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        A loyal soldier. A sadistic witch. A battle to the brink of madness.

      

        

      
        Corporal Tyson Gallows would confront any danger to keep his fiancée out of harm’s way. After his elite squadron falls to an enemy ambush, he wakes to find his hands chained and his mind held captive by a demented witch.

      

        

      
        Tortured to the verge of insanity, he wages war in the battlefield of his subconscious and scouts for his opportunity to strike back. With his fellow soldiers’ tormented cries ringing in his ears, Gallows misfires his attack and exposes the source of his strength—his deep devotion to the woman he loves.

      

        

      
        If he can’t break free of the witch’s stranglehold soon, he’ll lose something far more precious than military secrets—he'll lose his soulmate.

      

        

      
        The Fury Yet To Come is a grimdark fantasy novella. If you like fierce battles, black magic, and psychological thrillers, then you’ll love Steven McKinnon’s action-packed prequel to Symphony of the Wind.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ‘Positive emotions get all the glory—here’s to anger, rage and fury.’  — Major Aramon Fallon, Fourth Platoon, Dalthean Army
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      The world bled into view.

      A hanging ignium lantern stabbed light into Corporal Gallows’ brain. Searing pain coiled around his wrists from thick, abrasive rope. He hung from the ceiling.

      Fragmented images floated through his head like reflections in a cracked mirror. The ambush, the slaughter… the manic eyes of the kiro…

      I should be dead.

      The thought jolted his senses. Reeking sweat stung the fresh cuts across his body and copper filled his mouth.

      Gallows swung, feeling his bare feet graze the stone floor. He tried to shout, but the words failed in his throat.

      What is this place? Gallows peered into the shadowed corners and strained to hear any sound above the hammering in his chest.

      The wound in my shoulder, where the bloodspear struck me… It’s been dressed.

      Why?

      ‘Hey—!’ Gallows tried to speak but his lungs convulsed, phlegm and spit trailing onto the floor. The lamp shone upon the rust-red stain of stale blood on the flagstones.

      Think…

      Gallows’ mind went through a grinder at he struggled to sew together the moments leading to the ambush.

      His unit… Rocco, Helmsley…

      He’d watched them die.

      He could still feel the rifle stuttering in his hands, felt its weight as he brandished it like a club…

      Fury had kept Gallows alive when he should have fallen.

      His eyes shot open as the memories knitted together. Our own men slaughtered us.

      Gallows’ muscles constricted at the thought, as though squeezed by an invisible force. Why am I still alive?

      As if in answer to his question, the cell door creaked open.

      Wreathed in shadows—like Nyr, the Death God—a spectre materialised. Its robes shimmered like water as it glided towards him, slender fingers pulling its yawning hood back.

      A woman.

      Hair the colour of scorched gold tumbled over dark skin. Golden tattoos curved across the side of her face like cursive lyrics, and her black eyes glowed with traces of amber. Gold rings snaked around her fingers, and a crimson necklace caressed her neck.

      ‘Nyr usually ain’t as colourful,’ croaked Gallows, ‘but points for trying.’

      ‘Where is the weapon?’ The woman’s voice sounded playful, like a child asking for a toy.

      Gallows said nothing—he subscribed to the notion that it was better to say nothing than say too much. That, and he had no idea what she was talking about.

      Then she was on him, her nails drawing across his chest, reopening a recent cut and filling him with searing fire. His scream sounded inhuman in the confined space.

      ‘Your mission.’ Her voice cut like a serrated edge. ‘The weapon? Where?’

      Gallows shook his head. ‘Lady, I… I don’t know what—’

      The woman’s lips pressed close to his ear, warm, sweet breath caressing Gallows’ cheek. ‘I will stain your very soul. Speak to me, and I will end it now. No more suffering. No more pain.’

      Gallows’ head rose to meet her eyes, their dark shade contrasting with the golden patterns on her skin.

      Corporal Tyson Gallows, Fourth Platoon; #485654.

      The army trained men like Gallows to recite their name, rank and serial number, and nothing more. But it was bullshit—all that told their captors was that they’d done the interrogation resistance training—and if they were important enough to do that, they were important enough to be trusted with intel. Grunts like Gallows knew the basics, but it was much safer to play dumb and hope they believed you.

      In this case, Gallows didn’t need to play.

      ‘I don’t… have a damn clue who you are… or what you want… so you can tickle me till Nyr’s Day, but you’re wasting your time.’

      Her eyes appraised him, as a wolf would before it pounced upon its prey.

      Gallows chose not to wait—summoning what little strength he had, he kicked out at her with both legs.

      And like a swirling snowdrift, the woman spun away, out of reach. ‘Tut tut,’ she teased. She punished Gallows by sketching stinging circles into his knots of muscle. Her nails were as sharp as daggers. Blood oozed onto the stone floor. ‘A dog must not bite its master.’

      Gallows bit down to stifle a wail. ‘Who… who are you?’

      She raised her pointed chin. ‘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.’

      ‘Great. Corporal Gallows. Pleased to meet you.’

      Nidra stepped back, casting Gallows a mocking glare that sent acid rising into his mouth. Her lips stretched into a sharp curve and she interlocked her long fingers. The lamp made her nails gleam.

      Gallows couldn’t stand it. The way she looked at him, looked through him…

      It was subtle at first, the pain—nothing more alarming than a bite from a stoneroach.

      But then it burrowed deeper, an invisible needle stabbing Gallows’ brain. He shook his head, growled and spat—but the pain inside him sharpened. A thousand voices sang a thousand lies—a hideous, discordant screech. Paralysed, Gallows gasped for breath. On it came, discordant music rising in his ears.

      ‘Where is the weapon?’ she repeated. ‘What was your objective? Speak.’

      ‘Corporal Tyson Gallows, Fourth Platoon… four-eight—’

      ‘Tell me about the weapon.’

      As Nidra spoke, the chaos dampened and a calmness draped over Gallows’ mind.

      Why was he protesting this? Why was he fighting the sweet relief Nidra offered him? What was he so afraid of?

      The pain waltzed from Gallows’ head, dissolving into nothing. He stopped struggling.

      ‘Speak.’
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        * * *

      

      
        
        22nd Day of Musa

      

      

      Private Morris Cooper vomited onto the assault boat’s deck.

      ‘Right, who had ten minutes?’ Gallows called. Sleep still pressed on his eyes and the stifling heat of the compartment made his head ache. Ignium fumes wafted throughout the ship, made worse by the fresh bile from Cooper’s gut.

      ‘Me, I did, it was me!’ Private Rocco’s wiry hand shot up, protruding through the frayed ends of his night-blue sleeve like an uncoiled spring. His faint, purple irises loomed large behind thick spectacles. ‘That’s a pile of aerons I won’t be telling the missus about.’ A violent lurch in the sea jerked the boat. ‘Oh-oh, he’s about to go again! Twenty-five aerons says he goes again!’

      ‘Shove off, Rocco,’ Cooper croaked. His greenish skin was as pale as the stringy phlegm curled around his chin.

      ‘You okay?’ Gallows asked, but Cooper was too preoccupied to answer.

      Sergeant Arville Omari leaned over—his calloused hands cradled the boxy, rust-coloured Vindicator repeater rifle standing between his legs. ‘Don’t pay any mind to these sons of bitches, son—it gets easier.’ His voice rolled across the compartment. ‘But quit getting it on my boots.’

      ‘Sorry, it’s… this climate.’ Cooper’s baby face reddened like the blush of an apple. He contorted as he wrestled with the rebellion raging in his body. ‘And the allergies… And the sea-sickness.’

      The boat trembled once more. The vessel was a new, igneus-fuelled assault craft; it glided across the surface of water like a razor blade. Gallows reckoned Cooper wouldn’t be the only one spewing his guts.

      ‘You’ll be fine,’ said Gallows. ‘Keep your purification tablets on you and drink plenty of water. Oh, remember to waterproof your flashlight too.’

      ‘Huh?’ Cooper pulled his flashlight out from his belt. Its light was brighter than an ignium lamp’s, but didn’t last as long. ‘How, uh… How do I waterproof it?’

      ‘I’ll handle this,’ Rocco cut in. He took two square, foil wrappers between his bony fingers and handed them to Cooper.

      Scarlet rose in the kid’s face. ‘This is for, um… for protection.’

      Rocco burst out laughing.

      Gallows’ mouth curled too. ‘Sure is,’ he said. ‘One over each end. If you end up in the brine, your flashlight will appreciate it.’

      The boat rose on a sharp wave and crashed again, and the scarlet on Cooper’s face gave way to green.

      ‘You’re in the wrong outfit if you got a weak belly, mate,’ said Rocco. He placed a cigarette between his lips but didn’t light it.

      ‘Ignore him,’ said Gallows. ‘He’s crapping it more than you. We all are. But you’ll be fine, okay? We got your back.’

      Cooper offered him a weak smile. Then the newly-insulated flashlight slipped from his hands and rolled on the floor.

      ‘Hate it when that happens,’ snickered Rocco.

      Gallows leaned back against the bulkhead and closed his eyes, tuning out Rocco’s jibes. Damn, but he was a talker.

      Wonder how these guys all fell in with Fallon? Gallows had known his squad for all of twenty-four hours, but they seemed a good lot. Major Fallon had a habit of pulling in the outcasts who no-one else wanted—Tyson Gallows included.

      He ran a finger up the bristles on the back of his head. He could never get used to cropped hair.

      ‘Oi, Gallows, Gallows,’ called Rocco, ‘you got any idea what this is about? Do you?’ Rocco’s restless boot stuttered on the floor at random intervals.

      ‘Not a clue,’ yawned Gallows. ‘Better ask Sarge.’

      ‘Man, the sarge is as clueless as the rest of us dogs.’

      ‘Don’t you ever shut up?’ Omari asked.

      Gallows massaged his temples, but all that did was amplify the throbbing in his head. Sera had convinced him to buy a bottle of Glenfortoshan whisky at the Laguna Lounge. It had cost almost as much as the ring he’d given her.

      ‘In point of fact, we’re not all clueless.’ That was Private Gideon Helmsley, sitting at the far end of the compartment. Sweat gleamed on his dark skin, and his mess of curly black hair threatened to leap from his head. His green eyes were buried in a small edition of the Fayth Codex.

      ‘You reckon being smarter an’ richer than us means a damn thing out here?’ Rocco prodded. ‘You shoulda stayed at home, become a priest or some shit.’

      ‘Hah! I was three semesters in at the Fayth Collegium. Father insisted I stay, but not I, no sir! Not when war rages just beyond our shores. We cannot expect to send men and women off to war while staying at home upon our behinds. Fight the good fight, that’s what I say.’

      Rocco leaned onto his knees, eyebrow arched. ‘You’re a pacifist!’

      Helmsley squirmed in his seat. ‘Yes, well, being a stretcher-bearer is still serving one’s country.’

      ‘Take it easy, Rocco,’ said Gallows. ‘How many other folk are still skipping around the Kingsway while he slums it with us?’ Gallows chose not to mention he and Sera were looking to buy a property in Dalthea’s most exclusive district—people might think he had money.

      ‘Yeah, well, that’s fair I s’pose.’ Rocco replaced his cigarette. ‘Still ain’t answered my question. Here, wonder if Major F—’

      With a groan, the hatch swung in and Major Aramon Fallon strode into the compartment.

      ‘Speak o’ the devil,’ muttered Rocco.

      ‘The only devils around here are the Idari kiros, Private Rocco—and I can guaran-damn-tee you, if one of ’em gets this close to you, you’re already dead.’

      ‘Always an inspiration to your troops,’ said Gallows.

      Sergeant Omari battered his hands together. ‘Alright, Fourth Platoon—cut the chatter and listen.’

      Fallon motioned to the rear of the compartment. ‘Helmsley, map.’

      Helmsley stuffed the Codex into his pocket and unfurled the map from the ceiling, pinning it to the wall. It displayed a topographical image of the Sanctecano Islands.

      Fallon marched across, face in a permanent grimace. Always looks like he’s on his way to a fight, and sounds like he eats razors for breakfast. The major’s right eye was obscured by a metallic silver patch. Gallows was kidding himself if he said he didn’t want to know the story behind it.

      ‘We’re ball-deep in Operation: Prevailing Wind,’ the major began. ‘We’re spearheading Phase Two of the invasion to kick the heartless savages off these isles, save the locals and generally be goddamn heroes. The Ryndaran warships have begun their bombardment of the northern Idari fleet—that’ll draw most of the patrols, clearing the way for us to hit the western isles. Our primary objective is to engage and destroy enemy anti-air vessels so 32nd Airborne can get close enough and clear the beach for landing. Our principal target on the ground is a munitions factory, a few miles from the shore. We reckon the Idari are moving west and plan to use the Sanctecano Isles as a staging ground for an offensive action against Dalthea—and I for one’ll go to Hell before I let these savages march through my godsdamn city. If they take Dalthea, then they get the keys to the rest of Imanis. This is our last chance to get in, kick ’em in the balls and end this war before it begins.’

      ‘You make it sound easy,’ said Rocco.

      If it was possible, Fallon’s scowl sharpened. ‘It won’t be. The Idari have got these islands wrapped up tighter than a nun’s clam. If the mongrels don’t take the bait to the north, then it’s up to us to lure their patrols away for the 32nd to do their thing. Let’s hope it don’t come to that.’

      ‘Just like them rotorheads, eh? Safe in the sky dropping bombs, an’ then retreating home in time for tea.’ The tip of Rocco’s boots danced on the metal floor as he spoke. He ceased when Major Fallon’s gaze speared him.

      ‘The munitions factory is here.’ Fallon fixed a transparent film marked with a grid onto the map. ‘Island designation ND2642. But before that, we need to clear the beachhead—this is the only entry point that can handle sea vessels. Most of the population centres have been cleared out, with the townspeople taken further inland and their homes burned to ash. Enemy forces have been holing up in the governor’s mansion on ND2642 here.’ Fallon pointed to a red X marked within a small island. Smaller boxes surrounded the mansion, which meant plenty of fortification and supplies. Evicting the Idari wouldn’t be easy.

      The island itself was nestled between curving water routes; rocky inclines and treacherous waters meant that the beach was the only approach—sailing around and trying to scale the rock would be too time-consuming to work, even assuming the Daltheans slipped past enemy patrols.

      ‘We get through the enemy patrols then hit the governor’s mansion with airstrikes,’ Fallon continued. ‘After that, we clear any resistance and secure the beachhead, then we take out the munitions depot. Any questions? Good. Now the bad news: Phase One of Prevailing Wind was as effective as a grave robber in a crematorium. Back home, the Viator’s telling everyone that we got the Idari running—so it’s up to us to keep ’em honest.’ The major’s cane rapped on a collection of boxes on the map, situated on the westernmost island. ‘The scouts encountered heavy resistance here—seems the Idari have been setting up shop longer than we realised.’

      Gallows raised a hand. ‘Do we know why Phase One failed to destroy the munitions factory?’

      ‘Negative. Sixteen hours into the battle, things were progressing smoothly. Twenty-three hours into the battle, we got reports of missing soldiers and signals requesting reinforcements.’ Fallon looked from the map to his troops, rage filling his good eye. ‘Most of the message runners died. The Bride’s Code transmitters fell silent. We can only assume the enemy force was greater than intel suggested.’

      ‘If the 32nd have been given orders to bomb the beach,’ Gallows started, ‘does that mean Command reckon the first wave are all dead? Won’t a bombing raid risk killing any survivors?’

      ‘If they ain’t dead,’ said Fallon, ‘they’re captured—and that’s worse, believe you me.’

      Across from Gallows, Cooper’s cheeks expanded like a puffer fish. He sprayed chunky offal onto the floor.

      ‘Well that says it all, really,’ said Rocco.

      The major looked down at the kid. ‘Get it out your system, boy. Better to do it now.’

      Rocco’s hand shot up.

      ‘This better not be a complaint, Rocco.’

      ‘What I gotta ask needs asking: Does anyone have a bloody clue what the Idari want? The Viator said it’s a power struggle between the emperors, but here we are weeks later and they’re on our doorstep. What gives?’

      Gallows had wondered the same thing—the Idari had been posturing for almost a year, but always far enough away that no-one cared.

      ‘Any captured Idari men have been too dead to question,’ said Fallon. ‘They kill themselves when we get close. Personally, I reckon they’ve been planning this for years, building a fleet in secret. Reckon they hit Horizon Bridge to lure us and the Ryndarans so they could sweep in and take the Isles. Something down here’s got ’em spoiling for a scrap—an’ right now they’re winning.’

      ‘Do we know how the Idari war machine become so advanced?’ asked Helmsley. ‘I was under the impression they eschewed ignicite-derived technology. Isn’t that why they cut ties with the rest of the world in the first place? I mean, they’ve been silent for decades, and as far as anyone knows, they don’t use airships. What could they possibly have in their arsenal that makes them think they can take on anything more than a first-generation airship?’

      Fallon shook his head. ‘Damn good questions and ones we ain’t got the answers to—but they’ve got enough juice to kick our asses.’

      Gallows had trekked across the world, made friends and enemies all the way from here to Tarevia—but never did he imagine he’d cross the borders of Idaris. Now it seemed inevitable.

      ‘All we need to know is that we can gut ’em.’ Fallon announced. ‘But don’t get complacent, Rocco—these bastards took out the Enlighten, and just ’cause they don’t use airships, don’t mean they’re backward savages.’

      Gallows stared at the floor. The RDN Enlighten was the biggest ship in the Dalthean Navy—she was a monster, and the Idari destroyed her, along with Horizon Bridge. Idari ships loaded with explosives struck its hull, sinking it into the Discordant Sea. They used kuramanusa slaves, sacrificing as many of their own men as those they killed. Gods help them if they made it to Dalthea.

      ‘We got thirty minutes before we hit enemy patrols,’ said Fallon. ‘Memorise the map and the location of the munitions factory. We take care of the double-A gunboats and let the rotorheads do the heavy lifting on the beach. Reinforcements from 13th and 14th Platoons will clear the islands further in after we’ve shovelled the shit out the way.’

      Beyond the confines of the boat, the rush of the sea clamoured. Shadows crossed Major Fallon’s face, split only by the fiery glow of the ignium lamp. ‘Screw fighting for home, liberty, love and all that other shit. Positive emotions get all the glory—here’s to anger, rage and fury.’
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        * * *

      

      The blurred view of the prison cell spilled into Gallows’ view again, like he was waking from a trance. His own sweat reeked in his nose and the urge to spit possessed him.

      ‘What… What just happened?’ His chest tightened. ‘What are you? What in all hells did you do to me?’

      ‘Hush now, Dalthean.’ A film of moisture glistened on Nidra’s brow. ‘You talked and you talked…’

      ‘No…’ Gallows’ stomach knotted. ‘How… What are you?’

      Nidra said nothing—she stood there, as still as an ice sculpture.

      Gallows’ wrists burned with the pain of being suspended from the ceiling, but his belly filled with the sensation of dropping—as though an anchor weighed him down, pulling him further into the black depths of an unknown sea.

      He had tried to fight Nidra’s command, a small fragment inside screaming at him to stop—but he couldn’t. He’d heard his own voice like it came from someone else. It was like being trapped under glass—aware of what was going on in front of him but powerless to stop it.

      ‘What are you?’ Gallows’ heart jabbed at his ribs. ‘Are you even human?’

      ‘Hush, hush, save your energy.’ Nidra’s words spilled like treacle. She caressed Gallows’ face. ‘Such passion, such anger, Corporal. I enjoy your fire, but alas, I have a role to play. Give me the answers I seek, and you can rest. I promise you.’

      ‘I… can’t tell you what I don’t know. Are you done?’

      Her eyes narrowed and the back of her talon glided across Gallows’ chest. ‘We’re only just beginning.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            II

          

        

      

    

    
      Gallows never got used to the smell.

      Nidra sent two male kuramanusa slaves into his cell to feed him twice a day, always stiff leaves and sour berries—just enough to prevent him from starving while still keeping him weak.

      She sent the same slaves each time. Half of their faces displayed intricate patterns—not the same tattoos as Nidra and the Idari soldiers, but thin scars. Gallows didn’t know if the slaves were Idari, but it didn’t matter—whatever identities they might have had before had been purged.

      Like a faint raincloud, the influence of Nidra’s mind control hung over him—receded to the distance maybe, but always there.

      Sera was the only thing that kept Gallows sane as the hours crawled by. Sera, and the life they’d promised each other. She was what kept Gallows from giving up.

      Today, the slaves had cleaned him up and redressed his wounds. They’d even untied him and marched him around the cell to refresh his aching leg muscles. Gallows spoke, but they said nothing back.

      ‘So, I’ve made my peace that you guys don’t offer room service,’ Gallows started as they strung him back up, ‘but if you could put a bucket under me…’

      When the last kuramanusa left, he didn’t close the door behind him.

      Gallows’ jaw clenched. Which means—

      Nidra swept in, and the sight of her turned Gallows’ chest hard and his skin cold.

      ‘Evening,’ he said. ‘Fine night.’ He hoped he’d masked the fear in his voice.

      ‘Your throat is dry, dog,’ she said. ‘Here.’

      Gallows recoiled but Nidra pressed a cup to his lip.

      ‘Drink.’ She pushed, tipping water into Gallows’ mouth. ‘There. Isn’t that bet—’

      Gallows spat the water into her face. She flinched, her brow drawing in, the cursive patterns on her face sharpening.

      ‘Water is precious,’ her voice tinkled.

      ‘I’ll manage. I live next to the sea.’

      Nidra’s mouth twitched. ‘Are you ready to begin, Corporal?’

      He let out an animal growl. ‘We’ve been through it all.’

      Gallows wouldn’t take it any more—he would not relive the deaths of his squad mates again. This time, he’d resist. He’d refuse Nidra’s commands. He’d stop her.

      Hands behind her back, Nidra bent forward, chest parallel to the floor, hair tumbling around her tilting, love-heart face. ‘Indulge me.’
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        * * *

      

      
        
        22nd Day of Musa

      

      

      The crescent moon filled the sea.

      Upon its surface, twelve blades scoured the water, violating the tranquillity and trailing thin, white arrowheads. Steeped in deep night beyond, the horizon slept.

      Absent in the sky were the songs of birds, the whistle of wind—only the bone-white gaze of the moon was present, hanging like a slash in the black canvas sky.

      The assault boats ploughed like dark phantoms. Serene and silent—still, like the moment between inhaling and exhaling.

      The hatch atop vessel AB-04 opened, and Corporal Gallows positioned himself at the vessel’s manual artillery cannon, overlooking the boat’s bow. It was stupid optimism, but he hoped he wouldn’t have to use it. He made sure his helmet was secure; it didn’t feel like it would afford much protection. With trembling fingers, he gripped the controls, adjusted the sights and checked for loose parts—then checked it all over again.

      Moonlight illuminated the sky with the sheen of sharpened steel. Constellations glinted in the silver-blue sky, hundreds of patterned pinholes. Back in Dalthea, the stars were veiled from lingering smog—but seeing hundreds of them here, clustered high in the vast, infinite expanse… Gallows almost forgot there was a war on.

      The assault ship soared over the crest of a wave, sea spray washing over the curve of her hull. Electricity crackled over Gallows’ skin and his heart beat in slow, heavy thumps, like a ram battering the gates of a castle. Thunder rumbled at his back, amplified by the engines of his allies’ craft. His breath quickened.

      Gallows thought of Sera—of how peaceful she looked when he’d left her. It made his chest ache.

      A screech like the wail of a firework expanded across the sky—a flare. It erupted in a shower of fire.

      And shone a light on Hell.

      Gallows’ heart silenced. ‘Gods above.’

      Idari ships—dozens. Their ornate red and gold hulls resembled the armoured scales of great sea monsters beneath the light of the flare.

      ‘Incoming!’ Gallows screamed.

      Warning bells sounded and columns of fire leapt into the sky. The assault boat sheared the water as it picked up speed, heading straight toward the enemy.

      Then it started.

      Fire and mortar shot rained down, cannons boomed and bullets shrieked.

      Gallows gripped the triggers and fired. The world recoiled with each shot. He adjusted his aim and fired again, laying waste to a small Idari gunboat.

      Searing heat filled Gallows’ lungs and choked the air from him. The assault boat rocked from side to side as more ordnance hammered down.

      A chain of explosions detonated along the horizon. Gallows clenched his teeth and maintained his assault. He risked a glance to the side, for no other reason than to convince his panicking mind that he wasn’t hurtling into enemy territory alone. As far as he could tell, none of his allies had been neutralised. Their own cannons didn’t stay silent for a moment—the stench of melting metal and burning meat filled Gallows’ nostrils, and it took everything he had in him to keep from retching.

      His vessel charged straight at an enemy boat, cannon convulsing in his hands. It was a direct hit—but the enemy ship rammed Gallows’ assault boat, sending it veering off-course.

      ‘Shit!’ Gallows yelled, ribs mashing into the rail at his side. He almost tipped over the edge and into the murky brine.

      Scrambling back into position, Gallows gripped the controls like a man overboard clutching a makeshift raft—only to be confronted by the wide and manic gaze of an Idari soldier as he leapt from his burning boat and onto the hull of assault boat 04.

      He thundered towards Gallows, blade high in the air, inhuman scream bursting from his lungs. He got so close, Gallows could see the grey of his eyes and the blue and silver etchings on his skin—before he swivelled the cannon and turned the Idari into a smudge of red gore.

      Bullets from repeater rifles punched out from the ship’s bow hatches. The other Dalthean assault craft followed suit, their bullets sewing holes into the sides of enemy vessels.

      ‘—push through, keep going!’

      ‘—gut the bastards!’

      ‘—so many of ’em, we’ll never—’

      Gunfire drowned out voices and artillery threatened to bring the sky down. Gallows’ stomach lurched in his throat as the boat shoved against a wave.

      ‘Illumination!’ the gunner of another assault boat yelled.

      A flare lit the sky.

      Bullets zinged off the hull of the assault boat but Gallows kept up his attack, correcting his aim with every shove and jostle of the sea. His ordnance chewed through steel and wood—blowing bodies apart, exploding limbs and sending men screaming into the depths with flames licking their skin.

      The beach grew closer but the enemy forces were coming thick and fast. A Dalthean assault boat cut across Gallows’ bow—spitting death and weaving between enemy ships—only to explode and disappear like fog on the sea.

      For every Idari vessel destroyed, two more took its place. Gallows wanted to speak, to call out to his comrades below, but the words died in his throat. Fear wrestled with adrenaline.

      Then something loomed in the sky above Gallows.

      Airships ploughed overhead, guns blazing and leaving a symphony of fire in their wake. Fires danced on Idari ships, blackening their decorative, sun-red hulls.

      Another wave of airships soared past, deploying their payload and raining destruction on the horizon. Gallows watched, mouth open, as the dancing fire wrapped around flailing bodies.

      The sea threw the boat from side to side. Shrill, whistling slashes punctured the air—mortars. The surviving Idari were not deterred by Dalthea’s Royal Sky Fleet.

      ‘Incoming!’ screamed Gallows.

      Shells rained around the boat, punching into the water and exploding around her hull.

      But one of them founds its mark. AB-08 exploded, its husk spinning over the surface of the sea.

      ‘Gods above and below…’ Gallows adjusted his turret, compensating for the rise and fall as the boat bounced upon the water. An enemy vessel filled his sights—he pulled hard on the triggers, sending a volley of shells hurtling towards his target.

      Not one of them hit.

      The enemy took advantage of its good fortune and changed its bearing to face him.

      ‘Evasive manoeuvres!’ he called below, but his words disappeared amidst the chaos of the battle.

      When Gallows looked up again, he saw an enemy ready his mortar. It wouldn’t matter if Gallows dropped below or stayed in the open—a direct hit destroyed them either way. All he could do was fight back.

      He got the ship in his sights, and pulled the trigger. Shells glanced off the enemy vessel’s prow, tearing holes in its armour—but still it remained.

      Gallows fired again—

      Nothing. Gallows kicked the hatch at his feet open. ‘What’s happening?’ He called.

      ‘Feeding tube’s jammed!’ Gideon Helmsley called up to Gallows. ‘I-I’ll fix it!’

      ‘Come on! Come on!’ Gallows pressed on the triggers again, but the cannon stayed silent.

      Closer now, Gallows could see the Idari soldier priming the mortar.

      Shit.

      A deafening shriek of machinery, and AB-02 speared into the enemy vessel, sending it off-course. Its mortar shell plunged into the depths behind Gallows.

      ‘Fixed!’ yelled Helmsley.

      Gallows growled. With a single shot, he destroyed the enemy vessel. Never had he been so happy to see something explode.

      Thank Musa.

      Resolving in the distance, the island’s harbour lights glinted. Enemy soldiers dotted the sand, scurrying like insects.

      They were almost there.

      Keep pushing…

      More friendly airships charged through the air, so close Gallows could see RSF Lion’s Pride painted on one’s port side.

      But the enemy saw them too—a barrage of anti-air fire split the sky.

      Where in hells did that come from? Through his weapon’s lens, Gallows saw the answer—the Idari on the beach weren’t running—they were readying a portable double-A cannon onto the beach.

      Gallows cranked the cannon and angled it—he got the double-A in his sights and opened fire.

      He was out of range.

      The anti-aircraft weapon spat fire into the sky, hitting not one but two Dalthean airships. One of them exploded—its flaming metal carcass spun into the sea.

      The rear thruster of the Lion’s Pride belched black smoke and wavered in the air before crashing into the jungle beyond.

      Bullets pinged across the assault boat’s hull as the beach drew closer into view.

      ‘Is that all the gun boats?’ Gallows called below.

      Rocco’s face appeared beneath him. ‘Reckon so! Get your arse down here!’

      When Gallows swallowed, it was like shoving a razor down his throat. ‘Copy!’
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        * * *

      

      No eyes met in the blackened belly of the vessel. Like the Gods themselves were fighting over it, the churning sea shoved and tugged the boat. Gallows’ heart stabbed his chest with every impact of a crashing wave, every shake and shudder.

      His fingers whitened against the brass fixtures and sunburst-orange copper frame of the Vindicator. Gallows wasn’t a fan of the repeater rifle—taut wires fed high-pressure ignium gas into the chamber, meaning cartridges were loaded into the barrel automatically—but the guns were heavy and awkward to carry.

      Dalthean troops mocked the old flintlock rifles the Idari still used, but the Vindicator’s bullet-a-second rate of fire screwed their accuracy. That, and they were still much slower than the spinning gyroguns affixed to armoured motorcarriages and emplacements—and the Idari had no qualms about using those.

      Gallows’ palms sweated. The gun’s boxy magazine added to its unwieldy weight. How many men had lost their lives because their weapon was too heavy to raise in time before an Idari kiro cut them down? Give me a shortsword any day of the week. Gallows always felt more comfortable with a light blade than a slow, heavy, mechanical gun—his childhood had been spent scrapping in narrow alleyways and running from the City Watch—and when other kids and coppers were bigger than you, you soon learned to favour speed over power.

      Behind his left shoulder, Gallows heard Cooper’s slow and shaky breathing, and sensed Rocco bouncing up and down on his toes.

      ‘Helmsley—tighten your helmet and make sure your Ginny’s secure,’ ordered Sergeant Omari.

      Helmsley tapped at the inflatable buoyancy aid around his waist. If anyone fell overboard before the landing, it was his job to jump in and fish them out. ‘Right here,’ he said, trying—and failing—to sound calm. ‘Though I’m not a very good swimmer.’

      Omari patted him on the shoulder. ‘That’s why you got the Ginny.’

      Nervous laughter trickled from Helmsley. ‘Why do they call it “Ginny”?’

      ‘Named after Genevieve Couressa,’ Rocco answered. ‘She’s got big boobs.’

      ‘Ah.’

      ‘Stay focused,’ barked Fallon.

      The room turned crimson as one of the three lamps sparked into life.

      Gallows yearned to be by Sera’s side, to feel her heartbeat next to his. Musa, Belios, Nyr and whoever the hell else might be listening, you better not let me die.

      The second red light came on.

      Major Fallon turned, his one good eye meeting every one of his soldiers. ‘None of you die. That’s a goddamn order.’

      The vessel soared into the air as it skimmed the incline of the beach. It landed hard, red became green, and the hatch opened.

      ‘Go!’

      

      All remaining Dalthean vessels landed on the beachhead, cannons roaring.

      Metal hatches opened. Troops fanned out to defensive positions, and opened fire with their repeaters. Sand and dirt exploded as incoming fire lashed at the Dalthean assault boats. Towering spiral flames rose into the air, and charred black remains littered the sand.

      His head low, Corporal Gallows pounded across the beach. There were dozens of Dalthean troops at his back, all with the same objective as him: Secure the beach and rout the enemy.

      The Idari infantry took up defensive positions beneath the assault boats’ shells. The enemy fled into bunkers and civilian structures, hollowed out and bastardised with barbed wire. Looming behind them, the governor’s house stood on thick stilts, reaching at least four storeys, matched by the neighbouring kapok trees.

      The ground quaked and rock split beneath the Dalthean seaborne onslaught. Officers barked orders and the sluggish stutter of Vindicators sent Idari men to their graves.

      ‘Troop Two, on me!’ a female officer shouted. Like Rocco, her irises were coloured purple. ‘Stay behind the rocks, let the boats knock as many bunkers out as possible, then kick ’em when they’re down!’

      ‘Incoming!’

      ‘Son of a bitch, my legs!’

      ‘Medic! We need a medic!’

      ‘Pop smoke to the north side, enemy in the treeline!’

      ‘Roger!’

      Gallows’ unit kept moving. In the chaos, it was tough to tell who was who. More than once a bullet zinged past his head, and Gallows was convinced it came from one of his own side.

      Ahead, the enemy strongholds took fire from the Dalthean vessels’ bombardment, some shells even reaching as far as the mansion.

      ‘Keep the pace!’ growled Fallon. ‘Eyes open for anti-air fire—we see a double-A, we gotta take it out before the rotorheads come in!’

      Blood and ignium gas filled Gallows’ nose. Enemy fire ripped the sky open, and a man in a Dalthean uniform was torn asunder in an instant.

      Voices tangled in the air as men dived for cover. Rifle rounds snapped around Gallows as he took aim. His Vindicator shuddered, killing men before they realised they’d taken a bullet. Idari kuramanusa spilled from a wall of smoke like phantoms made real.

      ‘Incoming!’

      ‘Too many of the bastards!’

      ‘Keep shooting!’

      It didn’t take long for the mound of bodies to form.

      Bullets flying, men weeping, blood seeping into mud… No amount of training prepared you for it all.

      Focus, damn it—take your eyes from the Idari for a second, and they’ll gut you.

      Gallows pressed on, surrounded by allies. He couldn’t tell Fallon’s voice from the rest.

      More kuramanusa slave-soldiers broke from the treeline. Most of them looked like they hadn’t been fed in a month. Aside from the danger and the adrenaline worming through his limbs, Gallows felt something else: Pity. His enemies weren’t warriors—they were blunt instruments—cattle, whose spirits had been broken apart and ground down to nothing. Gods know what the Idari put them through.

      With heavy limbs, Gallows raised his rifle and pulled the trigger.

      Some of the kuramanusa wore relieved expressions when they died.

      ‘Platoon Three,’ came a voice, ‘defensive positions, pin ’em in—keep your eyes on the bastards!’

      Gallows took aim and fired at the stampede of slave-soldiers. Most of the kuramanusa charging towards his unit weren’t armed with guns—they brandished swords, hatchets, and rusty knives. They’re being used to soak up our bullets.

      But it wasn't just kuramanusa heading their way—hiding behind the human shields were regular Idari infantrymen, with barely any dirt on their blood-red uniforms.

      ‘Hit the deck!’ boomed Omari.

      Gallows threw himself to the ground as one of them opened fire with a flintlock rifle. Sergeant Omari returned fire. A kuramanusa kept charging towards Gallows, not seeming to mind his own intestines nesting around his legs. Gallows didn’t need to shoot him again before he died.

      ‘Dig in here!’ called Fallon.

      Gallows crawled along the ground, keeping as flat as possible, not taking his eyes from the treeline ahead.

      ‘Cooper, you okay?’ yelled Rocco from somewhere to Gallows’ left.

      Gallows didn’t hear the kid answer, but Rocco said, ‘Good lad, keep it up.’

      It was strewn with bodies now, but a dirt path led to the governor’s mansion from the beach. The gatehouse had been destroyed, but Gallows reckoned a host of traps littered the obvious route in anyway.

      Bullets snapped and echoed through the jungle. The assault boats’ cannons silenced, though Gallows’ ears still rang from the clamour.

      ‘We got the bastards running,’ said Rocco.

      ‘You think so?’ Omari asked. ‘You’re welcome to stick your head out and see if it stays on your neck.’

      ‘Rein it in,’ ordered Fallon. ‘Still more comin’.’

      The Vindicator’s buttstock shoved deeper into Gallows’ shoulder with each pull of the trigger. The enemy rampage had calmed—instead of spilling from the treeline and civilian structures, they trickled, luring Dalthean fire one way and attacking from another.

      Moments turned into minutes. Ignium and gun smoke settled in the air, and even the adrenaline was beginning to wear off. Guns still fired but Gallows couldn’t see any more hostiles. There’s more coming. There has to be.

      ‘Is that all of ’em?’ a soldier from another squad asked. Gallows adjusted his aim and burrowed deeper into the sand.

      ‘Reckon so,’ said someone. ‘We did it, lads! We won! We—’

      Then the real soldiers came.

      Idari veterans—kiros, clad in red and gold—rushed from the mansion doors like a tide, their guns blazing. The decorative flintlock weapons may have been old-fashioned, but they were lethal enough.

      A Dalthean soldier flew back, clutching at the hole in his throat. He gasped, blood spluttering between his fingers. Then he stopped moving altogether.

      The new wave of soldiers was smarter, more experienced; the troops ducked and weaved between fire, gave orders to one another instead of just charging with their eyes clenched shut. Gallows hit a few, but more were coming.

      ‘Medic!’

      ‘Get down!’

      ‘This way, follow me…!’

      ‘…ten o’clock! Bastards are trying to flank us!’

      ‘So don’t let ’em!’

      ‘Sniper!’

      ‘…and send a runner back to the boat, tell ’em we need reinforcements…’

      ‘Medic! Medic!’

      A familiar face smothered in bloody dirt fell next to Gallows.

      ‘Cooper, stay low!’ Gallows yelled. The kid stared up at him, head shaking. ‘You okay?’

      Cooper nodded, mouth pinned shut.

      Gallows patted his arm. ‘Good. Keep firing!’

      An enemy soldier leapt from Gods knew where, the bayonet on his rifle catching the moonlight. Gallows rolled on the ground—the bayonet sliced through his uniform, missing an artery by an inch.

      His shaking finger pressing the trigger, Gallows sent stuttering hot metal into the enemy. Guts and blood sprayed out with liberal abandon.

      Omari roared almost as loud as his weapon. He carried a D-22 ‘Mouthshutter’ shotgun—and used it to separate an Idari’s head from his shoulders. ‘Hold the line! Hold the line!’

      ‘They’re falling back,’ said Rocco. ‘Fearsome kiros, my arse!’

      ‘Doesn’t feel like they’re retreating,’ Gallows said. ‘The best of ’em will be holed up in the house.’

      A trail of bright red lights simmered in the sky

      ‘Anti-air gun!’ yelled Fallon. ‘We can’t light up the mansion until the double-As are down!’

      Gallows hauled Cooper to his feet. ‘Stay with me,’ he told the kid.

      They tumbled, tripped and scrambled across the rocky terrain towards the mansion, Gallows’ repeater spitting death every step of the way. Cooper’s weapon fired but he hit nothing.

      ‘Cover!’ yelled Omari.

      Fallon’s squad took cover behind a decimated brick wall skirting the mansion’s courtyard. It was dotted with bullet holes.

      ‘First Platoon!’ yelled Fallon. ‘Take the west side! Watch the smaller structures, keep your eyes on the corners! Second, you guys hit the north-east. Third, Fifth and Sixth—you boys are on cleaning detail: About a mile into the treeline there’s an anti-air platform—take it out and pop a flare when you’re done. Any of your lads are separated, now’s the time to bring ’em in. 32nd Airborne will flatten anything else. Seventh and Fourth Platoons: We hit the courtyard and draw fire from the mansion. Everyone else, secure the beach and make sure none of the Idari scum hit our boats. Go!’

      Fallon bolted through the opening in the wall, cursing and yelling. Dirt flew up at his heels in spouts.

      ‘Oi, arseholes!’ screeched Rocco. ‘Fire in the hole!’ Rocco hurled an ignium charge over the wall. It exploded, sending a group of enemies scattering. Fallon advanced, gunning them all down. He picked off more as they appeared behind windows or scurried between the mansion’s stilts.

      Gallows followed the major towards a ruined guardhouse by the outskirts of the courtyard. ‘You got good aim for a man with one eye.’

      ‘All instinct,’ said Fallon. ‘Platoon Seven—circle west from here. My men, fan out opposite—don’t let ’em catch us in a pincer! Stick to cover!’

      Bullets zipped overhead, glowing like fireflies for an instant before dying off. Gallows, Helmsley and Omari pressed behind an outhouse, while Fallon, Cooper and Rocco took cover behind a dismantled motorcarriage.

      Smoke rose in coils, and ignium stung Gallows’ eyes. Blackened bricks lay strewn on the ground, and scorch marks peppered the earth. The windows and doors on the lower levels of the mansion were barricaded with wood and chains.

      ‘Don’t suppose you got a key?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘Hold position,’ said Fallon. ‘Wait for the other platoons to clear the grounds. If the double-A stands, then we breach—I don’t wanna be standing out here with our dicks in our hands.’

      ‘Speak for yourself, sir,’ said Cooper.

      Omari thumbed more shells into his shotgun. ‘Boy’s finally getting a sense of humour.’

      Rocco peered through the husk of the motorcarriage with a scope. ‘They’re converging three floors up,’ he said. ‘Maybe our lads are drawing them away… Shit, gyrogun, maintain cover!’

      From nowhere, a storm of bullets punched holes into the outhouse and chewed through the black husk of the motorcarriage. The report of fire was deafening over the weapon’s spinning barrels—the world vibrated like Gallows was standing in the midst of an earthquake.

      The enemy stopped to reload, but Gallows’ head still rang. Heart pounding, he chanced a look—the gyrogun was similar to the few Dalthean models he’d seen before: A tight cluster of cylindrical barrels mounted on a wheeled platform and operated by a hand-crank. When the crank rotated a barrel and lined it up with the weapon’s horizontal shaft, it fired a round.

      ‘Pick your chances!’ Rocco yelled above the echoes in Gallows’ head. ‘These things spend ’emselves quicker’n a lad on his first night with a woman!’

      Gallows pressed his back against the wall before the gyrogun roared into life again. So much for the Idari shunning technology.

      ‘Major!’ Gallows started. But when he looked to Fallon, the words fell dead in his mouth.

      The major’s face had paled, and brownish-red blood welled over his uniform.

      Gods above…

      ‘Medic!’ Omari yelled.

      ‘Who’s hit?’ Rocco demanded.

      Fallon squirmed on the ground. ‘I am!’

      Helmsley ran to the major, unpeeling supplies from his medikit.

      ‘Forget me,’ Fallon spat, ‘we can’t take another hit from that gyrogun!’

      ‘We ain’t getting close to it,’ said Omari. ‘Not without armour.’

      Helmsley ripped Fallon’s shirt open. ‘You’re bleeding out, sir! I, I don’t have the materials to perform surgery but I can patch you up and get you—’

      ‘Screw it,’ barked Fallon. ‘Get back to the beach, tell ’em we need a Bulldog pronto!’

      ‘But I’m the medic!’

      ‘Carrying stretchers while getting’ shot at takes balls, Private—but right now, you’re as useful to me as tits on a snake—get me the goddamn Bulldog!’

      ‘Sir!’

      Both hands clutching his helmet, Helmsley turned and fled, bullets peppering the ground next to him.

      ‘So much for them shunning technology,’ said Rocco. ‘That gyro looks as lethal as what we use.’

      Gallows dragged Fallon away from the motorcarriage shell, and along with Rocco, they huddled behind the outhouse, the clatter of the gyrogun filling the air.

      ‘Helmsley’s right,’ said Gallows, ‘you gotta get out of here.’

      ‘Like hell!’ the major spat.

      ‘Is this worth dying for?’

      Judging by the scowl on his face, the question made Fallon angrier than the bullet in his gut. ‘You’re goddamn right it is.’

      ‘Hey, hey…’ Rocco pointed to the sky. Bright orange orbs rushed up, trailing smoke like the tails of a comet.

      ‘Damn, that was quick,’ said Gallows. ‘They must have taken out the double-A.’

      ‘And that means we can bomb the shit out of the mansion,’ said Omari.

      Pressing over the land, the rolling hum of a large airship boomed like thunder—it belonged to a six-thruster second-generation craft, bulky and fitted with ignium envelopes on its port and starboard sides. The words ‘RSF Leap of Faith’ were painted on its hull.

      Cheering erupted from Dalthean troops as it lumbered through the sky, its twin searchlights pinning a predatory gaze on the enemy position.

      Accompanying the Leap of Faith were two Eagle fighter craft—small, one-person winged craft with a single thruster and spiking stabiliser fin. The ground rumbled as they shot past.

      Gallows breathed easier. With air support, we’ll be done here in—

      From the trees, a double-A launched torrents of hot metal into the sky. In an instant, the two Eagles erupted in flames and arrowed into the earth. The Leap of Faith took evasive action, wheeling in the sky as bullets peppered its hull.

      ‘The hell’s happening?’ Fallon demanded. His voice was growing weak.

      ‘The double-A’s still standing!’ Gallows shook his head in disbelief. ‘The 35th are turning back!’

      ‘Guess the rotorheads got tired of waiting!’ said Rocco.

      ‘No, Third Platoon, Fifth and Sixth… They sent the flare up!’ Gallows felt his voice grow hoarse from shouting beneath the roar of the Leap of Faith’s thrusters. ‘They gave the signal to attack.’

      Sergeant Omari shook his head. ‘Or someone else did.’

      ‘They lured our boys and sucker punched ’em?’ said Rocco. ‘Sneaky Idari bastards.’

      The double-A continued drilling bullets into the sky, chasing the Leap of Faith.

      ‘We gotta take it out,’ said Omari.

      Fallon struggled to his feet, hand pressed against his wound. ‘Where in all Hells is my Bulldog?’

      ‘Hold on,’ said Gallows. ‘Wait…’

      Smoke coiling from one of its rotors, the Leap of Faith came around again, its guns needling bullets into the mansion’s stilts. With a crack, the stilts split and the lower floors of the mansion collapsed in a deluge of brick and stone.

      The Leap of Faith kept going, kept soaking up damage from the enemy anti-air defences. It was going in for the kill, exchanging fire with the emplacement.

      ‘I’ll be damned,’ said Omari.

      ‘Balls o’ brass,’ said Rocco.

      The airship lurched and descended as AA fire chewed through her armour. She deployed her ordnance—a blinding white light filled Gallows’ head, and an almighty roar detonated.

      When Gallows opened his eyes again, the airship was gone. Columns of black smoke towered above the treeline, accompanied by the crackle of fire.

      They’d won, but it didn’t feel like a victory.
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        * * *

      

      ‘The weapon.’ Nidra’s nails dug into Gallows’ skin, pulling him from her thrall.

      ‘I…’ Gallows gasped. Coming out the other end of Nidra’s power was like having a blanket pulled from you as you slept—and for a moment, Gallows yearned to stay within the warmth before the threads were taken away.

      Nidra tipped her head to the side, appraising Gallows like a vet choosing which dog to put down.

      The maddening silence was made worse by the fact Nidra seemed to enjoy it.

      ‘I’ve no idea where your weapon is,’ Gallows insisted. ‘How many times do I have to say the same damn thing?’

      Nidra kept her mouth closed, but her forehead glistened and her shoulders sagged.

      Whatever her power is, it’s taking its toll.

      ‘It would be better for you,’ she said. ‘To tell me where it is. If I don’t get what I want, then you are of no use to me.’

      ‘And if you do get what you want?’ Gallows croaked. ‘You’ll let me go to live happily after ever? Screw you.’

      Nidra drew in closer. Gallows could smell the sweat on her brow.

      ‘Give me the location of the weapon,’ she whispered. ‘That’s all you have to do. Then it’ll be over. I promise.’

      ‘Oh, well, that’s convinced me.’

      Nidra’s eyes glinted. ‘When we found you in the jungle, what were you and your dogs after?’

      ‘We’re not dogs!’ Gallows’ voice grated. ‘We’re people—like the kuramanusa, before you ground ’em down.’

      Nidra rolled her eyes. ‘I owe you no justification, dog.’

      Gallows’ arms tightened with fury. ‘I’m not a dog.’

      Nidra arched an eyebrow and placed her hands on her hips. ‘No? So you won’t do as your master commands? Let’s test that, shall we?’
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        * * *

      

      
        
        22nd Day of Musa

      

      

      Following the battle, it took eight hours to secure the beachhead and surrounding jungle. Temporary relief tents had been erected, and Gallows’ unit set up a perimeter of barbed wire and landmines.

      Including the destruction of two assault boats during the naval incursion, they’d lost thirty-five soldiers—a casualty rate of almost 49%. And Gods know how many the RSF lost.

      Reinforcements and supplies were coming in now, but if the Idari struck en masse, the Dalthean forces had no chance.

      Gallows sat with the rest of Fourth Platoon on an uncomfortable bench inside one of the relief tents. He rubbed the back of his head, more out of habit than for any soothing effect it had on the ringing in his ears. He picked at his rations, a hearty mix of dried beef and dark chocolate.

      ‘Go on then,’ said Rocco, ‘how d’ya know the major?’ He didn’t address anyone in particular. He fussed with a ration tin, unscrewing it and stuffing three dry crackers into his mouth.

      Gallows’ limbs sagged. He was exhausted, drained and in no mood to talk.

      ‘He handpicked me,’ Rocco continued. His finger tapped his ration tin like the drumming of a ship’s RADIOM needle. ‘I was with Third Battalion, on manoeuvres near Palthonheim.’

      ‘No-one cares,’ said Omari, setting himself down next to Cooper.

      Rocco gave Omari the finger and continued: ‘Some pissant colonel came down. She ordered us to escort a riverboat along the Althon. Said it was carrying some potent ignicite or some crap. Some shit storm went down and they had to bail out, lost a lot o’ guys, so they hooked up with us. Anyway, I get landed with night watch duty. So I’m on this riverboat with her men—hard bastards every one, not a smile among ’em. They didn’t take too kindly to an outsider. Anyways, as the minutes tick by, I get curious. No banter, no dice, no drink—what’s a bloke to do? So I goes to inspect the cargo—sons o’ bitches are smugglin’ scuzz into Dalthea! I get back to my post, keeping myself to myself, sayin’ nothin’ to these bastards. When day broke, we hitched up by some village or other. I march to my C.O., take him aside and spill the lot. “Sir! They’re transportin’ scuzz!” I tell him.

      ‘No sooner am I home and I get slapped with insubordination. Get put on shit detail for months. No-one wants a rat on their squad, see—even one who was doing right. Never did find out what happened to the smugglers. Arseholes. Anyway, Fallon gets wind and pulls me out.’ Rocco’s gaze lowered. ‘I owe that man, and if he dies...’

      Gallows felt something weigh in his stomach. He didn’t know Rocco well, but a bond formed in war was nurtured more quickly than anywhere else. You couldn’t afford not to trust your squad, and you didn’t always have the luxury of time.

      ‘Maybe Councillor Thackeray can put in a good word for you,’ said Cooper. ‘I mean, when we get back. I heard he gave up his seat to join the war and pilot the Valiant. He’d probably appreciate someone willing to put themselves at risk for the greater good.’

      Rocco snorted. ‘Thackeray’s a right arsehole. It’s all just a PR stunt, he’s desperate for the top spot. Them politicians are all the same, even Prime Councillor Trevelyan.’

      Omari cracked open his own ration tin. ‘We get chow then ready-up. If Fallon’s outta the game, we take orders from N’Keres.’

      ‘He’s an arsehole as well,’ muttered Rocco. ‘Just another pencil-pusher angling for a Council seat.’

      Helmsley cleared his throat. ‘This food is… delicious, isn’t it?’

      ‘No,’ said Gallows, ‘but points for trying.’

      Helmsley smiled. ‘I… I try to see the positive side of things. Even in this horrid place.’

      ‘Oh aye?’ Rocco started. ‘How’d a pacifist like you end up here anyway?’

      Helmsley shook his head. ‘Not much to tell, really. I’d never met the major before all this. I ended up here because… no-one else wanted me.’ Helmsley wore a smile, but Gallows wasn’t fooled. The man was hurting. ‘And there I thought volunteering for the war effort would make people look positively upon me. Not much respect for a pacifist.’

      Rocco stuck a cigarette in his mouth and said, ‘So brass saddled you with Fallon to keep you out the way? Wankers.’

      ‘Indeed. All just to impress Father.’

      ‘Huh?’ said Cooper. ‘Didn’t you say he tried to talk you out of it?’

      ‘Hm? Oh, yes, of course.’ Helmsley took his time spreading butter and blueberry preserve over a cracker, avoiding Cooper’s gaze.

      ‘So, Cooper,’ started Gallows, to redirect the conversation more than anything else. ‘How’d you end up with us sorry lot?’

      The kid looked at his ration tin like it was a turd. ‘I, uh, was a student. At the University of Rhis.’

      ‘Oh aye, brainy-type are ya?’ Rocco withdrew the cigarette from his mouth and, with his fingers, scooped blueberry jam into his mouth with a loud slurp.

      ‘Well, that was the plan,’ Cooper replied. ‘Until I was expelled. I studied chemistry.’

      ‘What happened?’ chuckled Gallows. ‘Did you blow up a classroom?’

      Cooper’s face turned red.

      ‘No way,’ said Rocco.

      ‘It, it was only the dorm master’s room!’ blurted Cooper. ‘A practical, um, joke. Gone wrong. Accident. But I am a good chemist.’

      Rocco leaned in closer to Cooper, his voice turning to a whisper. ‘Rhis, eh? Do Ryndaran men really get with their cousins up there?’

      The kid’s mouth curled. ‘If they do, I can see why. Prettiest girls in the world.’ Cooper pushed his ration tin away. ‘How about you, Gallows?’

      ‘Nah, my cousins are ugly.’

      Omari snorted with laughter.

      ‘He means Fallon,’ said Rocco. ‘How’d you end up here?’

      Gallows finished off his meal before he spoke. ‘I was a treasure hunter and a cargo hauler. I specialised in antiques and artifacts. Took a job with a guy who wasn’t completely honest about being a warlord and drug-runner. Tried to take as many aerons as I could and high-tail it, but I got caught in the crossfire between him and Fallon. I gave the major intel—he killed the warlord and saved my ass.’

      ‘You were a treasure hunter?’ said Helmsley. ‘Why, that sounds like something from a Captain Crimsonwing novel!’

      ‘Yeah, well,’ Gallows started, ‘the reality ain’t as glamorous.’

      Gallows’ mother had cried the day he left, the first time she’d ever done so in front of him. Did she know, even then, that she was sick? Was that why she told him not to come back until he’d seen every inch of the world—to save him from watching her decline? Gallows would never know—and he’d never make the mistake again. Whatever you’re doing, Sera, I hope you know that I’ll be back for you.

      ‘That just leaves you, Sergeant Omari.’ Helmsley’s voice snapped Gallows back to the present. ‘You’ve known the major the longest, correct? Why are you with him?’

      Omari set his bowl down. He rolled his shoulders, eyes drawn in deliberation. Gallows got the feeling the big man was about to say something profound.

      ‘Owe him twelve aerons.’

      Stretchers carrying wailing men rolled in and out of the tent, and, somewhere nearby, the growl of a motorcarriage rolled past.

      ‘Eh?’ said Rocco. ‘That’s it?’

      ‘Yup.’

      ‘Well, what do you owe him—’

      An army doctor burst into the relief tent, her face grim in spite of her youth. She had a mop of hair the colour of a clementine, and a smattering of freckles to match. The orange of her features shone brighter against the dark, brownish bloodstains on her uniform. ‘I’m Doctor Zarabati,’ she said, her voice weary but commanding. ‘Major Fallon is awake.’

      Gallows stood. ‘How is he?’

      ‘He’ll live, more out of stubbornness than anything else. He wants you all inside. I don’t recommend it, but…’

      ‘Stubbornness,’ said Gallows.

      

      As soon as the squad entered, Fallon hurled the words ‘I’m fine’ at them. His eye sought out Omari, who stood behind Gallows’ shoulder.

      ‘Sergeant,’ Fallon started, ‘take Fourth Platoon and hook up with whoever’s left—press the offensive and take out the munitions installation with whatever airships we got left. Let’s castrate these bastards before they get a chance to regroup.’

      ‘Sir,’ said Omari. ‘Reinforcements are coming. We’ll—’

      With a wince, Fallon sat up straight. ‘Listen to me—by the time you figure out who’s running the show, the Idari will abandon this island and take refuge with the rest of their forces further inland. Anyway, General N’Keres is a hard bastard but he ain’t got the field experience—he’ll trail through the jungle with the whole damn army. The Idari will hit and run before you even see ’em comin’. No, I want you lot to take point with another squad, scout ahead. Gallows, you got good instincts for traps and thinking on the fly.’

      ‘Major,’ started Gallows, ‘reading ancient languages and stealing artifacts from old temples ain’t the same as going up against a whole army in their own territory. Maybe we ain’t the best unit to take the lead on this.’

      Fallon’s glare speared Gallows. ‘They’re here for a reason, Corporal—and until we know what that is, we’re fightin’ blind. Get out there and do your jobs. Anyway, it beats sitting around here with your dicks in your hands.’

      ‘That’s debatable,’ said Rocco.

      Helmsley looked to Cooper and raised his hand. ‘Sir, I… I consider working with these gentlemen an honour, but I think this mission requires men with more experience than Private Cooper and I.’

      ‘No!’ The word shot from Cooper’s mouth. ‘Don’t use me as an excuse if you want to bail, Helmsley. I… I want go. I want to help. I can prove myself. I’m not just the kid who gets sick. Please.’

      Helmsley’s hand dropped to his side and his shoulders slumped. ‘As you say.’

      Fallon’s eye narrowed. ‘Listen, you—all of you—were the sorriest bunch of outcasts and exiles I ever laid eyes on. No-one else wanted ya because none of you fell in line—same reason brass hates me. I spent my whole career investigating my own men, so I can guaran-damn-tee you my instincts are on point. I only select men and women who think for themselves, not trigger-happy medal-chasers who lick their C.O.’s ass. Believe you me, N’Keres is a medal-chaser—and I don’t want him knowing about your orders. Talk to Lieutenant Trueno of Second Platoon—she’ll fall in line. Grab some chow while you can, boys—you move out in thirty minutes. Dismissed.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Those… were our orders. We didn’t find... your mystery weapon.’ Gallows’ resolve leeched from him every time Nidra exerted her power over him—he struggled to summon the energy to stay awake. It skewed his sense of time—had he been talking for minutes, or hours? Had he been here for days, or weeks?

      But the weight around Nidra’s eyes and the sweat glistening on her skin told Gallows she was struggling almost as much as he was.

      Her power hurts her.

      Her nails danced over his chest like spider legs. ‘You know I’ll get the answers eventually, dog, all I need—’

      ‘Why are you the way you are?’

      Nidra’s nails stopped.

      ‘C’mon, you’re gonna kill me anyway. Were you born a godsdamn witch? Could you always violate people’s minds?’

      Nidra said nothing.

      ‘Or were you made?’ Gallows asked. ‘Twisted, broken and rebuilt… Like the kuramanusa?’

      Nidra took a slow step back. ‘You do not speak to me this way.’

      Gallows laughed and made sure to wear the most infuriating smirk he could muster. ‘I can do whatever the hell I want, Nidra. Can you say the same? Sure, you can make me talk, take away my free will—but I’m still me. What were you, before this?’

      She turned her back on Gallows, her silhouette shrinking in the weak lamplight.

      ‘C’mon, Grand Perceptor!’ What did he have to lose? The fresh memory of eating and trading banter with his comrades stung him—he remembered the bonds forming between him and the rest of his unit, before they were severed forever. Why not pass some of that pain back?

      ‘Now ain’t the time to be coy,’ Gallows continued. ‘Did the emperors trample over your village, carve those patterns into your face—’

      Nidra spun around and marched to Gallows, spat in his face and backhanded him. ‘I am no kuramanusa—these patterns were earned. The Sun and the Moon and the Twin Emperors—’

      ‘Who gives a shit? Save it for your followers. You’re a grunt, just like me. You think you’re special, but you ain’t. You think you’ve got power, but you don’t—’

      Nidra backhanded him again. ‘I’ll unravel your mind,’ she spat. ‘Pick it apart and rebuild it to suit me. I’ve seen what it is for a man to succumb to madness—seen what happens when I lift a treasured memory from his head and make him know it’s gone forever.’

      ‘Bullshit. If you were so powerful, you’d know I’ve been telling the truth all this time. How long before your bosses realise how much time you’ve wasted?’

      Nidra leered at him. ‘Oh, I shall enjoy dismantling your mind, dog.’

      ‘Ten aerons says you can’t.’

      ‘Time is on my side.’ The words lilted from Nidra like the silvery tones of a song. ‘What’s your most treasured memory? Tell me. Whisper it to me—sing your most private desires.’

      Sera’s smile as I proposed, the ring sliding on her slender finger…

      ‘I’ll take it away and replace it with a void,’ Nidra continued.

      ‘You’re lying.’ Gallows’ skin prickled as the tendrils of Nidra’s power crept over him, but she was exhausted—weak. He could feel it.

      ‘What do you want, above all else? What keeps hope alive in this place?’

      …Sera’s face lighting up, pulling me tight as she said ‘yes’…

      Gallows saw the frustration on Nidra’s face. He was resisting her.

      ‘End this torment,’ she demanded with a wavering voice. ‘Just tell me where the weapon has moved to, and I’ll stop.’

      The change in questioning sent ice into Gallows’ veins. It threw his concentration off—it was easier to give in and talk about the landing than it was to summon the strength to resist Nidra digging into his memories with Sera. It was like he could only resist her magic if he knew how she was going to direct it beforehand.

      So Gallows let himself speak—he recited the events of the landing, the fighting, the ambush that killed his allies… He narrated the story all over again, like a tired parent reading an infant his favourite bedtime story for the hundredth time.

      But deep within himself, Gallows pictured Sera in his mind’s eye, felt her warmth against him, smelled her scent…

      ‘We hit the governor’s mansion from the ground,’ his dead voice stated. ‘The Leap of Faith bombarded the enemy…’

      Inside, Gallows clutched at his own thoughts like an anchor holding a storm-ravaged ship. Sera’s hands covering my eyes… Dancing in the Laguna Lounge, the diamond glinting as she spun…

      Gallows separated the small part of his mind that remained his own as his voice droned on, words unfurling like tumbling velvet. He could do this—he could withstand her—he could beat her…

      But Nidra switched tactics again.

      She caressed Gallows’ cheek, her soft fingertips teasing his stubble. ‘Now you will tell me your innermost desires, dog. Tell me your secrets. Tell me what keeps you going…’

      No…

      ‘Tell me your most treasured memory, so I can corrupt it…’

      Fight it.

      ‘Speak…’

      Fight!

      ‘…speak…’ Nidra’s black-amber eyes mesmerised Gallows, like swirling pools of—

      ‘Sera!’

      Nidra snapped back.

      Her will lifted from Gallows.

      He had broken free.

      For a long moment Nidra stood there, frozen. Then her face turned pallid and her narrowed eyes sought answers in the corners of the cell.

      It was the first time Gallows had seen her scared.

      ‘Well,’ he started. ‘This is interesting.’

      But she composed herself—Nidra cast away her doubt, her lips pressing together in a sharp sneer. She looked like a kid at Wintercast when she unwraps a new toy. ‘No-one has ever resisted me before.’ She leaned close to him, and her wildberry and honey-orange perfume snaked around him. ‘I will enjoy breaking you.’

      Gallows held her gaze. ‘You have so much hate in you, Nidra. I pity you. I really do. Is it self-loathing? Is that why you do what you do? Or is it something else?’

      Nidra didn’t respond. Uncertainty plagued her. Gallows saw it in her eyes.

      Gallows pressed the advantage. ‘Do you believe the bullshit your bosses peddle? Here’s the headline, High Perceptor: Your power is an illusion. You come in here in your fancy clothes, smelling the way you do, draped in gold and thinking you’re superior. Where’s that got you, huh?’ Gallows gazed around the cell. ‘You’re just a tool—you’re a grunt, like me—a bloodhound used to sift through shit so someone else can get the diamonds. You were stupid enough to kill all of my friends—I’m all you have—and I beat you.’

      Nidra recoiled. Her slender fingers tightened, their long nails gleaming like knives. Her soft breathing filled the cell. ‘Not all,’ she said. The way she looked at Gallows ripped the smirk from his face.

      Nidra conjured a bloodied chain and dropped it to the floor.

      Dog tags.

      Gideon Helmsley’s dog tags.
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        22nd Day of Musa

      

      

      From somewhere deep within the jungle, the high-pitched song of a curassow wailed. Blades of weak sunlight speared through the canopy of trees, the last gasps of dying daylight. Twigs and leaves cracked underfoot as Fourth Platoon advanced, accompanied by the song of crickets and tree frogs.

      Lieutenant Trueno was with them, and one other man—not the fighting force that Gallows had hoped for, but not everyone was willing to defy orders—and not everyone owed Major Aramon Fallon a favour. They’d slipped out over an hour ago—was it too optimistic to hope N’Keres hadn’t noticed yet?

      ‘Remember, recon only.’ Trueno’s strident voice thrummed with authority. ‘We aren’t here to start a firefight.’ She stalked across mulchy ground with the finesse of a panther.

      Her man—Staff Sergeant Tarrison—had taken point. He wore a sculpted short grey beard and was armed with a scowl as lethal as Major Fallon’s. Every minute or so, he glanced down at the map in his hands.

      Gallows couldn’t get used to the musk of the earth and the aroma from exotic flowers; combined with the pressing heat, the citruses and spices made him dizzy. Gods know how Cooper’s holding up. But if the kid had to vomit, Gallows reckoned it was best he did it before they found the munitions factory.

      ‘Coordinates ain’t far from here,’ said Tarrison. They stood before a forking dirt road—the left path wended deeper into the jungle, while the right-hand trail circled down along a rocky ridge.

      The lieutenant held up a fist, halting the platoon. ‘Form up,’ she commanded. ‘We go left, watch the treeline. If the enemy is still in the area, we won’t miss them.’ Her voice crackled like burning kindling, and the violet in her irises glinted. Gallows remembered seeing her when they stormed the beach. ‘I’m not about to take on an enemy installation without backup,’ she continued, ‘no matter what Major Fallon expects. Let’s find out what’s so special about these damn islands.’

      ‘Ma’am!’ Omari bent down to examine the mud and beckoned Trueno over.

      ‘What is it, Sergeant?’

      ‘Footprints. Fresh.’

      ‘Idari?’

      ‘Negative.’ Omari stood straight. ‘Dalthean standard-issue boots. Recognise the prints anywhere. They don’t make sense… It’s like they was wandering, lost. They’re coming from the left, towards the factory coordinates.’

      ‘Check the right-hand path, see if there are any more,’ Trueno ordered.

      Omari examined the hooked path skirting around the ridge. ‘None.’

      ‘There aren’t any other units here,’ Gallows pointed out. ‘Could these belong to our Phase One troops?’

      Tarrison angled his head back. ‘More prints over here.’

      ‘Alright, gentlemen,’ Trueno began, ‘parameters have shifted: We’re now on a rescue operation. Stay calm, keep your eyes open. We track the footprints—Omari, send one of your men back to the camp and inform General N’Keres of the situ—’

      ‘Sh.’ Omari’s hand shot up.

      Like a machine, the rest of the squad moved as one, taking defensive positions.

      Gallows scanned the treeline with his rifle, hefting it up towards the canopy of leaves. He’d heard it too—breathing, and the crack of a branch. Something was creeping nearby.

      ‘What’s going on?’ whispered Cooper.

      ‘Quiet,’ Trueno urged through her teeth.

      Grass swayed, and the glassy eyes of a prowling black cat peered out at Gallows.

      ‘Gods above,’ breathed Rocco, lowering his gun. ‘It’s a panther. Leave it be and it’ll leave us.’

      The panther appraised the squad before dissolving back into the treeline. Gallows permitted himself a breath.

      ‘Don’t normally see panthers during daylight,’ Omari pointed out. ‘Something’s got it riled.’

      Gallows looked to the sky—night was overcoming the sun. Soon the whole jungle would be dark.

      ‘Actually, “panther” isn’t strictly correct,’ started Helmsley. ‘It’s a jaguar with a melanin pigment—’

      ‘Friendly!’ Tarrison interrupted, swinging his rifle to the side.

      Gallows didn’t lower his weapon, but Tarrison was right—a young man in a tattered Dalthean uniform approached them, walking like a drunkard. He had a shaved head and a broken nose. The bruising on his face made it difficult to place an age on him, but Gallows reckoned he was as young as Cooper.

      ‘Flash!’ Omari called. He held a hand up for the soldier to stop moving. ‘Flash!’

      Trueno raised her weapon to the new arrival. ‘Give the damn countersign, son.’

      The soldier said nothing.

      ‘Countersign,’ Trueno repeated.

      ‘Thunder,’ breathed the stranger.

      Trueno’s shoulders sagged. She motioned to Tarrison. ‘Reel him in.’

      ‘You need a medic, son?’ the staff sergeant asked. ‘How bad you injured?’

      ‘Helmsley,’ said Trueno, ‘examine him.’

      ‘Wait,’ Gallows urged. ‘Something ain’t—’

      Before he could finish, another Dalthean trooper peeled out of the treeline, walking with the same awkward gait as the first.

      In spite of the injuries on display, both men wore contented smiles.

      Gallows’ sweat turned cold on his skin. What the hell?

      Tarrison guided the first man over—but as the staff sergeant reached out, the other man unsheathed a concealed blade—and rammed it three times into the staff sergeant’s gut. Tarrison slumped to the ground.

      ‘Hostiles!’ snapped Trueno. Without hesitating, she opened fire with the slow and bulky Vindicator in her hands. Both of the Phase One soldiers fell with bullets in their heads.

      Helmsley ran over to Tarrison—the staff sergeant was spitting blood and gasping for breath.

      ‘We have to get him back!’ Helmsley shrieked. ‘He’ll bleed out!’

      ‘Fall back!’ Trueno ordered.

      ‘Sarge!’ called Rocco. ‘We firin’ on our own men?’

      Omari shot him a look. ‘What’s it look like?’

      A howl slashed through the air like a reaper’s scythe—Helmsley didn’t see the kiro as he plummeted from the trees and arced his curved shamshir across his chest.

      Helmsley fell, clutching at the gaping wound.

      ‘Incoming!’ Gallows opened fire—the warrior fell, eyes wide, but another one tore out from the shadows on all fours, advancing like a spider and kicking Rocco’s legs away. Omari’s Mouthshutter left a gaping hole in the kiro’s head.

      ‘Stick together!’ ordered Trueno. ‘Short, controlled bursts—we fight our way back to camp.’

      Gunfire raged in the jungle—Gallows wasn’t sure if he was hitting enemies or air. Trueno snapped left and right, a single bullet bursting from her repeater each time—one shot, one kill.

      A regular Idari soldier fired at Gallows—the bullet hit a tree at Gallows’ back, but the Idari was quick—he ran full pelt, batting Gallows’ Vindicator away with the bayonet at the end of his rifle. Gallows kicked out and headbutted the soldier, before grabbing the knife sheathed on his lower back and drawing it across the Idari’s throat.

      He fell, gargling blood. Gallows swung around, pulling the trigger at anything that moved in the trees.

      ‘Tarrison’s dead!’ Cooper shouted. ‘Helmsley! Helmsley!’

      ‘Corporal!’ barked Trueno. ‘Get back to camp, alert N’Keres and get him to—’

      The snap of a rifle, and blood flowered on Trueno’s uniform.

      ‘Lieutenant!’ Gallows screamed.

      But she crumpled to the ground without a word.

      A woman in dark Dalthean blue stumbled out of the foliage, Vindicator stuttering with empty clicks, unfocused eyes looking down at Trueno’s body. She stood there with the thin curl of a smile playing on her lips—unmoving, like she was waiting for someone to tell her what to do.

      Gallows shot her. ‘Trueno! Lieutenant, can you hear me? Shit.’

      ‘Help… Help…’ Helmsley wailed.

      Gallows’ Vindicator pressed into his shoulder. Faces with gold and silver swirls materialised from the jungle, spears and swords shining in the sunlight. Gallows took a step back, rounds bursting from the muzzle.

      ‘Gallows!’ yelled Omari.

      He didn’t move fast enough—from nowhere, the tip of a spear pierced Gallows’ chest. He screamed, watching as his blood ran through a reservoir in the blade. Gallows looked up to see the kiro’s stare boring into him. Saliva dripped from the warrior’s mouth and his teeth shone like sharp steel. Gallows wanted to fight back, but his limbs didn’t obey.

      The kiro’s head erupted. He collapsed, still clutching the spear, his dead weight wrenching the blade from Gallows. Blood flowed out of him like a rupture in a cask of wine.

      ‘Target down!’ yelled Rocco, his rifle trailing smoke.

      ‘Clear!’ yelled Omari. ‘Bug out before more come!’

      Gallows dropped to one knee. Rocco ran over to him, voice mumbling. ‘It’s alright, mate, it’s alright, you’re gonna be alright...’

      ‘We’re moving!’ roared Omari. ‘Rocco, get Gallows to his feet!’ he ordered. ‘Cooper, status!’

      ‘Helmsley’s bleeding out!’ cried Cooper, hunched over his comrade.

      ‘I don’t…’ Helmsley’s hands clawed up at Cooper’s face. ‘I don’t… want… to die…’

      ‘Stay awake, mate, stay awake.’ Cooper fumbled with Helmsley’s medikit. ‘Just stay awake and tell me what to do.’

      ‘We’ll get through this,’ said Rocco. He dressed Gallows’ wound and helped him to his feet, but he was still leaking blood. ‘Back to the beach before more of those bastards come!’

      Gallows grasped for words. ‘Why did… Phase One turn on us?’

      An explosion turned night into day.

      ‘Flare!’ yelled Rocco.

      ‘Nah,’ said Omari, his eyes widening. ‘Fire.’

      Gallows stared up to the sky—Omari was right. Searing, bright orange flames rose up and enveloped the jungle.

      ‘Incoming!’ yelled Omari, then started shooting.

      ‘Shit. Rocco, move!’ roared Gallows. He peeled himself from Rocco and opened fire, but his injury rendered his aim wild.

      Omari’s weapon swivelled left and right, exploding skulls and leaving gaping holes in chests.

      ‘Hostiles, left!’ Rocco yelled.

      The distinctive snap of Idari flintlock rifles rang out. Bullets tore clumps from trees. Gallows took aim and loosed rounds, but his muscles were growing weak from blood loss. Voices called around him and the searing heat from the fire crept closer.

      ‘North-east, incoming!’

      ‘I’m dry, cover me!’

      ‘—don’t want to die, don’t want to die—’

      ‘Stay awake!’

      ‘We gotta find cover!’

      ‘Fall back, fall back!’

      Gallows’ boots sank into the mud. Bloody gore spilled from wounds. Without thinking, he slammed a new magazine into his rifle and kept shooting. The weapon’s weight burned the muscles in his arms.

      ‘This way!’ Rocco tapped Gallows’ shoulder and pulled him back. ‘Down the ridge trail!’

      ‘We don’t know where it leads!’ howled Cooper. ‘We can’t leave Helmsley!’

      ‘We can’t stay in the open!’ growled Omari. ‘Unless we get cover, we’re as good as—’

      A bullet struck Omari in the head.

      ‘Sarge!’ cried Rocco as Omari crumpled to the dirt. ‘Oh shit! Shit!’

      ‘Incoming!’ Gallows warned.

      Rocco screamed—his rifle spat bullets until it ran dry.

      ‘On me!’ yelled Gallows. He jumped over Omari’s body. His wound burned like a red-hot poker—he felt it steal the life from him. He wouldn’t last much longer. ‘Cooper, pull Helmsley into cover! Rocco! Rocco!’

      ‘S… sir!’

      ‘Cover Cooper!’

      ‘Traitorous finisa bastards!’ yelled Rocco.

      Gallows clung close to the jutting rock of the ridge and made his way along the narrow trail. The path overlooked a mass of thick trees, snaking vines and precarious pits—the Idari could be hiding anywhere.

      ‘Clear!’ Gallows yelled behind him. ‘We take the trail and double back to the beach!’

      Cooper followed Gallows down; the kid was struggling to shoulder Helmsley’s weight. Helmsley himself clutched at the slash across his chest, eyes rolling up into his head.

      Rocco flailed around the corner, pressing a new magazine into his repeater. ‘How the hell did they find us?’

      ‘Doesn’t… matter,’ breathed Gallows. ‘C’mon, keep moving. We hit the treeline, stay low and head back—’

      Bullets cut Gallows off. The Idari were on their heels.

      ‘Run!’ he called. He leapt over the ridge, rock and dirt flying up as his feet gouged a path, sliding in the mud and into the depths of the jungle.

      Gallows rolled onto his side, picking up Gods knew how many more cuts and bruises.

      Helmsley followed, his flailing body twisting as he rolled down. He whined in pain, and Gallows just managed to stop the private’s head from glancing off the side of a boulder.

      ‘Watch it!’ said Cooper, untangling himself from the rocks when he landed.

      ‘Shit-shit-shit-shit.’ Rocco hit the ground hard, but he was in better shape than Gallows.

      Gallows felt his legs buckle, but he kept standing. Cooper and Rocco helped Helmsley to his feet, shouldering him together.

      ‘C’mon,’ breathed Gallows, feeling his head go light.

      There was no way to know where the ridge path would take them, but they didn’t have a choice. They cut a path through the jungle, keeping the rocky hills in sight and using them to navigate. Gallows doubted Helmsley would make it—and he was far from convinced about himself.

      It didn’t take long before they encountered another patrol. One regular trooper and one kuramanusa stood guard by a stone archway. They both carried rifles.

      ‘Why is there a gate in the middle o’ nowhere?’ asked Rocco.

      ‘Looks like it belongs… to a fifteenth century castle,’ said Gallows. ‘Maybe Phadrosi or Mercurian.’

      ‘How in all hells do you know this shit?’ said Rocco.

      ‘Treasure hunter and explorer, remember?’ Gallows armed sweat from his eyes, but even that action sent fresh pain reverberating through him. ‘Who’s got ammo?’ Rocco and Cooper shook their heads.

      Gallows had rounds left in his Vindicator, but no spare magazines. ‘Shit.’ Two hostiles, both armed. Hit the regular first, then the kuramanusa.

      ‘Hey, wait, wait,’ said Cooper. He set Helmsley down, and from the medic’s kit, he took out a bottle of alcoholic solution.

      ‘Planning on having a damn knees-up?’ Asked Rocco.

      ‘No.’ Cooper’s tremoring fingers pulled the stopper away. ‘Give me your lighter.’

      ‘Eh?’ said Rocco.

      ‘Give me a light. Quick!’

      ‘Gave up smoking, actually—just keep ’em to test myself.’ Rocco took his lighter and handed it to Cooper. ‘Just ’cause I ain’t had a puff in four years don’t mean I don’t like my lighter—I want that back.’

      Cooper tore a piece of cloth from his sleeve and doused it with the diluted igneus from the lighter, before stuffing it into the bottle. He made sure to leave enough fluid in the lighter.

      ‘A Tarevian Cocktail,’ Cooper explained. He set fire to the rag and hurled the bottle to the two hostiles. It hit the regular soldier, flames enveloping him in an instant. The fire leapt onto the kuramanusa—shrill, anguished screams tore out from them both.

      Cooper handed the lighter back to Rocco and, face beaming, said, ‘Told you I’m a good chem—’

      In one fluid movement, a kiro descended from a treetop and swung his shamshir through Cooper’s legs, finishing the kid with a knife in his throat.

      ‘Cooper!’ Gallows swung his rifle around and fired his remaining bullets into the kiro’s heart.

      ‘Aw, shit.’ Rocco sat on his heels, clutching his head with both hands. ‘We’re done. Done.’

      Gallows couldn’t find a reason to argue. He had no more ammo left, and the Idari would have heard the gunshots and seen the fire.

      He looked down at Cooper’s body. His eyes were frozen open. ‘We have to leave him,’ Gallows said. ‘Rocco, help me… get Helmsley up…’

      From behind, Idari voices called something. Gallows tried to grab Rocco and move, but his limbs weighed heavier than an anvil. He fell to one knee.

      A bullet struck Rocco in the shoulder, another in his chest. Through the shadows encroaching on his vision, Gallows saw Rocco’s torso judder and fall back, his uniform smothered in blood.

      More soldiers spilled from every angle. Rocco lay crumpled in the mud, and Helmsley’s skin was as pale as a corpse.

      They were dead.

      I’m going to die out here.

      I’m going to die… Sera… She’ll never know how much I…

      A force seized Gallows, rising from his gut and spreading through his limbs.

      He got to his feet.

      Time slowed as Gallows charged the man in front of him, brandishing his Vindicator like a club and using it to smash the enemy’s head.

      A knife slashed Gallows’ chest—with a guttural snarl, he pulled its owner towards him and gnawed the Idari’s ear clean off, before driving the butt of his rifle into the gaping hole. Blood flowed down Gallows’ chin. He forced his legs to carry him along the trail. The will to survive overtook all other instincts.

      He fought and clawed and kicked, but there were too many enemies. Something brought Gallows to the ground; copper filled his nose and mouth and feet stamped on him. A sword caught sunlight as it whistled down towards him.

      At the last second Gallows rolled, taking his knife and slashing the tendons of the enemy. He seized the Idari’s sword and hacked and slashed at anyone who came near him.

      Fury propelled him. Bloodlust gave him the will to live. He opened a man’s belly and sent his guts snaking out, then plunged his knife  into another’s throat. Muzzle flashes popped and flared but bullets wouldn’t hurt him.

      Gallows charged towards a kuramanusa with an old Idari rifle. The slave was just a kid; he stared at Gallows with wide eyes and the gun wavered in his hands.

      Whatever look Gallows wore on his face emptied the kid’s bowels—he raised the rifle—but before he got a shot off, Gallows dived towards him, slamming the kid’s head into a rock with a wet thud, the smell of shit and blood reeking.

      But Gallows’ luck couldn’t last forever.

      A mountainous kiro hauled Gallows up from behind and spun him around, driving the butt of his spear into Gallows’ face. Blood sprayed from Gallows’ mouth. He hung limp in the giant’s hands, his limbs unable to obey his thoughts.

      More enemies closed in—regular troops, kuramanusa and a few more kiros.

      ‘Atun!’ the kiro’s allies chanted. ‘Atun the Ironrender!’

      The last thing Gallows saw was Atun’s fist.
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        * * *

      

      How did Helmsley survive?

      Gallows relived the ambush but there was too much confusion to pick out single images—just flashes of fire and horror, reminders of the stale taste of copper in his mouth.

      Nidra. She must have manipulated the Daltheans from the first wave. They’d been commanded to kill their own people.

      But that wasn’t the worst of it.

      If Helmsley really was alive, then Gallows had left him to die.

      

      Sleep came in fits, and each time Gallows woke, he had no idea how much time had passed. For all he knew, he’d been languishing in the cell for a week, or more.

      He didn’t protest when the kuramanusa fed and watered him, didn’t lash out when they untied him to exercise his legs, nor when they recharged the ignium lamp. He kept his mouth shut, and listened for word on Helmsley’s survival.

      In the brief moments between the cell door swinging open and closed, Gallows strained to pick out sounds in the corridor beyond. The kuramanusa changed the routine—came at different intervals, brought different food. Without explanation, they even untied Gallows and let him sleep on the floor. It was filthy but it was damn better than hanging from the wrists.

      If Helmsley’s alive… Is Rocco?

      As best as Gallows could judge, a whole day passed without Nidra. For hours, he stared at Helmsley’s dog tags, waking in spasms to find them clutched in his palm. She’s still torturing me—she doesn’t need to get close to me to know the damage she’s doing. The thought made Gallows think back to his previous encounters with Nidra—if she was so powerful, and if the Idari were wielding black magic, then why not use it in the field? Why not infiltrate Dalthea and get all the information they need without drawing a blade? Why not turn the whole army against itself? Nidra could command others’ actions—but did that power have limitations?

      She doesn’t need to get close to know the damage she’s doing—but maybe she needs to get close to get inside my head?

      If that was a weakness, Gallows would find a way to exploit it. He’d have to.

      He ran his thumb over Helmsley’s embossed name. Blood caked the steel like rust. Or is she expecting me to fight back?

      The door teased open, and Gallows’ stomach filled with cement.

      When she walked in, Gallows stood up, balled his fists and planted his feet.

      Nidra had changed her clothes. A gown of gold and black hugged her form. She stood like a depiction of Musa herself; the amber in her eyes flared brighter, and her hair shimmered.

      She tossed a bundle of clothes to the floor, then disappeared.

      A Dalthean army uniform.

      ‘Screw you,’ Gallows spat into the cell, his coarse voice echoing against the stone walls. He couldn’t guess what Nidra was playing at, but it was a trick—it had to be.

      The dog tags pulled his gaze.

      If there was even half a chance Helmsley was alive, then Gallows had to take it. I beat her before… I can do it again.

      He took tentative steps to the open door, wrists burning with purple rings from Gods knew how many days hanging in here. He kept close to the wall, clenched his fists and risked a look into the passage.

      Empty.

      Gallows’ cell sat nestled in a corner, at the end of a narrow, stone passageway—which left only one way to go.

      Sharp pain jagged in Gallows’ feet—if he was going to grab Helmsley and run, he wouldn’t get far in his current state.

      The bundle of clothes included boots.

      

      Gallows shuffled out of the cell, the fresh clothes reinvigorating him. He stayed close to the rough surface of the wall—its stone was the colour of day-old slush—and moved with slow footsteps.

      When he rounded a corner, she was there—hewn from the shadows, standing with her back to him. ‘Come,’ Nidra beckoned.

      Gallows followed her. It’s a trick.

      Identical doors to the one in his cell glowered at Gallows as he squeezed past. Odours of sour milk and rotten fruit filled his nose, of copper and burnt meat. The passage reeled in a shallow arc, and Gallows had no way of knowing if he was above ground or in a submerged dungeon.

      Nidra stopped, and turned. ‘Please.’ She motioned to an open chamber.

      Hesitating at first, Gallows stepped inside, his instincts on fire.

      The warm air in the chamber welcomed him. A fire crackled within an ornate fireplace, painting the chamber with a throbbing, living glow. Sumptuous rugs with dizzying patterns of reds, greens and yellows littered the floor. A four-poster bed laid with a light web of silk dominated the end of the room; its steel frame curved like vines with sharp thorns.

      And then Gallows’ eyes fell on the roasted partridge. It glistened on a silver tray sitting upon a small, round table by two curving chairs.

      ‘Sit.’ Even a single syllable from Nidra dripped honey.

      Gallows stepped away from her, keeping his back to the wall. His heart drummed.

      ‘You’ve nothing to be afraid of,’ she lilted.

      Gallows clenched a fist.

      Nidra’s eyes rolled. ‘And if you assault me, your friends will die.’

      ‘Helmsley—he’s alive?’

      Nidra placed her hands behind her back. ‘Sit—while it’s still your choice.’

      Bile churned in Gallows’ stomach. Tearing himself from the wall, he pulled a chair from the table and sat.

      The meat knife looked sharp.

      Nidra slinked past and sat opposite him, settling into the chair like it was made for her.

      ‘What the hell is this?’ Gallows demanded.

      With slow fingers and eyes fixed on Gallows, Nidra clasped the knife and carved thin slices of dark meat, nudging a plate towards Gallows.

      His stomach grumbled at the tangy, pungent aroma. It mingled with piny rosemary and other herbs Gallows couldn’t distinguish. Butter slid from the meat.

      ‘Please,’ spoke Nidra. ‘You must be hungry. I know the gruel the kuramanusa feed you.’

      Gallows pulled his gaze away and glared at her. ‘I grew up in the shitty part of town. Gruel’s a feast.’

      When Nidra raised an eyebrow, it was as sharp as her nails. ‘It seems I’ve been too generous to you.’ She took a bite—her eyelids closed as she savoured it. ‘From south Idar. Exquisite.’

      ‘Where’s Helmsley? Is he hurt? Did anyone else survive?’

      Nidra dabbed at the juices on her mouth. It made her lips glisten. ‘First you answer my ques—’

      Gallows’ fists slammed into the table, causing silver cutlery to leap onto the floor. ‘I don’t know a goddamn thing!’

      Trickling at first, Nidra’s laughter burst like a river breaking its banks. ‘I believe you,’ she said. ‘I believe you.’

      Gallows flew to his feet, the chair landing on its side. He collected a butter knife from the floor. It shook in his hand. ‘This is a goddamn trick.’

      Nidra took another bite. ‘You’re wielding a butter knife.’

      ‘I’ll adapt.’ He lunged towards her—

      ‘Harm me and your friend dies.’

      The knife hung in the air. Gallows stood motionless, weighing his options. ‘You’re lying.’

      ‘Your friend is alive. He spoke of your Fayth Collegium. Spoke of not lifting a finger to hurt another person. Frightfully boring little man—but alive.’

      ‘Take me to him.’

      Nidra motioned to Gallows’ chair.

      Gallows watched her for a moment—if he protested, she’d exert her will over him, and he’d never get Helmsley. He wasn’t sure he could beat it again, not without knowing her line of questioning.

      Defeated, Gallows picked up the chair and shrunk into it. ‘I’m… gonna die in here,’ he said.

      Nidra’s fingers danced on the table. She didn’t look at him when she said, ‘Yes.’

      A grinding weight pressed against Gallows’ organs, but worse was the yearning for Sera—that empty ache in his chest, like an expanding cavity. All the questions he’d never find answers to scratched in his throat: How would she cope without him? What would happen to her? Who would protect her if the Idari invaded?

      ‘Eat,’ Nidra said. ‘I have the information I need. I know you knew nothing of the weapon. When we know where it’s headed, we’ll pursue it. Our time together draws to a close, Corporal Gallows.’

      ‘Good.’

      Nidra winced at the word. ‘You were… right,’ she said. The words came elongated, stretched as if attempting a new language for the first time. ‘I am… like you. A grunt.’

      ‘I’d be lying if I said I give a shit.’

      Nidra stiffened, still unable to meet Gallows’ eyes. ‘I don’t care for your opinion.’

      ‘Ain’t you a great dinner guest? Can’t imagine why you need to lower yourself to dining with me.’

      The knife scratched against Nidra’s plate. ‘My… superiors.’ Now her eyes rose to meet Gallows’. ‘It’s not just the kuramanusa… They grind anyone they believe to be useful to them down. They take a person’s sprit and… repurpose it.’

      ‘Gee, I can’t think what that’s like.’

      ‘You have it easy,’ Nidra spat. ‘What I do to you is temporary, fleeting. But what was done to me… It is everlasting.’

      Gallows shook his head—he couldn’t believe she was actually trying to squeeze sympathy from him. ‘Boo-hoo, your bosses turned you into a monster—you’re still choosing to use your magic, or whatever you call that shit you do.’

      Nidra’s eyes clenched shut. For a moment, Gallows actually thought she’d cry. ‘If I refuse, they’ll kill me.’

      ‘Not an excuse. You enjoy what you do, Nidra. Lie to yourself if it helps you sleep at night, but you ain’t convincing anyone.’

      ‘What they did to me...’ Her voice sounded faint, like mournful music. ‘How I was given my gifts… It is beyond my comprehension. And yours. The things I witnessed while they remade me cannot be real, and yet…’

      Nidra’s words dissolved into nothing.

      ‘How does it work?’ Gallows demanded. ‘I been thinking: If you were so powerful, the Idari would have won before the war even started. But here we are—so what’s the catch?’

      Nidra stared at him without uttering a word. For a moment, Gallows thought he saw fear in her eyes.

      ‘You can’t do it from a distance, can you?’ he probed. ‘Your target needs to be close to you, right? Is it from your touch? Some chemical you secrete? Or gas?’

      Nidra’s fingers stiffened on the table. ‘You have no idea what’s to come, Corporal.’

      ‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ Gallows asked. He made a show of looking over the room. ‘If you could control people from a distance, you wouldn’t need all these other tricks.’

      Nidra sat in silence, her breathing coming loud in the chamber.

      ‘Well it’s been great catching up.’ Gallows pushed the plate away. ‘Now, if you ain’t gonna tell me where Helmsley is, then I’d like to go back to my cell.’

      When Nidra spoke again, her voice reverted to its usual sickly-sweet tone. ‘What makes you think you’re going back to your cell?’

      Gallows’ gnashed his teeth. ‘If you’re gonna kill me, then for Nyr’s sake, do it.’

      The Perceptor’s eye flicked down to Gallows’ plate. ‘This is a better meal than most people will ever enjoy—you should be glad it’s your last.’

      ‘I’m ready,’ Gallows snapped. ‘Get on with it.’

      He’d never get to say goodbye—never get to live the life with the woman he loved. He closed his eyes and said again, ‘I’m ready.’

      ‘Tell me about Sera.’

      Gallows’ muscles stiffened. What?

      He’d told himself Nidra had forgotten her name.

      He’d told himself she’d been too stunned from being beaten to remember it.

      Fear melted inside Gallows before simmering anger. ‘I’ll tell you nothing.’

      Nidra nodded as she chewed. ‘You will.’

      ‘I knew this was a goddamn trick!’

      ‘No trick here, Corporal Gallows. I have not uttered a fallacy—have I been less than honest about the fact you will die here? Please, eat. And speak. Tell me about Ser—’

      ‘Say her name again and I’ll kill you.’

      ‘Harm me and—’

      ‘Helmsley dies. Yeah, I’ll be sure to feel guilty in my last moments.’

      Nidra set her plate aside. ‘If I wanted to make you talk, I would have. I want you to tell me about this woman of your own accord—the woman who gave you the strength to… momentarily break free of my will over you. Is she your wife? When was the last time you saw her?’

      Gallows’ forearms burned. It was so tempting, to leap across and hurl Nidra to the floor, and take her own knife to her throat. ‘How can you talk about the horrors your bosses inflicted on you and sit there and do the same to me?’

      ‘I can force you or you can do so of your own free will. The choice, Corporal Gallows, is yours.’
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        21st Day of Musa

      

      

      ‘How’s my hair look?’ Gallows’ fingers brushed the jagged bristles on the back of his head. It was like petting a porcupine.

      ‘Stupid,’ Milo answered. The kid was around nine but looked too small for his age. His tattered clothes were too big for him, and he wore two odd shoes. At once, he carried a tray of baked cakes and wedged a sheaf of second-hand newspapers between his arm. ‘Want a kringla swirl? Go down well with a cup o’ tea.’

      ‘Nah, nah,’ said Gallows. His heart raced, and Gods, he could not get used to his new haircut.

      ‘What’s got you so worried?’

      Gallows fussed with the tie on his navy-blue uniform. ‘Nothing,’ he muttered, pacing around the kid.

      ‘You been lookin’ at that pocket watch every two seconds!’

      ‘Have I?’

      ‘Can’t be that interested in the time.’

      ‘No, it’s…’ Gallows checked behind him before saying, ‘Can you keep a secret?’

      Milo beamed. His thin arms tremored with the tray of baked kringlar—Ryndaran cakes popular in Dalthea. They smelled of cinnamon.

      Gallows felt a suffocating pressure on his throat, but nevertheless, he managed to say, ‘I’m going to ask my girlfriend to marry me.’

      ‘Oh, I get it.’ Milo nodded. ‘You’re going off to war tomorrow, and before you die, you reckon you might as well propose.’

      Gallows froze. ‘Uh, no. Gods, is that what she’s gonna think?’

      ‘O’ course not!’ said Milo. ‘But probably.’

      ‘Cheers.’

      ‘Don’t worry ’bout it, she’ll say no anyway.’

      Milo talked a lot but Gallows liked him. Hell, Gallows was him, not so long ago. ‘If the Idari have half the mouth on ’em that you got,’ he told the kid, ‘I’m gonna enjoy kicking their ass.’

      ‘Aye, maybe she’d marry you if you wasn’t so ugly. Want a paper?’

      ‘Not any more. Alright, scram. I'll bring you back a souvenir. Like a decent kringla recipe.’

      ‘Can I get a sword?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘A gun?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Alright,’ Milo huffed. ‘See ya.’

      ‘Say hi to your mum for me.’

      ‘Will do!’

      Milo scampered off, his calls for kringla swirls disappearing amidst the gushing fountains of the Old Town Square’s Royal Garden. It was the most beautiful spot in all of Dalthea.

      Gallows paced in a circle. Wooden bridges arched over the myriad waterways. Tall, thin lilac trees lined the snaking paths, and airships glided above like butterflies. Couples sat huddled together and threw aerons into the ponds, ripples of hazy fire blooming beneath the tall, curving ignium lamps. Were they making the same wishes as Gallows? How many of them were setting off to war in the morning?

      He tapped at the ring in his pocket. ‘Corporal Tyson Gallows,’ he said. Of all the paths his life could have taken, this seemed the strangest. He’d been to so many corners of the world, he’d forgotten what home was—and it wasn’t until he met Sera that he’d remembered.

      The silver pocket watch appeared in his hands again—just after nine. She does like to be fashionably late.

      Sera had accepted his decision to volunteer—the Enlighten had been destroyed and with it, Horizon Bridge. War was coming, and Gallows owed Major Fallon too many favours to back out. His first instinct was to run, but it was Sera who convinced him to stay and fight—and if he was going to stay here with her, might as well make it official.

      At least Fallon had started him as Corporal.

      No matter how much water he drank, Gallows’ throat was as dry as the desert out west. Gods above, I don’t know if I can do this—

      The cool skin of Sera’s gentle fingers wrapped around his eyes.

      ‘You’ve had a haircut,’ she said.

      And like that, Gallows’ anxieties disappeared. ‘To go with my new job.’

      She turned him around and kissed him. Gentle and powerful, calm yet passionate—that was Sera. Her smile lit up the entirety of Old Town Square. Her silver jewellery sparkled, the skin on her tanned arms smooth as she locked her fingers in his.

      ‘You’re doing the right thing, Ty.’ Sera squeezed his hand. ‘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.’

      He brushed a strand of Sera’s glossy brown hair from her face and kissed her again. Clasping hands, they strolled upon the cobbles.

      ‘Sorry I’m late,’ Sera began, then proceeded to tell Gallows about the clerk whose job she’d saved that morning. That was Sera all over, putting others before herself no matter what. She’d once stood Gallows up because she witnessed a watchman cuff an innocent kid around the ear, and ended up spending the night in the cells. The watchman lost his job, and Gallows reckoned he fell even more in love with her.

      Streams of deep purples and oranges hung in the sky as the sun sank low. Who cares about the war? We’ve got one night before I go—we’ll make it count.

      Well, there was a way these things were done, and if he rehearsed his speech any more, he’d hate it.

      The air in Old Town Square grew hotter. Gallows bent down on one knee. ‘Sera…’

      At first she laughed. Then she cried. Then she hit him, convinced he was joking.

      After that, she said yes.

      They got a motorcarriage to the Laguna Lounge, drank themselves silly, danced in the street and made love in Sera’s grand apartment. They recounted the night they’d met, drank more, and argued over details of their wedding ceremony—Sera wanted something small and intimate, while Gallows pressed for a wedding so big it would make King Owain jealous.

      As the evening threatened to turn into morning, they laughed and held each other tighter.

      ‘We’re going to have a great life together,’ Sera uttered, her eyelids growing heavy. ‘Now I don’t need to keep telling you to get your hair cut.’

      And when the morning came, nothing could have made Gallows wake her. It was the image he carried while he made his way to the harbour, that of Sera frozen in perfect, peaceful sleep.

      She’d never looked more beautiful.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You have a lot of love for her,’ Nidra observed, impaling a sliver of meat with her fork. ‘How long after you die do you think she’ll wait before rushing into the bed of another—’

      Gallows hurled the table onto its side, its contents crashing over the floor. He seized Nidra from her chair and pinned her against the wall. ‘You don’t get to talk about her!’

      Nidra’s brow lifted and her lips parted, like she was amused. ‘I have something for you,’ she whispered. ‘A gift, for telling me about Sera. Bring them in!’

      Two kuramanusa stepped into the chamber, each dragging a hooded body across the floor.

      ‘Remove their hoods.’ Nidra spoke without taking her eyes from Gallows.

      When the slaves did as she commanded, the bruised and beaten faces of Rocco and Helmsley stared up at Gallows.

      ‘You’re alive.’ Gallows’ grip loosened, but he still held Nidra tight. ‘Both of you.’

      Gags had been stuffed into their mouths. They didn’t even try to speak.

      ‘Goddamn it,’ breathed Gallows, ‘what have you done?’

      ‘I suggest you step back.’ Serrated steel ran through Nidra’s words. ‘Unless you believe your friends want to die in an obscene and undignified manner…’

      Fire burned on Gallows’ skin and the taut muscles in his forearms ached. Nidra was playing with him—she could make him move away with one word, but she wanted him to do it himself—like it was his choice.

      Gallows relinquished his grip and drew back.

      ‘Much better.’ Nidra dusted herself down and adjusted her golden hair.

      ‘You’re an asshole,’ said Gallows. He bent down and examined Rocco and Helmsley. Both men had been through hell—the indigo in Rocco’s eyes had faded like the dying gasp of an ignium lamp. His pale skin clung tight to his bones and stale blood clung to his bare chest. He reeked of nicotine, and Gallows saw more than one small, circular burn embedded in his skin. They looked different from his recent bullet wounds.

      Helmsley wasn’t much better—his right eye had swollen closed and a patchwork of purple welts stitched over his dark skin. His shoulders slumped forward like the stoop of a man much older.

      Rocco’s feet were bare and filthy, but Helmsley wore his regulation boots.

      Gallows’ eyes burned. ‘What the hell did she do to you?’

      ‘I advise against removing their gags,’ Nidra called, like she was reading words from a songbook. ‘Especially the half-Phadrosi’s—Nyr above, but he can talk.’

      Gallows turned and growled, ‘His name’s Rocco.’

      Nidra slinked past Gallows and stood with her slave-soldiers. ‘I care more about the wellbeing of my kuramanusa than I do for his name.’

      Helmsley’s good eye widened as one of the Perceptor’s talons grazed his cheek, mangled words hissing over the rag in his mouth.

      Rocco said nothing as she did the same to him, his dimmed eyes pinned to the floor, his breathing sharp and quick.

      ‘What did you do to them?’ Gallows demanded.

      Nidra clapped and let out a contented sigh. ‘Ah, you’d like a demonstration!’

      Rocco whimpered; Helmsley howled and struggled in his bonds.

      ‘Nidra,’ Gallows started, ‘whatever—’

      She hissed something in Helmsley’s ear—and he changed. His body relaxed and his eyelids drooped.

      Rocco grew more panicked. His shoulders shook with a violent lurch, eyes clamped shut.

      Sourness rose in Gallows’ throat. ‘Nidra…’

      The Perceptor untied Helmsley’s bonds—and, with a playful smile, Helmsley got up and kicked Rocco to the floor. Saliva bubbled from the Phadrosi’s mouth.

      ‘Belios!’ swore Gallows. ‘Helmsley! Nidra, stop this—stop!’

      Nidra watched in silence, fingers clasped beneath her chin, face lighting up with glee.

      Rocco writhed on the stone, cowering and whimpering. Helmsley’s boot swung into Rocco’s ribs, sending him skidding across the floor. Rocco tried to escape, but he coughed blood over his gag.

      ‘He’d probably move quicker if I hadn’t made him smoke twenty cigarettes this morning.’ Nidra examined her nails as she spoke. ‘Terrible for your health.’

      Gallows lunged at her—the kuramanusa conjured knives and stepped closer to the Nidra. He halted.

      ‘You’re sick,’ spat Gallows, shaking from anger. ‘Stop this.’

      ‘You know,’ purred Nidra, ‘I don’t believe I will.’

      Vomit leeched through Rocco’s gag as Helmsley struck him in the stomach.

      ‘Gods!’ screamed Gallows. His own stomach heaved at what he was witnessing, and hot blood coursed through his veins. Back when Gallows stormed the beach, the chaos of battle and the instinct to survive dampened the horrors. Details crept in when he slept or closed his eyes, but the frenetic nature numbed the worst of it.

      This was different—it was more real, more intimate. Gallows couldn’t do anything but watch. Never had he felt so helpless—so pathetic. ‘Why are you doing this?’

      Nidra’s mouth arched like the curve of an Idari shamshir. ‘Because I can.’

      ‘Goddamn it, none of us know anything. This accomplishes nothing!’

      Nidra watched Helmsley with intense wonder, like a spectator watching circus acrobats dance in the air.

      Gallows moved to help again—and once more, Nidra’s head snapped to her slave-soldiers. Their knives gleamed.

      Gallows stood rooted to the ground. ‘Damn the Gods.’

      Blood spluttered through the corner of Rocco’s mouth, accompanied by a wheezing moan. Sweat sheened Helmsley’s head—but again and again, he kicked out at his ally—eyes relaxed, face content.

      Gallows kept screaming, turning his voice hoarse. ‘He’s killing him!’

      Nidra waved his protests away. Rocco’s bloodshot eyes pleaded for help.

      And Gallows couldn’t do a damn thing.

      Helmsley booted Rocco again, resulting in a sickening crack.

      Rocco’s injuries were bad enough, but what about Helmsley? Gallows knew what it was like to see yourself do things you didn’t want—to have your protests pushed down and smothered. ‘He’s a pacifist!’ he yelled.

      ‘Yes.’ Nidra’s eyes glinted. ‘And I made him better.’

      ‘You’re sick,’ said Gallows. ‘You ain’t even interrogating us any more. You enjoy this!’

      Laughter curled from Nidra like smoke from incense. ‘A fact I have made no effort to conceal.’

      This wasn’t right. It wasn’t right, and it couldn’t go on. If Gallows was in Rocco’s—or Helmsley’s—position, he’d rather die than endure any more.

      He eyed Nidra and made his decision.

      But as he was about to charge her, she called, ‘Stop.’

      Helmsley ceased his assault. He stood on the spot, wavering like a ship on a shallow wave, smile on his face.

      Rocco sucked in wet breaths, cowering in a corner.

      Nidra sighed. ‘That said, it does get tiresome after the tenth or twelfth time. I know!’ She clapped once, eyes lighting up. ‘Shall we make it more interesting, Corporal Gallows? Why don’t you choose?’

      A chill crept through the air. Gallows’ heart beat with a slow thud. ‘What?’

      ‘They bore me. One should die. Choose.’

      ‘You’re insane,’ he said through gritted teeth.

      ‘Choose.’

      ‘No. No.’

      Nidra’s eyebrow arched. ‘Kill them both.’

      The kuramanusa moved like spiders.

      ‘No!’ yelled Gallows.

      ‘Stop,’ commanded Nidra, and the kuramanusa halted.

      ‘You can’t ask me to do this.’ Gallows’ voice weighed like an anchor. ‘I won’t. You don’t own me, Nidra. I ain’t your whipping boy.’

      One foot in front of the other, Nidra glided towards Gallows. Rocco’s soft breathing was the only noise in the room.

      ‘I admire your defiance, Corporal. Foolish, but admirable. Now choose.’

      Rocco held Gallows’ gaze—he knew what would be going through his mind. Gallows knew what he would want in Rocco’s position.

      But Gallows would not give up. ‘No,’ he said, clenching his fists. ‘If you have to kill someone, kill me.’

      Nidra said nothing.

      Gallows’ eyes darted to Rocco and then Helmsley. How could he choose which one of his friends died? It was worse than being beaten, worse than being stabbed by the kiro—worse than Nidra penetrating his mind.

      An animal groan burst from him. He saw the reflection of lamplight in Nidra’s dark eyes.

      But something was different about her; some subtle difference in the way she regarded him. Even the way she spoke to him tonight had been different.

      She wasn’t the same.

      Since he’d broken free of her will, she’d kept her distance. Why? Why ask him to choose instead of forcing him? Why ask him to talk about Sera with his own free will?

      Sera. He’d broken free when the small part of him still in control focused on Sera.

      That was the last time he was under her will.

      Nidra had given him his clothes and brought him into this room. She’d asked to hear about his last day with Sera, threatened to make him tell her when he protested.

      But she didn’t.

      Gallows’ heart raced.

      She can’t control me any more.

      He tried to hide the realisation from his expression—but Nidra saw it. Lines creased her brow as she stepped back.

      ‘Well, now,’ Gallows started. He marched towards Nidra, satisfied to see her cower before him. She can’t control me. New blood pumped in Gallows’ veins. His aches faded. ‘Nidra—when did you realise? Answer. When did you figure out your power over me had—’

      She convulsed with laughter.

      Gallows stopped.

      ‘Take them and leave,’ she commanded. The kuramanusa pulled Helmsley and Rocco away. ‘And lock the door.’

      An invisible iron clamp tightened around Gallows’ throat. He lunged towards Nidra, desperate to ruin the smirk on her face.

      ‘Stop.’

      His body seized.

      She angled her head and drew close to him. ‘You believe Sera gives you strength, dog?’

      Gallows’ arms and legs failed him but Nidra allowed him to speak. ‘Stop—please stop, Nidra.’ Gallows’ pleading sounded weak even to him.

      ‘Now,’ her voice chimed. ‘Get on the bed.’

      The key scraped in the lock, and Gallows heard the muffled footsteps of the kuramanusa disappear.

      ‘What?’ Pearls of ice trailed down Gallows’ skin. ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘I’m going to show you just what little strength you have, dog. I’m going to show you that your Sera is nothing.’

      The invisible tendrils emanating from Nidra caressed Gallows’ skin like pins and needles.

      He wanted to fight back, to lash out—but his rictus limbs didn’t move.

      ‘Please,’ he said, dread rising in his belly.

      Nidra sneered at him.

      ‘Please…’

      But his will stripped away. A cloud settled over him, the colours of the room rising.

      Gallows floated to the bed and knelt on top of it.

      ‘Strip.’

      Deep inside, Gallows screamed, but his pleas disappeared before they reached his throat. His fingers unbuttoned his shirt.

      ‘Belt.’

      With one finger, Nidra pushed Gallows back onto the bed and climbed on top of him. Her tongue traced a line from his bare torso to his neck. Her talons pinned his wrists and she leaned down on him—writhing back and forth, breath hitching. ‘I’ll make you forget all about Sera, dog.’
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      It didn’t stop.

      Again and again, Nidra’s kuramanusa would tear Gallows from his cell and hand him to the Grand Perceptor, where she’d compel him into her bed.

      Her power left her weakened, so she’d leave him to stew in his cell for a day, leaving Gallows alone with his guilt and shame.

      Then she came back refreshed, and the cycle repeated.

      Minutes bled into hours, hours bled into days.

      But I beat her. Focusing on Sera gave me the strength to beat her.

      Or was it a trick? Did Nidra make him believe he’d overcome her power simply to foster some kind of hope in him, just so she could extinguish it? How would Gallows know? How could he trust his own mind?

      ‘Tell me she’s worthless,’ Nidra would say, nails digging into Gallows’ flesh. ‘Tell me I’m better than Sera.’

      ‘Sera’s worthless,’ his deadened voice would come. ‘You’re better than her.’

      ‘That’s right, dog.’

      She’d make him kiss her. If she had the energy for it, she’d make him close his arms around her when they were done, lying in the bed like lovers.

      Sometimes she wouldn’t utter a word—she’d pull him into her chamber and command him to pleasure her before sending him back to his cell—breaking the thrall while the smell of her still lingered on him.

      Once, she’d entered his cell, strode towards Gallows with her hands behind her back, leered at him… And exited without a word.

      She didn’t have to go near him to make him fear her.

      And every day, Gallows felt his spirit chip away—so he rebelled the only way he could—refusing the food handed to him by the kuramanusa.

      That lasted one meal before Nidra forced him to eat.

      ‘Can’t have my dog growing weak,’ she’d said in his ear.

      Sometimes she brought Helmsley and Rocco, making them watch as Gallows took her—made them listen as Gallows said obscene things about Sera. Helmsley protested, so Nidra made Gallows beat him and tear the pages from his Codex.

      Gallows had never known cruelty like it. The empty hours in the cell were bliss compared to what Nidra made him do.

      I’m sorry, Sera.

      He lay in the far corner of his cell, knees to his chest, bare feet together.

      I’m sorry.

      The key turned in the lock, and Gallows whined. Not again. His legs shuddered.

      The door scraped across the stone floor.

      ‘Not again,’ he whispered, ‘please, not again.’

      ‘Oh, sweet boy.’ She sang the words like a house sparrow. ‘Don’t be so melodramatic, I know you enjoy it.’

      He let out an anguished scream and got to his feet. ‘Go to Hell, Nidra.’

      She was flanked by her two kuramanusa, their impassive eyes staring at Gallows.

      Nidra wore a different dress this time—ruby and flowing. It reminded Gallows of a fountain of fire he’d once seen erupt from a vast pillar of ignicite. When Nidra stepped forward, dread rose in Gallows’ belly. ‘I hope you’ve saved your strength, cur.’

      He lashed out at her but one of her slave-soldiers batted his arm away.

      ‘Why do you struggle, dog?’ Nidra’s voice lilted. ‘Were it not for me, you’d be dead. You should thank me.’

      He clenched his eyes shut.

      ‘You worry what Sera would think? You’ve no need to feel guilty, dog, there is no betrayal here.’

      What little food Gallows had eaten threatened to come up again. ‘I’ll kill you, Nidra. I’ll kill—’

      She clapped her hands once. ‘Come along, dog, I require satisfaction.’

      ‘I swear, I’ll kill—’

      ‘I can force you if you prefer,’ she reminded him. ‘Come. Now.’

      Gallows recognised the futility of it, but still he refused to move.

      ‘Perhaps one of your friends would like to join us?’ Nidra adjusted her dress. ‘Perhaps I’ll watch?’

      Gallows snarled and threw himself towards her. Her kuramanusa blocked his attack, bringing knives to Gallows’ throat. ‘Do it.’ Spittle flecked his chin. ‘Do it. Do it!’

      ‘Such poor manners, Dalthean.’ Nidra angled her head up. ‘I think I’ll take my time tonight.’

      

      ‘Your city will fall, dog,’ said Nidra, her face screwing up as she looked down on him. ‘Your people will be… cleansed from this earth, and as Gods… we will reign.’

      Gallows’ silent screams raged as the Perceptor’s chest chafed against his, her tongue lapping at his ear.

      The spark inside Gallows that remained his own raged and rebelled—but nothing happened. He tried to focus on Sera, tried to gain strength against Nidra—all it accomplished was numbing the pain.

      ‘The first wave of your… Prevailing Wind…’ Nidra giggled. ‘Oh, how arrogant they were, thinking… us beaten. And they talked and talked… Yes, like that… Perhaps I’ll keep you?’ she said, writhing faster. ‘When your city burns. Would you like that? Yes, yes you would, wouldn’t you? Tell me you would.’

      ‘I want you to keep me.’

      Nidra’s neck turned crimson. She made Gallows clasp her hips as she wriggled faster. ‘Tell me you want me.’

      ‘I want you.’

      ‘Tell me… I am better than Sera.’

      ‘You’re better than Sera.’

      Nidra’s breath hitched before a curling, high-pitched sigh crawled from her.

      Pearls of sweat trailed down her body. She bit into Gallows’ neck. ‘Hmm, perhaps I will keep you.’

      Nidra climbed from him and pulled her dress over her bare skin. With shaking hands, she decanted water into a glass and swallowed it. ‘That’s all for now, dog.’ She strolled to the door, the colour fading from her skin. ‘Take as much water as you can drink before my puppets throw you back into your cell.’ Exhaustion set into Nidra’s words like blood seeping into sand. ‘You’ll thank me.’
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ??th Day of ????

      

      

      ‘Sera…’

      Old Town Square had grown cold.

      Tyson 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 on the wind.
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        * * *

      

      Nidra’s influence infected even Gallows’ dreams.

      ‘I’ll stain your soul,’ she’d said. At the time, Gallows believed Nidra’s words were just hyperbole—but seeing Sera burn before his eyes like that, even in a dream…

      Gallows vomited.

      He cowered in his corner, back against the wall, eyes burning and breaths shallow. Nidra’s words slithered in his head like a viper.

      ‘Your city will fall, Dalthean.’

      The Idari would invade his home. They would seize the kingdom’s ignicite reserves and use them to fuel their war machine. They would march across all of Imanis and raze it to the ground.

      Prevailing Wind had failed. The Idari had turned Dalthea’s own people against each other, and Fallon and the rest were probably dead.

      It had all been for nothing.

      Screw the war, and screw Aramon Fallon for dragging me into it. Hell, screw the whole damn kingdom.

      He should have taken Sera and ran to the other side of the world. He had friends in Nom Ganald, Mercuria, Aludan… They could have gone anywhere, done anything.

      ‘You’re doing the right thing.’ Sera’s words—they sounded like lies now. Soon Dalthean streets would run with blood. Nidra must have found the weapon she was obsessed with. They can already get inside our heads—what the hell were they after?

      If the Idari could enslave enemy troops, then it wouldn’t be long before they sent them into their homelands. Once Dalthea fell, the rest of Imanis would follow—Ryndara, Phadros, Tarevia. The Idari could bleed every kingdom and republic dry without bloodying their blades or risking their own men.

      Gallows picked at the leaves and acai berries the kuramanusa had left for him, but he had no appetite. The more he tried to fight it, the more Nidra’s face grinned at him, the more her scent burned in his nose.

      ‘Perhaps I’ll keep you?’ She was going to parade Gallows through his own home like a lapdog. He wanted to throw up. His throat constricted and his stomach swirled with a tangle of anger, fear and anxiety.

      He hurled his plate across the floor. Nidra’s arrogance galled him. Superior officers wouldn’t tolerate one of their own slipping intel to an enemy soldier, yet she did so with glee. Because I ain’t a soldier—I’m a goddamn pet. She doesn’t see me as a threat.

      Nidra was a capricious witch. He’d bruised her ego by overcoming her will, even for a moment—and this was his punishment. She’d made him talk about his fiancée, made him tell her how much Sera meant to him. Nidra wanted him to demonstrate where his strength came from so she could use it against him, make him weak.

      She’d tear him apart piece by piece. She’d break his spirit. She’d violate him again and again until he was unable to put himself back together. She would dismantle him for daring to fight back.

      And if the Idari planned to march on Dalthea, Gallows would never see Sera again—Nidra would make sure of it. She’d seek her out, toy with her—make her suffer before killing her—or force Gallows to do it.

      Gallows couldn’t let that happen.

      

      A day passed.

      Gallows made himself eat every ounce of food offered to him. He rested as best he could to conserve his strength.

      I will beat you. I will beat you.

      He repeated the mantra over and over—screamed it when the shame of what Nidra made him do broiled in his gut.

      Sera would forgive him. She’d understand. They’d have a lot of pain to work through, but they’d do so together.

      Gallows clung to Sera’s image—clung to the thought which gave him the strength to break free before. He would overcome Nidra, and make her pay for what she’d done.

      When he slept, the dream came again—the deathly gaze, the frost-bitten air, Sera fading before Gallows’ eyes.

      But the dream was not reality—Gallows remembered the last night they’d spent together, and those were the images which gave him strength—Sera gave him strength. That’s how he would win.

      When cell door scratched open, he was ready for her.
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        * * *

      

      Nidra beckoned Gallows to the bed. His heart speared his ribs as he set himself down. Her sweet scent clung to the sheets and turned his stomach.

      ‘Soon, we embark on the voyage to Dalthea,’ she said, one of her fingers pressing Gallows down. He didn’t protest—not yet. ‘Time is of the essence,’ Nidra continued. ‘You’ll excuse me if I don’t undress.’

      I will beat you.

      The curve of Nidra’s lips expanded. ‘You don’t seem to relish the thought of going home.’ She clicked her fingers and one of the kuramanusa closed the door. She didn’t command them to leave—they stood there, watching. ‘Don’t you wish to see Sera again?’

      Gallows didn’t take the bait. ‘Helmsley, Rocco.’ His voice grated. ‘Are they alive?’ If Gallows attacked Nidra and failed, he had to know what steps she would take to punish him.

      ‘We are beyond small talk, I think.’ She climbed on top of Gallows. Her fingers reached down to the inside of his thigh. ‘Why, Corporal Gallows, you do not seem in the mood. Let’s see if I can change your mind…’

      Gallows seized her wrists and pushed her away.

      She giggled. ‘You can stop the charade, dog, I know you enjoy this. There is no shame here. Why pretend? There are no lies between you and I; I hear the noises you make—I see how I make you buckle with ecstasy.’

      I will beat you.

      ‘I know you prefer me to her,’ Nidra continued. ‘And I’ll hear you say it. Without force, I’ll hear you say it.’

      I will beat you.

      She pushed herself on top of him—and like a thundercloud expanding across the sky, her power pressed over him. She dampened his protests, drowned his will.

      Nidra arched down and bit his neck, her breath coiling around him.

      Then the torment began anew.

      But deep inside, like a dusting of gold in a coal mine, something of him remained.

      I will beat you.

      Gallows watched through his own eyes, separated from himself like a soul torn from its body. He listened to his voice as she commanded him to say things, felt her skin as she made him touch her.

      But the spark was growing into an inferno.

      Sera did that—she filled him with a fire he’d never known before. They’d argued on the day they met—she’d accused Gallows of smuggling a forgery of Aurien tal Varaldo’s infamous portrait The Scholar into Dalthea from Val Candria, even going so far as to accuse him of planning to switch it with the genuine one hanging in Dalthea’s Musicians’ Guild. She did not take it well when Gallows admitted she was only half right—the forgery had been hanging in the Musicians’ Guild for years, and Gallows merely sought to right the wrong.

      The argument lasted hours, and by the time they were done, they were alone in the customs office. He remembered how Sera’s silver jewellery charmed the light from the moon.

      ‘We’ll rule… as gods…’ Nidra’s panting voice floated over him.

      Sera…

      The Perceptor writhed faster, her skin aglow with sweat.

      The night I proposed, how you danced, how I took you in my arms…

      ‘I’ll march… through your home… with you on my leash, dog…’

      The night we met, how your jewellery shimmered…

      ‘Your countrymen… will worship me…’

      …and the smaller memories—the ones that spring up from nowhere and surprise you… The first time I cooked for you… The night you showed me your fancy apartment… When we talked of moving to Kingsway together…

      ‘Yes… Shall we visit Sera with you… on my arm, dog?’

      …the way your face screws up when you laugh, how your eyes light up at Wintercast, the way you pleaded for me to give you more coins to throw into the opera house fountain…

      ‘Stop.’

      By her look, Nidra was as surprised to hear Gallows speak the word as he was.

      He seized his chance.

      Gallows hurled Nidra onto the floor—she rolled and sprang to her feet, retreating like a scared dog. Gallows ripped the sheets away and dived to the table where she’d forced him to eat with her. The dinner knife felt good in his hands.

      Nidra screamed something but it was white noise to Gallows. He was fuelled by instinct alone—he couldn’t know how long he’d remain free, if he’d remain free—he had to act now.

      She recoiled from him. Gallows was pleased to see her scared.

      ‘Stop, dog!’ she screamed.

      ‘No.’

      Nidra’s face paled. ‘How… How are you doing this? Tell me! You two, get him! Now!’

      ‘They won’t be enough.’

      One of the kuramanusa grabbed Gallows from behind and dragged him to the floor. He booted Gallows in the ribs.

      Gallows thrashed there as both slaves rained stomps and punches onto him.

      But like a cornered wolf, he snarled, tore free and slammed one of their heads against the wall. It split like an egg shell.

      The other one lurched back in fear before lashing out—but Nidra fed her prisoners better than her slaves. Gallows gripped his thin wrist, twisted his arm with a satisfying snap, and left him howling on the floor.

      Rage fed Gallows strength and fuelled his muscles. He turned on Nidra.

      The ornate tattoos on her face squirmed like worms. She floated backwards as Gallows advanced on her. ‘Turn the knife on yourself, dog!’ Her voice split like a crack in ice.

      ‘No.’

      From the sleeve of her dress, she produced a blade of her own—a long, thin stiletto—but it looked uncomfortable in her hand. ‘Your friends will pay for this insult, dog. Harm me, and they—’

      Gallows’ knife slashed her dress.

      ‘Get up!’ she called to her slaves. ‘Kill him!’

      ‘Nidra.’ Gallows gripped the hilt tighter. ‘I think you’re losing your allure.’

      The door burst from its hinges. Gallows ignored it and kept advancing on Nidra. The point of the blade scored her forearm, and seeing Nidra bleed only fuelled Gallows further.

      A force picked him up and launched him across the room.

      ‘Grand Perceptor.’ The kiro’s voice was so low and heavy, it seemed to swallow every other sound in the room.

      ‘Atun. Kill him. Kill him.’

      Pain shooting through him, Gallows got to his feet and faced the immense kiro. He was the one who’d subdued Gallows during the ambush. The plates of his crimson and gold armour shifted like the scales of an exhaling dragon.

      ‘Let me kill her first,’ said Gallows. ‘Then I’ll slay you.’

      Nidra cursed, but Atun permitted himself a smile. Without shifting his gaze from Gallows, he said, ‘Your obsession with this cur births weakness in you, Grand Perceptor.’

      ‘How dare you speak to me—’

      ‘Silence, witch. It ends now.’

      Nidra stomped her foot. ‘He still has uses.’

      ‘No,’ said Atun, taking a step closer, ‘he does not.’

      The big man was unarmed, but that didn’t reassure Gallows. He lunged forward, striking with the knife. It wouldn’t even scratch the kiro’s armour, but it was all Gallows had.

      Atun didn’t even register it as a weapon. Gallows thrust for the kiro’s throat—Atun seized the blade and tossed it aside. ‘My people call me the Ironrender.’ The kiro punched Gallows in the stomach. Pain exploded in Gallows’ chest like he’d swallowed an ignium charge.

      Before he fell, Gallows twisted away, stumbling back into a corner.

      ‘Yes, cower, rat.’

      Gallows charged at Atun—and to his own astonishment, managed to land an uppercut under the warrior’s chin. Amusement spread on Atun’s face. One-handed, he hefted Gallows up by the neck, squeezing the life from him.

      Gallows’ legs and hands flailed out with impotent fury. Swirls of thin and spiking patterns swirled around Atun’s vicious eyes—raised skin, scarring—not tattoos.

      He was once a kuramanusa.

      ‘You…’ Gallows spluttered. Black shadows invaded his vision.

      ‘Stop,’ urged Nidra. ‘I still need him.’

      As if in defiance, Atun gripped harder.

      ‘I have more power than you do, Ironrender,’ Nidra threatened. ‘Shall I demonstrate?’

      Atun’s mouth twitched.

      With all the enthusiasm of a scuzzer handing his favourite needle over, Atun relinquished his grip and let Gallows fall to the ground.

      Gallows hacked and coughed, dragging air into his lungs.

      Nidra bent down by Gallows’ side and spat in his face. ‘You cannot beat us, dog. I can manipulate you in ways you won’t even comprehend. You will face the most severe punishment you can imagine for this rebellion. Your precious Sera will know my wrath—more intimately, more painful than you can imagine.’

      Gallows’ hand shot out, but Nidra swept it away.

      Her hot breath scouring Gallows’ skin, she said, ‘You know nothing of the fury yet to come, dog—but you will.’

      

      Atun the Ironrender dragged Gallows through the hallway. His vision faded in and out, his heartbeat sluggish and heavy.

      Atun hurled Gallows into his cell with a force that justified the kiro’s byname.

      ‘Only by Nidra’s command are you alive, Dalthean. She should not have indulged you for this long.’ Atun kicked Gallows across the floor. ‘You do not deserve to breathe the same air as us. Remember this.’

      Gallows vomited in the corner. He’d lost his one chance to defeat Nidra.

      Rocco and Helmsley… If they were still alive, she would kill them. Their blood would be on his hands.

      But that wasn’t the worst of it. She’d take her revenge on Gallows by going after everything he loved.

      Muscles screaming at him and blood seeping from his wounds, Gallows eased onto his back and shrunk into the corner, the darkness of the cell closing in on him.

      As long as I’m alive, Sera’s in danger.
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      She’d chipped away at Gallows like a sculptor with a block of marble.

      His cell reeked of blood and puke, but worse was the dread that filled him each time a shadow flitted by the bars of the door.

      He remembered an old story popular among travelling skalds and the Fayth’s more devout followers; they said that Hell was formed of winding circles that became narrower the deeper a soul descended. Voices would call your name, beckoning you deeper into the void—and with every step you took, the voices would relate your life’s sins until—dead centre—you came face to face with your worst fear.

      Gallows felt himself descending.

      His worst fear was to lose Sera—Nidra’s ability to bend people’s will to her would make finding Sera easy; as long as Nidra lived, the woman he loved was in danger.

      It didn’t matter that Gallows had broken free of whatever curse she held over him—she would turn her dark art to Sera, steal her free will, destroy her spirit—as she’d done to Gallows. Nidra would torment him through Sera.

      If he was alive.

      The decision made, he’d spent hours scrambling on the floor like a malnourished rat, fingers seeking something sharp enough to pierce a vein. But the cell had been picked bare—no jagged stones, no rusty nails.

      They’d even taken away the chains he’d hung on when he woke in this place.

      The Fayth said that suicide was a sin—that to take your own life was a great insult to Aerulus the One Father, who fought and bled against the Orinul so that mankind could live free. But if there really was a Hell, it had already claimed him. With every second he stayed alive, Nidra and the Idari fleet inched closer to Dalthea.

      He refused to live as her prisoner—as some toy to be picked up and thrown away whenever her mood changed.

      He would not put Sera in danger.

      All he had to do was die.

      

      Before the kuramanusa’s grubby fingers forced food into his mouth, Gallows begged them to take their knives and kill him.

      But Nidra had switched the guard. The ones I assaulted… She doesn’t trust them not to kill me.

      His voice buckled and broke when he screamed at Atun to come in and end him, but his pleading fell on deaf ears.

      Gallows hurled himself at the wall in the hope he’d crack his head, but the kuramanusa charged in and dragged him to another cell.

      Again and again he was denied.

      He woke with a jolt and found himself hanging from the ceiling, iron manacles wrapped around his wrists and hardened blood flaking on his forehead.

      This cell was as cramped as a coffin. Urine reeked from the walls and odours of rotten meat and burning chemicals lingered. The edges of the door were limned with the faint red light of a lamp.

      Like gas escaping through a pinhole in an airship’s ignium envelope, Gallows’ voice wailed. His scream resounded across the black stone walls, shrieking back at him. The chains jangled as he thrashed, willing the screws to fall loose.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        21st Day of Musa

      

      

      ‘Have you been taking dancing lessons, Corporal Gallows?’ Sera’s voice floated through the silvery music bursting from the Laguna Lounge’s house band.

      ‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you?’ Gallows replied. ‘Turns out I just have an innate talent for it.’

      The two danced in a whisking waltz, their bodies pressed together. Gallows didn’t know why, but he kept laughing every time he looked at her.

      ‘You know,’ Sera started, ‘if you keep doing that, you’ll convince me that this is all just a big joke—much like how my family will react when I tell them I’m taking your surname.’

      ‘The month’s wages I spent on that ring proves I’m serious.’

      ‘You’re unemployed!’

      Gallows grinned at her. ‘A common misconception among people who don’t understand the treasure hunting trade. I’m on sabbatical.’

      ‘I’ve seen how much you make when you’re at “work”.’

      ‘Yeah, but not how much I steal.’

      She punched his arm, which hurt more than Gallows would admit.

      ‘When will you tell your father?‘ Gallows asked.

      Sera slowed. ‘Tomorrow,’ she announced.  ‘And if he doesn’t like it…’ Her eyes fell to the floor.

      Gallows pulled her tight and kissed her. He’d met her dad once before, and it wasn’t an experience he looked forward to repeating.

      ‘You can tell him I’m a military man now,’ he said. ‘Though I never understood what he had against treasure hunting—except for all the danger and stealing.’

      Sera sped up again, falling into step with the music. ‘Perhaps it’s because you told us you were a “historian and purveyor of antiques and artifacts.”’

      ‘Not once have I said that.’

      ‘It’s literally the first thing you said to me!’

      ‘“Hello” was the first thing I said to you. Like most people.’

      ‘Ty,’ Sera giggled, ‘you came into my office wearing a goofy smile, stupid long hair, and said, “Reckon I got something for you—how much do you pay for priceless, forgotten portraits of dead geniuses?”’

      ‘As I recall, I didn’t get paid for that public service.’

      ‘As I recall, I agreed to go out with you.’

      ‘Yeah, look how that worked out.’ Gallows bit his bottom lip and shook his head. ‘Still, win some, lose some.’

      Sera punched his arm again. ‘Tyson Gallows, you’re a miscreant and a rogue. You’ll lead a girl astray.’

      Gallows’ mouth curved. ‘So don’t look back.’

      

      They stumbled home together, voices hoarse from laughing and singing. Gallows leapt up onto a statue of some Prime Councillor or other and—punishing his lungs—screamed his undying love for Sera. Doubled over with the amusement of it all, he dropped his silver pocket watch onto the cobbles, scuffing the sheen of the metal.

      Sera collected it from the ground. ‘I’ll polish it for you. It’ll look brand new when you get back. I promise.’

      It was the only time she’d brought up the fact he’d be gone tomorrow. Gallows didn’t want to think about it.

      ‘No.’ Gallows climbed down and took the watch from Sera. ‘It was already like that. This… This is a relic. A personal one.’

      Sera wrapped her arm around Gallows’ waist. ‘Tell me about it.’ They stepped past other revellers dancing in the street. Gallows wondered how many more men and women would be sailing to the Sanctecano Islands come morning.

      He opened his mouth, but stopped himself. ‘I’ll tell you. But not tonight.’

      They waltzed through the town, all the way to Sera’s lavish apartment, laughing and kissing every step of the way.

      

      When he woke up, Gallows refused to check the time. The cobalt tones of evening were giving way to the pinkish red of sunrise. It made his chest ache.

      Sera lay next to him, the sheets moving with the rise and fall of her chest. She’d never looked more beautiful.

      Gallows got dressed in complete silence. ‘I’ll come back soon,’ he whispered. ‘I promise.’ He kissed Sera’s forehead and placed his pocket watch on her cabinet. As he left, he could hear the seconds tick away.
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        * * *

      

      Gallows woke when currents of agony ran through his arms and threatened to tear his limbs from their sockets. His lips and throat had turned as dry as the Obsidian Sandlands back home.

      Echoes of Nidra’s torment skirted through the edges of his mind. Was she concealed in the shadows even now?

      The room quaked. The chains in the ceiling groaned as Gallows was shoved to the side. Dust fell from the ceiling like snow in a breeze.

      Then it fell harder, heralded by a distant crack of thunder.

      ‘Trick…’ The word hissed from Gallows’ mouth. He clenched his eyes shut.

      Idari voices floated through the bars of his cell door—short, sharp… Panicked.

      It’s not real.

      Another boom, and this time Gallows felt the force of it in his stomach.

      Not real.

      It couldn’t be real—he refused to give in to the temptation of hope. Optimism didn’t belong in this place.

      Then the gunfire came.

      Gallows tried to scream. Saliva bubbled over his lip.

      What illusion was this? Had she planted something inside Gallows’ head?

      Or was he simply going mad?

      He peered into the dark corners. She was here—he knew it. ‘Where?’ he rasped.

      Dirt and rubble showered his bare skin, stinging his wounds. Frenetic gunshots rang out and anguished screams wailed like twisting metal. Ahead, the red glow from the corridor lamp stuttered and died off, like the dying gasps of breath from a strangled throat.

      Someone was outside.

      Nidra.

      The key scraped in the lock for an excruciating second. Gallows’ muscles tightened. Dread swelled inside him like something tugging at his organs, pulling him down deeper and deeper...

      Sweat from his own skin reeked in his nostrils. He couldn’t plead or scream or run or fight. He closed his eyes and let his body turn limp. Whatever happens, happens.

      The door screeched open.

      Gallows didn’t dare open his eyes. He couldn’t stand the thought of seeing that smile she wore—that look of sick satisfaction when she writhed on top of him.

      Without hearing her footsteps approach, cold fingers wrapped around Gallows’ neck, thumbs pressing into his Adam’s apple.

      It hurt, and the pressure increased.

      Don’t fight.

      With a jolt, the fingers thrust Gallows’ head up. His eyes shot open of their own accord.

      But it wasn’t Nidra—it was a man. He wore a fitted, dark blue uniform, like the ancient shadow warriors from Nom Ganald. Brownish blood stains were painted upon it.

      The man was around the same age as Gallows and had the blondish, crown-gold hair of the Ryndarans.

      His narrow, icicle-blue eyes needled Gallows.

      And he didn’t stop squeezing.

      Let it happen.

      The grip tightened. Gallows didn’t fight it; physical pain was a relief compared to the mental anguish Nidra had subjected him to. In any case, his garbled protests died in his belly long before they reached his throat.

      Gallows’ muscles spasmed and his sluggish heart rate spiked.

      Think about Sera.

      Pain engulfed him. His consciousness slipped, like soft hands enticing him underwater. Sharp pain swelled in his skull like a balloon expanding inside a fist.

      Deeper, he felt himself sink.

      Gallows’ body shook and shuddered, the hard-wired instinct to survive taking over. But he stared past his killer—he didn’t let his eyes plead for his life.

      Don’t fight it.

      And then, like razors scoring the back of his throat, oxygen sheared down into his lungs.

      The pressure abated and the world brightened.

      The killer recoiled.

      ‘No… No. Kill… me.’ The words slithered from Gallows’ mouth.

      The man looked at him, face drawn in question. His breaths came in quick, sharp jabs. The immaculate hands that had been so sure against Gallows’ throat now trembled.

      The assassin’s eyes stretched and clenched, face squirming.

      Gallows choked down a breath. ‘Whoever… you are… Finish… what you started.’

      Lines creased the assassin’s brow. His fingers flexed and rolled into fists, like he was unsure what to do with them. His head shook like he was engaging in a debate with some phantom next to him.

      ‘What are… you waiting… for?’ Gallows pressed. ‘Do it.’

      Rage filled the assassin’s eyes for an instant—or was it desire?—and in that moment, Gallows was sure he would kill him.

      But he didn’t.

      The sound of the killer’s breathing filled the room.

      ‘No, no, do it!’ begged Gallows.

      With trembling fingers, the assassin unlocked the manacles with the same key he’d used to get in. Gallows dropped to the floor, instincts screaming at him to lash out—but he didn’t possess the strength.

      The stranger offered his hand.

      Gallows froze. A thousand questions ran through Gallows’ mind.

      He clasped the stranger’s hand and got to his feet. ‘Hell of a time… for a killer to get a conscience.’

      Voices and footsteps—the clamour rolled through the corridor.

      ‘They know you’re here,’ Gallows said.

      The killer held a hand up until long after the noise stopped. Gallows was about to speak again but the assassin silenced him with a glare.

      Then without a sound, he left.

      Gallows made to follow, but pain kept him rooted. He leaned against the wall to catch his breath. Who in all hells is this guy?

      When his heart settled to a steady rhythm, Gallows drew away from the wall. Given the increasing clamour of violence, he gave himself a choice: Wait, and die at Nidra’s hand—or follow the killer, and die at his.

      

      The stone floor was as cold as a frozen lake. Gallows’ bare feet stumbled along the winding passage. The air weighed like a thick shroud here, and a strong metallic tang filled his nose.

      He wasn’t surprised to see the trail of blood—but he didn’t expect to see so much of it.

      At first it was a pale red smear, like a watercolour flourish from an artist’s brush. But the farther Gallows ventured, the darker the blood got. Crimson handprints stamped the walls, thin slashes of blood trailing onto the floor like wet red ink upon parchment.

      What the hell?

      A piercing screech cut through the air—and when it stopped, it left a mausoleum’s silence.

      Gallows pressed against the wall and edged his feet onward. Beaten and bleeding, he wasn’t ready for whatever was around the corner—but if there was even the slightest chance—a glimmer of hope—that this man could get Gallows home, he’d seize it.

      From the floor, the eyes in Atun the Ironrender’s severed head stared up at Gallows.

      ‘Belios.’

      Fresh death reeked stronger with every step Gallows took. Detached fingers dotted the floor, blood dripped from the ceiling, and a kuramanusa had been run through with a pike. Arcs of arterial spray and assorted gore left bloody crescents on the walls, like dripping scythes.

      Gallows snatched a shortsword from the body of an Idari soldier—he hadn’t had time to draw it before he died.

      Gallows tested the blade—it was cheap and curved at the end. They say no two Idari swords are the same, but this looks mass-produced. It wavered in his hand when Gallows raised it.

      A rasping hum buzzed in his ears and grew louder with each step. When Gallows reached the end of the passage, the assassin was on top of a kuramanusa, hands wrapped around his throat.

      The slave’s legs thrashed but Damien was strong. He kept his grip around the enemy’s throat long after his hands fell limp.

      When the assassin looked up at Gallows, his grin was as wide as a wolf’s. ‘Follow me.’

      

      ‘There are two more Dalthean troops,’ Gallows said, one hand steadying himself against the wall, the other clasping the sword. ‘We gotta find ’em.’

      The killer didn’t argue. They pressed on.

      ‘My name, by the way, is Damien’.

      Knowing his name didn’t make Gallows any less afraid of him.

      He followed Damien down a spiral staircase and along the balcony of a grand hall. Decrepit chandeliers drooped from the ceiling.

      Flickering candles dotted the ground of the hall, coating the room with a breathing, orange haze. Blankets and sleeping mats lined the floor.

      ‘Holy shit,’ breathed Gallows, looking at the brickwork and patterns of stone. ‘No way… This is a fourteenth century Phadrosi castle. Why the hell did they build this all the way out here?’

      ‘Thirteenth century,’ noted Damien. ‘But otherwise, you’re correct.’

      ‘They give you history lessons in assassin school?’

      Damien’s eyebrow arched. ‘And needlework.’ The candlelight danced and died as ordnance impacted the outer walls of the castle. ‘Dalthean forces are converging on this position. We don’t have much time.’ Damien started down the staircase.

      ‘Hey!’ Gallows yelled, throat burning with pain. ‘I said we got two more.’

      Damien turned, and Gallows raised his sword. Gods knew what the killer must have thought of the half-naked, beaten, bloodied man raising a sword in challenge to him.

      But he said, ‘Very well. Location?’

      Gallows shook his head. ‘Did you see ’em when you came to… rescue me?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Did you check the rooms?’

      ‘I didn’t need to—they were empty.’

      ‘How in all Hells do you know that?’

      Damien didn’t answer.

      Gallows pushed past him and crossed the landing—before Damien’s hand yanked him back.

      Before Gallows could protest, a crack ripped through the ceiling and one of the chandeliers plummeted, erupting into mangled glass and twisting metal.

      ‘Now we can go,’ said Damien.

      

      It was identical to the one Damien had led him through, but Gallows recognised the twisting passage spiralling out in front of him—it was where Nidra had been holding him before.

      ‘Hey,’ he whispered. ‘What date is it?’

      ‘It is three o’clock in the morning,’ Damien began. ‘On the Eleventh Day of Terros.’

      A meat hook pulled at Gallows’ gut. He slowed down, struggling to breathe. ‘Weeks... I’ve only been here a couple of weeks…’ Is that even possible? What the hell did she do to me?

      ‘Is… Major Fallon alive?’

      ‘I don’t recognise the name,’ Damien answered. ‘Sorry. I urge you to stay quiet here—there are heartbeats close by. Get ready.’

      Damien stepped over piles of jagged stone and came to a passage blocked by heavy wooden beams. Damien set his shoulder beneath the beam and lifted. ‘Go,’ he said. ‘Quickly!’

      Gallows fell through the opening. ‘Clear.’

      Damien rolled. The beams buckled, bringing stone tumbling behind him.

      ‘Guess we ain’t going back the way we came,’ said Gallows.

      Damien took point again. As far as Gallows could see, he was unarmed.

      The assassin halted beneath the bright light of a lamp. It swung from side to side, Damien’s form alternating between light and dark.

      ‘Someone’s nearby,’ observed Gallows.

      ‘Sh… Two heartbeats, in the room ahead. Males. Pained, struggling…’

      ‘Helmsley and Rocco. They’re with me.’ Gallows tried to move but Damien stopped him.

      ‘Wait,’ said Damien.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘There’s… One heartbeat now.’

      Freezing blood churned in Gallows’ veins. ‘Move.’ Gallows pushed Damien aside and charged through the corridor with as much energy as he could summon.

      ‘Rocco! Helmsley!’ The cell door was ajar. Gallows gripped the hilt of the shortsword tighter and shoved the door open. ‘You guys in here?’

      Helmsley sat on the floor, shaking and muttering gibberish.

      The knife in his hand wavered.

      Gallows took tentative steps towards him, eyeing the dark corners. ‘Gideon—are you okay? What happened? Where’s Rocco?’

      ‘She…’

      Gallows knelt down in front of Helmsley; he stared straight past Gallows, head tremoring.

      ‘Look at me,’ said Gallows. ‘Look at me.’ He eased Helmsley’s hand to the side. ‘Drop the knife, buddy.’

      ‘Wh… What?’

      ‘The knife.’

      Helmsley gazed at the weapon in his hand—his brow drew up into a point, like he didn’t even know it was there.

      It fell to the floor.

      ‘This is important, Gideon. What happened?’ The castle walls tremored. He didn’t have much time. ‘Where’s Rocco?’

      ‘She told me to stab him once for every time he mocked me… I wanted to stop, I tried to stop…’

      Gallows’ head bowed like a lilting thistle.

      ‘He’s…’ Helmsley gazed into the corner.

      Whether it was because his eyes hadn’t adjusted or because he couldn’t handle the truth, only now did Gallows see the wiry, naked body by the far wall.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Helmsley cried. ‘Truly, I’m sorry.’

      ‘We need to go,’ came Damien’s voice.

      Gallows got up to his feet. Rocco’s wide, faded purple eyes stared up at nothing—like he was surprised more than pained.

      Killed by one of your own. Helmsley will live with this for the rest of his life.

      ‘Tyson, we don’t have time.’

      Before leaving, Gallows pulled the dog tags from Rocco’s corpse.

      

      Gallows, Damien and Helmsley charged through the winding passage.

      ‘They’re coming!’ Helmsley panted.

      ‘Don’t panic,’ urged Damien. Despite the approaching din of footsteps, Gallows actually felt comforted.

      The kuramanusa were first to appear, waving blades and tools. Fear and bloodlust swam in their eyes as they scrambled towards Gallows and the others.

      ‘Wait…’ Damien held his arm out. ‘Wait.’

      With a blinding flash and a roar as loud as a warship’s engines, the ceiling erupted. The Idari soldiers and kuramanusa didn’t have time to scream before they exploded in a mash of blood and gore.

      Damien darted forward. ‘This way!’

      Gallows pointed to the mound of stone and blood. ‘How the hell do you know we won’t end up like them?’

      ‘Because I didn’t place any more charges beyond this point.’

      Even assisting Helmsley, Damien moved faster than Gallows. ‘This tower is our only escape route—Dalthean forces are advancing from the west—their bombardment will flatten this structure.’

      Words spilled from Helmsley’s laboured voice. ‘Rocco… Rocco died… I murdered him…’

      ‘The Perceptor murdered him,’ Gallows corrected.

      ‘Through the door!’ Damien said. ‘It leads to the east bailey—the Royal Sky Fleet are concentrating their bombardment on the ramparts to avoid anti-aircraft cannons. Infantry will disable them—when that happens, the RSF will throw everything they have here. We’ll be cutting it fine.’

      Gallows pulled the door open, revealing a dark, vertical passage. From the ground below, an old, wooden scaffold had been erected, used to house a pulley system with an elevator.

      ‘They must have used this for quick transportation of heavy goods,’ Gallows explained. More cracks split across the stone, and the ground rumbled. Gallows shielded his eyes from tumbling dust. ‘Reckon the RSF need to tighten their aim!’

      With the promise of returning home, Gallows grew energised. He sheathed his sword and pelted down the rickety wooden stairs, Damien and Helmsley at his back.

      ‘Careful,’ warned Damien. ‘This is a makeshift structure—it won’t withstand the assault forever, watch your st—’

      The stairs collapsed beneath Gallows’ weight. ‘Whoa!’ He plunged, palms shooting out and smacking into the steps that hadn’t fallen away. They creaked and warped.

      ‘Gallows!’ yelled Helmsley.

      With pained effort, Gallows pushed his palms into the wood and hooked his legs over. Fire shot through his arms.

      ‘I’m fine. C’mon, hurry!’

      Damien and Helmsley stepped over the gap. Gallows took point, ignoring the stuttering beat of his heart. He swore he saw the skeletal structure convulse, but chose to believe it was his imagination.

      ‘We can’t be too far—’ Helmsley started.

      With a sickening screech, the staircase buckled.

      Gallows’ stomach hardened like petrified wood.

      ‘Run!’ snapped Damien. He pushed Helmsley past, and together, the three of them ran, stumbled and pelted down the collapsing scaffold.

      Helmsley squealed as he went over his ankle, and sharp pain stabbed Gallows’ organs with each breath. Something hit the wall outside, sending brick and wooden beams exploding at their heels. The exposed fixtures of the central elevator peeled and toppled, and more than once Gallows felt the whole structure lurch to the side.

      ‘Don’t stop!’ Damien snarled.

      They used their momentum to carry them down to the next turn, and the next, descending without stopping for breath.

      Above them, another timber beam snapped and ploughed through the staircase—leaving a massive gap between Gallows and the section in the next corner.

      ‘Shit,’ breathed Gallows, ‘it’s too wide to jum—’

      Damien launched himself, spun in the air, and landed on the platform like he’d been rehearsing it his whole life.

      ‘Um, who is this gentleman?’ asked Helmsley.

      Gallows shook his head. ‘No clue.’

      ‘Do you have a plan?’ Helmsley called down to Damien.

      Damien glanced at the elevator ropes running from the ceiling.

      And then he leapt, sliding down the rope and disappearing into the darkness below.

      ‘Are you crazy?’ Gallows yelled. Around him, the structure convulsed and tremored. He peered over the edge—there was lighting below, but he couldn’t see the floor.

      Shit. Escape Nidra only to get killed by a goddamn staircase.

      With a whipping hiss, the ropes slithered into life. An elevator ascended from the depths—with Damien standing atop. ‘Get on!’ the assassin yelled.

      Gallows didn’t hesitate—he clambered onto the banister and jumped. It couldn’t have been more than a second, but it felt like an hour had passed before he landed. The elevator rocked to the side.

      ‘Whoa… I’m not sure this is safer.’

      ‘It isn’t,’ said Damien. ‘Jump!’ he called to Helmsley.

      With white knuckles embedded into a shaking fist, Helmsley clutched the rail. Dust and rubble rushed around him. ‘I, I can’t!’

      ‘Jump!’ urged Gallows.

      Damien disappeared through the hatch on the elevator’s roof. ‘We have to go—now.’

      Gallows didn’t know how Damien sounded so calm.

      ‘C’mon, Gideon!’ called Gallows. He reached out to Helmsley—there couldn’t have been more than ten feet between them, and the elevator was lower. ‘Use the space you got and jump!’

      ‘What if… What if I overshoot!’

      ‘Oversh… Helmsley, you gotta be a goddamn athlete to overshoot this! Just let yourself drop, you’ll be fine!’

      ‘Tyson!’ Damien’s voice shot up like a shark fin stabbing the surface of water.

      ‘Aaah…’ Helmsley whined. Stone stripped from the wall behind him.

      ‘Last chance!’ Gallows’ hoarse voice struggled under the growing din. ‘I didn’t survive that witch to die here! Now or never!’

      ‘I…’

      ‘You want justice for Rocco? Then move your ass!’

      Helmsley’s eyes narrowed. He unhooked his fingers from the rail, muttered something to Aerulus—and jumped.

      ‘Ooof!’ Helmsley landed with a thud.

      Before Gallows assisted Helmsley through the hatch, Damien pulled the lever.

      The elevator lurched with a groan. The metal fixtures bore more rust than Gallows was comfortable with, but it descended smoothly.

      Helmsley cowered in a corner, staring at the floor. Damien stood still, one foot planted in front of the other, like he was ready to pounce. Gallows contented himself with leaning against the wall.

      ‘What’s your story?’ he asked Damien. ‘You came to kill me, right?’

      ‘What?’ If it was possible, Helmsley retreated further into the corner.

      Damien cleared his throat before answering. ‘Your council feared you would relinquish intelligence.’

      ‘That’s crazy, I don’t know anything more than any other common grunt. Why single me out?’

      ‘I was given a job to do,’ Damien responded. ‘I didn’t deign to investigate further.’

      Typical mercenary. Gallows mopped the grime from his eyes, thinking better of asking Damien how much his life was worth. The elevator rocked as it descended.

      ‘Where is this taking us?’ asked Helmsley.

      ‘Dalthean forces are converging on the castle courtyard,’ Damien explained. ‘We can escape via the tunnels through to the valley at the rear of the castle—from there, we’ll circle around—hopefully avoiding bomb and bullet.’

      Gallows shook his head. ‘The place will be crawling with Idari,’ he said.

      ‘As are the rest of the Sanctecano Isles.’

      ‘Point taken.’

      ‘The islands,’ muttered Helmsley. ‘The townsfolk… And Nidra. She, she can’t be allowed to live. The things she made me do…’

      Gallows agreed—Nidra deserved to die. But if he had to choose between revenge and getting home to Sera—well, that wasn’t a choice at all.

      The elevator halted. Damien yanked the wire gate open. ‘Coal mines. The exit isn’t far. Follow me.’

      Gallows helped Helmsley to his feet.

      ‘I… I can walk, thank you,’ said Helmsley. ‘Do you think… Nidra is dead?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Oh. Do you… trust this man?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘I see.’

      They followed Damien through the twisting pathways of the castle’s subterranean levels. Casks had been left empty of wine, food picked clean. Strange markings were carved into the stone, and when Gallows passed them, it felt like eyes were watching him.

      ‘What is this place?’ Helmsley asked. ‘There was no castle on the maps.’

      ‘Been here for a couple hundred years,’ said Gallows, tracing a finger across the wall. ‘Unless Damien wants to correct me.’

      ‘No, seems accurate,’ said the assassin.

      The farther they travelled, the darker it got. After ten minutes, they came to a chamber lined with pillars—they stood faint in the dark, like bones beneath mud. Kinda looks like the Temple of Irros in Dustwynd. And Gallows thought he’d never miss the filthy streets and slum towers of home.

      Damien cracked an ignium flare. It raged into life, painting the walls the colour of a crimson funeral shroud. It illuminated rows of stone coffins—dozens of them.

      ‘A crypt,’ said Gallows.

      ‘Blessed Nyr,’ muttered Helmsley.

      The stone coffins had no markings to denote identity. Anonymous, identical statues glowered down on Gallows, standing shoulder to shoulder against the walls.

      ‘Nameless monks,’ Gallows observed. ‘Said to be one for every God in the Pantheon.’

      ‘The Indecim? But there are more than eleven statues here—why, “Indecim” means eleven!’

      ‘Some people believe there were at least a thousand gods.’

      Helmsley’s sharp laugh scythed through the crypt. ‘That’s blasphemy.’

      ‘Reckon there’s always room for some blaspheming.’

      As Damien led them through the tomb and past the stone caskets, Helmsley gazed up in wonder at the statues. ‘I wonder who they were.’

      ‘Yeah,’ agreed Gallows. ‘If you’re important enough for your remains to be kept in a crypt instead of out in the mud, then you’re important enough to have a name and title. But why here, in the Sanctecano Islands?’

      ‘Keep quiet,’ whispered Damien. ‘Someone was here recently.’

      Gallows’ hand found the hilt of his sword. The air weighed heavy down here, as though the dead were dragging it down. What was it like, to be one of these nameless saints? What did it mean to have your bones lying here with no-one to remember you? The questions sent shivers down Gallows’ spine.

      His feet crunched upon the stone floor, debris and bones giving way. He could still hear the muffled sounds of the battle raging above.

      Damien stopped. Gallows knew better than to ask why.

      But Helmsley didn’t. ‘What’s wr—’

      The arrow whooshed through the darkness towards Helmsley; Damien caught it an inch from the pacifist’s eye. Liquid trickled from the leg of Helmsley’s tattered trousers.

      ‘Get down!’ Gallows shouted.

      More arrows cut through the air, their steel tips catching the light from Damien’s red flare.

      Damien dropped low and doused the light. He hauled Helmsley down and the three of them took cover behind a sarcophagus.

      Gallows risked a glance over the tomb—the sharp twang of crossbow strings greeted him. He snapped back into cover and felt the brush of an arrow rush past him. ‘Hope you got a plan,’ Gallows said to Damien.

      ‘Quiet,’ Damien snapped. ‘Four of them—guns, but if they’re using crossbows, then they’re conserving ammunition…And they’re panicked.’

      ‘How the hell do you know that?’

      And then, as silent as a phantom, Damien leapt over the tomb and disappeared.

      ‘Slippery bastard,’ muttered Gallows.

      ‘This is a trick. Has to be.’ The words grated from Helmsley’s mouth like the screech of a saw. ‘Nidra… She’s in our heads! What if she’s a part of us now? What if she has her talons inside us forever?’

      ‘Keep it together, man. We’ll get through this.’ A bullet ricocheted from a wall inside the tomb. ‘We’ll get through this.’

      ‘But what if… What if some part of her remains inside us, corrupting our souls like a cancer?’

      Gallows’ stomach squirmed. ‘C’mon, man, you’re just rattled. We’ll be fine.’ But couldn’t he still smell her scent, taste her breath, feel her nails on his skin?

      ‘Rocco died by my hand. That will never leave me, Gallows. For the rest of my days, I’ll see him look up at me, begging to live. Funny, how a man screams like an infant if you hurt him enough.’

      When Gallows breathed, it was like ingesting acid. ‘Helmsley, I know how you feel—but it ain’t your fault… ain’t our fault.’ Gallows could feel the moisture of Nidra’s tongue snaking over his neck, hear the obscene things he’d said about Sera. His chest tightened so hard he thought his ribs would crack. ‘It was her, and her alone.’

      Helmsley pressed his palms to his temples. He rocked back and forth where he sat. ‘My father,’ he began, ‘beat me every day. I swore I’d never raise a hand to anyone. But Nidra…’ Helmsley’s voice trailed away to nothing. ‘She made my promise worthless.’

      ‘She’ll be brought to justice, Helmsley—but not if we die down here. I don’t know about you, but I got too much to live for to end up dead in a hall full of forgotten hermits.’

      Another gunshot rang out—then a scream.

      An Idari soldier wailed in the air. His back broke as he collided with the stone casket Gallows was using for cover.

      ‘Incoming!’ yelled Damien.

      Like locusts, Idari troops spilled from the passage ahead. Gallows caught only glimpses—blades flashing, ignium lamps stuttering. Damien flowed between the enemies like smoke, twisting, turning and reappearing behind. His throwing knives came out of nowhere and sent enemies to their deaths.

      But some got through.

      Gallows got to his feet—and by instinct alone, he unsheathed his sword and swept it up, just in time to deflect an incoming strike from a kuramanusa.

      Disarmed, the slave-soldier launched himself at Gallows, hands stretching out around his neck.

      Gallows hammered the pommel of his sword into the kuramanusa’s skull. The slave-soldier’s eyes widened with agony, but still he pressed harder. Gods knew what the Idari did to him.

      But Gallows had no more sympathy left. He thrust his knee into the kuramanusa’s groin, kicked him away and slashed his chest open.

      Gallows searched the darkness for Damien—he followed the Idari’s screams. ‘Gideon, on me! Helmsley! Helmsley! On your f—’

      From somewhere on the ground, another flare ignited, throwing harsh crimson light around the room.

      Howling, an elite kiro brandished a slender sabre, charging at Gallows with inhuman speed and strength. No preamble, no sizing up his opponent—the kiro came hard and fast. His gold and crimson armoured plates convulsed like the muscles of a great, mechanical beast as his blade danced.

      Gallows dodged right and leapt back, but the kiro was closing the gap. He did what he could to parry the enemy’s blows, but Gallows was outmatched and exhausted—fighting head on was not an option.

      The razor edge of his blade scored Gallows’ bare chest. ‘Helmsley!’ he yelled.

      Blood oozed and the kiro came in again, howling voice echoing in the tomb. Steel clashed with steel, but the outcome was already sealed—against the kiro’s armour, Gallows may as well have been wielding a feather.

      He rolled on the ground, heavy feet stomping behind him. He clutched at a rock—no, a bone—and hurled it at the kiro.

      It struck him in the face, but he didn’t flinch, didn’t blink—he just kept on coming.

      The acid-etching of the kiro’s sword shimmered amidst the shadows. Gallows moved to deflect it—but his opponent feinted, leaving Gallows open.

      The tip of the blade pierced his left bicep.

      Searing pain burning his arm, Gallows retreated. He tripped and fell hard onto a bed of bones. The kiro pounced and aimed the blade point at Gallows’ throat. A bloodcurdling cry, and—

      And the kiro fell, twisting onto his back.

      Helmsley towered over Gallows, clutching a skull in his two shaking hands.

      The Idari grunted.

      ‘Hit him again!’ cried Gallows.

      Screaming, Helmsley mashed the skull into the kiro’s face again and again, turning it into a mess of bloody meat. Still on his back, Gallows kicked the sword from the warrior’s hands. The kiro rasped and squirmed, wild hands and feet grasping at air.

      Then the kiro stopped struggling.

      Helmsley kept hammering at him, the skull landing with wet thumps. It split and crumbled to dust in his hands.

      Damien illuminated the room with an ignium lamp. The floor around him was littered with bodies. With barely a hair out of place, he marched across the crypt and said, ‘Clear.’

      Gallows and Helmsley followed. For the first time in weeks, Gallows felt fresh, warm air on his skin. ‘We’re near an exit.’ Gallows quickened his pace—his pulse followed suit. ‘I can feel the air on my—’

      When they rounded the corner, Nidra was there.
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      She stood at the far end of a tunnel, pacing by an iron gate. The whistle of a breeze played through its bars. Her movements were jittery; her wrists rubbed at her sides, her shoulders rose and fell.

      Then she turned as still as one of the saints in the crypt.

      ‘Dog.’ The word rang like the pluck of a harp string. She faced Gallows—tides of acid sloshed in his belly at the sight of her.

      ‘Get back,’ he urged Damien. ‘Turn back, both of you.’

      ‘The exit isn’t far,’ said Damien.

      ‘I’ll catch up.’

      ‘Gallows…’ Helmsley’s voice stuttered. ‘She lured us here…’

      ‘No she didn’t. She’s a rat in a trap. Hear that, witch? Your kiro is dead.’

      She wore a shark’s grin. ‘Pawns—I am the queen.’

      ‘I can neutralise her,’ Damien offered.

      ‘No—she’ll get inside your head as soon as you’re close. That’s how she does it—she’s gotta get close enough to touch you.’

      ‘How can you be sure?’ Helmsley asked in a whisper.

      ‘Had a lot of time to think about it.’

      Nidra’s eyes roamed over Damien. ‘There is power in this one.’ She tried to conceal it behind her wicked smile, but she was scared—Gallows could sense it.

      Damien stepped closer.

      Without taking his eyes from the Perceptor, Gallows shot his arm out. ‘If she gets inside your head, we’re all dead.’

      ‘I’m unarmed.’

      ‘That ain’t as reassuring as you think. Get out. Find another tunnel—Phadrosi castles were full of ’em. Take Helmsley.’

      Damien must have sensed the weight in Gallows’ words, because he withdrew without protest.

      ‘You wish to die here, dog?’ Nidra asked when Damien disappeared with Helmsley. ‘Down here, so far from home—from Sera?’

      Gallows raised his sword.

      ‘A pity, how weak you ended up.’

      ‘Strong enough to break your curse,’ Gallows countered.

      She was a good distance away, but Gallows saw the corners of Nidra’s mouth turn down.

      Gallows stepped closer. The walls ruptured.

      Nidra tilted her head. ‘How do you know this isn’t exactly what I want?’

      ‘You’re scared, Grand Perceptor. No allies, no weapons.’

      ‘Yes,’ she admitted. ‘I appear to have underestimated your rescuer.’

      ‘You underestimated me.’ Gallows was so close to her, he could smell her sickly scent.

      ‘You have no idea what this place is, do you?’

      ‘Your tomb.’

      Nidra’s eyes glinted. ‘It’s much more than a resting place for the dead. Quite the opposite, in fact. This place birthed new life into this world.’

      Gallows stepped closer. ‘I ain’t interested in your riddles, Nidra.’ The sword grazed her throat.

      Her lips parted like an open wound. ‘As soon as your troops breach these walls, I will turn them against each other, dog. You know it—yet you can’t kill me, can you? We’re connected, you and I. You feel it, I know you do. I don’t need to reach into your mind to know that you won’t let me perish here. Come with me. I can show you a world of wonder, Tyson Gallows. I can unravel this world’s secrets for you, show you things you would not believe. Damn this war and everyone in it! We can leave. Right now. Just you and I.’

      Bricks tore from the ceiling. The floor quaked.

      ‘Your bombs are falling upon us,’ hissed Nidra. ‘Neither of us needs to die.’

      ‘You do,’ said Gallows. ‘The things you did to me… Made me do… You can’t be allowed to live.’

      Nidra angled her head up. ‘Then end it.’

      What was stopping him from killing her? Hadn’t she tormented him? Hadn’t she pushed him to the brink of madness?

      ‘Make me,’ he said.

      Nidra’s brow drew inward.

      ‘You’re Nidra—the Grand Perceptor of the Great Empire of Idar. Make me, witch.’

      She scowled at him.

      ‘That’s why I haven’t killed you yet—I want you to know, in your last moments, that you have no power over me.’

      The colour drained from her skin. The swirling patterns on her face resembled dead roots. ‘How? How did you do it? Tell me. Tell me!’

      ‘Look at you,’ said Gallows. ‘Cowering in a filthy tunnel. Defeated. You could have escaped while we were killing your entourage—but that wouldn’t suit you, would it? You need your slaves to open your doors and throw their jackets onto the mud for you. You’re pathetic, Nidra.’

      She spat at him. ‘Rocco perished believing you betrayed him, dog. He cursed you with his last breath—as his friend stomped on his chest and took my knife to him. He died hating you.’

      Gallows shoved her away and hauled the iron gate open. It led to the jungle beyond. Fresh, warm wind blew in. Gallows’ eyes strained against the light, but it was the first time he’d seen it in weeks. He refused to close his eyes. The kaleidoscopic jungle hues of greens, reds and yellows welcomed Gallows, and the reddish-pink blush of sunrise warmed the sky.

      Gallows hauled Nidra outside. She clawed at him with every step.

      He threw her to the ground by the opening of a rope bridge, which straddled a deep crevasse. Thick tree trunks rose up from the depths.

      ‘I could take the easy way out and leave you here for nature to kill you,’ he said. ‘Maybe my people will find you. Maybe your own. I could turn my back and walk away without remorse.’ He leaned down so his face was close to hers. ‘But you know what, Nidra? Killing you won’t stain my conscience—not any more than you’ve already done.’

      ‘This won’t kill me.’ Her voice was stern but she couldn’t hide the fear in her eyes. ‘I’ll be in your head from now until the Feast of Nyr. You will never be rid of me, dog. Never.’

      ‘Guess we’ll see.’

      Gallows grabbed Nidra’s lithe shoulders and hurled her into the crevasse, watching as her body bounced over the jutting rocks, listening as her screams dwindled into nothing.
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        * * *

      

      ‘She’s dead?’ asked Helmsley when Gallows had caught up.

      Gallows nodded. Helmsley didn’t seem pleased, nor upset.

      ‘Up here.’ Damien hauled Helmsley up over the lip of a rock. A clearing sprawled open ahead, surrounded by tall, pinkish orchids and towering kapok trees. Spiky bromeliad plants littered the jungle floor, their thin, crimson leaves reaching out like the bloodied teeth of a bear trap. Strangler figs reached up and wrapped gnarly knuckles around the trunks of other trees, leeching the life from them.

      The symphony of jungle fragrances was almost overpowering, yet all Gallows could smell was blood and sweat. Humid air filled his throat—after so long in the cell, it made him dizzy.

      Above them, ordnance exploded. The roar of airships scoured the sky—rotors, engines and guns. The Royal Sky Fleet’s Eagle fighters circled in the air, sending rails of bullets into the scattering Idari troops. Anti-air cannons hidden in the foliage spat death—one of the Eagles exploded and fell to earth like a blazing comet.

      ‘Keep moving!’ yelled Damien.

      The jungle grew denser with every step. Sweat rolled down Gallows’ bare body, pain stabbing his lungs.

      But he was free.

      

      Whatever Damien was, Gallows was glad they were on the same side.

      They raced through the jungle, falling over rocky tree stumps—the assassin cleared the way for Gallows and Helmsley, disappearing for seconds at a time and returning with fresh blood on his clothes. Gallows didn’t see the bodies in the undergrowth.

      ‘How far?’ huffed Helmsley.

      ‘We’re close to where we were ambushed,’ said Gallows. ‘The stone archway we found before Cooper died—it must have been part of the castle once.’ Have they left Omari and Cooper’s bodies out here to rot?

      Vines and drooping branches whipped at Gallows’ skin as he ran. Helmsley kept stopping for breath—twice Damien saved his life when Idari soldiers crept from the bushes, machetes raised.

      Every tree, every rock and every shadow could be concealing an ambush. The jungle was alive with stoneroaches, weaver worms and necrobeetles. Pythons detached from trees and flocks of vibrant blue kingfishers exploded and dispersed as artillery rolled over the ground. Gallows didn’t know where he summoned the energy from, but he kept pace with Damien.

      They kept running, the growing heat of the jungle pressing down like a steamroller.

      When they encountered a Dalthean patrol, Gallows could have wept with joy.

      

      ‘The Islands are ours,’ stated Fallon. A supply truck—known as a Golden Goddess for the trails of ignium smoke that spluttered from its exhaust—rattled along the dirt road, ferrying them back to the beachhead.

      Behind Gallows, Eagles hit the castle in strafing runs, neutralising whatever Idari hadn’t made it off the island yet. Gallows told the major about Nidra and the interrogations—about how she could command his actions. Fallon listened and said something about torture and post-traumatic stress. It was clear he didn’t believe Gallows, and no more Dalthean soldiers had attacked their own forces since the ambush with Lieutenant Trueno. Gallows and Helmsley would have a hell of a time convincing anyone what had happened to them.

      Guess I can expect the same reception when I get back home.

      When they reached the relief tent, Fallon wasted no time. ‘The Idari navy is engaging our forces in Irros’ Bounty and the Discordant Sea,’ he began, ‘but their numbers are weak. We got ’em beat. We’re packing up and moving out.’

      Gallows rubbed the back of his head. ‘Omari, Cooper,’ he said. ‘Did you find their bodies?’

      ‘We did,’ Fallon confirmed. ‘They died heroes.’

      ‘Reckon they don’t give a shit,’ said Gallows.

      ‘Reckon you’re right.’

      ‘Rocco.’ Helmsley said the word without looking at anyone. ‘He’s… His body is inside the castle. You’ll find prison cells in the tower.’

      ‘We’ll recover him,’ said the major.

      ‘When are we going home?’ Gallows asked.

      ‘Still a shitload of work to be done. Every inhabitant on this island is dead—there could be survivors further in. We’re gonna liberate ’em.’ Fallon’s gaze pinned on Gallows. ‘Omari’s dead. Congratulations—you’ve just been promoted, Sergeant Gallows.’

      ‘No.’ Gallows pressed Rocco’s tags into Fallon's hand and walked away.
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      The captain of the Kismet didn’t take much convincing when Gallows, Damien and Helmsley requested passage, keen as she was to keep the Sanctecano Islands at her stern.

      Inside the cabin, every ache and pain Gallows had picked up announced itself with stark enthusiasm. His body felt like it had been torn apart and put back together. Sleep came in bursts—every time Gallows closed his eyes, Nidra stared back.

      I beat you, witch.

      Like Gallows, Helmsley sat on a fold-out bed in the corner of the compartment, head in his hands, completely immobile. The gentle glow from the lamp on the wall painted over his still form. It made Gallows think of an insect trapped in amber.

      Gallows leaned back against the bulkhead. He had no idea what he’d say to Sera. How could he possibly explain it to her? Would she be angry with him? Disgusted?

      She can’t be any more disgusted with me than I am.

      The Kismet would be over Dalthean airspace in less than an hour, and Gallows had to organise his head. He got up and stretched his legs through the Kismet’s quiet passageways. The new uniform he’d been given itched at his wounds.

      It’s done. Maybe Sera doesn’t need to know. I can swallow the shame, save it from hurting Sera—protect her from it.

      But Gallows knew he couldn’t. Sera knew him better than anyone—she’d see the anguish raging inside him no matter how hard he pushed it down.

      And she didn’t deserve to be lied to. Major Fallon might need some convincing, but Sera would believe Gallows. It would be tough on her—on both of them—but they’d get through it together. Gallows had to believe that—he had to hope.

      He stepped into a cramped restroom and locked it behind him. He splashed cold water over his face, and then more.

      A scream burst from Gallows’ throat. His voice resounded in the cubicle like an explosion in an echo chamber. Gallows punched the wall once, twice, and unbidden tears fell from his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      ‘We’re almost there,’ said Damien.

      Gallows peered out of the cramped flight deck’s skyglass. The churning, indigo sea turned black as night descended, the last remnants of sunset leaving a bruise in the sky.

      Gallows found his hands tremoring and his fingers knitting together. All that time struggling to get home—now I’m scared to get there.

      Along with the Kismet, two more airships flew back from the Sanctecano Islands with injured troops. Did the soldiers aboard fear coming home too? Did Damien and Helmsley?

      Struggling, fighting, killing… When you were fighting for life over death, it was easy to do what you had to—instinct and training kicked in. But surviving? No-one told you how to handle that. No-one told you what happened after you got home.

      And Damien still made Gallows nervous.

      ‘Gonna bear south,’ called the captain, a muscled woman of middling years called Cauldbright. Her long, grey hair was tied back in a single braid, and the sleeveless shirt she wore wasn’t part of any Sky Fleet uniform. She smelled of stale alcohol and spent ignium. It burned Gallows’ lungs.

      ‘Still open fighting on the sea,’ she continued, ‘so it’ll take longer—but better to be late than blown up, right?’

      ‘No arguments here,’ agreed Gallows. It’d been two weeks since Gallows had set off with Fallon and the rest—he felt like he’d aged a year in that time.

      Gallows drew away from the window and threw himself onto a crate. The bridge was littered with boxes and hanging, threadbare dust sheets that gave off a musky smell.

      Gallows stared up at Damien, trying to figure him out. ‘What will you do when we get back?’ he asked.

      Damien rested his chin on his fist. ‘I don’t know. Stay a while in Dalthea, I expect.’

      Turbulence jostled the Kismet as though it flew into the eye of a tornado. Gallows’ crate pulled against its bonds. He took a breath to steady his nerves.

      ‘Where in Ryndara are you from?’ Gallows asked, if only to keep his mind from the worms knotting in his stomach. ‘Rhis?’

      Damien shook his head. ‘I’m not a fan of the capital. I’m from a village called Kvel.’

      ‘Never heard of it.’

      ‘Most haven’t.’

      Levers cranked as Cauldbright pulled at them, adjusting the ship’s bearing. Dials groaned and instruments buzzed, like the clamour of a far-off crowd. The Bride’s Code machine cut through the static with a series of long and short beeps.

      ‘So—you came to kill me.’ Gallows’ voice carried no emotion. ‘Why?’

      Damien cleared his throat. ‘I told you—’

      ‘If you say “following orders”, I’ll smack you in the mouth.’

      It was an empty threat and they both knew it, but Damien answered anyway. ‘The Council wanted me to silence any potential secrets yielded by prisoners of war.’

      ‘They’d have been better off ordering you to take the Idari out. Reckon you’d do a better job than our whole army.’

      Damien didn’t deny it. ‘Word must have got back to the camp,’ the Ryndaran observed, ‘and from there, the Council got wind of your capture.’

      ‘So they sent you deep into enemy territory, all to kill one man—who didn’t know a damn thing about what the Idari were after.’

      ‘In a nutshell.’

      Gallows closed his eyes. The bricode messages were getting louder.

      So I was singled out—why not go for Helmsley and Rocco? I knew nothing about the weapon Nidra was looking for—why did the Council fight hard to protect it?

      ‘Won’t the Council be pissed at you?’ he asked. ‘Since I’m still breathing?’

      Damien’s mouth crinkled. ‘I’ll return the deposit.’

      Gallows didn’t have the energy to figure it all out. He was done fighting, done with Fallon. He and Sera had talked of opening an antique store once, or an art gallery. Gallows had told her he wanted to travel, but right now, he’d gladly spend his days pottering around a little shop that smelled of old books, Sera by his side.

      In the distance, the towering Steelpeak Mountains spread out on either side of the harbour. They stretched to the heavens—so tall that airships couldn’t fly overhead before their engines stalled and sent the craft plummeting to the ground.

      The range of jagged mountains stretched for miles. Some said they were formed when a meteor hit the earth, interfering with the geology and shifting the plates of the land, corrupting it. Others said that Aerulus the One Father punched the world and the mountains formed from the impact, like water rushing up when a boulder is hurled into a pond.

      The horizon tilted as the Kismet made a sharp turn. Gallows’ crate screeched against its binding ropes and the pulses from the bricode machine came faster now, a frenetic stutter like the last gasps of a dying animal.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Gallows called to the captain.

      Cauldbright didn’t respond—her head flicked between the Bride’s Code readout and the skyglass.

      Gallows glanced at the rusty machine—most airships had a co-pilot who read the RADIOM graphs and operated the Bride’s Code transmitter—machines used to detect objects and for ship-to-ship signalling—but it looked like Cauldbright preferred to do it all on her own.

      ‘They’re all hailing your frequency directly?’ Damien asked.

      ‘Nah, open channel signals…’ Cauldbright’s voice tremored and spun away like a loose thread.

      Steadying himself against the turbulence, Gallows got up and leaned down to the transmitter, trying to make sense of the contesting signals.

      S.O.S. Emergency… Enemy numbers greater than anticipated… Petrel’s Tail gate breached—enemy incursion underway—repeat—Petrel’s Tail gate breached…

      Ice shot through Gallows’ veins. ‘They’re in the city! How the hell did they hit the west side?’

      Damien stood beside Gallows. ‘Perhaps they made their way through the mountains and crossed the desert? With the Idari navy attacking the east, they have the kingdom in a pincer.’

      Gallows opened his mouth to respond but a nearby explosion cut him off.

      ‘Getting dicey!’ warned Cauldbright.

      In the distance, Dalthea’s colossal coastal guns boomed, igniting the horizon. A pit opened in Gallows’ stomach with every boom.

      The bricode machine didn’t let up: Irros’ Beckon overrun… City under siege… Suicide bombers… Civilians perishing… Number unknown… All units to return to base—Repeat: All units RTB…

      Sera’s in the city. ‘Cauldbright!’ he bellowed. ‘Screw landing in the skyport, just get us into the city! Now!’

      ‘What do ya think I’m doing?’

      A force thrust Gallows hard into the wall as the Kismet wheeled to the side. Damien caught him—the Ryndaran mouthed something but his words were lost in the maelstrom of din. The Kismet spun with a violent lurch, the sea filling her skyglass.

      Cauldbright fought for control—Irros’ Bounty was aflame, swathes of blood-red fire smeared across the water. Gallows couldn’t make sense of what he was witnessing.

      Anti-air flak erupted and one of the Kismet’s companion craft exploded and hurtled into the sea. Cauldbright swore, while Damien urged Gallows to strap himself in.

      But all Gallows could think about was the woman he loved.

      City under siege… Civilians perishing… Number unknown…

      Metal screamed. Brass instruments broke from their fixtures and machines sparked and caught fire. Gallows’ head glanced off a bulkhead; copper filled his mouth and he twisted onto the ground.

      Bullets punched through the Kismet’s hull. Shrill bricode signals rang, Cauldbright yelled, and Damien barked commands, but Gallows couldn’t make sense of the words.

      Then—like Aerulus cleaving the heavens asunder—harsh, burning, white light flooded the Kismet. It filled the world and flared inside Gallows’ head, robbing him of his sight. His fingers reached out for purchase but grasped only air.

      ‘Damie—’

      A detonation surged across the sea. The world tilted, and sharp pain needled every inch of Gallows as his body was hurled from side to side.

      He landed on his front, blood and saliva trailing from his mouth.

      Voices floated in and out of Gallows’ head—Damien’s, Cauldbright’s, Sera’s…

      And then the stillness came.

      The bricode signals fell silent, leaving a strangled hiss of static.

      ‘Brace for impact!’ Cauldbright warned.

      The Kismet struggled in the air; she spun, her tail assembly whipping around in a frenzied arc. Dazed, Gallows stumbled to the skyglass, watching the horizon spin as Cauldbright fought to regain control.

      Pockets of fire dotted the sea. The burned out husks of Dalthean and Idari vessels alike lay strewn across the water. A tidal wave swallowed huge vessels and spat them back out.

      In the distance—stark against the slate black sky—a pillar of raging fire bridged the gap between Earth and Heaven. Thick smoke coiled around an expanding inferno, forming a monstrous mushroom cloud.

      As the Kismet spun, Gallows caught fragments of the destruction wrought upon his home. Dalthea’s harbours lay in ruin. Bodies littered the beach. And with every inch the Kismet clawed closer to home, the chasm inside Gallows’ gut widened, threatening to swallow him.

      Gods above and below.

      The first time Nidra had exerted her will over him, it left him cowering and empty. The bitter feeling of powerlessness gnawed at him. She’d left him unable to scream, unable to fight. She’d caused something to fracture inside him—and try as Gallows did, it couldn’t heal.

      When Nidra made Helmsley beat Rocco, Gallows had experienced it afresh—the sensation of falling, drowning—powerless against a current. He wasn’t under her control, but still he was incapable of doing anything but watch.

      And here, miles from his cell, the sensation gripped Gallows again—dragging him down, deeper and deeper. It sapped the strength from him and stole any hope Gallows may have had that Sera was still alive.

      As the destruction reigning over Dalthea grew closer, Nidra’s words rang in Gallows’ head: You will never be rid of me, dog.

      Never.

      

      
        
        The End
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