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            Chapter 1

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “I can offer you gold, my friend,” Malpravus said, extending his skeletal fingers toward Vaste, a languid smile perched upon the blue-faced dark elf's lips, “'so much gold', as you said–”

      “How can you have survived?” Cyrus Davidon asked, trying to satisfy the disbelief coursing its way through him. His gauntlet creaked where it gripped the hilt of Rodanthar, his sword, so tightly he felt he could hear the two unyielding metals strain, one against the other. “We killed you, you wretched pile of bones.”

      “I've already won gold from these lackwits,” Vaste said, his immense frame hidden beneath his black robes, Letum, the Staff of Death, clutched in his green hands. The troll was looking a bit pale, a lighter shade of green than usual. He still stood head and shoulders above the rest of their group, though. “Also, I second Cyrus's question, because I was fairly certain we had beaten your bony arse to the ground, deservedly.”

      “We didn't kill him, though, did we?” Vara asked, her blond hair flashing, Ferocis, the Warblade, held in a high guard over her head. “We imprisoned him in the seal inside the Temple of Darkness.”

      “As you fellows well know,” Alaric Garaunt chimed in, his weathered face showing not one hint of amusement, “things trapped in those seals tend to find their way back out again at the most inopportune times.” He, too, held his sword, Aterum, at a high guard, almost in perfect synchronization with Vara, as though he'd taught her himself.

      “And so I did find my way back out again,” Malpravus said, holding his hands before him, “and I hold no ill will toward any of you. I acted as I saw fit, trying to better myself—”

      “You sacrificed your entire army,” Cyrus said, raising his blade. He and the others were now circled around Malpravus's throne, a raised dais in the center of Reikonos's Citadel, some thirty floors from the ground below. Cyrus's mind was racing through the possibilities – We kill him here, perhaps free the guards from whatever spell he has them under and walk out – or no, they might simply be paid, and we'll have to fight our way out... He flicked his gaze to Malpravus. He's buying time, stalling us, talking to us rather than fighting...maybe he's lost his power? “You were trying to become a god on the altar in that temple, trying to kill us and drink our magic to make yourself greater.”

      Malpravus's eyes danced with amusement inside his gaunt skull. “Yes, but I failed, and death swept upon this land of its own accord only years after your success. Surely you've heard by now—?”

      A pang quivered in Cyrus's belly like someone had plucked a painful harp string within him. The Scourge now covered Arkaria like a plague of locusts, all life driven from any grounds they had access to. “We've heard.”

      “When the Scourge came,” Malpravus said, holding court over them all, “I helped as best as I could, you see. I escaped when some poor unfortunates were killed seeking shelter in the temple, those deathly creatures overrunning them so tragically—”

      “Bringing blood to your magical seal,” Vaste said, the troll's big head moving up and down in a slow nod. “Well, that explains it.” He brandished his staff in front of him. “We need to kill him, this time for real. No seals.”

      “Aye,” Vara said, creeping in. “Someone needs to deal with the guards while we finish this necromancer.”

      “There is no need for such extreme measures,” Malpravus said, still holding up his hands. “Peace, my old friends. I realize we have had our difficulties—”

      “You sold us – and all life – out to the Dragonlord,” Alaric said. “Nearly got the entirety of Northern Arkaria turned to ash by Ashan'agar.”

      “You betrayed us,” Curatio spoke at last, the healer's voice cracking. “Made an alliance with goblins, took to attacking the shipping lanes around our halls. Tried to get our guild crushed under the armies of the various governments of the day so you could take us over—”

      “I wanted your friendship,” Malpravus said. “I wanted us to be closer allies, and you kept thwarting my overtures.”

      “You tried to help the dark elves annihilate us wholesale,” Vaste said. “You joined our enemies against us, helped them besiege our guildhall—”

      “You helped them sack this city,” Cyrus said. “Helped them annihilate other cities.”

      “This guy sounds like really bad news,” Dugras said from behind them. Cyrus caught a flicker of movement from the dwarf, only a few feet tall, stout, his almond eyes suggesting his origin from the land of Amatgarosa. He held in his hand a six-barreled pistol pointed at the guards behind them. “I thought we were here because you were friends with him?”

      “I think he was impersonating their friend,” Birissa, standing almost back-to-back with Vaste, said. Her sword was almost as tall as Vara, the blade as wide as Cyrus's forearm. “He sounds like a proper villain.” The corner of her mouth rose. “I think this is going to be a good fight.”

      “I'm glad someone is excited about it,” Hiressam said, his own sword at a lower ready position. He watched the guards that encircled their back rank with a wary eye. Loyal soldier, Hiressam, he'd taken up this duty without even being asked. He cast a wary eye at Cyrus, who just nodded.

      “I did the things I thought right at the time,” Malpravus said. “Clearly I erred. But does it count for nothing that I have faithfully served here, in Reikonos, for almost a thousand years?” He took a gentle step back. “Do you not find room in your hearts to...forgive? Hm?” He wore an almost plaintive look. “I extended you the hand of friendship and invited you here—”

      “While posing as one of our actual friends,” Vara said. Her jaw was tight, and Cyrus recognized the look in her eyes as killing malice. Malpravus had, in fact, killed her when last they'd faced him, so heartily that Cyrus had scarcely been able to reverse its effects in time. The memory left him flushed, heat burning beneath his skin, looking at the blue-skinned necromancer with more than a little desire to rush forward and end the skeletal bastard.

      But he did not, yet. Something held him back.

      “I assumed the identity of Lord Longwell not out of some malice, but rather because I desired to give aid where I could. And thus I am here, in Reikonos, and have kept order in this city these long years.”

      “You put a criminal organization on the necks of the people here,” Alaric said, his already thinly pleasant disposition given way to pure, furious anger boiling out, such a curious difference from the usual calm of the Ghost of Sanctuary. “You have done little good in this place, Malpravus.”

      “I did the best I could, old friend,” Malpravus said.

      “I told you all he was in charge of the Machine,” Vaste said. “If anyone's going to run a criminal syndicate out of the old Goliath guildhall – I told you it was him.”

      “This makes no sense,” Cyrus said, easing a step closer to Malpravus. “You were trying to ascend to godhood. Why step back and become a city mayor, a criminal overlord? You were inches from everything you wanted, power beyond belief. Why come back to this – this – petty politicking?”

      Malpravus smiled. “Dear boy, there is no shame in being involved in the care and aid of people—”

      “Magic,” Vaste said, staring steadily at him. “You lost your magic, didn't you? With everyone else? It left you, and you couldn't pull off the juice necessary to cast a spell that could sacrifice a city anymore.”

      Malpravus sagged, though his eyes burned with malice. “Dear Vaste. Always so clever, striking to the heart of the matter with your words.”

      “Good heavens,” Vara said, “that's it?” She blinked. “You haven't sacrificed this city on the altar of your ego because you don't have the bloody power?”

      Malpravus's face hardened, thin eyebrows tilting down. “You all think...so very ill of me, always. And perhaps you have the right. But I say to you—”

      “This is nothing but bullshit,” Curatio said, and the healer stepped forward. “Vaste has hit the right of it. He's changed not at all, and we need to slay this monster immediately before he can do any more harm.” The healer raised Praelior, the Champion's Sword, and pointed it right at Malpravus. “Now let us be done with this incessant nuisance – once and for—”

      A red blast scythed out of Malpravus's hand, slashing out and striking Curatio. The healer flew back, slamming into a gold-inlaid column and smashing through, a cloud of dust rising as he disappeared into the shower of debris. The sound of flesh crashing into wall echoed through the once-quiet chamber of the Lord Protector.

      Malpravus wore a thin smile, filled to the brim with satisfaction. “I'm sorry...what was that you were saying about my lacking magic?”
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      “Kill him!” Cyrus shouted, lunging into motion. Curatio might have gone down – it was tough to tell, given that he'd been driven through a pillar by Malpravus's spell – but they could ill afford to let the necromancer just strike at will.

      “Music to my ears,” Vaste said, and a plume of flame burst out of the tip of his staff, a ball of fire the size of a fist. It shot at Malpravus as though launched from a pistol, and the necromancer swept a hand around, dispelling it with but a motion. Vaste followed with another after, and another. Each disappeared in front of the necromancer, though, his skinny arms moving in a perpetual whirlwind.

      Vara howled and leapt, sweeping toward Malpravus with her blade before her. Cyrus followed behind, Alaric similarly charging across the steps between them. Between the three of them, surely–

      Malpravus batted Vara's attack aside, slapping the edge of Ferocis and deflecting it as though his own arm were a sword. Cyrus blinked mid-charge. The necromancer hadn't even flinched, just swept her blow off to the side and stepped, casually, out of the way. Vara landed, a little roughly and off balance, behind him.

      “No mercy,” Alaric said, and he and Cyrus swept in, swords high.

      Malpravus met them with blades of his own, his hands morphing into swords, the tinge of his blue flesh carrying into their blades. They extended out of his sleeves as though grafted to his wrists, and flexed as though jointed to his very arms. He grinned wide, turning aside both Cyrus's and Alaric's blades, then spun to keep them, as well as Vara, in front of him.

      As Cyrus came about, he was treated to quite the spectacle. Malpravus stood between the three of them and Vaste, who was with the other, new adoptees of Sanctuary, all of them fighting Malpravus's guards. Dugras, Hiressam and Birissa were deep in combat, outnumbered, with the fiery little Amatgarosan leveling guard after guard with his multi-shot pistol. Birissa howled, sending three guardsmen flying across the chamber with a vicious sword sweep. Hiressam, for his part, seemed to keep a lid on his anger, fending off two guards trying to flank him with great skill with his blade.

      “This isn't really going the way I thought this visit would,” Cyrus said, moving to his right as Vara slipped to the left. Alaric stayed anchor in the center, the three of them attempting a pincer maneuver without so much as a word exchanged. It was a fairly obvious tactic, but Malpravus made no move to counter – not that he could, outnumbered three to one.

      “Consider what you are doing,” Malpravus said. “We are all old hands at this. Products of a different age. A different world. We have more in common than any other people in this world. We should be allies.”

      “We tried that,” Alaric said. “It ended in betrayal for us before. As the old saying goes – 'fool me once, shame on you'. How much the fool you must think we are, to believe you would change yourself, especially given the state of Reikonos under your hand?”

      “I respect your strength, friends,” Malpravus said, his sword-hands remaining in guard position at either side. “I always have, which is why I have ever sought to make you my allies and keep you so. Every move I made was with an eye to drawing you closer to me.”

      “Let me be brutally honest,” Cyrus said, “the only reason I want to be close to you is so that I can run my sword through your heart.”

      “I'm not sure that exists,” Vaste said, and he swung Letum at Malpravus's head from behind.

      Perfect distraction, Cyrus thought, watching Malpravus spin to deal with the troll suddenly at his back. Malpravus twisted, twitched, as Cyrus, Vara and Alaric roared in at him on all sides–

      And new arms sprouted from the necromancer's torso and back, joining the fight. He countered Cyrus with one arm, Vara with another, caught Alaric with the one newly sprouted from his chest–

      The fourth, extending out of his back, slammed home into the center of Vaste's chest, burying itself up to the nub in the heart of the troll.

      “NO!” Birissa shouted, sweeping down a slew of guards like fresh-cut wheat, striking them out of her way and clearing a path around her a good ten feet in diameter with one furious swing.

      “I regret that it has come to this,” Malpravus said, pulling the blade delicately from the troll's chest. “We should have been friends, not—”

      “TO THE HELLS WITH YOU!” Cyrus shouted, leaping at him. Malpravus blocked his attack, godly speed no advantage at all against the necromancer. Malpravus moved as though he had a godly weapon of his own close at hand – up his arse, maybe, Cyrus thought, gritting his teeth and striking against the sorcerer's arm, battering at him with the blows, hoping to chip away skin, metal, whatever there was to strike.

      Vara was doing similarly on the other side, Alaric raging at the forward arm, but a little more carefully, perhaps.

      “I...I...” Vaste said, and he lay upon the steps, blood rushing out of him in great green bursts with each beat of his heart. His hand glowed white and the tide stemmed but a little.

      “It is unfortunate that we find ourselves here,” Malpravus said, eyes narrow as he easily blocked every attack that came his way. Cyrus spared only a glance to see that the guards were fallen, that Birissa had left the last of them to Hiressam and was now at Vaste's side. “I did not wish this.”

      “I agree,” Alaric said, cool in the fury of battle, sword moving with all speed. “But it was you at every turn who made these choices, Malpravus. You who drove us to conflict, again and again, with your reckless disregard for decency. You have ever forced us into conflict with our own principles, for your only principle is power, and ours is to defeat those who would use theirs for ill. We may have mouthed the platitudes of friendship together, but it was unknowing and we were always at clandestine war, for our principles are irreconcilable. Sanctuary will always stand between you and what you want.”

      “I think not,” Malpravus said, eyes like thin slits, malice just pouring out even as his sword-arms became frenzied, the fourth taking up with Birissa as she entered the fight, and he stood like some sort of legendary dervish, defeating the swordplay of the four of them without looking as though he were in any peril at all. “Standing between me and what I want is a fatal position to hold, Alaric.”

      “I have always been ready to give my life for what I believe, Malpravus,” Alaric said, withdrawing his sword from the clash and taking a step back. “Can you say the same?”

      Malpravus let out a heavy breath. “Look at you, you high-minded fools. You always were full of yourself, Alaric. So focused on your 'principles'. You think yourself beyond the reach of this world—”

      “I believe you are speaking for yourself,” Alaric said. “I have felt the touch of this world many times in my life, and it has taken a heavy toll on me.”

      Malpravus looked sideways at Cyrus. “What about you, dear boy? You were but a child when we met. Now this city is like a statue garden in your honor. You have the power of the crowds, the power of the people.”

      “And I'm going to use it like a sword to impale you,” Cyrus said, still laboring to impale him with his actual sword.

      Malpravus cackled. “I'm sure that will go...just as well as what you're doing here.” He blinked, eyes going red and dark as he did so. “The people may think you a god, but you and I – we know the truth. You're a man, and frail as a man can be. You will all be brought low, for humility always strikes those who think themselves high—”

      “You have...no sense of irony...” Vaste muttered. His hand was still glowing white, the blood still coming in spurts.

      “I have nothing to lose that I value but my power,” Malpravus said, turning his attention back to Cyrus. “That is your disappointment, your weakness. I will bring you low because you can be brought low. I will humble you because you have gotten proud, Cyrus. Too proud. You think you can use the people of this city as a weapon against me? You don't know what a weapon is...you don't know what power is...”

      He brought a hand around, the one Alaric had just disengaged with, and it glowed bright, as it had with Curatio before—

      “But I will show you,” Malpravus said, “though I doubt you'll survive to have it sink in–”

      A red blast coruscated from his limb and struck Cyrus, sending him flying through the air. He crashed through a wall, the room spinning around him, then disappearing as he broke free after a hard hit, block and stone yielding under armor and sword—

      Cyrus found himself flying, the city of Reikonos beneath him, then above him as he twisted and turned and flipped through open space, the ground getting closer and closer as he realized—

      Malpravus hurled me through the wall of the Citadel, he thought dimly, head almost floating from the concussive strength of the blow. Down there was the square, the buildings and houses getting bigger as he sailed over them as if in flight, the ground growing closer and closer as he continued, rooftops coming nearer with every passing second until—
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      “Cyrus!” Vara's shout was nearly a scream, and it tore through the chamber like the warrior in black had through the wall, a ripping sound as he'd collided and gone through, disappearing in a blast of dust that heralded the passage of the greatest warrior in Arkaria.

      “Another sacrifice to your hubris,” Malpravus said, locking his glowing red-and-black eyes on Alaric. “How many will you lead into death for your own sake, Alaric?”

      “I have led no one into death for my own sake in all the days I've known you, Malpravus,” Alaric said, sword at his side. “I have led men and women into death for honor, for decency, and to fight against the tyranny of bastards like you.”

      “But you don't see it, do you?” Malpravus asked. “That is all for you. For your peculiar ideas of honor. For your strange obsession with freedom. Freedom!” He spat. “A less natural condition for man I cannot imagine. What do you see people do with this freedom? Throw their lives away, that's what. Spend their limited days chasing foolishness. Surrendering themselves to all the pleasures of life, ending up with nothing to show for it at their end. And you – you're the worst of them, leading these mad crusades, slaughtering countless in your quest to fix the world, always so afraid to do what it actually takes.” Here, his eyes sparkled like a ruby catching a beam of light in the dark. “Power, Alaric. You must gather it – and use it.”

      “Yes,” Alaric said, taking a slow breath. “I suppose you would think that way. You were always limited in your abilities, Malpravus, most of all the ability to see. You have such a blind spot when it comes to power, though, always focused on spells and magic and ancient and arcane ways. You missed the truth of power that always sat in front of your nose.”

      Malpravus cocked his skeletal head, arms moving in a whirl as he easily fended off Vara’s and Birissa's attacks, both women steadily flagging in their ferocity as their strength faded. “Oh? Pray tell, Alaric. What lesson have you learned of power?”

      “That it is irrelevant how much power you, yourself, gather,” Alaric said, turning slightly sideways and taking a step back toward Vara, sword still at his side. “If you have friends you trust who have it.”

      Malpravus's brow wrinkled, deep lines setting in the navy skin. “That is utter foolishness. Why would you trust anyone but yourself to wield—”

      A spell-blast of ruby light swallowed the necromancer, drawing an unearthly scream from him as Malpravus flew across the dais, smacking into the throne and rolling, his new arms retracting back into his cloak as though they'd never even been there.

      “Trust is an earned thing,” Curatio said, the elf's face suffused with fury as he stepped back onto the dais, Praelior in one hand and his mace in the other. “So is power. And if I might say – I've had considerably more time to accumulate than you, skeleton.”

      “Of course,” Malpravus said, rising up once more, floating, his feet, if they were beneath his cloak, not touching the ground. “I should have known a single spell could hardly dispense with you, Curatio.”

      “Yes,” Curatio said. “You should have known.”

      Then the battle was joined, the necromancer blasting away with his spell-magic, Curatio answering back with his own. The power unleashed was but a fraction of what either might have commanded without the strange hobbling of magic that had taken place while they were gone, but it was fierce and frightening nonetheless, and Alaric took hold of Vara's arm and yanked her back as a stray bolt of glowing red lightning crackled past them both, gouging a black scar in the floor.

      “Cyrus,” Vara said, looking past the roiling torrent of magic, now the size of a table, meeting and pooling in the middle of the room between Malpravus and Curatio. “Alaric, he–”

      “I am as worried as you,” Alaric said, “but there is little we can do about him at the moment. We have a rather more pressing concern at present.”

      “Malpravus is not simply going to lie down and die,” Vara shouted over the growing maelstrom.

      “No,” Alaric said. “And I do not believe Curatio has the capacity to defeat him. At least, not in these conditions.”

      Vara jerked her head around. “You think he's going to lose?”

      Alaric watched the healer for a moment, the beads of sweat breaking across his forehead. “Yes. But slowly, at first, then very quickly, unless I miss my guess. Malpravus has been feeding on some source of power for the last thousand years, probably the ones beneath this very tower. He has great reserves to draw upon. Curatio has less, his eternal life only, in fact, and he has not yet fully adjusted to the drain of magic in this new world.” He looked around. “We need to escape before this turns sour. A fighting retreat down the stairs perhaps—”

      “I don't think that's a good idea,” Dugras appeared at their side, as though out of nowhere, though he surely had skittered around beneath their notice. He pointed to the entry to the chamber, and guards were already swarming back in. They seemed to take little notice of the magical fury building in the room's center, and even less still of Malpravus standing in the place of the Lord Protector. They were ignoring him in favor of the intruders, all their attention on Birissa, Hiressam, Vaste – who was now barely upright, clinging to Birissa – and Curatio, who they were slowly beginning to encircle.

      “It seems that the tower guards know who their master is,” Alaric said, readying Aterum. “Well. I am open to alternative exits, Dugras.”

      “Good,” Dugras said, fiddling with his pistol. He flipped a lever on it and it broke, cleanly, the six barrels open and the strange...bullets, did they call them? They were sitting there, blocking each barrel, visible to the sight in a way they weren't when the pistol was closed. The dwarf pulled one of the bullets, tossing it over his shoulder, and then fetched another out of his belt, this one with a strange red paint mark on the side. “Watch this.”

      He leveled the weapon, kneeling beneath the magic conflagration in the middle of the room, and shot. It streaked out of the gun with a phosphorescent trail, zipping beneath the magic whirling and coruscating there, past all that and out the hole that Cyrus had made when he'd crashed through the wall—

      Just outside, the bullet exploded with a thundering crack in a blast of color, green and white and sparkling brightly. Alaric nearly had to look away though the explosion was partially shielded from his view by the remainder of the chamber wall. He blinked the blinding light out of his eye and shook his head.

      “What was that?” Vara asked, shaking her own, blinking furiously.

      “You'll see,” Dugras said. “We should start making our way over to the hole in the wall, though.”

      “I'm sorry, perhaps I don't understand – how are we to exit out the hole in the wall?” Vara asked. “Without magic functioning, our Falcon's Essence spell will do little to keep us from smearing upon the cobblestones below.”

      “You'll see,” Dugras said, and grabbed her by the wrist, pulling her along. “But we need to hurry.”

      Vara traded a look with Alaric, a wide-eyed, questioning one. “Lead on, brother,” Alaric said, causing the elven paladin to roll her eyes, but ultimately accede. She let the dwarf lead her, and together they circled around the back of Curatio as the healer continued his battle with Malpravus.

      “You cannot defeat me, Curatio,” Malpravus said, calmly, from beside his throne. “Can you feel the magic fade in your heart? This curious blight upon our power has taken its toll on you. But I have flourished in these times, in spite of these impediments.”

      “You don't look as though you've flourished,” Curatio said, straining under the assault. Alaric could see the magic twisting in the air, how Malpravus's control over it was beginning to assert itself, tendrils of dark red overwhelming Curatio's light blue. The orb of magic where their two spells met was almost entirely crimson now, Curatio's slowly being corrupted. “Why, you're as bony as ever.”

      “Yet my power is...meaty,” Malpravus said with a cool smile. “It sustains me.”

      “Why did he say 'meaty' in relation to his power?” Vaste asked, dragged along by Birissa, even paler that when the fight had begun. “I don't want to imagine anything meaty about Malpravus. It's just wrong.”

      “Why would your mind even go there?” Birissa asked, pulling him to the hole in the wall. Whether she'd caught the conversation between Dugras, Vara and Alaric, she seemed to be following the cue.

      “It moves quicker than I can control it,” Vaste said. “It's my curse, this wit.” He groaned. “Oh, how this hurts. I need to start wearing armor.”

      “That will only motivate people to start attacking your face,” Vara said absently, watching the magical battle. “Oh, wait. Your face already provides ample motive for that.”

      “If we weren't about two feet from death, and you weren't already suffering a tragic loss,” Vaste said, “I would blister you with a repartee so witty that you'd need your armor. As it is...” He sagged, pain just spreading across his face. “I don't think I have the energy.”

      “That makes...two of us,” Curatio said, and he'd retreated so that he was now only feet from them, steadily driven back, the magical, coruscating ball of power only inches from his hand. It was a pure, glowing red, and he was staving it off only barely.

      “I never thought it would end like this,” Vaste said, watching the ball grow closer and closer, Curatio fading by the moment, driven back by Malpravus's power. Blood leaked from his chest, still, and his legs seemed unable to bear his weight.

      “End?” Dugras was smiling. “Not today, friends.”

      Alaric looked down at the dwarf curiously. “I admire your optimism, my new brother.”

      “Oh, no.” Dugras shook his head. “I'm not an optimist. I'm a realist.” His smile grew a little wider, and he looked at the hole in the wall. “And also...”

      Something immense and whirling moved outside the hole, rising from below. It spun madly, like a sling in the hand of a man possessed, anchored to a central shaft like the mast of a ship—

      Because...it was a ship.

      And it possessed several masts, every single one of them twirling madly, blades of some stripe whirling madly and driving it up, up to them until the deck was level with their floor of the tower. Men moved upon the ship, men who looked similar to Dugras in the eyes and skin tone, but taller, bustling about on the deck. One of them slid a wide plank off the edge and it struck the floor of the tower just a foot from where Dugras stood.

      “Come on!” Dugras shouted, and he was moving, up the plank and onto the deck in seconds, Birissa dragging Vaste a few steps behind him.

      At the top he was greeted by woman with jet-black hair, a knee-length brown coat, and a gaze that bordered on flaming, her almond eyes fierce as they scanned Dugras. She called something to him in a tongue that Alaric didn't understand, and Dugras answered. Vara crested onto the deck and the woman nodded, jerking her head to indicate Vara should get on board, and swiftly. Vaste and Birissa followed behind, and Alaric was left with Hiressam at the base of the plank that connected ship to tower.

      “Get aboard, brother,” Alaric said, shifting his attention to Curatio, who was faltering, only a dozen or so paces ahead, Malpravus's blazing spellcraft having almost reached the healer's hand, which was shaking.

      “You're not staying behind, are you?” Hiressam asked, his sword still before him in a guard though there was no one to fight in close range.

      “No,” Alaric said. “I'm going to help get Curatio out of here, but I need to be sure everyone else is safe, first, so...” He gave the elf a wink. “If you would, please...ease my mind by getting out of here.”

      Hiressam nodded, once, and ran up the gangplank, looking back only once before he reached the top.

      Alaric turned his attention back to the battle. By his guess, Curatio had seconds remaining before the coruscating red energy consumed his hand, resulting in...well, nothing good. Aterum clutched tightly in hand, Alaric stepped up behind the healer. “We have an exit,” he said, over the thundering sound of magic pooling in a strange battle between the hands of these two fearsome spellcasters.

      “Yes, I am not so distracted as to fail to notice a flying ship arriving at the immense hole in the wall behind me,” Curatio said, voice straining. “However, I fear there may be no easy way out for me here.”

      “Take five steps to your left,” Alaric said.

      Without questioning, Curatio did so, moving the ball of magical energy with him, it following as though attached to his hand, pursuing everywhere he moved. “Ah,” the healer said, and continued to circle.

      Malpravus moved with him, though the skeletal necromancer turned his head to look at Alaric, who stayed firmly in place before the gangplank. “Do you think I will simply allow you to leave this place?” A thin eyebrow quirked upward, and the corner of his lips moved with it. “We have gone too far for this now, my old friends. I'm afraid that having passed on my offer...you must die.”

      “Do you remember the founding of the Alliance, Malpravus?” Alaric asked, Aterum still firmly at his side. “Where we stood together and pledged our fidelity and sacred honor to one another?”

      “An auspicious day,” Malpravus said, turning his attention back to the thrumming ball of magic, now less than an inch from Curatio's fingertips. “As this will prove to be, I think – its final end.”

      “The beginning of an era, we called it at the time,” Alaric said. “If only we'd known what you were then.”

      “What am I, Alaric?” Malpravus asked. “What do you see when you look at me?” His query was silky, laced with amusement.

      “A warning,” Alaric said, “about what happens when you put ambition above decency and honor. And also...” The old knight smiled. “...I see a fool whom I've lulled.”

      Malpravus jerked as Alaric swung Aterum up, loosing a force blast spell. The distance between them was roughly twenty feet, and magic's diminishment seemed to drain some of the strength from Alaric's spell. It lanced out of the tip of his blade and he focused it, trying to keep it narrow, not let it expand like a tidal wave.

      It reached out across the distance like a punch, finding its mark on Malpravus's jaw and sending the necromancer toppling in a flash of robes. The pool of magical energy, glowing red and about to reach Curatio, suddenly turned blue, covered over and infused with the healer's magic as Malpravus lost focus—

      And the fight.

      The magical blast swept back toward Malpravus, flashing from blue to white as it shot over the necromancer's head. He was down, on his back. His head came up and he said, “You fools. You didn't even hit me with—”

      The magical force of his battle with Curatio hit the ceiling of the Citadel, bolts of blue and crimson lighting spiking off in every direction as it struck and exploded. A flash like opening one's eyes to the sun filled the air—

      “Go go go!” Curatio bumped into Alaric at a dead sprint, already running, seizing the old knight by his armor as he hurried for the gangplank.

      They made it in a second or so, the wood wobbling beneath them as they exited the tower and leapt the last feet onto the deck of the airship, sunlight above almost being drowned out by the growing light from behind. “Go!” Alaric shouted as they crashed to the deck.

      The dark-haired woman shouted something, and the ship lurched suddenly, moving forward and down. Alaric's stomach moved with it, and he clawed for anchorage on the deck, which was replete with the occasional curious iron knob fastened into the wood. His gauntlet found purchase on one of these and he looked up to find others doing the same, crew stooped to one knee and holding tight to these anchors.

      He looked forward, to the bow – the city of Reikonos was there, rooftops straight ahead, the ship pointed toward them, moving swiftly down as though about to crash. “Ah—” he started to speak.

      The ship leveled off as the top of the Citadel exploded behind them. Alaric turned to look, the bulbous head of the tower dissolving in a blue and red burst of energy that sucked back into the source as though simply vanishing in the midday.

      “That...didn't kill him, did it?” Alaric asked as the crew around them burst into a frenzy of words Alaric didn't understand.

      “I sincerely doubt it,” Curatio said, beads of sweat rolling down the healer's face as he clutched one of the iron knobs, lying next to Alaric. The air was not particularly warm, but he looked quite exhausted. “It is entirely possible that absent my control of that energy, he was able to reabsorb it just now, which is...” The elf sighed. “...Vexing.” A plume of smoke rose out of the top of the tower, now truncated at its neck, a decapitated structure hanging against the skyline of Reikonos.

      “Indeed,” Alaric said, catching a flash of blond as Vara rose from where she'd anchored herself to the deck during the abrupt and sudden motion of the airship. They were steadily moving now, chugging over the rooftops of Reikonos, rising slightly. He took quick stock of the situation – Vaste and Birissa were here, the troll healer looking pale but not rushing blood any longer. Curatio and Hiressam were present, Dugras was speaking to his dark-haired, fire-eyed captain, who was looking at her new guests with...some emotion Alaric couldn't quite put a finger on. And Vara...

      Vara was at the ship's railing, looking out over the city as it sped by beneath, her hair whipping around in the wind. Alaric's heart fell as he watched her, her eyes seeking out any sign of—

      “Cyrus,” Alaric muttered, and felt Curatio's arm stiffen where it was crammed beside his armor. “We lost Cyrus, didn't we?”

      The healer nodded, once. “I am afraid...it would appear so.” Then he bowed his head as the airship went onward across the city, and the Citadel smoked behind them.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      Five minutes.

      Guy Harysan couldn't get over the fact that it'd taken less than five minutes for them fartwats to ruin his life.

      That stupid Cyrus Davidon impersonator, and his blond-haired, devil-woman elven sidekick, along with that grey-haired, one-eyed old mongrel in his worn-out armor who'd disappeared in a puff of mist. They'd done a real number on him in that five minutes – threatened him, stabbed him – and Guy had folded, of course. Told them everything they'd wanted to know about the Machine.

      Then they'd left him in a shack in the coal yard where he worked, and blown the whole damned place up around him with nary a word of warning. A shout of, “FIRE!” was all he'd gotten, barely managing to clear the fence and get into the vacant lot next door before a blast had blown him to his knees like a thundering kick in the arse.

      And Guy Harysan definitely felt as though he'd taken a thundering kick to the arse. Among other places.

      “If I see them again,” he muttered, head down, cloak covering him from shoulder to toe and his cowl taking care of the rest, “I'll show them. Damned right I will.”

      But he didn't plan to meet them – any of the three – again. He'd taken shelter at an inn, using up much of his gold, and now he was going to make his way, slightly roundabout, to the airship docks. He had a line on a freighter that was leaving for Coricuanthi late today. He'd heard good things about Muratam, their capital. There was work there, maybe more for the common laborer than the thug – Muratam's royalty was rumored to be particularly tough on criminals – but hey, maybe this was the change of life Guy needed at this point.

      It wasn't as though he'd covered himself in glory up to this point in his brief criminal career. Sitting around a coal yard most days, running a small crowd of Machine thugs, perpetuating some slightly malicious things?

      Well, it hadn't been lucrative. Which was why Guy carried with him currently, in his pockets and in the cloth-bound makeshift bag over his shoulder, his every possession. Which weren't much.

      A new start. Muratam. Yes, he was almost looking forward to it now. He'd been in Reikonos all his life anyway, stepping up only from the slums to the Mill district. It had just grown more crowded, smelly, and ash-covered as he aged.

      Yeah, something new was definitely in order. But he would curse that damned Cyrus Davidon impersonator until the day he died for bringing this shit on him–

      A low whistling sounded over him, and Guy paused. A hum surged through the thin traffic on the street, as everyone looked up–

      A dark, shadowy shape flew overhead, some hundred feet off the ground. Thick and rounded, it took Guy a moment to realize–

      It was a man.

      In armor.

      Black armor.

      The man flew low, shouting something. Nonsense words, it seemed to Guy as they reached his ears, and at the top of his bloody lungs–

      There seemed to be a flare of bluish light, and the man skipped as though he'd hit some invisible object mid-air, dropping another twenty feet, still shouting, and he hit another, skipping as though he were a stone on the surface of the fountain in the square.

      He disappeared over the top of a brick foundry on Guy's side of the street, his shouts echoing after him. There was a crash as he hit the roof of the building and bounced out of sight on the other side.

      “...The hell?” Guy asked, pausing, just the same as everyone else on the street. “The hell was that?”

      “Looked like another one of those damned Cyrus Davidon impersonators,” sniffed a woman in a fancy dress, rolling her eyes as she moved on down the street, thoroughly unimpressed. “I suppose there are so many they're falling from the very sky now.”

      “Heh,” Guy said, frowning at the top of the foundry where the man in black armor had disappeared with an almighty crash. He looked at the road ahead; everyone else had gone back to their business, apparently uninterested in a Cyrus Davidon impersonator flying through the air as though flung from a catapult, rolling on empty air as though it were earth...

      Well, Guy was at least a little interested in that, though his recent experience with a Cyrus Davidon impersonator made him think twice. He looked up at the sky; through the shrouding cover of clouds he could see the sun, still easing its way toward the noontime position.

      The airship docks were twenty minutes away, even if he didn't take the cross-town train. This was a detour of...what? Ten minutes? And the ship to Muratam wouldn't leave for a bit yet, probably. They could even be hours late, depending on how much cargo they had to load and unload, and how backed up the yard was...

      “Dammit,” Guy muttered. Curiosity was a vice he could seldom afford, especially working for the Machine. He'd turned a blind eye to any number of things he hadn't wanted to know more about. Dimly, he'd wanted to know, but not-so-dimly he wasn't fully aware that learning more about them put him in a position of elevated danger. Saving his own neck had been far more valuable to him than knowing the gritty minutia of what happened in the streets of Reikonos.

      Still, this...he turned to the smokestack above the foundry. It piped a steady black cloud out, belching it skyward, like a perfect metaphor for this city. Dirty, dark, that crap got piped everywhere, covered everything.

      “Dammit,” Guy said again, but he broke into a run, heading for the far side of the brick foundry. What was a twenty-minute delay when faced with his last day in Reikonos?

      He couldn't even quite explain what drew him. He'd been so good at avoiding curiosities for all these years...

      Yet the pull of seeing a man fly without an airship, tumble through the air in defiance of gravity...

      Somehow it got him. Bloody curiosity.

      Guy rounded the corner at a brisk run. No one was ahead of him, not a soul chasing this peculiar phenomenon. He estimated that the impersonator had come crashing down in the alley, a couple hundred feet ahead at the next left turn. He pounded past the wall surrounding the foundry yard, passing a gate where a couple workers nodded at him as he moved to give them leeway, wanting to leave no impression of intending them trouble.

      When he reached the alley turn, he found it more narrow than he'd anticipated. The wall around the foundry butted up against a long warehouse that had no wall, no yard, that was simply built along the property line. It provided a canyon of brick that hemmed Guy in on both sides, and he frowned. There was a massive dumpster bin on one side, the warehouse side, at a side door, producing a tight pass in the alley.

      Guy peered in; he couldn't see anything past the bin. The foundry's gutter looked badly mangled just past the throat of the alley. The impersonator must have landed somewhere down there, past the bin.

      With a frown and a held breath, Guy drew a dagger from beneath his cloak. It was the last weapon he had, and it wouldn't hold a candle to a pistol, but it'd do for most troubles he could run into, especially in as tight a place as this.

      He took it easy, creeping along. He couldn't see any traffic coming from the other side, at least not through the thin slit between dumpster and wall, daylight shining in from the street ahead. The overhang on the warehouse really cut down on the natural light in the alley, leaving Guy feeling like he was walking in twilight.

      When he reached the bin, Guy slowed his pace to a glacial crawl. He looked carefully, carefully right, dagger clutched in his hand. He started to shuffle through the gap sideways, leading with his blade—

      Something collided with him, causing Guy to let out a screech of fear, then pain as it pinched his arm hard enough to make him drop the dagger. It hit the cobblestones on the alley floor with a clatter, and something heavy slammed against Guy, driving him into the foundry wall. He thumped against it, not too hard, but enough that it stung, and he whirled—

      Standing there, slumped over, almost bent double, was a Cyrus Davidon impersonator – the very same that had ruined his life. He was clutching a sword in his hand, a different sword than before. It was more rounded on one side of the blade, savage looking. The impersonator wore a look of barely disguised fury over a chin that was daubed in fresh blood, and he looked like he was having trouble standing.

      “Bloody hell, not you again,” Guy said, bumping against the wall. If he could have crawled straight up it, he would have. He eyed his dagger, which was at the feet of the impersonator.

      The impersonator scowled at him. “You.” He pointed the sword tip at Guy. “I know you. You're...” He frowned, brows knitting together. “Well, I don't remember your name—”

      “It's Guy,” Guy said, letting out a little sigh. He was going to die in this alley, and all because of curiosity. And to a Cyrus Davidon impersonator who didn't even know his name.

      The impersonator blinked. “Oh. Right. Guy.” He shifted slightly, pauldron clinking against the bin next to him as he put his weight against it. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I really don't know,” Guy said, slumping. “I saw you...” He mimed the motion of flying through the air, gestured at the ground. “...And here I am.”

      “You missed a step in the middle of that process,” the impersonator said, trying to pull himself up and failing. He wore a grimace that grew every time he tried to move. “Let me fill it in: You thought you'd get a helping of revenge.”

      Guy looked at him, assessing. “Well, I wasn't thinking it then, because I didn't know it was you flying through the air. Now that I do...” He shrugged and started to shuffle to his left down the wall, eyeing the mouth of the alley. “...I really just want to leave.”

      “You should follow those well-honed instincts,” the impersonator said, dropping to one knee. He held his sword pointed at Guy with one hand, and slowly sagged to put his other hand on the ground, as though he had to draw strength from the earth to stay upright. “They might just save your life.”

      “Yeah,” Guy said, easing down the alley toward the mouth. “That's good advice.” Once he'd made it about twenty feet or so, out of easy striking distance of the impersonator, he paused, looking back. “Say...maybe this is asking a lot, but this is not a great neighborhood, and I'm about to leave town...”

      The impersonator stared back at him, then at the dagger that rested at his feet. “...You asking me for your weapon back?”

      Guy made another shrug. “If you don't need it. I'm heading to a new land, Muratam. My ship leaves shortly. I'd hate to be stuck in a foreign place with only my own spit for defense.”

      The impersonator's eyes narrowed. “You got blindsided in an alley by a man who can barely stand, while you were holding that dagger. Trust someone who's fought for a living – you're better off with the spit.”

      Guy just stared at him. “Great. Thanks.” He sketched a Firoban two-fingered salute. “Just when I thought you couldn't take anything more from me...”

      “There's always more to lose, Guy,” the impersonator said.

      “Classic advice,” Guy said, walking backward down the alley. He was well out of the reach of the impersonator now. “I'll treasure that forever, thanks.” Now he saluted with a different finger, a more classically Arkarian gesture, but it meant roughly the same thing.

      The impersonator had frozen, though, watching him, head rising, and tried to push himself back to standing, but failed.

      Guy let out a laugh. “That's right. Just lie there, you pathetic lug. I know you got injured in the landing. My guess is you don't have much time.”

      “More than you, Guy Harysan,” came a voice from behind him, one that sent a little chill down Guy's spine.

      He turned, and there at the mouth of the alley stood ten Machine thugs, their long black cloaks and armbands identifying them as his former brethren, even though he didn't recognize a one of them.

      Guy didn't need to recognize them to recognize their intentions, though.

      “Aw...hey, uh...guys...” Guy said. “I was just looking for–”

      The lead was a big man, bulky, shoulders almost as wide as Guy was tall. Bigger even than that Davidon impersonator lurking behind him. His voice was like gravel being dumped out of a barrow. “String this one up as an example to the others,” and he pointed at Guy. “The boss wants Davidon alive – if possible.”

      As they closed in, Guy was left to wonder, yet again, how things had gone so utterly, terribly wrong in his life that he was reduced to this.

      And the same answer came back to him.

      This Cyrus Davidon impersonator had ruined his life in five minutes.

      And in the next five...it looked like he might just cost Guy the remainder of it.
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          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      The deck of the airship was surprisingly roomy, windblown though it was, traveling low over the rooftops of Reikonos. The decapitated Citadel smoked behind them, plumes of ebon wafting skyward into a cloudy sky. In spite of the pressing fatigue that accompanied such a dramatic egress of magical energy, Curatio found himself strangely invigorated, breathing the smoky Reikonos air, churned as it was beneath those spinning blades that held the ship aloft. He stared up at the rotating steel, mesmerized at the speed of their spin, almost hypnotized they moved so swiftly.

      “Truly,” he said under his breath, “this age has its own sort of magic.”

      “Not magic,” Dugras said, jarring Curatio out of his reverie. He looked down at the foreign dwarf – no, it was uncharitable to think of him in those terms. Dugras had, after all, just saved them. Foreign might have been a statement of fact, but his heart was brave and true, familiar like those of so many others who had pledged to themselves to Sanctuary over the years. “Technology. Engineering.” Dugras strode over to one of the wooden pillars that extended out of the deck and slapped it appreciatively. “These are my turbines. And belowdecks – the engines that spin them.” The dwarf swelled with pride.

      “They are, indeed, a wonder, Dugras,” Curatio said, staring at the deck, pondering what wonders could be waiting below that made them spin. “As are you, my new friend. Your bravery back there, your coolness in the face of a mad battle – it was a marvel of its own.”

      Dugras looked away, blush just slightly coloring his swarthy, fuzzy cheeks. “It was nothing, truly. I needed to report in to my captain anyway, and this – well, it got the job done.” He turned his attention to the dark-haired woman with the intense eyes who had stood at the top of the plank when they'd boarded. She'd moved to the raised deck at the back of the ship, where the wheel was manned, and Alaric was halfway up the stairs, making his way cautiously toward her, a strange reticence on the paladin's face.

      Curatio frowned. He'd seen that look from the Ghost before – but only rarely. A slow, sly smile spread across Curatio's face, twisting his lips with supreme amusement. Unpredictable, that. And yet...hardly unforeseeable. “This captain of yours has excellent timing.”

      “Mazirin? Yes, she's quite something,” Dugras said, and in his tone Curatio could detect the mix of respect and fear that seemed to go quite naturally together in his estimation.

      “I can tell,” he said, looking around. There, at the edge of the ship, stood Vara, looking out over the city. “If you'll excuse me...”

      Dugras nodded, and Curatio went on, stepping over the even planks that made up the ship's deck, the dark chestnut colors a warm brown that had weathered greatly with time and exposure to the elements. There was a pitch smell to the air, rough notes that he detected in his nostrils, and that made the corners of his mouth turn down in distaste. Whether it was just the smell or the thought of what he was walking toward that made him evince such a reaction, he could not be entirely certain. Not even, indeed, after all these long years of life.

      “I know what you are going to say,” Vara managed to get out before he was even barely within ten feet, “and you can save your condolences.” She wheeled 'round on him. “Cyrus is alive. I know it.”

      Curatio cocked an eyebrow at this. “He was thrown bodily from the top of the Citadel tower.”

      “And once the God of Darkness chucked him halfway through the palace,” she spat in easy reply. “He survived that, he's survived this. You mark my words.”

      “Consider them marked,” Curatio said, easing up next to her as she returned to her vigil, bright eyes scanning the city for – what? A trace of his landing? “But heed my words, as well – the fall was considerable, and he had nothing to break it. Cyrus's armor is indeed remarkable, but able to prevent death after a plummet like that, it is not.”

      “Yet he remains alive,” she said. She would brook no argument, he recognized as much immediately. Still, he felt the need to temper her expectations. Curatio had seen, many times, hope run wild in a soul, only to have the small, niggling feeling of reality rot one out beneath the facade. It made it all the more devastating when the hammer of truth came in, crushing one's heart to pieces, leaving nothing, less than nothing, perhaps, even, when it finally hit home.

      “Perhaps,” Curatio allowed. “I have never cared to waste good gold betting against Cyrus Davidon. I don't imagine I'll start now.”

      “Which is good, because you owe me – so – much – gold,” Vaste's weak, straining voice came from somewhere behind him. Shooting a look over his shoulder, he found the troll grimacing in pain upon the deck, crew members picking around him with nary a glance, as though a troll bleeding and quipping upon their deck was an everyday occurrence. Birissa, for her part, knelt next to him, attending him. Vaste smiled when he recognized he'd caught Curatio's attention. “All of it, perhaps, I daresay.”

      Curatio just rolled his eyes and ignored the troll. “It would seem Vaste shares your opinion of Cyrus's survival, judging by his uncaring demeanor.”

      “I also consider it possible that he would not let so small a trifle as my husband's – his friend's – death get in the way of a good joke,” Vara said, stiffening slightly. “But it is irrelevant.” Her voice turned steely once more. “For he is alive. You will see.”

      Curatio took a slow breath, in and out. “Perhaps I shall. I have seen much in my long days. A welcome return from such an ignominious end as Malpravus offered...indeed, I would like to see that undone. Very much so.”

      He offered Vara an unsteady smile, one she did not return as she turned her attention back to her vigil of scanning the rooftops of Reikonos as they started to arc, slowly, bending back around. But over the rooftops Curatio saw no sign that her faith would be rewarded, even as his heart told him through experience that the loss of this hope, when it came, would be all the more devastating for its denial.
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          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      The ship was a wonder, the clatter of machinery belowdeck and the unceasing, rapid spin of the blades above it working in tandem to sow wild discord in Alaric's belly. He could feel the discomfort that came to him with every shudder of the ship beneath his feet, the worry that had sunk into his gut when Cyrus had been flung out the side of the tower.

      It had not been made better by his arrival on this flying monstrosity, nor had it been soothed by the appearance of Dugras's dark-haired captain, who surveyed everything around her with something akin to an air of unflappability girding over something else in her eyes. It was obvious a storm raged on the surface by the way she flicked her gaze intensely about. Yet there was a calm beneath, perhaps, or some deeper well that he detected but could make little sense of.

      Alaric had caught but a glimpse of it as he arrived on the deck. She had moved off immediately thereafter, tending to her duties, only one glance at him as he'd arrived and not a word said to anyone but Dugras. For all he knew, she spoke nary a word of their common tongue.

      Still, one leader to another, Alaric felt compelled to speak to her, and so he ascended to the rear deck of the ship, up its wood-planked steps, one slow foot placed before the other in an effort to give the captain plenty of warning of his approach.

      She seemed to take notice of it with one smooth look, then returned to a calm yet still somehow barked command at the helmsman. He nodded and smoothly turned the wheel as the ship groaned beneath them, swinging left.

      Alaric looked out at the commanding vista afforded him from this higher deck. Below, Vara and Curatio stood at the prow of the ship, looking out over Reikonos, speaking quietly. Vaste and Birissa lay in the shadow of one of the massive wooden masts that stretched up, and from whence the spinning blades extended, some hundred feet or so above where Alaric stood. Dugras flitted about below, while Hiressam knelt a few feet away, his blade across his knees as he watched the goings-on through thinly slitted eyes.

      But the view beyond them...beyond the slightly raised foredeck of the ship...

      The wall that encircled Reikonos was there, not far ahead, and beyond it...

      Arkaria lay, black and dead as any wasteland he'd ever laid eyes on.

      It nearly stole the heart from him as Alaric stood looking out over this land where he'd lived, this land he'd called home for some ten thousand years. There was not a single speck of green anywhere to be found on the horizon, only dark earth and grey sky, covered over by the smoke from the factories of Reikonos.

      The ship took a leisurely turn north, a slow left, and Alaric was given a commanding view of the old heights and their manor houses, and beyond that—

      The Torrid Sea looked considerably less torrid than he'd ever seen it. Placid, even, he would name it, the waves crashing at the shoreline fractional compared to their old heights. He'd known that there had been some strange magic perpetrated upon the oceans around Arkaria by the old gods, a calculated move designed to keep this land isolated from any other, to keep their control unchallenged from without. The old swells had started a mile, perhaps two out from shore, and threatened to wreck any ship that dared them. Few had tried, even fewer had probably succeeded, to his knowledge, though there had been some to make it to the Reikonos of old a thousand years ago. Always a novelty they were, such a strange sight amid all the ships of elves and humans and other, familiar races.

      Alaric tore his attention from all this and focused it back on the captain of this vessel, who watched him approach out of the corner of her eye as she stood with her hands clasped behind that long brown coat of hers, feet spread shoulder-length apart, braced against the tilt of the deck on their slow turn. Her tunic was plain leather beneath the coat, her pants some cloth, the outline of both hidden under the coat's bulk. Still, she seemed petite under it all. He gathered his thoughts, the things he wanted to say, to express to her – gratitude, questions – he prepared them and took a step forward toward her–

      “Dugras tells me you are called the Ghost of Sanctuary,” she said, turning her head to him, her jet black braids sliding down the back of her coat. “Alaric Garaunt?” There was a fierce intelligence in her eyes, behind the coolness of her question. “Did I say that right?”

      “Yes, flawlessly,” Alaric said, his questions and gratitude momentarily forgotten in his surprise. “How much did Dugras tell you about us?”

      She showed little emotion, though her eyes danced slightly, reminding him of a camp's fire on a cold night. “Some.”

      “I wanted to thank you for your intervention back there,” Alaric said, letting his own gaze turn to the smoking remains of the Citadel. “Without your timely arrival, it seems safe to say we would have met an unfortunate end.”

      “I have a commitment to keep my crew safe,” the captain said. “When I saw Dugras's signal flare, I had no choice but to come immediately.”

      Alaric blinked. “I admire that level of loyalty. It's something I aspire to myself, as part of my code.”

      “A code?” She cocked her head, ever so slightly. “As though you are one of the Arkarian knights of old?”

      “Indeed,” Alaric said. “May I trouble you to ask your name?”

      “Mazirin,” she said, inclining her head at him, some sign of deference perhaps. “Captain Mazirin of the Yuutshee.”

      “It is my great pleasure to make your acquaintance, Captain Mazirin,” Alaric said. “Where are we headed now?”

      “Back to the Reikonos dockyards,” Mazirin said, her accent heavy but still easily understandable. “They are the only docking facility in the city, and I am not ready to leave quite yet.”

      “That is bold,” Alaric said, looking back once more at the smoking Citadel. “Will the authorities in the city not realize that it was your ship that was next to the Citadel just before the explosion?” He felt a very slight twinge of nerves, considering once again the possibility that he'd involved Captain Mazirin and her crew in a matter that might produce adverse effects for her.

      Mazirin raised a single eyebrow. “Amatgarosan freighters of this class bear a uniform design. There are sixty-seven in anchorage at the Reikonos airship docks as of this morning, with a further fifteen intended to arrive today.” She turned and barked an order at her crew, who snapped to move. They ran in different directions, the nearest moving to a sign at the back of the boat. He fiddled with it a moment, removing somehow two plates of ivory that were roughly the length of Alaric's arm. They had writing on them of a kind that he wasn't familiar with, presumably Amatgarosan, a squibbling hash of marks. The crewman ran the marble plates down from the top deck, disappearing below the hatch of the ship with them under his arm.

      “You change the name plating?” Alaric asked as another crewman ran up with new plates. They could have read the same for all he knew, but it would have been folly if they did.

      Mazirin nodded, once. “No point agitating the authorities. We will blend back in, dock at a different section of the yard. We flew low enough and a far enough course around to lose any watchful eyes.” She turned her back on him, looking to the horizon. “Once we are docked, you will be able to disembark. Just pretend you are passengers from Firoba.”

      Alaric nodded in return. “Thank you.”

      “You are welcome, Alaric Garaunt,” she said, once more inclining her head. “But I did not do this for you. I did it for Dugras, who is of my crew.” She drew herself up, seeming to swell. “Whatever your fight is here – it is no business of mine.” She turned away, looking back to the horizon. “Kindly keep our paths from crossing in the future.”

      What to say to that? “I will do my best,” Alaric said, nodding once more, and taking a step backward in polite retreat down from the top deck. “I wish you well in your endeavors. You have my gratitude, and should you desire repayment for your assistance...I am in your debt.”

      If she heard him, she did not acknowledge it, launching instead into a ferocious patter with the man at the ship's wheel, pelting him with words that prompted him to nod, furiously, at her assault.

      Alaric watched her remonstrate the man and finally turned away when she did not so much as glance at him again.

      “That sounded like it went well,” Dugras said, easing up to Alaric once he was back on the main deck.

      Alaric looked down at the dwarf. “She's quite a commanding woman, your captain.”

      Dugras shot a nervous look around. “Indeed. I don't know that I've ever heard her talk quite so deferentially to a foreigner before. At least not one she wasn't doing business with.”

      Alaric blinked at him. “Beg pardon?”

      Dugras cleared his throat. “Nothing. Just...thought she'd bite your head off, that's all.” He brushed bare knuckles against the side of his neck where his collar rose from his undershirt. “She certainly did mine.”

      Alaric frowned. “Perhaps she lacked the time.”

      “Doesn't take her long, if she's of a mind to,” Dugras said, sparing only a glance up at the top deck. He stiffened.

      Alaric turned. Captain Mazirin stood at the rail some ten feet above them, looking out, sparing a glance their way before turning her attention forward again.

      “I should go,” Dugras said, an unmistakable air of nervousness bleeding through as he headed for the hatch belowdecks. “I need to check on the engines. It's been a few days and my second-in-command is occasionally incompetent.”

      “What will you do when we dock?” Alaric asked as the dwarf walked toward the hatch.

      Dugras stopped. “Well, uh...I suppose it depends on a few things – the state of the engines, how long the captain intends to remain docked here...”

      Alaric offered a subtle nod. An aura of guilt wafted off the dwarf, and an unfair one at that. “You hardly pledged your entire life to our cause, Dugras,” he said. It seemed only fair to offer the man a way out. Caught between his prior loyalties and a pledge he'd made Sanctuary coming out of captivity with the Machine, Alaric felt a pang of his own guilt at the thought of weighing the smaller man down with a hasty decision. “If you need to move on with your captain...”

      “Yeah, I probably do,” Dugras said, nodding slowly. “It's nothing against...any of you.” He turned to look at Hiressam in his quiet repose, Vaste and Birissa beneath the mast, the healer once again turning a glowing hand toward his injury. He even looked to Vara and Curatio, both staring out over the side of the ship. “You seem like fine people, and I appreciated the opportunity to inflict some righteous vengeance on my kidnappers. It's just...” He shrugged, almost helpless.

      “This is hardly your fight,” Alaric said. “And Reikonos is not your city.”

      “Exactly,” Dugras said, a little sadly. “And I think maybe I've done all I can do, especially given...” He turned to look at the Citadel, almost out of view save for its smoking top. “Well, given all...that.”

      “It will not be an easy struggle,” Alaric said. “And while we will miss the aid you could give, we shall surely triumph even should you wish to go on.” He forced a smile.

      “Right,” Dugras said, nodding once. “Well...” He looked down at the deck, and it was hard for Alaric to tell exactly what he was thinking, though he had some idea. “...I should get to the engines.”

      “As you say,” Alaric nodded. “In case I don't see you again—”

      “Don't,” Dugras said, waving him off. “Farewells aren't the Amatgarosan way.” He looked up. “We will meet again, in this life or the one beyond.” And with that, he moved on, disappearing down the hatch into the dark below.

      Alaric watched after him only another moment, then looked up, again at the top deck. He thought he caught a flash of dark, stormy eyes, Captain Mazirin's attention on him, but it was gone before he could even be sure she was looking. Ahead, the Reikonos airship docks grew closer in view, a field of wood galleys and ships cradled within them, and he watched as the Yuutshee grew closer, pondered what had just happened – and what he had lost in the last hour.
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      The Machine thugs were like shadows in their long black coats, every one of them taller than him, every one thicker, though not as thick as their leader, who seemed as wide as he was tall, no mean feat given his height and girth. None of them were smiling save one, and it dripped with cruelty and not one ounce of actual joy, giving Guy a warbling feeling in his stomach, as though he'd swallowed a live songbird and it was pecking out between trilling nervous notes in his belly.

      They moved forward at a steady pace, an onrushing tide sliding up the alley toward him, prompting Guy to look left, then right, only to see tall brick walls on either side, no hope in either direction, and especially not in front of him, where the tide of Machine thugs continued to roll in.

      Guy did a little backpedaling, trying to keep his distance from the steadily onrushing black cloaks. “Uhm...” He shot a look over his shoulder, the only avenue of retreat still open to him. There was, of course, the barrier of the dumpster bin blocking the alley down to a thin passage, the only thing in front of it the Cyrus Davidon impersonator in his hulking, black armor. “Hey, big fella,” Guy said, oozing desperation. “A little help here?”

      “Try spitting at them,” the impersonator said, hoarse and stiff, still leaning one knuckle against the cobblestone alley floor. “It's your best defense.”

      Guy just stared at him, hunched over on one knee, sword in hand. “For true?” He flicked a pointed finger at the black coats moving toward him, cutting the distance between them even as he continued to move backward, toward the danger of the one impersonator and his sword rather than the ten or so Machine thugs and their...well, whatever they were carrying under their cloaks.

      At least the impersonator's sword could be fast, Guy figured. What the Machine did to him for his betrayal...

      Well, no part of that would be quick.

      “Do I strike you as the untrue type in our dealings?” the impersonator asked, closing his eyes beneath that funny helm of his, muttering something under his breath. A faint glow appeared at his hand, and he grimaced and let out a breath, slumping slightly, as though someone had taken more of the air out of him.

      “Do I strike you as anything other than singularly desperate at the moment?” Guy asked, decision clearly made. Maybe he could squeeze past the impersonator, into the gap and—

      Movement beyond the gap caught Guy's attention. Flashes of—

      Black coats.

      “They have really boxed us in,” Guy said, sagging to a slow walk, now only ten feet from the impersonator, twenty from the front rank of the Machine thugs. “That'll teach me.”

      The Davidon impersonator rumbled with a laugh. “You only learn when you survive the lesson.”

      “I'm still hanging on to a tiny grain of hope here, okay?” Guy threw a look at the thugs crashing down on him. Now he was five feet from the impersonator, ten from the thugs. “It's not right for a man to die without hope.”

      Something flashed in the impersonator's eyes, and it drew Guy's attention at the most peculiar moment. “You're right,” he said slowly, and with none of the edge of sarcasm that his voice had held only a moment before. He straightened, just slightly, and suddenly, even bowed as he was, he was taller than Guy. “Get behind me.”

      Guy didn't need to be asked twice. He bolted behind the big man, mostly because he saw no other alternative. “What about—”

      “Take this,” the impersonator said, and landed a metal boot on the blade of Guy's knife, still lying on the alley floor. He slid it back, and it bounced off the bin behind Guy as though shot from a rifle.

      Guy managed to arrest its sudden movement before it shot out of reach. “Thanks, but—”

      “Get ready,” the impersonator said, lurching to his feet unsteadily, sword in hand. His fingertips glowed once more with red light, and he straightened slightly once it faded.

      Guy stared at the strange light display. What the hell was that?

      There was no answering it, at least not at present. There was movement between the bins, and Guy threw himself into the gap, jabbing his blade toward the Machine thugs threatening to squeeze through. “Back!” Guy said, “Back, you dogs!”

      A wild round of chortles came from behind the dumpster bin. It was wide and tall, bigger in each dimension than a large man – taller, wider than a man's height, and thicker across, too. It did block enough of the alley to keep them from rushing him like the men up front had, though, so there was that.

      “Your repartee needs work,” the impersonator muttered behind him.

      “My...'repartee'...?” Guy flashed a look at the impersonator in his heavy armor and long cloak. “We're about to die and you're critiquing the quality of my wit?”

      “Laughing in the face of death is one of the most liberating experiences a man can enjoy,” the impersonator said. “It breaks the chains of natural cowardice, lightens the heart of a most heavy burden.”

      “That's such 'elpful advice, really,” Guy said. “Maybe next time lead with somef'ing more practical, such as, 'Wear brown pants to hide the level of your intimidation'.”

      “In your case, that'd be advisable,” the impersonator said. “Also, maybe a heavy cologne to cover the smell of the fear-shit?”

      Guy thrust his dagger into the gap between bin and wall again, blindly, hiding himself behind it so as to avoid any shooting. Guns weren't rare among Machine thugs, but they weren't dirt-common, either. Every other nation on the globe might have them, but Reikonos's supply was mostly second-hand firearms. That was the downside of being the most backward land on the planet. “What's your plan to deal wif—” Guy started to ask, sparing a glance the impersonator's way.

      He didn't get to finish, because as he got the first part of the question out, the impersonator got hit by the breaking wave of Machine thugs. Three of them came upon him at once, lurching in like a tide around a rock by the shore. They were laughing, jubilant, their blades raised high to hack the man to pieces—

      They didn't end up doing the hacking, though.

      The Cyrus Davidon impersonator swung his sword once – once! – and it cleaved all three of the attackers in half, and not by a small measure, either. They were struck neatly in two, strongly so, to the point where their upper bodies fell off and their screams filled the air—

      As did a whiff of that shit smell the impersonator had joked about, though it had little to do with fear and more to do with three men having their bowels opened, along with the rest of their bodies.

      “I'll figure something out,” the impersonator murmured, just loud enough that Guy heard him before someone stuck their face through the bin-to-wall gap he'd been defending. With a blink of shock, Guy stabbed out at gut level. The Machine thug ducked back around and Guy missed him, the knife blade catching a button from the black coat and that was all. “Strike true, next time, will you?” the impersonator asked, and it took Guy a moment to realize that comment had been directed to him.

      “Uh, I'll try,” Guy said, shifting position.

      “Don't try, succeed,” the impersonator said. “Watch our flank, and when next a target presents itself, go for the damned throat or face and end them.”

      “I, uh...haven't ever done that before,” Guy said, feeling a strange rush flutter through his head. Squeamishness or lightheadedness in this current moment seemed a bad thing, but damn was this heady.

      The impersonator shot him a look that Guy caught out of the corner of his eye. “You haven't killed anyone before?”

      Guy flushed, the lightheadedness fleeing, leaving him with a sick feeling. “No.”

      The impersonator did not stir, looking back at him with a wary few remaining Machine thugs circling him, hesitant to move on him now that they'd seen three of their number cut down so easily. “I daresay that's about to change.”

      Guy glanced at the blade of his knife, glinting in the dim light shining down from above. “Um...I don't really want it to change...”

      “Do you want to be dead?” the impersonator asked.

      “Well, no.”

      “Then change it,” the man in black armor snapped. “Because if you don't, that's going to be the result.”

      With that, the impersonator snapped to action. Moving in a strange, surging blur of motion, he swung his sword at one of the Machine thugs moving to flank him. The tip of his curved sword struck, and the thug's hands flew for his throat, crimson liquid spilling out madly like a tap of red turned on wide.

      The impersonator took a staggering half-step back, grimace laid on his pale face. He looked grey, in pain, and Guy could spare only a thought for him before someone made noise at the gap of the bin and the wall, and Guy thrust his blade in, but higher this time—

      A squeal met his attack, high-pitched, one of pain—

      “Yes, like that,” the Cyrus Davidon impersonator said. “But next time – take his damned head off.”

      Guy looked at the drip of red on his blade, and swallowed. That lightheaded feeling had not passed. Sure, he'd seen violence done to others before, but not much. Most of his encounters with it had been very sparing. People feared the Machine in Reikonos, and a little tap was all that was necessary to make them compliant in most cases.

      This...was far beyond a little tap.

      A scream from behind him made Guy swing around, mostly out of fear for his life. He turned to find the impersonator staggering another step back, two more Machine thugs on the ground, squirming, the smell of shit and piss rank and heavy in the air—

      The impersonator in the black armor had disemboweled them.

      “Do I need to tell you how painful stomach wounds are?” the impersonator asked, grim smile on his face. A little glow of white appeared at his hand, and he creaked up to stand a little straighter, armor plates rattling against each other. Three thugs remained, including the leader, who had steadfastly remained out of the impersonator's reach.

      Guy couldn't blame him. It was how he operated his crew, too. Why do the dangerous things yourself, like confront a man with a sword?

      The whisper of a leather boot on the ground behind him surprised Guy and he spun, dagger in hand, driving it toward the gap—

      Something hit his arm and made him cry out in surprise. A shock of pain ran up his wrist where he'd impacted—

      A Machine thug with a truncheon grinned from inches away. He snapped his weapon down and hit Guy in the midsection, driving all the air from his lungs in one hit.

      “Now, then, precious,” another thug said as a further blow was delivered, this time to Guy's head, making the world go fuzzy all around him, “you just sit here and wait for us to deal with this one—”Guy's eyes were blurred, thinking even more muddled, but he knew what the man was talking about, somehow—

      They were going to kill the impersonator, he realized, in a shocking rush of clarity, as he watched more thugs flooding their way through the gap he'd been supposed to defend—

      Then...

      Then they were going to kill Guy.
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      If he'd had the presence of mind to do so, Guy would have been terrified. The knowledge that people were trying to kill him – well, that had been present for a day or so now, ever since he'd betrayed the Machine to this fartwat in the black armor and his shining silver angry queen impersonator.

      The hit of the truncheon to his head had put a blanket over the world, over Guy's senses, dulling everything except the shocking amount of pain radiating through his skull. It was as though someone had decided his head was a bell and then proceeded to beat on it for a bit, as though trying to summon the entire city in for dinner.

      He caught movement through slitted eyes, Machine thugs hopping over his legs to flood through the gap between bin and wall in this segment of the alley, their black coats flapping with the motion. It was a strange, slow procession, as though they were jogging by without a care in the world, train of their ebon coats like a flag flying from their arses, the V of their legs open and exposed just below his leg.

      Guy couldn't even figure out why he did it, but he lifted a slow leg – slower than even they were moving – and planted a booted foot right in the crotch of the thug that was hopping over him like he was a puddle of piss in the Reikonos gutter—

      The short, sharp scream this time came from his victim as the man folded at the middle, hands flying to his groin. He came down like an old building in a wind storm, folding up and falling over Guy's legs, which hurt, but only distantly.

      Then the next idiot came on through without paying a lick of attention, and tripped over that bastard, and the next—

      They all landed on Guy, of course, a pile-up of morons, like carts in the marketplace all crashing into one another. They landed across his legs, rolled to his midsection, wind knocked out of them, shouting, screaming, pissed off at each other, at him—

      The weak sunlight glinted on something, just out of Guy's reach. He blinked in the dim alley light, the glow overhead of a sun buried beneath the black clouds of factory smoke. Some days it was worse than others, but only rarely did you see it clearly. Guy could remember when the sun shone bright over Reikonos, but that was so many years ago...

      It seemed to be shining bright now, though, on that thing sitting near his hand. What the hell was that? he wondered dimly through the mental fog hanging 'round his head, that pain squealing out of the side of his skull.

      Oh. It was a little sword, longer than the dagger he'd been mucking about with.

      Guy touched the hilt, raised it up, like he was clutching it in a far-off dream. It shone as he raised it, a blade that was no longer than his forearm and hand, a dagger-and-a-half. He stared at it, dimly, then at the raging face of one of the Machine thugs, looking at him with absolute malice, clawing up his legs toward him, shouting something that Guy couldn't hear.

      Guy stared at the glinting sword, clutched in his hand. Then at the furious face of the Machine thug, climbing his way up to Guy's face, murder in his eyes.

      He didn't really even think about it, a little ripple running through his bowels as he realized, That man means to kill me.

      Guy raised the blade, lifted it right up to the bloke's face as he shouted something, up on all fours and crawling with a fist that glinted, steel knuckles built into his glove ready to fall on Guy–

      The thug ran face-first into Guy's blade, catching the tip just below the eye. It kept going, thanks to the thug's momentum, skipping up his cheek and into his open eyeball—

      The resulting scream and the sight of the gore cut through the fog in Guy's head. The Machine thug rocketed back from him as though Guy had shoved a hot poker in his face. He was bleeding, gushing, really, and he hit the bin back-first, a resounding thump echoing down the alleyway.

      “Still in the fight, are you?” the impersonator's voice trickled in from somewhere beyond him. “Good.”

      Guy blinked in his shock. “I...s'pose I am.”

      “Well, stab again, damn your eyes!” the impersonator said, then paused as he parried a strike from one of the attacking thugs. “Or rather, stab theirs!”

      Guy stared at the bloody blade in his hand and lifted it, then struck again, at the farther enemy, jabbing the blade end-on into the throat. A gurgling sound met his attack, and Guy squirmed away from the writhing thug, who was bleeding wildly over him and the fellow between them. Struggling, Guy pulled his legs, ignoring the heavy weight of two men upon them in a mad bid to get free of them both.

      He'd just managed to get from beneath the screaming, crying, bleeding men when another tried to kick his way through the gap, attempting to take a long step over the two blind and gurgling fiends. The new thug missed his footing, though, hurrying a little too much, and crashed down on the back of the man with the slitted throat. Both men made a noise, neither pleasant, and the stepping fellow collapsed with a cry as the one with the slitted throat bucked, jerking the other's foot from beneath him. The new arrival landed on top of the old and Guy, without thinking, thrust his blade and caught that fellow behind the ear. He spasmed, once, and then was still, lying atop the pile, the only one not moving.

      Guy blinked at all the blood and felt a ripple of nausea threaten his stomach. What the hell had he just done?

      “This is not a time for squeamishness,” came the thick voice of the Davidon impersonator. Now he was fending off only two remaining thugs, each seeming to assess him, looking for weakness with a canny eye. Neither seemed to want to step forward first. Sound thinking, to Guy's mind. The impersonator had already killed a pile of them, after all.

      “I've never seen this much blood,” Guy said, and his voice sounded almost plaintive to his own ears, especially over the howls and cries echoing through the alleyway.

      “None of it's yours, so count yourself lucky and work to maintain that state of affairs.”

      Guy nodded and thrust his blade down again, like he was stirring a fire with a poker rather than plunging a sword into the back of a screaming, crying, dying man who was howling and lashing blindly at him. That made him stop, at least, though a horrible sucking sound came from where Guy had planted his blade in the man's back. He stared at it dimly as a little wellspring of blood spouted as he withdrew the blade. It was a most curious thing, and Guy found himself staring at it for a moment before he realized – That's blood and I've done it.

      He suppressed the desire to retch. Again. Because another thug leapt through the barrier between bin and wall, clearing the pile of dead and dying that he'd made.

      “Hit him before he gets his feet beneath him!” The impersonator shouted at Guy, his own blade just dripping red.

      Guy's mind was not working at full capacity. He reacted by rote instinct alone, jabbing the blade up at the thug as he landed, catching him in the thigh as he stumbled a step. Guy's blade landing there made him cry out, then wipe out, a perfect little prick as he went by that Guy could not have aimed any better if he'd had a week's warning to line it up. He stared as the man stumbled, then fell to his knees, already gushing blood. He let out a cry and surrendered to the massive puddle forming beneath him, his thigh pumping red as surely as if it was a wellspring.

      Guy looked at the new arrival, now barely moving and holding his leg. Blood rushed from beneath it, and he stilled. Then Guy looked at the pile he'd made.

      “Holy Davidon,” Guy muttered, his mouth suddenly quite dry. “What 'ave I done?”

      “What I told you to!” the impersonator shouted. “Keep it up and you might just live to see the end of this.” There was only one of the thugs left facing the man in the black armor, and he was quivering, looking as though he had second, third, fourth, fifth thoughts. He stared at the impersonator, then at his own weapon, a short blade, back at the impersonator, then at the gap Guy had been defending.

      He finally shook his head, turned on his heel, and sprinted off down the alley.

      The impersonator bent over, wearing a grimace, and picked up the blade of one of the fallen thugs. It was a short thing, no more than a hand's length of a blade. The impersonator stared, lining up his throw at the back of the retreating thug.

      “No way you make that,” Guy said. It just popped out.

      “Watch me,” the Davidon impersonator said, and he threw—

      Down the alley, the fleeing thug cried out.

      The blade stuck, perfectly, between his shoulder blades. He dropped his own sword with a clang against the cobbles and hit his knees, reaching behind him, futilely, for the thing that ailed him. He did not succeed, and after a moment he fell over, motionless, knife still sticking from his back as he did so.

      “Told you,” the impersonator said, dropping to a knee. He lifted a hand and it glowed red again. He seemed to take an easier breath after that, stretching, though he made no effort to stand again. He glanced back at Guy. “Finish that fellow at your feet, will you? Regardless of how cruel a foe is, I don't care to hear a man suffer and scream.”

      Guy blinked at him, then stared down at the survivor left at his feet. He was, indeed, the man blinded and screaming. Guy stared at his blade, which was slick with crimson almost to the hilt.

      “It's a mercy,” the impersonator said, cocking his head at Guy. “Would you want to lie in an alley screaming your last? Or would you want it over with?”

      “I'd want to not die in the first place, I think,” Guy said, shuddering at the red tinge to his scavenged blade.

      “Not an option,” the Davidon impersonator said. “If one of them lives, they can rat us out to the Machine, and I don't know about you, but I don't need any more trouble from them right now.” He straightened, then grimaced, apparently still in some pain. “Also, his screaming is going to draw people if you don't finish him quickly.”

      Guy stared at his blade once more. It was steady in his hand, strangely enough.

      “Do it.” The impersonator said it with a calm, a confidence that Guy couldn't quite fathom. “Base of the skull where it meets the spine would be kindest.”

      Guy hesitated, but then he did it, plunging the blade exactly where he was told, meeting a little resistance somewhere in there. He pushed past it, and somehow, without giving it much in the way of thought, Guy murdered his...third? Fourth? Had he lost count? Whatever the number, his several-th human being of the day. He didn't wish to count them up.

      Then, unexpectedly, as the wailing noise ceased, Guy got sick all over his own boots, as well as the pile of newly-minted corpses. He lost control of his legs, and when he finished, he found himself on all fours over a hell of a mess. Three corpses in a pile and his own sick. The smell of shit and piss was intense enough that he retched again, adding the nothing left in his stomach to an already prodigiously disgusting spectacle.

      “You really weren't much of a killer, were you?” the Davidon impersonator asked once Guy had picked himself up. He wiped a sick-slicked hand on his own pants, suppressing the urge to throw up again. He turned away from the mess – Davidon, what an effing mess – and focused on the impersonator, trying to keep his eyes on the man's unamused expression.

      “First time I've ever done that,” Guy said, trying not to think about the faces of the men he'd just slain.

      “And second, third and fourth,” the impersonator said, still on one knee. “Not bad for your first time. I'd suggest being a bit more alacritous if you find yourself in this situation again, though. This lot was clearly about as poorly trained and ready for violence as yourself. Not a one of them had ever been in anything approaching a fair fight before.” He cast a wary eye over the fallen around him. “Stupidity kept them in the fight long past quitting time. Except that last fellow.”

      Guy got sick again right there, though this time he kept his footing. It took a minute or two, him just retching and heaving all over the alley floor, emptying up a stomach that was already empty. Breathing was a bit difficult by the time he was done, and the muscles in his belly hurt from being turned inside-out a dozen times.

      A sound overhead drew his attention, and Guy blinked, looking up.

      An airship overflew the alley, the hull clearly a sleek Muratam design, so distinctive in their livery and style. Guy's eyes widened as it disappeared, heading toward the wall, toward the east, away from—

      “No, no, no, no,” Guy said, shoving up to his feet again on legs that had lost their wobble, sense of nausea falling away, replaced by a different sort of sick feeling as he caught sight of the nameplate on the bow. “No, no – it can't be—”

      “What?” the impersonator asked, still on one knee.

      “That was my ship,” Guy said plaintively, staring up at the empty, grey sky above.

      “So find another,” the impersonator said.

      “I can't,” Guy said, almost whispering. “I paid in advance to have them hold my berth. They left early, the thieves.” He sagged. “That was every last copper I had left...”

      The impersonator let out a low, long chortle.

      “It's not bloody funny,” Guy said, flushing heat running to his cheeks. “What the hell am I supposed to do now?”

      “I'd try not dying,” the impersonator said, attempting to get to his feet and barely making it. He seemed like he was about to pitch over, and Guy reached out, catching him with the same surprising instinct he'd shown as the thugs were pouring through that gap. No stabbing this time, though, just a quick shove that kept the impersonator from dropping to a knee.

      “Thanks for the free advice,” Guy said, taking a step back from the big man. “It's worth exactly what I paid for it.”

      The impersonator looked him up and down a little shrewdly. “You're quick, I'll give you that.”

      “Not fast enough to outrun these fartwats, though, now, am I?” Guy gestured at the fallen around him with the bloody sword, still clutched in his hand. “Especially not in this city. Not now, anyway. They're going to bloodhound me, chase me right to any hole I run to, and then—” He drew the sword up and pretended to rake it across his own throat, though he kept it a foot away from his neck just to be safe. A little blood flecked off onto his hand and Guy stared at the spots of red, feeling a bit sick again—

      When he made it back from his knees a minute later, stomach emptied definitely, for certain this time, nothing left to offer, no sir, he found the impersonator, unsteady on his feet, staring at Guy, assessing again. “What?” Guy asked, wiping his mouth, sticky bile on his lips transferred to the back of his hand.

      “Come with me,” the impersonator said, still staring at him.

      Guy squinted at him. “Are you bloody mad? How is that going to help me live?”

      “How well are you going to do on your own?” the impersonator asked, then waved a hand at the carnage around them. “And how well do you think you could do with me?”

      Guy thought about it a moment. “You're a bloody lightning rod for trouble, though, aren't you? They came for you, not me.”

      “But they are looking for you,” the impersonator said. “You'll draw plenty of lightning all on your own, and I doubt you'll do nearly so well weathering the strikes without help.”

      “You can barely stand,” Guy said.

      “That's what you're for,” the impersonator said. “You're going to have to help me walk.” Guy let out an inadvertent laugh. “In exchange for your assistance, I have a place to hide where you'll be safe.”

      Guy thought that over. The impersonator had almost killed the entire lot of them by himself, even whilst wounded. That was a fair sight better than Guy could have managed on his own.

      Tossing a look back at the pile of corpses in the gap between bin and alley wall, Guy quickly turned back around. No, scratch that – without the impersonator, he wouldn't have managed any of this on his own. Not one bit. He'd have gone down in a circle of blades, skewered through like a pork sausage left in the communal ovens.

      “Fine,” Guy said, coming to a reluctant conclusion. No airship, no money, nowhere else to hide. “I'll help you get where you're going. But if they come at you again? I'm running away and leaving you to it. Because this—” he waved his own hand to indicate the mess around them without daring to look at it. He was still almost sick again anyway. “—this was lucky. For you, for me. It won't turn out this well next time.”

      “It'll be fine,” the impersonator said, and turned to walk out the alley mouth, staggering a step sideways as he did so.

      Guy caught him before he pitched over, helping him right himself. “The hell it will,” he muttered, keeping the poor bastard upright like he was walking an elderly grandmother down the alley, his arm resting on the big man's armored biceps. “What's your name, anyway? Since I'm stuck wif' you.”

      “Cyrus Davidon,” the impersonator said, favoring him with a look that suggested Guy must be an idiot.

      “Fine,” Guy said as they reached the mouth of the alley. The street beyond was surprisingly quiet, as though no one had even taken notice of all the screaming within, covered as it was under the noise of the mill. “Keep your bloody name to yourself, then.” The impersonator struck off to the right, and Guy followed along beside him. “But don't expect me to call you – well, what it is you're calling yourself.” He shook his head, and they started limping their way along the avenue. “The last bloody thing I need is to get the actual Davidon hacked off at me for blaspheming.” That prompted the impersonator to roll his eyes, but Guy didn't find it all that funny.
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          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      The airship docks buzzed with activity. Ships arrived and departed around them as Alaric stood on the deck of the Yuutshee, waiting as a burly crewman held a hand thrust against his breastplate, blocking him from the gangplank. He said something quickly paced and serious, judging by his inexpressive mien.

      “I'm sorry,” Alaric said. “I don't understand your language.”

      “He says to wait for my permission to disembark,” Captain Mazirin said quietly, over the distant thrum of airship engines. The Yuutshee's own had quieted, given up their ceaseless, blurring spin. To Alaric's surprise, they were simple blades atop the mast, only a few of them, in fact, but turned at such speed that it seemed like there must be a dozen arrayed around the tip of each mast.

      Alaric did not resist the man's hand, and soon enough he'd pulled it away and walked off, once Captain Mazirin had approached closely enough, hands behind her back, calmly surveying Alaric.

      “Do you have some final instruction for me, perhaps?” Alaric asked, when Mazirin said nothing, did nothing but stand there for a moment or two.

      Mazirin stirred. “I do. A customs official will board in a moment. You will need to have a story for them.”

      “I know little of the world outside Arkaria,” Alaric said. “Might I add to my already considerable debt and prevail upon you for some advice in that regard?”

      The captain studied him slowly. She always seemed to move slowly, and Alaric wondered if it was unique to her conversations with him, or if it was simply the way she was. Certainly something about her interaction with him felt odd, though he couldn't quite put a finger on how that might be so, given it was only his second time speaking with her. “Don't speak their language.”

      Alaric raised an eyebrow. “Beg pardon?”

      “Make yourself nonsensical,” Mazirin said. “I will speak for you.”

      “Making yourself nonsensical should be easy enough,” Vaste said, appearing from behind him. “Why don't you speak in one of the Luukessian dialects of your youth? That'll probably be completely unrecognizable.”

      Alaric looked sidelong at Vaste and said something.

      “Sorry, didn't get that,” Vaste said.

      “Perfect,” Mazirin said, moving over to the gangplank. “Here comes the customs inspector.”

      “What the hell did you just say to me?” Vaste asked, brow puckered.

      “He called you a great green buffoon,” Curatio said, joining them. “In the language of the ancients.” The healer paused, thinking. “No. Wait. That word was a bit more complex than just buffoon. It also meant—”

      “Shhhh,” Alaric said, nodding at the customs official, who'd just finished climbing up the gangplank, and was wheezing before Captain Mazirin. It was a slightly plump, middle-aged woman with a tight bun on the back of her head. She looked surprisingly chipper, Alaric thought, especially given that every employee of Reikonos he'd met in the past seemed very bored by their jobs.

      “Why are we shushing Vaste?” Vara whispered, pushing her way into their small, conversational circle. “Oh, who am I kidding? As though we need a reason.”

      “None of us should be speaking this language,” Alaric muttered under his breath, hopefully low enough that the customs official wouldn't hear him.

      “All right, then, dearie,” the customs inspector said, a little loudly, to Captain Mazirin. “What have you got for us today, luv?”

      “No one should be shushing me, ever,” Vaste whispered. “Who knows what nuggets of genius you might stifle in the process? Lost forever in the recesses of my brilliant mind, a thousand perfect jests of elegant composition and absolute humor.”

      “I can live with that loss,” Alaric muttered. “Now...shhhhhh.”

      “A cargo of rice,” Captain Mazirin said. “And several passengers taken on in Binngart.”

      “Ahhh,” the customs inspector said, eyes lighting up as she took in the group of them. Alaric turned to find Birissa and Hiressam had joined them. “What are you lot supposed to be?”

      “I don't think they speak your language,” Mazirin said, stepping behind the customs inspector and nodding, once, at Alaric, but very subtly.

      Alaric spoke, once more, in the language of the ancients. “The sun is rising high in the sky this day.”

      “And my opinion is running low, very low, of your grasp of this language, my friend,” Curatio responded in kind.

      “What are they saying?” Vaste asked, under his breath.

      “Shhhh,” Vara whispered.

      “I can't help if I'm curious,” Vaste said. “I think they're talking about me again.”

      “They're just talking about the position of the sun and how bad Alaric is at speaking the language,” Birissa said under her breath as the customs inspector smiled politely at them as one might look at a child who'd just said something completely bizarre.

      Alaric slowly turned round to look at Birissa. The troll favored him with a toothy smile – and with a troll, 'toothy' was quite a thing, given that their jutting canine teeth were half the size of his hand.

      “Not a single speaker of the language, then?” the customs inspector asked. “How are they supposed to navigate the city? And what are they here for?”

      “Actors,” Mazirin said smoothly. “Performing in some theater troupe, I believe. Really, it was their business. Bringing them here was mine.”

      The customs inspector pursed her lips as she looked at them, then slowly meandered closer. “No, no. That won't do at all. Do they have someone meeting them here?”

      “I don't know,” Mazirin said, her brow showing the first faint line.

      “I'm afraid it wouldn't be right to just turn them loose, then,” the customs inspector said. “Foreigners who don't speak the language, abandoned here in our fair city? No, no.”

      “'Fair' might be pushing it,” Vaste muttered. “You can't even see the sky in this place, and everything is covered in black ash. I think 'dung heap' might be more accurate. Especially given the smell that hangs about.”

      Alaric reached up and rested a hand on Vaste's shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze, then a look. When the troll met his eyes, the Ghost tried to make his gaze a bit more daggered, to convey what he was thinking, which was: Shut. Up.

      “Oh, fine, then,” Vaste said, under his breath.

      “In order to allow you to dock, I'm going to need some further assurance from you,” the customs inspector said, looking at her little clipboard very seriously. “You will need to provide these people a guide in Reikonos, someone who speaks the language.”

      “My crew is very busy—” Mazirin started.

      “You can do this thing that I have asked and take responsibility for the well-being of your passengers,” the customs inspector said, lifting up the clipboard and what was, presumably, a customs form, “or you can put this ship back in the air and go elsewhere. They may just accept people to get lost in the bowels of Binngart or Emerald without a care for their welfare, but here in Reikonos we give a damn, you see. I won't have these poor souls turned loose in this place without so much as a guide to help them.”

      “Sounds like she's admitting this place is a dangerous dung heap,” Vaste muttered. “Not sure I want to stay here now that I know that. Why, we might get assaulted in the streets. Or elsewhere, like the top of their majestic, penis-looking Citadel.”

      Alaric just rolled his eyes.

      Vara turned to look over her shoulder at the still-smoking Citadel. “You know, I never noticed before, but it actually was rather phallic with that bulb atop it where the meeting room and quarters are.”

      “How did you not know that?” Curatio asked. “For as long as I've been in this city it's been commented on, and that's obviously quite some time.”

      “Forgive me for not living my life in the gutter, mind always on the filthiest of common denominators like the rest of you,” Vara said.

      “Well, you're married to Cyrus now, so I'm sure that's changing,” Vaste said, drawing a sour look from Curatio. “What? I believe her; he's still alive.”

      Alaric clenched his teeth, but turned back to find the customs inspector wagging a finger at Captain Mazirin, whose eyes followed the finger with a very subtle hint of irritation beneath her near-implacable facade.

      “...I don't know how they do things in Amatgarosa, but the last thing we need here is more lost souls trapped without any hope, and if you don't speak a whit of the language, how are you supposed to have a dollop of hope? They can't even find the loo, and let me tell you,” the customs inspector leaned in, a little smile on her face, “I know my most hopeless moments have been those where I've needed one and can't find it, if you know what I mean. And I'm sure you do. We ladies know, don't we?”

      Mazirin's eyebrow twitched slightly. “So...if I provide them a translator, you will let us offload our cargo?”

      The customs inspector held up a lone finger. “Yes. But...so help me, if I catch wind that you've dumped them off, if I see you sneaking back through the dockyard gates without them in a few minutes, I will force your takeoff immediately. I might even suspend the right of all Amatgarosan freighters of this class to land for a week or two.” The inspector cocked her head, clear threat made obvious by her manner and bearing. “Don't think I don't know you carry extra ship plaques in your hold to change your names.” She chortled. “I wasn't born yesterday. I expect an earnest effort to guide these travelers, you hear? Or else.”

      Mazirin just stared at her. “As we say in my land: 'You strike a fair but equitable bargain'. It will be done as you say.”

      “Ah. Jolly good,” the customs inspector said, and signed off on her paper with a flourish, little pencil scratching out something on her clipboard. “Make your mark here.”

      Mazirin did so, then handed it back to the customs inspector. “We will begin offloading our cargo as soon as our broker arrives dockside.”

      “Very well,” the customs inspector said. “You going to be using local labor to unload?”

      “Some,” Mazirin said. “But also my own crew to speed the process. We have new cargo coming in tomorrow and a quick turnaround back to Firoba once it's aboard.”

      “Ah, the glamorous life of a freighter captain,” the inspector sighed. “Always sailing the ten winds. Breakfast in Vanreis, lunch in Farthoon, dinner in Mianguang.” She shuddered in pleasure, squealed in excitement. “Always thought it'd be an exciting life.”

      “If you ever decide to undertake it, let me know,” Mazirin said, back to expressionless. “I could use a chief negotiator with your skills. Though your grasp of distances is a bit lacking.” She said the last part under her breath.

      “Oh, you're too kind,” the inspector gushed, reddening. “I'll get out of your way and let business proceed apace.” She gave a glance toward Alaric and the others. “Very. Nice. To meet. You!” She said nearly every word with a slow halt between them, and loudly.

      Alaric cocked his head at her, then bowed at the waist, sharply. “You are a very odd woman,” he said in ancient. “And a busybody.”

      “You really are terrible at this,” Curatio said, also in ancient. “Did you just call her a whore?”

      “I think he was aiming for saying she's busy with her body,” Birissa said, in perfect ancient, much smoother than Alaric's, he had to concede, “but it came out that she uses her body often and unpleasantly.”

      “Such a lovely language,” the inspector said, turning to leave. “Do you have any idea what they're saying?”

      “I think I understand the basics,” Mazirin said, casting a dark look back at Alaric. He doubted she did, but then again, he wouldn't have predicted Birissa, a traveler from other lands, would know it. “Good day, madam.”

      The customs inspector disappeared over the gang plank, and a few moments later, Mazirin turned back and nodded once, signaling that she was away.

      “How in the hells do you know the language of the ancients?” Vaste asked Birissa.

      “And I thought you were pleased not to be romancing a moron,” Vara said.

      “I, too, wonder at the answer to this,” Curatio said.

      “Am I the only one wondering what they were saying?” Hiressam asked.

      “Does your crew always chatter this furiously among themselves?” Mazirin asked, reaching Alaric's side again. There was, once more, he noticed, a veiled aura of danger hanging around her – and perhaps a bit of exasperation, too, a feeling he knew all too well from hanging around with this lot.

      Alaric shrugged apologetically. “I try to get them to take these things seriously, but...”

      “Some of us are never serious,” Vaste said. “Oh, sure, we're mostly serious when facing death, but...not entirely. Never entirely. I promise you, I will never let threat of death nor peril stand in the stand in the way of a good wisecrack.”

      “That is a promise as good as gold,” Curatio said.

      “Which you owe me–” Vaste said.

      “I'm not paying you anything for being vaguely certain that Malpravus was malingering about somewhere in all this when I never accepted that bet,” the healer said, hackles rising. “Now stop whining like a child about it.”

      “I am sorry for the difficulty you are being put to in all this,” Alaric said, focusing on Mazirin.

      She raised a thin black eyebrow at him. “To which difficulty do you refer? Leaving the dock and saving you from certain death at the Citadel? Or being forced to assign one of my valuable crew to shepherd you around your own city in order to preserve my ability to land here?”

      “She was probably bluffing about that threat, don't you think?” Hiressam asked. “A single customs inspector suspending all Amatgarosan freighter traffic for a week? That'd cost Reikonos a fortune.”

      “Given that word has probably not trickled down to her about one of our class of ship appearing at the Citadel before it exploded,” Mazirin said, “no, I don't think the threat is idle. I think it likely it will happen regardless, and I want my ship at least unloaded before it does.” She turned and snapped a quick word at a man standing behind her. He answered back in the affirmative, and the crew, already moving, scrambled to a higher speed of effort.

      “Again, I am sorry for the troubles,” Alaric said. “If you'd let us borrow Dugras for a short bit, we will be reaching our destination in an hour or less, and he could even leave us shortly after—”

      “No,” Mazirin said.

      Alaric cocked his head at her. “'No' to giving us Dugras? Or 'no' to him leaving us within an hour to—”

      “No to both,” Mazirin said, turning to shout another command at a waiting crewman. He nearly fell over, changing direction mid-run, altering his course to bolt inside a door beneath the raised rear deck where the ship's wheel stood. He was only inside for a moment when he appeared again, a thick belt in one hand with a long, curved sword on one side of it, a shorter curved sword on the back, and a pistol holstered at the other side.

      Captain Mazirin took the belt and snugged it around her waist. Alaric looked at the gun with distaste, which Mazirin caught as she fastened the buckle. “I cannot spare Dugras at the moment. He has an appointment with the ship's engines, and I trust no one else to work on them. Similarly, the rest of my crew will be hurrying to offload cargo as quick as possible, in fear that an interdiction order will be passed down soon, halting our work.” Smoothing her coat about her thin frame, she brushed out a stray wrinkled on one of the lapels. “There is only one member of my crew that is non-essential in the next hours, and it is I.”

      “I...very much doubt you are ever non-essential—”Alaric started to say.

      Mazirin snapped her fingers, and the crewman who'd brought her belt hurried back to work. “Come now, Ghost of Sanctuary. As leaders, our final task is making sure that the people in our command are ready to succeed us, or else we have failed in our most important of responsibilities – the care of our crew.” There was a certain knowing glint in the depths of her eyes, a strange commonality Alaric found, a resonance in what she said. “I will come with you and fulfill this promised task.”

      “I hate to think of the difficulty we have given you in this,” Alaric said, bowing his head. “Truly, I owe you a debt I am uncertain I can ever repay.”

      “Indeed,” Mazirin said, long coat stirred by the wind just beyond her knees. “But every moment we waste talking here only adds to it, so perhaps it would be better for you if you made any further apologies as we walk.” Her lips tightened into a thin line, almost a smile. Though not quite.

      “Very well,” Alaric said, and gestured for her to go first down the gangplank.

      She shook her head, then matched his gesture, causing Alaric to pull up short, his manners causing him to lock up as Mazirin turned and shouted something to a crew member on the edge of the ship's cargo hold, the deck doors now open wide and a crate being lifted out by a whistling, steaming, mechanical crane.

      “Oh, fine, I'll go first, then,” Vara said, bumping past Alaric as she headed down the gangplank.

      “You must admit, though,” Vaste said, following her, Birissa walking a pace ahead of him, “it is rather hilarious watching Alaric trip over his manners trying to make a lady like that go first while she's having none of it.”

      “I am not—” Alaric started, but stopped himself midway through his fruitless denial. Hiressam went next, offering him a pitying look as he passed. “You should look into acquiring some manners of your own, all of you.”

      “Realized the futility of your denial part way through, did you?” Curatio asked, not even bothering to hide his smirk as he headed for the gangplank.

      “Shut up, you,” Alaric said, falling in behind the healer. A quick look over his shoulder and he knew that Mazirin was only a dozen paces behind, finishing her shouted conversation in her own language with the crewman at the cargo bay.

      “I must say,” Curatio dropped his voice lower, “Vaste's witticism aside, it is rather amusing to see this, you know?”

      “Me 'tripping over my manners'?” Alaric asked, a step behind the elf, balancing on the gangplank. It was a long fall, the ship's deep hull rested in a neat artificial canyon of wood designed to keep it from tipping one way or the other. A curious design decision, Alaric thought. Wouldn't it make more sense to build a ship's hull square? So that it didn't require a dock like this? “I'm sure it's quite amusing, watching this old knight fumble around in a new world, trying to match the expectations I find here.”

      “Oh, it's not that at all,” Curatio said, a bit lightly. “You've adapted to changes in the world before, my friend, grumbling all the while, of course.” The healer turned back to him, eyes sparkling. “No, it's not the change in the world I'm laughing at, though I think the others probably are.” He slowed his pace, leaned in close, as Alaric neared him. “It's the change in you I'm enjoying. After all – it has been a thousand years or so since I've seen you smitten.” And with a wink, Curatio started moving again, flawlessly down the gangplank, leaving Alaric behind.

      “Something the matter?” Mazirin asked, reaching him.

      Alaric blinked and looked back at her. “No. Sorry.” He waved a hand to indicate the narrow plank, only a little wider than his shoulders, and at the ground some twenty feet below. “Just had a moment of discomfort is all.” He picked up his pace again, closing the last few steps to the waiting, wider platform at the end of the plank. Stairs waited to take him down, down to the yard floor and the cobblestone road that ran past the ship, on which his crew waited. He paused, giving but a glance back to Mazirin as she effortlessly covered the last steps to the platform. “It is quite the interesting life you have here. A fascinating occupation. At least to me. Sailing the winds, to lands unknown.”

      Mazirin gave him a wary eye. “But not to me, you think?”

      Alaric forced a smile. “You are worldly, I suppose. Have seen much more than I. Much that is beyond the grasp I have of such things.”

      Mazirin nodded slowly. “We all have to start somewhere. Perhaps, in time, you will find yourself sailing the winds as well, increasing your knowledge of the world.”

      “Perhaps,” Alaric said, and for a moment he envisioned just that, a bright horizon flaring to life, a distant city on it, so different from the ones he had known here in Arkaria or Luukessia, even in days of antiquity. There was an element of excitement to it that took his breath away, even for that brief instant, and his skin prickled in anticipation of that mere idea. To see the world, to feel the wind, to be on the bow of that ship as it cut through the sky, bearing him toward some new and thrilling destination – that would be a hell of a thing, filled with wonder and yet familiarity, if he but had a guide at his side to show him the way.

      Someone like—

      Alaric quickly put that thought aside, with but a nod. “I have much to do here before I could even consider such a journey.”

      Mazirin seemed to understand, and nodded once more, only slightly. “Of course.” This time, she raised her hand to indicate he should go first. “Shall we?”

      Alaric looked her in the eyes, but briefly, then lowered them and looked away, afraid she might see him redden. “Of course,” he said, and descended the platform to where the others waited, Mazirin following closely – but not too closely, he noticed, embarrassed that he did – behind.
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          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “Could you possibly weigh any more?” Guy asked as Cyrus hit a particularly uneven set of cobblestones and nearly bowled the smaller man over. Cyrus, for his part, was quite used to dealing with smaller people in every facet of his daily life, and thought little of the fact that Guy was nearly five heads shorter than him. At a certain point, it became difficult to tell – from his heightened perspective – exactly how short someone was, comparatively. Past a couple heads lower, they all looked roughly the same shortness. That was, perhaps, one of the things he appreciated about Vaste, really – he was the one person left that Cyrus had to look up to in a literal way.

      Thinking then of Vaste, Cyrus replied, “Yes, I could weigh more. Instead of honing my strength and keeping myself fit and compact, I could have gone slovenly and let my arse and waist expand in all directions without regard to whatever poor unfortunates may have to help carry me in the future. Fortunately for you, I have not done that.”

      “You sure?” Guy asked, grunting as he tried to keep Cyrus from toppling over on a busy avenue, the smaller man's eyes darting frantically, scouring the crowds for trouble as he pushed Cyrus back to upright. “Because I'm becoming more and more certain that your arse, expanded or not, is a bloody leaden weight.”

      Cyrus did not bother to offer reply to that. What could he say? He was having difficulty walking, probably owing to injury sustained from being flung out of the Citadel and catching himself on the downward arc only by repeated – and barely effective – uses of the Falcon's Essence spell. It had resulted in a sort of weak stair-step down, keeping him from taking all the impact of the fall in one hard landing.

      Still...the landing he'd had? It had been plenty hard.

      The only thing keeping him going at this point was the help of Guy, which was not the most comforting thought Cyrus could recall experiencing in his years of life and struggle and battle and war. Far from it, in fact, given that he was in a strange (to him) city, recognizable only at the most basic level. Some places in Reikonos seemed passingly familiar; others were so alien to him they might as well have been some unknown elven labyrinth, with their reddish brick and piping smokestacks and ashy dusting everywhere you went.

      “Watch where you're going!” some fellow in a rounded-top hat said as Cyrus staggered, bumping him with a pauldron and nearly turning the man around.

      “I see where I'm going very clearly, thanks,” Cyrus called after him as the fellow disappeared into the crowd. “I just can't control it very well.”

      “Might help if you weren't buried under a ton of armor,” Guy said, seizing Cyrus by the arm and hauling him back to upright. He was showing a remarkable tendency to slump and weave, Cyrus noted. There wasn't much he could do about it, the slump a natural reaction to the pain radiating from his ribs, and the weave originating from the swells of agony coming from his left knee with every step he took.

      “That armor plating saved my life and, by extension, yours,” Cyrus said. “So it stays.”

      “I hate that I can't really argue with that point,” Guy said, seizing hold of Cyrus just before he threatened to become unbalanced and topple over again, “but I hate more the fact that I'm having to drag your arse upright again and again to keep you from crashing into the people passing by or smashing through the windows of 'dese shops.”

      Cyrus took a couple staggering steps over to a bare patch of brick wall, nearly wiping out a woman in a frilly dress with a train that stretched behind her like a silken centipede. He finally stepped over it, crashing shoulder-first into the brick to keep from falling over, the woman letting out a little shout of surprise and fleeing, probably afraid he was going to plow into her.

      “Let me rest here for a moment,” Cyrus said, trying to calculate in his head how long it had been since he'd had his flight from the Citadel. Probably a half hour, forty-five minutes. Not good. He focused his thoughts on the healing spell, and let the words flow through his mind. His hand glowed with white light, then turned starkly red at the tail end of the casting. He felt a little sting deep within him as a little more of his life bled out into his spell. The pain in his ribs and knee subsided by a fractional amount, and he straightened only a bit.

      “We can't stay here in the open for long,” Guy said, looking up and down the street as though a dragon was going to come swooping down and eat him at any second. “The Machine is everywhere, and everywhere they're not, they've got eyes.”

      “How does that work?” Cyrus asked. “The eyes thing?”

      “They pay for information,” Guy said, not looking at Cyrus for even a second, not daring to break his careful watch for anything so wasteful as eye contact while answering a question. “Sometimes, they just go down the street and grab random people, beat their secrets out of them. Where they've hidden money. What they know about their neighbors' dealings. How they feel about their wives or husbands or mums and dads. We call it 'confession' or 'drilling'.” Now he flashed a look at Cyrus. “Because you're looking to get to the core of – well, the truth. And also—”

      “I get the idea,” Cyrus said, wincing, and not entirely from the pain. “Why'd you join the Machine?”

      “What else was I going to do?” Guy asked, though this time he did look at Cyrus, just briefly, before looking down and away. So he did have a sense of shame, though it was buried under a thick layer of bluster. And fear, now. “Work at a factory? Die in an industrial accident at age twenty, as one does in those places?” He shook his head. “You want fortune in this city, there's one path to it – the Machine. It's the only game in town.”

      “Seems to me a man participating in the Machine might have to bury his humanity to do it,” Cyrus said coolly. Another moment passed, and he tried the healing spell again. His hand flashed red, but the pain alleviated once more, by a tiny amount. This was not going to do it. He shook his head, squeezing his eyes closed. If he didn't get a heal, a solid one, before the hour elapsed...

      He was going to be nursing these injuries – and be nearly useless in battle – for months to come.

      Guy let out a sharp laugh, reminding Cyrus that he'd said something before lapsing into self-reflection about his injuries. “You know, the man whose armor you're imitating buried more than a little bit of his so-called 'humanity' in the course of building his legend.”

      Cyrus cocked his head at Guy. “Explain what you mean.”

      “Gladly,” Guy said, and now he was looking at Cyrus with undisguised glee, all thought of keeping watch for the Machine gone in his desire to make a point, apparently. “How many battles do you reckon Cyrus Davidon fought in? In his life, I mean?”

      Cyrus met his gaze. “Countless.”

      “See, a real imitator who took his trade seriously would have known the number off the top of his head,” Guy said, grinning. “But 'countless' answers it well enough for our purposes. How many people do you suppose he killed in all those battles?”

      “Truly, now we are in the realm of 'countless',” Cyrus said.

      “I mean, if we just go by the book,” Guy said, leering at him, “he did a fair amount of killing at the battle of the Nartanis Mountains—”

      Cyrus stiffened. “What? I didn't kill anyone at the battle of the Nartanis Mountains.”

      Guy rolled his eyes. “See, here's where you fail at your job again. Everyone knows that Cyrus Davidon killed the Dragonlord and his servants at the battle of Nartanis Mountains.”

      “I blinded the Dragonlord and rode him into the ground, certainly,” Cyrus said, “but I didn't deliver the final blow, technically – Alaric did that. And the rest of Sanctuary and our allied guilds fought the ground battle while I was up in the sky with Ashan'agar.” He shook his head. “My killing there was minimal. And, in the interest of accuracy, I should point out I started killing far, far earlier than that.”

      “I don't think we're going to reach a meeting of the minds on this,” Guy said, staring at him smokily. “My point is...when do you suppose Cyrus Davidon killed his first person?”

      “My first kill that stuck was when I was in the Society of Arms,” Cyrus said, the answer coming to him instantly. “Training exercise. We hit a bandit camp in the Pelar hills. The instructors helped us find it, then turned us loose to dispatch the bastards.” He noted Guy's raised eyebrow. “It was a civic service project. The Society was always doing those sort of things for the Confederation. The bandit I got was a skinny bastard, probably malnourished, honestly – and a head shorter than me even though I was – what? Fifteen? Sixteen, maybe?”

      “Thanks for illustrating my point for me with that lovely fiction,” Guy said. “Cyrus Davidon killed lots of people, that's what I've been getting to between your lovely fictive digressions. So when you accuse me of burying my 'humanity',” he sneered that word, “realize that the man whose armor you're imitating buried 'is even deeper. And he buried more than a few other souls along the way.”

      Cyrus let a long, florid sigh escape him. “You people really don't know me at all, but I would say that you, of all those I've met in this era, understand me the least, Guy.” He planted a gauntlet on Guy's lapel, straightening it where it had become tucked over on itself during the fight in the alley, or helping Cyrus along. “I never buried my humanity, even as I fought those countless battles or killed those countless people. Covered it over, perhaps, in dust, let it burnish in disuse, but never buried it. The terrible things I was doing to my fellow – well, beings, since many of them were hardly human – was utmost on my mind.” He focused in on Guy's eyes, which were slitted like a prey animal, determining whether Cyrus was a predator to bolt from. “I killed them in spite of my humanity – because of it, even. For they buried theirs, deeper than deep in many cases, or failed to acknowledge mine at all. Some kinder souls might have suggested to meet enemies like the Dragonlord with love. They'd live today in a kingdom of ash, these gentler beings, for the enemies I confronted have been those that most threaten the people I love. Murderers and bandits, usurpers and conquerors, these are my enemies.” He leaned in, planting a hand on Guy's shoulder, not to lean on him but to impart this truth. “Long have I stood in the path of those who would harm the people of the lands that I have loved, and done terrible things to them in defense of those souls. It's why I'm here now, to supplant the Machine, which crushes beneath it carelessly the people of Reikonos, and to overthrow that thrice-damned imposter of a Lord Protector.” He cast his eye toward the Citadel, which still smoked, headless, over the rooftops in the distance. “I am human, or else I would show much less care in my choice of victims, you see. A man without decency who wishes to kill will simply kill; I only kill those who threaten those I love, human or otherwise. My humanity is very close to the surface, you see – and it could not be otherwise unless I cared for nothing but the act of killing. Which I don't.”

      “That's either beautiful or disturbing,” Guy said, wide-eyed. “Can't decide which. Maybe a bit o' both.” He flicked his gaze back to the street around them, and must have found it disagreeable, for he looked back to Cyrus and folded slightly at the midsection. “I don't know how much farther we have to go, but I don't think I can carry you any more.”

      A whinny in the distance caused Cyrus to look up. And when he found the source...to smile. “I don't think you'll have to.”

      “You going to start walking under your own power?” Guy asked, regarding him with more than a little skepticism. “Because that would be a pleasant surprise indeed.”

      “No,” Cyrus said, watching the familiar figure move through the crowd, skirting the edge of the sidewalk, sticking to the gutter, head up above the countless ones streaming by in front of him. Cyrus shoved off, pushing his way through the crowd to the edge of the street, following his eyes to the glorious white horse that waited, just off the curb, for him. “I'm going to ride.”

      “You're into horse thieving now?” Guy asked, looking around as though a local constable might leap out and apprehend them just there. “I suppose you've done worse at this point, but—”

      “I'm not stealing anything,” Cyrus said, patting the horse's neck, running his hands over flawless white mane, offering a reassuring clicking of his tongue. “I'm saying hello to an old friend.” Cyrus could feel the slow grin spreading over his face, in spite of the pain, because now...now, he knew everything was going to be all right. “It's good to see you again...Windrider.”
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      “I don't like the fact that you made me ride behind you to keep you from falling out of the saddle,” Guy said as they cantered into the Sanctuary yard through the open gate.

      Did the man ever stop whinging? “Would you have preferred to walk alongside?” Cyrus asked, letting Guy dismount first, and taking care not to topple over. Hopefully Curatio would have returned already, because by his counting, the hour he had to get these injuries healed was drawing to a close.

      “I'd have preferred to ride in a motorcar,” Guy said, staring up at Cyrus. He looked at Cyrus's hand, which was outstretched, waiting for him, then sighed and offered his own.

      “Well, I don't have one of those,” Cyrus said, taking Guy's hand and bracing against it as he stepped down, cringing from the stinging pain that ran through his body as he touched the ground and nearly knocked over the more diminutive Guy. “Hell, I'm not entirely sure I know what one of those even is. Are those the horseless carriages I've seen rumbling around town?”

      “Yeah,” Guy said, giving a glance to the rise of Sanctuary behind him, surveying the facade with an appraising eye. “And I suppose it shouldn't surprise me you lack familiarity with the conveniences of modernity, given you live in a place that looks like it was built during the days of Davidon.”

      “Long before those days, actually,” Cyrus said, limping his way toward the stairs, but only with great effort. He had to get inside, had to get a more powerful healing spell cast on him, maybe even a chain of them, to sort this out. There was definitely some fighting in his future, and not being able to stand up straight would hamper his ability to do so just as surely as Guy's lack of social graces and decency hampered any conversation they had.

      “Certainly looks the part,” Guy said, trailing in his wake, not offering a hand now. “Looks like a temple, actually.”

      Cyrus shoved the door wide into the foyer and called, “Hello!” It echoed through the high-ceilinged rooms as he leaned on the big door. Weak sunlight shone in through the stained-glass circular window above the doors, and illumination emanated from the hearth that stretched the length of the wall to his right. The great seal of Sanctuary lay inset into the floor before him, and a glance through the double doors into the dining hall revealed no one waiting.

      “What happened to you?” came a sharp voice from his left. Cyrus turned, hand falling to Rodanthar in his scabbard in anticipation of an attack-

      But found only Pamyra, eyes slitted as she surveyed him at the door to the lounge.

      Cyrus relaxed only a little at the sight of the elf. “I got thrown across the city,” he said, leaving the door behind and limping toward her. “Any chance you followed in your father's footsteps and learned a healing spell or two? Because I have a need. A powerful one, and urgent.”

      She seemed to draw up as he approached, a reserve falling over her face, as though preparing to argue. After a moment's conflict within, she relaxed, sighed, and said, “Of course.” And with a wave of her hand, and the flash of a glow between her fingers...

      Suddenly Cyrus felt immensely better.

      “Ohhh,” he let out a long groan, sagging against the wall halfway to the lounge's open archway. The pain was mostly gone, and he inflated his lungs and straightened his spine with only a twinge of angry, lingering after-pain to mark the passage of his fall injuries. He flexed his knee and put a little weight on it, then a little more, finding it bearing up just fine. “Thank you,” he said, with utmost sincerity, looking Pamyra in the eyes.

      Andren's daughter was back to implacable, but the facade cracked for a moment as she nodded. “You're welcome.”

      “I take it no one else has made it back yet?” Cyrus asked, casting a look around the entry foyer. It was a sweeping room, but nowhere near as sweeping as it had been a thousand years before, with a majestic second-story balcony from which to address the entire assembled guild.

      “From the rally? No.” This answer came from across the room, and a little woman, small of face and frame, who looked just a touch like Pamyra – fitting since they were mother and daughter. Shirri Gadden crossed swiftly to them, giving Guy a glance where he malingered by the front doors. “Who's this?”

      “Guy – uh...what's your last name?” Cyrus asked.

      “Harysan,” Guy said, looking mildly affronted at the lapse. Cyrus couldn't remember if he'd even been offered it before.

      “Guy Harysan, this is Shirri Gadden and Pamyra,” Cyrus said, indicating each with a wave of the hand. “Guy's a former Machine thug who kindly let Vara and I know about some of their hideouts. Now he's in danger of having his head removed from his shoulders by them.”

      “And you brought him here because he's trustworthy with the knowledge of where we sleep at night?” Shirri asked, now looking a bit like a cat who'd been threatened with implicit danger.

      Cyrus didn't have to ponder his answer too long. “No, I brought him here because I couldn't walk upright and because he came within about an inch of losing his neck – and the rest of him – to the Machine while I watched.” He looked at Guy, whose pursed lips indicated just about what he thought of all of this, and it wasn't good. “Call me soft, but I felt a little responsibility for his current situation.”

      “That's because you are entirely responsible for my current situation,” Guy said, a little nonplussed.

      “Not entirely,” Cyrus said. “I didn't force you to come gawk at me in that alley. You could have been on an airship to another land right now if not for that.”

      That did nothing to alleviate Guy's sour expression. “Quite right,” he said, but that was all.

      “What happened to the others?” Pamyra asked. “Did the rally turn violent?”

      “No,” Cyrus said, catching a whiff of cooked meat and heading for the Great Hall. There was food on the table, as per usual, and the thought of it blotted out his desire to explain what had happened. “We were interrupted.”

      “By whom?” Shirri asked. She followed along behind Cyrus, as did Pamyra, though a bit more hesitantly. She seemed to be hanging on his every word, though, drawn to him by fascination, perhaps. Guy, too, followed, though his eyes seemed to be on the table as well.

      “The Lord Protector's own guards,” Cyrus said, falling on a rib of beef and tearing the tender meat right from the bone as Shirri and Pamyra waited, seemingly horrified either by his table manners or the wait to hear what happened next. “Brought us to the top of the Citadel for a little meeting. Which, as you might have guessed by my walk when I came in, did not go well.”

      “If you're telling it true, you got launched some eighty blocks from there, mate,” Guy said, picking up a chicken leg and sniffing it before taking a huge bite. “I'd say it went really poorly. Guess they don't take kindly to Davidon impersonators, eh?”

      “Tell me about it,” Cyrus said. “I did feel every bit of it when I landed, after all.”

      “Wait,” Shirri said, a dawning horror growing across her face. “What happened to the others, then?”

      “Not sure,” Cyrus said, chewing this bite a little more slowly as he pondered. “From what I could see, the top of the Citadel was blown off.” Both Shirri and Pamyra reacted to that, though, with wide eyes. “I'm sure they'll be along shortly, though,” Cyrus said, before taking another lovely, steaming bite off the bone.

      “How?” Pamyra managed to get out. “If they were in the top floor of the Citadel, and it was blown off—”

      “Like I said, not sure,” Cyrus said, slowing the pace of his chewing to a near-crawl as he pondered the answer to that. “I think I would know if they were dead, though. I'd feel it,” he decided at last. “Because we're connected, via Sanctuary. And since I haven't felt it—”

      “That is the most idiotic, half-witted explanation I have ever heard for anything in my life,” Pamyra said.

      “Clearly you never listened to your father, then, because the shit he came out with, frankly, puts any bullroar I could conjure straight to shame,” Cyrus said. “Not to speak ill of the dead.”

      Pamyra started to open her mouth to protest, but the squeal of door hinges interrupted her. They all turned, as one, toward the foyer, and Pamyra broke off, hurrying out of the Great Hall.

      “We have returned,” came Curatio's steady voice, though Cyrus couldn't see him particularly well, the archway of the Great Hall's door somewhat obscuring the foyer. He started to move in that direction, but Shirri and Pamyra were quite a bit ahead of him now.

      “Some of us have returned more banged up than others,” Vaste said. Cyrus couldn't quite see him yet, either, and hesitated at the corner of the table, torn between greeting his friends and grabbing another beef rib. The rib won; it was only a minor delay, after all. “And, of course...” Here the troll lowered his voice. “...some of us have not returned at all.”

      “Yes,” Curatio said as Cyrus paused, lingering behind the archway. “Unfortunately, ladies, I regret to inform you...Cyrus has fallen.”

      The thump of something hard and armored ramming against Vaste drew a short, sharp shriek from the troll. “I told you, idiots...he's not dead.” Vara's voice was sharp, clear.

      Cyrus smiled, hidden in the recessed shadow of the archway. Pamyra, a step ahead, glanced back at him, and Cyrus held a single finger to his lips.

      “...Really must thank you for going to this trouble on our account,” Alaric was saying, his voice growing in volume as he entered the foyer. Someone grunted at him, low, quiet, a little feminine but hard to be sure.

      “I am sorry, Lady Vara,” Curatio said slowly, the deep, remorseful tone the healer adopted like an itch that made Cyrus want to scratch, or a tickle that made him want to laugh. He kept it in only from perverse joy in being able to listen to this play out. “But I think we can safely say, now, that the worst must be true.” The elf paused, clearly for dramatic effect. “Cyrus...is dead.”

      “Come now, Curatio,” Cyrus said, stepping out from behind the archway, a glint of amusement in his eyes. The sharp intake of breath from the returning members of Sanctuary – and one new arrival, a petite woman with black hair and a brown coat that had the same look about her as Dugras – was worth the wait.

      Except one. Vara evinced no gasp, just a hard look at him, a steely one that reminded him of all the years before they'd gotten together, how she'd looked at him in those days, those difficult days, before—

      And with that, she broke and crossed the distance between them, almost slamming into him as a battering ram into a door. Her arms clutched round him tight, strong, and she actually lifted him off his feet for the briefest of moments, and it was Cyrus's turn to gasp.

      “You see?” Vara asked, when his feet met ground again, and she turned to the others, turned to them but didn't let him go. “I told you he wasn't dead.”

      “How could I be?” Cyrus asked, surveying the others with that same glint of amusement. “After all, to quote a certain rock giant...'Legends never die'.”
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      “Well, I was going to ask you to prove you weren't Malpravus in disguise,” Vaste said, as Vara finally let go of Cyrus with one arm, leaving the other draped around his waist, “but given the necromancer's inability to come close to matching Longwell's face, I doubt he could even come close to reproducing your arrogant, swollen, misshapen head.”

      “I would have just replied to that request by mentioning your beautiful apple of an arse,” Cyrus said, leaving his own arm draped around his wife's small shoulders.

      “Which would have proven nothing except that you have eyes,” Vaste said, “because the beauty of my arse is obvious to all who witness it.”

      Birissa rolled her eyes at this. “I've told you before, it's all right, but you really need to firm things up back there.”

      “So painful,” Vaste clutched his chest. “Also, my wounds still hurt.”

      “It's good to see you returned to us, brother,” Alaric said, leaving behind the dark-haired woman who had followed in his wake to reach out to Cyrus. He offered a handshake, and Cyrus returned it, pumping the Ghost's arm as he was pulled down into a back-slapping hug. Cyrus felt the clang of the Ghost's gauntlet on his back, some real strength to it, but affection, too, and it took the breath from him for one reason or another. “How did you survive the fall?” he asked, once he'd let Cyrus go.

      “Falcon's Essence on the way down,” Cyrus said. “It was still a little rough. Needed some healing when I got back here, because I bled myself dry of magic trying to fix it en route. And I ran into some Machine troubles after I landed.”

      “Nothing you couldn't handle after falling out of the sky, I trust?” Curatio asked, a small smile of amusement plastered on the elf's wry face. “Your legend seems to be growing for good reason.”

      “I had a little help on that,” Cyrus said, turning to look into the Great Hall, where Guy was frozen over the table, half a leg of mutton hanging out of his mouth. “Vara, Alaric – do you remember Guy?”

      “Isn't that the weasel we interrogated at the coal yard?” Vara asked, finally letting her arm slip from Cyrus's waist. It fell to the hilt of Ferocis on her belt, and the sword was in her hand in an instant.

      “Indeed,” Cyrus said, keeping his arm firmly around her shoulder to keep her from lunging at Guy. “It seems he might be as hated by the Machine as we are at this point.”

      “We can't all be as well-loved as the actual Davidon,” Guy said, giving Cyrus a sour look.

      “Not when you're thieving and working for the Machine, no,” Vara said succinctly.

      “I find myself wondering why you've brought a Machine thug here,” Curatio said, eyebrow quite elevated.

      Cyrus just smiled. “I was trying to be very Alaric about this. Forgiveness and helping-hands-to-those-in-need and whatnot.”

      Alaric's brow was a bedeviled curve as he studied Guy. “When have you ever seen me attempt to convince our enemies to join us?”

      “He hasn't joined us, exactly. He helped me hobble back and now he's helping himself to some food.” Cyrus gave the former Machine thug a sideways look. “Besides, he had nowhere else to go and we're a haven for the helpless, aren't we?”

      “Also, he couldn't walk on your own,” Guy said, irritation causing his voice to rise. “So unless his plan was to crawl back, 'e needed my help.”

      “There was that,” Cyrus said, “and you did a marvelous job, Guy.” It was Cyrus's turn to frown. “How did you get out of the Citadel alive, may I ask? Did you finally kill Malpravus and end our thousand-year nightmare?”

      “Our nightmare with Malpravus is never over,” Vaste said, “and also, I demand that all of you—” He caught a fierce look from Curatio, “with the exception of the murderous, angry elven healer – collect all your gold and bring it to me right now. Come on. I'm waiting.”

      “You'll be waiting quite a while, I expect,” Curatio answered, still sounding quite hacked off in spite of being excluded.

      “There was quite a bit of spellcraft thrown around in the Citadel tower after you left,” Hiressam said, looking over his sword, which he had drawn, the point resting lightly against the floor, his hands on the hilt. He had surprising balance, leaning against it, at the ready. He glanced at Shirri and Pamyra. “Your help would have been well appreciated had you been with us. Curatio made a worthy effort, but—”

      “I was overwhelmed with Malpravus's power,” Curatio said, ire not fading from his last irritable statement. Indeed, it seemed to ramp up a notch. “The only good news is that if he survived, and I suspect he did, he may indeed be depleted enough that he will not be as much of a threat in the short term.”

      “But in the long term...?” Vaste asked.

      “He could annihilate us all,” Curatio said, sighing. “And on that note, I need rest. Let me know if you all decide to do something foolish which will require me to rescue you, for I feel I will be unable to attend any such event for several hours yet.” He walked past them all and threw himself upon one of the sofas in the lounge without a further word. Gentle snores radiated out of the room only seconds later.

      “That was fast,” Guy said.

      “So how did you escape the Citadel?” Cyrus asked, still frowning.

      “Cyrus, allow me to introduce you to Captain Mazirin of the Yuutshee,” Alaric said, indicating the newcomer in the long coat. Her eyes were fiery, probing, and immediately made Cyrus feel more than a little discomfited. “She is Dugras's captain, and brought her airship alongside the Citadel to rescue us—”

      “You flew out of the Citadel in an airship?” Cyrus asked, jaw dropping. “Damn. I miss all the good times.”

      “That does sound a fair sight better than tangling with Machine goombas in an alleyway,” Guy said, then sidled toward Captain Mazirin. “Say, you don't happen to be leaving this port soon with a little room on your ship for a passenger, do you? I travel light.” He waved a hand over himself, shaking his shoulder bag. “This light, for instance.”

      “We do not accept passengers on the Yuutshee,” Mazirin said, looking Guy over with barely disguised distaste. “Especially not ones who have worked with this Machine in the past.”

      “Bloody hell,” Guy said under his breath, then pointed a stubby finger at Cyrus. “You still owe me a flight out of here.”

      Cyrus just stared back at him, unimpressed. “I said I'd help protect you. That doesn't include helping you flee all your problems.”

      “I'd feel pretty protected if I was away from the bloody Machine right now,” Guy muttered, casting surly eyes toward the floor.

      “Well...this is quite the interesting series of reversals,” Shirri said quietly. Every eye turned to her and she blushed just slightly. “Sorry. Was I not supposed to speak?”

      “You are most welcome to speak, Shirri,” Alaric said. “All are welcome to, in fact.”

      “Great,” Vaste said. “So, the gold—”

      “I will kill you with my magic,” Curatio's voice boomed out of the lounge, magically enhanced to be much louder than the norm.

      “We'll talk about this later,” Vaste whispered.

      “He's an elf, he can still hear you,” Hiressam said under his breath.

      “Much later,” Vaste whispered, even lower.

      “He'll outlive you,” Vara said.

      “Much, much later, then,” Vaste said. “Perhaps in the grave.”

      “We seem to find ourselves in a worse position than before,” Alaric said, fidgeting with the helm he had locked beneath his arm. “The revolution we hoped to instigate this morning has been dealt a rather swift setback. One of our oldest enemies still lives—”

      “Gold,” Vaste whispered.

      “Death,” Curatio boomed.

      “—and is ruling this place,” Alaric went on, undeterred. “We have made more trouble for others,” he nodded to Mazirin.

      “You can say that again,” Guy said.

      “Gold,” Vaste whispered.

      “Not that,” Guy said.

      A little flash of red emanated from the lounge, and Vaste shut up, slapping a hand over his mouth.

      “Well, let's not make my mistake and get down about it,” Cyrus said, trying to shrug off that sense of gloom that had pervaded him so recently. “What can we do to rectify these problems? It certainly doesn't seem like storming the Citadel and killing Malpravus are immediate options.”

      Mazirin let out a small laugh, covering her mouth somewhat demurely as she did so.

      Cyrus frowned. “What's that about?”

      Guy answered. “Let me sum this up for those of you afflicted with the disorder of the mind that includes believing this black-suited chum bucket is the actual Cyrus Davidon: talking about overthrowing the Machine and the Lord Protector, whatever 'is name is? It's bloody madness. That's why she's laughing at you.”

      “My apologies,” Mazirin said, though there was a hint of humor in her eyes. “I did not mean to make light of your current predicament.”

      “Why not?” Birissa asked. “From the outside, it all seems rather mad, doesn't it?” She shrugged, then looked to Shirri.

      Shirri just blushed and looked down. “I don't...I mean...uh...”

      “Yes, it's madness,” Pamyra said, a little shrewdly, her deep brown eyes searching each of them in turn. “But it seems to me this group has already done one mad thing in destroying the Machine's headquarters last night. So perhaps a second mad thing is in order?”

      “Nice to find someone with some faith,” Alaric said smoothly. “Though I must agree, at first blush, our current endeavors seem quite mad. Therefore, we must first—”

      A gonging bell in the distance interrupted him. It was not the bells that told time for the city, clanging once upon the half-hour and several in a row to denote the hours. This was different; more frenzied and without the measure of time-keeping.

      “What is that?” Vara asked, cupping a hand to one ear, squinting as though it caused her pain.

      Hiressam seemed no better off. “It's the bells they ring to call out the citizenry for...” He paled, trailing off.

      “For what?” Alaric asked, watching the elf with growing interest.

      “Executions,” Guy answered, only slightly pale himself. “That's what they do to call us all out for a public execution.”
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      “I hate that you have stirred me out of slumber for this,” Curatio said, grumbling within the depths of his cloak and cowl, as though the white cloth could keep enough sun from his eyes to allow him to sleep while walking. They were all moving at a blistering pace, heads down, disguised as best they could.

      “You heard the Machine traitor,” Alaric said, his own face buried in the shadows of his cowl. “There were no executions scheduled today. We have an incident at the Citadel and suddenly they ring the bells to signal an execution? This is no coincidence.” Alaric shook his head, the wind whipping down the avenue and blowing dust around them. “There is something afoot here. Some tyranny of the Machine or Malpravus or both, and I mean to discern its purpose.”

      “I don't understand why you couldn't just leave me back at your hideout,” Guy said, almost stumbling as Cyrus pushed him along. “There was food, a nice fire, no people to squeal me out to the Machine—”

      “Call me overprotective,” Cyrus said, boots clanking against the cobblestones as he strode with a purpose, giving Guy a leisurely shove every few feet, “but I don't trust you in our home without someone to watch you. I don't have much gold there, but what I do have I intend to keep.”

      “You should keep it beneath your dirty underclothes, then,” Vaste said. He was still hunched over, though he was walking entirely under his own power now. “I know that would dissuade me from collecting that which you owe me. Which is everything.”

      Curatio's low growl sounded almost like a dog.

      “Who could they possibly be executing?” Vara asked. “We're all here, after all.”

      “I don't know,” Alaric said, walking with a purpose. Ahead was a square; not the great square of Reikonos but a smaller one that sat in what had before been part of what Cyrus had known as the farm district. It seemed still a place of greenery, where the faint moos of cattle could be heard over the sound of the gathering crowds streaming toward it. “But knowing now who runs this city, I have no doubt it is an ill thing, and surely corrupt in some manner.”

      “Also, probably a trap,” Vaste said. “I'm guessing. None of you have any gold left with which to bet, but—” A small bolt of lightning hit him squarely in the arse and he yelped, jerking upright and almost shedding his cloak. “Okay, that was just evil, Curatio.”

      “Actually, that was me,” Vara said. “You may assume I, too, have had enough of your beggaring in this.”

      “No one wants to pay an honest wager anymore,” Vaste grumbled. “This time period is shit.”

      “You're such a classical fellow,” Birissa said, soothing him. She, too, was walking hunched over to somewhat disguise her height. It was not working particularly well, judging by the strange looks they were getting. “That never goes out of style with me.”

      “Did you notice I was being more assertive about what I'm due?” Vaste asked. “That's all down to you, my poppet. I'm going to be the change I wish to see in the world. The change, in this case, meaning the copper, silvers, gold—” Another stray bolt the size of a stick hit him and he jumped again. “Fine! Miserly heathens! I'll shut up about it. Are you happy now?”

      “Marginally more so if you hold to that,” Vara said. She strained her neck to look over the crowd. “What are we walking into here?”

      Guy answered, still sounding quite put out. “That's Vara Square. Biggest green in this part of town, used for grazing. Hence the mooing. Also where they do the executions, probably because—”

      “She gets a square named after her?” Vaste stood fully upright. “J'anda had the right idea, I guess. I should have made an effort at getting Cyrus to notice this beautiful plum of an arse. Then maybe we'd have Vaste Square, since apparently sleeping with the legendary Lord of Perdamun is what it takes to get people to know your damned name.”

      “That was never going to happen, my friend,” Cyrus said tightly. “Because if I was going to go that way, I would have been much more interested in J'anda, who had some qualities to recommend him other than a supposedly plum arse that's actually a bit overripe.”

      “I hate you all,” Vaste announced. “For your blindness. For your greedy refusal to pay what is owed. For—” Another small flash of lightning came as Vaste jumped and jerked, almost losing his cloak in the process. “And yes, for that. Would you kindly stop?”

      “It stops when you stop mentioning that gold we don't owe you,” Vara said.

      “This is a strange bunch,” Guy said.

      “They only get stranger the longer you know them,” Shirri muttered.

      “How long have you known them?” Guy asked.

      Shirri had to think about it for a moment. “Two days, perhaps?”

      Guy sagged. “I need to get out of this town.”

      Vara bumped into Cyrus with her pauldron, drawing his attention. Her bright blue eyes stared at him, slightly narrowed. “Whatever happens here, do not go flying out of my sight again.”

      Cyrus blinked. “Do you think I meant to, last time?”

      “I have no idea what you intended,” Vara said. “Merely warning you not to be foolish. Or you shall regret it, later.”

      “Tall order, that,” Vaste interjected. “Taller than him, even.”

      Cyrus met her intense gaze with a frown. “Is there something we need to talk about?”

      Her cheeks were already a slightly heightened shade of blush. “No. I am merely asserting my wifely privilege to caution you against general idiocy that could result in harm to you. Or others. Except Vaste,” she hastened to add. “Harm against him seems acceptable at the moment.”

      The square ahead was pulsing with life. Crowds were flowing into it like water pouring into an ocean from an estuary. Four main avenues dumped into the open space, four roads leading into Vara square. In its center was a circle of open, green grass and land, several hundred feet across. Cows did indeed graze there, though it seemed they were being driven out even now, as the crowds grew, and the space grew scanty.

      Cyrus shot a glance at the buildings that framed in the square. Three and four stories tall each, they perfectly hemmed it in between the roads like great blocks placed to dam up crowd flows. He eyed the exits over the heads of the throng, apprehension rising by the minute. “Four ways in, four ways out, and this crowd is already massive with more coming every second.”

      “Think of the battle that could be had if these people were your army,” Vaste said.

      “These people are not an army,” Cyrus said. “If whatever happens here goes bad, these people are likely to be caught in the mess.” He shook his head. “This is no battlefield. This is the setting of an atrocity if anything goes wrong.”

      “It does look like an atrocity might be starting,” Vaste said. Like Cyrus, his height allowed him to see farther than the others. Cyrus followed his gaze and peered at the green in the middle of the square. Three or four good, tall trees with wide trunks provided shade for a structure right in the middle of it all—

      A gallows.

      It took Cyrus's mind a moment to fully work through the scaffolding, and how it was elevated above the ground, with nooses already hanging from it. “Oh, hell,” he muttered. “It's an execution, all right.”

      “But for who?” Alaric asked.

      “Whom,” Curatio said a moment later. Grinning into Alaric's annoyed glance, he said, “What? I didn't author your silly language.”

      “Who would normally be executed in a place like this?” Vara asked. “And at a time like this?” Her attention flitted to Shirri.

      Shirri, once more, looked properly gobsmacked. “Uhm...thieves? Murderers?”

      “Only the ones not employed by the Machine, I assume,” Vaste said.

      Now everyone looked to Guy, who was a pace or two in front of Cyrus, where Cyrus could keep both eyes on him. The former Machine thug looked properly miserable, and it did not improve as he caught the group's full attention. “Well, of course. What's the point of running the town if your people get executed for doing their bloody jobs?” He shook his head like they were all idiots for even asking.

      Alaric let a low growl. “Such a miscarriage of justice. Better there be no standard than a double one.”

      “Not sure I quite agree with that,” Cyrus said. “Seems to me it's better to catch some murderers than none,” he added when the Ghost shot him a look hotter than a fire spell.

      “It seems to me there are fairer ways to run a city than through thuggery and violence,” Alaric said. “But I suppose that's lost here, along with—”

      “Hope, yes,” Vara said. She craned her neck trying to see over the crowd, then leapt, just a little, to take a look. “Seems they're bringing people up now.”

      Cyrus watched; she was right. Ascending the platform were a small host: city guards with their long cloaks led the way, and following them came a half dozen pitiful-looking prisoners. Their clothes were ragged and worn, covered in vileness that probably came from the crowd. Rotten eggs, spoiled fruit and milk – he couldn't entirely tell, but the smell, which reached him even a hundred feet back from the platform, was a strong hint.

      “Let us move closer,” Alaric said, and began to carefully shove his way through the crowd. Mazirin was almost casually following in his wake, which Cyrus noted with furrowed brow. What was her involvement in all this again? Why was she still hanging about after delivering them back to Sanctuary?

      “I hope you're not getting any honorable ideas,” Curatio said, shoving his way through just behind Mazirin. “To my aged eyes, this looks to have the makings of a trap.”

      “On this, we are all agreed,” Cyrus said, scanning the eaves of the buildings that overlooked the square. There was no motion up there, but he couldn't shake the feeling of being watched. And there were plenty of cloaked figures surrounding the square, not to mention a good many horsed and horseless carriages parked along the cobblestone streets containing who-knew-what? “This is poor grounds for any confrontation on our side. The only beneficiaries of us engaging in a brawl here would be the God of Chaos and the God of Death, not necessarily in that order.”

      “Being as they're both dead, I suppose we would say that Malpravus properly takes both their places,” Vaste said from somewhere behind Cyrus as they all threaded their way through the crowd. “Let's not do anything to benefit him.”

      Cyrus had an angry, yelling woman plow into his arm and bounce off when she struck armor. She wheeled on him, about to curse him, he expected, when she saw who he was. Instantly she stopped, eyes wide. He put a finger before his lips, shushing her. She nodded once, and he moved on. “This is not good,” he offered.

      “You are a hell of a prophet,” Vara said, almost banging into his back as he stopped to keep from smashing into a fat man who was shaking his fist in rage. He'd stepped in front of Cyrus and rather than send the poor bastard flying with a shove, Cyrus waited a moment, detoured around and fell back in behind Curatio. The crowd was getting thicker as they grew closer to the platform, and quieting down as someone up there was trying to speak. “Has not everyone said much the same now? Would anyone care to register a contrary opinion regarding the possibility of a trap lying waiting for us here?”

      “My contrary opinion is that we should not involve ourselves,” Vaste said. “We should stand our beautiful arses off to the side and let whatever madness is happening proceed apace, then deign to intervene at some future target that better benefits us.”

      Alaric stopped at the front of their queue, almost causing all behind him to pile up as they all came to a halt in one grand mess of a line strung out through the middle of the insufferable, stinking crowd. Cyrus wanted to pinch his nose shut, the stench of humanity and lack of bathing incredibly apparent in these close quarters. “You think we should stand by as injustice occurs?” Alaric asked, staring back right at Vaste.

      “Yes,” Vaste said, nodding once. “If this is a trap, we should. By all means. For as I learned from a barely-competent idiot who was once elevated to general before achieving godhood, the setting of your battle is at least as important as the composition of the forces you bring to bear. If the enemy has chosen this ground, has chosen his forces, then I submit to you we have already mostly lost this fight in theory. Best not to do so in practice.”

      Cyrus felt more than a little poleaxed by that one. “I was more than competent as a general, you pie-eating muttonhead. That said...” He looked around once more. There were too many possibilities to even account for the threats that could be lurking in this place. “...I think Vaste may well be right. If this is an ambush, you know from whence it comes – Malpravus. Which means he will have accounted for all of us or nearly all of us, and you can believe he will use our own weaknesses against us.”

      “He will definitely use your weaknesses against you,” Vara said haughtily. “I, however, have no weaknesses for him to exploit.”

      “In your case, he'll use Cyrus,” Curatio said.

      “Who are you calling weak, healer?” Cyrus asked, vaguely irritated.

      Curatio just smiled. “The purported swordsman who couldn't get back his father's blade without help from a much older and more experienced friend...who is also a healer.”

      Cyrus pondered a few retorts, none of them particularly stinging or effective. “Point,” he finally conceded, as gracefully as he could.

      “Shh,” Alaric said, face visible over Mazirin's shorter head. She was watching them all with evident distaste. “I want to hear this.”

      One of the city guards on stage was speaking, projecting his voice over the crowd. Their crosstalk had already resulted in at least a few people shushing them, though Cyrus paid them little heed.

      “—A most bitter and heinous occasion,” the guard was shouting over the silenced. “Criminality this wanton and brazen must be punished without hesitation. Therefore, these six stand before you, convicted only this morning of their most vile and execrable crimes: Thurin Mortday – accused of penury—”

      “That means not paying one's debts,” Vaste said, sotto voce. “See? Most civilized places count that a 'most vile and execrable crime'.”

      A volley of SHHHHH! hit an uncaring Vaste from all points around them.

      “—Matthewe Frankling, guilty of murder and sedition, Devid Ournsram, guilty of sedition and thievery—”

      “Lot of sedition in this bunch,” Cyrus muttered to Vara.

      “A great many instances of it indeed,” she replied, similarly whispering. “I wonder if that's standard to affix to the criminal indictment? A catch-all that is levied like a tax upon any criminal found to be an irritation to the Lord Protector?”

      “Wouldn't surprise me, knowing the Lord Protector.”

      With each name read out, the criminal was forced to stand up on a barrel as the executioners affixed the noose around their neck. There was a low muttering through the crowd with each repetition, and Cyrus could detect hints of rage. Whether they were directed to the criminals in question or the city guards, he could not quite tell.

      “—Chadwicke Thornton, guilty of pickpocketing and sedition—”

      “Oh, what the hells?!” Alaric's voice broke over the crowd as the Chadwicke Thornton was lifted up onto his barrel, noose already secured around his neck. His face was red from crying, evident even at this distance, blonde locks curling around his cheeks as the crowd let out an uproar—

      By Cyrus's reckoning, Chadwicke Thornton could not have been more than ten years of age.

      “—Leesa Broughton, guilty of slattery and sedition—”

      “This is ridiculous!” Alaric's voice crackled again as a woman in a worn and torn dress was shoved up onto a barrel, the noose tightened around the gallows to remove the slack as she let out a plaintive cry that was lost under the crowd noise.

      “Hangin' a whore?” someone shouted a dozen paces from Cyrus. “Whut sort o' justice is this?”

      “Yep, Malpravus has got us figured out,” Vaste said. “This is definitely an ambush, and if we do so much as lift a sword we're stepping into it like an idiot drunkard laying a foot into a bear trap—”

      “—Berneece Entwistle, guilty of thievery, slattery and sedition—”

      This provoked another outraged roar from the crowd as a girl of no more than six was hoisted up onto the last barrel.

      “Welp, we're doing this,” Vaste said, and he shed his cloak without another word. “You take whatever comes from the left, Birissa and I will take what comes from the right—”

      “Oh, no,” Shirri said, though it was nearly lost to Cyrus's ears under the throaty roar of anger from the crowd-turned-mob.

      “Vaste, bend over,” Cyrus called.

      “This is the setting in which you finally discover the joy of my arse?” Vaste asked, whirling on him. “Well, I won't have it. The time for that was a thousand years ago, when this could have become 'Vaste Square'. You choose, you lose, Mr. General Savior-God—”

      “I will not stand for this injustice!” Alaric's howl barely broke over the crowd. His sword was already in hand and he was fiercely shoving his way through. Mazirin stood in his shadow, watching the roiling crowd, all focused ahead on the spectacle at the gallows.

      Cyrus kicked Vaste – somewhat lightly – in the belly and the troll folded over, hitting his knees. With a light-step up, Cyrus jumped to his back and shed his cloak. With the whisper of ancient words, he cast a spell to magnify his voice and yelled:

      “Hark, Reikonos! I am Cyrus Davidon—”

      The crowd whirled on him, all attention on the gallows forgotten, every voice quieted.

      “—And I have had enough of this shit!” He bellowed, thrusting his sword toward the gallows. He could see the pale flush on the faces of the city guards as the crowd turned on them as one.

      “Get off me!” Vaste shouted as Cyrus leapt over him, over Alaric, who was still struggling his way to the front. The crowd cleared space for him, people throwing themselves out of his way as he came in for a light, Falcon's Essence-enhanced landing some twenty feet before the gallows.

      “Free the prisoners!” Cyrus shouted, voice carrying over the crowd. A roar greeted him, complete accord, as the crowd surged toward the gallows platform.

      The mad rush of chaos lasted only a second before starker, louder noise interrupted it, echoing over the square like midday thunder—

      Gunfire.
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      Cyrus ducked his head just in time as bullets began to ricochet off his armor. Clouds of smoke were puffing from the eaves of every rooftop surrounding the square. A circular firing squad lay atop each, pounding down upon him with everything they had, bullets hitting his armor and bouncing freely off.

      A woman next to him screamed, reeling away, blood spurting from four different wounds in her chest and neck.

      Beside him a man keeled over, crimson streaking its way down his nose.

      “Get away from me!” he shouted, shoving away any who grew too close as he bolted for the gallows platform. Leaping up, he kept his head down, keenly aware of the pangs of bullets hitting his helm like fat, merciless raindrops. The volume of fire slackened in a moment, the rifleman taking aim at him all spent – for the moment.

      Cyrus was left facing the dozen city guards arrayed on the gallows platform. Already, he had Rodanthar in hand, and waved it at the first two who stormed at him—

      Blood flew, heads flew, guts flew. It was hardly his prettiest sword stroke, but it fulfilled its duty, and his head remained down, helm protecting him from the elevated fire of the riflemen all about.

      “Save the prisoners!” Vara shouted, landing next to him on the platform. With a commanding stroke she severed a guard from his life – and also his lower body – her own head ducked down against fire. A bullet bounced off her shining breastplate like a hailstone as Cyrus watched. She met his gaze. “So far the ambush does not seem well-planned.”

      “This is only the first turn of the wheel,” Cyrus said, moving to counter three guards in black garb with axes and spears. “There will be more.”

      “And we shall break that wheel upon Malpravus's bony skeleton,” Alaric shouted, sprinting past Cyrus and cutting down two of the three guards, his cloak gone and Aterum rising and falling with rage.

      “Best not to get overconfident,” Cyrus said. All around the stage the crowd was moving; most were running away at the sound of the gunshots. A few had fallen, were bleeding, wounded, around them–

      But some were clad in the black of Machine coats, and they remained, passing through the remnants of the fleeing crowd like droplets of water through a sieve.

      Cyrus watched them move, keeping his eyes poised for threats. The stage was now surrounded by them, though they grappled with a few in the crowd who'd risen up at Cyrus's call. Two such men were squaring with Machine thugs just beneath the gallows, beside some strange artifice covered over by a massive tarp. As Cyrus's eyes slid off it, it began to move—

      The tarp fell aside, a flash of yellow and grey remained—

      And there stood the largest troll Cyrus had ever laid eyes on. The height of Vaste and half, the big fellow leered down at Cyrus with protruding fangs that seemed almost dripping saliva. He locked eyes with Cyrus, his body sheathed in strange armor, covered over in addition with a cloak. His sword was broad, and easily the height of Vara. Their eyes met, and the troll did something most unexpected—

      He bowed.

      “We meet at last, fabled warrior,” the troll said, coming back up so swiftly that it startled Cyrus that a being so large could be so devilishly quick. “I am Qualleron, of Prenasia – warrior, hunter of bounties and pelts, slayer of the worthy.” He did smile, but his eyes nearly gleamed with joy at each word. “And I have come to collect your head.”
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      “Oh my,” Vaste said, staring at the giant of a yellow troll leering at Cyrus from just the other side of the stage. Apparently he'd been hiding there during the entire proceedings, waiting to reveal himself until the appropriate moment. The fact that he'd singled out Cyrus boded ill, especially given his rather grand size.

      “Don't lose your courage now, luv,” Birissa said, leaping onto the stage and landing with a quelling shock that sent almost everyone on it rattling to their knees or worse. Two steps and she had positioned herself between Cyrus and this Qualleron of Prenasia. “I am Birissa the Wrathful.” Her sword pointed down at her foe. “If you want him, you go through me, big boy, and I doubt you're man enough for that.”

      Qualleron just stared at her for a moment, then made a loud grunt of agreement. “It is good to have many foes. Fight with honor, Lady Birissa!” And he leapt up to join her, to bring his blade against hers–

      The stage collapsed as he landed upon it, sending all who were there down a good two feet in the crash.

      Along with that, down came all the barrels that the prisoners were standing on, rather more gently than perhaps intended by the executioners.

      Vaste watched the whole thing unfold in a sort of slow, terrifying panic. Everything they'd just intervened to do was undone in an instant by that yellow goon. All he could think to say in the midst of this utter pandemonium was one thing, as he ducked a stray board that went flying past his head.

      “Damned trolls,” Vaste muttered, turning to try and salvage the situation.
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      The stage collapsed and all hell broke loose, though he was hard pressed to determine which had come first. Boards broke, supports cracked, Alaric's feet departed from beneath him along with whatever he was standing on, and he came crashing down in the most curious free fall he'd experienced in – well, a while, at least. It was short, and ended with a rough crash against the ground, face up and staring into a smoky sky.

      Gunfire followed as night follows day, and like he'd seen Cyrus do upon the warrior's charge of the platform, Alaric put his head down, trying to roll to his belly. Then he'd be armored and protected against the incoming fire and could get back to the important work of saving the—

      Legs danged around him, the gallows still standing in spite of the collapse of the platform. Choking noises, faint, almost impossible to hear, somehow strained through around the tumult.

      Alaric sat up in a panic, lunging for the nearest set of legs. They were thick, trunk-like, and dangling along with their owner from a length of rope.

      “Help them!” he managed to get out, trying to save the poor bastard dancing on air above him. He lifted, sticking his helm up rather impolitely into the crotch of the poor soul, little attention paid for the dinging of private parts against his hard helm. A sudden, sharp intake of breath above him told him he'd hit, but also that he had relieved the pressure of the rope against the prisoner's throat as the gasp faded to heavy breaths.

      “On it!” Vaste's voice was suddenly beside him, lifting a much smaller pair of legs.

      Just past the healer, Birissa let out a roar at a much larger, much thicker troll—

      “Hold.” The larger troll – Qualleron, Alaric had heard him say – held out a hand. He lunged around Birissa, keeping his distance but ramming himself into the gallows–

      It cracked with the force of his hit. He backed up, rammed it again with his shoulder before anyone could say anything–

      The gallows was uprooted in one good hit, and came crashing down, prisoners and all. Now a host of gasps came from those who had been left without footing by the collapse of the stage, as Qualleron took a step back from his handiwork and lowered his hand, still staring at Birissa over his immense blade. “Proceed.”

      “Wait,” Vaste said, darting the end of his staff into one of the length of ropes affixed to the gallows. Letum snapped it neatly, as easily as any blade. “You paused your battle to help us rescue these prisoners?”

      Qualleron bowed at his immense neck. “There is no honor in slaying the defenseless. It is...unworthy.”

      “Oh,” Vaste said. “Well, that's ni—”

      Qualleron bellowed and lunged for Birissa, who brought her blade across barely in time to keep the larger troll from cutting her in half. She knocked his weapon to the side and parried out from his attack, but he neatly countered, coming back at her with another attack.

      “Okay, maybe not that nice,” Vaste said, darting his staff down and severing another rope.

      “But honorable,” Alaric said, cutting a rope himself as he watched Qualleron rail at Birissa, forcing her out of the ruin of the stage with his relentless, bestial attacks. “Which is most unexpected given the source of—”

      He did not have time to finish his thought. Nor would it have been heard in any case.

      Because from the north of them, two wagons unleashed with some foul new treachery. Guns that looked like larger versions of Dugras's six-barreled pistol, mounted to the wood, let loose upon them with an unending torrent of bullets, and Alaric was forced – with all the others – to dive to the ground lest he be battered senseless by their unending flow.
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      “This is idiocy, this is imprudence, this is stupid—” Guy sputtered, facedown on the ground as bullets flew all around him, over the top of his head. He was supposed to be avoiding the Machine and here he was getting blasted at by two gatling cannons mounted on bloody wagons across the way. He was pitched down, nose in the dirt, wishing he was anywhere but here.

      “Muratam,” he muttered, lips kissing the grains of black dirt. “I could 'ave been heading for Muratam right now, where I could hump stupid boxes out o' ships at the docks all bloody day long—”

      Someone grabbed Guy by the shoulder and dragged him up. He found himself looking into the stern face of an elf, eyes slitted and ears pointy. Guy tried to pull himself back down but the elf was having none of it.

      “What do you want?” Guy tried to strain free.

      “We haven't been introduced,” the elf said, dragging him to the side. Guy's knees hit a root and he cringed as the elf pulled him to his feet, a long sword in his hand. The man was hunched over almost double, yanking him along as he tried to break into a run but failed against Guy's resistance. “My name is Hiressam, and I need your help.”

      “Yeah, well, I need to not die,” Guy said, cuffing Hiressam's hand off his collar. He keeled over into the dirt and covered his head as another burst of gatling fire pelted the stage area, sheering leaves off the trees overhead and raining green upon the whole square.

      “Good, then we're in agreement about what needs to be done,” Hiressam said, seizing him by the collar once more and dragging him to his feet.

      “What – no – there is no bloody agreement between us on–”

      “If we don't hurry and remove those rifleman from the rooftops, we'll all be picked apart,” Hiressam said. A blast of pure fire(!) shot overhead and Guy just about threw himself down again. It looked like it had come from behind them. Hiressam just looked up at it and smiled. “Ah. Thank you, ladies.”

      Guy had his feet beneath him now but he was not pleased about it. The only good news seemed to be that the bullets were not hitting near him anymore, as they were running for the road. In fact, his feet hit solid cobblestones, and he would have let out a breath of relief if not for his paunch being quite folded by being forced to run bent over to keep from being shot.

      “This way,” Hiressam said, seizing at his arm and dragging him—

      Toward the bloody gatling guns.

      “Ah, no, let's go this way,” Guy said, yanking his arm back and breaking for the road that led out of the square.

      Hiressam seemed to ponder it only a moment before coming alongside Guy in his run. “Yes. Quite so.”

      “See, now we're in agreement,” Guy said, pelting for all he was worth across the road and out of the bloody square. From here he'd just use the cover of the crowd to lose himself and go-

      “This way,” Hiressam said, dragging him down the alley to his immediate right.

      The elf was strong. Guy let out a squeal of protest but not much more. He was spending all his effort keeping upright against the torsion the bigger man was applying to him. Not that the elf was that big, but he had a grip like a coal shoveler, the bastard. “What now?” Guy moaned.

      “Here,” Hiressam said, reaching the first door on their right. He kicked it in without even trying the handle, then shoved Guy in first.

      “What are we even doing?” Guy asked, feeling the elf's hands pushing him into the darkness of the building's exterior. Gunshots continued to ring out madly outside.

      “Quickly, the stairs,” Hiressam said. “Surely they must be – aha!”

      Guy was shoved into a stairwell and frogmarched at a damned unreasonable speed toward the steps. “I don't want to go this way—”

      “Why not?” Hiressam's voice was high, certain. He kept shoving, and Guy kept having to give ground.

      “The men with guns are perched atop this roof, in case you bloody forgot!”

      “I have not. It is very much on my mind. Which is why we are here.”

      “Such a right prick, you are,” Guy hissed, desperation creeping in the farther he was pushed up the stairs. “They have guns, you nutter. What are we supposed to do against that?” For this, he turned his head 'round.

      Hiressam's gaze was serious, his lips twisted at the edge in a smile that radiated a confidence that was surely the mark of a madman. “Kill them, of course.”

      “Great, good luck with that,” Guy said, trying to escape his grasp and failing. Now they were in a shoving match on the second floor landing. “Why – are – you – badgering me about this?”

      “Because you're all the help I have,” Hiressam said.

      Guy stopped struggling. “Well, I don't want to be help. I just want to live!”

      “How long do you calculate you'll survive the Machine without our help?” Hiressam asked, eyes twinkling with that damned elven manner. Like he knew something Guy didn't.

      “A lot longer than if I go charging the line of Machine riflemen with guns girdling that roof!”

      Hiressam's eyes twinkled. “A lot?”

      Guy had to give some ground there. “Well...a little, at least.”

      Hiressam shook his head. “How does it feel, being a prisoner of fear all the time?”

      “Better than being dead!”

      Hiressam shook his head. “No, my friend. You suffer from the failings of being a man: cowardice and sole regard for your own life. Take it from one has done exactly as you have – I once ran from these people when I feared for my life. Regret hounded me for the next thousand years.”

      “Well, I don't really have that much time, so I choose the regret over death—”

      “Come, quickly,” Hiressam said, dragging Guy up the stairs again. His grip was just too solid. “I will show you courage.” The elf's breath was warm in his ear, and slightly minty. “You'll see. Better to die on your own terms with no regrets than live running all the rest of your days.”

      “I don't agree with any part of that!” Guy said, but with the elf's unrelenting grip on him, he had little choice, so up he went.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      “This is new,” Curatio said as the bullets thundered all around the collapsed wooden platform. While this was, after a fashion, a new thing to him, it was also old, as well. He considered each bullet like an individual spell streaking at him. Be hit, maybe die. Be hit by more than one, almost certainly die.

      Therefore he kept his head down as much as possible. While he'd felt peril in more than a few battles, this was definitely different in the sheer volume of death raining toward him.

      Oh, and he was essentially drained of magic. That was a problem.

      Also a problem: the wagons spraying death so wildly across the square at him. There seemed to be two of them, each doing its best to level the fine folks of Sanctuary. He couldn't see Alaric, Vara or Cyrus. Glimpses of Birissa flashed at the edge of his vision; she was tangling with a large, yellow troll near the edge of the square, where the bullets were not raining down like droplets from a black cloud. Vaste seemed to be following her, ducking behind trees and wagons as he went, presumably to avoid being shot.

      A blast of flame was lobbed over head, and came down in a burst the size of a wagon atop one of roofs nearby. Curatio traced it to its origin and found Shirri and Pamyra both covering behind one of the trees that dotted the square. They must have been hidden from view of the riflemen behind them, and carefully ducked behind the wide trunk any time the spew of bullets came their way from the wagons and riflemen in front.

      Curatio eyed their target. He guessed they'd perhaps taken four, five riflemen out. Of the fifty or hundred that were shooting from the rooftops, to say nothing of the new weapons mounted on the wagons. He'd seen Hiressam take that Machine fool and head out of the square. Perhaps he'd do something about the rooftop problem. Perhaps not. It seemed likely Hiressam would try and the laggard might perhaps aid him.

      Which left those still in the square with no shortage of problems. Curatio picked the nearest and decided to do something about it.

      “Can you throw a fireball at that wagon?” he shouted at Shirri and Pamyra when the fire quieted for a moment. He chanced a look; the men on the wagon seemed to be doing something, though he was hard pressed to discern what. Loading more bullets to fire, perhaps.

      Shirri looked out at it, then was forced to duck back behind the tree trunk as a bullet shaved chips of wood off, showering her face. A small trickle of blood ran down her cheek, and she shook her head.

      “Keep up the pressure on the riflemen on the rooftops, then,” Curatio said, and clutched Praelior tight in one hand while deploying the spikes from his mace with the other.

      “What are you going to do?” Pamyra shouted at him, her hand glowing with white as she healed her daughter.

      “Something old that I suspect will always be in vogue: violence,” Curatio said, and then broke into a sprint.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “You seem to find yourself in trouble quite a lot,” Mazirin said, sandwiched next to Alaric in the ruin of the stage, bullets hammering overhead.

      “I truly hate these weapons,” Alaric said, sighing, his back plate pressed against a pile of ruined boards. “Guns. Bullets. It's as though the whole world has thrown honor out the window. Or over the deck of the airship, I suppose.”

      “So you can only be honorable with a sword in your hand?” Mazirin asked. The usual storm in her eyes seemed to have died down, replaced by grim amusement. She had her pistol firmly in hand, but did not seem eager to rise up and fire it. “That is what governs your concept of honor here?”

      “I doubt my concept of honor has had much dominion here, in Arkaria, for a very long time,” Alaric griped. He had Aterum squarely in his hand as well, but could not see much point in standing up to get bombarded with bullets that might eventually find his face and end his journey here, without any sort of satisfying conclusion. Better to keep his head down until he saw an opening, then show these fiends the error of their honorless ways.

      “You sound like the hardliners from Amatgarosa.” Mazirin's eyes flared back to life now. “The ones who think our many nations never should have united. The ones who think gunpowder and cannon are soulless drains upon the strict codes of warriors to look each other in the eye when they battle to the death.”

      “You cannot tell me that you approve of this madness,” Alaric said, lifting Aterum to point in the general direction of the weapon that was pouring fire upon them. A bullet hit the blade and ricocheted into a nearby tree, prompting him to hastily pull his weapon down. “These things that let you kill ceaselessly without even giving a care for the human being you end with them?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I have seen men die on the edge of a blade to other men who care nothing for their lives, either. Who might even have enjoyed watching them suffer and perish. So, no, I don't view the invention of firearms – which have been around for quite some time now in the rest of the world – as some great evil and destroyer of honor. But then, I once watched a near-defenseless grandmother heft a rifle and shoot a bull of a man who was threatening to murder her grandchildren, so perhaps my view is somewhat colored by my experiences. As is yours.”

      Alaric let out another grunt, more grudging this time. “You may have a point,” he conceded. “Still, this?” He nodded as the bullets just showered over them. “This is intolerable. And I mean not to tolerate it.”

      That prompted her brow to rise. “What do you intend to do about–”

      “This,” Alaric said, and lifted his arm to cover his face as he rose. He kept his head down, eyes and chin protected by his own hand as he stepped from behind cover. Tightly he squeezed his gauntlet fingers together, hoping that the Protanian metal would hold against these tiresome bullets—

      The sound of a dozen impacts along his body, including a stinging few that impacted the chain mail at his joints, convinced him that, indeed, he was more or less impervious to the fire of this weapon. Provided he didn't get hit in the face, or one of the bullets didn't skip into a seam where armor and chain mail didn't quite meld properly.

      Alaric let out a fearsome, bellowing cry, and off he went, charging over the ruin of the stage toward the wagon some hundred and fifty feet ahead. He'd show this new world what honor looked like if it was the last thing he did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      The steady, deafening rattle of the guns laying down fire upon them made Cyrus's ears and brain hurt as though someone were pounding a drum deep within his skull. “This is maddening,” he said, cringing against the violence of the sound.

      “I hear you and agree,” Vara said, causing him to jerk his head about. She was just beyond a collapsed tangle of boards that was being chewed at by a swarm of bullets running through like virulent, angry bees. The occasional ding! came along with the buzzing of metal through wood; the guns scoring hits on their armor.

      Cyrus frowned. Her superior hearing probably put her at a higher level of vulnerability for this agonizing noise. He lifted his head slightly only to have a bullet hit him squarely in the side of his helm, ringing out like a temple bell and forcing him to duck back down. “What are we supposed to do in the face of this?” he called to her. The withering level of fire that was being directed, apparently right at the two of them, was...well, withering.

      “Deal with it,” Vara said, rising, the metal hitting her like hard rain on one of the metal roofs of Termina, loud and clanging in its disagreement between water and steel. She held her blade tightly in hand, had her back toward the guns, which seemed to walk their fire toward her like she was an intersecting point, and soon sparks flew from the bright silver of her backplate as she hunched her shoulders to protect her face from the stream of fire.

      “Right,” he said and rose, cringing as one of the guns turned on him and peppered him fiercely. He could feel it plainly through the plate, the thousand stings of angry leaden wasps. “Now we—”

      Something hit him squarely in the side, harder than the swarm of angry bullets, and Cyrus went stumbling, managing to turn to see someone stalking toward him from some fifty feet off, well out of the line of fire.

      It was a...dark elf?

      He was holding a longer rifle, no hint of the hammer and flint system that Cyrus had experienced on all the pistols he owned. This one looked different: smoother, sleeker, and longer in general. A boxy metal thing stuck out of the bottom ahead of the trigger and it fired again and again as Cyrus felt the hard ding of the bullets slam into him, far harder than the pelting stream coming from across the way-

      “Time to die, impersonator,” the dark elf said, relentless in his steady approach. He fired, stepped, fired, stepped. He spat a particular vitriol in his last word. His cloak was not dissimilar to that of the Machine, but different enough as to be clear he was not of their ilk, and he wore no armband. His eyes were hidden behind black, rounded spectacles that covered his eyes in perfect circles, some metal extending from the frame to completely cover the sockets all the way to his skin, as though letting in any light whatsoever would pain him.

      “Not an impersonator,” Cyrus said, swinging loose Rodanthar and positioning it in front of his face to help block the incoming fire. A bullet hit it squarely, knocking it back into Cyrus, the tip dinging off his helm. It stung a little. “I am Cyrus Davidon.”

      “You're the filthy sort of liar, aren't you?” the dark elf spat back. “Gutter swine. You try to stand in the boots of a greater man and rattle in them. But worry not; I'll cleave them from you and take them as trophy from your corpse.” He closed to some fifteen, twenty feet away, and now the bullets truly rattled Cyrus's head when they struck, like a lightning spell striking his helm.

      “Better men than you have tried, squirt,” Cyrus said, and leapt at his foe, keeping Rodanthar squarely in front of his face the entire time. The dark elf stared as Cyrus flew toward him, a straight-line landing that was undeterred, the dark elf pouring shot after shot into his armor, the hits like goblin claws as they struck, stinging their way through the chain mail. He slammed into the dark elf, whose brow was up and dragging his spectacles up with it.

      Cyrus checked the dark elf with a knee squarely to the chest and felt no give as the dark elf collapsed. No cracking, either; something should have damned well broken with that hit. Instead they both landed in a pile, crashing into the base of a tree and landing in its shadow.

      “Filth!” the dark elf shouted as the rifle clattered from his hands.

      “Assassin,” Cyrus said, back coolly, thumping him in the bridge of the nose with the hilt of Rodanthar. The dark elf scrabbled for grip and landed one hand on Cyrus's wrist while reaching for a weapon with the other. Cyrus would have rolled his eyes if he hadn't been firmly ensconced in the business of killing the poor, dumb bastard. All he needed to do was reverse his grip and plunge the blade into the chest—

      The dark elf's grip suddenly intensified – too intense, in fact, for Cyrus to believe it. The dark elf gave him a shove and caught him perfectly out of position as he prepared to strike. Cyrus lost his balance astride the bastard, his blade at the highest arc, and he tumbled off.

      Cyrus thumped to the ground and rolled back up, readying himself to attack again. Rodanthar had fallen from his grasp, now a few inches away on the ground. The blazing attack of the wagon-mounted cannons had calmed, which left Cyrus with one singular focus–

      Who was now gone.

      He blinked, looking for the dark elf, but...

      There was no dark elf there.

      “What the...?” Cyrus started to ask.

      A shout of panic caught his attention instead, though, and he whirled out of instinct, snatching Rodanthar back from its earthen rest.

      Vara was there, swinging her sword mightily–

      Against a small metal construct that whirred in the air before her, slashing with tiny blades. It buzzed and hummed, the noise barely audible where Cyrus's ears echoed pain from the gunfire.

      And there seemed to be a hundred coming after it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      Birissa appeared to Vaste's eyes to be in slightly over her head with Qualleron. They had brawled and fought their way across the square which he would not mention the name of – it should have been his! – and now were on a cobbled sidewalk outside a baker's shop, the window shattered by their latest swings at each other.

      “Stop following me!” Vaste shouted, swatting down a Machine thug with Letum as he hurried after Birissa. She whirled and roared and battled with the immense Qualleron, whose moves were nowhere near as bold and mad as his Birissa's. While she battled the largeness of the troll, he was dealing with a steady rush of Machine thugs in coats who'd trickled after him from the ambush site. Whether they'd decided he looked weakest or simply wanted to move out of the line of fire of those chittering guns that were roaring at Cyrus and Vara, he didn't know. Hopefully it was the latter. He'd certainly killed four, five of them thus far, putting a bit of a lie to the former.

      “You are a great warrior,” Qualleron said, clashing his blade against Birissa's cautiously. Caution appeared to be his game; he'd made no great bold strikes of her sort. He was careful in his swordcraft, allowing no openings. He seemed to be waiting for Birissa to tire.

      Birissa was not tiring, somehow. If it had been Vaste, he'd have been exhausted after five sword swings. But she was still battering at him, swinging wildly enough that Qualleron was having to steadily fall back, and she didn't even seem to be out of breath. She even wasted some replying to him, not huffing at all: “You're not so bad yourself, big man.”

      Qualleron inclined his head toward her. “The mark of a great warrior is their honor. Yours is doubtless.” He raised his mighty blade in a cross guard and absorbed the impact of Birissa's powerful strike. “It will be an honor to fell you.”

      “I ain't falling,” Birissa said, driving him back into the glass of a baker's window. “You can fall if you'd like. I plan to stand.”

      Movement behind Vaste forced him to whip about, smashing the skull of a Machine thug as he ran in to stab with a long-bladed knife. The carcass flew sideways, head deflated and emptied like a smashed gourd. “I said stop.” He waved his stave at the half-dozen Machine thugs clustering behind him, the fools. They malingered just beyond his staff's reach, blades drawn, like they wanted to fall upon him one by one. “How many of you wish to die like that?” He waved Letum's tip at the most recent thug to fall. The crushed skull leaked upon the cobblestones, a sight like cherry mash drizzled between the cracks that sent Vaste's stomach churning. “I mean, if I couldn't see them dashed out all over the place, I'd swear you lot had no brains at all.”

      More glass shattering ripped Vaste's attention away. Qualleron was now fully standing in the baker's shop, and Birissa was driving after him, smashing her blade through the ceiling of the place. Wood and brick and stone was crumbling down around them, falling like a rain with the striking of blades—

      A sharp sting in Vaste's back ripped his attention away from the clash of the two trolls as a fireball exploded on a rooftop to his right. He swung around again and battered a skull as another sting caught him, this time in the leg. He hobbled, looked down. A Machine thug was there, had ducked under his wide swing and was pricking him again.

      Another hit his wrist, his arm, and his grip on the staff loosened. They were swarming him now, mosquitoes with their little blades, and he was feeling the strikes at his belly, his arms, a shower of dark green blood dripping into the cobblestones.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Guy

        

      

    

    
      When they burst through the rooftop door Guy was expecting an immediate volley of bullets to the heart, as if the entire firing squad circling the eaves would be pointing their guns, just waiting for he and Hiressam to tear through the door.

      What they found instead was the firing squad circled up, framed by the steely grey sky, their backs perfectly to Hiressam and Guy.

      Guy wanted to pause, to reflect on this curious turn of events. Why wouldn't they—

      Hiressam, apparently, did not. “AHHHHHHHHHHH!” the elf shouted, at the top of his lungs, hurling himself toward the ten or so men with rifles standing at the edge of the building.

      “Wait, wh—” Guy barely got out.

      Hiressam slashed a wide arc at his foes and they reacted slowly, if at all. Until the blade hit them. Then they very definitely reacted, every single one of those hit tumbling over the edge of the rooftop and disappearing below the eave.

      First attack completed, Hiressam whirled. He'd attacked the end of the firing line, and they'd all bunched up for some reason – Guy saw a circle of black scarring where it appeared a fireball had landed. Maybe they'd moved away from that. Near its center was a figure who hadn't moved in time, all charred up. Guy shuddered, turning his attention back to the elf's attack.

      “Help me!” Hiressam yelled, throwing himself squarely into the riflemen as they finally started to respond to the wild man in their midst hacking at them with swords. He swung his blade in an upward stroke that chopped the belt off one fellow, sending his pants to his ankles. The bloke tripped over them, dropping everything off his now-sundered belt, and then over he went, the clatter of his stuff hitting the metal rooftop.

      Guy frowned. This really wasn't an efficient reaction from his former colleagues. The Machine men were trying to draw a bead on the elf but failing because he was using their own people as shields. That probably wouldn't last—

      He barely got the thought out when one Machine man shot another, one positioned right in front of him. The one who'd been shot stumbled, then toppled off the roof.

      “Bloody hell,” Guy whispered. “Disgraceful.”

      Hiressam elbowed another one overboard, then shot Guy the briefest of looks. “Help. Me!”

      Guy blinked. Oh, right. He'd been dragged up here for this, hadn't he? Well, what was he supposed to do with just a dagger? Why, he wasn't even sure he really wanted to toss in his lot with these...well, tossers.

      Yet here he was, on a rooftop, Machine men firing away at his companion. Hiressam was really throwing himself into it, tearing those lads up.

      Guy looked down. His knife seemed inadequate to the task at hand, so he scanned back to where one of the Machine men had fallen over, but dropped his rifle beforehand. Guy shrugged, jogged out to it and swept it up. He'd seldom used a rifle, but here he had one. Dropping to one knee as he'd seen done, he thumbed back the hammer and raised it up to his face.

      Almost opposite him, past Hiressam and his tangle of Machine men, there was another man doing a knee-and-aim of his own. His target was Hiressam, and if he succeeded, Guy judged that it wouldn't be terribly long before he and his mates would be able to turn their full attention to Guy. Which would be soon and also unfortunate.

      “No choice, then,” Guy muttered, and aimed right for the center of the black coat.

      His rifle belched out a roar, kicking into his shoulder like someone had just rammed a boot squarely into it. Guy fell over onto the metal roof, which was surprisingly hot given the level of clouds that hung between him and the sun.

      “Ow, ow, ow!” Guy held his shoulder. It really felt like someone had clubbed him there.

      “Get up, you oaf!” Hiressam shouted. “This is not over!”

      Guy lifted his head.

      The Machine thug he'd shot at was gone. His rifle lay on the ground where he'd been, but he must have taken the shot in the center and tipped right over the edge.

      Hiressam was still battling three of the riflemen, and it was going well. As Guy watched, one of them went flying over the edge, leaving only two.

      Guy steadied himself on his knees, picked up his rifle. He was only going to get one shot at this...

      Hiressam stepped sideways from one of his foes, missing his sword strike and finding himself standing off opposite them. The elf was breathing a little heavily, but determination was chiseled on his face. “Now—” he started to say.

      Guy flung his rifle butt-first at one of the Machine men standing off with Hiressam. The bloke was right at the roof's edge, and wasn't paying attention to Guy. His bad luck, then. Probably deemed Guy not a great threat, given his rifle was now empty.

      The butt of the rifle hit the fellow right in the gut and he bent double, popping back a step. His foot found no solid ground, and Guy watched his eyes go wide as he tumbled backwards off the edge.

      A slow smile broke across Hiressam's face. “That's more like it,” he said. “Now it seems we've come to you, friend.” His attention was squarely on the last Machine man, who looked less like a man and more like an eighteen year-old who'd been seized off the streets and “deputized” into the Machine. That happened sometimes, when they needed the help for something.

      The boy just stared at them for a moment, then threw down his rifle at his feet. With a step back, he tumbled over the edge for no damned reason at all.

      Hiressam watched him go, then sheathed his blade and hurried along the roof, gathering up the supplies fallen off that one man's belt that he'd cut before the bastard had gone for a fall.

      Guy eased up to the edge and stared over. Far, far below he could see the bodies. Only one or two of them were even still groaning. Most had died on impact. He could see the boy, though, right beneath him. He was one of the ones who'd gone right quick. The lad's dead eyes stared right back up at him and Guy shuddered, backing away from the edge. “Why would he do that...?” Guy muttered under his breath.

      “He preferred to take his chances with the fall rather than face what he probably thought was certain death with us,” Hiressam said, reloading the rifle Guy had thrown. He took a knee and aimed across the divide between this rooftop and the one next to them. He seemed to be drawing a careful bead on the shooters over there. When he had it right, he fired, and Guy watched the fellow closest to them jerk, then tumble over the edge. His compatriots were none the wiser, save for the bloke next to him.

      Hiressam was already reloading. “Really makes you think, doesn't it,” he said, eyes on his task and not anywhere near Guy. Still, Guy almost felt like he was being watched. “About the bravery of a lad that would rather take his chances on a wild improbability than throw himself stupidly into a fight he can't win.”

      Guy frowned as Hiressam finished reloading and took his next shot. He pasted the next fellow in the line, sending him down to his death as Guy pondered whether he felt like that lad who'd jumped. And if so, exactly which path he was currently presented with was the leap?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      The staccato bursting of the wagon-mounted gun combined with the erratic fire coming from the rooftops above had Alaric doing a running zig-zag, a dance that observed his armor being pelted with cobblestone flakes from shots landing around his feet, or bullets glancing off his plates. He was under no illusions about the madness he swirled within. It was a tempest of death should a stray round find its way through the holes in his helm.

      Indeed, given the lesser armor constructed by the powers of the day when last he'd left Arkaria, he'd probably be dead already if he weren't wearing the stuff of the ancients. Cyrus seemed fine, as did Vara, but both wore armor that was far above the standard stuff produced in their day. Alaric could envision regular steel being pocked through with holes. Even the mystical plate that Vara wore probably had a few dings in it by now.

      As if to emphasize the point, a particularly stinging bit of lead struck him on the crown. His helm rang like a bell as Alaric ran, sprinting as fast as his old joints would carry him toward that damnable wagon and its accursed weapon. He was nearly blind, head down, unable to look up for fear he'd catch a bullet in his vulnerable spots. The wheel of the wagon came into view just now and Alaric had a thought—

      He came in low in a charge, then veered at the last second. He turned his back on the rattling weapon that was churning out bullets as the sky might drop water during a hearty rain. Swinging Aterum overhand, he caught a glimpse that confirmed his suspicion.

      The gatling weapon was mounted on some sort of metal stand that rotated left to right. But there was no way for it to turn up or down.

      “Ah ha,” he said under his breath as he brought his blade down–

      And struck free the wagon's wheel from its axle.

      The wheel skipped loose when hit, rattling and rolling across the cobblestone street. The wagon, now badly unbalanced, immediately collapsed–

      Sending several men tumbling down either within it or over its edge.

      Alaric hurled himself into the fallen wagon. “See now the wages of dishonor,” he said, slashing at his fallen foes. “Had you used a more traditional weapon and become disabled, you might now receive the benefit of the doubt and be offered the chance to surrender. Mercy, however,” and he raised his sword as he prepared to deliver another finishing blow, “is for the–”

      Something loud and growling overcame the gunfire in the square, slamming into the wagon and sending Alaric tumbling. As he flew he caught sight of a horseless carriage. It had crashed into the wagon while he was atop it and now he was flying through the air toward the–

      Alaric crashed into a brick building, slamming into the side and then hitting the ground a moment later. Joints hurt that did not normally hurt. The dearth of padding within the Protanian armor was keenly felt; certainly it was cushioned against such blows, and perhaps mitigated some of the harm he'd endured, but he'd scarcely even had a moment to react before being hit, footing ripped from beneath him by that thing's charge. So alien were these new vectors of attack that he hadn't even had the presence of mind to go ethereal.

      “What have we here?” came a curiously, harshly accented voice. Alaric looked up from where he'd landed.

      A blond man stared down at him, a half-dozen Machine thugs grouped around. The blond man was thin, his eyes alive with malevolence, an evil smile upon his lips. He had done great cruelties, Alaric was certain of that. “What we have here,” Alaric muttered, trying to get to his feet but finding them quite unwilling to cooperate, “is a great deal of trouble.” Blood slicked his lips. Pain squeezed at him from within his belly. He'd taken wounds that could not be seen but were most certainly felt. Aterum was nowhere in reach; he must have dropped it when he had been flung.

      The blond man stared at him with narrowed eyes. “I am Coordinator Stiehle,” he said at last, then motioned his men forward. “And I do not think we have a problem at all.” His grin only widened. “Or at least we shan't – soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      The steady rattle of gunfire to his left was cause for concern, especially as the operator of the gun tried to trace his fire toward Curatio. It spat hotly, that gun, fire exploding out of its many barrels, a wicked heat seething from it that he could feel even now as he darted into the shadow of the wagon.

      Bullets flew wickedly over his head, ceaseless – until they ceased. He appeared to be out of their reach, and he sat there, looking straight up to where the gun's barrels smoked just over him.

      Someone stuck their face over the edge and caught Praelior for their trouble. Too slow, fools, Curatio thought with a smile. Then he rolled quickly sideways, preparing his mace.

      Smaller guns fired over the edge, the handheld pistols that Cyrus had become so enamored of. Bullets smacked against the cobblestones where Curatio had been moments before.

      Now he popped up around the wagon, eyes upon the prize. The wagon crew, idiots all, were looking for him where he no longer was.

      He cured them of that notion, leaping up and striking down two of the four with opening attack. One caught the mace upon the head, the other his sword in their back. There were screams, of course, and he slashed to claim the third enemy—

      And the fourth fired a gun at him, unseen. It was not unheard, though.

      Or unfelt. For it struck him in the side of the neck as he brought his mace around and crushed the man's skull.

      A warm spurt raced out of his neck and Curatio felt curiously light of leg. He took a step back – a stumble, really–

      Saw the other gun had gone silent as well, a horseless carriage crashed into it, men pouring out toward a shop front behind it.

      Then he fell. Slammed into the ground. Breath left him.

      Curatio tasted blood, great gulps of it as it threatened to choke him. His fingers danced, he tried to remember the words, to draw upon the very power of life in his veins–

      He failed.

      Then again.

      By the third time he tried, he was so desperate for air that he forgot what he was doing mid-spell, his descent into the mindless of the air-starved complete. All higher thought forgotten, he settled into senseless fear, choking to death on his own blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      There really were hundreds of the damned things coming at him, at Vara. The dark elf had fled, disappeared either in the rubble of the stage or behind some tree. It seemed unlikely he'd cast an invisibility spell, though anything was possible.

      The great rhythmic pulsing of the gatling guns firing had ceased in the distance, though why he did not know. Nor care, presently, given the overwhelming number of metallic machines coming for him.

      “What are these?” he shouted as the first struck at him, sparking as though it had a little lightning bolt contained within it.

      Vara was smashing at one that seemed to be casting a fire spell at her. It was flying, and she knocked it asunder with the flat side of her blade, then brought her weapon around and chewed halfway through another that crawled upon the earth like a spider. “I don't know, just kill them!”

      “That's your answer to everything,” Cyrus muttered, trying to gather his thoughts. He lifted a hand and conjured lightning, and it sparked between six of them.

      They didn't stop, though. Just rattled for a moment, blue lightning flashing between them. Then they came at him, fluttering on metallic wings or clicking along on metallic legs-

      “They're called clockworks,” the dark elf's voice seemed to come out of the air. Cyrus whirled, but he was not present. There was a tree a small distance away. Cyrus was torn; some countless number of mechanical monsters coming at him from one direction or a potentially very dangerous dark elf coming from the other. He could only face one threat...

      Then the clockworks swarmed around him, and suddenly facing the threats was not a viable proposition. “Dammit!” he swore, cleaving two with a swipe. “They come like the bloody scourge!”

      The dark elf chuckled. “Fought the scourge, have you?” Yes, he was behind the nearest tree.

      “I was there when the scourge first showed their ugly faces in the northern mountains of Luukessia,” Cyrus said, performing a whirling spin and clearing the immediate space around him. “I fought them in Pinrade. I fought them on a line north of Filsharron and south to Enrant Monge. I fought them in Caenalys, all over that damned land, and all the way to the bridge.”

      The dark elf's face appeared from behind the tree, strangely faded. “Did you, now?”

      Cyrus locked his gaze on the bastard. “Yes, I did.” He raised a finger and pointed it right at the dark elf's face. “Do you mean to try and ambush me right now, while I'm engaged with these fiends? Because if so, I see you coming.”

      The dark elf stared at him, then chuckled. “Sure you do.”

      Cyrus sparked a blast of lightning at him, and he ducked behind the tree. The lightning curved, sparking against the bark and blackening a hole where it struck. “Indeed, I do.”

      “How?!” the dark elf's shout was near-maniacal, pure disbelief.

      Something bumped against him, and Cyrus whirled.

      Vara's back was to his. “Sorry, just me,” she said, smashing another clockwork. “Figured it would be easier if we fought as a team rather than trying to take this legion of...clockmurks, did he say?”

      “'Works,' I think, and yes, he did,” Cyrus said. “Whoever 'he' is—”

      “My name is Baynvyn,” the dark elf shouted from behind the tree.

      “Okay, Rain-wind,” Cyrus said.

      “Bayn-vyn,” the dark elf shouted back, leaning on the syllables.

      “Whatever you say, champ,” Cyrus said, cleaving another clockwork, this one of the flying variety. It whirled off and struck two others, knocking them momentarily off course. “Any chance you see an end to these things?” This he asked of Vara.

      “There are a fixed number,” she said, voice straining with a swing. “But it is a large number, difficult to count. Swing long enough and I expect we'll finish them, though it will be a lengthy endeavor.”

      “Plus we've got Breakwind over there, malingering behind the tree to cause us problems once we've cleared these up,” Cyrus said.

      “BAYNVYN!”

      “As though I give a peppered turd what your name is,” Cyrus said. “Stop trying to kill me and I'll start trying to care how to say your stupid name, you classically blue stream of night squirts.”

      Baynvyn stuck his head out from behind the tree again, shadows of the boughs above shading him. “Admit it. I intimidate you.”

      Cyrus snorted. “If I were intimidated by you, shouldn't I be the one hiding behind a tree?”

      “I am surely the largest dark elf you've ever seen,” Baynvyn called back.

      “No. That honor goes to Grinnd Urnocht,” Cyrus said, battering five clockworks with a flat-bladed swing. Thankfully that chorus of gunfire in the distance had died down, though he could still hear the odd shot from a rifleman on the rooftops. “He's a lot bigger than you, little man. As am I.”

      “Still, he's not small for a dark elf,” Vara said, glancing over her shoulder. “I mean, height-wise, he's up there. You're right, nowhere near as large as that Grinnd fellow, but still. Easily top three for dark elves we've met.”

      “How do you know the name Grinnd Urnocht?” Baynvyn was out from behind the tree now, still shaded by its boughs as he stood beneath its reach.

      “Uh, because I watched him die to a god-enhanced shark creature in the Realm of Storms,” Cyrus said.

      “Lies,” Baynvyn hissed.

      “No, it's not a lie,” Cyrus said, smashing yet another of the endless clockworks, this one spitting fire at him. It raked his armor ineffectually with the flame, making him sweat all the more than his exertions already were. “I watched the big man throw himself into the jaws of that thing while shouting how he was going out like his friend; figured the least I could do is remember his name—”

      Baynvyn was at him in an instant, driving to Cyrus faster than he could believe possible. He had a blade in one hand, a dagger in the other, and blades hacking furiously–

      Too fast–

      Way too fast–

      Cyrus turned his attacks aside through skill and practice, but the fury of the dark elf's assault did not abate. A clockwork hissed and zapped them both, but Baynvyn only shouted, “Piña! Cease!” and continued his unrelenting attack on Cyrus.

      The blades came at Cyrus so fast that there was no doubt in his mind that one of them was a godly weapon. As they slipped from beneath the eaves of the tree, the shadows that had covered Baynvyn in the fight did not disappear under the cloudy grey sky–

      Cyrus blinked as Baynvyn wound up and struck again. Cyrus turned his sword aside with a gauntlet, easily – not a godly weapon, then turned his attention to the dagger, striking it against Rodanthar's sword guard and pushing down, locking it against his body as he stared at the weapon, stuck in place.

      “Epalette,” Cyrus said, looking up to find Baynvyn's shadowed eyes wide in surprise. “The Edge of Atonement. Tell me something, Feign-Win – did you kill Aisling Nightwind to get this weapon? Or–”

      Baynvyn erupted, dragging the dagger up so quickly that Cyrus was forced to throw himself backward lest his armor be ripped in half by the blade. And, presumably, his skin beneath it. He rolled backward and came up, Baynvyn staring at him with intense fury. He had ripped away those dark goggles that shrouded his eyes and–

      Cyrus stared into his eyes.

      They were blue.

      Not the purple or reds of the typical dark elf.

      Blue.

      Like–

      “Who are you?” Cyrus asked, feeling a cold tingle across his skin. It was tough to tell with the haze shadows of Epalette shrouding the man, but his skin looked a shade lighter than your average dark elf–

      And his height was, indeed, greater, his shoulders wider, more muscled than a typical dark elf–

      “I am Baynvyn Davidon,” the dark elf said, cold fury pouring off of him, as he rose to his full height, which was just a head or two less than Cyrus's own. “Sole owner of my family name.” He raised Epalette at Cyrus, pointing the blade at him. “And for the dishonor you do, imposter...your head will be mine.”

      Cyrus just stood there in the quiet, clockworks still whirling around him, but a strange silence between his ears now that the guns had fallen silent.

      But it was broken by a strangled elven curse that made him cringe. “You daft bastard,” Vara said, and she sounded so very displeased, “look what your bloody dark elven sexual adventurism did.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      “You seem to be wearing out, big fellow,” Vaste called, slapping the last of the Machine thugs in the face and then trying to flip the blood off of Letum by waving it. It spattered on the cobblestones, not the first to do so today, probably not the last, either, given the amount of fighting going on around the square. Vaste could see a few civilians clashing with city guards here and there, but mostly, the battlefield had been ceded to the Machine and Sanctuary. And, oh, how they were all going 'round and 'round. “I think she's going to get the better of you.”

      Qualleron smashed through the side wall of the butcher shop as effortlessly as Vaste could cut through pie. Birissa was all over him, giving him scarcely an inch to breathe as she pursued relentlessly, pieces of the walls falling down and coating her in white plaster dust. Qualleron threw himself out onto the street in a tucking roll, surprisingly graceful for such a large creature.

      Also, he came up about five feet from Vaste. With his sword brandished.

      “She seems to be getting close,” Qualleron said in that precise sort of way he had. He loomed over Vaste, and the healer found himself with a suddenly dry mouth and his mind gone blank. “I don't believe she'll stop unless I give her a good reason. Don't you agree?”

      “Uhmm...no?” Vaste felt his eyes widen as Qualleron swung his weapon high, and it began to descend like a shadow crossing the sun over Vaste's face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Guy

        

      

    

    
      “What's going on down there?” Guy asked. Hiressam was slowly – painstakingly slowly – picking off the marksmen across the square now. They didn't see it coming any more than the blokes on the opposite roof did, and now all that lot were dead or dying, it was almost quiet on this side of the square. The gatling fire had died as well.

      Which brought Guy's attention to where it was, on the wagons below. The older elf had fallen to a shot. Guy had seen it. Didn't feel much need to call it out to Hiressam, because what was the elf going to do about it? Leap down, he'd be in as big a mess as any of the lads he'd sent over the edge.

      But when the car came through and smashed the other wagon, knocking that knight fellow askew, well. That got a bit interesting. Especially when the Machine boys started pouring out the back with their guns. Guy tucked himself away properly back from the ledge of the building, looking down carefully before calling out that tidbit to the elf. A blast of fire hit at the far end of the square, blooming huge. Seemed someone was having a spot of fun.

      Which was more than Guy could say of that knight bloke. He looked like he was about to get a mess of trouble from...

      Was that Coordinator Stiehle?

      Hiressam pivoted at Guy's words, drawing a bead right on the trouble. Difficulty was, near as Guy could tell, Stiehle had stepped into the wreckage of the shop front there, inside and out of view up to his ankles. If Hiressam tried to shoot at one of those, he'd have a hell of a time hitting it.

      There were a few exposed Machine men, though, rifles on the shoulders of all of them. Hiressam didn't waste much time picking a target; he fired within a second or two, and a black coat fell down, blood gushing out of him as he toppled.

      Guy threw himself flat against the roof as the fire was returned. Predictable. He belly-crawled farther away. After all, he didn't much care for putting his life on the line one inch farther than he had to in order to survive this. Let Hiressam shoot back until he couldn't, then maybe Guy would skedaddle and slip away unnoticed. That beat the hell out of seeing this through to the bloody end because...

      Well, if it turned out like everyone else who'd ever stood up to the Machine? It was going to be a bloody end. And Guy wanted to survive a lot more than he wanted to be involved in any of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      Blood was trickling down Alaric's cheek as the thunder of a gunshot came from above, then was answered in kind by the Machine thugs that circled him where he lay in the store front. He shifted and glass tinkled and crunched beneath his shoulders.

      Coordinator Stiehle looked down on him, peering out from beneath that shock of yellowed hair, steely eyes beneath it reflecting the man's twisted smile. “Your friends are not entirely dead, I see.”

      “No, and you'll have a hell of time trying to make that stick,” Alaric said. He whispered a healing spell sublingually, in his head, and felt the smallest trace better. Not much, though. Certainly not enough to vault to his feet without Aterum at hand. Much as he hated to admit it, the ravages of age – and years at the hands of Bellarum's torturer – had taken a terrible toll on him. “Perhaps you were not apprised of this in their haste to move you against us, but my friends and I have had some little experience in battle.”

      “Indeed,” Stiehle said, and his hand glowed for a moment, a ripping sensation like a sword thrust into Alaric's chest, spearing him. His breath left him and pain intruded like a violent stab, leaving him gasping for breath when it finally receded, in what felt like years later but had perhaps only been moments. “I am well apprised of who you are, Alaric Garaunt. As well as who your friends are.” Stiehle's cruel smile appeared once more. “In fact, I requested this assignment. You all have such experience, such...treasures.” He kicked Alaric's armor, testing it. “To the victor will go your spoils, you see? And I mean to be victorious with you. The others here? Mercenaries. But I—” He leaned down, pulling Alaric's helm from his head and looking into its depths like it held some great secrets. “I am of the Machine. And a loyal servant of Lord Malpravus.”

      “You know his true name, then,” Alaric said. He did not feel able to move at present, though he had a few ideas brewing about dealing with Stiehle when the opportunity presented itself. He was still rallying himself after that spell, though. Definitely of the dark knight branch of magic. “You know what he truly is.”

      “I have known for a long time who and what he is,” Stiehle said. “It is why I sought him out to learn from.” Stiehle clenched a fist again and Alaric steeled himself, preparing to go insubstantial. He felt the tug of the ether—

      And then was ripped back, the spell shredding his chest as surely as a thousand blades. Alaric lost his breath, lost his lungs, his chest, his everything as the pain, ancestors, the pain—

      Staccato bursts of gunfire intruded on Alaric's consciousness as he came back from the abyss. Stiehle was backpedaling, Alaric's helm in his hand, Machine guards falling around him like puppets with their strings cut.

      A six-barreled gun poured shots into the store front, and Stiehle disappeared with a wink and a wave of his hand as a bullet flew through the twinkle of blue light that was his return spell.

      Alaric just lay there like a gored pig, unable to move. He was aware, dimly, that the damnable Stiehle had taken his helm when he'd fled.

      “I don't know why I did that,” Mazirin said, stepping over the corpse of a Machine thug as she crossed into his view. Her braided hair was all asunder, and she surveyed her handiwork of dead thugs with only slightly less disgust than if she'd had dung on her boot, he suspected.

      “Whatever your reason,” Alaric wheezed, for squeezing any syllable out of his aching chest hurt like a demon of old was inflaming him from within, “I thank you nonetheless.”

      Mazirin paused over him, breaking apart her pistol and then refilling it as she stood there. “Damn your thanks. You are accruing a debt so large as to defy repayment in a thousand lifetimes, Alaric Garaunt.”

      He nodded, slowly, tried a healing spell again. It helped a little. “I will do my best to make sure that you aren't left wanting in this regard.”

      “Don't make me a promise you can't keep,” she said, swooping down to give him a hand. She helped him to his feet, then turned her back, watching the square for trouble and apparently with nothing more to say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “I took this contract to seek you, imposter,” Baynvyn spat at Cyrus across the small space between them. “And here you are. yet another man playing at pretending to be my father.”

      Cyrus felt a not-so-curious tightness in his chest, made all the worse by a clockwork that shocked him. The electricity was blunted by his armor, but he still said, “Ow!” and struck it down. “Look, Baynvyn, I don't know what Aisling told you about me but—”

      “How is he even alive?” Vara asked, in the midst of shredding her way through a dozen clockworks. It was either Cyrus's imagination or she'd picked up a more furious pace of destroying the clockworks since Baynvyn had dropped his little revelation. He did not think it was his imagination. “Dark elves live a thousand years. He's half-human, which means he's well beyond his limits. He barely looks middle-aged. He should be dead.”

      Cyrus nodded at the dagger in Baynvyn's hand. “Not with that Epalette at his disposal. I bet his mother is looking a bit haggard these days.”

      Baynvyn stiffened. “You should not speak of things of which you know nothing.”

      “Oh, he knows your mother entirely too well,” Vara said savagely, rip-shredding another clockwork. “He knew her over and over again in his stupider days, every orifice, I expect. If only he'd stuck to the ones that would not have resulted in you, we'd perhaps be in a bit better shape at this point rather than fending off these metal monstrosities and then also having to deal with a feral dark elf with a case of daddy denial—”

      “That is not helping,” Cyrus said, holding up a hand to try and stay her. Then he smacked a clockwork into the ground. “Baynvyn, I am Cyrus Davidon. I am–”

      “You are not—” Baynvyn said, and drew a pistol, firing.

      Cyrus barely got his hand up in time; the bullet spanged off his breastplate. “My armor is quartal, son. And all black.”

      “That only means you've made a pilgrimage to Amti,” Baynvyn said, clicking his pistol. It seemed to be instantly reloaded and lethal, for he did not pull it off target. “With abundant gold. Congratulations. You've done the thing right in your impostering, both in research and in equipping. But that earns you no favor from me, only ire for your premeditated attempt to defile my father's memory—”

      “Honestly, he defiled it plenty himself with your bloody mother,” Vara sniped.

      “Could we please argue my deficiencies in judgment another time?” Cyrus asked as Baynvyn fired again. The bullet struck the side of gorget and stung madly. “And you – knock it off with the patricide attempts! We all just need to take a moment and calm down—”

      “Do you feel the fear now?” Baynvyn advanced on him, firing again. “You know, don't you? That all your attempts to make yourself into a perfect Cyrus Davidon are but pale imitations. You're a shadow of him, at best.” He fired again and again. The bullets glanced off Cyrus's helm and gauntlet, which he held in front of his face. “How did it start? Did you look in the mirror as a young man and think, 'I could be like him'? Because of your height? And then sink your family's fortune into—” He was still advancing, looking to stick his gun barrel around Cyrus's hand and get that lethal shot in—

      Cyrus sprinted the distance between them, exploding into a run with all the power of Rodanthar. He closed the gap and smashed into the dark elf, driving the pistol from his hand carefully and smacking Epalette free with the other. The dark elf gasped, caught utterly by surprise. Cyrus knocked him to the ground and pinned him there like a school boy, looking down into wide blue eyes that were shockingly like his own.

      “I am not – an imposter,” Cyrus said, giving Baynvyn a thump to the chest and keeping Rodanthar in hand. “I am Cyrus, son of Rusyl and Quinneria, Lord of Perdamun–”

      “Maker of terrible, terrible, sexual decisions,” Vara said from somewhere behind him.

      “You're one of those, so shut up,” Cyrus snapped, not taking his eyes off Baynvyn. “I am not your enemy, and I am not an imposter. A thousand years ago I discovered a truth about the place I called home, Sanctuary, and—”

      Baynvyn hit him, erupting off the ground and sending Cyrus to his face in the dirt. The big dark elf had bucked him off, used all the strength in his body to send Cyrus off balance. He tasted the dirt, felt a rock hit him above the brow.

      “I was so sure you were an imposter,” Baynvyn said from somewhere behind him as Cyrus flipped, righting himself.

      “I'm not,” Cyrus said, slipping a hand up toward his face. “Believe that.”

      Baynvyn was right there, atop him with dagger in one hand, pistol in the other, drawing that bead on Cyrus. “I'm not sure I do.” He shrugged. “But either way, I'm being paid to kill you, so...” His finger twitched at the trigger, the barrel pointed right at Cyrus's face...
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          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      Qualleron fell upon Vaste like a tidal wave coming down from on high. Vaste barely had time to “Eep!” and definitely no time to craft anything witty to say and the giant troll was upon him, well inside the range of Letum to smack him upon the face, head and neck.

      The larger trolled seized Vaste and tossed him, full force, into Birissa, who caught him but was pushed back by the impact. There was a very earthy aroma about her, sweat dripping down her arms as she caught him against her clothing. A few very dire wet spots signaled that she was feeling every bit of the exertion she was putting out there.

      “As enjoyable as it's been to clash with you both–” Qualleron started.

      “You've only been fighting me and you bloody well know it,” Birissa spat back.

      “–My side appears to be ceding the field to you,” Qualleron said, smashing through a wall and into the street. “We will meet again. Go in honor!” He punched the wall behind him and it collapsed in a shower of block and stone.

      Then, the ceiling above them began to fall.

      “Uh, we should probably go,” Vaste said, about to give Birissa a shove. “In honor or otherwise.”

      She just rolled her eyes and seized him by the collar, dragging him free of the building and back into the square as the ceiling above them collapsed with a thunderous crash.
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          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      Choking–

      No breath–

      Curatio's mind was on pure animal instinct, hunting for nothing more than a breath. He could not get it, though. Blood pooled in his mouth, in his throat, choked him, his reason strangled to the point where no thoughts could truly form.

      The sky above him was darkening, and it had nothing to do with the smoke that hung over this city like a perpetual shroud.

      Over twenty thousand years of life and it had come to this. If he'd had full command of his faculties, Curatio would have cursed. Loudly.

      As it was, he gagged, choked, made the most pathetic noises he could imagine. Sucking sounds he'd heard others make over the course of his long life as he'd deprived them of theirs. Many in the Arena of the Protanians. Many...elsewhere. In war. In conflict and battle.

      It felt as though someone had placed a knee upon his throat. It was a steady pressure, and colors streaked the sides of his vision as he started to relax. Blackness seeped in at the edges of life...

      Then...something happened.

      The pressure came off.

      Curatio gasped, his airway somehow clear. He spat blood and sucked in air, his lungs expanding for the first time in what felt like – even in his long life – decades.

      “Curatio?” Pamyra's soft voice reached his ears, and he realized she was, in fact, kneeling next to him.

      He spat blood, stared at the grey sky, then at the face and pointed ears that hung above him. “What – what happened?”

      “You were near to death,” she said coolly. “A bullet in the throat, I think.”

      Curatio felt the smooth, sticky skin where blood had so recently squirted out in rivulets. “Indeed. I had not meant to try to catch it there, but here it landed nonetheless.” He felt for a lump, something to indicate the metal was still within him, but no hint of it remained. He sat up, looking around.

      The guns had fallen silent across the square. Few people were in sight, and what few there were seemed to be standing over corpses. In the distance he could see a few men kicking at something. The livery of a city guard fluttered discarded nearby, giving him a suspicion.

      “Did we win, then?” he asked, searching for answers. Something was still going on in the square near the fallen gallows, but he'd have been damned if he could figure out what. His vision was still a bit hazy.

      “We did,” Pamyra said, leaning heavily on her knee and surveying the square with a long look. “Shirri and I managed to deal with the riflemen over there. Vaste and Birissa dealt with the big troll. Hiressam and that squat fellow stormed the rooftops. You and Alaric each took a cannon. As for Cyrus and Vara, well...” Her gaze hardened a little, and she nodded toward the commotion in the center of the square. “That appears to be drawing to a close.”

      “Indeed?” Curatio peered into the shade of the trees in the square's green middle. Now he could see the movement of black armor and a silvery shine that denoted Vara. “I suppose we should send someone over to check on them.” He tried to stand but felt lightheaded, either from the magical exertion at the Citadel or being shot just now – or some combination of both. “But not me,” he said, feeling very faint. “I think I just need to...perhaps sleep for a bit...yes...”

      And he put his head back and collapsed into darkness.
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          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      Baynvyn's gun barrel looked long to Cyrus, longer than a sword blade, and the interior was dark as a moonless night as he stared down it. The dark elf's finger tightened on the trigger and Cyrus knew he was inches from a bullet ripping through his brain, something no healing spell could fix—

      The sound of hard armor smashing into flesh was one that Cyrus was endlessly familiar with. Baynvyn tumbled off him, pistol flying through the air. It hit the ground a short distance away and fired into the trees, harmlessly.

      “Hello,” Vara said, rising up. She'd stumbled while clobbering him, but stood tall now, blade in hand and standing between Baynvyn and Cyrus. “I'm Vara Davidon, and I'll be playing the part of your too-strict, wicked stepmother who will thwart all your wonderful but ill-considered plans. I think it's time you learned some respect for your father, and to that end, I'm giving you a time-out.”

      “Actors to the end,” Baynvyn spat, a glob of dark blood sliding down his chin. He was disarmed of his pistol, but Epalette was still in hand.

      “Yes,” Vara said, “I'm such an impressive actor that even pretending, I'm capable of using my theatrical paladin skills to give you a very real kicking of your assassin arse. Oh, and by the by,” her eyebrows became a very angry V, “if you see that whore you call a mother, tell her that I revoke my forgiveness because of this secret she's sprung upon us.”

      Baynvyn's face tightened in anger. “You know nothing of my mother.”

      “Ask her about the time in the Waking Woods when she decided to follow him as he was following me,” Vara said tightly. “If you need proof. Oh, and—” And she raised her blade, lighting it aflame. “I realize you're not undead, but let me assure you – this fire will burn you just as easily at it did those ghouls.”

      Baynvyn's hand reached the dagger and he was on his feet in an instant. “I am not your messenger, impersonator. If you have something to say to my mother, you may do so yourself.”

      “You might not want me to do that given my present feelings toward her,” Vara said, coldness bleeding out. “I spared her my vengeance before for her wicked, traitorous deeds done in service of the Sovereign. I don't know that I will feel quite so charitable this time, given the large lie of omission she's foisted upon us by hiding you.”

      “Vara.” Cyrus, too, had recovered his weapon and was back on his own feet. “Don't say that. Aisling kept her peace for a reason, I'm sure–”

      “Yes, it's called guilt,” Vara said, and by her tone Cyrus knew that all restraint in her was gone. “She feels guilty, you see, that this bastard in front of us is the product of a union that the God of Darkness encouraged, one that she never wanted–”

      “Vara,” Cyrus warned.

      “–and now look what's happened.” Vara was all cold fury and no reason, and he suspected she was a second from charging Baynvyn to smite him down out of pure rage. “Her sins have come back to visit us in the form of this vicious morsel. Are you the worst instincts of your father, boy?” She took a step closer, Ferocis pointed at him. “All the treachery of your mother? Will you keep hunting us after this day, convinced of our deceit? Because I don't have time for you. I didn't have time for your mother's vileness or the betrayal she perpetrated on us at Leaugarden, and I have less for some whelp who knows nothing of which he speaks–”

      “Vara, stop,” Cyrus said, trying to insert himself between them. “He doesn't know, he doesn't believe us. We've been gone a thousand years–”

      “Yet here we are, returned,” Vara said, so coldly, “and not only doesn't he trust the evidence of his eyes, he is possessed of sheer ignorance that allows him to distrust the evidence of his ears.”

      “You have told me nothing that anyone else might not know,” Baynvyn said, but it was reserved; there was a lie there.

      And he was bad at it. Cyrus blinked, unsure whether to rejoice that there was doubt in Baynvyn's mind or worry that still he resisted the truth of what he'd heard. “I know you've met countless imposters over the years–” Cyrus started.

      “I have killed or scared more of them than you can know,” Baynvyn said coldly. “More than I can count.”

      “–But I'm not an imposter,” Cyrus said. He raised his blade. “This is Rodanthar, the Sabre of the Righteous.” He pointed at Vara's sword. “She holds Ferocis, the Warblade of Bellarum, my blade–”

      “Looks like mine now,” Vara said.

      “Curatio over there holds Praelior,” Cyrus said, gesturing toward the gun wagon in the distance, where the healer stood, leaning heavily against the side. “My first godly weapon. I can see you, even though you wield Epalette. Gods, man – do you think I just followed so well in the footsteps of the real Cyrus Davidon that I discovered all his weapons? That I figured out all his memories?” He shook his head. “You must be a thousand years old now. You should be...old, by the limits of your race, but you're young.” He pointed at Epalette. “That. That gives you long life.” Cyrus lifted Rodanthar. “As this – well, Praelior and Ferocis, at least – could give me long life. See reason, son. I am Cyrus Davidon.” He stood up as straight as he could. “I wear his armor, I carry his sword, I walk with his comrades, including Vaste the...uhm...” Cyrus paused. “Did Vaste have a title from the elves?”

      “Sir Vaste the Flatulent,” Vara deadpanned.

      “Not helpful,” Cyrus said, turning back to Baynvyn. “Your mother was Lady Aisling the Crafty. I was there the day King Danay dubbed her so after the battle of Termina.” He took a hard breath. “She saved my life on that bridge. And countless times more after that – in Luukessia, in the very throne room of Danay after a battle in the south that cost him his heir. She—”

      “YOU LIE!” Baynvyn shouted. He leapt for his rifle, which was some twenty-odd feet away, where he'd dropped it after their initial exchange.

      “Vara, no!” Cyrus shouted, grabbing her before she could leap for him. She had sword in hand, and her face was red with rage. He yanked her around and off her feet as Baynvyn reached his weapon and fired twice. The bullets struck around them and Cyrus tucked his head down, forcing Vara's down as well.

      When he dared to look up again, gauntlet in front of his face to protect against the rifle—

      Baynvyn was gone.

      “Tell your whore of a mother to fuck off and die,” Vara called into the empty square. Her words echoed, and then she shoved Cyrus off of her. He rolled twice, then stopped. She made a noise of purest disgust, snatched up her sword, and stormed off.

      Cyrus just lay there for a few moments, reflecting on all that had just happened.

      He had a son.

      A son.

      Who wanted to kill him.

      And about this, his wife was plainly not pleased.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “So...we won?” Alaric asked, hobbling with Mazirin at his side. The captain of the Yuutshee was scanning the square as if expecting an army of city guards to come marching down the entry roads at any second. Alaric listened, but heard nothing.

      Then again, perhaps he wouldn't hear anything. The thunderous noise of gunfire had produced a strange, distant ringing in his ears, one that he was not pleased about.

      “It would appear we did,” Curatio answered. The healer was propped against the side of his own disabled gun wagon, blood staining his white robes from knee to neck. The elf looked as pale as Alaric had ever seen him, as though he were ready to fold in upon himself and disappear into the ether right there.

      “I don't feel as though I won anything,” Vaste said, hobbling up himself. His knees were scuffed, dirt showing up against the black of his robes. “Other than a good heaving, I mean. I won that.”

      “The vomitous kind?” Alaric asked, as Shirri quietly slipped into view out of the corner of his eye. “Or–”

      “No, I was thrown by a giant troll,” Vaste said, mimicking the movement as though he was tossing a barrel over his head. “Honestly, if I'd known how very intimidating it was to have your very person lifted from the safety of the ground and hurled, I might have been doing it myself all this time. It was very brisk. Quite frightening.” He brushed at his legs. “Also, absolute hell on the knees when I landed. Ouch.”

      “Is everyone all right?” Hiressam came jogging up, a rifle in his hand. Alaric cringed at the very sight of it, seeing the honorable swordsman turned into these – these – modern shooter people.

      The thoroughly dishonorable Guy came huffing up a little behind him, a rifle in his own hands, no breath left in his body. He reached them and sagged, bent nearly double, his pudgy belly bowing his tunic out. He said nothing, though, just huffed there.

      “I think so,” Alaric said, turning to look for the last of their number. Vara was steaming toward them now under her own power, face as red as Curatio's stained robes, crimson all the way to the roots of her golden hair.

      She came to them and stopped abruptly, as though crashing into something invisible, and Alaric dared not say anything. He had seen her this way before, and did not envy whoever spoke first.

      “What is her problem?” Birissa asked, stepping right into it. “Did you lose your black-armored warrior?”

      “No,” Vara said, snapping. “We just fought a dark elven mercenary who possessed Epalette, the weapon of that traitorous whore, Aisling Nightwind.” She blushed deeper. “As it turns out, my esteemed husband, who is actually neither of those things in this moment, has a bastard child that he did not know about. Who just tried to kill us in exchange for payment from Malpravus.”

      Dead silence. Alaric did not say anything, waiting for someone else to break the quiet. He looked at Curatio, Curatio looked at him. None of the newer people seemed willing to say anything. Finally, Alaric looked to Vaste—

      Vaste just stood there, stone-faced, mouth closed, massaging his knees. His eyes moved around wildly, indicating that he had thoughts on this subject, yet, curiously, he did not give voice to them.

      Alaric watched the others shift their gaze to Vaste, until finally, he could not ignore that the attention of every single person in the circle was upon him.

      Vaste sighed. “Not that I don't appreciate some attention – well, ever – but why are you all looking at me? Vara's the one whose stupid husband fathered a bastard with a spy some thousand years ago. And also, before they got together.”

      “I was hoping you would take the brunt of whatever furious response Vara had,” Alaric said.

      “That makes two of us,” Curatio said.

      “Three,” Hiressam chimed in.

      “Four, actually,” Pamyra said, and when Alaric and the other two looked at her in surprise. “What? It's instantly obvious that he's the jester, the plodding fool who breaks the uncomfortable silences.”

      Birissa nodded. “The dynamic is clear.”

      Alaric looked around, eventually landing on Guy, who had almost pulled himself upright. “Is that so?”

      Guy's eyes widened. “Don't ask me. I just got here. And I don't care if the big guy had his way with some tart back in the olden days. Assuming I even believed he was Cyrus Davidon, or that this bloke who claims he's the son actually is a son of Davidon. Because everyone knows Davidon ain't got no sons, nor daughters—”

      “Yes, I knew that as well,” Vara said, “until one just attempted to kill us.”

      “Well, really, what else could you expect from the son of Cyrus and the traitorous dark elven assassin queen?” Vaste asked. “Killing is in his blood.”

      Vara turned a shade deeper red at that, but said nothing. Vaste, for his part, buttoned his lips in a rather obvious way that suggested he was done talking for a while.

      “Do we need to send someone to check on Cyrus?” Alaric asked, turning to look over his shoulder. The warrior in black was on one knee, leaning against his blade.

      “Why?” Vara snapped. “He's still alive. For now.”

      “Vara,” Curatio said softly, “he's just found out that he's a father, and that his son wishes to kill him. While I am certain that this...revelation does not sit easily upon your shoulders, I don't imagine it rests easier on his, given he is responsible for this.

      “Yes, he is responsible for this,” Vara snapped. “And I'm eager to see how he handle his responsibility.” Her eyes practically glimmered brightest blue, ice radiating out of them. “We should leave this place.” She nodded in the direction of the fallen gallows. “Our task here is done in any case. The prisoners are saved, the mob we call townsfolk have fled, proper cowards that they are. We need stay no longer.” And she swept her blade around and made for the road which they had taken to get here.

      “I know it probably doesn't seem like it,” Vaste said, once she'd put a hundred or so feet of distance between herself and the standing circle of them, “but in this moment, I actually feel quite sorry for Cyrus. And not at all envious. Which is new for me.”

      “What is there to envy that fool about?” Vara called to him, not looking back.

      Alaric waited until she was still farther away before casting a look at the warrior in black. He was still not back on his feet, and Alaric did not feel able to walk to him, not under his own power at present. “Very little, at present,” the Ghost conceded. “Very little indeed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      The pain was considerable, but not insurmountable. Little of it was physical, in any case; the real action was the roiling in his stomach, the uncertainty that came from the twin prongs of the blade of surprise that had stabbed him–

      First, that he had a son, who had just tried to kill him.

      Second, that Vara was perhaps angrier than he could ever recall seeing her.

      “Damn,” Cyrus whispered, watching her disappear from the square, stalking away in pure, cold fury. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the others start to move. Guy made his way toward one of the horseless carriages with the guns on the back, hectored on by Hiressam and, perhaps, Curatio, who had climbed up into it. Vaste followed, and Birissa as well, climbing into the wagon. The rumble of that thing's engine rolled over the square, and he watched as Shirri and Pamyra climbed up into the back as well, as did Captain Mazirin. Now filled, with Guy at the wheel, the horseless carriage rattled off along the cobblestone street, following Vara, albeit slowly.

      “Do you need help?” The Ghost's voice nearly shocked Cyrus out of his senses. He turned and Alaric was there, leaning against the tree. He must have turned ethereal while Cyrus had been watching the others.

      “I...” Cyrus looked around. Baynvyn's pistol lay on the ground. He took a few cautious steps over and retrieved it. It was curiously boxy compared to the pistols he'd fired thus far. It was strange, even, in comparison to the ones he'd become accustomed to, with their rounded, protruding barrels and woodwork. This one was sleeker, made almost entirely of metal save for wood flourishes on the sides of the grip. He tucked it into his belt, reluctant to let go for some reason, as though afraid it might fall out if left unattended. “I...am uninjured,” he answered Alaric at last, unsure if that even satisfied the question.

      “Not quite a response to what I asked,” Alaric said, staring at him very seriously. The Ghost's helm was gone, and his hair, grey and long, flowed freely down his back. “I asked—”

      “Oh, I heard you,” Cyrus said, still looking around as if Baynvyn might jump out at him any second now. “I don't know what you could do for me right now, Alaric.” He ceased his head's pointless swivel. The boy – who was hardly a boy at all, at this point, given he'd lived more years than his father – was gone. “It would seem some more of my fabled consequences have come home to roost.”

      Alaric nodded slowly. “Do you feel yourself succumbing to despair as you did before?”

      “No,” Cyrus said slowly, “but neither do I find myself thrilled with any of this.” He pulled his own helm off his head and tucked it under his arm. “I mean...damn, Alaric. I had no idea she even had a baby.”

      Alaric seemed frozen for a moment. “You were...not around her when she was pregnant?”

      “Ah, no,” Cyrus said, shaking his head. “She stabbed me at Leaugarden and after the battle of Saekaj, I didn't see her for well over a year.”

      “Well,” Alaric said, nodding as he stared at the ground. “You have me beat, then.” When Cyrus looked up at him curiously, the Ghost smiled. “When I was held 'captive' in Saekaj, recall, my lover was pregnant the entire time and came to term while living with me. And I did not realize until she gave birth during the battle of—”

      “Oh, right,” Cyrus said, nodding along. “I read that in your diary. Forgot about that. She gave birth during the battle of...well, Reikonos.”

      “Sennshann at the time,” Alaric corrected gently. “So...as I said, you have me beat in terms of awareness.”

      Cyrus frowned. “I'm not sure this is a competition I want to win a trophy in, Alaric.”

      “Yet here we find ourselves,” the Ghost said. His armor creaked as he moved to push off the tree.

      Cyrus watched him, quiet, considering. “What do I do?”

      “Well, recall I gave mine up for adoption to the Lepos family,” Alaric said. “I think we can see how well that worked out.”

      Cyrus pondered for a moment. “I guess it worked out all right for Terian. I think things were a little rough for that house before that, though. Though, mine is an adult...I'm not sure that would work in this case.”

      “Yes, I imagine it is quite difficult to give an adult child up for adoption.”

      Cyrus felt a smile force its way onto his face. “Be serious, Alaric.”

      Alaric smiled. “I could, if you prefer, but I'm not sure it would help. This is, obviously, quite serious. Deathly so, even. Yet...” He shrugged, a very strange gesture from the Ghost of Sanctuary. “Dour and sour will do nothing to cure the situation, Cyrus, for what change can you make in dwelling in the darkness of past mistakes?”

      That didn't take long to answer. “None,” Cyrus said.

      “Then do not dwell on what might have been done had you known earlier,” Alaric said. “Consider instead what you might do now that you know. Ponder perhaps your responsibility, and move forward from there.”

      Cyrus nodded slowly. “I think Vara's going to be mad at me for some time.”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. She can hardly hold a grudge forever for things you did a thousand years ago, when the two of you were not even together.” Alaric paused, then stirred. “Have you ever considered the possibility that some of her reaction to Aisling might be down to her being upset by her own conduct toward you in those days?”

      Cyrus just stared at him. “If I did, I would never say it out loud.”

      Alaric laughed. “Fair enough. Still...I would consider it a distinct possibility, even if I were not likely to bring it up to Vara's face.”

      “That'd be wise. Especially given you're not looking so hale and hearty.” Cyrus nodded at him. “What happened to your helm?”

      Alaric's smile vanished. “Let us say that you are not the only one who met a new foe that took him aback.” Alaric started to fade. “We should regroup at Sanctuary. Do you require assistance getting there?”

      Cyrus peered into the distance, concentrating, as the Ghost began to fade. Another puff of mist appeared before him, coalescing into a familiar, four-legged white steed. “No,” Cyrus said, smiling as Windrider appeared while Alaric vanished. “I think I can make it on my own.”

      “Then hurry,” Alaric's disembodied voice said, “let us regroup, for there is much work ahead of us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          Baynvyn

        

      

    

    
      “This way.” The voice echoed in the quiet as Baynvyn descended the long spiral stair. He'd been surprised to find the open staircase in the entry to the Citadel. That had never been there the other times he'd visited. And he'd have noticed. Baynvyn was not the sort to trust his survival to missed details. It was the little details that could get you killed, after all.

      The darkened passage was filled with aged air, leading down, down below the streets of Reikonos. It was cool, had the feeling of walking into the dark of underground, something Baynvyn knew a thing or two about given his upbringing. The walls glowed a gentle blue, plenty bright enough for him to see. He'd been blessed with dark elven eyes, in spite of the shading of his irises. Otherwise he might not have survived to adulthood, let alone beyond.

      He followed the guard in the gold livery into a space so large it could stand the marshaling of an army. Which, Baynvyn knew, it had, before. It was a chamber as grand as the Citadel itself, and in its center stood a peculiar object.

      “Do you know what this is?” came a crackling voice. A small figure stood just before the portal, his back to it, covered in dark robes. It looked like he might have just walked out of it before Baynvyn reached the room. Two more guards flanked either side of the structure.

      “It's a portal,” Baynvyn said casually. No need to hide this bit of arcane knowledge, was there? “Like in Reikonos Square.”

      “Very good,” came the scratchy voice. The thin, robed figure remained anchored where he stood, before the portal's soft glow. “You're classically educated, then. Do you know what they do?”

      “I know what they used to do,” Baynvyn said, glancing around. More guards lurked in the shadows. Protection for this one, then. “But magic is long gone.” He smiled at the lie. He knew it was a lie. Malpravus, perhaps, would not, though.

      “Indeed,” Malpravus said, stepping forward. He kept his cowl down, which Baynvyn thought curious. “How fared you in the mission, lad?”

      “They were not a simple pair of impersonators as promised,” Baynvyn said, stiffening but keeping his tone even. There was danger in threatening the “Lord Protector” of Reikonos. Wrath he didn't care to incur, especially not with a job still in front of him. “These two were...well, they could fight, for one thing.”

      A slow, steady breath oozed out of the robed figure. “Yes. I thought you would know by my hiring you that this was no easy feat.”

      “Impersonators are usually weak,” Baynvyn said. “Feckless, occasionally fanatical.”

      “Is that why you so enjoy menacing them in your free time?” Malpravus's voice crackled. He doubted the necromancer realized that Baynvyn, in fact, knew his true identity. The so-called Lord Protector had been more open about who he was as the years had passed and their acquaintance had grown. That was fine with Baynvyn; Malpravus sent him interesting work and paid well. But he was well aware of who he was dealing with.

      Malpravus, though...he had no concept of who Baynvyn truly was, a state of affairs Baynvyn intended to keep.

      “I do enjoy menacing,” Baynvyn said, forcing a smile. “But to these imposters...” He shook his head. “There is more to them than it would have seemed.”

      “Are you unable to do this thing I have asked of you, then?” Malpravus's voice was high, almost amused.

      “How did your other bounty hunters fare?” Baynvyn countered.

      “As poorly as you, I fear.” Malrpavus turned to reveal his skeletal features, more drawn than Baynvyn might have imagined. This was new; he'd not shown his face before. Dark elven skin stretched over bones that were too big; something had happened to make him move openly–

      Cyrus and Vara.

      “We were all caught off guard at their strength,” Baynvyn said, shuffling his feet as he adjusted his rifle sling. “Did any others survive?”

      “Some returned bearing trophies, in fact,” Malpravus said, lifting a helm out of his robes and staring at it ponderously for a moment. “But none returned entirely successful. Not you, not Qualleron, not my own Coordinator Stiehle. Indeed not even little Piña.”

      “Perhaps there's a reason for that,” Baynvyn said, wondering if he should hint or say it flat out.

      “You mean the differences you cited,” Malpravus said. “Between these and the ordinary sort of imposters?”

      “Yes,” Baynvyn said. “Exactly.” And he waited to see if Malpravus would say more.

      “If I sent you after them again,” Malpravus said, “do you expect you would do any better the next time?”

      “You paid us generously for killing worthless fools,” Baynvyn said, pretending to really think it over. “The payment is considerably less generous now that we know they are much more than that. They are dangerous, gravely so. They have friends. Strong ones. I didn't count the number of bodies you lost on those rooftops and wagons, but I would guess they numbered in the hundreds. I did count how many of them there were – eleven. Eleven who killed or hampered a hundred and more, including some true greats. Coordinator Stiehle is an impressive fighter. Qualleron is known as one of the best. Piña is no slouch, either.”

      “Nor are you, Baynvyn,” Malpravus said quietly. “Your point is well taken. Their nuisance is more than I anticipated. Your price is increased a hundredfold – if you are able to deliver death. But I want all eleven in exchange, as well as...one other little detail taken care of first...do we have a deal?” Malpravus smiled.

      Baynvyn kept his cool. The money was...considerable. But only a fool leapt into a deal before knowing all the terms. “What is this...other detail?”

      Malpravus told him.

      “It can easily be done,” Baynvyn assured him. “For that price.”

      “Then see it done,” Malpravus said, sweeping his cloak behind him and turning into the bright currents of the portal behind him, now lively and lit with some magic. “Oh, and Baynvyn? We both know very well magic is hardly gone. Do be a good lad and don't try to lie to me again?” A flash of a smile was all Baynvyn saw before the skeletal necromancer disappeared into the swirling light of the portal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      Windrider's hooves left the hard cobblestones of the alleyway and stepped over the threshold of the Sanctuary gate, left open wide, the wagon with the gatling cannon parked just inside. Cyrus noticed the subtle change. The smoky smell of the air permeated this district more than even the others, all the mills here running with their smokestacks belching twenty-four hours a day.

      He noticed something else, too. Vaste sat against a tree just inside the gate, and once Cyrus was inside the troll lifted himself up and closed the thing behind him, sliding down the immense bar that locked it closed.

      “Waited up for me?” Cyrus asked, dismounting. He was slow, in mood and manner, though thankfully not from injury – this time.

      “Well, the gate needed closing, and I figured with your head in the clouds you might not be thinking of these things,” Vaste said. “Security above all, especially now, you know.”

      “That's wise,” Cyrus said, running a gauntlet smoothly over Windrider's mane. The horse whinnied once, then faded into the ether as easily as Alaric ever had.

      Vaste stared at the horse, frowning. “How did you ride that creature for years and not realize it was never an actual horse?”

      Cyrus paused, glancing back at where Windrider had been moments before. “I...we live in a world of magic, Vaste. How am I supposed to guess at the bounds of what actually is magic and what is merely strange, such as a brilliant horse that saves me and follows my commands like a clever dog?”

      Vaste shrugged. “I suppose it puts the truth to that old saying about looking a gift horse in the mouth.” He shook his head. “Still, feels like you could have been just a little more aware that your magical horse was indeed magical.”

      “Did you wait up just to bar the door and insult me about my failure to notice my horse was not a horse?” Cyrus asked, feeling the low itch of irritation in his mind.

      “No.” Vaste stood very still for a moment. “How are you doing?”

      Cyrus let a long sigh. “I don't know. As far as things I didn't notice go, missing a magical horse's provenance seems rather pedestrian next to not noticing one of my lovers found time to have my baby.”

      “She kept it a secret, Cyrus,” Vaste said. “And if there was ever anyone who was particularly good at keeping a secret, it was Aisling.”

      “Too true,” Cyrus said. “A lesson I have now learned quite painfully. Twice now, in fact.” A crash sounded within the open doors of Sanctuary, and a torrent of elven cursing followed after, high and loud and oh-so-familiar to Cyrus's ears.

      “Maybe we should spend some time exploring the drinking establishments of this neighborhood,” Vaste said, looking over his shoulder edgily.

      “That would only delay the inevitable,” Cyrus said, taking a deep breath and drawing up to his full height. “I have a duty.”

      “And a son with a woman your wife hates more than anyone else, including that dark knight that stabbed her through the chest and left her for dead,” Vaste said.

      “I don't think she hates Aisling more than Archenous Derregnault.”

      “I think if you put Aisling in front of her right now, the thing she did to Archenous where she blasted his head from his shoulders like a gnomish firework? That would be classed a gentle death compared to what she'd do to Aisling.”

      “What the hell is she going to do to me, then?” Cyrus muttered, staring into the darkness of Sanctuary's open door.

      “That's a great question, one that we should not be eager to find the answer to,” Vaste said. “Which is why I propose we find a bar instead. Somewhere with terrible ales, but heavy doors that we could bolt closed and wait for this storm to pass.”

      “An attractive proposition,” Cyrus said. “But...no, I think,” he shook his head. “This needs to be faced. I am through running away from the consequences of my ill-founded actions. Or even the well-founded ones.”

      “So brave,” Vaste said. “I'll write that down and make sure it ends up on your tombstone.”

      “Thanks,” Cyrus said, dryly, and began the ascent up the few steps to the darkened door. Another crash came from within, and he cringed, but did not turn back from this new – and very different – sort of battle.
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      “Cyrus,” Alaric said as the warrior entered the foyer. Another clatter of metal and cursing came from the Great Hall, echoing in Cyrus's ears as he came to a stop at the assemblage around the great seal of Sanctuary. Everyone was here save for Vaste, who followed in Cyrus's wake, just a little slower, and Vara who was...

      ...Well, it was not difficult to gauge where Vara was. Another crash, more elven swearing.

      “I'm glad to see you all made it through the fight more or less intact,” Cyrus said, taking note of the great red stains along Curatio's robes. The healer looked as though he might keel over right there, wan in the light of the dancing flames of the hearth.

      “We saved the prisoners,” Hiressam said, nodding once. “None were lost. The day is carried.”

      “I was lost,” Curatio said, rubbing fingers over his neck, which similarly bore the stain of crimson. “If not for Pamyra, my long life would be quite at an end right now.” He shot an annoyed look around. “I find this to be an unpleasant possibility, one I would prefer to guard against in the future.”

      “Wouldn't we all,” Vaste said. Birissa slipped up next to him, putting her arm around his waist. Cyrus eyed them; the two of them standing together formed a nearly impenetrable wall. “Personally, I didn't much care for being lifted like a barrel by a troll five times my size—”

      “He was perhaps twice your size,” Birissa said.

      “Whatever the case, I did not like it,” Vaste said. “I found it very disorienting, and suddenly wished I had done to more of it to you little people over the years when you vexed me.”

      “Yes, my near death certainly compares favorably to your disorientation,” Curatio said dryly. “We should very much worry about that.”

      “We should worry about everything,” Alaric said. “It is clear to me now that we are at war, whether we were prepared or not. This morning we thought we were leading a revolution against the corruption of the Machine and their actions in the streets.” He shook his head. “Now we know the truth – the yolk of tyranny lies heavy upon this city, and it is incumbent upon us to throw off that yolk, all the more so now that we know on whose head rests the crown. Now that we know who the Lord Protector truly is.” The Ghost's voice burned at the last, hate flowing out of him.

      “Who is he?” Mazirin asked. Cyrus blinked; she was standing in the shadows next to Vaste and he hadn't even noticed her.

      “A necromancer we battled with several times in the past,” Hiressam said.

      “One of our oldest allies,” Curatio said, “one who was betraying us nearly all the time we were 'allied' with him.”

      “Hey,” Vaste said, “I just realized that you can't spell 'allies' without 'lies'.”

      “All lies,” Alaric agreed. “That is what Malpravus fed us. Power was his only concern, ever. Now he sits atop the throne of this place—”

      “Technically, Reikonos doesn't have a throne,” Guy tossed in.

      “Yes it does. We saw it,” Vaste said. “It was a great seat and his bony arse was parked in it. Reikonos has a throne. And a damned lich sits upon it, sucking this place dry with both government and the Machine, working entwined to take all they can from the people.” He shuddered. “No wonder this place is such a hell hole.”

      “You won't find much disagreement from me,” Mazirin said, “nor any others who don't come from this corner of the world. Reikonos is a mess, and a corrupt one. But I do business here. Quite a bit of it. And I can't be seen to be involved in...” She shook her head. “...Whatever it is you are planning.”

      Alaric's face grew grey, and Cyrus wondered if he would be wearing his helm now if he had it. The expression he wore was most peculiar, and not one Cyrus could recall seeing from him before. When he spoke, he was hoarser than before, as well. “I cannot blame you for that, Captain. This is not your city and not your fight. You have been more than generous with your assistance, and I grow tired of getting further into your debt, as you said. I believe you should leave, and swiftly, before things take a turn for getting any worse.”

      Mazirin met his gaze intently, then nodded once. “I should.” With a last look around at each of them. “Thank you all for returning my man Dugras to me. I can't say I wish you luck in whatever you intend to do here, but...I hope it does not see you die unfruitfully.”

      “I'm going to start saying that to people as a farewell,” Vaste said. “'I'm not wishing you luck, but I hope you don't die without fruit'...by which I mean pie.”

      “That is almost like wishing them luck, coming from you,” Curatio said.

      “I'm just a big softie at heart when you get down to it,” Vaste said.

      Mazirin just shook her head at all this, and with a last nod at Alaric, departed through the open doors, shutting them behind herself.

      Alaric watched her go, and Cyrus observed, again, the most curiously wistful expression on his face as he did.
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          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      He was quite about to keel over, and he knew it. Lightness filled his head, blackness clouded the edges of his vision, and he barked, without being able to keep it under control, “Someone help me up to my room now or I'm going to collapse and possibly heave on all of you.”

      That drew every head back to him. They'd all been watching Mazirin go. Well, all except Cyrus, who was watching Alaric moon over her. He wondered, dimly, if the warrior realized what he was seeing. His vacant, peering expression suggested not. Well, he did have other things on his mind just now.

      But that was none of Curatio's concern. Passing out, however, was.

      “I will help you,” Hiressam said, moving to take up the healer's weight.

      “Ah, an honorable man,” Curatio said as Hiressam helped him toward the stairwell. “Thank you. I was beginning to wonder if there was any decency left in the youth these days.”

      “Rest, old man,” Alaric called after him. “We will need your strength when you wake up.”

      “Don't count on that happening for a few days,” Curatio called back. Because as utterly drained as he was, it likely wouldn't.
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          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “Is he quite serious about the 'sleeping for days' thing?” Pamyra asked, looking at the stairwell after the vanished healer. He and Hiressam had disappeared up it a few moments before, but still silence had reigned after his pronouncement.

      “Yes,” Alaric said. “In order to do what he did at the Citadel, he drew upon his own life's magical energy. In days of yore–”

      “Oh, lo, those thousand years ago when times were simpler but the women less impressive,” Vaste said, smiling at Birissa.

      “–he could regain that strength easier, through the natural regeneration of magic,” Alaric said.

      Pamyra nodded. “But now, with magic constrained–”

      “He'll be down for a while,” Cyrus said. “I remember after he lit the entire Realm of Darkness he had to consign himself to a bed for days. I wonder how long he'll be enfeebled from this.”

      “Mother had to heal his wound,” Shirri said, mousing her way into the conversation.

      “He might have been having trouble concentrating, though,” Pamyra said. “A wound at the neck starves the mind, after all. He was panicked and thrashing when I found him.”

      “We should let him rest,” Alaric said. “And count him out for the next few days as we plan.”

      “What is our plan, anyway?” Vaste asked. “I mean, I think we all know that I'm firmly on the side of any plan that involves supplanting Malpravus's bony arse, but...” He looked around the circle. “How do we do that here? The enemies arrayed against us seem...incredible.”

      “He's right,” Pamyra said. “You have your 'lich' at the top of them all, but also the Machine—”

      “Plus those bounty hunters in the square,” Vaste said.

      “The Reikonos city guard,” Shirri said.

      “It's an army,” Cyrus said. “Not a great one, admittedly, based on the way they were ambushed and fled in the square, but...an army, nonetheless. Rally them in numbers, they'll be a problem. A bigger one than what we dealt with today, assuming there are more of them.”

      “Many more, I would think,” Pamyra said.

      “We were never going to fight this battle alone,” Alaric said, slamming his mailed fist into his palm with a clatter of metal. “We always needed the people for this. That is why we rallied this morning, remember? This is not only our fight. We need not rely just on ourselves. This is a fight for all the people of Reikonos, and we must enlist them. Our own strength may be the deciding factor, but a victory fought only by us will not stick. Here, we must rely upon the strength of all men—”

      “'The strength of men'?” A high, sarcastic voice crackled over them from the entry to the Great Hall. Vara stood there, hair gleaming in the torch light, eyes darkened by the shadows. “Let me tell you something about the strength of men–”

      She strode out among them, silvery breastplate catching the dim light streaming in from the overhead stained-glass window. “Men are cowards and fools. You saw it with your own eyes today. They came to see an execution and fled when their own lives came into peril. Cowards and fools, happy to watch the deaths of others, but running from danger when it came to risking their necks.” She laughed. “Where, then, is the strength of men? What few remained did little as we fought. I see no strength here, no will to fight Malpravus save for us, we few, in this room, and I am hard pressed to care about their freedom when they seem to worry less for it than I do. And what would they do with freedom in any case?” She laughed again. “Squander it, that is what. For that is what men do. They cower and they make idiotic choices.”

      “I think that was about you,” Birissa whispered, loudly, toward Cyrus.

      “Well caught, dear,” Vaste said.

      “Thank you,” Birissa said, still whispering loud enough for all to hear. “It seemed rather obvious, you know. One layer beneath the surface, perhaps, just out of sight.”

      “Vara,” Cyrus said quietly. “There's no need to torch all men when your gripe is plainly with me.”

      She stared right at him. “I included you in the 'fool' portion of it, but my gripe with Reikonos is also the cowards, for they are aplenty in this city, plainly.”

      That hung in the air unpleasantly. Vaste finally spoke up: “You going to fight back, or are you aiming to prove the 'coward' part of her assertion by not doing so?”

      “I have enough battles before me without warring with my wife,” Cyrus said, looking right at her. She did not return his gaze.

      “I see no benefit to fighting that battle,” Alaric said. “For it is a pointless fight, and the casualties will all be those we hold dear–”

      “Not me,” Guy said under his breath. “You can fight it out for all I care.”

      “–and besides,” Alaric said, undeterred, “there is a greater fight before us. Regardless of how you feel about the people of this city at present, a dark soul lords over them. Surely you cannot discount–”

      “I see a Lord Protector that has pulled the willing wool over their eyes,” Vara said. “'Willing', Alaric. They want to believe in him.”

      “Even though he gives them no hope?” Alaric asked. “True, he is a symbol. But of a bygone age. Malpravus wears the face of one of our own friends, treads on Samwen Longwell's reputation, uses it to quell this city, to keep it in line–”

      “They wish to be in a line,” Vara said. “Let them march in it, even as it leads over a cliff.”

      “You are wounded,” Alaric said. “You don't mean that.”

      “I mean it,” Vara said, sliding her gaze to Cyrus. “I mean it well enough.”

      “Do you want to have this discussion in front of everyone?” Cyrus asked. “Or would you rather–”

      “I would rather my husband had not a whore in his past,” Vara said, laughing acidly. “But laying that aside – the way you laid her aside – I would prefer that she not continue to trespass back into our lives even a thousand years hence. That would indeed be preferable.” She threw her arms wide, laughing mirthlessly. “But even this simple preference seems out of reach for the great and commanding Cyrus Davidon, whose vigor results in children who last for millennia–”

      “I didn't know,” Cyrus said. “What more do you want me to say?” He took a step toward her. “'I'm sorry'? I am. Eternally, in fact, at this point.”

      “Don't say things you don't mean,” Vara said.

      “You think I don't regret it?” Cyrus took another step toward her. “You think I wish I'd stayed with the woman who stabbed me in the back before helping create the biggest defeat of my life?”

      Vara steadied her gaze on him. “Wasn't my 'death' the greatest defeat of your life?”

      “Are you jesting?” Cyrus asked. “You're not dead. The people we lost at Leaugarden are. Eternally. Much like my regret.”

      “That's so poetic,” Birissa whispered.

      Vara's eyes glimmered in the dark. “I am forever wounded by the memory of you lying with her.”

      An anger rose up in Cyrus that he could not find it in himself to quell. “That's called guilt,” he said, roughly. “Because you damned well know you pushed me away and she followed where you didn't.”

      “Oh!” Vaste said, as though someone had stabbed. “No! No, bad Cyrus! That was not the thing to say here!”

      All the air went out of Vara. Her cheeks, so red a moment before, went pale in the fire light. “Eternally, you are a fool, it would seem.”

      “And eternally you are going to whip at my back for things I did in error a thousand years ago,” Cyrus said, all patience gone like wisps of smoke in the wind. “Fine, I'm a fool. But I won't be a coward and just let you rage at me unanswered.” His face felt hot, his armor far too warm. “You want to lambast me for a buffoon? Fine. Do so. But spare me the guilt you feel for your part. I have enough to answer for – and enough fighting ahead of me – without taking up your part.” He leaned forward, eyes aglare. “Decide now if you have the stomach for this fight or not, and which fight you truly want. Because I won't fight Malpravus for Reikonos while battling you at the same time.”

      “As you wish,” Vara said, silkily, and out the door she went, nearly colliding with Cyrus as she walked.

      “Cyrus—” Vaste said.

      “Let her go,” Cyrus said. And went she did, with not a word of protest from any of the others.
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      “So...we're to fight the unstoppable odds arrayed against us with just...” Birissa counted around the circle, then twice as she pointed heavenward. “Nine, then?”

      “What did I miss?” Hiressam descended the stairs.

      “Oh, the blond lady with the sharp ears and sharper tongue left,” Guy said. “So did that rough little Amatgarosan captain. She was a bit of a firework. Wish I could have gotten a ride out of town wif' her.”

      Alaric felt his ire rise. “If you wish to leave, please do so now. We have plans to make.”

      “Yeah, plan around me, will you?” Guy said, peeking toward the Great Hall. “I don't mean to piss on your little parade, but...it's eight, luv. Not nine.” He winked at Birissa, then headed into the hall.

      “Eight, then,” Birissa said. She considered this for a moment, then nodded. “A good number.”

      “Glad someone has found that mythical, nonexistent hope in Reikonos during all this,” Cyrus muttered under his breath.

      Alaric felt a pain in his head, and he shook it, but it alleviated it none. “I find much less hope in the fact our numbers are dwindling.”

      “Vara will be back,” Vaste said with some confidence.

      “No, she won't,” Cyrus said quietly. When every eye was upon him, he took note. “This has been the flash point of our entire relationship. Everything she was ever angry at me about just blew up in her face.” He shook his head. “She won't be back. Not soon, anyway.”

      “Maybe I should go after her, then–” Vaste said.

      “I wouldn't, if I were you,” Cyrus said, “but it's your funeral, not mine.”

      “I will attempt to placate Vara – shortly,” Alaric said. “But first, we require consensus. It was but yesterday that we all stood around that table and swore ourselves to a cause–”

      “That feels like forever ago,” Birissa said.

      “–And already several of our number have departed that pledge,” Alaric said. “First Dugras. Now Vara. Does anyone else wish to leave?”

      “I'd love to leave,” Guy called from the Great Hall. “But seeing as I'm a dead man if the Machine catches me outside, I think I'll just lay low here for now.”

      Alaric ground his teeth together. “Does anyone other than that festering pustule, desperately in need of draining, wish to leave?”

      Pamyra exchanged a look with Shirri, then said, “Not us.”

      Shirri nodded. “We're dead if the Machine gets hold of us, but I think it's better to fight and make our stand with you than walk out there or wait here for it to play out.”

      Pamyra gave a sly smile. “Better to die on your feet in the fight than on your knees, cowering.”

      “Better to cower and get away,” Guy called, “than die. Just throwing that out there.”

      “I am considering doing some 'throwing out' of my own,” Alaric said, patience straining. “If you have nothing useful to contribute, at least do us the kindness of keeping your cowardly, viperous words to yourself.”

      There was a moment of silence. “Right, then,” Guy said. “I'll try and muster some non-cowardly words later. Until then, is there a place I could sleep?”

      Alaric ignored him, which seemed a better idea than gutting him right there in the middle of the Great Hall. “Eight is perhaps not enough to do the thing right when it comes to freeing Reikonos, but we had a crowd only this morning. We need to recapture that. The spirit of courage and hope needs to run through this city again.” He looked squarely at Cyrus. “General. We are few against many. How do we proceed in this fight?”

      Cyrus looked as grey in the face as Alaric had ever seen him, but after a moment, he stirred. “We need to keep the fight on our terms, not theirs. If we get into any more big battles like the square, we'll be playing to their advantage rather than ours. They have bounty hunters after us, too, and Baynvyn, at least, is not weak.” He smacked his dry lips together. “Avoiding them for the time being seems wise, but...” He shook his head. “Alaric, eventually this will come to a grand battle.”

      “It always does, with you,” Alaric said with a smile. “We will need to postpone that event as much as possible, push it into the future and choose our battles along the way carefully indeed. We may have escaped the jaws of the trap at Vara Square, but I would not care to stake the future of our coming revolution on being able to do that next time.”

      “We can pick them as carefully as we like,” Cyrus said, “but our foe is canny. Small raids may be a valid option to weaken our enemy – for a time. Malpravus's concern for his troops is zero. He'll sacrifice them all, we know this. That works against us. Furthermore, we don't know what he values–”

      “Power,” Alaric said.

      “Well, that's the problem, then,” Cyrus said. “'Power' to him right now is an army. It's the Machine. It's those bounty hunters. Any one of the three are his ways to reach out and strike at us, assuming he stays out of this–”

      “He will,” Alaric said. “For now. Until he recovers his strength.”

      “Then we have three enemies,” Birissa said. “The hunters, the Machine, and the City Watch.”

      Cyrus nodded warily. “I don't know how to eliminate any one of those save for perhaps the bounty hunters, who, while lethal and aggravating, are hardly our biggest problem. It's the twin armies, the remains of the Machine and the city guard. They're the real threat. Their numbers are too great.”

      Alaric just smiled. “Then it seems to me that our next move is whittling theirs down while increasing our own. Guy!” He snapped around to look at the darkened entry to the Great Hall.

      Guy's shadowed face peeked out moments later, surly and glaring. “What?”

      “You know this city as it is,” Alaric said, “and you know the Machine as none of the rest of us do.”

      Guy stared at him, frowning. “Yeah. And?”

      “If you wish to continue to enjoy lounging about here without regard for fighting battles or being thrown into the street,” Alaric said, “you will need to be of some use. Such as, say, providing us a target for our irritation with both the City Watch and the Machine.”

      Guy thought about it for a moment. “You're looking for a place where you can...what? Kick them right in the boys? Make 'em hurt, is that it?”

      “But, also,” Hiressam said, looking deeply contemplative, “do something good for the people of this city. Something that will help to get them on our side.”

      “Yes, we are heroes for being so charitable with...ourselves, really,” Vaste said. “But something of that sort would be perfect.”

      Alaric glanced at Cyrus, who gave a faint nod. “Yes,” the Ghost said with a smile. “Exactly.”

      Guy gave it only a moment's thought. “Well,” he said. “I might know a place.”
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      “I don't know if this is the greatest idea we've ever had,” Vaste said, swallowing heavily. “And we have a storied history of bad ideas, I'd like to remind you.”

      “We've had worse ideas,” Cyrus said, eyeing the structure ahead. A stone fort built in the middle of the city, high walls cordoning it off from the streets – and the people. The whole manner of the place suggested it was not some simple government building. What was contained within was valuable. Too valuable to be left unprotected. Thus the walls. And within, surely, guards.

      “I'm not saying we haven't,” Vaste said, looking at the gate waiting ahead, steely and shadowed in the dark of night, torches burning in twin sconces on either side. “Nor am I seeking to rate the idiocy of this experience. Just pointing out that it's stupid so that inevitably, when this goes wrong, I can safely say, 'I told you'.”

      “Of all the things you have as fixtures of your personality,” Cyrus said, staring at the forbidding gates, “I find that the most annoying.”

      “What?” Vaste bristled, pulling himself up to his full height. “What's wrong with laying down a marker to show you that, indeed, I have value as an intelligent being capable of reason, wisdom, and prognostication?”

      “This is none of those,” Cyrus said, snapping a bit. “Stop trying to couch it in such terms. This your vanity. You're trying to suggest something negative, something that you can reflect back on later with smugness to prove that you are smarter than us. Well, if you prove to be right, congratulations, we'll have lost. Perhaps even lost something important to us, like the life of a friend or colleague.”

      “Gods, I hope it's that obnoxious Guy,” Vaste muttered. “What were you thinking bringing him to us?”

      “I was thinking I couldn't walk,” Cyrus said, brow arcing down. He'd felt his face make this expression quite a bit lately, hadn't he? It didn't help that Vara had left. He felt a sharp pang in his chest—

      Ignore it. Ignore it for now. Focus on the mission.

      “Thinking about her when you should be contemplating what we're about to fail at is not going to help us win,” Vaste said.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Cyrus said under his breath, then looked both ways before crossing the cobblestone street.

      “What are you doing?” Vaste asked, hurrying in behind Cyrus.

      “Moving closer,” Cyrus said, gathering his cloak about him. “Now shut up. We're about to start.”

      “I don't like any part of this,” Vaste hissed, but he did, indeed, shut up.

      Cyrus, for his bit, was not much more enthused than the troll, but he did not say so. What point was there in reveling in discord? Enough of that for a while. Discord had sent his wife away, to who knew where. Discord and intemperance.

      I have a task. I have duty. I have...

      A son.

      He pushed that thought aside, too, stepping up on the curb. The torches burned in the quiet night. A reveler shouted in the distance. Sounded drunk, stupidly so. And probably was, given the hour. A pale moon burned behind the clouds, a faint white disc hidden behind the choking smoke that lay ever over Reikonos.

      A click of metal and Cyrus whirled as the door in the wall began to open. He caught it, pulling it out, his sword now drawn and ready–

      “Come,” Alaric said, beckoning him in. He'd gone ethereal and unlocked the gate, now disappearing into the shadows within.

      Others were slipping out of the darkness now – Birissa, Shirri, Pamyra, Hiressam – even Guy, though he looked about as sour as a lemon tea. Cyrus waved them in before following Alaric within.

      A courtyard lay beyond the shadowy gate, this structure not unlike the castles of his youth. This had been built not that long ago, though, a fortress within the city, made for a specific purpose. The bailey was empty, no guards on duty.

      Cyrus frowned. None had been on the wall, either. That was...peculiar.

      A building lay in the center like a keep, but square and smaller than one of those. Around the wall lay a dozen wooden stalls like those of a barn. At least half of them were closed tight, prompting Cyrus to frown deeper, though not because of them.

      Because of the ones that lay open and empty.

      “This is not quite what I expected,” Vaste mumbled low, only a few feet behind him.

      “Shhh,” Cyrus said. Where had Alaric gone?

      “Who goes there?” came a voice from the shadows by the central building. Cyrus turned his head to look.

      Guards. Two of them, in the livery of the Reikonos City Watch.

      “That I was expecting,” Vaste said, not bothering to whisper any longer. “See?”

      “Shut up,” Cyrus said, and slipped his hood back, lifting his sword at the guards, and setting his off-hand aflame with a spell like a torch. “My name is Cyrus Davidon. That's who goes here. Who are you?”

      The light of his hand shed a soft glow over the guards. The orange illuminated their faces, revealing the closest in clear detail. He was Cyrus's age or thereabouts, a couple wrinkles starting to creep into his otherwise youthful looks. Dark roots vanished beneath his metal helm, and his jaw was wide, his sword losing its resolution, dipping low as he stared at Cyrus. The other guard, less visible due to his lack of proximity to Cyrus's burning hand, also lowered his blade, though his reaction was not quite as pronounced.

      “My name is Butler McCoie,” the first guard said, dropping to a knee and lifting his blade, hilt-first, toward Cyrus. He did not dare look up. “And my lord...long have I prayed for your return.”

      “Oh, wonderful, we've found the village idiot,” Vaste mumbled.

      Cyrus turned enough to whack Vaste with the flat edge of his blade across the back of the troll's legs. He evinced a sharp gasp at the slap, then shut up, blessedly. “Butler McCoie,” Cyrus said, then looked past him at the other guard, who was not kneeling, but neither did he have his blade up. “Are you the only ones here?”

      Butler McCoie quivered slightly, but his voice, when he answered, was resolute. “We are, my lord.”

      Cyrus felt his frown could not get any deeper until he heard that answer, and then, somehow, it did. “Two of you. That's all? To guard this entire place?” He swept an arm around to indicate the entirety of the fort.

      McCoie took a slow breath. He seemed to only answer with great difficulty. “Yes. Just two of us.”

      Cyrus let out a long breath. “Why?”

      McCoie blinked. “Why...what, my lord?”

      Cyrus looked once more around the courtyard, the sealed doors. “Are there normally only two of you here? To guard this place?”

      McCoie looked up at him, perplexed. “No, my lo—”

      “Stop with the 'my lord' shit,” Vaste said. “He's already insufferable, coming back to find himself deitied. His name is Cyrus Davidon. Just call him–”

      Cyrus managed to douse his flaming hand and wedge it into Vaste's open mouth, making the troll sputter and scream before spitting it out and dancing off, shouting, “Hot! Hot! Hoooooot!”

      “My lord...?” McCoie asked, staring at him with wide eyes. Then he bowed his head and relaxed.

      Finally Cyrus got it. “I'm not going to kill you, McCoie. I'm not here to kill...well, anyone, if I can avoid it.”

      The guard next to McCoie looked about to collapse, shoulders sagging. McCoie just nodded once, and said, in a voice thick with emotion. “Truly, you are merciful as they have said.”

      “And generally not a murderous person if I can find another way,” Cyrus said, trying to decide whether he had been wronged here or not. “McCoie – why is this facility unguarded?”

      McCoie let a small sniffle. He wasn't crying, but he had clearly had a break of emotion following the knowledge he was not going to die. “Earlier today wagons came. Many wagons.” He looked up at Cyrus. “They took nearly everything–”

      Alaric appeared next to Cyrus. “The grain, you mean?”

      Cyrus looked at the open stall doors, the ones that seemed like they were right out of a barn.

      This was a granary, one of several scattered throughout the city. Its contents fed the people of Reikonos.

      And it was empty, or as near to it as not to be worth quibbling over.

      “Yes,” McCoie said, looking squarely at Alaric. “They took the grain. All of it.”

      “Where?” Alaric asked.

      McCoie shook his head. “I do not know. They did not say. With them, they took most of our men, leaving only the two of us behind with no relief nor promise of it.” He swallowed visibly, and looked at Cyrus. “I am sorry, my–”

      “For what?” Cyrus asked, wanting to avoid being called 'my lord' again at all costs. Especially in such a reverential tone.

      McCoie bowed his head deeper. “My wife has said for so long now that you would be angry with me when you return.” His neck arched further forward, as though threatening to snap off. “That you would be furious because I have served these...” His voice trailed off.

      Cyrus stared at him for a moment, then stepped forward and laid a hand upon Butler McCoie's armored shoulder. “Did you join the City Watch to hoard grain away from the people of Reikonos?” He glanced past McCoie at the other guard and saw a subtle shaking of the head in the darkness.

      “No,” McCoie said simply. “I joined because I wanted to protect the people.”

      “Do you feel you are protecting the people?” Cyrus asked, hand still there on his shoulder. “By your deeds? By the orders you've received?”

      McCoie shook his head. “No. No, my lord. I do not.”

      “Then you have two choices, by my reckoning,” Cyrus said. “You can remain here, and leave once we're gone. Go back to your masters, tell them what has happened. Receive whatever punishment or reward they feel obliged to give you. Continue serving for gold or whatever it is they reward you with. Or...”

      McCoie looked up at him. “Yes...?”

      “Or you can leave this bullshit behind and follow me as we free this city from the yolk of that tyrant the Lord Protector,” Cyrus said. “Because he seems to have it in mind to starve the people physically just as he and the Machine have starved them of their hope spiritually.” Cyrus sheathed Rodanthar with a dramatic flourish. “And I don't know about you, McCoie, but I cannot stand by and let that happen.”

      McCoie rose to his feet, lifting his sword hilt toward Cyrus. The guard next to him did the same, offering it freely. “I will follow you,” McCoie said. “Whatever you tell me to do, I will do.”

      “Will you let him thrust a burning hand in your mouth?” Vaste asked, wandering back over, tongue hanging out, drool dripping down his chin as he spoke. “Because let me tell you...it appears it could happen.”

      “Whatever you require, my lord,” McCoie said, looking Cyrus dead in the eye. “My sword. My tongue. My life.”

      “Let's start with the sword and the tongue,” Cyrus said, and the guard flinched just a bit. “Tell me, McCoie...where is the next nearest granary?”
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      “Five granaries, all empty,” Alaric said. They stood in the center of the foyer once more, now returned. McCoie and his partner, whose name was Willems, were both with Birissa several streets away, for they had not trusted the new men with the location of Sanctuary – yet, anyway. “Malpravus is moving swiftly.”

      “And probably not to do anything good,” Cyrus agreed. His mind drifted some, but not too much. The sun was starting to show itself, shining through the stained-glass window on the wall above the door. They had spent the night doing this, and for nothing. They had no more grain when they finished than when they had started.

      “Grain is life in Reikonos,” Hiressam said. “Every day the granaries are filled with new shipments, some is deducted throughout the day to be sold in markets, and every eve by nightfall they are replenished by more shipments.” He shook his head. “This is a pillar of Reikonos's survival. Manufactured goods out, grain in. Without it...” The elf's usually straitlaced mien had been replaced by an aura of worry. “...Reikonos starves.”

      “Yes, I'm certain that's an overriding concern for Malpravus,” Alaric said.

      “It should be,” Cyrus said, arms folded over his chest. “Starving people tend to be harder to control. More willing to do desperate things.”

      “Not if he's using the grain supply to control his loyalists and buy more of them,” Hiressam said. “Squeezing the disloyal.”

      Heavy footfalls preceded the main doors being thrown open. The tall shadow of Vaste followed two smaller ones: Shirri and Pamyra. The three of them rejoined the circle, Guy dragging along slightly behind, nosing his way toward the lounge.

      “And?” Alaric asked.

      “We discovered a magnificent store of grain,” Vaste said, voice puffed up in a way that told Cyrus immediately that he was being facetious. “It was stacked to the ceilings, flowing out like water from the–”

      “Your wit is unappreciated here,” Alaric snapped, “perhaps you should take it on tour where it might be of more use. Say, the bottom of the Torrid Sea.”

      “Cyrus was unappreciated in his time,” Vaste said. “I figure, wait a thousand years and even I'll be a god at present rates of compounding appreciation.”

      “Guy,” Alaric barked, jolting the smaller man out of his inspection of the lounge.

      “Is this a cask of ale?” Guy asked, pointing 'round the corner into the smaller space. Cyrus remembered when it seemed large enough to contain hundreds. Now it had a bare dozen seats, though there was, indeed, a cask of ale on the table. “And if so, is it claimed?”

      “No drinking now,” Alaric said darkly. “The grain – where would Malpravus move it?”

      “You're asking the wrong bloke,” Guy said, laughing. “I was a low-level flunky in the Machine, all right? Until your best lad here turned me on them. I may have understood the way a few things ran on the streets, but if you think I knew the high level secrets?” He chortled. “Not a chance, mate. I was a copper. That's silver knowledge, that is. Maybe even gold.”

      “Where do we find someone with that level of knowledge?” Alaric asked.

      Guy shrugged. “I don't know.”

      “We burned the Machine headquarters,” Cyrus said. “Where would the high levels go after that?”

      Guy just smiled. “I didn't even know where the headquarters was. That should give you some indication of my place in the organization.”

      “They all seem very keen to kill you now that you've left them,” Vaste said.

      “They don't tolerate betrayal very well at any level,” Guy said, rubbing a fat finger over his collar as though his neck might be separated from his head soon. “It's a strong guarantee in that organization that if you turn traitor, they will track you down and make your death so very unpleasant that no one else will want to repeat your mistakes.” He doffed an imaginary hat to Cyrus. “Which is why I am just such a fan of yours after having you do that to me. It was a great turn, truly. If I weren't relying on you for my survival at present, you can bet I'd repay the favor if I could.”

      “Thank you again for bringing this useless obligation into our halls,” Alaric snapped, looking devilishly mad at Cyrus.

      Cyrus sighed, throwing his arms wide. “I just was trying to do the right thing.”

      “Based on your recent track record,” Vaste said, “I must insist you stop that immediately.”

      “Was Aisling the assassin 'the right thing'?” Hiressam muttered under his breath.

      Cyrus let his head droop. “Anyone else care to throw a stone?”

      “If you want encouragement, there's a lad a couple blocks away that seems to think the sun rises and sets on your long arse,” Vaste said. “He should be thinking that about me, but alas, you picked a woman who couldn't reconcile herself to understanding your foolish past.” He jutted his buttocks toward Cyrus. “So many mistakes.”

      A thump outside made Cyrus whirl around. He looked toward the doors, expecting that maybe it might be—

      Birissa clomped up the steps, McCoie, Willems, and two other City Watchmen following close behind them. The guards, for their part, were looking around as though Sanctuary were the most peculiar sight they'd ever laid eyes on. Cyrus pondered the mishmashed architecture of Reikonos and realized that spires and tower might actually be one of the stranger sights that any Reikonos-born person of their age had laid eyes on.

      “Our boys here found a couple friends,” Birissa said, clomping right past Alaric's ireful stare without even acknowledging it. “They got to chatting, and we found out some news that needed to be delivered right away.”

      Alaric's teeth were showing in a nearly-feral scowl. If Cyrus had to calculate what was going through the knight's head, it was probably some slowly building concern over first Guy and now these four finding their way into the only sanctum they had in this city. Of this, though, he said nothing, instead managing to get out, “What is it?” in a mostly-civil manner.

      McCoie stepped forward. “These are Houll and Maartens. Good men. Believers in you.” He bowed his head toward Cyrus, an action which was promptly imitated by all the guardsmen save Willems.

      “Great, more idiots,” Vaste murmured, hopefully low enough that none of the Watchmen caught it. “We needed more. We're very short of supply at present.”

      “What have you learned?” Cyrus asked, ignoring the troll. As always.

      “I am Houll, sir.” One of the new men stepped forward, snapped his hands to his side, and bowed to one knee. “My lord, we received new orders last night. The whole watch did. We were pulled off the street until this very morning, when we were returned to duty–”

      “Did you help empty the granaries?” Cyrus asked.

      “We did,” Houll said. His eyes were a deep shade of green, but his skin was a pale color that glowed red when he answered, embarrassment coloring his cheeks. “But that is not all. We shipped the grain, to be sure. Loaded it on wagons–”

      “And sent them where?” Alaric asked tightly.

      “I do not know,” Houll said, shifting his gaze to the Ghost. “But the second thing – it is far worse.”

      Cyrus closed his eyes, a sinking feeling overtaking him. “What...what did you do?”

      Houll answered, though it took him a moment. “On the orders of the Lord Protector...” he hesitated, “...we closed the dockyards to all incoming traffic. The watch is holding it, all ships currently there are grounded, and no new ones will come in.” He did not look up, though his cheeks grew redder with nearly every word. “Without any more grain shipments...” Here, Houll became lost for words.

      “Reikonos will starve within weeks,” Hiressam whispered. They all heard him nonetheless.
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      “That unbelievably malignant bastard,” Alaric said, words coming out quickly, dosed in fury. “He means to choke out the disloyal. To rid himself of them.” He squeezed his gauntlet tight, felt the metal fail to give. “To rid us of any supporters we might have in the process.”

      “He might even turn people against us,” Vaste said quietly. “I mean, how motivated would you be to join a revolution when you're starving in the streets and your leader is promising to feed you if you just quit with the troublemaking?”

      Cyrus nodded slowly. “It makes sense. From a strategic standpoint.”

      That did it for Alaric. His voice exploded. “It is the sort of devious pox I have come to expect from that depraved skeleton! Seek to control all you can, exploit all you can wrap your bony fingers around. Destroy what you cannot. Despoil what's left.” He spat on the floor. “Truly black is the stain on my honor for ever falling into alliance with that bag of bones. For allowing him to elevate himself on our backs, for letting him leech any vitality from us at all, and darkening our door with his thin shadow.” He loosed a Protanian swear word that meant nothing to anyone but him.

      Birissa chuckled. “He really is.”

      Well, apparently not just him. “I want this ghoul dead,” Alaric said, ignoring her comment. “I want to wrest this city from his grasp, crush his base of support, and break his bones to dust.” He whirled on McCoie and the other soldiers. “You – how loyal is the city watch to the so-called 'Lord Protector'?”

      McCoie looked quite caught by surprise, but stirred out of it swiftly. “Uh...there are groups that are very loyal to him. Others...” He looked to Cyrus, as if for encouragement. “Others of us have been sheltering doubts for a while. This night, though...”

      Houll spoke up. “This night's work has catalyzed the worries of many of our number. Especially those of us who were left out of the other half of the job.” He, too, was looking to Cyrus for reassurance. They all were. “It's obvious there are some who are trusted more than others, and if the grain is being rationed...” He licked his lips. “...Well, our families will starve, too.”

      Alaric nodded once, then looked straight to Cyrus. “The docks.”

      Cyrus's eyes raised in alarm. “Uh...bad idea. Remember that big fight we were trying to avoid in favor of smaller, more winnable engagements to get the people on our side? This sort of action is the big fight, and Malpravus surely knows it.”

      “We will either lose this war quickly or slowly,” Alaric said, staring the warrior-general down. “If the people starve, they will not join us. Without them, we are done. Malpravus means to choke them, and us, out. Tell me you see another way, and I will be glad to relent.”

      Cyrus's eyes darted back and forth. He was thinking it over, and the answer would surely come quickly, as it always did from him, in matters of strategy. “You're not wrong,” he finally said. “But I don't think we can hold the dockyards if we seize them. And I have no idea what it would require to keep them running even if we even could take them.”

      “Manpower,” Hiressam said, and he was joined in nods by the four Watchmen. “Laborers, to be specific. And they would work for grain.”

      “But the shipmasters aren't just going to let the grain go for free,” Birissa spoke up. Alaric stared at her, caught a bit off guard. “They ship it all in for a cost,” she went on. “If Malpravus's people are taking possession and moving it to the granaries on a normal day, they're paying the shipmasters before they get it. That's why the shipmasters keep coming back. Take their grain away without paying them, you're going to get one shipment of grain and then they'll stop coming. That'll be it. Short relief.”

      “She's right,” Hiressam said. “Without the gold to keep the pipeline open it will run dry in days, and we'll be no better off.”

      Cyrus lifted his helm off and rubbed his forehead with his fingers. “Just to lay this all out so I understand our upcoming difficulties: not only do we have to fight a battle we're not prepared for, which we lack the numbers to even attempt, honestly...” He sighed, took a breath. “But we also need gold to pay the shipmasters so we can take possession of the grain and keep the supply line open. And we have no plan for getting that gold.”

      “Furthermore,” Vaste said, “you're going to have to hold the dockyard against any attempts by Malpravus to retake it – and you know he will, because he's not fond of surrendering power. And that place is power in this age.”

      “Right,” Cyrus said, and Alaric could hear the dearth of hope in his voice.

      “Let me add more kindling to the fire,” Pamyra said. “Once you have the docks, Malpravus can still easily harry any ships entering or leaving the city if he's of a mind to. Perhaps even knock them out of the skies.”

      “How?” Cyrus asked.

      “There are cannons,” McCoie answered for her. “On the city walls. To protect against assault by airship.”

      Cyrus bowed his head, seemingly overcome by a headache, for he cringed and closed his eyes, rubbing furiously at the bridge of his nose. “So we would also have to take...what, the entire wall that rings the city?”

      “No,” Houll said, looking at his fellows. “The docks are against the southeastern wall. If we could signal all incoming airships to cut wide around, you would only need to hold...a mile or two of the wall, at best. That which immediately surrounds the dockyards.”

      “Gods,” Cyrus muttered. “And to do all this we have...” He opened his eyes a sliver to count. “Eight of us plus...McCoie, if you really meant that about following me–”

      “I will follow you,” McCoie said, and snapped off a salute so fierce it threatened to knock over Willems. He looked to the other guards, saw nods, and they all saluted as well. “We all will.”

      “Twelve, then,” Cyrus said, taking a slow breath. “Twelve to take back a significant portion of the wall. And the dockyards.”

      “Don't forget the gold,” Vaste said.

      “And to somehow acquire enough gold to pay for constant shipments of grain into the city,” Cyrus said, eyes clamped shut again. “Yes. Well. This is quite the...conundrum. Twelve people–”

      “Eleven,” Guy muttered.

      “Thirteen,” came a shaky voice from the stairs, and Alaric turned to find—

      “Curatio,” Vaste said.

      “Not at my best, but here I am,” Curatio said, walking a bit slowly down the last spiral. “In time for the foolishness, I hope?”

      “Is there ever a time when we're not planning foolishness?” Vaste asked.

      “I've been here, what? Two days?” Birissa asked. “And so far, no. There has not been a time when we're not about to do mad things.” She broke into a wide, toothy smile that almost made Alaric shudder. “I love it here. Have I said that?”

      “There are others loyal to you in the City Watch, my lord,” McCoie said. “We could gather them.”

      “Yeah, we'll need them,” Cyrus said, drawing a tight breath. “But we need to do so elsewhere.” He speared Alaric with a look. “This little headquarters of ours? It needs to move. Now.”

      “Agreed,” Alaric said. “How about—”

      “The granaries,” Willems threw in, his eyes harboring a skepticism. Still, he spoke. “They're abandoned. No relief was coming for us, we were to be the sole guards. If the other granaries received the same orders–”

      “Then the places we just hit could become our staging areas,” Cyrus said, eyes flickering as he launched back into strategic thought. “That's not bad. They're defensible, too. Good rally points. But if you're recruiting the whole city watch, word will get back to Malpravus. We need to move fast. And that means–”

      “The gold first,” Alaric said.

      “I bet you're all wishing you'd paid up now,” Vaste said. “If you had, I'd have a huge war chest to just hand over to you. So. Much. Gold.” He whistled innocently, then shuffled toward Alaric and Cyrus. “Sanctuary can make food. In lieu of taking the dockyards or robbing someone blind, do you suppose it could make–”

      “No.” Alaric shook his head. “Not in the amounts at which we would require food or gold. Gold is dense. We could shovel brick in here all day and Sanctuary would labor to make a chest at a time. Grain on the level required to feed millions is similarly impossible.” The others looked at him. “What? I've plumbed the speed at which this place can manufacture gold. I have needs for things, after all. I'm a living man, not some ascetic.”

      “It's true, this place is rather palatial compared to what he could have made it,” Curatio said, limping over to join them in their small huddle. “He would know.”

      “All right, well,” Cyrus said, shrugging, “then I'm at a loss at step one. Because even if we take the docks and take the section of the wall – which I'm not sure we can do – we still can't pay for the captains to bring in the grain we need.” He threw his arms wide. “And that leaves us dead in the water.”

      Alaric rubbed his chin. Truly, he missed his helm now, especially in the presence of all these strangers. “Not necessarily.” The others looked at him. “There are other ways to get gold.”

      “Robbing people blind,” Vaste agreed.

      “We're trying to bring the people to our cause, not turn them against us. But...” Alaric smiled. “Where does one find gold in a city?”

      “In the pockets of those who don't pay their debts,” Vaste said, looking sideways at Curatio. “What, old man? What are you going to do to me now? I see you enfeebled. You're all talk, no lightning at this point.”

      Curatio just sighed, then grimaced. “I think I see what you're getting at,” he said to Alaric. “But isn't that a bit...dishonorable?”

      Alaric nodded slowly. “It is. But it is not as honorless as letting the people starve.” He straightened, decision made. “Gather your men,” he said to McCoie, who looked to Cyrus for reassurance. The warrior nodded, and McCoie bowed his head swiftly, as did the others, before turning and leaving.

      “I'll keep an eye on things with them,” Hiressam said, falling in behind the Watchmen. “Guy, would you care to join me?”

      “No,” Guy said, shaking his head.

      “Guy, would you prefer to stay here and receive my sword in your belly?” Alaric asked.

      “I am so happy to render assistance to the elf,” Guy said, hurrying to follow Hiressam. “Glad to be asked so politely, too.”

      Alaric looked to Curatio. “Too many people now know where Sanctuary is.”

      Curatio nodded. “Leave it with me.” He glanced at Shirri and Pamyra. “Ladies, if I could beg your assistance on a certain project for a few hours?”

      “Now that was a polite ask,” Pamyra said, nodding. “And of course.”

      “Birissa, Vaste,” Alaric said. “Cyrus and I will require your assistance in our next endeavor.” That said, he turned on his heel and prepared to walk out.

      “Wait...what are we doing now?” Birissa asked, though by the cadence of the footsteps behind him, Alaric knew that all three of them were following him, unquestioned.

      “Unless I miss my guess,” Cyrus said, rather tightly and understandably, given the occasion, “we're going to rob a bank.”

      There was a bare moment of quiet that followed that pronouncement, then Birissa let out a little squeal. “Like I said, mad things! Always! I love it!”
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      “In my day,” Cyrus said, looking sourly at the old facade of the building before him, “this was Reikonos Bank and Trust.” The triangular roof of the building lay atop elven columns that stretched all the way around the boxy center structure, opulent marble almost obscuring the core of the real building from sight. It was huge, too, one of the widest and longest structures he'd seen thus far. Though not terribly tall, as these things went, probably only three-four stories in height.

      “In my day,” Alaric said, starting his ascent up the marbled steps, boots clattering with each footfall like a gunshot over the busy street, “this was a residential district filled with Protanians.”

      “In my day, it was a place where people hated the hell out of me,” Vaste said, a couple steps behind the two of them. Birissa walked with him. “But then, every place in Reikonos was like that. Horrid city.”

      “And in my day, it's the First Bank of Elvendom,” Birissa said, looking straight up at the elvish characters scrawled into the facade in beautiful, flowing script. “You're all fossils, see? My day is today.”

      “I like your girlfriend, Vaste,” Alaric said, pumping his legs to climb the last few steps. “Her energy is infectious and her attitude is top flight.”

      “What about my attitude?” Vaste asked.

      “Ceaselessly negative and somewhat narcissistic,” Cyrus opined.

      “Damn you,” Vaste said. “I can't even argue; I do always make it about me.”

      “Come,” Alaric said, leading them through the tall marble archway, which was wide open, a guard on either side eyeing them with undisguised curiosity. Cyrus wondered vaguely how they closed the place at night, then saw metal doors mounted to either side, heavy enough it looked like it would take a team of oxen to move them.

      Cyrus froze. “We need something to carry the gold.” He caught the sidelong look from Alaric. “Gold is heavy. We can't just carry it out ourselves—”

      “Brilliant heist,” Vaste whispered. “Smartly done. We forgot a most crucial component of the job.”

      Alaric's eyes darted around. “Forgive me for not being better at stealing things!”

      Cyrus concentrated, squinting.

      “Are you trying to defecate in your greaves?” Vaste asked. There was movement ahead; some banker in a long-tailed black suit with a pressed white shirt had started toward them, clearing his throat all the while, as though already anticipating an unpleasant interaction.

      “I'm trying to summon a wagon with Windrider and six other sturdy horses,” Cyrus said, still concentrating.

      “Oh,” Vaste said as the suited man approached. “Oh boy.” He looked left, then right, and Cyrus noted that the guards were inching toward them, hands slipping toward their pistol belts. “Um. Guys? I think they've picked out that we don't belong here.”

      “We don't belong anywhere around here,” Alaric muttered, looking at the guards. “Still, we were going to have to make ourselves known and obvious sooner or later to carry off this robbery.”

      “This is going to go so badly,” Vaste said, eyeing the guards as they drew their pistols. “So badly for those of us who don't have armor against these new weapons. Why, my pretty face is going to be torn asunder by this. I don't know why I listen to you people. Nothing ever goes as we plan, and always in the worst way–”

      “Cyrus Davidon? Is that you?”

      The voice was loud, cracking over the bank like a whip snap. Cyrus turned, as did the others. The man in the long-tailed black suit stood peering at him over crescent bifocals. His ears bore points.

      Cyrus stared back at him. “Croesidas?”

      The elf approached, the crisp lines of his suit moving little as his long legs carried him to Cyrus, hand extended. Cyrus took it, and the elf pumped once, crisply. “So good to see you, Lord of Perdamun.” Croesidas's smile spread across his aged face. “It has been some time.”

      “A thousand years,” Cyrus said, frowning at the elf. Belatedly, he looked over at Alaric. “This is one of my bankers. From Termina.”

      “You have a banker?” Vaste asked.

      “I was the guildmaster of the most powerful guild in Arkaria,” Cyrus said, blushing slightly. “We made quite a bit of gold, and it would have been foolish to keep it all at Sanctuary.”

      “Not as foolish as giving it to a banker and then promptly disappearing for a thousand years,” Vaste said.

      “In human institutions, that might indeed be a problem,” Croesidas said with a wry smile. “But ours is an elven one, and we take a longer view of investment and lifespan. Lord Davidon's accounts with us are still quite active.”

      “But he's human,” Vaste said. “Humans die after a hundred years.”

      Croesidas looked Cyrus up and down. “Apparently not. And besides, his wife's body was never found, and she was not, in fact, a human at all.” He bowed his head to Cyrus. “Your accounts with our bank remain quite open, Lord Davidon.”

      “Not sure that's a title that's recognized for me anymore, but thank you, Croesidas,” Cyrus said. “I deposited here when this was Reikonos Bank and Trust. But you say my accounts are still here?”

      “Indeed, sir,” Croesidas said, very deferentially. “You did draw down your accounts at our branch before your...disappearance. But we absorbed this bank shortly after the fall of Eastern Arkaria to the scourge and thus your accounts are carried over and accessible here with the clear identification of yourself to one of our staff, such as myself, who have memory of you.” He smiled. “We are, as ever, your humble servants.”

      “Well, that's just great,” Vaste said. “We come here for gold, and Cyrus knows the banker. This is going to be quite awkward unless he's got millions and millions available.” Vaste jerked his head toward Croesidas. “Because that's what we need. Millions and millions.”

      “In fact, I looked at your accounts myself during our most recent audit,” Croesidas said, beckoning Cyrus and the others forward. There was series of desks in the corner of the marble-covered room. “If I'm not in error, with interest compounded over the last thousand years,” he appeared deep in thought, adjusted his spectacles. “Millions and millions is a bit...low.”

      Cyrus stopped walking and Vaste nearly plowed into him. The troll sputtered, stopping just in time. “Figures,” Vaste said, utterly disgusted. “You come back a god and rich.”

      “I need some of that gold,” Cyrus said to Croesidas. “Immediately, if possible.”

      Croesidas just stared at him for a moment. “Very well, sir.” He snapped his fingers and two young men in suits, both humans, came running over. “Please begin to bring up gold for Lord Davidon.” He looked queryingly at Cyrus. “How many million would you like, sir?”

      “Ten?” Cyrus asked, looking at the others for certitude. “Ten million to start, I think?”

      “Absolutely,” Croesidas said, and the two suited men ran off toward the back of the building. “This will take a little bit of time, and I'll need you to make your mark here in the book.” The banker drew a book from the desk, sliding it in front of him and thumbing through the pages. “If I might ask, Lord Davidon...?”

      Cyrus blinked. “Yes?”

      Croesidas concentrated on the book in front of him, flipping until he reached a ledger page in which Cyrus could see his own name written followed by a number followed by a great many zeroes. He kept his eyes inside his skull, only barely, though. “That business over at the Citadel yesterday,” Croesidas said, scrawling ten million and subtracting it from Cyrus's account. When he was done it had barely changed the amount written there. “Was that you?” He looked up from his spectacles.

      Cyrus stiffened. “Well...I was there for part of it before I was launched out of the wall.”

      “Ah, yes, I saw that before the explosion,” Croesidas said, turning his attention back to the ledger. “You cut quite a dashing figure streaking across the sky, my lord.”

      “Yes, he was so very dignified,” Vaste said. “Why, I'd like to start every morning by sending his long arse streaking like a comet over the cityscape. I think it would be properly humbling for him.”

      “Then the airship that pulled up to the Citadel...that was not your doing?” Croesidas asked. His work done, he closed the book.

      “No,” Cyrus said. “That was my colleagues here. Well, them and some others.”

      “Ah,” Croesidas brightened. “Is the fabled guild of Sanctuary to make their long-awaited return, then?”

      Cyrus exchanged a look with Alaric, who seemed coldly amused by this whole exchange. “Undoubtedly,” Alaric answered for him. “As though we never even left.”

      “Oh, good,” Croesidas said without enthusiasm. “I believe I will be booking a ticket out on the next available liner to Termina, then.” He picked up the ledger from his desk. “I'll need to...apprise the home office of your return, after all. Best to do that in person.” He nodded once.

      “The dockyards are closed,” Vaste said. “Good luck getting out until someone opens them.”

      “Yes, well, all the same,” Croesidas said, bowing his head. “I think it's best if I find a place to hide. Perhaps in the disused tunnels beneath the city. Sanctuary returning.” He made a pained chuckling noise. “This will be, ah...interesting.” And off the elf went, waving for two other suited men to attend to Cyrus.

      “All right, in the name of combating my nascent negativity and narcissism,” Vaste said, “I'm just going to say it – that went marvelously well compared to how it usually goes.” The two men Croesidas had dispatched to retrieve the gold returned presently with a pallet loaded to the top with bullion bars, rolling it through the building. One of them waved for Cyrus to join them as they crossed toward a different entry on the side of the building. “Also, did anyone notice how quickly he ran when he realized Sanctuary was back?”

      “I'm not sure that's the reaction we're looking for to that announcement,” Alaric said.

      “I think it's wonderful,” Vaste said. “Let us be known as the elf-shit crazies. Let us be known as the people who leap into an airship as it pulls alongside an exploding tower, and as the people who streak our black-armored arses across the morning sky–”

      “I would rather not be known as the last,” Cyrus said.

      “For Sanctuary has returned, people!” Vaste bellowed across the bank, drawing every eye. “And we are elf-shit crazy! Be ready! For the revolution is coming! And our arses will fly across this city like winged doves!” He leered in a way that made two patrons simply leave in the middle of their transactions. “Make ready for that!”

      “Come along, love,” Birissa said, dragging him by the collar out of the bank through the side door where the men had disappeared with the gold. “No need to get so excitable when we're out and about. Save it for later.”

      Cyrus stole a look at Alaric, who was standing in the doorway, looking around. “Well?” Cyrus asked.

      “It really did go much smoother than it usually does,” Alaric said. “It did not go at all to plan, as Vaste predicted, and yet—”

      “Shh, let's not jinx it,” Cyrus said as the two men with the pallet cart hurried past him, rushing to refill it with more gold. “Besides, we've never had any great difficulty finding more trouble than we can properly deal with, so...” The warrior smiled ruefully. “Let's just take this blessing for what it is – a bright spot in the middle of storms.”

      “Right you are,” Alaric said. “I'm sure the next storm will be along momentarily.” And out the door they went, to supervise the loading of their gold.
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      The wagon rattled to a stop before Curatio, who stood in the middle of the alley in robes of purest white. He regarded them with an amused expression. Birissa and Vaste rode atop the gold, Cyrus steering on the seat while Alaric had disappeared into the ether to find Curatio. When he'd reappeared, he'd guided them here, an alley in the far districts of Reikonos in near proximity to the old Elf Gate, the road that led toward Termina. It was only blocks from the far southeastern wall, just off a vacant alley with an empty lot on one side and a disused warehouse on the other. They had come down it at a canter, and now they drifted to a stop.

      “You appear to have done your job properly,” the healer said, eyeing the wagon.

      “Yes, we're proper bank robbers now,” Vaste said cheerily.

      “Really more like bank withdrawers,” Birissa said. “Customers. No robbery involved.”

      Curatio cocked an eyebrow at them. “How is that?”

      “Our general is quite the wealthy man,” Alaric said. “And recognized, in this instance, for the bank we picked has been taken over by a Termina establishment and is now run by elves, by their bylaws regarding keeping accounts for thousands of years.”

      “Ahhh,” Curatio said. “And who runs this particular establishment?”

      “Croesidas,” Cyrus said quickly. “You probably don't know–”

      “I know Croesidas well,” Curatio said smoothly, circling around and lifting the cloth disguising the gold from public view. “He must be nearing the turn by now. I should check in on him; my own accounts with his establishment have likely seen a commanding return since my departure as well.”

      “See, this just confirms my poor opinion of you all,” Vaste said. “You owe me 'so much gold' and it's clear you have it. You're all rich as shit. But miserly bastards, every last one.”

      “How do you think we accumulated all that gold?” Curatio asked. “It certainly wasn't by paying out ill-founded bets which I did not properly even take.”

      Vaste shot Alaric a spearing look. “Are you rich, too? Am I the only poor one in this little grouping, since Vara is sure to take half of Cyrus's wealth?”

      “She's – what?” Cyrus asked.

      “Of course he's not familiar with elven divorce laws,” Vaste muttered. “Well, Ghost? What say you?”

      “I am not a man of great means,” Alaric said. “Sanctuary only became truly wealthy after I left to be tortured and you lot went mercenary,” he gave the troll a steady, piercing look of his own, “thus none of the riches you all enjoyed found their way to me, so I, too, am a pauper. But without the excuse that I've 'blown' any gold that came my way, as I am guessing you did.”

      Vaste sagged. “Whatever. It was worth it. I bought many exotic pies from the four corners of Arkaria before I knew Quinneria or Sanctuary could just conjure anything I wanted. I regret nothing.”

      “There, there, dear,” Birissa said. “I have gold. I might even share it with you if you can work on that humility bit.”

      “Thank you,” Vaste said.

      “And that arse.”

      Vaste's shoulders slumped. “Well, that should help with the humility.”

      Alaric turned his attention back to Curatio. “Have you succeeded in what I asked?”

      “A moment more, please,” Curatio said, holding up a hand. “And perhaps some aid from you.”

      Alaric closed his eyes. “Very well, then.”

      “What is this?” Cyrus muttered.

      Alaric concentrated. Thought of it, what he wanted to see accomplished, and then–

      “Ahhhhh!” Vaste cried out sharply. “What did you do?”

      Alaric had felt it too, though. A sharp pang like a stitch between his ribs. A momentary feeling of falling, weightlessness, as though somehow he'd tumbled off the wagon. Then–

      A crack like a rifle. A flash.

      And then...

      Sanctuary was there, in the vacant lot that had been to Curatio's left.

      “I see how you did it now,” Curatio said, resting a hand on the side of the wagon, his breath coming slowly.

      “That...did not feel good,” Cyrus said, slightly tilted in his seat.

      “You felt it too, then?” Alaric asked. He looked to Cyrus, then Vaste. Each nodded. Birissa just stared into space, frowning uneasily. “Good. That means you're bonded to Sanctuary. Which you should be after this last thousand years.”

      “You moved it?” Cyrus asked, staring at the walls, the gate. All of it had popped up here, in this empty space Curatio had chosen.

      “No, he left it right where it was, you're just suffering from a delusion,” Vaste said cheerily.

      “It seemed ill-advised to leave it where your soldiers had last seen it,” Alaric said, taking the reins and guiding the horses in through the gate. It was exactly as they had left it, no changes. Their purloined horseless gatling wagon was even parked out front where they'd left it before the move. “As much as I want to believe the best of people, including those men you've adopted as the seeds of your new army–”

      “You're not a fool,” Vaste said, “and you don't trust much of anyone.”

      “No,” Alaric said. “Not among these new people. I trust perhaps Dugras, Shirri, Pamyra and Birissa. Maybe Mazirin.” He paused, feeling a curious sensation in his stomach at his mention of her name. “Of course I count Hiressam among the trusted old, as well as Vara–”

      “How is Vara going to find us now?” Cyrus asked. He wore a stricken look.

      “She will find us,” Alaric said. “She can feel Sanctuary as we do. It will call to her always, like a beacon guiding her steps home.”

      “You know, if she wants to find her way home,” Vaste said under his breath.

      “Now that this is done,” Alaric said, snapping right back into the plan, “I require that we keep this place secret. The gold is going to be here until we achieve our objective of control over the airship docks. That means no City Watch – and no Guy.” On this point he was quite adamant.

      “You really don't like that little pustule, do you?” Vaste asked.

      “I do not,” Alaric said, bringing the wagon to a stop. “I neither like nor trust him, and thus have no desire to give him a chance to purloin even one brick of gold.” Stepping off the wagon, he tied the reins to a nearby hitching post that had not been there until just now. “Take the gold within, Sanctuary,” Alaric announced to the air. Without waiting for a reply, he went in himself.

      “You just give it orders like that, hmm?” Birissa asked, following in his wake. “Did you ever think about adding a 'please'? In the name of manners?”

      Alaric gave her but a look, controlled his desire to roll his eyes and said, “Please, Sanctuary.” With a glance back, he confirmed – the wagon was gone, as was the gold.

      “So kind,” Birissa said.

      “Well, that's one thing dealt with,” Alaric said. “We will need to see that Shirri, Pamyra and Hiressam find their respective ways here.”

      “I can tell them where you are,” Cyrus said. “I have to go meet McCoie and the others at the nearby granary soon.” He shifted from side to side in his armor. “Need to see what they've whipped up in the form of an army.”

      “About that,” Vaste said. “I like that Alaric does not trust them with the location of our secret fortress. That is smart. Here is my concern – why are we entrusting them with our secret revolution plans, which could in fact cause the plans to be thwarted and us to be killed?”

      Alaric took a deep breath. “This troubles me as well, but the fact remains that we cannot spark a revolution or win our objectives without more of everything, manpower most of all. So we will trust them in very basic amounts and prepare ourselves in case they betray us, knowing that losing a battle such as that for the dockyard but having our base still secret will allow us at least somewhere to retreat if we are betrayed.” He stopped in the middle of the foyer and looked around. “Honestly, we keep having meetings here of late. Perhaps we should just move the table out here.”

      “But make it round, right?” Curatio asked with a smirk.

      “Round would be better,” Alaric said carefully, not rising to the healer's bait.

      “Are we sure this dockyard attack is the best next move?” Vaste asked. “Or rather, the wall, and the dockyard? Because I have–”

      “Misgivings?” Curatio asked. “Or are they narcissistic worries for the peril your arse might wander into here?”

      “We should all be concerned about the well-being of my arse,” Vaste said. “But no. In fact, I am worried about the chain of plans we have laid. They hinge on – well, not us. And it always worries me when our fate is not in our own hands.”

      Alaric looked at him very cryptically for just a moment, then smiled. “When has our fate ever been entirely in our own hands? This is life, my friends; nature and man, eternally at war with one another to shape the world to their liking. Malpravus has made his attempt. Now we will make our own. We have only ourselves to rely on. Ourselves and our new allies – if they prove faithful.”

      “Let us hope that they are faithful, then,” Curatio said, but there was an uneasiness that hung among them after he said it. Alaric said nothing, though he suspected his thoughts were quite close to those of the elf, but he kept them to himself.
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      He waited until the majority of the crew had left before he made his approach. Birissa and Vaste had moved into the Great Hall, presumably to eat, and Cyrus had walked out the doors to be on his way to meet with the soldiers.

      Alaric caught his eye from across the Great Seal. The Ghost said nothing; nothing needed to be said between them.

      “Shall I launch right into it, then?” Curatio asked.

      “You might as well,” Alaric said with a small smile.

      “You are ignoring the counsel of your general,” Curatio said. “And your own sense.”

      “Haste is required.”

      “That depends on what you mean to accomplish,” Curatio said. “If you mean to get your burgeoning army killed, by all means, act in haste in this manner.”

      Alaric's smile faded. “You would prefer I act slowly and kill us in a more measured way?”

      “I don't suppose I see it in quite that stark of terms.” Curatio looked over his shoulder, making sure that neither Birissa nor Vaste was sneaking up on him. He could hear them in the Great Hall, ransacking the feast laid out. One benefit of listening to trolls with Elvish hearing was that there was no mistaking their actions. “A more measured approach seems less likely to result in our deaths.”

      “Under normal circumstances, I might agree with you,” Alaric said.

      Curatio raised an eyebrow to that. “What are 'normal' circumstances to you?”

      “How many crises have we become embroiled in in our lives?” Alaric asked.

      “Countless.”

      “Did it not seem to you that most of them reached a boiling point in a more leisurely manner?” Alaric asked. “The breaking of the Protanian empire took months. The Dragonlord's scheme to seize the godly weapons took the better part of a year. The goblin incursions to the plains lasted an interminable period. The Hand of Death crisis was perhaps a month or more. Even the siege and the scourge lasted over a year.”

      “True enough,” Curatio said.

      “These events played out in their own time, with long pauses between the developments that propelled us forward.” Alaric shook his head. “Not so in this modern world, with its gears and machinery always turning. We have been here less than a week, Curatio, and already Malpravus has his plan well in place – starve the populace, destroy us completely. Whether it is that our days of dancing around Malpravus have come to an end or merely that being confined in such a tight space as Reikonos, bound by these walls, has compressed our freedom of action, we find ourselves on a certain collision with him.”

      “No,” Curatio said, “we do not. As we have just proven, Sanctuary can be moved anywhere we so choose. We need not launch into a confrontation with Malpravus now. We could remove ourselves from the city, let things calm down–”

      “It seems unlikely Malpravus means to allow them to calm down,” Alaric said, intensity rising. “Do you think that skeleton would simply start feeding people again were we to disappear for a few weeks?”

      “Perhaps not, but–”

      “No 'buts', Curatio,” Alaric said. “No more failures.” He wagged his finger at the elf. “I see the consequences of what we have wrought, and like Cyrus, I see what our failure to properly act has created. I mean to remove our largest failure now – Malpravus. I will not hold back.”

      Curatio let a long sigh. “You are many things, my friend, but a prophet is not among them.”

      Alaric bristled a little, though he tried to hide it. Curatio recognized that look. “What do you mean by that?”

      “That as powerful as you are, you cannot see the future,” Curatio said snidely. “What did you think 'prophet' meant?”

      Alaric hesitated. “I know the meaning of the word. I just wasn't sure what you were insinuating.”

      “I didn't mean to insinuate anything. I meant to say that as much as you hope your current actions produce the result of removing Malpravus from the leadership of Reikonos, you might not be able to achieve those results.”

      “Now who's trying to be a prophet?” Alaric asked.

      “I have lived a very long time,” Curatio said. “And I have watched as Sanctuary – as you, and as your boy Cyrus, in your stead – have tried your best to shape this world better to your liking.” His visage darkened. “And we have failed, Alaric. I agree with you that this city is in a miserable condition. The idea that we left Malpravus with free reign over Reikonos is nearly unconscionable and easily our greatest failure other than releasing the scourge. But–”

      “Oh, there's more? Good,” Alaric said.

      “But we cannot simply beat the world into the shape we want for it like it was some blade on an anvil as we grip the hammer,” Curatio said. “In real life, unlike the metaphor, both blade and anvil have a tendency to strike back. Or to even resist being struck at all.”

      “Well, what would you have us do, then?” Alaric asked quietly. “In the face of this city trapped beneath the boot of this tyrant–”

      “I am not certain I would advise anything different than what you are presently doing,” Curatio said, and this was the uncomfortable point, wasn't it? “But to my eye it seems you are not even contemplating the other possibilities. You seem definite in your course – 'Save the people!' – which is a very Alaric thing to do. And Malpravus will know this, as others have pointed out.”

      “Shall I let the city starve, Curatio?” Alaric's voice went quiet, and now he was the one checking over his shoulder to see if Vaste and Birissa were in earshot. They were not, though they had apparently progressed from ransacking the buffet of food to...each other. And not so quietly, at that. “Let it die?” Alaric stared at him. “I see by your face that you find that option as unpalatable as I.”

      “What? Oh. No, that's not why I was making that face.” Curatio tried to blot out the sound of trolls. “No, I don't advise you let the city die. But I would suggest you at least contemplate what lies down that chain of action, for it seems to me that you have focused all your attention toward a single outcome being quite definite – starvation for all. It seems to me there are many gradations of possibility down that path. Ones that may be more favorable in the long term than the dire consequences that could well spring from our current plan.”

      “It is true,” Alaric said, “I see only one outcome here – starvation. For we know Malpravus has little care for the people and will happily use them as a weapon against us.” He held up a mailed fist. “You did us the greatest favor, Curatio. You made him weak–”

      “For now,” Curatio said cautiously. “And only perhaps.”

      “This is our moment,” Alaric said. “Our only moment. He closes his grip on this city, and we need to break it before he can finish. Yes, it requires bold, perhaps even rash, action. But sitting back gains us nothing and could lose us everything.”

      “And as I have already said, moving swiftly will also perhaps lose us everything,” Curatio said, easing up to saying the last thing on his mind. “You are certain that you are not looking at this perhaps with one additional motivation you don't care to voice?”

      Alaric cocked his head. Truly, the man needed his helm. He lacked any sort of subtlety to his emotions. “What do you mean?”

      “It would not take someone who has been with you as long as I have to notice a more aggressive quality to your response once you found out the docks had been locked down,” Curatio said. He tried to offer a smile as a sort of olive branch to take the sting out of what he was about to say. “Might there be another reason you want to liberate the yards other than simple supply reasons...?”

      Alaric cocked his head, slitting his eyes curiously. “I'm not sure I know what you mean.”

      Curatio kept the smile. “I'm fairly certain you do.”

      Alaric bristled. “I cannot conceive of any reason for undertaking this other than the one I have plainly stated. The city needs food. Food is its weakness. You have heard the others, the ones from this era. What other possible motive could I have than–”

      “A certain ship captain who surely finds herself captive in this,” Curatio said.

      “What would that have to do with anything?” Alaric sputtered.

      “Oh, I don't know,” Curatio said, just a dash coyly, “but I imagine it might be animating your imagination, the thought of being of aid to her somehow. Perhaps swooping in in a cloud of mist to save her particular day, liberate her ship from the enemies you imagine swarming over it just now.”

      Alaric's cheeks had gone surprisingly red. “You misjudge my motives. I mean to save the city.”

      Curatio kept an eye on him. “I never accused you of not caring about Reikonos. I just wondered if there might be another factor at play in your decision making.”

      “I assure you, I am moving in urgency because I see an urgent need,” Alaric said, but his flush had not subsided. “I hear your concern, and I agree. I would prefer to move slower. But we cannot.” He slammed a fist into his open palm. “Malpravus has done his worst here. Corralling all the grain in some secret location—”

      “Which perhaps we could find, were we of a mind to...?”

      Alaric shook his head. “It's not enough. You heard the others. Reikonos requires daily resupply in order to merely survive. The grain he hoards is enough for a day, perhaps two or three if rationed. And if it comes down to it, perhaps that's the tack we take if we fail to claim the docks. But we will not win this with a starving people pushed to the brink of weakness. If it's to be a revolution, it needs to be with a strong folk behind us, united in their fervor for removing this so called 'Lord Protector' who is neither lordly nor protective.”

      “Strong folk are seldom united,” Curatio said quietly. “And well-fed and comfortable ones are less likely to participate in your revolution, for they lack the motive.”

      “Well, it's going to take some time to get the docks going again even if we do manage to take them,” Alaric said. “Ships filled with grain will not be showing up the same day as we re-open them. So they'll have at least a taste of deprivation. Perhaps that will be enough to galvanize them into action.”

      “Perhaps,” Curatio said, falling quiet. “I won't be of as much help to you now as I might with more time to recover.”

      “Is that why you are concerned?” Alaric asked.

      “No,” Curatio said. “But it is a concern. With our backs to the wall, I will have much less to draw on than usual.”

      “In this place of restrained magic, we all have much less to draw on than usual,” Alaric said. “But I have faith in you.”

      “I would have more faith in us if we had our full complement,” Curatio said. Here he lowered his voice further. “What of Vara?”

      Alaric frowned, lips puckering in concentration. “She will return. Her anger is...considerable. I believe our general was right, that her own guilt here outweighs her fury at Cyrus.”

      Curatio nodded. “Do you suppose she's all right?”

      Alaric nodded. “If she were captured, Malpravus would have it shouted from every tower in the city. No, she's fine. Though I am hard pressed to know where she's gone. I looked – briefly, with no luck.”

      “I see,” Curatio said, trying to bury the last of his reservations. This was the plan. They were moving forward whether he wanted it or not. “I would feel better knowing she were with us. Or at least that she was safe.”

      Alaric smiled, every so slightly. “You only say that because if she were here, you think she could talk me out of this foolishness.”

      It was Curatio's turn to smile. “You said it, not me.”
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      Where is Vara?

      Will she return?

      The question bounced in his mind as he rode quietly through the streets of Reikonos. There was a strange edge to the people of the city, and Cyrus kept his head down as he went. Longing eyes followed his horse, and he realized before long that people were truly eyeing the horse with actual hunger; he'd forgotten that a horse could be a meal, albeit an unpleasant one in his experience.

      But starving people will eat whatever they can get their hands on, Cyrus thought. And while they were not quite starving in Reikonos just yet, it was becoming clear that there was certainly some privation going around already.

      A dull roar came from the direction of the markets. Cyrus rode the long way around them, not wanting to see how the grain vendors were faring on this day.

      Besides, he was on his way to the nearby granary. Number 18, it was. A placard inside proclaimed it so, just as it did for every other granary in the city, their respective numbers their key identifiers. No other name, just numbers.

      He reached the outer gate of the granary to find McCoie standing there with another guard, the man's deeply cleft chin pointed at him as Cyrus rode up. The doors were bound tightly shut; granaries were not public institutions, and it seemed unlikely most people even knew what or where they were. Grain went from here to the traders, then to the people. Thus there were no angry mobs outside the granary walls – yet.

      “My lord,” McCoie swept into a bow. The guard with the cleft chin followed, making Cyrus cringe at the true believers. McCoie was first back to his feet and opened the door as Cyrus rode in.

      An assemblage of soldiers waited inside. They all looked up as he entered, several hundred eyes finding him in the watery afternoon sun. Some were excited, some probing, all questioning.

      He had an idea about how to make an impression on them, and he did it by closing his eyes and telling Windrider to begone–

      Cyrus landed on his feet, expecting the sudden fall. A gasp went up from the soldiers.

      “Your horse, my lord,” McCoie said. He was not the only one to verbalize his surprise, merely the closest and thus most audible to Cyrus.

      “Yeah, I'll bring him back when I have need,” Cyrus said. “You men – how fare your families?”

      There was a moment of silence, then a torrent, an outpouring of words.

      “–haven't been able to buy grain in two days–”

      “–no bread–”

      “–thought we were different, we're the City Watch–”

      Cyrus waved his hand to command attention, and sure enough, they stopped after a moment. “The Lord Protector is not who you think he is.” Might as well get it out there. Why not spread the truth by rumor? To Cyrus, it seemed a very Malpravus thing to do, which somewhat delighted him.

      “Who is he, my lord?” one of the soldiers asked.

      “The real Samwen Longwell was a friend of mine,” Cyrus said. “He was an honorable man, a King in Luukessia across the sea. We fought side by side against the scourge when first they appeared. He was decent and good – things your Lord Protector is not. I wondered at the provenance of that man who sits atop the Citadel. I could not believe the state of this city, that it could be ruled by my friend.”

      Cyrus smiled darkly. “Then I was taken up there for a meeting, and I found out the truth – it is not Samwen Longwell who rules this city. It's a dark sorcerer who I knew too well in days long ago. He tread on Longwell's fame to take hold of this place, used magic to adopt a false face, and has been leeching the life from Reikonos ever since.” Cyrus raised his voice, put rage in it both for the crowd and to reflect how he felt about Malpravus's insult to the memory of Samwen Longwell, wherever he was. “He has fooled you, fooled your ancestors, in order to drag this town under his heel. Well, I mean to set it free.” He paused, saw uncertainty, but also genuine zeal for him.

      “For too long, the so-called Lord Protector has lorded his power over you but protected little,” Cyrus said. “He has simultaneously run the Machine that puts pain and fear in the people but also run the City Watch and let you do little as these corrupt criminals run rampant. The people are crushed, and perhaps you've heard this – I know have, many times since I came back just days ago – 'There is no hope in Reikonos.'” Cyrus looked around. “Why not?”

      “Because we're surrounded by the bloody scourge on all sides but the ocean!” someone called from the back.

      Cyrus cracked a smile. A few people laughed. “Good point.” He felt a strange weightlessness, a curious one. All his problems orbited around him like children around a maypole – Vara, Baynvyn, the fallen state of Reikonos and Arkaria in general – and yet this, talking in front of these soldiers felt–

      Right.

      “What are we to do against the Lord Protector?” someone called. “Even if he is who you say he is...”

      “He has so much power,” Willems said, standing in the forefront of the crowd.

      “He has power because you give him power,” Cyrus said. “Without the City Watch, all he has is criminals and mercenaries to do his bidding.”

      “There are a lot of criminals and mercenaries in this city,” Willems said. Finally Cyrus was beginning to see the wellspring of this man's doubt. He'd seen the hints of it when they'd met at the granary, but now it was all coming to the surface.

      “Then we'll kill them,” Cyrus said. “Let me tell you a fundamental truth about the people of Reikonos that I know hasn't changed since I left a thousand years ago – we fight. I was born in this city. Raised in this city. Reikonosians are fighters. Our tolerance for terrible leaders only stretches so far, and Malpravus – the 'Lord Protector' – is so far beyond terrible as to be comical. He vacillates between supporting a criminal organization that runs roughshod over the city and participating in benign neglect, and now he moves to starve the people out. Well, the way I see it, you are men, and you have choices.

      “First, you can surrender and do his will,” Cyrus said, ticking the point off on his finger. “Hell, you might even be able to betray me to him, which I'm sure he'd absolutely love. I doubt you'd succeed, and the consequences for you would be devastating if you did,” Cyrus saw a series of nods from men in the crowd, darkly contemplating their fellows in warning, “but...it's a possibility. He might reward you for it – again, if you succeed. More probable? You'd fail. And then you'd either die or continue to receive the same loving inattention he gives you now. No grain for yourself or your family, because he's got other plans for it.

      “Second option: Leave this place and keep quiet about what you've seen. Hide in the city. There will still be no grain for you or your families, no bread to be had. Reikonos will starve, and it will happen soon, because Malpravus has shut down all ship traffic. You know this. This city doesn't live without food, and there is no food coming in nor any plan to start bringing it in again.” In this, Cyrus was certain Malpravus had inadvertently made a grave error, one which Cyrus intended to exploit to its full value in front of the people who lived based on those shipments. “So your second option seems to be to sit on the sidelines and starve with the rest of the people.

      “Or...third, you throw in your lot with us and we do something about this intolerable state of affairs,” Cyrus said, and saw the nodding start in earnest now. “How many of you men have been forced to do something in the course of your duties that you'd rather not have?” More nodding. Big surprise that Malpravus had turned the City Watch against their own consciences and decency. “How many times have you been told to let the Machine operate, to let them do things that turned your stomach?” Now the nodding was getting fierce. Everyone had a story about the excesses of the Machine, it seemed. “How long have you sat by, held your tongues and your spears and your swords and even your guns while you saw injustice perpetrated on the people of Reikonos?” Cyrus lowered his voice. “I know how hard it is to swim against the currents of a whole society. To feel as though you'll drown under the powers set against you.” He raised his voice to the heavens. “But you are not alone. You have all thought these things, perhaps even talked about these things – well, it is time to act. You are the City Watch, and the only thing your Lord Protector is asking of you is that you watch this city die. I don't believe you signed up for that.”

      “No!” Someone shouted, and a chorus of agreement followed that made Cyrus cringe for its loudness.

      “I am going to knock that bastard, usurping 'Lord Protector' off his throne.” Cyrus pointed at the truncated Citadel in the sky. “Already, my friends and I have struck blows at Malpravus. We burned the headquarters of the Machine and some of their operations. We have fought that sorcerer in his lair and we have lived. Now, we fight him so that the people of Reikonos can live. But there is much to be done and few enough of my folk to do it all. Malpravus means to have a war.” Cyrus put his arms out in invitation. “I was a general. I can fight him myself, but to finish the Machine and retake the city, I need an army. Not a City Watch, mere enforcers of corrupt law, but an Army of Reikonos like in days of old. Men to take up arms and fight for this city against the predations of a man who would see it die.” Cyrus let the silence fall over them. “I am Cyrus Davidon, the General of Sanctuary, the Lord of Perdamun, and I have come home to free Reikonos from the usurper that sits on its throne. Are you with me?”

      The bellow that followed sounded in the night like a war cry over an old army. Their faces were animated, alive with rage and feeling. Spears and swords were raised, a few rifles, even.

      McCoie brushed against him, and Cyrus looked back at the guardsman. The man's face was pinched, and he beckoned Cyrus lean in, whispering something as soon as he got close. Another guard stood worried behind him, watching, breathless, and it didn't take much imagination to realize that a message had just been passed to McCoie, and now to him.

      Cyrus blinked upon hearing it. “Are you sure?” he asked. McCoie nodded.

      A long breath forced its way out of Cyrus's lungs. “Tell me everything you've heard,” Cyrus said, now very glad he'd just rallied these men to his cause. “Because it sounds like we'll need to hurry.”
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      “Malpravus is forcibly emptying every ship's hold in the docks right now,” Cyrus said, staring over the table in the center of the Great Hall. It was round now, somehow, and the food upon it had vanished in favor of a map of the docks that Cyrus had conjured from one shown to him by McCoie when he'd shared this bit of news. “That's where the majority of the Machine's crooks are, but he's also got a fair number of loyalist City Watch there as well.” He planted a finger in the center of the dockyards. There were rows and rows of airships drawn upon it.

      “Why can't these ships just take off?” Curatio asked, frowning as he leaned over the table. Every member of Sanctuary was here save Vara – thinking of her caused Cyrus a pang. Shirri, too, was missing, tasked with keeping Guy busy at Granary 18 with their newfound army. The young sorceress had taken the news a bit sourly, but had gone off to do her duty. A true member of Sanctuary, she was already proving to be.

      “Each airship dock has a locking mechanism,” Cyrus said, parroting back what McCoie had told him. “It's part of the deal when you set down here, your ship is locked into place to prevent it from falling over. But also, it keeps you from leaving without ripping your ship apart.” He shook his head. “Apparently it's a mechanism of control that every dockyard in the world uses to maintain their – well, control.”

      “So Malpravus is grabbing the remainder of the food in the city that's not already in his grasp,” Vaste said, nuzzled in next to Birissa just a little too close for Cyrus's comfort. “What then?”

      “McCoie says the whispers are that they'll burn the docks when done,” Cyrus said, feeling that pang again, this time having little to do with Vara. “That will effectively end commerce in and out of Reikonos.”

      “He really does mean to starve the city,” Pamyra said under her breath. She, too, leaned over the table, absolutely engrossed in what Cyrus had said.

      “So it would seem,” Alaric said tautly. He surveyed the map from a little further back, standing stiffly next to the table, eyes anchored upon it. “When does McCoie think this will happen?”

      “Could happen as soon as they've emptied the ships,” Cyrus said. “Or sooner, if they get itchy. Apparently grain dust and wood ships are quite explosively flammable, and docks elsewhere in the world have gone up in massive conflagrations completely by accident.” He shook his head. “We need to be wary of using fire in this attack lest we prompt the calamity we are attempting to stop.”

      “Duly noted,” Alaric said. “I see little good news in this.”

      Cyrus shrugged with one shoulder. “We have an army waiting at Granary 18, which is only a short distance from here. They are eager for the fight, and the sooner we put them to it, the better off we'll be.”

      “We would be fools not to believe that Malpravus has at least one rat aboard our ship at this point,” Curatio warned.

      “That would favor a quicker move, wouldn't it?” Vaste asked. “Before he can get wind of it?”

      “This has 'trap' written all over it,” Birissa said, shaking her head. “We need this yard. He must know we need it, that's why he's trying to destroy it.”

      “Agreed,” Cyrus said. “This is the flashpoint, and it's too tempting not to be a trap of some stripe.”

      Alaric raised fingers to his forehead, massaging his scalp just below the hairline. “What can he muster?”

      “Himself, for one,” Curatio said.

      “You drained him,” Alaric said, looking sideways at the healer.

      “Not nearly as badly as he drained me,” Curatio said. “Do not count on him to be weak. He sits atop the portal to the realms of the gods, after all. I know not what state they are in given the hobbling of magic, but while we can hope they are depleted, I would not care to count upon it.”

      “Hope for it, yes, let's do that,” Vaste said, “and be pleasantly surprised if Malpravus turns out to be drained. But let's not go staking our lives on it as cavalierly as some of us bet gold, because he's not going to let you weasel out of paying your due in this.”

      “He has mercenaries,” Cyrus said dully. “Baynvyn. That clockwork maker. Q – Qui – uh–”

      “Qualleron,” Birissa said with a harsh grunt.

      “Coordinator Stiehle may find his way in,” Alaric said quietly.

      “May I suggest you summon a replacement helm, then?” Curatio asked with a smile.

      Alaric's cheeks reddened, then he nodded. “I forgot I could do that. Thank you.” He closed his eyes, and after a moment's contemplation, a perfect replica of his helm appeared upon his head.

      “Lots of Machine thugs,” Cyrus said. “They've reorganized under Stiehle after we burned their headquarters, it seems. They're like an army, albeit a badly disciplined one that feeds mostly on fear. Loyalists remain in the City Watch. Probably half of their number, ones we haven't gotten to or that aren't interested in us.” He shook his head. “Whatever they've got waiting, it'll be enough to stymie us, at least in Malpravus's view. Surely there will be guns aplenty.”

      “Alaric can already smell the dishonor,” Vaste said.

      “I can smell danger,” Alaric said, not taking his eyes off the table. “Dishonor is merely a distant second in terms of concern.”

      “Is there any sort of organized resistance to the Lord Protector in this city?” Curatio asked. “Any quarter we can look to for aid?” He directed this question to Hiressam, who had remained silent, staring at the table.

      “No,” Hiressam said, shaking his head as he lapsed out of his pensive mode. “The Machine has been quite adept at ferreting out any pockets of disloyalty. There is little spine for resistance in this city that has not been ripped out.”

      “He's right,” Pamyra said, looking up. “My daughter and I were among the few who stuck a thumb in the eye of the Machine, and you saw what it got us. They don't allow dissent to form long before ripping it out, root and branch.”

      “I think we have about all we can rely on,” Cyrus said, taking that hopeless bit of comment on board. “At least for now. Any other assistance we could muster would be in the form of a mob like the one we had at the square before the City Watch showed up to haul us in front of Malpravus. High in passion, perhaps, but low in organizational effectiveness. And near useless in a battle, which is what we're heading into.”

      Alaric adjusted his helm. “It seems the die is cast, then. We march into this battle and can only hope we are better prepared than our enemy for it.”

      “A poor supposition on which to hang our lives,” Curatio said.

      “Yes, let's not hang my life,” Vaste said. “I watched how it went for that lot in Vara Square, and it looked like a painful way to die, twisting at the end of a rope.”

      “Cyrus,” Alaric said, looking him right in the eye plaintively. “You are the general, and for good reason. Your experience in battle is well-earned. If you say to me now, 'Do not do this thing', then it will not be done.” He looked around the table. “We will find...some other plan.”

      That was a hell of a thing; Cyrus could almost feel the air catch in his lungs. His eyes flittered, looking down at the map table.

      How many Machine thugs are out there? In the docks? Close at hand?

      How many City Watch, loyal to Malpravus?

      How many mercenaries besides Baynvyn and the others we've already faced?

      How many riflemen?

      How much resistance at the wall? It bordered the docks on the southern side, and clear upon the table were the four massive cannon mounts, a measure for dealing with interlopers within the city bounds, or dangerous ships from without.

      Will Malpravus be there?

      “I...” Cyrus stared at the table, and his eyes blurred.

      Where the hell is Vara?

      “Oh, I think you broke him,” Vaste said.

      “Not broken,” Cyrus said, “just trying to formulate my opinion cogently.”

      “This could take a while,” Vaste muttered.

      “We have no good options,” Cyrus said, shooting Vaste a sour look. “Our troops are not troops, they're guardsmen. Our enemies are not troops, they're criminals and guardsmen. The mercenaries are the biggest kink in this – well, them and Malpravus. And the cannons,” he pointed at the segment of wall beyond the shipyard, “and whatever guns they have.” He shook his head. “The fact our troops are not troops is not a small worry. The longer we wait, the more their enthusiasm wains. They're like vegetables, and they become less fresh by the hour.”

      “I hate vegetables,” Vaste muttered.

      “Me, too,” Birissa cooed in his ear.

      “Waiting may give Curatio more time to recharge,” Cyrus said, “but it also gives our enemy – who outnumbers us, outpowers us, and, I fear, outthinks us – more time to prepare. He has the vaster resources to draw upon, we have little but a mob to rally, and unless we just want to burn points around the city of little concern to Malpravus, that nets us nothing.” Cyrus thumped the table, more out of frustration than anything. “No, we should act now. If we're going to be defeated, let it be swift and the accounting thorough, because our options only diminish with each passing hour and day. We will not train an army out of a mob before Reikonos starves. We have no other places to look for help. We're on our own.” He nodded, a strange calm coming over him, reconciling him to that dismal news. “Let us use what we have to strike swiftly into the jaws of Malpravus's trap. Because it's die swiftly or die slowly for Reikonos, and I know which one I prefer.”

      An awful quiet settled over the table. “Agreed,” Pamyra said, nodding once. “Better to die in battle than slowly fade away without food.”

      “Well, we're not going to starve, fools,” Vaste said. “Sanctuary can at least keep our arses fed.”

      “Yes, we could sit here and watch the city starve, Vaste,” Alaric snapped. “Unable to help but a small amount–”

      “And probably be mobbed by the week's end as the hunger ratchets up,” Curatio said. “I agree, at last. Swift action or none. We act now and hope we can fight through to success or watch it all die slowly in the days and weeks to come.”

      “Aye,” Hiressam said, “it's all bad choices, but this is the least bad.”

      “I think we have a decent chance,” Birissa said heartily. “Especially if we use all the means at our disposal.”

      Cyrus found Alaric's gaze over the table, and nodded at the old knight. “Now,” Cyrus said. “We go now.”

      “Indeed, we do,” Alaric said, with a nod of his own. “And by the dawn tomorrow, we will have the thing known, one way or the other. Victory or defeat will be claimed this night, and the question of whether the people of Reikonos live or die will be answered by the time the city wakes on the morrow.” The Ghost smiled, but it was grim, and fit the mood of the moment better than anything else Cyrus could imagine.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      “So, how did you get tangled up in all 'dis?” Guy asked, fidgeting, his back against the tall stone wall of Granary 18. There were an awful lot of twitchy City Watchmen standing around in here, spears and swords and rifles, all gung ho with no one to point them at. Guy was catching a lot of looks, as though they could sense where he'd come from, even though he'd shed his Machine coat before he'd gone into hiding. He didn't care for the thought they might turn those weapons in his direction.

      That little girl Shirri was with him, though, and her they seemed kindly disposed toward. She looked up from where she'd been staring at the dusty ground, blinked a couple times at him, then shook off her reverie. “The Machine was after me,” she said simply. “Alaric and the others helped me escape them.”

      Guy felt a chortle build deep in his throat. “For now, maybe. Let me tell you something, dove – no one escapes the Machine for good. Least not if they stay in Reikonos.”

      “And yet I did,” Shirri said, smiling tightly at him. “My mother was their prisoner. We managed to escape, then to return to their headquarters and burn it with the help of the others.”

      Guy settled back on his haunches, wishing for even a wooden chair at this point. Why couldn't he go back to that posh place with all the food? “Let me give you my compliments on that, and also say – that's not as important as you might think.” He shrugged. “I've been with the Machine for years. Didn't even know where our headquarters was. When you've got a building on every block and your tentacles in every single business in the town, it's hardly the end of the world if someone burns down a few of your places, you know?”

      “Indeed I do,” Shirri said quietly. “And yet...I am free of the Machine. So are you—”

      “For now.”

      “So you've said,” Shirri smiled. “But what if you could be free of them...forever?”

      “I'll believe it when I see it,” Guy said, listening as a stir went up from the gate. He turned his head to look, but seated as he was, he could see nothing.

      “The City Watch is turning against the Lord Protector,” Shirri said. “Believe it, because you're about to see the Machine fall.”

      Guy chuckled. “I recognize these are extraordinary times. I can even salute the work your friends have done in putting it to the Machine.” He shook his head. “But there's a far distance between punching someone in the nose and making 'em yield for good and forever.” He pushed up against the wall, trying to see over the heads of the guards. He didn't hold out much hope, but–

      Ah. That was it.

      “It's time,” the Cyrus Davidon impersonator called. That set the Watchmen off properly. Cheers, catcalls. You'd think he'd just offered them all a sack of gold and another of grain, plus a woman for good measure.

      “You're about to see it,” Shirri said, smiling at his side.

      “Oh, I've seen this one,” Guy said, nodding at the black-armored figure who stood a head above any other man here. “Seen plenty of him. Had my fill, in fact.” He put his back against the wall. “But whatever you lot are up to tonight, I do wish you good. Or at least not ill.”

      “Guy!” The impersonator's voice cracked over the crowd. The soldiers were already filing out the gate, led by...well, someone. They were talking to the impersonator as they passed him, and he was shaking hands and clapping some of them on the back. Still found time to yell at Guy, though. Didn't that figure.

      “Whatchoo want?” Guy called back, not moving from where he was propped against the wall.

      “You're coming with us,” came the answer.

      Shirri giggled. Actually giggled. Might have been cute if Guy wasn't so bloody cross. “Why do I have to come with you?” Guy shouted. “There's not even anything worth stealing here! It's already all been nicked.”

      By that time the impersonator had made his way through the waning crowd enough to reach him. He looked down at Guy with those scary, piercing blue eyes, and it was like he was staring right into Guy's soul. “Because I think you might be of help.”

      “What are we even doing with this lot?” Guy asked, watching the guards continue to file out.

      “Something dramatic,” the impersonator said, anchoring a mailed fist on his shoulder. Shirri giggled again as Guy's face turned hot, and he was steered toward the gate with the rest of the bloody cannon fodder.
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          Baynvyn

        

      

    

    
      “This is the saddest duty I've ever pulled,” Baynvyn said, watching the Machine thugs flood up the gangway of an airship dock. There was shouting up top, then more shouting. Hell, it was shouting from one side of the docks to the other.

      A series of fierce squeaks in another language forced Baynvyn to roll his eyes. “You know I don't speak that gibberish, Piña.” He looked down at the gnome sitting in the rear compartment of her boxy truck, the doors thrown wide while the hubbub was in full swing. Why? Baynvyn hadn't figured that out. Piña was usually quite content to let everything play out from a distance, watching her clockworks through that peculiar eye glass she wore.

      Another dribbling of Piña's native language – one of a dozen spoken in Azwill, a mighty land across the sea to the East – burst out of the little gnome. She shook a tiny fist at Baynvyn, then switched to a broken version of the common tongue spoken here. “You – not like it? Leave!”

      “You know I like gold,” Baynvyn said, leaning, relaxed, against the back of her truck. It had smooth curves and lines, clearly an Azwill import. Like herself. “And you know I like pasting Cyrus Davidon impersonators.” He watched a Machine thug throw a box of something overboard from the nearby ship. It hit the ground about fifty feet from them and shattered. Sounded like glasswares. “I suppose I'm willing to take some bad with my good if I get to indulge in at least some of my most favorite things.” He hesitated. This was no impersonator, of course. Still. The principle held, in his view.

      Piña's muted grunt was either acknowledgment or annoyance, and he couldn't tell which. Didn't much care, either. The crunching of hard footfalls against the cobbles signaled the arrival of Qualleron, too, and when the troll leaned against Piña's truck he caught an earful from the diminutive Azwillian.

      “All right, all right,” Qualleron said, pushing himself off the truck. It squeaked and rattled just like she did – and she did, again, just then, in her own language once more. Qualleron stared down at Baynvyn. “You think they'll show?”

      “That's what the Lord Protector said,” Baynvyn shrugged as he answered.

      “But do you think that they will?” Qualleron's trapezius muscles formed a steep triangle on either side of his neck. He looked strained, Baynvyn decided. Tense, either anticipating the attack to come, or because he was less enthused about watching this spectacle of looting play out. Hard to say which of those it was.

      Probably the latter. How often had Baynvyn heard him whine about honor? Not much of that to be had watching basest criminals ransack a port.

      “See,” Baynvyn drawled, “here's the thing about people who impersonate Cyrus Davidon.” He spoke from long experience, since he'd met – and dealt with, in some fashion – more of them than he could count. “They're cowards.” That familiar tingle popped up in the back of his head again. This being – probably – not an impersonator changed the calculus, though, didn't it? He didn't change his answer, at least not out loud, though.

      Qualleron evinced a little surprise at that, his immense brow rising, folding in three heavy lines across that yellowed forehead. “How do you mean?”

      Baynvyn chuckled darkly. “Do you even know who Cyrus Davidon is?”

      Qualleron's shrug was expansive and nearly caused Piña's truck to take an elbow. Which might have rolled it onto its side, actually. “Some local deity, seems like.”

      “He was a man,” Baynvyn said, feeling a little chill as he spoke of his father. “Lived a thousand years ago. General of a great army. Fought a war against the gods of Arkaria – and won. Freed the people from under them. So when people impersonate him, that's what they're trying to capture. The courage and fighting spirit of a man who fought gods.”

      Qualleron chuckled, and it made Baynvyn blanch, like rocks warring in the troll's mouth. “Your people still believe in tribal gods? I knew it was backwards here.”

      Baynvyn shook his head. “They weren't actual gods, though I'm not sure many out there know this. They were remnants of an ancient civilization that had learned magic. Too well, in fact. They ruled from the shadows for ten thousand years until Cyrus Davidon killed them.”

      Qualleron shook his head, still chuckling. “All right.”

      “Anyway,” Baynvyn said, trying to get back on his track of thought, “my point is, if someone's trying to impersonate Cyrus Davidon, they've got a hero complex. They want his courage. Or his fame, I suppose. They're papering over their own flaws, hoping to attach themselves to his legend somehow because of how meager they feel about themselves.” Baynvyn checked his Maushault rifle again, just to be sure. Bullet in the chamber. Epalette at his belt. “They're never heroes in their own right, see. Never people who have done anything themselves. They're...” Baynvyn paused, seeking the word. “...Losers, I suppose. And you usually can't scrape up an ounce of courage between twenty of them. Every once in a while you get one with some guts, so...”

      Qualleron nodded along. “This one...his followers had guts. And skill, too.”

      “Yes, this is one that's different,” Baynvyn agreed, letting his rifle's bolt slide back into place. He was ready. Still. “So, you want to know if they show up?” He shrugged. “Probably. This one's a true believer. Has just enough skill to back up his mouth. Good enough equipment to make him troublesome. Powerful armor. Even has a sword like...well, like the real deal.” No need to tell Qualleron that it seemed like this was the real deal. It mattered little to the troll, after all.

      Qualleron's brow dropped again. “So...you're sure it's not this actual deity of yours?”

      Baynvyn let an impatient breath. “I don't worship Cyrus Davidon, let's get that straight.” He fiddled with the rifle's bolt. Wanted to fire it, really. “But, no, this isn't him.” He shook his head. “Can't be. That man...doesn't exist anymore.” His lies were casual, practiced. Learned at the feet of his mother.

      A small shriek of a laugh came from below, and Baynvyn turned to look at Piña, still sitting in her truck. She looked up at him with pinprick little eyes, grinning from ear to ear. “You going to be very surprised if it turns out to be him, aren't you?”

      That one caught Baynvyn off guard. It was a moment before he could muster a simple, “But it's not him.” He held his expression constant, even.

      Piña just laughed while Qualleron kept quiet. Baynvyn burned, but stood there as the sack of the docks raged around him, trying to keep from fidgeting and checking his weapons again.
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          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “How are we looking?” Cyrus asked as he trod down the worn cobblestones of a back alley. The wall that surrounded the city was ahead, a formidable shadow in the night, stretching up half a hundred feet in the air. Beyond it, he could hear...nothing. None of the street noise, subdued as it was in this city under siege, that echoed behind him.

      Ahead was death. He could almost smell it from here.

      McCoie walked next to him, struggling mightily to keep up with Cyrus's long strides. “My lord?” His voice broke with confusion. “How do we...look? Do you mean our uniforms?”

      Cyrus suppressed a sigh. The language had changed some while he was gone. New words like 'fartwat' had seeped in. Old manners of expression had apparently dropped out as well. “What is our present status?” Cyrus asked, making it clear and formal as he could.

      “As well as can be expected, my lord,” McCoie said. A staircase ascended the wall just at the end of the street. Two City Watchmen stood guard at the base of the steps, eyes fixed on Cyrus and his approaching troop. If there was to be a conflict here, it would come soon.

      But the guards stood aside with nothing more than a nod to McCoie as they approached. They both watched Cyrus as though he were the only one coming, as though there were not city guards behind him following for several blocks. His formation threaded along like a snake. Cyrus had snuck frequent looks back as they'd marched from the granary, just to be sure they were still with him. Other than those he'd split off – along with Shirri and Guy – they were still with him. He counted his fortunes on that.

      Climbing the wall's steps was only a small ordeal. He bounded ahead of McCoie easily here, reaching the top while the smaller man was only half of the way up. Further down the wall he could see more guards, watching him carefully but taking no action. While he waited, he strode right up to the crenellations and looked out–

      And saw the horror he expected.

      A wide moat separated the wall from the ground on the other side. Night had fallen during their march, faint twilight already seeping into the sky above the thick clouds that hung over the city. Still, he could see the bare, dead ground on the other side in the light of moon rise, which was hanging like a smaller, dimmer sun just above the horizon.

      The spectacle was horrifying.

      Scourge seethed on the opposite shore. There was no other word for it, their motion, their chattering, growling, their attempts to climb one another to try and get to the edge of the moat without falling in. One plopped in as he watched, disappearing into the inky depths some two hundred feet across the waters from him.

      “They do that all the time,” McCoie said, breathing heavily but now returned to Cyrus's side.

      “I'm surprised after a thousand years they haven't piled up enough carcasses to shrink the moat so they can cross it,” Cyrus said.

      “They have,” McCoie said, and Cyrus turned to look at him. “When I first joined, it was some twenty feet wider at this point.” He stuck a finger out to indicate.

      Cyrus peered into the darkness. Indeed, the far shore seemed to be made up gleaming bone and rotting flesh. He stuck a gauntlet up to his nose and the strong scent of roast beef juice from his fingertips mingled with the scent of rot. It was not a pleasant mixture. “How large was it when the moat was first dug?”

      “In school they taught us it was five hundred feet wide,” McCoie said, “and some hundred feet deep.” He stood there next to Cyrus. “The Lord Protector – the real one, I assume – meant for it to last.”

      “It doesn't look like it will last another thousand years at this rate,” Cyrus said, a little chill running through him. “We're going to have to deal with these things.” He balled a fist. But first – Malpravus.

      “I imagine not,” McCoie said. “But it will outlast me, I think.” Cyrus could feel the man's eyes boring into him. “Not you, though, I suppose my l–”

      “Just call me General,” Cyrus said, and turned away. Down the wall he could see the next patrol, still fixed in place, watching. Cyrus's forces were filling in behind him now, reassembling the two-wide columns. Ahead, in the shadow of twilight, he could see the bulge where the first cannon tower lay. “Looks like a five-minute march to our first objective. Any loyalists we need to worry about between here and there?”

      “Those ahead are good men, my l – uh, General,” McCoie said. “Though a bit uncertain. If you take my meaning.”

      “They're not sure that Cyrus Davidon has returned,” Cyrus said with a smile. “Is that what you mean?”

      “Yes. General.”

      “Let's go meet them, then,” Cyrus said, starting along the curving wall. It didn't look that much different than it had in his day; perhaps a bit more worn. “It'll take the others a few more minutes to get into position anyway.”
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          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “Once you're at the top, please keep moving,” Vaste called over the assemblage in something between a whisper and a bellow. Hopefully it would not reach over the top of the wall that surrounded the dockyards, though there seemed to be no one in sight, and no guard was posted here. At the gates, certainly, but not here, in this little pocket of wall some several hundred feet from the nearest gate into the yards. “You are all very heavy people, and in spite of my extreme magical powers, I don't want to have to lift you any longer than necessary, because you all look very well fed.”

      “You should talk, darling,” Birissa muttered.

      Alaric cringed at the noise of all of this. He placed a finger to his lips and went, “Shhhhh,” looking especially pointedly at the two trolls. The general city noise around them had faded in the growing twilight. Reikonos was settled in for the eve, at least in this quarter. It was all warehouses, and with the docks closed, no one seemed to be about but the odd straggler, who took one look at the City Watch livery adorning most of their members and hightailed in the opposite direction.

      And they certainly had City Watch livery aplenty. Cyrus had split his force from Granary 18, giving over half of them and a little more to Alaric. Now they stood here, receiving last-minute instruction, as Alaric watched the streets around them, sure something would come out of an alley any moment to thwart them.

      “Are you quite all right here?” Curatio asked. He looked insufferable, but he'd certainly earned the right, given what he'd volunteered to do. His smaller force was waiting a short distance away. His eyes gleamed in the twilight, cowl up and hiding his ears. But not his intolerability, damn him.

      “Go to your task, friend,” Alaric said tautly. He eyed the wall around the docks once more. Forty feet high, it was nearly the height of the curtain wall around Reikonos, but still plenty enough to thwart an army intent on laying siege to the docks.

      Well, most armies.

      “I will see you on the other side,” Curatio said, nodding beneath his cowl.

      “Curatio,” Alaric said, glancing through the crowd and finding the individual he was looking for.

      “Yes?” the elf asked.

      “Take Guy with you,” Alaric said, waving the Machine thug forward. “He may be of some use in your...endeavor.”

      “Me?” Guy asked, the shorter man separating himself from the crowd of City Watch with all the ease of a rat slinking out of tall grass. “What do you think I'm going to be doing wif' him?”

      “I'm sure you'll find some way to earn your keep,” Alaric said with a slight smile. “And by 'keep' I mean—”

      “My life, don't I know,” Guy muttered, slinking off to join Curatio as the elf made his way. “I swear, I get passed around you lot like bad cheese.”

      “I wouldn't worry about it,” Curatio said, “sometimes the worst cheese ends up being quite good, if you give it long enough to cure.” He patted Guy on the shoulder, and the Machine man gave him an appalled look.

      Alaric gave them a few moments to clear off, listening intently over the street sounds, then the noise of a rattling motor, as his City Watch forces stood nervously about. He tried counting the seconds, but found his mind drifting curiously to within the docks–

      She's on a ship in there, somewhere, he thought, mind drifting. They're rousting the crews and stealing the goods–

      Alaric snapped back to himself as Shirri asked a question: “When do we go?” She even whispered it, almost in his ear.

      “Best start now,” Alaric said, stepping up. His mind drifted again, just for a moment, over the wall, before he focused back on the matter at hand. “Vaste – prepare the first wave.”

      “The first wave is basically you, Birissa, Hiressam, and that Houll over there,” Vaste said, all dark shadow next to the tall stone wall before them. “Take the high ground, we'll get more up as swiftly as possible, but you'll be on your own until–”

      “Yes, I am aware of how this works,” Alaric said softly. He closed his eyes, concentrated–

      And cast the Falcon's Essence spell.

      With a step up, he climbed, then another–

      He faltered, felt the spell fade–

      Cast again. Mind on the job.

      He climbed, again, again–

      Step after step. Mind on the task–

      A sharp missed step, and Alaric almost gasped.

      Caught himself–

      Discipline.

      It felt like a neverending battle against the weakness of his spells. It was three steps up, one falling back, but in minutes–

      Alaric landed his foot atop the wall and climbed over. He felt the reserves of magic within him running low already. Slinging the rope off his shoulder, he tied it firmly and let it down the wall below. Hopefully this would help the City Watch in their climb. It would certainly feel safer as they journeyed up than what he'd just gone through.

      “No enemies to this side,” Birissa whispered in the darkness next to him.

      Alaric cast the Eagle Eye spell, and his vision sharpened mildly. Some two hundred yards off he could see torches burning in sconces at the nearest gate. Peering into the shadow there, he saw no guards. Perhaps they were in the towers. Perhaps the gates were unmanned because of the–

      “Goodness,” Hiressam's whisper drew his attention. Alaric could hear the next wave of City Watch coming up, making noise of exertions as they climbed, lightly aided by the failing Falcon's Essence spells.

      But Alaric's ears filtered that out quickly in favor of the louder noises coming from within the docks.

      And they were...oh so loud.

      Shouts of glee. The Machine.

      Cries of terror. The ship crews.

      And somewhere in the distance, heralding the beginning of the coming battle, Alaric heard it–

      A single gunshot.

      Followed by many, many more.
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          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      “It seems we've begun,” Curatio said, hearing the distant shots over the engine of the horseless carriage. Guy sat next to him, squirming in his seat as though sitting on a pile of worms. He kept his eyes on Guy for just a moment longer than perhaps necessary. “Is something the matter with your seat?”

      “No,” Guy's voice came out quite high, “there's something the matter with the bloody lunatic driving the truck my seat's attached to, though. Look out!”

      Curatio looked back through the glass wind screen ahead and pulled the wheel wildly to the right. A dog had been in the street, but leapt out of the way as Curatio steered in the opposite direction. He hit the curb and it made a hellacious clanging noise, thumping upon the heavy axles of this strange, modified, self-propelled wagon. “Hm,” Curatio said. “It doesn't feel as though we're traveling all that fast anymore.”

      “You are,” Guy said, voice still high. “And if you could slow down, that would be bloody wonderful. Just really fantastic.” The man stuck hands over his eyes.

      “You worry far too much about your life,” Curatio said, trying to be more gleeful than he actually felt about driving this thing. He had dismissed Alaric's concerns about taking the wheel, even put aside any talk of perhaps having one of the soldiers riding in the back drive it. Hell if he was going to trust his life in this newfangled machine to someone else who had only middling experience. He had middling experience of his own, after all. His hands were plenty steady and had driven innumerable wagons over the years.

      That they all had horses, oxen, or some other variation of animal propulsion attached seemed irrelevant to him. A wagon was a wagon, the manner of locomotion was the most minor part of the task.

      Though Curatio had to admit, the steering system built into these was quite impressive. He pushed the wheel hard to the right, and the vehicle responded, albeit a bit sluggishly and with some considerable pushback. He could see himself wearing out quite quickly after driving one of these for an hour.

      “Turn here, turn here!” Guy screeched, putting his hand over his eyes again and pointing to Curatio's left.

      Curatio gave the Machine thug only the mildest look of amusement, pressed his foot slowly against the “brakes” as they were called, and then turned onto the main avenue, which was empty of all traffic. The main gate to the docks loomed ahead, closed, the immense door large enough to wheel a ship through if all the way open.

      Guy looked ready to collapse in his seat, or perhaps ooze out the door if it were open. “There, there,” Curatio said, patting him on the shoulder. “I hope you saved some courage. The hard part is still ahead.”

      Guy only moaned at that, but pointed at a button on the dashboard.

      Curatio pressed it, and a loud sound screeched forth that was not unlike a goose having its tail feathers ripped out. Though quite a bit louder.

      A guard shack lay at the left of the gate, and a man stuck his head out. Curatio pressed the button again, and another furious honk sounded. He leaned his cowled head out and shouted. “Come on, then!” in what he thought was a reasonable approximation of Guy's rough accent. “I got reinforcements here!”

      And indeed he did; City Watch soldiers were crammed into the back of the horseless carriage.

      The man in the shack wore a Machine coat and armband, but nodded, then stepped back inside. He rang a bell of some sort, and the gate started to open.

      “I can't believe that worked,” Guy muttered.

      “'Ow could it not?” Curatio asked, still in accent. “We're all one big, 'appy family around here in the City Watch and the Machine, now, aren't we?” And he pressed the pedal down so the engine roared, carrying them through the open gate. Gunshots still rumbled ominously like distant thunder somewhere within.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 54

          

          Baynvyn

        

      

    

    
      “Do you hear that?” Baynvyn stiffened. It was a sound like the roar of an underground river. Raised in Saekaj Sovar, he well knew the sound of underground rivers. The surface variety, less so, though he'd seen a few west of the Perda in his travels.

      “It begins,” Qualleron said, puffing out his chest as he listened.

      And indeed, it did sound like it was beginning. This was a mild surprise to Baynvyn. He'd been unsure whether they'd come or not. This was, after all, the act of a fool or a fanatic.

      Having fought the bastard once, he knew which he would have placed his gold upon.

      “Where are they?” Baynvyn swooped down to kneel next to Piña's open door. She was already looking at the strange screens within, their oblong, ovoid shapes like strange, miniature portals, watery pictures showing up on them.

      She cursed at him in her own language, waving a hand. Telling him to get back, he thought. Her goggles were already lit, and the sound of clockworks skittering and hovering were coming to life all around them as she used whatever power she had to impel them into action. Trace magics, he'd heard it called. That was the means of their operation. Of course, that came from rumor, so he put only a little stock in it.

      Piña snapped her head around, pointing toward the wall and the batteries of cannons that lay along them. “There!” She paused, cocked her head, then pointed through the wall of her truck toward the northwest corner of the dock yards. “But also there. Multiple attacks. Multiple insertions.”

      Baynvyn raised an eyebrow as he looked at Qualleron. “Ambitious,” the troll rumbled.

      “Stupid,” Baynvyn pronounced.

      “Which way is the lady troll?” Qualleron drew his blade from the scabbard across his back. Truly, it was the size of a man and a half. “I knew she would return to me. Honor compelled her, as it should us all. Our battle is going to be legendary.”

      Baynvyn checked his rifle one last time, rested a hand on Epalette's hilt. “My battle is going to be short and brutal this time. Good luck with yours.”

      “That way,” Piña pointed toward the east.

      “I don't need luck,” Qualleron said. “Honor is my guide.” And he sprang off, footfalls rumbling over the sounds of Machine thugs plundering the ships in the docks.

      “Where am I going, Piña?” Baynvyn asked, listening to Qualleron's footsteps subside. “Where is my imposter in black?” He checked the snugness of the rifle strap. He didn't want to lose it in the middle of the fight this time, especially since he'd already lost his pistol. Impossible to replace in this backwards town, it was imported from Binngart, a product of their finest engineering. “Where is his blond-headed bride?”

      “No idea about the yellow-hair,” Piña said. “But the man in the black is atop the wall.” She pointed. “Cannon battery farthest east from us.”

      Baynvyn allowed himself a smile. “Fighting for the cannons? Not a total fool, then.” He drew his blade and gently tapped it on Piña's shoulder. “Keep your damned clockworks off of him this time. He's mine. And don't forget that other request Malpravus made.”

      She didn't look at him, but she nodded – reluctantly – her understanding. That established, Baynvyn kept Epalette in hand and bolted into a sprint enhanced by his weapon. Ahead was the wall, the stairs – he would vault them with ease – and beyond that–

      The imposter. Or his father.

      Either way, he'd claim his head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 55

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “Didn't think this was going to go off so quickly,” Cyrus muttered, firing Baynvyn's pistol as he advanced. He was taking careful aim, but shooting time after time, no reloading. How many shots did it have in its depths? He didn't know, couldn't, exactly, but it had been good for five shots thus far, and five kills, and that was better than the single-shot pistols he'd been trifling with since he'd arrived.

      Truly, this must have been a backward place, as the others had said. Cyrus only needed look at Baynvyn's pistol and rifle to know it was true. The City Watch had barely a gun for one man in ten. The Machine, probably less than that, and they were all those single-shot variety that he'd learned to just about throw away when done.

      Now he was advancing against a loyalist group of City Watch, shouting his displeasure at them as they scrambled around the cannon fortification tower that jutted out on either side of the wall, and dammit–

      It was a slaughter.

      “I am Cyrus Davidon!” he shouted, drawing a bead on a man in Watch livery that charged him with his spear. Cyrus fired and caught the man in the throat. It was entirely too easy with Rodanthar in one hand to slow their onrush. “I am here to liberate this port for the people of Reikonos!” Another charged him and he fired, putting an end to the poor bastard.

      Something changed in the gun this time; it always rattled and hammered, and slapped back at his hand when it operated, but this time something was different when it was done. It seemed off-angle, open somehow, the long part of the barrel drawn back to reveal the gun's innards–

      Which contained no bullets, hidden or otherwise.

      “Damn,” Cyrus said mildly, and thrust the spent pistol back into his belt, because hell if he was going to discard such a wonder. Even if it hadn't come from his son. Gripping Rodanthar with two hands, he slashed at the next comer. The man's livery was drenched in red immediately, and he fell back into the line of approaching City Watch. “Stop!” he shouted. “There is no need for us to fight!”

      “I don't think they're going to listen to you my l – err, my general,” McCoie said, striking down a charging Watchman.

      And unfortunately, he was right, for they were coming off the cannon tower like steam off a boiling pot, with more rallying down the wall toward the next cannon tower, determined to stop Cyrus and his small army before they reached their goal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 56

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “Give them no quarter!” Alaric shouted, dismounting the last stairs into the dock yards as a crowd of Machine thugs charged him with blades half the length of his. Fools, all, and dishonorable ones at that. He took out the leading two with Aterum and turned to deal with the next. They were swarming around him, one was sure to at least try to stab him in the back soon–

      A mighty gust of wind blew past the back of his neck, awakening all the little hairs that rested there. Alaric turned and looked up–

      And up–

      Birissa was there, swinging her sword and bellowing to the heavens. Some poor Machine thug was chopped in half, his upper body pinwheeling his arms comically as he flew through the air and landed in a pile in the midst of the frame of wood that comprised and empty ship dock.

      “Thank you,” Alaric said, working his way back to attacking. The resistance suddenly ceased, and Alaric realized they must have killed all the Machine guards in this part of the dockyards.

      Birissa stood there, head wheeling about on her mighty neck. She met his eyes. “More?”

      “Surely,” Alaric said, breaking into a run. There were none visible along this side of the yards, but rows of ship docks obscured his ability to see farther. Heads peeked over the deck of the occasional ship. Tentative ones, which told Alaric something about how the plundering had been going in here. He reached the end of a row and looked down, down–

      A dozen ships down there were several horseless carriages parked and a bevy of torches burned in the night. Alaric stared through the spell cast upon his sight, trying to determine...it all looked very familiar, but, then, many of the ships did, at least to his untrained eye.

      Was that where the Yuutshee had been berthed when last he was here? And if so, were the thugs proximal to it presently raiding it? Or the ship next to it?

      Alaric looked back. His own City Watch guards were flooding down the battlements now, their effort at placing a force behind the enemy gates successful. “Come on!” he shouted, and waited until a few of them had started to run after him to break into his own sprint. A leader needed to lead, after all, but if no one followed, he was going to have a very difficult time trying to liberate the docks by himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 57

          

          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      “Uhm, we should probably hurry,” Vaste said, casting another Falcon's Essence spell upon the poor sod who was trying – so hard, curse his annoying, useless, slow and pathetic arse – to get up the wall. This fellow of course came to his line, his rope, and it was Vaste's responsibility to help get him up and over so he could do the same to the next five fellows in his line.

      “One of you come over here,” Shirri said, waving one of his line to hers. Of course, she only had two men left in hers.

      “Yes, another over here,” Pamyra called from the other side of her daughter. “I only have one left.”

      “It's not a race,” Vaste said a little self-consciously. “And if it were, I'm not sure why I got saddled with the slowest guard of them all.” The poor bastard sagged again. “Come on, man,” Vaste called up to him. He was only halfway up the wall. “Climb, damn you! Climb, or else–” He looked at the other men in his line, all of whom were watching him with wide-eyed alarm. Of course, they'd seen little in the way of trolls.

      That gave him an idea. “Climb...or I will eat you!” Vaste called.

      The puffing guard looked down at him, face twisted in a confused look.

      “Yes, you heard me,” Vaste said. “There's a shortage of grain, and I'm hungry, so if you fall...” He rubbed his belly. “I might not even bother to cook you first.”

      “I – but – wha – I'm sweating like a pig,” the man sputtered.

      “I like pig,” Vaste said, still rubbing his belly. “Sausage, bacon, the tenderloins. Mmm. You're making me hungry. I bet all that sweating is like good seasoning for the flesh.”

      It was tough to see in the dark, but he could have sworn the panicked look on that man's face gave way to climbing with renewed strength. The other men in Vaste's line edged away from him as though he were a plague-bearer.

      “Oh, damn,” Vaste said mildly as the slow bastard reached the top and fairly vaulted himself over. “I guess I'm going to stay hungry.” He eyed the next man in line, who eyed him back. Vaste could almost hear him gulp in the night, even over the sounds of battle in the distance. “You get the same deal as him.” And he smiled, his large lower teeth protruding out from under his upper lip.

      “You know,” Vaste said, edging up to Shirri as he watched his next man climb at roughly three times the speed of the last, easily outpacing the ones climbing in front of Shirri and Pamyra, “if this were a race, I think I might just win after all.” His man reached the parapet and looked back, gasping like a boned fish. Vaste gave him a little wave. “Next!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 58

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “Don't push me,” Cyrus grunted, a City Watchman yelling at him as he tried to thrust a spear into Cyrus's face. It was his bad luck Cyrus caught it in his gauntlet. It was his even worse luck that he'd tried such a foolish maneuver while standing at the edge of the damned tower, with nothing but a hundred foot drop beneath him.

      Cyrus held the spear tip in his hand, looking coldly at the man for a second before giving it a hearty shove. He overpowered the man's thrust easily with the strength of Rodanthar, and the haft slammed into the guard's unprotected belly. All the wind went out of him and he started to fall back, back–

      “Aiiiiieee!” He started to tumble, eyes exploding wide in sheer panic. He saw the drop, he saw the certain death coming below, and–

      Cyrus grabbed the spear tip and yanked him back, ripping the weapon out of his grasp. He brought it around in a rough spin and took the man's legs from beneath him, dropping him to his back at the edge of the tower. With another half spin he brought the tip around and placed the point at the bulge of the man's throat. “I am Cyrus Davidon,” he said. “Yield or die.”

      The guard didn't take long to contemplate his options. “I yield, I yield.”

      “Stay right there, then,” Cyrus said, then turned. He lifted the spear and threw it across the tower, planting it into the center of the chest of a guard about to stab one of his men who'd fallen to one knee. The enemy guard caught the spear squarely, and he bellowed a shout that drew the attention of everyone on the tower as he plummeted over the edge into the night. “I am Cyrus Davidon,” Cyrus called into the brief silence that followed. “If you want to live, lay down your arms. If you want to die – keep fighting!”

      That prompted a long, quiet moment of thought. Followed by a clatter.

      Someone had dropped their spear.

      Another followed a moment later, then another. Someone got stabbed on the other side of the melee, and several blades answered it as the perpetrator fell.

      “All right, then,” Cyrus said, picking up a spear from the nearest man who'd surrendered one. “You and you – march them back to the stairs where we entered and turn them loose.” Cyrus gave every one of them a hard look. “I give you your lives tonight. You are free to rejoin your families or to join my army. But if we catch you taking up arms against us in the name of the usurping Lord Protector, who means to starve this city and its people – my mercy will become fury, and you will be truly sorry.” He nodded to three of the Watchmen who stood at the edge of the tower, then pointed his newly purloined spear. “Line up in front of them, and go home.”

      As they started to move, Cyrus looked at the haggard, now battle-hardened crew of Watchmen that was still with him. They'd lost few, it seemed. McCoie was covered in blood from his shoulders to mid-chest, though it didn't appear to be his own. Cyrus gave him a wry smile, and clanked an elbow on his shoulder. “You men are veterans now.”

      McCoie smiled weakly. “It's the first time we've actually fought armed resistance.”

      “Feels better than attacking the unarmed people, doesn't it?” Cyrus asked. Every man there could hear him.

      “Aye, sir,” said a man a couple rows back, instantly and with great feeling. Some of the surrendering guards were casting baleful looks back at the entire exchange.

      “You men, hold this tower,” Cyrus pointed at three of them. “Sound an alarm if anyone comes at you from back that way.”

      All three looked perplexed, glancing around. One of them asked the rather obvious question: “What alarm, sir?”

      Cyrus clanged Rodanthar against one of the large-bodied cannons as he passed, on the way to his next conquest. “This one.” He smiled, and saw McCoie doing the same next to him. “I'm pretty sure we'll hear it, and we'll come a-running. Now, men–” He raised his sword high, “Onward!” And they charged down the wall to the next tower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 59

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      The charge felt good after what had seemed like years of Alaric being only in small fights. There was a righteousness to it, plunging down the row of ships at a flat run, trying not to outpace his army – though he easily could with Aterum in hand. They were all shouting, all pretense of surprise now gone as easily as the sun slipping over the horizon at dusk. Night had closed in all around them and by torchlight they charged.

      Alaric had a stray thought: Was this why Cyrus had so loved being general?

      There was appeal to it, going into battle at a run with good men at his side, a feeling harkening him back to the days when he'd led the men of Requiem. The City Watch had their spears at the ready, their livery flapping behind them like knights of old, but lacking any armor. It struck Alaric that the City Watch livery was the most foolish of retained traditions that had outlived its usefulness. Livery on a knight in the field was meant to designate him to his fellows and enemies, to inform them of his loyalties.

      Who needed to be made aware of the City Watch's loyalties? As far as methods of identification went, surely there had to be less flamboyant ones, especially now that they'd done away with armor in this modern world.

      A bullet skipped off Alaric's helm and he found himself smiling. Some armor at least still had its place in this world, though it seemed to him that unless quartal was ubiquitous in these days, steel was hardly an efficient means of keeping the threats of modern war at bay.

      “Birissa!” Alaric shouted, pointing his sword at a cluster of Machine thugs, the leader of which had a rifle and was frantically reloading it after hitting Alaric.

      The troll warrioress did not respond save with a growl, but she leapt into the midst of the Machine thugs and there came many screams and cries of terror and pain.

      Alaric and his comrades of the watch ran past, onward to their target. There was no other resistance seeping out of the pathways between the ships. It seemed the Machine was quite focused on their task of pillaging, and had spared very few men for guard duties.

      That suited Alaric just fine.

      Torches illuminated a circle some hundred or so feet in front of the ship where the Machine was currently directing their efforts. Was it the Yuutshee? He could not be sure, not at this distance, not in this dark. The flare of orange fires burning in the night illuminated a host of Machine thugs milling about like ants at the base of the ship. Some carried boxes of purloined goods, hurrying to stow them in the nearby horseless wagons, then scrambling to get their weapons out as Alaric's little army approached.

      He imagined these Machine men – no, they weren't even worthy of the sobriquet of 'men', not these thugs, these callous whoremongers – he imagined them stabbing and slapping and taking what they wanted from the ships trapped at anchor in this yard. Damn whoever got in their way, that would be their attitude. It was always the attitude of someone who was assured that they had right or might on their side.

      “Give them no mercy!” Alaric shouted, leaping ahead with a maneuver right out of Vara's book. He swept overhead, soared some twenty feet and smashed into the front line of Machine men as their eyes widened in shock. He crashed into them like a runaway wagon, armored joints finding malleable flesh and unprotected bone. Blood sprayed from one man's mouth; another caught Alaric's knee in the midsection and all his wind left him as he sank to his knees. Aterum found targets, too, and the night sparkled with the spilling of fresh blood.

      He was faster than them, even at his advanced age. The long-remembered movements of sword and steel taught to him by Mathurin came out still, a lifetime after he'd first learned them. Screams ripped through the night, and Alaric's vision of men possessed by the surety of their rightness or the certainty of the might behind them felt like a double-edged blade. For he was certain that he was right, true, and he had no small amount of might–

      There was no challenge being in among them, no great honor to be found fighting these nameless pests. They were an infestation to be dealt with just as brutally. Poison them, sit back and watch them choke? Aye, there would be nothing wrong with that for this Machine. This Machine who preyed solely on the unarmed, the weak, the outnumbered.

      “How do you like it now?” Alaric asked, raking his blade across the unarmored torso of a Machine thug, shredding his signature black coat. The man's eyes went plate-like, stretched, pupils tiny dots in an ocean of white as he looked up at Alaric in pure, pained shock. Then he keeled over, wordlessly.

      Well, Alaric liked it fine, in spite of the lack of honor. This was service, to take sword and war to the kind of scum that performed these dark deeds. He could do this all night, in spite of the lack of honor. In spite of–

      A sharp thunder of a shock rattled through Alaric's armor, and he paused, drawing his blade out of some fool's guts. The battle was truly joined, now, the City Watch well and truly engaged with the Machine thugs. It was a melee, and Alaric was on the leading edge, shredding his way through these men with no challenge at all–

      But that sound. The sharp edge of his helm's bottom clinked against his pauldrons as another shock ran through him. It started at the bottoms of his feet and rattled up his armor, clinking any two pieces of nearby metal together. A curious sensation, he wondered–

      And then he did not need to wonder any more.

      A troll the height of a Vaste and a half, at least, the width of twice the Sanctuary healer roared out from behind the nearby airship. He had a blade easily taller than Alaric, maybe even twice his height, and he was armored top to bottom. The roar was a fearsome noise, too; it made Alaric cringe.

      He looked across the field of useless swine, of the rats of the Machine, and up, up into the face of the battle troll, whose sword was held high. “Who seeks the honor of battle and death among you, small warriors?” the troll bellowed, clearly, with just a hint of an accent to his words.

      Alaric stared up at him, and across the distance, their eyes met.

      With a smile, Alaric held up a hand, and the words he'd learned many lifetimes ago blossomed a burst of power out of his hand, knocking aside the Machine thugs in his path. He strode through them, ending two without even looking as he made his way to the far edge of the fight where the troll waited, patiently, watching him.

      “You seek the honor of battle?” Alaric asked.

      The troll nodded, a little smile perched across his mighty lips.

      Alaric met him with a smile of his own. “Short is the time I have been here, in this place, but great has been my longing for honorable battle. Free of the cheap implements of this day – the guns, the cannons, the knives to the back. If it's honor in battle you seek, the crossing of blades between worthy foes, well...I am smaller than you, obviously.” Alaric brought Aterum across his chest in a high guard, the tip extending out to just above his head. “But I think you will find my soul more than equal to the task.”

      The troll grinned, nodded his head. “I am Qualleron, of Prenasia.”

      “I am Alaric Garaunt, of Sanctuary.”

      Qualleron raised his blade and dipped his head in respect. “Then let us begin, Alaric Garaunt of Sanctuary. And show these honorless dogs what true battle is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 60

          

          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      “Good thing you're here!” There was a gathering of Machine thugs in the center of the long street that ran the length of the dock yards. Lined on either side by row after row of ships, it was a strange cross-hatching arrangement that reminded Curatio of a baker's pan with buns all laid out upon it. The Machine thug sauntered toward where Curatio had parked the truck. There had to be twenty, thirty of them, just standing around like idiots.

      “Oh?” Curatio kept that thick accent as he took a hand up from one of the City Watch, lifting up into the back of the wagon. “'Ow's that?”

      “Lots of fighting going on, idn't there?” the Machine thug answered.

      “Who is it?” Curatio asked, reaching the mounted platform in the middle of the truck bed. He received a subtle nod from the man next to it, who'd been tasked with making ready the...well...it.

      “No idea,” the Machine thug said, pausing in front of the vehicle. “Why are you stopping here? The fights are going on there and there.” He pointed into the distance, almost straight back from where they stood, and also far into the distance, toward the wall.

      “What are you doing 'ere, then?” Curatio asked, trying to suppress a smile as he took up the handles. “Shouldn't you be 'elpin'?” He was enjoying this particular bit of theater, in spite of sounding like the execrable Guy.

      The Machine thug just stared at him out of the soft glow of the carriage's head lamps. “That's what you're here for. We're guarding the gate.” He planted his hands on each hip.

      “Ohhh,” Curatio said, nodding along. “Question for you, then – how'd we get through the gate?”

      The man stared at him blankly, then questioningly, then turned as if to seek the answer from the men layered behind him–

      Curatio did not wait for him to turn back around. One of the City Watch yanked the canvas cover off the gatling cannon and Curatio lined it up as he'd been shown–

      Being next to the thing as it was going off was even more incredibly loud than being shot at by it. “Let us unleash our displeasure,” he shouted, sure that no one was hearing him and equally sure that given the sheer volume of death he was blasting out, he needed no aid from the riflemen here in his truck. They seemed to be holding their fire in any case.

      The Machine thug up front did not even know what hit him. The cannon shredded him as Curatio walked the fire into the suddenly scattering mass of black coats. But there was nowhere to hide in the wide, main avenue, and he tilted the gun from left to right, raking it over them and dropping them like harvested wheat.

      “This is quite invigorating,” Curatio said, running it over them once more, ears ringing like temple bells had started going behind him. “I see much to like in this new age.” He stopped cranking and the noise subsided – slightly. The ringing continued, madly, in his ears, as though he had water in them.

      One of the men was waving to get his attention. He mouthed something, and Curatio nodded. “Yes, reload.” He stepped over the side of the truck and circled around to the cabin, opening the door and getting in next to Guy, who was opening and closing his mouth wordlessly – and quite comically.

      Curatio clapped him on the shoulder. “NEXT – TIME – YOU – DRIVE – !”

      Guy blinked at him. “I – DRIVE?” He tapped himself on the ear.

      Curatio just nodded, starting the truck again. “Damned right,” he said under his breath. Because he really didn't want to stop shooting if he didn't have to. For all the thunderous ruckus it made, it was quite a bit more fun than he'd thought it would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 61

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “Surrender,” Cyrus called over the men of the second tower. They were milling between the cannons, some of which pointed out, beyond the wall, others of which pointed in, toward the dock yard. “There is no need for us to fight.”

      But of course, there was, and he knew as he saw the figure cutting through the shadows, running along the wall toward the tower, there would be little he could do to stop another of these fights, however much he might want to.

      The soldiers before him stood confused for a solid second. It gave Cyrus a breath of hope. Then, from the shadowy figure coming along the wall like a bolt of lightning streaking toward a tree:

      “Attack!”

      It was Baynvyn, of course, and Cyrus let a noise of frustration loose from his throat as he kicked out at the first man to charge him. The loyalist guard took a hard hit in the center of the chest, bones crackling as he flew back and knocked over two others. Cyrus backhanded the next that came at him, then shot a scalding look right at Baynvyn.

      “You know, son,” Cyrus said, “I could do with a little less of your sass.”

      Baynvyn slipped around the knot of battlers now surging around Cyrus, coming right for him. Cyrus watched him come warily, but the dark elf seemed content to take his time. “I could do with less of your obstreperousness.”

      “I always liked that word,” Cyrus said, kicking a loyalist Watchman back when he raised his spear.

      “I'm impressed you turned the City Watch to your side,” Baynvyn said. “Never seen that before.”

      “When you set a plan to starve the people of a city into motion, don't be surprised when those people don't take it well,” Cyrus said, grabbing a spear that came at him and tugging it so it came past him, tripping the wielder. Cyrus broke the haft, tossing the point over the wall. “Stop it,” he told the man, bowling him over as he moved toward Baynvyn. It seemed a kinder move than just killing anyone who came at him. “And why does it surprise you that I should recruit an army? If you know anything about me at all, it should be that I've always built armies and only faced terrible odds myself when I absolutely had to.”

      “You built one army,” Baynvyn said, still circling. He was looking for the weak point, surely. His rifle was slung over his shoulder, and he was coldly assessing Cyrus from behind the veil of shadow that Epalette drenched him in.

      Cyrus kept his eyes on his son the whole time, though. That was his one advantage over anyone else Baynvyn had ever killed. Rodanthar let him see the dark elf peering at him. “I only needed one, really. But in case your mother forgot to tell you the story, I also had quite a formidable group of other armies join my command in the Realm of War when we came to kill Bellarum.”

      “Oh?” Baynvyn was still circling. He seemed like he had a vague interest. Or was just waiting for an opening that wasn't coming.

      “Surely she told you.” Cyrus clubbed a loyalist who came through the fray at him. The man took the hit to the face and stopped, slamming into the ground as though he'd run into a solid post. “It was a great battle. Not like Leaugarden, which was neither a great battle nor one she was there to witness, really, since she teleported out with that godsdamned wizard, Verity–”

      Baynvyn froze, his eyes flickered in shadow. “You know her name.”

      “Verity?” Cyrus chuckled, then kicked the shin of a loyalist, who doubled over. Cyrus raised his fist and bashed the man in the face, clubbing him off his feet and into a pile. “It'd be hard to forget that straw-haired clucking shrew. She looked like she wore canvas and acted like it was bunched up in all the wrong places, too.” He paused in concentration. “You know, I never saw her again after Leaugarden. I wonder what happened–”

      “My mother killed her,” Baynvyn said, almost whispering. He was close enough Cyrus could hear him, though, albeit barely.

      “Well done, Aisling,” Cyrus said, breaking into a smile. “I didn't see your mother again after that until we invaded Saekaj and killed Yartraak. She shows up, bloody, beaten, a soul ruby the size of a head in her hands.” Cyrus was trying to remember the intricate details. He could see he was getting through. Baynvyn's face was frozen as he watched and listened. “See, Yartraak was draining the essence of Vidara into it. You know the next time I saw Aisling after that?”

      “When?” Baynvyn took a step closer. Only a few surging battlers separated them now. No one seemed to be coming at Cyrus anymore.

      “When she saved my life. Vara's too. It was in the throne room of the elven kingdom.” Cyrus took a step toward Baynvyn. “You must have been born by then; but your mother was an ambassador, because Terian had sent her – with that,” he nodded at Epalette, gripped tight in Baynvyn's hand, “to watch out for us because he suspected Danay's treachery. And he was right.” Cyrus made a face. “Terian was actually right a lot more than I would have liked to admit, especially toward the end–”

      Baynvyn's eyes flickered again, just for a second, and Cyrus knew he'd been lulled.

      “Shit!” Cyrus raised his sword guard as Baynvyn sprang into motion. “You treacherous–!”

      But Baynvyn was already at him, under his guard, the blade at his side.

      And grinning. “Just like my mother,” he said, as he swept Epalette beneath Cyrus's plate armor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 62

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      Qualleron the troll swung his immense blade with the tooth-rattling fury Alaric might have expected from a titan. Hell, it certainly felt similar to the damage Alaric had felt in battle with the damned titans. It wasn't terribly far off from the power of Mortus, come to think of it.

      “I respect your strength,” Alaric said, holding Aterum tightly in a high guard above his head. The troll circled, then swung down with another rattling blow that Alaric – barely – blocked. The size of Qualleron's sword made precision important. To fail to raise his blade in the proper place meant the troll's weapon might go slipping off his edge and hit his armor. While he had a certain amount of faith in the Protanian metallurgy, the strength, the sheer force the troll brought to bear in each swing made him wonder at his efficacy at blocking it. “But strength alone will not win you this battle.”

      “You are stronger than any human I have fought,” Qualleron said, circling, forcing Alaric to turn nearly halfway around with his massive steps. “Usually your kind resorts to dishonorable conduct immediately upon the commencement of a fight. You can see it in their eyes; the fear seizes hold, claws down to their hearts, makes them desperate to death.”

      “I am not most men.” Alaric spun out of the way of blow that cleaved into the earth, leaving a rut in the dirt and stone the width of his forearm where Qualleron's sword fell. “The lack of honor is a lamentable failing of the men of these days. It is a thing that extends beyond your personal conduct, though. It is like a ripple that turns to a wave. You see it first in a duel such as this, but it goes far further, into this city, into its governance.” He raised his sword. “Surely you cannot believe that the Lord Protector of this place acts with full honor. Look at what he has you doing.”

      That brought Qualleron up short, as he repositioned himself to rest weight on his back foot. He seemed to be setting himself up to take the defense for a time, as though inviting Alaric to attack. “No, I don't care for this place or its governance,” Qualleron decided, rumbling out his answer. “But I cannot change it, anymore than I can change the honor of any man. I can only do what I must, and that is to enforce the will of my paid liege as best I can within the dictates of my own honor. To do anything else would be to sully my name, my reputation – my honor.”

      Alaric took the troll's cue and moved forward on the attack. Qualleron met his offensive with good blocking and little counteroffensive, which the knight found curious. “Your answer, then, to the notion that you are working for an honorless man is merely that you must serve some master, and their dishonor does not belong to you?”

      “I take no order that violates my honor,” Qualleron bristled, neatly turning aside Alaric's sword. “Here, for instance, I waited for you and your kind. I did not engage in any of this...” He shot a look sidelong at the nearest ship, a smooth-lined vessel that seemed much sleeker and longer than the Yuutshee. “...thievery,” he finally decided.

      “But you are abetting it,” Alaric said, tensing as he moved back. Qualleron's balance had begun to shift, the troll's movements obvious; he was preparing for attack once more. There was a definite poise and balance there. “For how can you support your paid liege in his efforts when they are so honorless?”

      The troll hesitated. “In truth, I spend time arguing it with myself. But there are no places of pure honor these days, and the Lord Protector has long granted me such leeway as to avoid these troubling moral events that would plague my conscience. So I sleep well enough knowing that I myself must not be a part of dishonor, one eye safely turned away. And I engage with the real combatants such as yourself.” Qualleron smiled from beneath his helm. “Though I rarely have the pleasure of such formidable foes, and never ones with such a sense of honor. I should thank you and you friends for that.” The smile vanished. “It will nearly be a shame to kill you.”

      “I don't think you'll–” Alaric started.

      But before he could finish, Qualleron swept in with speed and fury, pressing his attack. Alaric felt the battering run through his arm, pain lancing through the joints from the heavy blow as surely as if he'd been stabbed. His elbow, his shoulder, both cried out beneath his armor, radiating pain into the muscles around them. His armor rang like a bell though Qualleron's sword touched it not at all.

      A second strike, lifted and brought down almost immediately, landed and the pain surged louder. It drowned out Alaric's thoughts, shocked him. It was stinging, angry, and within his own body, lancing into the muscles and down his arm. It shot into his fingertips, numbing them, weakening his grip until–

      Qualleron brought down another furious blow less than a second later. It rose and fell in the space of two feet, the huge troll bringing all his power to bear and clashing his blade against Aterum. The pain surged, the shout becoming a scream as Alaric's fingers released the hilt–

      Aterum fell from Alaric's grasp, and with it, the world became a faster, swirling, furious place. Dust kicked up by the immense boots of Qualleron flooded his senses, surged into his nose and mouth, coating his tongue and choking him. The pain in his arm went became an agony, and he couldn't contain it anymore.

      Alaric stumbled back, his sword lost, the immense amber troll seemingly all around him, he was so large. Alaric's back hit the ground a moment later, the pain surging across him as he clutched his arm to himself.

      “You dropped your sword,” Qualleron mused idly as the loud sounds and screams of battle and weapons flooded Alaric's senses. The smell of fire overcame the dirt clogging his nose, the musk of troll sweat crept in just after it. Qualleron was there, and now he had held Aterum between his huge fingers like a toothpick, raising his own blade up, once more, above his shoulders.

      Clutching his wrist as the pain surged through him, Alaric had no place to concentrate. The pain was everywhere, was everything, blotting out all other thoughts save one:

      When Qualleron swung his sword, Alaric knew his life would be over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 63

          

          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      “I know, dimly, why we're fighting for this place,” Vaste said, surveying the flames and screaming and gunshots happening all over the expansive dockyards from atop the wall – finally! “But I'm really not sure why it's such a hellacious pit.”

      “Because nearly everything in this town is a hellacious pit,” Pamyra said, already hurrying to follow the City Watch that they'd so painstakingly worked to get atop the wall, already running to – of course – get down it at the nearest stairwell.

      Vaste took only another moment to survey, to compare everything he was seeing to the map he'd seen of this place. “That's true. If there's anything humans are good at, it's creating outhouses like this and then fighting over them.” He started to bound ahead, overtaking both Pamyra and then Shirri within a few steps. The stairs were ahead, and he supposed there was, indeed, a battle to be fought and won.

      “A curious critique from someone who finds himself charging into the middle of the battle for this particular outhouse,” Shirri called after him. The younger of the two women was quicker on her feet than her mother, but not by much, and Vaste outpaced her easily. Someone below was surely in need of their help already, and he should probably get to that.

      “Well, what can I say?” Vaste shrugged. “I'm a sucker for these hard luck cases and lost causes.”

      “And here I thought our cause was beginning to look so much less lost,” Shirri muttered, barely audible.

      “I would not worry about it overly much,” Vaste said, taking the stairs two and three at a time, nearly knocking over the Watchmen traversing them. He caught more than a few looks of fear from the men. It was probably good that they were afraid of him. Maybe that would keep them from making stupid demands of him and wasting his time. “Cyrus always finds a way to turn these hopeless causes into winnable battles. This is probably no different.” He landed firmly on the stone-lined path at the base of the stairs. “Probably.”

      “I find little comfort in your words!” Shirri called, still halfway up the stairs. Damned elven hearing.

      “Will that make you work harder or despair more?” Vaste called back. “Because I don't want you to be getting all slack on me. I have to carry this bunch enough as it is, I don't need to add you to the weight upon my shoulders.”

      “I don't – I–” Shirri reached the bottom and joined him as Vaste looked around, trying to decide which way to go. There seemed to be conflict ahead, the mighty rattling of what sounded like blades ringing together like bells in the night.

      “This way, then,” Vaste said, and Shirri was after him a moment later, Pamyra trailing behind. “I like how you follow behind me anyway, even though you're not sure how to answer that. Blind obedience is a plus, so maybe even if you are despairing, it'll all work out anyway.”

      “What? How?” Shirri asked, sounding quite outraged about it.

      “I really don't know,” Vaste said, as patiently as he could. “Like I said, this is Cyrus's department. He's the one who always pulls the miracles out of his helm – somehow.” A cannon blasted off, loudly, to his left. “And hopefully he's working hard at one of those right now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 64

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      With an elbow to Baynvyn's face, Cyrus knocked the dark elf away from him. Pain spiked in his side, the pointed tip of Epalette having found a space between his chain mail.

      “Oh ho ho,” Baynvyn chuckled, nose bloody, dark blue liquid coursing down his upper lip. “Not only is your armor quartal, but your will is quite impressive. Most give up once I score first blood.”

      “I'm not much into giving up,” Cyrus said, keeping Rodanthar pointed at him as he muttered a healing spell under his breath. It seemed to work mostly beneath the surface of the skin, though the trickle of blood slowed a bit as it took hold. “Especially at a pin prick. I mean, really, if your mother told you what she did to me, you can't possibly think a needle tip like that, without any black lace, is going to make me throw down my sword and go home.”

      Baynvyn's smile vanished. “You don't have a home anymore.”

      “Actually, I do,” Cyrus said, and advanced on him. The battle was surging around him, Cyrus's army of Watchmen clashing with the loyalists, a space cleared for he and Baynvyn, either out of respect for them or fear of what they might do if anyone got too close. Cyrus caught sight of a Machine thug racing at him out of the corner of his eye and pointed his free hand at the man. His spell, usually a whisper, became a shout and the air rippled as a more powerful force blast than he had managed to conjure since arriving blew out of his palm–

      The Machine thug flew backward and over the edge of the wall with a scream.

      “Reikonos is my home,” Cyrus said, taking another step forward. “This is my city, and always has been. My statues dot its squares, my name is hailed within its walls. And if you think I'm going to let the skeleton-fucking necromancer that sits atop that tower continue to bleed these people dry – well, son, I'm going to do what your mother should have done a long time ago, and spank your ass so hard that you will no longer have any doubts that I'm your father.”

      “My lord!” McCoie called, from the periphery of the battle, “Need you any aid in fighting this...specter?”

      “He's just a man under a spell, McCoie,” Cyrus called back. The battle was pulsing, men fighting against men, with the additional wrinkle of the occasional combatant forced over the edge of the walls. To one side, a scream and a splash below followed. To the other came the sound of a body cracking upon the stones beneath. “And I need no help putting this child in his place.”

      “This 'child' has lived longer than you,” Baynvyn said, squaring himself and lifting his blade for swift use. He was prepared for an attack. “Father.”

      “Have you?” Cyrus asked, pointing his sword at his son. “Tell me, in all your years of experience, have you ever seen...this?”

      With a sublingual cast, Cyrus loosed a force blast coupled with a flame spell, and it hit Baynvyn before he could so much as react. It caught him squarely just below the waist, setting his trousers aflame and causing him to hiss and stagger back.

      Cyrus was on him in a moment, leading with elbow instead of blade as Baynvyn slapped at the flames that had casually caught his clothing. It was a prime distraction, perfect in its placement. In a second, Cyrus was inside his guard, wrapping his plate over Baynvyn's arm, pushing against his torso, burying a hip in his belly, with all its armored force punching squarely into his son's gut.

      Baynvyn let out a sudden, forcible exhalation. His arms thrust out from the blow, all thought of patting out the flames forgotten as he lost his wind. He tried to fight back, surely, but was off his footing.

      Cyrus wrapped an arm around his son's blade hand, lifting up, slipping beneath, controlling Baynvyn's motion. The dark elven hybrid tried to fight back, but the direction of his joints was now against him. Cyrus rapped him across the face, roughly, with the flat part of Rodanthar's blade. It was another distraction, more insult than anything, but a few drops of blood sprang from where the edge struck Baynvyn's forehead and spattered the stones beneath them.

      “You won't–!” Baynvyn managed to get out between grunts. He had Epalette in the hand Cyrus had trapped, and he dropped it, moving his free hand up to snatch it out of the air so he could spin on Cyrus–

      The moment the weapon left his hand, though, Cyrus yanked him with all his force, planting the flat edge of his forearm into Baynvyn's throat, careful not to crush his windpipe. The dark elf let out a choked gasp, and Cyrus flattened him with a second strike, this one lower, across the place where the collarbones met. He knocked him cleanly off his feet, sent him tumbling back–

      And caught Epalette in his off hand.

      “I'm sorry, son,” Cyrus said, keeping the dagger behind his back in his left hand, “but I'm afraid I'm going to have to take away your toys until you learn to behave better.” He swept in and rocked the smaller dark elf with a kick to the ribs. He was holding back quite a bit, but Baynvyn still rolled, clutching at his side. “Who's your daddy now?”

      “You – you—” Baynvyn gasped, and Cyrus did not for one moment believe he was responding to Cyrus's rhetorical question. “You sonofa–” Baynvyn finally managed to spit out.

      Cyrus turned and booted a Machine thug over the parapets and down to the ground below, inside the dock yards, saving one of his Watchmen from impalement by less than a second. That done, Cyrus stepped away, swiftly, and watched Baynvyn's eyes follow his footsteps. The dark elf was good, no doubt. Even in the heat of this battle and in spite of all the clamor and clangor around, he never once took his eyes off where Cyrus moved.

      For his part, though, Cyrus was circling, trying to lose his attention. Not to strike the fatal blow, but to at least put this literal bastard out of the fight. “I don't need your troubles right now, son,” Cyrus said. “You're backing the wrong horse's ass in this fight, a murderer and a maniac who'd just as soon slaughter this city as rule it, if he had but the power to make either happen.”

      “I don't care,” Baynvyn said, pushing back to his feet. He was slower without Epalette, but he was by no means slow. His rifle was still slung over his shoulder, and he made a motion as if to go for it, but that was all. “This is your city, as you said, and thus your problem. I was hired to do a job.” He smiled, blue blood dark against his white teeth, hand poised near the gun. “You're just a bonus for me.”

      “Oh?” Cyrus brought Epalette forward, like a second, smaller sword. Keenly felt was the loss of Ferocis in all this. Even more: You should have been with us for this, Vara.

      “You cannot believe that you can be the spark that will light this city aflame,” Baynvyn said, breathing hard between bloody lips as he circled with Cyrus, the warrior's shadow steps always watched by his son. Baynvyn reached the edge of the parapet on the dockyards side and ceased his circling, stopping at the edge. “Or that this wild conflagration you seek to unleash will do anything but burn your beloved city to ashes?”

      Cyrus cocked his head, though no one could see it, and smiled. “If not me...who? If not now, when? Reikonos will be free.”

      “Reikonos will be a cinder,” Baynvyn said, his expression dark. “You will not free it.”

      “Agree to disagree,” Cyrus said, and made a motion toward Baynvyn, mostly to see what he would do.

      The dark elf flipped over the parapets and disappeared. Cyrus eased toward the edge, sparing only a glance backward to ensure that his battle was won. Indeed, here it was, only his Watchmen were now left on their feet, this section of the wall utterly subdued. No Machine thugs or loyalists ran up the stairs or emerged from the towers nearby.

      Looking over the edge, he saw Baynvyn below, letting loose of a rope. He'd picked his spot to jump with care, then; Cyrus hadn't even noticed it there. Their eyes met, though he was sure that his son could not see him with the cloak of Epalette upon him. Still, Baynvyn stared, brow crooked in that same smoldering anger, until finally the dark elf turned and ran swiftly behind two airships, disappearing into the dockyards below.

      The wall was won.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 65

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      The killing blow was coming, and soon, with nothing but the last swing of Qualleron separating Alaric from sure death, sure and certain to–

      “You dropped this, sir.”

      Alaric pried his eyes open; he hadn't even known he'd shut them. Whether from the scything pain radiating down his arm as surely as if it had been severed, or mere fear at the blow he was certain was to fall, he'd squinted them shut. Once they were open, he chided, rebuked himself. It was a small act of cowardice in the face of overwhelming force, and yet he'd done it nonetheless. For shame.

      Qualleron, though, had Aterum extended to him. The troll had daintily, by the tip, extended the sword so the hilt was pointed at Alaric's chest. He had spoken, indeed, and now waited, his own blade at low rest, in one hand, while he proffered Alaric's sword back to him with the other.

      “Thank you,” Alaric said, uncertain what else to say. He took Aterum by the hilt and Qualleron released his hold. Alaric waited, expecting – well, the troll's blade to fall on him.

      It did not come; instead, Qualleron took a step back. “Take a moment to recompose yourself, if you need. I was perhaps too harsh upon your arm just now. In the madness of great battle, I forgot my own strength. Rest, and come back at me with all you have when you feel ready.”

      Alaric pushed to his feet, mouthing a healing spell that did little to assuage the pain running down his arm. Still, he was able to clench his fist a moment later, so it had done something. Healed broken bones, perhaps, or mended strained joints. He took up the weight of Aterum, muttering another healing spell. This did a little more, and he swung it experimentally.

      “Very good!” Qualleron bellowed with joy. “I see–” His countenance turned fearsome in a moment, and he leapt at Alaric.

      Alaric barely had time to sidestep and pull up his guard before the troll was upon him. Qualleron's sweaty scent washed over him like a flood into his senses, the momentum of the creature bearing down like a runaway wagon, the horses gone mad and astray, stopping for nothing–

      Except Qualleron did stop, inches away from Alaric, in fact. There was a sound behind him, the troll's arm extended neatly over him, a guttural noise coming from back there–

      Alaric spun, and found the most curious sight greeting him–

      Qualleron's broad blade had speared a Machine thug squarely through the chest. The man was gasping, sliding down the wide blade, which split him from chest to crotch. The troll pulled it free, then moved a foot around Alaric, kicking the carcass aside. “If you should lose your footing upon the ichor, rest assured I shall not press my advantage until you are firmly back on your feet,” the troll said, taking a few steps back. “I would not wish to engage in such ignominious tactics in the midst of such honorable battle with such an esteemed and well-met foe.” The troll planted his blade between the cobblestones, putting one hand on each side of the sword guard. “Take your time. Make ready.”

      “Truly,” Alaric said, straightening up with another mouthed spell. “You are a rare soul, Qualleron. I regret that we have met in opposition, when you would be among the worthiest allies I have ever met.”

      Qualleron wagged a thick finger at Alaric. “Yet it must be thus, for what value would my honor be if I should abandon my sworn contract to the Lord Protector of this city merely because I perceived his opponents more honorable? Forever, it would be a betrayal of all loyalties the moment a more principled employer came along.”

      “Truly,” Alaric said. “But a shame, nonetheless.”

      Qualleron's big eyes flickered. “Indeed. But life is comprised of many regrets, especially for those who do not partake of honorable, all-out battle when it crosses their path.” He hefted his mighty blade once more. “Do you stand ready, Alaric Garaunt?”

      “Yes,” Alaric said, “but I must make mention of one thing. I have the ability of magic at my disposal. I have not employed it, because you have been so honorable. If you wish to keep this strictly a sword fight, I will only use it to heal myself in moments such as this.”

      Qualleron's eyebrow shot up. “Magics?” He settled into a brief silence. “You need an advantage, for my strength is much for you to overcome, even with your power. You should use this magic – with honor, of course.”

      “Always,” Alaric said, bowing his head toward the troll.

      Qualleron let out a bellow of pleasure. “Then let us continue – and may the best of us win!” And he struck down, meeting Aterum once more as the clang resounded through the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 66

          

          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      Ahead, it was plenty obvious where Alaric was. He was squarely in the midst of a battle, a large circle opened up 'round him and his opponent – Qualleron, the troll standing head and shoulders above everyone else. A wide margin surrounded them both, City Watch and Machine thugs giving them plenty of room for their fight. In fact, even at this distance, Vaste could see the lesser combatants ceasing their own fights and throwing themselves out of the way to avoid the broad strokes of Qualleron's sword flashing in the fire-lit night.

      “I admire you, Alaric!” Qualleron bellowed to the heavens. “You and your kind are the sort of souls I thought were not left in this world! This battle will be spoken of among my order from now until the end of times.”

      Vaste did not catch Alaric's reply, for it was somewhat more muted than the shouts of a happy troll. For his part, Vaste did not consider this to be a very fair fight for Alaric, but a force blast spell then sent Qualleron to his face, and convinced Vaste that his attentions were probably best directed elsewhere lest he find himself once more ill-equipped to deal with that swinging meat cleaver of Qualleron's.

      “Do you hear that sound?” Shirri asked, coming up behind him.

      “Yes,” Pamyra said, breathing just a bit harder than her daughter. “Like insects.”

      Vaste paused. He heard nothing other than the grunts of the battle rejoined, Qualleron already back on his feet and shouting glories at Alaric, who was fighting the bastard back – somehow. Magic, probably. “I don't hear anything but troll grunting and the occasional human dying at the end of a blade or club. What—”

      Then he heard it.

      Then he saw it. Or rather...them.

      They swept out of the heavens above like mechanical insects, chittering wildly as they came. One of them unleashed, sounds of gunfire spraying out of it as it hosed down a City Watchman, his body jerking wildly in the billowing orange flames cast by a burning ship nearby.

      “What the hell is that?” Vaste asked, the dying screams of the man fading into the glowing green light of the afterlife that only he could see. He was sucked past in a blur, his soul ripped away from his body as though snagged by a rope attached to an airship. It jerked in the direction of the Citadel, and he was gone, screams and all, a moment later. “Also, I am now certain Malpravus survived our encounter at the tower. If there were any doubts.”

      “I didn't doubt,” Pamyra offered, forehead knotted in concentration as a half dozen of those machines came rattling out of the heavens. She lifted her hands and a force blast knocked them out of their tight formation. Three smashed into a nearby airship, shattering. The others, well...they seemed to recover, wobbling and turning like birds who'd been confronted with prey in every direction.

      “What are these foul things?” Vaste asked as another let loose a chittering sound of bullets. One struck a City Watchman in the leg and he screamed, dropping to his knees. No one followed up with a coup de grace, though, because even the Machine thugs were diving away from him to avoid being hit by the fire of the little pests.

      “Clockworks,” Shirri said tightly. “An Azwill gnomish contraption.”

      “Looks like magic to me,” Vaste said as one of the strays wobbled around and turned...toward him. It buzzed his way.

      “Yes, magic like airships,” Shirri said, then ducked out of the path of another that unleashed wobbly fire at her. Specks of stone blasted from the ground scattered at them, peppering Vaste's robe. “It's technology, fool!”

      “The hell it is,” Vaste muttered as the clockwork came buzzing at him. He lifted a hand, twisting Letum around. If this failed, he would duck out of the way, hopefully before it fired at him...

      With a whisper, he cast a spell, pointing it right at the machine–

      A stutter and a whine, and the clockwork plunged as though he'd knocked all the gears out of it, though he hadn't even touched it at all. It flipped toward him and Vaste stepped aside, raising up Letum, and swatted it–

      The clockwork flew through the air, dead before he'd even hit it, and shattered to spare parts against the side of the nearest ship.

      Shirri watched him from the ground, her robes dirty from the fall. “What...what did you do?”

      “Cessation spell,” Vaste said, offering her the end of his staff. She took it and he hauled her up. “I know magic when I see it.”

      Shirri narrowed her eyes suspiciously, then looked up. A field of a dozen clockworks were whirling overhead, picking targets, circling. They looked ready to dive, like mechanical hawks. She shoved a hand skyward, muttered a few syllables, and—

      The clockworks dropped, crashing into the stone pathways between ships and, in one unfortunate case, beaning a City Watchman who was then stabbed through the shoulder by the Machine thug he was fighting.

      “Ouch! Oh! I'm sorry!” Shirri called, hands glowing to throw a healing spell in the direction of the beleaguered Watchman. Then she looked up at the clear skies, the clockworks now gone. “Still...”

      “Still, I remain a master of magic,” Vaste said, sweeping Letum's tip up to faux-polish it against his robes. “It's all right, elf-child. You will learn the secrets of my greatness in time.” He pointed his staff in the direction of Alaric's battle, still raging against Qualleron. “Now if you'll excuse me, my greatness is needed elsewhere. Try not to muddle things up too much while I'm gone, will you?”

      The look on her face was priceless, really. Was there anything so enjoyable as rubbing an elf's – even a half-elf's – face in the fact you were right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 67

          

          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      “Where has this been all my life, I say!” Curatio shouted to the heavens. No one heard him over the rattling hell-thunder of the gatling cannon as he swept it over the Machine thugs that had been unloading an entire cargo of a ship until he'd rolled up. A few dead bodies at the base of the plank told Curatio that, indeed, these Machine thugs had no mercy for those who resisted. But they were cowards, unsurprisingly. Cowards all. Which was why it plagued him little to watch the fire of the gatling cannon roll over them as they cast aside their stolen goods, swept before him like the wheat before the thresher.

      As with the others, this encounter did not last particularly long. He swept the fire where he could, and did so until a ship's master crept down the plank once he'd halted fire. The man was clearly not of the Machine, and his crew followed shortly thereafter. They looked beaten, but they had two Machine thugs in their charge.

      “Prisoners?” one of the City Watch shouted to Curatio over the ringing in his ears.

      He almost answered in the negative, but stopped himself just in time. Mercy. Right. “Prisoners,” he agreed, nodding to them to get down there and deal with it. They did so.

      “I'm starting to worry about your state of mind!” Guy shouted at him once he was back inside the truck cab. He was barely audible over the ringing in Curatio's ears. “No one should get this much enjoyment out of killing people!”

      “I enjoyed killing people quite a bit more in my youth,” Curatio replied, top of his lungs. “I was a gladiator in the arena back then, of course. I thought I'd put it past me.” He frowned. “But there is something in war, in righteous anger, that brings out this flush in my skin, this steadiness in my hand. It compels me forward, into action, again and again.” He pushed down upon the pedal and felt the thundering of the machinery as the truck moved once more. Down the row, he could see flames billowing out of an airship on fire. “I suppose I don't change any more than any other man, at the core. When peace comes, I shall subsume this blood thirst, and become civilized once more. But for now...” He felt his lips strain, grim, almost a smile but not quite. “It behooves us if I wipe our enemies out to nearly the last.” Casting a look at Guy. “Yes?”

      Guy's face was frozen in a pained rictus, eyes wide, lips quivering. “I don't find any joy in any of this at all. Not one bit.”

      Curatio raised an eyebrow to that. His hearing seemed to be returned, at least a little, for Guy's shout had sounded like shout. “Then perhaps there's hope that you're a better man than I. Or a coward. I wouldn't care to speculate as to which it is.”

      Guy's face twisted again. “I'm not sure comparing myself to you and coming out the more favorable is much of a win for me. Seeing that many men gunned down in the streets of the dockyards? Not a high point in my life. Especially since I'm sitting here up front while you're back there shooting, making me target number one if someone decides to fire back, yeah?”

      “Well, you're certainly not running away from that assumption you're a coward,” Curatio said dryly.

      “And you're not going to convince anyone you're a great man filling others with great holes,” Guy said.

      “There is little nobility in war, Guy,” Curatio said. “Trust one who has seen it more times than I care to remember. For that is what this is; the struggle of men to assert their right to live against another who deems them unworthy of the food to subsist. All conflicts come down to this eventually, no matter how high-minded they might start. It's always about who you favor and who you hate.”

      “I'm starting to see that,” Guy said, “but I'm also to feel that hate breathing down my neck. And I don't much care for it.”

      “Few do,” Curatio said. The flames of the burning ship were getting closer. Black smoke billowed in great clouds out of it, and he hoped that the dry air would not carry embers to a nearby ship. An entire yard of them, after all, might make for good tinder if things got out of hand. “Yet how you steer yourself through these matters defines your character. You need not embrace the feral savagery you see from me in order to carve out some decency for yourself. It's hardly a fair war, as currently structured. On one side you have much of the guards and armies and leader of this city, with all the food and all the ability to get food bottled up. On the other...us and whatever we can scrounge.” He shot Guy a look. “Surely even you, struggling as you are with all you're seeing, possess the moral clarity to realize that we are in the right here, regardless of what you think of my methods.”

      Guy was quiet for a long moment, the squeal of the brakes overpowering that underwater sensation that filled Curatio's head. “Maybe,” Guy finally admitted, a bit stingy.

      “Oh ho, 'maybe'!” Curatio hooted. “Are you not a man who ran with the Machine? Who admitted to doing truly terribly things in their employ?”

      “I never did anything like this,” Guy said.

      “If you had,” Curatio said, turning a cold gaze upon him, “perhaps your former friends would have gotten the notion that preying on the innocent was a poor idea much earlier than this. And innocent people wouldn't be poised to starve now.” With that, he turned his hard gaze on the road ahead. A picture began to form out of the darkness – and he was fairly certain it centered on a certain armor-clad knight with a bucket helm standing athwart the largest troll Curatio had ever seen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 68

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “Will you yield?” Qualleron asked, panting. He'd stepped back to ask the question, sword at his side in this impromptu moment of truce.

      Alaric took the truce and did not press his attack. His arm ached in all the places it had before, but his grip was still strong. The occasional force blast spell had done wonders in keeping Qualleron off balance and off him as compared to when he'd been nearly overrun moments before. “I do not yield, no.”

      Qualleron smiled, a toothy grin across his wide, golden face. “Excellent. Are you ready to recommence?”

      Alaric lifted his sword in a flourish he intended as a salute. “When you are, good sir.”

      Qualleron attacked without mercy, and Alaric blasted a leg from beneath him with a spell, sending the troll to one knee. Alaric moved in to strike, drawing blood from between the joints of Qualleron's lobstered gauntlet.

      “Excellent maneuver!” Qualleron bellowed, then struck at Alaric, rattling his joints again and again. He shifted his attack to the left, and Alaric moved clear of the swinging sword. The sheer speed and force Qualleron brought to bear with each strike was shocking.

      “We have the wall!” someone shouted from behind Alaric, and a lusty, ragged cheer rang out from around him. Alaric cast a glance as he spun out of the way of another mighty swing of Qualleron's blade. There were no Machine cloaks visible in the spectators; all were black and fallen upon the ground, downed in the battle, which had now ceased. All eyes were upon him and Qualleron, and not a soul dared interfere.

      “Your employer's forces appear to be flagging,” Alaric said, as Qualleron paused his attack. He took up defensive footing, but Alaric made no move to shift to the offensive.

      The rattle of an engine clicked to a stop, and Qualleron turned. Alaric followed his gaze; Curatio's truck had stopped just beyond the crowd that surrounded them. “I believe we've secured the dockyards, Guildmaster,” Curatio called, quite a bit louder than his usual pleasant intonations.

      “See to the walls separating us from the city,” Alaric called back. “And get some men on firefighting duty–”

      “Yes, yes,” Curatio called back. “May I point out that you have a troll the size of a dwelling in front of you, and that my gun here could easily dispense with him if you were to–”

      “No,” Alaric said firmly. “This is Qualleron, a man of honor, and I will not see him gunned down in the streets.”

      Qualleron saluted with his sword. “I shall not surrender; honor forbids it. I do, however, yield this field of battle to you. Will you grant me safe conduct beyond the captured walls, or am I required to fight my way free?”

      Alaric had a brief vision of the troll tearing his way through the dockyards, butchering ancestors knew how many men to get clear – or before he was brought down. “How can I do anything but grant safe conduct to such an honorable foe? You may pass freely, Qualleron, and I hope we shall meet again. You are, by far, a more decent and honorable combatant than any other I have met thus far in these days.” Here he thought of Coordinator Stiehle. “I will escort you out myself, so there will be no confusion.” He sheathed Aterum, hoping Qualleron would take his cue from the act.

      “Very well,” Qualleron said, sheathing his mighty blade.

      Something thumped and rattled behind him, and a black-coated corpse landed with a mighty thump. Alaric turned and found Birissa stalking out behind the flung body of a Machine thug, sword in hand and anger lighting her face. “Stupid skulking black coats,” she muttered, then turned to take in the scene of battle. “Think they can get away from me–” She looked up at Qualleron and her eyes lit up.

      “No,” Alaric said, stepping between them. “Hold, Birissa.” He put up his hands.

      She peered at him curiously. “What the hell are you doing holding your hands up like that? I heard you fine.” She glanced at Qualleron and then sheathed her sword. “You granting the big boy safe conduct? Seems fair enough. He's a hard fighter, that one. Not a low dog, neither.” She bowed her head to him. “Want me to walk him out?”

      “I will do it,” Alaric said, catching a glimpse of Vaste easing up behind Birissa, Shirri and Pamyra with him. “If you would – kindly see to the safety of the ships' crews herein?”

      Birissa gave him a nod, as did Vaste, and he knew that the task was in good hands.

      With a wave of his hand, Alaric gestured to the path to the main road through the dockyards, nodding at Qualleron. “If you'd care to...?”

      “I would be honored,” Qualleron said, and fell in beside Alaric as they made their way between the mighty airships toward the path out of the yards.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 69

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “Word from below, sir,” Willems said, leaping the final few steps to the top of the wall that surrounded Reikonos. His leather boots clapped lightly against the stones, not ringing out loudly as Cyrus's would. Willems's face almost glowed in the moon and torchlight. “We have the yards!”

      A mighty cheer rang out from the garrison forces here on the wall. Cyrus smiled, allowed them their moment.

      But a moment was all he allowed.

      “McCoie,” Cyrus said, turning to his new lieutenant. “Take men and go back to where we entered the wall, before the gates of the dockyards. You must take crates, barrels, whatever, and barricade it against attack. Place men with muskets behind them, ready to fire at all who approach. Access to the wall is an immediate path to retaking the dockyards, and I don't mean to cede that high ground without a hell of a fight.” He clapped McCoie on the shoulder, causing the smaller man to blanch, even though he restrained himself. “Appoint another to carry out the same action behind us here.”

      “Aye, my Lord Davidon,” McCoie said, and snapped to it. He issued his orders quickly and cleanly, and then was off, two parties of Watchmen moving to their respective tasks.

      When they had gone, Cyrus was left with no more than a handful of men. “You and you,” he said, pointing to two others. “Have you any experience with the cannons?”

      One nodded immediately, the other said, “Some.”

      “Prepare the cannons along the wall and ready yourselves in case you are needed,” Cyrus said. “I doubt we'll see trouble from beyond the city, but it wouldn't surprise me if the Lord Protector tried to pull some trickery. Be ready for that, or in case they come over the wall path, as we did, prepare yourselves to move the cannons to fire upon them.”

      Nods and swift acceptance greeted his orders. Once more, the ranks around him thinned, as did the quiet and worshipful looks. Soon enough he was left with but Willems and a few others, the former of which looked troubled.

      “What?” Cyrus asked, jarring Willems, who seemed surprised that Cyrus had deigned to take notice of his pensiveness.

      “I am merely surprised we won,” Willems said, answering so swiftly that Cyrus realized he fell into honesty without aforethought. “Ah...sorry, my–”

      “Don't apologize,” Cyrus said. “Battle is never certain, regardless of who you have on your side. That includes me. I've lost battles before. As few as I could, but I have lost.” He stared out into the burning torches and lone, flaming ship that colored the dockyards. Somehow water was being sprayed upon it, though Cyrus could not see how, only the hiss of smoke as it rained down in a steady arc from behind the flames. “This was a bold gambit, and fortunately for us, it paid off. But it just easily might not have.”

      “You're a god to these men,” Willems muttered, casting a sidelong look at the few still scattered around, trying not to appear they were eavesdropping but mostly failing at it.

      “Well, I was a man to the men of my own day,” Cyrus said. “I fought gods. This apotheosis that occurred after I left is the most curious thing. Statues that look nothing like me. Men holding up all my virtues as example and erasing all my vices. I assure you that they're there, and that if you remain close to me long enough, they'll madden you as certainly as they do my wife and friends.” A sharp pain hit him in the heart just then, remembering, again, Vara. He stared out over the yard, focusing on the flames dancing above them, casting the ships around it in light. The fire was half the size it had been moments before. It was going out. Maybe soon she'll return to me – now that we've won this fight.

      Willems must not have known what to say to that, for he took a different tack. “They think you're going to deliver them from all their afflictions.”

      “I'll certainly do that for as many as I'm capable of,” Cyrus said. “Though I have my doubts I'll be able to deliver them from the ones that are self-inflicted but seem outwardly directed.”

      “Can you do that, though?” Willems asked, urgent honesty again getting in the way of tact. He always seemed to remember himself after the question spilled forth. “Apologies, my lord, for my forthrightness.”

      “You should be forthright,” Cyrus said. “This is your life, man. Your city. You've lived here longer and more recently than I have. Furthermore, we wouldn't be in this mess if the man who sits atop this place now had been mildly responsive to questions like yours. To answer your inquiry – yes, I think so.” He nodded slowly. “We've certainly done more than topple a single ruler in the past, though this place, this time, it poses some unique challenges. Still and all, we seem to be doing all right...so far.” He turned on Willems. If left unchallenged, he'd ask questions all day and doubt himself all the way to hell and gone. “I need you to take charge of securing the wall around the dockyards, the one that separates us from the city. The gates will need to be manned, we'll need patrols walking the perimeter, others watching them in case archers – I mean riflemen – or either, actually, given the loudness of these rifles – decide to come in over them as we did.”

      Willems looked like he bore the fire of a thousand more questions in his eyes, but doused it in the name of duty as Cyrus watched. “Aye, my lord,” Willems said, and nodded sharply, once. That was good, a sign of discipline and restraint.

      “You men,” Cyrus said, pointing at a couple of the remainder. “Set up patrol for this area. The perimeter still needs to be guarded.” With an uneasy glance, he looked beyond the walls of Reikonos once more. With all the commotion in the dockyards he couldn't hear the scourge scrapping beyond the stone and the moat water. But he knew they were out there, nonetheless, and it left him an uneasy feeling. “Keep watch on those damned things. We don't need the enemy without catching us by surprise while we're trying to deal with the enemy within.” And he descended the stairs, trying to put that uneasy feeling behind by leaving the wall.

      It followed him, regardless.
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          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “I thank you for conducting me safely through your lines,” Qualleron said, walking easily beside Alaric, matching his pace to that of the old knight. Alaric tried to speed his own so as not to make the troll wait eternally. Qualleron's long strides could surely have chewed up the walk in moments, far swifter than Alaric could have covered the same ground unless he ran. “It speaks to your own philosophy of battle, and is a rare thing in this part of the world.” The troll's face darkened. “In any part of the world, anymore.”

      “What part of this world do you hail from, friend?” Alaric asked. His own joints were aching from the battering he'd taken in the battle. Even through sword and armor, the rattling blows of the mighty troll were much for his body to handle easily.

      Qualleron's wide lips split in a smile of remembrance. “I come from the nation of Baftshan. We hail from a proud tradition, a remnant piece of the once-mighty Prenasian Empire.” He looked down at Alaric. “You have heard of it, of course.”

      “I'm afraid I have not had that pleasure,” Alaric said.

      Qualleron's brow jutted up in surprise. “The Prenasian Empire was the greatest power in the world – thrice. Once in days of antiquity. Again, some thousand years ago. And finally, in the revival times half a millennia hence.” His chest swelled with pride and he looked at the heavens as if for inspiration. “The last defeat, that was the hardest to bear. Amatgarosa – our most hated foe, they broke us. Shattered our empire into a hundred small fiefdoms like Baftshan. Scattered the people out of some of our largest cities. Split us along the lines of our races – trolls like myself, as you call them, were herded into the desert lands of Baftshan. The goblins of Dulenan were sent into the mountainous realms of Aqhriz.” His eyes moved back and forth in calculation. “And as to the bulk of us, the shadowed men of Shirathar, they – well, they were split among the many cities of Badanhan.” His voice quieted. “And we shall not be allowed to combine and rise again.”

      “It sounds like a bitter and regrettable loss,” Alaric said, intrigued by this bit of history, pertaining to a part of the world he'd never even considered. Lands beyond the shores of Arkaria and Luukessia? He knew they were there, but there was so much else to focus on here that he'd never allowed himself much contemplation of those possibilities.

      “My people still feel it keenly,” Qualleron said. “But it was deserved, I must say. We had moved away from the paths of honor. Our gods disfavored us, and our arrogance led to the fall and the sundering. Every time we would rise, become mighty, we would lose sight of the tenets that brought us ascendancy. The fall would always follow.”

      Alaric was left to think of the gods of Arkaria, in their arrogance. He'd stood before their councils, heard their judgments pronounced and thrown down, meted to those they regarded as the low creatures in their keeping – and these were the powers and principalities of the time. They'd treated dwarf and man, elf and goblin as though they were dogs or slaves. “Heed us or be destroyed,” that had been the message, and Cyrus had heard it clearly enough, at least once it had become obvious. “Pride does tend to elevate one to a mighty height, allowing for an even more damaging fall,” Alaric said at last.

      “Do you think it is the course of all peoples to forget what made them great?” Qualleron asked. “Are we fated always to ascend, to climb, and then forget the principles of our hold? And thus to drop into the chasm?”

      “I don't know,” Alaric said, truly intrigued by this thought. “It certainly seems so, at times. I have watched my people for a considerable time. My people, elves, dark elves, they certainly seem to rise and fall with regularity, almost cyclical. Whether that's down to them forgetting themselves, forgetting the things that brought them whatever greatness they could be ascribed – well, that I couldn't say.”

      “It is a theory I have,” Qualleron said. “I hope never to see my people rise and fall again. It is too painful to contemplate, even at our low place where we now sit – mercenaries for hire, war dogs feasting off the scraps of our once-powerful reputation. To see us climb, then collapse?” He shook his head. “I would rather us stay low, never have, than to see us lose it all. To have it happen again...” He drifted into silence as they approached the gate ahead. “They would not allow us to live afterward. Not again.”

      “Truly, I am sorry,” Alaric said.

      “These troubles are not yours, of course. You have your own difficulties.” Qualleron let out a loud, barking laugh. “Here I talk to you of my peoples' difficulties, of our rises and falls, when you sit in the most backward city in the world, choked out by those things beyond your walls, and even by the dictates of the man who rules you. I apologize for my self pity; I was too struck by being in the presence of a kindred spirit.”

      “I was held rapt by your story,” Alaric said, slowing as they came upon the gate. Already, the City Watch was here, watching them warily in their approach. “I suppose I am backward, for I have only been to two lands in my life, this and one across the small sea to the east, now fallen into the ruin of the scourge. To hear your tales, even as filled with sadness as they may be...it is enrapturing, a painting of the world beyond the bounds I've explored. I thank you for sharing it.”

      “It is good to speak with a man of honor,” Qualleron said, peering down at him. “There are so few of us anywhere in this scrabbling, stinking, treacherous world. We are kindred wherever we encounter one another.”

      “Agreed,” Alaric said, extending a hand up to Qualleron.

      “We will meet again in battle, Alaric Garaunt,” Qualleron said, enshrouding Alaric's arm up to the elbow in his own grasp. He was gentle, but firm. “For I cannot walk away with this undone, and the possibility of meeting you again in combat would be too tantalizing to pass up, even if my loyalties were not sworn.”

      “It is a shame that we must fight against one another,” Alaric said, smiling slightly. “I wish it were otherwise.”

      “I do not,” Qualleron said as the gates creaked open to reveal a quiet, empty avenue leading away from the dockyards. “For if I did not battle you, it would be an endless swarm of honorless crickets I would be facing, and I have already killed enough of them to fill my belly of this thing for a lifetime.” He nodded, sharply, once. “If I could find my end in battle with you, I would consider my life fulfilled.”

      Alaric blinked, unsure how to take this. “I hope that you could find more reason to go on than a final battle between us.”

      “Honorable battle is its own reward,” Qualleron said, almost sadly, as he walked between the mighty, open gates of the dockyards. “And I find so little reward in life these days. Til we meet, Alaric Garaunt. A noble man, you are.”

      “They call me a knight,” Alaric said. “Or at least they did.”

      “I have heard this word of yours. I like it,” Qualleron said with a smile. “Until we meet again, Sir Knight – be well.” And the troll walked off, shoulders square, head held high, into the dark and brooding streets of Reikonos.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      “You're on corpse detail,” Birissa said, slinging a carcass over one shoulder as she gave Guy a probing look.

      “Come again?” Guy asked. The smell around these smaller battle sites of the dockyards was just terrible, far worse already than that alleyway where he and the Davidon impersonator had come to blows with the thugs. The whole place now had a right reek to it that even the burning ship – nearly put out, now – couldn't paper over. Fish wrappings were nothing compared to this, couldn't hold an oil lamp to the stench. Guy had his sleeve just about crammed into both nostrils and still the stink of death and bowels permeated his entire skull cavity. Felt like it was tickling his brain in the worst way.

      “The bodies need to be disposed of,” Vaste said, lifting a corpse on his own shoulder, evincing distaste between those mighty pointed teeth that stuck over his lip. “Our enemy is a necromancer, so the corpses have to go over the walls. Now. Every single body not dead needs to be disposing of the dead.” He stared at Guy for a moment. “That includes you, being not dead, and not doing anything else.”

      “I'm morally opposed to touching corpses,” Guy said. “Yeah, it's a religious practice for me. Handed down from me mum, it was.”

      “If you have any religious impulse other than self-regard, I'll die of old age right here,” came Curatio's voice. The healer's robes were sodden with red, and he was carrying a body across his shoulders. He brought it to a truck nearby and handed it up to a Watchman, waiting, nearly out of breath, who dragged it into the bed with so many others.

      “Well, you better make your peace, then,” Guy said, barely concealing a smile. This should hold them off. He'd already participated in every other mad idea they'd had – or at least been present for them. Lifting and stacking carcasses? This was beyond him, beyond anything he had any mind to do. Nor could they make him.

      “Have you ever been attacked by a revived corpse?” Vaste asked, flinging the body in his arms into the back of the truck. “Spoken to by one?” He had adopted a storyteller's tone. “It's really quite something, let me tell you. They open their mouths, and rot pours out. If they're particularly decayed, you can hear the bones rattle in the jaw as they channel the voice of Malpravus with unearthly sound. It's a bit stunning to the uninitiated. I think one fellow who was on a raid with us in the Plains of Perdamun one time actually shat himself before falling off his horse and fainting of weak heart. Stunned his head and was never quite the same after that, despite our healing spells.” He shook his head sadly as he strolled across the stones to where another corpse waited to be picked up. There was no shortage of them here, where the battle had ended. Probably no shortage of them throughout the dockyards, given how much killing had been done here.

      Guy felt his mouth dry out. He was fairly certain they were putting him on. How could a body spring back to life, after all? Sure, he'd seen a little magic here and there from this lot, but there was a difference, wide, vast, between that Cyrus impersonator walking upright again after his rough landing and rougher fights, and seeing a dead body spring back to life and start gabbing your ear off. “I don't think I believe you,” Guy finally managed to get out.

      “Then we're on equal footing then,” Vaste smiled as Birissa crossed behind him, heaving two corpses up onto the truck that had become the body disposal wagon. “Because if you think I swallowed that tripe about you having a moral or religious objection to touching corpses, think again. I know for a fact you're the sort who'd pretend to help an old lady who died in the street just for a chance to pick up her purse whilst you were posing.”

      Guy tried to keep a flat affect upon his face. Birissa and Vaste made clear by their expression it was doing no good. “Maybe,” he finally conceded, then let sag his shoulders. “All right, fine.” He dipped his head, and started toward the nearest – smallest – corpse he could spy. “But I'm going to complain the whole time, because this indignity should not be countenanced without protest. You people are treating me like a rented mule.”

      “I'd treat the mule better,” Vaste said as Guy stooped to pick up the corpse on his shoulders. He favored the troll with a hurt look that wasn't much rooted in hurt, more in the indignation of being forced to do this. “It would complain less,” Vaste explained as Guy took up the weight on his shoulders, almost falling over in the process. He kept his gripe to himself, as it turned out, though, because every time he opened his bloody mouth, the stink of death rolled in. So he ended up working quietly after all, though the grousing inside his own mind was considerable, of course.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 72

          

          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      “Where is your guildmaster?” came the sharp voice from over Curatio's shoulder as he finished directing the spout of water upon the flaming ship. He recognized it, of course – the Captain of the Yuutshee surely left an impression on all she met, even absent any connection she might have forged with the people of Sanctuary.

      Curatio gave Mazirin a sly look. He was at the controls of another modern wonder – another truck with a mounted gun on the back, but this one sprayed water. Which was fortunate, because the likelihood he could have cast a water spell at present was extremely low, bordering on nonexistent. “Greetings to you as well, Captain,” Curatio said, coolly formal. She stood on the ground beneath him, looking up, hands on hips, coat lapels pulled back to reveal gun and sword, as though she had cause to use one or both depending on the answer he gave her.

      “I ask again: Where is Alaric?” Mazirin's voice was firm, the product of a woman who was clearly unused to evasion or lack of frankness.

      “He walked that troll warrior to the gates,” Curatio said. The water streaming from the gun was trickling down, now, the flow decreasing by the moment. He had no idea how it came out of the tank beneath him, nor how much it contained. He was merely impressed that machinery had, even in its rather limited way, usurped what once had been the domain of magic. “I know not where he is now, though I imagine he will be back this way when he is done.” Curatio suppressed a smile, barely, as he let the sly ghost of a truth spring free from his lips. “I am certain he will want to check in on you, so surely he shall be along.”

      Mazirin took that almost in stride. Her already-dark eyes clouded, narrowed further, and she regarded Curatio with a suspicion that told him she might perhaps have caught the inference he'd tried to slip over her head in amusement. Her reply did not evidence this, but it was on her face nonetheless. “What were you thinking?”

      “Me, personally?” Curatio hid his smile, barely. “I was thinking of the wonders of this machinery, this water spraying truck. Fine equipment, this. Cities have always been perpetual tinderboxes, and I imagine dockyards to be even more so. To craft such a thing–”

      “Not what I meant, and I think you know this,” Mazirin said tightly. “Why would you fools besiege the docks?”

      “In the name of stopping foolishness, of course,” Curatio said.

      Mazirin blinked against the surprise of this remark. “How do you come to this reasoning?”

      “Simple enough,” Curatio said, surveying the embers of the fire one last time before twisting the valve that shut the water off completely. The burnt hulk was well drenched by now, and no survivors seemed to be in evidence. The trickle suggested water was running low, as well. Better to save what was left in the event of a flare-up. “The city is starving and embargoed. Hungry men make terribly unwise decisions. Better to seize these yards now while the enemy is splitting their forces whilst trying to corral all the grain, rather than wait and let the mob spill their blood and lose their lives trying days hence.”

      “You couch your foolishness in noble terms,” Mazirin said, allowing only a moment for the thought to seep in. “But it is foolishness. Some have died who might not have otherwise.” She inclined her head, just slightly, toward the burnt ship.

      “Indeed,” Curatio said, hopping down from the back of the water truck. His ears were not quite back to normal, but did well enough for conversing with humans. “Tell me something – had the Machine men made their way to your cargo holds yet?”

      Mazirin's lips turned up, most unpleasantly, and in a rawer display of emotion than Curatio had yet seen from the shipmaster. “No. But they were close.”

      That she not fastened the appellation, “the thieves,” to her statement was of little surprise. An eminently calm person, Curatio deemed her, nearly elvish in her even-temperedness. “How might you have handled their arrival, I wonder? You and your crew?”

      “Our holds were empty,” Mazirin said archly.

      “I note they are not restricting themselves to merely the cargo holds,” Curatio said with a smile. “I have examined, albeit not closely, some of the plunder. It seemed to my – admittedly inexperienced – eye that at least a portion of the takings included personal property, treasures, goods and sundries of the crews themselves.”

      To this, Mazirin, again, gave little reply. “Where is Alaric?” she asked, beating that drum once more.

      “I can tell you no more about his whereabouts at this moment in time than when previously you inquired,” Curatio said puckishly, for she practically demanded it.

      “How goes this?” a voice called in question. Loud and strong, Curatio recognized it instantly before he even turned and saw the warrior in black approaching wide from the front of the water truck.

      “Perfectly fine,” Curatio said, turning to give Cyrus the barest hint of a nod. “The fires are but embers, hopefully not to spring up again. How goes it for you, our conquering hero?”

      This produced a predictable blush in the warrior's cheeks. All these years, all these victories, and still he vacillated between pride and humility. Better that, though, than untrammeled arrogance. “We took the wall fairly easily,” Cyrus said, adjusting his belt. His hand fell to touch the pistol he'd taken from his dark elven boy, the machinery now strangely open, and then-

      “I see you disarmed your offspring,” Curatio said, a bit cautiously, looking upon Epalette. If he killed the lad in the battle–

      “Hopefully I taught him a lesson that he missed earlier in his education,” Cyrus said, brushing against the Epalette's hilt. The warrior was stiff, a cloud settled over his usually open features. For all his faults and foibles, for his fearsomeness in battle, among friends Cyrus did little to trouble himself to hide his feelings. Apparently this tendency extended to Mazirin, for he took notice of her but did not wipe the troubles from his face. Perhaps he couldn't, Curatio reflected; children did have a peculiar tendency to make it past their parents' defenses, and that might extend even to a child a thousand years old whom the father had only just found out about.

      “Captain Mazirin seeks Alaric,” Curatio said, trying to draw the warrior away from his own worries. It never did any good for Cyrus to expend too much energy in his own thoughts. “Have you seen our brave knight?”

      “You would do well not to be quite so mocking,” Alaric's voice penetrated the darkness of the eve as he coalesced from smoke and fog that Curatio had not even seen approach and solidified into himself, making up the fourth point of the square between Curatio, Cyrus and Mazirin. Alaric, though, in spite of his chiding tone, seemed much less flustered that Cyrus – at least outwardly. Inwardly, though, Curatio imagined was a different story...

      “I wasn't mocking,” Curatio said. “I was stating facts. Accurate descriptors, even.”

      Mazirin carried that same suspicion as she shifted her attention to Alaric. “Have you a rationale for this foolishness?”

      Alaric looked like he'd been properly caught out, frozen almost mid-step, as though he'd prefer to be sucked back into the ether rather than face her question. “Ah...what foolishness would that be?”

      Mazirin swept her hand wide around, indicating the entirety of the docks around them, then brought her accusing eyes back to the Ghost. Her meaning was clear, her question unasked, at least by voice.

      Alaric took a moment to compose his reply, eyes moving furiously in his head. While he did that, Cyrus leapt in.

      “We were trying to save the city,” the warrior said, with his typical earnestness. Curatio tried to suppress his smile. Tried, but not very hard, and failure was easily accepted with a chortle that no one heard over the lot of them speaking.

      “You could have killed us all,” Mazirin said.

      “It seemed to us that you were likely to suffer that fate in any case,” Alaric said, making a very small show of turning to look at one of the nearby ships, which had a pile of cargo stacked up at the base of its loading ramp, where the Machine thugs had left it when they'd been caught out during the attack. “Were not the forces of the Lord Protector going ship to ship?” He seemed genuinely uncertain, though surely he knew. Again, Curatio felt a thrill of amusement at seeing Alaric's discomfiture in Mazirin's presence. Truly, this was a rare gift.

      “We frequently deliver in corrupt and barbarous ports,” Mazirin said, explaining as though to a child, though with perhaps a bit more calm. “Things like this are an expected part of the bargain. Sometimes that means our ships are boarded. Things are taken. This is the cost of doing business. My people know not to bring anything they would regret losing with them.”

      Alaric cleared his throat, again, theatrically. “I believe the greater concern was that they would strip you of food and leave you nowhere to get more.”

      Mazirin flatly rolled her eyes here. “Termina is but a day's flight. Our company has accounts there, and we could easily replenish. None of us would starve in that time.”

      “That assumes they let you go,” Cyrus said, without as much care for giving offense as Alaric. “I can tell you plainly, there are quite a few crews that did not come out of this at all. And the journey to Termina hardly seems...a day, truly?”

      Mazirin's cool gaze found him. “Ask your wife, when she returns.”

      Cyrus froze; Alaric found his voice first. “What do you mean by that?”

      Mazirin did not display pleasure in her answer, though Curatio knew she'd doubtless pulled this nugget of information out just to distract them. “Your wife. The Lady Vara.” Mazirin stared him down. “I saw her board a ship to Termina yesterday. It was one of the last to go out before they shut down the port.”
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          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      His mouth felt like a desert had been poured into it, coursing down his throat and sopping up every available particle of moisture. It hadn't been that way a moment ago. Indeed, he'd been happy to argue with Captain Mazirin about her presuppositions regarding their assault on the dockyards. More than happy, actually; it was nice to find a direction to push back, even lightly, now that the battle was over.

      Then she'd pulled out that detail about Vara and clubbed him over the head with it, and any feelings of enjoyment he'd had in this conversation had vanished, replaced with a hot flush of worry.

      “What ship was she on?” he asked, stepping toward Mazirin. “When did it leave?”

      “An Amatgarosan freighter,” Mazirin said. “I saw her cross in front of me. I don't think she saw me. She paid the shipmaster, and I watched it leave moments later, with her on the deck.”

      “How did you know that it was going to Termina?” Cyrus asked over that dry scratch in his throat.

      Mazirin cocked an eyebrow at this. “Because I know the shipping schedules. Because I saw the departure vector. Because this is my business, and you fools have gone and stuck your ill-informed noses in it – again.” Now her ire was rising. “You think this is my first time being locked into a port? This happens all the time in this backward corner of the world. Your societies are corrupt, run by dictators and kings. This could have been settled considerably simpler if you hadn't acted rashly.”

      Alaric dissolved into a choking fit. The Ghost composed himself quickly, offering a perfunctory, “Apologies.”

      “A city nearing starvation requires somewhat more urgent measures,” Curatio answered, neatly stepping in at last. “I am sorry if we've caught you up in our revolution.” He nodded toward the wall. “If you'd like, now that we're in charge, we could clear you to leave.”

      Alaric let loose another coughing fit. Cyrus gave him a sideways glance; what the hell was going on with him? Not that there was time to worry about it now. “Yes,” Alaric managed to get out, sounding somewhat strangled. “You may leave at your convenience. However...we do have a proposition for you ship captains.”

      Mazirin, so tightly wound a moment earlier, did not subside in her seeming irritation. She did, however, ask, “What proposition?”

      Curatio outlined the proposal, top to bottom, even putting the gold price on it. Cyrus let him speak, not deigning to interrupt, his own thoughts elsewhere.

      Vara had gone to Termina?

      That made sense, he supposed. She'd wondered how Isabelle fared – if she still lived. Surely she did.

      But how could she leave now?

      “What say you?” Curatio asked, jarring Cyrus out of his internal reverie.

      Mazirin stared at him, inscrutable for the most part. Her eyes were focused on him, but slipped to Cyrus, then Alaric. “Double it.”

      Curatio smiled lightly. “That seems rather extreme.”

      “Your city becomes a dangerous place,” Mazirin said. “What happens if I go to pick up a load of grain and return only to find your control of these dockyards overthrown? My cargo will be seized, my ship impounded – again–”

      “That's...where you were before we 'rashly' acted just now,” Cyrus said, deadpan.

      “Gratitude does not dissolve the risk to my crew from what you propose,” Mazirin said. “We could make other cargo runs. Safe cargo runs, to places that are not in danger of governmental overthrow. Why would I risk my ship and crew for little more money than I could get making those safe runs?”

      Curatio looked to Alaric. “She has a point.”

      Alaric cleared his throat. “Honor and decency, obviously.”

      Mazirin's dark, thin eyebrows rose, the corners of her mouth curling just slightly upward. “'Honor and decency?' That will be a fine reward for my crew if we are caught and executed by your Lord Protector for supplying this insurrection.”

      Alaric looked to Cyrus, a bit hastily, and Cyrus was unsure at what he was seeing in the knight's eyes. There seemed some momentary speck of panic, disorientation. A curious thing to see outside of a battle in which a man was on the run. “Perhaps,” Alaric said.

      “Double the gold seems excessive,” Curatio said. “How about one and a quarter times your usual rate?”

      Mazirin stared him down. “Double.”

      Curatio smiled. “I think we've reached an impasse here. Apologies for wasting your time, Captain.” He started to turn away.

      A flicker of emotion passed over Mazirin's face. “Then I'll be leaving immediately.” And she turned to go, albeit a little less crisply than she normally seemed to walk.

      “Well, you'll be leaving as soon as we release your ship,” Curatio said, and his entire voice was suffused with an undergirding of glee. “I'm told the docks here use a most curious metal key device. Quite large, unwieldy. There are precious few of them, however, and even fewer men available to cart them about, unlocking ships.” The healer's mouth was a thin, subtle smile. “You understand, of course, that we must prioritize releasing the ships that are going to be bringing in our grain. But I'm sure we'll get to yours...eventually.”

      Mazirin froze, strangely transfixed, her back to them. It was impossible to see her face; her long, black hair, so tightly braided only yesterday, now spread out to either side of her face, curtaining her expression from their view. “Is that so?” she asked, though, voice just a touch higher than it had been before.

      “That is so,” Curatio said, so very amused.

      Cyrus watched, and realized at last that this entire thing had been a negotiation. Alaric's breath seemed to have caught in his throat, for he made almost no sound but a slightly straining noise that made Cyrus look at him sidelong once more.

      “One and half times my usual cargo rate,” Mazirin said, wheeling on him.

      “That seems eminently fair,” Curatio said with a smile. “Payment on delivery – but we can get your ship unlocked for departure immediately.” She had seemed about to explode back into argument until he mentioned the last part.

      “Fifty percent up front,” Mazirin said. “For the risk.”

      “Twenty,” Curatio said.

      “You have struck a hard bargain,” Mazirin said, then nodded at him. “I will expect your gold and my ship unlocked within the hour. We will proceed to Emerald and return with grain in two days.”

      “Excellent,” Alaric said, sounding just a bit choked. “Excellently, uh...bargained and done. It is, indeed, a pleasure to have you, uh, working with us on this, Captain.”

      Mazirin favored him with a slightly irritated look, but said nothing, instead spinning about on her heel and leaving.

      “I feel as though several things just happened here that I don't quite understand,” Cyrus said.

      “I wouldn't fret about it,” Curatio said, a little grimly. “After all, you have a lot on your mind, with your wife having run off to Termina.”

      “Thanks for reminding me,” Cyrus said, and all thought of what had just transpired went out of his head as surely as if it had been pulled out by amnesia of resurrection, returning his mind instead to thoughts of Vara.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      The gagging was maybe the worst part. Maybe. It was debatable, since certain bodily fluids – blood, worse – were leaking out of the corpses.

      “You're doing a fine job,” Vaste said, passing Guy with two bodies stacked on his broad shoulders. His robes were sopping, disgusting, and Guy nearly retched as they passed.

      It was down to threading their way through the ships looking for stray corpses, now. The “big” battles had mostly been cleared. A whole lot of their men here were on corpse duty, and they were making quick work of it, overall. They'd already carted truckloads to the wall and tipped 'em over into the moat just to get 'em out of here. Guy doubted there was a truckload left, but they were really having to delve now.

      Which was how he found himself nipping 'round the side of a Chaarlandian freighter. They'd done a bit of resisting, they had, and the Machine had done some pushing back. Seemed to have left bodies everywhere, some small, silly, running battle fought around this ship resulting in a half dozen dead. Looked like it had been an unpleasant bit of business, too. Some of the bodies were showing all the signs of maiming, probably for revenge. This didn't exactly surprise Guy. He'd watched the Machine work for years, after all. They weren't the most patience, pleasant people. Vengeance was inflicted plenty. Hell, it was practically a motto of the organization, really.

      The smooth plank and metal arrangement of the hull above him cast a shadow that was broken by beams of pale moonlight shining down. Guy searched the darkness for the outline of a body. That was all he had to go on, really; wasn't like he could carry a torch or a lamp, not and hope to get a body on his shoulders to carry.

      How had he been roped into this again? Hell, how had he been roped into any of this?

      Right. That damned Davidon impersonator. Everything had gone wrong since he'd shown up at the coal yard.

      There was a shape just ahead, lying against the skeletal wooden frame of the dock. Guy peered into the night, easing closer. Listening for a breath, a sound. Anything, really, to herald that there was a still-living person here, or an animal, maybe a dog, that had snuck in.

      No, it was a carcass. Because of course it was. A proper carcass, pool of blood oozing around it.

      Just to be sure, he checked the neck. No beat of the heart felt there, nor at the wrist. No breath came from its mouth, weak or otherwise. With a grunt, Guy dragged it out from beneath the beam of the wooden frame. Pushing it, prodding it – it was a heavy one, too, but he finally managed to maneuver it upright. He'd need to get it over his shoulders, then lift with his legs, which were already hurting. Guy was going to need a break after this, regardless of what that big green oaf said.

      He'd almost got it, ready to lift, when a voice in his ear made Guy just about leap whilst shitting himself.

      “Guy.”

      “Davidon! Whaaaaaaf! What the ffffff–” Guy leapt back from the corpse.

      A beam of pale moon shone down from overhead, highlighting a grey face, perspiration glinting in the white glow from above. The lips were drawn in a rictus, the eyes fixed on him.

      This thing was dead. And yet–

      “I see you,” came the smooth voice pouring out of the body. “I know of you, Guy Harysan. Have heard tales.”

      “Who – the hells – are you?” Guy asked, bumping his head on the hull of the ship behind him.

      The body twisted, flipping over onto its belly. “A friend to many, one could say.” It stared up at him with eyes that seemed to glimmer with otherworldly light. “A friend to you, even, perhaps.”

      Guy let out a string of syllables that couldn't have been assembled to form any word, really. When he got hold of himself again, he asked, “What – what do you want?”

      “A friend in return,” the body said, popping on up. Slowly, it did a little dragging, forcing. Bones were broken, skin was torn asunder. It stood, but did so in a very unusual way. It was clearly dead; the head hung to one side, blood dripped onto the stone below, watering the stray grass blades that peeked up between the cobblestones. “I know the Machine has hunted you. Unfairly, I would say. They have failed to see your value.” The corpse took a step closer. “I am not so blind as them, Guy. I see much use in someone such as yourself, who sits in the camp of my enemies.”

      “You're that...Depravus, then?” Guy asked.

      “Malpravus,” came the voice. “And yes. A misunderstood name for my misunderstood soul.”

      Guy didn't know what to say to that.

      “I have ruled this city for almost a thousand years,” Malpravus said through the body. “Have looked out for its people. Why, all along, Guy, you have worked for me. In your time with the Machine, I mean.”

      “They, uh...cast me out,” Guy said, trying to wrap his noggin around talking to a dead body. It was a bit of a trip.

      “The leaders have become somewhat unforgiving,” Malpravus said soothingly. “I have allowed them, perhaps, too free a hand. Humanity tends toward corruption. I don't see any wrong in what you did; confronted with death by Cyrus Davidon and his harlot, you did what you had to do. No one else in the Machine would have died holding on to the information you parted with.” The corpse took a step closer, and a cut flap of skin revealed itself at the side of the head where a knife had slashed it, showing pale bone beneath. “Their anger for you is merely a redirection of the anger they feel in their hearts when thinking of how similarly they would have acted. That is all. That is the source of the wellspring of their hatred for you, Guy. That is why they hunted you. But...” The corpse lifted a hand. “...I would offer you forgiveness.”

      “For a price, of course,” Guy said, feeling a bit choked.

      “Everything has a price,” came the answer. “Running has a price, as you have seen. My question for you, though – which is the currency with which you would you pay? For money is but a promise of value, and here I ask: what are these new friends of yours giving you?”

      “My life,” Guy said.

      “I see,” Malpravus said. “I could offer the same. But the difference is...” The corpse leaned closer, and death whiffed off it. “...My word will be worth something in the end. Theirs will not. For only one of us can win this, Guy, and while they may hold the yards, I hold the food...and the power...and have always held the reins of this city.”

      “I–” Guy started to speak, but a footstep on stone made him turn–

      A staff crashed into the corpse and shattered its skull, splattering Guy and collapsing the body upon itself. While Guy was sputtering through the ichor on his face, he managed to get an eye open through it to find–

      That damned troll, ten feet tall and leering down at him, head of his stave covered in blood.

      “When I told you he controls corpses,” Vaste said, bringing down the staff on the carcass once more, “I assumed it would motivate you to hurry and dispose of the bodies. Not present you with an incentive for listening.” He raised his staff high again and brought it down so swiftly it blurred, echoing a mighty crunch through the valley of the ship hulls.

      “Guy...” the shattered jaw of the corpse moved. “...Think it over...”

      Vaste brought his staff down one last time, shattering the jaw. That done, he looked in disgust at his staff. “Damn him. I should have known he'd try something like this.” He shook his head, then landed a heavy hand on Guy's shoulder.

      “Wh – what?” Guy asked, and suddenly found himself being pushed along. “What did I do?”

      “You listened,” Vaste said, half-pushing, half-dragging him as Guy tried to squirm from his grasp. It was no good, though; the big green man's hand was too big, too clawed, too strong for him, and he found himself marched away from the body, out onto the wide paths and deeper into the dockyards.
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          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “What is the purpose of this?” Alaric asked, staring at the small circle of the Sanctuary – well, officers, for lack of a better word. It comprised all the old suspects save for Vara – Curatio, himself, Cyrus, Vaste – plus the new people they'd accumulated over the last few days' events. Hiressam, Shirri, Pamyra, Birissa, plus Guy. They'd gathered in the shadow of the Yuutshee, the sun rising in the distance and clanking noises and shouts coming from overhead. Alaric wondered at the provenance of this location; was it mere coincidence they stood here or was there some more purposeful reason...?

      “Apologies for dragging you away from the very important work of floating around as early morning mist,” Vaste said tightly, his hand gripped on Guy's neck as though the roguish Machine man might go sprinting off at any moment. “I know how important it is for you to malinger out there, seeking opportunities to float through an open window just as a woman is changing her frock.”

      Alaric blinked a few times, surprised at the suddenness – and savagery – of the reply. “I...have never done that.”

      “That's a real waste of a talent there, mate,” Guy offered.

      “Some of us have honor,” Hiressam said sharply, “and peeping is not honorable.”

      “I, for one, am thankful for your honor,” Shirri said, gently pulling at her collar self-consciously. “But am also curious about the nature of this meeting.”

      “Well, we have taken the dockyards,” Vaste said, “so it was inevitable we'd need to meet. Coordinate. Talk things over. Have breakfast, maybe.” His voice went suddenly higher. “Oh, and also, I found Guy here talking to a corpse that spoke in Malpravus's voice.”

      “Oh, hells,” Curatio said. “When?”

      “I – it was talking to me,” Guy said. “I didn't start the conversation, all right?”

      Shirri's eyes were wide and glassy. “Malpravus can do that?”

      “It's truly unfortunate the art of necromancy wasn't entirely forgotten in this diminishment of magic,” Pamyra said quietly. “Of all the magical arts, that one was ripe to be lost to the mists of time and memory.”

      “What did the voice say to you?” Cyrus asked quietly.

      Guy's eyes shifted back and forth. “Asked me to...well, pick a side. That was not...yours.”

      Alaric felt a pang within. “Naturally. Malpravus tries to stir dissent in our newly-formed ranks.”

      “You have to admit,” Curatio said with a wan smile, “it's far more like him to attempt this than, say, marshal his forces and storm the front gates in a counter-assault.”

      “Yes, it is entirely Malpravus to be a wretched turd,” Vaste said, keeping that hand on Guy. “But my question is – what are we going to do about it?”

      “Feed the people,” Alaric said. “Hold the docks. Figure out our next move.” He shifted to look at Curatio.

      “Well, in the vein of feeding the people,” Curatio said, “we've launched about fifteen airships thus far, all with captains who accepted our deal to make grain runs. A further fifteen should be launched within the hour, and another thirty the hour after that. Our people are learning quickly, aided by some of the dockyard administrative staff, who are showing up to work this morning not realizing this facility is under...new management.”

      “How many of those ships do you think will return filled with grain?” Pamyra asked.

      “Not nearly as many as left,” Curatio said. “But we have to hope that enough will find our offer of gold enticing, especially for so short a run as they are making. A day or so to Emerald Fields, now apparently called just 'Emerald.' A day back, then they find themselves richly rewarded.”

      “Appealing to a man's greed is a powerful motivation,” Guy said, nodding. When he caught the eye of everyone there, he seemed to realize it was in an unfavorable way. “I've heard, I mean. I don't know about greed myself. At all. Clearly, since I'm working for charity these days.”

      Alaric nodded, then looked up at the Yuutshee, whose squarish hull still rested in the dock above them. “I thought Captain Mazirin was slated to depart first?”

      Curatio raised an eyebrow as he – and the others – shifted to look at the ominous wooden wall of the hull. “So did I. They've certainly been unlocked and cleared.” Shouts from above, muffled, reached them, but in another language. “Perhaps they're having difficulties.”

      Alaric tried to put that out of his mind. “What about the defenses of the yards?” Here he turned to Cyrus.

      Cyrus had been staring straight ahead, seemingly lost in thought. At Alaric's question, though, he stirred to answer. “We have guards manning the wall, patrols walking it, barricades set up along the exterior points.” He had his arms folded in front of him. “So far we've seen no hint that Malpravus is even watching us here, let alone planning a move to retake the docks. Traffic outside is light, though, and no one's lingering. If he wanted to observe, later today would be the safer time to do so, once the city wakes a bit more and people are moving about.”

      “How do you feel about our ability to defend these yards against an attempt to retake them?” Alaric asked.

      “Generally awful,” Cyrus said. “They're big, Alaric. There's a lot of wall to cover, and we're only really worried about assault from three sides, though I do have guards watching the fourth just in case Malpravus pulls some foolishness, or the scourge figure out how to cross the moat. That's a lot for our middling force to cover. This isn't an army; it's a civil guard meant to discourage thievery in the streets and the occasional angry, unarmed uprising.”

      “If we mean to encourage said uprising, though,” Alaric said, “perhaps we should start gathering some people for it and putting them to work.”

      Cyrus brushed a hand over his face. “Yes, that's a perfectly fine plan, as things go, and would be a nice trade for all the grain we're going to be shelling out to the hungry in exchange for their aid, but might I suggest that employing randomly chosen people off the street will not necessarily help increase our security.”

      “You think you're secure now, employing as your army a City Watch that was so recently loyal to Malpravus?” Vaste asked.

      “The troll makes an excellent point,” Hiressam said. “I hate that the troll makes an excellent point.”

      “That's because you're an anti-troll racist,” Vaste said, “probably motivated by the base motives of xenophobia and arse envy.”

      “Probably just the xenophobia,” Birissa said, causing Vaste's shoulders to sag.

      “I am no such thing,” Hiressam said, a little indignant. “If anything, I'm Vaste-irritated, not xenophobic.”

      “We're all Vaste-irritated,” Curatio said. “These are the burdens we must labor under, though, and he does raise a good point.”

      “Cyrus will see to the defense,” Alaric said, brushing all those concerns aside. “We have other worries.”

      Shirri blinked a few times into the quiet that followed. “Other worries besides defending this place, keeping the city in grain, and defeating Malpravus?”

      “I suppose our other worries fit easily the aegis of all those concerns,” Alaric said, “I meant merely that we have to concern ourselves with, yes, defeating Malpravus and his schemes while Cyrus sees to building the army that will guarantee the physical safety of the yards and Curatio takes care of having the food brought in. I was speaking, specifically, to the need to defeat Malpravus and create a workable strategy to begin distributing food.”

      “Do we have food?” Hiressam asked. “To distribute?”

      “Indeed we do,” Curatio said. “Many ships within the yards were not, in fact, emptied of their cargo. That was what the Machine was up to when we attacked. I have people out negotiating to buy the grain now. The count is hardly complete, but I believe we will have enough for a day or so, if rationed.”

      “Enough for the ships that are leaving now to get back, then,” Pamyra said. “But how long will their supply last?”

      “That would be hard to say until we see how many rats decide to flee what they perceive as this sinking ship,” Curatio said with a smile.

      “There's a lot more uncertainty to this that I had thought,” Shirri said, brushing hair out of her eyes nervously. “Was there always this much to worry about when you did these things in the past?”

      “Feeding a city is new,” Alaric said. “But yes, otherwise. There are always difficulties, some appearing insurmountable.” He drew a breath, long, trying to sound profound over the shouts coming off the Yuutshee above them. “None are insurmountable, though. We will attack the problems before us one at a time, until all are defeated.” He held tight to the helm in his hand. “Until Malpravus is defeated.”
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          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      The breaking of the meeting was hardly surprising. The lack of direction coming out of it, other than “tend to your individual tasks,” was more so, but Cyrus regarded Alaric with a careful eye as the Ghost traced a path away. He moved up the ramp of the Yuutshee, disappearing around the bend of wood up the platform stairs, the creak of boards under his weight the only sign of his passage.

      “So...what are we going to do about Malpravus?” Vaste's sharp voice turned Cyrus around to find the troll standing there, still clutching Guy, Birissa a few paces behind him.

      “Kill him, eventually, I assume,” Cyrus said, catching the helpless, almost pained look in Guy's eyes at being in the grip of the troll. “Beyond that, I'm trying to focus on the wall defense. Killing him is not a thing I'm capable of, based on how our last clash went.”

      “Yes, seeing you become the amazing flying Cyrus was quite a piece of visual imagery I'm not soon to forget,” Vaste said. “But you are the general, and it is your task to figure out how to defeat our enemies. Thus, I come to you with this.” He lowered his voice. “And also because Alaric seems mightily distracted with his freighter captain infatuation.”

      Cyrus frowned. “Alaric does not have an 'infatuation' with Captain Mazirin.”

      Birissa let out a small guffaw. “Yes, he does.”

      Cyrus felt the deep crease of his brow as he pondered that. “Huh.” Thinking back on it, that did make a certain amount of sense...

      Vaste dinged Cyrus's helm with a brief thump from Letum. “I need you to focus on Malpravus.”

      “I told you,” Cyrus said with irritation, ears still ringing slightly from the hit, “I'm dealing with the wall and defending the docks. Malpravus–”

      “Could come marching up at any moment and blast his way through the wall in much the same way as he blew you through the Citadel tower,” Vaste said. “I know you're trying to keep your focus narrow, but I'm afraid that's not an option at present. You have to think about how to beat Malpravus.”

      Cyrus rested a hand against his forehead. Sweat covered his palm within his gauntlet, but the cool metal found slickness on his head, as well, exertions still lingering from the battle. “I don't think I can do that right now, Vaste. My mind is...elsewhere.”

      Expecting a sharp reply from the troll, Cyrus steeled himself, placing a hand on Rodanthar so he could step back before receiving another blow to the helm. Vaste was liable to do it, he reckoned.

      But what the troll did instead surprised him.

      “You,” Vaste said to Guy, turning loose of the back of his neck. “Go over there and wait for me.” He gestured a wide hand in the direction of a ship across the stone road through the docks. “Don't go any farther, though, because if I have to chase you down, what I do to you next will make that corpse you were talking to look beautiful by comparison.”

      “Why can't I stay and listen to the big boys talk?” Guy asked, with a breathtaking amount of gall for a man who'd just been turned loose by a troll.

      “Because I really doubt your honesty in your story about what you told that corpse,” Vaste said, “and that makes your loyalties even more suspect. Therefore, I'm not going to have private and potentially damaging conversations in front of a potential spy and possible future corpse. Which would also be a spy, thanks to Malpravus being a necromantic crap-weasel.”

      Guy's eyes flicked back and forth as he took all that in. “Fair enough,” he said, apparently reacting to the threat buried in it with relative magnanimity. He hustled across the road and situated himself on the other side as Birissa sauntered up to Vaste's elbow to join him, the three of them all watching Guy until he was out of earshot.

      “I really don't trust him,” Vaste muttered.

      “Nor should you,” Cyrus said, as Guy offered them a sarcastic wave that turned into a crude gesture. “He was only forced out of alliance with the enemy thanks to my actions, and is with us now only for lack of any other option. Desperate men make the worst friends.”

      “Speaking of,” Vaste said, “Vara.”

      “I hardly think of her as a desperate man,” Cyrus said. “In fact, having examined her quite closely, I can safely say–”

      “I will ping your helm again if you persist in being intransigent,” Vaste said, brandishing Letum. “Don't deflect. You're not a shield, and you don't carry one for damned good reason.”

      “Because they're unwieldy,” Cyrus said.

      “Also, because they'd distract from your most fluid and studly movements,” Vaste said. “Don't think I don't know that's the main reason.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “Okay. Sure.”

      “Vara, though,” Vaste said. “I know she's on your mind.”

      “She's my wife. Of course she's on my mind.”

      Vaste looked around, as if searching out eavesdroppers. “Naturally. But most peoples' wives don't leave them in the middle of a hot revolution.”

      A ragged tiredness had settled over Cyrus, and he felt it now, the lack of last night's sleep and all the worries that had preyed on his mind these last days. “Well, most wives probably aren't confronted with the thousand-year-old bastard results of their husbands' most hated dalliance. If they were, I imagine them leaving in the midst of a revolution could be a much more common occurrence.”

      “Mmm, maybe,” Vaste said, turning to Birissa. “Would you leave me in the middle of a fight if you found out I had a bastard from before we got together?”

      Birissa's eyes narrowed as she gave this serious contemplation. “I don't think that's a practical question since you were very obviously cherry before I plucked you.”

      Vaste let out a nervous laugh. “But...assuming that were not the case.”

      Birissa shrugged lightly. “I suppose if I found out it was coupled with some sort of lie, like you weren't cherry – though you obviously were, or else terrible at–”

      “Less color,” Vaste said. “I need less color in the description.”

      “Anyway, all those factors in consideration?” Birissa asked, clearly still pensive, “Perhaps I might.” She paused. “Wait, you said mid-battle? No.” She shook her head. “I don't leave in the middle of fights.”

      Vaste's face flushed a darker green. “Well, that was completely unhelpful.” He looked almost imploringly at Cyrus. “Look, friend–”

      “I'm fine, Vaste,” Cyrus said. “You can cease your attempts to cheer me up.”

      “That's very definitely not what I'm doing.”

      Cyrus raised an eyebrow. “Then what the hell are you doing?”

      “Trying to get you to focus on the task of killing Malpravus,” Vaste said, using his hands to gesticulate, “so that then you can chase after your wayward wife.”

      Cyrus let out a small sigh. “I...”

      “Crap,” Vaste said.

      “What?” Cyrus asked.

      “You're thinking about leaving now, aren't you?” Vaste stared at him shrewdly. “About chasing after her before the thing is done.”

      “Vaste–”

      “You are!” The troll pointed a wide finger with a blackly-tinged nail and shook it in his face. “You're thinking about ditching us mid-revolution and catching one of these airships out of town just now.”

      “No,” Cyrus said, a little too quickly even for himself. “Well, yes,” he admitted, “but I won't.”

      Birissa managed the answer first. “Why the hell not? Do you love battle more than you do Vara?”

      Cyrus felt suddenly pained, as though speared through the heart and pinned in place. “No. No, I do not.” He lowered his head, staring at the broken stones cobbling this makeshift path. “Vara's anger carried her away from me. Anger and perhaps concern for her sister. Chasing her, while a noble gesture, would doom this so-called rebellion to failure.” He looked up. “McCoie, Willems, the City Watch – they joined me – or at least their image of Cyrus Davidon – not Sanctuary. If I leave...you'll be guarding this place by yourselves before long, I suspect. And I won't do that to you. Or Reikonos.” There was a great lump in his throat. “Though yes...I very much want to.”

      “Does your boy have any place in your considerations?” Birissa asked, peering at him intently.

      “Baynvyn?” Cyrus felt the worries of Vara wash away, just for a moment, replaced by a sharper one as he reached behind his back and felt for Epalette. It still rested there, in his belt, not far from Baynvyn's stolen pistol. “No,” Cyrus said, and he lied just a little, “Baynvyn has declared himself our enemy. I'll fight him as hard as I can – trying not to kill him, of course – but no. I am here for the cause, and if I weren't...I'd go to Vara right now.” And he looked up to the western sky, beneath the smoky cloud cover that seemed to blanket Reikonos always, in these days. The faint glow of the sun reached in that direction, but it was still mostly darkness, though he could almost imagine he felt her out there, somewhere, just beyond what he could see.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 77

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      The slow thump of his boots against the wooden steps that wended their way up to the side of the Yuutshee held a strange inevitability in Alaric's mind. He hadn't planned to adjourn the meeting and then immediately ascend these stairs, yet his feet seemed to carry him here, curiously, his mind justifying why, of course, it would only be polite to come up here, to inquire about Mazirin and her ship, before she left. It was all very normal, in a way, in his mind. Yet not. Clearly not.

      His unease grew as he reached the side of the vessel and looked down upon a crew doing – well, roughly nothing. There were men strewn all over the deck in various states of idleness. Layabouts laying about, the occasional bottle in hand. He caught a few nearly disinterested eyes as he stepped onto the Yuutshee, but no one moved to stop him.

      Mazirin's voice was coming from the deck atop the rear of the ship, where the wheel lay. It was high, furious, frenzied, even, words coming like a godly sword point spearing at some unsuspecting and entirely too slow combatant. It built to a final pitch, finished in a near-yell, and someone – a short, familiar someone, at that – thumped down the stairs to the main deck in advance of surely some device being thrown after him.

      “Alaric!” Dugras said, hustling away from his confrontation on the upper deck with the captain. He looked caught between fear and relief, bustling over. Sweat was visible on his forehead, a harried look everywhere else. “What brings you to our humble vessel?”

      Not sure how to answer that, Alaric went with – mostly – honesty. “The yelling.”

      Dugras let out a mirthless, pained laugh. “Ah, yes. The captain is...displeased with me.” His eyes flitted, finding his shoes. “The engines are not, uh...working.”

      “Oh,” Alaric said. Being thoroughly unacquainted with their operation, he felt at a loss to comment or question. “Is it...permanent?” he finally managed.

      “What? No,” Dugras said, shaking his head. “I can fix it. I think I've narrowed down the problem. See, while I was kidnapped by the Machine and hanging around with you people, the engines were in the care of – well, it doesn't matter. Point is, I can get it wrapped up in a few hours.” He smacked his lips together. “But I think the lesson here is: I will never take a piss in Reikonos again.”

      Alaric raised an eyebrow. “I'm not sure that's the correct lesson. Your bladder may find itself overfull.”

      “I mean I'm going to stay on the ship in the future, in dangerous ports,” Dugras said weakly. “Not that I'll never urinate again while we're in places like this. Because that would be quite painful on the kidneys and bladder, as you mention.”

      “Indeed.” Alaric looked past him to the top deck, where a bustle of brown coat and black hair moved as Mazirin came into sight. She surveyed the deck with clear dissatisfaction until her gaze found him and Dugras. A moment later, she was descending the steps with clear, crisp purpose.

      Dugras did not miss this movement. “Gotta go,” he said, bolting for a nearby hatch and disappearing within.

      Alaric held himself steady and upright, watching Dugras retreat with an attempt at vague disinterest rather than watching Mazirin's approach. When she drew close, he shifted his attention to her in time to catch her last few steps. She stopped crisply a few feet from him, drawing herself up to full height – which was still a good foot shorter than him.

      He felt strangely intimidated nonetheless. With a slow nod, inclining his head to acknowledge her, he said, “Captain.”

      “What do you want?” she asked, brusque verging on rude.

      “I heard the yelling and noticed that you had not departed,” Alaric said, his heart beating a little harder than he should have thought under the circumstances. He was hardly preparing for combat, after all. “I thought it might be polite to check in and see how you were faring.”

      Mazirin did not hesitate. “My ship is broken thanks to the long absence of my engineer. It will take hours or possibly days to fix it. Therefore, we fare poorly.”

      “I am sorry to hear that,” Alaric said, giving her another inclined-head nod. “Is there anything we can do to help? Your ship is...important to our continued supply of this city.”

      “Unless you know how to pick up a wrench and fix an engine,” Mazirin said, “no. There is nothing you can do. Good day.” She turned on her heel, long coat whirling behind her.

      “Perhaps you'd like us to send some bread,” Alaric said.

      She turned on him again, and whatever restraint she'd possessed in her last exchange seemed greatly weakened. “I can feed my own crew, thank you.”

      “Apologies,” Alaric said. “I did not mean to suggest you could not.”

      Mazirin's eyes flashed, and now Alaric could see that she'd gone beyond her usual self, whatever that might have been. “I can understand how you might not think I could, given how much difficulty you seem to have with it yourself, but I have things as much under control as I can, given how many events have occurred that were outside of it. We will be ready when we are ready, and we will make do ourselves until then.” She lifted her chin defiantly. “That is the Amatgarosan way.”

      Alaric wasn't quite sure what to say to that. “Self-sufficiency is an eminently worthy virtue. Still...if there's any way we can help–”

      Mazirin let out a high, short laugh. “You cannot even help yourself. I cannot see how you could possibly help us, other than to stay out of our way.”

      Alaric froze. He did not say anything.

      Mazirin apparently took this as a sign of weakness, for she continued. “I do not know what it is about this part of the world. The afflictions that mar your lands? That scourge beyond your gates? The tyrant upon your throne? The poverty, the backwardness that mars your every interaction? I should have known better than to lead my crew to this place. The gold you can make is not worth the risk of running these trade routes, where order is in shorter supply than grain, and where the people are as likely to kidnap crew as to employ them. Your problems are your own, and I should have known better than to come. Dugras should have known better than to involve himself after getting free. And we should have sailed back east the moment we dropped you off in dock.” She shook her head as though in disbelief. “Every hour I spend in this city is an hour I regret, and I cannot think of any reason to become more embroiled in your revolution.”

      She raised her voice, shouting something in her native tongue at the men on the deck. Five of them snapped to their feet, bolting into the same hatch as Dugras had fled down.

      “I am sorry you feel that way,” Alaric said, unsure what else to say.

      “I am having my men retrieve the gold you paid us in deposit for the grain,” Mazirin said, holding his gaze with a steady, burning look. “I can no longer justify to myself involvement in this pit of a city.”

      “This is my home,” Alaric said quietly. “And these people did not choose their leader.”

      “But they did,” Mazirin said. “By action or inaction, they chose this man you war with. Perhaps you and your people will be a better choice – should you win.” She watched as the men emerged from below deck, carrying between them a chest of gold. “But your problems are your own, and I want no part of whatever fall is coming – yours or his.”

      Alaric tried to muster a retort but failed. “I am sorry you feel that way,” he said, aware that it was not even a bare defense of what he was doing here with the others. “And I hope you never find yourself faced with a government that has turned on and is trying to starve its people.”

      “My nation has stood as it is, led in the same way, for a thousand years, always in justice,” Mazirin said. “Because my people make it so. A rebellion to me is inconceivable. The corruption of this place is mind-boggling.”

      “And yet it is,” Alaric said, “and we are fighting it as best we can.”

      “I wish you some luck with that,” Mazirin said, then muttered something in her own tongue to the men with the chest. “They will carry this wherever you would like. In return, I only ask one thing – please do not involve us in your problems again.”

      Alaric thought of something to say – a thousand somethings, really – but none of them came out. Instead he offered a short bow to Mazirin. “I will trouble you no more, Captain.” And with that, he let his footsteps – low and thumping, not so mysterious now – carry him back down the ramp, the gold in tow, and away from the Yuutshee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 78

          

          Baynvyn

        

      

    

    
      The dankness of the place was hardly a concern to Baynvyn, who had been raised in the dark embrace of Saekaj Sovar, but the sound of dripping – drip, drip, drip – in the distance was slightly maddening.

      If he weren't already half-mad.

      The glowing portal stood behind Malpravus, who rested on a throne. That was new. He'd been sitting there when Baynvyn had come for his audience, and the wonder was whether he'd come through the portal or just been in the chair all along? Baynvyn thought not, given his knowledge of magic. Malpravus looked at least slightly improved over how he'd appeared last time they'd spoken, and that did not merely come from adequate rest.

      “My friends,” Malpravus croaked, in that weak, high voice of his. “I am most disappointed in your efforts this night.” His face was shrouded by a cowl, but his skeletal jaw was visible beneath it.

      Baynvyn looked to his left, then his right. He was hardly the only one called upon the carpet. Qualleron was on bent knee next to him, the subservient, honor-bound fool. Piña stood to his right, no need to take a knee, she was so short. She barely came to his knee, in fact.

      Malpravus did not smile, but the other attendee of the meeting did, standing at the necromancer's right hand. Coordinator Stiehle was a right bastard, in Baynvyn's eyes. Most other eyes, too, he imagined, at least the ones that Stiehle hadn't plucked out in sheer cruelty.

      “This should have been a morning that brought us closer to our goals,” Malpravus said. “That brought Reikonos a touch closer to surrender. That would bring the people back to my breast.”

      Baynvyn barely held back a sneer of disgust; anyone suckling at Malpravus's teat was going to die of starvation. Or revulsion.

      “Have any of you an answer for this...failure?” Malpravus asked, looking down at them. It seemed obvious Stiehle had succeeded in whatever endeavor he'd been assigned, but the rest of them were hung out to dry for the docks. Which wasn't entirely fair. They weren't Baynvyn's or Qualleron's or Piña's docks to defend, after all.

      “My clockworks were destroyed,” Piña said simply. “I don't know how.”

      “I was fought to stalemate by an honorable man,” Qualleron boomed, unashamed. “His quality was undoubtable, his army firm and able to sweep yours before them with ease. I have no shame in my failure, for I struck my blows true, and, if not for the failure of the forces around me to keep the field, I would have been able to win, eventually.”

      That caused Malpravus's near non-existent lips to pucker in displeasure. He turned to survey Baynvyn from beneath the cowl. “And you? I see you have lost your blade as well as your pistol. Now all you have left is that remarkable rifle of yours.” He made a low noise of disgust that reminded Baynvyn of a cat preparing to cough up a hairball. “Not so remarkable at all, then. They sell them in Firoba, after all, and better in Coricuanthi or Amatgarosa.”

      “I was beaten by Cyrus Davidon,” Baynvyn said calmly. “No impersonator. The real man. The now-god.”

      “He is no god.” Malpravus's eyes flashed beneath the cowl.

      “He is no mere man, either,” Baynvyn said. “Yes, he has taken from me my weapons. No man has ever done that.”

      “That is hardly proof of his godhood,” Malpravus said, leaning forward. “To my eyes, it seems more proof of your weakness than his strength.”

      “He turned your City Watch against you,” Baynvyn said. “Killed your Machine men. Beat your champions.” He looked to Piña, then Qualleron. “No mean feat given their pedigree. But if you want to single out my failures – fine. I failed. I am hardly done at this defeat.”

      Malpravus looked from Baynvyn back to Piña, then to Stiehle. “Oh, I don't know about that. I gave you two commands, after all.”

      Baynvyn bristled. “Piña was to carry out the second.”

      Malpravus smiled from beneath the cowl. “Piña is working to carry out the second. But she discovered a most curious bit of information in the process.”

      He clapped his thin hands together, and Piña lifted her hand. Upon it was wrapped a small piece of clockwork machinery. Small to him, anyhow; it covered her arm from elbow to wrist. A circular lens sat in its middle, and with the flick of a button, lit up, shining onto the floor.

      It was a sepia-toned painting of light.

      Of him – and Cyrus Davidon.

      Baynvyn watched it curiously, noting that it was of his earlier battle upon the wall. Cyrus was moving to disarm him upon the picture, and it unfolded, with even the sound. The voice of Cyrus Davidon boomed, tinny, from Piña's wrist. “I'm sorry, son, but I'm afraid I'm going to have to take away your toys until you learn to behave better.” His father's face wore a leer of victory. “Who's your daddy now?”

      The light of the picture faded. Baynvyn stared into the space where it had been, blinking in disbelief at what he'd just seen. Impossible, magical, and yet it was the interaction he'd had with Cyrus Davidon–

      Stars blazed in Baynvyn's eyes as something struck him in the back of the head. Qualleron?

      No.

      Baynvyn lurched forward and hit the ground, chin making firm contact with the glowing stones that had been beneath his feet only a moment earlier. Lights flashed before his eyes in the dim, the dank. Qualleron stood to the side, regarding him with a curiosity bordering on indifference.

      Stiehle, though, he was smiling, standing over Baynvyn. He'd struck the cowardly blow, circling around while Baynvyn had been watching the picture of the battle. Now he took the rifle from Baynvyn's shoulder, slipping it free while he was stunned.

      “I find it eminently fascinating,” Malpravus said. “Your parentage, I mean. It seems to me that this is information I could have used before your father disarmed you of nearly everything else of use. Still,” and he waved a skeletal hand, and Stiehle rained another cowardly blow down, down upon the back of his head, “I think I might have some use for you yet,” Malpravus said, with undisguised glee, as Baynvyn slipped into the comfortable dark of unconsciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 79

          

          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      “We are supposed to be sending out more gold,” Curatio said, regarding the chest of gold and the men carrying it with vague amusement, “not bringing more in.”

      “It comes with the regrets of Captain Mazirin,” Alaric said stiffly, leading the men. They were in the offices nearest the main gate, a small building with only a few rooms for the employees of Reikonos's civil service. All were at their desks, though most seemed to be gossiping about the new management rather than doing any real work. “The Yuutshee is not presently, ah...airworthy, I suppose? So she returns this to us.”

      Curatio made a motion to the men, who dropped the chest in the corner and retreated without another word. One of them was even kind enough to close the office door on the way out, muffling the sound of the gossiping civil servants outside as Curatio turned his attention to the Ghost of Sanctuary. “Is that it, then?”

      “For her?” Alaric said, sounding quite tense. “I think so, yes.”

      “There is more to it, I trust?”

      Alaric hesitated. Serious indeed, it must have been, then. “She is displeased at being caught up in our revolution.”

      Curatio waited. There had to be more. Still, some coaxing might be warranted. “I imagine given a world of this size,” and here he turned around a book that he had been pondering, left by the last owner of the office, for Alaric to see. Within was contained the most amazing thing – a drawn map of an ovoid world larger in scale than he had ever imagined. He rested a finger on the far corner, a tiny landmass the size of his fingertip in a drawing that filled both open pages of the tome from edge to edge. “There is a revolution going on every single day.”

      Alaric craned his neck to look, then moved closer and leaned in. “This...” He pointed where Curatio rested his fingertip, “...is Arkaria?”

      “And here, Luukessia,” Curatio said, shifting it slightly to a smaller mass yet. “We are but dots of ink in the sea of this world, Alaric.”

      “We are small indeed,” Alaric said. “I had no idea the world beyond spanned so huge.”

      “Insects in a kingdom of elephants,” Curatio agreed. “It is strange to think your life so encompassing as mine only to realize at last that you are nearly insignificant after all.”

      Alaric's shoulders slumped a bit, which confirmed for Curatio a suspicion. “Insignificant indeed. Yet we have a task.”

      “Then why does your manner sag, my friend?” Curatio asked. He tried to avoid a teasing prod, but did not entirely succeed. “It is but one ship and one captain, who, as you say, does not wish to be involved.”

      Alaric took a moment to construct the lie, but it was still obvious when it left his mouth. “Of all the captains, Mazirin was the only one we'd had dealings with. She'd helped us before, and I suppose rapport made me think that perhaps she might help again, and with more certainty than we could expect from any of these strangers motivated by gold.”

      That was enough. Curatio chuckled, and it turned into a full-bodied laugh. When he caught Alaric's cocked head, the look of skepticism, he could hold it in no more. “Oh, come now with that nonsense,” Curatio said, smiling, “you may fool the others – though I find that prospect doubtful – but you cannot fool me, old friend.”

      “I have no idea what you mean,” Alaric said. Perhaps he did not.

      “I have seen that look on your face before,” Curatio said, unable to spare the puckish smile. “And though it has been over a thousand years and my memories many, I quite recall what occasioned it then.”

      Now Alaric was bristling. He stood straight-backed in his armor, and his eyes narrowed. He moved his helm subtly at his side, as though tempted to put it on to hide his face. He did not, though. “I don't know what you think you saw–”

      “Stop lying to yourself,” Curatio said gently.

      “I am not–”

      “You are,” Curatio said, letting his neck sag beneath the weight of his head. How could a man so long-lived, so brave, so true in so many other regards, be so blind to himself? “You are playing yourself for a fool if you do not see this affinity you have for Captain Mazirin for what it is – the idle crush of a schoolboy infatuated with every facet of a girl he has just met.”

      Alaric's mouth moved, several times, with no noise resulting. When finally he regained, speech, he produced nearly only gibberish. “That – I – utter foolishness–”

      “I agree it is foolishness,” Curatio said. “'Utter' might be a bit far, as those feelings you are choking on have in fact produced all the generations of both our species and presumably many more, from the goblins to the trolls. I admit some skepticism that trolls might be included, at least until Vaste met Birissa and we all witnessed that ungainly and peculiar dance, but now it seems empirically certain than even trolls fall in love–”

      “I am not in—” Alaric roared, then caught hold of himself. “Love,” he finished with a whisper, still in fury. “I just met this woman, for pity's sake–”

      “Yes, I feel much pity right now. And tenure of knowing has hardly any bearing on intensity of feeling. Depth, perhaps–”

      “I am not–” Alaric caught himself spilling outrage, eyes flashing. Under control, he breathed, more patiently, “You are mistaken in your observation.”

      “I have witnessed this peculiar series of emotions more times than years you have lived, old friend,” Curatio said, as gently as he could. “I have even been a party to it myself to my occasional shame, as well you know.”

      “Your only shame was in choice of where to land your affections,” Alaric said, a bit stiffly and begrudging. “Caraleen ended up unworthy of either of us.”

      “Be that as it may,” Curatio said with some chagrin, “I see your cheeks aflame beneath your beard and I wish you would not feel so chagrined. For there is no shame to be had here. Not for this feeling. It is hardly a matter of control, after all–”

      “I am helping to lead a rebellion right now, Curatio,” Alaric said in a hushed whisper, as if they might be overhead, the story repeated far and wide by those gossipy civil servants. “I don't have time for...this.” He paused, then lowered his gaze. “And she has no interest, in any case. She has shut the door quite firmly on any further dealings with us, and I can easily infer that includes me.”

      “Perhaps it does,” Curatio said. “Perhaps it doesn't.”

      Alaric studied him with curious intensity. “Does your perception of emotions extend to hers, as well?”

      Curatio shook his head. “I don't know her as well as I know you, and the captain is exceedingly disciplined in controlling herself.

      “Nor does it matter,” Alaric said, heating up. “We have a task and a duty. Whatever foolishness and frippery you think I have in mind, I assure you, my mind is focused. Too long Reikonos has rested in that hands of that lich. Our absence has provided him license to do terrible things unchallenged. That must end, and soon. Whatever other matters you think weigh on me, this is the one I must keep my eye upon.”

      “Heavens, you sound like Cyrus in his bleating denials,” Curatio said, rolling his eyes. “As though you can hold but one thought a time. As though there is no room for more to crowd your head. Well, I tell you this, Alaric – you are a juggler in this, and one of the things you are desperately trying to pretend you are not dealing with is how this impression of Mazirin has grown in your mind, how it shapes your movements, the directions you go, the choices you make.”

      “What of it, if so?” Alaric asked. “I won't let it own me. It's but a small thing–”

      “Perhaps it should be a greater thing,” Curatio said softly, “if you but let it.”

      Alaric let a low, short laugh. “That sounds like you are advocating for it.”

      “Well, I'm not advocating against it.”

      “Not now,” Alaric said finally. “Whatever the case...not now. She's made her desire to be clear of this place glasslike in its clarity. And I have work to attend to. A city to save, and an army whose minds are nearly as distracted as my own, it seems.”

      Curatio smiled. “Even with half a mind on the task, we shall see it done and Reikonos freed.”

      Alaric hesitated, placing a hand upon the door before turning the knob. “Why?” He looked back, and there was a striking uncertainty in his bearing. “Because righteousness is on our side?”

      “Hardly,” Curatio said, placing his hands upon the back of the chair behind the desk. “Righteousness was on our side before, as you recall, in Sennshann, on the night that the old gods cast their burning spell and sacrificed the entirety of the population to their apotheosis. It did not save the occupants of that city then, and it shall do no better here, for it is a poor shield. No, it is not righteousness I would have on my side, but the combined might of Ulric Garrick, Cyrus Davidon, myself, Vaste – and the others.”

      “I have not been called Ulric in a very long time,” Alaric said. “Sometimes I think it is easy to forget who I was. I awake Alaric, go about my day Alaric, never thinking of the pathetic, weak lord of Luukessia that I was born. That I left behind so long ago.”

      “We are all more than we used to be,” Curatio said. “And less, as parts of us are cleaved off by time and grief. But there is much added to you, friend, since you were Ulric. Much that has made Alaric the man needed here. And perhaps...more yet to learn, even for an old knight.” He smiled.

      “I hope you're right,” Alaric said, turning the doorknob, “for I wouldn't want to consider the sort of defense that Ulric Garrick would have mustered in my stead.” He smiled, so thinly, and then was gone, leaving Curatio alone in the office, with nothing but the whispers of the workers outside as he stared down at the map of a world he did not recognize at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 80

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “Walk with me,” Alaric commanded, breezing out the office door into the dockyards. Guy was lingering outside, along with Hiressam, who was keeping one eye on the front gate and the other on the roguish Machine man.

      “Do you want me to–” Hiressam started to ask.

      Alaric waved him off. “If I can't keep one good eye on him...” He made a weak gesture toward his eye patch, and smiled. “Stay here. Tend to your duty.”

      Hiressam gave him a firm nod. “As you wish, Guildmaster.”

      Guy slouched along behind Alaric, saying nothing as they followed the wall around the perimeter of the docks. He did not speak until they had nearly reached the far gate, and one of the airships was taking off in a loud wash of dirt and wind. He turned his face from it, squinting against the granules of dust blowing down the roads between ships. “Not as many gone as I would have thought. By now, I mean,” Guy hastily amended.

      “None of us have run an airship dock before,” Alaric said, glancing back but not breaking stride as he walked toward the eastern gate out of the docks. The guard was thick, and already he could see them taking notice of their approach. “We have members of the City Watch trying to learn how to unlock the clamps, to vector the ships out as the current workers do it.”

      “Why?” Guy asked, keeping pace, but only just. A few days of beard growth made the man seem even more disreputable and dirty than when he'd come to them.

      “In case the workers decide not to show up, we need to be able to run the docks with our people,” Alaric said. “Feeding the city depends on it.”

      “Ah,” Guy said. “Where are we going, then?”

      “You'll see,” Alaric said, gesturing for guards to open the small gate that they might pass out of it. “Do you know why I asked you along?”

      Here, Guy's face became so sour Alaric might have thought he had drunk the squeezings of a lemon. “Because everyone else is sick of watching me. Because you're doing something that requires lifting heavy things and figured you might make that use of me.” He shrugged. “That's my guess, anyway.”

      “No,” Alaric said, casting a wary eye over the man as he waited for guards to finish opening the small, man-sized door in the gate. The clank of keys, squeak of hinges, all of them bore into the silence he offered, giving Guy a moment to anticipate his answer. “That's not it at all.” And he moved to step through, out into the street beyond.

      “Well, what is it, then?” Guy asked, surly, so certain the motives were impure. Alaric could understand that, having been on the receiving end of such suspicions once or twice.

      “When I was a young man–” Alaric began.

      “Oh, 'ere we go,” Guy muttered under his breath.

      “I was a cad, to say the least,” Alaric said. “I cared only for the corruptible pleasures of the flesh. For power. For steely strength, to be used to pulverize my enemies and show them their wrongs.”

      “You sound like a real barrel of laughs.”

      “You probably would have liked me then,” Alaric said, a small smile escaping him. “I was royal – and a royal pain in the arse. My friends ate and drank and lived wildly upon the drippings of my largesse. None in my land could deny me anything. I took full advantage of that privilege.”

      “On second thought, you sound like a right turd.”

      “I was,” Alaric said. “I was indeed.” He anchored Guy with a look. “As were you, it would seem.”

      Guy's ruddy face went bright red. “I was just a man, okay? Not royal. No power to speak of. Born in the gutter, but didn't want to stay there. All I did was get on the track that anyone with a brain gets on in this city. You either join the Machine and live a little better and a little freer than most, or you stay in the gutter and your every meal is a struggle.” He shrugged. “I did what I had to. I don't regret it.”

      “Was that all you wanted?” Alaric asked, stopping in the middle of the quiet cobblestone street. “To live 'a little freer'? To breathe a little easier?”

      “It's the best you can do here,” Guy said.

      “I don't believe that.”

      “Believe whatever you want,” Guy said with a snort. “Unless you're born in one of the cliffside manors, you're not getting any more than what the Machine could offer.” He shook his head. “And whatever you think of what my life was, it looks a fair sight better from here than what you've got at this point.”

      “So you'd go back?” Alaric asked. “Knowing what you know now?”

      Guy let out a high-pitched laugh. “What do I know now that I didn't know then?”

      “That the Machine hurts people,” Alaric said. “That they possess all the loyalty of a starving animal.”

      “I knew all that,” Guy said, and a little of the light left his eyes. “You don't join the Machine because it's going to be blood-free climbing your way up, or because you think they'll stand by you no matter what. You do it because you either ride the angry tiger or you're subject to the bloody teeth, aren't you?”

      “What a terrible, fearful way to go through life,” Alaric said, and he resumed his walk.

      Guy followed. “Beats the alternative, mate. I don't know how much you've noticed about peoples' lives round these parts in your short time here, but they're not exactly living high. A fair few starve every day. There's not nearly enough to go around, and we're all crammed in here like those little fish they've started squeezing into cans.”

      A click from somewhere nearby made Alaric stop again, looking around furiously. He'd heard something, hadn't he? Where–

      “What?” Guy asked, frozen in place, suspicioun coating his own features.

      “I don't know,” Alaric said, glancing down the alley. Sanctuary was ahead there, but still a short distance off. “I thought I heard–”

      A child burst out from behind the corner to their rear, thumping roughly into a drain spout with a hard rattle and a laugh. Taking no notice of Alaric nor Guy, he picked himself up, scruffy rags and all, and ran back the way he came, giggles echoing down the alley from whence he'd entered their little scene.

      “Yeah, that happens around here,” Guy said, relaxing a bit. “Kids got nowhere else to play but the streets.”

      Alaric nodded slowly. “There are many things I dislike about this city and what it has become.” He looked up. Nearby, a smokestack belched out thick, choking clouds. A sheen of ash lay upon his armor, and he shifted ethereal for a moment. It all puffed off, leaving behind an Alaric-shaped cloud for a moment after he'd reformed.

      Guy watched him with muted alarm. “How do you do that?”

      “Magic,” Alaric said, beckoning him forward. “There is more to life than feeding yourself and living high, you know. Greater purposes.”

      “Yeah, well, you try having a greater purpose with an empty stomach and no place to sleep, nor a fire on a cold night,” Guy said. “See how far you get on that purpose business then.”

      “But you have none of those problems now,” Alaric said. “You are with us, and you have food, you have a place to sleep, and a fire if you need it.”

      “Yeah, all that,” Guy said, “but not my life here shortly. If that corpse that talked to me was as serious as you lot say he is.”

      “He is quite serious,” Alaric said. “But we have beaten him before, many times.”

      “So you're saying he's due for a win, then?” Guy asked.

      “That's not how it works.”

      “How does it work, please?” Guy asked. “Because he's been sitting on top of this city for a lot longer than I've been alive.”

      “Then by your own logic...he's due,” Alaric said with a smile.

      Guy sagged. “I don't want to be in the middle of all this. You asking me what I want? Yeah, I want to go back to how things were. When I didn't have worry about being in the thick of a clash of armies. Because I'm not a soldier. I'm just a–”

      “Man,” Alaric said.

      “Beg pardon?” Guy asked. “Of course I'm a man. Your one eye going a bit screwy? Because most people suss that one out right off.”

      “You misunderstand,” Alaric said. “Being a man is not merely a matter of physical things. It's deeper than that. It's a matter of responsibilities. Of choices. You can meet many people. You pass them on the street every day, like cattle driven to market, they go to their jobs, back to their homes. They are a prisoner of their lives, as you were. Captive to the base things they want, they sleep and eat and talk and die a little inside every day.”

      Alaric had stopped short beneath the steps that led up to Sanctuary's door. Here, he commanded Guy's attention. “This is Sanctuary. Have you any idea what that means?”

      Guy cast a lazy, jaded eye over the facade, then back to the short wall that surrounded it. The wagon with horses waited, empty just to the side of the path. “Wasn't this place across the city when last I saw it?”

      “Yes,” Alaric said, smiling.

      Guy paused, thinking. “So...you got two of them, then?”

      “No.”

      Now Guy became even more jaded, letting a sigh. “Magic?”

      “Magic indeed,” Alaric said. “For this place is ancient magic, in fact. Formed in primordial days, meant to be a vessel to hold hope within it, it has become our refuge, one that has warded us through some several thousand years of history's passing.”

      “Uh huh,” Guy said, unimpressed. “I suppose you'll tell me that's how Cyrus Davidon came to be in this age.”

      “Do you have a better explanation?”

      Guy made a sour face. “Trickery. I mean, I know magic is a thing for you lot, but...I've lived my life without seeing much evidence of it, other than maybe that black-armored fartwat of an impersonator falling out of the sky and surviving. But for me, magic's a thing that could maybe be real. I wouldn't care to stake my life on it, though.”

      “You wouldn't care to stake your life on much at all, Guy,” Alaric said with thinly-pursed lips.

      “That's true.” Guy smiled. “Because my life means something.”

      “This place means something,” Alaric said. “You drag yourself through life, crawling on your belly like a beast, seeking no more than bread and water and a place to lay your head, caring not for who you harm in the process and you think that makes you a man? It doesn't. It makes you a slug.” Guy started to recoil, but Alaric grabbed him by the arm. “You don't have to be, though. This place means something because people who once lived like you learned the difference and rallied together. We forged ideals. We used the magic in this place to take care of the basics so that we could focus on doing more, on lifting man out of the traps that you find yourself in. To give them freedom, so that they need not prey on one another and live a hollow life, of service to no one but yourself.”

      “Yeah, well,” Guy said hoarsely, “it's a shame you missed out on the last...thousand years or whatever. Because I ain't seen nuffing like what you're describing there.” He jerked his hand away from Alaric. “People don't stick their necks out for one another here. They keep their heads down to keep 'em from getting lopped off or stretched in a noose. They keep to themselves in order to keep from losing their lives. They fill their own mouths because there's no guessing when you might lose the chance to do so and end up with an empty belly for a week or a month.”

      “I do not deny your life has been hard,” Alaric said. “But that could be over now – if you will it. You could choose to change this day. To look at your circumstances and say, yes, it would have perhaps been easier if the Machine had not been brought down on you. But I tell you, Guy, that crawling on your belly is easier than standing and walking like a man. That looking someone like Malpravus in the eye and spitting defiance could be frightening, may lead to your death. But the satisfaction of putting aside yourself and helping another for one moment is worth ten lifetimes of cowering in fear to live moment to moment. I hope you will see that, before the end.” Alaric nodded, once. “That you will realize that ignoring the cries and calls of those around you, putting your head down and covering your ears so that you may live your empty life...it will cost you your soul.”

      Guy's eyes stared back at him, a little moist. Alaric had hit him, perhaps too hard, but the Machine man had taken it. Taken it and was now saying nothing, merely staring back at Alaric, unsure for the first time since they'd met.

      With nothing more to say, Alaric began to walk away. There was a task yet to do here, after all. Gold needed to be gathered into the wagon for more grain shipments, so that the captains could be paid.

      “Why did you tell me that?” Guy called after Alaric, voice scratchy. “Why would you tell me...any of that?” He brought a sleeve to his eye.

      “You have made choices in your life that you justified by saying, 'There was no choice but this',” Alaric said, looking back down at him from the entry. “Because no one ever looked you in the eye, as a child, as a man, and said, 'Guy, you could be more'. There was no hope in Reikonos then, no one to sow it. So you did as you did. But we are here now. You have a chance, Guy, to put aside all that. To leave it in the past. Walk away from the man you were, as surely as you ran from that coal yard. Stand up. Become more. It is your choice – and entirely in your hands.”

      With that, Alaric went inside the foyer of Sanctuary, business yet to fulfill. He heard the small sniffle from Guy, and then the slow tap of his footsteps as he ascended the stairs to follow. Alaric could only hope that he would follow in other ways, as well, though that was much less certain even now.
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      “Do you think we're going to win this fight?” Birissa asked, somewhat out of the blue.

      Vaste froze, midway through re-dressing himself beneath the shadows of one of the airship docks. They'd found a quiet spot and made it...well not as quiet. Now that the deed was done and the clothing was being put back on, she hit him with this. It took a moment to summon his thoughts and answer. “Well...we generally win these fights, so...I think so, yes. Cyrus and Alaric are very good at these sort of things.”

      Birissa sat there quietly, strapping on her armor, leather bindings making noise in the quiet under the airship where they'd taken shelter. “They have experience in madness such as this. That's what you're saying. You trust them because they've done madder things.”

      “That's about the size of it, yes,” Vaste said, pulling his robe tight...ish. He didn't like wearing any clothing too restrictive.

      “I can taste the despair in this city,” Birissa said. “People are worried about where their next meal is going to come from.” She looked over at Vaste, and he was struck by the gleam of her eyes, even in the dark. “When they say there's no hope in Reikonos...they mean it.”

      “It was always bound to get worse before it got better,” Vaste said, suddenly unsure of himself. And why should he not be? They'd fought gods, guilds, cities, nations – but a thousand years in the past. There were no guns or airships then, and certainly no city mad enough to put Malpravus at its head while worshipping Cyrus. He forced a smile. “I bet you're sorry you came here now.”

      “No,” Birissa said. “If ever there was a time and place that needed...us...” She bowed her head, strangely mournful. Very unlike the Birissa he'd come to know these last days. “...This is it.”

      “You'll see,” Vaste said, cupping a hand under her chin. “Alaric knows what he's doing. So does Curatio. Even Cyrus, for all the sport I make of him. They are no fools. And Malpravus, for all his fearsome evil, has never beaten us yet.”

      Birissa looked over at him, and a smile broke through her melancholy, like clouds pierced by sunbeams. “You have brought some hope here. Not nearly enough, yet. But some. Including to me.”

      Vaste didn't know what to say to that, so he let it go with a smile. “What was it like where you come from?”

      She was quiet for a moment, then placed a hand on his wrist. “I'll tell you all about it...after.”

      Vaste hesitated. “After...?”

      “The fight is through,” Birissa said, stroking his wrist.

      “Oh, whew,” Vaste said, shoulders sagging. “I thought maybe you were going to suggest another round, and I just don't think I could do that right now. Maybe again later, but – I'm just tired. What a day.”

      She chuckled, then patted him again. “Later,” she said, with sweet reassurance, and then they left the darkness behind.
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      “Report,” Cyrus said, cresting the stairs to the exterior wall to find McCoie waiting. They were steep, each step satisfying as he pushed through, armor making the faintest squeaks and clanks as he rose to the top. The sun shining down beneath those smoky clouds presented him with a view beyond the crenellations of a bleak, grey landscape – and a thousand, a million writhing scourge.

      “The walls are barricaded well to either side,” McCoie said stiffly, hands locked behind him. Indeed, there was a firm barricade between the crenellations on either side, here where the dockyard wall met the great one that ringed Reikonos in. Wood barrels and desks and various other debris had been piled higher than Cyrus's head, and guards stood on small stations to keep watch over its top.

      “Fast work done well,” Cyrus said, examining the barrier. It wouldn't stop a dedicated attack, but it would certainly slow it. Even Qualleron would have difficulty clearing that much mess before he was riddled with too many bullets to survive. Muskets and spears were piled in weapons racks lining the crenellations, ready to be seized the moment an attack was sounded. Scanning behind him, Cyrus could see the cannons pointed in that direction from the nearest tower, ready to be fired should the enemy break through.

      “We tried, sir,” McCoie said, unable to hide the trace of pleasure in his voice at the praise.

      “You succeeded,” Cyrus said, trying to think how he would have handled this in his days as Guildmaster, as general. A thousand years in the ether had clouded some of those memories, but more praise seemed warranted. “I've been impressed with your efforts and your disposition, McCoie. You've done extremely well in the face of circumstances I can't imagine.”

      McCoie bowed his head. “I've known – many of us have known – that things were amiss in this city for a long while. But I wouldn't have had the faith to move forward if you hadn't appeared, my lord.”

      Cyrus felt the flush of his cheeks. This was it, then, wasn't it? He'd never felt comfortable with the hero worship, though he'd certainly seen it as general and Guildmaster. Not quite to this fervor, but then, everything seemed so much more extreme in these days. Louder, really. Everything was louder, even the hero worship. “Perhaps,” he allowed, afraid to say much more.

      “We have kept faith a long time,” McCoie said quietly. “Though, for my part, I confess I had days when I wavered. When my faith was–”

      “It's normal to doubt,” Cyrus said, feeling his belly squirm. “The course of time takes its own path. Events go the way they go.”

      McCoie's head snapped up. “All is going in accordance with your plan.”

      Now it was as though someone had taken a spear and twisted it in Cyrus's guts, but with the pain turned off to leave only this curious discomfort. “I don't see all, McCoie.”

      McCoie made a slight huffing noise. “Of – of course not.” He bowed his head again. “I merely meant to say–”

      “I was a man,” Cyrus said, turning to the crenellations and looking out over the wasteland that was Arkaria in these days. Had he ever been atop the Reikonos wall before? Perhaps in the days of training in the Society, but not since. Still, he could recall walking out the gates and seeing houses, shacks, shanties – but green beyond that, great and spreading under a cerulean sky.

      No more, though. Now it was grey, writhing skin, brown, trod and torn earth, not a spring or blade of green in sight. More scourge than he could count, mud beneath their clawed feet, black, foul water peppered with discarded corpses separating them from the walls – and nothing else. Scourge and mud, as far as the eye could see, as though nothing had ever lived here but this hateful non-life.

      “My lord?” McCoie asked.

      “A mortal man,” Cyrus said, looking over at him. “Filled with the same worries, desires, and fears as you. The only difference is that I lived a thousand years ago and did enough bizarre things to build a legend that outlived me.”

      “But...you're not mortal anymore,” McCoie said. So much certainty, it hurt Cyrus's heart.

      Cyrus held up a hand, felt the touch of the ether as it faded for but a moment. “I'm mortal enough. Longer-lived, perhaps, but I can still feet the bite of steel against my skin.” He revealed his side, where Baynvyn had planted Epalette between the links of his mail. “I can still bleed, though it is a bit easier for me to fix the problem thanks to my long-forgotten magic.” He held up a hand and cast Nessalima's Light, an orb glowing from his fingertips. He reached back and threw it over the moat, and it came down in a slow fall as the scourge fell over each other trying to get to it.

      Save for one, Cyrus realized, peering at the shore. The others had all chased the shining light, but one of them – smaller, but grey as the rest – stayed at the edge of the moat. It was so still that if it were not standing upright, he might have thought it dead. Or as dead as one of these things could be made without a sword through it.

      It stood there, though, neither snarling nor moving at all, and stared, black eyes agleam in the morning sun.

      At him.

      “Do you see that sc–” Cyrus started to ask. But he was interrupted.

      “Cyrus...Davidon...”

      McCoie's eyes grew wide as shields. “What evil is this?”

      Cyrus knew, though. He brought his gaze down, down from the lone, watching scourge, into the moat beneath.

      There bobbed half a hundred corpses. Machine thugs and loyalist Watch thrown over to prevent rot and disease within the city. They floated in their black coats and bright livery against the ebon waters, pale faces staring skyward where they were upright.

      One of them was speaking to him.

      “Malpravus,” Cyrus muttered. “We should have burned the bodies.”

      “Dear boy,” Malpravus's voice wafted up to him, “I would have words.”

      “Have them quickly,” Cyrus said, leaning against the crenellation nearest to look down and address the necromancer's vessel. “For I'm soon to find some barrels of oil so I can light the whole moat aflame.”

      The corpse chuckled in that dry, raspy way of Malpravus's. “I hardly think you could spare the oil at this point, but I'd welcome the warmth and light it produced. A symbolic pyre to herald the end of...certain things. Certain...peoples.”

      Cyrus stared down, now sure that Malpravus was getting at something. He was always communicating in these oblique ways, he so loved his secrets. “Speak plainly. I haven't all day.”

      “Plainly, it is, then,” Malpravus rasped with pleasure. “I have something that belongs to you, dear boy. Someone, I should say.”

      Cyrus froze, his blood chilled. Vara–

      “Your lad,” Malpravus said, the corpse grinning up at him. “Your own son. Imagine my surprise when I found out about that.”

      “You've had him all along, it would seem to me,” Cyrus said, staring down at the corpse, still strangely chilled. “How does this change the situation?”

      “Because now I am aware of the value of that which I possess,” Malpravus said, seeping self-satisfaction. “And if you do not present yourself to me at Reikonos Square in surrender by the setting of today's sun...well...

      “You won't have a son of your own any longer.”
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      “This is certain to be a trap,” Curatio said.

      They were gathered in a far corner of the yard, hidden against the walls. The nearest docks had already emptied, and the closest ship was some considerable distance away. It was the convocation that Alaric had become used to, this ad hoc council. None were missing save for Vara, and the fact they'd come together so quickly suggested to him that the seriousness was not being taken lightly.

      “Of course it's a trap,” Cyrus said, as calm almost as Alaric had ever seen him. “This is Malpravus, and he's asked me to surrender myself to him. It's right there in the offer.”

      “Well, he seems unlikely to spare your so-called son simply because you show up as requested,” Vaste said.

      “In fact it seems probable he will use this occasion to unleash a counterattack on the rest of us,” Curatio said.

      Alaric nodded. “That is true. Malpravus is nothing if not opportunistic.”

      “And sleazy, crass, disgusting, morally bankrupt–” Vaste started.

      “Yes, we know all this,” Curatio said.

      “–terrible, wretched–”

      “Are you going to list all the bad adjectives?” Cyrus asked, “or are you going to make a point?”

      “My point is,” Vaste said, taking Birissa's hand in his, “I think you'd stand a better chance of survival if you were to throw yourself over the wall and into the moat of the dead, then swim to the other side and into battle with the endless scourge.”

      “That could be fun,” Birissa said, shaking Vaste's hand out of hers.

      Cyrus blinked. “That doesn't sound like fun to me. No part of it, even. Not the surrendering to Malpravus, nor your proposed alternative suicide method.”

      “I'm confused,” Shirri said, “why are we even talking about this?” She shifted her attention to Cyrus. “This son of yours has been trying to kill you, hasn't he?”

      “He has,” Cyrus said. He sounded nearly dead, or perhaps just drained.

      “You should definitely walk into the big, gaping open trap with the vile necromancer waiting for you inside, then,” Vaste said. “It's a logical plan, bound to result in nothing but greatness.”

      “Stop agreeing with me,” Curatio said, “I might find myself changing position simply to be on the other side of argument from you.”

      “I came to report this to this...council, I suppose,” Cyrus said.

      “But you're not seriously considering doing it?” Vaste asked. After a pause, his eyes grew wide. “Right?”

      Cyrus looked from the troll to his boots. “I don't know.”

      “This doesn't seem difficult,” Vaste said. “Let's lay out the case – if you go to Malpravus, you will die. And your son – so-called, I add again, because he's trying to kill you, which seems very un-son-like to me, in my admittedly innocent lack of parental experience–”

      “Very naive, yes,” Curatio said. “If you have an offspring who's not trying to kill you at some juncture, I'm not sure you could really count them as yours.”

      “–but to me, that smacks of abrogating the parental agreement,” Vaste said, ignoring the elf. “In any case, he probably dies too, if you go. Contrast that with you staying here, helping us win the fight–”

      “And Malpravus kills Baynvyn,” Cyrus said simply – still flatly, with no feeling at all.

      “Yes, but not you,” Vaste said. “Which is important, because you are our general, and we need your help to win this trifling fight for the city that you supposedly love and want to save.”

      “I do want to save Reikonos,” Cyrus said.

      “But?” Pamyra gazed at him keenly, absent that anger that had burned in her eyes for Cyrus before.

      “I don't know,” Cyrus said in a near-whisper. “I am conflicted.”

      “This was not a child you raised,” Vaste said, his own voice rising, “not one you asked for, nor were informed about, nor was he even borne of some actual love between you and, oh, I don't know, your wife. He was a child from a union compelled by your enemies, who enslaved a girl to force her into your bed–”

      “I am aware of the sequence of events leading to Baynvyn being who he is,” Cyrus said.

      “You owe him nothing,” Vaste said, stepping closer. “Your responsibilities to him are zero. Your responsibilities to us, on the other hand, are considerable. And I'm not just talking about that thing Curatio will probably kill me for mentioning–”

      “I have other reasons to kill you now,” Curatio said. “This conversation being at the top of the list.”

      “I think we all know,” Alaric said, speaking up to put an end to the debate, “that an attack is coming regardless.” He drew a solemn breath. “I need to consult with our general in preparation for our next move.” His eye flitted to Cyrus, and he saw the warrior staring again at the ground.

      “Our next move is to defend these grounds, isn't it?” Hiressam asked. “To see the people fed?”

      “Perhaps,” Alaric said. “Perhaps it might make sense to attack before Malpravus makes his move. Perhaps not. I want to discuss it with him, though.” He looked around at the solemn circle that surrounded them. “But I need to do so alone.”

      “Well, I have no particular desire to witness this discussion,” Pamyra said, putting a hand on the small of her daughter's back to steer her away. She flashed a sharp, insincere smile at Cyrus. “Please try not to abandon us to our fates, would you?”

      “I'll consider it,” Cyrus said, as emotionless as anything else he'd said in the discussion.

      “I trust you'll make the right decision, General,” Hiressam said, bowing his head before Cyrus. “As you always do.”

      The caused Cyrus to quirk an eyebrow. When he did not respond, Vaste did: “That's an incredibly rosy recollection.”

      Hiressam responded with a tight smile, another bow of the head, and excused himself.

      Birissa, an iron hand upon Vaste's shoulder, began to drag him away. “Hey,” Vaste said, “he didn't mean without me, clearly. I am an important stakeholder in this decision, and–”

      “I want to sleep,” Birissa said. “If there's a counterattack coming, I need some rest. So do you.”

      “But – but – but–”

      “We didn't sleep at all last night. No arguments, my slime-green darling.”

      Curatio cocked his head as they walked away. “Was that slime bit meant to be a compliment, do you think?”

      “Trolls are odd that way, and yes,” Alaric said gruffly. “Curatio...would you be so kind...?”

      The healer inclined his head. “I will leave you to it, after I have a moment.” He fixed Cyrus with an intense gaze. “I know you think you are some invincible legend–”

      Cyrus let out a dry, humorless chuckle. “'Legends never die'.”

      Curatio raised an eyebrow in plain amusement. “Do not test that assumption too far, my friend. Malpravus, would, I think, love to sip from even the limited font of magic that dwells in your veins. And attacking us with you indisposed would certainly make the conquest easier. Consider that before you act.” And with a last nod, he departed, leaving Alaric alone with Cyrus at last.
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      “Who's watching Guy?” Cyrus asked, favoring Alaric with a dry, uncaring look. The question had occurred when he realized that Guy was, in fact, the only person who'd “joined” Sanctuary before they'd taken the docks, and yet had been absent from this conclave. He kicked at the stony road beneath his feet that ran the perimeter, and a small cloud of dust came up from it as if blown by a good wind.

      “Guy can watch his own damned self,” Alaric said, “for neither you nor I nor anyone else in this yard has time for babysitting.” He looked rather pointedly at Cyrus. “That extends to you as well, my friend. I will not always be present should you make a decision to do something foolish that puts you in peril.”

      Cyrus raised an eyebrow. “Then things are different now from the way they've been the last however many years before we entered the ether exactly how?”

      Alaric bowed his head. “True enough. My point, though–”

      “I'm a warrior and an adult, Alaric,” Cyrus said, still strangely cold. “I know when I'm on my own, and I'm quite fine with it, should it come to that.”

      “What do you plan to do, then?” Alaric asked, finding himself studying the dark stones of the wall surrounding the dockyards.

      “I truly don't know,” Cyrus said with a desperate breath. “I am more torn, more tired, more unsure than ever I recall being. Part of me – perhaps the largest part – wishes I could hop on a departing airship and ride to Termina. Yet duty compels me to stay. Still, though, another voice calls – Baynvyn, Malpravus. What responsibility have I to a son I didn't even know about, Alaric?” He turned his head to look at the Ghost. “One who wishes me dead, who might be laying a trap for me even now, hoping I will stumble along into it, foolishly? And how much the fool am I for even contemplating such a course?”

      “You're not a fool,” Alaric said, “for feeling drawn by responsibility and compassion. Malpravus has baited this snare well. He knows that you feel, even as he feels nothing. He also knows that without you, our defenses stand less ready to protect this place, upon which all our hopes hinge. Neither is he a fool, and he makes his plans cleverly.”

      “I feel a fool,” Cyrus said quietly. “I feel a fool for actions of a thousand years ago that Vara told me were foolish at the time. I feel as though my errors in earnest will follow for me all eternity. That perhaps the best thing I could do is sit quietly in a corner somewhere and let the world pass me by while I make no more decisions, intervene in nothing more, and hope that this will at last perhaps settle in some peace.”

      “I don't think it works that way,” Alaric said. “Speaking from a certain amount of experience and culpability. There are always some evil souls intent on asserting their ill will upon the land. Standing aside and letting them do so has not, in my experience, made the world a better place. Indeed, it only makes it the worse when you are forced to tackle the problem.”

      “How much responsibility did you feel for Terian when you came out of the ether a thousand years ago the first time?” Cyrus asked, studying Alaric's downcast gaze. His eye was fixed squarely on his foot; this conversation held less the tenor of a lecture than he might have thought it would.

      “An uncomfortable amount,” Alaric said. “If you spoke to Curatio, I feel certain you would find that he, too, maintained an occasional watch on his progeny. There is a tie of blood and loyalty that you cannot simply overlook or dismiss, even with this Baynvyn.” The knight remained still for a moment. “I must confess, I do not know what your responsibility to him is. Nor do I know what I would do if my great love had flown from me as Vara has, in anger. I would not want to be in your situation, my friend.”

      “Isn't that funny?” Cyrus maintained a ghostly smile. “Everyone here views me as some sort of god, some mighty man greater than themselves that they'd aspire to be. But if you showed them where I sit now and asked them if they'd like to switch places, no fool would take that arrangement.” He clenched and unclenched a fist, feeling the satisfying clink of the gauntlet. “And it is ever thus; no one would have wanted to be me in Luukessia, or upon the field of Leaugarden. Nor in the battles with dragons, the years of my heresy, or fighting against gods, unless they knew they would come through it safely. I never knew I would be safe in any of those fights, but this one...” He shook his head. “I feel certain if I walk into Malpravus's trap, I will most assuredly die. He would not leave it to chance. Not again.”

      “You have frustrated him much,” Alaric said.

      Cyrus looked Alaric in the eye. “You can't tell me what to do, then?”

      Alaric's smile now turned ghostly. “No. Would that I could, but you're not a child, and I'm not your father. You have made your own choices for a long while and they have been–”

      “Terrible.”

      “–The best any man could make given the circumstances,” Alaric said. “You bear a weight of responsibility few could. That is why these people have poured their hopes into you, made you a god. You have reached heights of heroism that no other would want, because you have taken the burden no one would want to carry. No, you have not always won the day, no, not everything has turned out all right. But Cyrus, I tell you now – you are a constant source of pride to me.”

      Cyrus cocked his head. “How? Why?”

      “No man is so wise as to read the future,” Alaric said. “None of us know how these things will turn out. Not even Curatio, with his endless experience, could predict the events that flow from today. The choices we make, we do with an eye cast toward tomorrow and the days after, but in truth, we are nearly blind.” He gestured, vaguely, toward his eye patch. “What, then, can a man do?

      “Make the right choice for today,” Alaric said, firm. “Make the courageous choice for today. Try to save the most people possible. Be brave and face your consequences, if they come. That's what you've always done. Not made a perfect choice with flawless foresight, for there is no such thing, not that we can see. You have never been a god, in spite of what they might think of you. But you have answered the call of the hero, endlessly, and done all you could – and that is why your legend lives on.” He put a hand on Cyrus's shoulder, gauntlet clinking against the pauldron. “I know not what decision you will make, but I know this: guided by duty, by bravery, the man standing before me will make the best choice possible.”

      “I wish you could just tell me what to do,” Cyrus said quietly. “But I suppose then I wouldn't be worthy of the faith you show in me.”

      “We all have to make our choices in the end,” Alaric said, “for we are the ones who most have to live with the consequences upon on our consciences.” And with a last nod, away he went, leaving Cyrus to mull what course he should take.
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          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      Curatio was waiting, just past the first ship, along the path back to the main gate. When the healer saw him coming, he stepped out from behind the partial cover where he stood, long robes swaying beneath him. “He's going into the trap, isn't he?” the healer asked. In spite of the way he phrased it, it was not a question.

      “I think so, yes,” Alaric said, nodding once. “For how he could he do anything else and live with himself afterward?”

      Curatio hesitated, lips pursed tightly into a line. “Damn. Can we defend the dockyards against whatever treachery Malpravus has to offer without him?”

      “Cyrus is a gifted strategist and tactician,” Alaric said, “but he is hardly infallible in battle. He has set our defense. We need but maintain it without him.”

      “That's not much of an answer.”

      “It is the one I have,” Alaric said. “We were always in uncertain territory here. Nothing about this rebellion has been easy, especially considering we have yet to begin our attempts to feed the people.”

      “The grain stands ready to be moved,” Curatio said, “but I've been loathe to open the gates or send our people out knowing that the counter-blow could fall at any time. Malpravus lurks, and I worry.”

      “You are right to, given what he has done up to now,” Alaric said. “But it feels different this time, doesn't it?” He frowned. “Always before, it was a steadily evolving treachery that he blighted us with. First we were allies, and he undermined us. Then he turned others against us, seeking to box us in and deliver us into his hands. Then, we were enemies, and he sought to destroy us. Now...” He shook his head. “He rules a city, and we try to rip it from his clutching grasp.”

      “Truly, we have wandered far afield from our start,” Curatio said. “Recall when I was an ambassador and an arena fighter with a taste for slaughter, and you were but a spoiled princeling who caught the eye of the most powerful girl in the land.”

      Alaric felt a quiet peace descend over him. “Truly, she was the best of us, yet she lasted the least.”

      “People so good as Marei cannot live long in a cruel world,” Curatio said. “Their lives are brief, like the melting of ice when wake the rays of the sun after a snow.”

      “I thought much the same about Raifa,” Alaric said, “though she was...different, obviously. We have come far since then.”

      “Not so far, as the crow flies,” Curatio said with a tight smile. “I wonder if the arena still stands.” His smile vanished. “Did I ever tell you why I became a healer? When they put the constrictions upon magic after the razing of Sennshann?”

      Alaric paused. “No. I don't believe so.”

      Curatio smiled, ever so slightly. “I thought it would be a good way to atone for all the evil I did in that arena and on battlefields over the years.”

      Alaric nodded. “And here I thought it was because you believed Caraleen would be impressed by you taking on the quality of a compassionate healer.”

      Curatio's lips moved, slightly, perhaps in umbrage, before turning to a smile. “There might have been a bit of that in there, too, if I were forced to be honest at the point of a knife.” They shared a laugh, and then the healer grew still. “Truly, we have come far.”

      “Yet as you said, not so far,” Alaric said. “I remember well that night we held the Citadel, the red magic dancing outside the windows as Marei held back the tide of spell-death that threatened to consume us as it did the Protanians and their glorious city. This is different, yet the same. No magic, but still force, Malpravus meaning to choke out the lives of the people here for his own benefit. They will not submit, so he will end them. It's a very similar story, in spite of the peoples being different, the time being different, the players, too.”

      “A glorious advertisement for all our hearts being driven by the same evils,” Curatio said. “Still, not all the players are different. We're still here.”

      Alaric nodded slowly, smiled. “We're still here. But this time – let us stop this.”
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          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “My lord,” Willems said as Cyrus climbed up the stairs to join he and McCoie at the top of the wall. This was the interior defense wall, the one that separated the yards from Reikonos, and beyond the crenellations, the teeth of stone that lay atop the wall, he could see the city of Reikonos spread before him.

      “McCoie, Willems,” Cyrus said, nodding to each of them in turn. “How goes the watch?” He spoke in muted tones, casting his gaze out over the buildings that spanned beyond the wall.

      “No sign of the enemy,” McCoie said, his head bowed before Cyrus. Willems did not observe such pieties, which Cyrus found to be a relief. Every time McCoie threatened to launch into a worshipful ode, Cyrus felt the urge to throw himself over the nearest crenellation. “No hint of spies.”

      “They're out there, if I know Malpravus,” Cyrus said, stepping up to the stone. Surely they were. Malpravus was all about the preparation, about reaching out his hand and taking that which he wanted. What more could he possibly want than to wrap his gaunt fingers around the sole transport hub controlling any movement into and out of Reikonos?

      “We are watching, my lord,” McCoie said, bowing deeper. Cyrus caught a movement of discomfort from Willems, as if he wanted to distance himself from McCoie's reverence.

      “I know you are,” Cyrus said. “You are faithful in your duties.” He rested his hands upon the crenellations, looking out. There was no sign of archers, of rifles sticking out of nearby windows. There were a few faces looking out at him, wide eyes tracing over him from the surrounding factories and apartment buildings. “We wouldn't have taken this place with your help. Both of you.”

      They both mumbled something, McCoie more quietly than Willems, but Cyrus heard neither of them.

      There, in the distance, was the Citadel, looking like a tall pole in the middle of the city. It was no accident Malpravus had located his seat of power in the same place as the Council of Twelve. High views, central location, magisterial construction. The powerful would always gravitate toward that location, wouldn't they, if given the option? It looked over everyone like Cyrus looking over an army of men.

      He held such a muddled feeling where once it had been clear. Kill Malpravus, decapitate his government, remove the enemies, feed the people. A multi-part plan, sure, but now they were bogged down. In order to feed the people, they had to hold this yard, lest the food supply cut off. But holding this yard was no small feat, and left them with no forces to reach out their hand to, say, storm the square and fight for Baynvyn.

      “A mire,” Cyrus said under his breath, for mired they were. Pinned in place, forced to hold this one spot. Now Malpravus beckoned, trying to pull away Cyrus, which would reduce the strength of their garrison here in the yard. Divide, conquer. Such a timeless plan.

      But...was it?

      “My lord?” McCoie asked. Possibly Cyrus had missed something.

      “How many men of the City Watch remain with Malpravus?” Cyrus asked.

      McCoie seemed caught off guard by this, but Willems answered. “Hard to say for certain, but probably some thousand or two.”

      “Not small,” Cyrus muttered. Holding the yards against dedicated assault, even with the barricades, would be difficult.

      “What are you thinking, my lord?” Willems asked.

      “How very pushed into a corner we are,” Cyrus said, “tactically.” He adjusted his helm.

      How could one know what the right thing to do was in this situation? Hell, how could one even discern “right” from “correct?” Correct might have him defending this yard against an onslaught, but unable to take the grain they received and get it to the people that needed it, for they could be besieged every hour and thus prevented from sallying forth to deliver it into the hands of the people who needed it to survive. That wouldn't be “right,” letting the people starve while you had immense grain reserves ever-growing here in the yard.

      Give up their position here, though, and there was no food. That was neither right nor correct.

      “I cannot see my enemy in the field of battle,” Cyrus whispered. “He comes when he wants, draws me to places he wants me to be, takes hostages to entice me out.” He licked his lips. “I have no redoubt of worth, only a place I must hold.”

      Right wasn't letting Baynvyn be killed by Malpravus's threat, even if it meant sparing Cyrus to fight the battle here at the dock yards, was it? But it was hardly correct to take his own power, worth ten, twenty, thirty defenders, and squander it by walking into Malpravus's trap, was it?

      “Right and correct,” Cyrus whispered. He heard nothing from McCoie and Willems. Perhaps they thought he'd gone mad. They remained silent either way, giving Cyrus's mind lease to pursue his way out of these brambly thoughts. “What is right, and moral? And does it intersect, anywhere, with what is correct, strategically and tactically?”

      It came to him just then, how often he'd made the incorrect move. Throwing himself in the path of Mortus had been incorrect. All of Sanctuary could have walked out of the Realm of Death, save one, had he but stayed. No mindless scourge would have visited itself on Luukessia, either, had he but stayed where he was and watched the god's hand descend.

      A flash of blond hair in his mind, her small frame bowed against defeat of the sort Cyrus felt moving into his thoughts, came back to him. For Vara had given up in that moment, surrendered to Death, himself, before he'd thrown himself between her and Mortus's descending hand.

      Not correct, what he'd done. Years of hell had followed that choice.

      But it was right.

      “How do I live with making a 'correct' choice like that?” Cyrus wondered. For how could he have walked the rest of his days with a regret like watching Vara dissolve under the force of a godly blow, to see her sacrificed to appease a monster such as Mortus?

      Such as Malpravus.

      I wish you were here, Vara.

      “You men have the wall,” Cyrus said, checking his sword, then that Epalette was still tucked in his belt. It was, but he had no flintlock pistols, nor bullets for Baynvyn's curious – and empty – weapon, and would not have any man in the yards parted from one for his own selfish need. “I need to sally forth out of the nearest gate and probe the enemy. We grow complacent here, and I must make a strike to keep them off balance.”

      “My lord?” McCoie asked. “Let me come with you, then–”

      “No,” Cyrus said. “I won't have you slow me.” He closed his eyes, concentrated–

      A familiar whinny came from beneath. Windrider was waiting at the base of the stairs.

      “You are charged to defend this place should the blow fall in my absence,” Cyrus said, looking Willems in the eye, then McCoie. “I am going to stick a thumb in the eye of our enemy–”

      “You're not taking his bait, are you?” McCoie asked, a hitch in his voice.

      “Yes,” Cyrus said, with a trace of a smile. “I am.”

      “But it's a trap,” Willems said.

      “Most certainly,” Cyrus said. “But walking into it is the right thing to do nonetheless.” He looked at each of them in turn. “Listen to me now, for this is a most important lesson, perhaps the most important I can impart.” He reached a hand forward, resting it on McCoie's shoulder. “The army we build must stand on the foundation of fidelity. Loyalty. If any man be captured, let him know that I – that we – would come for him.” Cyrus nodded. “We will leave none behind.”

      “But that man is a mercenary, my lord,” McCoie said. “He fought against us.”

      “He is my son,” Cyrus said. “And in spite of him fighting against me, I would not leave him to my enemies, just as I would not leave any of you in their clutches.” He straightened his back, took a deep breath, now certain. “We must do what is right, not merely that which is strategically correct, else we become prisoners and slaves to that which is convenient for us.”

      “Aye, my lord,” McCoie said, and he seemed to get it. If Willems, by contrast, were skeptical, he held it in.

      “Inform Alaric of my going,” Cyrus said, descending the stairs. “Inform them all. And hope for my return, soon.”

      “But...shall you return, my lord?” Willems asked. “The city is uncontrolled. Enemies could be anywhere. They would ambush you.”

      “They can try,” Cyrus said, steeling himself against the worry that gnawed at the certainty. “But they will have to succeed where none have before.” And he mounted Windrider, and with a snap of the reins, he was off, to the nearest gate and then, after that, to ride into the certainty of a trap.
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          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      Standing around was hardly an effective way of spending one's time, and yet Alaric found himself standing around nonetheless. Administrating in Sanctuary had never been his style; nor had doing the things of a general, a healer, chef, or any of the myriad other day to day items of running that seemed to be necessary. He delegated, always, and his faith was, mostly, rewarded with a guild that ran.

      This did not mean he took no interest in the smaller details. Now, though, standing beside Curatio and staring at a pile of grain stacked in canvas bags, he wondered if perhaps he might be examining too much at the granular level.

      “It is considerable, the piles we have already,” Alaric said, brow furrowed beneath his helm.

      “Especially without a plan to distribute it,” Curatio said. “When the others ships begin to return, it will accumulate more quickly still. If we could but open our gates and begin to get it out there, it would vanish more quickly than it came in.”

      The furrow in Alaric's brow deepened. “We can scarcely afford to simply open the gates and allow anyone to walk off with as much as they can carry. We might not even be able to afford opening the gates, forgetting all the other parts of that notion.”

      “Aye,” Curatio said, “and yet we have hungry people and grain, a natural pairing. All we need worry about is enemy attack, hoarding, profiteering, and maintaining our line of supply. Oh, and not running out of gold in the process.” He smiled. “Such minor things, hm?”

      “Indeed,” Alaric said, not feeling his brow slacken. There was much to consider. “We can ill afford to give it away entirely for free. Perhaps if we set a price equal to or lower than it had been before this crisis began, we could keep the grain supply coming while not entirely losing our entire balance of gold...?”

      “Perhaps,” Curatio said. “I am of the mind–”

      “Lord Garaunt,” came the voice of a man. Alaric turned to find one of Cyrus's new lieutenants approaching, a hurried gait to his step, a worried look upon his face. Vaste was trailing him by some margin, slouching along, perhaps trying to look incognito and failing.

      “What is it, Willems?” Alaric asked, remembering the man's name just in time.

      “Lord Davidon,” Willems said. “He has endeavored to undertake a strike at the enemy's belly, he says.”

      Alaric did not feel much need to blink back surprise, keeping his face in a cold, stony mien. “Has he? Where does he strike?”

      Willems's face twitched as he supplied the answer. “Into the mouth of the planned ambush, my lord.”

      “Damn him,” Vaste said, now only a dozen paces away. “He's gone and done the fool thing again.”

      “He said, my lord,” Willems went on, “that it was the right thing to do – though he knew it was hardly the correct one.”

      “As I said, 'fool',” Vaste said with a deep sigh. “Perhaps even 'damned fool', given what he's up against.”

      Right? Alaric puzzled at that, and then the answer came to him. “I think...maybe not. He hits upon a great question, one that I have occasionally thought upon myself – where is the line between what is right, and what is expedient?”

      “What's 'right?' It's over there, on the other side of 'not walking into Malpravus's murderous ambush,'” Vaste said.

      “Walking into the teeth of the enemy at any time is hardly expedient,” Alaric said. “Nothing we have done here is 'correct' by most standards. Which is why no one has ever done anything about the Machine, the Lord Protector.” He found himself nodding along with Cyrus's rationale. “This is all foolishness. None of it is correct, if we merely desire to survive, to eke out an existence. We would never have sought out these battles if we wished to be 'correct.' We would not have intervened in the unjust executions in Vara Square if we merely sought to do the smart thing. The expedient thing.”

      “But to stand aside and see evil done,” Curatio said, now nodding along, “that is not right.”

      “Exactly,” Alaric said. “So Cyrus walks into the teeth of the enemy, willing to sacrifice himself to save a son he didn't know he had. Bold. Deadly. But...is there anything so noble as being willing to die for your brethren? Because if that's not worth fighting for...why are we even here? Why fight at all?”

      Vaste's eyes moved back and forth, contemplating that. “Okay, yes. But there is a point where fighting for what is right becomes fighting stupidly, and I feel Cyrus has leapt over that threshold in this moment. Leapt over it and went flying off the wall behind it, plummeting to the moat below where he will be devoured by the scourge that lie beyond.”

      “Perhaps.” Nonetheless, Alaric found himself smiling. “But he answers the call that comes to all of us of Sanctuary at some point.” And he, too straightened, now certain of his path. “We must prepare yourselves for our part in this. For the enemy shall surely be coming, and soon – and we will hold against them, fighting for one another...in the way that we always have.”
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          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      The streets of Reikonos lay thick with silence as Cyrus rode through them. An ill aura hung in the air, a fear that permeated the bricks and the cobblestones like the ash that settled on everything. The clop of his horse's hooves burst the quiet, drawing eyes from behind nearly every window.

      They know, Cyrus thought. The people could smell the danger in the air, especially after the fight that had raged upon Vara Square only yesterday. It shouldn't have been surprising that a city so thoroughly cowed would be reluctant to raise a hand in its defense. The shops were closed, the streets empty, as though everyone knew there was no grain to be had, and no good could come of sticking one's head out one's door at present.

      This, then, was the problem. With the city shut down, how to feed these people? Surely all of them did not have food in their homes, or at least not enough to feed them over the course of the days or weeks or months that were yet to come. Not with the armies of Malpravus wandering the streets, preparing to besiege the dockyards.

      Malpravus had to be defeated, and soon, his armies – and power – broken.

      But how?

      A door rattled to his side, and Cyrus spun, looking across the sidewalk. A woman stood there, clothed modestly, holding back a child no older than five.

      “Momma!” the boy called, pointing. “Cyrus Davidon!”

      “Come back in sides, Joules,” the woman whispered, glancing at Cyrus for only a moment before averting her gaze. “I am sorry, my Lord Davidon. He is–”

      “A child,” Cyrus said, dismounting Windrider and walking over to them before she could grab her son and shut the door. “Innocent, curious.” Cyrus felt a smile run across his face. “Joules, was it?”

      The boy looked up at Cyrus, clutched in his mother's arms, face sunny, eyes wide and expectant and full of Cyrus, reflecting back in their brightness. “Yes, my Lord Davidon,” the mother answered for him. Joules just grinned broadly.

      “How old are you, Joules?” Cyrus asked, taking a knee and offering a hand to the boy.

      The boy took it up, running curious fingers over the lobstered joints of Cyrus's gauntlet. “Five,” Joules answered finally.

      “A big, strapping five, I see,” Cyrus said, letting the boy curl the finger joints experimentally. “Does your mother require you to play inside today?”

      “Yes,” Joules said, forgetting the articulation of the gauntlet and turning his eyes to Cyrus's face. “But I don't wanna.” He made a face like he'd just tried some food that he would sooner die than eat, like squash, perhaps.

      “It's no fun being cooped up inside on a day like today, is it?” Cyrus looked up. The skies showed a hint of blue above the thinner layer of smoke produced by the city's factories. Most were probably not operating at anywhere near capacity today, not if the citizens were largely shut in their homes.

      “No,” Joules said.

      “You'll be able to play outside again soon,” Cyrus said, pushing back to his feet. He towered over the child, the mother, who still seemed afraid to look at him. “I promise you this, Joules. I will make it so the people of this city are no longer afraid. So that your mother will be fine with you going outside to play again.”

      “Th-thank you, my Lord Davidon,” the woman said, then shut her door. Not a slam, but neither a gentle click.

      Still afraid, then. Uncertain about him, too.

      That was all right, though, Cyrus thought as he mounted Windrider again and started the horse toward Reikonos Square. Why should anyone else be certain about him when he still harbored the gravest doubts himself?
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          Baynvyn

        

      

    

    
      “This is foolish,” Baynvyn said. His hands were tightly bound behind a post staked firmly into the earth next to the Reikonos fountain. On a normal day, you could hear the babble of the markets from here. Today, it was nearly silent, scarcely a soul in the square. “He's not going to come for me.”

      A clockwork whirred nearby, hovering beside Baynvyn. It spoke in the voice of Malpravus: “Don't be so sure, dear boy. There is a nobility in Cyrus Davidon that seems lost on you. Which is one of the things I liked best about you.”

      Baynvyn sagged, working at the tight bonds. There was no give, and pulling against the stake offered no yield, either.

      Sweat rolled down Baynvyn's back. He'd been stripped to his undershirt and undergarments before being tied to the stake, and whoever had done the binding had known what they were doing. He was, however, alone in the square save for the clockworks.

      But there were plenty of them, and only one of him. And tied, so there was nothing to do but struggle and wait, wait and struggle against the bindings.

      Futile. Stupid, even.

      But he had nothing else to do, so he continued to chafe his wrists against the ropes.

      “How much do you know of your father?” Malpravus's voice chirped out of the clockwork's mouth. This one was not a little buzzing insect type. It was...bigger. But it stood next to Baynvyn, and even through the crackle the necromancer was easily understood.

      “As much as anyone else,” Baynvyn said, feeling chafed in a different way. He didn't advertise to anyone that Cyrus was his father. It wasn't a point of pride for him, as it might have been for some. His mother had been very clear, very honest, about how he'd been conceived – when he got old enough. It had rankled him, the story of his father. That and his eyes not being as good in the darkness of Saekaj Sovar as a true dark elf's had left him – not blind, but hobbled – for much of his life. He saw little advantage to being the son of Cyrus Davidon, not after the scourge came and they were stuck under the earth eating root and mushroom and fish for the better part of a thousand years. Everyone in Saekaj had more or less forgotten Cyrus Davidon, save for a few, by the time the offer had come, the airship tower had been built and they'd rejoined the rest of Arkaria. Baynvyn seldom even went by his father's surname, preferring his mother's in Saekaj, for it held actual cachet there. “Maybe a shade more, that's all. I know he fought the gods. I know he unleashed the scourge.” Was that rope starting to give? “I know he fought you.”

      “What else?” Malpravus asked.

      “I know...” Baynvyn's voice trailed off as he lost the thought. Utterly.

      “What?” Malpravus's silky voice crackled out of the speaker box of the clockwork as the machine turned to look in the same direction that Baynvyn was facing. “Ah.”

      “I know...” Baynvyn said, mouth dry, almost too stunned to speak, “....that he's an idiot.”

      For there, at the far entrance to the square, sword in hand and staring out at the clockworks between them...

      Was Cyrus Davidon.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      There was really nothing for it. Guy could see the writing on the walls; this place was going to get hit, and hit hard. No avoiding it, the blow to fall like a hammer on a bloody tomato. Guy didn't want to be the tomato, so he started seeking the exit.

      And he found it. A little drainage tunnel built into the far southern wall, opening out into the street beyond. It wasn't meant for men, certainly wasn't meant for an army, but here Guy's stature worked for him. It took a little crawling, a little squeezing, but soon enough Guy found himself a street away from the dockyards, a bit smelly and a little wet, but none the worse for the wear.

      “I wish you luck, boys and girl,” he muttered under his breath, the stink of mud and musty air still clinging to him. It'd be on him for a while. But that was all right, because–

      He rubbed a bag of gold between his fingers. They were just leaving the gold out, on a cart, so they could pay the shipmasters for their goods. Well, they could afford to pay Guy a minimal amount for his trouble, and, as soon as the guards turned their backs, they had. Just twenty pieces or so, enough to get him a small lodging at the far end of town, farthest from the bloody Machine presence. With all this going on, they weren't likely to be hunting him too hard. Especially thinking he was in the dockyards with their rest of this band.

      With a last look over his shoulder, Guy felt a twinge of something. Small, poking at him. Conscience? Nah.

      Maybe.

      But it was time to go, no doubt. Great battles, stands for courage? He'd heard Alaric's speech, but none of that was him. He wasn't a man who could fight the big fights. Even in the Machine, he was a blender – hide in the crowd. He wasn't the sort to stick his neck out and volunteer, which was why he'd never killed anyone until that bloody alley yesterday.

      Yeah. Good luck to this lot, and their courage, and their big, final stand. None of that was for Guy, though. He'd take his chances with gold, and keep his head down until all this blew over. Last rat standing sounded pretty good to him at this point, because at least the rat would still be alive where everyone else had fallen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 91

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “I represent that remark,” Cyrus called across the wide gulf of the square. Mighty clockwork machines whirred and clicked around him as his eyes met Baynvyn's. His son was bound to a stake driven into the ground in front of the fountain. No water burbled out of it as in days of old; it looked ashy and stagnant, like Reikonos itself. Dark clouds had moved in overhead, blotting the sun – which was already rapidly falling toward the horizon when he'd left the yards.

      “Yes,” Baynvyn said after a moment of quiet shock, “you really do. You cannot possibly think this is a good idea.”

      “It was a perfectly good idea,” the clockwork nearest Baynvyn said, a voice that had a tinny quality to it, yet was recognizable nonetheless:

      Malpravus.

      “Do I not warrant the honor of your actual, bony-arsed presence, Malpravus?” Cyrus asked. He had his sword in hand because, while a fool for taking this course, he wasn't entirely surrendering to idiocy.

      And he had a plan.

      “I really would love to see you with my own eyes, dear boy,” Malpravus said. “After all, you have once again proven yourself resilient beyond measure. Surviving a fall from atop the Citadel is no mean feat, of course. Surviving all else you have in recent days – the ambush in Vara Square, the taking of the dockyards. As always, you never cease to amaze me with your achievements.”

      “Thank you for that,” Cyrus said, “but I really prefer it when my wife sucks my dick, so you can stop any time.”

      The clockwork was quiet for a long moment. “You should work on your weaknesses, though.” With a click, the great machine's torso pivoted. It had blades for hands, and stood as tall as any troll. “I mean, really...I take as hostage a man who has been trying to kill you, whose age is so much greater than yours...whose mere words are all the proof he has that he is your son. Truly, I almost didn't expect you to come.”

      “You knew I would,” Cyrus said. “I would have if you'd grabbed a random child off the street in his stead.”

      “Oh, so I'm not special,” Baynvyn said dryly.

      “You've been especially vexing,” Cyrus said. “But I just told you I'd come to save an innocent child, so now you know what company I hold you in.”

      “I'm hardly innocent,” Baynvyn called back. “And you're still an idiot for coming.”

      “I wasn't innocent when Alaric Garaunt sacrificed himself beneath the Endless Bridge to save me from the reprisal of the gods,” Cyrus said. “The man spent years in torture at their hands to spare me.” He paused, counted. There were twenty clockworks the size of trolls between him and Baynvyn. They whirred and clicked, looking as though they were ready to burst forth at him any moment. He felt suddenly fortunate that these hadn't been at Vara Square or the dockyards. They looked particularly implacable. “Nor was I innocent when your mother saved me from the King of the Elves.”

      Baynvyn stared at him across the distance. “You're still a fool for coming here alone.”

      “Why?” Cyrus asked, looking through the clockworks at the one with Malpravus's voice. “You're alone. Malpravus has taken all his strength and diverted it toward the thing he wants most – the dockyards.”

      “You think you know me so very well,” Malpravus said, voice thick with satisfaction. “But it seems to me...I know you better. For here you are, as called. And...yes, alone.” The clockworks clicked as one, ratchets and gears turning as they lined up. They were going to come at him any moment. “And I wonder, dear boy, strong as you are...can you get to this lad of yours before I...” The machines clanked as the one that was speaking turned its arms on Baynvyn, “...crush him?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 92

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      Looking out over the wall down the avenue to the main gate of the dockyards, Alaric's alarm increased. Then increased again.

      “They're massing down the avenue, my lord,” McCoie said, shot through with clear concern.

      And he was right. For they were, indeed, massing down the avenue that led to the gate. Black Machine cloaks in numbers beyond easy reckoning, mixed with the livery of the City Watch, loyalists that had not joined the Sanctuary force. There were wagons with gatling cannons mingled in there, as well as–

      “What are those?” Alaric asked, pointing at a different type of wagon, one with a strangely formed black object on it.

      “Cannons,” McCoie said. Then, when Alaric's furrowed brow and presumably gape-mouthed curiosity became clear, “Like a larger version of our muskets. Fire a ball the size of your head. They're absolute hell on gates – and men.”

      “More of these uncivilized guns,” Alaric muttered. He looked down the wall. “Send runners to the rear wall guards, inform them that trouble is massing here.” Vaste and Birissa was charged with holding the eastern side. Hiressam, along with that Willems character, was on the western barricades.

      “These are uncivilized times, my friend,” Curatio said, with the hint of a smile audible in his words. “You might wish we had a few of those to point in this direction before this fight is over. Pity that the few we have are mounted on the exterior wall.”

      “Perhaps,” Alaric said, because something curious had started to tickle in the back of his mind. Some ill feeling, but unrelated to this battle...

      Curiously familiar, he could place the sensation. Frowning, squinting down at the army, he wanted to attribute it to the trouble coming. Yet he could not; there was something more, something bothering him, something eminently familiar...

      “They march,” McCoie said, and surely enough, they were.

      The Machine coats and the Watch cloaks moved like a long serpent down the road. With sudden surprise, Alaric finally realized that where he stood, where the entire dockyards lay, was in the part of Reikonos where the road had wended its way to the Elf Gate, the road that led to Termina. Clearly, someone had destroyed the buildings in this part of the town in order to build the dockyards, and walled them off from the interior of the city for defensive purposes. Still, the avenue that ran up to their gates and through the main aisle of the yards was the same one that had once been the most traversed exodus path in all of Reikonos. “And still is,” Alaric muttered, amused that this had come to him in this moment, of all moments, with so much else already on his mind.

      “What's that?” Curatio asked.

      “This is the road to the Elf Gate,” Alaric said. “In the old days.”

      “In the old days of Reikonos, I take you to mean,” Curatio said, faintly smiling. “Not in the days of Sennshann, when they didn't bother with walls or gates.”

      “Well, they didn't have much to fear from the elves in those days,” Alaric volleyed back, though his voice drifted a bit at the end. That nagging feeling had come back, destroying his riposte.

      Curatio, too, had a strange look upon his face. “Is something troubling you?”

      “Yes,” Alaric said. “Though I am unable to decide what it is. Something lingers in the back of my mind like a shadow–”

      “Sanctuary,” Curatio said, standing up straighter.

      With a jolt like lightning had struck his helm, Alaric, too, jerked fully upright. “Sanctuary,” he agreed, every muscle now tense. “Something is happening there.” But how...?

      “We must go to it,” Curatio said, turning to leave.

      “Brother,” Alaric said, as firmly as he could recall ever being with the elf, the healer. “There is an army marching toward us. Our gates are closed.” He caught a stray – fearful – look from McCoie. “These men need us.”

      Curatio looked torn – for a moment. “You lead the fight. I shall go and see.” He held up a hand to stymie the protest that was about to burst forth from Alaric's lips. “I will not open any gate; I will find my way without endangering the defense.”

      “Your lack of presence endangers the defense,” Alaric said. “Note that we are being pulled apart. First Cyrus, now you, though whatever is happening was intended to drag me away, I think.”

      “One of us must see to this,” Curatio said. A look over the parapets revealed the army of Watch and Machine only a few hundred yards away, now. “Stay the course, my friend. I shall return as swiftly as able.”

      And he was off, bolting down the wall at a speed no hundred-year-old man should have managed, let alone one who had lived over twenty thousand of them.

      “Why does he flee at this hour of battle, my lord?” McCoie asked. His voice held the waver of fear.

      “He does not flee, my friend,” Alaric said, putting a hand on McCoie's shoulder as reassurance. “This battle and this enemy come to us on many fronts.” Alaric lowered his head as the first musket shots sounded in the distance, and then they began to strike upon the crenellations of the wall, stone singing as metal chipped it free. “We must therefore fight it on every field from which it comes. But fear not – I remain with you here, and we, my friend...we will be plenty enough to win this fight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 93

          

          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      He ran down the wall, madly, furiously. The feeling that had settled on him like a pall, unknowable, was now known.

      And Curatio, knowing it, felt fear.

      There was no reason for Sanctuary to have run feelings of unease to them via its connection. It was situated safely out of the battle, far enough that even cannonade should not find its facade, and no army should camp in its yard.

      Still, something was causing it to send concerns through their shared connection. Cyrus, Vara, Vaste – undoubtedly they felt it, too, wherever they all were.

      Curatio reached the corner of the wall, now, and beyond it a street wide as two or three buildings, empty space he could not merely cross over.

      Yet, with the aid of spell, he did.

      Falcon's Essence might not have been what it once was, but it held him aloft for the thirty or so steps that he needed to carry him to the next rooftop. The next was easier crossed still, the first wide avenue a defensive measure to keep agitators from besieging the dockyard walls.

      Soon. He would be at Sanctuary soon. Then, perhaps, he could discover what this infernal distraction was about, put it squarely behind them, and be on about the business of fighting the battles at hand rather than chasing these shadows.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      It was a funny thing to see a man running across a street. Even funnier when he did it from rooftop to rooftop some hundred feet over the street.

      The white robes gave him away. It was that Curatio bloke. Straight arrow elf, that one.

      Guy watched him, wondering what the hell would possess the man to run from rooftop to rooftop like that. It almost reminded him of that Cyrus Davidon impersonator shooting across the sky, except Curatio was running across it.

      There was an intersection ahead, a street off the wall that ringed Reikonos. Guy had planned to follow it, past the mouldering buildings that filled this part of the city. It'd take him hours to follow his planned path, but it'd be less dangerous than hiking through the city interior or taking the crosstown train.

      Still...a man running across the sky like that? Something had to be up. The battle? Had it already gone bad?

      No. Curatio didn't strike him as the sort to run away.

      “Bloody curiosity,” Guy muttered, wanting to follow his planned course but wanting to know, too. His eyes strayed from the path, betrayed his plan. There was an alley there that'd lead in the direction Curatio was going. He could follow it for a block then pick up the road he'd planned to walk.

      Yeah. Why not? It wasn't like taking a peek would be the worst idea he'd ever had. And they were far enough from the dockyards by now to avoid any of the mess of the fight, so...

      Might as well satiate his curiosity. He was going to stick his head in the ground for a good, long time after this, after all. Better get it out of his system now. Then he could just bury himself in his hidey hole, and let the world pass him by.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 95

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      There was no fighting his way through the twenty or thirty whirling, clanking, troll-sized clockworks that filled Reikonos Square. Not before the one nearest to Baynvyn tore his son apart.

      But then, Cyrus hadn't actually planned on fighting his way through the square to begin with.

      A cool wind blew through as Cyrus stuck his left hand behind him, wrapping it around the grip of Epalette, the Point of Atonement–

      And promptly disappeared.

      The clockworks, grinding and clanking into motion a moment earlier, came to an abrupt and clattering stop, their heads sweeping the space where Cyrus had stood, their mechanical faces showing no hint of mystification, though that was surely what they were experiencing, in machine form.

      Cyrus cleaved through the first, ripping its leg off with Rodanthar unseen, then darted left and around as the clockwork tumbled into the one next to it. That one fell like a domino into two others, taking one down with it and knocking the next off balance. It set off a chain reaction of stumbling machines, madly off-kilter.

      Cyrus, for his part, ran.

      Unseen, he found it simple to skirt the edge of the mass of them, leaping around the last to the one looking toward Baynvyn with ill intent. He shot toward it, the curious sensation of weightless flight easier than when he had but Rodanthar in hand. It was a feeling he'd gotten quite accustomed to when carrying both Praelior and Ferocis, that feeling of speed piled upon speed, strength added to already prodigious strength, a seeming compounding effect that made the world nearly stand still when he had two blades in hand.

      The clockwork that had channeled Malpravus's voice fell, head cleaved off by Rodanthar and its torso ripped asunder by Epalette. Cyrus was already behind Baynvyn, sawing at his bonds before the clockwork had even hit the ground. A cloud of dust was kicked up by its fall, drawing the attention of every other clockwork in the square.

      “That's going to bring them all down on us!” Baynvyn said. His hands were free, and he was pulling the bonds loose.

      “Oh, shut up,” Cyrus said, “a minute ago you were strapped to a pole with nothing to do but call me an idiot for coming to rescue you. Look how wrong you were then, and imagine how wrong you'll be in another minute.”

      A thunderous boom echoed through the square, and the top of the post where Baynvyn had been tied exploded in a shower of splinters that Cyrus only avoided by lowering his head at the last moment. He shoved Baynvyn behind him as a rain of wood fragments peppered his armor and helm like tiny wooden hailstones.

      “You were saying?” Baynvyn's voice was calm, but clear in its unhappiness.

      For when Cyrus looked up, he saw what his son feared.

      The clockworks were recovered, all that had fallen, even the headless ones.

      And every one of them pointed hands with black holes in their centers at him. Him and Baynvyn.

      Gun barrels, dark and ominous, and just as Cyrus broke to run, the thunderous volleys began.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 96

          

          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      “Here comes trouble,” Vaste said, looking over the barricades into the gaping maw of the army screaming toward them. It was a flood of men; men in the black coats of the Machine, sporting their curious armbands. More men, garbed in the livery of the City Watch, not loyal to Cyrus and with spears raised and shouting. “I think we should shoot first.”

      “Volley!” Birissa shouted, and the defenders did that, a long, cascading series of booms that had stolen Vaste's hearing before they had finished. They made him feel as though he'd been dunked underwater for an extended period, watching the flashing of the gun barrels singing out, but unable to hear the chorus.

      Men fell over those barricades, trodden under the coming charge. More Watchmen and Machine thugs leapt over them with barely a notice that they had even gone.

      And with that, their arms and ammunition were spent.

      “Make ready!” Birissa shouted, and though muffled by Vaste's deafness, she made herself heard. She really was an admirable woman, though he didn't feel he should distract her by saying so just now. She seemed to sense it, though, and looked back at him. “What?” she mouthed, considerably quieter than her shouted command.

      “Just taking a moment to be impressed by you,” he said.

      “What?” she mouthed again.

      He leaned forward and kissed her, then smiled goofily and shook his head.

      She smiled back. Then it disappeared as she turned her attention back to the charge. There was a battle to be fought, after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 97

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “Yes, yes, fire whatever you have at them,” Alaric said, not bothering to hide his disgust. It was clear the enemy had no honor, so why hold back? A blast of thunderous gunfire came in the next seconds, and then, Alaric suspected, the guns were emptied. It was a problem that Cyrus had mentioned during the battle planning, but that Alaric had paid little heed to. He hated the damned guns, after all, and cared little for the idea of deploying them. One went off just down the wall from him and he glared at it as though by doing so he could erase them all from existence and go back to more honorable combat.

      It did not work.

      “Lord Alaric,” someone shouted, coming up the staircase. It was a man in the clothes of a yard worker. “The shipmasters are storming the offices, begging to have us release them to depart!”

      Alaric only gave it a moment's thought. “Have the workers release as many as possible,” he said. No point in trapping panicked captains and crews within these walls as they fought. Might as well get some of these uncooperative bastards out of here. He'd been personally yelled at by a few of them, in tongues that did not permit the foggiest understanding save for that they were quite hacked off.

      That uneasy feeling persisted, though, and it had nothing to do with the cannon that sounded a mighty blast just over the wall. Something crashed below him, sounding like cracking, splintering wood, and he wondered how hard the gate had just been hit. The worry of that replaced the worry of Sanctuary, and soon enough Alaric was on to the next thing, ignoring that uneasy feeling that seeped over him like fog on a sleepy moor.
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          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      The last street before Sanctuary was as dead as the previous, and Curatio descended with purpose. He dropped down into the yard, past the team of horses reined to the wagon just outside the doors, and took the steps two at a time.

      Why was the door ajar? Curatio cursed mildly, then checked; the gate was closed. Not barred, but closed. So why...?

      Stepping into the foyer provided a most curious sensation. Like a little tingle of lightning too small to cause damage washed over his skin, played over the little hairs there. Shadows hung in every corner and the doors stirred as if in wind–

      But there was no wind.

      Shadows reigned over the foyer, and into the Great Hall. Not a sconce was lit, and the fires of the hearth were down to embers. Had that ever happened, in all the days he'd been here?

      “I see you answered my summons.”

      Malpravus's silky voice came from out of the darkness, and that tingling feeling upon Curatio's skin became much more electric, and cold, in an instant.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      Down and over the street Curatio had gone. Guy had seen as he'd broken 'round the corner. Over the wall of that chapel, and disappeared behind it. It looked a little like one of the temples to Davidon that were scattered around the city. Guy had seldom paid them much mind, because there was little of interest to him in a temple of Davidon.

      Except this was exactly like the building where that impersonator had brought him when he'd first joined Sanctuary. Just like the one on the other side of the city, down to the tower and the spires. Curious, that; he'd thought every temple to Davidon had striven to be a unique and special thing. Alaric had said it had moved, by magic, but that was ludicrous.

      Still, architectural curiosities aside, Curatio had gone in there. In a bloody rush, too. Ignoring the cool wind that suddenly came rushing down that street – weird omen, that – Guy found himself walking along toward the gate, figuring he'd just take a quick look – that's all, just a glimpse. Why not? Curiosity sated, he could just move on...
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          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      “How did you find this place?” Curatio asked, his mouth and voice wishing to freeze just as did his body, chill rolling like frigid winds down his back and limbs, prickling his skin like a wintry morn.

      Malpravus's skeletal face stared at him from the dark recesses of the doorway to the Great Hall, a leering smile perched on his nearly non-existent lips. “The wonders of this age are open to me, Curatio. Surely you have noted the march of progress. The airships. The guns. And the most curious devices...called clockworks.” The smile grew wider. “I have the services of a gnome from a far-away land called Azwill. Wondrous implements, these clockworks. Some are the size of trolls and fight your friend Cyrus even now. Some are big as hawks, and troubled your witless troll friend earlier. But some...” His hands came together until his long fingers were nearly together, roughly the size of a small chalice. “...Well, they're barely noticeable as they fly along behind you. Or Alaric, as the case was this time.”

      Curatio steeled himself, ignoring that cold sensation running down his body.

      Malpravus was here.

      In their home.

      Curatio had very little magic left, but what he had he drew upon instantly, hurling invective, fury, and a fiery spell at the damnable necromancer even as he swept Praelior into his clutching grasp. Drawing from the sword – and his anger – Curatio attacked with a fury born of fear he'd seldom felt in his twenty thousand plus years.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      He was almost to the gate when he heard the sound of something terrible. It was loud and rushing, and bore a wave of heat like an open hearth, blowing out onto the street. It stirred his hair, even his eyebrows, and left Guy pushing through the gate and around the corner to see what was what.

      The door to the building was open – barely. Flashing light was coming from within, noise, too. Voices, raised, but drowned every now and again by a sound that came with the light. Thunder? Fire? It was something.

      Did he really want to be in this? Guy had his own questions, he did.

      But that curiosity pulled him on, and in the gate he went, but slowly, listening, as whatever was going on inside got louder and louder.
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          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      The crash of a bolt of azure blue lightning to his side sent Curatio flipping to the side. He released a blast of flame as green as an emerald in reprisal, and it lit the foyer of Sanctuary to every dark corner.

      Coming down on Falcon's Essence, Curatio sprinted to the side at a forty-five-degree angle. He didn't want to charge directly at Malpravus, but he wanted to get closer. This was a battle of spellcraft, thus far.

      But as had already been proven in the Citadel, Curatio knew he was no match for the necromancer in this sort of fight. No, better to turn the tables, take the battle to him with blade and fist, combating him in a way that Malpravus was not, perhaps, prepared for.

      The necromancer – sorcerer, now, though, wasn't he? – was floating above the Great Hall door, his cloak expanded out in all directions, flapping like a series of flags in the wind, coming out from the central point of his body. It was magic, of course, a fearful illusion. Curatio had seen its like and worse in the course of his days. Tendrils of magical darkness reached out from the sorcerer's body like insect's legs.

      “No!” Curatio chopped them off as they came for him. One by one, he cut them, though more and more seemed to grow out of the sorcerer with every moment that passed. A blast of green, again, and Malpravus was forced back. The spell hit the stone above the Great Hall and blew it clear, a dramatic hit that Malpravus only just avoided.

      That was the game, then, wasn't it? Of course the bastard wouldn't want to face the might of Praelior, nor a swordsman with all the experience Curatio had. He would dodge, dodge until he landed a spell upon Curatio. It would be like cat and mouse – if the mouse could destroy a man with one incantation.

      “I think not!” Curatio said, and sent a blast spiraling to Malpravus's left. It was wider, like a blade of magic, and sent the sorcerer skittering back toward the damaged archway. At the same time, Curatio muttered Falcon's Essence again, sprinted up the air, blade in hand–

      He would end this plague, once and for all. After all, what was experience for if not to destroy where destruction was warranted? And Malpravus's destruction was well warranted by now.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      He wanted to look, but he didn't want to.

      Guy stood at the top of the small stairs of the temple. The blackness in the gap between the doors was only inches, and being lit every few seconds by a flash of green or blue or some other bright color. Not a fire, that was for sure. Nor a lantern, either.

      How could he be this torn? Wanting to look, but not wanting to? A cold dread had built up in Guy's guts.

      Checking his belt produced his dagger, sure enough. Little good it would do against whatever sort of magic was going on within, but...

      Hells.

      Curiosity had gotten him into this mess. Why was it he couldn't leave well enough alone and just walk away?

      But he couldn't. So instead he spent a few moments watching the flashes, trying to work up the courage to take a closer look. And then get the hell out.
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          Curatio

        

      

    

    
      This was it.

      How many years had this feud gone on? How many years had the snake Malpravus bobbed his scaled head, flicked his forked tongue with his poison words?

      How long had he stung at Sanctuary's heel?

      A hard sprint, with the aid of the Falcon's Essence spell carried Curatio forward, through the air. The sorcerer hung there, the coruscating fibers of blackest magic protruding from him in all directions, his cloak and cowl blowing gently around him. His chest was there, feet away, and Curatio was moving faster than the lich could hope to, Praelior in his hand–

      “I have waited too long for this,” Curatio said under his breath, anticipating, pushing the blade forward. It lined up with the heart of the dark elven sorcerer, ready to pierce his wickedness, to drink deep of the bastard's blood–

      “So have I,” whispered Malpravus – entirely too quickly for not holding a godly weapon in hand–

      Something speared Curatio in the center of his chest. A quick, punctuated burst of pain, arresting his momentum before he could strike true–

      Then his feet were taken from beneath him, the Falcon's Essence spell gone, and Curatio was falling, falling–

      He landed roughly, and all his wind fled. Blackness came and passed in a moment, the sparkling colors filled his eyes–

      Then darkness descended, the sorcerer's cloak drifting down toward him, toward him–

      “I have been waiting for this since our encounter in the Citadel tower some thousand years ago,” Malpravus's voice permeated Curatio's consciousness. “Do you recall?” His voice was raspy, high, almost in Curatio's ear. “You awakened me that day, Curatio. I should thank you, really...

      “But instead...I think I'll drain that long life of yours I've been coveting all these years.”

      Then, with a flash of light, red as a blood moon, the pain truly began, and Curatio began to scream.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      He'd watched Curatio get swept out of the sky on a tendril of black plunged straight through the elf's heart, and Guy hadn't made a sound. He'd wanted to, truly, but his voice just left him as surely as if it had been sucked out by magic.

      Consequently, he didn't quite hear what came next, words exchanged between the elf and the...whatever the hell was clad in that black, floating cloak...

      But he did see the magic, red, frighteningly red, like blood over a lamp shade, as he floated over Curatio until–

      “Ahhhh,” the sorcerer in black sighed, the magic disappearing almost as quickly as it had been conjured. “I think that's enough to be getting along with.” He floated above Curatio's prostrate form, the elf making no motion, nor a sound. “This was just...an aperitif.” The figure moved, turning, floating away, back toward the hall where all the food had been when last he'd been here – and it was the same building, Guy would swear it, by, indeed, magic.

      The specter disappeared into the darkness, and Guy's body came back to him, too, fear flooding him and overridden by that burst of curiosity that still held. He wanted to run, to turn and damned well run, never stop until he hit a road. He'd run all the way around Reikonos if he had his druthers, but that'd be a circle, wouldn't it?

      Instead he stood there, staring into the now-darkness, drawing a ragged breath because he was afraid if he didn't he'd suffocate and pass out right there.

      Curatio lay there, still, unmoving. Guy stared at his fallen figure, then at the darkness past him. Noise, a sound farther back, in the darkness–

      Guy was torn; he wanted to flee. He'd certainly seen enough: seen the fall, the strike, and didn't understand exactly how it happened but by magic.

      Yet...

      Curatio let out a soft moan, and Guy eased in through the door. Looking about, as though that thing, that ghostly thing-man-whatever would come fluttering back out at him, he took each step trying to make the minimally littlest noise he could. His shoes barely scuffed on the stone floors, though each step felt like eternity and sounded, to his ears, like a motor starting in the quiet of night.

      “Curatio,” Guy whispered when he was close. Eyes still trying to penetrate the dark, he felt the spike of fear in his veins grow harder, force his heart to pump swifter still. He took a knee, eyes still fixed ahead. There was noise in that distance, though he could not tell how far into the building it was. “Curatio, it's me–”

      “Guy...?” Curatio's voice sounded paper thin, and when Guy finally looked down at him–

      He almost jumped back and away.

      The elf's face was lined like shriveled parchment, shot through with canyons in the flesh, his eyes withdrawn and heavily lidded. His wrinkled hand shook when he raised it to Guy. “Is it...is it you?”

      “Yeah,” Guy whispered, barely keeping himself from sprinting off, out the door, the hell away from here. “It's me. I saw you vaulting the streets and followed.” He cast a furtive look into the dark. “Really regretting I did that, now, but I'm having a hard time leaving.” He eyed the shriveled man, then looked into the dark. “Come on, let's get you out of here–”

      “No,” Curatio said, and landed a hand upon his arm so lined it would have put any raisin to shame. “Guy...I will be dead in moments, whether you take me or not.” The elf looked into his eyes, and while everything else about him seemed faded and worn, his eyes were clear.

      Guy shot another look into the darkness, searching for that – that thing. “Well...what can I do, then?” Where the hell did that come from? He should have been running, if there was nothing to be done. “Is...is there anything?”

      Curatio's left hand sought, and found something. A small clatter, and he brought it toward Guy–

      A sword, glowing lightly blue in the dark.

      “This is...Praelior,” Curatio said, wheezing. “Return it to my friends. One of them shall...surely need it.” His eyes flitted. “Malpravus will not be long. He will find what he seeks...shortly. You need to be gone before he finishes.”

      “What...what's he doing?” Guy asked.

      “He is...” Curatio began to answer, but a terrifying rumble echoed in the hall, and the ground itself shifted beneath Guy's feet, almost throwing him over. He caught himself and kept from impaling on the sword, but only just.

      “The thing he has wanted to do for as long as he has known the secret of this place.” Curatio stared at the ceiling, and a slow horror dawned across his drawn face. “He is absorbing the magical energy of Sanctuary.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 106

          

          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      Boy, the troubles were really coming now. The barricades were crashing down, men were vaulting over them, and there was no volley of fire to slow them down.

      Oh, and Qualleron was there, bellowing and shouting, clearing men out of his path by plowing through them as though they weren't there, shattering the barricades as he came.

      “This is it, then,” Birissa said, and her mighty sword was up. She kissed the side of the blade above the guard, gave Vaste a wink, and then with a bellow of her own she went right at him.

      Qualleron paused, a smile of unmistakable pleasure rolling across his face. “My brave lady. I look forward to our glorious battle once more!”

      Birissa just surged toward him swinging her sword. “Shut up and fight!”

      And they did.

      Vaste watched, sparing the occasional swing of Letum to stop some overeager Machine thug or loyalist City Watch fool who tried to slip past, but mostly his eyes were on the fight, a strange feeling of growing unease filling him, the fight upon the wall more or less suspended as everyone watched two trolls fight with all their strength – and nothing holding them back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 107

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “The gate holds! Barely,” McCoie said, over the thundering echo of gunfire and shouting that filled the air.

      “Indeed,” Alaric said, chancing a look through the crenellations of the wall.

      It was a seething spectacle on the street. Cannons were firing here and there, men working frantically to reload them. Stone chipped and exploded where the metal rounds hit, but there were fortunately few.

      Then, there, below, Alaric saw the enemy commander.

      “Stiehle,” he muttered, bring his head back down just as a shot impacted next to him. Once more, his helm was peppered with stone chips. The Coordinator had been quite in the middle of something.

      “Their cannon fire intervals are going longer,” McCoie shouted. “They may be running out of shot, or powder.”

      “So we may hope,” Alaric said, chancing another look. It seemed, to his unpracticed eye, that less men were wielding rifles or muskets in this crowd. They were hardly ubiquitous; he saw a large assortment of swords, axes, polearms, and spears. “This is, by far, the most pathetic fortress assault I have ever seen. Sloppy, undisciplined rabble wandering up to the gate like an angry mob. With even a fraction of the old Sanctuary army we could rout them easily.” Another shot hit the wall next to him, and he was reminded, of course, that here in these walls was the Sanctuary army of now, and the best they had, at that.

      A foreign noise sounded in the distance like a mechanical goose's angry honk. A mighty cheer followed from the assailants below.

      Alaric looked over again, quickly. A large truck was stopped a ways back, and the Machine thugs and City Watch loyalists were clearing a path, moving swiftly out of the way—

      “They're going to run it into the gate, my lord.” McCoie said.

      “Yes, I assumed as much,” Alaric said, but there was no need for assumption for long. The engine roared, the path clear. The truck surged forth, a triangular, pointed metal grating attached to its front in the shape of a spiked cone. It sped up, pointed at the gates–

      A mighty crash thundered, then sounds of splitting wood and bending metal followed. The truck backed up, slowly, rattling. It returned to its starting point, then roared again, matched by the men who stood watching it, waiting–

      It thundered up and another crash, louder than the last, with more sickening groans of metal stressing, giving, and wood shattering followed. Someone screamed below, and Alaric knew–

      The gates were sundered.

      A hurried rush as his men moved to the edges of the wall and looked over, down–

      Machine thugs and City Watch loyalists already poured into the dockyards, slamming into the small number of defenders positioned down there–

      The invasion had begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 108

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      A belch of flame, broad and sudden, issued forth from Cyrus's blade. It was thin, minimal, the product of a sublingual cast in a world where magic had been choked to what seemed like nothingness.

      But it blasted out like a screen, covering Cyrus and Baynvyn for a critical second as Cyrus lurched into motion, dragging Baynvyn with him in an all-out sprint.

      “If we survive this it will be a miracle!” Baynvyn shouted. Cyrus's arm was around his waist, and the assassin's feet did not touch the ground.

      “Well, your father is sort of a god in these times, so producing a proper miracle seems like it should be within my abilities,” Cyrus quipped, running with everything he had. The blast of fire was a brighter, flashier version of using smoke to hide, and would fool the clockworks roughly as long in his estimation.

      It didn't take a genius to figure out where he'd erred, judgment-wise. Cyrus had planned to be invisible the entire time he engaged in this rescue mission, at least past the initial, formal trading of witticisms. Which had been vital in revealing that Malpravus was not here, a fact that gave Cyrus considerable unease, almost a tickle at the base of his spine.

      Of course, the moment he had grabbed Baynvyn, that gave the clockworks a very clear target to shoot at, since Epalette's shroud of protection only extended to those who held it at any given time.

      “Give me my dagger!” Baynvyn shouted as Cyrus hauled him physically some fifty feet in five seconds. “Your armor will protect against their shots!”

      “My armor will protect you, too,” Cyrus said as one of the clockworks got lucky and a bullet spanged off his back. He was very carefully keeping Baynvyn in shadow behind his body, not allowing the damned creations a clear shot. “Just try and hold your breath.” When Baynvyn shot him an incredulous look. “It'll make you thinner, and thus less likely to catch a bullet.”

      “I don't like any part of this plan!”

      “Do you like it better than being Malpravus's prisoner?”

      “If it ends with me being dead, no!”

      The clockworks were screaming behind him, shouting in some high-pitched foreign tongue that Cyrus had thought was gears grinding at first.

      “Damn you, Piña,” Baynvyn muttered as they rushed into an alley. The eaves above provided shadow, and the sound of bullets crashing into the walls was loud and echoing in the space.

      “Friend of yours?” Cyrus asked, legs pumping madly.

      “An ally, at least,” Baynvyn said quietly. “Once.” He spared a glare for Cyrus. “How do we get out of here now?” The sound of clockworks crashing into the building while trying to squeeze into the alley behind them was obvious – and loud.

      “Horseback is one option,” Cyrus said, but then his eyes fell on a different solution, parked just across the street. “Or...” He lifted a finger to point.

      Baynvyn stared at the truck, then back down the alley. The clockworks were crashing through the houses, but their progress was slowed. “Better hurry. It won't take them long to chew through to us.”

      “You drive,” Cyrus said, shoving Baynvyn ahead of him, and when the assassin gave him a puzzled look, added, “I don't know how yet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 109

          

          Guy

        

      

    

    
      The earth moved, rattling madly, stone bowing to whatever deeper power was being exercised against it, and not for the first time today, Guy was terrified.

      “Guy,” Curatio's soft voice probed into his consciousness as the nearby hearth exploded into flames, then died just as quickly. “You need to leave...before he finishes.” The elf's bright eyes found his in the darkness. He fumbled at his belt for a moment, then came up with the whole thing, pressing the scabbard looped onto it into Guy's hands. “For the sword. Praelior. It will give you haste. To get back to the others.”

      Guy's eyes widened. “Back? Are you out of your bloody mind?” We waved a hand into the darkness. “Look what you people are facing! You want me to go back and fight and help with that?” Guy sat back on his haunches, balance suddenly lost. “How can I...why would I...you people are...mad,” he finished quietly. “You're bloody mad. This fight...you can't win this.” He looked down at Curatio. “I mean...you lost, mate. You lost bad.”

      Curatio's eyes were clear as they stared up at him. “Listen to me, Guy, for I have a last truth to impart to you. I have lived a very long time. Longer than the age of men. I have watched many of your kind die. Many of you die every day, in fact. You have doubtless seen this.”

      Guy frowned. “Yeah. And?”

      “Someday, Guy,” Curatio said, and he reached up, taking Guy's hand weakly in his, “you, too, will die.” Guy started to pull it away but the elf latched on, hard, yanking it back. “Run all you want. Run today, run tomorrow. Avoid every fight, from here to the end – death will still get you.”

      Guy sat there, a veiled sort of horror running down him from the top of his head, like cold water running down his skin.

      “But if you fight,” Curatio said, eyes alight once more, “for what you believe in...on the day that it catches you, you will die with courage. With a feeling here,” and he pressed their hands together into Guy's chest, to his heart, “that it was worth something. Rather than crawling on your belly all your days and reaching that end knowing that it never meant a damned thing.” His hand shook, and fell, but Guy held on.

      “I...I...” Guy said.

      “Tell the others,” Curatio said, voice raspy, wispy, weak. “Tell Cyrus...” His eyelids began to flutter, “...sometimes...legends do die...” He fell back against the stone floor, all his life spent. “Tell them...but it's not about...being...legendary, Guy. Not about being...remembered.” His eyelids fluttered again, and his hand came up, weak, and brushed against Guy's heart a final time before falling to the floor. “It's about...knowing who you are...and fighting...to the last breath...for what you...b'lieve...”

      Silence fell.

      Guy stared down at the body. The chest no longer moved. The blood had stilled in Curatio's veins.

      A cackle in the distance, and the rumbling began again. Lightning coursed through the ceiling, spiderwebs of bright blue sparking through the columns and support beams–

      Guy ran. Out the door, fast as he could – which was faster than he ever had, with that sword, Praelior, in his hand–

      And behind him, the building where Curatio had died began to shudder, and scream, and smoke.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 110

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “To arms!” Alaric shouted, leaping the last few stairs and down into the fray of the dockyards. “Throw back these cowards and thieves!”

      It was a mighty fray, too, men pouring in through the crushed gates. The truck with its battering ram had backed up, leaving plenty of space for the ad hoc army of City Watch loyalists and Machine thugs to come rushing in. They were shouting, too, and Alaric had doubts about how well anyone could hear him. The fight was spreading, quickly, beyond the edges of this underhung section of the gate.

      In days of old there would have been a portcullis, a wrought metal gate as a secondary defense against breaching. There was none of that here, no, only a wide space for the enemy to pour through unchallenged.

      Well, until they reached Alaric and his men. Here, they were encountering challenge.

      But perhaps not enough of it. Some were breaking through, going along the sides. Under the sound of an airship's engines roaring up behind him, Alaric fought with sword and, occasionally, spell. His force blasts did little, but an infrequently used fire spell in the face of an adversary provided a wonderful distraction to land Aterum in a belly.

      Where was Qualleron, he wondered? Where was–

      “There you are,” Coordinator Stiehle's thickly accented voice sounded over the fading sound of that airship's engines as another ship made its escape. “And you have another helm. How surprising. And delightful.” There was malice dripping from his words. “I am a fan of trophies.”

      “Then you're going to simply love what I do with your head,” Alaric fired back.

      Stiehle threw back his blond, perfectly coiffed head and laughed. He locked eyes with Alaric over the field of battle between them. Swords swung, axes fell. Blood flew, skulls were split, screams echoed. The Coordinator smiled, and it was perfectly demonic, a man entirely in his element.

      Alaric steadied himself. He would not be impaled on the bastard's spells this time, no. He readied Aterum, but more than that, he readied himself, placing the blade before his face. “Ayliiron, harajann, epishee,” he whispered, and Aterum leapt into flame.

      Stiehle barely batted an eye; the hint of his brow raising was all the reaction that prompted, but he did incline his head, that mirthful smile on his lips crying out to be carved off, along with the bastard's head. “You remember your formal training now, at last.”

      “My training was less formal and more a reaction to death coming for me some ten thousand years ago,” Alaric said. “I escaped its claws then, and your power over it is considerably less, so...I think it more that I remembered myself.”

      “Which is why you are here,” Stiehle said, still smiling, “fighting this battle, instead of the one for your beloved Sanctuary.”

      Alaric's blood ran cold, colder than if someone had blasted him with an ice spell. He raised his flaming sword against it, bringing it up but keeping the blade across his face as defense against Stiehle's wicked spellcraft. He would attack, would carve the life out of this bastard's chest—

      A sharp pain ran through Alaric, driving him to his knees. For a moment he wondered how Stiehle's spell could have cut into him, through the guard of his own–

      But...no. This was not a mere dark knight spell. This was something more.

      That cold chill that had rolled down him from the persistent fear of battle at Sanctuary clasped down on his heart. He knew the truth of it in that moment – something had happened, at Sanctuary–

      Something terrible.

      “I sense that your heart is just not in this,” Stiehle said, advancing on him as the battle clamor rang. Alaric felt frozen on his knee, his sword at his side, paralytic cold running through him. Sanctuary – something had happened, something dark, and he felt cold flowing out like his veins had opened and ice was running freely from them–

      So weak–

      He couldn't move–

      “Some souls,” Stiehle said, as his army poured in, pushing back Alaric's own until nothing but Machine thugs and Watch loyalists surrounded them, “might call for mercy in this moment.” Stiehle was there, suddenly, now, blade in his hand and cradled at Alaric's throat. “Might look upon this loss of vitality, this paralysis and think...'I should put this man out of his misery.'”

      Stiehle's smile was ghastly as he tipped Alaric's helm off the old knight's head. “But I am not those men...and I intend to put you only deeper into misery. For mercy...is the province of weak men.” And he lifted his jagged blade.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 111

          

          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      Birissa's clash with Qualleron atop the wide path of the wall had taken on the quality of one of the epic battles of old. Vaste watched, eyes wide, swatting occasionally at some dimwit who tried to take advantage of the distraction of two mighty trolls engaged in the fight of a life in a fairly tight space.

      “You fight with great honor!” Qualleron shouted, turning aside an attack from Birissa's immense sword with his own. “Truly, you people of Sanctuary have provided me the greatest thrill of my warrior life!” He swung up his blade to block another overhand attack from her, though this one rang hollow, its power abated at the last.

      Birissa seemed to have opened her mouth to reply, but staggered back a step instead, her strike aborted by the attempt. She wobbled on her feet–

      “My lady?” Qualleron stopped, keeping his weapon in a defensive posture, curiously but cautious.

      “Birissa?” Vaste asked, that strange feeling scraping its way down his spine, another pooling in his belly with cold dread. Something was wrong here, and something was wrong elsewhere, as well–

      Birissa staggered back another step, spinning. Her eyes were cloudy, and they found him amid the chaos. “Vas-te–” she managed to get out–

      Then she collapsed, her blade clattering loudly. Qualleron caught her as she fell, inches from the ground, kneeling to keep her from hitting with full force.

      “Birissa!” Vaste leapt forward, hitting his knees in a slide against the rough stone pathway atop the wall. She was shaking, her cloak spread out across the stones of the wall like a flood had borne its farthest edge from her body. Her eyes were murky, they reached skyward, unseeing–

      Then they found him, spearing him in place for but one moment. Her lips quivered.

      “What is it?” Vaste clutched her hand in his own. Her skin was clammy, like a fish pulled fresh from the sea. “What is it, my dear?”

      “I didn't land a strike on her,” Qualleron said, right there next to them both, leaning over. “What sickness is this?”

      “I don't know!” Vaste shouted, louder by far than the earnest question warranted. There was silence on the parapets of the wall; all watched the spectacle unfold. That cold, clutching at Vaste's spine was matched by the one in his belly as he looked down upon this woman he'd found against all odds, that he loved, that he'd wanted more than anything–

      And as she looked into his eyes, he saw the clouds of grey in hers, staring back, her green skin beginning to fade. “I was going to tell you,” she whispered.

      Her hand faded into his, turning into a wisp of fog so familiar that it jarred him when he saw it. The rest of her followed, becoming a puff of smoke that dispersed so quickly that he barely had time to register it and then it seemed as if she'd never been there at all–

      “What magic is this?” Qualleron rumbled. “How...?”

      But Vaste knew, for the chill in him had grown to encompass him all, all the way, and with it came an answer that he did not want – indeed, that he hated.

      “Sanctuary has fallen,” he whispered, for he knew it was true.

      And with it had gone Birissa, his love, the thing he'd wanted more than anything – and like Windrider or the guildhall, she had merely been a part of Sanctuary all along.
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          Guy

        

      

    

    
      Guy didn't want to look back as he ran, but he did, that same curiosity hauling his head around on his shoulders when the thundering crack echoed like cannon fire down the street where it all had happened.

      Looking back, he saw it – the temple-building, Sanctuary, whatever – it was at the center of what looked like the fiercest lightning storm Guy had ever seen. It cracked, it boomed like a battle – louder than the one he could hear going on just streets away-

      Then it stopped, spent.

      And then the building...was gone. Nothing but a vacant lot left in its place, along with the foundation of a fallen house that looked nothing like where he'd been standing with Curatio earlier.

      It was, truly, gone.

      A high-pitched cackle reached his ears, that same sound he'd heard in the darkness, and a glowing red figure shot into the sky faster than any bird or airship Guy had ever seen. It went straight up, then bent in a low arc back toward the center of Reikonos.

      Toward the Citadel.

      Guy stood at the corner, looking back for just a moment. He could see the shadowy corpse of Curatio, still resting, now in repose on the grass, no stone beneath him. Guy hesitated; tempted to go back.

      No, that was foolish. He should run. Run far, run fast–

      But he clutched at the sword in his hand, and remembered the elf's words.

      He needed to run, all right. But instead of away, down his original path, Guy found his feet steering their own course – and they were leading him back to the dockyards.
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          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      “What was that?” Cyrus wondered, feeling it run through his veins like cold magic, giving him the urge to double over in sickness, though he barely felt queasy.

      “What was what?” Baynvyn asked, not even bothering to cast a look at him across the truck's cab. The engine roared dully; the assassin had his foot upon the pedal and was standing on it with all his weight, as though that would make them go faster.

      “Did you feel that?” Cyrus asked. It was a strange, faded feeling, as though a ghostly dagger had pierced him. Cold, but not too sharp, it left him with a phantom pain akin to a wound healed by spell, piercing him with its chill right to the heart. And the belly.

      “The only thing I feel is unease,” Baynvyn said, still not favoring him with so much as a look. “For there is no way Malpravus would foolishly set so limited a means of entrapment against you.”

      Cyrus cringed; now he knew.

      “He didn't want me,” Cyrus said, finding himself rocking slightly on the rough seat. “Or you. Not really.”

      Baynvyn cast him a look, at last. “What did he want, then?”

      A screeching laugh filled the cab as something glowing flew over them without slowing. It shot toward the Citadel as surely as a spell flashing across the sky.

      “That was...horrifying,” Baynvyn said, leaning down to look overhead.

      Cyrus spared a look out the back window. The shape of Malpravus flew onward, at speed, toward the Citadel tower. “He wanted Sanctuary,” Cyrus said, feeling that cold hollow where his heart should have been. “And I think...” He tried to swallow, but found his mouth suddenly dry as dust, “...that he got it.”
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          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “Misery is merely the starting point for my master,” Stiehle said, holding his blade over Alaric's head, swinging it down slowly, painfully slowly. The battle had raged past them; they were enswirled in the lines of City Watch loyalists and Machine thugs, cawing their jubilant cries.

      Alaric was surrounded by enemies. Stiehle's weapon hit his arm, cutting into the nerves by pushing chain mail into his skin. The pain was sudden, serious, and Aterum fell from his grasp without a fight.

      There was a cold, clutching feeling beneath Alaric's ribcage. He didn't know it, specifically, but it was no spell.

      It was so much worse.

      Sanctuary was gone.

      The ether had pulled back from him, and it was as though it had torn his heart along with it. Alaric gasped a breath, sure that he was dying even absent the ministrations of Stiehle. He was on his knees and could fall neither forward nor back, he so lacked strength. The hilt of Aterum was mere inches away; he had but to reach out his hand–

      Yet he couldn't. Stiehle kicked the blade far from him, and it disappeared under the legs and feet of a hundred Machine thugs and loyalist Watchmen. The cries of victory were loud in his ears, and not the good kind of victory. This was the sort of victory that would see Alaric and all the men they'd recruited to join their cause with their heads on pikes, lining the avenues of Reikonos.

      But not before a long torture. Alaric could already feel that coming on, a distant remembrance of his time with Boreagann crashing through the paralysis that came from the loss of Sanctuary, of contact with the ark and the ether, the withdrawal of that magic of ten thousand years' association from his very blood–

      Alaric came up and crashed his shoulder into Stiehle's midsection with all the force he could muster. The Coordinator let out a wild oomph! as he lost his breath and they both tumbled into the advancing crowd. Atop Stiehle now, Alaric could feel his very limbs refusing to move, as though he'd been frozen deeply. Everything was slow, trapped in amber, in ice. He tried to throw a punch but it came up just a backhand that Stiehle turned aside easily–

      Laughter filled Alaric's ears as Stiehle threw him off and rose, easily. Alaric, for his part, could not rise. He lay on his back, the cold drenching him. “I...I–”

      “You have grown old, Alaric,” Stiehle said with a cruel smile. “Without the magic of Sanctuary to hold you up, you fall over, your dotage revealed at last.” He leaned closer. “But do not worry. The fear, the pain that paralyzes you with its loss? Will be but a whisper of what I shall bring in the coming days.” He lifted his blade, and smiled as the men behind him were suddenly thrown aside–

      A blade speared through Stiehle's chest, glowing blue and forcing the Coordinator to jerk back as though kicked in the arse. His eyes grew plate-wide, he clawed at the wound-channel, and he turned his head, unable to move his torso with it speared through with Praelior–

      “Curatio,” Alaric whispered, a faint smile working its way onto his lips.

      But as Stiehle's eyes rolled and he fell to the side, Alaric blinked his surprise, for it was not Curatio at all.

      “...Guy?” Alaric whispered, as the squat figure spun the blade around, catching unawares some half-dozen Machine men who'd been knocked aside or off their feat by his approach.

      “Sorry I'm late,” Guy said, kicking Aterum back to Alaric with the unerring precision that only the power of a godly weapon could have granted the clumsy oaf. There was a strange determination in the man's voice, some resolve that gave Alaric courage to take up his sword, to rise again to his feet. It was a look that warmed Alaric all the way to the fingertips, and he raised Aterum as Guy spoke once more. “It took me a little while to figure out where I belonged.”
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          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      “I don't understand,” Qualleron said, holding the empty air where Birissa's arm had been moments earlier. “What magic is this?”

      “The worst kind,” Vaste said bitterly. He was on his haunches, arse on cold stone, Letum clenched in his fist.

      “Where did she go?” Qualleron asked. “Will she be back?”

      “No,” Vaste said, flatly, ignoring the mutter of the armies behind each of them. “No, I don't believe she will.”

      Was it really that easy? And that horrifying?

      Yes. Yes, it was.

      She'd been part of Sanctuary's magical essence all this time, just as surely as Cyrus's effing horse or Alaric's misty arse. Some wish fulfilled by a magical ark that had so pitied him in his loneliness that it had created a perfect troll woman out of absolute nothingness in order to placate his sad self.

      If he weren't damnably angry and hurt and furious...why he might have broken down crying right there.

      “She fought with such honor,” Qualleron said, making Vaste want to slap him across the face with Letum, hard enough to cost the fool some teeth. But then, was Qualleron any more the fool for falling for the Birissa deception than he? Qualleron had merely fought her. Vaste had–

      Well, that didn't bear thinking about.

      “Do not move,” Qualleron barked behind him. The armies that had come in his wake were edging up, ready to charge now that the troll battle was over. “I will have this matter of honor solved, and any man who tries to breach this noble truce will find his body cleaved in half. Do you hear m – what is that?”

      Vaste turned his head to look. Qualleron was pointing very clearly at what he meant, and it would have been impossible to miss.

      A red flash came from the top of the Citadel tower, glowing from the wreckage. It was magic, obviously, and took the shape of a sphere. It started small, then grew, widening in a slow expansion, like a crimson bubble blown from bloody lips.

      But it glowed with the light of death.

      Even then, when Vaste thought that the pit in his stomach could grow no deeper, he was once again proven wrong.

      “Gods,” he said, rising to his feet as the bubble of spell-magic grew, again, touching the ground somewhere near the base of the Citadel for the first time – but not the last, as it continued to swell with every moment. His body was cold from head to toe, and Vaste shouted, “Everyone, RUN! Run for the airships!” for it was all he could think to say before he, himself, burst into a sprint for his very life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 116

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      The glow was otherworldly, the sort of magic Cyrus would have preferred to leave in the days of yore, if he was being honest. He'd seen its like before – from Curatio, from his mother, even Malpravus. It was red, red as the most crimson sunset, and it cast the whole city of Reikonos in its glow as it expanded ever outward from the Citadel tower.

      “What happens if that touches us?” Baynvyn asked into the still quiet, just louder than the truck's engine as they screamed down the wide avenue toward what had once been the Elf Gate, but was now the dockyards. “You know, out of curiosity.”

      “Probably exactly what you think,” Cyrus said, turned completely around to look upon the horror of this thing that Malpravus was unleashing. “You're absorbed into that son of a bitch's spell power, and become a sacrifice on the pyre of his godhood.” There were no words for this vileness; Cyrus had seen it employed once before, visited like wrath upon the army of Goliath. It had been terrible to behold then, even as it fell upon his enemies.

      Now, expanding outward in an ever-widening gyre over the city of Reikonos...

      This was ever so much worse.

      “I cannot make this truck go any faster,” Baynvyn said, chancing a look back over his shoulder.

      “Where would we go, in any case?” Cyrus whispered, the words tumbling from his lips. Despair had come.

      “To the dockyards, of course,” Baynvyn said. “To the ships, from which we will depart and damned sure not return.” He cast a fearful look at Cyrus. “Will...will this extend beyond Reikonos?”

      To this Cyrus could only summon a terrified reply: “I don't know.” Baynvyn put his foot down harder, but they did not seem to move even a little faster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 117

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      “It feels good to fight for something!” Guy roared at the top of his voice, felling another loyalist Watchman under the blade of Praelior. His technique was pitiful, but the speed of the sword gave him license to do more than he might have done otherwise. He was cautious, too, and that was to the good, for Alaric had seen overconfidence set in more than once upon the wielder of a godly weapon.

      “I am glad that you have decided to make your stand at last,” Alaric said, hewing a Machine thug's chest in half. The light of sunset fell upon them, the last glorious rays of the day finding them here, at the center of the battle to hold back this invasion of the dockyards.

      “Me, too,” Guy said, swinging again, this time wildly, at first, then reining it in and striking a loyalist across the throat. A spray of red issued from his neck, and the man staggered back into his own ranks, slowing their approach. “Me, too.”

      The red light of sunset glowed on them, bestowing an otherworldly, almost bloody cast upon the battle. Dark blood glowed red, and Alaric swung again and again, knowing that the results of all this battle hinged upon him–

      Wait.

      The light of the sun was too red, Alaric realized dimly. Some sound crackled in the distance; a quiver of panic ran through the enemy army that surrounded him.

      “What is this?” Alaric muttered, stabbing a loyalist through the chest and pulling his sword free to look. The battle had stopped, all heads turned in one direction – out the open gate.

      The red glow came from there, from the Citadel visible barely in the distance. A crackling red veil of spellcraft covered everything else in his sight beyond it in a scarlet glow. Alaric stared at it for a moment curiously, then it occurred to him where he'd seen this before–

      Sennshann. On the night of the fall.

      Malpravus.

      “What the 'ell is that?” Guy asked, his sword clutched in hand, guarding him. No one was attacking, though; everyone was transfixed on the spell, which seemed to be crawling toward them ever steadily–

      “Death,” Alaric whispered, and his voice rose as did the panic within. “Flee!” he bellowed, with every bit of air in his lungs. “All of you, fall back to the ships and flee!” And with a hand upon Guy's collar, he did just that, dragging the smaller man before the breaking of both armies as the spell of certain doom surged its way over the city of Reikonos – and toward them all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 118

          

          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      “Run! Break from this foolish battle and run!” Vaste shouted, taking up and leaping down the stairs. “Get aboard a ship and go!” He waved Letum at the nearest airship, where dark-skinned men on the deck stared out at him, probably wondering what madness had possessed him.

      “What magic is this?” Qualleron was five steps behind him, which was probably only two steps for that giant lunk.

      “Malpravus's,” Vaste returned. The red ovoid dome was growing by the second, sweeping over all of Reikonos. He saw it before he dipped below the horizon, running for whichever ship he could get on. A quick look to his left revealed an interesting sight; an airship rising out of the yards, and three figures running on air toward it: Hiressam, Pamyra and Shirri, unless his eyes much deceived him. They disappeared onto its deck as it turned slowly 'round and then sped away over the wall.

      “Where do we go?” Qualleron asked. “How can we fight it?”

      “There's no fighting it, fool!” Vaste shouted back, hitting the stone paths between ships and seeking swiftly for one that's dock was unlocked. The nearest one, with the dark-skinned men upon the deck, had much shouting happening, as well as those topmasts spinning wildly, but seemed to be still locked in. “Here, help me!” and he ducked under it.

      Qualleron followed, barely squeezing in under the ship. “Help you how?” The ship's engines were whining loudly, and wood supports were straining.

      “Break the locks!” Vaste called, bringing down Letum upon one of the metal locks. It took the blow hard, metal making a noise like glass inside, and the mechanism sprung free. “These people are going to be trapped here, and fall under – that.” He merely nodded his head in the direction of the encroaching spell; everything glowed red in its reflection.

      Qualleron nodded and brought down a blow upon the support nearest him. Its lock shattered, pieces of metal raining away.

      That done, the airship began to rise, no longer encumbered by the locking mechanism that had held it to the earth. In seconds it was fifty feet above them, rising and soaring over the wall, away from red and certain death.

      Other members of the army that had been battling on the wall – some Machine, some Watch, impossible to tell whether they were loyalist or Sanctuary, now – were surging through the shipyards seeking escape. “That way!” Vaste shouted, pointing at the next ship in line. The engines were already up and straining, and men were leaning over from the deck, shouting at Vaste and Qualleron.

      “Honor demands sacrifice,” Qualleron said quietly, meeting Vaste's eyes.

      Vaste only looked at him for a second before waving, wildly, toward the surging humans coming down from the wall. “Yeah. Sure. Over here! Get on this ship!” He ducked beneath, Qualleron following, to set the damned thing free before it was too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 119

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      The truck engine whined as it rattled along the avenue and through the broken gates of the dockyards. The street had been clear the whole way through, and Cyrus had regarded it with near disbelief the whole while, and, if he was being honest, a measure of shock as well.

      The city of Reikonos was being sacrificed to turn their Lord Protector into a mad god, and the people were taking it by hiding in their homes.

      “I think the battle is over,” Cyrus said numbly as they coasted through the shattered gate, the wheels thudding over the downed wooden barrier.

      “Oh?” Baynvyn's attention seemed entirely on the wheel, on the road ahead. There were hints of a battle here, fallen bodies that he ran over without concern, but the remainder of said army was draining even now into the gaps between airships, funneled like grains of salt through an hourglass neck. “Who won?”

      “Malpravus,” Cyrus said, looking back again. The truck was angled so that he could no longer see out of the gate, but the bubble of life-consuming spell-magic was visible over the top, and cast the entire dockyards in a terrible crimson glow.

      Baynvyn took the truck into a rough turn, skirting the edge of the wall for some distance. A very few airships and many empty docks went by as they went down the row, Cyrus watching as though partially removed from his body. He had a hard time mustering up the presence of mind to come up with an idea, a stratagem, any sort of command. Instead, Baynvyn did as Baynvyn wanted, and brought the truck to the last remaining airship at the end of the row. Empty docks waited beyond, signs of wise people who had already fled in advance of this cataclysm.

      “Let's go,” Baynvyn said, throwing open his door and springing out.

      Cyrus waited only a moment – an eternity given he was still clutching Praelior and Epalette – and then opened his own door to step out. His boots found firm footing on the stones that made the road encircling the yards, and yet he lost his balance and almost took a knee as he watched red light play over everything, the dome of the deathly spell crawling inevitably toward the dockyards wall.

      “Come on, fool!” Baynvyn shouted, seizing Cyrus's arm and pulling. It had no effect, for Cyrus did not want it to.

      “I can't,” Cyrus said quietly, and reversed his grip on Epalette. The blade clutched in his gauntlet, Cyrus felt the shadow fall from him as he became visible again, dimly aware that in their entire ride, he must have been shrouded. “Here.”

      Baynvyn hesitated only a second, then seized Epalette by the hilt. “What are you doing?” he asked, at speed, now that his weapon was returned.

      “This is my city,” Cyrus said, turning his back to Baynvyn. The spell advanced, terrible and beautiful all at once. “I can't leave it.” He bowed his head, and the awareness that every soul in this town was about to die crashed down on him. “Not now. Not in its final hour.”

      “It's his city now,” Baynvyn said. “Nothing you can do to stop it, not even throwing yourself into the path of that spell. You'd just be adding to his power, right?”

      Cyrus just stared at the approach of death as an engine started behind him. “Yes. But not by much, at this point.” He cast a look back at Baynvyn. “Go on. Get out of here.”

      Baynvyn seemed to hesitate, eyes flicking to Cyrus's belt. “My pistol.”

      Cyrus glanced down; it was still in his belt. “Oh. H–”

      A thunderous punch hit him squarely in the nose, knocking him back. His helm was flipped asunder a moment later, and a knee found the perfect spot on his wrist to knock loose Rodanthar from his hand–

      Cyrus tumbled back, watching his blade flip through the air–

      Baynvyn caught it perfectly – and now he had two godly weapons–

      “Don't be stupid,” Baynvyn said, and caught him in the side of the head with a kick, as the red in Cyrus's vision flashed once, brightly, then turned black–

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 120

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      Two airships collided as they tried to rise, and flames billowed out the side of both as they fell back to the earth, crashing into the spinning blades of a third ship. It became a burning pyre of death, though not nearly as large as the spell-generated wave of death coming behind them, Alaric realized, looking over his shoulder to the slow-moving red light that was now coursing over the top of the dockyard wall–

      “Where do we go, Alaric?” Guy asked, as another ship flew over their heads. It shadowed them, racing up and away, someone tumbling over the deck and shattering onto the ground in a dock two dozen paces from them. Screams and cries were all around them, a mad dash under way as both armies, only moments before at war with one another, now fought merely to find a ship and survive.

      “I don't know,” Alaric said, casting his gaze about. There were few enough ships left in the dock, now, and fewer still had engines running. With the spell at the gates, he knew the time was short; it was crawling its way across the ground toward them, and soon would reach the very edge of Reikonos.

      Would it stop there? Or would it move on, making its way across the wider world? Alaric thought of the map that Curatio had shown him – poor, dear Curatio, surely dead, as he glanced at the sword in Guy's hand – and the very idea of this evil red spell coursing its way across the entirety of it?

      Well, it turned a stomach that Alaric had previously thought had reached maximum turn when Malpravus had consumed Sanctuary. That he'd had a purpose in mind for the power he'd absorbed had not dawned on Alaric. That it would be unleashed so soon...

      “I have failed monumentally,” Alaric whispered.

      “There!” Guy shouted, pointing at a ship nearby. Its propellers were turning, but a good hundred men were between them and it, and all of them seemed to see it at the same time. A flood of men harkened in that direction, and surged up the steps and platforms toward it, pouring over the sides before Alaric and Guy even managed to get close.

      The ship was in the sky a moment later, men screaming and falling from the platforms into the empty dock like water over a fall.

      Suddenly Alaric felt the briefest surge of gratitude for his earlier command to unlock the airships. At least not everyone here would be caught up in his folly. Enough would die as it was; any that escaped were but smallest relief for a conscience that would not be long for this world.

      Another look toward the red; it was nearly upon them now.

      “Where do we go?” asked a man, dressed all in black, standing beside Alaric. Neither Machine thug nor City Watch, he seemed desperately out of place here. It occurred to him that the man was looking directly at him, with a long face and a bald head, his eyes sunken and sad. “Where do we go now?” Another ship flew into the sky and a chorus of screams and cries and calls to come back went ignored as it departed in a roar of engines.

      “I don't know,” Alaric said, looking and seeing nothing over the heads of the scattered, fleeing armies. There was a dock beside him, the wooden frame scaffolding high enough that he could see over the carnage. With Aterum in hand, Alaric climbed the first level of it, then the next, coming to stand on a platform just a bit taller than the height of two men.

      The spell was closing in now; it had reached the first row of airship docks and he could see the wood frames distort as the energy coruscated over them. It was seeking life as surely as any scourge, and the frame merely submerged into the spell, still visible and whole beneath it, ignored as irrelevant in the red blaze's quest for death or rather, life.

      There were few enough ships left now, and none nearby that had so much as an engine running. Alaric watched one take off from the far side of the yard, toward the edge where Sanctuary had been, a strangely-shaped one that sped up so quickly that it might as well have been pulled by a man holding a godly weapon. Some were still taking off at the back of the yards, but—

      “We wouldn't make it there in time,” Alaric whispered.

      “What?” Guy asked.

      Alaric stooped and offered the smaller man a hand. Guy took it, and he pulled him up. Without thinking, he offered a hand to the man all in black cloth, as well, for why not? He, too, took it, and then they were three, with a perfect view to the end of their lives.

      “There's nothing,” the man clad in black cried. His long face was a map of perfect-lined despair. His voice broke, and he lowered his bald head.

      For truly, there was nothing. The spell of death crept on toward them, unerring, unstopping, and yet there were no ships left to–

      A shadow fell over them, abrupt, sudden, a roar filling his ears.

      Alaric looked up. The dark edges of a ship glowed red in the spell-light, a few faces peering over the rails and down at him, at them.

      And one of them...

      Was Mazirin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 121

          

          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      “Hrungh!” Qualleron's grunt took on a feral, furious quality as he brought down his blade, again, upon the locks of the airship dock. It shattered once more, and Vaste noticed for the first time that a dozen or more small gouges had worked their way into the blade. It was chipped up and down, from their work here, certainly.

      The airship above them started to do some grunting of its own. Freed, it began to lift, rising, albeit slower than some of the others, which had blown out of their docks so swiftly that they might as well have been tossed like gnomes.

      “Come!” Qualleron shouted, beckoning Vaste on. Men were spilling over the boarding plank, not for the first time in the last few minutes as the ship departed. Qualleron was racing out of the skeletal framework of the dock. There was more to do, surely, and–

      Vaste stopped, almost plowing into Qualleron right at the edge of the dock. “What the–” Vaste started to ask.

      Qualleron spun on him, then looked up. Vaste followed his gaze.

      The edge of the airship was some ten feet above them, and rising slowly.

      “What is it?” Vaste asked, about to turn his head to look at Qualleron to elaborate with, “What the hell are you waiting for?” when he felt it.

      Qualleron grabbed him around the collar, and it was not a subtle tug. It was a full-fledged yank, the assertive superiority of a much stronger troll than him – naturally, anyhow – as he took hold of Vaste and looked him squarely in the eyes for a moment. “I do this in remembrance of a woman whose honor was unquestionable.”

      “What–?”

      Qualleron dropped Vaste down for but a second, and he realized exactly what was going to happen a moment before it did.

      The troll threw him straight up, and Vaste found himself rising, Letum in hand, with slightly more time to think than would have been possible under normal circumstances. This gave him time to do three things.

      First, he cast a quick sublingual round of Falcon's Essence on Qualleron.

      Second, he speared the troll bastard with the base of Letum as he started to fly. He caught Qualleron squarely between the legs, and boy did he hit...the boys. “Well deserved,” Vaste muttered.

      Taken in turn, these two actions sent Qualleron flying up into the air. Their paths nearly diverged; Vaste's momentum from Qualleron's throw was prodigious. He was going to fly up over the side of that airship. Qualleron, on the other hand, was likely to flip over and fall (nearly) back to the earth if not interrupted.

      Which he was. Vaste caught him by the back of his own garment, and with the strength of Letum, hauled him up squarely, with a little help from Falcon's Essence.

      They both spilled onto the airship's deck with a terrible thud, rocking the ship. The blades above were spinning madly, and Vaste felt pinned to the deck as surely as if he'd been nailed to it. All his wind left him, but he found himself there – safely, surprisingly – even as he looked back–

      The red light of the spell was crawling its way across the distant shipyard, like a flood over flat lands. And Vaste watched, trapped against that deck, as they rose into the darkening skies faster than the spell could advance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 122

          

          Guy

        

      

    

    
      “Mother's effing milk,” Guy muttered into the roar of the ship's engines, blowing warm air down upon them where they stood on the shaky wooden platform. “Is that the Amatgarosan captain you been fawnin' over?”

      The ship overhead fluttered there for a moment before sweeping down just a bit lower. Peering up, Guy could see it was, indeed, that very same captain. He looked from Alaric to the executioner – the clothes made it obvious who the bloke was, really – standing with them. Guy shuffled, trying not to be too ostentatious about it, away from the executioner. He couldn't very well smell the fellow, but he almost felt like he could.

      “Grab on!” the captain shouted down at them. Guy was pressed to ask what she meant–

      When a rope followed a moment later.

      “Guy,” Alaric said, and shoved Guy firmly toward the rope.

      Guy caught it in one hand, easy as plucking a flower stem off a cart. He kept the sword in his other, and looked at it in askance for a second before Alaric shouted, “Climb! With the sword, you can do it!”

      With that as motivation – that and the red death spell creeping ever toward them, Guy did just that, scaling the bloody rope like his life depended on it. Because it did.

      When he reached the halfway mark, he dared a look back. Alaric held the bottom of the rope again, and was offering it to the executioner. A quick glance proved that, yeah, the red spell was coming awfully quick. “Might want to hurry it up there, Alaric!” Guy called, then kept climbing to do his bit.

      The rope wavered in Guy's hands, but he held tight. The executioner was climbing now. But slower, trying to get up, his ungainly body struggling to move.

      Red light danced over Guy's face; the spell was creeping ever closer.

      “Hurry!” the captain's voice fell over them, urgent and rushed. “Get on the ladder!”

      Guy paused in his climb, looking back. Without the sword in his hand, the likelihood he was going to be able to climb this rope was somewhere between zero and none. But what kind of help could he offer to the executioner? If he even wanted to help the bloke, which he sort of didn't. Cursed bunch, they were.

      “Here!” Alaric's voice washed over Guy, prompting him to look again. The executioner was still stuck down there, unable to climb–

      And Alaric was offering him the sword.

      The bloke looked at it for a moment, seemingly unsure, but he took it. Alaric gave him a shove–

      And the executioner was climbing, much stronger and more sure-footed this time.

      “We have to go!” The captain's shout reached Guy's ears again. He redoubled his own efforts, an idea sprouting in his head. He looked back, trying to see–

      The rope was swinging wide from the executioner's swift climb. Alaric had lost his grasp, and it was well out of his reach.

      “Alaric!” Guy shouted. He was still some ten feet from the ship's edge, still needed to climb–

      The ship was rising, though, and the captain was screaming something in her native tongue as the ship climbed–

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 123

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      The rope was well out of his reach, and Alaric was fine with it. The mission of Sanctuary had always been clear in his mind: help others, fret not about your own neck.

      To that end, he'd seen the man clad in black onto the rope, Aterum clenched in his hand to aid his climb.

      That done, Alaric stared out at the red spell, creeping across the last hundred feet of ground toward the platform upon which he stood and–

      Truly, he was fine with it.

      “I have answered the call,” he whispered, mostly to himself. Sanctuary was finished; why should he not be?

      Something thumped into the wood platform by his side, and he opened his eyes to look–

      Praelior lay lodged there, buried up to the tip.

      Alaric shot a look skyward, and there, up the rope, Guy hung on with all his fervor, clenching, red-faced, to his life's line. He met Alaric's gaze and nodded, once, the meaning plain.

      “Well done, my friend,” Alaric said, and pried the sword from the platform with a single pull.

      The rope dangled some twenty feet away now, the Yuutshee's engines straining to carry her away from encroaching death. Assured that he had but a second's window to act, Alaric leapt–

      His broad jump was, indeed, broader than any he could recall himself or Cyrus or Vara ever making. It was a leap born of desperation, red spell magic crackling so close behind him he could have sworn he felt the tendrils touch his armor.

      The rope was there, then and Alaric reached for it with his free hand–

      Caught it–

      The tip hung in his grasp, little more than an inch hanging from beneath his fist. Mazirin's voice sounded above, urgent.

      With no warning, the ship jerked, the engines grew louder still. They practically screamed, and the angle of ascent changed abruptly. The Yuutshee's nose angled up and she banked hard to the left.

      Something – someone – screamed above–

      Alaric looked, and a dark shape was tumbling, brown coat flapping in the wind as it descended–

      Mazirin.

      “Hang on!” Alaric shouted, and he swung his body. He had but the hand with Praelior in it, and he made his grab, swiftly spinning the grip in his hand so the blade faced down-

      He caught the flailing mass with his arm, felt his shoulder joint jerk at the impact. Gritted his teeth; didn't care about the pain upon his aging joints. He snugged his arm tight with all his force, pressed the flailing mass pincered tight against his chest.

      Mazirin stopped struggling the moment she realized he'd caught her. Her ragged breaths came more slowly as she opened her eyes and found his looking back at her. “You...caught me,” she said, when she had her breath.

      “As you did for me,” Alaric said. But neither of them looked away this time, as the Yuutshee rose into the sky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 124

          

          Baynvyn

        

      

    

    
      The ship's rise was near impossible but necessary. They cleared the wall easily, the engines running at full. He held tight to the mast as they whined, metal screaming against metal, far beyond the tolerances of this ship.

      But they made it, leaving the cursed red spell light behind. Baynvyn held tight, watching it fade from the back deck.

      “Thank you for waiting for me,” he said, once he was sure they'd made it. The light danced, a red dome covering all of Reikonos. The city was visible through it, and yet...

      Baynvyn was sure, even had his father said nothing about the origins of that foul spell. Not a soul lived within that red, glowing morass of spell-magic. Not one.

      “Weren't sure you'd make it,” Shipmaster Hongren said, in his deep voice. He was a wide man. Dark elf. Sworn to the service of House Tordor. Loyal nearly to the death – which he'd just proven again.

      “I almost didn't,” Baynvyn said, looking at the dark-armored figure that lay upon the dark wood deck.

      “I wasn't expecting you to bring a passenger,” Hongren said. He sounded indifferent about it.

      Baynvyn was far from indifferent, though. “Not passenger. Prisoner.” He beckoned for some of the deckhands. “Strip him of his armor.” He looked at the second blade, now in his hand, and stooped to pull the pistol from Cyrus's belt. “All of it. Clap him in irons. Then stow him below.” He looked back at the red spell, now fading on the horizon, like the city of Reikonos. Would it stop at the edges of town, he wondered?

      No matter, he thought as the engines whined and a small rattle ran through the whole ship. Either way, though, he needed to warn them what had happened. And...

      “You want him treated gently?” Hongren asked, leaning on the wheel. He liked to steer his own ship, a quirk that Baynvyn found interesting only in the most boring of times. Which this certainly wasn't.

      “I don't much care,” Baynvyn said, placing his pistol back in his belt. He'd reload it in his cabin, later. For now, he stared at his new sword, with its curved blade, and pondered the possibilities in front of him.
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          Vaste

        

      

    

    
      The red glow of death was bright and furious, and Vaste watched it from the back rail of the ship.

      Qualleron stood beside him. Neither spoke for a long time.

      “This is the gravest dishonor I have ever been party to,” Qualleron finally said. The red spell had indeed stopped at the edge of Reikonos or a little beyond. Tiny black ants, lit by its glow, scrambled at the edges of the perfect circle where it had crossed over the imperfect moat. Scourge, Vaste realized, all scrambling to avoid its deadly touch.

      “Congratulations on hitting new lows with your life,” Vaste said bitterly. He cast but a look at the crew of the ship, who were all giving the two trolls a wide margin. Even the captain and the man at the wheel seemed afraid to but glance at them, even as they shared the same deck. A few other Reikonosian refugees had made it, too, but they were on the main deck, probably crying about this terrible turn of fortune. “May you continue to ever strive to greater achievements in death and destruction.”

      Qualleron looked like he wanted to answer that, and perhaps he started to, but paused when the spell winked out. “Look,” he said instead, raising a great, fat, finger.

      Vaste did look, though not because the honorable idiot told him to. The red, deadly dome over Reikons was indeed gone, now, as though it had never existed, sucked back to the center of the Citadel tower in one great flash. It glowed there, small, for but a moment–

      Then shot into the sky, straight up, disappearing into the clouds.

      “What...was that?” Qualleron asked. The mutter of the captain behind him seemed to be of a similar tenor.

      “That was your employer,” Vaste said bitterly, for he had no more brake upon his emotions; they all came to him now – despair, anger, fear for the future. They ate him and consumed him right there, as he stared at the dead city, which he had, in his own way, helped to kill. “Making his escape to who-knows-where,” he said, for he knew, in his heart, it was true.

      Malpravus had done the thing, this great, evil thing – and now, no life left to suck from the marrow of this city, had gone on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 126

          

          Alaric

        

      

    

    
      The red light of the spell died as they were pulled back up to the deck with the aid of many strong men. The crew of the Yuutshee's grunts of exertion were bare silence next to the feelings, the silent screams in Alaric's head as he looked at the darkness now fallen over Reikonos.

      The city...was dead.

      A flicker atop the tower as it collapsed in on itself. A spark of crimson light, and then it, too, flew up and out of sight.

      Malpravus had gone.

      His breath stuck in him, Alaric pushed Mazirin ahead of him onto the deck. The others were already up there, and he joined them presently. It was a quiet that he found himself in, first on his knees, wondering if even he should bother rising.

      Mazirin offered him a hand, though, and he took it, and up he went.

      “What was that?” she asked, transfixed. The ship was moving, cutting a slow course sideways and away from Reikonos.

      “Death,” Alaric said, simply, for he had no other answer.

      “Was that the guy?” The quiet, familiar voice reached him, and he looked. Dugras. Of course. The dwarf rose out of one of the hatches in the deck. “The one from the tower? Who we escaped?”

      With no words available to him, Alaric but nodded.

      “He stole the power of Sanctuary,” Guy said. “'e killed Curatio.” He lifted Praelior. “Elf gave me this before he died. Looked like he was about ten thousand years old, but pressed it in my hand with his last breath.”

      “A worthy choice,” Alaric managed to gut out, though he knew not how. He drifted toward the ship's rail.

      Mazirin, he realized, was with him, her hand still in his. “What happened?” she asked softly.

      A thousand explanations formed, in infinite detail. Some flattering, some florid, his mind, numb, came up with them nonetheless, some artifact of his feelings, afraid to be admitted, compelled him to answer her, and preferably with something that would sum it all up eloquently, make a painting of his brave and foolish actions that she could plainly see.

      None of this came to him, though. Instead, it was a simple one, mired in darkness he felt in his heart.

      “Against Malpravus,” Alaric said, staring out at the dead, darkened city of Reikonos – this, the second time he had seen this city come to such ruin, “the power of Sanctuary failed.”

      Then he watched in silence, as the engines ran on, as if alive – and as nothing in Reikonos ever would be again.
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