. ‘Bitch! You said I’d have immunity!’

      ‘You’re under arrest, Kurzul. Thackeray will be next.’

      ‘Commander!’ Lestra’s eyes widened as she spoke.

      ‘Specialist?’

      ‘Fighter signatures on RADIOM, coming from the west.’

      Beyond the skyglass, dots split from the horizon, growing bigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘One Three Seven was where we created the ignogen bomb that ended the war. I killed traitors who threatened to leak the story. Constable Kyatis and Constable Daroh. Traitors! I helped Pyron Thackeray fake his death… And I had Aramon Fallon arrested and forged his signature on a false confession--’

      ‘That sound is the sound of freedom!’ called Tugarin. He pressed his face to the intercom: ‘Zuri, Anya! Now we fly!’

      Anya, Tugarin’s navigator and co-pilot, took her seat by the RADIOM apparatus.

      Tugarin punched buttons on his console. Ignium hissed through the Talon’s guts. Her rotors spun and igneus fuelled the thrusters.

      Her mass shuddered and ascended. The bonds tying her to the ground pulled and snapped like tendons. When she was clear of the landing pad, her thrusters spat blue hellfire.

      ‘Captain!’ Anya’s voice sounded as cold as a Tarevian gale. ‘We have incoming enemy fighters. What do we do?’

      Tugarin peered up through the skyglass. Sure enough, a flock of bat-winged aircraft approached the Schiehallion.

      ‘Maintain ascent. We help whoever looks like they’re going to win.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘All decks, this is Commander Lockwood. General N’Keres has been relieved of his command. All units to battle stations. Repeat: Battle stations. Incoming enemy fighters. Prime anti-aircraft solutions. Do not deploy artillery while above the population centre.

      ‘All Eagle fighters deploy. Repeat: Deployment is green!’ Lockwood turned to Lestra. ‘Hook into the Info Towers again. Sound the air raid siren.’

      Childhood memories of bombing drills spilled into Gallows’ head as the alarm bled over the city.

      ‘There are twenty hostiles,’ said Lestra.

      Twelve against twenty. Not the kind of odds you want. Gallows peered beyond the skyglass using binoculars. Fighter craft, smaller and sleeker than Eagles. Their wings curved out in a crescent, each embedded with a rotor. Sharp, jutting fins stuck from their tail assemblies. Two rear thrusters provided propulsion.

      And they were black as bats, or shadow dragons made steel.

      ‘Those ain’t Eagles, Lockwood.’ Gallows set the binoculars down. ‘They’re Wraith craft.’

      ‘Royce!’

      ‘Ma’am!’

      ‘I name you Squadron Leader. If this warship falls, no-one is safe. Thackeray will spin this however he likes. He’ll get his war, and millions will perish. He’ll bury the truth. He will murder Serena. See he doesn’t get his way.’
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        * * *

      

      The Wraith ships shot through the air.

      Some exploded as the Schiehallion unleashed her defence.

      Rockets unhitched from the Wraiths, glowing lights chased by smoking black hurricanes.

      The Wraiths broke off and ascended as the warship’s AA guns spat metal at the rockets. They neutered most of the incoming ordnance—but not all. A chain of explosions ripped the Schiehallion’s side open, sending her quaking in the air. Bullets stitched holes into her armour. They targeted her thrusters in strafing runs, swooped and climbed, guns rattling. Smoke and fire billowed from where the rockets struck.

      Gunners filled the skyglass cupolas running along the Schiehallion’s back, their twin barrels chugging shots into the sky.

      Bullets shredded.

      Flak exploded.

      Tracer fire scorched the air.

      As one, the Wraiths barrelled away, changed angle and concentrated fire. They harried the warship, needling her with flame-hot ammunition.

      One of the Schiehallion’s rotors fell away, leaving flowing smoke in its wake.

      The Wraiths came in for another attack.

      And then the Schiehallion’s launch tubes opened.

      RFS Eagles hurtled out, guns blazing, vapour trails scouring the air.

      Bullets criss-crossed and one of the Wraiths exploded.

      Royce pulled at the controls. His Eagle jerked, twisted away as a Wraith speared towards him. His comrades’ voices yelled through the new radio equipment, talking in real time. Royce barked orders, unable to tell who was who in the chaos.

      ‘Got one!’ That was Kira. A flaming husk careened out of the sky and crashed into a residential tower. In the streets below, Royce could hear the air raid sirens’ wail.

      The enemy kept their assault up on the warship, spat bullets, harassed it. They dodged Eagle fire, plunged from view, reappeared behind and fired. One of the Eagles took a stream of bullets and hurtled away in flames.

      Royce forced his Eagle to the port side. Bullets zinged past his cockpit.

      All of Dalthea sprawled beneath him. The crumbling Remembrance tower was a broken branch stuck in mud. The towers and the skybridges knotted together like roots climbing over one another. The Steelpeaks kept the sun at bay but soon it would climb.

      For the kingdom. For my brothers.

      A Wraith appeared behind him.

      He evaded its volley. Bullets filled the sky. Royce zig-zagged in the air, surged forward, threading like a needle between streams of bullets. He spun around, cockpit rattling, wind pulling the skyglass.

      The horizon flipped.

      The Schiehallion hung upside down. The Wraith following him broke off and targeted the warship’s starboard turbines.

      Royce kept at its heels. He got it in his sights and squeezed the trigger. It exploded in a burst of flaming confetti.

      ‘-Flight Leader, Flight Leader-’

      ‘-get them off my tail-’

      ‘Wing’s hit, engine’s struggling-’

      Voices spat through static, a confusing tangle of words and white noise.

      The Schiehallion’s batteries boomed like thunder overhead, drilling white-hot streams. A Wraith disintegrated—there one moment, gone the next.

      Royce’s craft descended in a corkscrew to evade the guns at his back.

      They would win this battle.

      He would not fail.

      He would honour the memory of his brothers.

      Royce’s Eagle came around again, turning to face incoming hostiles.
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        * * *

      

      Tiera stood on the lip of a great pit. Concentric stone circles dwindled down into heavy shadows.

      In the centre squatted a massive cage on a plateau. It was surrounded by a chasm—like the castle, or a box upon a black altar. A rope bridge connected it to the lower level of the pit. Weak light ebbed within the cell, like a glinting star behind grey cloud. What manner of prisoner they kept inside, Tiera could only guess.

      Flaming torches placed at random intervals pocked the edges of the room. They popped in and out as thunder detonated outside.

      It took a moment, but as Tiera’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, grey faces appeared behind rows of cells.

      Tiera’s skin ran with cold sweat. The fear was tangible. ‘Kept. Like animals.’ Death reeked everywhere.

      The scar on Valentine’s face squirmed. ‘The cells… They’re all open.’

      ‘What?’ The ginger was right—every cell door had swung open. Some lay on the ground. Hundreds of them.

      And yet the prisoners didn’t leave. ‘What is this?’

      ‘Aerulus knows.’ Valentine shook her head. ‘Come on.’

      Fury fuelled Tiera, but now doubt stewed in her guts. Tiera sheathed her knives. She wouldn’t need weapons. Not any more.
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        * * *

      

      Voices screamed through the radio as Royce’s comrades died.

      The Wraith ships were faster, sleeker, more manoeuvrable than the Eagles. Their bullets came much faster than the slow, one-two punches of the Eagles’ armaments. The enemy ducked and wove and came in behind the Schiehallion, unleashing torrents of bullets. Black smoke belched from F.O. Kira’s wing.

      Royce nipped at a Wraith’s rear thrusters. He squeezed the trigger but the bullets struck nothing. The Wraith’s wings tilted. It nosedived and spun with sharp, inhuman reflexes, luring Royce one way then turning another.

      ‘Too many of them!’ came Kira’s voice.

      The Schiehallion’s trails of fire swept close to Royce, destroying two Wraiths and narrowly avoiding another. Royce opened a salvo on it but it slipped away from view. He pulled the throttle and accelerated, the force shoving him into his seat. The Wraith filled his sights—Royce’s guns spat bullets.

      Again the Wraith denied him.

      It swooped down, corkscrewed and came up again behind Royce, an impossible manoeuvre in such a tight arc—and yet it was there, behind him, weapons engaged.

      Royce avoided flaming death by staying close to the Schiehallion’s firing solution—but the Wraith flipped, its wing cleaving into his underbelly, sending him flailing through the air.

      He levelled out in time to see a hail of bullets tear through Kira’s cockpit, painting the interior red.

      His radio was silent, but he swore he heard her scream.
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        * * *

      

      ‘A third of my pilots are down.’ Lockwood stood over a large RADIOM display, a pulse sending graphs of data that Gallows only half-understood. ‘Thrusters damaged. Our rotors are the only things keeping us in the air.’

      ‘Eight Eagles remaining,’ said Lestra. ‘Fourteen Wraiths—correction, thirteen Wraiths.’

      Lockwood pounded the RADIOM screen. ‘What good is a warship if it can’t swat flies?’

      ‘There’s gotta be something else we can do,’ muttered Gallows. ‘There has to be.’

      ‘Can you fly?’

      ‘Cargo haulers.’

      ‘Not good enough.’

      ‘Can we take the fight away from the city?’

      ‘The damaged thruster,’ started Lestra, ‘we’re using all of our fuel just to stay in the air.’

      Lockwood shook her head. ‘What I want to know is where these Wraiths came from.’

      ‘One Three Seven.’ Gallows placed both hands on the console in front him. ‘Has to be. Mathieson said the site was used as an aircraft staging area. Can we at least ascend? The warship can rise above the Steelpeaks but the Wraiths can’t.’

      ‘That would leave the remaining pilots defenceless—we’re the only thing drawing their fire. If we don’t remove the enemy force, they’ll simply wait for us to deplete our fuel and fall out of the damn sky.’

      The roar of the Schiehallion’s cannonade rocked the room.

      ‘Ma’am!’ called Lestra. ‘Something’s happening!’
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        * * *

      

      Royce had never experienced anything like this.

      The sun climbed at his back and wind pulled his ship from side to side. Royce pulled the triggers, but he Wraiths slipped from his sights again and again.

      ‘What are these thi-’ The voice cut off, leaving static behind.

      As if showing their disdain, the Wraiths focused on the Schiehallion, only bothering with the Eagles when forced to. Even then, the dogfights didn’t last long. The sky was on fire, death everywhere around him.

      A Wraith shot past Royce, sailing towards the sun. He followed, but the glare blinded him. His prey disappeared. It was toying with him.

      Ordnance from the warship bored through the air, loud enough to split the sky. The Schiehallion was still in the fight. Victory could still be won.

      Enemy craft zoomed in and out of view. He plunged through the air—avoiding incoming fire—and diverted the enemy from his mother craft. He sank towards the ground, explosions ringing overhead like tolling bells. The steeples of Castle Rochefort reached out to him. The Wraiths on his tail broke off.

      Something on the ground changed.

      Double-A cannons rose from their silos, gunners clad in Dalthean army colours. Turrets appeared on the castle walls, barrels spooling.

      Yes! Royce punished his Eagle, yanked the controls, arrowed towards the sky.

      Sweat ran down his face. All they had to do was lure the Wraiths and the double-As would chew them into mincemeat.

      But when the bullets came, they didn’t target the enemy.

      They targeted the Schiehallion.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Lestra, engage starboard artillery—take those defences down!’

      The room quaked as the cannons battered the Schiehallion’s hull, the drilling phut-phut-phut ploughing into metal.

      The tremors threw Gallows into a console. ‘Why are they firing on us?’

      Alarms sounded. Lights spun and crackled. Smoke from the Schiehallion clouded her skyglass. Lockwood steadied herself on the RADIOM unit, jaw set like stone. ‘Thackeray must be contacting the castle remotely!’

      ‘They’re firing on their own damn people!’

      ‘As did we.’
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        * * *

      

      Royce thundered towards a Wraith, opened fire and left it trailing smoke behind him.

      He watched two of his allies explode, cut down by their own city’s defences.

      His Eagle dived underneath the warship. The Schiehallion’s artillery swivelled to the castle grounds, muting every sound in the sky. They exchanged fire like two heavyweights swinging punches. Her shells scorched the air, blowing the double-As into ruin. Great craters erupted in the Royal Gardens. One of the castle walls toppled.

      Fear kept gnawing at Royce but he mastered it.

      Fear doesn’t kill you—panic does. His eldest brother’s words.

      Wraiths zipped past him, two catching an Eagle and sending it to earth like a flaming comet. It struck the Arc of Iona.

      Outnumbered. Outmatched.

      A Wraith combusted, thanks to the warship’s double-As, but its fellows turned their sights on Royce.

      He pulled the throttle back, knuckles white, thrusters screaming. The force of it pinned him to his seat. He broke right and swooped-

      A bullet razed his wing.

      Black smoke belched from the hole in his engine.

      A cracked web expanded in the skyglass.

      The ground hurtled towards him.
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        * * *

      

      Curved cells of different sizes lined the walls on each level. Skeletal bodies with dead eyes stared back. Bony hands clasped empty bowls, sitting between life and death. Some cowered beneath Tiera’s gaze. Others stood still, oblivious to the presence of strangers. Old men and women. Rags clung to their skin, if they were lucky enough to have clothes. Some rocked in their cramped quarters, slapping at flies, muttering nonsense.

      And every single chamber had been unlocked. Iron doors hung on their hinges, and yet the cells remained occupied. Is this a trick? The prisoners may have been ancient, grey and gnarled, but they were alive. Why don’t they leave? Rally? Rise up? Weak!

      A twisted, whimpering choir echoed throughout the pit, moans of the delirious and the dying.

      Worse were the cells that stayed silent.

      Tiera dropped to the next level beside Valentine. Her legs ached and they weren’t even halfway down.

      ‘King Owain…’ Valentine’s voice trailed off. ‘He knows about this. He must. How did we not know?’

      Ice shot through Tiera’s veins. ‘Horrors like this happen the world over! Open your eyes.’

      The soldier squared her shoulders. ‘We get ’em out. All of ’em.’

      ‘Tiera…’

      Her head spun. The voice was faint, but she recognised it. ‘Clara?’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Structural damage,’ said Lestra. ‘Two rotors down, another offline... Thrusters damaged.’

      ‘Good news?’ Lockwood asked.

      ‘Castle defences almost down—one double-A standing.’

      ‘How many Eagles in the air?’

      Lestra’s face turned white. ‘One, but…’

      Lockwood didn’t flinch. ‘Wraiths?’

      ‘Six. Our double-As are effective against them, but-’

      ‘Thank you, Specialist.’

      ‘How long can her armour hold?’ Gallows asked. ‘You have to take us higher, it’s the only edge we got.’

      ‘Specialist Lestra! You have the helm.’ The commander turned and strode to the elevator.

      ‘Lockwood!’ Gallows chased after her. ‘Hey!’

      When she stepped inside the lift, she turned and called: ‘Do as Gallows suggests, Specialist. When the final double-A is down, take the Schiehallion high and away from the castle.’

      ‘What are you doing, Lockwood?’

      ‘Gallows. See that my sword is kept safe.’

      The elevator doors slammed shut.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Clara!’

      The iron gate squealed and bounced from the rock. ‘Where’s Fitz? Is he in there?’

      Another whining noise. Drimmon.

      Tiera pounded on the metal. ‘Answer!’

      ‘Clara, are you okay?’ asked Valentine. ‘What happened to you?’

      Clara didn’t say a word. One of her eyes was swollen shut.

      ‘Is Fitz with you? Is he in there?’

      ‘Clara, talk to us,’ said Valentine. ‘What happened here? Why are all the cells open?’

      Tiera pushed past. This cell was bigger than the others. Blacker than black. The kind of darkness that stared back at you if you looked at it too long. ‘Where is he?’

      ‘Torture,’ Clara told Valentine. ‘He loves it. The ones he hates the most are sent to the top level. Closest to the surface, y’see. They can feel the breeze. Hint of freedom torments ’em. He likes that. He led the young away. Blindfolded ’em, chained ’em together. Left the rest of us behind.’ Her good eye widened. ‘We’ll be here forever.’

      ‘We’ll get you out,’ Valentine promised.

      Fitz wasn’t here. He couldn’t be. No way he’d end up like Clara and Drimmon. No way he’d have been beaten like a dog. Not him. Not Fitz.

      Drimmon’s voice moaned from the floor. ‘Bastard… got nowt… from me. I can see Ena… She kept me alive. Songstress, I love you, Ena…’ His voice faded to nothing.

      ‘He kept on at Drimmon.’ Clara’s voice was strained. ‘Made me watch as he beat him.’

      ‘Finisa!’ Tiera’s fist pounded the rock. ‘Where is Fitz!’

      Clara’s face changed in the shadows. ‘The Confessor.’ Her words were as heavy as tombstones. ‘He threatened to inject that crap into Drimmon’s arm. Scuzz. Said he’d get addicted in no time. Said he’d take Ena and pass her around the men here and make Drimmon watch. Said they’d tear at her like jackals. Said Drimmon would beg to watch them violate her again and again if it meant he got more of that junk. I punched him.’ She pointed at her swollen eye. ‘He did this.’

      Valentine’s face twisted. ‘Sick bastard.’

      Drimmon’s voice wavered on the floor: ‘He asked for Serena… Enfield… I didn’t know nothin’… Wouldn’t tell him even if I did.’

      Tiera’s hand grasped Clara’s neck. ‘Fitz!’

      ‘Sorry, Tiera,’ whimpered Clara. ‘Cronin did it to break us. Made us look at him. Made us sleep in the same cell...’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ spat Tiera. ‘Is Fitz here? Fitz!’

      ‘Did it to break our spirits….’ Clara looked up.

      Tiera’s hand fell.

      Even in the darkness, the shape hanging from the ceiling was distinguishable.

      Fitz’s naked corpse hung there, his body covered in swathes of black, brown and blue.
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        * * *

      

      Royce’s stomach flipped as he pulled up. His wing clipped the side of a wall. The air raid sirens blared and civilians scattered beneath his path.

      His Eagle spewed black smoke—but still it clung to the air, arcing upwards, hunting for targets. Fire had broken out around the castle, the cannons reduced to smouldering wrecks. The last one’s barrels blazed red hot before it exploded.

      Royce heard his own heart beat in the silence.

      The Schiehallion floated upwards.

      The Wraiths needled her underside with bullets, ignoring Royce for bigger prey. Smoke curled from where two of its rotors used to be. It lurched from side to side, threatening to fall out of the sky.

      Lockwood had abandoned the fight.

      She had abandoned him.

      Then the Wraiths dived from their pursuit, a smattering of pins in the sky.

      The Schiehallion had ascended too high. The Wraiths couldn’t reach it.

      They spilled over one another in the air, clustering, sticking together.

      Six.

      This was it.

      His last stand.

      He would lure the enemy away in time for Lockwood to regroup, call reinforcements, something.

      Bullets drifted down to him, growing more precise as the enemy closed in.

      He took evasive action. The Eagle complained. Lights blinked, the throttle locked, metal groaned. He rolled in the air, turning this way and that, as much as his damaged craft would let him. His pursuers appeared on his six, closing in.

      Royce spun away towards The Sands. He’d go beyond the Outer Wall, take the Wraiths into the desert.

      If he lasted that long.

      Bullets punched his wings. Smoke filled the air around him—but it didn’t come from him.

      The RADIOM needle scraped in its chamber.

      Something big was coming…

      The Talon!

      It rose, pumping thick black smoke. Royce’s heart raced. Then another airship sailed up—the Callan.

      Together, they wove a blanket of smog.

      Royce surged into the smoke—it concealed him from the Wraiths. All it would do was buy time, but that was enough.

      His throat clenched as he sailed through. It was an old sky pirate tactic—combine ignium with another chemical to create the smog, light a visible fire, fly low and send out a distress pulse via Bride’s Code. To any aircraft nearby, it would look like a mechanical malfunction. Those offering a helping hand would fall victim to nets or small arms and be brought down and looted. Illegal and terrible for the environment, but it had just saved his life.

      The two raincatchers flew in opposite directions, stretching the blanket of smoke. Bullets rattled from their decks, criss-crossing the sky.

      Royce soared higher into the smog. The hand-operated gyroguns Fieri had provided had been affixed to the decks of the airships.

      Royce had never seen the guns in use before; six copper barrels whirred with the pull of a crank, shooting a bullet each time a barrel lined up with the gun’s cartridge chamber. The gyroguns were anti-infantry weapons, but Royce would take that.

      He saluted the Talon as he flew overhead. The guns’ operators were tied to the taffrails and wore windblocker coats and goggles, but one frayed rope would send them over the rail. The Raincatchers were risking their lives for their kingdom—for Royce.
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        * * *

      

      Tugarin couldn’t see shit—but that was the point, no?

      He stood with feet planted wide on the Talon’s deck, strapped to the taffrail. Ejecting brass casings swirled at his feet as the gleaming, copper gyrogun sputtered bullets into the air. With great speed and strength, Tugarin’s hands rotated the metal crank—he could already feel the callouses forming, but still the bullets came much too slow.

      The black, winged aircraft resembled shadow dragons from boyhood stories—beasts without tangible form, smoke monsters that couldn’t be touched. For all the damage the bullets inflicted, that may as well have been the case. Anton Tugarin wonders if he picked the right side!

      The gyrogun shuddered as he chased a Dragon’s tail. Tugarin was the hunter in the night smog, the nocturnal predator. See how they scurry in fear! Teeth and nails! Fists and fury! Belios, but it’s been a long time since Tugarin had a good scrap!

      The underside of a Shadow Dragon floated up with a blood-curdling cry.

      The gyrogun’s barrels glowed as red as coal as bullets streaked against the Dragon’s black hull. ‘Yes, run! Run!’ Tugarin screamed to the wind.

      He peered through the blanket of smog at Zuri. Her silhouette flashed into view with every rattle of her gyrogun.

      This is living! Hot blood surged through Tugarin’s veins. Tonight, he would visit the Courtesans and spend his aerons on as many men as he could afford! Today he was a warrior of the kingdom! A liberator such as Tarevia would be proud of!

      A shadow loomed heavy in the smoke.

      I am Anton Tugarin, Slayer of Dragons! Feel my talons rend the life from you!

      But its hail of gunfire drowned Tugarin’s paltry, hand-cranked assault. Wood splintered as the Dragon’s bullets punched through the deck—the airship rolled and lurched. Tugarin saw Zuri’s shadow dance like a puppet before lurching over the rail, swallowed by the black cloud.

      ‘Zuri!’

      He couldn’t hear his own voice in the din.
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        * * *

      

      Bullets streaked high above Royce. The Wraiths probably had RADIOM kits but the smoke would cloud their visibility. He burst through the black cloud, opened fire on a Wraith and climbed back inside.

      It turned and followed him.

      Bullets ploughed through the smoke, Royce and the Wraiths firing blind.

      He had to kill them before they turned on the Raincatchers.

      His Eagle wove in and out, luring the Wraiths away and back inside, taking potshots where he could. He got two of them before hiding in the smoke again.

      For all their speed and manoeuvrability, the Wraiths were growing predictable. They don’t have instinct—only training. Teaching a dog a neat trick is one thing; expecting it to learn more on the fly was quite another.

      One of the Wraiths targeted the Callan’s aft, bullets grating its hull. Royce closed in on it and fired. He hit its wing but it clung to life as it aborted its pursuit—and exploded.

      Tugarin’s airship still spat smoke but the Callan had suffered enough—she yawed and descended, leaving the fight. She’d done her job.

      Fortune find you, friend.

      But if Royce was to survive, he’d need more than concealment. He was still up against three enemies in a damaged craft. The Talon’s guns were anti-infantry weapons. Good for deterring the Wraiths, but not much else. He had to go on the offense.

      Something plummeted from the Schiehallion—a tiny dot accosted by the wind.

      Then its engines powered up.

      Another Eagle. Even with the distance, Royce saw its distinctive red and gold paint job—it was the Commander’s Eagle.

      Lockwood! She’d deployed her personal fighter and turned its ignition on in mid-air—if it was anyone else in the cockpit, the manoeuvre would be suicide.

      Lockwood powered towards him, guns thumping, bullets shredding one of the Wraiths.

      One of the remaining enemy craft burst from the smog and barrelled towards her. Royce chased it, pressing down on his guns. It spun away from the bullets—but he kept on it, pushing the Eagle with everything it had left.

      The Wraith soared high and disappeared out of view. Royce followed it into the murky air. The warnings blared in his ears but adrenaline propelled him. His instincts were better. His training was better. He was alive again, renewed, like the rebirth of a phoenix.

      Lockwood tore through the cloud in front of him. Bullets streaked past and his target exploded into shrapnel.

      One more.

      It appeared on Lockwood’s tail.

      She dived, the Wraith followed, and Lockwood shot up again. She lured it away.

      Royce went in for the kill.

      The smog dissipated, Tugarin seeking refuge now the advantage had shifted back in their favour.

      The city spun beneath Royce. Terros’ Crown, the Arc, the glass of the train station, gleaming like a diamond-

      He felt the bullets before he spotted the Wraith.

      His port-side wing snapped away.

      His instruments sparked and caught fire.

      The Wraith had got him.

      Yanking the throttle, Royce scythed through the air towards the bridge. The horizon tilted. Metal peeled away. His harness bit into him.

      If he could land on the bridge, lure his pursuer into a clear line of fire, maybe Lockwood could-

      A bullet burst through his chest.

      The skyglass shattered. Cold wind whipped at him.

      Royce’s engine fell silent. Blood flowered on his uniform and he couldn’t move his legs. More gunfire punctured the air around him.

      Royce’s heart weakened with every beat. His fingers fumbled with the lever at the side of the chair. The bridge below filled his view.

      An explosion, and the guns chasing him silenced.

      Lockwood—she got the last Wraith.

      Royce tugged harder, with every ounce of strength he had left. If only he could eject, get a field dressing on his wounds…

      But it wasn’t enough.

      Royce closed his eyes before his craft hit the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘No!’

      The word broke into a stretching moan, then a rasping scream.

      Tiera’s knives flashed in her hands as she sliced into the rope fastened in the dark corner. Fitz’s body shuddered as it detached, one side of him still suspended.

      ‘Tiera!’

      She clawed and thrashed at Valentine for pulling her back. ‘Get him down! Fitz! Fitz!’ All senses left her, leaving only instinct. Every ounce of her was focused on one thing.

      She severed the second rope, and Fitz landed on the ground like a ragdoll.

      ‘Fitz! Wake up!’ She kept calling his name, reciting it until the words scraped in her throat. She fell by his side, cradled his head on her knees like a mother. She clasped his hand. His fingers were too cold.

      ‘Wake up, Fitz, wake up…’ She breathed his name over and over and closed her eyes. If she couldn’t see it, it wasn’t real.

      She heard him roar orders to the crew, saw the sinews of his arms when he hefted cargo. She felt him brush her hair behind her ear, heard him call her ‘lass’, felt his warmth, smelled the liquor on his breath.

      It didn’t have to be real.

      She kept her head close to his, wrapped her arms around them both, sealing them away from the world.

      Why did you go off? Stupid man! Why? Why didn’t I stop you?

      ‘Martelo…’ Valentine’s voice.

      ‘Leave!’

      Fitz was the only thing that kept her sane. The only one who understood her. The only one who could tame her.

      Who cared about Drimmon? About Clara? Who cared for any of this?

      ‘He’s gone,’ said Valentine. ‘He’s gone.’

      Tiera glared up at her. ‘What do you know of it?’

      Valentine’s eyes turned as cold as frost. ‘Everything.’

      So she’d seen death. So? Screw her. She was still functioning. Tiera’s grief was real. Hers was fire—not ice.

      And she’d use it to make the world burn.
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        * * *

      

      No locked doors, no sentries, no guards, nothin’. The absence of anything put the fear in her.

      Valentine had left Tiera behind. The two Raincatchers could look after her. She still had a mission.

      She peered into every cell she passed. She asked the prisoners where the guards were. Gave Fallon’s description.

      Nothin’.

      Copper coated the air. The stench seeped from the walls. She checked her corners, raised her rifle. The whole thing could be a damn ambush.

      Fearful eyes stared back at her. Some of ’em looked like they’d been here for decades. Like them in the psych ward. But there, the walls were white. Drugs fogged minds but people talked, played cards. Doctors and nurses. Artificial plants. The illusion of life. In here, it was empty and black. A grave.

      Valentine descended deeper. The hair on her arms stood up. A rope bridge led to a detached cell on a plateau in the centre of the pit. Valentine hoped to Nyr that Fallon wasn’t inside.

      Whines like mourning widows cried from distant corners.

      ‘About damn time.’

      Valentine spun. Her finger whitened on the gun’s trigger.

      The croak of Fallon’s voice startled her. ‘Damn near blew your head off!’

      ‘Corporal.’ His weak voice nonetheless carried a note of defiance.

      ‘Permission to rescue your ass.’

      ‘Granted.’ Fallon looked like he’d gone ten rounds with Belios and came last. ‘Let’s get outta this cock-wart prison.’

      She helped him move. ‘What happened here, boss? A Raincatcher said they took the young.’

      Fallon growled. ‘Confessor Cronin led ’em out. Slave soldiers. Thackeray’s tooling up for something.’

      ‘Slave-soldiers?’ Valentine asked. ‘Like the Idari kuramanusa?’

      Fallon grunted in affirmation.

      ‘We gotta get the prisoners out, boss. We can’t leave ’em here. Come on!’ she called to the prisoners huddled nearby. ‘We’re getting you out!’

      The prisoners stared at her, hungry mouths hanging loose.

      ‘Why ain’t they moving?’ Not a day had passed in that sterile hospital room where she didn’t think about escape.

      ‘They ain’t got reason to,’ answered Fallon. ‘You gotta understand, some of these people have spent their whole lives in here. They’re used to taking orders. They’re used to doing what their masters tell ’em. Their souls have been ground into dust.’

      ‘And the more recent ones?’

      ‘They came in docile and stupid,’ explained Fallon. ‘Reckon whatever happened to Tiera Martelo happened to them.’

      ‘But we have a way out!’ Valentine gave Fallon a boost to the next level. ‘They ain’t listening, boss. We can get ’em out.’

      ‘They need reason. They don’t know what freedom is, Valentine. They’ve been beaten. Enslaved. Degraded. They’ve been torn apart and remade again and again, losing pieces of themselves every time. You reckon Thackeray and Trevelyan and all the others looked at the kuramanusa and hated the Idari? They created soldiers who didn’t protest! And they admired ’em for it! Why d’you reckon I was blacklisted? I want the men and women at my side to think for themselves.’

      ‘You knew about this place?’

      Fallon’s stern face glared at her. He didn’t deny it.

      Valentine felt like she’d leapt from an airship without a parachute. For years she’d served her country and her king. Years. And all that time, a rotten core had been festering in the heart of the kingdom. ‘This is wrong. All of it.’

      ‘So make it right. Give ’em their dignity back. Give ’em their pride. They need a reason, Corporal.’
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        * * *

      

      Tiera descended further into the pit. Valentine had found her target. Good. Tiera would rather be alone.

      A bridge had been raised, connecting the lowest circle of the Gravehold to the stone plateau that sat amid the deep black crevasse. A dim light ebbed within. It called out to her.

      She’d heard a story once, of the circles of Hell. Formless faces stared out as your spirit was forced to descend into the black. They would whisper your sins as you passed. Time meant nothing. Hope was a meaningless word.

      And in the centre of Hell, your worst fear manifested itself before your eyes. What horrors could a devil inflict upon you that came close to those made by your own hand?

      Deeper, she marched into the pit, the circles closing around her. Dead eyes looked out at her. The howling void reached out to Tiera. She would clasp it willingly. She was the apex predator here. She would show the world a glimpse of her own pain. She would teach the world to scream.

      Datthias had forged her. Fitz had tamed her.

      But it wasn’t a man who had made her.

      Tiera sank deeper into the darkness.

      She stepped through the cell door.

      The figure sat in a wooden chair, its outline still familiar after all these years.

      She closed the book she was reading and brightened the ignium lamp.

      ‘Hello, Tiera.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Floorboards creaked and swayed. Sea air wafted through the cramped cabin. An ignium lamp fell from its table, its glass casing shattering on the floor. The gas dissipated.

      Needed charged anyway.

      The Discordant Sea threw the ship from side to side. Serena threw an arm out to steady herself. She should have been in bed, but the thunder kept her awake. Not through fear—what fourteen-year-old was scared of a little thunder?—but because she liked to listen to it.

      She peered through the open window. The black sea churned under the silvery moon, water spraying up over the quarterdeck. Lightning burst in the sky like fireworks.

      Jozef had panicked when the first wave hit. Said it was a stupid idea to keep moving in storm season. What did he know. A calm sea was a boring sea.

      She heard the strain of his voice from the cabin next door. He was talking to…

      Whoever. So many names and faces came and went, Serena had no idea who was who.

      But always there was Jozef.

      Her cabin door squealed open. Electricity ran through her veins. Even in a ship as small as this, sneaking through the night, exploring its dark corners was always an undiminished pleasure. Especially if she found Jozef’s bottle of Phadrosi rum.

      A crack of thunder. The ship lurched. Serena skidded across the floor of the berth deck, hand grasping up at a rolled hammock. It tore from the ceiling and unfurled around her.

      When she fought the fabric off, Jozef stood in front of her.

      Flecks of ginger peppered his white hair, like rust on a new machine. The sleeves of his overalls were rolled up, revealing the faded tattoos on his arms. Through the spectacles perched on his nose, he looked at her with disapproving eyes.

      ‘Stupid girl,’ he said, the Tarevian sneaking into his words. ‘You are supposed to be asleep, da?’

      Serena fought to keep the tremor from her voice. ‘The storm woke me.’ She peered beyond Jozef’s girth. His skinny companion scribbled a message from a Bride’s Code machine. ‘What’s going on?’

      He blocked her gaze. ‘Did you finish your reading and arithmetic?’

      Serena gazed at the hammock trailing around her feet. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Stupid lies from a stupid girl! If you don’t want to be stupid, learn!’

      She balled her fists. ‘Don’t call me stupid.’

      ‘Read your books, stop skulking in the night and I won’t have cause!’

      ‘I’m tired of spending days at a time locked up in here! Why can’t we go out? Why can’t we visit anywhere? Why can’t we see the places in all the books you make me read?’

      ‘The books are so you don’t need to see them!’

      ‘That’s… That’s stupid!’

      ‘I am an Elder, girl, do as you’re told!’

      Thunder rolled outside. Jozef flinched at it.

      Serena’s pulse quickened. ‘Since when have you been scared of thunder? What’s going on?’

      ‘Tell me what you read today.’

      ‘C’mon, don’t change the-’

      ‘You did not read the Analectus, this I know!’

      ‘Fine. I read a chapter of Captain Crimsonwing and the Armada of the Damned. Happy?’

      ‘Stupid book for stupid children!’

      ‘Jozef!’ called the skinny boy. He strode over from the old man’s cabin. His face was stricken with spots, and a feeble attempt at a moustache sprouted on his lip. ‘The Horizon Bridge, it-it’s gone!’ The words strained with the squeak of an unbroken voice. ‘The Enlighten has been destroyed… We have to turn back to the Isles!’

      ‘Hush hush!’ Jozef pushed the boy back into the cabin. ‘Back to bed, Serena child.’

      ‘I’m not a bloody child.’

      ‘No swearing! If you ever want anything out of this life, girl, you must do as you’re told. Good girls don’t sneak off or give lip to their elders! Off to bed!’

      Jozef locked the door behind him.

      Serena kicked the hammock away and slammed her own cabin door loud enough for Jozef to hear. She sat on her bed, knees up to her chin. She picked up her copy of Armada of the Damned and tossed it into the corner.

      Outside, the storm turned violent.

      

      Sweat matted hair to her forehead, and raw red skin painted her palms and forearms.

      Images popped in and out of her head like half-remembered memories.

      ‘Sunbeam,’ she said. Her head pounded, sweat clung to her. The room smelled of bleach, making her dizzy. Pins and needles ran through her arms. No, not pins and needles.

      Electricity.

      She was still connected to Sunbeam. He was miles away. He was in pain.

      Flicker…

      Scruff…

      The thread stretched over great distances. Like a song from childhood, she detected brief glimpses of the creatures before the connection disappeared.

      Her neck prickled. A dull ache ran from her shoulders down her back.

      She’d dreamt of Jozef. Whether from the tumble or the dream, her stomach twisted with maggots.

      The tumble.

      She sat bolt upright.

      As clear as a blade of lightning in the night, her attacker appeared through the white noise in her head. Inhuman, scarred, hateful. Korvan.

      A cramped glass cage surrounded her. Like an ice cube. She rolled off the single bed, feet sliding on the pristine white floor, and pounded at the door. It wouldn’t budge.

      She yelled for help. No-one answered.

      Peering outside, she saw only blackness. She battered the window with both fists.

      And then white light flooded her cell.

      A voice hissed through an intercom above her.

      ‘Serena. I’m relieved you’re awake.’ The voice ran smooth and slow, every word weighted like a judge passing sentence. ‘I am Pyron Thackeray.’
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        * * *

      

      Smoke billowed from the Schiehallion’s wounds, but she was still mighty.

      Tugarin’s Talon, the Overseer and the Callan flew alongside her.

      N’Keres’ confession had reached far and wide. The Watch made a show of arresting their own. Lockwood dissolved the blockade around Wrenwing Gap. Any Raincatcher allied with Vaughan was given a choice—leave the city or join the effort against Thackeray.

      They chose to fight.

      Tugarin had inspired them. The death of Captain Fitzwilliam rallied them. The Stormweaver, the Desert Rose and the Angelharp—they flew alongside the Callan and Tugarin’s Talon. Word had spread through the city. The “Raincatchers’ Rebellion”, they were calling it.

      Fallon deployed Bulldogs to secure the train tunnel exit they’d used to escape One Three Seven before. Lockwood sent the Moonwaltzer to provide air support.

      They were a ragtag bunch: RSF, army, Hunters, Raincatchers. Hardly a cohesive fighting force.

      But today they were kin.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You’ll have questions,’ said Thackeray. ‘But time is short.’

      The glare had dimmed. The floor beyond the cell was the cold, steel grey of an airship hangar. The walls were steeped in shadows, like the inside of a Spire. No markings, no warning signs, no safety notices. She could be anywhere.

      Pyron Thackeray stood behind a console just yards from her.

      ‘You can hear me?’ Serena asked.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is that what you want? To talk?’

      ‘Discourse can prevent wars.’

      ‘Maybe you should’ve tried that before you bombed half of the kingdom.’

      Thackeray sat close enough for Serena to see the smile play on his lips.

      ‘The Night of Amberfire proved actions, as well as words, are needed.’

      What was she supposed to say? The Prime Councillor had her locked in a cell—to talk?

      ‘You mean like killing hundreds of people?’

      Thackeray didn’t respond, didn’t shift.

      ‘Reckon you should’ve killed Enfield first,’ Serena continued. ‘Instead of Alspeth tal Simara.’

      ‘Enfield was unfortunate.’ Thackeray’s eyes squeezed shut. ‘And removing Alspeth was not something I did lightly.’

      ‘“Removing”, is that what you call it? Say it straight: You murdered her.’

      Thackeray shook his head. ‘You’re right. I murdered her.’ He stood up and limped towards the cell, cane in hand. ‘For the kingdom.’

      ‘Bullshit.’

      Thackeray had an avuncular quality to him, something Jozef never did. His smile was warm. ‘You believe I haven’t sacrificed anything.’

      ‘Maybe ’cause you’re still breathing. The noble Prime Councillor, shot in front of his whole city. Guess you’re leaving out the part with the low-velocity bullet.’

      Thackeray didn’t smile so much after that. ‘Someone has to lead this kingdom.’

      ‘Kings are generally known for that.’

      ‘King Owain has been dead for some time.’

      King Owain? Dead? ‘You’ve been running everything for years,’ she said. ‘What about Princess Anabelle?’

      ‘As I said, time is short. I realise you have no reason to believe me, but what I do, I do because I must. I do not seek glory. I do not seek forgiveness nor recognition—all I want is to secure our nation’s safety, and I will take all measures to see that done. History shall remember me as a tyrant. Alspeth tal Simara will be remembered as a hero who strove for peace—but to find peace, one must prepare for war.’

      ‘Cool. Why are you keeping me in a playpen?’

      Thackeray’s face softened. ‘After I learned of Enfield’s treachery, I dug into his private files. I uncovered communications between him and Idaris. Not easy—but his final communication had interesting things to say about you.’

      Her blood froze. ‘You don’t believe all that crap, do you? About Sirens and demon-kin?’

      Thackeray stayed silent.

      ‘He’s wrong. You’re all wrong. I’m not a sorceress or an Idari witch. I’m just a girl.’

      Thackeray’s hands tightened around his cane like the teeth of a wrench. He returned to his console and spoke into an intercom. ‘Send him in.’

      The latch on Serena’s cell door opened.

      A silhouette resolved itself from the shadows.

      Roarke’s coyote eyes looked her up and down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Sand dunes crested toward the horizon in an expanse of tumbled gold velvet. Lightning Spires shimmered in the south-west, shouldering the sky. Mountainous raw ignicite jutted from the earth like Aerulus’ fingers clawing from the centre of the world. Its glass amber caught in the sun.

      The Obsidian Sandlands.

      From the sky, the world looked beautiful. A canvas of gold and orange, like autumn leaves. Aurien tal Varaldo couldn’t have painted a better picture.

      But Outpost One Three Seven stained the canvas. Its boxy structures lay like scattered pebbles and the blackened husk of Sturrock’s Bulldog squatted like a broken gravestone.

      The Schiehallion lumbered towards it. She was torn up, but she was tough.

      Gallows checked his ammo, and checked it again. Valentine stood by his side, doing the same.

      And then there was Damien. He’d removed the bullet from his shoulder himself. Said the pain purged whatever war was going on inside his head. Gallows didn’t question him.

      ‘Size of enemy force unknown.’ Commander Lockwood’s voice boomed through the entire airship. Gallows hadn’t seen her since she took an Eagle and battled the Wraiths… Since Royce died. ‘Expect a fighting force greater than our own. Major Fallon’s intel suggests both priority targets are located in this installation.’

      Thackeray—and Cronin.

      Fallon had said Cronin had evacuated the young and fighting fit from the Gravehold. Were they in One Three Seven? Why?

      ‘Expect heavy resistance,’ Lockwood continued. ‘Lance Corporal Valentine and Tyson Gallows will accompany teams through the facility. The Raincatchers will deploy infantry and I will provide air support from the Schiehallion. Pyron Thackeray and Lenis Cronin are traitors and war criminals. They are to be apprehended alive. Let’s restore pride to our kingdom.’

      The warship hovered in the air above One Three Seven.

      They had a fleet of airships and an army at their back.

      Gallows couldn’t let anyone else get to Cronin before him.
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        * * *

      

      The door closed behind Roarke.

      His presence was a violation of the pristine, glacier-white cell.

      The look in his eyes… Serena stepped back. ‘The hell do you want?’ Her voice cracked as she spoke.

      ‘Ain’t as hard as you reckon you are, muck rat.’

      Serena looked out to Thackeray; he’d retreated to the darkness of the chamber.

      ‘Just you and me,’ mouthed Roarke, his voice a slow, predatory drawl. ‘How will we spend the time?’

      Serena couldn’t think of a retort. ‘You don’t know what’s happening, Roarke. You don’t know what he’s capable of. Thackeray, Vaughan—they were working together. They tried to kill us!’

      ‘Tried to kill you. Anyway, the arsehole’s in the ground, where his kind belong. I’m gonna be Guildmaster.’

      ‘Vaughan’s dead?’

      ‘Bloody right he is. Wish I gutted him myself.’ Roarke spun his knife in the air and caught it. ‘Reckon I’ll make do.’

      Serena’s back hit the wall. ‘Fitz! What about Fitz?’

      Rage flashed in Roarke’s eyes. He booted the bed. ‘I warned him about you. You little runt, you slut. I warned him! Strikes me that if it weren’t for you, he’d still be alive. He was a good man, but he got soft. You stupid cow, you’ve no idea what that man went through—what I went through. Idari whore!’

      ‘I ain’t Idari! Thackeray, tell him! Tell him!’

      There was no reply.

      Roarke cackled. ‘Nobody here to look out for ya now. No Fitz. No Clara. No little slack-wit mate.’

      ‘What do you want, Roarke? What did Thackeray promise you?’

      ‘Promised me the Guild. In return I’ll make you talk. I know you, see. I know you. I’m the one that catches the muck rat when it scurries on the deck.’

      Panic broiled in her. ‘I’ve got nothing to tell you, Roarke.’ The words tremored. ‘You’re being lied to. Thackeray already knows everything!’

      Roarke slapped Serena’s face.

      He dragged her to the floor and stood over her. He forced Serena’s leg down when she kicked out at him. Terror paralysed her.

      ‘What’s the Idari’s plan?’ The knife hung above her.

      ‘You’re… an idiot,’ said Serena. ‘Stupid, stupid man. What do you reckon Thackeray’s gonna do when you’re done here?’

      …Flicker bouncing, Scruff rolling…

      Glimpses, memories, connections…

      Roarke shook his head and stooped low. ‘Always fancied having a go of you, but now? Nah.’ He spat on Serena’s face. ‘Wouldn’t touch an Idari whore. I got some standards.’ Roarke’s body odour nauseated her, his hot breath burned her skin.

      But terror had the unusual effect of making her brave. ‘Guys like you… You’re a sad little man, Roarke. What, were you too busy spending aerons in the Courtesans’ Guild to help Fitz? Too busy pretending the girl you were with actually liked you?’

      Roarke’s face brimmed with anger. ‘Muck rat!’ he spat. The point of the blade caressed her neck. Serena laughed it off.

      …Flicker bouncing, Scruff rolling…

      Glimpses, memories, connections…

      Sunbeam racing through the street…

      ‘Reckon I’m done listening to your filth,’ Roarke spat.

      ‘Get off me.’ She didn’t have to shout.

      Roarke stood up and stepped back.

      He shook his head. ‘What…?’

      Serena got to her feet. She wiped her face. Her heart accelerated. Electricity made her tremble, like a revving engine. Ice water rushed through her veins, a building force threatening to erupt. The sensation was powerful—dangerous.

      She liked it.

      ‘What… What did you do, you little bitch?’ Roarke flew at her with the knife.

      ‘Stop.’

      He did.

      Serena’s senses prickled. An invisible weight pushed through her, growing, building…

      Glimpses, memories, connections…

      …Flicker bouncing, Scruff rolling…

      Sunbeam obeying commands without words…

      Roarke’s nasal voice screamed at her. Threats. Empty, distant.

      ‘Silence.’

      Roarke stopped.

      Sparks ran through Serena’s arms. invisible threads spun from her fingertips. An unseen hand guided her, propped her up as her limbs grew heavy as anchors. Her chest thrummed with energy, amplified like an overpowered airship engine.

      Sunbeam obeying commands without words…

      Gold light filled Serena’s head.

      She surrendered to the force waking within her. Her mind fell into a trance, replaced by instinct and sheer power. The electricity—the storm—flew out in invisible waves, silencing the world. Fire filled her, flowing like water, directed by her will. A melody cast its way from somewhere deep within her, a song woven across untold eons.

      Unbidden, the thought fell into her head.

      Her fingers danced.

      Roarke lifted the knife.

      It turned in his hand.

      He angled it towards his chest.

      And he shoved the blade up into his own heart.

      Blood spilled around Roarke’s fingers, thick and dark. His face contorted. Breath hissed but he couldn’t form words. He took a step back and fell to the floor.

      The hilt stuck out from his chest.

      Serena stood frozen, fingers splayed out in front of her, tears streaming from her. She gasped for air.

      Roarke’s wild hands smeared grimy trails of gore on the tiles. His mouth struggled and blood soaked his clothes. He lifted a trembling finger to Serena.

      Then his arm fell to the floor.

      Serena pulled her eyes away. She vomited, stumbled back against the window.

      She’d done that.

      She’d made him kill himself. The command had entered her head and transferred into Roarke’s consciousness. The energy drained from her like water down a plug hole.

      Musa above…

      ‘I… I didn’t mean…’

      The chamber beyond the glass snapped into light.

      Pyron Thackeray sat there, scribbling notes.

      Serena’s fingers trembled. ‘You… You watched the whole thing.’ Her words sounded weak, like someone with bloodlung. ‘You… You knew he would attack me. You knew I would kill him.’

      Thackeray sat still, analysing her. His breathing came through the intercom above. ‘Yes.’

      She hated Roarke, but this…

      The temperature around her plunged. The bright scarlet pool expanding around Roarke’s body desecrated the sterile white of the cell. It was obscene.

      And she’d caused it.

      Exhausted, her legs buckled. She slid down the window, unable to take her eyes from Roarke. Her body turned numb, and when he spoke, Thackeray’s voice was distant. ‘You’re a weapon, Serena. You simply needed the right trigger.’

      An alarm sounded, red lights spinning in the darkened chamber.

      For the first time, Pyron Thackeray looked worried.
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        * * *

      

      The Schiehallion hung in the air above Outpost One Three Seven. Smoke trailed from her wounds and the remaining rotors strained with the weight of her, but she still packed a punch.

      The Overseer performed an initial flyby—all clear.

      Lockwood brought the Schiehallion closer to the ground. Panels in her belly opened, cables trailing to the ground.

      Gallows insisted on being among the first to rappel. He jumped backwards from the lip of the compartment. The rope snaked through his hand. He straightened his body, almost in line with the horizon, and zipped down to the desert, landing with a thud. He unhooked and raised his Vindicator.

      More troops fanned out around him. Along with the Overseer, Tugarin’s Talon, the Moonwaltzer and the Callan circled the sky. Between them and the Schiehallion, any Wraith craft would think twice before engaging.

      Troops spilled from the Stormweaver, clad in army blue and RSF white.

      ‘On me!’ yelled Sachin, Lockwood’s team leader. He was indistinguishable from the others in his uniform and helmet. ‘You two.’ He pointed to Gallows and Valentine. ‘Stay behind us and don’t get shot! Remember: We extract the targets alive!’

      Gallows exchanged a look with Valentine.

      Damien at their back, they raced through the exterior Outpost One Three Seven. Desert fragrances jousted with the stale smell of burned wood and metal. They charged towards the shelter entrance where Basud—Mathieson—had led them into the intricate hell beneath, Gallows’ pulse rising with every step.

      And the ground quaked.

      Gallows skidded to the ground, Valentine thrown beside him.

      Just beyond the confines of the outpost, a column of sand rose, like the collapsing Remembrance tower in reverse.

      ‘Sandstorm!’ someone yelled.

      ‘Cover!’

      ‘Move, move!’

      But it wasn’t a sandstorm.

      The ground buckled and bounced, cracks splitting the baked earth.

      Glinting like Lockwood’s claymore, the sharp metal point of a Lightning Spire rose from the earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      A thread of light connected it to the sky before it was even above the ground.

      ‘Get inside! Move!’

      The tremor turned violent as the Spire ascended. It looked different from the others; sharper. Fierce.

      Heat seared the air. Gallows’ feet pounded along the uneven terrain. A fissure split the ground. The hexagonal admin building buckled and collapsed, floods of dust and dirt rising. A rumble of destruction muted the scream from an RSF soldier as he disappeared into the crevice.

      So much for tactics and strategy. And where in all hells was Tiera? Other than the two Val rescued, she was the only one in this outfit who’d survived an attack by one of these things.

      ‘C’mon! The Schiehallion will kick its ass!’ called Valentine. ‘Ain’t nothin’ gonna stop us from getting Thackeray!’ Her pace faltered as they ran past the destroyed Bulldog. ‘Nothin’!’

      Gallows followed the troops into the bomb shelter as the first black cloud corrupted the sky.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Belios! That is no normal Lightning Spire!’ said Tugarin. ‘Evasive actions, Anya!’

      The Talon swung through the air.

      ‘Surely the warship will destroy it? Surely?’

      Light flashed in the sky, and thunder rolled.
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        * * *

      

      Lightning flickered as the tower ascended. Black clouds drew in.

      The Schiehallion’s artillery targeted it, booming across the sky. Metal plates broke away from the Spire, exposing its cables and machinery.

      But still it rose.

      Sand fell in falls as the earth cracked and broke around the rising structure.

      Another bombardment from the Schiehallion. Its roar threatened to tear the sky asunder.

      The Overseer rose, her silver envelope gleaming. She sailed towards the Schiehallion, seeking refuge from the rising storm.

      But the first blade of lightning struck.

      It rent the air, the fork missing the Overseer by a hair. But the air combusted, her outer envelope igniting in flames. Smoke swelled from the wound. She stayed airborne but the flames engulfed her. Metal ribs blackened as the inferno burned through her guts, dissolving her skin. She spun and plummeted to the ground, exploding on impact.

      Then, clawing from the earth, anti-aircraft turrets spooled into life, streams of white-hot ordnance punching into the Schiehallion’s hull.
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        * * *

      

      The Callan swung by the Talon’s skyglass, chased by smoking tendrils.

      ‘Ashe has the right idea, I think! Let the war-chariot duel with lightning!’

      But the hulking Talon wasn’t quick enough; bullets razed her centre port-side rotor. It burst into flames.

      The airship squealed as Tugarin yanked his controls. ‘Anton Tugarin does not die this day!’

      Lightning scarred the sky and corkscrewed to the ground. Thunder boomed, drowning the whir of instruments. Anya yelled something but it was lost in the noise.

      Darkness expanded across the sky. Bolts rained against the Schiehallion’s armour, blinding white whips like the wrath of Aerulus himself.

      The Moonwaltzer sailed beneath; her belly cleaved the earth, cargo ramp trailing. Bricode messages buzzed in and out—frantic auto-distress signals. The Moonwaltzer shuddered starboard, impacting the Talon and sending her off course. Together they twisted and jerked, lightning surging around them.

      ‘She’s dug into our hull!’ cried Anya.

      Alarms blared in the Talon’s cockpit. ‘I cannot keep her steady!’

      The other vessel was so close, Tugarin could see the panic in Dougan MacConnell’s face.

      Then the Moonwaltzer took a hit.

      Bullets ripped her thrusters away. A conflagration erupted. Metal squealed and rivets popped as she plummeted to the ground, fires raging.

      The SOS signal rang in Tugarin’s ear.

      ‘What do we do?’ yelled Anya.

      The veins on his arms stiffened with pain. ‘Save ourselves!’

      The Talon tore from the Moonwaltzer, wrenching wood and metal, and left her flaming on the desert floor.
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        * * *

      

      Gallows and Valentine abseiled down the elevator shaft, landing behind a phalanx of soldiers. Gone was the immaculate white of the floor and ceiling. The passages were steeped in darkness, the only light coming from their own equipment.

      ‘Guess Thackeray needs to draw power for his Spire,’ observed Valentine.

      The squad burrowed deeper. Fewer than a dozen soldiers. Not what Gallows had pictured when he convinced Lockwood to fight with them, but it was all they had.

      If there was a place on earth that terrified Gallows more than Nidra’s torture chamber, it was here.

      ‘Corners are too tight,’ said Sachin. ‘Split up. Cover more ground.’

      ‘What can you tell us about these Wraith troopers?’ asked another soldier.

      ‘They’re quick and merciless,’ Gallows explained, ‘but they don’t have instinct. Just avoid getting shot or stabbed.’

      Gallows and Valentine led the squad deeper into the depths of the facility. They had to get in, hit Thackeray, and get out—all before the Schiehallion fell.

      Reanimated soldiers, beasts… What if we only scratched the surface of the shit going on down here? Gallows led them to a grimy, metal door. Rust was painted across it like old bloodstains. Valentine grabbed the handle and, with a screech, pulled it open. Gallows stepped through.

      A pipe creaked overhead, and the soldier next to Gallows snapped his rifle towards it.

      ‘Take it easy,’ urged Sachin. ‘We’re all jittery but don’t do anything stupid.’

      ‘Sorry, sir. Thought I heard scratching.’

      Gallows couldn’t blame the soldier; with every step he took, he was convinced something was watching them from the darkness. It made his pulse race.

      And then a guttural snarl broke from the shadows.

      ‘Amaraxes,’ said Gallows. ‘Damn.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘Wolves,’ Damien answered. ‘Giant and ferocious.’

      ‘Positions!’

      Gallows gripped his weapon harder, cold sweat collecting on his back. Somewhere, a motor whined.

      Then the amarax tore out of the shadows, its claws clattering on the floor and its yellow eyes bright and blazing. The butt of Gallows’ Vindicator dug into his shoulder. He squeezed off a shot, feeling the unwieldy weight of the weapon kick into him.

      The wolf’s brother trailed after it, and another. Above the storm of bullets, their snarls rent the air.

      ‘Incoming!’

      ‘Short, controlled bursts!’

      Two of the wolves flew back, skidding across the floor.

      One sank its fangs into a soldier’s chest and lapped at his blood before the combined effort of two Vindicators brought it down.

      ‘Damn the gods.’

      Gallows mopped sweat from his eyes and looked to Damien. ‘Tell me your no-kill policy doesn’t extend to these?’

      They descended two more floors, through passages of hissing pipes and broken walls, before they saw another amarax. It took a man’s leg off before Valentine killed it.

      The place reeked of death. Though it weighed his muscles, Gallows’ gun swivelled to every jittering pipe. Men around him flinched at every creak and screech.

      ‘Where do you reckon Thackeray is?’ Valentine whispered.

      ‘No idea,’ answered Gallows. ‘We got as far as the railway chamber last time—I say we take it from there.’

      The passages seemed longer; one morphed into another. Gallows’ heart beat faster with every step. They passed through rooms filled with carnage, bullet holes, shattered glass. A vinegar stink sweated from the walls.

      Minutes ticked by in the silence.

      The first Wraith burst through from a shadow. His frenzied wail lashed like a whip before a single bullet took him down.

      ‘Musa!’ cried a voice. ‘Near pissed myself.’

      Gallows didn’t remember hearing the other Wraiths scream like that.

      Further, they descended. A breeze whistled through bullet holes. The dying efforts of instruments buzzed.

      A freight elevator squatted on the platform where they’d first encountered Korvan—just before he killed Sturrock. The elevator cables stretched up into dark infinity.

      ‘This is as far as we got before we found Korvan,’ said Gallows, head craned. ‘Keep your eyes open. We don’t know what’s up there, but if you see Korvan, it’s better to run than fight.’

      ‘To Hell with that,’ muttered Valentine.

      ‘We go up,’ said Sachin. He pointed to two of his men. ‘Secure this area—we’ll deactivate the Spire.’

      But before they could progress any further, floodlights painted the immense chamber in harsh white.

      Wraiths tore from the dark walls and broke into a run, dozens pouring from every angle. They howled as they charged, swords and hatchets held high, circling Gallows and the rest.

      But the RSF were a well-oiled machine. Troops at the front bent on one knee as others took standing positions between, rounds snapping in rhythm.

      Deafening gunfire shredded the air. The Wraiths fell and screamed in pain.

      Their blood… It bubbled from wounds, filled the air with a copper tang—different from the thick sludge that leaked from the other Wraiths.

      And why didn’t they have guns?

      ‘Incoming!’ called Valentine.

      Amaraxes sent Wraiths flying as they charged the RSF. Gallows loosed rounds. A wolf leapt onto a soldier and tore her jugular out before Damien killed it.

      ‘Shit!’

      ‘Gods above!’

      ‘Hold the line!’

      Gallows was too busy fending off the Wraith in front to see the one behind.

      It clawed at him, dragged him to the floor and screamed, hatchet an inch from his throat.

      Sachin put a bullet through its head.

      ‘On your feet!’

      Their circle dew tighter as the enemy pressed in. Gallows and Valentine clustered together, felling targets left and right. A red haze had spread on the floor, mounds of bodies. Valentine wielded two revolvers, the close quarters making her sniper rifle impractical. Brass steamed and ejected onto the floor like raindrops tinged with blood.

      Sachin held a hand up. ‘Hold fire, hold fire!’

      ‘Is that ’em all?’ asked Val. ‘How many did we lose?’

      ‘Hostiles neutralised. Four fatalities on our side.’

      Shit. Only a handful of soldiers left. It wouldn’t be enough.

      ‘The enemy grows desperate,’ said Damien. ‘That was a weak attack. His resources are dwindling.’

      ‘Weak?’ Sachin spat the word. ‘Four people perished—people whose lives could’ve been saved if you pulled a damn gun, spineless Hunter.’

      ‘I will not kill,’ said Damien, voice faltering.

      ‘You’ll do as I damn well tell you, Hunter. Or go crying to your guild house and your boss. Amateurs!’

      Gallows mopped sweat from his forehead. ‘Something ain’t right.’ He bent down to the bloodied remains of the Wraith that had almost killed him and and lifted its mask.

      ‘Damn. These guys were alive. Really alive.’

      ‘So?’ said Sachin. ‘They were the enemy.’

      ‘Oh, no.’ Valentine pulled off another Wraith’s face mask. Her fingers recoiled.

      Its face belonged to Lieutenant Bartholomew Rend.

      ‘Son of a bitch,’ she breathed. ‘Fallon said Cronin took away the young from the Gravehold…’

      Gallows’ stomach tightened at the sight of Rend’s mangled face. ‘They took prisoners … and turned them into these things.’

      Valentine drew herself to her full height, face hard. The air in the vast, silent chamber turned cold. ‘They just made us slaughter dozens of innocent people.’

      

      The elevator’s ascent was a slow, tremoring crawl through the darkness. The cables squealed with the strain, the floor shaking from side to side. Beneath them, the chamber’s white light drifted further and further away. Shadows stretched like long fingers. The red warning sign read: In Event of Fire - Do Not Use. The air turned cooler as the elevator neared the top.

      The freight elevator had no controls on the inside. Can’t have Wraiths making decisions for themselves now, can we?

      The cage hissed open like a wolf in its death throes.

      Gallows looked at Damien. This is the spot.

      ‘We take point from here,’ said Valentine, marching over the threshold with Gallows. She held the door open for him.

      ‘Negative,’ said Sachin. ‘This is our operation and we do not take orders from a disgraced-’

      Valentine’s fist silenced him.

      The squad turned their weapons on her. Valentine grabbed Sachin and used him as a shield. ‘Y’all are either with us or you ain’t,’ she called. ‘This kingdom is rotten to the core. You reckon I’m stupid? You reckon I didn’t know that Lockwood gave y’all orders to shoot me if I got near Thackeray? You reckon she didn’t know about all them slaves kept in the Gravehold? I did time in an asylum—y’all can kiss my ass if you think I’m gonna stand by and let the same shit that was done to me happen to anyone else.’

      Sachin spat blood. ‘Are you with her, Hunter?’

      ‘Goddamn right I am,’ Gallows growled.

      Damien grabbed Sachin and used him as a human shield as he addressed the other troops. ‘Stand down. By order of the military.’

      ‘What are you doing?’ yelled Sachin. ‘I’m the military! Stop them!’

      ‘I am a Hunter,’ Damien started, ‘and it is illegal for me to break a contract unless ordered by the Council.’ Damien produced a writ and shoved it in front of Sachin: I will help Tyson Gallows and Nyrita Valentine kick seven shades of shit out of Pyron Thackeray and Lenis Cronin—signed by Major Aramon Fallon. ‘It is also illegal for me to be stopped in performing my duty without good cause.’

      ‘That won’t stand!’ spat Sachin. ‘Open f-’

      Damien blurred as he kicked Sachin into the elevator, disarmed two of his men and opened fire on the others, careful not to cause any real damage. He dived out amidst a chorus of screams, hurled a flash bomb into the elevator, and sent it downward.

      ‘You make it look easy,’ said Gallows.

      The crack of thunder sounded beyond the walls. Valentine took point, finger straying close to the trigger.

      ‘By the sounds of it,’ Damien said, craning his head, ‘Lockwood is still in the air.’

      Valentine motioned for them to follow. ‘Then let’s make sure she stays that way.’

      They delved deeper into the passage and came to a heavy, rusted door blocking the way. Brown stains painted its reinforced glass window.

      ‘C’mon,’ said Gallows. He gripped the handle. It froze against his skin.

      With a whine, it opened into a long, dark corridor. The odour of burnt meat breathed on him.

      ‘Hold up,’ urged Valentine. She checked her ammo, reset her equipment, cleaned blood from her skin. Gallows did the same.

      ‘Take a few moments,’ suggested Damien, ‘clean your wounds. But not too long—the warship won’t last much longer.’

      After two or three minutes, Gallows said, ‘Reckon we’re as prepared as we’re gonna be.’

      ‘Right,’ Valentine began. ‘I’d say it’s been nice working with y’all, but-’

      Wall-mounted ignium lamps stuttered into life, purging the shadows and painting the corridor in soft fire.

      ‘Well that’s… good,’ said Gallows, sounding far from convinced.

      ‘Tyson.’ Damien motioned ahead.

      Gallows followed Damien’s gaze. At the end of the passage, Enoch’s grey body hung limp in chains suspended from the ceiling. Smoke trailed from recent scorched wounds.

      ‘Enoch!’ Gallows’ feet pounded the floor. ‘Gods damn, what have they done to you?’

      That’s when he noticed the wires crawling under his skin.

      ‘We’ll get you out,’ Gallows promised. ‘Valentine, give me a hand-’

      The lights flickered. Enoch wailed, his skin burning.

      ‘No, no, no, no.’ Korvan materialised from the shadows, clutching a device. ‘This will not do, brother.’ He pressed the button and the electrodes sent Enoch convulsing. ‘How can I burn the humanity from you if you die?’
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        * * *

      

      A terrible blackness opened up in the sky. Rain fell in torrents, blades of lightning slashed the Schiehallion and anti-air turrets raked her belly. Her shells careened through the air, but the Spire stood, unleashing its wrath.

      The warship could only absorb so much lightning. For a split second every time a bolt sheared down to earth, the air temperature rocketed to an astronomical level, melting her armour.

      She circled the Spire, raining destruction onto the earth below. A chain of explosions erupted, silencing the double-As.

      ‘Miss,’ came a weak voice at Lockwood’s back. It was the Raincatcher, Drimmon. Red welts painted his face.

      ‘Lestra, clear the COC of non-RSF personnel!’

      ‘With all due respect, miss, reckon I can help!’ He had to shout as thunder sheared the sky. Coils of blazing blue and white lightning struck with Aerulus’ fury.

      The Schiehallion’s ballistae launched harpoons, her cannons hurled shells, her AA guns spat rails of red-hot bullets, but none of it brought the Spire down.

      ‘Ma’am!’ called Lestra. ‘We have to abandon ship!’

      ‘The ground team will perish without us, they’ll have nowhere to go,’ said Lockwood. ‘Target the anti-air cannons on the ground.’

      ‘Aye, ma’am.’

      ‘Oi!’ roared Drimmon. ‘I can help!’

      Lockwood turned to him. ‘Explain.’

      Drimmon shook his head. ‘You’re thinking about this the wrong way! You gotta treat machines more gentle like, like a girl. I got nimble fingers. Give’s the Wind and an ignium charge an’ I’ll be set!’

      ‘There’s no way to get close!’

      ‘I can get close.’

      The room lurched, and the ground rose that much closer to the airship.

      ‘If we die,’ Lockwood began, ‘make it mean something. Go!’

      Drimmon raced to the elevator.

      ‘Maintain ordnance!’ ordered Lockwood. ‘Keep us alive long enough to cover the Liberty Wind!’
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        * * *

      

      Korvan didn’t acknowledge their presence, even as the bullets sank into his skin.

      Enoch’s bulk convulsed as the electrodes throbbed inside him.

      Korvan waved a flaming lighter beneath Enoch’s chin. ‘What’s worse—electricity or fire?’

      Gallows kept firing, for all the good it did. Damien set throwing knives between his fingers.

      And Valentine stood on the spot, frozen, eyes wide.

      ‘A moment, brother.’ Korvan’s voice sang. He snapped the lighter closed, turned, and with inhuman speed, closed the ground, swept the rifle from Gallows’ hands and threw him to the ground.

      Damien struck next, fists jack-hammering, blade points shredding cloth and skin. Korvan grabbed him by the throat and shoved him away.

      Korvan turned to Valentine, arms swept wide. ‘By all means, join in.’ The words fell from his mouth like a coffin lid sliding in a tomb. ‘But you cannot conquer death!’

      Valentine snapped from her reverie and tried to prove him wrong. She spat red metal from her weapon. Korvan closed his eyes, savouring it, until the magazine ran dry. ‘Fun! Now, if you’re done, I have a soul that needs purging—like the tumour it is.’

      Gallows’ blade flashed, the edge biting into skin, but Korvan shrugged it off. ‘Enoch, brother! Which of your pets would you like to see die first?’ His arms shot out, grabbing Valentine and Gallows by the throat.

      ‘No!’ Damien dived and thrust the throwing knives into Korvan’s chest. A point glinted at Korvan’s eye when he dropped Valentine and wrested it from Damien’s hand.

      ‘Much obliged.’

      He plunged it into Valentine’s thigh.

      Korvan hurled Gallows behind him and focus on Damien, Valentine’s screaming grating the air. ‘You are stronger than the other two.’ Damien unleashed a tornado of punches and roundhouse kicks. Korvan took it all, whimsical amusement playing on his face. ‘Are you even trying, disciple of Nyr? Yes! Pyron Thackeray told me what you are.’ He hooked a marble-hard fist into Damien’s jaw, sending him flailing. ‘You have grown weak. You have no claim to the altar of Nyr!’

      Gallows got to his feet, pain searing his chest. ‘Val! You okay?’

      Valentine yanked the small knife from her leg. ‘Will be when this bastard’s in the ground.’

      Even with his injured shoulder—the injury Gallows caused—Damien attacked Korvan’s pressure points with perfect precision. He flipped in the air and choked Korvan with his legs; he struck, chopped and sent his head rocketing into Korvan’s face with such force that it would break another man’s skull; he leapt and danced and scythed with fist and foot—but Korvan took it all.

      ‘Tedium is the curse of immortals, little man, and you are boring me. I know! Some music!’ Korvan clasped a remote control from his coat. He activated it, and Enoch’s anguished screams echoed through the vast, round chamber. ‘Much better!’

      Damien rested on one knee, sweat sheening his face. ‘Go,’ he called. ‘Both of you. Get Serena!’

      ‘He’ll kill you,’ warned Gallows.

      ‘He’ll try.’

      ‘I ain’t leaving,’ said Valentine.

      Gallows pulled her away. ‘We can’t kill Thackeray if we’re dead. C’mon.’

      ‘Alone at last,’ Gallows heard Korvan say at his back.
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        * * *

      

      Beneath blackened skies, the Liberty Wind arrowed towards the earth. Lightning stretched out, rain trounced her hull and thunder beat like a sledgehammer.

      Lockwood’s warship cleared the ground defences, but the Wind took some damage. Her machines screeched in alarm.

      The Schiehallion’s guns detonated through the air. Her hull was ablaze, the rain doing little against the inferno surrounding her. Drimmon wouldn’t have much time before she fell.

      With only three rotors still active, the Wind lumbered like a bird with a broken wing. The towering Spire filled the skyglass, its guts showing. He circled around and made the landing, dancing between forks of lightning all the way.

      He ran to the hold, stomach cramping in complaint from the abuse Cronin had put him through. The cargo ramp creaked open; hot wind pulled at him, whipping sand into his eyes and mouth.

      He darted to the Spire’s massive entrance, screwdriver in hand, knowing a bolt of lightning could end him at any second.

      With fumbling fingers, he took the panel off. He yanked the web of wiring and reconnected them, bypassing the door’s lock with a shower of sparks. It opened with a smooth swish.

      When this was over, he’d tell Clara and Tiera and Roarke what he’d done. They all took the piss out of him for loving Ena. This’d show ’em. It was an act of defiance—a middle finger to the Confessor for battering him and saying those nasty things about Ena. It was for the Guild. The Ballad. The Liberty Wind.

      For Captain Fitzwilliam.

      He took refuge inside, running to the control room, not stopping to catch his breath.

      Explosives weren’t his forte, but Drimmon knew the basics: Set the timer and run. Blowing the core would cut the power.

      The inside was different from the other Spires. Newer. Drimmon liked tech; lived for it. But some of the instruments and gear here put even his knowledge to shame. ‘Yeah, but you’ll still blow up the same, won’t ya?’

      He placed the ignium charge on the panel. The chamber amplified the noise from outside, like snare drums battering in his head. He set the explosive in the Spire’s core. His eyes clenched tight as he ran to the safety of his airship, wind and rain lashing him.

      Shrapnel sliced through the air. When he opened his eyes, he was inside the cargo hold, a sharp piece of metal digging into the wall not an inch from his head.

      Keeping his eyes on the metal, he prodded the button to raise the cargo ramp.

      And damn the Gods, today would be the day he asked Ena to marry him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Thackeray had disappeared. Serena sat on the spot by the window, unable to keep her eyes from Roarke’s body. Hunger, thirst and exhaustion gnawed at her, made her limbs weary.

      You are the Herald of Death.

      No wonder Jozef resented being saddled with her.

      Lamps buzzed in and out in the chamber beyond.

      When the light returned, Thackeray’s face appeared behind his console again, brow knitted. She didn’t know how to take him. He wasn’t the smiling, passionate extrovert the Viator painted him as. He wasn’t the frenzied fanatic whose voice throbbed out from the Info Towers. For sure, he was driven—his eyes were hard and focused—but Serena didn’t reckon he was angry. In fact, he didn’t look evil. He didn’t wear the same malice on his face as Enfield did down in the tunnels. He looked tired, more than anything.

      ‘You gonna speak?’ she asked, not even sure if the intercom was on.

      He didn’t say anything.

      And that pissed her off. More dire concerns sat just six feet from her, bleeding on the floor, but the way he sat there in silence infuriated her, regarding her like she was an animal in a pen. She raised her hand, felt the beginning of an electric spark. She reached out and pointed to Thackeray, willed him to explain.

      ‘With a single button I will flood your cell with radiation,’ he stated, without emotion. ‘Do you think you’re quick enough?’

      The anger dissipated, replaced with numb dread. ‘If you’re going to kill me,’ she said, ‘just kill me.’

      ‘I have no desire to kill you.’

      She sprung from the bed and pounded on the window with her fist. ‘Then what? What am I doing here?’

      Thackeray sat and leaned back in his chair. He tapped a pen on the console. ‘Do you know how Dalthea was formed?’

      ‘Really not in the mood for a history lesson, asshole.’

      She expected him to say something at that. He didn’t. ‘A blessing from the stars.’

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘Ancient scrolls depict a meteor or asteroid striking our planet. It devastated the continent and struck deep into the earth, sending landforms spiralling away, changing the landscape.’

      That rang a bell. Aerulus’ fist. ‘The Steelpeak mountains.’

      Thackeray leaned forward. ‘Other meteors fell around the world, but ours—ours was made completely of ignicite. For millennia, the tribes worshiped it. Some say it was a gift from the Orinul, others say it came long before them.’

      ‘The Orinul were evil.’ Serena folded her arms. ‘Oh yeah, and fictional.’

      ‘Evil,’ Thackeray began, ‘is a matter of perspective. A disease isn’t “evil” because its malignance robs the body of life. Bloodlung sent thousands to the grave, but it wasn’t evil.’

      ‘If you’re gonna say everything you’ve done was in your nature, I don’t wanna hear it.’

      ‘Of course not—I owe you no justifications, Serena.’

      ‘Then why are you boring me with this?’

      ‘To explain your lineage.’

      It took a moment for the word to strike home. ‘What? Are you saying I’m an Orinul?’ She laughed at that, sharp and humourless.

      ‘Not quite. The Orinul once ruled over mankind. For eons, this world was their dominion. Some believe they dwelled here before us. Others believe they came from the same place as the ignicite, while others say it drew them here across the stars—not a gift, but a beacon.’

      ‘And some people believe shadow dragons live on the moon.’

      A smile played beneath his tidy moustache. ‘Folklore often possesses grains of truth. The Orinul ruled over us, Serena. Enslaved mankind. Stole our free will. But we rebelled.’

      ‘What, some “Chosen One” broke their spell and rose up against them with a magic sword?’

      Thackeray stayed silent. Then: ‘Tell me, who is the God King?’

      ‘Aerulus.’ Where’s he going with this?

      The Prime Councillor got up and paced in the chamber, one hand behind his straight back, the other clasping his cane. His uniform was in perfect condition, highlighted with crimson, gold and purple. ‘Musa was the true king of the Gods.’

      Serena laughed again. ‘Everyone knows-’

      ‘No.’ Thackeray shook his head. ‘It’s that wilful ignorance that brought this kingdom to its knees.

      ‘The Orinul reigned over this world. They enslaved our species. Then, somewhere, a girl was born. A girl with a fragment of their power—Musa. The first Siren. She broke the will of the Orinul and unshackled their bonds. She freed others and the green shoots of rebellion flourished into something greater. Hope spread.

      ‘But the demons still held power. A bloody war erupted. Brother killed brother. A red slaughter spanned the earth. Blood watered the soil. Hope seemed lost. Then, with ten warriors, Musa vanquished her enemies. She brought down their empire. It sparked the Fayth of the Indecim. Aerulus wasn’t their leader—Musa was. She led humanity to salvation.’

      ‘That’s a nice story. When I get out of here, I’m gonna make you jump into Irros’ Bounty.’

      Thackeray smiled as though she offered him a sweet. ‘We have conquered the Poison Veil, Serena. The radiation doesn’t burn the flesh of the dead, only the living.’

      ‘Great. I’ll kill you first and you can die pretty.’

      ‘Our knowledge of ignicite barely scratches the surface. Palthonheim was a tragedy, but my Wraiths can pass its borders undisturbed. Doctor Mathieson posited that the radiation burns the souls of the living—he was one for drama.’

      ‘Palthonheim,’ Serena said, a memory bubbling to the surface. ‘Those Wraith things… Is Enoch a Wraith?’

      ‘Enoch and Korvan. They were to lead my forces. But Korvan is… difficult to control, and Enoch has too much humanity in him. Removing free will helped, but not enough—not in the time we have left. The Wraiths are drones—killers, yes, but this kingdom needs soldiers. Without proper command, they would perish. I need men of will. Men ready to die.

      ‘Enfield’s treachery has given me the greatest weapon I could have hoped for. You, Serena—you will control my army. I will help you refine your abilities. In time, your powers will stretch over continents. You will command my armies and march them across the Idari homelands. You will be the weapon that ends this war.’

      The hair on Serena’s neck stood. ‘Even if any of this shit is true, how can I save the world? I’m not a God!’

      The instruments around Thackeray’s console flashed and hummed. Worry knitted his face. Serena only became aware of it with its absence, but the far-off boom of wind and thunder ceased. Something was happening outside.

      ‘Musa freed humanity.’ Thackeray stepped closer to the cell, eyes narrowed. ‘She could have accomplished so much more.’

      The Herald of Death will be governed by a human hand. ‘I won’t help you,’ she sneered. ‘I’d rather die.’

      Thackeray stood still for a moment, his white cane gleaming.

      He produced a vial from his coat. ‘Fortunately, you won’t have a say in the matter.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The Spire’s external lighting clung on to life before stuttering and dying. Lightning still snarled overhead, battering the Schiehallion.

      ‘Ma’am!’ Lestra shook her head, mouth hanging open. ‘He did it! The Spire—it’s depowering!’

      Lockwood said nothing. She’d celebrate when the sky cleared and when the monsters behind this had their necks in a noose.

      The Schiehallion was alone in the sky. Tugarin was gone, as was the Callan. The Moonwaltzer and the Overseer were smouldering, black husks on the desert floor. Fires raged on the Schiehallion’s hull, the rain doing nothing to quell them. The damage was done. Inside, bulkheads were sealed to contain the inferno. Men and women were sacrificed. She would not stay in the air much longer. She would never see battle again.

      ‘Set her down!’ ordered Lockwood. ‘We’ve done all we can.’

      ‘Gallows and Valentine will take care of Thackeray,’ rasped Fallon.

      ‘They could be dead already. We’ve risked everything here, Aramon. I hope it’s worth it.’

      Fallon didn’t respond.

      ‘“To win at all costs is as bad as losing.”’

      Fallon’s eyebrow arched. ‘You quoting tal Varaldo?’

      Lockwood shook her head. ‘It’s a Ryndaran proverb.’

      Fallon grunted. ‘Knew it’d be something stupid.’

      ‘Your man Gallows. He said the Mages’ Guildmaster was taken by Thackeray because she aided the girl. Did you see her in the Gravehold?’

      Fallon shook his head. ‘If she helped the orphan, Cronin likely has her.’ His words carried all the weight that deserved.

      Lockwood’s gaze turned down. ‘Gods only know the hell he’s putting her through.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Tea?’ Cronin offered.

      Myriel shook her head. ‘Confessor, never would I even have considered refusing tea before. But when the hand that offers it is as stained as yours, I find my stomach turning.’

      The Confessor’s lips curled as he poured himself a cup. ‘No need for hostility, Myriel.’

      ‘Guildmaster.’

      ‘Hardly. You have nothing to fear from me. Has your stay not been comfortable?’

      Her cramped cell had been furnished with fresh linen and a stack of old books. Even a small mirror. The armed guard outside was less homely. ‘I’d sooner take the Gravehold than a gilded cage, Confessor. I find filth to be more honest.’

      Cronin stood, fists placed on the steel table which separated them. ‘We all live in a gilded cage, Myriel. Only the Fayth can liberate us.’

      Myriel sneered. ‘The Indecim hold us in heavy shackles, Confessor. The Orinul may have enslaved our minds, but the Gods enslave our souls.’

      Cronin laughed at that, a hideous, curling, high-pitched peal.

      ‘You love your job, don’t you, Confessor?’

      ‘I am fortunate to have found my calling. Now, I ask again: Why did you approach the girl at the funeral? How did you know she was in the city?’

      ‘I went to pay my respects to the Raincatchers. That’s the first time I saw Serena. That’s all there is to it.’

      Cronin rubbed the bridge of his nose before fixing his round-lensed glasses. ‘At this point, I should inform you that I do not wish to resort to my usual methods of interrogation. I am lenient only as a professional courtesy—do not make the mistake of trying my patience.’

      Myriel leaned back. ‘Tell me, were you the bully or the bullied?’

      Cronin’s eyes narrowed. ‘I’m not sure I get your meaning.’

      ‘Oh, men like you aren’t born as twisted little parasites. What was it? Did a bigger boy push you into a pond? Or perhaps the girls refused to dance with little Lenis?’

      Cronin cackled again. ‘This is the game you wish to play? Very well.’ Cronin stalked around the table, hands behind his back. ‘I was a sickly child, Myriel. Bloodlung ravaged my mother throughout her pregnancy. It deforms babies’ bones, you see. The doctors didn’t believe I would last a night—but I proved them wrong.’

      Cronin’s footsteps crept slow and light on the cold tiled floor. Myriel didn’t dare look behind her.

      ‘And yes,’ he continued, ‘the other children preyed upon my weakness. For years. But I found solace in the Codex. The Fayth saved me, Myriel. The Gods gave me strength. My spine may have bent but my spirit remained straight and steadfast. I pledged myself to the Fayth and, over time, I beat the corruption that festered within me. I healed, physically and spiritually.

      ‘And I never forgot what they did to me. The bigger boys that pushed me. The pretty girls that teased me.’ His hot breath played on the back of Myriel’s neck. ‘When I was through with them, the boys weren’t so big and the girls weren’t so pretty. The Sisters whose job it was to protect me… They showed me that the purest form of salvation comes in the mortification of one’s senses. Every name, Myriel. Every face. They all ended up in the Gravehold, awaiting judgement by the Gods. I purged the sins from them and made them pure.’

      Myriel shook her head. ‘That’s how you justify the horrors you inflict? You poor, poor boy.’

      Cronin appeared in front of her again, twisted face leering down at her. ‘I inflict only what is just.’ The back of his gloved hand struck her face. ‘As I said—I am lucky to perform a duty which I enjoy.’

      Gunfire rang out beyond the door, accompanied by screaming.

      Cronin froze.

      A single gunshot snapped, and then silence.

      ‘Well, Confessor Cronin.’ Myriel leaned forward and steepled her fingers. ‘It appears you’re shit out of luck.’
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        * * *

      

      Damien flew into the wall, almost breaking his back. He fell to the floor.

      Korvan looked at him the way a cat regards a dead rat. ‘Does my memory deceive me? Does Nyr sing lies into my ear?’ Korvan gazed up, as if expecting Nyr to answer. He dragged Damien across the floor and placed a heavy boot on his chest. ‘Will your soul burn as brightly as my brother’s?’

      Korvan flicked the switch in his hand, and Enoch screamed.

      So much screaming. More than a man has in him.

      ‘I know about you, Nyr-az-Telun!’ Korvan’s voice switched between a low rumble and a lilting giggle, like two souls in the one body, each battling for dominating. ‘I know of the bloody swathes you cut across the world. I know of the men and women you slaughtered. You have the bloodlust, Disciple of Nyr! We are the same.’

      Korvan pressed harder.

      A rib cracked.

      ‘Though perhaps you are a mite more fragile.’

      ‘I…’ The pain in Damien’s chest cut the words off.

      Beyond Korvan, Enoch struggled against the bonds.

      Silver teeth gleamed in Korvan’s mouth. ‘Brother! I see you have some spirit in you after all! But how much?’ Korvan increased the power. Enoch’s skin sizzled and smoked. ‘Very fancy, these newfangled gadgets. All the hours I wasted flicking a lighter at him!’

      Damien sent his heel into Korvan’s groin. He didn’t react.

      ‘Soon airships will communicate with voice, through receivers! Isn’t technology marvellous?’ Korvan’s fist pummelled Damien, blood bubbling from his lip.

      ‘Stop, Korvan! I… I am sorry for what I did to you.’

      Distracted by Enoch’s voice, Korvan eased the pressure.

      Damien took the opportunity.

      He rolled onto his side, pain burning brighter with every move. His enemy was insurmountable. Frontal attacks would hurt him more than Korvan.

      So he took to the shadows. He scaled the metal beams, gliding across the steel, climbed deep into the shadows above.

      Korvan’s laughter wailed high up into the rafters. ‘And the Disciple hides like the coward he is.’

      Enoch screeched. A shower of sparks burst from him. Korvan’s laughter floated up.

      What have you become? You could have had it all, “Damien”. You could have bathed in blood for all your days.

      No! I am not the same as this monster!

      Damien floated down, climbing between the criss-crossing struts of the chamber. He swung and launched both feet into Korvan before disappearing amid the shadows again. He has a weakness—and I will find it!

      In the darkness, Damien guided himself by touch and smell more than sight. He struck at Korvan from the shadows, disoriented him, lured him to different corners, chipping away at his defences. Guerrilla tactics—fast, surprising, hitting and running.

      He was faster than Korvan.

      ‘I like a fondle in the dark as much as the next killer,’ Korvan called, ‘but Enoch may have a different opinion, Disciple! I present you with a choice: You can kill him quickly—as I know you can—or you can keep fluttering like a sparrow in the dark, and listen to his screams as I slowly nudge him into insanity—like those funny dancing bears the Tarevian carnivals used to produce!’

      Silence.

      ‘Would you like that, Enoch? Would you like to dance for the people’s pennies as they chant your name? “Enoch the Imbecile” I think I’ll call you!’

      Damien flitted through the dark. He strained to focus …

      Lockwood’s men, struggling with the elevator…

      …Wraiths lying mangled on the floor…

      And outside, thunder, rain and lightning…

      Enoch screamed—Damien descended with lightning speed and destroyed the remote control in Korvan’s hand, sent a spinning elbow into his jaw and disappeared into the darkness again.

      ‘I will atone for what I have done,’ breathed Damien. ‘You can claim no such thing.’

      Enoch’s eyes opened.

      Like white-hot pokers stabbing him, Damien’s chest blazed with pain. The broken rib threatened to pierce one of his organs. One way or another, this fight would end soon.

      Enoch’s bonds grew taut. Veins popped from his stone skin.

      And one arm snapped free.

      ‘Brother!’ called Korvan. ‘I was worried you weren’t going to join us!’
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        * * *

      

      Gallows shot the lock and kicked the door down.

      ‘It ain’t Thackeray,’ spat Valentine.

      ‘No.’ Gallows lowered his weapon. ‘It ain’t.’

      Confessor Cronin smiled at Gallows. The son of a bitch actually smiled.

      ‘Now would be a good time to shoot him,’ said Valentine.

      Myriel got to her feet. ‘I concur.’

      ‘No!’ Gallows pushed the barrel of Valentine’s gun away. ‘Take Myriel. Get Serena.’

      Valentine gave him a sidelong glance. ‘You kidding me?’

      ‘Serena!’ Myriel strode towards Gallows. ‘She’s here?’

      ‘Reckon so.’ He spoke without taking his eyes from Cronin. ‘Go. Now.’

      ‘You sure about this?’

      Cronin’s face softened. ‘Dispense with the hard-man routine, Mister Gallows. We both know you don’t intend on walking away from here.’

      ‘Ty…’

      ‘Get Serena. Go. Now.’

      Valentine walked backwards out of the door, rifle raised. ‘See you on the other side.’

      ‘Close the door,’ said Gallows.
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        * * *

      

      The Liberty Wind hovered close to the base of the Spire. Its warning lights dimmed and even the sky was beginning to clear.

      The hulking warship lumbered. Drimmon had never seen an airship take so much damage and stay in the air. She was a tough bird right enough, and Drimmon had no doubt that was down to her captain. She was even scarier than Tiera and Ena put tog-

      Lightning surged from the black sky, heavy and slow, like a sledgehammer. It battered the Schiehallion’s hull, forked and sparked out, searing the air like the crack of a whip.

      ‘What the…?’

      Another volley of pulsing blue and violet bolts struck out at the warship. Chunks of armour sparked and broke away.

      Drimmon had never seen anything like it. The lightning wasn’t random—it was targeting the Schiehallion.

      ‘They’re all gonna die. They’re all gonna die.’

      Drimmon sat frozen. Taking the Liberty Wind up there would mean putting himself in danger.

      He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t leave Ena alone. Who’d look after her?

      Thunder rolled in the artificial night, another surge of lightning slashing from the heavens. The Schiehallion belched black smoke and fire.

      Drimmon pulled the flight stick and pushed the throttle.

      He made his decision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘I can end it, you know.’ Cronin sat behind the table and motioned for Gallows to do the same. ‘I can end the torment, Mister Gallows.’

      Gallows stood, gun in hand. ‘Shut your damn mouth before I kill you. The only reason you’re alive is because I’ve got questions.’

      Cronin beamed. ‘Ah, the roles are reversed!’ He sounded like a kid with a new toy.

      ‘Sera.’ Gallows gave her name the weight it deserved. ‘What did you do to her?’ Different answers burned in his head. None of them would make him happy—but he had to know.

      Cronin locked his fingers together. ‘You’ll have to be more specific.’

      ‘What did you do? Did you torture her?’ Gallows pulled the Vindicator close to his shoulder. His hands tremored. ‘I’ll ask one more time.’

      ‘If you were going to kill me, you would have. Sit.’

      The gun wavered in his hands.

      ‘Sit.’

      Gallows placed the gun on the table, between a heavy book and a small mirror. He took a seat across from Cronin.

      The Confessor wore the smug look of a fox. ‘Seraphine Luvandis. We had word that your unit was captured. The Prime Councillor wanted her questioned. When it became apparent that she knew little, we dispatched Damien Fieri to eliminate you. The work he did for us in the past… Suffice it to say, we were surprised when you came back.’

      Gallows’ stomach churned, his arms tense with rage. ‘Sera. What did you do to her?’

      ‘As a customs agent with Idari lineage, Seraphine was ideally placed to smuggle weapons from Idaris across Irros’ Bounty.’

      ‘She would never do that!’

      ‘You small-minded fool! Put yourself in our shoes. The RDN Enlighten was destroyed! The Sanctecano Islands annexed! We had to take precautions in the interests of national security.’

      ‘Sera wasn’t a traitor! Thackeray is done, Cronin. He failed to start his war. Farro Zoven’s empire has been dismantled. And I swear to all the Gods if you don’t tell me what you did to Sera, I’ll spend the next month chipping bits of you away, piece by piece. I’ll break your fingers. I’ll carve your goddamn eyes out. I’ll see that you’re in complete agony every time you fucking breathe. What. Did. You. Do?’

      ‘Such anger, Mister Gallows. Such pain. If you must know, we administered an early incarnation of Norcoté Vaughan’s mind-control drug. In fact, Sera was the very first test subject. Not even Doctor Mathieson knew.’

      Gallows fought the urge to vomit. ‘What did you make her do?’

      ‘Do you really wish to know?’

      Gallows closed his eyes. He couldn’t look at the Confessor, couldn’t hear any more.

      He forced himself to look, voice small when the word came. ‘Yes.’

      Cronin’s lip protruded. ‘Nothing. I asked her to tell the truth about her family. About you. She gave us no viable intelligence whatsoever.’

      He wanted to cry, wanted to believe it. But what if he was lying? ‘If she wasn’t useful to you, why keep her here? Why kill her?’

      ‘The drug hadn’t been tested extensively. We had to be sure. When it was clear Seraphine posed no threat, we disposed of her.’

      ‘“Disposed”? She was a human being!’

      ‘And we were at war! Do you believe her to be the only innocent who died?’

      Gallows’ fingers tightened around the gun’s grip. ‘How did she die?’

      ‘What does it matter?’

      ‘It goddamn matters, Cronin!’ Tears streamed from Gallows’ stinging eyes. ‘Tell me.’

      ‘Injection. Painless.’

      Gallows analysed the Confessor. Was he lying? Did this monster have it in him to kill anyone without torturing them? It was impossible to tell. Liars smiled a lot, kept their movements small and their lips tight. Cronin didn’t show those signs.

      But he was a Confessor.

      ‘I see your suffering,’ he whispered. ‘You wear it as plain as the sword at your side.’

      ‘I suffer because of you.’

      ‘You held a great deal of love for Sera, and she you. Not once did she beg or plead or bargain for her life—but she did for yours. People tend to hold a romantic view of love, like it is some all-conquering force of good, that it will somehow protect them like the wings of an angel. Stick them in a room with me for five minutes…’

      Cronin didn’t finish. He didn’t need to.

      ‘But not Sera,’ the Confessor said.

      Gallows didn’t bother trying to hold back the tears.

      ‘Do you want to see her again?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Sera. You wish to see her again, yes?’ Cronin’s lips parted, his words soft and honeyed. ‘Let me help you.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Suicide is a sin, Mister Gallows. I know what you desire. I can give you a good death.’

      ‘I…’

      ‘Painless. Like hers. You believe in the Indecim as I do, yes? You won’t reach Heaven if you die by your own hand. Let me help you. Let me return you to Sera.’

      ‘You don’t…’

      ‘You seek peace. I can give it to you. You came back from the war, but your old life wasn’t here. I know what happened to you. I know what the Perceptor did to you. And it’s okay, Mister Gallows. It’s okay to feel what you’ve been feeling. Let me help you.’

      He sounded just like Nidra. The honeyed words, the sympathetic tilt of the head.

      But what did Tyson Gallows have to live for? He’d been living a lie for two years now. Cronin may be a monster, but he wasn’t wrong. Gallows should have died in that prison cell.

      He should never have come back.

      And Serena? Valentine and Damien can save her. What life do I have anyway?

      ‘Suicide is a sin,’ Cronin repeated. ‘Let me help you. Mercifully. Quickly.’

      Gallows wanted to argue but couldn’t find the words. He didn’t have a life, he was just going through the motions. It was a struggle just to get up in the morning. Hadn't he been through enough? Didn't he deserve his rest?

      ‘You believe you’ll go to Heaven?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘I know it,’ said Cronin. ‘My faith is absolute, which is how I know you will be reunited with Sera. Isn’t that what you want?’

      ‘More than anything.’ Gallows closed his eyes.

      That was when Cronin made his move.

      A jet of red gas sprayed from a gadget within his sleeve.

      It filled Gallows’ head, made him dizzy.

      ‘A concentrated form of Vaughan’s potion, meant for Myriel. Take your hand away from the gun, Mister Gallows.’

      Gallows did as he was told.

      ‘Good boy. Now get me out of here! If we see your friends, kill them.’

      Gallows stood.

      ‘Through the door. Now!’

      Gallows didn’t move. Instead, he picked up the mirror from the table.

      ‘What are you doing? Move!’

      Gallows weighed it in his hands before smashing it on the table and pocketing a shard of glass.

      Cronin shrank back. ‘What are you doing?’

      Gallows flung the table out of the way, leapt forward and sent a left jab into Cronin’s mouth, followed by a right cross. It snapped the Confessor’s head back. Blood bubbled from his nose.

      ‘H-how? How are you doing this?’ Blood gurgled in Cronin’s throat. ‘How?’

      ‘Funny.’ The corner of Gallows’ mouth spiked. ‘Nidra begged me to tell her the same thing.’

      Cronin scrambled to the floor and snatched Gallows’ gun. He pointed it at Gallows and pulled the trigger.

      Click.

      ‘Used my last round on the door,’ Gallows said.

      Cronin scowled. He looked around the cell in desperation, hands flailing. He picked up a book and readied his arm to lob it.

      ‘The fearsome Confessor Cronin—armed with literature.’

      Cronin dropped the tome. ‘Be done with it, then. Kill me. What have I to fear? My seat in Heaven is secure.’

      ‘You sure about that?’ Gallows dragged Cronin and shoved him down onto the upturned table. He ripped his sleeve and pulled the gas dispenser from the confessor’s arm.

      ‘No… Stop! Stop!’

      Gallows was done listening. Cronin’s eyes shot open and the gas hissed into his horrified, twisting face. The Confessor writhed and screamed, blood and phlegm bubbling from his mouth. ‘You can’t do this to me! I am a Confessor! I… I am…’

      And then he stopped struggling.

      Gallows stepped back. ‘Get up.’

      On unsure legs, Cronin stood straight, bloodied face turning placid.

      Gallows palmed the shard of mirror glass into Cronin’s hand.

      ‘Kill yourself.’

      Without questioning, Cronin took the sharp glass and drew it across his wrists.

      Gallows stepped over him on his way out. ‘See you in Hell.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Abandon ship!’ Lockwood called. ‘Take us low enough to rappel!’

      The COC rocked. The skyglass cracked beneath the weight of the lightning barrage.

      ‘Ain’t you got shuttles?’ Fallon growled.

      ‘This vessel was unveiled as a PR stunt, I’ve been working with a skeleton crew as it is! And all bar one Eagle is destroyed!’

      ‘Fires in B-4 and C-3!’ yelled Lestra. ‘No response, ma’am.’

      ‘Give me the comm. Crew of the Schiehallion, cease fire and abandon ship! Abandon-’

      The detonation came from within the warship. Alarms blared, their shrill, piercing howl suffocating the senses.

      ‘Comms down!’ yelled Lestra. ‘Rotors destroyed! Thrusters inoperable! Ignium ballast is the only thing keeping us in the air!’

      ‘Specialist Lestra, it’s been an honour serving with you. Take my Eagle and get as far away as possible.’

      ‘With all due respect, ma’am-’

      ‘That was an order, Specialist!’

      ‘Rowena,’ spat Fallon, ‘you can take this martyr shit and stick it up-’

      The COC’s elevator door squealed open. ‘Oi! You lot!’ yelled Clara. ‘It’s the Wind! She’s here!’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Drimmon lowered the cargo ramp. Only a lunatic would attempt what he was doing. Fitz would have his balls.

      ‘Come on! Come on!’

      He used the Schiehallion to shield the Liberty Wind from the lightning attack, hovering beneath her. His fingers jammed the flight control and hammered the Bride’s Code dials and set it to auto-repeat.

      ‘Eiro above, I hope this works.’

      He guided the first trooper down, unhooked him from his rope and told him to help with the others. This is insane!

      His own harness cut into his body as the wind whipped the airship from side to side.

      The next airman came into view—an apocalyptic boom resounded, jolting the Schiehallion. The ascending soldier’s rope yanked to the side, the force severing it and sending him plummeting. Drimmon watched him disappear into the sandstorm caused by the Wind’s rotors.

      Another pair of boots landed on the cargo ramp, and another. ‘Secure yourselves!’ Drimmon shouted. ‘Hey, you seen Clara-’

      The Wind quaked and Drimmon fell on his face. He rolled and tumbled along the ramp, the rope connecting his harness growing taut.

      He swung over the edge of the ramp, suspended in the air, the wind jostling him.

      Terror froze him. All he could think about was Ena.

      Then the threads of his rope began to snap.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Go!’ Lockwood shoved Lestra through the hatch, cold air rushing up. ‘You next, Major!’

      ‘What’s with you captains and your obsession with goin’ down with your ship? She ain’t even pretty!’

      Lockwood hooked Fallon to the rope. ‘The Schiehallion is not going down—she’s going up.’ Fallon disappeared. He was the last person. There could be dozens more around the warship, but time had run out. A good commander knew when to cut her losses.

      From the chain around her neck, she produced a key. The weapons aboard were experimental—aside from Thackeray, she was the only one who knew about them. No shuttles but plenty of bombs.

      She put the key into the slot and twisted.

      ‘Self-destruct sequence initiated. Five minutes until destruction. All personnel are warned to vacate the ship. Repeat: Self-destruct sequence initiated.’
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        * * *

      

      Drimmon couldn’t hear his own voice as he begged for help. Flickers of lightning lit the sky. He could only stare at the fraying edge of the rope. With every second, he felt the ground creep closer.

      His heart filled his throat.

      Gravity pulled him.

      Gods, Ena, I am so sorr-

      Two sets of hands yanked him up. His fingers clung to the edge of the ramp, just as the rope snapped.

      ‘Up you get, lad!’ The wind muffled Clara’s voice. She and the bloke with the eye patch hauled him over the edge.

      Lockwood swung down, cutting her rope away with a knife clenched between her teeth. ‘Raise the cargo ramp!’ she ordered. ‘Get us out of here!’

      

      The Liberty Wind turned in the air, debris from the Schiehallion cracking her skyglass. Drimmon sat in Fitz’s old chair, Lestra in the co-pilot’s.

      ‘South!’ yelled Lockwood. ‘Less than one minute to get out of range!’

      Drimmon’s fingers curled around the flight stick like a dead man clutching his last penny. Lightning chased the Wind as she cut through the air.

      ‘Brace!’

      Something tugged the Wind. A fiery, orange light filled the sky.

      Behind her, the Schiehallion erupted, leaving a towering mushroom cloud in her wake, finally destroying the Spire.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You have potential,’ Korvan said after Damien struck from the shadows again. ‘When I rummage through my toy box of human skulls in eons to come, I think I’ll play with yours the most.’

      Enoch charged at Korvan. ‘You don’t have to live like this,’ Enoch spoke between strikes. ‘You can find redemption.’

      Korvan wrapped his hands around Enoch’s neck and pinned him to the wall. ‘How’s it working out for you?’

      ‘Hatred,’ Enoch gargled, ‘is no compass with which to guide-’

      ‘Do shut up, Enoch.’ Korvan swung Enoch and slammed his head into the wall. ‘Were I not already dead, I fear you’d bore me into killing myself. Or you. Or a puppy. I am long past saving, brother, and glad of it. Not until I died, did I see the truth: Mankind is a virus—a sexually transmitted disease that propagates in spite of itself. The Orinul were right to take our free will!

      ‘And after I have extinguished all life—when every man, woman and child is drowning in their own blood—I will turn my gaze to the Gods and punish them for the crime of humanity! Then after that, I don’t know, probably the seaside for a bit.’

      ‘Why are you doing this?’ Damien called from the shadows. Pain blunted his senses. He needed medical attention.

      ‘Pyron provides me with subjects for my studies. So many specimens! What of you, Disciple? Where do you believe a man’s humanity resides? The heart? The brain? The odd little bit on the ear?’

      Damien struck Korvan and rolled away. ‘You’re Thackeray’s lapdog,’ he said, straining to keep the pain from his voice. ‘Pathetic.’

      Korvan’s face stretched in anger. ‘How dare you say—actually, I don’t care.’

      Metal rained down above them, twisting and bouncing from the girders and beams. The floor quaked.

      ‘Time runs low!’ Korvan boomed.

      ‘Where is the girl?’

      ‘Ah, there is power in her. Perhaps I’ll find it when I decorate this place with her organs?’

      The walls shook and rumbled.

      ‘Some part of you… remains, Korvan.’ Enoch leaned against the wall. ‘As it does… in me.’

      Korvan kicked Enoch in the stomach.

      Damien leapt and swung to a new vantage point. Speed was the only edge he had over Korvan. Metal squealed somewhere high above him. Steel beams collapsed and ripped through the darkness.

      They were beneath the Spire.

      Heat… Ignium…

      ‘Bleach, fire,’ mused Korvan. ‘Perhaps I’m thinking about this the wrong way. Perhaps physical pain is not as destructive as other forms? This must be how tal Varaldo felt when he composed his seventh symphony!’ Korvan grabbed Enoch’s cheek like a besotted aunt with a baby. ‘But we have time, don’t we, poppet?’

      Enoch fought back. He clobbered Korvan, stone fists smashing into his brother.

      Korvan beamed. ‘About time! Give me pain! Make me remember what it was like to be alive!’

      The ground tremored beneath Damien’s feet. Steel tubing crashed from the tall, shadowy recesses. Smoke and fire flowed like water high above them.

      The Spire had fallen.

      Korvan gripped a twisted metal rebar and battered Enoch with it. Enoch cowered beneath the blows—before his hand shot up and wrested it from Korvan. ‘I’m sorry for what I did to you.’

      The acidic tang of igneus burned Damien’s nose and throat.

      Somewhere near, a pipe had come loose.

      He darted across the long chamber. Agony sang in him with every movement. He flew into a kick, sending Korvan stumbling back, giving space for Enoch to pummel him.

      ‘Yes! Yes!’ cackled Korvan. He enjoyed it.

      Good. In Damien’s experience, pleasure was the best distraction a target could have.

      He drove his fists, spun away, kicked Korvan into a wall. Together, Damien and Enoch sent the monster reeling.

      Korvan retaliated with unalloyed ferocity, clawing out at his opponents.

      Damien numbed the pain reverberating through him. He brought his knee up to his chest and kicked out, pushing Korvan back, following up with rapid punches to his chest.

      Beneath the flowing igneus.

      ‘Weak! Weak!’ spat Korvan, rubbing his scarred, bone-white hands. ‘There is a special place in Hell for weaklings, Disciple! Right next to those who leave teabags in their cups.’

      But Damien wasn’t trying to hurt Korvan—he was looking for his lighter.

      ‘Much obliged,’ he said, clasping it in his hand.

      He flicked the lighter open and tossed it to Korvan.

      He ignited.

      Korvan’s screams switched between anguish and pleasure. His jittery movements threatened to set Damien’s clothes aflame, but he dodged and weaved out of the way, spinning behind the dead man.

      ‘Enoch! We have to get to higher ground!’

      Enoch watched Korvan as he flailed along the tunnel towards the elevator shaft, voice searing, cackling. Any living person would have died by now. ‘It’s not enough.’ Enoch’s voice grated like steel on stone. ‘Thank you for saving me.’

      Enoch’s mass charged past Damien; he pelted towards Korvan and latched onto him. Together, they leapt over the precipice of the elevator shaft and disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Belios! Near shot your head off!’ breathed Valentine. She had to shout to be heard above the destruction.

      ‘What happened to Confessor Cronin?’ Myriel didn’t sound concerned.

      Gallows brushed past them without answering. He couldn’t think about what he’d done to Cronin—not yet. The bastard deserved to die, there was no arguing with that. But Gallows believed him when he’d said Sera died without pain. That would be as much comfort as he’d ever get.

      A spiralling metal staircase stretched up into another circular tower. ‘We’re beneath the Spire!’ he called. Red alarm signals lined the walls.

      Gallows took point, taking the stairs two at a time.

      ‘Any ideas what we’re gonna find up here?’ Valentine said, grimacing with pain. Blood still seeped from the wound in her leg.

      ‘No,’ Gallows replied.

      ‘Gotta say, I’d feel better if Damien was here.’

      ‘You’re welcome to wait!’ Gallows called. ‘Myriel, you holding up okay?’

      ‘Better than you, I should think!’

      Their voices echoed within the metal shell. When he came to a grated platform, Gallows stopped for breath. ‘Serena can’t be fa-’

      The metal panel fell away. ‘Whoa! Careful!’ he yelled.

      Myriel stepped onto the platform—but as her foot left the staircase, it began to rattle and collapse.

      ‘Valentine!’ Myriel called. ‘I suggest you move your ass!’

      Val appeared and—an instant before the staircase crumbled—leaped over the resulting gap.

      Myriel helped her to her feet, and Valentine gave her thanks.

      We’ll be lucky if we even reach Thackeray. Gallows looked ahead; another staircase lay ahead.

      ‘Hey, where do those stairs go?’ Valentine asked.

      Gallows craned his head. ‘They go up.’

      The ascent was no less arduous than the previous stairwell, but most of it remained intact. After ten minutes, they came to an antechamber. At the far end of a blood-red room, a glacier cage squatted, emanating white light.

      Serena stood by its side, head hanging low, green hair tumbling around her.

      ‘Serena!’ yelled Myriel, running towards her.

      ‘Wait!’ Gallows called after her.

      The mage didn’t listen. She hugged Serena, pulling her tight. ‘Are you alright, child?’

      ‘Where’s Thackeray?’ yelled Valentine.

      Myriel turned on her. ‘Have some humanity! Can’t you see she’s in pain?’

      Gallows wanted to find him too, but something made him stay still. Valentine didn’t move either. She looked at Gallows, hands running through her hair.

      Myriel drew away from Serena, darting glances between the girl and Gallows.

      A machine hummed and buzzed at the edge of the room. A control panel?

      The Spire control. This is where Enfield tried to bring down the Liberty Wind.

      Enfield. That Idari traitor. He was the real evil here. All of this had been because of him. Amberfire Night, the opera house, Zoven—Enfield was behind it all. Pyron Thackeray was just caught up in it. Hell, he was probably innoc-

      ‘Serena,’ said Gallows. Blood turned to ice in his veins.

      She was in his head.

      ‘Serena!’ he said again, louder.

      She stood there immobile.

      Valentine hissed something but Gallows couldn’t make it out. Why was he here again? Nothing made sense. He fought to cling onto some belief—something that just a moment ago seemed so important. Why was he here?

      Valentine.

      She’d brought him here, on this crusade of hers. It was her fault—everything that had happened to Gallows was her fault. His fingers wrapped around the hilt of his sword-

      No!

      ‘Serena, stop. Please.’

      Gallows’ heart hammered. Gods no. Not again.

      But this was different from Cronin’s potion—from Nidra. This was more subtle—and stronger.

      ‘Serena!’ he called. Her eyes flicked to his.

      He willed his feet to move, to take him closer. If he could just talk to her, just see-

      But what if these thoughts weren’t his?

      Valentine strode towards Gallows, flick-knife in her hand.

      ‘Val, wait! Wait!’

      Myriel ran to Gallows, scowling. She clawed at his face.

      ‘Stop!’

      Gallows shoved Myriel away. She howled things at him in a language he didn’t recognise.

      Val’s knife whistled in the air, cutting Gallows’ forearm. She thrust for his heart—he batted her hand away and kicked her wounded leg, felling her.

      She got back to her feet in an instant.

      ‘Val, stop! This ain’t you.’

      She pounced on Gallows, tackling him to the ground. Her weapon hovered above his throat, teeth bearing down at him.

      The knife inched closer.

      Closer still.

      ‘Val. Listen to me. Listen! What you’re feeling ain’t real.’

      ‘You stopped me from saving Sturrock!’

      ‘You can beat this!’

      The rage in her eyes dissipated for a moment—Gallows felt it himself, like a sheet lifting from his shoulders.

      Serena was fighting back.

      Whatever Thackeray had done to her, she was fighting back.

      Gallows shoved Valentine off and kicked the knife from her hand.

      ‘It’s okay, Serena,’ he said, trying to sound calm. He walked towards her, Myriel paralysed at his side. ‘You can fight this. You can. I know it. There’s a part of you still in control. I know because it’s happened to me. Cling on to something—something you love. Something dear to you. Something only you-’

      Gallows looked down.

      The point of his knife pricked his wrist.

      Cold fear seized him. He hadn’t even realised he was holding it.

      ‘Serena,’ he repeated. He took another step. ‘You can beat this. I promise you. Whatever potion or drug Thackeray put in you is nothing compared to your power. I know you can beat this—like I did. I promise. All you have to do is focus. All you have to do is hope.’

      Serena’s face squirmed. Blood trailed from her nose.

      Then the fog lifted again. She collapsed into a heap.

      ‘Gods… I… Gallows, I, I’m sorry. Thackeray, he…’

      ‘It’s okay,’ urged Gallows. ‘It’s okay.’

      A crack split one of the walls. Metal clanged upon metal. ‘We gotta get out!’ yelled Valentine.

      Myriel helped Serena to her feet. ‘Can you walk?’

      ‘I… I think so. Gods, Myriel, are you okay? What have I dragged you into?’

      ‘Don’t blame yourself, sweet girl. I met Father Talbot to secure passage from the skyport and he set Cronin on me—none of this is your fault.’

      A valve in a dark corner erupted. ‘Thackeray,’ breathed Gallows, ‘is he here?’

      ‘He went through that door.’ Serena pointed to a hatch ahead.

      ‘I’ll take point.’ Valentine’s tone told Gallows there was no arguing.

      As fast as they could, they exited the chamber, ground shaking every inch of the way. Wind hit them as soon as the hatch opened, dust and sand blowing over Gallows’ face.

      They stood within the Spire, its upper quadrants hacked away.

      The depthless, clear blue of the sky peered down on them.

      ‘Here!’ called Val. She ushered Myriel and Serena into a small personnel elevator. Gallows followed.

      Wind whistled in the hollow tower as the elevator crawled up the interior. This side of the structure was secure, but Gallows didn’t much like being exposed this far above ground.

      When it lurched to a halt, they rounded a corner.

      ‘We’re halfway up a Spire!’ Serena shouted, echoing his thoughts. ‘I hope you’ve got a way out!’

      ‘As it happens, there’s an airsh-’

      And there, silver coat fluttering in the wind, checking his pocket watch, stood Pyron Thackeray.

      He craned his head, stared at Serena. A look of profound disappointment crossed his face.

      ‘I was supposed to come here alone,’ said Serena. ‘After I made you guys…’

      ‘It’s over, Thackeray!’ yelled Gallows. ‘You’re done! You’re under arrest!’

      ‘Screw you, Gallows!’ spat Val. Without warning, she brandished the flick-knife and bounded towards Thackeray.

      He shook his head and—with barely a glance—pulled a blade from his cane and cut Valentine once across the chest.

      She cried in pain and fell on her back, blood pooling as her legs thrashed.

      ‘No!’ screamed Gallows.

      Serena lifted a finger…

      ‘I… I can’t. I’m too-’

      ‘Weak and stupid,’ said Thackeray. Keeping the blade, he tossed his cane away and stood upright. From his coat, he pulled a revolver.

      ‘Get back!’

      Gallows tackled Serena and Myriel to the floor as the first bullet flew his way. ‘Back! Back!’

      They took cover behind the corner wall, another bullet almost burying in Gallows’ head as he peeked around.

      ‘I’m not one for words, so I will say this once,’ called Thackeray. ‘I’ll shoot the traitor here if any of you show your face.’

      Shit. Valentine screamed at Thackeray, her cries fading in and out. Gallows still had his sword and the B-knife, but against that revolver, he would never get close enough in time.

      ‘He’s got a fighter coming,’ warned Serena. ‘An aircraft. He was gonna take me away on it. He thinks I’m a weapon!’

      Valentine was dying. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

      Thackeray would escape.

      Gallows clenched his eyes shut. May the Gods forgive me. ‘Serena,’ he began. ‘You have to do it. You have to get inside his head.’

      ‘What? No way! I, I can’t… It drains me.’

      ‘Focus. Just long enough to make him drop his gun. Long enough for me to take him out.’

      ‘I can’t!’

      ‘You can. Look at me.’

      Serena’s eyes shone.

      ‘You can do it,’ Gallows said. ‘Just long enough for me to circle round behind the elevator shaft.’

      ‘What, outside the Spire?’

      ‘It’s the only way it’ll work. Make him turn his back on Valentine. Make him look for his airship, just long enough for me to slip past. Be subtle, so he doesn’t even know you’re putting the thoughts in his head. Can you do that for me?’

      ‘Damn the Gods…’

      ‘Myriel, look after her.’

      The mage nodded.

      Valentine screeched in pain.

      ‘When you’re ready,’ nodded Gallows.

      Serena closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Cold metal burned Gallows’ palms as he slid along the exterior of the Spire. Icy wind lashed at his face. The horizon shimmered, the mesmerising haze of the Steelpeaks daring him to take a step forward…

      ‘Whoa-oa!’ A gust of wind almost sent him plummeting.

      He scanned the sky—a plume of smoke rose from the vast wreckage of the Schiehallion. He hoped that was the reason he couldn’t see the Liberty Wind anywhere.

      Not far… Not far…

      He only had to circumnavigate a portion of the Spire—it was more than enough.

      One foot after the other.

      One foot after the-

      The floor of the access rail fell away.

      He dropped.

      Pain thrummed through his fingers as they fought for purchase. Fire burned his muscles as he pulled himself up, wind whipping at him.

      Almost there…

      The lip of the platform Thackeray had been standing by edged out.

      Only one shot at this…

      Gallows inched closer.

      With a steady hand, Thackeray held out the revolver, gaze pinned to where Gallows had been standing with Myriel and Serena.

      Now!

      He leapt out, tackling Thackeray to the floor. A gunshot rang out but the revolver disappeared over the edge of the platform.

      Gallows drove his fist into Thackeray’s stomach twice before the older man kicked out. Gallows stumbled back, heart in his mouth, wavering and almost tipping over the edge. Wind pulled him.

      Thackeray took his thin blade and rounded on Gallows, thrusting with lightning-quick speed. Gallows barely got his shortsword out in time to parry the strikes.

      They circled one another on the platform, cold wind hissing, smoke billowing from the destroyed warship. Thackeray’s sharp eyes followed Gallows. One false move—one stumble—and he was dead. It would only take a single thrust.

      Thackeray’s hand opened and closed on the hilt of his sword. Valentine tried to speak but Gallows resisted the urge to look at her.

      Thackeray’s blade flicked like a serpent’s tongue.

      Gallows deflected it—their swords clashed and harmonised with every strike and deflection.

      Thackeray’s blade pierced the air in front of Gallows, a whirling blur of silver. Gallows avoided the strike and lashed out with his own blade—metal rang as Thackeray blocked it.

      Both men fought, neither gaining the advantage—but Gallows’ body hadn’t ceased aching for days now. He would tire first, and Thackeray knew it.

      Thackeray advanced, the sun flashing on his merciless, razor sharp steel.

      Gallows pushed himself, feinting left and right. With each movement, the sword grew heavier in his hand.

      Thackeray played for time; he knew his airship was en route, knew that Gallows’ injuries wouldn’t let up.

      Come on, Serena, give me something I can work with. Gallows’ blade zig-zagged, swiping left and right, but Thackeray kept changing the rhythm of the fight—leaping and lunging, feinting, luring Gallows away.

      Not bad for someone who’d had a bad leg five minutes ago.

      Gallows parried a lunge with his left hand—it was a messy move and left him open—but he palmed his knife into his right and drove it into Thackeray’s side. The blade met muscle.

      Thackeray swept Gallows’ hand away, a gout of blood mingling with the rust on the platform. His sword jabbed and danced, turning Gallows to the edge of the platform.

      The metal squealed beneath the Hunter’s feet—Gallows leapt to the side as the panel disappeared beneath him, spinning down to the earth below.

      Thackeray chose his moment well—Gallows took a slash across the back of his shoulder. The Hunter screamed as he turned and lashed out with his shortsword, but Thackeray dodged the attack without effort, even elbowing Gallows’ follow-up with the B-knife away.

      Desperate, Gallows angled the knife towards his opponent. The blade shot out from the hilt—and missed.

      ‘Shit.’

      Thackeray kicked Gallows in the stomach. Pain detonated inside Gallows’ chest. Thackeray swung his blade low; Gallows swept it overhead with his own sword, before rolling out of the way and coming in behind Thackeray. He lunged, but Thackeray was too quick; he spun and deflected Gallows’ blade.

      Sweat tumbled from Gallows’ face. Thackeray’s skin glistened too, but they kept fighting. The Prime Councillor grunted with every move, saliva trailing from his mouth. Blood seeped from where the knife hit home.

      They duelled back and forth, neither man possessing an advantage over the other—until the point of Thackeray’s blade scored across Gallows’ right forearm. Blood seeped from the gash.

      Gallows’ pulse raced. He wouldn’t last much longer.

      He fought with more care but Thackeray knew he had the advantage now; he doubled down on his efforts.

      Pain lanced Gallows’ muscles with each dodge and block. His limbs weighed like stone, and he picked up another cut for his trouble.

      Then the wail of a Wraith craft ripped through the sky.

      Thackeray stepped aside as the craft’s bullets raked the interior of the Spire. Gallows tucked and rolled, hot metal punching into the platform just inches from him.

      ‘Ga…’ Valentine struggled. Her skin turned white.

      The Wraith craft came in for another attack, bullet holes peppering the metal tower.

      Thackeray stepped backwards onto the platform.

      The craft hovered there. Its skyglass opened, the Wraith inside stepping out to let Thackeray in.

      It was over.

      Thackeray mopped his brow and hobbled to the fighter craft, skin pale, blood flowing-

      In a cloud of gore, the Wraith’s head exploded.

      Bullets raked the fighter craft and shattered its skyglass.

      The Liberty Wind came in from the side—how the hell Fallon made that shot, Gallows would never know.

      Thackeray took cover from the gyroguns strapped to the Wind, and Gallows took great pleasure in seeing him panic.

      He strode towards the Prime Councillor and kicked his blade away.

      Gallows pulled him inside as the Wind descended.

      Valentine used all her strength to crawl towards Gallows. ‘Kill him!’ she gasped. ‘Kill him!’

      ‘He can’t die,’ Gallows said, towering above Thackeray. ‘Not before the kingdom knows. Not before we dismantle him.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The remains of Thackeray’s Spire dwindled further and further away, until it was little more than a blotch on the horizon. Gallows leaned over the rail on the Wind’s deck to watch the desert race past. He rolled an ache from his shoulders and ran a finger through his hair—wincing when he poked a fresh cut.

      In fact, his entire body throbbed with pain—he hoped the airship had painkillers. And a bar.

      The Liberty Wind was a good ship—not the prettiest, but she had heart and soul. Gallows heard it in her thrusters, felt it in the chug of her engines.

      When he left the deck, Gallows took his time traversing the ship’s passages. In many ways, they were here for him—Gallows was the one who had persuaded Lockwood to take the fight against Thackeray. She’d insisted the Prime Councillor be kept alive, but Gallows wasn’t convinced it was the best idea—especially knowing how pissed Valentine would be at him.

      Gallows checked in on the troops—the injured and the grieving. No-one exchanged many words with him—most were exhausted or in shock. Sachin’s troops huddled together in the cargo holds, clutching at fresh wounds and supping Clara’s soup. There was no love lost there, so Gallows didn’t outstay his welcome.

      The kid Drimmon—he was a good pilot. Major Fallon said he’d risked his life to save the RSF, and that Clara had saved his ass in turn. ‘Sounds like you want ’em in your unit,’ Gallows had remarked.

      All things considered, Gallows was pleasantly surprised to have survived the battle.

      ‘Tyson,’ called Damien. ‘Captain’s quarters. It’s time.’

      Guess I can’t put it off any longer. ‘Right.’

      Serena wanted to interrogate Thackeray before they got back to the city, but Gallows wasn’t sure he wanted to listen—he had enough to process.

      Cronin was dead. Gallows chose to believe the Confessor when he’d said Sera died without pain. It would be as much comfort as Gallows could hope to have.

      He could live with that.

      

      ‘I did it to save our kingdom.’ Thackeray’s words dripped with venom. ‘I owe you no further explanation.’

      The Wind bobbed in the air like a sled on gravel.

      ‘The truth,’ Serena commanded.

      Thackeray convulsed on the chair he’d been tied to inside the cramped quarters. ‘I did it to save our kingdom,’ he repeated, this time with a softer tone. ‘Our ignicite reserves are low. Idaris has endless mountains of it. I worked for King Owain. I was his agent for years. He sent my unit to Idaris on diplomatic missions for decades, until they shut themselves out. We reported back to him what we found. Mass killing. Genocide. Slavery. He claimed he wanted to bring them to justice—but what he really wanted was their ignicite. He needed war as a pretext for an invasion. He ordered the RDN Enlighten to defend Horizon Bridge. We spread misinformation to the Idari—they believed we would strike against them. The disaster that hit the Enlighten was a pre-emptive strike—only we spun it as the Idari casting the first stone.’

      ‘I was looking for refuge.’ Serena’s voice turned hard. ‘Jozef and I, we escaped and had to turn back because the Dalthean Navy was at war!’

      Thackeray shook his head. ‘What…? You. You! Get out of my head!’

      Gallows stepped back as Serena made Thackeray talk more. Let Fallon and the rest watch. He pressed his back against the bulkhead, listening to the song of the wind as it rushed past.

      Damien stood next to him. ‘Good work,’ said Gallows. ‘I’m glad you’re alive.’

      ‘You, too.’

      ‘Korvan?’

      Damien shook his head. ‘Sachin’s team recovered Enoch. They said there was no sign of anyone else.’

      ‘That doesn’t bode well.’

      ‘What will you do when we get back?’ Damien asked.

      Gallows looked over to Serena. Thackeray still had supporters, and the Idari… They’d all come for her.

      ‘Leave,’ Gallows answered. ‘You?’

      ‘The Princess Anabelle. I should recover soon. I can already feel the bone knitting together.’

      Gallows looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

      ‘I heal quickly,’ Damien explained with a wince. ‘Relatively.’

      ‘And afterwards?’

      Damien placed his hands behind his back. ‘I meant what I said, Tyson. I need to disappear. I can’t be around people.’

      Gallows avoided Damien’s eyes. From the window, he watched a squabble of gulls circle in the air.

      ‘Do you believe monsters can atone?’ Damien asked.

      After a moment, Gallows said, ‘I don’t know. But you have to hope.’

      ‘Indeed. How’s Valentine?’

      ‘She’ll live but she needs patching up. Can’t guarantee she won’t stab Thackeray as soon as she wakes up.’

      ‘I’ll check on her,’ Damien offered. ‘I could use a visit to the sick bay myself.’

      When Damien had gone, Myriel took his position at Gallows’ side. ‘Seems silly now,’ she began, ‘but I don’t believe we’ve been formally introduced.’ She shook Gallows’ hand. ‘Myriel An tal Lo.’

      ‘Pleasure.’

      She leaned back, looking at Serena as she made Thackeray talk and talk.

      ‘There is power in her. Fearsome power.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Gallows agreed. ‘She won’t be safe.’

      ‘No. She’ll need a sword to protect her, and knowledge to guide her.’

      Gallows smiled. ‘You reckon that’s us?’

      Myriel chewed her lip. ‘There is a secluded temple in Tarevia. They worship Musa above all other Gods, even Aerulus.’

      ‘Will it have answers?’

      ‘It’s a starting point,’ Myriel replied. ‘And it has been such a long time since I’ve been out in the world.’

      ‘Yeah,’ said Gallows. ‘Me too.’
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        * * *

      

      Veronica hadn’t left her room in days. She was numb to the world. Every photograph she had of Marrin lay on her table.

      She couldn’t identify the moment she made her decision, but right now, it was all that kept her alive. Maybe it was when she read about Pyron Thackeray. Maybe it was when Gallows had told her that the kingdom needed Zoven to testify against him.

      Either way, she didn’t bother dying her hair or applying her lipstick. Not for this visit.

      She glided down the staircase. The Watch were busy gutting every room and removing every trace of what this place had been. The children would live here soon, and in other properties Zoven owned. Nora, the straw-haired girl she had taken under her wing, looked proud as a peacock as the Courtesans’ Guild was stripped bare.

      Waltham nodded at her as she descended. ‘Uh, you sure you want to go down there, miss?’

      ‘Yes. Quite. Thank you.’

      Zoven hadn’t moved. He’d be the last relic purged from this place.

      Cold, dank air brushed her shoulders. Her stomach quivered, but she pressed on through the cellar. Zoven’s door opened with a creak.

      ‘What do you wan-’

      It was easier than she thought it would be. He seemed surprised more than anything else. The kitchen knife pierced his fat flesh once, twice.

      Then she lost count.

      ‘You had my daughter killed! My Marrin! All the abuses I put up with, all the pain! It was Marrin that kept me going. She was all I had. And you took her away.’

      Zoven crept across the floor, bright red blood flowing from several cuts.

      ‘I…’ he gurgled, blood erupting from his mouth. ‘She’s alive…’

      ‘Liar!’

      ‘…not… Marrin… You think… I’d be stupid enough… to tell you who she is and what…. what she looked like, uh?’ The words choked out of his sodden mouth.

      At once, the knife turned heavy. Veronica fought to breathe. ‘She’s… alive? Who is she? Who is she? Tell me!’

      ‘Not now, whore, not… now. You’ll never… see her… again…’

      ‘No. No!’

      Zoven’s dead eyes stared up at her.

      Veronica fell to her knees. She tossed the knife away, pounded at him, screaming.

      This was cruelty, to have her daughter given back and taken away again in an instant. This was worse than grief.

      But V knew him better than anyone else.

      He always had insurance. If he was telling the truth, he’d have proof somewhere.

      Her blood-slick hands trembled and wouldn’t clasp the drawer handle. She screamed and ripped the drawer from his desk, kicked his chair away, spread his papers over the rough surface of the table, staining them with blood.

      Nothing.

      She tore the room apart but with every second, her muscles grew more tired and empty.

      In a last act of defiance, she clasped Zoven’s prized cactus pot and smashed it, the destruction giving her an instant of satisfaction amid the grief.

      Within the soil, a stack of photographs were bound. A blond girl smiled in them. V clutched the pictures, the seed of hope growing.

      Scrawled on the back of the picture were the words Evelyn Drassler.

      She looked up at V with her father’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Does anyone know what happened to Tiera?’ Gallows asked.

      Fallon shook his head. ‘The RSF ferried the refugees from the Gravehold. Reckon she’s slipped through the net.’ Fallon leaned back in his chair. The musty smell in his office tickled Gallows’ nose. ‘Gonna have a hell of a lot of work on my hands. Gonna need men I can trust.’

      Gallows shook his head. ‘I’m done, Major.’

      ‘It’s General now.’

      ‘Good luck running the kingdom.’

      Fallon nodded his thanks. ‘Dismissed, soldier. Fortune find you. Send the next one in.’

      ‘Fortune find you.’ As Gallows left, he held the door open.

      ‘Come in,’ Fallon called.

      Catryn hobbled across the office, the servomotors in her brace whirring. ‘What’s this all about? I was looking forward to getting out of this damn cassock and into real clothes.’

      ‘The Mathieson files reference you.’

      ‘I’m honoured. Got a light?’

      ‘The Spire at Outpost One Three Seven—it kept spitting lightning after the core was destroyed. The Liberty Wind’s pilot said it was different from the others. Know anything about that?’

      ‘Can’t say I do.’

      Fallon leaned closer. ‘Your Lightning Harness. Tell me about it.’
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        * * *

      

      Pain still gnawed at Damien’s body. No matter. It would heal when he got to the Solacewood, where he could meditate—where he could find peace.

      He clutched his leather bag. Fumes danced around him, tinkling music from the ceiling. Normality, like none of it had happened.

      ‘You sure you don’t want the others here?’ asked Tyson.

      ‘Yes. Until I am… sure I won’t hurt anyone, I should be alone.’ Sunlight filtered through the crystal glass and painted the train station in white gold. ‘Now, Tyson, I need you to listen to me.’

      ‘I’ll remember to turn your stove off.’

      ‘At the Raincatchers’ funeral,’ Damien continued, ‘you asked me why I didn’t kill you.’

      Gallows shifted. ‘Is it really the time?’

      ‘Well beyond it, in fact.’ Damien placed a hand on Gallows’ shoulder. ‘You have refused to embrace the life I saved. When you were in that cell and I came to kill you, do you know why I refused?’

      Gallows shook his head.

      ‘You’d been beaten to within an inch of your life. Tormented by the Grand Perceptor. You were a husk of a man.’

      ‘Gee. Thanks.’

      ‘I looked into your eyes and saw a void. I am a man who relishes the art of killing. I’ve slaughtered enemies, criminals—not because they deserved punishing but because I enjoyed it. But as my fingers wrapped around your throat, you looked up at me, resigned to your fate. More than that, you wished for it.

      ‘I could not bring myself to kill you. I would derive no pleasure from it. I could not enjoy the moment when life slipped from your eyes, because there was no life there to begin with. You were broken. I withdrew my hand and freed you—and the seed of a notion grew in me and turned to obsession: If I could save this man—choose life over death —then perhaps I am not the monster I believed myself to be. Perhaps I could find redemption.

      ‘You believe that I saved your life that day, Tyson—but the truth is, you saved mine.’

      Gallows opened his mouth but no words came.

      ‘Don’t waste your life,’ said Damien.

      Behind him, a voice called, ‘All aboard!’

      They shook hands and Damien made his way into the private compartment. Acidic ignium filled the air, and the train rumbled into life. Damien felt the chug of the engine, heard the hiss of the air reservoir, felt the motion of the pistons. The train rolled into the steep darkness of a tunnel, Dalthea disappearing at his back.

      I’m still here, ‘Damien’. I’ll always be here.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Bye,’ said Serena, embracing Genevieve. The singer’s face was hidden behind dark glasses.

      ‘Stay out of trouble now,’ implored Fabian, embracing Serena. ‘And remember, you’re always welcome to our concerts.’

      ‘I’ll take you up on that. Good luck on the Queen of the North.’

      Aulton chuckled. ‘After the last few days, performing to rich, lazy fools with too much money will be a walk in the park.’

      ‘Thanks for your help,’ Gallows said. Genevieve angled her head away from him.

      Serena looked around. It had been a day since the skyport had been reopened and already the sky was alive with airships. Drimmon wouldn’t be joining them—said he had a wedding to plan. She’d miss him.

      ‘Right then, Angelo,’ she started, ‘you ready for a life of adventure and derring-do?’

      A frown creased Angelo’s forehead. ‘I’m not coming.’

      Serena laughed. ‘What are you talking about? Of course you are. What happened to us taking to the skies, living free?’

      ‘That was your dream. Not mine. Never wanted to go. You just assumed.’

      Her heart sank. ‘You really ain’t coming?’

      Angelo shook his head.

      Guess he’s right. She was always the one with grand designs and fancy dreams. She always assumed Angelo would follow her. She took him for granted. ‘How’s Captain Crimsonwing and the Sky Pirate’s Daughter?’ she asked.

      ‘Finished it. Got Armada of the Damned next.’

      ‘Cool. Can I borrow it?’

      Angelo’s face lit up. He took his battered copy of Sky Pirate’s Daughter and handed it to her. The cheap, pulpy paper felt good in her hands, and she liked the bright reds and yellows of its garish cover.

      ‘You like Captain Crimsonwing now?’

      ‘Well, he’s alright, I guess.’ She took a step towards him and lowered her voice. ‘I’ll give this back one day. I promise.’

      ‘You’re… crying,’ observed Angelo.

      ‘I’m not crying.’

      ‘You’re crying.’

      Serena threw her arms around him. ‘You saved my life. You and the Wind. You’re my best mate, Angelo.’

      ‘When did I-’

      ‘Fortune find you, Angelo.’

      ‘Fortune find you, Serena.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘How did you know I wouldn’t make you kill yourself?’ asked Serena.

      ‘I didn’t,’ Gallows replied, flicking switches on the dash. New rotors had been affixed to the Wind, Tugarin’s team had given her a good scrub, and her tech and machines had all been replaced and upgraded. ‘I hoped.’

      ‘Hope? You were about to die, and hope saved you?’

      Gallows ran a hand through his hair. ‘Sometimes hope is all you have. How did you break free of the spell?’

      ‘Uh, I took your advice. Thought about something I loved.’

      She didn’t elaborate, and Gallows didn’t ask her to.

      ‘For the love of Nyr, please tell me there is tea on this airship.’ Myriel’s voice lilted through the bridge. Scruff barked.

      ‘Take that as a “yes”,’ said Serena. ‘Clara kept a supply under the floorboards in the kitchen. You’ll find rum down there too.’

      ‘Rejoice! Can’t start an adventure without tea.’

      ‘Or rum,’ added Gallows.

      Enoch’s heavy footsteps made the floorboards creak. ‘All of the equipment is in place,’ he said. His voice sounded pained but for a dead guy recently tortured and burned, he looked pretty good. He’d wrapped his coat around himself, red eyes glowing soft within the hood. ‘I will travel with you as far as Palthonheim.’

      ‘You reckon you’ll find answers there?’ asked Serena.

      ‘Palthonheim was the greatest house of knowledge in the world. It’s where I died—where Korvan and I died. If the radiation only affects the living as Thackeray said, I’ll be safe. If you’ll excuse me, I am weary and wish to rest before we embark on our trip I’ll leave Shog—aplogies, Scruff in your hands.’

      ‘So,’ Serena started when Enoch had left. She fed her pet flickertail with seeds. ‘You sure you can fly my airship?’

      ‘Been a while since I piloted an airship,’ Gallows admitted, ‘but I reckon I’ll remember.’

      Serena threw herself down into Drimmon’s seat. ‘Fitz always said he’d teach me to fly.’

      ‘Did he now?’

      ‘Yep. Well, I say “always”—he mentioned it once when he was drunk.’

      ‘I’ll teach you,’ said Gallows.

      ‘Promise?’

      ‘Sure. As long as you promise me something in return.’ Gallows looked at her, eyes hard.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I don’t know what happens from here. I don’t know if this temple in Tarevia will have the answers you need. Your powers are different from the Grand Perceptor’s. For a while, you made me believe the thoughts in my head were mine. With Nidra, it was like watching someone else’s actions through their own eyes. She made me… do things I didn’t want to do. I tried to break free but I couldn’t. She used me as a toy, Serena. When I didn’t have the answers she wanted, she made me… She made me betray Sera. She forced me into her bed, violated me. I tried to, but I couldn’t stop… Not until the small part still inside me focused on Sera—focused on the one thing I loved above all else. I don’t know how it works but it tuned everything else out. It might have been a fluke. I’ll never know. It’s taken me years to realise it, but she doesn’t have power over me any more.’

      ‘Belios, Gallows. I’m so sorry.’

      Gallows turned his gaze from Serena. ‘We’ve made enemies. Some will want to harness your power. Some will want to kill you. Good, evil, whatever—how you use your abilities is up to you—or don’t use ’em at all. It has to be your choice, Serena. But whatever happens, things could get worse before they get better.’

      ‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘I get that.’

      ‘Good. Because we’re gonna have to trust each other. And that means you don’t use your powers on me.’

      Serena arched an eyebrow. ‘Sure. Make sure you don’t annoy me and I won’t have to.’

      ‘Don’t. Don’t do that. Don’t joke about this. I don’t know if the Raincatchers have some oath or whatever, but I need you to promise me. Swear that you’ll never get inside my head. Even if it means letting me die.’

      Serena shifted in her seat. ‘Bit intense, but sure. I swear.’

      Gallows turned the engines on.

      ‘Cool,’ said Serena. ‘So, Tarevia?’
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        * * *

      

      Serena clutched the handrail and let the wind caress her hair. The melody of the new engines washed over her, and the whir of the rotors spun their own harmony.

      The Wind sailed through Wrenwing Gap—imposing, craggy walls looming so close, Serena could reach out and touch them.

      A patrol craft hovered nearby like a stationery silver cloud, and double-A turrets embedded within the rocks glared out at the Wind. But they remained silent; Lockwood had kept her word, then… But what of Thackeray’s loyalists? What of all the men and women in the kingdom who agreed with his dogma, who believed everything he’d preached? Serena doubted they’d stay quiet for long.

      The Liberty Wind passed through mountain the passage, leaving the Steelpeaks—and the kingdom of Dalthea—behind. Serena would come back one day.

      She had her airship. Got her crew. Found her family. Right now, the whole world opened up to her. She’d see the glaciers of Tarevia, the steel cities of Ryndara, the rolling green hills of Aludan.

      The Idari. Did they believe she was dead? Were they out there, beyond the Poison Veil, amassing their fleets and sharpening their blades? They’d waged war because of her. Burned the Sanctecano Islands. Wreaked death and destruction across Dalthea. Serena would be looking over her shoulder for the rest of her life.

      But right now, she closed her eyes.

      
        
        The End
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