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Chapter One

“This is an odd place to meet.”
“Do you object?”
“Only to the smell.”
“Ah....right. Sorry about that, the downstairs is a butcher’s shop, and in this heat...well, buckets of entrails, and so on. I'm sure you understand.”
“Actually, I don’t. Why here? Why not someplace where the air is fresh, and we could discuss this business over a cup of wine?”
“Places like that have people who look on. And this is supposed to be a secret matter, yes?”
“Oh, very well...Suns and Spirits, that is ripe! Does your butcher wait for his damn meat to grow legs and walk out?”
“Problem with the carters in this district...greedy bastards every one of them. Some sort of dispute between the firms contracted to haul away the rubbish. Anyway...enough of that! What have you to say regarding our particular business?”
“The men will arrive by lakeboat tomorrow. A handful are...friends of ours, the rest hired knives we can drop once the deed is done.”
“Armed and equipped?”
“Of course! Courtesy of the smith our mutual friend recommended. He does quality work...and charges accordingly.”
“You and I both know money is no object for us.”
“Old habits die hard, my friend. Where I come from a stray silver mark found in a ditch was a gift from heaven.” A pause, then a hand reached into a pocket and handed over a folded paper. “Here are the names.”
Another hand took it, a pair of eyes scanning what was written. “Wait. Why add this one to the list?”
“Certain facts have come to our attention regarding his background. Suffice it to say, he is not who he appears to be. His removal from the board will simplify the game.”
“You do realize that his death will cause no end of ruckus among his followers, who are many and motivated?”
“They’ll calm down soon enough. There are any number of men in his organization who could fill his shoes soon enough. If we play this right, it will be someone friendly to us.”
“Hmmm…”
“You seem troubled. Don’t tell me you’re developing a sense of guilt?”
“Perish the thought! But it would be a lie if I said I liked this. Still...if it has to be done…”
“It does.”
“...Then he is a dead man.” The paper disappeared. “Do we meet again after it’s done?”
“No. Too many eyes are on me at the moment. It took a week’s planning to set this meeting up...another reason why I chose this place, the smell will keep away most who are curious. But if you and I are seen together by those who know could put the pieces together…”
“All kinds of questions would be raised, I see your point. Very well, I’ll contact you by the usual means.” A smile appeared for a moment. “In a few days, Galadorns underworld will be ours to control!”
“And once we have the underworld, everything above it will fall in short order.”
Late summer in Galadorn. The heat was at its worst in these last few weeks of the season, each breath bringing in the heat of a furnace...or given the humidity, a badly cleaned sauna. Sweat, perfume, blood, rotting food and the excrement of countless horses and men, adding a stink to the air that more than anything marked the season in the minds of the citizenry (at least those not wealthy enough to escape the worst of the heat for estates in the country.)
On this warm day, barely an hour past noon Fenn Aquila stood on a street in Seven Coins, taking shelter from the sun and heat in the shadow of a shrine. The few locals out and about would have seen a lean young man in a once white shirt turned a pale brown by dust and sweat, a brown coat and dark gray trousers stuffed into a pair of battered boots. His brown hair was in need of a trim and curled about his shoulders. The small knife tucked into his belt would cause no comments, since every man woman and child on the street held much the same, used for everything from cutting their midday meals to cutting the flesh of those whose meals, midday and otherwise, depended on taking the property of others.
Consequently, the city watch wouldn’t pay any mind to those who went about their business moderately armed, never mind the laws forbidding arms being carried within the city walls. On the other hand, the heavy fighting dagger strapped to the inside of his left arm beneath the shirt sleeve, not to mention the pistol tucked into the small of his back, with another pair of blades stuffed into both his boots...well, if those were known to the pair of brownspikes (as city watchmen were unaffectionately known by those walking the shady side) idling by the winesink across the street, things would become complicated.
Occasionally one of the watchmen would glance across the street, on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary. His eyes flicked at Fenn for a moment, taking note of the small brass medallion with the image of a man standing next to a bull hanging about his neck and the apple in his head. A leatherworker from the Guild of Saint Maar, out for lunch, a sight so ordinary as to be invisible. If pressed, Gaebrel could even give the Guild’s secret countersigns to show the truth of his falsehood (not that much of a secret, as they could be had from any apprentice leatherworker in a tavern for the price of a cheap bottle of wine.)
But the brownspikes paid him no mind, focused on the cups in their hands. One of the pair seemed to be sweet on a woman working in the wine shop, and they flirted shamelessly until an irritated voice from within summoned her back to work.
The watchmen finished their drinks and continued on their way. The older one looked at Fenn again with a frown, then cursed as he nearly stepped in a pile of horse manure. “Bugger all!,” Fenn heard him say. “Right there in the open...this city is falling to bits…”
The brownspikes moved on. Fenn took a bite from his apple and continued to wait. A mute later wagon wheels clattered on the cobblestones. A cart rolled down the street, pulled by a single old horse whose ribs showed through its underfed frame. The man holding the reins hauled it to a stop, while two others dropped down from the back holding a pair of shovels. They were both filthy from head to toe, and others on the street gave them a wide berth as they went about their work, scooping up the piles of dung and flinging them onto a growing pile in the back of the wagons.
The shovel man got back onto the cart, the drivers flicking the reins and urging the tired, grumbling horse forward. Fenn watched them go for a moment, then tossed the apple core aside and went after him.
An agent of the Prince. Suns and Spirits…
After Fenn bent the knee and sid the words, there were any number of ideas in his head about what it all meant. An agent of the Prince of Galadorn...rooftop chases in the moonlight, duels in the Campesal under the bright noontime sun. Schemes and plots and acts of derring-do of the sort that tavernside storytellers and the peddlers of chapbooks were always going on about. More than anything else, it meant a life of honor, a way up from the gutter, to his mind the only positive thing about the whole rotten mess. Serve the prince, be loyal, and where you began in life won’t be where you end… Such was the unwritten, unspoken promise, implicit in all such contracts.
Trailing a dung cart on its daily rounds was not what he had in mind...
“Horse shit.” Fenn looked the Moralist in the eye. “You’re sending me after horse shit. And not as a metaphor, mind you.”
The Moralist met his gaze with sad contempt. “There are no small assignments,” he said piously, “only small men unwilling to do what is required of them.”
“Yes...but you want me to trail after horse shit.”
The Moralist sighed, a most tiresome habit of his that increasingly set Fenn’s teeth on edge. “You bent the knee to our lord. You swore to serve and obey, and since he is not here to give the orders in person, I am here in his place. Do not make yourself a liar in the eyes of Heaven and your fellow men. The Godhead frowns on those whose word is worthless, to them the gates of paradise are closed, while those of hell are wide open.”
“And they call me the Complainer.” The other man sitting at the table glared at Fenn sourly. He and the Moralist were something of a double act, always together, at least when Fenn was around. They had names, but Fenn never bothered to learn them. “”Tis a sign, is it not? The quality of the men in Galadorn these days...fine steel turned to rusty crap. Can't hear an order without having to be persuaded to obey In my day, mind you, a man did what he was told!”
The Complainer leaned back in his chair. “Tell me Fenn Aquila...how does that pistol in your belt work?”
“Is this the start to some long and complicated joke? Because I don’t have much appreciation for wit these days….”
“Gunpowder makes your gun work,” said the Moralist wearily. “That is allows you to pull the trigger of your weapon with the expectation that it will mean something. Now, to make gunpowder, you need three things...sulfur, charcoal and saltpetre. Galadorn is fortunate in that the towns in the south of Adelaan have rich sulfur deposits in their hills, and gladly provide it to the Prince as part of their tribute. Charcoal is easy enough to get, so long as you have trees around and a willingness to burn them. But saltpeter...that is another matter. The only natural source that we know of are certain caves deep within the Empire of Ruaad, who are certainly not going to sell to us at a reasonable cost. So we must manufacture it ourselves, and for this copious amounts of dung, both human and animal, are needed.”
“Which is why the Prince in his wisdom decreed that the contents of every chamberpot and shit pit in the city are to be considered his property upon...er, arrival,” said the Complainer. “And the leaving’s of every dog, pig, goat and horse left to befoul the cobblestones of our fair city. A merchant of the Gold Quarter has been contracted to provide the wagons and and shovel men to clear such offal from our streets and transport it to the nitrary. Only in the last few weeks, deliveries have gone missing.”
Fenn couldn’t keep the smile on his face. “People are stealing horseshit?”
“So it seems.”
“Why, for the love of Heaven?”
“That is for you to discover.”
Following the cart was itself no great task. The use of his eyes were hardly necessary, one could trace its passage by the smell alone. Fenn ambled along behind the dung men as they made their rounds through Seven Coins. Per the Moralist, the merchant contracted by the Prince to haul away the night soil was investigated and cleared of any wrongdoing, suggesting the problem lay further down the ranks. From his eyepoint, Fenn figured that worthy fellow still held some measure of responsibility. Like any civic contract, it was tailor-made for graft. A certain amount was given out by the Treasury, from which the costs of wagons, men and other equipment were deducted, with the monies left after to kept as profit. So there was every incentive to do the absolute bare minimum and cut costs to the bone. It showed in the rickety way the wagons weave through the street, the glum looks and desultory way the men went about their labors, leaving much offal behind as they went about their duties.
Eventually, when the wagon was so full as to be on the verge of collapse, the driver picked up the pace a bit and turned north, headed towards the great avenue known as Saints Way. If things went as they were supposed to, the wagon would turn westwards, exiting the city via the West Gate and pass through the growing suburbs on the other side of the walls for the countryside beyond. A few bumpy hours later, it would reach an isolated area downwind from the city, where the city nitrary was established, right next to the pits and workshops operated by the tanners, dye makers and other craftsmen whose business created horrendous stenches as a by product.
But instead, when they reached Saints Way, the wagon crossed it instead of turning westward, continuing north into the Gardelaar.
Ah, Fenn thought to himself. Now it’s interesting.
The Gardelaar. The name was notorious, both within Galadorn and far beyond the city walls. Denizens of distant cities, peasants bound to farms where they had been born and in all likelihood would die would hear the name and nod. Ah, the Gadelaar. A terrible place indeed.
It was the oldest part of the city, or so claimed scholars of history where religious exiles and dissidents founded the city that would a thousand years later be the Jewel of Tyberia. Here had been their first crude houses, their gardens and the pens for their livestock, the burial chambers where their dead were interred. Even to this day, householders in the area, digging down in their cellars, might find an ancient brass bracelet or rusty iron knife from those mythical days.
But time passed on, and as the city expanded its best and brightest migrated to other, newer districts, where the streets were laid out with some measure of foresight, set on higher ground that didn't have the tendency to flood after heavy rain. And so the Gardelaar came to another purpose - as a catch basin for the lowest of the low, haunt for thieves, killers and those unwelcome anywhere else in the city. A dumping ground for the poor and desperate. The great stronghold for the underworld, where gangs battled each other for control of muddy street corners, while behind its crumbing houses and boarded windows every sort of vile conspiracy and unspeakable act had its moment.
For Fenn, it was home, and had been since he arrived in this city six years ago, broken and bloody, a soldier fleeing his former comrades, a refugee from a war that was always meant to be lost. Like many immigrants to the growing city, he’d prospered after a fashion. But he’d never left the Gardelaar. It remained his home and place of business, where one could remained attuned to the constant churn of the shady side, the dark conflict among the underclass, always happening just below the sight of their supposed betters.
The carter rolled down a narrow street, the driver keeping a wary eye out, while the shovelers in the back held their tools defensive, as if expecting an ambush at any moment. Fenn could understand their nervousness - even the most desperate bellringer might think twice before trying to steal a load of dung, but the coins in the pockets of the men hauling it might be worth a moments insult to their nostrils.
Fenn off the medallion and pulled out his pistol, thrusting down the front of his belt where all eyes might see it. Eyes watched from the shadows and through the cracks of windows, taking note of his passage. They knew him as an unaffiliated cracksman - a burglar who struck by night - and a thief of some note. Rumor had it that he’d killed more than his share of men, which did his best not to dispel. Hungry predatory eyes watched him pass, but did nothing else.
Besides, it was too hot for a mugging.
He hung back, following the wagon by sound and the tracks it left through the ever-present grime that covered streets. The air here was always fetid, and the dung cart added to the general reek He stepped around several piles of filth fallen off the back, and heard voices speaking up ahead, coming from around a corner. A sneaking suspicion entered his mind, and he ducked left down a narrow alley, stepping over piles of garbage and kicked aside a crate as he reached the other end.
The wagon was in the street beyond, some distance down, parked before an old stone house whose walls were stained nearly black by years of rain, mud and worse. The driver was on the street, knocking his hand rapidly on the door.
“Hey!” A voice snapped at Fenn from behind. He looked over and saw what at first glance appeared to be a pile of rags shift about, a thin, weathered hand pulled back a battered hat to show a dirty face. “Was you that kicked me box? That ain’t right…”
“Shut up!” Fenn snapped.
“That was me box! Who do you think you are…”
Fenn shifted slightly, showing the pistol, his hand on the grip.
“Still don’t give you the right to kick a man’s box,” the beggar burbled. Fen caught the reek of cheap spirits on his breath. He sighed and fetched out a silver galmark. “Shut it,” he said again, tossing to the man.
The beggar took the coin and bit down on his, then nodded. Fenn glared at his for a moment, then looked back on the street. The door to the house was open, and a pair of men were coming out, carrying a body by the hands and legs. Fenn noted the Crescent marks tattooed on the corpses arms and cheeks...a jackfooter for the Crescent Lords, while painted on the wall of the house was the symbol of an anchor and a fish, the mark of the Docksiders. The two gangs scrapping for control of the Gardelaar...only now there was yet another truce on, which meant that the dead body being hauled out was not sanctioned by anyone in authority.
“Give us a moment,” said the driver, as the shovelers dropped off the back and pulled piles of dung from the back of the wagon onto the street, creating a hollow in the middle of the much larger pile.
“Hurry up, damn you,” said one of the Docksiders, looking down the street. Someone might come along and see.”
The shovelers stepped away, one of them gesturing for the Docksiders to move n. They went to the back of the wagon and with a twin pair of grunts hurled the body up and into the piled horse shit and offal. The dead Crescent Lord landed on his side, missing the hollow and falling onto the pile of shit on the other side. A moment passed, and then it slid back down and fell into the street.
“Bugger all!’ One of the Docksiders kicked the body, then curses again as his boots were dirtied with filth.
“Second time’s the charm,” said the driver with a laugh.
“He’s all filthy now,” said one of the Docksiders. “Gah...all over me hands!”
“Quit grizzling,” snarled the others. “And this time we toss him good. One...two...and up!”
The body flew back onto the wagon, landing in the hollow with a disturbing squelch. The Docksiders cursed at the filth covering their hands, knocking them against their hands and rubbing them against the walls of the house.
“You jackasses could have helped,” said one of the Docksiders, looking up. “Wait...where are they?”
The driver was gone, as were the men with the shovel’s. The Dockers looked down the street, where they saw the dung men disappear around a corner. “Hey! Where are you going?”
But Fenn saw what was coming. Four men approached from the other end of the street, armed with blunderbusses, their faces hidden under dark clothes wrapped blow their eyes.. The Docksiders saw them a moment later...a moment too late.
Fenn ducked down as the blasts ran out. He heard a scampering sound, as the beggar rose up and ran away with remarkable speed and agility. The Docksiders shouted, one of them running for the door, even as his comrade fell down before two loads of pistol shot, pebbles and whatever else the shooter had loaded down the wide barrel of his weapon.
Two more shots rang out, One missed, sending up a burst of dung as it hit the back of the wagon. The second hit the remaining Docksider in the back, hurling him against the door. He slide to the other side and turned around, facing his attacker. One hand reached into his coat and pulled out a knife.
A spent blunderbuss dropped to the ground, as one of the killers stepped in. He easily grabbed the dying man’s wrist, twisting it so the blade fell to the ground. Then he drew a blade of his own and stabbed it into the Docksider’s neck, twisting it slightly as he pulled it out.
The Docksider fell dead before he hit the ground. The killers closed in, checking on the dead. One of them looked towards the alleyway, and Fenn lid back further into the shadows, reaching for his own pistol, ready to fire and run.
The man looked into. He dipped his fingers into the pools of blood spreading across the ground, and drew a crude red crescent on the wall of the house. Then he cocked his head, hearing shouting in the distance. A glance at the others and as one they fled, running down the street, then splitting up, all four men going in different directions.
Fenn exhaled, letting go of a breath he didn't realize he'd been holding. He looked one last time at the scene - the dead Crescent lying in the back of the cart, the Docksiders dead on the ground and the mark on the wall.
“This won't end well,” he muttered, turning away and headed down the alley.




Chapter Two

Kord Holdenor leaned back in his chair, arms behind his head. “Is that all of it?” he asked.
“Were you expecting more?” Fenn shot back, meeting his gaze.
Kored stared at him, his pale blue eyes unwavering. The grizzled fellow was somewhere past his fiftieth year, and as far as the rest of the world was concerned, was a retired lakeboat captain living off a modest pension. A man one would not look at twice if passed in the street, unremarkable in all the ways that mattered. Which was the quality most desired in a master of spies.
Officially, the title Master of Whisperers belong to Lord Sevvan Incelidar, nephew of the Prince and his presumed heir, an arrangement that fooled no one and sparked all manner of speculation about who might actually hold the post. Kord Holdenor was that actual someone, a closely guarded secret, and had been for decades. He possessed a connection to the Prince, a past association that gained him the absolute trust of his master, to whom he was absolutely, unbendingly loyal in turn.
That loyalty did not extend to those agents who served him. Fenn knew he was a tool to this man, to be used and if necessary cast aside if it became convenient. This being Galadorn, there were always plots afoot, intrigues within intrigues, with Kord Holdenor being one of many large spiders at the center of a forest of webs. Being sent out to trail a dung cart seemed a demeaning task, until he began to speculate on how it might relate to other affairs, other things this man was involved in. He did not speculate long, that was only led to madness, but it did leave him feeling more helpless than usual, a fly caught in the web, wondering when it would be his turn to be sucked dry and left as a withered husk…
“You don’t seem that surprised?” Fenn said.
Kord merely raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t been surprised at anything in twenty years.”
“I meant, you knew this was coming.”
“That someone might have an interest in ending the truce between the Crescent Lords and the Docksiders?” Kord rolled his eyes. “There’s a long list of men who would want that.”
“What I mean is, you sent me after that rolling pile of shit knowing this would happen,” Fen said, growing frustrated. “You needed me to see it happen. To be a witness.”
“I sent you after that cart because the men who own it are defrauding the city by not performing the duties for which they are being paid.” Kord leaned forward. “The fact that their employees are taking on extra work disappearing corpses is unexpected, but not unusual. It certainly explains the missing deliveries at the nitrary.”
“And the killing?” Fenn asked.
Kord did not answer. “You did well,” he said after a long and uncomfortable moment. A drawer opened on his desk and he plucked out a small cloth bag, placing it on the desk. “A small appreciation.”
Fenn picked up the bag. He could tell by the weight it was a substantial amount of money.
“Loyalty has its rewards,” said Kord. “As does discretion. Go back to your home. Get a night’s sleep, and when you’re fresh, start asking around the Gardelaar about those hired killers. Go to Red Eye, he’ll know if anyone does. And keep me informed of what you learn.”
The drawer slammed shut, indicating the conversation was over. Kord picked up a ledger from a pile on the floor by the desk. After a moment he looked up. “You can go now.”
In the center of the Gardelaar was a nameless square. One side was marked by a shrine abandoned for as long as anyone could remember, to the point that no one could recall what god or saint was worshipped there. These days it functioned mainly as a shelter for rats, roaches and those desperate wretches in need of shelter and none-to-particular where they found it.
On the other side was a rambling, two story building whose walls seemed to sag, with doors that never closed, where cheap wine and ale flowed like water to a clientele that was a broad cross section of those who walked the shady side. Thieves, killers, smugglers, traffickers, the lowest of gutter thieves and the leaders of gangs, they all came to the Red Cat. And when they walked in through the doors they kept their hands clear of their weapons, and smiled at their sworn enemies across the room, raising their hands only for toasts of welcome, for this patch of earth, beneath its stained roof tiles, was neutral ground. Whatever wars and conflicts wracked the underworld of Galadorn, they ended at the doors, and woe unto him that forgot this rule. Red Eye would see to that.
He was at his usual post on this night, behind the broad bar polishing one of the clay cups. He was a burly, bald-headed man somewhere on the far side of his fourth decade, who kept his normal eye on his bar, occasionally looking up to check on the antics of his customers with the other orb. Blood red, glinting in the light of the lamps and candles like a ruby. There were all manner of stories on how he gained this curious feature, though Fenn once heard him mention it was a result of a fever as a child, and that he could see through it perfectly well. No one knew his true name (of if they did, they weren’t saying) and there was a persistent rumor about that the man who discovered it would drink at the bar free for life.
Red Eye stood under no flag, he was sworn to no gang or faction, was not under the patronage of any among the great and good. His doors were open to all, provided they had the coin to spend, and often to those who did not, who could trade something else instead. Information was the other thing he sold beside strong drink and rooms by the half-hour. Not a thing happened in Galadorn that touched on the shady side that he would not know of. Most paid through the nose for access to the treasure trove locked firmly inside his head But Fenn wasn't just a customer, he was a friend, and that made things a bit different.
“Red.” Fenn sidled up to the bar. A man lay slumped on his usual stool, snoring softly and smelling of slate beer and unwashed armpits. Fenn shoved the fellow off, the man only grunting as he dropped to the floor, slumped down against the bar, bubbles popping from the corner of his mouth.
“Harald!” Red Eye looked up, waving at the bouncer, who came over and grabbed the inebriate by the scruff of his shirt, nodded to Fenn by way of greeting.
“What’s with the love bite?” Fenn asked, pointing a the deep scratches on the man’s face.
Harald, normally a cheerful fellow, merely glared and shuffled away, muttering under his breath.
“Best leave him be for a few days,” said Red Eye, putting down the cup. “His wife is in town.”
“I didn’t know he had a wife.” Fenn slid onto the stool.
“She works on a lakeboat, swings through town every two months. They don’t get along. Alas, Harald’s people hold to the belief that marriage is a sacred bond that once made cannot be unbroken. She comes in, they fight, they make up, they find again, and he comes in with another set of scratches of bruises.”
“Sounds passionate,” Fenn said, a bitter note in his voice for a moment. “May heaven save me from such excitement and lead me to a life of quiet respectability.”
“You would go mad from boredom in three days.” Wine glugged into a cup and slid across the table. Fenn fished around in his pocket and handed over three copper coins. “Let me know when that runs out.”
Red Eye raised an eyebrow. “You seem flush.”
“It’s been a good week, when it comes to business.” Fenn picked up the cup and drained it in a single swallow. After a moment he sensed Red Eyes expectant stare. “An apothecary in Saint Barelin, dealing certain powders under the counter he should not have. He got careless spending the money, and the Treasury men came around, asking all kinds of questions about his extra income. A raid was imminent, so he hires an enterprising fellow to break into his shop while he was visiting his mother in the country to remove the items in question and set fire to his storeroom.”
“I heard about a blaze near the docks. Lucky for all it was raining that night, so the flames didn’t spread.”
“I’m a thief, not an arsonist. I didn't want the whole neighborhood to burn to the ground. I kept the powders in question. Don’t ask me what they do, but it brought in some fine coin.”
All of this was true. Kord made it clear that he was to continue his usual activities - as far as the rest of the world was concerned Fenn Aquila was an up and coming skag from the Gardelaar, with his other duties remaining a deeply kept secret. Fenn had no illusions what would happen if the truth came out...spies were loathed on the shady side, a snitch whose activities became known would have the life expectancy of a mouse in a room full of hungry cats. Even Red Eye would turn his back, and they'd been friends since the day Fenn had arrived in Galadorn.
Red Eye nodded, filing away the tidbit of knowledge for future use. “So, you’ll be taking a few days off I reckon. Maybe get out of the city for a few days?”
Fenn knew what he meant. It was not something he was going to discuss. Instead he leaned in close. “I might have something else for you,” he said.
“That’s right, change the subject…”
“A couple of Docksiders were gunned down at the hole-up on Scotta’s Way. I saw it happen.”
“Go on.” Red Eye picked up another cup and started polishing it as Fenn related what he saw, though he left out the part about following the dung cart.
“They they ran off,” Femm said. “They painted the crescent mark, but they didn't look like anyone Ogeron the Brick has under his flag. Too well organized. And they left the dead Crescent in the back of the cart to rot.”
“Hmm.” Red Eye set down the glass. “They didn’t go into the house? There was a box on the second floor with a lot of coin inside, fifty aurins at least.”
There was? Son of a… “Not that I saw,” Fenn said calmly, while wincing inside
“Hmm...not there for the coin, looks like. An organized hit...wouldn’t be on the Bricks order, otherwise he wouldn’t sending out warning flags, calling for a sit-down with the big ones among the Docksiders. Another player is on this...or maybe they just had a grudge against the men who got shot. Speaking of which, what were you doing there? didn't think you were all that friendly to the Docksiders.”
“I spit at the mention of their name...though not on here, out of respect for Harald’s fists! No, I was there because one of those fellows owned me seven galmarks from a game of cribben. Wish I'd known about the money upstairs, could have walked away all the richer.”
“Aye, a simple mistake, Fenn my land, You’ve making a fair few of them over the last few days. Seems you might be distracted…”
“Red, leave it.”
“Just saying…”
“What do you want me to say? She left me Red. It happens...women come and then at the appropriate time they go.” Fenn glared at the bartender, daring him to say something more, even as that memory came back, unwanted and yet hanging around like a bad smell in his head…
“This is how it has to be, Fenn.”
“He’s selling you to an old man! Like a farmer selling a cow...no worse! At least the cow doesn’t stand up and tell the bull it’s for the best!”
“What do you want me to say?” He could still see the anger in her eyes, mingled with pain and more than a hint of shame.
“Say no. Say you won't do it...you don’t have to say yes to me, but…”
“Oh please, stop being such a child! What can you offer me than he can’t? You are a thief, Fenn! You live in a garret in the Gardelaar. In the three years I’ve known you, someone has come close to killing you four times or more, and more than once I’ve been in the path of the dagger as well. What do you want, that we should run away together, take to the road like vagabonds? Sounds romantic...until you actually try it. Until your luck runs out, and I'm crying as they bury you by the roadside.”
“Joelie...”
“My father is bankrupt, Fenn. If he doesn’t meet his obligations by the turn of the season his creditors will take everything and turn my family out into the street. This match will save us.” And then she’d paused, holding back the tears. “He’s a good man...he asks nothing more than I'm willing to give. My family will be saved, and when he dies, I will be his sole heir, that is the agreement.”
“I…”
“This is how it has to be, Fenn. I...want you to leave. Leave and do not come back. Goodbye…”
“Fenn.” Red Eye pulled him out of the memory.
“Hmm? What?”
“Never mind.” RedEye refilled a wine cup. “Forget I asked. You’re better off without her, right?”
“Right As you say.” Fenn did not pick up the cup. “Let me know if you hear anything.”
“About what?”
“About what...the Docksiders! I'm still owed money.”
“Seven galmarks hardly seems worth the effort.”
“What about another war between the gangs? Be nice to know if thats coming, so I can make my way accordingly…”
“Fine, air enough. I’ll keep my good eye open.” Red Eye rolled his red eye, then frowned. “Hold on a moment. Harald, left side!”
Red Eye plucked a billy club from under the bar and hurried away Fenn looked over and saw Mari, one of the barmaids, shoving away an inebriated fellow who was pawing at her skirt.
“Piss off!” she snarled at him pushing him away with one hand while balancing a tray with a pair of wooden mugs on the other.
“Aw...don’t be like that, give a kiss, why don’t ya…”
Fenn winced. Red Eye was closing on one side, while Harald came in from the other. Neither had any patience with the drunks taking liberties with the staff. Neither did Mari for that matter, as she shoved the fellow away with her free hand, then sent her foot up the fork of his legs. The impact was loud enough to cut through the general noise of the tap room, along with the fellows gasp of shock and agony, swiftly stilled as she plucked one of the mugs off her tray and rapped it sharply on the drunkards head, dropping him like a stone, all without spilling more than a mouthful of ale.
“I keep half of what he has left,” she snapped at Red Eye., daring him to object.
“As you say,” Red replied, a bit meekly. Mari was not a woman to cross. Rumor had it she’d killed at least six men using the long hair pins stuck in the bun at the nape of her neck.
He and Harald took hold of the body and dragged it away. Dead or unconscious, either way he’s go flying into the muck and trash in the alley out back, minus any coin left on his person.
Heaven’s tax on idiocy. Fenn drained the wine in one gulp and decided to call it a night.
The shouting hit him along with the warm summer air as he stepped out the door. A crowd was gathering around the abandoned shrine, pointing fingers and asking questions. His curiosity pricked, Fenn crossed the square and pushed his way through the crowd...then wished he hadn't.
A rope was looped over the ancient doorway the crossbeam creaking under the added weight. Hanging from it it heels up was the body of a man, only recently slain from the red trickle still coming out of the hole in his forehead, dribbling down from the top of his scalp to the growing puddle on the ground. One of his hands brushed against the ground, while the other was pinned by the sleeve to his belt, from which a rudely lettered sign hung by a length of string.
“Is that Lukaas the Lucky?” someone asked.
“Looks like him...hard to tell upside down.”
It was indeed Lukaas the Lucky, a noted fixerman for the Crescent Lords, the kind of man who could would set up a lay, then bring in the talent to carry it out. Fenn worked for him once, in that hard first year after he came to Galadorn, when Lukaas was still and up-and-comer under the Brick…
“Look at the sign! The son of a whore!”
Fenn frowned and looked more closely, almost taking a step in for a moment before catching himself.  Bad luck...befouling a shrine…
Written on the sign were two words - CREKUS BRIN.
“Bastard! This means war!”
Fenn turned away as wild and angry speculation spread among the gathered skags.
Most interesting, he thought silently, with a sense of dread gathering somewhere just below his chest.




Chapter Three

“Bad luck, killing a man in a shrine.” Fenn shook his head. It was evening now, and the place was filling up with the nights trade. He raised his voice to be heard over the noise. “I always wondered, what god was worshipped there. Do you know?”
“Matter of fact, I do.” Red Eye rubbed the back of his head. “It was several, actually. There used to be an idol to Nisuua, the Lady of Coins.”
“Never heard of her.”
“You’re not from Ruaad, so why would you? Some goddess from the southern parts of the Empire. Supposedly there is a temple to her in one of of the larger cities where men seeking her favor...how do I put this, interact directly with her priestesses before her altar. After which they are supposed to make a donation of coin or other appropriate gifts. Couldn’t get away with it here though, unless they set up in Keelarin. After that, it belonged to some saint...can’t remember the name. A year before you arrived the temple running it gave up, seeing as the locals weren’t interested in having their souls saved.”
“Either way, it’s still bad luck. The gods - or the saints - remember men who show such disrespect.” Fenn looked around the tap room, noting the way men clustered together, ignoring the ladies of the evening strutting along the balcony above. Anger was in the air, barely suppressed, hostile eyes looking about and fixing on those who might be seen as enemies. Harald walking about, a club in one hand and eyes out for trouble, while Mari and the other serving wenches had knives prominently thrust through their aprons.
“Suns and Spirits, half the men here are ready to murder the other half.” Fenn fought urge to check on his own weaponry.
“It’ll pass, as it always does.” Red Eye seemed oddly calm. “Crescents and Docksiders killing each other. Might as well complain about the rain falling or dogs pissing in the street.”
“Except there’s another player in this...or maybe that’s what someone wants us to think.” Fenn paused a moment. “I need a favor.”
“Go on.”
“Can you set up a meeting with Crekus Brin?”
Red Eye stared at him for a moment. “Why?” he asked.
“That’s my business.”
“And mine, since you’re asking.”
Fenn paused a moment, considering what lies he had to tell his oldest friend in Galadorn, a man who had helped him more times than could easily remember, more a brother than anything else, truth be told. Only the truth could not be told, else Red Eye turn on him. “If there is a war about to break out, and if Brin’s Boys are about to be in the thick of it...well, an enterprising young man like myself might find opportunities to profit.”
“You’re going to place yourself under Brin’s flag?”
“Perish the thought! I prefer my freedom. But I do get to wondering if he might be more agreeable to work with than the other mobs. After that last bit of business a few months back, I'm not exactly off Ogeron the Brick’s shit list...and I’d rather drink piss then take Docksider coin. So there aren't many other options at the moment.”
Red Eye frowned. “You really are getting sloppy, Fenn, if you think that story is anything close to believable.”
“Red, can you do it or not?”
Red Eye glared at him with his red eye, his suspicions plain on his face. “All right,” he said. “Bu only because it's you asking. And on one condition - when this is done, you will tell me what this is really about. The truth, Fenn, and nothing else!”
“I swear Red, you’ll have it.”
Red continued to glare at him for a moment “I’ll make some inquiries,” he muttered as he turned away.
Fenn felt a moment’s shame, tinged with embarrassment. Red was right, it was a miserable attempt at a falsehood. Suns and Spirits, maybe I am losing my edge.
Sometimes a man’s feet took on a mind of their own. Such was the case on this day for Fenn, who found himself headed into Setorin, arriving at her house almost before realizing it.
Setorin lay on the other side of the broad avenue known as Saints Way. Here the sagging buildings and dark alleyways of the Gardelaar were replaced with rows of small, well-kept houses and cobblestoned streets, home to generations of honest workmen and crafts folk, joined in recent decades by an influx of artists, poets and writers whose presence made the taverns of the district the most lively in the city. Young men (and the occasional women) whose work might one day be the glory of the world crowded into narrow garrets and small houses, eyes open for the nxt commission, the possibility of a patron. Young men on the make, eager to put their mark on the world...Galadorn was full of such these days in all walks of life. Fenn was no different from the eager young scribblers, dabbers and brush-wagglers, working their way their way up...except in his chosen line of work.
The house was similar to others in their area...a small, two story structure with a garden in the back that Fenn knew from memory would be filled with flowers. The second floor room would have paint splatters on the floor, finished canvases stacked next to ones still being worked on. The air would smell of the various compounds and components from which artists made their pigments, along with the faintly bitter tang of garleaf oil which was used as a base. All to be expected in the studio of an up and coming artist, with the main difference being the resident here was female.
But this day the doors were open. A team of burly men were going in and out, carrying heavy pieces of furniture that it took Fenn a moment to recognizes as pieces of a bed. Various memories came up from that sight, and Fenn let himself wallow in them for a moment before pushing them away with some effort.
She was moving out. To be expected...after all a wife would not live separate from her husband after the wedding, at least not at first. He watched the workmen lift the heavy headboard of the bed into the back of a wagon. Then he turned away, walking back the way he came, but not back into the Gardelaar.
Some time later he was a small plaza, some distance away, near the border of the district. A tavern was at one end, with long tables set up outside under the shadow of a broad canvas awning. Fenn sat on a bench, sipping from a clay cup of sour red wine. Late in the afternoon and patrons were trickling in, enjoying the late summer warmth. Most paid Fenn no mind, he was dressed simply and looked like just another laborer washing down the days dust. A useful skill, being invisible in the sight of others. He’d spent a good deal of time and thought figuring it out…
Something slight tugged at his shirt, feather light. He sighed and struck out, lightening quick, he hand clamping down on a skinny wrist.
“Close,” he said, looking down at the skinny, underfed lad standing behind him. “But not good enough. You’re on the work gang for the next year, Andi, shoveling horse shit under the whip.”
“Might be shoveling it for pay,” Andi shot back. “Be better than taking your leavings, Fenn!” He yanked his hand free. “No harm in practicing...you won’t stab me.”
“How do you know?”
“Because you hired me. I found the wench.”
Fenn reached into a pocket and pull out a silver galmark. “Go on.”
“Three streets that way.” The boy pointed north. “Place with a red sign, with the mark of a needle and scissors. Had some words under it.” Like most of his ilk Andi could not read.
“And she’s there?”
“Saw her go it. She ain’t come out.” He held out his hand expectantly.
Fenn dropped the coin into it. A moment later the boy was gone, on the dust kicked up by his bare feet marking his presence.
Fenn finished the wine and stood, a sudden burst of nervousness filling him, then ruthlessly pushed aside. He crossed the plaza, heading north, spotting the sign soon enough. A dress shop...a small coach sat outside, the driver sitting up top, hat pulled low as he dozed.
Fenn slipped into the alley to the left of the buildings. Old wooden crates were piled there, marked with faded guild stamps, opening to a small yard in the back were more boxes were stacked below an awning. The door to the back was open and he heard voices from inside.
“I’m sure this is good enough. Suns and Spirits, more than enough, considering the price…”
“My dear, your husband is one of the few men in this city who can truly say that money is no object. Remember, this is as much for our status as it is for his.”
“Yes, you’re reminded me…” Movement inside, and then he saw her. Tall, curvy, her hourglass shape covered this day in a dress of disappointing modesty, particularly when it came to her magnificent bosom, her dark red hair coiled and braided behind her head. She glanced out the door and caught sight of him, their eyes connecting for a moment.
“Let me think on it,” she said. “Now, would you give me some privacy?”
“What for...ah, right. The dress. The measurements were correct.”
“Yes, but always try before you buy, as father always said.”
“If you father had more bits of wisdom beyond that, we wouldn't be in this predicament...very well. I’ll be in the front, talking with Orlda. Take your time.”
A minute passed. This is a bad idea… Fenn looked around, then stepped through the back door.
The room was filled with wooden mannequins, on which were dresses in various stages of completion. He gently fingered the fine quality cloth, the thief’s part of his mind calculating the profit that might be made from an armload of the stuff. Then, regretfully, he let go.
A screen was set in the corner of the room. “I know what you’re thinking,” Joelie Castigar said from behind it. He heard the rustling of cloth. A moment later a length of something was flipped up to hand over the edge. “The one on the left...the blue one, that’s made from Heshani silk. Two aurins per hundred length, you might make a  fine profit off of that.”
“If I was a child and hungry I might take you up on that.” Stealing clothes was a low lay, done only by the young and desperate… “But not this day. It would not be…”
“Gentlemanly?” She said the word with a laugh.
“Polite.”
More rustling, and another length of cloth went over the top. “You shouldn’t be here. It’s not a good idea.”
“I keep telling myself the same thing.”
“Yet here you are.” A pause. “We had our fun, Fenn. There is no denying that.”
“I won’t make the argument that we didn’t.”
“But we were never a grand romance. I am...or at least was, a lady artist living on her own in Setorin. To take a rough fellow like you as a lover is almost expected. If I didn't have a scandalous past, people would say I was doing it wrong.”
As far as Fenn knew, her family didn't know about him, though her father would have been naive not to suspect his daughter was up to something in the house he was paying for. That he did nothing about it showed he was either a broadminded fellow with remarkably indulgent views on morality...or a spineless fool. These were not mutually exclusive, and explained much with regards to his financial problems. “I take you your husband-to-be isn’t bothered by it.”
“Narbo only cares that my family holds noble rank...low as it may be. Being an artist is merely a bonus...he can pose as a patron of culture for however many years he has left, which aren't many. He is a decent fellow, Fenn. He’s knows what his money is buying.”
The fact that Joelie was referring to herself like a cow being sold disturbed Fenn more than a little. But before he could voice an opinion, she spoke again. “All things end in their own time, Fenn. You and I are no different. And you know I speak the truth.”
She did. “I do. I never thought otherwise.”
“Then why are you here?”
“To say farewell, I suppose.” It was as good a reason as any.
“Right then.” She stepped out from behind the screen, wearing a linen shift and nothing else, her red hair unbound and falling behind her back.
She looked him in the eye and tugged at the bodice, letting the garment fall to the ground. “Let’s get on with it,” Joelie said briskly.
A while later, Fenn was tucking his shirt into his trousers, while Joelie did up the bodice of her dress. She'd gathered her hair into a simple tail hanging down her back. The only sign of their recent exertions was a slight sheen of sweat across both their brows.
“As farewells go,” she said, “that was enthusiastic.”
“I aim to please,” Fenn said. “Perhaps we could do it again…”
“We cannot meet again.” She cut him off firmly. “I will be married, and it would be in both our interests if you stayed far away. You are on a different path...”
“Joelie?” A voice called out from another room. They heard footsteps. “I'm back. What do you think?”
“It’s my mother. You need to go!” Joelie grabbed his arm and half-led, half dragged him towards the door.
“Goodbye Fenn,” she said, pushing him out and closing it firmly.
Fenn stood there for a moment, his mind and emotions and roiled jumble. He heard Joelie speaking her mother, heard both women laugh. With a sigh he turned and walked away.
She was right. He should put her out of his mind and get on with his life. No reason to be melancholic. Yet a profound sadness clung about him all the way back to the Gardelaar.




Chapter Four

“Crekus Brin.” Kord said the name with distaste that he did not hide. “You are sure?”
“I’m sure of what the note said. Whether or not he actually had anything to do with it…” Fenn shrugged.
“So you’re suggesting there is another player in this game. Who seeks to cause trouble between the Crescent Lords, the Docksiders, and now it appears Brin and his boys?”
“It’s the only possible explanation.” Fenn had sent the previous night ruminating on this, examining one solution after another. “Ogeron the Brick wanted this truce...too many of his jackfooters were being cut down in the street. There was no money coming in, the skags standing under his flag were getting restless, some saying he’s lost his edge. A few months of peace gives him time to refill the Crescent’s coffers and put down anyone who has doubts about his leadership and was dumb enough to say it out loud. The Docksiders for their part have control of the streets along the Keelarin Wall, but they need time to consolidate their hold on the ground they took. Maybe in a year or so they’ll be ready to bash at it again, but it does neither side any good to break the truce now.”
“What about Brin? Where does dragging him into this figure?”
“That I can’t make sense of. Brin and his boys might have an issue with the Docksiders getting strong enough to take a run at retaking Saint Barelin. But why strike at the Crescents? If anything, those two should be allies, the enemy of my enemy and all that. So that tells me someone else is stirring this pot, trying to set all three sides against each other.”
Kord leaned back, hands behind his head. “Maybe one of the other gangs? Sarn the Goat and his lads have little love for the Crescents, and there’s no lack of ambition there.”
“Sarn’s ambitious,” Fenn responded, “but not that ambitious. He has his hands full as it is, keeping hold of what he’s got.”
Kord nodded. Fenn has a strong sense the man already knew who was behind the attacks, that all these questions were just a clearing of the way before he finally gave up one of the many secrets hidden in his head. It was more than merely frustrating, as far as Fenn was concerned.
“What do you know of the Shadowy Sun?” Kord asked.
Fenn’s mind flashed back. Beware...the Shadowy Sun… The last words of a dying man. “I’ve heard the name,” Fenn said. “Nothing beyond that.”
“That’s more than most people. They are ghosts, hidden in the...well, the shadows. A secret society, pulling at the strings of the world.”
“A grand conspiracy.” Fenn forced a smile on his face. “Sounds like the ravings of a madman.”
“That’s what everyone says,” Kord answered. “Phantoms of the mind, cooked up by those looking for something, anything, to blame for their bad luck and bad decisions. I thought that as well, once. But…”
His voice trailed off for a moment, as if he was trying to find the words. “Forty years ago,” he then said, “Dorrus Incelidar overthrew the Republic of Notables, and became the first Prince of Galadorn. I was there, with his son Markus, who now rules us. That first year was chaos...three attempts on his life, and five on that of his son. Then came the Encanor Incident...a plot to poison the great aqueduct that brings in the fresh water for the city. Dorrus was the one responsible for building that aqueduct back in the days of the republic, and the popularity among the commons that it brought him laid the foundations for his ascension. To turn it into the instrument for mass slaughter would strike at the heart of his support. I caught the man responsible, and under...intense interrogation he confessed that it was agents of the Shadowy Sun who put him up to it, and that this wasn't the only plot they had in motion. Their designs, he claimed, went beyond Galadorn.
“So I started investigating, using the resources of House Incelidar. It a while...years in truth. A hundred words, whispered in a thousand shadows, and perhaps ten of them came anywhere close to the truth. But what they revealed was terrifying. Consider all that has happened over the four decades...in Kirondaal, the ruling oligarchy is overthrown by the Arcanists schools, and now they are on the verge of war with their vassal towns in Seren. In Oscana, a coalition of princes and free cities fights against the Emperor of Ruaad - the war you fought in as boy - and now those same Princes and cities are at each other’s throats. In the Empire itself, five Emperors have been assassinated in less than twenty years, and the southern provinces are on the verge of breaking away entirely. Everywhere, the ruling order is challenged, and what replaces it is chaos. When I looked into all these things, there were rumors of men behind the scenes, whispering into the ears of those in power, then vanishing when it all fell apart. None of this is coincidence, a single mind is shaping it according to a plan.”
“The Shadowy Sun,” Fenn said, fighting the urge to look over his shoulder. “And you think Crekus Brin’s part of it.”
“I don't think anything. I only have my suspicions. But Brin came out of nowhere. No one in Saint Barelin heard of the man before he arrived five years ago, no one on Galadorn has any recollection before that. And there is no trace of him in any of the other cities of Adelaan, or beyond. It’s as if he descended from the sky...and the result of his actions is the shady side of Galadorn in complete turmoil. If things go badly, it will spill into the city as a whole.”
“But Brin hasn't disappeared,” Fenn pointed out. “All these other tumults you mention...in all of them the ones you say orchestrated it, the Shadowy Sun, vanish once their work is done. Brin is still here.”
“Which is why I haven’t arranged his death. At last not yet.” Kord smiled mirthlessly. “So, you’ve asked Red Eye to set up a meeting between you two.”
“He wasn't happy about it. He thinks I'm holding out on him.”
“You are holding out on him...if he knew the truth, you’d be face down in the lake within the hour. When will it happen?”
Fenn shrugged. “I don’t know. He’ll get back to me.”
“I want a full report after it happens. Leave nothing out. And also, tread carefully with Brin, until we know where he stands. The last thing anyone needs is more trouble along the docks.”
A boy was waiting for Fenn in the street. “You be Fenn?” the child asked. He looked barely a day past his eleventh year, while his eyes were those of a man decades older who had seen far too much.
“Who’s asking?” Fenn responded.
The boy thrust a scrap of paper at him. “Red Eye sends this.”
Fenn took the note, glancing at the scrawl and recognizing it as Red’s nearly illegible scribble. He looked at the boy, who waited expectantly, holding up a hand.
“You one of Andi’s boys?” he asked, handing over a copper coin.
“Used to be,” came the reply. “But Andi turned his back. Went straight.”
“How do you figure?”
“He just took a job with the dung carts. You’ll see him working a shovel down in the Gold Quarter.”
“Honest coin for an honest day’s work.”
“Shameful.” The boy shook his head. “No way for a man to live.”
“Depends on the man.”
The boy scarpered off, leaving Fenn to wonder for a moment at the continued degeneracy of the world and the way it manifested among the youth of this day. “Some things never change,” he muttered
Kord and his men had safe houses all over the city- this particular one was in the Campelor. A few streets away he could see the big houses owned by the courtesans that catered to the nobles and merchant princes alike, women renowned for their wit and beauty, upon whom men spent fortunes merely for the privilege of appearing briefly in their company where the rest of the city could see. Visits to Galadorn always went to that area first, in hopes of gazing upon, if only for a moment, the faces of women whose beauty was said to rival that of angels or goddesses.
Fenn for his part was content to head the other way. He’d had experience with the company of a courtesan (something other skags would scoff at, if ever found the strength to tell the story.) It did not end well. And he was still paying the price.
He went past. The district became more downscale the closer he got to the Gardelaar, until he crossed the street that marked the boundary. Rumor had it that some among the great and good of the city wanted to build a wall around the Garelaar, openly speaking of quarantining it from the rest of Galadorn, as one might separate lepers from the healthy. The question at the moment was over who would be responsible for paying for it.
He saw the men following him as wen across the street, coming out from another alleyway and falling behind. He sighted and continued on, headed down a narrow alleyway. Two of them,..brown trousers and stained linen shirts...one of them wore a coat despite the heat.
Must be new, he thought to himself. Most club-and-cosh men who worked the Gardelaar knew the faces to avoid, and Fenn’s was at the top, or near enough, of that particular list. They trailed behind him, eyes fixed on their quarry, like cats stalking a mouse. Fenns fingers twitched as he reached for the pistol tucked into the back of his belt, then stopped. They moment they saw the shooting iron those fellows would rush, and they’d be on him before he could cock the hammer and take aim.
Another strategy then. He continued to walk, as if he had had no idea other men were behind....then suddenly cut to the right, ducking down an even narrower passage between two crumbling buildings. He heard shouts behind him...didn’t make out the words, he leapt over a pile of rotting filth, then turned left down another street, then right again down another alley. Right, left, left...then right again, heading into the maze that was the Gardelaar.No way they would follow him, he knew this place like the back of his hand..
Except he heard their voices again, clsin in behind him. He bit back and curse, his right hand slipping into his left sleeve to pull out the dagger strapped there. Fenn turned around a corner and skidded to a halt, barely an inch away from skerwring himself on a pointed blade thrust at hm.
The man before him was dressed the same as the others, and held a knife long enough to be considered a shortsword. Fenn skipped back, then stopped as his pursuers appraed, breathing heavily and flushed in the heat. They all had clubs in their hands, dark, hardened wood that could crack a skull like an egg in a single blow.
“Drop the blade,” said the swordsman in accented voice. He stepped forward, raising the sword slightly, the pointed arimed a Fenns throat.
Fenn nodded, lowered the dagger...then quick as lightning reached his left hand under his right sleeve to draw its twin. He skipped back as the swordsman cursed and advanced, then halting as Fenn held one a dagger at his throat, while holding out the other at his comrades.
“You first,” Fenn said, looking at the swordsmen, then at his friends.
They held  back, eyes fixed on the blades, uncertain and hesitant. Fenn grinned...they knew coming at him would have a cost in blood. “You fellows know whose bell you’re about to ring?” he asked. “You must new in town! Here’s a bit of wisdom…there’s skags you can hit, and skags you can’t! I’m a skag you can’t touch. I have friends and they’ll mark you for death!  Don’t matter if you take my coin, there’s not a place in Galadorn you can spend it without a knife in your back! That’s what happens when you touch Fenn Aquila...”
“We know that name,” said the swordsman, cutting him off.. “This is the one we want! Kill him now!”
The swordsman followed up his words with a sta. Fenn stepped back, the blade missing his belly by a few inches. He jerked his elbow back, clipping the man across the face then shoving him back hard.
He closed in, stabbing with the dagger in his left hand. The blade scraped off the man’s coat, and Fenn grappled him instead, the two men stumbling back. The would-be killer shoved Fenn against the wall, knocking the breath out of him even as his friends closed in, clubs raised high. He shoved Fenn against the wall again...then cursed as Fenn stabbed him in the side, the blade sinking in halfway.
The swordsman whipped back his head, bashing Fenn on the forehead. Fenn saw stars and stumbled away, even as the swordsman staggered, dropping the sword and clutching at the wound with a wailed curse. The other two rushed past him, one raising a club bringing it down at Fenn’s head. At the last moment Fenn jerked aside and flinches as the club bounced off the wall, sending chips of broken brick flying.
Fenn lashed out blindly with the dagger, felt the edge cut on something, followed a moment later by a roar of pain and a clattering on the cobbles. The first thug fell back, clutching his arm as blood welled up. A red stain colored the cutting edge of the knife
The other thug hesitated at moment, looking at his wounded comrades. Long enough for Fenn to reached behind his back with his right hand and pull out the pistol.
“Gun” the shug shouted, followed by something in a foreign tongue. The other two took to their heels, hobbled their way around the corner, while the club man followed behind, ducking his head down as Fenn raised the pistol and thumbed back the hammer.
He took aim, but his was still dizzy from the head blow, and by the time he had a shot at the  last of the thugs, the man disappeared around a corner.
“Bugger all.” Fenn uncocked the pistol and lead back against the wall, shaking his head and waiting for the stars in his eyes to fade. He blinked a few times, then with a groan pushed himself a way, raising the gun in case the men came back. After a moment’s wait he slipped it back into belt, then touched the swelling on his forehead.
“Damn it all…” That would leave a mark. He wiped the remaining dagger clean and slipped it back into the scabbard under his right forearm. The other dagger was gone, stuck in the side of that last would-be bellringer. They were a matched set, he’d picked them up only a month back…
“Bastards!” Fenn shouted. He turned away, took a step, then halted. That long knife was on the ground. Too long to fit under his forearm, but still…
He picked it up and flicked his finger against the blade, his ears catching the ring of high-quality steel. A long blade with a polished wooden handle and brass pommel, the long triangular blade sharp.
Spoils of battle… He kept hold of the blade and continued on his way.




Chapter Five

Sundown. The Leaping Fish on the docks. Ask for Mikkel.
Fenn looked at the note again, before crumpling it in his hand and letting it fall into the gutter. An hour before sundown, and he was approaching Hog Lane, a narrow street running east and west. At first glance it looked unremarkable, a line of cobblestones half-hidden in the shadows as the day wound down. A man pushing a wheelbarrow shuffled forwards, his reedy voice calling out to the world. “Clams and cockles...cockles and clams…”
Fenn reached the street, and came to a halt. Unremarkable to those not in the know, but for a man like him a barrier hard as any border between kingdoms. One one side was the Gardelaar, on the other dockside district of Saint Barelin, and it was by general agreement and consensus a Bad Idea for a man from the former to cross into the latter unless he was invited and expected. Fenn looked to his left, where a pair of burly dockworkers stood by a doorway, talking to one another and occasionally looking out across the road. One of them had a blue rag tied around a bulging upper arm. One of Brins Boys.
Fenn took a breath, exhaled slowly and stepped onto the road. He was armed - that was to be expected - but held his hands out. The men watched him cross, giving him a hard stare. Then they looked away, the one with the armband waving him on.
Interesting… He was expected. Word had gotten out. Fenn exhaled slowly and swiftly crossed the street, stepped around the vendor with his wheelbarrow, the shellfish inside clicking softly in their brine tub. Depending on how things went, Fenn might buy a handful on his way back...assuming he was still among the living.
There were three harborside districts in Galadorn. Sanjenar Docks, where the war galleys of the fleet were berthed, ready to strike out should Galadorn’s interests on the great lake-sea Balendaas was ever threatened. Steelwater, whose piers were thronged day and night with lakeboats carrying all manner of cargoes and passengers. Its warehouses were filled to bursting with exotic goods from across the world and beyond...and guarded by private armies of guards hired by the merchant princes who owned them and empowered by Princely decree to kill on the spot any thief who tried to pilfer, plunder otherwise steal even the smallest peck of grain or scrap of silk.
To the west was Saint Barelin. Greater in size than the other two districts, and yet mired in poverty. It’s moldering piers and wharves were more likely to have fishing boats tied up than cargo haulers. The fact that it was bordered by the Gardelaar to the south weakened its appeal to shippers and merchants, not to mention the carters that would have to detour around it to get their goods to market, only adding to its expense.
Yet Saint Barelin’s troubles did not merely end with the presence of an unpleasant neighbors. Honest sailors and merchants disdained it as a port of entry, but smugglers and other waterborne villains were more than willing to fill the gap. Vicious gangs once ruled the waterfront, attacking ships at anchor in the night, scavenging along the shoreline, and bringing in contraband by the light of the moon. Dead bodies floating in on the tide were a common sight...the ordinary folk paid the price, as the gangs were more than happy to supplement their income by extorting the dockside folk of what little wealth they had. The city at large didn’t much care, the Watch was earning a fortune in bribes, and appeals to the Prince never got past the Palace gates.
Then a man appeared once day, preaching in tavern rooms and street corners, at growing gatherings of angry men in abandoned warehouses and desolate piers. His name was Crekus Brin, and his message was a simple one. The city did not care about them, they could only look to the Godhead for salvation. And the Godhead would help those who helped themselves...if they were to free their families from the criminals that plagued them, it be by their own hands and no one else.
This did not go unnoticed by the gangs, and more than once they tried to silence him. Every attempt failed, and his legend only grew. It was claimed that an assassin shot him in the chest, only for the ball to strike a small prayer book he always kept in a breast pocket. An hour later, leaving his would-be killer as a bleeding pile in the streets, he spoke to a gathering of several hundred men, waving the book over his head. “Heaven stands by the righteous!” he bellowed. “Who among you has the courage to do what needs to be done?”
They didn’t, at least not that night. But the mood in the streets was dire. All it took was one final push...which came a month later, when a botched robbery led to the death of a father and his two-year old daughter The funeral at a dockside temple quickly turned in into a riot, with Brin calling yet again for the men of Saint Barelin to take up arms against their tormentors. And this time they listened.
Fenn had only been in Galadorn a few months when all this took place. He heard the stories, filtering through the city streets like smoke on the wind….gangs of vigilantes forming at street corners, their arms wrapped in blue bands and Crekus Brins name on their lips. At his signal they swept through the district, going through every pot shop, wine sink and joy house frequented by the gangs, killing their members on sight, as well as anyone associated with their business or profited from it in any meaningful way. Those who got away found themselves hunted through the streets, shot at from windows and rooftops and pelted with anything that could be thrown.
It was later claimed that, far from a spontaneous uprising of honest citizens pushed too far, the Night of Blood and Water (as it was later called) was planned for months, that the vigilantes went about their business with lists of names marked for death. That the Watch, which had grown fat from the bribes of the smugglers, was conspicuously absent that day. And that the Prefect of the Walls (that official responsible for the maintenance of law and order within the city) assembled two of Galadorns regiments upon hearing of the uprising, but waited two whole days before sending them in to restore order.
Galadorn was a city built on rumors. How it actually happened was irrelevant in the end. Three hundred men died, the harborside gangs slaughtered where they stood. The survivors fled into the Gardelaar, where they quickly combined their numbers into a new gang, the Docksiders. Unable to return across Hog Lane on pain of death, they pitched themselves into desperate warfare against the Crescent Lords.
Brins Boys were the power now in Saint Barelin. Contrary to what most expected, they hadn’t  degenerated into criminality on their own, and remained what they were, a local militia whose focus was the safety of their streets. Tis did not extend to the upholding of the Princes laws - smuggling continued in Saint Barelin, as it had before. But the new operators that replaced the old gangs learned from the mistakes of their predecessors and kept a low profile. As for Crekus Brin, he was still there, but rarely appeared in public these days. Yet his authority remained unquestioned, more respected than the districts actual governor. Curious minds speculated why he remained in power, for Markus Incelidar, Prince of Galadorn, would not tolerate any rival for power, great or small. Fenn figured there was some sort of arrangement in place. What it might be, he could only begin to speculate.
Past Hog Lane the district changed character, divided between several wide streets running east to west, with smaller lanes branching off north to south and wider access roads that led directly to the docks. He could see them now, looking northward, the masts of the fishing fleet bobbing at anchor (they’d just returned with a fresh catch, which even now was making its way to the city markets) and beyond that the pale blue of Balendaas. Small houses held the families of the longshoremen and fisherfolk, their children running about the streets and alleys. Small temples could be seen on every street corner, or so it seemed to Fenn’s eyes. Occasionally he'd pass one and hear the sound of chanting and the smell of incense...some new sect that had come to the city and planted roots here. But more often than not the pews would be filled with children and parents alike, holding slates in their hands as bearded fellows in dark robes instructed them in their letters, using sacred scripture as a teaching aid.
Vendors were quick to take advantage of this, hawking chapbooks and pamphlets nearby, their goods dangling from long poles slung over their shoulders. He paused by one for a moment, examining the wares. Tales of the lives of saints, religious tracts exhorting the reader to lead a moral life (however it was defined) seemed to be in the majority. Printed on the cover of these was a triaki - a three armed symbol, with bars across the middle of each arm, surrounded in turn by a perfect circle. Many temples across the city had a symbol like this, a legacy from the first founders of the city, who were supposedly refugees from another world fleeing religious oppression. He remembered seeing them in shrines to the saints in his birth city far to the north and another lifetime away But the version planted on the doors of these new temples, and on the books being sold, was different. A curious suspicion grew in his mind after a moments pondering, and he knew there was another game being played here, beyond the petty maneuverings of Galadorn’s underworld.
Not all books on sale were focused on the salvation of souls. Fenn spotted a pair of volumes detailing the more lurid cases recently on trial at the Water Court (always popular, though none would ever admit to reading such a thing) as well as a slender volume detailing the adventures of the Falcon Prince, a folk hero of the north who fought against the Emperor of Ruaad. Fenn remembered hearing such stories as a boy, sung in taverns and told around cookfires, and he handed the vendor a pair of pennies for the chapbook.
“Always a good read,” the vendor cackled, tapping a finger on the woodcut illustration stamped on the cover. A warrior standing on a hill with a winged helmet, hold a sword high while a women dressed like a princess knelt nearby, looking at her hero with an expression of awe. Fenn grinned and slipped it into a pocket for later.
He was being watched, that much as certain. Eyes followed him from windows and doors. Several men wearing the blue arm band stood in the doorway of a grog shop, giving him a hard look as he passed by, their arms crossed, one of them hitched his belt so the knife hanging from it was prominently displayed. We have our eyes on you, was the unspoken message.Yet no action was taken to stop him, Fenn continued on his way unchallenged. Word had gotten around, he had safe passage.
Then he was at the harborside.  The smell of fish permeated everything - along the piers were racks on which strips were left to dry in the sun and wind, clouds of flies buzzing about,  only occasionally disturbed by the boy keeping watching for hungry gulls. Warehouses and stores  mingled with harborside taverns with colorful names...The Bronze Gull...the Perfumed  Sheckleback...the Lady and the Ripped Net. The more elaborate the name, the more of a ruin the establishment was. He passed by a shack with the name the The Queen of the Western Spring Skies, which as far as he could tell held a single room inside with only a couple of gaffers nurshing their afternoon downers in relative peace and quiet.
By comparison the Leaping Fish was a sizable establishment, that took up nearly an entire block along the waterfront. A pair of wooden fish, one painted red the other blue, swung gently in the lake breeze above the door. The windowswere flng open and the sound of a viol being played drifted out  faintly. Fenn went in through the front door and into a wide tap room half-full with men fresh off the lake, A young man stood in one corner, sawing away at the instrumen. All eyes looked up as he entered, taking his measure, some frowning at the unfamiliar face. Then they turned back to the drinks and conversation, leaving Fenn be as he went up the bar.
“I'm looking for Mikkel,” he said to the man tending to the bottles behind it.
The bartender looked over. “Who’s asking?”
“Fenn Aquila.”
The bartender said nothing for a moment, then blinked and turned away. “In the back,” he said, jering a thumb at a door off to the side.
“My thanks.” Fenn walked to the door. As he went the bartender thumped a fist against an open patch of wall, three hits, a pause, then another.
The door opened as he approached and two men with blue armbands men him. “Arms up.” one said.
Fenn stepped through and did as asked, saying nothing as they patted him down from head to foot, pulling a growing arsenal from various hiding places on his person. The daggers strapped to the inside of his forearms, the pistol tucked into the back of his belt, the second, smaller weapon tucked into his boot, the large dagger in the small of his back, the smaller blade tucked into his other boot…
“Expecting to fight a war?” one of the guards asked as the weapons were piled into a small box.
“Only if you don’t give them back,” Fenn replied.
Brin’s Boys didn't laugh at the weak joke. “We’ll be waiting outside,” one of them said. “You do anything unfriendly, and it’s dinner for the lake fish far as you’re concerned.”
“No fears in that regard,” Fenn said with what he hoped with a disarming grin. “I’m an excellent swimmer.”
The guards didn't laugh at that either. One of them opened another door at the far end of the hallway and indicated Fenn should go down it.
He entered another room, stuffy and warm, the only window firmly closed and blocked with a curtain. Smoke rose in faint wisps from a small brass pain, giving the room a faintly sweet scent. The only light came from a small brass sea lamp set on a table. Sitting beside it was a lean fellow wrapped in a blanket, his face hollow and thin from illness. In one hand he held a book, which he read silently, occasionally licking a finger before he turned a page.   
Fenn stood there, unsure what to do or say The man looked over. He seemed to shiver for a moment, then with a sigh slipped a splinter of wood into the book to mark his place and closed it. “Forgive me for not standing,” he said in a surprising deep voice. “I have been ill for some months now. My physician recommends I refrain from unnecessary exertions. He also suggests that I avoid the consumption of strong drink...alas, some sacrifices will not be made, even in the cause of regaining one’s health. I am Crekus Brin. And you are Red Eye’s friend...what was your name again?”
“Fenn Aquila.”
“Aquila.” Brin repeated the name. There was a slight accent in his voice, that made it sound more like ag-willa. Fenn tried to place it...not like anything he'd heard of. A fact that only added to a growing suspicion.
“That is a northern name, if I am not mistaken. Oscanac in origin...House Aquila of Haeminder, that claimed descent from the legendary King of Osecel, in the days before the rise of Ruaad.”
“Yes, that’s...right.” Fenn was surprised that the sickling before him would have such knowledge of an obscure noble family from a city of Oscana.
“You don't have the look of a nobleman,” Brin observed. “Unless you are a prince in hiding?”
“I took the name as my own. There’s a story behind it, if you wish to hear it. I may be a prince among thieves, but my people are common as muck.”
“So much the better in my view. The most ancient roots tend to be the muddiest. Please sit, I certainly won't be standing.”
Fenn looked around and dragged a stool over, sitting down with a sigh. He waited a moment, while Brin drank down a small shot glass filled with a thick green liquor. The grimace on his face suggested the taste was anything other than pleasant. An extended spate of coughing followed, during which Fenn moved back slightly, in alarm at the amount of sputum coming out the fellow’s mouth.
“Are you all right?” he asked when Brin was done and caught his breath.
“No,” came the answer. “I’m dying.”
A long pause. Fenn tried to think of something to say. “That’s...well….”
“Spare yourself the effort of coming up with a platitude, Fenn Aquila. I’ve heard them all, and trust me when I tell you they do not improve. My liver is...well, the doctors have a long and complicated name for the condition, but the short version is that it is working less than it should with each. In time it will cease to work entirely and I will move on to the next stage of existence when a man must stand before the Final Judge of all to account for his actions in this life. You too will face that journey, I hope you have out se thought towards its preparation.”
Fenn shrugged. “I never think that far ahead.”
“A privilege of the young and foolish. You will learn.”
Another pause. Fenn shifted slightly, the stool was not comfortable and causing his thighs to fall asleep. “I have some questions for you.”
“Why else would you be here?” Brin smiled slightly. “You are going to ask about the killing in the Gardelaar, before the Red Cat.”
“And another before that, at a Docksider safehouse.”
“Neither happened at my order. Nor did I have anything do with the murder of those gentlemen in Keelarin two days ago,”
Fenn frowned. “What killing?”
“Ah, so there is something Kord Holdenor does not know? Or at least he did not trust you enough to tell you! The man has too great a love for secrecy...and yes, I know you work for him.”
“Am I supposed to be afraid?” Fenn asked, even as a knot of fear gripped his stomach.
“Considering what will happen to you should it become known, a certain amount of caution would be order. But you can relax, I won’t share your secret. For now at least. And again, this killing had nothing to do with us. I won’t deny that seeing Docksider scum dead in the streets is a cause for joy in Saint Barelin, but we only take steps to end them when they cross back. And Ogeron the Brick is nothing to me, his interests and mine do not cross except at the edges.”
Brin looked him in the eye. “So, there you have it. Questions answered. But that is not why you are here, is it? Why don’t you ask what’s really on your mind. Why are you really here, Fenn Aquila?”
Fenn was quiet. “Who are you?” he asked.
“Crekus Brin. I am fairly well known in this city.” Brin laughed at that. “Who do you think I am?”
Fenn leaned forward. “When I was a boy,” he said, “I once saw a man being whipped in the Heart Square of Haeminder, the city of my birth. He was a man of local birth, but at a young age he’d left the city, and I was told, this world of Eduri as well, which to me seemed impossible. He returned many years later, dressed in black robes and preaching in the streets, calling himself a servant of the true faith, a proclaimer of Orthodoxy in the name of the High Canon. He drew followers about himself, and they spent great sums feeding the poor and tending to their ailments.”
“Sounds like a true saint.”
“The Holy Reverances who ran the Civic Temple didn’t think so. They had him arrested and tried before the city. Misleading the faithful they claimed, though the reasoning behind it went right over my head...and most everyone else. What he had to say about the Prophets and the Godhead and all the rest wasn't the true version, at least in Haeminder. He was supposed to be burned alive, everyone was talking about it. But then word went around that the Grand Duke intervened, and the priest in question was no longer in the city, and no one was to discuss the matter again in public or face a large fine.”
“Interesting story What does have to do with me?”
You’re like that man. You’re from...well, from this world. But you left, and then came back.” After a pause, Fenn said, “You’re a missionary.”
“I can see why Kord forced you into his service, you are a sharp one.” Brin nodded. “I am part of the Order of Saint Vitek. We serve the High Canon of the Theocracy of Crannen. Do you know of it?”
Fenn nodded his head. “Only the name. When I was recruited into Lord Aquila’s regiment, they sent a scholar to teach me my letters. He told me that there are Nine Suns in this Universe, and more worlds and moon than a man can count circling around them, more than he could see if he lived ten thousand years. One of these Suns was called Inveril, and all the worlds around it were enslaved to an evil priest and his armies of deluded followers, who sought to kill the true believers who fled to this world a thousand years earlier to escape their persecutions and their lies, and the followers of the Godhead on this world had the right beliefs. To be honest, I wasn’t paying close attention, at that point it was less of a lesson and more of a rant. I thought the idea of there being countless words out there, beyond the sky, with people on them unbelievable. Then one day I saw a ship drop down the sky, and men from another world disembark. They had business with Lord Aquila. After that I believed it all.”
“Well, your old teacher was half right. All the worlds of Inverl swear allegiance to the High Canon, though to call them slaves is as far from the truth as one could get! And the wanderers and exiles who founded many of the cities dotting the east of this continent many centuries ago - including Galadorn, I might add - did leave those worlds over differences of religion, to put it mildly. They were heretics, who sought to pervert Archaelaea, and lead Archaerim down the path of damnation.”
“What is Archaelaea, and Archarim?”
“Suns and Spirits...you’re an Archaerim! As am I...and anyone who heeds the teachings of the Prophets Three, honors the saints and heeds holy scripture! On Sacred Crannen did they walk and preach, and there did the last of their number, Daven the Red, end his life in great battle against…” At which point Brn slumped moment, as if the spate of words had drained the strength from him. “Ah...I don't have the strength to give you a lifetime of religious instruction in five minutes, and I suspected you don’t have the time to hear it. So...you are correct, I am a missionary, sent by my Order to spread the Orthodox Faith on this world. I was born and raised i Sicela, so I am a native of this world, though I spent many years in a seminary very far away from here. The priest you mentioned earlier...he is know to me, though part of a different order, one whose methods are more, well, confrontational. My order uses a different approach, living among the people, helping them, and eventually teaching them. I certainly had no intention of starting a revolt against the criminals who were terrorizing this district, but when faced with evil, one can look away or drive it back. I chose the latter.”
Fenn frowned. “You wouldn’t be telling me this if it wasn't already known by those who matter.”
“Oh...Markus Incelidar knows who I am. He is a wise man, the Prince of Galadorn...He wants to make this city a center for offworld trade, and he knows my order can be useful. And we have helped him...more ships from the Empyrean have landed here in the last three years than in the last thirty.  Galadorn grows rich, and House Incelidar grows ever more powerful. Ignoring my presence is a small price to pay for all that.”
Fenn nodded. “One question answered then.”
“Glad to be of service. What else is on your mind?”
Fenn looked him in the eye. “What do you know of the Shadowy Sun.”
“Ah...that lot.” A look of distaste flitted across his face. “Why do you ask about them?”
“These attacks...they may be involved, may be seeking to restart the war between the Crescents and the Docksiders, and drag you and yours into it as well.”
Brin frowned, and a flash of anger was in his eyes. “Kord thinks this?”
Fenn nodded.
“A warning. I must send him something in return, your master does nothing for free.” Brin scowled. “What I know counts as little more than rumor, though well sourced and as close to the truth as rumor every gets, mind you. Missionaries of my order, and various others as well, have been active in the Empire of Ruaad for two hundred years, without much success given the Emperors still persist in their heathen ways. All too often, men of my order found their efforts stymied by forces moving out of sight. Whispers in the ears of the powerful, followed in turn by unexplained deaths, a number of cruel massacres. In time we understood that there was an organized force behind this, a secret society, the Shadowy Sun. At first we thought it was in the service of the Emperors, a tool used when he wished to strike at his enemies in secret...then we learned they were responsible for the deaths of three Emperors in fifteen years, the last of which sparked a civil war in the Empire’s southern provinces, which the Shadowy Sun did its best to prolong. So its not mere power they seek...no, they have another purpose. Where they go, chaos follows, yet it’s chaos for a purpose, created to guide events towards some final ending. What that may be I do not know.”
Another moment of silence. “That is all I know,” said Brin. “Now, I must ask you for something.”
“Go on.”
“I need to set up a meeting with Ogeron the Brick. I want you to broker it.”
Fenn grinned, barely stifling a laugh. “You come to me for that? Why not do it yourself? Surely you have contact with the Crescents?”
“At the moment they aren’t talking to us. That killing before the Red Cat has, according to my sources, caused something of a ruckus among the Crescent crews. Many are calling for blood, so Ogeron can’t look weak by speaking directly to me.”
“He won’t like me any better. I nearly killed him in his bath not to long ago.”
“Did you now? That must have been a sight!” Brin laughed. “But you are still breathing, without a price on your head. For a man like the Brick, that is a mark of respect. And you are respected, Fenn Aquila, master cracksman, a skag of fearsome reputation, whose left more than his share of bodies in the streets.”
“All in self-defence!”
“They always are. The point is, you are someone whose words will be heard.”
“You could reach out to Red Eye. He set up our meeting.”
“Why would I, when I have you sitting before more?” Brin spread his hands. “Do this for me, and I’ll owe you a favor. There aren’t many other men alive who can make this claim!”
Fenn thought on it. “No promises,” he said finally. “But I’ll do what I can.”
“You have guts of iron, to come before me with this request.”
“I have many faults, but a lack of guts - iron and otherwise, isn’t one of them. So, as a sign of respect for my steel innards...could you ask your boys to lower their blades?”
Ogeron the Brick glared at Fenn. H was somewhere on the far side of fifty, though Fenn had no sense of a more specific number. A big man in very sense of the words, near seven feet in height, barrel-chested, with fists the size of plates. In the days when he was the terror of the Gardelaar back alleys, those fists were the only weapon he ever needed, a blow from one enough to crack a man’s skull, break his neck and drop him dead in the street. Back then, he went about his business wearing a leather vest on which hung the shattered teeth and severed ears of his enemies. The mere cry ‘the Brick is coming!’ was enough to clear entire blocks.
No sign of the vest this day, the leader of the Crescent Lords wearing instead a respectable linen shirt and a dark blue jacket of fine weave. They were in his house in the Campesal, a three-story structure that formerly belonged to a minor nobleman. No sign of his family - the Brick had wed the daughter of a prominent merchant as part of his bid to gain respectability in the eyes of the great and good. No longer a gang leader of brutal reputation (though his power over the Crescent crews remained unchallenged...at least for now) but a man of affairs, welcome in the houses of the wealthy and well-bred alike.
Small wonder many in the street thought the man had gone soft. He certainly looked more careworn than before, more lines of his face, a slight stoop in his posture now. The big hands remained the same, the right one festooned with rings, while the left was wrapped in a bandage that smelled strongt\ly of liniment. Fenn heard a rumor that Ogeron met with two of his lieutenants who’d expressed concerns about his decisions, with their bodies found in the gutters of the Gardelaar a day later. No a good sign...in the old days the mere threat of a beating from the Brick would have made them recant their words long before the first punch was thrown…
Ogeron glared at him. “Sun shall rise,” he said.
Fenn’s eyebrows raised. The Old Oath...a tradition of thieves across this continent of Tyberia, even in far Ruaad, or he heard. Say the words, give the countersign, and a truce sacred and inviolable was in effect. Any violence inflicted after the oath was in effect was a mark of great dishonor, a sign that the violator’s word was worthless. (Which didn't stop skags from trying it...particularly if there were no other witnesses present…)
For those who walked the shady side, there was no greater stigma than to be labeled an oathbreaker (even spies weren’t as despised.) To break the Old Oath was to bring a death mark on ones head.
“Until the final day,” Fenn said, completing the oath.
Ogeron glanced at his men and nodded. The pair of knives pressed in the small of Fenn’s back and the blade pressed against his throat fell away, their owners stepped back and sheathing their weapons.
“Isn’t this a bit excessive?” Fenn asked, glancing at the men.
“Strange times, Fenn Aquila. At least this day you came in the front door instead of trying to stab me in my bath.”
“If I wanted to kill you I would have,” Fenn shot back. “That whole bit of nonsense was just to get your attention.”
“Well, you have it then,” the Brick sht back. “And you have it now. What do you want?”
“I'm here as a go-between, on behalf of Crekus Brin…”
“You know Crekus Brin?” Ogeron scoffed.
Fenn ignored the interruption “He wants a meeting with you.”
“He kills one of my men, stakes him out like a highwayman at the city gate, and now he wants to talk?”
“Brin swears he had nothing to do with it,” Fenn said. “And I believe him.”
“Of course! He’s a liar and you’re an idiot!”
“Putting the insults aside, it would be in everyone’s interest for you to meet and sort this out before you get pitched into another war.” Fenn crossed his arms, meeting the Bricks’s angry eyes. “How is your hand, bye the bye? Strange to see it all banged up.”
“Just a sprained finger,” Ogeron growled back. “I like to get my hands dirty. Just because I live in a fine house and dress like a man doesn’t mean I forgot where I come from! Any man who says otherwise best remember, I got two hands! And my right has the killer punch in it!” The last was aimed at the guards by the door as much as it was at Fenn.
“Still, you can’t go toe to toe with Brin’s Boy’s right now, not after you just settled things with the Docksiders. And Brin’s coffers are full and his people ready to die for him. The Crescent’s are still catching their breath…”
“The Crescents can take any son of a bitch that thinks to stand against us!” Ogeron roared. “You saw all the Docksiders we left bleeding in the streets!”
“They left plenty of yours bleeding as well.” Fenn refused to be rattled. “Right now, they are just as banged up as you are. They are using the peace to rebuild their strength, just as you are. But if you throw yourself into a fight with Crekus Brin, you’ll bleed out whatever strength you have left, and the Docksiders come afterwards and take you down.”
“And you think I should let Brin kill my men without punishment?”
“Brin has no interest in the Gardelaar,” Fenn said. “His concerns begin and end with Saint Barelin. Hear him out, that’s all I’m saying. He doesn’t want a war and right now you can’t afford one. Otherwise, the only one who wins are your real enemies.”
Ogeron’s face twisted into a sour grimace. His good right hand clenched into a fist, then relaxed “Fight,” he said. “We’ll meet. Where and when?”
“Tomorrow night, an hour after sunset, Hog Lane, by the Fishmark. Bring five of your men for protection, he’ll do the same. And we settle this without anymore killing.”
Ogeron nodded. “Very well. Terms are fair. For a lowborn gutter skag, you are full of surprises, Fenn Aquila!”
“I aim to please,” Fenn shot back, feeling pleased with himself
Hog Lane was marked at its easternmost terminus by an ancient bronze statue of a warrior with a tall crested helm, brandishing a spear on one hand, and in the other a trio of fish on hooks. An inscription on the plinth declared that the status was discovered some two hundred years previously by men in the employ of a Lord Fastaarfa (who would otherwise not be remembered at all today save by a few antiquarian historians) in the western hills of Adelaan, and subsequently taken as spoils in some forgotten war. Years of wind, rain and bird droppings turned the once brilliant bronze into a tarnished, pitted green.
The locals called it the Fishmark, and used it as a convenient landmark. During the day it was a gathering point for vendors and peddlers of every stripe. At night the area was deserted save for those willing to brave the streets along the Gardelaar after dark, and those who preyed on them. But on this night word had gone out, and any bellringers or headbreakers out for an easy lay gave the place a wide berth.
By previous arrangement, both parties arrived at the same time. The Brick emerged from the Campesal flanked by two guards and three of his lieutenants. Crekus Brin came out from Saint Barelin on a litter carried by a pair of sweating bearers, three of his boys marching along side, keeping a sharp eye on the neighborhood to the south.
Feen stood by the statue. His looked south, sensing if not exactly seeing the many faces watching this from the shadows. A public meeting like this would not go unnoticed, nor was it meant to. Rumor would do its work once a decision was made.
“Right,” Fenn said, as both parties sized each other up. “You’re here. So talk.”
Crekus coughed, and with a grimace dismounted from the litter, one of the guards offering him a shoulder to lean on. “Ogeron the Brick,” he said in a wheezy voice. “You’re bigger than I expected.”
“Crekus Brin,” the Brick replied.”You look half-dead.”
“Not just yet,” Brn replied. “Hear me now. I don’t have much time, as you can see, so I’ll get to the point. We had nothing to do with your man being killed.”
“I hear otherwise. Your name was painted in his blood before the Red Cat.”
“Think on it. You know my reputation. Something like that is asking for a war with you, and why would I want that? The Gardelaar is yours, and you are welcome to it!”
Ogeron glanced at his underlings, who looked unconvinced. “So if it wasn’t you,” he said, “than who gutted Lukas the Lucky?”
“I reckon the same fellows who attacked the Docksider’s holeup on Scotta’s Way,” Brin said. “They painted the Crescent mark in blood on the wall after. Someone who wants all of us at each other’s throats. Ask yourself, who might stand to gain if the truce is broken and my people are dragged into the fight as well?”
Ogeron rubbing his chin. “The Stone Rats?” he suggested. “Maybe Sarn’s belly is too big for his shirt.”
“Or many it's someone else” Brin responded. “A new group in the city, staying in the shadows, waiting for all of us to be bled white before stepping out.”
“You have a name for this new batch of players?”
“If I did I’d tell you. I can only point to all the violence, and ask who benefits? It isn't me and it isn't you or the Docksiders. So it must be someone else…”
They heard it first, a hissing, squealing sound. A smoking bundle dropped down in the street, flug from the rooftops above. Fenn looked up, reaching for a pistol, ad saw a head drop down out of sight. A moment later he was shielding his eyes as the bundle burst with a loud pop, filling the street with a cloud of smoke.
Fenn coughed as he pulled his gun. Shouts sounded behind and to the front, and through the haze he saw men running towards them. Shots rang out, and he ducked down as pistol balls whicked past.
“Ambush! We are betrayed!” Ogeron’s voice rang out. Fenn raised up his pistol and fired at the men charging at them. He heard a cry of pain, but whether or not it was from his shot he could not tell. He turned around, opening his mouth to call out a warning, to tell the others to run while they could, it was a set up…
Another shot rang out. Ogeron staggered towards him, clutching a bleeding wound in his belly. After a moment he fell to the ground. Behind him stood one of his lieutenants, holding a smoking shooting iron. He tossed it aside, smirking as he caught Fenn’s eyes. Then he pointed a finger.
“He did it!” the man bellowed. “Fenn Aquila shot the Brick! Betrayal, he set this up!”
“No!” Fenn shouted back. “It’s a lie! Brin, tell then…” He looked over and saw Brin and his boys headed back into Saint Barelin, leaving the litter behind, Brin leaning on the shoulders of one while the others covered their rear. One of them pointed at Fenn, then with a scowl drew his finger across his throat.
Bugger all… Fell looked back down the street, and saw the attackers running away. They weren’t going to wait...why stay, when the work was already done?
“Get that backstabbing son of a bitch!” The man who shot Ogeron knelt at his side, cradling his head in one arm while pointing at Fenn. The other Crescent had their weapons out. One took aim with a pistol, tears streaming down his face and fired. Fenn ducked, the shot barely missing him, shouting that he was innocent, he didn't do it, but the Crescents were in no mood to listen. One raised up a blunderbuss and pulled the trigger. The hammer snapped forward, the flint sparked against the steel, but the primer did not flash. With a curse he flung the gun aside and drew a heavy curved blade.
The Crescents advanced on Fenn, swords drawn and ready to kill. Fenn raised his hand, the pistol dangling from his finger. There was only one thing that could be done.
He turned and ran into the Gardelaar.




Chapter Six

“Fifty aurins! That’s right, you heard me! Fifty gold aurins to whoever brings the head of Fenn Aquila to the Crescent Lords. And a hundred gold aurins if he is brought in alive!”
The cry went out across the Gardelaar and beyond, borne on the wind and the bellowed voices of the criers standing on every street corner. Sitting in the cellar of the abandoned building, Fenn heard the words drift down from the streets above. Every sentence, every syllable stabbing into him like a knife. 
“Fifty aurins for the head of Fenn Aquila! Hear these words! Fenn Aquila has the death mark on him by order of Ogeron the Brick! The friendship of the Crescent Lords to the one who brings him to face our wrath! Eternal hatred to the one that offers him shelter…”
So the Brick was alive. Or at least the powers that be among the Crescents wanted the world to think he was, while they sorted out the succession. Either way it was bad for him.
He’d escaped the Crescents easily enough, and found a place to hide until dawn. But by the time the sun had crept above the horizon the word was already out. Fenn Aquila had tried to assassinate Ogeron the Brick and Crekus Brin. No word on how Brin’s Boys were reacting, but it was a safe bet he was a dead man the moment he crossed over Hog Lane.
He’d moved on, pilfering a cloak from a washline and hobbling through the street coughing like a beggar, smearing grime on his face to aid in the disguise. It was good enough to fool one of the urchins that swarmed the Gardelaar like fleas on a dog - the boy did not recognize him. He arranged for a message to be sent to Red Eye. Just one word...waterwell. A private code between them, only to be used in a moment of great need. No reply came back, and Fenn could only assume, and hope, it went through.
Which is why he found himself in this cellar, only minutes before sunset. At one point it was a warehouse, until the rot in the roofbeams reach the point that they couldn't support the structure above and it collapsed. No attempt was made to repair it, the owner apparently different to the state of his property. The owner was Red Eye, and while the walls and roof were a ruin, the cellar was still intact, and served as a bolt hole in times of trouble, known only to his closest friends and associates.
Crates filled with emergency supplies were stacked in one corner. Fenn held a piece of hardtack on one hand, gnawing on it and watching down the crumbs with swings of water from a canteen.
“Fifty gold aurins...the head of Fenn…”
The cries voice drifted away. Fenn leaned against the wall of the cellar and closed his eyes for a moment. “How did it come to this?” he muttered. How quickly a man’s fortunes could change in this uncaring world...
Footsteps creaked upstairs. He opened his eyes and drew the long knife. He went to the door and pressed back against the wall, qut as a mouse.
The door opened, and Red Eye entered. “Fenn?” he called out. “You here?”
Then he turned around and saw Fenn, knife in hand. “If that’s how you greet your friends…”
“Had to tell who is a friend, these days.” Fenn put the knife away and close the door. “You got the message?”
“Aye.” Red Eye crossed his arms. “Took a while to find me.”
Fenn nodded and slumped down onto the floor. He hadn’t slept more than an hour in the past two days. “I didn’t do it, Red. It was a setup...the Brick was shot by one of his own men. Black Farlann, I think, but I didn't get a good look at his face in that smoke…”
“Black Farlann’s dead,” Red Eye said. “So’s Handsome Harri and Jenk the Dancer. And that just this afternoon. The Crescents are having a blood dance right now. All kinds of rumors are flying.”
Fenn winced. Those names were known far and wide, the most powerful captains among the Crescents. Any one would expect to take the Brick’s place if he fell. “So, Ogeron is dead?”
“I don’t know. The line coming down is that he’s alive, but badly hurt. Giving the fare-thee-well happening among his people right now, he may as well be dead. The Crescents are tearing themselves apart. Well done, Fenn.”
“Suns and Spirits, I had nothing to do with it!” Fenn shook his head. “You don't believe me.”
“Makes no difference either way. I don’t weep at the passing of Ogeron the Brick.  But I have a lot of eyes on me now. People know we are friends, and they’re asking me where you are. Fifty aurins is a lot of money Fenn.”
A prickle of fear gathered in the back of his mind. “For some people. Not for you...”
“Have no fear, Aquila, if I was going to sell you to the Crescents, Harald would be here instead  of me, with a mob of bully boys. But if you’re looking to me to settle this, you’re wasting your words. This goes beyond my power on the shady side, my lad.”  Red Eye shook his head. “You have to leave Galadorn.”
Fenn groaned, burying his face in his hands. “There is no other way?” he asked, knowing the answer all too well.
“You can go out in the street and die the moment someone sees your face.”
“How do I get out of the city? Can you help…”
But Red Eye shook his head. “I’m being watched Fenn. It was hard enough to get here without being tailed. The people I’d speak to for a job like that, they’d also turn you in for the bounty. You’ll have to find your own exit, Fenn.” He paused a moment, and then there was an edge in his voice. “Maybe you should ask your new friends in the Palace. It’s the least they can do.”
Fenn stood up. “How long have you known?” he asked.
“That you were a spy? Since that business with the girl and the Red Shadows. You’ve been acting odd since then, disappearing for days at a time, and no one I spoke with could put you on a lay that a rightful skag would be a part of. I have contacts in places beyond the shady side of things, and one of them confirmed it.”
“And you said nothing.”
Red Eye shrugged. “I don't have many friends, Fenn, and I value them greatly. Besides, you’re a clever lad, I figured you’d find a way out of it. No one from our side of things bends the knee to the Prince’s spymaster willingly.”
He turned away, and after a moment went to a corner of the cellar where several crates were stacked. He pushed them away, revealing a trapdoor in the floor. “There’s a tunnel under the floor,” Red Eye said. “It will take you into the sewers, just follow the smell. Follow it to the end, then take a right, then follow that to another junction. You’ll see a set of stairs taking you up to a maintenance shed in Setorin. My last favor to you, Fenn.”
“My thanks.” Fenn went to the trapdoor, pulling it open, his nostrils catching a whiff of the sewers below. He turned to Red Eye, and for a moment felt set to weep. “I owe you more than I can ever repay.”
“Oh, I'm sure you’ll find a way to make it right,” Red Eye said with a laugh. For a moment it looked like there was a hint of a tear in the corner of his red eye, which he quickly wiped away.
Fenn began to climb down the ladder in the trapdoor. Then he halted. “One question,” he said, looking over at his friend. “What is your real name?”
A smile flitted across Red Eye’s face. “Truth be told,” he said, “I’ve forgotten. Be off now, Fenn. May Heaven light your way.”
And with that he closed the trapdoor, vanishing from sight.
Fenn pounded his fist on the door. “Open up in there!”
No answer came. He looked around, eyes on the streets, wary of any sign of movement. He was in Steenshal, perhaps half a mile from the shed where he’d emerged from the sewers. On any other day it would have been a brisk walk of perhaps a quarter of an hour. Under the present circumstances it took him the better part of the night, moving one street at a time. Every skag in Galadorn was out and about, eager for the bounty on his head. 
“Open up in there!” He pounded his fist again. He heard footsteps inside, accompanied by a faint grumbling voice.
“What bloody hour is it…” A slot opened in the top of the door. “No beggars at this hour! Piss off and die!”
“Would you like to...like to buy Marcot wine?” Fenn asked, pausing a moment to remember the pass phrase. It changed every week.
The eyes narrowed, and for a heartstopping moment Fenn feared he’d gotten it wrong. “I’ve heard this years vintage is poor,” the voice replied.
“Then I’ll sell at half price,” Fenn answered, completing the sequence.
The slot slammed shut. A moment later the door opened, and an elderly fellow waved him in.
“Second floor,” he said, closing the door and barring it. “Second room on the right, use the stairs in the back. You’ll find a bed and all the rest. What is your name, and who needs to know you’re here?”
“The name is Fenn Aquila. Tell Holdenor I'm here and we need to talk.”
The old man nodded, unfazed at the mention of the Spymaster. “I’ll send word. Breakfast is an hour after dawn.” He turned away and went a hallway, yawning.
“Don’t you want to know what this is about?” Fenn asked.
“Hell no,” came the man’s reply as he went into his room and closed the door.
Fenn went up the stairs and found the room. Inside was a small cot, a chamber pot and a basin filled with water along with a rag, and  a candle burning in a pewter holder. He splashed some water on his face, made use of the pot, then sat down on the bed.After a moment he stood and began to remove the various weapons secreted about his person. The pistol (unloaded) tucked in the back of his belt, the smaller holdout gun in one of his boots, the knife hidden in the other, the other knife hidden in the small of his back, the knife strapped to the inside of his left forearm.
Then he pulled out the longknife taken from that assassin in the Gardelaar. He’d take it only a few days earlier, yet it seemed like a lifetime. How quickly things had changed...from a respected skag, a master cracksman, feared and respected among his peers, to an outcast among the outcasts, with a price on his head that would draw every bounty hunter for a hundred miles.
“How did it come to this?” he muttered.
To distract himself from his worries, he held up the blade, admiring the work...high-quality steel, well balanced. A fine weapon…
Wait. He went over to the candle and held the pommel of the knife up to the light. A mark was stamped into the metal, small but distinct...a snake curled around a dagger blade, with a pair of crossed staves below it.
Fenn sat down on the bed. he'd seen that symbol before…
“Bear these arms with pride, and do not dishonor them!”
He held out his hands, clamping his fingers around the hlt of the blade. A short sword, but to his fourteen-year old eyes it might as well have been a two-hander wielded by the elite troops in the regiment. He admired the way the fine steel caught the noon light.
“What’s that?” he asked, pointing at a mark stamped into the blde, an inch above the hilt.
The sergeant looked at the sword. “Makers mark,” he said. “Our lord bought these in bulk from a workshop in Kirondaal.”
“Where is that?” Fenn asked curiously.
At that the sergeant laughed. “Hardly matters, son! I’ll never see it and neither will you…”
He lay the long knife on the bed. “Kirondaal.”
He woke the next morning to a knock on the door.
“So,” said Kord Holdenor, letting himself in “You’re alive. We were taking bets on your survival.”
“You’re concern for my welfare warms my heart.” Fenn sat up, rubbing his eyes and pulling his mind into something approaching alertness. “I hope you lost a fortune.”
“A few coppers. Still, I am glad to see you among the breathing. I can’t interrogate a corpse.” Kord dragged over a stool, then sat down. “So,” he said, “the streets are alive with the tale. Fenn Aquila shot Ogeron the Brick on the back. Or he stabbed him six times in the back and once in the cods. One story I heard is you taking the Bricks head and doing unseemly things with his mouth and eye sockets...though that last was from some fellow in a tavern who had a few too many and reason to hate the Crescents. Either way, it’s quite a story.”
“They’re all false.”
Kord nodded. “I'm sure. So you tell, what really happened?”
Fenn did as asked, detailing the events that occured in Hog Lane that night. “Last I saw,” he said at the end, “Brin and his boys were headed back into Saint Barelin. Since then I’ve been running through these streets with a bounty on my head, courtesy of the bastard who actually shot the Brick in the back. Is he dead or alive, by the bye?”
“He’s still among the living, but the doctor looking at him has forced enough syrup of the poppy down his throat to put a bear to sleep for three months in the summer...he's being well paid to keep Ogeron out of play for as long as possible. Long enough so that when the bloodbath among the Crescent crews ends, he’ll wake up to find someone has taken his place. As a scheme, it’s not without a certain degree of elegance. But I’m more interested in who set up the attack.”
“The Shadowy Sun,” Fenn said.
“You’re certain?”
“Who else could it be?”
Kord crossed his arms. “Well,” he said grimly, “we won’t know now, with you being dead on sight in Galadorn.”
Fenn sighed. “As I said, this wasn’t my idea.”
“Nevertheless, it happened. So now we decide what happens next. You need to leave the city. Long enough for the anger of this to fade and enough bodies to drop. It will be a long time before you can return. Years, I'm thinking. A lot of trouble for a man whose only serves us a handful of months.”
“I swore the oath,” Fenn said. “I held up my end!”
“Starting a war in the underworld isn't what we had in mind. And it doesn't help the Pince maintain his power in this city...more the opposite, in fact. It took weeks of effort on my part, and a great deal of money, to get the Docksiders and Crescents to put down their knives and agree to a truce. Things were getting out of hand, many honest citizens were demanding that the regiments be sent in to restore order. The last time that happened, three hundred deaths resulted, and it cost the city a fortune in lost revenue. Now the Crescents are tearing themselves apart, the Docksiders are ready to pick up the pieces, and Brin’s Boys are readying themselves for a fight to prevent that. You’ve cost us a great deal. What do you have to offer that justifies this?”
Fenn kpt control of his emotions. He knew that Kord saw him as a tool...and what would happen if he ceased to be useful. “I have a lead on the Shadow Sun.”
Kord frowned. “Go on.”
Fenn helt up the long knife. “I took this from a man thy sent to kill me, one of the same men who dd the killing at the Docksiders safehouse. I recognize the makers mark on the pommel. This was made in Kirondaal.”
“That’s it?” Kord asked. “Nothing else?”
“Those men they sent, they weren’t locals. Foreigners new to the city. Their accent sounded like they came from the northern end of the lake.” In truth Fenn had no idea what kind of accent they had, but at the moment that didn't seem useful to mention.
Kord took the long knife and looked at it closely. His eyes stared at the pommel, then at the Fenn. “Well,” he said finally, “you did kneel before the Prince. And you are still alive despite it all, so maybe that’s a sign from some power or saint. Either way…”
He handed the long knife back. “I’ll make arrangements to get you out of the city. But your service is not ended, Fenn Aquila. I'm sending you to Kirondaal. Learn what you can about that knife and who paid for it. Follow the money and you will find the crime. You will continue to learn what you can of the Shadowy Sun. What they want with my city, and what must be done to stop them.”
Fenn nearly fainted from relief. He was not going to die. “As you command,” he said. “It will be done.”




Chapter Seven

“Ugh…”
Fenn wiped his mouth with a rag, and after a moment spat over the side of the lake boat. “That is just vile.”
“Can’t beat the price,” said the boats captain, picking up the clay bottle and sniffing at the top. “Smells fine to me. Wine of Avexin, as you requested. Fine vintage.”
“Fine vinegar, by the taste of it!”
“You don’t want it, then give it back.” The captain picked up the bottle, looking miffed at the ingratitude.
“No! Leave the swill. It’ll do.” Fenn took the bottle, cradling it closely to himself as if it was an infant in its mother’s arms.
“Please yourself!” The captain turned away, shaking his head and muttering under his breath about city bastards and their lack of good manners. LIke most of the people who plied the lake, his home and loyalty was to the boat under his feet and the crew working it (most of whom were brothers, sons or cousins) with little regard to the banner flapping lazily off the stern.
Kords men smuggled Fenn on the ship at night, hiding him in a cargo of fine woven cloth bound for markets to the north. The captain asked no questions, and was likely being paid well to keep his mouth shut. In truth he was an amiable sort, once they were under way.
Open water surrounded them on all sides. Instead of hugging the coast, the captain struck out into open water, deep into the heart of the great freshwater sea known as Balendaas. Fenn had heard all kinds of stories about the origins of the name, which came from no language known to him. Some claimed it was a word derived from the tongue of the offworld settlers who founded many of the towns and cities of the East over a thousand years ago, and it meant Waters of Life or Lake of Heaven. Others said it derived from the languages of the tribes who were there before the settlers arrived, who worshipped as a god and called it Blood of the Sacred, or variations thereof. And still others claimed all of this was fanciful, and it was really an Old Ruaadian word that translated as ‘ really big lake.’
Whatever the origins of the name Balendaas, in this present age it was the beating heart of the continent. Across the great freshwater sea went hundreds, if not thousands of ships, boats and barges, driven by the wind, pulled by oars, bearing good and travelers of every stripe and color. The cities and regions that surrounded the lake were known collectively as Tuscelan, and were now the wealthiest area the world had ever known, wealthier than the declining Empire of Ruaad in the far west, greater in power and influence than the warrior states of Oscana and Lellander. Galadorn was merely the brightest jewel in a brilliant constellation.
The southwestern shores of the lake belonged to Adelaan, once a quarrelling confederacy of city-states, now firmly under the control of the Prince of Galadorn. North of this was mighty Avexin, which extended from the edge of Balendaas far into the west, a collection of duchies, baronies and principalities nominally under the control of a High King, though this personage only occasionally had the power to enforce his will.
On the northern shore were the merchant princes of Ubriam, a land where a man’s worth was reckoned solely by the gold in his vaults, who viewed rising Galadorn as an upstart that one day might be crushed. East of this were the fens and marshes of Tascelar, a misty place said to be the haunt of witch queens and wizard lords who consorted with demons.
South of this, wedged up next to Adelaan was little Seren, a hilly place off small fortified towns and deep valleys where the peasants few olives and grapevines, and the power was long held by the great port city of Kirondaal.
Kirondaal! Famed for the skill of its smiths, once ruled by squabbling aristocrats, until something completely unexpected happened a generation ago, something unheard of on Tyberia, or indeed any other continent. Something whose ramifications were still being felt all these years later.
A city that held Fenn’s fate in an uncertain grasp.
He stood on the bow, sour wine of duous vintage in hand, occasionally taking a swig. A blur appeared on the horizon, soon forming itself in a long stretch of brown and green coastline. He saw rocky hills rising up, on which perched fortified villages and towns, and the occasional castle. Flocks of sheep ranged along the slopes, and groves of olives and vineyards standing out dark green.
Kirondaal appeared quite suddenly. The lake boat rounded a spit of land that thrust out into the lake, and there it was, bright in the sun. Fenn shielded his eyes at the sight, whistling softly in appreciattion. Set along the edge of a half-moon harbor, the city went backwards towards the hills of beyond. Seven great semi-circular avenues cut through it, one after the other, like the layers of a quarter-cut onion, and beyond that a great city wall. Seven great districts were enclosed within those roads, each marked by the different colored tiles on the roof of the building within. Whether hovel or mansion, it made no difference in the eyes of the law. Close to the harbor, the tiles were blue, then beyond that they turned green, then red, then white, orange, brown, and finally gray.
It seemed less a city than a work of art writ large. Tall, graceful towers rose over the rooftops, some reaching a hundred feet in height, their walls lines with large crystal windows that reflected the light of the sun, causing them to shimmer and glow at all hours. Faint plumes of smoke rose up from the peaks of several, in fantastical colors of blue and red and purple that left a rainbow -like haze over the city as a whole.
A pilot boat came out and offloaded a city official, who guide the lakeboat into a berth long the harborside. They were spoiled for choice - Fenn noticed the many empty spaces scattered about the quays, and the many longshoremen lounging about, bored and wanting for work.
“Times be hard here,” said the captain, watching the harbor pilot disembark. “Know that old saying, ‘the fish rots from the head?’ Might have been crafted with this place in mind.”
Fenn looked about. “Seems fine enough,” he said. “Prettier than the waterfront in Galadorn.”
The captain laughed. “don't be fooled, youngster! Appearances are deceiving in Kironall...just like my third wife! Watch your back, and keep your head down. Madness stalks them streets.”
Fenn nodded. He bade his farewell to the captain and went down the plank. All his blades were in their usual places, and he’d even found a replacement for the missing knife hidden up his left sleeve (gained after a dice game with one of the sailors.) The longknife was hidden in the small satchel slung over his shoulder, which also held a change of clothes and half a hard cheese. Hidden beneath his shirt was a leather money bag holding four aurins and a handful of silver galmarks, a final gift from Kord, who made it clear that once Fenn set foot in Kirondall he was on their own.
“You’ll have to find your own way there. What contacts we had in that wretched place have fallen silent over the last few months.”
“Dead?”
“No bodies were found. I sent a couple lads across the lake to look into it, and they never came back.”
“So now you;re sending me. Well, die in Galadorn or die in Kirondaal, solves your problem either way, doesn’t it?”
Kord only laughed at that. Fenn found himself wondering, not for the first time, if being sent here was nothing more than a joke to the inscrutable bastard.
The harbor quays may have been half-empty, but the many taverns lining the harborside were bustling. It was early in the afternoon, and Fenn ent about trying, and failing to find lodging. A few steps from the pier where he disembarked was an establishment whose door was marked by an elaborate wooden sign of a leaping fish painted a brilliant scarlet. THE RED FISH was painted in bold letters of the same color over the lintel, and a blast of laughter and shouting greeted him as he opened the door.
The common room was filled with men, and he saw immediately that they weren’t the denizens one would expect along the docks. Leather vests dyed bright blue or green were worn over puffy-sleeved dark shirts slashed lengthwise to display the brightly colored fabric beneath. Legs encased in tight trousers or hose with the legs dyed different colors - black and white, blue and red, and so on. Heads were covered by a sea of wide-brimmed hats sporting tall feathers, while at the sides of all were strapped swords and daggers.
“Bugger all,” Fenn muttered. He knew this type, even before he heard the lilting accents and liquid words. Lancorail, the famed mercenaries of Avexin, notorious for their fighting skills, their outlandish modes of dress and their utter ruthlessness and shameless greed. Fenn felt his hackles raise as he heard the men jabber with one another in their native tongue, or speak the Balendon which was the common tongue in the eastern part of the continent from Adelaan all the way to Oscana (aside from those utter savages living in the Tascelar swamps…) A memory appeared on his head...some forgotten battlefield in Ubriam, where Lord Aquila’s Men stood alongside a regiment of lancorails in the service of the burghers of some town...he couldn’t remember the bloody name. The peasants in the surrounding villages were revolting against high taxes, and rather than risk their own expensive hides the merchant lords hired mercenaries.
A handsome payment was made, and for Lord Aquila that was enough, considering the ease of the work (the peasants by and large went home when faced with hardened professionals.) But the lancorail’s wanted more. Once the fighting was over, they turned their fury on the villages on the countryside, one of which was barely a quarter mile from where Lod Aquila’s men were encamped. Fenn could remember the screams to this day, the Avexiner’s goinging from house to house, looting and raping at will, torturing the inhabitants so they would reveal where their valuables were hidden and murdering them for sport afterward. Many in Lord Aquila’s regiment wanted to go into the villages - some to stop the lancorail’s from their butchery, others to take part in the looting. Lord Aquila ordered them to stay put, enforcing the discipline that made his company so feared in battle, and forbidding his men from interfering or taking part...
The Red Fish was full of the bastards. A few gazed on him as he walked by, but most were focused on a table in the center, where two of them were engaged in an arm wrestling match, while their fellows shouted and placed bets.
A harried-looking fellow stood behind a bar at the back of the room, slinging out cups of wine as fast as they could be poured. “What’s your pleasure?” he said as another loaded tray was handed to a servingman to carry out.
“You have a room for rent?”
The innkeeper laughed. “You must be new! Else you’d not have bothered with the asking!” Sensing a break in activity, he leaned against the bar to catch a moment’s rest. “Every room is spoken for, stranger! I have Avexiners packed two a bed!”
Fenn looked at the lancorail’s, still engrossed in the armwrestling content, which to his surprise remained undecided, the combatants locked in struggle. “Is there a war on I haven’t heard about?”
“Not yet.” The innkeeper wiped his sweaty brow with a rag. “The Council of Four has brought three regiments of mercenaries into this city, barbarous fellows from the north and the west. They’ve commandeered every spare room in the city for quarters, without compensation. Every bed I have is spoken for!”
Fenn watched the armwrestlers, one of whom seemed to be wavering, his fist slowly moving bac. “Do they drink for free?”
“No, praise the Suns! They have a mighty thirst, and I have to make my profit somehow.” A shout rose up from the back of the room, as several men called for more wine. “Drinking my cellar dry...my apologies stranger! The Red Fish is closed, I fear!”
“Is there anywhere else I can go?” Fenn asked the man’s back as he butlsed away. No answer came.
The arm wresting content was still on, the waverer finding new strength and pushing his arm back up. Fenn noted the way the veins on both men’s necks were popping out and wondered if one might drop dead from a burst heart before it was over...and if anyone was taking bets on that.
More inns lined the waterfront, and in every one it was the same. Avexiners packed the next two establishments. In a large tavern further on down he found a large number of men from an Oscanak free company, dressed in black and brown in contrast to the lancorails. The sight filled Fenn with a wave of nostalgia, as he heard the clipped northern accents in their voices. He’d spent much of his childhood among men like these, and for a moment felt homesick for the chilly (in every sense of the word) city where he was born.
But there was no room there as well, and appeals to his countrymen didn’t result in a free cot or even a corner in the common room to be down for the night. He went back out into the street no nearer to a bed for the night.
Middle of the afternoon now. A constant breeze came off the lake cutting the late summer heat. He looked out onto the water of Balendaas for a moment, wondering if he would ever get back to Galadorn. Then with a sigh he turned around and headed deeper into Kirondaal.
Four blocks in the harborside district ended, marked by a low wall separating it from the area beyond, the tiles on the other side blue as opposed to the green by the water. Gates pierced the wall every fifty feet or so, wide enough and tall enough to allow fully-laden wagons to pass through. Marked above were symbols of coins and scales, indicating the area beyond was the Merchants Quarter (though Fenn later learned that most of Kirondaal’s traders preferred either places right by the docks, where they could deal with incoming ships directly, or by the city gates so they could have access to the roads. The Quarter of the Scales, as it was called, was frequented these days by artists, students, aspiring poets and anyone else in need of cheap lodging and cheaper wine, and thus had gained a raffish air that was fashionable among a certain set.)
Yet here too the story was the same. Inns, lodging houses, every room for rent was taken. After an hour of fruitless searching, Fenn sat on the edge of a fountain, splashing some water on his face and wondering if he should try and find a somewhat dry alleyway to sleep in. “How did it come to this?” he muttered sourly, wiping the wetness on his forehead
He looked around the square. Mercenaries strutted about in clumps, their bravado only partly hiding their nervousness. Citizens went about their business, stood in the shade of buildings, none of them moving about singly, always in groups as well. They looked on the mercenaries with undisguised suspicion, and Fenn noted that all the men on the street bore a weapon of some sort, even if it was only a belt knife. Few women were around, and those in sight were accompanied by male escorts, and were themselves often armed.
Many of the citizens sported armbands of different colors - red, blue, black or green - and those sporing one color looked on the others with open hatred, which was returned with the same intensity. Different factions, staying with one another, avoiding their opponents, while those who sported no colors at all did their best to stay out of the way of those who did.
Fenn could sense the tension permeating the place, like a foul gas that crept up from an overflowing, unattended cesspit, infiltrating every room in the house, inescapable and unavoidable. All it needed was a spark to burst into flame…
Maybe I should take my chances in Galadorn… Fenn heard the sound of drums and whistles from one end of the square and looked over, where a palanquin entered from a side street. The poles extending from the front and back were borne by four burly bearers, and it took Fenn a moment to realize they were not men but wooden mannequins, like a child’s doll but much larger, the arms and legs carved to resemble that of men, the elbows and knees built as hinges. The wood was a brilliant red, additional lines of black giving it the appearance of a servants livery, the head painted with a smiling, obsequious face, topped with a helmet of brass, around which shone two lines of glowing runes, one above the other.
The palanquin held by the animated mannequins was painted red as well, with an elaborate gilded roof, with silver bells tingling from its corners. Seated inside was a man in red robes and black trousers tucked into crimson boots. On his head was a wide-brimmed red hat, with a peacock feather stuffed in the brim. Various bracelets glowing with eldritch runes were around his wrists. His narrow face was hidden behind a pointed, carefully trimmed beard that left his upper lip clear Marching behind and alongside was a mob of men with red armbands, most if not all armed in some way or another.
As the procession entered the square, another commotion began at the other end, where a mob of men with blue armbands entered, surrounding a man seated on a small open-topped wagon. No horses pulled it, the wagon proceeding under its own power - at the back was something that looked like a pot still, with puffs of multi-colored smoke coming out from the top, its surface glowing with runes. The man seated before it held a round stone orb in his hand, turning it slightly to the left, which in turn caused the cart to turn as well. He was a slender fellow with a underfed face marred by a nasty sneer...which had its counterpart in the red-garbed fellow across the way.
Arcanists. Fenn knew he should leave, but remained in place, transfixed by the scene taking place before him.This was a sight that would happen nowhere else on the continent, or indeed the world. While other cities were ruled by Princes, declared themselves republics (of varying degrees of actual liberty) or ruled by oligarchies of the rich and well-bred, Kirondaal was city ruled by those who wielded the Arcana. Four Arcanists Schools, ancient and deep in eldritch lore, conspired forty years earlier to overthrow the old collection of noble families, whose collective incompetence had brought all Seren to the brink of anarchy. And then, as those of a cynical bent would have expected the Schools turned on each other, in a decades long struggle that had its roots partly in scholastic disagreements on the nature of the Aethyr, and partly in the usual desires for wealth, influence and power.
The results of which were playing out in this square. Both processions stopped, the enchanted mannequins creaking to a halt, the magical engine hissing and popping as it slowed. The man in red poked his head out the side of the palanquin, his eyes narrowing at the sight of the rival Arcanist across the way. “Clear a path, I say!”
The blue in blue stood on the cart. “You clear away!” he shouted back. “The School of the Hyacinth will never give precedence to the School of the Rose!”
“The School of the Hyacinth is a pack of dabblers and hedge witches, frauds to the last man!” The red Arcanists dismounted the palanquin and strode forward, his face the same shade as his robes. The mob of supported trailed after him, closing ranks and shouting insults at the men on the other side.
He blue Arcanists jumped down from the wagon and went out to meet hs rival. “And I say the School of the Rose are a pack of criminally incompetent nincompoops and ninehammers who have less magic in their entire school than I possess in my smallest toe! Clear away, and let a better man pass!”
“Liar!”
“Fraud!”
“Fool!”
“Stand aside or stand your ground!”
Both men flung out their hands. A moment later blue and red flames erupted from their clenched fists, sparts flaring from their eyes and teeth.
Shouts of alarm went up in the square. Unaffiliated citizens ran away, while the mobs accompanying both Arcanists closed on, surrounding their champions and brandishing clubs, knives and even a few crossbows. They advanced, halting a few yards from each other, a narrow no man’s land forming. The magical flames surrounding the arcanists flared higher, both sides edging forward and back on the precipice of violence, just waiting for the final push.
Fenn was on his feet now, pulling the knives hidden up his shirt sleeves. Every instinct screamed for him to run, yet some deadly curiosity held him in place, waiting to see how it would turn out. He looked at one side, then another. His gaze fixed on a man standing in the front ranks of the red armbands, holding a heavy club. His nose twitched, his lips quivered as he inhaled, his mouth opening….
“Bugger all,” Fenn grianed, watching this and unable to stop it.
The man sneezed loudly and suddenly. The sound surprised the fellow standing next to him, who held a loaded crossbow and whose hand instinctively squeezed the trigger as he flinched. The bolt shot out, striking into the mob of blue armbands on the other side.
A shout of pain went out as a man fell, clutching his shoulder. “Murder!” someone shouted and with a road both sides rushed into each other.
The blue arcanist raised his hands and in a loud nervous voice began intoning a spell...them fell as a bottle struck him in the head. His partisans closed around, even as fellows in red armbands closed in, laying about with their weapons and taking wounds in turn. Within moments the cobblestones of the square were spattered with blood, and the air filled wit shouts and screams.
The red arcanist backed up, seeing shelter by his palanquin and its immobile bearers. Red faes gathered about his hand as he summoned a spell. “Burn you all!” he shrieked, the feather in his wide-brimmed hat reflecting the Aetnyric flame.
The blue mob surged forward, and pushed back their opponents, and a number of the red armbands were pushed into the palanquin, pushing it to the side and knocking the arcanist off balance. His hat was pushed forward and dropped down over his eyes, and he staggered away, waving his hands about and unleashing the spell. A bolt of burning red fire shot out, sizzling its way through the crowd and striking the magical engine on the other side of the square.
There was a flash, followed by a spray of multi-colored sparks that rained down across the square, causing yelps of pain among the mobs as they singed bare flesh The runes flared and with the screech of horribly stressed metal the engine rushed forward, barreling its way through the crowd, men diving out of the way, screams and curses marking the places of those who weren’t fast enough on their feet A great rush of sparks blasted out of a ragged rent in its side catching a pair of struggling men and sending them both running with their hair and shirts on fire.
The magical engine crossed the square and crashed into the wooden mannequins. As both devices touched their runes flared and then burst into flame. A moment later they blew blew apart in a great spray of sparks and fire balls that resembled a fireworks display gone horribly wrong. Spinning balls of flame shot out in all directions, bounding off rooftops and sipping down streets, while sparks showered down on the square. What had been a riot turned into a panic as both mobs fled for their lives running in all directions.
Yet even as they ran, both sides still went at one another, clubbing and stabbing even as they fled, ad attacking anyone who had the misfortune to be in their path, regardless of their affiliations. Two of them came barrelling towards the fountain. Of them went past Fenn and dive headfirst into the water, dousing the burning sparks laying across the back of his coat like a fiery blanket.
Behind him came another fellow, wielding a falchion and screaming bloody murder. He swing at Fenn, who stepped aside, the blade striking against the side of the fountain and raising up sparks of its on. Fenn struck out with a knife felt the blade strike flesh, and a moment later the man stumbled back, clutching his side and howling in pain.
At that moment a new group entered the square. From one side came a platoon of Avexiner mercenaries, at the other several squads of dark-clad Oscannaks. Both were armed and armored and clearly under orders to restore order regardless of the costs. They went about this with gusto, charging into the fray, heedless of the still smoking magickal wreckage, laying out with the butts of halberds, sword hilts and the working edges of their weapons for the truy recalcitrant.
“Lay down your arms!” a leather lunged sergeant bellowed above the fray. “Disarm now! Kneel and face justice, or die!”
However much they may have hated each other, the partisans of both sides feared the mercenaries more. One by one they fell to their knees, casting their weapons aside and placing their hands behind their heads with a practised efficiency that came from experience. The mercenaries to went about their business with brisk purpose. Wagons were summoned and men were loaded into the back, bound for the city jail. The wounded were taken away as well, while the dead were covered in cloth and left where they lay for their families to reclaim.
Both Arcanists were helped to their feet. The one in red pushed his hat back up on his head, its jaunty feather remaining untouched even as his coat was covered in soot.  “This way honored sir,” said an officer, holding out a hand and helping the man clamber into a carriage. “Do you require the services of a physician?”
“What? No...I do not…” The red Arcanist blinked as he saw his blue-robed antagonist across the square, being helped into another carriage.
“Fraud!” he bellowed, pointing an accusing finger. “This is not over! The Masters will hear of this!”
In response the blue arcanist raised a hand and made an obscene gesture. The mercenaries all but threw both men into the carriages, which immediately clattered their way out of the square, before their passengers could get any ideas about continuing their quarrel.
Fenn turned away, headed for a nearby side street and away from the scene. He halted as a pair of Oscanak mercenaries planted themselves in his path. “Going somewhere?” one of them asked with a sneer, noting Fenn’s ragged appearance (now worse for wear after hours of trudging about looking for lodgings.)
“I had nothing to do with this,” Fenn said. “I just arrived in this city. Let me pass.”
But the mercenaries remained unmoved. “There’s blood on your knife,” one of them said, pointing at the weapon in his right hand.
Fenn winced. He was so busy watching he didn’t sheath the bloody daggers… “Self defense,” he said. “One of the bastards came at me.”
“They’re all saying the same thing,” came the mercenaries reply.
Fenn grinned, unable to think of something to say. He turned around to run, then halted at half a step before impaling himself on a pair of raised sword points, held by two other mercenaries coming up the other way.
He heard swords rasp in their scabbards behind him. He sighed, and let the knives drop to the ground, then knelt down, placing his hands behind his head.
Welcome to Kirondall, Fenn thought bitterly to himself.
“Name?”
The clerk didn’t bother to look up as the question was asked.
“Fenn...wick.” Fenn cleared his throat “My name is Fenwick.”
“That’s it?” The clerk glanced up.
“All my mother gave me.” Fenn gave what he hoped with a disarming smile.
The clerk turned back to the book and scratched down the name. “You are charged with disturbance of the civic peace, damage to property and riot,” he said, repeating the same word he’d given to every other miscreant who’d crossed his path this afternoon.  Thirty men were brought in by the mercenaries this afternoon to be added to the already crowded cells below the ancient fortress atop a low hill in the center of the city. A long line ran behind Fenn waiting their turn.
“By the laws of Kirondaal, these are considered, wait...are you a citizen of this city?” The clerk looked up a Fenn again, then sighed. “Of course you’re not...so, these are considered misdemeanours by the laws of Kirondaal the punishment for which will likely be a spell in the stocks followed by two monthes hard labor..which may be avoided by payment of a fine of ten silver marks for a citizen, or twenty for a foreigner. Do you have twenty silver marks on you?”
“Your bullyboys took my bag.”
“So...no.” The pen scratched again, the clerk dipping it into the inkpot. “You’ll be a guest of the city until the Civic Court meets, three weeks hence. Find a space in the back and throw him in...next!”
The guards hauled him away before he could get another word out.
Dungeons by and large looked the same no matter where one went, and the cells below the Fenon Castle met the expected standard. A long corridor, with barred doors lining the sides, filled with various miscreants awaiting their day in court. Sneak thieves and pickpockets huddled next to drunkards picked up for brawling, apprentices clapped in irons for breaking their masters noses, doing their best to avoid the hardened murderers, rapists and worse who ran the cells never mind what the guards did (and they did little, and cared less…) preying on the weak and fearful in this particular jungle.
Two empty cells sat at the far end, filling up with the rioters from the square. “In you go,” said a guard, key ring in one hand and heavy club in the other. He ushered Fenn in, followed by another fellow , then closed the door behind them, quickly locking it.
“I'm watching you bastards,” he said, tapping the bars of the cell with the club. “Don’t make me use this, and we’ll get along just fine.”
“When do we eat?” someone called out from the back of the cell.
The guard only laughed at that, walking away without bothering to answer.
Fenn pushed his way through the cell, seeing a place by the wall. He saw an open spot next to a fellow wearing an old cloak that was patched in several places. The hood was pulled over his head and light snored came fro, underneath.
Fenn sat down, leaning back against the wall. As he did, he caught the bottom of the cloak and pulled it away from the man’s head, jolting him awake. “Here,” said the fellow irritably, “what’s the idea…wait. Fenn Aquila, is that you?”
Fenn looked at the man’s face, his eyes widening. “Kalin?”




Chapter Eight

Coincidence is one of the great unspoken powers of the universe, and far more happens by its will than philosophers or theologians are willing to admit. A smith is paying less attention than he should when forging a nail, which is used to fix the shoe of a horse on which rides a courier carrying message on which the fate of a kingdom depends. Then the nail falls out, the shoe flies free, the horse is lamed and bucks its rider...and history follows a different course than expected.
Or here, in a jail cell in Kirondaal, where two men who never thought to meet again find themselves sharing a bowl of thin gruel.
“Been in this city seven months,” Kalin said, slurping up a mouthful and passing it over to Fenn. “We was on a ship bound for the north side o’ the lake, but a storm blew up, an’ we ended up here. Boat broke a mast, and none had the money for further passage, so here we stay.”
“You and how many?” Fenn asked. He took a mouthful from the bowl, grimaced at the sour taste and handed it back. “Did someone piss in this?”
“Wouldn’t surprise me, these Kirondaal folk are a sour lot.” Kalin took his share and swallowed. “But anything is good after three days in this shite hole. Mercs took me when I was pissing in an ally after a turn in a tavern.”
“That’s a law here?”
“Only law here is what those sellblades say it is. They get a bounty for bringing miscreants in, and don’t much care what charge they give.” Kaling rubbed his stubbly chin. “Alyana is here. Slim Jekky, Howalar...few others you might know by face if not by name. Most are gone...once Garlet died, the rest saw no point in staying on, and lit out for other places. Just me, Alyana, and few of the core best.”
Fenn nodded. “The last of the Red Shadows,” he said. They weren’t around for along, but were a force to be reckoned with, waging unceasing war against the pimps, panderers, and flesh peddlers that catered to Galadorn’s darker desires, freeing young women caught in the life and sending them to place where they would be safe. Garlet Braem was their leader...once a scion of a noble house, gone for years and then returned with more than few scores to settle, against those who ran the city’s sex trade...and those among the great and good who profited from it. Among them his own uncle, leader of an ancient noble house and one of the most evil men Fenn ever laid eyes on.
A noble cause….that ended in a night of fire and blood, where Fenn and Kalin faced off against one of the vilest gangsters ever to befoul the shady side and threw him out of a window. Then Fenn went against Garlet’s uncle...and held Garlet in his arms as he died. A night to remember...which could have ended in a scandal that rocked the city and send Fenn to the gallows, but instead was covered up by Holdenor, the price of which was fenn kneeling before the Prince to swear his allegiance…
His mind flashed back to Garlet’s death. Beware the Shadowy Sun...those were his final words before heading on to his final reward.
Secrets within secrets. He heard Kalen speaking, and pulled himself back to the present. “Hmm? What was that?”
“I said, what brings you here, Fenn? Seems a bit out of your way.”
“I have business in this garden spot of a city. And it was a good time for a man to travel.”
“Trouble back home?”
“Something like that.”
Kalen laughed. “You have a knack for rubbing the wrong people the wrong way.”
“I do what I can,” Fenn replied. He looked over his shoulder and saw some of the mercenaries gathered at one end of the hall, taing with each other. “What’s with the hirelings running wild in the streets?”
“The mercenaries?” Kalen asked.
Fenn nodded. “Is Kirondaal about to go to war?”
“Aye...with herself.” Kalen looked a the mercenaries. “The way things are going...it’s in the cards, as it were. You know how this city is run? The fellows in charge?”
“Arcanists, right?”
“That be so...damned peculiar way to run things, and it don’t work too good. Amazing how some very smart men can be so stupid...there are four schools of them, and they are supposed to be running things together. Talk everything out, take a vote, very simple and straight. But every one of those schools has a powerful hate for the other three, and it’s only gotten worse. Now the citizens are taking sides, brawling in the streets for men who wouldn’t take the time to spit on them…”
“I was caught in one,” Fenn pointed out. Not by choice, mind you.”
“Strange how things turn out, ain’t it? So...the city used to have a militia to protect it. Honest citizens, standing with their fellows to protect their homes and families. And there was a Watch, paid to take down thieves and then like. But then some of the Arcanists began to fear that all these armed men might side with their enemies, take sides in the Schools quarrels. So they had a meeting, where they all agreed to disband the militia and the Watch, and hire mercenaries to take their place. Better sellswords with no local loyalties to locals who might hate one side less than the others, that’s the way their thinkin’ went.It’s the last thing those bastards have agreed upon.”
“They must be blind with hate. What’s to stop the mercenaries from taking sides?”
“That’s the same question everyone else is asking,” Kalen said. “All kinds of rumors about what the masters of this city are offering Mora. That’s the sellswords leader...some fellow from Avexin. Mora.”
“Ludovar Mora?” Fenn asked.
Kalen nodded “Aye that’s him. You know the name?”
“By reputation,” Fenn answered. And it was a mixed one. He’s heard the name mentioned by Lord Aquila and the other officers of his old regiment, a leader of lancorail companies, who’d served taken service with the Oscanaks in their war against the Ruaadian’s. By all accounts a skilled commander in the field….and a dangerously ambitious bastard off it. “These Arcanists have a dog protecting their henhouse, who might turn out to be a hungry fox.”
“I hear the same,” said Kalen. “In the meantime, the streets are filled with sellswords, while the old militiamen and unemployed watchmen gather in the taverns and stews, drowning their anger in strong drink. Beyond the walls it ain’t much better...   lot  of small towns out there, and hilltop castles. The old nobles what used to run things here are still a power in the Seren hills...and with the Four Schools distracted, they been gathering their own private armies.”
“Wonderful,” Fenn mutered sourly.
“Aye, this town is a powder keg,” said Kalen with a grun “The only reason it ain’t blown up yet is so many be fighting over who gets to hold the match.” Then he shifted his gaze. “Here now...change o’ the guard.”
Fenn looked over, and asaw one batch of mercenaries depart, replaced by another group to take their place. Watching ver with was a fellow who was clearly in a position of some importance. He wore a dark coat marked with gold and silver pins in the collar on the left side above the breast, an Oscanak affectation. Fenn frowned...something about the man looked familiar…
Then the man approached the cells, moving down one by one. “Listen up” he called out in a gravelly voice burdened by many weary years, his Oscanak adding a slight gutterel to his words. “My name is Captain Oleyvac, and I have bad news for you fine fellows! The cells are full, and there will be more of you coming in tomorrow, the way things are going in this turd you call a city! Your magistrates are too busy drinking up their wine cellars and swiving their mistresses to waste the time on trials, since you’d all go to the work gang anyway. The Council has given Lord Mora the right to decide your fates, and he passed on that delightful duty to me! So come the morning you are all sentenced to three months on the labor gang!”
Groans and cries of protest rose up. One of the mercenaries whacked the bars of a nearby cell. “Quiet!” he roared. “Listen to the captain!”
Oleyvac nodded at the man, then continued. “Three months with a shovel in your hands and chains on your feet,” he said. “But no doubt many of you are honest citizens caught up in circumstances beyond your control. Good men and true, with wives and families that would face unjust hardship with your absence…” He waited until the cries for mercy died down before continuing. “Lord Mora has no wish for good men to suffer with miscreants, so he makes this offer. Any man here who can contribute fifteen silver marks to the city treasury - compensation to the hardworking mercenaries who labor day and night to keep you safe,” he didn't bother to hide the sarcasm in his voice, “will be sent on their way with no questions asked. Tonight.”
There was silence in the cells. The one brave souls piped up, “If we couldn't pay the fine when we came in here, how are we supposed to pay you now?”
“So, one of you has a working set of wits,” Oleyvac said a laugh. “You may not have the coin on you, but someone outside these walls might be willing to pay. Give us a name and a place to find it, and I’ll send a man to check. If the money is paid...well then, all is well. But if you send us on a false chase, then it will be six months labor instead of three, so think hard on it!” He slammed his hands together, the sound echoing off the walls. “So...who’s in?”
Men rushed up the bars, pushing their hands through and shouting all at once. Oleyvac waved a clerk forward and turned away, intent on seeking his bed.
Then a voice cut through the noise. “Captain Oleyvac! Does a man of Lord Aquila’s regiment have to pay?”
“Who said that?” He turned around, and saw Fenn by the bars of the cell. Oleyvac frowned and came over. “I know you,” he said. Then a slight smile creased his face. “Fenndar.”
“Lieutenant. Captain now, it looks like.” Fenn raised his fist to his heart in a salute. Eight years since that last bloody day....
“You haven’t changed,” said Oleyvac.
“Neither have you,” Fenn said, a blatant bit of flattery. Oleyvac was young man in his twenties the last he saw, smooth faced and handsome with youth. The man standing before him looked weatherbeaten, his coat bulging over a growing pot-belly. But the eyes remained sharp, taking note of Fenn’s ragged appearance. “Seem’s fate hasn’t been kind to you, Fenndar.”
“An accident, captain. I only arrived in Kirondaal yesterday.”
“Caught caught up in that mess, did you?” Oleyvac laughed. “You always had a knack for finding trouble.” He turned away, waving over a mercenary with a key ring and whispering a few words in his ear. The guard nodded and opened the door to the cell, letting Fenn out.
“He’s with me,” Fenn said, pointing at Kalen. The guard looked at Oleyvac, who glanced at Kalen, eyes narrowing for a second before nodding.
Kalen stood up and came out the cell, ignoring the curses and insults from the other prisoners in the cell.
“Follow me,” said Oleyvac. “These cells stink, and I have a need for fresh air.” They left the cells behind. As they passed by the clerks desk, a mercenary appeared, holding Fenn’s bag.
“It’s all there,” he said, handing it over. Fenn took it without comment. He could feel the long knife through the leather...and would worry about the rest later.
Fresh air wafted across Fenn’s face, and he smiled with pleasure. Even an hour in a cell was enough to make any man yearn for the touch of the sun and the sight of the open sky. They emerged from a door and into a courtyard, where a company of Oscanak pikement were at their drill, moving through various positions at the bellowed command of a sergeant. Nearby a group of men bearing two-handed swords were at work by a set of haced butts. Double pay men...in battle they would be in the front rank, using their great swords to hack away at the points of enemy pikes, opening gaps in their ranks. Hazardous duty, which only the bravest or suicidal undertook willingly. Fenn never begrudged their extra pay and privileges...they deserved every penny.
“All part of the same regiment?” he asked Oleyvac.
“Those fellows are.” The captain jutted his chin at the men. The sergeant paused in his shouting to give the officer a nod and salute. “Lord Mora has four regiments under his command...pike, muskets, horse. Two from Oscana, the others from Avexin.”
Fenn spat to the left, then touched the corner of his right eye, a ward against ill fortune. Oleyvac laughed at the sight.
“No argument from me, they are a pack of godless swine...but they can fight. And Mora has their loyalty. He’s trying to convince the Council to stump up the cash for another three companies, but so far they are balking him.”
Fenn looked at the pikemen again. The bawling commands and responses from the men, the guttural accents and bowl-shaped helmets on their heads brought back all kinds of memories, and before he could check himself, the question slipped out. “Any of Lord Aquila’s men among them.”
Oleyvac grimaced for a e moment. “None,” he said, a bit gruffly. “Not since…well, you know. But what of you, Fenndar?” He gave Fenn the once-over, a frown on his face. “You don’t seem to be prospering, by the looks of it.”
Fenn shrugged. “The skills I learned...you know, before, served me well when I stood under the colors. They served me well afterward, in other ways. But I had a bit of bad luck, and figured on trying my chances here.”
“Thieving, is it?”
“Among other things. Getting in and out of places with no one the wiser is a rare skill. As is seeing trouble coming long before it gets within dagger range.” He paused a moment. “Lord Aquila had me as part of his bodyguard for a while, with the other scouts. Until they decided to go with, well...”
“Don’t befoul your tongue or mine ears with the name of that vermin.” There was no scorn on judgement in Oleyvac’s voice, nor would there be. Half the men under his command likely had the same in their backgrounds...if not worse. “Well, a man does what he must to survive. But maybe it’s time for you to use those skills in an honest endeavor.”
Oleyvac pointed towards the north, where another fortress loomed, built into a bastion that bulged out from the city walls. “Come by tonight. We’re quartered in the old militia barracks. We’ll share some wine and sad stories. You can meet Lord Mora...he will have a use for a man of your background.”
They reached the gates of the fortress, where Oleyvac bid them farewell before returning to his duties.
Both men walked down a narrow raised causeway towards the city below, barely wide enough for two men to march abreast, or a line of horsemen to move in single file, all the while exposed to archers or gunners on the fortress battlements above.
“You were a soldier?” Kalen asked as they reached the streets.
“Once upon a time.”
Kalen nodded. “I must go,” he said suddenly. “But keep your eyes and ears open. Someone will find you with a message.”
And before he could say more, Kalen disappeared into the crowds.




Chapter Nine

Wine poured into a pair of clay cups. Oleyvac set the bottle down and raised his drink. “Good fortune,” he said.
“The same,” Fen responded. They touched the cups together, then downed the contents in one gulp. Warmth spread through Fenn’s chest as the drink made its way down and he coughed slightly. The vintage was slightly sour on his tongue...and very strong.
“Ruaadian,” Oleyvac said, wiping his mouth with a cloth. “They may be scum under the sun, but they do make a decent bottle of rotten grape juice. Another?”
“Maybe later.” Fenn’s head swam slightly as the drink hit. He was not a heavy drinker by nature. Men of his type kepr their wits sharp, or they lost their lives.
Oleyvac poured another cup. “So, Fenndar. You were in Galadorn these last seven years, Doing what?”
“Oh, this and that…”
“You will oblige me, Fenndar, by answering my questions in full. I have little time and less patience for half-truths. And I’m not a magistrate, so any crimes you committed don’t concern me a whit.”
“Well, since you ask...I am a master cracksmen, able to handle any lay…” Fenn paused a moment, remembering who he was speaking too. “That is, I was…”
“You were a burglar who never got caught. Whose flag did you stand under? The Crescent Lords? The Docksiders?”
“Neither, I was an independent...you seem familiar with the shady side of Galadorn, if you don’t mind me pointing it out…”
Oleybac laughed. “One of the companies up in the fortress has twenty men from Galadorn, all former Docksiders. And the sergeant in charge of the night watch at the Icolan Gate has Crescent tattoos on both arms. Plenty fellow who started out as jackfooters go on to the mercenary’s life. So, you were a thief. What else did you do?”
“Anything I had too. Bodyguard work, sneaking and seeing, retrieval and rescue.” Fenn gave a brief, heavily edited version of his life in Galadorn. “Not that different from the regiment,” he said at the end. “Though the money was better. Until I had to leave.”
Oleyvac’s cup was empty, He filled it again, seemingly unaffected by the drink. ...not that different from the old days. Fenn recalled someone saying the man had an iron belly, which no amount of string drink would get through. The captain swirled the contents about. “You have questions,” he said. “About the regiment...after the swine turned on our lord.”
Fenn nodded.
“Not much to say.” Oleyvac tossed back the drink, coughing slightly as it went down. “Half the men were dead or scattered, come the morning. Chemnit took command, and those of us that remained swore our allegiance. Including myself, I'm sorry to say..I was young and afraid, and it burned in my craw afterward. Even worse the miserable son of a whore wouldn’t share the money he got from those merchant swine for breaking the contract.”
“Foolish,” Fenn observed.
Oleyvac nodded. “Two weeks later he marched what was left of the regiment to Ascalof. By that point half the officers and most of the en were bitter about the whole affair...some were ashamed of their cowardice, others hated him for a miser. Chemnit knew he was hated and hired on some bodyguards of his own. He must have sensed the knives coming for his back, because the day we arrived, he disappeared with the regimental pay chest.”
“Suns and Spirits,” Fenn breathed. “That’s…”
“The man is filth.” Oleyvac reddened with fury at the memory. “Oh, we tried to find him, but he had friends waiting in Ascalof, and by the time we learned of his deception, Chemnit was far and gone away. We never found the swine. At that point it was clear the regiment was cursed without Lord Aquila, so we pooled what coin we had left, gave every man his share and went our separate ways. Most of the men returned north, others went west. I went south, into Avexin, ad...well, that’s a long story, but the short end of it is I bent the knee to Lord Mora.”
Fenn waited a moment, then refilled his cup. “If heaven wills that Cmemnit crosses my path, my face will be the last thing he sees before I send him to hell.”
“I’ve said much the same. Who knows, perhaps we might have the opportunity.” He then reached out and took Fenn’s cup in his hand. “None of that now. Best keep your wits about Lord Mora. he's waiting.”
“What...now?”
“No time like the present. There is a need for a man of your skills.” Oleyvac stood, swaying for a moment, then steadying himself on the edge of the table. “Follow me,”he aid, his face somewhat flushed.
They left Oleyvac’s quarters and went down a maze of hallways and corridors. Open doors revealed barracks rooms formerly held by the city militia and now claimed by the mercenaries. Ever space was spoken for, every bed filled, every table in the three separate mess halls filled, and still there wasn’t enough room to house them all, hence the lack of space in the city’s inns and taverns. Avexinners and Oscanaks, by and large keeping to their own kind, but the more experienced among them could be seen conversing with one another. Free companies ranged across the known world, and if a man spent many years in the life (and live long enough to claim the honor of a veteran) he knew many men who came from other lands, men he had fought alongside with, and perhaps fought against, depending on the whims of fate. Enough so that the holding of a grudge over something as trivial as ones place of birth was seen as the mark of a small mind, and an impediment to business.
Of course, not all held such enlightened opinions. Oleyvac went up a set of stairs and then down a long balcony, with arched windows looking down on a courtyard. A whipping post as set up in the center, with a burly fellow with a blackened eye being strapped to it, while a sergeant holding a lash supervised. A set of stocks lined the wall behind them, filled with miscreants whose backs still oozed from their whippings, the signs around their necks proclaiming guilty of brawling.
“Lancorails,” said Oleyvack, pausing a moment to wave at the men in the stocks. “Had one too many and started insulting an Oscanak’s mother.”
“And that fellow?” Fenn asked, pointing to the man at the post. He was on his knees now, and did not cry out as the lash came down on his back.
“Oscanak. He was the one insulted. He threw the first punch, and incited others in his company to join in. Lord Mora flogged them all as a warning.”
“Vert enlightened of him,” Fenn observed. He winced at the snap of the whip, the agonized grunts of the victim finally ending as he cried out in pain.
Lord Mora’s apartments were in the former quarters of the garrison commander, seven sumptuously decorated rooms, with a view that looked across the city as a whole. It was a rare thing for him to be present though, as he also had possession of a fine house within eyeshot of the Council Hall. But on this day he was present in the fortress...supposedly. When Oleyvac went through the ornately carved wooden doors (displaying a fellow holding a burning sword on one hand and a pair of radishes in the other, the symbolism of which no one could quite explain) they were greeted with an empty room.
“We should wait,” said Oleyvac, slumping down in a chair. Fenn nodded and looked around the place, his thief’s mind noting the various objects on display (and calculating what their monetary value might be.) A tall portrait of a burly, broad-shouldered man with long auburn hair stood on one wall, nearly rising from floor to ceiling. He wore a gilded steel breastplate and golden gorget over a striped red and blue gambeson, with a crested morion that sprouting three crimson feathers, held under one arm and his other  hand resting on the pommel of sword.
That same breastplate, gambeson and helmet (along with matching grieves) stood on a wooden rack set next to the painting. On the other walls were various portraits, landscapes, and on one pedestal a vase made from some ceramic some thing it was translucent, on which was engraved a scene of a great multi-headed serpent descending from heaven to breath fire on a mob of burly, ape-like demons.
“Magnificent, isn’t it?” An elderly fellow came out. “The master took that as plunder in the War of the Northern Princes, from a Ruaadian nobleman whose estate had the unfortunate luck of being but a days ride from the border. And the portrait…” The man turned to the giant painting. “Done by the renowned Giacca of Siala, the great living artist in Avexin.”
“This is Feddor,” said Oleyvac, barely hiding his distaste. “Lord Mora’s equerry. Where is he?”
“Lord Mora is unfortunately delayed,” said Feddor, whose disdain for the captain was plain to see. “He is currently with the Lady Kiala.”
“Ah.” Oleyvac sighed. “Well then, I’ll suppose we’ll wait.”
“I’ll have some refreshments brought out.” Feddor bowed and left.
“His mistress,” Oleyvac explained. “Damnable woman. She wormed his way into his affections three months ago, and since then he has hardly left his side. There is some power she possesses over him...and half the men on the council as well! It is a complication.”
Whatever delights the Lady Kiala possessed, they evidently weren’t that time consuming. Fddor reappeared a minute later, waving them through another set of doors, this time into a large parlor with several wide windies that were open to the late summer sun beyond. A man sat at a table by it, greedily draining a cup. It was the same man portrayed in the painting, if only a decade older, his auburn hair now an iron gray, the flowing lucks noticeably thinner at the top. “Oleyvac!” he declared, raising the empty cup by way of greeting, then tossing it over his shoulder.
“My lord.” Oleyvac bowed slightly. “This is the man I told you about.”
“Ah! Your old comrade is it?” Mora gave Fenn a piercing look, taking his measure in a glance. Older he may have been, but he hadn't lost a step.  “You served under old lord Aquila, yes?” he asked. “What is your name?”
“Fenn Aq…” Fenn caught himself, remembering where he was and who he was with. “Fenndar, my lord. And I served with Lord Aquila for seven years as a scout. I also acted as a bodyguard for him, and a special agent from time to time, as needed.”
“A man of many talents,” Oleybac added. “I can vouch for his abilities.”
“And we have a need for men with...abilities.” The slight pause and stress on the last word caught Fenn’s attention. “I’ve a need for a man who can get in and out of places unseen. Who can watch my back when it’s exposed to my enemies. And who can perform other tasks as needed...said tasks being unusual in nature. The men I have under my command are good on a battlefield, but I need a man who is good in the back alley with a knife, that is what I am saying...”
Oleyvac opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. Fenn noted this, and noted the way Mora’s eyes flicked even as he droned on.
It’s never easy. He should have sensed it...there would be a test. There always was. He looked at the wine bottle sitting on the table, saw his reflection in is, and behind him another man, holding a knife with the blade down, raising it up to stab him in the back.
Fenn stepped aside, letting the knife pass. He grabbed the man’s arm, pulling him forward and off balance, sending the would-be assassin to the ground, twisting his hand to release knife.
“Pardon me,” he said, picking up the bottle and smashing it, then kneeling down and pressing the sharp broken end against his attackers throat, ready to slash it open…
“Enough! Let him go!” Oleyvac commanded.
Fenn stood, broken bottle in hand. After a moment he put it on the table.
The man stood, looking at Fenn with a mix of anger and grudging approval. He glanced at Lord Mora, who dismissed him with a flick of the hand. The man bent down, picked up his knife and slipped it under his coat, then limped out of the room.
“Burchal has feet like a cat,” Mora said. “He’s killed seventeen men at my command. The last didn’t know the knife was in him until his throat was already cut.”
Fenn shrugged. “I’ve seen worse.” He didn’t ask of the man really would have stabbed him, not sure if he wanted to know the answer.
Mora glanced at the bottle. “I will take you on for a period of no less than three months, starring from today. You will not be attached to any company or squad but work for me alone.”
Fenn nodded. “Is there a notary available for the contract?”
Mora shook his head. “There will be no contract. We shall swear on the name of Saint Segion, patron of mercenaries, but only you, I, and Captain Oleyvac here shall know of your employ. You will perform such duties as I require of you, and for this will receive…” Mora plucked the bottom of his lip for a moment, “A hundred Galadornian aurins, or the equivalent in Kirondaal marks, every month.”
No contract… They wanted his association with them to remain secret. Very interesting… “I accept,” Fenn said. And then he gave the Oath of Saint Segion, the Mercenary’s Oath, its words unspoken for many years coming back to his lips. “By Saint Segion, Patron of the Warrior of the Coin, by his Ice-Forged blade, and by mine own neck, hands and tongue, I swear to follow you as my lord by the terms agreed upon, to go where you lead, to fight at your command. My life shall be forfeit and my dishonor known to all should I violate these terms.”
“By Segions Blade, I accept your service,” Mora responded. He drew a dagger and pressed the tip into the fat of his palm, raising a droplet of blood. Fenn pulled one of his own knives and did the same, and both men shook their bleeding hands, sealing the arrangement.
“A bit ornate,” Oleyvac said, “but necessary under the circumstances. Saint Segion sees all. Lord Mora has his faults, but he honors the saint, and knows the consequences of betrayal. As will you, I am sure.”
They were in the courtyard before the fortresses main gate. The doors were open, though the day was getting late and soon they would close. On the other side was a moat filled with still water on which floated a large number of lily pads. Fenn saw several young boys sitting on the edge with fishing poles.
“Do you have a place to stay?” Oleyvac asked. “I’d offer you a place i the barracks, but as you probably saw we’re filled tight as Ubriami wife’s corset.”
“Still looking, I'm afraid.”
Oleyvac nodded. He reached into his coat and took out a small wooden card, painted white On one side was is name, carefully painted in red ink, on the other his family’s sigil (a stooping red hawk over a pair of axes.) “Go to the Sign of the Black Boar - it’s in the Broom Ward, the one with the white tiles on the roof. Show this to the innkeeper, and he’ll find you a place. Come back here in three days, show this to the gate guard captain. There’s something you’ll be needed for.”
Fenn took the card and slipped it under his coat. “Just like old times,” he said with a forced smile. “Only not really.”
“Old times.” The sour look returned to Oleyvac’s face. “If only. See you in three days, Fenndar try and stay out of trouble.”
He turned and went back into the fortress, Head down and shoulder hunched as if bearing a great burden. Fenn watched him go, then went out gate. He passed through the gate house, a pair of mercenaries watching him from the murder holes set above on either side. As soon as he passed through, a horn sounded from the battlements and the gates closed, the heavy iron-bound doors shutting with a hollow boom. Fenn looked back, heard the sound of the bar being dropped, then up at the battlements, where a squad of lancorail’s looked out on the city with sharp eyes. People in the street were looking back at them, and their faces were not friendly.
Not a good place to be. Fenn crossed the bridge over the moat. As he reached the other side, one of the boys fishing cried out and pulled up his line, a small fish flopping on the end.
There was a broad square on the other side, with a busy market. Stalls crowded next to each other, selling foodstuffs brought in from the countryside. Melons with dark yellow husks, baskets of fruits fresh off the tree, bushels of grain from the early harvest. Stewards from great houses or in the service of the wealthy jostled next to house wives shopping for their families dinner. One merchant stood before a stack of clay amphorae, the tops sealed with wax, typical of wine brought in from the Ruaadian lands, though the man himself shouted out his wares in a Galadornian accent that left a pang of homesickness in Fenn’s chest.
“Apples...aaappplles! Handsome sir, can I interest you in an apple.”
“I didn’t think you thought me handsome.” Fenn turned around, facing the tall, rawboned woman pushing a handcart filled with the aforementioned fruit. Her hair was greyer than before, and the dark eyes sharp and suspicious as ever. “Still a peddler?”
“Times are hard, Fenn. A woman does what she can.” She picked up an apple. “Buy this. People might be watching.”
Fenn fished a copper out of his pocket and handed it over. “Kalen said someone would find me. Should have guessed it would be you.”
“He figured a face you knew would mean less questions. Have you a place to stay?”
“For the moment.”
Alyana slipped the coin in her pocket. “Listen closely. Down on the docks, near the northern end, there’s a statue of a saint holding a fish in either hand. Across from this is a warehouse with a blue-painted door. Follow the alleyway to the left of this and you will come to a small yard. Come by tomorrow morning before the noontide bell. We’ll be waiting.”
She picked up the handles of the cart and pushed on. “Welcome to Kirondall, Fenn Aquila. Apples! Aaaaappples! Three for a copper!”
“Wait, three?” Fenn looked at the wizened, browning fruit in his hand, and signed. “Three for a copper. Next time, pay attention, Fenn!”
The Black Boar was as full as the other inns in the city, but the sight of Oleyvac’s card opened up perhaps the last remaining room in the city, offering Fenn a bed to sleep in.
He was up early the next morning, headed back down to the docks. Finding the statue in question was easily enough - it turned out to be a memorial raised to the crew of a fishing boat lost in a storm some years back, a small statue that came chest high, half-buried under generations of bird droppings. The warehouse on the side had a door that was once a dark blue, faded by years of sun and rain to a paler, sky-like shade.
He followed the alleyway on the left, as instructed, stepped over several muddy puddles, wrinkling his nose at the musty smell. The alley curved to the left slightly, blocking the line of sight. He looked up and saw faces peering down at him, watching him opass by. Sentries.
The alleway ended suddenly, and he stood in a small yard perhaps twenty feed across, fronted with a shambling tumbledown building whose rooftimes had long ago lost their color and turned to a pale brown. A wicker fence on one side fenced in a long goat with swollen udders, while several chickens picked their way across the yard. Several men sat in the shadows, watching Fenn walk in without a word.
A small cookfire smouldered in the center. Kalen squatted before it, poking about the insides of an old brass kettle, frowning as steam tricked out from the spout. “Last of the tea,” he sighed out. “A few leaves and twigs.”
“Drink beer. It costs less.” Fenn approached. “At least you have a roof over your head.”
“Right...count my blessings, and so on.” Kalen shook Fenn’s had and led him towards the house. The men sitting in the shadows stood and fell in behind. They went into the door, entering a long room with a battler table in the center. Alyana sat there with several boys and girls, eating from bowls of gruel.
Fenn recognized some of the faces from Galadorn. Far fewer than he remembered, ten at most, including the youngsters. “Are there any others?” he asked.
Alayana shook her head, setting down her spoon. “Many stayed behind in Galadorn. We came here with thirty, give or take a few. Some fled, most others moved on. We have tried to keep Garlet’s dream alive,” she waved at the children, who looked on Fenn suspiciously, “helping those being preyed on.”
“No shortage of men with foul appetites in this town,” Kalen rumbled, mussing the head of a boy at the table, a young lad barely past his sixth birthday, holding a spoon far to large for his hand.
“But not like it was,” Alyana said.
“The rest of us are ready to move on,” said one of the men from the yard. A haunted, defeated look was on his face. “What’s the point, I ask you? Garlet is dead, Galadorn is closed to us. We are barely scraping by in this city, and it’s about to go up in flames, the way things are going, as we will burn with it…” The other snodded at this, and even Kalen had a look of grim resignation in his eyes.
Fenn reached into his coat and pulled out the money bag Oleybac gave him the day before, an advance on his wages. He tossed it on the table, the clink of coin resounding to all. “That should tide you over,” he said. “Enough to put some meat on those youngsters bones! They look like walking matchsticks.”
Alyana reached for the bag, then hesitated. “What do you want in return? And don’t play at false charity, Fenn Aquila. Say what you want, and speak plain!”
“For now, just wait,” Fenn answered. “I have business of my own in Kirondaal, and it’s the sort of work that will need extra hands at the end.”
“What kind of work?” Kalen asked, curiously.
“I’m looking for ghosts, men hiding in the shadows. They’re connected to bad business back in Galadorn, killing that have left the shady side on the edge of war. Might have tipped over by now, for all I know...they’re the reason I had to leave. I figure, why not return the favor? They are here, in Kirondaal, and so am I.”
“What are they called?” Alyana asked. “Do you have a name?”
Fenn hesitated a moment, not sure what ears might listening, how much he cold trust these fellows. Garlet was connected, who’s to say they weren’t as well…
“The Shadowy Sun,” he said, taking the risk, watching their faces, their eyes, for any reaction, any sign of recognition.
But only ignorance looked back. “Never heard of ‘em,” said Kalen. “Sound fearsome.”
“They are.” Fenn rubbed the back of his head. “Garlet was connected to them, in some way. He told as much...right before he died.”
Silence at that. Then Fenn pointed at the bag. “There’s more where that came from. Consider it a down payment.”
“So,” Alyana reponded. “We’re working for you now.”
“You have anything better on offer?”
She shook her head. “We do not.” She took the money.
“Any objections?” Kalen asked the others. Shakes of the head, none of them left to spoke up. “Fair enough, Fenn. We’re with you. What now?”
“Kalen, you come with me. The rest of you, just hold tight. Keep doing what you are doing. Something is happening in three days, and I’ll reach out through Kalen.” He looked around. “Clear?”
“Aye!”
“Ya, boss!”
He looked at Alyana, who nodded. “As you say,” she answered.
“Is there a reason why the roof tiles change in color from one part of the city to another?” Fenn asked.
“Couldn't tell you Maybe they like the effect?” Kalen shrugged. “Looks real pretty from a distance.”
“Can't see anything up close though” Feen peered upward, looking at the white tiles that covered the top of every building in the Broom Ward. Up close they had more of a pale grey look, darked by exposure to the elements. A flock of pigeons flew over hear, suddenly scattering in all directions as an even more distant hawk flew past.
The houses in this area were made of gray-brown brick, covered with whitewash that was left undecorated, giving them a shining effect in the summer sun that made one’s eyes ache after a while, though the locals didn't seem all that affected. The southern end of the Ward was given over to metalworkers of all kinds, as it was far away from the homes of the wealthy and thus would not affect them with the ever-present noise. Hammer blows on anvils, the hissing and shrieks of forges and foundries, the rattle and clatter of all sorts of metal, all everywhere along with the smell of charcoal being shoveled into the hungry flames. Before Kirondaal was known for its Arcanists, it was known for the skill of its smiths, who could make anything from a gold necklace delicate enough to grace the bodice of a fine lady without her noticing the weight, to steel plate strong enough to resist a cannonball. Everyday, wagons loaded down with ore from the hills and charcoal from the rumbled in, while lakeboats departed from the docks with the finished wares bound for points across the continent of Tyberia and beyond. Even offworld, if some stories were to be believed.
They were approaching one large smithy now, a broad pair of buildings surrounded by a low wall. Smoke and heat rose up from one, while the other resounded with the sounds of metal being stuck by hammers. Handing from the front was a sign bearing the image of a snake curled about a blade, over a pair of crossed staves.
“There it is,” Fenn said, reaching into his bag and pulling out the long knife. He held up the pommel, the makers mark matching the sign.
“Something about that sign prick your interest?” Kalen asked.
“I took this off a man who tried to kill me, in Galadorn. Some of his friends had a hand in other attempted murders. Ogeron the Brick among them.”
“Someone tried to top off the Brick?” Kalen was impressed.
“They tried. Didn’t quite finish the job, but it didn’t matter in the end, he was cut up pretty bad and left bedbound, and now his captains are at each others throats. The killers also made a run at Crekus Brin, but he got away.”
“Bugger me backwards…” Kalen shook his head, wondering at the scope of such a plot. “And how do you figure into all this?”
“Wrong place, wrong time. Someone had to take the blame, never mind that I had nothing to do with it. Which is why I am here, holding this dagger and asking questions. Whoever set those killers loose on Galadorn streets equipped them with blade of Kirondaal make, and at least one of those blades came from there.” He pointed at the smithy.
“Seems a bit thin,” Kalen observed.
“All I got. Watch my back.” And with that Fenn went into the smithy.
A gaggle of apprentices were gathered in the force to the right, hard at work and hammering away at long blanks of iron on a line of anvils. Finished blades sat on wooden racks off to one side, some still hilt-less, others completed and ready for the market or delivery to their owners. Fenn paused by a rack for a moment, flicking a finger against a blade and hearing the clear ring of high quality steel.
“What’s your business?” A man emerged from the other building, wiping his hands with a rag. He was short but built broadly, like a boulder that one day decided to grow legs and go for a stroll. His shoulders were large, as were the arms below them, built up from years of swinging a hammer. The patchy beard that clung to his chin barely had traces of whatever original color it might have been, the rest turned to an iron gray long ago.
Fenn turned to him. “Are you the master of this establishment?”
“Aye.” The mastersmith took in Fenn’s somewhat ragged appearance, as well as that of Kalen. “No time for beggars, there is too much to be done. Be off with you!”
“Do I look like a vagrant?” Fenn shot back,. Insulted. He’d never begged for anything in his life…
“You do, truth be told,” Kalen muttered.
“You’re not helping.” Fenn took out Oleyvac’s card and held it up, displaying the name, then the coat of arms. The mastersmith peered at it closely, then at Fenn, his eyes narrowing.
“Beg your pardon,” he said. “So many new faces in the city these days, it’s hard to tell. Perric Tronac, Mastersmith of the First Grade. This,” he waved his hand around, “is my forge. Shall we go inside?”
They went into the building which functioned a combination of office and workshop. On the ground floor a crew of workers were at work engraving a line of long blades. Upstairs was an office lined with shelves of thick ledgers. Tronac sat down at his desk with a sigh of relief. “So,” he said, looking at his guests (who remained standing.) “What brings you fine gentlemen to my humble smithy?
“Captain Oleyvac seek a contract with local craftsmen such as yourself, for the supply and repair of weapons used by our men.” The lie fell easily from Fenn’s lips. “Swords are worn out, pikes need replacing and so on. Inquiries were made, and you name was mentioned.”
Tronac raised an eyebrow, “Really? I thought Yossar Tavelin was contracted with Lord Mora to provide those services.”
“Indeed he is,” Fenn said, quickly adjusting his story, Already remain light on your feet, didn't matter if you were running across a rooftop or lying through your teeth… “However, it is thought that favoring one mastersmith over all others would be a cause of resentment among your numbers as a whole...share the wealth and so on. And with the numbers of mercenaries in this city as they are, and more coming in by the way, it’s feared that Master Tavelin may not be able to meet the demand.”
“Hmm…” Tronac leaned back in the chair. “Seems odd. Why wouldn’t Captain Oleybac come to me himself? Why send you two?”
“Because there’s another part of this job, which has to remain secret.” Fenn took out the long knife and laid it on the desk.
Tronac leaned forward and picked up the knife. “One of mine,” he said, turning it around critically. “Has my mark on it.”
“Captain Oleyvac would be most grateful if you tell us who that blade was sold to.”
Tronac laughed. “I’ve sold hundreds of these, maybe even thousands, over the years! I couldn't tell you where they went!”
If it helps,” Fenn said, “that one was sold within the last year, probably as part of a large order that went to some men who fared on to Galadorn. Where they committed murder most foul.”
Tronac set the knife down quickly. “I don’t know anything about that,” he said. “I just make the blades, what happens to them or where they end up…”
“Of course. But nonetheless, it is your mark on that. That blade there,” Fenn leaned over and tapped with a finger, “was used to backstab a young man of upstanding character with a promising future. Who happened to be Captain Oleyvac’s nephew. He is most eager to see justice done, and so far you are the only lead we have. Help us in this, and the contract is yours. Do not, and you will have made an enemy.”
Tronac grimaced. “Give me a moment.” He stood and went to a shelf, taking down a ledger and laying it on the desk. A minute passed as he went through the records, one page after another, long lines of figures and notations spread across the surface like crawling ants. Then he tapped his finger. “That blade, I remember it now,” he said. “Part of a set sold to a man from Galadorn last autumn. Name of...ah, here is is. His name was Garlet Braem.”
“”Braem?” Kalen asked, eyes raised.
“That’s what he said. Young fellow, as I recall. Paid...seventeen Galadornian aurins of gold and two silver galmarks for the lot.” Tronac tuned the book around and pointed at an entry, “There’s his mark, see for yourself.”
And indeed, there it was, written in a near hand. Garlet Braem, Galadorn.
Fenn looked up. “Thank you,” he said. “You’ve been most helpful. We’ll leave this here,...” he tapped the long knife,, “in case it helps you remember more.”
“If I recall anything else, I will let you know.”
“He didn't believe any of that foolishness,” Kalen said. They were back in the street, a short distance away from Tronac’s smithy, half-hidden in an alleyway and watching.
“Of course not,” Fenn said with a grin. “Two men who look like they slept under a hedge come to your office and say....well, what I said. Would you believe it?”
“Then why did he show us his books?”
“To get us out there, I imagine.”
Kalen shook his head. “I still don't get it. Why lie if he knew you were lying?”
“Because sometimes you want to be caught out in a lie,” Fenn answered. “You learn more from how they react. For example, Tronac didn't call for help.. A dozen apprentices could have been there with single call to throw us into the street, but instead he stayed quiet and showed us the ledger.He knew what I am after, said just enough to make me leave. So now we wait.”
“For what?”
“For him to call for help.”
Kalen frowned on this, then shrugged. “I still don’t get it,” he repeated. “But you do, so that enough for the moment.” After a pause, he asked, “Was Garlet who bought them blades?”
“I wouldn't rule it out.”
“He left Galadorn for a few weeks, last winter.” Kalen looked troubled. “Said he was headed to the south of Adelaan...there is a farm near Sanari we were using to hide a few girls we liberated from the Thorny Guard. But what if he came here instead…”
Fenn shook his head. “He’s not in a position to tell us, one way or the other…” Then he looked at the smithy. “There he is.”
“Who?” Kalen looked out. The door to the place opened, and one of the apprentices came out. Clutched in one hand was the long knife. He looked about, then hurried down the street.
They followed him down the street, keeping a distance so he wouldn’t be suspicious., Yet the apprentice never looked back, clutching the knife to his chest and hurrying on, as if eager to be rid of his burden. He pressed on through the Broom Ward, headed north to the low wall separating it from the next area, where the roof tiles were orange and tall towers rise above the lesser buildings, the sides marked with wide crystal windows that reflected the light of the sun, giving them a shimmering effect. Great flickering flames twisted at the tops of the four tallest, each a different color - red, blue, green and purple.
The apprentice went to the last of these, headed into a wide square surrounded it, in which men wearing scholarly robes milled about, taking a break from their studies and respite from the summer heat in the broad shadow cast by the tower. He walked around, circling the broad base of the tower, the cut across the square, headed to a large mansion set on the northern edge. Set above the door was a large purple crystal, carved in the shape of a tulip. The apprentice went to this door and knocked. A moment later it opened and a butler appeared, standing aside to let him in.
Fenn and Kalen watched from across the square. “That’s interesting,” Fenn said. “Do you know whose house that it?”
“As a matter of fact, I do,” Kalen answered. “That is the home of Miro Tamelan. He leads the School of the Tulip...hence that gaudy ornament above the door.”
“Arcanists.” Fenn crossed his arms, lost in thought. “They are one of the schools that run this city.”
“That’s right.”
“Hmm. Fenn thought on this. So....what do I know?
Men working for the Shadowy Sun tried to assassinate Ogeron the Brick and Crekus Brin.
They were armed with knives made by Mastersmith Tranoc.
Miro Tamelan is involved, otherwise why would Tranoc send a message to him?
But...is he connected to the Shadowy Sun? Why are they killing gangsters in Galadorn? And how are the Schools of Kirondaal involved?
“Suns and Spirits,” Fenn muttered. “This only gets more confusing.”




Chapter Ten

A lot could happen in three days, particulary if a man kept his ears open and his feet busy.
A walk through the Broom Ward ducking in and out of various taverns, taking in a cup of wine in the common rooms:
“Getting worse, I tell you.”
“No argument from me on that score.”
“I mean, it’s been bad in the past, but Suns and Spirits! Those schoolmen are out to murder each other That fracas in Gesmor Square was just the latest. I've heard of students being stabbed in the back, having their throats slit when they bed down in a brothel...yesterday morning they found a man floating in the harbor, a porter working for the School of the Chrysanthemum. Had his throat cut from ear to ear. Now I’m hearing that half the staff working at their tower are staying home for fear of the same!”
“One can only imagine how the Chrysanthemum’s will respond.”
“You know, bad as it was in the old days, at least when the nobles whipped out their swords, they could only stab and slash. They couldn’t throw out fireballs from their hands and burn down half the city if they got it wrong…”
An hour later, in a coffee house by the East Gate, where traders gathered to share news and swap lies:
“Can’t last.” The merchant shook his head as he sipped from his cup. After a moment he picked up the pot and poured a second, sliding it over to Fenn. “Never seen it this bad. The problem is beyond the city walls now.”
“Go on.” Fenn picked up the cup and took a sip, hiding his grimace. He had little love for coffee (a noxious brew introduced in Avexin, supposedly by traders from offworld, and since spread like a weed across the east of Tyberia. To his tongue it tasted like especially bitter shoe leather.)
“Well, the schoolmen rule in the city, but the old nobles are still a power in the countryside. Every town and village of note in Seren is sworn to Kirondaal, have been for at least two hundred years. But now they’re taking sides in these disputes between the schools, swearing for one faction and the other. A man like me, who goes along the country roads to trade, is now asked who he stands with, and Heaven help if he gives the wrong answer!”
“They really care about those arguments between wizards and witches?” Fenn asked sipping from the cup again. Hmm...not that bad, actually…
“Shh!” The merchant looked around. “Don’t say those words where a schoolman can hear them! They take it as an insult...but no, in truth it all just posturing for their own benefit. But here’s the thing that is really troubling: the nobles are recruiting men to their private armies. If you go outside these walls it’s all hills and valleys, and nearly every hill has a castle on its top, and they are all filling up with armed men sworn to one noble house or another. The Council is so busy fighting among themselves, they don’t see the storm gathering outside the city.”
Fenn nodded. “A terrible thing,” he said, picking up the cup, and to his surprise finding it empty.
After that he went down to the docks, where he found a tavern marked by a pair of crossed pikes and an anchor. No mercenaries filled its tap room, word had gotten out that this was a place men like them should avoid. Crowded around its tables and leaning against its bar were men of the city, citizens who once served in the militia, now fermenting in cheap wine and their own resentments, and more than happy to tell their troubles to a willing ear:
“Bloody spellslingers.” A burly fellow with a balding pate and knife scars on his arms drank from a cup filled with a rough red wine that seemed to fog the air above it.  “Everything’s gone to hell ‘cause of those narrownecks! Wheezy sods with soft hands, never done a man’s work in their life! Any wonder this city is turning to shit?”
Heads nodded all around, a few of his friends adding in their own observations. “Bastards, every one!”
“Sold us out after all we done for them!”
“Our blood and sweat we gave to Kirondaal, and what do we get for it? Booted out the door, our place taken by a pack of swaggering jackanapes, sellblades who’d whore out their own mothers for an extra penny!” The ex-militiaman’s face flushed, the scars on his hands becoming ever more visible. He grimaced, ready to sit it seemed, then caught the warning glance from the barman and calmed down.
“Anyway, that’s how I feel about it,” he mumbled, taking another swig of his drink. Someone called out from the corner of the taproom and he pushed off, joining another mob of unemployed veteran gathered around a table, where one of them rattled a pair of dice in a hand.
The barman placed a cup before Fenn and poured in a measure of rotgut. “Apologies for that,” he said, in a voice that was far more educated than his position suggested. “Corporal Borric looks like a human mountain, but you out two drinks into him and his tongues loosens more than it should. Caused all sorts of trouble in the old days. Now...ah well, who cares?”
Fenn took the wine and then took a sip. His tongue burned at the touch, but he forces himself to swallow a thimbleful. “Smooth,” he said with a cough, setting it down.
“It’s swill,” said the baman. “Best this lot can afford, which is why I stock it. Back in the day, I was their commander.”
“You were an officer?” Fenn asked, a bit surprised. Standing behind the bar of a dive like this was the last place he expected to see a man of his rank…
The barman shrugged. “I was. Captain of the Fourth Company. Jassoc Du’Ryliac.”
“Fenn Aquila.”
“From Galadorn, I take it?” Jassoc raised an eyebrow. “There’s a touch ot in your voice.”
“I've heard that,” Fenn answered, though in truth it was a surprise to him. First time anyone mentioned he’d had an accent… “I just came here two days ago. Finding a town full of hiried blades wasn’t what I expected.”
“That’s understandable.” Jassoc picked up Borric’s cup and started to clean it. “Well, here’s the short version. About...oh, fifty years ago, give or take, Kirondaal was ruled by a Council of its nobles, leaders of the greatest families and so on, men of rank and status. My own family was among them, though I descend from a lesser branch that never had the wealth or power of our cousins… Anyway, this collection of titled fools and inbreds ran the city as well as one might expect...in other words they ran it poorly. A similar arrangement prevailed in Galadorn at the time, or so I understand.”
Fenn nodded. “Yes, until Prince Dorrus overthrew them.”
“And now his son Markus rules. Something similar happened in Kirondaal not long after...bad harvests, riots and so on. The nobles tried and failed to reassert themselves, and were opposed by the Great Schools.”
“The Arcanists?”
Jassoc nodded. “The Tulip, the Chrystanthemum, the Hyacinth and the Rose...each focused on a different element of the Aethyr. All opposed to one another, but their put their differences aside and stood as one. Not that it would have been enough, mind you...Arcanists have power, but against the private armies of the nobles they would stand no chance, So they forged an alliance with the city militia, and together they drive the nobles out of the city. The people celebrated, since it means the restoration of peace.”
“But the nobles still control the countryside. Why didn’t they try and retake the city?”
“Oh, they tried. But the great houses hate each other even more than they hate the Arcanists, and it wasn't too difficult for the schoolmen to play them against each other. An agreement was struck...the Schools rule within the walls of Kirondaal, while the nobles hold sway in the countryside and vassal towns, and swear allegiance. Peace would reign, all would be well.”
“Didn’t work out, I take it?” Fenn observed.
“For about a year. Until the Schools put aside any pretence of unity and returned to their old hatreds. Though in truth, it was manageable enough for forty years - the old Grand Master’s knew how close they could get to the edge before going over. But now they are led by men who’ve never known a world where they did not rule. Tt's made them stupid, and the rivalries between the Schools have turned murderous. Obscure academic disagreements turned into struggles for power. Every one of them approached the militia, trying to win us to their side, but our captains refused to get involved in their bickering...which made every one of the Schools afraid that one of their rivals would change our minds. So, in their last act of unity, they declared the militia disbanded and hired Ludovar Mora and his rascals to take our place. We were disarmed at spear point, given our final pay and shown the door. Now the schoolmen are trying to get Mora to pick a side...and are fouling themselves at the prospect of who it might be, because why wouldn’t he?”
Fenn nodded. “Or he might decide to push out the lot of them. Rule the city in his own right.”
Jassoc shrugged. “More than a few in Kirondaal wouldn't be displeased by this. The nobles in the countryside might feel different...or maybe not. However it goes, those who served this city with honor for years won’t have a part in it. We’re just here...drowning our sorrows.”
Fenn picked up the cup and took another sip from it. “Seems an odd place for an ex-officer,” ehs aid, “especially one with noble ancestry...behind a bar on the docks.”
“Well, stranger from Galadorn, as I said, my family has only its noble ancestry. No lands or estates to speak of. And besides…” Jassoc waved a hand around the room. “They may be a mob of drunks and brawlers, but they are my drunk and brawlers. Someone has to keep an eye on them...damn it all! Pardon the interruption…” He flipped the cleaning cloth over his shoulder and vaulted over the bar headed to the table, where an argument between Borric and the other dice throwers was about to get out of hand.
Fenn watched as Jassoc swiftly settled things, a few sharp words enough to make the others drop their fists in embarrassment. Hands were shaken, apologies proffered, and Jassoc returned to his place behind the bar, shaking his head ruefully.
“Sorry about that...refill your cup?”
“No need.” Fenn swirled the drink around, the hard reek assailing his nostrils. He set it down. “That happen often?”
“More than I care to admit.” Jassoc was clearly angry. “These men had a purpose, and it was taken away by a pack of blind scholars who would rather burn the city down than see one of their rivals come ahead. Stripped of their patrimony...and there is nothing yet found that can replace it. I tell you now, stranger…” And here Fenn saw the seething resentment in the man’s eyes, no different than the others in the taproom, “Some of us have had our fill of this, this...dishonor. They talk of taking up their old arms and colors, and taking the city for ourselves.”
“Lord Mora might have something to say about that.”
“So what? Better to die with a blade in hand, than grow fat and sodden behind a wine cup!” Then the anger faded, replaced by resignation. “But it’s just talk, in the end. Who would lead such a thing?”
Fenn shrugged. “You never know. Heaven has a way of making its will known in these matters.” He placed a copper penny beside the wine cup and left the inn, lost in thought as he pondered the possibilities…
Three days later.
Fenn stood behind Ludovar Mora, dressed in black, armed with a dagger and keenly watching the surroundings for any sign of danger. The special duty turned out to be a bodyguard detail, for the General was going into a place of great danger, where both his enemies and allies would be in close proximity...and it was hard to tell one from the other or where they stood at any given moment. Violence was a possibility, anger and hatred stirred by the presence of enemies and rivals, and given extra force by strong drink. A dangerous place, as lethal as a battlefield in its own way.
A masked ball, held in the General’s own house, a stones throw from the imposing palace where the Council met. Mora sat at a table, clutching a glass of wine and raising in greeting every so often, while Feddor announced the names of new arrivals. Minor nobles and prominent merchants got a nod. Men of higher rank, the holders of great estates in the countryside, the masters of great trading houses or craft guilds were afforded the privilege of a raised glass. When the names of the Grand Masters of the Four Schools were announced, Lord Mora rose to his feet and bowed, a true mark of respect.
The house was big and growing crowded. Resplendent costumes vied with one another for primacy - shimmering silks and rustling velvets, diamonds and pearls string around necks and arms, inlaid in coats and bodices. Then there were the masks, some hiding the whole face, others only the part above the mouths, framed in brilliant feathers, painted with the visages of gods and monsters, reflecting the light of the hundreds of candles burning in the sconces and the giant chandelier above. Bodies moved in the patterns of a dance as a band of musicians played a merry tune in a corner, while still others gathered around tables groaning with fine food and an endless river of wine, exchanging the days gossip, plotting and scheming.
Shoulder were being worn bare this season, as far as the women were concerned, and necks concealed behind wide chokers that often as not glistened with precious stones. Some were the wives of the great men who had come at the invitation of the man who controlled the only force of armed men in the city. Most were their mistresses, for it was understood in those days that a masked ball was something of a scandalous affair, an invitation to all kinds of debauchery. Hide someone’s face behind a mask, where none could see who they were, and who knew what kind of mischief they would get up to?
As far as Fenn could tell, such mischief consisted of eating too much, drinking even more and idle talk that amounted to little. His own face was hidden behind a black, featureless mask, staring out through the eye holes.The overabundant frippery presented all too many places where a dagger might be hidden, the masks hiding the visage of an assassin just waiting for the moment to strike. Every time someone drifted too close to the table, his hand drifted to his knife, and he tensed, ready for action, only to relax when they merely wished to have a word with the great man. Mora himself had a mask, held on a stick in his left hand, though he left it lying on the table for the most part, accepting each bit of flattery with a gracious now. Receiving every notable of Kirondaal’s elite, seeking to curry his favor.
Or compliment him on the beauty of his mistress.
Fenn wondered how they could tell. He met the woman briefly, introduced by Mora when she entered the banqueting hall in a cloud of silks and feathers. A smiling mask completely covered her face, and a wave of blond hair spilled down her back. Her dress was a provocative piece in scarlet had white, high necked in contravention of the prevailing fashion, but making up for it with a large oval space cut around the breasts, exposing a general expanse of cleavage. Such a rig would have been shocking even in Galadorn, here it left stunned silence in its wake, men staring through their masks eye holes in poleaxed silence, women staring daggers and whispering to one another.
“Isn’t she lovely?” Mora spoke softly, glancing up at Fenn. “My Kiala...a goddess made flesh! And a mind like a knife...I tell you, if every man I knew had half the brains she did, who knows what I might accomplish in this world?”
A moment’s pause, and Fenn realized the man was expecting an answer. “Very lovely, sir,” he said, keeping an eye on the crowd.
“Too focused on your duty.” Mora laughed, turning away and watching his mistress work on the room. Even as the high society of the city stared daggers at her back, they clustered around her like moths of a flickering flame. GIven that this was a masked ball, everyone’s identity was supposed to be secret, or at least that was the fiction everyone here kept up (even though they all knew, or had a fairly good idea, who everyone was, at least when it came to those who mattered…) Compliments were paid, and once the woman lifted her mask in response to particularly flattering remark, though her back was to Fenn and he could not get a glimpse of her face.
A man approached the table, clad in a red-colored robe, hs mask that of a grinning demon with four curling horns rising from its head. Escorting him were two other men wearing a similar rig, though their masks sporting only two horns. “My lord,” came the voice from inside. A moment later the mask was removed, revealing a narrow-faced man with a wispy goatee and a balding head covered by a black velvet cap.
Fedder appeared by his master’s side, leaning to his ear. “Sircha Scanthi, Grandmaster of the Rose School.”
“Grand Master Scanthi,” Mora said, pitching his voice so half the room could hear. Many heads turned, including those from rival schools. “Will you share a cup of wine?”
“It would be an honor to share wine with a man of your stature!” Without being asked, the Grand Master plumped himself down on the chair. Fenn glanced at him then at the acolytes standing behind, both of whom kept their masks lowered. One held a small round orb in his left hand, with a glowing rune embedded in the top, barely an inch from his thumb Fenn had no idea what it did, but could guess it was not something pleasant.
“Did you receive my gift earlier this week,” Scanthi asked.
“I did! Lady Kiala was most pleased with the basket of apples and oranges, as am I.”
“And the...ah, note that was included in it?”
Mora let a slow smile appear on his face. “I did. Your donation towards the food and drink bill for my men was most generous. Ten thousand Galadornian aurins...that will go far in keeping them in bread and wine!”
“Your happiness is mirrored only by own,” Scanthi said. “The School of the Rose only ever has the good of Kirondaal in its heart, and that includes your wellbeing as well.”
“Rest assured, the School of the Rose can count on my friendship and support...now and in all other future endeavors.” He met Scanthi’s gaze, the implication clear.
“I’m glad we understand each other,” Grand Master Scanthi replied. “Well, there are others who desire a moment of your time...until we meet again, my lord.” He stood and bowed, putting his mask back on and headed back into the throng.
Mora waited until he was out of earshot before he let out a chuckle. “Ten thousand aurins! The simpering twit…”
Fedder cleared his throat. “My lord, another man approaches.”
And indeed, another fellow came, this one trailed by five acolytes, dressed in dark brown robes that resembled those of monks, while he himself wore a plum-colored cassock reminiscent of those worn by certain monastic orders in Avexin, and a mask shaped like a foxes face.
“Petro Yussa, Grand Master of the Chrysanthemum School,” Fedder whispered in his master’s ear.
“Grand Master Yussa!” Mora stood and spread his arms in greeting. The Grand Master removed his mask, revealing a florid face, red and sweaty, with bags under the eyes, the face of a man who enjoyed his food and wine far more than was wise.
“Lord...cough...Mora!” Yussa covered his mouth with a cloth and engaged in a generous spate of coughing. “My apologies...cough...some wine went down the wrong pipe, I fear.”
“Your presence at my party is the highlight of this night, Grand Master.”
“Your invitation...cough...is...cough...honor enough.” Another pause while the man nearly bent over, clamping the cloth over his mouth. Fenn edged back slightly, as did the acolytes following behind the man.
To the surprise of all, the man did not drop spit out what was left of his lungs and keel over dead. Instead he straightened, his small eyes sharp and shrewd. “So my lord,” he said, “I have considered...cough...your proposal. A shrine dedicated to Saint Segion is a most emin...cough...emine...cough...eminent idea, and I would gladly be willing to donate to such a cause. Fifteen thousand aurins would be a most pious and appropriate...cough...offering, wouldn’t you say?”
And Fenn was glad the mask hid his expression. Lord Mora for his part did not bother to hide the smile. “It is a good start,” he said.
And so it went, the Grand Master’s approaching Mora in turn, seeking to buy his allegiance. Bribes were not directly offered, nothing so crass or obvious. Yussa increased his proposed ‘donation’ to twenty thousand aurins. Caspaar Viin of the School of the Hyacinth (wearing the mask of a Ruaadian emperor, accompanied by two women dressed as Imperial concubines) praised the lords newly established charity for the reform of prostitutes, offering thirty thousand aurins, as well as proposing that they should inspect the brothels together, to make sure the money was being put to good use. Miro Tamelan was the last, the Grand Master of the Tulip school approaching the table, sweeping off the mask of a snarling dog he was wearing to reveal a darkly handsome fellow with a carefully trimmed goatee and a waxed mustache. Their brief conversation ended with the School of the Tulip offering forty thousand aurins to help refurbish an old monastery near the city that long ago fallen into disrepair, an act of piety sure to win the favor of heaven.
All nonsense of course, polite fictions to protect the General’s reputation, Fenn wouldn't have expected any different. But to his eyes and ear two things stood out....first, that the General accepted all the bribes and left each Grand Master thinking that the mercenary leader was on his side.
And second, that all the bribes were being made using Galadornian aurins. Not a mention was made of payment using Kirondaalian marks. What that meant escaped Fenn at the moment, though it could only mean something.
Tamelan and Mora concluded their business, with the Arcanst returning to the crowd. Mora glanced back at Fenn. “I sense your confusion,” he said.
“My lord?” Fenn asked.
“You are asking yourself why I would take all their money and let each man walk away thinking I was theirs and theirs alone.”
“I admit to some curiosity, lord.”
“It is quite simple. If it is believed that I have thrown in my lot with one of the Schools, than the others will do their best to get rid of me. Do not be fooled by these Arcanists, young Fenndar. Scholars, in my experience, are experts at nursing grudges and seizing the opportunity to settle them. And all those Grand Master’s have assassins on retainer, and pay well for results.”
“I...see, my lord.” Fenn nodded, taking his eye off the floor for a moment. “If they all think you are their side, than none will strike at you.”
“Until I am ready to make my move. Ah, there you are!”
Fenn looked back to the floor. The General’s mistress was there, coming around the table, her mask reflecting the soft candle light. “My lord,” she said in a husky voice.” “The music is about to start, and you promised me a dance.”
“Ah...apologies, my love! But I fear I have taken too much wine this night, and would be a danger to all in the quadrille!” Mora then brightened, as a thought entered his head. “Dance with my bodyguard.”
“What?” asked Lady Kiala.
“Lord?” Fenn asked, confused.
“None of the schools will move on me this night,” Mora said with a laugh. “But I fear one of my lady’s many detractors in the city might take the chance to trip her on the dance floor or otherwise cause her a measure of shame! Which would reflect badly on me. So dance with her, and see that no one steps on her toes or pours a glass of wine down her dress. Heaven knows it cost enough…”
Lady Kiala’s face was hidden by her mask, but the expression behind it could not have been friendly. Fenn looked at her, then nodded. “As you command, my lord.”
He held out his arm. After a moment Lady Kiala took it, and he escorted her onto the floor. A few curious eyes followed them but most figured Fenn for another guest, perhaps a man of low rank who somehow wrangled an invitation, whom the beauteous Kiala favored with a moment of glory. A man in a red coat standing by the band tapped a heavy wooden staff on the floor three times, then waited as the guests sorted themselves out, men standing before women, bowing and curtying in turn.
“My lords and ladies,” he declared. “The next dance is the waldesear!”
The name meant nothing to Fenn, and he watched with alarm as men and women took side by side positions.
“Just follow my lead,” Kiala said, her husky voice taking on an odd echo below the mask. Fenn felt a memory scratching at the back of his head, just beyond the edge of recognition. He placed himself to her left, taking her hand and holding it high.
“This isn't a complicated step,” she said, as the music began, a slow, langrous turn, punctuated with a staccato drum beat. They stepped forward, stepped back, then the men turned to their right while the women remained stationary, placing left hands in right and turning about, the men remaining still as the woman turned.
“You move with grace,” she said. “A fast learner. Must be useful in our line of work.”
“As you say,” Fenn answered, concentrating on keeping pace and not tripping over his feet. Despite her words, he was clearly out of his depth, a step behind the others, and nearly tripping over his feet during a turn. Several couples nearby watched him, and he could sense the disdain behind their masks.
She sense his discomfort. “Never mind then,” Kiala said. “Overbred fools, soft as butter. Face them with steel in your hand, and watch how soon they befoul themselves. Take their contempt as a mark of pride.”
“Is that what you do?” Fenn asked through gritted teeth, stumbling through another turn.
She laughed. “Once,” Lady Kiala answered. “When I was younger, and weak. Power is the greatest shield, bodyguard.”
“The General is a powerful man, that is true.”
She was quiet for a moment. “Yes he is,” she said, sounding amused. “Very...powerful. But I wasn't talking about him.”
“Ah.” He didn't know how to reply, and so said nothing. The tune suddenly changed, the musicians switching from formal, languid tune to something faster and more high stepping, matched in turn by the dancers on the floor. A cheer rose up, and the pairs linked arms and turned about, the women kicking their feet high, flouncing their skirts, while the men stepped high Fenn did the best he could, raising his legs, doing his best not to kick anyone nearby. They turned about, and then Fenn felt a boot connect with his backside, sending him to the floor, barely missing another pair, who jumped back before they stepped on his back.
“Cretin!” the male part of the air snapped, while the woman glared at him through the holes of his mast.
“Sorry,” Fenn grunted, getting back to hs feet. Somehow the mask was still on his face, and he ignored the rude comments and insults, which were swiftly drowned out by the cheers as the tun ended.
“Sorry.” Kiala took his hand and bowed. “I should have warned. By the way, you’re supposed to bow.”
Fenn did as asked. “I should head back to my post…” he said.
The staff tapped again. “It is the midnight hour!” the master of ceremonies declared. “Masks...off!”
Another cheer, and masks came off their faces. Fenn undid the string tying the mask to his face and pulled away, just as Kiala ddd the same with hers.
“Let me see the man who defends my lord and love…” The mask fell free, and her big blue eyes started at his face, widening in shock. “You!” she spat out.
Fenn stared back. After a moment said her name, that terrible name. “Serrana?”




Chapter Eleven

The party swirled around them, yet in that moment Fenn and Serrana existed only to each other. Such a scene, when described in a written romance, or a minstrels song, would inevitably be a love story. But here was no love here, only hate mingled with unpleasant surprise.
Vannai Majaani, that was her birth name. The daughter of a fallen house of Galdorn that made the ghastly mistake of opposing the Incelidar’s when they overthrew the Republic of Notables that had run the city for as long as anyone could remember, and through their misrule nearly run it into the ground. Those who bent the knee to the newly-declared Prince prospered, those who opposed him lost all and fled into exile. She spent her childhood imbibing the desire to avenge her family’s downfall. When she became a woman returned to the city under, taking the name Serrana and becoming one of the most celebrated courtesans in the city, which gave her access to the highest circles of power and influence, many of whom had their own reasons to hate the Prince, or at least prefer his removal.
This led to a complex and convoluted plot to spark an insurrection, which Fenn found himself involved despite his best efforts. He’d ended up in bed with the woman (an admittedly pleasant part of the whole affair,) and then when her true nature was revealed, forced to risk his life and his reputation to save his own life, as well as that of Red Eye and Joelie, from Serrana’s schemes. The price was the loss of his old life of carefree thievery on the shady side, leading to his own exile.
She looked as beautiful as ever, even more so, her golden hair falling down her back, those big blue eyes that contained in them all the hopes and dreams a man might have for his future, the body of a goddess, flawless and perfect…
All a lie. The same beauty as a quivering viper, ready to bare her fangs and strike. Fenn ruthlessly pushed the merest hint of desire from his mind. The woman standing before him was in every sense the cause of all (or at least most) of his miseries, whose schemes left death and destruction in their wake. And judging from her reaction, she had no idea he was in Kirondaal.
Serrana recovered quickly. “Fenn Aquila,” she said, in that husky voice which made men weak in the knees. “I always knew you’d come back into my reach. Although this,” she gestured at the party swirling around them, “is the last place I would have expected gutter scum like you to show.”
“Turds float,” Fenn replied, one hand drifting towards the dagger in his belt. “I don’t stand out here. And you fit right in, my lady.”
The false smile disappeared from her face as quickly as appeared. “What are you doing here?” she asked, an edge in her voice.
“No, you first. What’s your business with Mora?”
“Lord Mora,” Serrana replied, “is a man of wealth and power, possessed of good breeding and other...useful skills.” Her voice became a parody of seduction. “Why, it’s enough that he might win my heart as well as the rest of my body…”
“The man is old enough to be your father...and is sharing his bed with a scorpion! What you up to, Serrana?”
Serrana closed in, looking him in the eye, the cold hate filling them. “This is my world, Fenn,” she hissed. “Go on, draw that knife, and see what happens! Or maybe I’ll scream my head off, tell the general his bodyguard threatened to murder me if I didn’t submit to his vile desires! They’ll have your head at the city gate by dawn, with your manhood shoved in your mouth!”
Fenn glared back. “Or maybe I’ll tell the General his whore has a price on her head in large enough to buy a dukedom. And anyone who brings you in will win the eternal favor of Prince Markus. He’ll have you in irons and on the next boat to Galadorn within the hour, and another woman taking your place in his bed!”
“Ah good!” Mora’s voice washed over them both, the general appearing behind Serrana, his face flush from drink and smiling. “I am glad you’re getting along so well. The man who protects my back, and the woman who...well, we won’t go into that! Was he a good dancer, my love?”
Serrana looked at him, then at Fenn. A long, dangerous moment passed, and Fenn began to calculate the odds of him having to fight his way out of this place.
“He was tolerable, lord,” she answered. “A better soldier than a dancer, I expect.”
“I would not have anyone else to watch my back.” Mora swayed slightly. Fedder appeared at his side, ready to catch his master should the drink overwhelm his balance.
Mora remained on his feet. “The evening is ending soon, Fenndar, so you can go and get what rest remains for this night. I will need you again in a few days. Oleyvac will give you the details, see in the morning.” And then to Serrana, he said, “I must make my farewells. Come visit me in an hour. Our night is not ended.” He gave her a lascivious wink.
Serrana simpered as he walked away, then rolled her eyes. “He’ll be passed out in his bed in half an hour,” she said with a laugh. “Saves me some work.”
Then, mindful that the General’s eyes were still them both, she leaned in and placed her hands on Fenn’s shoulders, a gesture of farewell that also conveniently allowed her to whisper in his ear, “Stay out of my way, you gelded whoreson. Or I’ll gut you like a fish.”
“Try it,” Fenn whispered back, “and I’ll cut that pretty throat of yours right to the backbone.”
She stepped back, gave him a dazzling smile and curtsied. After a moment, Fenn placed his hand to his head and bowed.
Two fighters, saluting each other before a duel to the death.
The next morning, Fenn returned to the barracks, where he found Captain Oleyvac well into his wine cups.
“Fenndar,” the officer said, slurring his words slightly. Wine sloshed out of a jug, refilling a clay mug embossed on one side with the image of a stooping hawk. The sigil of House Aquila...Fenn remembered some men in the regiment paying a potter to make a batch of them as a keepsake.
“Captain.” Fenn as the man took a mouthful from the mug. “Have you had any breakfast?” he asked.
“You’re looking at it.” Oleyvac set the cup down and wiped his mouth with a rag. “Best meal for a man like me, these days. Fills the belly, fires the blood...and dulls the wits. What more could a man ask for?”
Self-pity wasn't something Fenn had a lot of patience for, but he held his tongue for now.
“Lord Mora sent you,” Oleyvac said.
Fenn nodded. “He said there was something else that needs to be done.”
“Ah there. But tell me Fenndar, are you ready to jump off the edge if it makes you an extra penny? Sell yourself into dishonor for gold that spends as easily as it is given?”
Fenn said nothing, waiting and watching as Oleyvac fed his anger with wine. “Do you remember that contract we took at Raspilar?”
It took Fenn a moment to recall that campaign. Raspilar… a town in Ubriam. “Bandits,” he said. “The town burghers hired us to chase down some robbers working the roads around it. We were only there for two weeks, then our lord took us away, right after we were paid.”
“The contract was for three months,” Oleyvac said. “They wanted us to patrol the roads and deal with the brigands. Easy work if you can get it...but like all easy money, there was a catch. Those bandits were working for one of merchant’s of the town, he was using them to attack wagons belonging to his rivals. He approached our lord and said they should join forces and drive out the other burghers. They could take the town for themselves, and Lord Aquila could rule it as his own. The merchant even offered to pay the cost of the venture, and threw in one of his virgin daughters for our lord to wed. I saw the woman, and she was a looker, so that was a true bonus.”
“Lord Aquila was an honorable man,” Fenn said.
“Aye, he was. Backhanded the wretch, informed the rest of the burghers, and then marched us out before any of those scoundrels could drag us into more intrigue. He knew honor was the only wealth that mattered. Honor comes hard and is easily lost, but when a man has it the world his to walk. But when he sells it for gold or power, he is no more than a whore and will die a whores death. The world would be a different place if there were men like him wearing crowns.”
“No argument from me, Captain.”
Oleyvac glared at him. “Lord Mora is a great man,” he said. “But not an honorable one. Those bloodless fools who brought him into the city, those squabbling scholars of the Schools who can’t see the world beyond their towers, they are about to learn this.”
A long silent moment. Then Fenn said out loud what Oleyvac was telling him. “Mora intends to seize power.”
“From the moment the Arcanists disbanded the city militia and brought him in, they sealed their fate. Chickens driving out the watchdog and hiring the fox to guard the henhouse. The look on their faces when they find they are the meal is the only good thing that will come from this sordid mess.”
Fenn frowned. “The Grand Masters spent a fortune last night on bribes,” he pointed out. “Each school gave him enough coin to keep the city in wine and cake for a decade.”
“Playing them against each other. No doubt each one thinks they’ve bought him for their side. Instead they’ve given him the coin to pay for his putsch. The ax that takes the head from their shoulders was paid for with their own money.”
“I didn’t think Mora was that devious. He’s a good soldier, and treacherous as any lancorail. But this kind of intrigue seems a step above the man I warded last night.”
“Look to Kiala.” Oleyvac picked up the mug, then set it back down with a sigh, seeing it was empty. “I shouldn’t drink so early in the morning…”
“Lady KIala is behind this?”
“She feeds his ambition. Oh, make no mistake, Mora wanted this the moment he came to Kirondaal. But it was that bitch who came up with the plan.”
Fenn waited for the captain to divulge the details, but Oleyvac stood up, swaying slightly. “Shouldn’t drink so early in the morning…” he repeated. “Right...make yourself known at the General’s house this afternoon. There’ll be squad waiting for us as an escort.”
“For what?”
“To pick up the General’s bribes.” Oleyvac swayed a bit, then sat back down.
Fenn saw the misery on the man’s face. Oleyvac hadn't changed, not really...and that was the problem. He was at heart a man of honor, trapped in a place where it wasn’t valued and indeed was a liability. Serving a man he despised, in a scheme was foul by his lights. And worse of all, there was no way out.
Lord Aquila was a man of honor. He’d held to his virtue in a cruel world far longer than one might have expected. But he died in the end. Oleyvac was walking the same path.
This could be useful, Fenn thought to himself.




Chapter Twelve

A hundred  Avexiner lancorails escorted Fenn and Oleyvac through the streets of Kirondaal, clearing a path through the streets while more stood at the sides and behind. Eyes were open and weapons at the ready. Their caution was understandable - by the time the days business was over, Fenn would be carrying an Emperor’s ransom in the handtrucks the mercenaries pushing beside him. That kind of wealth attracted all sorts of unwelcome attention.
There was an art to corruption, particularly at this level of the game. Each Grand Master thought he’d bought the loyalty of the General, if they learned that he'd taken money from all of them the game would be over. It was made clear to Fenn that this could not happen. Mora himself gave the order...there was no sign of Serana, and the fact that Fenn walked out of the house with his head still attached to his shoulder suggested that whatever revenge she had in mind would wait until after the money was paid.
So as they approached the mansion belonging to Petro Yussa, the bulk of the mercenaries held back, with only Fenn, Oleyvac and one man pushing a hand truck walking around to a courtyard in the back, where they were let into the opulent house by a doorkeeper with a nasty case of the sniffles. The interior of the house was as opulent as to be expected, with floors of black and white marble laid out in a checkerboard pattern, fine paintings on the walls, and for some reason an inordinate number of clocks, all set to different times and filling the place with a constant chous of ticks and tocks.
“Grand Master Yussa has an interest in time,” Oleyvac whispered. “Every clock in this place mirrors the time for a different city somewhere in the world.”
“Is there a reason for this?”
Oleyvac shrugged. “A wealthy man needs no reason to spend his money. And if he’s an Arcanist, I've learned it’s better not to ask.”
They were escorted by a servant into what looked like a workshop. Multiple tables were scattered about the place, covered with gears, springs and various other pieces of clockwork. A tapping sound echoed off the walls, and a dog came from behind a table, fixing beady red eyes on the two men and growling. It padded forward, feet tapping on the floor moving in a jerky fashion. The mouth opened, revealing teeth made from steel. A barking sound came out...woof woof woo…
It stopped in mid bark. A grinding sound came from within its body, followed by a metallic squeal. The ‘dog’ halted, then fell onto its side with a thud.
“Blast!” Yussa came over, picking the dog up and opening a panel in the side, revealing an intricate mass of gears. “I had it...cough...working this morning...better than a real dog, don't you know! Doesn’t eat, doesn’t shit...cough...all over your floor, and it will rip out the throat of anyone at a command. If only the damned...cough, cough...command gear would stop jamming…”
Fenn said nothing, waiting for the coughing Arcanist to finish his rant. Finally, with a sigh the man stood, placing a rag over his mouth and engaging in a furious spate of hacking. “Here for the money,” he wheezed out, turning a nearby minion and snapping his fingers twice. The acolyte un turn waved several men forward, who carried between them a heavy wooden chest, setting it on the floor and opening the lid. Inside were many small cloth bags. Fenn picked one up, and saw a mass of gold aurins inside.
“Thank you,” Oleyvac said. “Lord Mora will remember your generosity. He invites you to a meeting two days from now at the Hall of the Council, where he will present his plan for restoring order to the countryside. All the Grand Masters will be there.”
“Ah! A perfect opportunity to end matters once and for all,” Yussa said. “If he wishes to keep my friendship,” all traces of the cough suddenly vanishing under his sudden and visible hate, “he can deliver Caspaar Viin to me. I plan...cough…on
testing my creations teeth on his exposed belly.”
With that Yussa dismissed them.
They left the house, the guards placing the trunk in the handcart. They met the rest of the detail in the streets, where Oleyvac ordered a squad to escort it back to the General’s house.
“One down,” Oleyvac said. “Heaven grant it goes as easily as the rest.”
“He wants to disembowel a man with his clockwork dog.” Fenn shook his head. “I don’t call that easy.”
“We’re not the ones being gutted,” Oleyvac pointed out. “That counts as a success in my book.”
On they went, the remaining handcarts trundling after them. Two streets way was the home of Caspaar Viin, though in terms of the politics of the city it may as well have been on the far side of the world.
Viin himself was a gangly fellow with a pockmarked face, bulging eyes and a nasal voice that seethed with a bitter sense of entitlement, a man who still harbored a grudge against the world even after he’d risen to a position of command within it. Perhaps that explained why he chose to meet them in a mock throne room, with a pair of women lounging on the floor by his feet. One of them was sucking on the fingers of his hand as Fenn and Oleyvac were ushered him, the Grand Master of the Hyacinth School shivering in delight, causing Fenn’s gorge to rise.
“Ah, Lord Mora’s men.” Viin pulled his hand away, and after a moment wiped it on the woman’s blouse. The look she gave him would have splintered glass. “Come for the General’s payment?”
“Lord Mora is glad for your friendship,” Oleyvac answered as two servants lugged out another chest. When opened a sickly sweet smell came out, suggesting it was being used to store perfumes not too long ago. Gold coins were piled inside, and for a moment Fenn tried to calculate the odds of him getting out of here with the loot, before putting it aside.
“Thank you, Grand Master,” Oleyvac said, as the trunk was carried out. “Lord Mora is grateful for your friendship...”
“Then perhaps he can repay me with the contents of that wretch Scanthi’s house,” Viin said, interrupting the captain. “Including his daughter. I am eager to...as they say, be friends with her.” And the look on his face as he said this made Fenn consider whether or not murdering this bastard on the spot would count as a crime.
“Lord Mora will take it under advisement,” Oleyvac answered tactfully. “But in the meantime, he invites you to a meeting at the Council House two days from now, where he will present his plan to restore order to the countryside…”
They took their leave. As they walked out, a pair of soldiers dragging the tunk behind them, Fenn heard Viin say to the women, “You did my fingers. Now do my toes…”
“Degenerate,” Fenn muttered, shuddering.
Back into the street. The second trunk was sent off with its detail, when Oleyvac and Fenn went with the rest of the detail towards Scanthi’s house. This was some distance away, and it gave Fenn the chance to watch the streets, taking note of who was paying attention. To his complete lack of surprise, that number was many.
Eyes watched them pass by...street urchins trailing alongside the soldiers, shouting out questions even as their sharp eyes took note of their numbers. Heads looked out from windows, ducking back inside when someone looked up at them. Men lurked in allways, slouching hump-shouldered, wearing coats that bulged out where their coshes and saps were hidden beneath dark ragged coats.
Movement above. Fenn looked up, where two men squatted on a rooftop, watching the mercenaries go by. One of them stood and waved slightly, arms moving in some sort of pattern. Fenn shifted his gaze, where a man stood on another roof, watching the signal, then turning about and repeating the message, relaying it to another.
“Apples! Aaaaapplessss!” The hoarse cry cut above the noise in the street. Fenn looked over, where Alyana stood by her cart, filling a housewife’s basket with fruit. She gave no sign of recognizing Fenn, twitching her head slightly to the left. Fenn looked over, and saw Kalen standing by the door of a tavern, a clay cup of wine in one hand. He watched the mercenaries go by, then turned his eyes towards the others watching it.
Fenn said nothing, gave no sign. His instructions were clear - on the street they were strangers to each other. Like every other thief and opportunist in Kirondaal, they were tracking Oleyvac and Fenn, for word had gotten out, as Fenn knew it would, that a fortune would be on the street this day. Protected to be sure, by a small army of trained killers...but opportunity might present itself, even to snatch just a part of it, which would more than most of them would see in a lifetime.
And Fenn had a sense that among them were men in Serrana’s employ, with orders to make sure that he did not make it back to the barracks breathing.
So, the watchers followed Fenn, while Kalien and the rest of the Red Shadows followed the watchers. Hopefully it would be enough to keep Fenn’s back free of pistol balls or assassins blades.
Sircha Scanthi, Master of the Rose School, was not at home when they arrived for his contribution, thus they were mercifully spared a glimpse of whatever off obsession that particular worthy embraced. Though a guess could be made - every available nook and cranny in the place was filled with odd, distorted sculptures of dark glass, resembling twisted trees, broken and contorted in the hands of a drunken sculptor.
“Lightning Glass,” a servant explained while they waited in an antechamber for the money to brought forward (the Grand MAster himself currently at his Schools tower on official business.)
“Come again?” Fenn asked.
The servant flicked one of the sculptures, sending out a clear ting. “His lordship likes to travel to places in the hills where sand has been piled high by the wind or the work of quarrymen. He waits until a storm appears, and then uses his Art to summon lightning bolts. Where they strike, these are created.”
“Your master summons lightning bolts to create works of art?” Fenn shook his head. “Isn’t that dangerous? He might get hit himself.”
“The Grand Master says true art entails a degree of risk. Though in all the years I've served him, he's never once come to any harm.”
“What about the people around him?” Oleyvac asked quietly.
The servant grimaced. “Well...there have been a few accidents. A few years back one of the bolts missed the mark and went into a nearby forest. It hadn’t rained in a goodly while...the good news is that most of the people in the nearest village were away in the fields, and tt was summer, so sleeping outside after the flames died down was an option.”
“But his lordship wasn't affected,” Fenn said, an edge in his voice.
“Erm…” The servant suddenly brightened. “Ah, here it is!”
A chest was brought in, filled with bags of coin. The servant ushered them out of the place without further comment or conversation.
Back in the street, another squad of soldiers was detailed to escort the chest back to the General’s house. “He summons lightening for art,” Fenn said shaking his head.
“And sets forests on fire.” Oleyvac looked troubled as well. “Suns and Spirits…only one left, so let’s get it done.”
To the house of MIro Tamelan they went, which required a more roundabout route. The Grand Master of the School of the Tulip lived in what at first glance an exceedingly modest house hard up against the city walls, some distance from the Square of the Schools and the tower that was the seat of his own power. A small structure of stonebrick with a steep tiled roof, the sort of place a middling tradesman might live with his family. Fenn almost expected to hear sounds of children running around, their voices coming out the windows along with weary calls from their mother to keep the racket down to an acceptable level. Instead they were greeted by a burly fellow in studded leather armor, holding a ironbound club in one hand and looking on the lancorail escort with undisguised contempt. Several others of a similar type were inside, sitting in the rooms or standing guard by the windows, saying nothing as they were escorted into the main room on the ground floor.
“Down there,” said one of the guards, pitning at an opening in the floor, square shaped and framing a stone stairway headed underground.
Fenn looked at Oleyvac who shrugged and indicated they should do as commanded
The stairway went down a good twenty feet, emptying out in a broad chamber lined with brick and supported with stone pillars. Three passages led from it. Dwn one they saw another starway, headed even deeper into the earth, while another ended at an open shaft with a pair of thick cables dangling within. The third left to a room where a gaggle of bored-looking acolytes sat on benches while an arcanist stood before a lectern lecturing on them on some Aethyric theory.
“Follow me,” said Oleyvac. “I know the way.”
They took the second set of stairs, which led them a further three levels down. Fenn realized that the School of the Tulip maintained a secret fortress beneath the streets of Kirondaal. The first two levels thronged with Arcanists of levels and standing, engaged in all manner of eldritch workings. Strangely colored lights flickered, loud bangs and sounds that defied description echoed off the walls, barely noticed by the men going about their business. As Fenn passed by the floros, he noticed that every door in the place was made of thick wood and reinforced with enough iron to stop a charging bull in its tracks. Mre that a few showed signs of having been damaged and repaired, a frightening sign.
They reached the bottom of the stairs, and the lowest level. A long, dimly lit hallway extended before them. Lights flashed ahead, illuminating a smoky chamber beyond. Fenn raised a foot to take a step uot, then halted as...something screamed, the voice echoing down the hallway. The sound was odd, sounding as if it came from immeasurably far away and also right next to his ear at the same some, leaving him feeling queasy and with a sense of fear gathering in the pit of his stomach.
“He’s breaking free!” a panicked voice shouted.
“Strike him again,” said another, icily calm.
A pause, then another scream, carrying on and on, scraping down their nerves and then fading away into silence.
A moment later the calm voice spoke again. “Excellent.” One word, suffused with a cold satisfaction.
Oleyvac cleared his throat, the sound echoing down the halls. “Nothing to do with us,” he said, headed down the halway. After a moment, Fenn followed.
They went down the hallway. To the left a passage branched off leading  to the same shaft as before. A wooden box sat inside, the cables running through the top and connecting to an iron ring in the bottom. A single man stood there, his face twisted into a mas grn, his eyes wide and filled with madness. A trickle of foam leaked from the corner of his mouth, even as his arms remained rigid at his side, clenched into a fist. A moment later the cables tightened, and the box inched upward, disappearing up the shaft.
Fenn stared at this, then at Oleyvac. “I’ve earned not to ask,” was all the Captain said in response.
They reached the room at the far end. The smoke cleared away by the time arrived, and they entered a round chamber, cut out of the bed rick. Faded symbols were painted on the walls, too faint to make out in detail but whose appearance was enough to inspire a faint sense of dread. A small table sat in the center, which sat an iron pot. Faint wisps of steam floated out from the top, and a look inside revealed a small pie of ash mingled with flecks of quartz crystal.
A wooden desk was set against a wall, at which Miro Tamelan sat, furiously writing in a battered book. He looked up and nodded in greeting. “I’ll be with you in a moment,” he said, writing down one final notation, the setting the pen aside. He closed the book, and turned about in his chair, still remaining seated. The Grand Master of the Tulip School was dressed plainly this day, his face haggard in the dim light cast by a long candle set on the desk, the only source of light.
“My lord,” Oleyvac said.
Tamelan nodded to him, then looked at Fenn. “So,” he said. “You are the one Lady Kiala spoke of.”
“I...suppose?” Fenn said, a bit confused.
“You danced with her at the ball. She spoke of it. You definitely left an impression.” Tamelan eyes met his, and what was unsaid was heard even louder. I know who you are...
“I am flattered,” Fenn responded. Fingers twitched slightly towards the pistol thrust into his belt. “She is...a remarkable woman.”
“There is none like her,” Tamelan replied. “Did you know I introduced her to Lord Mora?”
Fenn wondered of he should shoot the bastard now, then reckoned on his chances of getting out this pit alive. On the other hand, Oleyvac was here as well, and perhaps the man wouldn’t be eager to murder him in front of that particular witness…
He became aware of Tamelan saying something. “What was that?”
“I said, your money is there.” Tamelan pointed at Fenn’s boots.
Fenn frowned and looked down, then stepped back as he saw a wooden box sitting next to his left foot. It hadn’t been there a moment ago, and he saw no one bring it in. Oleyvac looked down, surprised as well, though he hid it better.
“Count it if you wish,” Tamelan said, picking up the pen and opening the book. “I would never deny the General what he is due.”
“Your word is enough, my lord,” Oleyvac responded.
Tamelan then looked at Fenn. “You are an interesting specimen,” he said. Put your affairs in order, you aren't long for this world…”
“I am to please,” Fenn answered. A moment of relief...he wasn't going to die here. Although when they got back to the streets, that was another matter entirely…
As they went back own the hallway, carrying the box between them Oleyvac asked. “What was that all about? Did you insult his mother, or something along those lines? He has a hard eye for you, Fenndar.”
“I never met the man,” Fenn answered. But I know what he is…
They paused by the lift The cables still dangled, jering back as forth as the wooden box came back down. “Never liked those things,” Oleyvac said. “Too many ways things could go wrong “Still this box is heavy...shall we risk it?”
“You can if you want,” Fenn said. “I'm taking the stairs.”
They emerged from the house some time later with aching arms and numb hands. The lancorails helped them put the box in the last remaining handcart. “Back to the General’s house, sir?” one of them asked.
“In a moment.” Oleyvac grimaced as he bent backwards, swinging his arms about and performing various stretching exercises to revive strained muscles and weight-numbed fingers.
Fenn did the same for a moment, opening and closing his hands as feeling returned to his digits. A moment later he heard the familiar call coming up the street. “Apples! Aaappples….”
Alyana pushed her cart up the way, the wheels rattling on the cobbled. “Apples!” she repeated. “Fresh apples! For your bellies or your wives…will you buy my apples, good sirs?”
“Be off, woman!” one of the lancorail’s called out.
“Unless you’re selling fresher fruit than that,” one of them added with a crude laugh.
Fenn stepped forward. “Never mind those scoundrels,” he said. “I’ll have a couple for my lunch.” He approached the cart, handing over a copper and receiving a couple of fruits in return.
“Two streets up,” she whispered. “Thirty men, coming for the gold. We’ll come when you shout Red Shadow.”
Fenn nodded. He slipped one the apples into a pocket and rejoined Oleyvac and the other mercenaries, taking a bite out of the other one.
“Apples!” Alyana picked up her cart and went back the way she came. “Aaaaappples…”
“You boys don’t know what you’re missing,” Fenn sai, taking another bite with relish. The lancorails rolled their eyes at that.
“Right, enough of that nonsense,” said the captain. “Back to the General’s house! He’ll be waiting for us.”
Of the roughly one hundred mercenaries that had set out with them in the morning, about twenty remained. Like Fenn and leyvac, they were tired and hungry after a day of wandering about the streets. It was late in the afternoon now, and the sky was turning red as sunset approached. Fenn finished the apple as they went up the street and turned left, headed down a slightly narrower road lined with several alleyways. Fenn took a final bite from the apple and tossed the core away, glancing up at the rooftops, spotting the heads of men trying, and failing to hide. More men lurked in the alleyways beyond, watching and waiting.
“Do you see them?” Oleyvac asked.
“Yes. Not trying very hard, are they?”
Oleyvac spat off to the side. “Like flies to a dung pile..close formation!” He shouted the last at the mercenaries, who swiftly closed ranks around the hand cart, drawing swords and raising them in expectation of a charge.
A silent, tension filled moment passed. Then a man stood on a roof above them and tossed down a clay bottle. It hit the cobb, stones on a few feet from the mercenaries, and the moment it shattered a cloud of dark, acrid smoke burst out. Sword points wavered as the mercenaries covered their eyes, coughing wildly as the foul stuff got down their mouths and nostrils, then coughing again as two more bottles dropped down to join the first, filling the street with a thick murk.
Shots rang out, and one of the mercenaries fell, clutching his arm and yelling in pain. He was swiftly drowned out by a wild howling from all directions as men in dark clothes, their faces hidden under makeshift masks wrapped around their heads below their eyes, rushed in with clubs and cutlasses. Mercenaries were knocked aside and knocked down, their formation quickly breaking apart in the confusion.
“Watch the cart!” Oleyvac shouted, just before he was knocked aside by a burly fellow, while two more knocked down the mercenary holding the handles. Oleyvac stumbled to his feet and hacked wildly, cutting down one of them thieves, only to be knocked again, the fallen man’s place taken by another.
Fenn pulled the longknife and rushed in to help. Then his blood froze as someone shouted out, “That’s him! Ten thousand on his head!”
“He’s mine!” A burly thief came barrelling out of the smoke, waving a cutlass. “Bring me that pretty smile…” the man shouted, only to fall away clutching his bleeding face. Fenn whirled about, blood staining the tip of his blade. He stepped inside the reach of another attacker and rammed his knee upwards, laughing out loud at the comical expression on the bastards face He considered following up with a stab, then whirled about and threw the man to the ground, tripping up two more rushing at him.
“You’ll have to work for you money!” Fenn shouted. Damn you, Serrana…
He went over to Oleyvac, who rose to his feet. “Captain…”
“They took the money…” Oleyvac mumbled, eyes slightly dazed. Fenn noted the swelling on the back of the man’s head. “Took the General’s money…
Fenn pondered them for a moment. Then he let the Captain fall back down, where he swiftly, and mercifully, passed out.
“Red Shadows!” he shouted, headed down the alleyway, after the thieves and the money cart. It twisted left and right, and he heard the wheels clattering ahead.
“Red shadows!” he shouted again, hoping Kalin was in earshot. “Red Shadows! Red...oh, never mind.”
The cart stood in the middle of the alleyway. Three thieves stood around it, their arms up. Kalin and Alyana stood before them, the former with a blunderbuss, the latter with a pair of pistols. Other Red Shadows stood on the rooftops above, firearms cocked and at the ready.
“Keep shouting it,” Kalen said with a laugh. “Might be there are some ears in Ruaad that ain’t heard!”
Fenn stepped forward, swiftly relieving the thieves of their weapons. “Smart lay,” he said conversationally as he dropped pistols and daggers to the ground. “Not easy to find an alchemist who can put together smoke bombs like that in short order...and keep his mouth shut. Or will they find that fellow floating in harbor come the morning.”
“Sad thing, taking coin from thieves,” Alyana said in a mock-sorrowful tone. “You never know if they stab you in the back afterwards.”
Fenn took his measure of the thieves. Common skags, working on another’s say-so. “A lay like his doesn’t happen without a nod of a head that matters,” he said. “Who do you work for?”
The thieves looked at each other. One of them spat on the ground. “Your mother,” he said with a sneer.
Fenn smiled back, then punched him in the face.
“Unlikely,” he said, as the man fell with a cry of pain and a curse. “My mother was not a clever woman, though admirable in other ways. Who do you work for? Or do I let my friends here test their shooting irons on your backsides?”
The two remaining thieves looked at each other. “Longhand Luuk,” one of them said. “Him it was that set ‘er up. Other crews be in the lay as well, but it were ‘is plan.”
Fenn turned to the cart and opened the top of the trunk inside. He picked up one of the money bangs, hefting it so the coins jangled inside, then pushed it against the thief’s chest, letting got as the man took hold. “For your troubles,” he said pleasantly. “Tell Longhand Luuk that Fenn Aquila wants a word, and it’s in his interest to say yes. Tell him tomorrow, by the statue of the fish.”
The thief shook the money back, grinning at the ringing of the coins inside. “Aye,” he said. “I’ll tell ‘im. Can't promise what ‘ell say.”
“‘Yes’ would be my guess. Now pick up your friend and piss off!”
One of the thieves helped the fellow was struck too his feet. That man shot Fenn a look of venomous hate before all three took to their heels, headed down the alleyway and disappearing around a corner.
Fenn turned to the cart, looking down on the moneybags piled inside. “Shame,” he said, “those fellows went through such trouble at their pilfering...and now it goes back to the biggest thief of them all.”
“Terrible thing,” Kalin said, staring at the money with undisguised longing.
Fenn tuned to ALyana. “Where is your apple cart?”
Alyana tucked her pistols back into her belt. “Not far,” she said. “Be back in a moment.”
Alyana went up the alley, and returned a moment later with her familiar-hand cart. She and Kalin swiftly emptied out the apples, while the others on the roof kept watch. Moneybags were taken from the chest and piled inside, then covered with a layer of apples to hide them from sight.  
One bag remained in the chest at Fenn’s insistence. “Got to give the General something,” he said at their puzzled looks. “Now, get that coin of of sight. And don’t spend it! First thing Mora’s men will be looking for.”
“You’ll be the one he sends to look, I reckon,” Kalin said with a grin.
“Hope for the best, plan for all to turn to shit. I’ll be around soon as I can.”
Alyana and Kalen turned the now-laden apple cart around and pushed it down the alleyway, both grunted at the extra weight. The Red Shadows on the rooftops retreated, one of them giving Fenn a salute as he left.
“Idiot!”
Mora glared at Oleyvac. The captain took the insult stoically, though this had as much to do with the herbal compress he was holding against the back of his head and the headache ringing in his skull. The blow he’d taken hadn't broken bone, but it left him dazed for the better part of a day.
Still, he was lucky...Fenn had known men who’d taken hits like that and spent the rest of their lives drooling like a child while pissing their pants. The worst Oleyvac came away with was a ringing in his ears that would fade in day, he still had his wits...though for the moment he’d probably wished otherwise.
“I told you, the gold had to be watched! Now Tamelan’s money - my money! - is lining the pockets of every gutterscum thief within the walls! Well done Captain, your plan was brilliant!”
Oleyvac’s mouth twisted, and there were any number of replies that might have come out. Instead he here lowered his eyes “I accept full responsibility,” he mumbled. “Though in my defense, the other three payments made it back safely.”
“Which is why the bastards hit the last! They knew you’d be short on men. You should have seen that coming!”
Fenn thought that unfair...he didn’t see something like that in cards, even in hindsight. The General was merely exhausting his wrath, and there was naught to do but wait until the fires burned themselves out.
Fortunately it didn't take long. Mora called down curses on the head of every thief in Kirondaal and beyond, swearing on a multitude of saints and the holy name of the Godhead (as well as several pagan gods of Ruaadian origin for good measure) that he would visit a brutal vengeance upon th street scum of the city once his business was done.
Then he calmed himself. “Still,” he said in a more measured tone, “there was no permanent harm done. The money from the other schools is more than enough for our needs.Rest your head Captain, I’ll need you whole for what comes next, so take this time to reflect on your failures.”
“Yes, my lord.” Oleyvac’s tone was flat.
Mora turned to Fenn. “At least you brought back something, even if was only a bag. I wonder why they left that behind?”
“We were hard on their trail,” Fenn responded.
‘Which gang was it? There are so many in this turd of a city...though not as bad as Galadorn, I wager!”
Fenn forced himself to smile. “Galadorn is in its own class, that is certain. But I cannot say which gang was involved...they don’t wear signs around their neck on a lay. But judging from their numbers, I’d say it was more than one, teaming up for a quick taking. I spiked a few with my blade, but none were taken prisoners by our men. If we keep an eye on the surgeons, particularly those with an aversion to asking questions, we might find more.”
“Or we keep an eye on the market and the money being spent,” Oleyvac added. “If a large number of Galadornian aurins shows up in strongboxes, we can track down who’s doing the spending.”
Fenn uttered a silent prayer that Kalin and others were heeding his instructions not to spend the money.
“We can deal with that later,” Mora said firmly. “Things are moving faster than I expected. Fenndar, you have done well in my eyes. And Lady Kiala speaks highly of you as well.”
I’ll bet she does, Fenn thought silently, tensing himself for what was coming next...Serrana’s counterstroke.
“Things are about to become...chaotic in this city, and those who would strike at me will strike at her.” MOra shook his head. “That I will not allow, so until the plan is complete, you will be her bodyguard.”
Fenn swallow back his bile. This was a death sentence...placing him in Serrana’s reach. She’d only have to decide which weapon to use at her convenience…
The General was still speaking blathering on about the plan. “Pardon me,” Fenn asked. “What is this plan?” He had an idea of what it was, but wanted to hear it spoken aloud.
And the General did not disappoint. “Why, the only thing worth having...power! I intend to overthrow the Four School and take Kirondaal for myself!”




Chapter Thirteen

“He wants to take the city?”
“That’s what he said.”
“Ambitious, I’ll give him that.”
“And obvious. Anyone even half awake would have seen this coming, the moment they let Mora and his thugs take the place of the city militia.”
“Anyone...except a pack of Arcanists and scholars with their eyes on the clouds and their heads firmly up their backsides.”
“That doesn't make sense. How can you see the clouds when you head is shoved up your…”
“It’s a figure of speech. It means they’re idiots.”
“Still, it doesn't make sense.”
“I’d be offended if I didn't l know all too well that you were just winding me up, and so I’ll accept your apparent confusion as honest and leave matters as they stand... and here we are.”
They stood by the statue of the fish. it was early in the morning, and the docks were only now coming to life. A group of fishermen went past, yawning and grumbling as they set about the days business, clambering into their boats and pushing off from the docks. A gang of longshoremen gathered around a nearby pier, waiting for the master of a docked lakeboat to give permission to come aboard and start unloading his cargo.
The area around the statue was calm by contrast. Only Fenn and Kalin stood there, though they were hardly alone...various other Red Shadows were scattered about, doing their best to blend in and keeping a sharp eye out.
Kalin nudged him. “Here they come,” he said, jutting his chin down the harborfront. A group of men walked towards them, clustered about a tall, slender fell who ambled along with his hands clasped behind his back. He had a carefully trimmed goatee and graying hair tied back in a tail than hung down his back. Perched on the bridge of his nose were a pair of spectacles.
“There’s our man,” Fenn said. To his eye the fellow resembled a bookseller rather than a gang leader.
More men spread out across the dock, taking positions around them, keeping a sharp watch on the Red Shadows, who watched back with equal vigilance. Weapons were loosened in various sheaths, Fenn fancied he heard the sound of a hammer being cocked back on a gun.
“Hope your tongue is silver this day,” Kalin muttered. “Gods and demons, this could go wrong so very fast.”
No argument from Fenn. He waited as the man came to a halt before the statue, unclasping his hands from behind his back, and crossing them over his belly. Fenn glance down for a moment and saw fingers and thumbs no more or less in size than his own.
“It ain’t the hands that are long,” said Longhand Luuk with a laugh. “It speaks to...my other qualities.”
“Right. Spare me the details.” Fenn looked at the gang leader. He was dressed plainly, and he spoke with the voice and accent of someone who had spent time in a school room. “Longhand Luuk.”
“Fenn Aquila. You have a  reputation. And a big price on your head back in Galadorn.”
Kalin tensed, and Fenn felt a twinge of fear at the base of his throat. “Have you come to collect?” he asked calmly, wondering if this was a mistake.
But Longhand Luuk shook his head. “Not today. Not ever, truth be told. You may not have heard, but Ogeron the Brick is not well liked Kirondaal. Some years back he was involved in a deal that went sour in a bad way, and among the bodies that fell under those fists of his was a man near and dear to my heart, who taught me how to survive on the shady side. A good friend, and not just to me. I hear that you tried to put a blade in that overgrown bastards back. That makes you alright by my lights...at least for the moment. That may change, if you don't give me and mine a good reason why you kept a fortune in gold out of our hands.” And here a hunt of menace entered his voice, the kindly bookseller baring sharp teeth.
Fenn wondered if he should call on the Old Oath, then thought better of it. There was no hard rule on it, but it was generally understood that the Old Oath was best invoked among those whom the invoker had at least passing familiarity with, as in they knew each other’s names and reputations and the conquestions of besmirching one or the other. Longhand Luuk might respect the words...or might take it as an insult.
Ah well. Life is risk. “Right, then straight to business. That load was the last of three enormous bribes paid to Lord Mora by the Four Schools. Each School paid it out on the assumption that they alone had the General in their pocket, no knowing he was taking money from all.”
Longhand Luuk raised an eyebrow. “Clever of him,” he said. “Though the scholars of the Schools aren’t known for their common sense, else they’d have seen this coming a mile away.”
“The General thinks the same. Which is why he plans on using the money the Schoolmen have paid him to overthrow the Council and take the city for himself.”
Again, Luuk did not seem that surprised. “Well,” he said after a moment’s thought, “that was going to happen sooner or later. Mercenaries are not known for their restraint, and Avexiner scum less than most.”
‘You don’t see bothered by it,” Kalin observed.
“And why would I care?” And here anger entered Longhand Luuk’s voice. “Hellfire take the Schools. I wouldn't stop t piss on a spellslinger if he was on fire and offering to pay!” He reached under his shirt and pulled out a tarnished brass medallion hanging on a string.
“See this?” he said thrusting it out.
Fenn leaned in for a look. On it was embossed the image of a cauldron over a fire, with a Smiling Sun face above it. “What about it?”
“This is...or rather was the mark of the Guild of the Cauldron King, ancient and revered and older by centuries than any of those blasted Schools! The oldest guild of alchemists and artificers on this continent of Tyberia...until the Schools in their arrogance declared our Art to be nothing of the sort and ordered our Guild suppressed. One hundred masters and a thousand apprentices banned from practicing our craft, to say nothing of the countless merchants, laborers and suppliers who gained their livelihood through our business. All thrown out into the street to starve. I was an apprentice to one of the last Masters - when told of the Council’s decree, that in their eyes he was no more than some mountebank selling fake love potions to farmwives, so great was his wrath that his dropped dead on the spot! All so a pack of snobs up the towers could look down on us and feel superior.”
Longhand Luuk slipped the medallion back under his shirt. “Lord Mora taking the city worries me not. If he mounts the heads of the Grand Masters on pikes before the gates, I’ll be there in the crowd to point and laugh. So why tell me this? I must admit, that has pricked my curiosity...particularly since you serve the General.”
“For the moment, in pursuit of another goal. For now his path and mine run along the same path...but there is no harm in making new friends, particularly a fellow artful skag walking the shady. And however you may feel about Mora taking the city or not, a man like yourself, of vision and sharp mind would see there are any number of ways he might profit from it...if he knew the details of the plot.”
“And you can provide these?” Longhand Luuk asked mockingly. “And what does Fenn Aquila want in return?”
“Two things,” Fenn answered. “First, someone in this city put a price on my head. I know who this person is and will deal with the matter in my own way, but in the meantime, I need a man with your influence to put the word out that no skag in Kirondaal should try to collect.”
“Easily done. I’ll keep the knives out of your back. What’s the other thing?”
Fenn placed a hand on the long knife and tugged out from under belt still in his scabbard. “Have a look at this,” he said, handing it over to Luuk. “Note the makers mark.”
Longhand Luuk drew the blade out halfway and looked closely at the sigil etched into the weapon. A flicker of recognition crossed his face. “Fine weapon,” he said. “The mark is that of Master Smith Tronac. Fine craftsmans...bit on the expensive side.”
“Some months back, a crew from Kirondaal were sent into Galadorn, where they used blades like that for murder and mayhem in the shady side of the city, including a run at the Biock himself. Said fellows were sent out from Kirondaal on the sly and came in the same, and since you are a face in this city…”
Longhand Luuk raised a hand. He glanced at his men, and after a moment they stepped back. He then came forward and spoke in a quiet voice. “I know what you’re asking about. Hired blades, brought in from the countryside. I’m the one who got them across the lake and into Galadorn.” He paused a moment. “You’re asking after the Shadowy Sun.”
Fenn shrugged. “What of it? What do you know?”
“That last winter some men sworn to Miro Tamelan approached, asking if I wanted to even the score with Ogeron and his Crescents. One thing led to another, and before long I was in a room with that woman who shares a bed with Lord Mora. She’s the one who paid me. Twenty men, experienced with blades, recruited from the appenages of the nobles in the Seren countryside. Said it was done at the behest of the General, who had a grudge against Galadorn. I smuggled them into Galadorn and that should have been the end of it...except I got curious. She paid a king’s ransom to get those men into Galaforn, and it didn't make sense Lord Mora wouldn’t pay that much just to cause a disturbance in Galadorn’s back alleys. And then I hear that Lord Mora keeps a portion of his fortune in one of the larger counting houses in Galadorn, and since he took the Council’s contract he’s sent more money across the lake. Not the actions of a man with a grudge...so I start asking questions on the sly. Turns out that the woman the General is bedding ain’t who he thinks she is…”
“I know her real name. She’s even worse than you;ve heard.”
Luuk raised an eyebrow. “Ah,” he replied, but do you know that she has a steady stream of couriers headed north with messages written in code? Or that every two weeks someone comes back with a bill of exchange that she cashes at various banks and counting houses around the lake using different aliases?”
“I did not. Though it explains where she gets her money from.”
“Follow the money, you find the man. I send men to inquire. A month ago, one of them comes back. Says the others are dead and he was lucky to get away breathing. But he found that the money comes from a man, who get it from another man, who works for another fellow in turn that may be connected to the Shadowy Sun. Soon as I heard that, I backed off. When those words come up, you close your eyes, cover your ears and hum loudly.”
“So,” Fenn said after a moment’s pause. “She’s connected to them.”
“Her and Tamelan, they’re tight with each other. She has the general dancing on her strings - that’s how they work. This...plan of the General’s, in the end it’s their plan. And once he’s no longer useful, they; toss him aside on the rubbish heap.”
Fenn looked Luuk in the eye. “Still want to know the details?”
Longhand Luuk looked reluctant, but after a moment he nodded. “Sure. Better to know than not know.”
“Well then, in three days the General is going to summon the Council to a meeting. All the Grand Master’s and their underlings, for the purpose of clearing the air. They’ll all be there, because they all think he’d on their side and will massacre their rivals. Only Mora’s men will have order to murder them all…”
Fenn quickly laid out what he knew of the plan, Luuk taking it in without comment.
Then, Fenn explained to Longhand Luuk exactly how he could benefit from the coming disorder, and what needed to be done in order for this to happen. And Longhand Luuk listened closely.
At the end, there was a smile on Luuk’s face. He thanked Fenn, shook his hs hand, and turned to leave.
“One last thing,” Fenn asked him as he left, “What is the name of the man in the north?”
Luuk looked back. “The name I heard was Desarvic,” he said. “Though whether that be his real name is another matter. But if you go looking for him, be careful. With the Shadowy Sun, things are never as they seem.”
With that, Longhand Luuk and his men left the pier, headed back into the city.
Kalin kept his silence until Luuk and his men were well out of earshot. “You’re bloody mad,” he finally said.
“How do you figure?”
“What do you mean? Were you listening to the words that were coming out of your mouth? There is no way this side of Heaven or Hell that you can pull this off.”
Kalin,” Fenn responded, looking his comrade in the eye, “I never propose a plan that I don't have some expectation of carrying out. And compared to some of the capers I've been involved with…” He stopped, sensing his words weren’t having the intended effect.
“Do you trust me,” he finally asked.
“I’m tryin’ to.”
“Well, try harder. Now, take the rest of the Shadows and scatter. Wait for the signal and come get me.”
“You really think the bitch will take you alive?”
“Of course. Otherwise she won't get the one thing she wants above all else - the chance to gloat.”
Kalin rolled his eyes. “Fenn, you may not know as much about women as you may think. But I’ll do as you ask. May you live long enough to be proven right,” He turned to the others and made a gesture. Immediately they scattered, melting back into the city, leaving Fenn along, as requested.
Fenn slipped the long knife back into his belt. He waited a moment, looking around the crowd to see if anyone was watching, then with a sigh went about his business. No sign of a tail, though to be fair if Serrana had someone on him, he wouldn't see him coming until the knife was headed into his back. He left the docks and made his way through the city, headed towards the barracks. The tension in the air was thicker than before. Citizens stared angrily at the mercenaries, who looked back nervously, and no hand was far from a weapon.
“Not good,” he muttered, watching a group of men escorting several women to the market, The men all had knives or swords thrust through their belts, several of the women openly displaying pistols tucked into their dresses. They stared at him as he went by, openly hostile.
He reached the barracks with a sense of relief...which quickly disappeared as he noticed the greater number of guards on the gates and the extra men on the battlements. A few questions led him inside, where as expected he found Captain Oleyvac sitting at his usual table, methodically working his way through a jug of wine.
“Fenndar,” he said, pouring a cup. This time he did not bother to share it.
“Captain. isn't it a bit early to be sousing yourself?”
“On the contrary, it’s exactly the time to do it! When you’re about to be party to mass murder, only the gods of the grape can ease the weight of it!” He raised the cup to his lips.
Fenn stepped in and took it away. “If you hate it that much, why not leave?” he asked. “Save your honor and turn your back on Mora?”
Oleyvac scowled back at him. “Where would I go?” he retorted. “I have no lands, no fortune beyond my sword and whatever crumbs our lord throws to me. My family does not know me after all these years, and would not smile if I returned. No, young Fenndar, I have nowhere else to go...except to the bottom of this cup.” He took the cup back and put it to his lips.
Fenn took the cup away again. “What if there was another way?”
“Hey, give that back?”
“Captain, hear these words.” He poured the wine back into the jug and set the cup down on the table. A moment later he moved the jug out of Oleyvac’s reach. “There is another way,” he repeated. “For you to escape the situation you are in, to save your honor and win wealth beyond measure in the bargain.”
“Sounds too good to be true.”
“How will you know, unless you’re willing to try? And what do you have to lose?” Fenn placed the cup on the table. “Or keep drinking yourself into an early grave.”
Oleyvac picked the cup and placed it to his lips. Then after a moment’s thought he put it back on the table. “What do you have in mind?” he asked.”
“Not here. Stand up and walk the wine out of your head. There’s a man you need to meet, and it’s best if you talk while sober.”
The guards at the gate saluted as the Captain went past, and did not ask questions as they left the fortress. Oleyvac raised an eyebrow as they went through the city, down narrow streets thick with tension and pent-up menace. “Half an hour before the storm begins,” he said to Fenn as they went past a market square, where mercenaries went about their business in squads while the rest of the citizenry watched them and each other with suspicion. “Should have told the General to confiscate all weapons…”
“You do that,” Fenn responded shortly, “and you will have a riot.”
“Probably right. Still, this is not a good place to be.”
“Every crisis has its opportunities, for a man with the eyes to see them.”
The reached the dockside, and stood before the sign of the crossed pikes and the anchor. The place was as full as the last time Fenn visited, ex-militiamen crowded around the tables and bar, the rattle of dice in the background telling another game was going on.
“You tell me not to drink,” Olyevac said with a laugh as they walked in, “and take me to a tavern?” He looked around the place. “I must say, your choice of a watering hole is cause for concern, Fenndar.”
“We’re not here to drink.” Fenn pushed his way to the bar, where Jassoc du’Ryliac was carefully working out the cork from a bottle of wine. The layer of dust coating the glass spoke os something that had lain a long time in a cellar, and promised a fine aged vintage...or a mouthful of vinegar.
“You again,” he said, as Fenn approached. “Didn't think you’d return.”
“You have a fine establishment, filled with fine company and fine drink. Why wouldn't a man of taste and discernment take another pass?”
Jassoc pulled the cork free, and for a moment a heady perfume replaced the usual reek of pipesmoke, sweat and old ale. “A gift from a friend in the countryside,” he said, pouring himself a cup. Then, after a moment he filled two more and slid them over. “A memory of better times. Who’s your friend?”
Fenn picked up the cup. The vintage inside was strong and danced across his tongue and down his gullet, leaving behind a sense of pleasure and a desire for me. “This is Jassoc duRyliac,” Fenn said, to Oleyvac, setting his cup down. “Formerly an officer in the old city militia. A man of taste and breeding, now serving cups behind a bar to the men he once led. Keeping an eye on them, isn’t that what you told me?”
“Aye.” Jassoc nodded slowly. “Someone had to keep them out of trouble. Again, who is your friend?”
“Ah right.” Fenn lowered his voice slightly. “This is Captain Oleyvac…”
“Oleyvac?” Jassoc frowned. Several men neary heard the name and looked over as well. “Mora’s lap dog?”
“I am no one’s lap dog!” Oleyvac bristled.
“Hold off the isults, both of you! I brought you here,” Fenn turned to Oleyvac, “because you want a way out…” and then to Jassoc, “and because you want the militia to return to glory and honor. In other words, you two have a common interest, so put aside your paranoia and hear each other’s words.”
Jassoc put the bottle down. He looked Oleyvac in the eye, who returned his gaze calmly More men were paying attention now, closing in to listen...and do worse, if things didn't go according to their liking.
“Back off, boys.” Jassoc looked at the former militiamen, a slight nod giving them the all-clear. Then to Oleyvac. “So,” he said, “what do you want?”
Oleyvac look at Fenn.
“Mora is planning to seize power in the city,” Fenn said. “He would rule Kirondaal openly, as its Prince. The good captain here is a man of honor, who sees the General’s plan as shameful. And you, as a loyal son of Kirondaal, would surely oppose your city being under the thumb  of an Avexiner warlord who can't think past the tip of his sword.”
Oleyvac looked at Fenn, then at Jassoc. “What he said.”
Jassoc leaned closer. “I’m listening.”
They spoke for a while. Many things were touched on, what had to be done, and more importantly what had to be avoided. Two hours later, Fenn left the tavern, with Jassoc and Oleyvac still deep in their plotting. Former mercenaries were leaving as well bearing messages to other houses, other taverns, to their former comrades in arms And Fenn could watch this with a sense of a job well done.
The wine hds long since made its way to the extremities of his body. Fenn walked away from the tavern, nothing the darkening sky. He glanced over his shoulder for a moment, went down the street a ways, then down another street and into an alleyway. He took position before a pile of rubbish, undid the buttons at the front of his trousers and made his contribution to the filth encrusting the ground.
The men following him were a considerate lot. They waited until Fenn had finished his business and buttoned himself back up before they dropped a sack over his head.




Chapter Fourteen

At some point in the past the bag was used to store a large number of ripe cheeses. The scent filled Fenn’s nostrils for the last few hours, an experience that was somewhat unpleasant at first, leaving him lightheaded and  nauseous. Time and familiarity numbed all edges though, and by the time it was finally ripped off his head his imagination overflowed with images of ripe wheels of hard yellow and slices of fresh baked bread.
He was indoors, and his captors had half-carried, halfragegd him up a set of stairs. The walls were painted a pale pastel red, with a pair of pictures on the opposite walls displaying women sitting with small dogs in their laps. A mirror lay in between them, Fenn saw his reflection in it, and a moment later a heavy-set man that had the look of a thug, cracking the knuckles of his beefy hands.
Then his view of the mirror was blocked by Serrana’s beautiful face. She stood before him now, in a slender riding dress of dark red, her golden hair wrapped into a braid at the nape of her neck. A smile was on her face as she looked down on him. One hand reached to the sash wrapped about her waist and pulled a small jeweled dagger.
“You must have seen this coming,” she said, holding the blade in one hand and feeling the edge with the thumb of the other.
Fenn shrugged, or at least tried. His arms were bound to the back of the chair on which he sat. “I had a suspicion it would end this way. You’re not the sort to let a grudge lie.”
“It wasn’t my intention for you to live this long. I put a great deal of money on the streets of this wretched city for your head.”
“I noticed. Yet here I am.”
“A rushed plan on my part. Still, here you are.” She walked around Fenn, trailing the tip of the dagger along his cheek. “The last time I had you in this position,’ she said, “you caused me no end of trouble. That won’t happen now. You’ve failed, Fenn Aquila!”
“How do you figure?” Fenn asked. His hands were bunched into fists, as they had been from the moment Serrana’s minions sat him down and wrapped the ropes around his wrist. Now, he let them open, biting back a groan as an ache ran through his relaxing muscles. An old trick...tighten the muscles of your arms when they tie you down, and when you relax there will a little slack. Just enough, perhaps, too…
“You came to this city to foil my plans, as you did in Galadorn! A year’s worth of work, sharing a bed with that fool Mora, winning over those fools who called themselves Grand Masters. And then, only days before victory, you show up. Well, history won't repeat itself! Kirondaal is mine, and nothing you do will change that…”
“I don’t give a flea off a dog’s ass who runs this city,” Fenn snapped. “Be it you, Mora or some fisherman’s byblow! This city means nothing to me.”
Serrana laughed at that. He heard her walking around behind him. “Why did you send men to kill Ogeron the Brick and Crekus Brin?” he asked. She stopped walking, her steps falling silent. “How long have you worked for the Shadowy Sun?”
A moments silence. Then she was back in front of him. “You continue to surprise,” she said grudgingly.
“Where you with them when you tried to overthrow Prince Markus?” he asked.
“How else do you think I paid for it?” she said with a laugh. “A courtesan doesn’t have that kind of coin. And I don’t work for them, idiot! I am one of them! The Shadowy Sun, the hidden masters of this world! Who make the pillars of heaven shake with but a twitch of our fingers! We are everywhere, see everything, every secret if ours to know! And one day we shall emerge from the shadows, and every living thing beneath the sky will kneel down at our feet, and on that day our power shall be complete!”
Her voice rose to a high pitch at that, her eyes staring off into the distance. Fenn waited a moment, then cleared his throat. “Did ou practice that speech in front of a mirror?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“This is me you are talking too, not a pack of punters in a third-rate playhouse! ‘Who make the pillars of heaven shake…’ You would have made a fine actress…”
Serrana advanced on his, dagger reversed, her eyes glittering. She stabbed down, and Fenn flinched, expected pain and blood. Against his will his eyes closed. A moment later they opened and looked down, where the knife quivered in the seat of the chair, barely an inch from his manhood.
He met her angry gaze, saw the burning hate in her eyes. “That was uncalled for,” he said.
She yanked the knife free. As she did, a door opened and Miro Tamelan walked. “It's starting,” he said.
“Take this wretch to the window,” Serrana commanded. Two of her minions approached the chair, then halted at a word from Tamelan.
“Let me do it,” he said with a smile, place a hand to his temple and concentrating. Fenn felt a crawling on the back of his neck, a sign of the Aethyr, and them with a gasp felt the chair lift up, carrying him with it. It drifted across the floor, headed to a wide window at one end that looked out onto the city below. For a moment Fenn expected Tamelan to keep going, throwing him magically out the window, then letting him fall to his death…
Tamela exhaled sharply, and the chair dropped down to the floor. Fenn grunted as it landed, and he heard a slight crack from the back, felt some of the wood splinter. He looked out the window, and saw the great Square of the Schools below. A long table was placed in the center, surrounded in turn by contingents from all four of the Great Schools, acolytes and Arcanists alike looking on each other with open hostility and suspicion. Around in turn was a crowd of cityfolk, watching the events silently under the eyes of a company of lancorails.
Drums beat and horses sounded, and the crowd parted to let the Grand Masters approach the table, resplendent in their robes, accompanied by large entourages of Arcanists and acolytes, bearing shimmering staves that were the mark of their office. One by one they sat down in their designated seats at the table; Sircha Scanthi of the School of the Rose, Petro Yussa of the School of the Chrysanthemum, Caspaar Viin of the School of the Hyacinth...and some fellow Fenn didn't recognize for the School of the Tulip.
“My deputy,” Miro said by way of explanation. “As far as the world knows, I am abed this day with a terrible fever. It’s a shame, Guscari is a decent fellow, and what’s about to happen might be considered an injustice…”
The other Grand Masters looked on this as suspicious. “Where’s Tamelan?” Yussa asked in a voice loud enough for Fenn to hear from his vantage point.
“Sick,” came the reply.
“I’ll bet he is.” Yussa started to rise. At that moment another sound echoed across the square - the tramp of booted feet. Another company marched into the square, one hundred strong, escorting General Ludovar Mora, resplendent in his gilded armor and crested helm. He moved through the crowd, past the arcanists and acolytes and took his place at the head of the table. The Grand Master’s looked at him, their suspicions plain to see. All thought he was bought and paid for...yet where was Tamelan? Yussa started to stand, opening his mouth to say something.
And then Mora laughed, his voice carrying across the square, the herald of their doom. “Fools!” he declared, drawing a pistol from his side. “I will enjoy ruling this city! Take them now!”
And with that the mercenaries closed in. Screams rang out and the crowd scattered running for their lives, as lanorails drew their swords and began cutting down Arcanists left and right. Men in robed tried to flee, and fell as swords and daggers opened their necks, felling them before they could summon their magic and get a spell off.
Which didn't stop many of them from trying. Around the table magical energies of many colors spouted, as men of the Schools summoned the Aethyr, their lips speaking the words, their hands twisting into the gestures of summoning, calling on the power that shaped creation itself to do their bidding.
Yet they were only men in the end, and too slow. Around the table, Caspaar Viin stood, a fireball forming between his hands. Mora laughed and raised his pistol, shooting the Grand Master of the Hyacinth School in the face. Caspaar shrieked and fell back, and blazed into flames as the fireball turned on him and set his clothes on fire.
Yussa raised his hands, lightning crackling around his fingers. His mouth open to shout the incantation...but steel came out instead of words, a sword thrust into the back of his head, a full foot of the blade emerging from between his teeth like a horrid metallic tongue. The mercenary holding the other end twisted the sword slightly and with a dull squeal pulled it free. Yussa dropped back down into his chair, blood pouring from his mouth as he fell face-first onto the table.
Scanthi was on the ground, his head nearly removed from his shoulders. Tamelan’s deputy fell beside him shirking for a moment as a flurry of sword stabs took his life. The flagstones around the table were red and slick with blood. The last of the Schoolmen fell, one of them crying out in agony for a long time, his voice carrying through the air to Fenn, the death wail of the Schools and their regime over Kirondaal.
Ad for a moment, Fenn felt a twinge of sadness. Only a moment, mind, the Schools had brought this on themselves with their incompetence. They left Mora into the city, turning their fate over to mercenaries with no loyalty except their own purses. And yet, and yet...it was a hard way to die.
“Look out there,” Serrana whispered in his ear. “Is it not a lovely sight? Those scholars spent so much time in their towers that they forgot how the rest of the world lives! They honestly thought Mora could be bought. They gave him the money that he used to pay for this coup. Even now the rest of his men are going through the city, killing off anyone who might lead a resistance. A lot of men are going to die...but that is the price for power. The future is paid for in gold and blood.”
“So long as you’re not the one giving out either,” Fenn said calmly.
Serrana frowned. He should have been panicking by now... “I should just kill you,” she said, raising the dagger to his throat. “You’ve lost, Fenn! I win this round.”
Fenn grimaced as the steel edge kissed his throat. “Well played,” he said. “A fine plan well executed. But…”
“But what?”
“The game isn’t over.” He felt his arm turn with the ropes. There...near the base, the back of the chair was about to break. “I already made my move.”
Serrana sneered. “You have no moves left, Fenn…” Then she turned as the door opened, and a man came in. One of Mora’s lancorails, his studded leather armor smeared with blood. The knife fell from Fenn’s throat as she opened her mouth to speak.
“He’s going to tell you that most of Mora’s sellswords are still in the barracks,” Fenn said. All eyes turned to him, and he met their glares with a smile. “The General called them there this morning, for a good breakfast before the killing began. Porridge, eggs, bacon...a fine spread that Longhand Luuk and his skags dosed with...well, I don’t what they used, but it likely caused those fellowsto fall asleep before they cleared their bowls. If you go to the barracks now all you’re likely hear is a great deal of snoring. The only mercenaries who are upright and able to fight are down there in the square with the General...enough to kill those poor fools from the Schools, not enough to take Kirondaal…”
“Shut up!” Serrana shouted. Then she whirled to the mercenary. “Is this true?” she demanded.
The mercenary nodded, face pale with fear. “Every word,” he said.
Shouts came up from the square. Fenn looked outside, where Mora was waving his sword about and bellowing orders, the mercenaries swiftly forming into ranks. Several of them overturned the long table to use as a barricade, kicking bodies out of the way. From the streets beyond came a sound sure to chill the blood of any intriguer or would-be tyrant...the tramp of countless feet, the deep voices and shouts of an angry mob.
“Right on time,” Fenn said.
“What hellfire is this?” Serrana went to the window, looking out in shock as armed men emerged from the streets leading into the square. Their armor was battered and worn, the banners rising above their heads threadbare and faded. The swords and halberds they clutched were dusty and speckled with rust after years spent in cupboards, attics and cellars...yet they were freshly sharpened, and held by men who hadn’t forgotten their use.
“The Grand Master’s disbanded the old city militia,” Fenn said with a wide grin, “but they didn't put much effort into disarming them. Most of those fellows kept their gear, and have spent the last years drunk and angry over their dishonor. All they needed was a leader to follow.”
Drums beat, and the militia companies marched into the square. Men carrying firelocks moved before the pikeman as if this were a proper battlefield, trails of smoke rising from the burning lengths of matchcord fitted to their weapons. Walking behind them, wearing a steel breastplate and holding a drawn sword was Captain Oleyvac. Beside him was Jassoc du’Ryliac, who held a tall standard from which fluttered the flag of Kirondaal.
“Oleyvac!” Mora bellowed across rh square. “You backstabbing son of a whore! Stand your men down, or I swear by the Saint...”
“Gunners, present your arms!” Oleyvac shouted, his voice carrying over the noise. Ahead, the arquebusiers formed into two ranks, those behind aiming between those in front. Shouts and cries rose from the lancorails, many of them shoving one another as they tried to take cover behind the table.
“Take aim!” Oleyvac roared, a fierce look of anticipatory bloodlust visible even from where Fenn sat.
Fenn looked away at the last moment, closing his eyes as Oleyvac gave the other to fire. He heard the roar of the guns, followed by the screams of the dying. When he opened his eyes, Serrana, Tamelan, and both of the thugs were at the windows, staring down at the carnage below, where a third of the mercenaries were on the ground, many more wounded and the rest struggling to resist as the militiamen closed in to finish them off.
Now. Fenn flexed his arms. The ropes dug painfully into his arms, and a moment later there was the welcome snap of wood as the back of the chair broke. One of his arms tore free and he stood. The thugs turned, just in time for Fenn to swing the chair still tied to his other arm, using it as a large makeshift club. The chair smashed into the nearest thug, shattered into pieces and dropping the man instantly. 
Fenn grabbed the broken leg of the chair from the floor and whirled about. The remaining thug stood near the door, drawing a dagger from his belt. He raised to high, ready to charge, then stopped as Tamelan left the room.
“Our business is done here,” he said as he went through the door. “We should go.”
Serrana glared at Fenn, then slipped her own dagger back into its sheath “Another time,” she said, moving through the door. The thug was the last out, slamming the door shut. A moment later Fenn heard a click as the lock was turned.
“Bugger!” He ran to the dot grabbing the handle. Locked tight...he stepped back and gave it a hard kick, clicking his teeth at the pain running up his leg. He steed back, ready for another go, then fell to the floor as a spate of gunfire sounded on the other side. The door shivered as bullets smashed into it, one of them striking the lock and causing it to swing open.
Fenn scrambled back. He grabbed the chair leg and stood raising it high and ready for whatever came through. He’d sell his life dear, come what may…
Kalin poked his head inside. “Please don’t use that...what is that? Firewood?”
“Took you long enough.” Fenn tossed the chair aside.
“We had to wait for the slaughter to end before a way opened into the house. It’s a blood pit out there, Fenn, you evil bastard…”
“Price has to be paid, so long as I'm not the one paying.”
Kalin came into the room, flanked by two Red Shadows. They handed him a pair of loaded pistols and the longknife.He took them gratefully, the weight welcome in his hands. He then looked out the window, shocked at the carnage in the square.
The militiamen were finishing off the last of the mercenaries, clustered at the base of a tower in a bloody heap. The flagstones were stained red, the dead scattered across. Lying prominently by the overturned table was General Mora, his golden armor recognizable even under the blood and gore...which was fortunate, since at some point he'd been decapitated. Oleyvac stood nearby, holding Mora’s head in his hands, carefully spiking it on a spear held by one of his men. With a laugh the spear was raised high, the militia of Kirondaal cheering loudly at the sight. At a bellowed command from Oleyvac, they marched out of the square with the Generals severed head carried before them as a standard.
“Suns and Spirits,” Fenn muttered. “What have I done?”
Then before anyone could offer an opinion on the subject, he left the room, Kalin and the other men falling behind. They entered a corridor painted a pale creamy white, with various pictures depicting religious scenes handing from the walls. Near the end a streak of blood was splashed on the walls, along with a pair of bullet holes. No sign of a body, but a set of stairs went down, which they followed.
At the bottom, Fenn saw the thug who left with Serrana, slumped by the final star, head propped against the wall. One hand clutched his hip, blood darkening his trousers.
“Where is she?” Fenn asked, standing before the man.
The man looked up at him, face pale with pain. He waved his hand towards another door at the end of a hallway. “There,” he grunted.
“Much obliged.” Fenn stepped over fellow and kept on going. The others followed after, with Kaling bringing up the rear. Fenn heard him offer words of encouragement to the wounded fellow. “Cheer up! Many a man has walked away thigh-shot with nothing more than a limp!”
“Go to hell…”
“Now, that was uncalled for!”
Fenn pushed open the door. Sunlight flooded in as he stepped out into a courtyard...then stepped back as guns fired and balls bounced off the stone walls of the house. He ducked back inside, raising one of the pistols and thumbing back the trigger.
“What in hellfire?” he breathed.
A ship sat in the middle of the courtyard. Squarish and flat-bottomed, with a tapering upswept prow and a blunt, slightly inward stern. If placed on the water, the vessel would have wallowed like the most ill-built lakeboat ever conceived by a drunken shipwright. Yet this was not a ship meant to sail on lakes and oceans.
A tall mast rose up from the center of the desk, and jutting out from the side were a pair of side sails. Men were milling about the stern, carrying in bags and crates of provisions. When Fenn appeared in the doorway a shout of alarm rose, and they ran through the open cargo door in the stern, which closed up behind the last man to make it aboard. On the main two men appeared and fired off muskets. These missed, they pulled pistols, then ducked as Fenn fired back. Kalien and the other Red Shadows came out after him and opened fire as well.
Puffs of dust and wood splinter rose up from the hull as their balls hit. Then they all felt a tingling on the backs of their necks as the Aethyr was summoned. A moment later the ship lifted off the ground, rising up from the courtyard.
Serrana appeared at the railing, looking down into the courtyard as the ship carried her skywards. She saw Fenn, and waved at him mockingly. Then she stepped back and vanished from sight.
Men climbed into the rigging of all three sails and opened sheets of canvas, which bulged out as they filled with a strong northern wind. The ship cleared the walls surrounding the building and picked up speed, headed over a city caught fully in the throes of revolt, the militiamen streaming through the streets below, hunting down their enemies and securing their grip on power.
Then Kirondaal passed by and the ship was sailing over the lake.
“She’s gone, Fenn,” Kalin said as the ship disappeared into the distance.
“I have eyes, Kalin,” Fenn replied. But not for long, I wager. Not for long.
Epilogue
It was the custom of Markus Incelidar, Prince of Galadorn, to receive reports on foreign affairs while at his breakfast, as a balance between pleasure and annoyance.
“Not a single man sworn to the Four Schools remains alive within the bounds of Kirondaal.” Lord Sevvan Incelicar, the Prince’s nephew and heir, stood by the table, glancing down occasionally at a slate on which one of Kord’s men had written some notes. “All the Grand Master’s are confirmed dead, save for Miro Tamelan of the Tulip School, whose body has yet to be found. Any Arcanoists who escaped the slaughter in the square have likely fled the city by now.”
He paused for a moment, as his uncle placed a spoonful of eggs flavored with pepper on a small square of toast, popping it into his house and washing it down with a mouthful of watered wine. “Continue,” he said after swallowing. “What of Mora’s sellswords?”
“Dead or fled, for the most part. Those who weren’t killed by the militia were done in by the city mob. Many have escaped into the country, where they were quickly hired on by the Serenner nobles and their private armies. The city militia have pledged their allegiance to…” Sevvan checked his notes. “Captain Handar Oleyvac. He was Lord Mora’s second in command, and killed the General with his own sword. Lord Mora’s head is now on a spike by one of the city gates.”
“The man always had more ambition than sense.”
“The militia is behind Oleyvac, who has declared himself Prince of Kirondaal. The people of the city support him now as well, although our envoy says this is fragile and could turn at the first setback. The nobility in the countryside seem to be split. A few with estates close to the city have declared for the new ruler, others have denounced him, while the rest are merely waiting to see how it turns out. But all are summoning their men-at-arms, and it’s likely they will march on the city at some point. The question being, will they go to support Lord Oleyvac, or take Kirondaal for themselves?”
Sevvan waited again as his uncle polished off a pair of sausages and cream. “Oleyvac knows his position is fragile,” he said. “His envoy arrived this morning. He seeks your friendship and protection, and aid to bolster his rule.”
“What sort of aid?”
“Money, I expect.”
Markus wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Well,” he said, “we certainly don't want chaos on the other side of the lake. And it’s better to have a Prince of Kirondaal in out debt than...well, whatever the alternative is. Tell the envoy I will meet with them once I finish this breakfast...and we would certainly be willing to offer a loan to our brother in Kirondaal. At favorable terms of course.”
A servant drifted in quietly and removed the empty places from the table, while another replaced it with a platter containing a few rashers of bacon and a bowl of boiled oats flavored with honey (at the insistence of his physicians, in the belief it would prevent any number of stomach ailments.) Prince Markus picked up a spoon, looking on the bacon with anticipation, and the oats with resignation.
Then he looked up. “We had a man in Kirondaal,” he said. “Fenn Aquila. Any news of him?”
“Holdenor mentioned something about it…” Sevvan looked down at his slate. “Ah..yes. Dead, I'm afraid. Killed in the riots, according to a witness.”
“Who is this witness?”
“Kord didn't say. A shame, that man...Fenn Aquila, yes. Seemed capable, if a bit dubious.”
“Indeed a shame.” The Prince turned to his meal. “Though now his debt is paid, if nothing else. Still, keep an eye out. With a man like that, make sure you see the corpse before declared him dead. And burn the body, just to make sure.”
The walls of Kirondaal receded in the distance. Fenn watched them go, watched the glimmering waters of the lake vanished behind the rolling Serenner hills. He winced slightly as the wagon bounced over a rut, the pair of horses pulling it whickering slightly at the sudden shift in load before Kalen brought them back in line.
Four wagons in all, loaded down with goods pilfered during the chaos in the city (including the wagons and horses themselves) carrying the last remnant of the Red Shadows. Ten men and women and a few children. Fleeing Kirondaal as they did Galadorn. For his part Fenn was glad to be gone...he had no idea if Oleyvac would hold power there past sunset of the next day and had little interested in finding out. But he was Prince of the city now, and the militia was behind him.
No one was pulling Fenn’s strings now. He lived by the leave of no Prince or spymaster. He was a free man, free to follow the wind and find his fortune.  As far as Fenn was concerned there was no debt or obligation to a greater power, and that’s the way he liked it...
“How far should we go?” Kalen asked, looking back at him.
“Where do we go now?” Alyana added from the back of the wagon.
Fenn was suddenly aware that every eye was on him, waiting for an answer. He looked at them, opening his mouth to say he had no idea, and it wasn't his problem…
But he didn't say those words, because he knew them to be a lie. They were looking to him for guidance for orders. For leadership.
And he knew this was one obligation he couldn't leave behind. But they had to be willing to follow.
“North,” he said. “For now at least. Beyond that..well, I have two goals in mind, if you’re willing to share the journey.”
“What would they be?” asked one of the Shadows, sitting next to Alyana.
“First, to hunt down the Shadowy Sun, wherever they may be, so that they never threaten me and mine again.”
“And the second?” Kalen asked, flapping the reins.
“Wealth, fame and fortune for us all.” Fenn laughed. “Where we began in life is not where we have to end. The world is filled with treasures to seize and wonders to behold, so long as one has the will to see it through. If that’s a path you want to follow, say so now!”
The Red Shadows looked at one another, Kalen glanced at Alyana, and both shrugged,
“Lead the way, Fenn,” Kalen said, turning back to the road.
It wasn’t quite ab oath of allegiance. But it was enough and it would do. And for the first time in ages, Fenn felt the lightness that came from the lifting of burdens. Of hope for the future.
“Why did you pick this spot?”
“Again you complain about my choices.”
“You give me reason too. We are ten miles at least from the nearest village. Bandits infest these hills. We might greet the morning with our heads far away from our necks.”
“I have an understanding with the local brigands to give this patch of ground a wide berth. No one will bother us.”
“Good. Because this fire is a beacon for every eye out there.” A hand waved at a blazing bonfire. A man stood by it, feeding in bundles of twigs.
“That’s the whole point. They need to see us.” A moment passed. “Look there.”
A dark shape moved against the night sky Over the wind they heard the flapping of canvas and the creaking of wood. A moment later the ship came into view, headed towards the fire. Voices came down from above, orders to slow their descent. A moment later the ship touched down on a level area jutting out from the side of the hill, kicking up a cloud of dust as it landed and causing the flames of the fire to waver for a moment.
The cargo door opened in the back. Serrana and Miro emerged, stepping onto the ground and walking past the fire. She approached the two men, looking them both in the eye.
Then she bowed her head. “I failed,” she said. “Kirondaal…”
“A hand raised. “Do you have the item?”
She glanced at Miro. He handed over a small wooden box. Eager hands took it, and opened the top. Inside was...something, an angular device with many sides, some of which held round, oval-shaped depressions.
“Well done.” One pair of hands held the box, while another took out a small cloth bag from a pocket. Inside that were three stones, glowing faintly with their own light. Serrana’s eyes widened.
“The eyes of the Winter Horse?” she asked. “But…”
“Hush.” The stones were taken out of the bag and placed one by one in the round openings. Each one snapped into place with a soft click, their glow turning brighter.
Illuminating the faces of the two men...Kord Holdenor, the Spymaster of Galadorn, and the humble innkeeper and underworld fixer known as Red Eye, whose red eye squinted and looked away as the glow grew so bright it overwhelmed the fire burning nearby.
Kord closed the box, and the night returned, the firelight seemingly diminished by comparison. “You did well to get there,” he said. “A shame Kirondaal had to turn to chaos to get it done.”
“The device was deep in the vaults of the Chrysanthemum School,” Serrana said. “They knew it was powerful, and given enough time would learned its true purpose. There was no chance of getting it willingly, so a coup was the only other option. But the revolt...I failed in the other task. Kirondaal is not ours. We sought to make it a stronghold of the Shadowy Sun in the east, and now…”
“It doesn’t matter. Taking Kirondaal was always a secondary goal.” Kord slipped the box under his coat. “There will be other places suitable to our needs. The Plan proceeds as it should, there is no need for the recrimination on your part, Serrana.”
“And Fenn, he is still alive?” Red Eye asked. “You spared his life, as requested?”
“Yes, though I don’t see the reason why. That bastard is a pestilence, and there were so many chances to cut his throat...instead I spent a small fortune paying Longhand Luuk and his wretches to keep away the assassins sent by the Crescent Lords and every other swine in Galaforn who wanted him dead!” Serrana’s face twisted sourly at the thought of it. “He is alive because of me...and now he knows about the Shadowy Sun. He will be looking for us sure now we can kill him…”
“No!” And Red Eye’s seemed to glow. Serrana took a step back, openly afraid for a moment then just as quickly hiding it.
“Fenn plays a part in this,” Kord said, stepped forward. “He will be useful to the Shadowy Sun...indeed, I imagine when it is done, this world will be changed beyond recognition because of the choices he makes.”
“I don’t understand,” Serrana protested.
“You don’t need to understand,” Red Eye said. “You only need to obey. Return to the Twilight Hall and rest. We will have need of your services soon enough.”
“The plan is accelerating,” said Kord. “Faster than we expected.” He pulled out the box again, light leaking out from under the lid. “What should have taken a century will now be done in a few years.”
They looked down at the box, and the way the light seemed to pulsate within. It was beautiful...and unnerving.
“And when it is done,” Red Eye said, “the Shadowy Sun will rule this world. Forever.”
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On the run, they're chased across the Olysi system by their old enemy Ulzarad the Neverborn, who desires nothing more than to consume their souls. To restore a Princess to her rightful throne - and save their own necks - Gaebrel and his companions will do battle against a mighty warlord who has never known defeat, face certain death in the arena against creatures unknown even to legend and escape the soulless clutches of the Neverborn.

Yet Gaebrel and his companions have never let the threat of utter annihilation stand in their way. With swords and gunpowder and reckless courage they will bring a storm over the worlds of Olysi...and the Suns and Spirits help those who get in their way!

The Burning Mountain
The moon of Ygul...once the seat of a mighty empire, now lost in a violent dark age. It is the last place any traveler would go, but for Gaebrel it is the one place he needs to be.
But things don't work out as planned and Gaebrel finds himself trapped on Ygul, cut off from his crew and pursued by a relentless hunter, a servant of his greatest enemy. Aided only by his sharpshooter friend Yasinnic and accompanied by a bounty hunter who lusts for the heavy price on his head, he faces mayhem and betrayal from all sides, as he comes face to face with the terrible secret at the heart of this fallen world...
Revenge of the Winter Queen
The worlds of Fhirial. This is the realm of the mysterious and powerful Valarei, who guard their secrets closely. Yet they are the only ones who can free Gaebrel from the curse that haunts him and his comrades – an ancient medallion bound to him by enchantments unbreakable, created by a lost race and the key to unimaginable power.
But freedom comes at a price. Gaebrel finds himself caught in a web of intrigue, and strikes a dangerous bargain: kidnap a Queen and he may earn his salvation and untold riches in the bargain. With his future at stake, Gaebrel and the crew of the Sparrow dive into the murky depths of the Four Courts, where nothing is ever as it seems. For the Winter Queen has plots of her own – she will have dominion over all the Four Courts, even if it destroys the lives of millions.
But nothing goes as planned in the Nine Suns. For the Neverborn are here as well, a dark race of soul-consuming abominations that have hunted Gaebrel and his friends across the universe. They have come at the behest of the Winter Queen, her dark allies in this war. And as the fires of civil war burn, they will stop at nothing to hunt down Gaebrel Harrn, to claim his soul and the prize he carries...
People of Judgement
“Save the Young King!”
War has engulfed the worlds of the Four Courts, and the one man who can stop it is now a prisoner of the mysterious anrei, who intend to sacrifice him on the bloody altars of their gods. To save the lives of millions, Gaebrel Harrn and his crew are commanded to save the Young King before his heart is torn from his body and cast into the hungry flames. Their reward: a fortune in gold and freedom from the curse that has tormented Gaebrel for years and left him a target for fell powers.
In the city of Vaxamaac, on the mysterious home world of the anrei, Gaebrel and his compatriots find allies in their quest: a merchant prince of fabulous wealth with his own agenda, an outcast boy seeking a better life, and the Dark Lady of the Forest Mists, a legendary witch who seeks nothing less than the salvation of her people. In a city riven by political intrigue, religious tension and conflict between the rich and poor, they will scheme and struggle to free the Young King before the fires of rebellion erupt around them all.
Yet they are not the only ones with plots afoot. Ulzarad, the Neverborn sorcerer, has followed Gaebrel to this world, intent on destroying his great enemy once and for all. Yet even his power is nothing compared to the ancient evil stirring in the heart of this world, awakening from a slumber of ten thousand years, intent on consuming the soul of every creature in the Nine Suns. And only Gaebrel and his crew stand in its way...
Across the Empyrean: The Collected Nine Suns: Volume One
Gaebrel is a wandering rogue, living by his wits and the edge of his blade. With a motley crew of desperate men, he voyages across the Nine Suns, bound by an ancient secret he cannot escape and chased by a dark and sinister evil that seeks nothing less than to devour all life.
Sword in one hand, pistol in the other, Gaebrel will begins his greatest adventure. He will steal the fastest ship in the universe and risk the killing fields of a war-torn world to save the life of a comrade. He will travel into mythic realms no man has ever escaped to restore a Queen to her rightful throne. And seeing the truth of the curse that holds him, he will liberate a world trapped in the dark age of a fallen empire and oppressed by the insatiable hunger of the Master of the Mountain.
Now collected in a single volume, the first three thrilling books of THE NINE SUNS. If you like sword and sorcery action and adventure set in a fantastical universe of mayhem, intrigue and heroism, then you will love this series from Zackery Arbela!
THE LEGEND OF FENN AQUILA
THE THIEF OF GALADORN
It was supposed to be an easy job. Steal a magical amulet and receive a bag of gold. For Fenn Aquila, a thief with debts to pay, it's an offer he can't refuse.

But nothing is that simple in Galadorn, where gangs battle one another for control of the back alleys while aristocrats plot furious intrigues. Where a man's life is reckoned by the coin in his purse and the blade in his hand. Fenn finds himself on the run with a price on his head, caught between a growing number of angry men who want him dead...and an enigmatic courtesan who wants him for her own mysterious reasons. 

Bodies pile up in Galadorn's streets. Hunted and betrayed, Fenn must use all his wits and cunning to discover the secret of the Eyes of the Winter Horse, foil a plot to bring down the Prince of the city...and save his own skin along the way. 

RED SHADOWS
Fenn Aquila embarks on his next adventure!

A hidden menace stalks the streets of Galadorn, striking in the night and leaving the bodies of their foes cold and hellbound. They are the Red Shadows...to their enemies a mortal threat, to the oppressed a cause for hope. But for Fenn they are an opportunity...or certain death.

What should have been a routine caper involving counterfeit coins turns into something far more complex, as Fenn finds himself the guardian of a lost girl, smuggled into the city for dark purposes. Now he finds himself hunted the vilest gang in the city, pressured by the spymaster of the Prince of the city and drawn into shadowy intrigues that stretch from the gutters of Galadorn to the highest levels of power.

To protect the girl – and save his own skin – Fenn will do battle in the back alleys and across the rooftops. He joins forces with the Red Shadows, whose enigmatic leader has his own agenda and cares not for the cost. 

And in a final bloody moment, Fenn Aquila will face a decision from which there is no going back...

THE TALE OF AZARAN
WARRIOR ON THE EDGE OF MEMORY
Azaran is a man without memory. Pulled from the ocean and put in chains, he remembers nothing of his past beyond his name...and the magical runes branded on his chest that make him faster and stronger then ordinary men. Desperate and confused, he is thrust into a world where the strong prey upon the weak, where vile corsairs plunder the helpless, while hidden masters plot and intrigue to drive the world towards an apocalypse of blood and fire. Joining forces with an exiled priest and a rebel leader, Azaran will lead a revolution against the brutal lord oppressing the Isle of Tereg. With a band of escaped slaves and freedom fighters at his back, he will charge into battle, headed to the edge of memory...where the darkness of his past awaits...
SHADOW OF THE GHOST BEAR
Fresh from his triumph on Tereg, Azaran travels to Eburrea, the homeland from which his friend Segovac was exiled twenty years before. A land groaning under the tyranny of a mad King and the Witch Queen who controls him, soaking the realm in bloody sacrifice and endless war. A land burdened with fear and yearning for freedom.

But all is not as it seems. For the Master knows Azaran is alive, sends his two deadliest servants to hunt him down. Kings and Queens dance at their whim and warbands gather at their command, for Azaran must die and they will burn down entire kingdoms in the process.

Hunted and betrayed, Azaran and Segovac ally themselves with a rebel prince. Raising the banner of revolt, they gather an army of warriors eager to cast away the shackles of tyranny. And at the final, fiery battle, Azaran will face his enemies and learn the dark truth: that the Master who seeks his death was once the one he served...

FIRES OF MASTERY
"Come find me in Kedaj!"

With that taunt from his enemy, Azaran sets sail across the sea, bound for the city of Kedaj, where the answers to his past await...along with the promise of violence. For he is walking into a trap and knows it. Yet to uncover the secrets of his past, Azaran will place himself into the hand of his enemies. 
But Kedaj will test his strength and will to their limits, for it is a city like no other, ancient and wicked. Where the poor lose themselves in the webs of drug addiction and vice, while the ruling aristocrats scheme for power. And though his body is strong, his mind falls under the thrall of a seductive enchantress, intent on using him for her own intrigues. Meanwhile his friend Segovac, lost in the city streets, searches for a way to rescue his friend and inadvertantly sparks a revolution...
Rebellion consumes the city of Kedaj, while Azaran fights for his memories...and his sanity. And in the fires of the dying city, he will learn who he is...and the price those answers have cost. 

THE INFINITY KEY
Azaran has regained his memories, but the cost has been high. His friend Segovac is dead and he is alone in the worldm with only a sword and the desire for vengeance. He heads east into the lands of the Shiraan – fierce steppe nomads who are the terror of the civilized world. Even now they gather, ready to sweep across the world in a storm of war and bloodshed.
Meanwhile Azaran's former Master Zal'zarrin reaches the culmination of his life's work. High atop the sacred mountain Pentaro, he finds the secret to immortality. But the cost for this is nothing less than the death of the entire world.
Armies gather for war, as Azaran approaches the sacred mountain. Armed only with his unstoppable will, he will at last confront his former Master. Dreams of redemption will confront desire for eternal life and under the baleful gaze of the Infinity Key Azaran will at last fulfill his destiny...
THE COMPLETE TALE OF AZARAN
Azaran is a warrior outside of time and on the edge of memory. Cast on a strange world, he awakens with no knowledge of his past, his body covered with strange runes that give him abilities beyond that of other men. He journeys across a perilous landscape, hunted by mysterious enemies as he seeks the truth of his origins...

Now available exclusively for Kindle, the COMPLETE TALE OF AZARAN! Four books of epic fantasy adventure, now available in a single volume. 
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To learn more, visit me at Zackerium.com



cover.jpeg
BOOK THREE OF THE
LEGEND OF FENN AQUITA

ZACKERY ARBELA





