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      Fire danced across the western horizon, orange and red tendrils illuminating a strand of low lying clouds.

      A week, Haliden Stroke thought as he scanned the burning sky. Then we’re dead. All of us.

      A warm breeze blew into the clearing, knocking rivulets of ash from the surrounding pines. The larger flakes drifted down like dead moths, coating Haliden’s shoulders and hair.

      A scraggly-looking boy stood a few footfalls away, a crossbow trembling in his hands.

      A refugee, Haliden thought. Perhaps from one of the empty villages he passed a few days earlier.

      “You should be far from here,” Haliden said.

      The boy made eye contact, but quickly looked away. “And go where?”

      “I hear there’re valleys in the east filled with caves. You might find sanctuary there.”

      “Piss on that!” a deep voice spat behind them.

      Haliden turned. An enormous man sat atop an old tree stump, a great brown beard hanging over curtains of bulging fat. Like some macabre jester, he wore filth-stained pants checkered black and white and a skintight vest covered in vertical green and yellow stripes.

      But what really caught Haliden’s attention was the blood-encrusted hole over his left breast. No doubt from the bolt that killed the previous owner, he thought.

      Haliden raised a bottle of Hupra gin to his lips and took a deep pull. The priceless liquor slid down his throat like honey, warming his upset stomach. It had been a gift from the steward of Carcoon, one of the most powerful men in southern Alimane. And now it’ll be piss in twenty calls, he thought.

      Haliden finished the last sip and stared at the worthless bottle. The blown glass flickered with the Breath’s distant light. Always brighter, he reminded himself. Always whispering of what’s to come.

      And what had been.

      Her face materialized in his mind. The bitch. The harpy.

      Milane.

      Even here at the end of all things, he thought, I still love you.

      “What am I to do with this dreck?” the fat man said, gesturing at the pile of bric-a-brac strewn before them.

      Haliden stared at the remnants of his former life: a set of lavish oak chairs, a guilt Tritanese table, silver cutlery forged in Alg, bronze candlesticks smithed in the distant merchant city of Izon, dozens of rare leather-bound books from the library of Ether. There was even the Tritanese chest gifted to him by Fromin Dow, Tritan’s head engineer.

      And of course there were his paintings. Most were framed in polished oak, ready to be sold off at the great exhibition in Yorn. Landscapes, shattered castles, serene villages, portraits, and obscurities from his experimental period. There was even a pile of incomplete sketches on water stained canvas, mere ghosts of what might have been.

      Like my life.

      Haliden’s eyes played across his works as a stony weight pressed on his chest. Most were of her, of course. The slim strokes and gentle shadows coiling into the nightmare she had become.

      The fat man scratched his ash-covered beard. “Not worth more than a hundred coinage,” he grumbled. “And them paintings… kindling at best.”

      Haliden lit up an adreena stick, the smooth, lethal fumes numbing his anger. “One fifty and it’s yours. The lot… the pile… everything.”

      The fat man gestured at the twelve paintings at Haliden’s feet. “Everything?”

      “Everything but those.”

      The fat man turned to his young companion. The boy lowered the bow and withdrew a small sack from his breast pocket.

      “One hundred forty you say?”

      Haliden crushed the adreena stick beneath his boot heel. “One hundred fifty. Not a coin less.”

      The fat man laughed as he plucked coins from the purse with his sausage-like fingers. “Here stands the famous Haliden Stroke,” he crooned, “riding before the Breath with pockets heavy with coinage!”

      Haliden frowned. He had hoped he would go unnoticed here.

      The fat man extended the purse to him. “Here Stroke… buy yourself a pleasure barge for the trip down the nether.”

      Haliden took it and quickly counted its contents. “And the bow you promised?”

      The fat man laughed. “What use will it be to the likes of you? I’ve got a bottle of Algian Red that would suit you far bet—”

      “No games. The bow or no deal.”

      The fat man laughed. “We’re well past that point, artist. But if it makes you happy…” He snapped a finger at the boy, who quickly withdrew a beautiful brown recurve bow and leather quiver from the wagon.

      “It’s a seventy pound draw,” the fat man said as the boy handed Haliden the bow. “You think you can handle it?”

      Haliden held it up and examined it. The finely crafted wood was stained a deep brown and polished like metal, the well used string waxed and unfrayed.

      “So what do you plan to do with all of this?” Haliden asked the fat man as he shouldered the quiver.

      The lout grinned. “There are roots and burrows even the fire can’t touch. But those are tales for lesser folk. Your kind run for Pelimen’s Block. With all that gold you might just find a way in. Pray you do, though. Else you’ll be clawing at the slopes with the rest of the rabble when the fires come.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” Haliden said as he turned back to his home. It was a fine manor: two floors, four bedrooms, three fireplaces. He’d built it over many turns, every brick, every scrap of wood paid for by his art. A monument to his well-traveled, fruitful life.

      But like everything else in Alimane, it belonged to the Breath now.

      Haliden shouldered the bow and quiver and turned to the road.

      “Hey artist,” the fat man said. “You don’t plan to ride that nag to the Block, do you?”

      Haliden turned to his garron, who was tethered to a small maple beside the road. She was nine turns past her prime, her mane graying and natty. But you’re mine, he thought. Instar. My only friend now.

      “She’s not for sale.”

      “A shame,” the fat man replied. “Such a fine beast could serve twenty men of my girth. Are you sure?”

      Haliden mounted Instar and turned her north. “Very much so.”

      The fat man bowed again. “Well good luck, Stroke. May the gods watch over your run.”

      Haliden glanced one last time at his home and then vanished silently into the ashen night.
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        * * *

      

      He awoke at dawn, Instar’s warm breath blasting across his cheek.

      “Morning, old buddy,” Haliden said as the garron playfully nipped his ear.

      Yawning, Haliden stretched and tossed some twigs onto the previous night’s fire. As the coals slowly crackled back to life, he turned and took in his surroundings.

      The entire forest was coated in a fine layer of gray ash. Fire’s probably only sixty or seventy leagues off, he told himself as a large flake drifted past his nose.

      The summer winds had arrived early, gusting in off the Acid and feeding the Breath’s unbridled fury. Soon all of southern Alimane would be nothing more than an ashen waste. And then it will be our turn to burn.

      He turned back to the fire and stared at the crackling flames. We ride harder, that’s all. There’s nothing more to it than that.

      The Breath had belched forth from Dracon’s Wound not more than three weeks ago, wiping out much of southern Alimane’s abandoned, toxic shores. Ten turns earlier than the Circle’s original prediction, Haliden thought. He sighed as he watched the horizon’s distant, orange glow. Why do you torment us? he wondered. Was it punishment for the collected sins of a continent? Or were the rumors true? Had Tritanese miners mistakenly unleashed it while drilling in the seven league wide canyon known as the Scar?

      Whatever the case, Haliden knew one thing: it was unstoppable. And after a four hundred turn slumber, it had returned to cleanse all of Alimane.

      Behind him, Instar whickered gently, oblivious to the approaching inferno. For this, Haliden was thankful; he would worry enough for both of them in the coming days.

      “Shall we dance, my lady?” he said, rising onto popping bones.

      Instar replied with a nay. She was a gentle creature, loyal and proud. And like so many things in his life, she had been gifted to him for his talents.

      Haliden smiled at the memory. The pirate, Red Bartle, had taken him prisoner off the Gnarled Coast while he and several ladies of the night were pleasure boating aboard his skiff, The Wailing Harpy. Bartle’s crew had intended to feed him to the sharks and keep the women for themselves. But Haliden had convinced them to spare his life in exchange for one of his greatest works.

      The Pomp of the Citadel, he thought. A landscape of the famed ruins of Alithanen. Few had ever seen the actual city; it had been located near a volcano whose poisonous fumes masked the land in toxic gas.

      But Haliden had. And luckily for him, Red Bartle as well. In fact, the pirate had been so impressed with the piece, he not only freed Haliden and his party, he also gifted him one of his strongest garrons: Instar.

      Haliden grinned. Stranger things had happened since. But never has my payment been so grand.

      “We ride north, Instar. As always. What do you say?”

      Instar tossed her head from side to side, her excited eyes reflecting the approaching fire.

      The road was sodden and gray, covered in a layer of undisturbed ash. Instar plodded along indifferently, her hooves kicking up little gray clouds as wind tickled the branches above. Haliden rode quietly, scanning the forest around him.

      “Looks like another village, my friend,” he said as several structures materialized in the distance. They had already passed three since their meeting with the fat man. But all had been empty save for the elderly and infirm.

      Haliden edged Instar off the road toward the lonely structures. Most were nothing more than log cabins bound in mud and clay, their rooftops sagging patchworks of pine and thatch.

      When he was confident the village was abandoned, he climbed off Instar and peeked into the closest cabin.

      The single room was bare, save for some moldering hay and a large bed. His heart brightened at the sight of the bed. But when he approached it, he realized two rotting corpses lay side by side beneath its moldering sheets. Suicides, he thought. They were everywhere now, rotting within dark, forlorn huts or hanging from ash-covered trees. He’d even seen dozens weighted down with rocks just beneath the surface of Delmar Lake.

      The sky slowly darkened as rain clouds moved in from the west. Haliden quickly gathered wood and lit a small fire just outside the cabin’s door. As the flames crackled to life, he heard her voice again:

      “If you want me, I’ll be at world’s end. But if you love me, you’ll die alone.”

      He sighed as a familiar weight pressed against his chest. I always loved you, Milane. No matter the past, I always will.

      Instar quietly nickered beside him, her ash covered mane flickering in the firelight. You are my only friend now, Haliden thought as he smiled at the aging garron. At times he feared she wouldn’t last the journey. But there is no other way now. Either they rode north or died.

      “We’ll get there,” he whispered as he drifted off to sleep.

      Somehow, they would find salvation.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn came gray and gloomy, the sun muted by the thickest ash Haliden had ever seen. Is this how ghosts see the world? he wondered as he gripped the recurve bow and drew back the string.

      His fingers and elbow trembled as the weight of the draw taxed his unused muscles.

      “Come on,” he whispered, sighting down the shaft. He took in a quick breath, held it and released.

      Thwackkkk

      The arrow splintered against a tree twenty footfalls from its target.

      Haliden sighed. “This is not going well.”

      Instar huffed beside him as if in agreement.

      “Talking to that horse won’t steady your draw, painter.”

      Haliden spun around and quickly nocked another arrow.

      An ancient scarecrow of a man stood a few footfalls away, leaning on a gnarled staff. “You won’t need that here,” the coot said, gesturing to the bow. “My days of bloodying others have long since set.”

      Haliden stepped back, the bow still drawn. “Who are you?”

      The coot sat down on an overturned barrel, his bones creaking and popping as he let out a sigh. He had a thin tuft of white hair wavering gently in the morning breeze, and his skin was wrinkled and liver spotted.

      “Been too long since I knew that, friend. Me woman said I had the mindrot before she coughed herself into the ground three weeks past.”

      “Yet you knew my name?”

      The old man laughed. “It’s queer, I admit. I couldn’t tell you what I ate this morning, or if I shit water or rocks. But I remember my days at the Isle thirty turns ago. Every moment and every face.” He smiled as he looked at Haliden. “And you, Haliden Stroke. I’ve always remembered you.”
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      They sat together most of the day, two strangers enjoying the warmth of fire and companionship as ash drifted onto their shoulders.

      The coot gulped down a long, healthy swallow from one of Haliden’s bottles. “Ahhhh,” he gasped. “Not even the Breath can warm the blood like firewater.” He handed it to Haliden and nodded his thanks. “Can’t remember the last time I tasted berry rum.”

      Haliden took a swig. When he was done, he leaned back against his pack and stared at the man. He said his first name was Warden, but that the mindrot had long since wiped away his last name.

      “I spent most of my life on the Isle,” Warden said as he warmed his hands over the fire. “Bending the knee as befit my rank. I was even an acolyte to Menutee himself. Warmed his wine and kept his quarters clean for almost five turns. Of course, those were the days before Overwatch rule. The turns of gold and happiness for young Warden.”

      “You really knew Menutee?” Haliden asked, unconvinced.

      “Knew him as much as any acolyte could.”

      Haliden huffed. Narthax Menutee was the most notorious Circle charger, the root of the Meridium War that ravaged the Culver thirty turns past. And that wasn’t Warden’s only claim. Throughout the night, he spun tales of dining with princes and thieves. He even claimed to have been present in the Culver, when the Brighthorse Brigade finally stormed Menutee’s bunker at the end of the Meridium War.

      But even after conjuring tales thirty turns past, the man still couldn’t explain the villagers’ whereabouts, or how he even arrived in Alimane. “I awoke one day and I was here in this village,” he told Haliden, his voice sullen. “A man turning gray and old, the past turns all but lost to me, save for those spun long ago.”

      By noon the two were good and drunk. Haliden sighed as he sniffed the ashy air. He had to move on soon; the Breath would be on them any day now.

      “So tell me, artist,” the old man said. “Where do you hope to hide? Beneath Saladin Watch? Or perhaps with the water worshipers of Yxulian Stretch?”

      “The Block,” Haliden replied. “With enough coinage, any man can find quarter there. Or so the rumors say.”

      “It’s been four hundred turns since the last Breath came forth,” Warden said. “Four hundred turns to crack and crumble the Block’s granite walls. What makes you think it will withstand it?”

      “Hope,” Haliden replied. “That’s all I have now. But tell me something: How did we meet upon the Isle?”

      “I told you but you don’t listen. I was acolyte to Menutee, cleaned and prepared his bed chambers for five turns. But when he embarked upon his atuan, I fell beneath the hand of Commander Howl and his vile Overwatch dregs.”

      Haliden felt a sudden chill tickle his spine. Brim Howl. He hadn’t heard that name in many turns. That sickly shit, he thought. I should never have taken his commission.

      In his youth, Haliden’s ego had taken him far across the Acid, all the way to the Isle itself. There, he earned a commission from one of the Circle’s rising stars, Brim Howl. One of Menutee’s most vile and dedicated acolytes. And one I hoped never to think of again.

      “I see from your expression you remember now,” Warden said, a grin betraying his few remaining teeth.

      “I do,” Haliden replied, his voice sullen. “The Black Bird commission. A wall of glyphs and runes painted in the…”

      “Blood of executed chargers.”

      Haliden’s stomach turned. “I’ve tried very hard to forget all that.”

      “You were young and arrogant. A noble excuse. How could you know the darkness that viper was concocting?”

      Haliden swallowed. After they’d brought him the first body, he tried abandoning the commission. But Howl’s men chained him to the chamber floor, forcing him to work or starve. “You’re not the only fool to wield a brush,” Howl told him. “Either you finish your work or I will see to it you suffer worse than any artist has ever known.”

      “I almost lost my soul on that island,” Haliden told Warden.

      “Yet you produced one of your finest works.”

      Haliden huffed. “I should have torn the walls down when I was through.”

      He still remembered Howl watching him from the shadows as he sipped wine and groped himself beneath his pus-stained robe.

      If only I was a braver man, I would have stabbed him in the heart with my brush.

      But he wasn’t, and to break a contract with Howl would have meant his head on a spike.

      “All the same, artist, the runes of Ithliad are no easy thing to imitate. Especially when painted with trembling hands.”

      Haliden spat into the fire. “What does it matter anymore? My days of painting are over.”

      Warden frowned. “You’re a damn fool then, boy. Do you know what a gift you have?”

      “Had. My spark went out the day my Milane walked out the door.”

      The old man spat into the fire. “I’m not talking about painting or any of that shit. I’m talking about the gift of youth. The gift of time.”

      “You do see the horizon there, right?” Haliden said, pointing south. “Our time is just about up. I doubt I’ll even get within sight of the Block.”

      Warden leaned over the fire and slapped Haliden across the face.

      “What in the hells, you old—”

      “Ssshhh!” Warden hissed. “And listen!”

      Haliden swallowed, rubbing his cheek.

      “You piss and whine about losing your talent and your woman, about your time chained to the Overwatch. You act like you’re already dead. But you still got legs and a cock, right? You still got talent buried somewhere inside? Talent most men could only dream of?”

      Haliden sat silent, too shocked to speak.

      “Be a damn man and get yourself to the Block! Else go lay down in Edmund’s cabin over there and finish yourself off like he and his wife did.”

      For a time after, neither man spoke. Warden drank and stared at the sky while Haliden sulked in the shadows.

      “You’ll do fine,” Warden finally said. “The gods watch over their own.”

      Haliden stared at the dancing flames. He felt ashamed and embarrassed. He’s right, he thought. My fate’s in my hands now. I can either give up here, or shut up and make my run.

      Warden yawned and lay back against a bale of rotting hay. “One thing, though, Stroke. You may have a gift with the brush, but as for a bow…” He laughed. “Best you learn to shoot a hell of a lot straighter. Men will come for you now. During times like these they always do.”

      “And what will you do when they come?” Haliden asked.

      Warden raised one of Haliden’s bottles of firewater and smiled. “Hope they’re as generous with their drink as you.” And with that, he closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The two awoke at dawn.

      Haliden winced. A hangover tugged at his aching head. “By the gods,” he moaned as rivulets of ash trickled from his shoulders.

      Warden sat up and stared at the sky. “It’s getting on, child. Best you depart soon.”

      Haliden nodded. “There’s room if you want to come. Instar can carry the two of us.”

      Warden smiled but shook his head. “My wife’s bones feed these grounds. It’s only right that mine should join her.”

      Instar whinnied beside them, shaking a layer of ash from her coat.

      Haliden approach the mighty garron and withdrew an ornate, jewel encrusted wine bottle from one of his saddlebags. “Here,” he said, handing it to Warden. “For my final admirer. Algian Red. The finest in all of Alimane.”

      Warden’s eyes noticeably widened. Algian wine was the rarest vintage in all the lands, worth as much as a thousand acre homestead or more. “I will toast you when the fire carries me to my Lindane!”

      Haliden nodded and nudged Instar forward. As they rounded a bend in the road, he turned one last time to wave. But Warden was already gone.

      “Godspeed, friend,” he whispered.
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        * * *

      

      For three calls they raced across the ash covered landscape. No rest, no slowing. Only the thunderous bounce of Instar’s hooves as they tore across the dying world.

      Thirty leagues, Haliden guessed as they entered a dense pine forest. Maybe less if we hurry.

      But the Breath was moving faster now, it’s hungry flames having reached the vast wheat fields of Pelnor. Once it finished there, it would only be a day or two until it reached the Wavering Stretch, melting it’s desert dunes and endless sand fields into glass. Haliden tried to imagine what it would look like, league after league of glistening, fire-blasted desert.

      By nightfall Instar was foaming at the mouth and her body was covered in ashy sweat. Haliden stroked her mane as guilt racked his soul.

      “You did wonderful today,” he whispered. “Not even the wings of a dragon could have carried us so far so fast.”

      Instar shook her head, a sad, exhausted whinny escaping her maw.

      The sound plunged a dagger deep into Haliden’s heart. But there was no choice in it, he told himself. The fire waits for no man… or beast.

      They were somewhere between Fell Pass Way and the Lake of Bones. He had grown up not more than a league away in a small village called Moss Town, one of the lesser known outposts dotting Alimane’s Sunbelt. Soon familiar landmarks appeared in the distance: the Gale ruins, with its mysterious obelisks and funeral mounds; the Remway Rock, a place where Haliden had received his first true kiss; the Watcher’s Valley, with its stretch of maze-like bramble and ivy. So many memories, so many experiences. And all during simpler and happier times.

      Yet… it all feels so different, he thought. Not a bird or coon stirred in the brush, and the ash gave everything an eerie, death-like pallor.

      When they finally reached the edge of the forest, a rutted, ash-covered road stretched north before them. Harin’s Road, Haliden thought. Named after the charger who had protected Moss Town during the last Breath.

      But will another come this time? He doubted it. At the end of the Meridium War, the Isle Overwatch exiled most of the Circle’s chargers to the Culver Waste. There they rotted, cleaning up the deadly remnants left behind after Menutee’s failed coup.

      Stewards of a failed war, Haliden thought. How far they’ve fallen.

      Alimane would be on its own this time. The poorer towns would burn, their inhabitants and history all but wiped from the land, while the wealthiest took solace in Tritan vaults buried deep inside Pelimen’s Block.

      As for those of faith, they would simply gift themselves to the fire. From soil and sun we thrive, he thought, the familiar firewalker mantra playing out in his head. From fire and ash we are reborn.

      As a child, Haliden had listened to the local firewalker spout those same words time and again. Many of his father’s closest friends belonged to the religion. To them, the Breath was a blessing, a promised path to eternity amongst the gods.

      All bullshit, Haliden thought as he passed a crow cage hanging from a gnarled tree. A charred skeleton stood propped inside, a single black arm reaching toward him through the bars. It’s already begun, he thought as he stared at the pile of ash and charred wood heaped beneath it. The mark of the firewalkers had been carved into the victim’s skull: a single flame flickering beneath an orb. A warning to the unfaithful that all would burn, willingly or not.

      Haliden nudged Instar onward, praying that those who had erected it were long gone.

      After several more dark leagues, the town of Merin’s Folly appeared in the distance. The closest of its hovels was nothing more than a charred pile of rubble, ribbons of smoke still coiling from its collapsed innards. A hundred footfalls behind it sat a large, ornate well shaped in the likeness of a mouth.

      “How does a nice cold drink suit you?”

      Instar nickered playfully, shaking ash from her mane.

      But as they got closer a strange buzzing filled the air. When they reached the edge, Haliden froze.

      “By the gods!”

      A tangle of charred corpses lay broken at the bottom of the well, clouds of flies swarming over them like black smoke.

      Haliden wretched. The stench of death was overwhelming, rising from the well like volcanic fumes. Even Instar retreated to the road, her nostrils flaring at the pungent odor.

      They quickly put the well behind them and headed for the western edge of the village, where they came upon a collapsed stone inn Haliden remembered from his youth.

      Inside, dozens of blackened skeletons sat chained to burnt and broken chairs, their jaws agape and frozen in agony.

      What in the hells is happening to us? he thought as he turned away in disgust.

      Beside the inn lay the Lake of Bones, its surface the same mirror of placid beauty Haliden remembered from his youth.

      If the tales were true, Halowin the Young, the first charger to take up station in Alimane before the last Breath, had convinced half the town to take solace beneath the lake in a Tritan bunker. But after the fires ended, he and his followers were never seen again.

      Perhaps they had the right of it, though, hiding down there in the cold dark, Haliden thought. Better to drown in the cool embrace of a lake than burn in the fires of the hells.

      The lake was almost two leagues across at its widest point and stretched for four leagues alongside Harin’s Road. Its water was deep and black, rich in dragon bass and salinder. Fisherman from every quarter of Alimane had once flocked to its bountiful waters. Even in the wake of the last Breath, four hundred turns ago, the village had sprung back to life stronger than ever before.

      Haliden looked down at his feet. A charred skull lay gazing up at him, the firewalkers’ now familiar mark carved into its cracked, black surface.

      Perhaps it’s best we’re all wiped from this planet, he thought as he pulled his last bottle of firewater from his saddle bag. This land is nothing more than a Golgotha now. He took a long sip and closed his eyes. In his mind, he was no longer in Alimane. Now he stood atop a pine-dotted hill somewhere deep in the wilds. Far from humanity. Far from the Breath.

      But how long can you hide here? he thought as the liquor warmed his stomach. Lost in the blind haze of drink and adreena weed like some damn coward?

      When he opened his eyes, the lake reflected the sky’s waning, gray light. It was once a beautiful sight. He had even sketched his first landscape here. A charcoal drawing depicting Halowin’s followers rising from the lake’s surface, their spectral claws reaching up to a hopeful, blue sky.

      Haliden sighed at the memory. His father had been the only person to ever see it. And how I loved him, he thought.

      “You have a gift, son,” his father once told him. “Many do, but lose it somewhere along the way. But I won’t let you.”

      Haliden’s heart ached. What would he think of me now? A washed up artist alone and on the run from the Breath… He decided he didn’t want to know.

      In the village’s main square a massive cage hung beneath three crossed trees. Haliden slowed Instar as they approached it. When he was last here, a stage stood in the very same spot. He could still hear the laughter from the nightly mummers shows. Great troops of colorful jesters and honey-voiced singers parading about the crowds, plying their talents for coin and trade.

      But those days were long gone.

      Now only a blackened cage remained, and a pile of charred and broken bone lying within.

      Beside the cage, several burnt wagons sat crooked and collapsed, their contents charred beyond recognition.

      They were trying to flee, Haliden realized. Women, children… He swallowed back bile as several crows alighted from the cage.

      The cultist were everywhere now, killing anyone attempting to flee the fire. They believed the Breath was a gift sent from the god Alirath. A tool to cleanse the faithful.

      Nonsense, Haliden thought. He had known many cultists before piety took hold. They were whoremongers and drunks like himself, the lowest of the low. But as soon as they caught wind of the Breath, each and every scoundrel took to the cloth, hiding behind the fire like the cowards they were.

      For the next two calls, he and Instar searched for survivors. But they found only ash and bone. As afternoon gave way to dusk they moved down the road until they found a creek shielded from sight. There Haliden fed and watered Instar in silence. When he was through, he lay down in a patch of willows and closed his eyes. No fire, no food. His only yearning: sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The arrow went wide, missing the bale by at least fifteen footfalls.

      “Damn it!” Haliden hissed. He quickly nocked another, drew back, and released. This time the arrow grazed a tree three yards from his intended target, vanishing into the foliage beyond.

      “Gods be damned!”

      Instar watched silently as his master gathered up his arrows. Haliden had been at it since dawn, cursing and shouting with little result.

      “If I could shoot as good as I drink, we would be dining on verindeer for the next fortnight,” he grumbled.

      As the morning stretched on they left the Lake of Bones far behind. It was a haunted place now, it’s scars deep and permanent. No one would tread there again. At least none of Haliden’s generation.

      I am to be the last, he thought.

      The realization chilled him to the bone. All the town’s memories, joys, and culture wiped away in a matter of days, transformed into a cloud of ash.

      Haliden tightened his fraying brown cloak around his body and nudged Instar into a trot. Best to forget such things, he told himself.
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        * * *

      

      For the next three days they rode hard across the abandoned countryside, stopping only to rest and sleep. By the fourth morning, Instar was frothing at the mouth again, her lungs wheezing like a broken bellows. Haliden was going to stop for the day, when a fifty footfall high, circular rampart appeared in the distance.

      Home, he thought. Or a ghost of what it had been. The trees that shaded Moss Town’s exterior were all cut down, and the many traders and artisans who had once encircled the town were all but gone. But this is it, he thought.

      “We’re home, girl,” Haliden said, rubbing Instar’s neck.

      As he drew closer, he marveled at the enormity of the rampart. It had been built after the last Breath, and each generation proceeding it had added to its height, using whatever material they could scavenge or harvest from the forest. Now the mismatched patchwork of brick, mortar, steel, and wood stood fifty footfalls tall and completely encircled the village.

      Behind the structure sat a small but thriving town nestled in the embrace of a natural stone basin. Three enormous circular bands made up its districts, each consisting of its own families, trades and history.

      The upper band, where the wealthiest residents lived, had the largest and most ornate homes, each topped with slate and thatch roofs covered in layers of thick brown moss. Even the basin’s walls were covered in the fur-like growth, fed by the continuous runoff trickling down from the forest above.

      The second band, where Haliden’s home had been, was where the working class lived: blacksmiths, merchants, mushroom farmers, clothiers. It was the busiest and most crowded of the bands, lined with merchant stalls and modest hovels scrapped together with pinewood and slate.

      At the very bottom of the basin sat Killen’s Cistern, a natural rock chamber that collected the forest’s runoff and supplied the village with an inexhaustible supply of fresh water.

      But it wasn’t the cistern that put Moss Town on the map. It was the enormous tower erected in its center: Watcher’s Spike. The massive structure stood three hundred footfalls tall and consisted of thousands of large granite blocks, all of which had been carved from the basin hundreds of turns earlier.

      A wonder of our world, Haliden thought as he stared up at the tower’s crown. And built for one purpose and one purpose only: to spy the coming of the Breath.

      Unfortunately, it was just a relic now, crumbling and ignored by the current generation.

      Haliden could still remember the secret trips he and his childhood love, Ember Fen, had taken to the top.

      Ember. Just the thought of her name made his heart quiver. They had been inseparable, living side by side on the same band most of their young lives. They spent countless days exploring the surrounding forest, hunting, fishing. And kissing. Haliden’s heart swelled at the memory. She had been his first, high atop that very same tower all those turns ago. His first love, his first friend.

      My first everything, he thought.

      But Ember’s father was a notorious drunk and his distaste for Haliden and his artistic ways eventually set the two of them to blows. After one particularly vicious scuffle in which Haliden nearly lost a finger, Haliden’s father shipped him off to the tropical island of Delorous, where he spent the next ten turns apprenticing beneath Hagan Trut, the famed painter of Hamer Vale. Since that day, he had neither seen nor heard from Ember again.

      Twenty-five turns, he thought with a sigh. In that time he had crossed the world twice over, had smelled the Acid; walked the toxic, dry Culver Waste; and drank with princes and magistrates in Rore and Ix. He had painted the walls of Blackbird Island, sketched portraits of Elenore Twine, the wealthiest collector in all the realms. He had found fame and spread his name far and wide across all of Alimane and the dense jungle lands of Alg.

      But all without her.

      The thought made his heart ache. They had been soul mates, spun together to perfection like the notes of a Tritan symphony. Even as a child, he understood how precious a thing they had. And how precious a thing he had lost.

      I should never have left her, Haliden told himself. For turns he had shouldered the blame for what happened. After all, he had been the one to throw the punch when he found her father leaning over her frail and naked body. He had been the one to break the man’s jaw even after the lout nearly bit off his thumb in a blind rage.

      “The man’s a beast,” Haliden’s father had told him after the locals dragged Trenner Fren off to the cells at the base of the tower. “He deserved what you gave him and more, but I won’t have you fanning his rage any further. It will only end bad for all of us.”

      Haliden pushed aside his anger and stared up at the tower. He still remembered the day he first kissed Ember atop its crown: the golden sunset, the quarrel birds buzzing in the distant pines, the smell of Ember’s breath: peaches and strawberry; the smell of her perfume: roses and bilberry sage. Her lips had been so soft, her touch gentle. How I miss those moments.

      “You are my brother, Hal,” she whispered to him. “My friend and protector. To the hells with them all. You are my love.”

      And how he loved her. Deeper than anyone or anything he had ever known. But her father always stood in the way.

      Haliden wondered what had become of the lout. Probably drank himself into the Cistern, he thought as Instar nickered beneath him. Or awoke with a dagger in his gut. He hoped it was the latter, but life had a way of keeping the vile alive far longer than the just. More than likely the man was a cripple now, in the care of some poor bastard who slaved over him day and night, spooning his meals into his twitching, dribbling maw.

      Best he’s dead, Haliden told himself as they approached the entrance. If the old bastard wasn’t, he might just have to pay him a visit.

      There was a sudden hiss as an arrow slammed into the dirt beside them.

      “The wall’s closed, traveler!”

      Haliden looked up. A figure stood silhouetted against the ash-gray sky, a bow in hand.

      “My name’s Stroke,” Haliden shouted. “My father was Briar Stroke. We lived on the second band beside the crone Dasden Woe.”

      The figure notched another arrow. “Stroke’s been gone for the past six turns. Exiled for murder.” He drew back and took aim. “Still wish to keep your claim?”

      Two more figures took up positions on either side of him, both armed with crossbows.

      “I know nothing of murder or exile,” Haliden replied. “I was sent to apprentice in Delorous twenty-five turns ago and have heard of no trouble since.”

      “Your father was a wretch and a coward,” the watchman shouted. “And if the rumors are true, he rots in the ground beyond that there forest. Now be off before I plant this arrow between your eyes.”

      Haliden’s heart sank. Murder? That can’t be. It can’t.

      “Does Ember Fren still live here?” he asked.

      “And what if she does, lout? Come to finish what your old man started?”

      This is madness, Haliden thought. Why would Father wish to harm anyone?

      “Let me speak with her,” he demanded.

      One of the watchmen stepped aside as a new figure stepped up to the rampart.

      “You know this one?” the man asked.

      “Perhaps once,” a female voice said.

      Haliden’s heart soared. Ember!

      The woman studied him for a few moments. “But the Haliden I knew died long ago. As did his father. But if you say you are him, than you can answer for his crimes.”

      There was a loud thud, followed by a slow wooden groan as Moss Town’s two enormous oak doors slowly opened.

      Instar took a few steps back, her eyes widening as a dozen bowmen surrounded them.

      “Welcome home, Hal,” Ember said as a man pulled Haliden from his saddle. “Our headsman will be glad to meet you on the morrow.”
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      The words came to him as they always did.

      If you want me, I’ll be at world’s end… when the fire comes. But if you love me, you’ll die elsewhere, Haliden. Alone…

      He awoke with a start, sweat dripping down his forehead.

      The darkness remained unchanged, pitch black as only the mad should know. He sat up as a gentle, moist breeze rushed through the dark. It was the only reminder he was still alive.

      Somewhere beyond the darkness, muffled voices conversed in hushed tones.

      “Perhaps he can be of use…” a man said.

      “No others will go—”

      “I say leave him to Wend,” a voice interrupted. “He’s been itching for a new throat to cut.”

      Haliden tilted his head back and screamed: “This is insanity! You act as if the Breath isn’t nearly upon us!”

      They had put him in Jacquil’s Pit, the same black cells where thieves and rapists were sent to die. He had heard stories of it in his youth: a dungeon hewn into the rock basin beneath the Cistern. But he never thought he would see its black corridors.

      Haliden pounded his fist against the cell door. “If you wish to gift yourself to the Breath, fine! I have no quarrel here,” he shouted. “But let me ride! Let me make my run for the Block!”

      It had been like this for calls, sitting, waiting, listening as darkness twisted his every thought and sense.

      The fire still comes! Are they all so willing to die?

      From his best guess, they were only a few day’s ride ahead of it. If they didn’t leave soon, both he and Instar would be ash.

      Instar!

      He stood, his fists clenched. “My garron!” he shouted, pounding on the door. ”What have you done with her?”

      “She’s fine, dog,” a voice replied. “Fed and bedded. But as to how you came upon such a beast is a question Wend will have you answer on the block.”

      Haliden slid to the floor, defeated. “She’s mine! A gift from Red Bartle himself!”

      “A garron strider… rarest horse in all the land, in all the world?” the voice laughed. “And you say the Red Bartle parted with it?” The man huffed. “I say you’re a thieving bastard. I say you cut the throat of the poor sod who owned her and took her for yourself.”

      Haliden shook his head. “Send a bird. They’ll tell you I speak true.” But even as the words left his lips, he knew it was folly. No bird would return from the Vale. It was at least a fortnight away on horseback and probably three days as the crow flies. And why would a thieving pirate care about the fate of a washed up artist?

      “Just go to sleep in that there black hole,” the man said. “On the morrow we’ll get the truth of things, one way or another.”
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        * * *

      

      If you want me, I’ll be at world’s end when the fire comes. But if you love me, you’ll die elsewhere. Alone…

      Haliden sat up and coughed. The air in the cell was acrid, filled with the scent of burnt pine and oak. He rubbed his eyes and slapped his cheeks. The dream still held him, the same nightmare he encountered every night: Milane riding off as her belongings lay heaped and burning before their home.

      “Keep the ash, Haliden,” she told him. “Keep it as a reminder of what our love once was, and what it’s become.”

      “Why don’t you just finish whatever you plan to do with me!” he cried to his jailers. “We’ll all be dead soon enough, anyhow!”

      “And why should we do you any favors?”

      Haliden sat up, his heart in his throat. “Who’s there?”

      “Someone who has known sorrow for many turns.” It was a woman’s voice. A familiar voice. “Someone who was abandoned in this town and forgotten.”

      Haliden’s heart stopped. “Ember?”

      A fist suddenly struck him in the face, knocking him to the floor. As he lay spitting up blood, a spark ignited a torch.

      “Why come here, Stroke?”

      She stood above him, her face bathed in dancing torchlight.

      Haliden wiped his bloody nose on the back of his hand. The little girl he had once loved was all grown up now. Her face was smooth and free of acne, her once long hair streaked with gray and short.

      “I came for my father,” he said. “To bring him with me to the Block.” One of his teeth wobbled as he probed it with his tongue.

      “You shouldn’t have returned,” Ember said. “This place isn’t what it once was. And neither am I.”

      “You still got your swing, though,” Haliden said with a halfhearted laugh.

      Ember made no reply.

      “Where’s my father?”

      Ember sighed. “Don’t play the fool. Your head is almost on the chopping block.”

      “So indulge me then. Where is he?”

      “Where all those go when they are exiled.”

      Haliden’s expression hardened. “But what happened?”

      “You really don’t know, do you?”

      Haliden shook his head.,

      “He was exiled for murder. The murder of my father.”

      Haliden swallowed. “That can’t be. The man wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      Ember’s eyes trembled. “He found Father with me.”

      Haliden stared at her. “What?”

      “You know what. Don’t play the fool. You knew what that animal was.”

      Haliden’s heart sank.

      “He should have just left us.”

      Haliden shook his head. “I came home to make peace with my life. And now I find this?”

      “Why did you leave me?” she asked.

      Haliden’s mouth went dry. It was a question he had asked himself many times over the turns. And I still don’t have an answer, he thought.

      “I didn’t want to,” he lied. “My father knew about us. He sent me to Delorous and forbid me to return until I was of age.”

      She slapped him, knocking out his loose tooth.

      “For fuck’s sake, woman!”

      “You were a man then!” she shouted. “You could have stood for me.” Another tear trembled at the corner of her eye, but she wiped it before it could fall.

      “You left me here, bound to my father! Bound to that monster for all the town to see. No one cared for me. No one except your father. But even that wasn’t enough.” Ember stared into the flame, her eyes reflecting hellfire.

      “He drove a blade into Papa’s heart,” she finally said. “He died so fast I don’t even think he knew why.” She stared at the torch as memories coiled behind her trembling, blue eyes.

      “It was a gift, I suppose. But a gift that left me nothing but shame after they cast him out.” Her hand tightened around the candle, crushing the soft wax as the flame danced above her flesh. “I lost two fathers that day, Haliden. One a bastard, and one a murderer.” The candle guttered out, bathing them in darkness.

      Haliden blinked as the flame faded from his vision.

      “I meant to return,” he said. “Once. But things just didn’t work out that way.”

      Cloth rustled as Ember moved about in the dark. Moments later, the door opened, flooding the cell with blinding torchlight.

      Haliden squinted as Ember looked down at him.

      “Don’t end it like this,” he said. “Please.”

      “It ended between us long ago, Haliden Stroke.” And with that, she turned and slammed the door behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Haliden couldn’t say how long it had been since she left him there in the dark. But the acrid odor of burning pine and oak was growing stronger. And closer. Much closer.

      “Take my head you fucking louts!” he cried in the dark. ”What are you waiting for? Be done with it so I can be off already!”

      But they never came. Seconds melted into turns and turns into calls. Moldy bread and what might have once passed for water were occasionally pushed through an opening at the bottom of the door. He ate, he shit, he pissed. And when he was through, he stared into darkness.

      But then one day the cell door opened. In a flurry of motion, he was lifted onto his feet and marched behind a guard who stank of onions and garlic. As they neared the surface, the air grew thick with smoke and fluttering ash.

      “Is it close?” Haliden asked.

      “What do you care, artist?”

      Gray light washed into the tunnel, forcing both men to squint.

      “Wend will see you off long before the fire gets here.”

      Haliden took in a deep breath. The air was hot and alive, the ash a ghostly blizzard coating every inch of the basin.

      There’s no time left, he thought. They’ve already killed me. Why bother with the ax?

      “Put him down and be quick, Wend,” a voice said several footfalls to Haliden’s left.

      A hand grabbed Haliden’s shoulder and forced him onto his knees before a bloodstained rock.

      “Is this Moss Town justice now?” Haliden shouted. “Punish the son for his father’s sins?”

      A hand thrust his face down onto the rock.

      “Moss Town don’t suffer murderers, nor their offspring,” the garlic-breathed man whispered. “Just or not, the ax still falls.”

      The villagers lined the edge of every band, watching silently from in front of their homes and shops. Haliden stared back at them, searching for familiar faces. But there were none. Only pale and frightened ghosts.

      This is not my home, he thought. Not anymore.

      “Haliden Stroke,” Wend shouted. “You’ve been accosted for your father’s crime, murder of Trenner Fren, cut down unarmed on the fifth of Strayweather. The shame has touched us all and the name must be cleansed. This is the law here. What say you of this charge?”

      Haliden turned so he could see the axman. “I say you’re all fucking fools! I had nothing to do with my father’s so-called crime, if that’s what you’re all even calling it. I came here willingly, a son returning home to say farewell. A son who chose to make his run. And this is my fucking welcome?” He spat at Wend’s feet. “Get on with it and end my sorrow. Just don’t harm my horse.”

      Silence fell upon the platform. Haliden closed his eyes and pressed his chin against the cold stone. Cut me well, fool, else I’ll haunt you till the end of time.

      “For the love of the gods, be merciful!” someone cried.

      This triggered a murmur amongst the villagers. Soon more voices joined in.

      “Mercy! Mercy for his run!” another voice shouted.

      “Let him take up the charge!”

      “Mercy!”

      Haliden looked up at the surrounding bands. Women were pleading with their men to intervene, as children and the elderly shouted for mercy.

      Wend raised the ax.

      Some of the villagers stepped forward, their eyes whispering of violence.

      “Do it Wend!” Haliden shouted. “Send me ahead so I can prepare for you!”

      The sky transformed from a dull gray into a sea of glowing crimson. Waves of heat and ash blasted into the basin, bringing with it whispers of what was to come.

      “What do you say, Wend?” Haliden shouted. “Shall we dance your bloody step or will you let me make a final run?

      The headsman hesitated, the ax trembling above his shoulder. Several men approached, various weapons dangling at their sides

      “Get on with it!” Haliden shouted.

      Wend turned to an armor-clad man standing beside him.

      The haggard knight raised his hand. “Silence! All of you!”

      The approaching men halted as a hush fell upon the basin.

      “Get him up,” the armored man shouted.

      Wend lowered his ax and lifted Haliden to his feet.

      The armored man stared at him for a time. He was clad in rusted, mismatched Algian plate mail, an enormous black beard hanging down over his dented chest plate. “You wish to finish your run?”

      “It’s my right,” Haliden replied. “As it was for runners of old.”

      The knight approached Haliden. He was taller than the most of the villagers, and his brown eyes betrayed the power and confidence of the high-born.

      “You don’t remember me, do you Stroke?”

      “I’m afraid I haven’t had the pleasure,” Haliden replied. But as he looked deep into the knight’s eyes, past the many hard turns that had prematurely aged his hard, suntanned flesh, a strange familiarity began to arise. “Who are you?”

      The knight laughed. “Come now, Stroke… we ran together about the basin as children, dreamt of climbing the Tower, plucked connes from the forest floor. None of this you remember?”

      Haliden stared deeper into his eyes. I played with Joseph Seft, he thought. But that boy had been far shorter, nearly a dwarf, and pox scarred from head to toe. And there was Ramaden Woodcutter. But he walked with a gimp and had eyes as green as oak leaves.

      Then it hit him. The eyes. They pierced the soul. By the gods, how did I not see?

      “Proust? Proust Aswan? But you… you were lost. Fishing the Acid with your father.”

      Memories came rushing back, laughter and adventure long since faded by time. He saw the boy clearly now: tall and gangly, the oldest and most mature of Haliden’s childhood friends. He had also been the first to apprentice with Denway Calman, first shipmate aboard the famous whaler, Cardac Gamble.

      “Indeed, that boy was lost,” Proust said. “But he rose again, plucked from the sea by those of fin and flesh and brought home in the belly of a laxore

      “But you, Stroke… come home atop a garron strider prattling on about your innocence even as your father’s victim cools beneath the soil.” He stepped closer. “Why did you really come here, when you know a son must answer for his father’s crimes?”

      Haliden sighed. “A son must first know of these so-called crimes. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Proust huffed. “Birds were sent… as is our way. But there were no replies.” He looked to Wend’s ax with its razor-sharp edge. “If you had only come home and made reparations for the crime, your name would be clean.”

      “My name is clean!” Haliden shouted.

      Proust unsheathed his sword. The steel was pitted and burnished, but its edge glinted in the waning light.

      The knight held it up before Haliden. “After the shark riders plucked me from the Acid, I spent ten turns in their care, learning their ways, even rising so far as to become a pod master.” He rotated the pitted blade, examining its edge. “This was given to me by the Grey Rider, leader of the southern clans. A prize for hunting down a shark poacher who had roamed his sea for nigh on three turns.”

      Haliden shrugged. “And your point?”

      Proust pressed the tip against Haliden’s throat. “That poacher was my father. The same howling fool who plagued the Grey Rider’s seas for nigh on three turns.”

      Haliden’s heart sank. “He survived?”

      Proust shook his head. “The man, but not my father. Whoever rescued him would have done best to put a harpoon through his heart.” He looked down at the blade, his expression as cold as the burnished steel. “Do you know what I did when we caught him?”

      Haliden could feel the tip digging deeper into his flesh. “No.”

      “I took his head off. My father… the same man who raised and nurtured me. Who pushed me to be more than a whaler’s son. You see, Stroke, justice is a delicate thing. It must be protected and upheld… even when it hurts.”

      Haliden stood silent, his heart pounding in his throat.

      Proust laughed. “No words, eh? Perhaps you understand then.” He turned to a group of men standing at the edge of the platform. “Bring it up!”

      The men ran over to a canvas covered wagon and rolled it up a wooden ramp onto the platform.

      “Go on,” Proust said. “Uncover it.”

      Haliden hesitantly took hold of the brown canvas and tore it free.

      By the gods!

      A garna-barra chamber sat nestled inside the wagon. Its smooth, oval surface was dented and scratched and a rust line marked where its ancient crusher seal had been. Haliden marveled at its design. It wasn’t the largest garna-barra he had ever seen, but such a thing would still be prized amongst any collector.

      But how did they acquire such a thing? he wondered. A minor garna-barra such as this could fetch at least twenty thousand coinage on the Ixian black market. That was more wealth than all of Moss Town combined.

      “Judging by your expression, you understand what this is,” Proust said, smiling.

      Haliden nodded. “How did you get it?”

      “Like anything else: sweat and gold.” He ran a hand across its smooth, Tritan steel surface. “Gold trickled into a vault by three generations of hardworking Moss Town folk. And all in preparation for that…” He pointed to the top of the basin where the fire’s glow flickered above the surrounding pines.

      Haliden felt a sudden chill tickle his spine. Why show me this? A garna-barra was no trinket to be paraded about; men fought and died over such treasures. The wealth and knowledge of an entire village could be stowed in such a device, protected against all threats. Most especially the Breath.

      “You say you want your innocence,” Proust said. “You say you just want to finish your run. I can give you both, artist. But there’s a price.”

      Haliden stared at the man. They’re preparing to gift themselves! By the gods, the entire village?

      “It’s your venermin, isn’t it?”

      Proust nodded.

      Most larger villages had one: a container or hideaway in which the records of its people, culture, crops, crimes, and laws could be kept in times of danger. Generations of history protected and stored for the day Dracon’s Breath returned.

      But someone has to deliver it to the Block, Haliden thought. A tradition upheld since the time of Bren Pelimin, the very first runner and architect of the Block.

      “You will be our runner,” Proust said. “An honor wasted on a godless dreg such as yourself. But there are none here who wish to leave family and friends behind.”

      Haliden swallowed. It was more than a hundred leagues to the Block. And that was on horseback, unhindered by a wagon weighed heavy with a priceless, five hundred pound garna-barra.

      “Best your man Wend here just chop my head off,” Haliden said. “Any man who thinks he can outrun the Breath chained to that is dead already.”

      Wend grabbed Haliden and thrust him back onto the rock. “He’s as worthless as his paintings! Let’s just send him on his way and find another.”

      Proust knelt beside Haliden. “We must keep law here, Stroke. Is Wend right? Are you as cowardly as your father?”

      Haliden groaned as Wend pressed his face against the rock’s bloodstained surface. “My father… was no coward! If he stuck a blade in that monster… he did us a service. One I… would gladly do myself!” He looked up then and met Ember’s eyes. She stood not more than ten footfalls away, her expression distant and cold.

      “Did my father so wrong you, Ember? Did he not free you from turns of torment and abuse?”

      Ember stood silent, her eyes trembling.

      “You know I would have done the same. For you and no other, I would have killed that bastard!”

      Ember suddenly rushed forward and knocked Wend onto the ground.

      “Let him run!” she shouted.

      Wend scrambled onto his feet, his face red. “I knew you would go fluttering back to him.”

      “He’s mine to deal with now, Wend!”

      The axeman frowned. “His own blood murdered your father! Does that mean nothing to you?”

      “Go back to your logs,” Ember said. “Today your ax tastes sap and nothing more.”

      Wend turned to Proust and huffed. “So the fire dissolves our laws as well, eh?”

      “You’re excused,” Proust said.

      The axeman grumbled to himself as he marched off into the basin.

      Proust turned to Ember. “He runs, Ember. And if he doesn’t, it’s on your head. Understood?”

      She nodded.

      “Very well. Make sure he is ready to go on the morrow.”

      When they were finally alone, she turned to Haliden and sighed. “You are more trouble than you’re worth.”

      Haliden laughed. “Trouble is all that’s left to us now.” He stood and brushed himself off. “So… what’s next?”

      Ember took a deep breath. “You’re my responsibility. And there’s only one place I can take you.”

      Haliden smiled. “Lead the way.”
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      Ember came loud as Haliden thrust deep inside her.

      “You’re mine now,” she whispered, her breath warm against his chest. “And this time I’ll never let you go.” She moaned, her lips parting to reveal the whites of her teeth. “Fuck me, Haliden.”

      Haliden obliged, thrusting harder and faster.

      She pressed his hand against her breasts. “By the gods… I’ve missed you.”

      He held her tight, the closeness of her breath exciting him, until he, too, finally came inside her.

      She kissed him long and passionately, her hair dancing across his chest like a hundred little fingers.

      “Every woman I’ve known stood in your shadow,” he whispered. Hearing himself speak the words aloud somehow made it all the more true.

      When they were done, she lay silent beside him, tracing a heart across his stomach with her finger.

      “Why didn’t you ever come back?” she finally asked.

      Haliden tensed. He had dreaded this moment since he first spotted her atop the wall.

      “I lost myself, I guess. To the world, to my work. I built a name and rode the tide of fame until…”

      “Until it washed you back here.”

      Haliden sighed as he looked down at her. Her gray-streaked hair lay across his thighs as her warm breath danced across his chest. She smelled of sweat and honey, and her skin was as soft as silk.

      I should have returned to you, he thought. I should have been the one to drive the dagger into that lout’s heart. But he hadn’t and there was no changing that now.

      He suddenly thought of his father. What had it been like for him, losing his only son? Perhaps a part of him wanted me to go, he told himself, to protect him from what had to be done.

      By the gods, I miss you, Father. He wondered where he lay now. Strewn across some bramble field, his sun bleached bones covered in a layer of ash? Or perhaps at the bottom of some ravine, broken and lost amongst the rocks?

      Ember took his hand and smiled. “They can’t hurt you now. You know that, right?”

      “I’m not worried about that.”

      By vouching for him, she had claimed his burden. But his shame would be hers as well now. Perhaps its best the fire approaches, he told himself. Otherwise they would both be ostracized and hated.

      “Don’t ever leave me again,” she whispered. “There will be another who can make the run. Let yours end here. With me. At home.”

      Haliden sighed. Home. The word twisted a blade in his gut. He hadn’t known such a place for a long time. Not since Milane rode off into the ashen night.

      “It’s your religion, Ember, not mine,” he said. “No righteous god would send fire as a gift to us.”

      Ember’s expression saddened. “Why do you deny everything we’ve ever been taught?”

      “Because no god or demon told me it was so. Only drunken Bren, may the gods rest his soul.” Haliden hadn’t thought of the firewalker in some time. He had been Moss Town’s preacher for almost thirty turns. Until he lit himself on fire for the love of a woman, that is, Haliden thought.

      “He was our walker. Our savior.”

      Haliden laughed. “He was no savior, cousin. He was an insane drunk. The sooner you realize that, the sooner you’ll leave this place.”

      Ember sat up. “I won’t ever run. Dracon chose our generation to gift, and I will accept the honor.” She stared at him, her eyes cold and emotionless. “And so will you. If you value your head.”
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        * * *

      

      Dawn arrived slow and sad, its golden wash muted by cloud cover and ash.

      Haliden slowly awoke. His bruised body ached as he rolled onto his side. He had been dreaming of Milane again. But a voice woke him before she could leave again.

      “We are here, Dracon!” the voice sang. “We stand proud before your breath. We gift ourselves to the light! Thank you, almighty Dracon, for your honor, for your glory!”

      Haliden stepped from Ember’s tiny rock home and listened as the words echoed across the basin.

      “That’s Aldridge Thren,” a voice said from behind him.

      Haliden turned. Ember stood in the doorway. She was dressed in leather breeches and a crimson tunic, her gray-streaked hair flowing down her right shoulder.

      “He was the first to spot the fire and has refused to leave the tower ever since.”

      Haliden shielded his eyes as he gazed up at the tower’s crown. The man stood silent between two crenellations, his gaze fixed south.

      Toward the fire.

      “So where does he shit?” Haliden joked.

      “He sleeps and takes all his meals up there,” Ember said. “It’s was once a great honor, to be watcher.”

      “But why watch for something when you know it’s already here?”

      Ember sighed. “Come… I want to show you something.”

      “What is it?”

      She touched his arm. You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      The jailer’s tunnel wound deep into the limestone basin, a smooth, wormlike tube carved by countless turns of flooding.

      Haliden ran his hands along the walls as Ember’s torch shimmered before him. “How far down is it?”

      “Frightened of the dark, are we?”

      “This kind of dark, yes.”

      She laughed. “That’s why I always loved this place. No one could ever find me here. Not even father.”

      Haliden coughed as smoke from her torch wafted into his lungs. They had been walking for almost a call, and the walls were beginning to close in around him. “Woman, my legs ache. Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.” After a few more twists and turns, she ducked through a small hole on the right side of the tunnel. Haliden followed her, scrambling on hands and knees until the tunnel finally opened into a vast, cathedral-like chamber.

      “By the gods!”

      The ceiling arched overhead like a starless night sky.

      “No one knows of this place but you?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      The walls were flat and polished like marble, stretching at least a hundred footfalls into the darkness above.

      “But what is it?”

      “A venermin—the entire vault,” she said. “And it’s mine.”

      Haliden stood dumbfounded. Such a place was of immeasurable value, a prize few kings could even boast of.

      “I found it a turn after you left,” she said. “Father took to one of his moods so I ran. Past Wend. Past the jailer. No torch… nothing. And when I could run no more, I lay down and cried in the dark. And that’s when it happened. “

      “What?”

      Ember stepped into the center of the room and smiled. “This.”

      She clapped her hands and hundreds of torches burst to life.

      Haliden’s eyes widened as the flames bathed the chamber in an eerie blue light.

      “This can’t be!” he breathed. In all the realms, all the continents he’d visited, he had never witnessed such beauty. Intricate murals covered every inch of the vast ceiling: depictions of forgotten battles and empires; the Breath itself, roiling across an ashen plain in all its fiery glory.

      “Watch this,” Ember said. She knelt down and lifted a small brass ring from the floor. Seconds later, a loud rumbling filled the chamber.

      Haliden stepped back as the floor rose beneath her. “Ember!” he shouted. But it was too late. The house sized block had already carried her at least twenty footfalls toward the ceiling.

      “Ember?”

      When it stopped, there was a loud boom. Moments later, a door opened in the side of the obelisk and out stepped Ember.

      “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” Haliden cried.

      ”Come,” she said. “I have a gift for you.”
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        * * *

      

      The garna-barra was immense, wrought from solid Tritan steel.

      Nothing could harm this, Haliden thought as he ran a hand across one of its meridium-speckled walls. Not the Breath… not even the end of our world.

      Dozens of iron shelves stood in the center of the chamber, each containing various mechanical oddities: a spherical representations of Retrac Daor with the sun and stars positioned around it on rotating bars, a metal bow with a brass scope mounted near the arrow shelf, a five-footfall silver harp with gold strings and six pedals mounted at its base. And paintings. Paintings of every of kind and shape stacked six layers deep against the impregnable walls.

      I never dared to think I would see such beauty, Haliden thought as he thumbed through the many frames. There were papyrus sketches, oil on canvas paintings, and charcoal sketches. There was even a set of ornate, amber panels that might have once adorned some lord’s castle. Every style and medium Haliden had ever known was represented. Including a few he had only read about.

      Ember gestured toward hundreds of small chests locked with cage-like, Tritan crusher seals. “Amazing, isn’t it?” she said. “I’ve only been able to open a handful. But you should see what I found inside.”

      “You do know what you’ve found, right?”

      “Moss Town’s first venermin,” she replied as she reached into a chest and withdrew a fistful of gold coins. “Moss Town’s ancient heart, forgotten and lost… until now.”

      “There’s enough here to buy sanctuary for the entire town,” he said as he stared at the coins. They were stamped with portraits of Alimane’s first ruler, Hendri Galindo. The Gold King. The very same king who’s mines opened the Wound a thousand turns earlier.

      Ember took his hand. “Choose something—anything—and it’s yours.”

      Haliden turned to her. It wasn’t gold or trinkets he sought. He wanted the Block. And Milane. But if he could take one thing, he knew what it would be.

      “You,” he said. “Join my run.”

      Her smile quickly faded. “This is my home. I can’t run when it needs me most.”

      “Needs you most? What about when you needed it? Did anyone put a stop to your father when he beat you to an inch of death? Did anyone refuse to give him drink whenever he staggered into the Swaying Pine? No! So take whatever you can carry from here and join me. Leave this madness behind.”

      “Is it so mad to follow one’s faith?”

      “I have no faith. Not after the things I’ve seen.” He put his hands on her shoulders. “Those damn zealots out there are burning anyone they find. Even those preparing to gift.”

      “So then I will face them with or without you.”

      Haliden lowered his head and sighed. She was as stubborn as she had been twenty-five turns earlier.

      He thought of their final climb to the top of the tower. Clouds had been gathering over the basin, distant thunder whispering of a storm’s approach.

      The storm of my life, he thought.

      They made love that day, even as rain hammered their backs and lightning streaked across the sky. And when they were done, when the passion transformed into the calm that only true lovers know, Haliden showed her the letter.

      “What is this?” she asked, her eyes trembling.

      “My letter of credence. To be presented to my teacher upon arrival in Alg.”

      She stared at him. The love that had once emanated from those beautiful green eyes was suddenly replaced by envy. And anger.

      “So this is it?” he asked when her silence became too much to bear. “This is how we part?”

      “You promised you would never leave me!”

      “I would stay here forever if I could. You know that. But it’s done. If I forfeit my passage now, my father will loose everything.”

      He could still remember the sadness and anger emanating from her eyes. He had betrayed her and she would never forgive him.

      “Stay with me,” she pleaded. “Here, beneath the stars. If not forever, then for just one last night.”

      And he had. Even as thunder and lightning crackled around them.

      He approached Ember. In the eerie blue light she looked as she had in the tower all those turns ago: strong, untamed, beautiful beyond measure.

      He took her in his arms. “Come with me… tonight,” he whispered. “Just us.”

      Ember stared at him, her eyes trembling. “You know I can’t.”

      “Please, Ember.”

      She ran a hand lovingly down his weatherworn cheek. “You remember that night in the tower?”

      Haliden nodded. “Of course.”

      “Stay with me, then. Here, where the world can’t touch us.”

      She kissed him, her lips brushing across his as they shared the same breath. He felt alive for the first time in turns. Inspired.

      I’m home, he thought as she pulled him down atop a pile of moldering tapestries. Moss Town, Ember… they were the missing pieces he had sought all these turns. He realized that now.

      But like everything else in Alimane, they wouldn’t last. Nothing could anymore.
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      Haliden pulled the Tritan bowstring to his cheek, his arms trembling. When he reached full draw, the tension dispersed throughout the strange pulley system at either end, enabling his muscles to relax.

      Men would kill for such a weapon, he thought as he pressed his eye to the brass scope mounted against the bow’s grip. Crosshairs had been etched onto its optics, and they fell on a tree several hundred yards downwind.

      “Do you see it?” Ember whispered. “It’s on the tallest of the three pines beside the brook.”

      “I see hundreds of pines. What am I looking for?” But then a patch of color flashed past the crosshairs and he stopped. It was Ember’s scarf, rough woven and bright red. As he locked onto it, the Tritan scope zoomed in and brought the object into perfect focus.

      Absolutely amazing, he thought.

      Ember stepped behind him. When she spoke, her lips brushed against his ear. “Now do you see the pin in its center, the brass heart?”

      Haliden nodded. It was a rusted trinket of little value. Yet somehow it seemed familiar.

      “Align it with the crosshairs.”

      Haliden took a shallow breath and steadied his arms. He felt at one with the bow, locked and unwavering. It’s as if it knows my every move before I even make it, he thought as the crosshairs hovered over the scarf. “This is a wonder!” he blurted.

      “It’s a Tritan grimwa,” Ember said. “Someone’s passage into adulthood on the metal island. There are no others of its kind in all of Retrac Daor.”

      Haliden held his breath. His muscles were locked in place, the beating of his heart the only movement disturbing his body.

      “See it,” she whispered. “Feel the target and let the bow do the rest.”

      Haliden stared at the scarf, it’s faded fabric blowing in the ashy breeze.

      “Ready?”

      He nodded ever so slightly and released.

      The arrow whipped through the air, slicing through both the scarf and pendant before vanishing into the tree.

      “By the gods,” he breathed.

      “No. Not the gods,” Ember said. “Tritan. And it’s yours now.”

      “I can’t take this, Am. My talents are with brush and paint. Not a bow.”

      “Well now you’ll learn a new talent.” She ran a hand down his cheek. “Paint your masterpiece, Haliden. With the blood of those who would watch your home burn.”

      “My home will burn with or without me.”

      She tore the bow from his grasp. “Go back to your little brushes then, if that’s what you want!”

      “That’s not what I mea—”

      “You’re a bastard, Stroke!” she shouted. “A spineless bastard.”

      “Ember!” he cried after her. But she was already halfway to the wall.

      He stood silent, staring at the crimson horizon. Such a damn stubborn woman, he thought. In their youth, it had been the same. No matter what they did, it was her way or nothing.

      He shook his head and turned toward the forest. The scarf was still stuck to the tree, its tattered edges flickering in the breeze. He approached it. It was a pretty thing,; Algian silk dyed a deep crimson. Far too rare and expensive a gift to leave bound to a tree.

      He knelt down and untied it. The arrow had cut a half-inch hole directly through it. He quickly pocketed it and circled the great pine. On the opposite side, there was a tiny exit hole. But no sign of the arrow.

      That’s impossible, he thought. The draw couldn’t have been more than fifty pounds.

      But when he approached the moss and lichen covered boulders lying a few hundred footfalls behind the great pine, his heart stopped.

      “By the gods…”

      For there, buried in a rock up to its fletching, was his arrow.
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        * * *

      

      By noon, the sun had broken through the ash clouds, its golden rays washing across the basin like a warm tide.

      Haliden sighed as he watched the sullen villagers sweep ash from their moss-covered hovels. Do they even realize what’s about to happen? he wondered.

      The town’s four bands completely encircled the ancient watchtower. Each was four hundred footfalls wide with its own inns, hovels, and family history. The first band, closest to the wall, was known as Rinker’s Band. It was where the mayor and other wealthy Moss Town residents lived. Beneath that stood Calamane Way, named after the wife of Moss Town’s first watcher, Dresdin Ruck. This was the market district and the most crowded of the four levels. It had also been Haliden’s home. But much had changed over the turns. The blacksmith and two carpenters he remembered from his youth were long gone, and many of its shops and stalls were either boarded up or burnt out.

      The third band was known as Mold Town, named for the limestone mushroom tunnels that branched off into the basin’s inner walls. The tiny caps and stems had been a Moss Town staple for generations. But now two of the three tunnels were sealed off.

      The fourth and lowest level was simply known as the Band. None lived here, save for rats and the occasional beggar. It was where the basin’s runoff converged before vanishing into the Cistern, which was hidden deep beneath the tower.

      When Haliden was a boy he had played there often, raising vast armies of stick men from the gathered detritus collected atop the cistern grate. But now it was choked with so much debris, water had flooded most of the level.

      As the day dragged on, Haliden returned to Calamane Way and took a seat atop what remained of his home. He wanted to go to Ember, but she hadn’t spoken a word to him since the forest.

      I must see Instar, he thought. She was his only friend now.

      “Is it all you remembered, artist?”

      Haliden looked up. Proust stood above him, his armor as dull and weatherworn as his bearded face.

      “It’s a shade of what it once was,” Haliden replied.

      Proust stared at him, his eyes cold and distant. “You are Ember’s now. She saw fit to throw that in my face. Yet she shuns you? Why?”

      Haliden laughed. “Why does water flow? Why do birds fly? Because that is what women do, my steel-clad friend.”

      “I’m not your friend, artist. You and your like are cowards. Bugs who’d sooner run before the Breath than embrace it. But I’ve need of such bugs now, so I ask you… how much sugar must I lay before the ant to get him to obey?”

      Haliden laughed. “I’ve all the sugar I’ll ever need, knight.”

      “Then what will it take? Gold? Steel? A woman? A boy?”

      “A blade on my shoulder, perhaps,” Haliden joked. “Or lands beyond the basin. What could you offer me to willingly commit suicide?”

      “I offer you our lives, Stroke. Our knowledge and achievements. Our history. I offer you nearly five generations of Moss Town, all scrawled and stored in that metal box.”

      “That is not a gift I want,” Haliden replied. “What of the others here? None will forsake burning death to save your souls?”

      “It is a great honor, to gift oneself to the fire. To forsake it… well, for most, it’s unthinkable.”

      Haliden looked at the knight curiously. “How about you, Proust? Are you a believer?”

      “I believe in duty and honor. To most, such things are irrelevant, especially before the fire. But I am a man of the Watkarian. It’s not for me to believe or judge… only to protect.”

      “Protect them then!” Haliden pleaded. “Tell them to flee this place for the Block.”

      Proust shook his head. “This is my home as much as theirs, artist. If they wish to gift, then it is my duty to see them off. All of them.”

      “You’re a fool then,” Haliden said.

      “The fool is the one who turns from his home, Stroke. His love.” Proust stared across the basin, his tired eyes sad and trembling. “How I hated this place once. A distant outpost buried in an irrelevant forest a million leagues from nothing. But I had my duty… and my love for a woman. And eventually both turned that hate into passion.”

      An eagle swooped down across the basin, its screech echoing across the moss-covered walls.

      “I will die here, artist. What is ash returns to soil. And my Sansa lies in this soil. But go on… make your run on that old garron of yours, if it pleases you. Leave us to our gods and ashes.” He turned to leave, but not before glancing one last time at Haliden. ”Remember us well, artist. Remember all of it. Your memories will be all that remains of this place come the next moon.” And with that, the knight left Haliden alone atop his pile of rubble.
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        * * *

      

      The rider came at dawn. His horse was frothing madly and three arrows protruded from its hind quarters like porcupine quills.

      “Open the bloody gate!” the man cried.

      Proust approached the man as he climbed off his injured horse.

      “What news, Nathanial?”

      The man clutched his knees, exhausted. “Firewalkers!” he gasped.

      “How far?”

      Nathaniel looked up at the knight, spittle still dripping from his lips. He pointed over Proust’s shoulder. “Does that answer your question?”

      The knight turned. Behind him, a flaming arrow protruded from Rinker’s largest inn, the Mossy Cup.

      Haliden ducked as more whistled overhead. Three hit Calamane Way’s rock floor and shattered in a shower of sparks while others plunged into the cistern.

      Men raced about the basin, bows and quivers rattling in trembling hands. Some had castle forged steel, while others wielded homemade clubs and bone daggers.

      Arrows smashed into the stone hovels, igniting some of the thatch and sod rooftops. One of the stables on Calamane Way was already ablaze, its thatch roof a swirling inferno.

      Men and women ran past Haliden with buckets of water in hand. “To the wall, fool!” someone shouted at him. “They’re here!”

      Haliden quickly followed them to Rinker’s band.

      Proust and his men were at the main entrance, barricading it with barrels of wheat and grain scrounged from the surrounding storage sheds.

      A young man standing behind a wagon spotted Haliden and waved him over. “Here!” he shouted. “Help me get this to the gate!”

      Haliden slid down beside him as arrows peppered the area.

      “We need to get this to the gate. On three, okay?”

      Haliden nodded as he struggled to catch his breath.

      The wagon moved fast, thundering over broken arrow shafts and tiny piles of burning cloth.

      “You’re the artist, right?” the boy shouted as they ran.

      Haliden nodded.

      “And this was your home once, yes?”

      Fires burned all around them now—rooftops, stables, people.

      “Yes!” Haliden shouted.

      The man locked eyes with him. “Then act like it, artist! Run if you must… but take the venermin. Take it to the Block so we may live on!” And with that, the wagon slammed against the gate.

      Haliden stood gasping as smoke coiled around him. When he looked up, the man was already gone. But Proust and the others were only a few footfalls away, fortifying the gate with whatever they could find.

      “Artist!” Proust shouted. He tossed him a bow and quiver. “Get up on the wall and paint me a masterpiece. In blood.”

      Haliden looked at the bow. It was the one he’d bought from the fat man and his boy.

      “Shoot anything that moves until you’re out of arrows or dead,” Proust ordered before rejoining the others at the barricade.

      Haliden found an opening and looked at the forest. Tiny fires dotted the treetops, and every now and then shadows popped out from behind cover to loose arrows at the wall.

      A hand pulled him down just as an arrow whipped past his head.

      “Do that again without an arrow notched and I’ll shoot you myself,” an old man beside him said . He was at least eighty, his skin sagging and his back crooked and twisted.

      As Haliden watched, the old man stood and drew back his bow. “Here’s a message from Florin!” he cried, releasing the arrow. Seconds later, a man fell over dead beside a fallen tree below.

      “You’re no stranger to that thing,” Haliden commented as the old man crouched back down.

      “Hunted these woods all my life,” the man said. “Not like you, though. I can tell by them trembling hands.”

      Haliden swallowed. The man was right; he was terrified. He had never killed anything before, not even a deer.

      “Kill or be killed, artist. It’s your choice.”

      His breath held, Haliden stood and gazed at the forest. When he caught a flash of color to his left he quickly drew back the bowstring and fired.

      “Get back down you fool!” the old man cried.

      Haliden ducked just as an arrow exploded against the crenellation.

      “They’re good shots,” the old man laughed. “Real good. Probably taught half of them myself.”

      Haliden looked at him. “You know these people?”

      The man laughed. “There’s firewalkers in us all, sonny. Probably half of them I trained on the bow, one time or another.”

      Haliden shook his head. “They mean to burn the entire basin? Even those Gifting?”

      “You. Me. The children… everything.” He stood and loosed another arrow. “You came up the road, sonny. You saw Ash Port and Ruth Town. Ash and bone. They mean to do the same with us. But I ain’t going out at their hands. Not after waiting eighty-four turns to Gift.” With that said, he stood again and fired, laughing as someone screamed below.

      “Better shoot well, artist. They’ll burn you worse if they get you. A runner… shit, sonny, they’ll crucify you before they put you to the torch.”

      With those words echoing in his head, Haliden stood and fired at the first man he saw.

      By the gods!

      The firewalker staggered out from behind a tree, Haliden’s arrow jutting from his throat.

      “Now that’s more like it, artist!” the old man shouted.

      Haliden slowly slid down behind the crenellation. What in the hells am I doing? he thought as his stomach turned. But then the old man kicked him.

      “It’s us or them now. Got it?”

      Haliden nodded. But inside he was drifting into darkness. A darkness there was no returning from.
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      The envoy approached the gate with arms open, a grin creasing his blackened, raw flesh.

      “I seek a palaver, Moss Town!” the man shouted. He was young, twenty or twenty-five turns at best. Yet he moved with the calm grace of a seasoned dignitary. And as he drew closer, arms raised above his head, he seemed indifferent to the two dozen bowmen staring down at him with arrows fully drawn.

      “Good day to the folks of Moss Town!” he shouted, his voice permeating every inch of the silent basin.

      Haliden watched from between the crenulations. The reprieve was welcome; his fingers were raw and blistered from firing the bow and his inner wrist was covered in throbbing bruises.

      “That’s a fool’s fool right there, son,” the old man huffed beside him. “Brenam Crowt. Used to sing at nightfire with him. A real pious lout, that one. Should have known the embers would ignite his fire when the time came.”

      Proust appeared a few hundred footfalls to Haliden’s left, where the wall rose above the gate. In his dull, weatherworn armor he looked like a statue, defiant and emotionless.

      And exposed, Haliden thought as the knight began to speak.

      “You preach to the choir here, Brenam. Not a soul in Moss Town will make a run.”

      Haliden tensed. None, save for the craven artist crouching a few footfalls to your right.

      “Then why fire upon my brothers?” Brenam shouted, gesturing toward the forest with a grand sweep of his arms. “You should embrace our gift of flame with thankful cries to Dracon. We are his royal vanguard, his watchdogs of mercy and light.”

      The old coot laughed. “Piss poor shots is more like it!”

      Brenam’s smile faded as laughter erupted across the wall. “Do I hear Florin the Fletcher in my midst? I thought those were your orange fletching dotting the forest floor.”

      “Nay,” the old man replied. “Mine be crimson. You’ll find ’em lodged in your friends’ throats.”

      More laughter atop the wall. This time even Proust betrayed a grin.

      Brenam lowered his arms, his smile all but gone. “To your Watkarian… we offer no solace, no reprieve or deals. We are all born of Dracon’s breath and we shall all die in it. So cower and hide… in the end you will burn like all the others.”

      “Try and alter our gift,” Proust shouted, “and you’ll drown in the Mirror. You and all of your brothers. See how you reach father Dracon then, with rock and chain dragging you into the depths.”

      Brenam bowed and turned back to the forest. But not before shouting one last thing. “The Breath is four days away, knight. And none will forsake it. Especially those with a venermin.” And with that, another volley of flaming arrows erupted from the forest.

      Haliden threw himself down as they snapped and splintered against the crenellations. Several bowmen fell from the wall screaming, steel and flame protruding from arms and chests.

      Florin laughed as more streams of fiery death flew overhead. “Still want to run, artist?”

      Haliden turned to the tower, where Aldridge Thren continued to stand his watch.

      Four days, he thought as a flock of pigeons raced past the man’s tiny silhouette. Toward safety. Toward freedom.

      Toward the Block.

      He glanced at the base of the tower. Hidden in its massive shadow, the garna-barra sat useless and unguarded.

      The old man followed his gaze and huffed. “A shame, really. It might have made it, with the right lad at the helm.”

      Haliden sighed. “Is there a way out, old man? If I take your venermin, is there still a way to the Block?”

      Florin smiled. “Talk to Ember, sonny. She holds the answer… down there beneath the basin.”

      Haliden laughed. “Then you know?”

      Florin chuckled. “Not been a generation through here when at least one pup didn’t stumble across that bone.”

      “So why not tell the others?”

      Florin’s grin widened. “Some secrets are just that, artist. Secrets. This godsforsaken world owes us at least one that remains sacred. Right?” And with that, he stood and loosed another arrow into the forest. When he crouched down, though, Haliden noticed something familiar about his weapon. A metallic sheen he’d only seen in one other bow. A Tritan bow.

      The old man followed his gaze and broke into laughter. “Like I said, artist. We all need our secrets, right?”
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        * * *

      

      Ember was crouched down on the western side of the basin wall, a bow and quiver at her side.

      Haliden ducked behind the crenellations and sat down beside her.

      “Still alive, I see,” Ember said. She looked much older now. Her eyes were set in pits of wrinkled shadow, and her fingers were wrapped in bloodstained cheesecloth.

      “Perhaps the gods favor me,” Haliden replied.

      “Your gods are worthless,” Ember said. “Look what they’ve brought to our

      door.”

      Haliden peeked over a crenellation. The forest was still and silent, a few wisps of smoke rising above the canopy. But he had no doubt eyes were watching him.

      “Get your head down,” Ember hissed. “I won’t see another Stroke off to the afterlife.”

      Haliden slid down beside her. “Does this mean you’re speaking to me again?”

      “It’s either that or endure Groodmen’s pathetic prattle.”

      The burly, fur wrapped man beside her grunted. “A fine woman you have here, artist. Too bad her shit comes out both ends.”

      The bowmen within earshot laughed.

      Haliden grinned. “I like these men. Their aim is as true with words as it is with arrows.” He leaned in close to her ear. “Which reminds me… your secret is not as secret as you think.”

      She turned to him. “What are you talking about?”

      “The old one they call Florin,” he whispered. “He wields a Tritan bow twin to your treasure. And he knows of the vault.”

      Ember’s eyes widened. “He told you this?”

      Haliden nodded. “And he knows how to use that thing. Felled a man for every arrow I saw him loose.”

      Ember sat silent for a moment, staring at the tower. She began to laugh. “That sly old codger.”

      “I thought you’d be angry.”

      “He’s been Moss Town’s best hunter for as long as I can remember. Trained half the boys and girls here. Everyone always wondered how he could take a buck clean at double the length of the basin.”

      Haliden glanced at the bowmen standing watch on either side. “You know, with more of those in the right hands we just might drive off your pious neighbors.”

      Ember looked at him incredulously. “What are you saying?”

      Haliden shrugged. “There’s hundreds of chests down there. That’s a lot of possibilities. You let Proust and his men in there and I’ll take the venermin. And anyone who wants to join me. But I need help.”

      “So help yourself. You know where it is. What’s keeping you from ratting to Proust?”

      “I won’t betray you. Offer your secret freely, else it dies with me.”

      Her eyes trembled as she stared at him. “You were mine once,” she said. “I lost you, and a piece of my heart. And now you want me to help you leave again?”

      Haliden took her hand into his. “So leave with me.”

      She looked deep into his eyes. For an instant, Haliden saw a glimmer of hope, of possibilities. But it quickly vanished.

      “I can’t.”

      Silence fell between them for a few heartbeats. Haliden was about to plead with her when she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his.

      And like that they were kids again, the same forbidden fire burning in their hearts. Only now there were no barriers, save for the ones awaiting them outside.

      We’re in the tower again, Haliden thought as she cupped his cheek in her calloused hand. Just us and the sky above. Her lips parted, her tongue dancing across his own. How I loved you then, he thought as she emitted a gentle moan. More than Milane, perhaps. More than anyone.

      “Get a chamber, you two,” Groodmen spat. “My cock hardens and I haven’t a free hand to set it right.”

      They kissed for a few more moments, indifferent to the laughter erupting around them. When they were through, Haliden sat back and stared at the sky. The ash was returning, thicker and darker than ever before.

      Proust crouched before them. “I see you’re still standing, artist. Have you painted my masterpiece yet?”

      Haliden’s chest tightened. He could still hear the dying man’s cry, see the arrow protruding from his throat. I’m a killer now, he thought.

      “I stood by your men, if that’s what you mean.”

      Proust turned to Ember and nodded. “You’ve done well, girl. Better than most of my guard.”

      “Most of your guard are pups,” she said. “You’d do better with the wives below.”

      Proust laughed. “It may just come to that. The louts are preparing a ram.”

      “Maybe we should submit,” Groodmen said. “I know Brenam. He’s a good man. Righteous. He’ll let us Gift once he sees we’re not running.”

      “He’ll burn us all, you craven fool,” Ember spat. “Can’t you see the madness is on them?”

      Proust nodded. “If we open those gates we burn by nightfall. No. We hold them off.”

      “And what of me?” Haliden asked.

      “You stay and help… or you take our venermin north to the Block.”

      “Let me see Instar,” Haliden said.

      “Will you take it then?”

      Haliden turned to Ember. ”Will you come with me?”

      She shook her head. “Just go, Haliden. It’s what you’re best at, isn’t it?”

      Haliden reached out to touch her shoulder, but she pushed him away. “Piss off, Stroke.” She stood and marched off toward Rinker’s Band.

      Proust watched her go. “She’s brave. And a believer, artist. You won’t win her over easily.”

      Haliden sighed. “Just take me to Instar.”
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        * * *

      

      The old garron nickered happily as Haliden approached.

      “There, there girl,” he said. To his relief, the stable was situated inside a shallow cave, shielded from the constant hail of arrows outside.

      A gnarled, hunchbacked man approached Haliden. “She don’t like me much,” he said, smiling. He had a toothless grin and a nest of matted gray hair.

      He reached out to pet Instar, but the garron snapped at his fingers. “See?” he cried. “Just like every other bitch in my life!”

      Haliden approached his friend. “Come, Instar,” he said, his hand outstretched.

      Instar turned to him, tossing her head from side to side.

      “Come.”

      The garron leaned over the railing and nuzzled his neck.

      “Ah! I’ve missed you too, friend,” Haliden whispered.

      Proust watched them with cold indifference. “The Breath is three days out, artist. Can she make the run or not?”

      Haliden sighed as he scratched behind Instar’s ear. “She can make it. She’s a strider.”

      A young man in his early twenties entered the stables. Tall and stout, he was an exact copy of Proust.

      So the knight has sired a son, Haliden thought. Like his father, the boy had dark brown hair and penetrating blue eyes. But there was something different about his expression. Fear, perhaps. Or frustration.

      As the young man approached, he locked eyes with Haliden and nodded.

      “Ah, Evetner,” Proust said. “My son and squire. Not a man in the basin can best him with blade or bow.”

      Haliden watched as Evetner approached Instar. “She is beautiful,” the young man said. He reached out and stroked the garron’s mane. Haliden stood shocked as Instar brayed playfully.

      “You should be honored,” Haliden said. “Aside from me, you’re the first man she’s ever allowed to touch her.”

      Evetner smiled. “I never thought I’d see an actual strider. How old is she?”

      “Twenty turns if the Red Bartle spoke true.”

      Evetner turned to Haliden. “You met the Red Bartle of Way?”

      “Unfortunately. He commissioned my work in exchange for Instar here.”

      “That is quite a payment.”

      “It was quite a piece of work,” Haliden replied.

      At that, Evetner grinned. “I’ve heard of you, you know. The Stroke name is well known, even beyond our meager walls.”

      “That is truly a surprise then. I dare say my hands have not touched a brush in quite some time.” Instar nickered as the man scratched her under the chin. “You have a way with her, friend. Most she just chomps at.”

      “Evetner worked the stables for five turns,” Proust interjected. “Like every other basin boy.”

      “Accept most do nothing but piss and moan,” the stable master commented. “Not this one, though. He’s the best I’ve ever trained.”

      Evetner stepped back, admiring Instar. He appeared unfazed by the praise, distant even. He turned to Haliden. “Is it true you’re making a run to the Block?”

      Haliden nodded.

      “By the gods, you’re lucky. To see such a place… And atop a strider no less. I truly envy you, artist.”

      Proust frowned. “Go back to your post, Evet. We’ll talk later.”

      Without another word, the man turned and left. But not before glancing one last time at Instar.

      “Seems like a good lad,” Haliden said.

      “Good… but his priorities need reevaluating,” Proust said. “His faith is not as strong as it should be.”

      Haliden huffed. “Sounds like I should share a tankard with him sometime.”

      “I’m glad you’re amused, artist. But I am the Watkarian here. I cannot protect those who see doubt in my own blood.”

      “What you call doubt I call common sense.”

      Proust glared at him. “Just make your run tomorrow, Stroke. The venermin is prepared. Are you?”

      “Since the first sign of the Breath,” Haliden replied. “But answer me this: How do I get past your pious neighbors out there?”

      “Don’t worry about that, artist. Just focus on your run. The rest is in Dracon’s hands now.”

      Haliden turned to Instar and sighed. “That’s exactly what I fear.”
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      The ash rained down heavier than ever, a lifeless hail storm that cut visibility to just a few footfalls.

      The dour bowmen looked on in silence. They knew what was coming and had accepted their fate long ago.

      Haliden stood beneath them on Rinker’s Band, watching as the last odds and ends were stowed beside the venermin.

      The lives of five generations. All crammed inside a steel egg atop a rickety jalopy, he thought. He shook his head. He doubted they would get far. The roads were unforgiving and the wagon looked as if it might rattle apart at any moment.

      “I know, I know. She ain’t much to look at, I give you that,” a voice said behind him.

      Haliden turned. A short ball of a man stood smiling up at him. “My name’s Krike. But everyone here just calls me the Tinkerer.” He extended his calloused hand.

      Haliden accepted it with a nod.

      “You’ll be okay on her, though, artist. I’ve installed a little toy I bought off a Tritanese some turns back.”

      Haliden glanced at the wagon again. It was a forlorn and ancient piece of wooden junk, with nothing remotely remarkable about it. “I see nothing.”

      The Tinkerer bent down and pointed at several long pieces of flat iron running the length of the wagon’s undercarriage. “The gob who traded ’em to me called ’em ‘suspensions.’ Said it would absorb even the roughest of a road’s unpleasantries.” He chuckled at this. “I’ll tell you, if not for the Breath, this little wonder would have made my fortune on the markets.”

      Haliden nodded approvingly. “So what did you trade for it?”

      The little man rose to his feet and laughed. “My wife. Caught the cheating bitch with the basin smithy. That is, before the lout fled for the Block without her. After that I figured she was only fit for a gob, so I shipped her out under the assumption she was going to Alg.”

      Haliden nodded. “Fair enough.”

      The Tinkerer’s smile suddenly faded. “You will get there, artist, won’t you?”

      Haliden looked at the wagon and its immense burden. “I will try.”

      “Don’t just try,” the Tinkerer said. “Our lives are in your hands. Our memories and knowledge.” He looked past Haliden’s shoulder. When he was sure they were alone, he reached into his pocket and withdrew a small jar. “This here is Carvilax,” he whispered. “You know what it can do?”

      Haliden’s heart skipped a beat. Carvilax was one of the rarest drugs in all of Alimane. Pure adrenaline extracted from a garron strider. With it, a man could run farther and faster than any other land animal, could lift more weight than the strongest Culver brute.

      “Judging by your reaction, you know,” the Tinkerer said. “And you know how priceless it is.” He took Haliden’s hand and placed the tiny jar in it. “I give you this, my most prized possession. Use it and get this venermin to the Block.”

      Haliden closed his fingers around it and nodded.

      “A shame, really. To miss the Breath…” The Tinkerer shook his head. “Well, I guess we can’t all meet our gods. Right?”

      Haliden shrugged. “It might be for the best. They might not like what they see.”

      The Tinkerer laughed. “I wish you all the luck I have to give, artist.”

      Haliden turned to the wagon and sighed. “And I thank you. Lets just hope it’s enough.”
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      The ram hit the gates with a rhythmic thud, shaking the basin to its core.

      Ember sat silent beside Haliden, her head against his shoulder. The clank of falling arrows had finally ceased, only to be replaced by the shouts of basin archers as they tried to take down the ram’s operators.

      “You’re leaving soon, aren’t you?” she said.

      Haliden turned to her. They were her first words in three calls.

      “Proust says tonight.”

      In the distance, the ram drummed its doomsday call as basin men scrambled to take it down.

      “The fire is only days away, Am.”

      “I know.”

      “So what would you have me do?”

      “I would have you stay. Here. With me.”

      Atop the tower, Thren continued to stand his watch. Only now the lonely figure wielded a bow. And like every other able-bodied man in the basin, he loosed a steady stream of arrows into the invaders below.

      There’s desperation here now, Haliden thought.

      A loud crack filled the air, followed by frantic shouting.

      “Breach!” someone shouted. “They’ve breached!”

      Villagers poured onto Rinker’s Band with planks and barrels in hand. As they struggled to shore up the gate, a voice cried out: “They’re coming! All of them!”

      Every bowman on the southern wall turned to the forest.

      Flames danced beneath the dense canopy. When the intruders broke into the open, Haliden’s heart stopped.

      They were men and women. And some were on fire.

      Several wielded ladders with barbed hooks nailed onto the ends, while others waved burning swords above their heads, screaming like the madmen they had become.

      When the first ladder hit the wall, a basin man pushed it back, but not before taking a crossbow bolt through his throat.

      “They’re mad!” someone cried.

      “Not mad,” the man beside Haliden shouted, “high on coxil root.”

      A volley of flaming arrows erupted from the forest. The basin archers flattened themselves against the parapet, shielding their faces as the wooden shafts splintered around them.

      A fire raged atop one of the smaller inns beneath the wall on Calamane Way. Men and women frantically tossed buckets onto the burning thatch, but the flames continued to grow brighter, spiraling into the sky like jubilant demons.

      “We’re running out of arrows,” someone blurted a few yards to Haliden’s left.

      “We should submit!” another voice cried.

      “Piss on that!” the man beside Ember spat.

      Evetner appeared atop the band, running to Haliden and Ember with his sword drawn. He fell to his knees when he reached them, gasping as several arrows whipped overhead. “Father… he needs you! On Rinker’s.”

      Haliden scanned the basin. Every level was a swirl of chaos: men and women attempting to extinguishing fires, boys dragging barrels and furniture to the blockade, and archers struggling to gather spent arrows as they raced back to their positions atop the wall.

      And the bodies. They were everywhere now, some crackling as fire devoured clothes and flesh.

      “This way!” Evetner shouted, gesturing toward the stable.

      Haliden turned to Ember. “Come. We can do no more good up here.”

      So they ran. Past twanging bowstrings, corpses, and weeping bowmen. When they reached Rinker’s Band they found Proust and Florin hunched over an ancient laptane map.

      ”My father puts much faith in you, artist,” Evetner whispered as they approached. “Enough so that the entire village will be in your hands now.”

      Haliden felt his stomach turn. “Perhaps he puts too much faith in me then.”

      Evetner drew close, his voice but a whisper. “I could help you.”

      Haliden halted. “What?”

      “I want to matter, artist,” the boy hissed. “I’m tired of living in my father’s shadow.”

      Haliden huffed. “Well at least you have sense. Perhaps you can inject some of it into that father of yours.”

      Proust’s cold gaze fell upon Haliden as the two approached. “You almost ready, artist?”

      Haliden shrugged. “As ready as one can be.”

      Proust turned back to the map. “So far they’ve concentrated their attacks on the southern and northern approaches. The forest is thickest there, providing the best cover from our archers.” He slid his finger toward a patch of forest on the western side of the map. “It’s worked in our favor, though. On the eastern side lies a secret entrance. It’s narrow, and will put you out in the open after only a few yards.”

      Haliden laughed. “That’s your plan? And you don’t think your little door isn’t under watch even now?”

      Florin nodded behind Proust. “It’s a possibility. Won’t deny that, sonny. But it’s our only—”

      “There’s another way,” a voice interrupted.

      Haliden turned. Ember stood a few footfalls behind him.

      “Why aren’t you on the wall, woman?” Proust said.

      “The wall has enough men. And what I have is worth far more than those untrained louts.”

      Proust crossed his arms impatiently. “Very well then… out with it.”

      “There’s a place… beneath the cistern,” she said. “A vault. With another way out.”

      “I know of no such place,” Proust said.

      Florin sighed. “What she says is true.”

      Proust looked at the archer incredulously. “What are you saying, man? You knew of this, too, and kept it from me?”

      Ember approached Florin. “All these turns… shooting deadeye with that bow, and I never once thought to ask you how. “

      The old archer shrugged. “Tritan bows are quite sought after. Didn’t want thieves rustling my feathers in the night, if you know what I mean. And I admit, I rather liked the nickname.”

      Proust shook his head. “And what other secrets have you two kept from me?

      Ember smiled. “Follow me and see for yourself.”
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      The meridium torches flickered to life, bathing Proust’s armor in an eerie blue light.

      “By all things high and mighty,” the Watkarian breathed.

      The many chests glittered before him in the firelight, as if welcoming it’s warmth.

      Florin smiled. “It’s something, isn’t it? The first time I laid eyes on it I nearly pissed myself.”

      “I don’t understand,” Proust breathed. “Who would build such a thing and then hide it from the world?”

      “Perhaps it wasn’t meant to be hidden,” Haliden said. “The Breath has come before. It’s possible it was lost or forgotten after the last fire.”

      Proust knelt down and opened one of the chests. Inside were dozens of glass jars, each filled with strange herbs and colored powders. He picked one up and pulled the cork free. “Meridium powder,” he said, his eyes widening. “By the gods. There’s enough here for five chargers.”

      Haliden knelt down and opened the chest beside it. Nestled amongst tangles of ancient hay was a red quiver packed with a dozen silver arrows.

      “Be careful with that,” Ember warned.

      Haliden removed one of the arrows and stared at its polished shaft. It was heavy, with stiff silver fletching and a razor-sharp, triangular head. “It’s just an arrow,” he said.

      Ember grabbed the arrow and tossed it at one of the chamber’s walls. Without a sound, the silver shaft passed through the Tritan steal, leaving a tiny hole in its wake.

      Haliden’s eyes widened. “Did I just see that?”

      Proust knelt down before the hole. “It went clean through!”

      Florin laughed. “I tried one once with my recurve. Nearly killed Oreta Flin on Calamane Way when it went through two walls and into her house.” He shook his head, chuckling at the memory. “Never did find it. Damn thing went through three more walls after hers. Lost it somewhere in the basin’s bedrock.”

      Haliden removed another arrow and rolled it in his palm. “Tritan crafted, I presume?”

      Ember nodded. “And I think they’re infused with meridium. You can see the brown sparkle on their tips.”

      “Explains their strength,” Florin said.

      Haliden carefully slid the arrow back into its quiver. “These could render a castle useless, let alone armor or chainmail.”

      “I’m just amazed there aren’t more,” Florin said. “Searched everywhere in here and those are the only ones I came up with.”

      Proust grabbed the lid on another chest and began to open it.

      “Wait!” Ember cried.

      But it was too late. The second the knight lifted the lid, there was a loud snap as the chest crumpled in on itself.

      “Damn it!” Ember hissed.

      Florin laughed as Proust rose to his feet trembling. “Well done. Well done.”

      The chest lay in ruin, its contents completely destroyed by the crusher seal.

      “Piss off,” Proust grumbled, his hands trembling. He turned to Ember. “How many more are booby-trapped liked this?”

      “All the chests bound with steel bands have Tritan crusher seals,” she said. “But not the wooden ones.”

      Florin lit a wall sconce and scanned the chamber. “Been a long time since I last came here,” he said. He approached one of the shelves and picked up a bronze half-helm.

      “What’s that?” Haliden asked.

      “Just a helm,” Florin replied. “Until you wear it. Look through the glass eye holes at night and you can see anything that moves.”

      Proust ran a hand across one of three bows hanging from an iron rack. “And these?”

      Florin put the helmet down and approached the knight. “Those are death incarnate. At least to the men on the other end.”

      Proust nodded. “Take ’em all, then. Take everything. We have men to kill.”
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      The firewalkers burned beneath the walls. Some screamed. Some laughed. A few even sat silent, their arms upraised in supplication as flames consumed their blistering flesh.

      To the south, the horizon burned as Moss Town’s closest neighbor, Bistle Thorn Gulch, succumbed to fire.

      We will all burn, Haliden thought as he followed Ember up the Tower’s crumbling stairs.

      “Come on, Hal!” she shouted.

      When they reached the top, Ember gestured for him to stop.

      “Aldridge?”

      “Who else?” came a voice above them.

      “We’re coming up, so don’t shoot.”

      Aldridge Thren stood as he had for days, proud and straight, his eyes locked on the southern horizon.

      “Did you bring me quarrels?” he asked as Haliden and Ember stepped onto the rooftop. “I fear those burning louts have eaten my supply.” He was tall and slender with deep green eyes and dark brown hair. He wore a simple gray cloak over a frayed black tunic and faded crimson pants.

      “All watchers don the color of Dracon,” Ember said when she noticed Haliden’s gaze. “A reminder of their Gift. And the blood price we must pay to receive it.”

      Aldridge extended his hand to Haliden. “I’m a great admirer of your work.”

      Haliden warmed at his words. “I could say the same of your voice.”

      Aldridge smiled. “I’d heard you returned, but couldn’t figure out for the life of me why.”

      “I had some loose ends I wished to tie up,” Haliden replied.

      Aldridge bowed. “Well, I hope you are successful in your endeavors.”

      “My apologies, gentlemen,” Ember interjected, “but we have more pressing matters at hand.” She pointed north, where dense pine trees loomed like precious fruit before the storm. “We will be sending out our venermin on the morrow, Aldridge. And we will need you to cover us.”

      Aldridge nodded. “And what brave soul will make the run?”

      She pointed to Haliden.

      Aldridge’s eyes widened. “Well… you are a braver man than me, friend.”

      “I’m a drunk coward with no god to fear,” Haliden said.

      Aldridge laughed. “You do yourself a disservice, Stroke. Few men would forsake the Gift to make a run.”

      Ember handed Aldridge a red quiver stuffed with solid silver arrows. “I bring you a wonder, Aldridge.”

      The watcher looked at the quiver and raised an eyebrow. “These are pretty. Am I supposed to kill something with them or decorate a smithy shop?”

      “These are Tritan forged,” Ember said. “Some of the deadliest weapons I’ve ever known.”

      Aldridge pulled an arrow from the quiver and knocked it to his bowstring. “It’s light. Too light. One gust will ruin its flight.”

      “It will fly true,” Ember said, “and pass through whatever you hit until its momentum fades.”

      Aldridge looked at her, his expression incredulous. “Where did you get this, woman?”

      She grinned. “The same place I found this…” She unslung her bow and handed it to him.

      “Another Tritan wonder?” He drew the string back. “By the gods! I can barely feel the draw.”

      “Sight your target through the scope and you can’t miss,” Haliden said.

      “On the morrow you will be death from above,” Ember added. “Haliden and the venermin will leave through a southern gate and it will be your charge to protect him.”

      Aldridge laughed. “Southern gate? Did you build one since I came up here?”

      “It’s one of Moss Town’s many secrets, Aldridge. One that’s been hidden beneath our town for centuries.”

      Aldridge reached beneath his cloak and withdrew a leather wrapped bottle. “To the both of you then. A godless drunk and a keeper of wonders.” He took a sip and offered it to Haliden. “If only all men were as brave and godless as you, Stroke.”

      Haliden took the bottle. “If they were, there wouldn’t be many of us left,” he replied, before downing three massive gulps. It was sweet wine and it went down smooth as silk. “By the gods, that’s good stuff. I don’t think I’ve ever tasted the like.”

      Aldridge grinned. “And you won’t. You see I, too, have held a secret.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Singsong wine. Found in the shadows of ancient night beneath an unknowing town.”

      Ember’s eyes widened. “You knew about it, too?”

      Aldridge shrugged. “We all have our secrets, Am. Some just aren’t as secret as we think.”

      Haliden laughed. “Seems few remain that way here.”

      “We can’t all be singers or artists,” Aldridge said. “At least, not without a little help.” He took another sip ad then tucked the bottle back into his cloak. “When you run tomorrow I’ll sing you a song. A gift for a gift.”

      “And what song will it be?” Ember asked.

      Aldridge laughed. “The song of the archer, of course. ‘The Whisperer of Death.’ ”
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      The two stood silent atop the ancient tower, watching as the Breath’s orange and yellow tendrils tickled the distant sky.

      “It’s beautiful,” Ember said.

      Haliden shook his head. “It’s death, nothing more.”

      She took his hand then and guided him to a makeshift bed she had cobbled together from an old blanket and some hay.

      “He won’t be back?” Haliden asked, glancing over his shoulder.

      Ember smiled. “Aldridge is a good man. If he promised us this time alone, he will make good on it.” She ran a hand down his stomach and began slowly undoing his belt. But when she slid her hand beneath his breeches, Haliden sighed.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      Haliden shook his head. “I just wish we had more time… together.”

      She slowly undid her shirt and pants and pressed him against her body. “We’ll always be together,” she whispered. “Always.” Her breasts touched his bare chest, the warmth resonating against him like a heavenly blanket. You are everything I ever wanted, he thought as their lips met. She took his manhood in her hand and stroked it gently. Haliden moaned. “Why only now? Why not all these turns… together.”

      She pulled him down onto the bed.

      Without hesitating, Haliden knelt down and slipped his manhood inside her.

      “Fuck me. Fuck me until the fire takes us both.” She clutched his back, her nails digging into his flesh as he thrust deep inside her.

      “I love you,” she moaned. “I love you.”

      They moved as one, their tongues dancing across one another’s lips as Haliden pushed deeper and deeper inside her. And when at last they climaxed, when that sensation crept across their bodies like a warm tide, it was together as one.

      “By the gods,” Haliden moaned.

      She pulled him in even closer, grinding against him as ash coated his back.

      “Too many turns have stood between us,” she whispered. “Too many disappointments and failures.”

      He took her hands and pressed them to his heart.

      “Then let this be our time now,” he said.

      She smiled.

      “Our time forever.”
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      The burning man and woman screamed. It was a sound unlike anything Moss Town had heard before. Inhuman. Piercing.

      Merciless.

      “Bloody madmen,” Proust mumbled as he and the other archers watched the flames spiral around the writhing bodies.

      The victims were Briar and Yelni Bley, mushroom farmers from Calamane Way who had tried to flee during the night.

      For their troubles, the firewalkers crucified them just before dawn, soaking them in oil before firing flaming arrows at their feet.

      “End this,” Ember hissed as the wailing grew louder. “Damn it, someone end this!”

      Briar begged for mercy even as his flesh blackened and cracked, and the woman howled like a dying animal as white foam boiled out of her ears and nose.

      “Do something!” Ember screamed.

      Haliden turned to the other archers. But none would meet his eyes.

      “Do it, Hal! End it!”

      Haliden looked down at his quiver. Three arrows remained. Madness, he thought. Utter madness.

      He approached the wall and nocked an arrow. His heart hammered in his throat, and his body felt numb as the Tritan scope twisted into focus around his eye.

      By the gods! I can’t do this!

      “Do it!” Ember hissed again. “End it! Please end it, Hal!”

      Haliden steadied his arm, bracing every muscle against the Tritan bow’s draw. But when it came time to release, he froze.

      “What are you waiting for?” Ember screamed.

      “I can’t, damn it!”

      “Listen to th—”

      An arrow slammed into the man’s forehead, killing him instantly.

      Haliden looked over his shoulder at the tower. Aldridge stood silhouetted against the sky, bow in hand. He drew back again and silenced the woman.

      Proust approached Haliden. “Are you ready?”

      Haliden lowered his bow, arms trembling. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Proust turned and whistled into the basin. Seconds later, a pair of men led by Evetner emerged from Calamane Way with a steel chest held between them.

      “We brought only the weapons, Father,” Evetner said as he and his men placed the chest at his father’s feet.

      Florin knelt down and opened it. “A Tritan Repeater!” He lifted a black crossbow from its berth. “Possibly the finest weapon in all of Alimane.” Four two footfall-long barrels ran the length of the weapon’s intricately carved stock, and the bow was wrought of solid black steel.

      Florin put his foot in the stirrup and cranked the winding mechanism until the string was at full draw. He then raised it to his shoulder and turned to the forest.

      “It’s light as a feather,” he said, “and forged from meridium infused steel.”

      He took aim at a tree and pulled the trigger.

      The arrow whistled through the air, cutting clean through an ancient elm before vanishing into the forest beyond.

      Haliden’s eyes widened as the string snapped back into position.

      “The mechanism redraws it for you,” Florin said. “Pull, reload, pull, reload. Easy as that.”

      Proust took the weapon from the old archer and handed it to Ember. “I think this will do fine.”

      “Worth at least five men on the wall,” Florin said. “Or women.” He winked at Ember.

      “You said there was another way out down there,” Haliden said. “But how do we get Instar and the wagon through the tunnels?”

      It was Evetner who spoke this time. “I’ve already set men to breaking a new entrance into the chamber. It’s mostly limestone down there, so the work’s been quicker than we thought.”

      “And the wagon?” Haliden asked.

      “We’ve taken it apart. It’ll be rebuilt once we’re inside the vault.”

      “And what of my garron? She won’t take well to being dragged down into some black hole.”

      “Our stable master will take care of that,” Proust said. “He’s handled far worse over the turns.”

      Evetner approached his father, his face a mask of apprehension. “Father?”

      Proust turned to his son, his face emotionless.

      “I-I’ve decided… I’m leaving with Stroke and the venermin. He won’t make it without someone to help him.”

      Everyone within earshot fell silent.

      Proust glared at him, his eyes cold and distant. “Tell me I’m hearing different. Tell me my son didn’t just abandon me.”

      “The Gift is your belief, Father. Always has been. But not mine.”

      Proust grabbed Evetner by his tunic. “You’re not my son then! You’re just a coward… like this one!” He threw Evetner into Haliden. “Go! Run if you want! I’ve no need for a coward on or off the wall.”

      “I’m no coward!” Evetner cried. “You’re all fools! Fools to think anything but burning death awaits you here.” He pointed at the gate. “You might as well let them finish what they started. Either way this will end the same.”

      “Just leave us, boy,” Proust said. “I haven’t the time or strength for you anymore.”

      “I’m… I’m sorry you feel that way, Father.” And with that, he turned and vanished into the basin.

      Proust stood silent, his fists clenched at his side.

      “Let the boy go,” Florin whispered. “He wants his own path, let him take

      it. At least he’ll die with some dignity.”

      Proust scowled at the old archer. “Get back to your post. All of you!”

      At first Florin hesitated. But when Proust glared at him, he thought better of it and marched back to his crenellation.

      Haliden stood silent as the group dispersed. When the last man had gone, Proust turned to him.

      “Get him to the Block, artist. Else I’ll haunt you till your dying day.”

      Haliden took a deep, nervous breath. “I’ll try.”

      Proust grabbed his tunic, his eyes reflecting the distant fires. “You’ll live, artist! For my son’s sake, if no one else’s, you’ll live.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Moss Town’s great hall was large by Alimane standards, a remnant built after the last Breath.

      But on this night less than half of its worn wooden benches were filled.

      Haliden sighed nervously as fighting echoed outside. For the past three calls, the firewalkers had been attacking the wall, whittling away at the few townspeople brave enough to remain at their posts.

      But even as they closed in around the town, Proust insisted all council members gather to celebrate the venermin’s run.

      “This is madness,” Haliden whispered to Ember, who sat beside him staring out one of the hall’s windows.

      Outside, women were running back and forth across Rinker’s Band, arrow quills strapped to their sweat soaked backs. They had been resupplying the archers for the better part of the day. Suiciders were rushing the ramparts with ladders and hooks, willingly sacrificing themselves so their companions might continue the attack.

      A sense of dread tugged at Haliden’s gut. The air inside the hall had become smoky and acrid, and the majority of guests ate in silence, their eyes distant and lost.

      This is a funeral, Haliden thought. One last meal before the fire.

      “What’s the point of this?” he whispered, poking disinterestedly at his plate. The first course had been strips of venison marinated in huckleberry wine with braised sweet potato fingers and ears of salted sweet corn. The second course, which now cooled before him, had been roast duck and salt-encrusted salmon garnished with lightly fried potatoes, almonds, and dill. A rare delicacy by Moss Town standards. But it did little to ignite his appetite.

      Evetner sat opposite Haliden, his dinner also untouched. Since his confrontation with Proust, he had grown sullen and detached, insisting they sit as far from his father as possible.

      Ember pushed her plate across the table and sighed. “Why do they wait?”

      Proust and his men had been feasting for almost two calls. A fake celebration for a false hero, Haliden thought as their drunken laughter filled the hall.

      Proust stood with cup in hand.

      The hall fell silent as every head turned in his direction.

      “A toast… to Moss Town’s runner,” he slurred. “May the gods guide your flight.”

      Haliden reluctantly nodded. “I thank you for the honor.”

      Proust emptied his cup and tossed it onto the floor with a clatter.

      Evetner eyed him cautiously. “I’ve never known him to lose himself in his cups,” he whispered.

      “He mourns you,” Ember said. She glanced at Haliden. “I understand such sadness.”

      Haliden huffed. The wine was quickly going to his head and he was in no mood for arguments. “Better to die with me,” he slurred. “It won’t be long coming… not with that Tritanese piece of junk in tow. But at least we’ll have the wind in our hair.” He raised his cup, the contents splashing across the table. “And perhaps a cask or two of this sludge.”

      Ember shot him a sour look. “Best not speak till you’ve sobered. You accepted the venermin and you’ll live. Or I’ll haunt you for all eternity.”

      Haliden laughed. “And where have I heard that before?”

      A scuffle erupted on the far side of the hall. Tables and plates crashed to the floor as Proust grappled with one of his men.

      “Stop!” someone screamed.

      Steel glinted in the hall’s dim light, followed by sudden silence as Proust’s men retreated from the table.

      “Leave me, damn it!” the knight cried. His face and tunic were soaked in blood, as was his sword.

      His confidants slowly backed away. A man lay slumped before them atop an overturned table, blood flowing from his slashed throat.

      Proust collapsed onto a bench, the bloodied blade trembling at his side. “Who else speaks such of my blood?” he cried, his eyes wide and feral. “Go on then… take up sword against me! And die like him!”

      Haliden rose from his bench. He was drunker than normal and before he knew it, his tongue moved of its own accord.

      “Here stands the Knight of Wine!” he shouted. “A fine sight indeed in these desperate times.”

      The entire room turned toward him.

      Ember grabbed his arm. “Sit down!”

      He broke from her grip and approached the knight. “He who loses his wits before the fire! What kind of man are you, Proust? Not a Watkarian; this is evidence to that.”

      The knight picked up a cup and drank down its contents. “And what are you, artist? A yellow, godless bitch who runs to the Block?” He stood and staggered forward, the tip of his blade scraping the floor. “A talentless lout whose wife chose a shriveled old cock rather than spend one more night beside you. And you question me? A Watkarian?”

      Ember pulled Haliden back. “Just leave it be!” she hissed.

      Haliden shrugged her off. His heart was in his throat, adrenaline coursing through his veins.

      He’s a fool just like that cocksucker Jenner Nosivrah, he thought. The face of his wife’s lover materialized in his mind. He remembered how the knight had laughed at him as he rode off down Harin’s Road with Milane at his back. He remembered the dust and smoke settling around him as Milane’s belongings burned in front of their manor.

      This one’s no different, he told himself. He’s just another arrogant knight who thinks the world is his to command.

      Haliden stepped forward. The rage was on him now. The same fury that had stilled his brush and silenced his heart these past two turns.

      Proust raised his blade and pointed it at Haliden’s throat. “Your arrival is a curse upon us. A plague that needs to be carved out and tossed into the fire.”

      Haliden stared into the drunken knight’s eyes. “End me then. Lift the curse and drag the venermin to the Block yourself.”

      The knight wavered for a moment, his bloodshot eyes trembling. “He’s… he’s my son! You think you can just take him away?”

      “It’s his choice, not mine.”

      Proust pressed the tip of the blade against Haliden’s throat. “I only wanted us to be together… in the end. He’s all I have left now. And… you’re taking that away.”

      Haliden felt a pinprick as the steel pierced his flesh. “He’s his own man. Let him make his own choice.”

      The townsfolk stood silent in the shadows, too afraid to interfere.

      “This wasn’t the way I saw it,” Proust said. He lowered the sword and slumped onto the bench. His face was pale and tears trickled from the corners of his eyes. “I was supposed to be the town’s savior. But I can’t even save my own son.” He let his sword clatter to the floor.

      Haliden took a deep breath as his hands trembled at his side. He’s too blinded by honor to see reason, he told himself. The knight could run with them. Leave death to another day and join his son. The townsfolk need only fend for themselves for two or three more days. And then the Breath would give them what they wanted.

      “We could use you,” Haliden said.

      Proust looked up at him. “What could I offer you, artist? Another coward to run by your side?”

      “Cowards don’t run before the fire. Cowards kneel and wait for it.”

      Proust shook his head. “How I pity your father. To have sired such a worthless dreg—”

      Haliden drove his fist into the knight’s face.

      Proust tumbled back off the bench, blood gushing from his nose.

      “You don’t know me! You don’t know what I’ve been through to get here. To come home and find my father has been exiled.”

      Proust slowly sat up. His nose was a swollen ruin and blood soaked his tangled beard. “Perhaps there’s basin blood in you yet, artist.”

      Evetner knelt before his father. “I won’t stay. I can’t. But I won’t part like this.” He reached out a hand.

      Proust looked up at him. The knight’s eyes and nose had already begun swelling, giving him a sad, masked expression.

      “Why now?” he asked.

      “I need to do more. Like you did,” Evetner replied. “Let me keep this place alive, if only in memory. Let me be the man you raised me to be.”

      Proust wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “Is it the fire you’re running from? Or me?”

      “Neither,” Evetner replied. “But you had your time, your chance to prove your worth here. Let me have mine.” He picked up Proust’s sword and examined its razor-sharp edge. “I need to do this, Father. I need to prove to myself that I am the same man as you.”

      Proust stared at his son for some time. He had never thought the boy would leave, his little knight, his little shadow. But as he sat humbled before him, blood running down his nose and beard, it all became clear: Evetner was a man now. And like all men, he wanted to take his own path through life.

      Proust sighed. “How does it feel?”

      “If you think I relish this, you’re wrong, Father.”

      “No, damn it. I mean the blade. How does it feel?”

      Evetner raised it and sliced at the air. A few onlookers gasped; to wield a Watkarian blade was punishable by death. But the young man held it firm before him.

      “It’s a few grams off toward the hilt.”

      Proust betrayed a dim smile. “The balance will grow on you… in time. As it did with me.”

      Feet shuffled in the distance as angered voices pressed into the hall. Moments later a voice cried out:

      “Lyle!”

      A woman broke through the circle of onlookers, her eyes wide and trembling.

      “My love!”

      She knelt down and clutched the dead man’s bloody head.

      The onlookers stood silent as her sobs echoed throughout the hall. When she finally looked up, her eyes boiled with rage. “What did you do, you bastard?”

      Proust knelt before his son. “You know the law.” He lowered his head, exposing the back of his neck. “Finish it… clean.”

      Evetner shook his head. “This is madness!”

      “Do it! It has to be you!”

      Evetner tossed the sword at his father’s feet. “Keep your justice, then. I’m no Watkarian… and I don’t abide by their rules.”

      Proust fell to the floor, sobbing as voices cried out in protest.

      “Take his head!”

      “Life for a life!”

      “He knows the law! Justice!”

      Evetner turned to Haliden. “Are you ready, artist?”

      Haliden glanced at the gaggle of onlookers. Many were still frozen with shock. But others wielded daggers behind their backs, their eyes searching for the right moment to strike.

      Where is Ember? he thought as he searched the crowd. He hadn’t seen her since the scuffle began and it made him uneasy.

      “There’s something I have to take care of first,” he told Evetner.

      The dull thud of wood slamming against wood suddenly echoed through the hall.

      “They’ve broken through the gate!” someone cried.

      Florin stepped into the circle. “Anyone who can wield a bow or blade, get to the wall now!”

      Evetner placed a hand on his father’s shoulder. “There’s still time to redeem yourself. I’ll stand by you… if you wish.”

      Proust looked at the weeping woman. “I am sorry,” he whispered.

      She glared at him, murderous rage trembling in her eyes. “Go to the hells!”

      “Come, Father,” Evetner said.

      Proust stood, a pale, bloodied shadow of the man he once was.

      “He’s forfeit his blade,” Evetner shouted to those still gathered around them. “I won’t take his life. Let him stand beside you on the wall and redeem his crime. We’ll need every blade we can get now.”

      The widow spat at his feet. “You’re a bastard, Evetner! He’s a murderer. Kill him the same as he killed my Lyle. You know the law!”

      “He stands with us,” Florin said. “I reckon the Breath’ll judge him soon enough, anyhow.”

      The sound of splintering wood filled the basin.

      “They’re coming!”

      Evetner looked at Haliden. “Are you ready, artist?”

      Haliden shrugged. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      And with that, they left the hall behind and entered the fray.
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      Evetner led them around the base of the wall until they stood a few hundred footfalls from the shattered gate. What remained of the two massive, wooden doors now lay splintered and burning, blocking the already narrow passage.

      Evetner turned to Haliden and smiled. “They abandoned it.”

      Haliden peered over his shoulder. Bodies lay entangled beneath the burning ram, arrows protruding from flesh and bone like porcupine quills. “Your man did well,” he said. “But is it enough?”

      Evetner turned to Proust, who stood forlorn behind them. “What say you, Father?”

      Proust shook his head. “I have no more authority here. It’s your choice now.”

      Evetner scanned their surroundings. Townspeople were running in every direction, extinguishing fires or resupplying archers on the wall. But the fires were too many and the villagers too few. Soon they would be overrun. And then their fates would be sealed.

      Evetner turned to Haliden. “Are you any good with a bow?”

      Haliden huffed. “Not really.”

      “Best get good then. And quick.” Evetner pointed to the tower, where Aldridge Thren lay sprawled over the crenellations with two arrows in his head. “That Tritan bow should help. You up to it?”

      Haliden stared at the tower. It was taller than it appeared, eight hundred crumbling steps to the top. “I can try. But what about you?”

      “The basin holds one more secret,” Evetner replied. “If all is lost, wait for Ember and do exactly as she says. She knows what I speak of. In the meantime, kill anyone who comes through this gate.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Not your best, artist. What was it my father said? Paint us your masterpiece… in blood.”
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      Haliden took the stairs three at a time, his heart pounding in his throat. Shoot straight, shoot straight, shoot straight, he told himself as mortar and rock crumbled beneath his feet. And kill whoever passes through the gate. Simple enough instructions. But when the time came, could he do it?

      As he rounded the spiraling stairs heated wind blasted into his face. By the gods, it’s close, he thought. Ten, maybe twenty leagues at best. Soon no one would be able to outrun it. Not even Instar.

      Several inches of ash covered the top of the tower, a reminder of what was to come. Haliden ducked behind the closest crenellation and crept toward Aldridge’s body.

      Four hundred footfalls below, Moss Town men ran back and forth atop the upper band, rising from cover just long enough to loose arrows into the forest below.

      Haliden grabbed the bow and slid the dead man’s arrows back into the quiver as bolts splintered against a nearby crenellation. “Gods!” he hissed. With no one to keep them at bay, the firewalkers had grown braver, targeting the tower with relentless precision.

      Haliden crawled back through ash and broken arrow shafts until he was facing the direction of the main gate. Draw their fire, he thought. It was the only way to get their archers out in the open.

      Trembling, he raised his hand above the crenellations and cried, “Come on, you bastards!”

      A hailstorm of arrows exploded against the tower. When it ceased, Haliden stood and drew back the bowstring.

      The Tritan scope quickly pressed to his eye, twisting the chaotic world into focus. Haliden swallowed. At any moment he expected an iron bolt to plunge through his chest or skull. But I can’t back down. This was his home. And whether he liked it or not, he had a duty to protect it.

      The scope’s optics clicked as they zoomed in on his first target: a slender man crouched behind the burning ram. Haliden could see the whites of his eyes, as well as the bow clutched in his trembling hands.

      He’ll burn us, he told himself. Every soul will die here if he and his comrades get through.

      But wouldn’t they die anyway, when the Breath swept across the town?

      No matter, Haliden told himself. If the townspeople wish to die, let it be in a way they choose.

      He pulled the string back until it was flush against the side of his nose. His arms trembled and his heart pounded. It would be a wild shot if he loosed now—worthless. Focus! he told himself. He took a deep breath, steadying his resolve.

      And that was when it happened.

      His body froze as a tickling sensation danced up his arms. What in the hells? he thought, horrified. He tried to lower the weapon, but his arm wouldn’t move.

      The bow! he suddenly realized. By the gods, it’s been enchanted!

      Beneath him, the firewalker drew back an arrow, his burnt face crinkling as he sighted down the shaft. He was younger than Haliden had first guessed, probably no more than fifteen turns. But it was too late to have a conscience; the bow was in control now and he could already feel his fingers slipping.

      And that’s when Haliden released.

      The arrow went wide as a gust of wind carried it off course. But then, as if guided by some magic, it curved back on its target, puncturing the boy’s heart and spine and pinning him to the burning ram.

      What have I done? Haliden thought.

      A scream rose from below, followed by a woman’s desperate pleas.

      Haliden looked down. A firewalker was struggling with a teenage girl on Rinker’s Band, his dagger already halfway buried in her chest.

      Haliden felt his hand reach for an arrow. As he nocked it to the string and drew back, the scope whirred into focus. At forty times magnification, he could see the firewalker clearly: a middle-aged man, possibly a farmer or smithy, his mottled gray hair and wrinkled, sunburnt flesh whispering of turns spent laboring beneath the sun.

      Haliden released.

      In the blink of an eye, the arrow slammed into the man’s head, passing clean through his skull just above his left eye. Haliden’s stomach lurched as the firewalker collapsed beside the dying girl, blood spurting from his wound.

      Haliden nocked another arrow and drew back.

      A young man was running toward the gate, a rusty sickle in hand.

      Without hesitating, Haliden pinned his head to a nearby pine. Moments later, another man made a run for the western side of the wall, a cobbled-together ladder in hand. Haliden quickly dispatched him with a shot to his right eye.

      When it was done, Haliden slumped down behind the wall, his arms and legs trembling. He glanced at the quiver; only eight of the original dozen arrows remained.

      What have I done? he thought.

      On the far side of Rinker’s Band, a single wagon stacked with unmarked barrels rolled down a ramp toward the tower’s base. Haliden raised the scope and watched as two men labored behind it.

      By the gods! he thought.

      It was Evetner and Proust.

      A shout rang out from below, followed by a hailstorm of flaming arrows. Haliden ducked into the stairwell as several clattered across the rooftop. When it was over, he ran back to the crenulations and looked down.

      Hundreds of firewalkers were rushing the wall with ladders and grappling hooks. The Moss Town men frantically tossed them back, but there were too many to repel and within seconds the firewalkers began pouring over the wall.

      Panicked cries rang out as makeshift clubs and swords smashed into flesh and bone. The scene was surreal, smoke and flame twisting about as men grappled and smashed one another into bloody pulps.

      Haliden picked up several spent arrows and took aim into the fray.

      “On the tower! Kill him!” a woman screamed. She stood just outside the gate, a haggard thing covered in mud and blood. Haliden drew back and fired, grazing her left cheek. After that, she quickly vanished behind cover.

      “Haliden!” a familiar voice cried.

      Haliden turned toward Rinker’s Band.

      Ember was crouched behind a crenulation, an arrow jutting from her bloody left shoulder. And to his horror, several men slowly approached her from the left.

      “Ember!” he cried. “Get inside the tower!”

      She scrambled onto her feet, dodging arrows as they exploded all around her.

      Haliden drew back and took down the closest of the two men. After that, the other scrambled for cover, giving Ember enough time to duck into the tower.

      When she finally emerged at the top of the stairs, her shirt was soaked in blood and her skin was pale as milk.

      “They’ve overrun the wall,” she gasped.

      Haliden dropped the bow and took her in his arms. She pressed hard against his chest, the smell of blood and sweat mingling with the smoky air.

      “So what now?” he asked.

      “Now we drown the bastards.” She turned and knelt before the seal. “Come and help me.”

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      She smiled. “Just lift and see for yourself.”

      They took hold of the seal’s handles and pulled. Air escaped around the edges with a gentle hiss, stinking of stagnant water and metal.

      “We sit atop an aquifer,” she said. “An entire ocean yearning to be set free.”

      Haliden peered into the shaft. It cut straight down the tower, cobwebs and dirt choking its three footfall wide throat.

      “By the gods!” he breathed.

      Ember nodded. “Give me your bow.”

      Haliden handed her the weapon. Without a word she pulled a silver arrow from the quiver and knocked it to the bowstring.

      “That’s a Tritan arrow!” he warned her.

      “I know what it is. Just wait until you see what the others have planned.”

      Ember tensed as the bow took hold of her arms. “This tower… it’s like a great spigot designed to flood Moss Town.”

      “You’ve lost your mind, woman. Why in the hells would anyone want that?”

      She pointed at the burning horizon. ”To protect the town from that!”

      “And what of everyone below?” he asked. “They’re supposed to just drown like rats?”

      “Our lives belong to the fire now. It’s what we’ve prepared for our entire lives.” The scope clicked into place over her eye.

      “You’re truly mad, woman!”

      “The world is mad now,” she said, releasing.

      The arrow whistled down the shaft, vanishing into the dark with a

      gentle click.

      Haliden leaned over the hole. A sound echoed somewhere far below, bubbling and hissing.

      “What is tha—?”

      A pillar of water erupted into the sky, knocking him back.

      “Run!” Ember cried.

      Haliden slung the Tritan bow over his shoulder and scrambled into the stairwell, taking the steps two at a time as cold water rushed behind him.

      “Faster!” Ember shouted from a few footfalls ahead.

      The water was already outrunning them, pouring over the rotten mortar and stirring it into a muddy deluge.

      “Move your ass, Hal!” Ember cried. “The wagon is almost in place!”

      Haliden stumbled but caught his balance. “What in the hells is it for?”

      “It’s going to blow the entire tower!”

      “What?” Just then his foot slipped on a loose brick. He tried grabbing the wall, but it was no use; the current was too strong and it knocked him off balance.

      “Haliden!” Ember cried as he tumbled down the stairs.

      I’m dead, Haliden thought as ice cold water rushed into his nose and throat. The world spun wildly as he fell, the Tritan bow banging against his neck and back even as he spilled out into open air.

      When he finally stopped, he rolled over and coughed up a lungful of water.

      “Ember!” he gasped.

      But there was no reply.

      He clutched his ears as the water spilled down from the tower. The sound was deafening, like a thousand waterfalls flowing together as one.

      What in the hells did we do?

      Dazed, he pulled himself onto a small ledge beside Lover’s Block and coughed up a lungful of water. When he was done, he rolled over and stared across the basin.

      Not more than fifty footfalls away, men and women were running cross Rinker’s Band, slashing at firewalkers with rusty swords and axes as others raced to extinguish fires.

      Haliden watched it all as if it were a dream. But when an arrow shattered beside him, he snapped back to reality.

      “Runner!” a man cried atop Rinker’s Band.

      Haliden turned. It was Florin.

      “What in the hells are you doing?” the old coot shouted. “Get below! The cart is ready!”

      A hand grabbed Haliden’s arm. When he turned, he found Evetner staring at him. The boy’s cheek was a ruin; an enormous gash stretched from lip to ear, blood streaming down his throat.

      “But Ember!” Haliden cried. “She’s still up there!”

      “You’re the runner, artist! Run to your charge before you get yourself killed. I’ll worry about her.”

      Haliden glanced up at the tower. Great rivulets of water continued spilling over the side, splashing down into the cistern. I can’t abandon her, he thought. Not again.

      “I’m not going,” he shouted.

      Evetner grabbed him by the collar. “I’m abandoning my home to protect you, artist! It won’t be for nothing!”

      “But I can’t leave her!”

      Evetner shook his head. “You’re the runner! Do you realize what that means?”

      “I still won’t leave without her.”

      Evetner shook his head. “You’re a damn fool, artist.” He looked up at the tower and sighed. “You love her that much.”

      “I do.”

      The boy lowered the sword. “Ah, fuck me to the hells, where was she last?”

      “The stairwell,” Haliden replied. “She was right behind me.”

      “For the sake of the gods.” Evetner pushed him aside and waded to the tower entrance. But water exploded around his waist and swept him back when he grabbed the rusted gate.

      Haliden dived into the water and grabbed the boy’s flailing arms.

      “We’re not getting up there, artist,” Evetner coughed as Haliden dragged him up a staircase onto Rinker’s Band. “Pressure is too strong.”

      The rusted gate broke from the wall and washed down into the cistern.

      “We have to reach the tunnels… and blow the wagon,” Evetner shouted. “I’m sorry.”

      Haliden stared at the tower. He was about to jump back into the water to search for Ember, when Evetner grabbed his arm.

      “This is what she wanted, artist. Just let her go.”

      Haliden scanned the churning water.

      “Am!” But there was still no reply.

      I’m so sorry, Ember.

      “Where’s my horse?”

      “Down in the chamber,” Evetner replied. “With the venermin.”

      Haliden stood and sloshed toward the prison entrance.

      “Wait!” Evetner shouted.

      Haliden froze. “What?”

      “I have to ignite the wagon.”

      “Are you mad?”

      “It’s the only way to drown the bastards,” Evetner replied.

      Haliden glanced at the wagon. It was a hundred footfalls from their position.

      “How do you plan to do it?” Haliden asked.

      “Just stay close and follow me.”
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      Proust stood covered in blood. The bodies of three firewalkers lay at his feet.

      “There’s just too many,” he gasped.

      Haliden and Evetner stared at him. They had been sneaking toward the wagon when they stumbled upon the knight dispatching the last of the three men with a chipped, bloody club.

      Evetner eyed his father cautiously. The man looked insane, covered head to toe in blood and viscera. The stink of fecal matter and urine hung heavy in the air and it was all Evetner could do to keep his eyes from the chunks of brain matter splashed across one of the walls.

      “They’re everywhere now,” Haliden said, looking outside.

      “We could cut our way through them,” said Evetner. “I just need to get past Greg’s forges and I’ll have a clear shot.”

      “You go out there now and you’ll die within sight of that shot,” Proust said. “Is that what you want?”

      “What else should we do? Sit here and watch them burn the town to the ground?”

      “Our job is to get the venermin and it’s runner to the Block. The rest is in the gods’ hands now.”

      “What of the women and children?” Haliden asked as a Moss Town man disemboweled a young firewalker a few footfalls from the hovel.

      “They were to go down to the chamber if the wall fell.”

      “And those left on the wall?”

      Proust shook his head. “They die at their posts… as guards of Moss Town should.”

      Haliden’s heart sank. It was going to be a massacre; the firewalkers outnumbered them three to one. Such madness, he thought. Moss Town would have Gifted anyway. Every man, woman, and child here. Why couldn’t these freaks just let them be?

      “These fire fools say they’re protectors of the Gift,” Haliden said. “Yet they rape and steal even as the Breath bears down on them.”

      “None of that matters anymore.” Proust unslung his quiver and handed it to Evetner. “It’s time, son.”

      Evetner looked down at the red and green fletching and shook his head. “It shouldn’t be this way.”

      “Well it is! And there’s nothing anyone can do about it.” He turned to Haliden. “The town is lost. Let’s not let the bastards enjoy it.”

      Haliden watched as firewalkers spread out across the bands, burning homes and corpses as they went.

      “We need to get to the stables,” Evetner said. “It’s the only place I’ll have a clear shot from.”

      Proust handed Haliden his bloody club. “This is killing time, artist. No mercy or hesitation. Can you handle it?”

      Haliden looked at the chipped and bloody weapon. Using it would be a far cry from lobbing arrows atop the tower. “I suppose we’ll find out.”

      “Indeed you will.” And with that, Proust turned and led them into the fray.
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      Haliden had never seen a man’s brain before. Aside from the common scrape or cut, he had little experience with blood all together.

      But no longer.

      Proust stood over the man’s twisted corpse, his gnarled, bloody club in hand. They’d stumbled upon the firewalker in front of Felway Inn, just another maddened fanatic with a newfound taste for blood. No words had been spoken, no threats or taunts. Proust simply walked up behind him and crushed his skull in.

      “There’s more coming,” Proust shouted as several shadows materialized in the distance. “Can you make the shot?”

      Evetner scrambled atop a moss-covered hovel and raised his bow. “I think so.”

      Three firewalkers spotted them. One rushed at Proust, the other two at Haliden.

      “Take the shot, damn it!” Proust cried as the third man jumped onto the hovel, blade in hand.

      Evetner dropped the bow and drew his father’s sword

      “Come on, you little pissant!” the man cried as he scrambled onto the roof and swung his sword.

      Evetner dodged the clumsy attack and drove his father’s blade deep into the man’s chest.

      “The shot, Evetner! Take it!” Proust cried as he tossed one of the firewalkers into the flooded cistern.

      Haliden ducked as his attacker swung a short sword at his head. The lout was fat and clumsy, his eyes bulging and bloodshot from too much adreena weed. But his blade was sharp, and Haliden doubted his wooden club would be much of a match.

      The firewalker recovered from the miss and took a slice at Haliden’s chest. But Haliden sidestepped the attack and slammed his club into the man’s head.

      “Why are you doing this?” Haliden shouted. “We’re all dead men anyway!”

      “You know nothing, you old shit,” the man gasped as blood oozed from his mouth. “To run is to deny the righteous path. You and yours are just a bunch of fucking heretics!” With that said, he rushed forward.

      Haliden jumped aside and landed another blow across the man’s nose. As the firewalker staggered backward, Haliden picked up a pitchfork leaning against the hovel and thrust it into his chest.

      “Down, artist!” someone cried as the firewalker slumped over dead.

      Haliden looked up.

      Evetner stood atop the roof, a flaming arrow at full draw. When he released, the arrow whipped across the basin, leaving a smoky trail in its wake.

      Haliden ducked as a blinding white flash enveloped the tower. Chunks of brick and pulverized mortar rained down around them, crushing several fighters trapped in the open.

      When the din finally subsided, Proust scrambled onto his feet and cried: “Evetner?”

      “I’m here!” the boy replied. He was lying behind the hovel atop a stack of hay.

      Proust ran to his side and quickly helped him onto his feet. “The tunnel!” he shouted. “Now!”

      A loud crack echoed across the basin, followed by the sound of grinding stone.

      Gods be good! Haliden thought as he looked up.

      It was the tower. And it was tipping onto them.

      “It’s coming down!” he cried.

      Proust and Evetner scrambled for the prison entrance, stumbling over pieces of brick and mortar.

      “Faster!” Haliden cried.

      They were within footfalls of the doorway when a surge of water rushed against their backs, thrusting all three men into the black tunnel.

      Seconds later, a deafening roar filled the air.

      And then all was silent.
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        * * *

      

      The water picked up speed, pushing them deeper into the black, limestone tunnels.

      Haliden clawed at the smooth walls, but the current was too strong.

      “Runner! Give me your hand!”

      Desperate, Haliden reached up into the darkness. The water was pulling him under, its icy fingers locked around his numb body. He was just about to surrender to it when a hand clasped his wrist and dragged him up onto a rock outcropping.

      “Got him,” a familiar voice said.

      Haliden rolled over onto mossy stone and vomited a mouthful of water.

      “That’s it. Get it all up.” It was the boy and he was crouched beside him, a single torch in hand. “Almost got away from me, artist.”

      Haliden shook his head. “Thanks friend.”

      

      Proust emerged from the shadows, soaked and shivering. “You think you’re ready to run now, artist?”

      Haliden coughed up more water. “Run… hide… anything is better than staying here.”
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        * * *

      

      The three men waded silently through the flooded tunnels.

      Evetner led the way, his torch lapping at the ceiling. Haliden watched it longingly. The icy water had numbed him from the waist down and it was all he could do just to press on.

      “How much farther?” he asked.

      Evetner twisted from side to side as he waded through the black water. “Almost there.”

      Smoke rushed down the tunnel, acrid and hot.

      The fire is close, Haliden thought. Maybe a league if we’re lucky.

      The surrounding towns had already fallen; he’d watched the fires in the distance, dancing like swirling wraiths against the horizon. If the southerly winds grew much stronger, Moss Town would be next.

      A faint light appeared in the distance.

      “Bring him in!” a voice shouted. “And be quick about it!”

      Several men stood at the top of a small rock outcropping a few footfalls away. When the trio reached them, they pulled them from the water and threw blankets over their shoulders.

      Haliden fell to his knees, exhausted. As he shivered, the light of a hundred meridium torches illuminated dozens of pale and frightened faces staring at him.

      Proust threw off his blanket and approached the garna-barra. Soaked and unarmored, he looked frail in the shimmering light. But his eyes burned bright with resolve.

      “We don’t have much time,” he said. “Ready the wagon and anything else going with him.”

      “We don’t take orders from no murderer,” one of the men said.

      Haliden watched as Evetner’s hand curled around his father’s sword.

      “Just do what he says?” the boy told them.

      The man glanced at his companions and laughed.. “And what if we just tell you and your father to go piss off?”

      “Then you can carry your own venermin to the Block,” Haliden shouted.

      The group turned to him.

      “I’m carrying your burden. Help him ready the wagon or take it yourselves!”

      The man grinned. “So… the artist has a spine? Figured you for just another yellow heretic.”

      “I just want to get the hells out of here,” Haliden replied. “Will you help us or not?”

      The man hesitantly nodded. “Very well. Boys… lets get it done. We’ll deal with the knight later.” And like that, they marched off for the wagon.

      Haliden sighed.

      “Thank you,” Evetner said. The boy was trembling, his hand still clasped around his sword.

      Haliden nodded.

      Braying echoed behind the chamber.

      “Instar!” Haliden pushed past the gathered villagers.

      He was almost to his friend, when a woman grabbed his arm.

      “Please,” she whispered. Tears streaked her soot coated cheeks. “Take my boys. Give them a chance.” Haliden tried to break free, but she only squeezed tighter. “Don’t let them burn. It’s not their time.”

      He remembered her. She was the woman from the great hall, that same desperate and heartbroken mother who had pleaded for him to take her boys to the Block.

      Proust stepped between them and pulled her hand free. “Leave him,” he said.

      Haliden met her eyes one last time as the knight led him around the chamber. And then she was gone.

      Instar paced back and forth in a makeshift pen, frightened and disheveled. But when she saw Haliden, her nervous whinnies quickly transformed into braying joy.

      “My girl!” Haliden shouted as he hugged her neck. “How I’ve missed you.”

      The garron nuzzled his cheek, grunting and huffing playfully. Meanwhile, Proust and the others slowly rolled the cart toward them.

      “She wouldn’t let any of my men near her,” the knight said as he unslung a harness from his shoulder.

      Haliden smiled. “That’s because she only answers to me.” He took the harness and began adjusting the straps around her head and body.

      “They’re trying to get through the tunnel!” someone shouted from the far side of the cavern.

      “It’s time, artist. Are you ready?”

      Haliden finished tightening the last buckle on the harness. “I couldn’t be less ready.”

      The venermin sat in the rear of the wagon, surrounded by countless gifts and offerings: loafs of bread, salted venison, pickled eggs, pieces of dented and scuffed gold, a chest full of yellow diamonds. There was even a jar of gold teeth. All priceless heirlooms passed down from generation to generation.

      And now they were Haliden’s responsibility.

      His stomach nervously boiled as the weight of it all suddenly hit him. What if he failed? What if Moss Town was erased from history because of his mistakes?

      A man approached Instar. As the garron curiously nickered, the man raised a small jar to her nose.

      Haliden tensed. “What in the hells are you doing?”

      “You’ll need fleet feet, artist,” the man said as Instar licked the jar. “Faster than any thoroughbred on Alimane.”

      Haliden ran over as Instar plucked a bud from the jar and gnashed it between her teeth. “Wait!”

      “Relax, friend,” the man said. “This is what she was bred for.”

      Haliden watched nervously as Instar swallowed the strange herbs. Within seconds, she began bucking and grunting as her muscles twitched violently beneath her smooth, black mane.

      “What did you do to her?”

      “I gave her coxil root. To wake her verial heart,” the man said. “In a few seconds, she’ll be a god amongst her breed.”

      Instar thrashed against the paddock, her eyes confused and frightened.

      Haliden quickly grabbed her reins. “Easy, girl. Easy!” Large veins bulged beneath her silky hide, and her legs were thick with corded muscle.

      The man watched in awe. “Never have I seen such a wondrous beast. She’ll outrun even the fastest verax now.”

      Slowly, Instar calmed. Haliden rubbed her side, relieved.

      “You know her spirit word?” the man asked.

      Haliden nodded. Red Bartle himself had imparted it to him. A word he would take to the grave.

      “Good. But be careful,” the man said. “Push her too hard now and her hearts will burst.”

      Evetner climbed aboard the wagon and took a seat beside the venermin. As he adjusted his armor, his father approached with a roll of cloth in hand.

      “My father gave this to me when I completed my training at the citadel,” he said as he removed the cloth from a tarnished gold helm.

      Evetner sat up, awestruck. Golden wings adorned either side of the helmet and a meticulously crafted eagle’s head perched atop its brow.

      A marvel, Haliden thought as Proust fitted it over his son’s head. Armor was rare enough this far from the Block. But work of such magnitude was almost unheard of.

      Evetner removed the helmet and ran a finger over the eagle. “I… I can’t accept this, Father.”

      “It’s yours,” Proust said. “I was never worthy of it. But you are.”

      Evetner reluctantly nodded. “I won’t let you down.”

      “I know. And I’m sorry.”

      Evetner placed a hand on his father’s shoulder. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

      Instar brayed excitedly.

      “Ready?” Haliden asked Evetner.

      The boy glanced at the many faces watching them and nodded.

      Two rusted steel doors slowly opened at the opposite end of the cavern.

      The townsfolk cleared back, squinting as daylight flooded into the cave for the first time in decades.

      “Gods be with you, runners!” someone cried.

      Haliden swallowed as cold sweat dripped down his back. Goodbye, Am.

      He picked up the reins and snapped them atop Instar’s back.

      The garron lunged forward, her muscles rolling beneath her flesh like waves across a black sea. Faces blew past in a wild blur, their shouts and cries drowned out by Instar’s thunderous footfalls.

      Haliden’s heart soared as fear and adrenaline pulsed through his veins. This is it! he thought. The weight of an entire town was on his shoulders now.

      Evetner glanced one last time at his home as they exited the cavern. Proust stood in the entrance, waving as the doors slowly shut. And then he was gone.

      Instar brayed wildly, her eyes wide with excitement as a horn sounded in the distance.

      Evetner pointed to the eastern section of the forest. “Here they come!”

      Lines of mounted men flooded from the woods. Many were covered in burns and filthy rags, and a handful were on fire, screaming as flames trailed behind them.

      Evetner raised his bow and loosed.

      A rider tumbled from his mount, his neck snapping against the ground as the others pressed on.

      “They’re gaining,” Evetner shouted.

      “Then shoot straighter.”

      Trees flew past in a wild blur, their branches scraping the side of the wagon. Haliden sunk low in his seat, his feet wedged beneath a sack of potatoes as the wagon bounced atop the forest floor.

      A rider drew up alongside them and jumped onto the wagon.

      Haliden swiveled sideways and kicked the man in the knee. “Help!” he shouted to Evetner as the injured rider crawled toward him.

      Evetner raised his father’s sword and slammed it into the man’s back.

      “Gods!” Haliden cried as blood splashed across his face.

      Evetner pushed the dying man over the side of the wagon and pointed behind them.

      “More are coming!”

      The wagon bucked violently as Instar picked up speed.

      Another rider drew up alongside them and leveled a crossbow at Haliden’s head.

      Evetner picked up a small crate and tossed it at the firewalker, knocking him from his horse. But even as the man vanished behind them in a cloud of dust, a dozen more riders closed in from the south.

      Evetner picked up the Tritan bow and pressed its scope to his eye. The crosshairs drifted onto the lead rider, but they were going too fast for the device’s gyroscope to lock on.

      One of the other riders broke ahead of the pack and fired a crossbow bolt at Haliden.

      Haliden flinched as it whipped past his nose. “Faster, Instar! Faster!”

      Evetner pushed the useless scope aside and fired blindly at the man. To his obvious surprise, the rider tumbled from his horse with an arrow jutting from his skull.

      “By the gods! Good shot, man!” Haliden shouted.

      Evetner shook his head. “It wasn’t me.”

      Haliden turned. A silhouette stood atop a small rise a hundred footfalls in front of them.

      “Ember!” he cried.

      She took down three more riders before the remaining firewalkers engulfed her.

      And then she was gone.

      “We need to go back!” Haliden cried.

      Evetner shook his head. “It’s too late. We all die if we go back.”

      Haliden punched the wagon. “Damn this! Damn it all to the hells!”

      Trembling, Evetner sat down beside the venermin. “Gods watch over them,” he breathed as tears welled in his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Instar ran on, her hooves thundering atop the forest floor.

      For a time, neither man said a word. Their world became a blur of ash and pine as they raced through the dawn.

      Haliden wiped blood from his face, weeping within the folds of his cloak. Nothing else remained now. His home, his family, his friends. Ember. They were all gone.

      “You’re all that’s left to me, Instar,” he whispered as they rode on through the forest.

      And the hope of Milane. The hope for one last moment together. One last chance to make amends for everything he’d done wrong.
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      Dozen’s of translucent sacks lined the road, dangling from raw cut pine posts like ghostly beehives.

      “What in the hells is this?” Haliden said as they drifted past.

      Evetner sat nestled beside the venermin, sharpening his father’s sword with a whetstone. “Offerings,” he replied as he ran the rock down the length of his sword. “I’d heard of such things from merchants out of Ash Port. I dared not believe it, though.”

      Haliden brought Instar to a halt beside one of the sacks.

      Evetner lowered his blade. “What are you doing?”

      Haliden reached over the railing and grabbed the top of the sack. It was heavier than it looked, and as he lifted it, the water inside shifted, forcing him to drop it into the wagon.

      “By the gods, artist!”

      Haliden extended his hand. “Give me your dagger.”

      “Just leave it.”

      “Your dagger!”

      Eventer sighed. “Very well.” He withdrew the rusted blade from his belt and handed it to him. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Haliden grabbed the top of the sack and cut a four inch hole around the knot. Flies erupted into the air, stirring up the stink of rotten flesh within.

      Haliden leaned over the side of the wagon and wretched.

      “I warned you,” Evetner said.

      A child’s corpse lay in a fetal position inside the sack, floating in brownish green liquid dotted with dead maggots and flies.

      “Why?” Haliden gasped.

      Evetner pressed a rag to his face as he climbed into the front. “Men are monsters, artist. Why else?” Flies scattered into the sky as he tied off the sack and lowered it over the side of the wagon.

      “We need a shovel,” Haliden said.

      Evetner shook his head. “We don’t have time for that.”

      Haliden climbed off the wagon and began dragging the sack into the woods. “I’ll use my damn hands then!”

      Evetner shook his head. “This is a waste of time. The fire will send him off proper enough.”

      Haliden scraped at the ground, tossing clouds of ash and dirt over his shoulder.

      Evetner sighed. “Very well. But when we burn, it’ll lay on your head.”

      They finished burying the child several calls after sundown. It was grueling work; the forest ground was rocky and crisscrossed with dense roots and rotting tree stumps. More than once they had to start over in a new spot. But it was done now and as darkness descended upon the world, both men sat silent, too exhausted to move.

      Haliden took a deep breath, his sweat soaked shirt clinging to his flesh. “Are all men such beasts now?”

      Evetner stared at the rock marker they’d placed atop the shallow grave. “They were offerings to the Breath,” he replied. “We first heard of it several months ago, when a caravan of traders stumbled into town. Water worshipers had stolen some of their children in the night and drowned them in cow stomachs just like this. When they were done, they drowned themselves in Ives Lake.”

      “Madness,” Haliden said.

      “To us. To them it’s prophecy. And it’s spreading like wildfire.” Evetner wiped his hands on some dead leaves and spit into the darkness. “Anarchy rules Alimane now, artist. And it will only get worse. That’s why we need to keep moving.”

      Haliden reluctantly nodded. “All right. But slow and steady. I don’t want her getting hurt.”

      “Whatever you say, artist.”

      Haliden took one last look at the fresh grave. He knew neither the boy’s name nor origin. And no one ever will, he thought. But that was the way of things now: everything wiped clean and forgotten. Haliden’s heart ached at the realization. Will anyone remember me or my work? He doubted it. There were more important things to worry about now.

      Like staying alive.
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        * * *

      

      The half-moon hung directly above the forest, its faint, silver glow illuminating the ash-covered trail.

      As they rode on, the forest began to thin, giving way to vast expanses of sprawling plains. At first it was a welcome change, but soon the moonlight revealed dozens of crude wood crosses posted atop a small rise in the east. And like earlier, sacks hung from each one, the various sizes and shapes whispering of the darkness within.

      Evetner lay in the back of the wagon, staring at the ashen sky. He had barely spoken a word since they buried the child.

      “I’m glad I have no god to pray to tonight,” Haliden said as a pair of crosses drifted past.

      “And why’s that, artist?”

      “My tongue would curse us both.”

      Evetner huffed. “We’re already cursed, my friend. We ride against the gods’ will, remember? The Block will be our hell.”

      “That’s if we even make it.”

      Evetner sat up, his expression hard as stone. “We’ll make it. But when we do, you might wish we hadn’t.”

      “And why’s that?”

      Evetner laughed. “You do realize that we’re not the only ones heading there. Every thief and murderer in Alimane will be haunting these roads now. Not to mention all the beasts driven from the southlands.”

      “What… are you afraid of seeing a dyran?” Haliden laughed.

      Evetner ran his fingers down the flat side of his father’s sword. “Much and more, artist.”

      “You really believe the rumors?”

      The boy nodded. “Why not? A great wall of fire rolls toward us. Would you have believed that a month ago?”

      Haliden shrugged. “I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

      The Breath loomed in the south, it’s orange-yellow tendrils tickling the edge of the horizon as heat swells cast thick clouds of ash across the land.

      Haliden felt himself drifting into a trance as he watched the skyline. How could Alimane be so lost? he wondered. Everything he had ever known, his land, his home… Where do we go from here?

      Evetner sat up. “Did you hear that?”

      Haliden broke from his daze. “Hear what?”

      Evetner pointed at the venermin. “Something moved… inside it.”

      Haliden shrugged. “Probably just something shifting.”

      “Something that coughs?” He leaned forward and slowly ran a hand across the device’s seal. “It’s not closed properly. Look… the seal is cracked.”

      Haliden brought Instar to a stop and stepped into the back.

      “See!” Evetner said as Haliden knelt down beside him.

      “Maybe it broke from the road,” Haliden said as he ran a hand over it. But then another cough resonated from within.

      “There!” Evetner hissed. “Hear it?”

      Haliden nodded. “Take the handle.”

      Evetner quickly grabbed his end of the venermin.

      “Ready?” Haliden said.

      Evetner nodded.

      “One… Two… Three…”

      Both men simultaneously lifted the lid and tossed it aside.

      “By the gods,” Haliden breathed.

      Two boys lay inside the venermin atop a miasma of seed pouches, parchments, and other priceless heirlooms too precious to be stowed in sacks or crates. The oldest was maybe six or seven turns, the other not a day past three. Both were tear-streaked and trembling, their clothes soaked with urine and sweat.

      “This is a problem,” Evetner said.

      Haliden extended his hand to the oldest boy. “It’s okay. We won’t hurt you.”

      The boy reluctantly accepted it and climbed out.

      Evetner lifted the other boy and sat him down in the cart.

      Haliden handed each of them a water skin, which they guzzled down in one breath.

      “Who did this?” Evetner asked.

      The oldest child lowered his skin and wiped his face. “Our m-mom,” he gasped. “She said it was the only way.”

      Haliden’s heart sank. He remembered them now; both had been at the feast with their mother. The same desperate woman who had begged him to take them to the Block.

      And I turned her away, he thought. By the gods, I condemned them.

      “Your name is Jonathan, is it not?” Evetner asked. “Your mother is Kilumn Freud?”

      The boy nodded.

      “She came to me the night of the feast,” Haliden whispered. “She wanted me to take them with us.”

      “Well, she got her wish.”

      The youngest child clutched his brother’s arm and wept.

      “What’s his name?” Haliden whispered.

      “Brandon,” the older boy replied.

      Haliden sat down beside Brandon and smiled. “You know where we’re going?”

      Brandon shook his head.

      “Pelimen’s Block. It’s where runners go. Do you know what that means?

      The boy shook his head.

      “You’ll be safe there. Both of you.”

      Brandon nodded.

      “We should keep moving,” Evetner said.

      Haliden knelt down and placed his hands on the child’s shoulder. “No harm will come to you. On my honor.”

      Evetner stood. “It’s time, artist.”

      Haliden smiled. “Come, little man, and sit with me. We have a long road ahead.”

      The boy rubbed his nose and slowly nodded.
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        * * *

      

      They camped that night in an abandoned mill. Moss and ivy held together what remained of its roof and mice droppings dotted the rotten floorboards. But it was dry and provided shelter from the constant shower of ash outside.

      Haliden sighed as Evetner struck a flint stone into the fireplace. Wood had been neatly stacked in a corner, along with kindling and moldering hay. Within seconds, flames danced and crackled up the chimney.

      Haliden lay back against a bale of hay, his mind wandering as the flames tickled the chimney’s ancient flue. The smell reminded him of nights huddled by the fire with Milane, how she would curl her arm around his waist as the fire popped and snapped before them.

      Don’t do this to yourself, he thought. But he couldn’t help it. He missed her. He missed the warmth and sense of security she had always given him. But they’re gone now, he told himself. Milane, the house, his brushes and bleached canvases. Every worldly possession aside from Instar, lost. And nothing would bring them back.

      Evetner dropped a stack of firewood beside the fireplace and sat down with a sigh. He was still wearing his father’s armor, but he had kept the helm tucked away somewhere inside the wagon.

      “You were good with them,” he whispered. “You didn’t have to be. Most wouldn’t have been.”

      “They’re just boys,” Haliden said. “They’ve no family anymore, no home. I know a bit about that.”

      “You have children?”

      Haliden watched as a burning branch drooped and disintegrated into the fire. “No,” he said. “My wife wished it, but my work didn’t allow… “ He hesitated, his chest tightening.

      I didn’t allow it, he thought.

      “I was a selfish fool,” he said.

      Evetner turned to the boys. They looked like ghosts in the dim firelight, pale and frightened as they huddled close to the flames. “Well, you were good with them. Better than I could’ve been. Perhaps you would have made a good father after all.”

      Haliden tossed a pebble into the fire. “Perhaps. We’ll never know now, though, will we?”

      “You shouldn’t speak so. I’ve no plans to end my life before the fire and nor should you.”

      Haliden huffed. “You still think we have a chance?”

      “There’s always a chance,” Evetner replied. “You just have to want it bad enough.”

      Haliden picked up a stick and prodded the fire. Sparks spiraled up the chimney like souls released from the hells. I should have been a better man. A better husband, he thought. I deserved to lose you.

      “What I want no longer wants me,” Haliden finally said. “So what else is there?”

      Evetner looked at the boys. “The future.”

      Haliden raised his hands above the flames. The heat dug into his flesh, whispering of the pain to come. “What if the future no longer wants us?”

      Evetner tossed another log into the fire. “Just drive your horse hard, artist. It’s about them now.” He pointed at the brothers. “The future.”

      Haliden nodded. “The future.”
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        * * *

      

      Instar thundered across the countryside as ash rained down around them.

      She had grown bolder since leaving Moss Town, fierce. No longer did she bray at the countless bears, coons, and lyra cats fleeing beside them in the distance.

      We’re all equals now, Haliden thought as he gripped her reins. Fleeing from the same hunter.

      The air became warmer and unsettled the farther south they ran. Behind them, dense clouds of ash choked off the sky, cutting all ties to the outside world.

      Alimane is alone now, Haliden thought. Amputated from the other realms like a rotting limb. There would be no help. No last turn rescue. A death sentence had been cast, and only those willing to run stood a chance now.

      Instar began to wheeze as she ran. Her mane was covered in sweat and ash, and white froth drooled from her mouth. We’re riding her too hard, Haliden thought. But there was no other way. Death was at their heels.

      “Come on, girl!” he cried. “Ride like the fires of the hells!”

      The two brothers sat silent beside the venermin, their eyes fixed south at the Breath’s approaching glow.

      “You see that horse?” Haliden said, gesturing to Instar. The oldest boy sat up and nodded. “She’s a garron strider. A gift from the Red Bartle of Way. No beast is faster or more prized in all of Alimane. Your mother knew that and that’s why she put you here.”

      Evetner looked up from his sword and shook his head at Haliden. But the artist went on.

      “She loved you very much, boys. That’s why she trusted no other to get you to safety.”

      Jonathan nodded. But Brandon remained transfixed on the burning horizon.

      “Does she have a spirit word?” the older brother asked to their surprise.

      Haliden nodded. “I’ll make a deal with you. Show me a smile and I’ll tell you what the word is.”

      The boy slowly sat up, a dim smile materializing across his face.

      Haliden grinned. “Very well. Come here.”

      Jonathan sat down beside him.

      “Now this word is important. It requires much responsibility. Can you handle it?”

      Jonathan nodded.

      “Be careful with such knowledge,” Evetner said as Haliden whispered in his ear. “A spirit word is a powerful thing. You’ll be forever bound to whatever beast hears it.”

      Haliden sat back and nodded. “It’s true. Never speak it near any other animal. It belongs to Instar… and you now. No other.”

      Jonathan stared at the garron as she nibbled on some hay.

      “Was that wise?” Evetner whispered as the boy returned to his brother’s side.

      Haliden gestured to the two, who were now whispering amongst themselves by the fire. When they were done, the younger brother smiled.

      Haliden nodded. “Wisest thing I’ve done all day.”
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      The ancient city of Marigel stood high atop Brener’s Horn, a distant and miniature silhouette barely clinging to reality.

      But it is real, Haliden thought. And they would have to pass through its gates if they were to outrun the fire.

      The safest route was Wiseman’s Road, which stretched east and west around the base of the Horn. But that would take at least a day.

      Time we no longer have.

      Haliden stared at the forbidding city. Countless stories surrounded it: plague had turned its people into cannibals; it had been cursed by the Circle for failure to repay debts; and there was even a rumor it had become a prison of sorts, its occupants sealed in with black Circle magic.

      “You believe the stories?” Evetner asked.

      Haliden nodded. “If enough people say there’s smoke, there’s bound to be a fire.”

      A cluster of six massive towers stood at the city’s center, surrounded by a labyrinthine sprawl of interconnecting streets and honeycombed structures. There were no walls or moats, no archer stations or ramparts. The Horn was far too steep to climb in number and not even a Tritan catapult could reach the top. The only way in was down the Throat. A league-long, switchbacking tunnel lined with hundreds of ancient lodgings, taverns, merchant stalls, and outposts. A veritable city beneath a city.

      And if tales of the Rot are true, it will be the hells incarnate, Haliden thought.

      Witnesses claimed the disease had spread like wildfire throughout the city several turns ago. A flesh-eating plague that killed twenty thousand souls in one month alone.

      But neither the Circle nor Tritan, the two main governing houses of the nine kingdoms, lifted a finger until it began spreading into the countryside. Alimane was a major supplier of wood and steel to both lands, and it would only take one infected ship to cross the Acid and wipe them out.

      Haliden swallowed as he recounted the tale in his head. Four hundred chargers and Tritanese engineers had been dispatched to Alimane, all with one order: contain the plague and anyone left alive in the city.

      “How many do you think were sealed in?” Haliden asked as they drew closer to the Horn.

      “No one knows for sure,” Evetner replied. “The Tritanese engineers who sealed the city were executed before they could leave our shores. And the chargers disbanded into the countryside for fear of the same fate.”

      Haliden’s heart quickened as the mountain loomed over them. Two massive, meridium infused doors had been secured to the Throat, barred and welded shut by Tritanese smiths and engineers. The Sinners Gate some called it, an impregnable barrier only the most skilled Tritanese artisans could open.

      But as they approached the entrance, it was clear the Tritanese artisans weren’t the only masters of their craft.

      The tunnel now stood wide open, the steel gates lying twisted and broken before it like so much scrap.

      “Who could have done this?” Haliden asked as he stared at the rent steel.

      “Who knows,” Evetner replied. “Tritanese scrappers… or perhaps a charger in the employ of Alimane treasure hunters.”

      Remains of a recent barricade still clung to the sides of the entrance, wood boarding and scrap metal welded together into a flimsy barrier.

      The gods only know what awaits us in there, Haliden thought as he stared into the darkness. Stories abound of explorers entering the Horn. But few ever told of anyone leaving.

      “I never imagined I’d see this place,” Evetner said as Instar halted beside one of the shattered doors.

      The brothers stood in the back of the wagon, staring into the Throat’s gaping maw. “We have to go in there?” Jon asked, his voice trembling.

      Haliden climbed down from the wagon and approached the fallen door. It was bent outward, with two great puncture marks at its center. Rust and moss covered its surface, a sign it had been lying this way for quite some time.

      “You’re sure this is the only way?” Haliden asked.

      Evetner tightened his chest plate. “This is it, artist.”

      Brandon began crying as his older brother hugged him tight. “I don’t want to go in there,” he whimpered.

      Haliden sighed. He didn’t either. But they had no other choice now.

      Cautiously, he approached the entrance. Bones lay scattered across the ground, a vast golgotha piled just inside the entranceway.

      “That’s strange,” Haliden said.

      “What?”

      “The bones… they stop right here at the threshold.”

      Evetner shrugged. “Probably people or animals trapped before the gate came down. But whatever the reason, we should get moving. There’s still three leagues of tunnel stretching before us.”

      “Do we have enough supplies to make torches?” Haliden asked.

      “We’ll use the blankets and one of the crates in back,” Evetner replied. “And there’s also a cask of oil up front.”

      Haliden knelt before the brothers. “It won’t be so bad. We’ll move fast and quiet. Like shadows in the night, okay?”

      Jon’s eyes widened. “What about the stories?”

      Evetner tightened his leggings and huffed. “It’s just hogwash meant to scare you.”

      Jon wiped his eyes and nodded. “We’ll have torches, though, right?”

      “More than we’ll need,” Evetner replied.

      Haliden went to the back and grabbed one of the crates. He was about to dismantle it, when he noticed what was inside: a painting.

      His painting.

      His first, in fact: a simple landscape he’d painted outside of Moss Town twenty-five turns ago.

      He grabbed the frame and snapped it over his knee. He then tore the canvas off and wrapped it around one of the splintered sides. You’ll serve us far better this way, friend, he thought.

      When he was finished, he dunked the canvas into a cask of oil and watched as the liquid dripped down the handle onto his hand. So much resides on a few pieces of wood and cloth now, he thought. He suddenly laughed out loud.

      “What’s so funny?”

      Haliden shook his head. “All my life, I’ve relied on canvas and brush to light my way. I just never thought it would, literally.”

      Evetner nodded. “Just pray your work burns bright, artist. We have leagues to travel yet.”

      Haliden touched the canvas to one of the torches they had already lit. The oil-soaked fabric instantly ignited, the flames rippling across it’s surface like fiery waves.

      Guide our way, old friend, Haliden thought as the paint popped and crackled beneath the flames.

      Guide our way.
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      Marigel was a city of the dead. Not a sound permeated the darkness, save for Instar’s footfalls and the wagon’s groaning wheels. Shadows danced beside them, shifting and morphing as torchlight played across the many abandoned stalls and black doorways lining the tunnel.

      Haliden’s heart quickened the higher they went. Corpses littered the ground, many nothing more than bone held together with tattered cloth and cobwebs. But some still sat slumped in their stalls, their skeletal hands clutching at dusty arrow shafts or empty glass vials.

      I can only imagine the horror that swept through here, he thought as they passed a charred heap of bone.

      The air was pungent and musty, filled with the stagnant stench of entombed death. Behind one stall, trapped in a large steel cage, were dozens of dead, mummified dogs; in another, a human skeleton lay in a fetal position, clutching the remains of a child.

      But what bothered Haliden most were the fresher bodies he had seen in the shadows. For unlike the other mummified and skeletal remains, their skin was white as goat’s milk and untouched by decomposition.

      They look almost… preserved, he thought as one drifted past.

      His torch crackled and snapped, illuminating a ten yard swath around them. Garbage lay everywhere: broken furniture, torn clothing, pots, pans. Personal effects abandoned and ransacked during some wild flight. They even passed a few makeshift barricades long since toppled and destroyed.

      “It must have been awful,” Evetner whispered.

      Haliden nodded. “I can only imagine.”

      Jonathan crept between them. “Is anyone still here?”

      “Doubtfully,” Haliden replied. “The city has been sealed for many turns now.”

      Since entering the tunnel, the brothers had kept close, clinging to their sides like suckling pigs. They are our responsibility now, he thought. Here, in the darkest dark of the hells. The thought frightened him almost as much as the Breath itself.

      His heart quickened as he watched Brandon cling to his brother. How can there be gods when these two have seen what they’ve seen?

      In just a few months, darkness had swept across the lands, the gates of the hells unleashing blind fury across the continent. What would remain for them if they made it to the Block? Would these boys ever find innocence again? Or had that been stolen away like everything else?

      Haliden shook his head. I should never have stayed here. I should have left months ago. The thought had occurred to him many times over the past turn. After all, money was no object; his work had made him a wealthy man, wealthier than many of his clients. He could go almost anywhere and his name would be known and respected. So why remain here? What was worth burning for?

      Instar suddenly halted.

      A figure stood in the center of the tunnel just at the edge of their torchlight.

      Evetner drew his sword. “Who goes there?”

      The figure stepped closer, wavering in and out of the light. His clothes were nothing more than torn rags and his flesh was emaciated and yellow. “You should not have come here,” he said.

      He’s been hiding down here all this time, Haliden marveled. Hiding in the dark like a rat. But how he managed to survive without food or water was anyone’s guess.

      “It wasn’t our first choice,” Evetner replied.

      Something crashed in the distance, followed by a sharp scream.

      “Are there others?” Evetner asked.

      The stranger slowly stepped into the torchlight. He was old and haggard, but appeared untouched by the Rot. “Many. Too many to count,” the man replied.

      He’s been hiding down here all this time, Haliden marveled. Hiding in the dark like a rat. But how he managed to survive without food or water was anyone’s guess.

      “Many. Too many to count,” the man replied.

      Haliden picked up one of their water skins and tossed it at the man’s feet. The man tore the cap off and guzzled it down.

      “The Lazurus Gate,” Evetner said as the stranger sucked down the water. “Is it open?”

      The old man squeezed the last few drops into his mouth and tossed the canteen aside. “Nothing is open, friend. At least not to the living. Not with the barriers in place.”

      “Barriers?” Evetner said.

      “Do you even know where you are, child?” the stranger asked. “You’ve entered the hells. And there’s no escaping. Not now. Not ever.” Slowly, he stepped back into the shadows. “You would do well to travel faster, friends. I fear the others already know you’re here. And they’ll be coming soon.”

      “Others?” Haliden asked.

      The man bowed. “Thank you for your kindness. I pray the gods guide you on your way.” And with that he turned and vanished into the darkness.

      Haliden sighed. “Well, that went well.”

      “I think we should go now,” Evetner said.

      Haliden nodded. “I agree.”

      Instar pressed on, smashing through several more barriers as the road wound upward through the mountain. Twice they spotted figures moving in the distance, furtive forms scuttling into the shadows as their torchlit wagon raced past. But none tried to stop them.

      Haliden grabbed a fresh torch and dunked it in the jug of oil. “We’ve only enough for a handful more,” he said as he touched it to his dying torch.

      Evetner nodded. “We can always scrounge if we need to.”

      Jonathan and Bran lay asleep beneath a mound of blankets, their faces peaceful. The sight relieved Haliden. Twice they had passed bodies hanging from the ceiling. Some of the corpses’ hands had been bound in barbed wire and others had their heads locked inside steel cages. No child should see such sights, he told himself.

      The wagon jolted violently as one of its wheels rolled over a corpse.

      Both brothers awoke with a start.

      “Is that the city?” Jonathan asked as a light appeared in the distance.

      Haliden nodded. “We’ll be there soon.”

      A metallic screech echoed down the tunnel. Moments later the distant light began to fade.

      “We’re being sealed in!” Evetner shouted. He picked up the Tritan bow and peered through its scope.

      “What do you see?” Haliden asked.

      Evetner nocked an arrow and drew back. “Just keep going!”

      Haliden snapped the reins above Instar. Moments later, another scream resonated behind them.

      “There’s four of them,” Evetner cried.

      “Are they armed?”

      “I can’t tell,” Evetner replied.

      Shadows stirred on either side of the tunnel, black figures flickering in and out of existence as the wagon’s torchlight splashed across them.

      “Just keep going!” Evetner cried.

      Instar plowed through a five footfall barrier, scattering wood and debris in every direction.

      “Faster!” a voice boomed up ahead.

      Figures ran past the wagon on either side. They were clad in patched armor and laptane flesh and wielded swords and bows.

      Instar ran through the gate and ground to halt in the center of a vast, torchlit courtyard. Groups of masked men immediately surrounded them, some wielding spears and elongated staves, others buckets of odd, white powder.

      “Back!” a muffled voice shouted.

      Dozens of men retreated from the tunnel, some still loosing bolts and arrows behind them as they fled.

      Instar whinnied as a group of orange-clad figures pressed in around them.

      Laptane flesh, Haliden marveled. The same protective sharkskin men wore in the poisoned Culver lands.

      “Powder!” someone cried.

      Two men carrying buckets ran forward and tossed the contents at the wagon.

      Haliden gagged as the caustic white powder exploded into his lungs.

      “Again!”

      The men hit them with another cloud, this time covering Evetner and the boys.

      “Seal the gate!”

      A metallic groan filled the courtyard, followed by a thunderous boom as the two doors slammed shut. Moments later, a steady din filled the air as fists pounded the gate.

      “What were you fools thinking?” a masked man shouted at Haliden. “Bringing children here?”

      Haliden wiped powder from his face and scanned their surroundings. They were surrounded on three sides by a fifty footfall-high wall. Directly ahead of them was what appeared to be an ancient, wooden lift. But it looked as if it could barely fit five men abreast.

      A laptane-clad man approached the wagon and slowly peeled off his orange mask.

      “Did any of you touch them?” he asked. He was young, no more than twenty turns old, with blond hair and a pair of deep blue eyes that glowed in the courtyard’s muted light.

      “We were in the wagon, you damn fools,” Evetner said. “Nothing got close.”

      Someone huffed behind the blue-eyed man. “This is foolish, Kytle. Just kill them and burn the wagon where it stands.”

      The blue-eyed man named Kytle raised his hand for silence. “And what about the horse?”

      “None came near her,” Haliden said. “I’d bet my life on it.”

      Kytle slowly approached the wagon. “It’s not your life I care about. I have a city to care for. And it only takes one of you to bring it down.” He turned and nodded to one of the spearmen. “Take them to quarantine and continue delousing.”

      “What are you doing, Kytle?” the other man growled. “They’ve been through the fucking Throat. And without protection!”

      Kytle eyed the decenter with his cool, blue gaze. “Just do it, Dod. Unless you want to lead this rabble without me?”

      Dod stood silent, his expression concealed beneath his mask’s smoky, Tritan lenses.

      “Well? Do you wish to dance, farmer?”

      Dod slowly shook his head. “Just remember whose choice this was. It’s on you now, boy. And your family.” And with that, he stepped behind Haliden and lowered his spear. “Tell the little ones to get down and follow me!”

      Kytle turned his blue-eyed gaze upon Haliden. “Do as he says, when he says, and perhaps you’ll find friends here. Disobey and you take your business back to the Throat. Are we clear?”

      Haliden nodded.

      Dod gestured to the rest of his men. “Them two lads first. The older louts wait behind in the Draw until they’re secure.”

      Brandon wept as a laptane clad man took hold of his shoulders. Jonathan tried to stop them, but a man quickly pulled him away.

      “What are they going to do to us?” Jonathan shouted.

      “Just keep quiet, boy, and do as you’re told,” Dod said, his voice muffled by the mask. “Unless you and this little one want to be my next meal.”

      “Enough!” Kytle shouted. “Just get it done.”

      Haliden made eye contact with Jonathan as he and his brother were dragged onto the lift. They think I’ve abandoned them, he thought as his heart dropped.

      “All right, men,” Kytle shouted. “I’d say it’s time we cleaned these poor bastards up.”

      Haliden rounded on the man and grabbed his shoulder. “Harm them and I’ll tear your throat out.”

      Kytle pushed Haliden’s hand aside. “Just be thankful I’m in charge here. These others… they would’ve cut your throat and cooked you before the night was through.” And with that said, he turned and marched to the lift. But not before glancing one last time at Haliden.

      “Oh, and one more thing, friend… welcome to Marigel. Your new home.”
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      Haliden stared through the tower’s lone window, watching as laptane-clad men roamed the cracked streets below. They wielded rusted swords and nicked spears, and as they wove between the emaciated inhabitants, they laughed and prodded them like animals.

      “This place is one giant prison,” Haliden said as a gust of warm wind blasted through the window.

      Evetner shook his head. “And unfortunately for us, the prisoners run the show.”

      Haliden sighed. “It doesn’t make any sense. Why hasn’t anyone tried to help them? It’s been what… ten turns since the outbreak?

      “What did you see when we first spied the city?” Evetner asked.

      “I don’t know. A city? Was I supposed to have seen something else?”

      “You should have. Look around you. They burn fires in every tower, down on every street. Where was the smoke and the torchlight when we first spied the city? And what about these white flags they have hanging from every window? We should have seen it all from the road.”

      Haliden watched ribbons of smoke curl up from braziers scattered below. A hundred footfalls to the east, dozens of ragged, white sheets flapped from one of the city’s largest spires, and to the west an enormous fire danced atop a crumbling tower.

      “That is indeed odd,” he conceded.

      “Perhaps those chargers did more than just seal the bloody gates then.”

      Haliden felt sick to his stomach. “A gods damn enchantment? Is that what you think?” Never had heard of such magic. Not even the Circle boasted such trickery, and they controlled just about every drop of meridium left on the planet. To render an entire city invisible would have required more magic men and meridium than he dared dream of.

      “Ten turns and still dead as the day the Rot finished them off,” Evetner said. “Or at least it would seem that way to the outside world.”

      “By the gods.” Haliden leaned against the wall, defeated. So we’re prisoners within a prison now, he thought. Buried beneath a layer of magic unlike anything he had ever heard of. And the Breath still comes. Ever faster, ever impatient.

      “We need an audience with their leader,” Haliden said. “They may not even realize their fate.”

      “I’m sure they’ve figured it out,” Evetner replied. “Look around you… this was one of the largest cities south of the Block. It wouldn’t be abandoned if the outside world knew people still dwelt here. These people know they’re cursed. And they’ll do whatever it takes to survive.”

      “So we’re stuck.” Haliden shook his head. “All this way just to sit here and watch the fire engulf us…”

      The cell door opened and two laptane-clad men entered.

      “Against the wall and strip,” one of them ordered.

      “What for?” Evetner asked.

      “You came up through the Throat. Until we’re sure you’re clean, you’ll be treated as an infected.”

      Reluctantly, Haliden and Evetner peeled off their powder-stained clothes and tossed them in the corner.

      Both guards circled them, examining every inch of their bodies.

      “They’re clean,” one of the men finally shouted.

      Kytle ducked through the door and smiled. “My apologizes, friends. I would prefer to welcome strangers in a more suitable manner… but precautions must be taken. I am Kytle Eofed, son of Gerten, the former city treasurer. I now handle all matters of security here.”

      “Where are the boys?” Haliden asked.

      “Safe with the other children of Marigel. In fact, they seemed quite happy to be around their own kind.”

      One of the guards left the room for a moment then returned with an armful of clothes.

      “These are for you,” Kytle said. “Unfortunately, everything else will have to be destroyed. Accept for the young man’s armor, of course. That will be properly cleaned before you get it back.”

      Evetner took the moth-eaten rags and began pulling them on. “May we see them?” he asked. “The boys?”

      “Of course,” Kytle replied. “But first the council wishes to speak with you.”

      “And what of my horse?” Haliden asked as he dressed. “Is she safe?”

      Kytle laughed. “It’s not her safety you should worry about. Our stable man nearly lost his head when he tried to fix one of her shoes.”

      “She only answers to me,” Haliden said.

      “We gathered that much. And I must say… she is a sight to behold.”

      “May we go to the boys now?” Evetner asked.

      “Of course.” Kytle snapped his fingers, signaling the guards to make way. “But keep close and speak to no one. Many will wish to hear news from the outside, but we must be careful.”

      “Why?” Evetner asked.

      “False hope is dangerous here, friend. It has killed many of us since the outbreak.” With that said, Kytle motioned to the stairs. “You’ll learn more in time. Now we must go and meet your new family.”
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      The city was in state of complete disrepair. Moss and ivy clung to every building and alley, concealing the cracked and crumbling facades below. Thatch and wood rooftops slumped inward like soggy leaves, many already completely collapsed. And quite a few homes were nothing more than charred shells, victims of the violent upheaval that had taken place after the city’s fall.

      Haliden marveled at the decay. Without the city’s former crop of artisans and architects tending to it, Marigel’s famed beauty had all but faded. The highest structures stood dead and empty, sun-bleached skeletons whose black windows yawned toward the indifferent sky. Beneath them, the roadways lay choked with weeds and overturned wagons, and in some sections vast ponds of black sewage had flooded entire blocks.

      They heard the first signs of civilization as they entered the edge of the market district: the familiar metallic ping of a blacksmith’s hammer as it banged out its steady song, the constant murmur of men and women haggling amongst stalls and wagons, and crackling fires in outdoor hearths and braziers. At first Haliden warmed to the familiar sights and sounds. But when he glanced at one of the merchant’s tables and saw only two shriveled potatoes and a single, moldy loaf of bread, his hopes quickly faded.

      “What news of Anstoeian?” the bearded merchant asked from behind his meager offerings. “Is there still fighting with the Raterman?”

      “Later, Bog,” Kytle said as they moved past. “They’ll be time enough at sup.”

      “What of Calil?” a woman shouted beside her ancient loom. “Has the Rot touched them yet?”

      “And Kilt?” an elderly man shouted as he limped toward them on a crooked staff. “Does the carnival go on?”

      Haliden leaned into Evetner. “They don’t know,” he whispered.

      Evetner shook his head.

      “Know what?” Kytle asked.

      People were now stepping out from behind their stalls, their shouted questions melting into a single, confusing din.

      “Best we speak of it in private,” Evetner told him.

      They soon reached the center of the dead city. Of the six great towers looming overhead, only one had a thin ribbon of smoke curling from its crown.

      Kytle pointed at a squat, gray building situated between an old inn and a row of boarded up buildings. “That’s town hall,” he said. “Bren will want a word with you now that you’re clean.”

      The inside of the building was dim and smoky. Dozens of men and women sat shouting at one another across a circular floor, as three bored looking men looked on from behind a long oak table.

      Kytle gestured at a few empty stools situated in the back of the chamber. “Sit and wait until you’re addressed.” He then turned and vanished into the crowd.

      Haliden felt eyes watching them as a woman pleaded her case before the chamber.

      “The Throat is lost!” she cried. “We shouldn’t waste anymore time or lives scrapping there. Unless, of course, you want to send the prisoners to do the work.”

      “Where do you propose we get rice and grain, then?” a man sitting opposite her shouted. “The upper stores are depleted…. completely. And what little wood we can still scrounge around the city is almost gone. The Throat still holds enough resources to keep us going for several more turns. To ignore this is foolhardy at best.”

      A concerned murmur rippled throughout the crowd. As it grew louder, one of the men at the desk raised a hand.

      “Quiet people,” he shouted. He was a sallow, sickly looking man cloaked in moth eaten rags. “Amber Wen is right. The Throat has grown far more dangerous these past two turns. But Rory is not without argument… there is much to be plundered there. Far too much to simply ignore.”

      Angered grumbles rippled throughout the crowd. “Send your sons then!” one man shouted.

      “He’s right!” someone else cried. “Lead a run yourself and maybe then we’ll follow.”

      Haliden turned to Evetner and whispered: “They talk as if they have time to spare. Do you think they even know what’s coming?”

      Evetner shook his head. “This is a waste of time.”

      More arguing erupted across the chamber.

      The man at the desk stood and raised his hand. “The Throat remains open for salvage! That is the final ruling.”

      Several attendees stood and abruptly exited the chamber.

      When silence finally returned, the man sat down and turned to Haliden and Evetner. “We do have another agenda today. Five new guests have joined our little city. Come, come… stand, friends, and introduce yourselves.”

      Haliden and Evetner reluctantly obeyed.

      “You survived the Throat,” the man said. “And with two children and a horse, no less. But why come all the way to this accursed place?”

      Evetner shook his head. “Have you even looked to the south yet? Do you know what approaches?”

      The man feigned shock. “Tidings of a storm? An invading army? Are these things supposed to upset us? Prisoners of Marigel, the forgotten city?”

      “A storm approaches, yes,” Evetner said. “But one of fire and ash. And nothing stands in its way.”

      The room fell silent. After a few moments, an elderly man stood and limped toward Evetner. “You speak of the Breath?” he asked, his eyes wide. “Have we been chosen?”

      “Condemned is more like it,” Haliden replied.

      The man turned to the gathered. “Did you hear that? The Breath has come. Dracon has chosen us!”

      The man at the desk slammed a rock down onto the table. “All right, all right, Tywin! That’s enough of that.”

      Tywin fell silent, but his excitement was barely contained.

      “So… “ the man at the desk said, “I ask again, what brings you to this place?”

      “We were trying to pass through the mountain,” Haliden said.

      “And where did you think you were going?”

      “The Block,” Haliden replied. “We are runners with a venermin.”

      Excited chatter rippled throughout the crowd.

      “Runners?” someone said. “So it’s true? The Breath is real?”

      “Very real,” Evetner replied. “And it’s only days away now.”

      “We must rejoice, then,” the old man named Tywin proclaimed. “This is a blessing.”

      “Call it what you want,” Evetner said. “We have a job to fulfill. Is there passage through the mountain or not?”

      The man at the desk laughed. “Passage? From here? You’re in Marigel now. The great, forgotten city. There is no leaving.”

      “Both passages are bound with magic,” a young woman said. “You can enter the city. But there is no leaving. At least not with your flesh.”

      Haliden shook his head. All this way… just to be trapped?

      No. We will find a way. There’s always a way.

      “Are there no chargers still amongst you?” Haliden asked.

      An old man sitting beside him laughed. “If there were we would have broken the gates and strung them magic bastards up turns ago.”

      “Have you tried digging past the barriers?” Evetner asked.

      “Digging… climbing… everything,” the man at the desk said. “Every idea has been tried and many have died in the attempts. We are trapped here.”

      “There’s always a way,” Evetner said. “Every wall has its weakness. Even walls of magic.”

      “You’ve been in Marigel a day, boy. Give it some time. You’ll see there is nothing you can do here but survive.”

      “Do as you wish,” Evetner said. “We’re going to the Block. With or without your help.”

      The man shrugged. “You are free to test the barriers. Go ahead and walk Fenwen’s Bluff or the Rough Hewn Trail. Look at the blackened bones of those who tried their luck. You can learn the hard way that there is no escaping this place.”

      “We’ll see.” And with that Evetner turned and left the chamber.

      Haliden sat silent as the gathered turned to him.

      “And what of you, artist?” the man said, smiling.

      Haliden tensed. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You didn’t think your face would go unrecognized here? Come, come, Stroke! You’re known well in these parts. Your portrait even resides in the Hall of Wenwa.”

      Haliden sighed; he’d always hated his portraits, particularly the one painted by that hack Korbin Kollop. If I’d known I looked like a troll, I would have had him paint a damn bridge over my head.

      “I’m humbled, friend,” Haliden replied. “But I have yet to learn your name.”

      “Count Hamden Unal of Marigel’s southern districts. But since the outbreak I am now overseer of all Marigel law and commerce interests.”

      Haliden bowed. “A pleasure, Count Hamden.”

      “The pleasure is all ours, Stroke. Did you know your work once hung in the king’s audience hall? Absolutely beautiful, if I do say.”

      “I’m honored,” Haliden said.

      “As are we. Perhaps in these final days you might show us one last glimpse of your talent?”

      Haliden laughed. “My apologies, but I fear the last thing I painted was a fence.”

      The man chuckled. “A bloody shame then.” He turned to the rest of the chamber. “Well… back to the tasks at hand, yes?”

      As the meeting commenced, Haliden quietly exited the chamber.

      Outside, Evetner and a willowy, gray haired man in his sixties awaited him in the shadows.

      “Do you truly wish to go to the Block?” the man asked as Haliden approached. He was tall and dressed in a worn, black robe with long gray hair draped over each shoulder.

      “Of course,” Evetner said.

      “And you, artist? Do you wish to run no matter the price?”

      Haliden nodded.

      “Good. Then follow me.”
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      For the next call, the trio walked in silence through the dead and soundless city. Weed and bramble had risen through the cobbled streets, and in some neighborhoods entire rows of houses were nothing more than burned out skeletons with large white Xs painted across their doorways.

      They eventually arrived at a small, unlit building nestled between two crumbling shops.

      “My home,” the man said as he unlocked the door.

      Inside, a treasure trove of oddities spread out before them: beakers, vials of orange and black powder, a verax skull, banded chests, bronze candelabras, gilt sofas, jester stafitures, silver and gold cutlery.

      And paintings. More paintings than Haliden had ever seen.

      “By the gods,” he breathed.

      “Those are from the king’s personal collection,” the man said as Haliden approached the stacks propped against the wall. “I rescued them when the city fell.”

      Haliden’s heart soared as he flipped through them. Many were well known to him; Skyfellwen’s Twisted Peace, Horwin Dro’s abstract Silent Fall from his baroque period, Stren Haring’s Crimson Sunrise. But it was one piece in particular that stole his breath. A watercolor on white canvas depicting two soaring white doves merging into a single, blurred form.

      “Menerwin’s Entwined Doves,” Haliden breathed as he ran a finger across the canvas. It was from the artist’s short-lived Fauvism period, a most rare and coveted piece. He had seen it briefly in Garfax during his apprenticeship to the famed painter Pyrin Mel, where it hung in the Palladium Norwen, the city’s largest and most respected museum.

      “How did this get here?” he asked.

      “King Edward was obsessed with the arts,” the man said. “He held one of the finest collections in all the realms. Most likely he had it procured on the black market.”

      Haliden flipped to the next painting. It was a watercolor of a man in jest lying atop a sleeping woman covered in a white veil. “Alaban’s Courted Jester,” he breathed. Another famed piece which had resided on the metal city of Tritan.

      “These are priceless!” Haliden blurted. And there were so many more. Works from the Black period of Na, surrealist chalkings from Janwa and Bellman’s oddity period. There was even a twisted bronze sculpture from Menal the Mad’s final, black period.

      But of all the works before him, only one stopped his heart.

      The man smiled when he saw Haliden’s expression. “The Right,” he said. “One of the first of Haliden Stroke’s famed colorless period.”

      Haliden’s chest tightened as he stared at the canvas. It was of Milane, as so many were from that period in his life. “By the gods,” he breathed. He still remembered the day she sat for it, her playful taunts, the excruciating summer heat, the sound of crested robins in the maple trees behind his home, her raven-black hair glinting in the sun.

      And her lips… They were the first thing he noticed about her. Plump and arched in a permanent grin.

      His heart ached as he stared at her. My greatest love, he thought. And greatest loss.

      “This hung in the king’s gallery?” Haliden asked.

      The man shook his head. “No, friend. In his very bedchamber.”

      Evetner patted Haliden on the back. “I’d say that is the compliment all artists seek, yes?”

      Haliden lovingly ran a finger across her cheek. He had called on her several times after that sitting, but she didn’t accept until he invited her to his first real gallery showing at Duke Midal’s holdfast in Ash Port.

      Haliden warmed at the memory of their trip. They had traveled, just the two of them, by carriage for nearly two days. Two days alone with her and that beautiful smile.

      Twenty turns later and he still remembered every detail from their trip: her laugh and the subtle arch of her beautiful mouth; every wink and every clever observation made throughout the journey. She was perfect in every way, a dream spun into reality.

      She bound this very frame for me, he thought as he traced the arch of her lips with his finger.

      “I found that one hanging in the king’s water closet,” the man said.

      Evetner chuckled. “Perhaps that isn’t such a compliment after all?”

      Haliden blew dust off the canvas and gently put it back with the others. “I haven’t thought of this piece in many turns.”

      “It’s yours if you want it,” the man said. “I’m sure it will find a better home beyond the Block.”

      Evetner sat down on a bench and cleared his throat. “So are you going to tell us who you are and why we’re here?”

      “I am Willem Durnt, security advisor to Marigel’s council.” He brushed off a wooden stool and gestured for Haliden to sit. “What you’ve seen in this city is a facade. We may have staved off the Rot, but a new disease now gnaws at our society. And it’s spreading fast.”

      “What are you talking about?” Haliden asked.

      Willem sat back and sighed. His face was pale and his hands trembled on his lap. “I witnessed the city fall, survived the Rot and the madness that accompanied it. And all this time I held the knowledge my friends around me lacked.” He raised one of his palms to his lips and bit down. Blood percolated around his teeth and dripped down the side of his hand.

      “This is my secret…” he said. “My purpose here.” He closed his eyes and whispered something into his bleeding palm. A moment later, a blue light blossomed between his clenched fingers.

      Evetner’s eyes widened. “You’re a charger?”

      Willem opened his hand. The orb of blue light hovered before him, throbbing like a beating heart.

      “By the gods,” Haliden breathed.

      “I am but one of four who were secretly sent here,” Willem said. “But I am the only one who stayed behind.”

      Haliden’s heart fluttered as he watched the light. Never had he seen such a wonder.

      “But why?” Haliden said. “Why stay?”

      Willem sighed as the light cast deep shadows upon his face. “When I first arrived here I was but a boy fresh from my trial. I had never utilized my skills, never proved myself to the Circle. Yet here I was… sent to the great city of Marigel to seal its gates and cast death upon the thousands within.” He paused, his eyes trembling. “I’m not proud of my charge. But it was my duty. Protect the rest of the realms at all costs.” He shook his head. “Many of my brothers refused to come. But how could I? I worked and studied my whole life to be in the employ of the Circle. That was all I ever wanted. To defy my orders would have meant an end to everything I ever worked for.”

      Haliden and Evetner sat silent as the ethereal light throbbed and glowed before them.

      “I learned some time later that those who stayed behind were executed. Even so, there are days I wish I had joined them. Such a fate would have been mercy compared to this.”

      Evetner tensed. “It was you who set the seals, wasn’t it?”

      Willem hesitantly nodded. “I’m not proud of it… cowering here like this, my true nature unknown to even my closest friends. And that’s what these people are now… my friends. Or at least they were.”

      “So why not open the gates yourself?” Haliden asked. “You set the damn seals. Can’t you break them?”

      Willem huffed. “My charge was to contain the Rot. Protect the realm at all costs.”

      Evetner shook his head. “The Breath comes, charger! Everything will burn, the Rot included. Your job is done here.”

      “Help us get to the Block,” Haliden said.

      Willem nodded. “I wouldn’t have asked you here if I felt different.”

      Evetner stood. “Well for fuck’s sake, let’s be off, then. We’ve wasted enough time here already.”

      Willem nodded. “I agree. But there are complications.”

      “What do you mean?” Evetner asked.

      “They will hang me if I tell them what I really am. Just like they did to the Tritan engineers who built the gates.”

      “So we don’t tell them,” Evetner said. “I’ll gather the boys and the wagon under cover of dark and we’ll set off.”

      “And just leave my friends behind to die? And what of all this?” He waved a hand across the room. “This is Marigel’s history. Marigel’s venermin. I can’t just leave it.”

      Evetner paced the cluttered room. Without his armor he looked every bit the boy he truly was: frightened, angry, lost. But when he halted before the charger, something new came upon him. “I will protect you, then.”

      Haliden looked up. “With what, Evetner? Harsh words?”

      Evetner picked up a dagger sitting on the table beside him. “With this, if need be.” He held it up. The weapon was a marvelous piece of craftsmanship; both the leather bound hilt and blade were gilt in pure gold, and a cluster of red rubies was imbedded deep within the blade.

      Willem laughed. “You’ve a good eye, boy. That belonged to Harick Del, captain of the king’s personal guard.”

      “And now it belongs to me, captain of our personal guard.”

      Haliden shook his head. There’ll be blood enough on the road to the Block, he thought. The last thing he wanted was trouble with these people. “We need to tread carefully here,” he said. “There’s only three of us.”

      Evetner shrugged. “Still better odds than against the Breath.”

      Willem sighed. “There will be another gathering tomorrow. It will be then when I tell them the truth.”

      Evetner’s eyes widened. “In the name of the gods, why?”

      “I won’t just sneak away in the night like some animal,” Willem said. “If we leave, others will want to come as well.”

      Haliden stood and paced the room. Just one venermin had already stressed Instar to her breaking point. To bring another would kill her.

      “My garron won’t get far with that load,” he said. “And that’s if we could even fit all this. Our wagon is already overloaded.”

      “We have means here, Stroke,” Willem said. “After all, this is Marigel. Which reminds me…” He lifted a black bottle from the floor and held it before them. “The king’s personal rice wine. Fermented amongst the white patties of Kyle Te Fu. Go ahead and open it.”

      Evetner shrugged as Willem took out three wooden cups. “How can I refuse a king’s wine?” The boy broke the wax seal and poured an inch of the thick, brown wine into each cup.

      “Here’s to life,” he toasted, raising a cup to his lips. When he was done, he smiled. “Now that is truly fit for a king.” He picked up another glass and handed it to Haliden.

      Haliden shook his head. “Done with the drink, friend. But many thanks.”

      Evetner shrugged. “And you, charger?” he said, raising a glass to Willem. “Care to taste of a king’s cask?”

      Willem took it and nodded his thanks. “To life.”

      Evetner shook his head as he poured another cup. “No, charger. To the Block.”
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      Haliden stood silent in the moonlit street, entranced.

      A veil of gentle silver bathed Marigel’s many cracked and abandoned rooftops. There were no voices, no clodding hooves or grinding wagon wheels roaming the night; time itself felt frozen, slumbering beneath the moon’s indifferent gaze.

      But the fire still comes, he thought. It inched closer with every passing second, devouring everything in its path.

      The boys’ faces materialized in his mind. He saw flames melting their flesh and hair, heard their screams as their blood sizzled and popped.

      They deserve a chance, he thought, his stomach twisting into knots. A future.

      Behind him, Evetner and Willem were relieving themselves into a weed-filled fountain. The men had barely spoken since leaving the charger’s home and the silence was beginning to take its toll on Haliden. He had spent the last ten turns living in one city or another: Halowin in the jungles of Alg; Yur in the flooded plains of Abacor; and Tritan, the great metal city anchored atop the putrid Acid. Each had sung its own song, whether it was the shouts of fishmongers, or the advances of overzealous whores.

      But here there was nothing. Nothing but silence blanketing every abandoned hovel and alleyway. The few citizens who remained kept mostly to the market district and stables in the south. The eastern financial districts and justice houses were all but forgotten and falling into disarray. And the central cistern and trash districts were sealed off and forbidden, the Rot having taken its heaviest tolls there. As for the slums in the western district, they had been completely destroyed by fires during the initial outbreak.

      Haliden felt a chill tickle his spine as they passed a row of empty guard barracks. Enormous, man-sized gargoyles and flowing crenulations adorned the rooftops and marble facades. Agrgrian style, he observed. Remnants of that decadent period in architecture when even the lowliest structures were held to the highest standards of construction.

      In the distance, the city’s six great towers loomed before the moon like skeletal fingers. Flocks of birds circled them, cawing indifferently as the moon inched across the sky. Haliden watched them in awe. Were they also trapped? Or had they found a way around the barrier? To have wings… he thought. By the gods, that would be an end to our woes.

      “Walk silent here,” Willem whispered as they approached a vast courtyard encircled by dozens of three-story buildings. “The banished dwell in these ruins.”

      “Banished?” Haliden said. “ You cast out your own?”

      Willem nodded. “Criminals grow everywhere, artist. Under every rock and cobble. Even here. And many now carry the Rot.”

      “Even after all these turns?” Evetner said.

      “They live like animals,” Willem replied, “scrounging through the sewers and burrowing into the Throat. We’ve dealt with them before. But they are like roaches, always returning. And always sick.”

      “How have you people lived like this?” Haliden asked.

      Willem sighed. “We’ve existed. Nothing more.”

      They entered the courtyard from the east, where the shadows were thickest. Weeds grew between the broken cobbles and trash lay everywhere. In the center of the square stood a massive marble statue of a woman thrusting a bronze spear skyward. At her feet lay the broken and bloodied bodies of armored men, their eyes wide with shock and horror.

      “By the gods!” Haliden breathed. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Willem nodded. “Zelwin’s Prime Inhibitor. I only wish I could bring her with us. We’re going to lose so much in the coming days.”

      Evetner gazed up at the cracked marble statue and shook his head. “It’s ghastly.”

      Willem quietly laughed. “I admit, it is a bit overwhelming. But it will still be a great loss.”

      A warm, acrid wind howled across the square.

      Willem opened his hand as gray flakes drifted into his palm. “It’s almost here, isn’t it?”

      Haliden turned to the south. The black cityscape blocked the horizon, but the air was growing warmer and the ash thicker. “Two… maybe three days out at best.”

      Evetner marched past them. “Enough sentiments then. We still have much to do.”

      Willem paused and took a deep, nervous breath. “I’ve condemned these people to death, haven’t I?”

      Evetner shrugged. “We all die, charger. It’s just how and when that matters, right?”

      Willem reluctantly nodded. “Best not make it here then.”

      For the next call they slipped silently through the ruins, edging eastward toward the city’s center.

      Their route took them past Marigel’s famed museum, where both the mysterious Ultra Pillar and the bronze Chasim Bell resided. The two pieces had been found deep in the Culver Waste, and it was rumored that Marigel’s broker’s nearly bankrupt the treasury purchasing them from the Blind Scavengers.

      An enormous building sat silent on the far side of the square. Stone statues adorned its enormous flat rooftop and two massive stone gargoyles stood sentinel above its sole entranceway.

      “The city’s treasury,” Willem whispered as he knelt down behind a cord of rotting wood.

      “What are we looking for?” Evetner asked as he scanned the shadows.

      “A contingency… put in place when I first arrived.”

      Haliden ducked down beside them. “This is it?”

      Willem nodded. “As long as we tread quietly we should be safe. Come… keep close and touch nothing.”
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        * * *

      

      The treasury’s interior was pitch black, save for the single moonbeam arching in through the open door behind them.

      Haliden stumbled as Willem led them into the darkness. Hundreds of books lay scattered across the floor, their moldering pages torn and curling.

      “By the gods, what is that stink?” he asked as he covered his mouth.

      “The sewers,” Willem replied. “With no one left to clean them, they’ve flooded many parts of the city. Now be quiet. We’re almost there.”

      After a few hundred footfalls they reached a broken gate. Willem carefully opened it and ignited a small torch he had tucked in his jacket.

      “Where are we going?” Evetner asked as the flames snapped and sputtered to life.

      “The vaults,” Willem said. “There is something here I cannot leave behind.”

      “And what is that?”

      Willem stared down the black stairs. “Just be silent and watch your step.”

      When they reached the bottom, the charger’s torch revealed a room filled with at least a footfall of brown, stinking sewage.

      “So what now?” Haliden asked.

      Willem sighed. “Now we move on.”

      “Through that?” Evetner said. “No way in the hells.”

      Willem turned to him, his eyes reflecting the torch’s dancing flames. “You want my help, boy? You want to leave this place? Then you follow me.”

      The sewage was warm and thick, it’s currents caressing their legs like slippery tentacles. Haliden tried to imagine that he was crossing a pond, rather than a room filled with feces and piss. But whenever he came upon a dead rat or a cluster of maggots squirming atop a rotting brown island of shit, the illusion quickly faded.

      After several hundred footfalls they entered a narrow tunnel. Haliden felt the first pangs of claustrophobia clutching at his chest as they climbed over rotten tables and chairs submerged in the muck.

      “How much further,” he whispered as a startled rat jumped off a table into the rippling sewage.

      Willem raised the torch and pointed at a tunnel branching off to their left. “We’re almost there. Just keep close and touch nothing.”

      Hundreds of books bobbed on the surface of the steaming sludge, many bound in laptane flesh and still partially intact. Haliden leaned down and examined one. It was covered in colorful sketches of Alimane gods and landscapes. Immaculate artistry. Such a shame for it to rot in this stink, he thought as the book sank back beneath the murk.

      When they finally reached the end of the tunnel they were greeted by a set of steel bars. Behind it stood a single pillar set in the center of a bare chamber.

      Willem rustled in his pockets and withdrew a brass key. “Touch nothing,” he reminded them as he slid it into the rusty lock.

      There was a loud click, followed by a piercing shriek as the door swung open.

      The charger entered, halting before the pillar. It was made of polished steel and dotted with hundreds of tiny rivets.

      “Valnen al tulis,” he whispered, placing his palm on top of it.

      Haliden’s heart quickened as the pillar extended upward and rotated counterclockwise on its base. “What is this?” he asked.

      “A Tritan chamber lock,” Willem replied. “Very difficult to pick.”

      “So how do you plan on doing it?”

      Willem opened a small panel located at the midsection of the pillar. “I set it, so it shouldn’t be too difficult.” He withdrew a small box from his pocket and opened the lid. Inside was a fingernail-size chip of rock, which he quickly placed on his tongue.

      Meridium, Haliden thought as the charger placed his hands inside the pillar. The same, priceless mineral that set off the Culver war twenty-five turns ago.

      There was a loud thud, followed by a metallic click as shackles clamped about the charger’s wrists.

      Evetner tensed. He was about to step back when a gate slammed down behind them, trapping all three inside the chamber.

      Willem looked up at the ceiling. It was covered in steel plates, which were beginning to glow and groan as hidden heating elements switched on behind them.

      Sweat dripped down his forehead and neck, soaking his cloak. “Nimra varna che,” he whispered as an electrical tinge coursed throughout his body.

      Haliden raised a hand to his face, shielding himself from the heat. “By the gods, shut it down!”

      Willem ignored him as the meridium coursed throughout his body. “Tre nah von gred,” he whispered, the ancient focal words binding him to the mineral’s energy.

      “For fuck’s sake—finish it!” Evetner cried.

      There was a loud pop, accompanied by a white flash inside the pillar.

      “Yor tre um din!” the charger cried.

      The ceiling and wall panels darkened as ice crystallized across their surfaces. Seconds later, the air in the chamber began to cool.

      Willem hunched over the device, ribbons of steam rising from his sweat-soaked clothing. When he removed his hands from the slot, his palms were covered in blood.

      Haliden tore a piece of his shirt off and began wrapping it around the charger’s hands. “Did you know that would happen?”

      Willem sighed. “Of course. I’m the one who set the damn trap.”

      Evetner looked at his charred sleeves and shoulders. “You best tell us why we’re here, charger.”

      Willem nodded. “I need something in order to break the barriers. Meridium. Twelve grams to be exact.”

      Haliden felt a tinge of excitement flood his veins. He’d been hearing tales of the mineral since childhood, how it came from fallen stars and could alter entire weather systems. It was the root of the Circle’s power, the very same empire that had sent Willem here to die.

      But to see it actually used…

      Willem straightened. “I’m opening the lock now, so don’t get all jittery on me.” He placed his hands on the top of the pillar and pressed down. Haliden watched as it slowly lowered into the floor. When it stopped, a door opened on the far side of the chamber.

      “Let’s go,” Willem said.

      Haliden followed close behind, making sure to step only where Willem stepped. After a few hundred footfalls, they entered a chamber with high arching ceilings and three steel doors.

      “Which one?” Evetner asked as they fanned out across the dusty floor.

      Willem approached the left door and traced a symbol across its surface. Moments later, it glowed red as intense heat wafted off its surface.

      “Stand back,” he said. He closed his eyes and began whispering the same focus words from before. After a few seconds the door swung open.

      Willem clutched his chest, gasping.

      “You okay?” Evetner asked.

      The charger nodded. “It’s been a while, that’s all.”

      Evetner approached the door and raised his torch. Inside was a stone pedestal with a small leather pouch crumpled atop it.

      Willem pushed past him and scooped it up. “We’re done here.”

      “That’s it?” Evetner asked.

      “You want fire and dragons?”

      Evetner shrugged. “I just thought there would be something a little more glamorous waiting for us.”

      Willem laughed. “I hold in my hands two ounces of pure meridium dust. Do you know how much this is worth?”

      Haliden’s heart skipped a beat as he stared at the tiny pouch. “A king’s ransom,” he breathed.

      Willem laughed. “Try three.”

      “Bullshit,” Evetner said.

      Willem looked at him. “This is pure. Uncut and undiluted. And it’s probably all that remains in Alimane.” He brought it to his nose and took a deep breath.

      “How in the gods did you get it?” Haliden asked.

      “It was simple, really. The Circle told the leaders of Alg, Tritan, and Previn to donate their lot or risk the Rot crawling through their city gates by turn’s end. After hearing that, they were only too happy to comply.”

      “I thought all the meridium was rationed by the Overwatch after the Culver war?” Evetner said.

      “Every continent has stores secreted away,” Willem replied. “There’s nothing anyone can ever do about that.” He patted the new bulge in his pocket. “Well now… enough history, eh? I believe we have a hanging to attend?”
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      The streets were quiet as the trio moved toward the market district.

      “Your people aren’t the friendliest bunch,” Haliden noted as an elderly woman glared at them from her doorway.

      Willem laughed. “They’re cautious around strangers. The last bunch we let in turned out to be a gang of rapists and pederasts.”

      Evetner shook his head. “The wolves are on the loose everywhere now.”

      Willem huffed. “Don’t give them too much pity. Haven’t you noticed what’s in some of the gutters?” He pointed to a gaping hole between two shuttered homes. Clouds of flies danced above mounds of torn clothing, fecal matter, and what appeared to be human bones.

      “What in the gods is that?” Haliden asked.

      “What do you think?”

      Haliden gagged. “For fuck’s sake, they’re eating their bloody own?”

      “Some have turned to it,” Willem said. “Usually they eat just the sick and dead. Or those who try to harm us.” He pointed back into the pit. “One man’s corpse can sustain a family for weeks. And when you’ve endured the kind of hunger we’ve known, any scrap, whether it be leather or a molester named Hemren Grot, is fair game.”

      Evetner approached the pit and poked his sword into a lump of muddy cloth. When he lifted it, a skull fell to the ground. A skull with a hole gouged directly through its forehead.

      Willem sighed as he stared into its empty eyes. “This is why we must leave.”

      Silent, sullen figures wandered about the market, as an emaciated minstrel performed to a group of sickly-looking children.

      A city of ghosts, Haliden thought. He tried to imagine what it had been like, trapped and forgotten for all these turns. Stranded in a dead city under constant siege by hunger and rot. This is the hells, he thought.

      A man shambled toward them. He was taut and skinny, with a large red nose that betrayed a love of drink.

      “Where have you been?” he asked as he approached Willem. Like everyone else in Marigel, his clothes were threadbare and stained, patched together with rags and clumsy stitches.

      “Some business needed to be attended to.”

      The man burst into laughter. “Business? You striking a deal with the devil? Or perhaps our friends here have a way out of this shithole.”

      Willem sighed. “How many so far today, Brendle? Four, five tankards?”

      Brendle laughed, revealing a set of brown and black teeth embedded in receding gums. “It’s a celebration! I had a lucky night at skulls with Darius and that skulk, Trevor. Figured a few sips were in order.”

      Willem betrayed a smile. “Friends, this is my confidant, Brendle Twine. Last of the city guard and my closest friend.”

      Brendle looked them over and nodded. “You stand out here like boils on a whore’s cunt. Can’t remember the last time I saw faces so damn plump and clean.”

      “Have they begun gathering?” Willem asked.

      Brendle nodded. “Damn early, too. Can’t imagine what’s so pressing needs be spoken before first call.”

      Willem reached into his pocket and handed the meridium pouch to Brendle. “Take this and stay at my place. There may be trouble.”

      Brendle’s jovial expression quickly slackened as he glanced at the pouch. “What in the hells is going on?”

      “Just do as I say. If all goes well I’ll meet you back here within the call.”

      “And if it goes to shit?”

      “Than we’re all damned.”

      Brendle grinned. “Well, by the gods… I thought it was something serious.”

      Evetner cocked an eyebrow. “Is he sure it wasn’t six tankards?”

      Brendle laughed. “Friend, we’ve been damned for turns now, surrounded by death, hunger, and disease. As long as there’s sour apple ale left in the city, I’ll meet death with a smile.”

      “Well, for now stay your tankard and go to my place,” Willem said. “I’ll come for you if all goes well. And ready my things.”

      “All of them?”

      Willem nodded. “Everything.”

      Brendle’s smile dimmed. “Just promise you won’t leave me alone here, Willem. These other fools… I’m afraid they might drive me to drink.”

      Willem grabbed Brendle’s arm. “You’ve been a brother to me. I won’t forget that. Not ever.”

      Brendle tucked the pouch into his pocket and forced a smile. “Well, friend… sounds like things just might get a bit exciting around here.”

      Willem sighed. “Count on it.”
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      Voices echoed from Marigel’s town hall, a tangle of angered shouts and pleas that could be heard for several blocks.

      “Just let me do the talking,” Willem whispered as they approached the entrance.

      A bored looking man sat beside the doorway spinning a sword on its tip. “Where have you been, Will? That cunt Fenre keeps asking for ya.”

      “Tending to affairs,” Willem replied.

      The guard shrugged. “Well, just make sure you keep your new friends close. People been acting funny lately. You don’t want any of them ending up in a gutter, if you no what I mean.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Willem replied.

      The town hall was packed, the stink of body odor and adreena fumes hanging in the air like a living fog.

      Willem led the two men to a bench and motioned for them to sit. “Talk to no one until I address you,” he said. “The floor will be open soon and then I will be allowed to speak.”

      Evetner shook his head. “I should have my sword. This is madness.”

      Haliden scanned the room. Dozens of people were watching them, their hungry eyes whispering violence. They’d sooner eat us than let us speak, he thought with a sudden chill.

      Since he’d stared into the waste pit, he’d wanted nothing more than to leave this place. But Willem refused to slink off into the night. Whether because of guilt or a hunger for redemption, the man seemed steadfast on getting them all killed.

      “Jenar Tal has the floor,” a voice announced at the rear of the hall.

      The room fell silent as a middle aged man, tanned and well built, his fingernails crusted with mud and his hands thick with calluses, bowed before the podium.

      “My men have been tallying potato yields in the southern patches for the past three months,” he said, “and they are worse than I feared. Grub rots taken to the soil. We’ll be without in two… maybe three months at this rate. And that’s an optimistic estimation at best.”

      “Have you been properly sifting the soil?” one of the men sitting in the center of the chamber asked. He was plump and well dressed, his skin pale and free of scars. A bureaucrat, Haliden thought with disgust. The type of man who sent good men to their deaths while sipping Algiane wine in front of a warm fire.

      “Have you enriched the soil with manure?” the man went on, a condescending edge in his voice. “After all, you’re our agriculturist. Our expert!”

      Hands clapped in agreement.

      “Agriculturist?” Jenner spat. “I grew black market adreena before the Rot. A weed, Kytle. Not vegetables!”

      “Just see to it that the crops come in,” Kytle said. “Until then your family’s rations are cut to one parcel a day.” And with that he slammed a gavel down and turned his attention back to his paperwork.

      Jenner stepped forward, his hands curled into fists. But a woman quickly grabbed his arm and pulled him back to his seat.

      “Onto the issue of sewers,” Kytle said as he shuffled disinterestedly through his papers.

      A small, stumpy man stood. He was filthy, his threadbare clothes stained brown and patched from the waist down. When he spoke, his voice came hoarse and exhausted.

      “The western conduits are clogged with debris and backing up into the abandoned quarters. Without more men we won’t be able to clear much more than a few yards a day. Also, we heard voices in the Sanct Aquifer. I think some of Nate’s men are holing up down there. Gods know why, though.”

      “It’s your charge, Bowen,” Kytle said. “One or a hundred men, it needs to be taken care of. Else the council will be forced to reduce your rations as well.”

      Bowen flushed red, his fists clenched at his side. “But I need more men. Ten at least. You haven’t seen the conditions down there. We’ve lost three men to the fumes alone.”

      “You have Mendle and Riley, correct?”

      Bowen nodded.

      “Then there it is. Take care of the blockages or we’ll be forced to find someone who can. As for Nate and the other castouts, deal with them as you see fit. Perhaps block up the aquifer and see if you can’t drown them out.”

      Bowen sat back down, mumbling curses to himself and the filthy men sitting beside him.

      A sudden stir broke out on the far side of the room.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” Kytle asked as a man staggered into the center of the hall.

      “We’ve seven missing,” the man gasped. He was covered in sores and his clothes looked as if they were being held together by lice. “Missy Jan says Harry took his family and a wagon into the northern tunnel.”

      Kytle stood. “The key? Did he take the key?”

      The man nodded.

      “The seeds!” someone cried. “How will we plant?”

      The men sitting beside Haliden began tracing arcane signs in the air as they whispered prayers to themselves.

      Haliden Turned to Willem. “What’s going on?”

      “The missing man held the key to the city’s garna-barra chamber,” he replied. “All of our potatoes and corn seeds were kept there. As well as our salt.”

      Evetner smiled. “Couldn’t have timed it better then.”

      Haliden looked at the boy incredulously. “And how’s that?”

      “We offer to search for them,” Evetner said. “If we find them alive, all the better. They’ll have supplies of their own and won’t slow us down.”

      “That is not the way I’m leaving,” Willem said. He stood and raised his hand

      Kytle slammed the gavel down. “Willem has the floor!”

      The charger stepped into the center of the chamber, his hands trembling beneath his moth-eaten cloak. He took a deep breath and sighed.

      “I’m afraid we have more trouble than we dare face,” he said as he scanned the audience. “Three turns we’ve been trapped here. No food from the outside. No help.”

      Murmured agreements rippled throughout the room.

      “We’ve been all but forgotten. But we’ve helped ourselves. We’ve saved ourselves.”

      Some of the gathered applauded this.

      “I feel there is no way the city can suffer the Breath, the Rot, and hunger all at once. We’ve exhausted wood supplies and there was little enough salt and seed in the chamber before the theft.”

      Kytle shook his head. “Your observations are noted, Willem. But do you have a point?”

      “It’s time to leave,” the charger said.

      Indignant shouts erupted throughout the chamber.

      Kytle clapped his gavel down. “Be silent, damn it!”

      Willem thumbed nervously at something in his pocket. When the room quieted, he removed it and held it up in his palm.

      “What have we there?” Kytle asked.

      “A cogal ring. My cogal ring.”

      The chamber suddenly fell silent.

      Willem’s hand trembled as he held the ring out for everyone to see. “It was my charge to remain here. To see to it that the gates remained in place and the Rot contained.”

      Kytle stood, his eyes wide with rage. “You traitorous bastard!”

      “A bastard, yes. But I endured every hardship you have. I suffered loss just the same as the rest of you. And I did it all to protect Alimane.”

      “You mean the Circle and Tritan, you son of a bitch!” someone cried.

      A man lunged over a pew and tackled Willem to the floor. More soon followed, tearing and punching at the charger as cheers rang out behind them.

      Haliden turned to Evetner, but the boy was already moving into the fight, jumping over toppled chairs and shouting.

      With a sigh, Haliden followed him, grabbing a man and tossing him onto the floor. Fists pounded his back as he pushed closer to the charger, who lay curled in a fetal position before the mob.

      Evetner picked up a wooden chair and slammed it into a man’s back. But when he drew back for another swing, an arm hooked around his neck and yanked him backward.

      Haliden watched as the mob surged forward and surrounded Evetner. Haliden wanted to help, but he was too close to the charger to turn back now. Instead, he threw himself over Willem’s body, absorbing boots and fists as they rained down across his back.

      Gasping, Evetner thrust his hip back and broke the stranger’s grasp. But when he turned, he froze in his tracks.

      A girl stood before him, no more than ten or eleven turns old. Her eyes were sunken and lifeless, her face pale as milk.

      She lunged forward, clawing at his face with her filthy nails.

      Evetner sidestepped the clumsy attack and wrapped an arm around her neck.

      “Stop!” he cried. But she continued to fight, scraping and punching his chest.

      Haliden lay a few footfalls away, gasping as boots pounded his ribs. When he looked up, he saw Evetner standing above him with the girl in his arms.

      “Leave them!” the boy cried as he pressed his dagger against the girl’s throat. “Or she’s dead!”

      Kytle pushed through the crowd. “Stop! Get back! All of you!”

      The beating ceased as the mob reluctantly obeyed.

      “Let her be,!” Kytle pleaded. “She doesn’t know what she’s doing!”

      Haliden rolled onto his back and groaned. His face was a bloody mess and his back felt as if it had been gouged with a knife.

      Beside him, Willem lay unconscious, his swollen face smeared with blood and filth.

      Evetner gestured to the charger. “He wronged you. There’s no denying that. But he is our only hope now.”

      A man spit at his feet. “Over a hundred souls died these last three turns,” he shouted. “Withered away to dust while we ate leather and dog. And you expect us to stay justice?”

      “Silence, Dren!” Kytle hissed. He turned back to Evetner. “She’s all I have left. Please… let her go and we’ll pardon the lot of you.”

      Evetner backed up until he was flush against the wall. “That’s a kind but worthless gesture. If not you, the fire will claim us. But this man can bring down the gates. He can help us get to the Block.”

      The man named Dren laughed. “The Block? They’ll sooner send arrows into our chests, than open their gates to anyone from Marigel.”

      “We must try!” Evetner shouted as the girl growled and snapped at the air with her yellow teeth. “You have a venermin. We’ll take it there. All of us if you want.”

      The man laughed. “Marigel has no venermin, boy.”

      Kytle took a few steps closer. “Just let her go and we’ll talk, okay?”

      Evetner pressed the blade harder against her skin. “Come any closer and I’ll take off an ear.”

      Kytle halted. “So, what… you expect us to let him go? After all the misery we’ve endured?”

      Willem stirred beside Haliden. “I’m sorry,” the charger slurred through broken and bloody teeth.

      “Piss on you!” Kytle shouted.

      Haliden crawled onto his feet, wincing as his chest exploded with pain. “He can help us,” he wheezed. “He can bring down the gates.”

      Kytle shook his head. “And how does he plan to do that?”

      “Meridium,” Haliden replied. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Nearly two ounces.”

      Kytle laughed. “Two ounces? Bullshit.”

      Willem rolled onto his stomach and moaned. “It’s true. There’s enough to open both gates.”

      Someone laughed. “He dies, as will you and your friends, scag. We can care for ourselves.”

      “It’s your choice,” Evetner said. “But the gates stand without him.”

      Kytle slowly approached Willem and knelt beside him. “You played the friend for almost seven turns. Watched as my Lucy withered away to nothing.” His voice quivered with anger. “And all the while you could have saved her. Saved everyone.” He shook his head. “But you chose duty instead. As I must now.” He stood and swept the audience with his eyes. “There’s no room for traitors here. Not now and especially in the days to come.” He took a long, hard look at Willem then spit in his face. “Crucify him atop the spire.”

      Cheers erupted throughout the chamber. As the commotion reached a peak, someone grabbed Kytle’s daughter and pulled her from Evetner’s grasp. Evetner tried to take her back, but two men thrust him against the wall and ripped the dagger from his hand.

      “As for the others,” Kytle said as his daughter embraced him. “Exile them to the Throat.
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      The two runners sat silent in the tower cell, listening as wind howled through the tiny window several footfalls above them.

      In one corner, flies buzzed above a bucket of hardened shit. Opposite it, a pile of moldering hay clicked and popped with hungry fleas.

      Haliden sighed. After everything we’ve been through…. to die here?

      A hundred footfalls below, a handful of braziers and humble fires peppered the otherwise black cityscape. To the south, though, the sky glowed a deep crimson that grew brighter with every passing call.

      Haliden swallowed. Even if they somehow escaped the city, how many days did they really have left? One? Maybe two at best? How far could they hope to get with two venermins and a cartload of refugees?

      And what of the boys?

      He wished he could see their faces. Kytle had promised they were being cared for, that they were safe with the other children of Marigel. But then he remembered the gutter filled with bones.

      “We’ve failed,” Evetner said. The right side of his face was swollen and distorted and dried rivulets of blood spider webbed across his bruised cheeks and neck.

      Haliden sighed. “Could we have ever really succeeded?”

      Evetner turned to him, his eyes trembling with rage. “Would I have abandoned everything I cherish if I thought differently?”

      A whinny echoed outside.

      Haliden stood and gazed through the window. “Instar!” he cried.

      The familiar whinny echoed in reply as a black form raced across the square’s weed choked cobbles.

      “Here, girl! I’m here!” he shouted as several figures chased after her.

      “What’s happening?” Evetner asked.

      “Instar’s loose!”

      Evetner laughed. “Your horse has good sense.”

      A whip cracked in the distance, followed by more shouting. Haliden pounded the wall. “Leave her be, you bastards!”

      Evetner shook his head. “You’re wasting your breath. They’ve mouths to feed and your strider will feed two families for a month. Maybe more.”

      Haliden grasped the bars as Instar vanished down an alleyway. “I’ll fucking kill the man who lays a hand on her!”

      The cell door burst open, scattering roaches and mice into the shadows as Kytle and two emaciated men entered, chains in hand.

      “Bind them,” Kytle ordered.

      One of the men grabbed Evetner’s shoulder, but the boy quickly lashed out and punched him in the nose.

      Haliden tensed, fists clenched at his sides as the other man approached.

      “Easy or hard?” the man asked him.

      “What do you think?” Haliden replied.

      For the next ten turns the guards beat Haliden and Evetner senseless. When it was over, they bound their hands behind their backs and pressed their faces onto the floor.

      “Take them to the gate,” Kytle said. “But don’t send them off just yet. I want them to see that animal prepped for the feast.”
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      Haliden’s heart sank when they arrived in the main square. Instar stood bound to a stockade not far from a crackling fire. As she brayed nervously, men prepared tables with plates and cutlery.

      “Give our boys here a seat at the grand table,” Kytle ordered.

      Evetner kicked and spat as they forced them onto a bench and bound their legs to its cross section.

      Men were erecting a spit over the fire a few footfalls away.

      Kytle smiled as they worked. “You come here strangers, a beast and two children in tow, and think to slink off into the night without paying a toll?” He shook his head. “Do you know where you are?”

      Haliden looked him in the eye. “Hell. This is Hell.”

      “That’s right.” Kytle snapped his fingers. Moments later a man ran over with Evetner’s sword in hand.

      Kytle took the blade and held it up to the light. “This is amazing craftsmanship,” he said. “Would be worth a fortune… if coinage held any value here.”

      Evetner struggled against his chains, his bloodied face glistening like a devil mask in the firelight. “I’ll see that blade through your heart,” he snarled.

      Kytle laughed. “And I might just consider that a favor. But not on an empty stomach.” He stood and clapped his hands. “Bring them forward. I want this done before sunrise!”

      Two men approached from across the square with Jonathan and Brandon in tow.

      Haliden felt his body go numb. The boys were chained and gagged, stumbling behind their captors.

      “Leave them be!” he shouted.

      The boys were forced onto their knees a few footfalls from the fire. A man then placed buckets before each of them.

      Evetner howled like a madman, thrashing back and forth atop the bench. “I’ll kill you! Every last one of you fuckers!”

      Kytle leaned across the table and slammed the hilt of his sword into Evetner’s face. “Just watch and wait your turn,” he said as Evetner spit a bloody tooth onto the ground.

      Haliden felt the world closing in on him. Dozens of emaciated figures were approaching the fire, their ravenous eyes locking on Instar and the boys. This can’t be the end! he thought. Not here. Not like this.

      “The gate!” a distant voice suddenly cried. “It’s open!”

      There was a moment of silence followed by the clang of steel on steel.

      Kytle tensed. “Get over there and see what’s happening—all of you!” he shouted. “Fren! Danol! Rally the watch!”

      The gathered quickly scattered into the shadows, shouting orders to one another as they went.

      When they were finally alone, Kytle grabbed Haliden by the throat and dragged him across the table. “Is this your doing?”

      “Would that it were,” Haliden spat. “I would’ve tied you to a spit as well.”

      Kytle nodded. “I think we’ll roast you first. Alive.” He stepped closer, smiling. But then there was a wet thump, like a hammer hitting a piece of meat, and he froze.

      “Wha…” he gasped as he reached over his shoulder. When he brought his hand back, his eyes widened. It was covered in blood.

      Haliden watched as the man slowly turned around. But before he could say another word, an arrow slammed into his forehead, toppling him back into the fire.

      Sparks erupted into the sky as Evetner’s sword hit the ground with a metallic clatter.

      “Artist!” a voice hissed.

      A shadow was running at him, bow in hand.

      “Brendle!”

      The old drunk entered the firelight and knelt down behind him. “Don’t move,” he said. He withdrew a knife and cut Haliden’s bonds.

      “What’s happening?” Evetner asked. “Where is the charger?”

      Brendle cut Evetner loose and then moved on to the boys. “Just pick up your blade and be ready to run. It won’t be long before they come back.”

      “What’s happening at the gate?” Haliden asked.

      “Don’t you worry about that. Just get that horse of yours ready. I’ve your wagon all set at Willem’s place.”

      Evetner shook off his bonds and knelt down beside the boys. “We’re leaving now,” he told them. “Stay by me and keep quiet.”

      “What about Willem?” Haliden asked.

      “The Flooded Cell Block… near Dagmar’s Throat,” Brendle replied. “But we won’t be able to get to him without more men. Kytle put at least five to him before they came here.”

      “Where are we going?” Jonathan asked.

      Haliden untied Instar. “Anywhere but here.”
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      The Flooded Cell Block had earned its moniker well. A squat, gray building, it sat in the center of a flooded street. Like a lover’s embrace, the putrid water hooked around the building’s sole entrance, submerging its single, steel door knee deep in brown muck.

      Haliden shifted uncomfortably beside the others as they crouched behind a crumbling rock wall. “Where are the guards?” he whispered.

      Brendle crouched beside him. His once glassy eyes were now focused and sober as he scanned the shadows. “Busy fighting… inside waiting. Your guess is as good as mine.”

      “Let’s just fucking get him,” Evetner said. “We won’t get another chance like this.” He stood and broke from cover. “Come on!”

      Haliden turned to Brendle. “Stay here with them. We’ll be right back.”

      “But you’ll need another blade in there,” the old guard protested.

      “The two of them need you more than we do,” Haliden said. “We’ll be fine.”

      Jonathan hesitantly nodded as Brandon whimpered beside him.

      The door to the cells was wrought of solid steel with a single rusted handle.

      Evetner took hold of it and pulled.

      “Be careful,” Haliden whispered.

      There was a dull groan as the door swung open on its rusted hinges. When the din faded, both men peered into the entrance.

      A single torch flickered against the wall, illuminating a small chamber flooded with rippling sewage.

      “Keep quiet,” Evetner whispered as he stepped inside.

      They entered a narrow corridor, stumbling and sloshing through the foulest stench Haliden had ever known.

      “Light,” Evetner whispered. “Up ahead.”

      Haliden squinted. A faint sliver of golden light flickered in the distance, revealing a bend in the tunnel.

      Evetner pressed on, his sword drawn. Haliden followed close behind, his heart pounding in his throat.

      When they reached the bend, Evetner leaned forward and peered into the light.

      “How many?” Haliden whispered.

      “Three,” Evetner whispered. He reached into his hip pocket, removed a small dagger, and extended it to Haliden. “Can you do this, artist?”

      Haliden reluctantly took the weapon. It was surprisingly light and well balanced, and when he squeezed the hilt he felt his pulse beat against the leather-wrapped pommel. “What choice do I have?”

      “The throat, back, or chest.” Evetner said. “Those are your only choices now.”

      Three men sat on crates on the far side of a dimly lit chamber, their feet dangling above the brown water as they played a hand of cards.

      “This is a shit detail if I ever had one,” a young, sallow looking man whined as he stared at his water-stained cards.

      “Sounds like someone’s gonna cry,” the older, gray haired man beside him said.

      The other guard, a barrel chested brute with bulging muscles, pounded their makeshift table. “Just play your fucking hand already!”

      Haliden stared at him. He was the only one in the group who looked healthy and well fed. A strange thing considering everyone else’s condition. But then he remembered what was in the waste pit and it became all too clear.

      Their breath held, Haliden and Evetner slowly rounded the bend.

      The chamber was large and bathed in shadow, with two rows of pillars lining either side.

      “You take the left, I’ll take right,” Evetner whispered in Haliden’s ear. “Wait for my signal. When it’s done, we take the big one together.”

      Haliden watched as the boy crept behind the pillars. When he was out of sight, he took a deep, trembling breath and squeezed the dagger’s pommel. The venermin… the boys… none of it will survive if I fail here. He wished he was holding a brush instead of steel. But those days are gone, he thought. The artist named Haliden Stroke died many moons ago. Now he was just a ghost, another lout scratching and clawing his way toward salvation.

      There was a splash on Evetner’s side of the room. The men dropped their cards and stared in his direction.

      “Who’s that there?” the brute shouted. Scowling, he slipped into the water and waded toward the pillars. “Lebrun, you mutt! You fucking with us again?”

      Haliden crouched in the shadows as cold sewage soaked through his pants. Not you, you son of a bitch, he thought as the brute inched forward. We’re supposed to take you last.

      “Forget it, Quarm,” one of the others shouted. “It’s probably just a damn rat.”

      “Pah!” the old man spat. “He’s just trying to get out of the hand. Knows I’m gonna lay claim to that new meat in from the Throat.”

      The brute stood silent, staring into the shadows.

      “Flip his hand!” the old man went on. “I want to see if he was bluffing.”

      “Touch those cards and you’ll be licking this shit from my boots!” the brute replied.

      Haliden slowly exhaled as the man turned back to his companions. But then another splash echoed on the far side of the chamber.

      “Now, artist!”

      A shadow darted for the brute.

      Haliden raised his dagger and ran at the other guards. The older man was only a few footfalls away, a surprised look paling his sallow face.

      “Quarm!” the coot shouted. But it was too late.

      Haliden drove his blade deep into the old man’s skull, the handle breaking free as the man fell back into the sewage.

      The other guard drew his sword and slashed clumsily at Haliden’s throat. But Haliden dodged the attack and kicked the weapon into the water.

      “You piece of shit!” the man hissed.

      Haliden dived into the murk and fumbled about until he found the sword. As he rose, the guard ran at him, but tripped on something and impaled himself on the blade.

      “You fucker!” the man growled as he slowly fell to his knees. Seconds later, he toppled back into the sludge.

      What have I done? Haliden thought.

      Something stirred on the far side of the chamber, a groan followed by labored sloshing.

      Haliden turned. “Evetner?”

      To his horror, the brute emerged from the shadows, his steps clumsy and slow as he sloshed toward Haliden.

      Haliden tensed, preparing to fight. But the brute toppled face down into the mire, Evetner’s sword protruding from his back.

      Silence then engulfed the chamber.

      “Evetner?” Haliden whispered.

      The boy stepped from the shadows, shit and piss dripping from his body. “You okay?”

      Haliden shrugged. “You?”

      Evetner yanked his sword from the brute’s back. “I’ll be better when we’re far from here. Let’s just keep moving.”
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      Willem sat silent in his cell as two figures approached the steel bars.

      “Stroke?” he said, an incredulous look on his face.

      Evetner slammed his sword against the corroded lock, shattering it to pieces. “Time to go, magic man.”

      Willem staggered onto his feet. His shirt was torn to pieces and his chest and face were covered with bruises. “Where are the guards?”

      “Dead,” Evetner replied.

      The charger shook his head. “This wasn’t what I wanted.”

      Evetner huffed. “It never is. Now let’s get the hells out of here.”

      The charger nodded. “Everything should be ready at my house.”

      Evetner opened the steel door and handed him a torch. “Lead the way then.”
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        * * *

      

      Willem’s house was completely dark.

      Haliden and the others watched it warily from the opposite side of the street. They had expected it to be ransacked or burning. But it looked untouched in the faint moonlight.

      Willem sighed. “He’s still here.”

      “How can you tell?” Evetner asked.

      Willem pointed to the rooftop where a tiny white handkerchief flapped atop a weathervane. “Our signal,” he said.

      “Signal?”

      Willem grinned. “We flew the flag white when women of a certain… profession entertained.” He stood and stepped into the street. “Come. None but myself or Brendle would fly that flag.”

      They followed the charger to the side of the house, where both their wagon and another new one sat stacked with crates.

      Haliden’s jaw dropped. The new wagon was filled with everything he had seen in the charger’s house.

      “Your friend did this?” Haliden asked.

      Willem nodded. “Never judge a man by his drink.”

      A familiar whinny suddenly echoed behind the house.

      Haliden smiled. “Instar!”

      The garron bolted around the house, braying and snorting as she approached the group.

      Haliden smiled. “My girl! How I missed you.”

      The strider lovingly nipped his shoulder, her tail swishing from side to side.

      “We’ve little time now,” Willem slurred through broken and swollen lips. “I hope she’s ready.”

      Haliden stroked Instar’s mane. “She’s been ready her whole life.”

      Brendle stepped out of the house. He wore head-to-toe plate mail and carried a long sword at his side. Behind him, Jonathan and Brandon watched as Haliden and the others approached with Instar in tow.

      “We’re all set, gentlemen,” Brendle said. He was clean shaven and washed, his gate sober and confident.

      Willem looked him over and smiled. “By the gods, it’s good to see you again, Lieutenant.”

      Brendle laughed. “I fear sobriety fits me about as well as this wretched mail.”

      “It suits you just fine, old friend,” Willem said.

      Haliden knelt down before the boys. “I’m so sorry,” he told them. “We should never have come here. But I promise we’ll never let anyone take you again. Okay?” Both brothers nodded, sucking back tears.

      Evetner approached the new wagon. It sagged beneath the weight of countless boxes, statues, and paintings. Brendle had even loaded several gold chests encrusted with pearl inlay and a great silver harp with strings guilt in gold.

      “We won’t get far with so much in tow,” Evetner said.

      Brendle nodded as he climbed aboard the lead wagon. “It’ll be tough, but if we pace her we just might make it.”

      Willem approached the wagon and smiled. “You’ve done well, Brendle.”

      The old guard reached beneath his armor and withdrew a familiar leather pouch. “Let’s just be done with this place,” he said as he handed it back to the charger.

      Evetner helped the boys into their wagon and then took a seat at the front. “It’s time,” he shouted.

      Willem took one last look at his neighborhood and nodded. “Let’s be off then.”
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        * * *

      

      The barrier stretched high into the shadows, it’s dull, wrought iron surface covered in countless dents and scratches.

      Haliden’s stomach turned as he gazed upon it. “This was never opened once in six turns?”

      “Never,” Willem replied.

      Evidence of past attempts were everywhere, though; a twenty footfall section was covered in black soot, the remains of a great fire heaped at its base, and rusted chains hung limp from holes gouged into the iron surface. There was even a makeshift ram lying broken in the shadows, its steel head dented and cracked.

      Evetner looked up, his eyes drawn to the three footfall thick steel bar hanging across the gate. “We’re not moving this.”

      Brendle nodded. “Well… did anyone bring a crowbar?”

      Instar whinnied, kicking at the dusty ground. As Haliden watched, an idea struck him. The coxil weed. If we give her some, she just might be able to do it.

      “There may still be a way,” he said.

      “You have a crane and tackle hidden somewhere, artist?” Evetner asked. “Because if you don’t, we’re not going anywhere.”

      “We have something better.” He approached Instar and stroked her mane. “You think you’re up for a run, girl?”

      Instar brayed playfully, tossing her head from side to side.

      Willem laughed. “A bold gesture, artist. But strider or not, one horse won’t get that bar down.”

      “One horse with the strength of ten will,” Haliden replied. “Evetner… give me the jar.”

      Evetner cocked an eyebrow. “Are you mad?”

      “Just do it!”

      The boy dug into one of their bags and tossed him the jar.

      Haliden held it up to the torchlight. There were six buds left. Enough for Instar and three more men.

      “What is that?” Brendle asked.

      “Coxil root,” Haliden replied.

      Willem shook his head. “It will kill her, Stroke.”

      Haliden opened the jar and winced as the skunk-like odor burned his sinuses.

      “Come, girl,” he said, holding it out to her.

      The strider craned her neck down and brayed excitedly.

      “I’ll only give her a piece,” Haliden said. “Just enough to strengthen her a bit.”

      Willem shook his head. “She’s your horse…”

      Instar brayed wildly as Haliden rubbed her chin. “I know I’ve asked much of you, girl,” he whispered, “but I have to ask you for a little more.”

      He plucked the smallest bud from the jar and raised it to her mouth.

      Instar curiously sniffed the bud, her nostrils flaring.

      “Go on,” Haliden whispered.

      With a grunt, she snatched it up and gnashed it between her teeth.

      “Good girl.” He touched her side as she swallowed. Her muscles already felt hot and rigid like stone.

      Brendle approached the two. “Is she okay?”

      Instar reared up, thrashing her head from side to side.

      “It’s okay, girl,” Haliden said. “It’s okay. It’s almost over.”

      She stomped the ground, kicking up clouds of dust as bloody foam dripped from her maw.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Willem asked.

      Haliden placed his hand on her side. Her heart was racing out of control. “It’s okay, girl. Everything’s gonna be fine now.”

      After a few more moments, she began to calm, kicking the ground playfully as Haliden stroked her side.

      “So is that it then?” Evetner asked.

      “She seems okay… for now,” Haliden replied as he studied her. “But we won’t know for sure until we really get going.”

      Brendle climbed aboard the lead wagon and lifted the reins. “So what do you say then, gentlemen? Time to be done with this place?”

      Haliden nodded. But as he looked into Instar’s wide and excited eyes, a cold feeling washed over him.
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      Working together, the four men unhitched the wagons and secured the harnesses to both Instar and the massive steel bar.

      “Ready, artist?” Brendle said as the group took up positions behind the wagons.

      Haliden took a nervous breath. This was the moment he had feared since leaving the city. Once I speak that word, there’s no turning back, he realized. She’ll burn out both her hearts within a few days at best.

      “Haliden!” Evetner shouted. “There’s no more time!”

      Haliden closed his eyes; the word was on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak it.

      “Do it! Do it now!”

      Haliden swallowed. Forgive me, friend.

      His hands cupped over his mouth, he cried,

      “Naharis!”

      Instar instantly bolted forward, snapping the chains taut behind her.

      But even as hand-sized chips of rust fell to the floor, the steel cradles remained firmly in place.

      “Come on, girl!” Haliden shouted. He ran to her side and pulled.

      The others grabbed the ropes and began tugging alongside him.

      Jonathan and Brandon watched from the shadows, their nervous eyes flicking between the wagons and the yawning tunnel behind them.

      “This isn’t working!” Willem cried.

      Haliden pulled harder, his muscles throbbing as the ropes dug into his palms.

      “Naharis!” he screamed again. “Naharis, damn it!”

      Instar thrashed from side to side, her eyes wide and feral.

      A loud crack filled the chamber, followed by the rattling of steel as one of the cradles broke free and crashed to the floor.

      “Again, Instar!” Haliden cried. “Again!”

      The strider reared up, throwing all her weight against the chains.

      The bar groaned, twisting and shifting in the remaining cradle.

      “One more time, girl!”

      Instar took a few steps back then lunged forward.

      This time the bar tore free, hitting the ground with a hollow thud as the garron took off with it trailing behind her.

      “Back, Instar! Back!” Haliden cried.

      The exhausted garron turned, nickering and thrashing her tail as the bar kicked up a cloud of dust in her wake.

      “Well I’ll be damned,” Evetner gasped.

      The enormous doors stood slightly ajar, revealing inky black beyond.

      Instar halted beside Haliden. Her mane was drenched in sweat and blood trickled from her nose.

      “Good girl,” Haliden breathed as he rubbed her side.

      Evetner took hold of one of the doors. “Come on! We don’t have much time!”

      Brendle and Willem took up positions beside him and pulled. But even with the strength of three men, the gates wouldn’t move.

      “By the gods!” Brendle gasped. “It’s rusted shut.”

      Hands clapped behind them.

      The group turned.

      Five haggard, threadbare men and one woman stood in an arch around the wagons.

      Haliden’s flesh went cold. The boys! But when he saw one of their eyes peering at him from between the crates in the lead wagon, he relaxed.

      “Nate,” Willem said, nodding to the closest figure. “Been a while, old friend.”

      A man stepped into the torchlight. He was covered in filthy rags, a gray and brittle beard hanging over his emaciated chest.

      “A lot of action here today, boys,” the man said, grinning. “Seems someone opened the southern gates and left them unguarded. Would you know anything about that?”

      “Had to be done,” Brendle said. “Kytle went too far this time.”

      Nate nodded. “And now the rotters are everywhere.”

      “Shouldn’t this be a relief to you?” Brendle said.

      “Why? You think I’m one of them?”

      Haliden looked over Nate’s rabble. They were all pallid and filthy from months living in Marigel’s sewers.

      Willem stepped forward. “Are they infected?”

      Nate laughed. “You still afraid of a little Rot? Even with the Breath bearing down us?”

      “You know of it then?” Willem asked.

      Nate nodded. “We’ve friends amongst you still. Those who wouldn’t turn their backs on kin, no matter what they’re told by Kytle and his slithering lot.”

      “And what makes you better than them?” Brendle asked as his hand drifted toward his sword.

      Nate laughed. “What do you think we are, Brendle? Rapists and murderers as Kytle would have you think?”

      “We’re not your judges, Nate,” Willem replied.

      Nate approached the charger, a gentle smile creasing his filthy face. “I’ve watched you for turns now, you know. Wishing I could speak to you as the brother you truly are, Willem of the Isle. But now here we stand, face to face, and I find I’d prefer to spit in your face, charger.”

      Willem stood shocked. “What did you call me?”

      Nate reached into his pocket and tossed a small metallic object at Willem’s feet.

      A cogal ring, Willem thought. Gold and silver intertwined with a sliver of uncharged meridium. “Where did you get this?” he asked.

      “You’re aware you’ve broken rank, right?” Nate said.

      Willem’s eyes widened. “You’ve always known then?”

      “Did you think they’d leave the fate of the realm in one man’s hands?” He laughed. “I’m your shadow. A fail-safe in case you forgot your place amongst this rabble. You did well, though. At least until now.”

      Willem shook his head in disbelief. “Are there others?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “All these turns… alone with such a burden. And yet you never said anything. Why?”

      “I was ordered not to interfere unless you failed.”

      Evetner stepped forward. “This little reunion is well and fine, men, but we still have business to attend to. Like staying alive.”

      “Indeed,” Nate said. “And I decided long ago that if I’m to die, I’d rather it be surrounded by hillsides and forests and not this rat-infested city.”

      “And what of the Rot?” Willem said.

      “It will die with this place,” Nate replied. “But if you wish to fulfill your promise to the Isle, by all means stay and burn with it. As for me… I’m done with orders.”

      Evetner climbed aboard the lead wagon and took a seat beside the venermin. Jonathan and Brandon crawled from their shelter and sat beside him.

      “Let’s stop wasting time then and get the hells out of here.”

      Nate nodded. “If you’ll have us, we’ll help.”

      Willem sighed. “Very well. Let’s go.”
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      With the help of Nate’s rabble, they quickly pried both doors open and began the long descent through the mountain.

      Haliden and Willem sat together in the lead wagon, their eyes fixed on the two torchbearers plodding along beside them.

      “So what’s the plan?” Haliden whispered.

      Willem glanced over his shoulder at the second wagon, where Nate and three of his people sat hunched amongst the crates. “We ride for the Block. No stops. And more importantly, no more passengers.”

      Haliden nodded.

      The tunnel slowly curved into the mountain like a giant corkscrew. There were no dwellings or stalls here, and the walls had been left rough cut and unfinished.

      Like an escape route, Haliden thought, a chill tickling his spine.

      Nate climbed into the lead wagon and leaned over Willem’s shoulder.

      “So tell me… what was is like, living a lie for all these turns?”

      Willem glanced at him. “I did my duty. As did you.”

      “Of course. But here we sit, slithering away like thieves in the night.”

      “You blame me for this?”

      Nate shrugged. “I blame all of us. The Circle, the bureaucrats who sent us here, the Rot. Even the godsforsaken Breath.”

      “You know I tried to save them,” Willem said. “When the initial stages were curable. A simple poultice of merwin berry and jellyfin glands neutralized the Rot’s earliest infections.”

      “Ah, but the stores…”

      Willem shook his head. “Raided by thieves and adreena addicts. You know the rest.”

      “You made a gallant effort,” the charger said. “But did you ever think that perhaps this was all planned? That perhaps those on the Isle sought to wipe Marigel clean off the map?”

      “What are you saying?”

      Nate shook his head, laughing. “I thought you were less naive than this, friend.”

      Willem brought Instar to a halt.

      “What are you doing?”

      Willem turned and grabbed Nate by the throat. “I’ve no patience for games. Not after what I’ve seen here. What do you know?”

      Nate’s jovial facade vanished. “I received a bird right after arriving,” he gasped. “ It was to be my… honor… to oversee Marigel’s cleansing.”

      Willem squeezed harder. “Did you see the bones? The bodies? Did you see what people became?”

      Nate’s followers scrambled onto their feet, daggers and clubs drawn.

      Nate waved them off. “Of course I saw it, fool. You think a single moment has passed that I don’t regret what I did?”

      “Why then?”

      “The same reason you kept silent all these turns… we are of the Circle. It is our life. Our duty.”

      “I’m no murderer.”

      Nate laughed. “You are whatever the Isle says you are. You should know this by now.”

      Willem tensed. He could feel eyes burrowing into his back. “Never,” he replied.

      Nate nodded. “Tell yourself that, if it makes you feel better. But you did your bidding. You kept the gates sealed and saw to it none left this godsforsaken place alive.”

      Willem’s grip slackened as the realization hit him.

      “You did well, though, Willem of the Isle. Never question that. But there is a bigger picture here. Far bigger than any of us foot soldiers could’ve comprehended.”

      “So how did you and your people survive all this time?” Willem asked. “By stealing supplies from us?”

      Nate sat up and shrugged. “You’d be surprised what you can find in the depths of a city’s sewage systems: forgotten food stores, sleeping quarters for those charged with keeping the sewers clean… Everything one needs to survive hidden right beneath your feet.”

      “And the Rot?”

      “We were spared for a time. But when our supplies ran thin, some of us began scavenging in the Throat. And that was when we came upon the others.”

      “Others?”

      “Marigel’s filth. Murders, rapists, thieves. They kept to the eastern districts mostly. Deep in the outbreak zone. They were the ones haunting you.”

      A metallic boom echoed behind them.

      Haliden sat up. “What in the hells was that?”

      Another boom, followed by the sound of muffled screams.

      Haliden turned to the others. “Should we have sealed it?”

      “We had no choice,” Nate replied. “Who knows how many are infected back there.”

      “But what of the women and children?”

      “What of them?”

      Haliden glanced at Willem, but the charger avoided his eyes. “We just leave them too?”

      Nate drew a dagger from his belt and raised it to Haliden’s nose. “Just ride, artist, if you want to see the sun again.”

      The pounding grew louder.

      Haliden tensed. “This isn’t right.”

      “Right? This is survival, fool.”

      Haliden pushed the dagger aside. “I won’t have it this way.”

      Nate’s eyes narrowed. “And what are you going to do about it?”

      “What I should have done when we found you.” With that said, Haliden slammed his boot into Nate’s groin.

      The man crumpled to the ground, groaning. “You’re a fucking dead man!” he snarled. He picked up his dagger and was about to rise, when a loud metallic crash thundered down the tunnel.

      The group froze, their eyes locked on the darkness behind them.

      “They’re getting through,” the woman cried.

      “I don’t think so,” Willem said. “Look!”

      The distant screams fell silent as gold light illuminated the tunnel. Seconds later, a gust of superheated air rushed over the wagons.

      Brendle grabbed Willem. “We need to go!”

      “But we can’t just leave them!” Willem cried. “Not like this!”

      “We leave now or we all die!” Brendle shouted.

      Nate eyed Haliden. “We’ll finish this later, artist.”

      Haliden ignored him and picked up the reigns. “Naharis! Naharis!”

      Instar bolted forward, jerking the wagons into motion.

      The torchbearers sprinted alongside them, the flames trailing behind them like fiery banners.

      “Get on, fools!” Nate shouted.

      One of the men dropped his torch and grabbed the railing. But his fingers slipped and he was sucked beneath the wheels with a bone jarring crunch.

      The other man kept pace for a few hundred footfalls. But the wagons were moving too fast and he quickly fell behind.

      Haliden watched as the man vanished into the distance. He waved his arms at them, pleading for them to stop. But there was no turning back; Instar was running at full gallop, every muscle rippling as the adreena weed pushed her body to its limits.

      Evetner climbed over the crates to Haliden. “The Breath?” he cried.

      Haliden nodded. “We lost too much time here!” He slammed his feet into a gap in the floorboards, anchoring himself down just as the wagon hit a pothole.

      Instar’s eyes widened, red froth splattering around her bit and streaking her sides.

      She’s dying, Haliden realized. The weed and weight of two wagons had put too much strain on her hearts.

      My friend, I’m so sorry.

      The tunnel opened up into an enormous chamber.

      Willem pointed ahead. “There it is!”

      An enormous steel barrier loomed before them, stretching a hundred footfalls into the shadows.

      “Easy, girl,” Haliden said as he brought Instar and the wagons to a grinding halt.

      “Well, charger,” Evetner said as dust settled around them, “if you’re going to do this, now is the time.”

      Willem jumped off the wagon and approached the door. Thousands of animal carcasses lay in a tidal-like line at its base: rats, mice, coon, bats, draba birds. “Stay back!” he shouted as he withdrew the leather pouch from his pocket.

      Nate climbed off the rear wagon and approached his fellow charger.

      “How much dust were you given?” he asked.

      Willem quickly slipped the pouch beneath his robe. “Enough to enchant both gates and little more. Now unless you want your flesh seared off, I’d take cover when I begin. The magic is wild and hungry and I’m turns out of practice.”

      Nate eyed the bulge in Willem’s robe and reluctantly nodded. “Very well. But be quick.”

      Willem opened the pouch and dumped the meridium into his palm. It was brown and black, speckled with white, sugar-like crystals. He poured it into his mouth and swallowed.

      “Menwha des coo thane,” he whispered. At first nothing happened. But after a few more seconds, dim veins of blue electricity began crackling across the gate.

      “Vray tanoris!” he cried, pressing his hands against the cold steel. The gate began to glow a deep red as steam rose from his cloak. But he stood fast, his eyes shut as he slowly unraveled his old spell.

      Haliden peeked around the side of the wagon. The air surrounding the charger shimmered like a mirage, and the gate glowed a deep red like a blade pulled from a forge.

      By all things high and mighty, he thought.

      The red-hot steel creaked and groaned as ice slowly crystallized across its surface. Moments later, a huge chunk collapsed to the ground, followed by another as the steel crumpled into a pile of blue shards.

      Willem stepped back, his arms stretched out in front of him. A blast of ice cold air erupted from the charger, engulfing both wagons.

      Haliden winced as frost crystallized across his face and hands.

      “Get back!” Brendle shouted, yanking him behind the wagon.

      There was a loud snap, followed by a pulse of blinding blue light.

      And then the tunnel fell silent.

      Haliden slowly peered around the cart.

      The charger knelt in a cloud of smoke and dust, his head slumped forward and arms hanging at his sides.
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      “Willem!” Brendle shouted.

      The charger slowly looked up. “Did it work?”

      “See for yourself!”

      The gate lay in pieces around him, frost still clinging to the rent, Tritan steel.

      “By the gods…”

      Brendle knelt beside him. “Can you stand.”

      “Of course I ca—” But when the charger tried, he almost toppled face first onto the floor.

      Brendle grabbed him. “Steady there, friend.”

      The charger’s cheeks were crusted black and covered in canyons of raw flesh and most of his hair had been completely burned off.

      Willem trembled as if a thousand searing-hot blades cut across his body. “Just go,” he groaned. “While you still can.” He coughed, splattering the dirt with blood.

      “Piss on that!” Brendle shouted. “I ain’t leaving without you!”

      “Someone needs to hold them back.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Look at you!”

      “It’s my duty,” the charger replied. “If even one of the infected escapes, the Rot could spread across the entire realm. Perhaps even the Acid itself. How many more Marigels will there be then?”

      “The Breath has already taken care of that, Will.”

      Willem shook his head. “Friend… I can’t take that chance.”

      “This is madness. Utter madness.” Brendle looked down at his friend’s lap. The charger’s fingers were fused together, curled into permanent fists. “Just get in the wagon. There’ll be healers at the Block who can help you.”

      “I’ll never make it,” Willem said. “You know that.” Behind him, the golden light was growing brighter, creeping across the walls like a golden tide.

      Brendle’s eyes trembled. “What about Alg? What about Dunhur and the whorehouses of Nell? I can’t fuck my way the across the Endless Isle by myself.”

      Willem forced a laugh. “You’ve been my one true friend, Brendle. But we must part now.” He coughed violently, gasping and pounding the ground with his burnt fists. When it passed, he handed his friend the leather pouch of meridium. “Use what’s left to buy passage to Alg or Tremin.”

      Brendle looked at the bloody pouch and shook his head.

      “Just get on the damn wagon,” Willem grunted. “I… I owe you this much.”

      Brendle stood, wiping tears from his eyes. “You’ve always been my one and true friend. Even when the others wrote me off as a worthless drunk. I won’t forget that.”

      Willem nodded. “We’ll drink and fuck a thousand virgins someday soon, friend.”

      Brendle slowly backed away, his eyes trembling. “Here’s to eternity, friend.”

      Willem nodded. “Goodbye, Bren. May the gods watch over you.”
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      “What’s going on?” Haliden asked as the old knight returned to the wagons. “Is it safe?”

      Brendle glanced over his shoulder and nodded. “It’s done.”

      “What of Willem?”

      The old guard wiped his nose as a tear dripped down his cheek. “He has one last job to do. As do we.” He climbed into the wagon and adjusted his chest plate. “It’s time.”

      Nate watched the old guard as he took a seat beside the boys. “What of the meridium?” he asked. “Did he have any left?”

      Brendle shook his head. “He used it all to bring down the gate,” he replied.

      “There was enough there for three chargers to bring down that gate.”

      “Well, it’s gone,” Brendle said. “So forget about it.”

      Haliden approached Instar and scratched the garron’s chin. “One last time, okay, girl?”

      The garron whinnied, shaking her head from side to side.

      Haliden swallowed back tears. “You’ve been a good friend. Better than I deserve. Forgive me.” With that said, he climbed into the driver’s seat and lifted the reins. “Ready?”

      Evetner nodded. He and the brothers were huddled amongst the crates, their backs braced against the venermin.

      Brendle dropped down opposite them, his sword drawn.

      Nate and his group hunkered down in the rear wagon, wedging themselves between paintings and other Marigel treasures.

      “Let’s fucking go!” Nate cried.

      Willem moved off to the side of the tunnel. “Ready?” he shouted.

      Haliden nodded. “Gods be with you, friend.”

      Willem waved. “You as well, artist.”

      The wagons slowly rolled past the charger. When they were well clear of him, Willem stepped back into the center of the tunnel and raised his arms.

      “What’s he doing?” Haliden said over his shoulder.

      “His duty,” Brendle replied.

      The tunnel extended another three hundred footfalls before opening onto a small dirt road outside. But as they moved closer to the light, Evetner noticed something strange rippling in the air.

      “Wait!” he shouted. “There’s something else up ahead!”

      Haliden tensed. The boy was right. A thin, blue membrane blocked the last few footfalls of tunnel.

      Brendle stood. “It can’t be! He said he set only the one on this gate!”

      “Well then someone else set it!” Evetner shouted.

      Brendle cupped his hands to his mouth. “Willem!” he cried. “Another barrier still stands.”

      The charger crawled onto his feet, gasping for breath. “Jarren wo dinem!” he shouted.

      There was a blinding flash followed by a gust of superheated wind. Moments later, the charger’s hair erupted into flames.

      Haliden snapped the reins harder as they passed into open air.

      “Stop the wagon, damn it!” Brendle cried. “We can still get him! Stop the wag—”

      But before he finished, a wall of blinding white fire engulfed Willem’s silhouette.

      “By the gods!” one of Nate’s men cried as flames burst from the tunnel. “The city… Look!”

      Haliden turned. An enormous wall of rippling flames loomed above them, stretching across the entire southern half of the mountain.

      Haliden snapped the reins harder. “Go, girl! Go!”

      Smoke nipped at their heels, pushed forth by the Breath’s superheated winds. As it engulfed the wagons, visibility was cut to just a few footfalls.

      “I can’t see a damn thing!” Haliden cried.

      “Just keep to the road!” Evetner shouted.

      Instar ran at a full gallop, weaving down rutted trails as pieces of flaming debris rained down around her.

      After a few leagues, Haliden pulled back on the reins and cried, “Whoa, girl! Easy…”

      Instar staggered to a stop, wheezing uncontrollably.

      Haliden grabbed a water skin and bucket from the wagon and jumped down beside her.

      “Here you go, girl,” he said as she drank.

      The Breath was clearly visible now, an enormous wall of red and orange flames that roared and flowed as it stretched across the entire horizon.

      Instar grunted and gasped as she drank down the precious water. She was covered in sweat and ash, and foam dripped from her mouth in great, bloody clumps.

      Haliden felt tears trickling down his cheeks as he watched. He was ashamed of what he was doing to her. But what else could they do but run now?

      “Good girl,” he whispered as tears trickled down his cheeks. “Good girl…”
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      Instar was dying.

      The garron’s powerful, fluid gait had become a mere limp, and her lungs wheezed with every breath.

      Haliden sat silent, staring at her back as she stumbled along. He had killed his only friend. And for what? A few more calls of life?

      I betrayed you, he told himself. My only friend.

      Disgusted, he pulled back on the reins.

      “What are you doing?” Nate asked.

      “She needs a moment.”

      “Piss on that!” Nate jumped into the front wagon. “We ride! And we ride now!”

      Haliden stood fast as the larger man drew his dagger. “I’m not doing a damn thing,” he replied.

      “Pick up those fucking reins, you twit, or I’ll do it for you.”

      Evetner and Brendle stood, their swords drawn.

      Nate’s group did the same.

      “She rests,” Haliden said.

      “Or you’ll deal with us,” Brendle said.

      Nate looked at them and laughed. “You think those oversized toothpicks frighten me you little shits?”

      Evetner climbed over the crates and met the man face to face. “We can always find out.”

      “Enough of this!” Brendle shouted. “The Breath is coming for us all.”

      “Shut your fucking mouth, old man!” Nate shouted. “I didn’t see you raising a fuss when the council tossed us out like so much shit. What’s to keep me from cutting all of your fucking throats and finding my own way to the Block?”

      “Me.” Brendle raised his sword.

      Nate chuckled. “And when was the last time you were sober, old man? Hell, when was the last time you even used that thing? While plucking the bones of our dead from your greasy maw?” He turned back to Evetner. “And you, boy… are you so ready to die?”

      Evetner stared at him, his sword hand trembling.

      Nate watched it and nodded. “That’s exactly what I thought.” He turned to his companions. “Kill them all!”

      The three men drew their weapons and climbed into the lead wagon.

      Haliden lunged forward and wrapped an arm around Nate’s throat. But the man broke free and drove a fist into Haliden’s gut.

      Brendle met the closest man head on and parried his attack. He was the weaker of the two, but as steel met steel and sparks flew, the old guard’s skills quickly awoke.

      The remaining man pushed several crates over and rushed at Evetner. He took a swing at the boy’s throat. But instead of connecting with flesh, the blade sliced clean through the harp’s steel strings.

      The woman crept into the lead wagon, her eyes locked onto Jonathan and Brandon. But the brothers retreated into the crates beyond her reach.

      Brendle pushed his attacker against the railing and drove his blade through the man’s chest. Behind him, Haliden and Nate continued to wrestle across the floor, punching and clawing at one another as Nate tried to grab his fallen dagger.

      Evetner lopped off his attacker’s hand and kicked him over the side of the wagon. He then turned to the woman, who was trying to squeeze between the crates toward the boys.

      “Leave them, bitch!” he cried.

      The woman turned to him, her eyes emotionless and wide. “You fucking fool! I’ll be doing them a favor.”

      Evetner rushed forward and tackled her onto the floor. As they struggled, though, she rolled on top of him, clawing at his eyes and cheeks until he finally punched her in the nose.

      Haliden rolled on top of Nate and grabbed the charger by the throat. “What’s wrong with you people?” he cried.

      Nate laughed even as his face turned blue. “You’ll all die. They’ll have… no need for weaklings and children… in the new world.” He tried kicking Haliden aside, but the artist held firm.

      “Go to the hells!” Haliden hissed before biting Nate’s nose clean off.

      The charger screamed as blood gushed down his face.

      Haliden scrambled onto his feet and kicked the man in the stomach. He was about to kick him again, when a voice cried,

      “Stop!”

      Haliden turned.

      The bloody woman stood with a knife to Brandon’s throat.

      “Step back, you sons of bitches or I’ll cut him!”

      Haliden raised his hands. “Okay. Just take it easy.”

      The woman glanced at Nate and her dead companion. “You fuckers,” she hissed.

      “Let him go!” Evetner cried. “He’s just a boy!”

      “So was my Daniel!” she screamed. “And Ethan there too… but that didn’t stop you both from murdering them.”

      Brendle tried to move around her flank, but she only jerked Brandon closer. “I said stop right there!”

      Brendle froze, his hands raised.

      “You took my brothers,” she hissed. “So now I’m taking your boy.” She leveled the blade across Brandon’s throat.

      “Don’t!” Haliden cried.

      Before she could do anything, though, her eyes widened. and a blood stain blossomed across her chest, soaking through her tattered rags.

      Brandon broke away from her and ran to Evetner’s side.

      The woman touched the blood, her lips trembling. She tried to speak, but nothing came out accept a dull hiss. She then fell forward, revealing Jonathan standing behind her with a bloody dagger dangling from his trembling hands.

      Nate rolled on top of Haliden and screamed, “Bastards!” He tried to scoop up his dagger, but a sword erupted through his throat.

      Brendle pulled the blade free and kicked the man off Haliden.

      Haliden nodded. “Th-thanks.”

      Evetner rolled the dead men over the side of the wagon and stowed the boys back amongst the crates. “Stroke. Get us on our way!”

      Haliden climbed into the driver’s seat, numb and exhausted. “We stop for nothing now.”

      Brendle wiped Nate’s blood from his face and sat down. “There’ll be more trouble, you know. This wagon… it’ll draw every freak and zealot for leagues around.”

      Haliden looked at Instar and sighed nervously. The garron stood hunched beneath her harness, bloody froth dripping from her mouth. “She’ll just have to be faster than them.”

      “Are you sure she can still do that?” Brendle asked.

      Haliden hesitantly nodded. “I’m sure.”

      But in his gut, he wasn’t sure of anything anymore.
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      Instar ran into the night, her hooves drumming a violent war song atop the ashen ground.

      Flames snapped and crackled beside them as they passed burning motte and bailey fortifications. Crucified mummies stood watch from rough cut posts, and rusty crow cages dangled above smoldering embers. And all the while, the Breath bathed everything in shifting gold, as if commemorating some dark holiday.

      Those too frightened to run hid in the shadows, watching as the wagons rolled past. Occasionally someone chased after them, cursing or pleading for them to stop.

      But Haliden ignored them. There was nothing he could do to help. Instead, he sat silent as league after league of desolation and death drifted past. Too much had happened in too short a time, and now he felt cored of everything he had ever held dear. When will it all end? he wondered. When would there be peace again in this place he had called home?

      When they reached the top of a small hill, Instar came to an abrupt stop.

      “Come on, girl,” Haliden said, slapping the reins. “Just a league or so more.”

      But the garron ignored him.

      Haliden stood, both reins in hand. “Instar, we don’t have time for this.”

      “She’s broke, artist,” Brendle said. “Best to give her a peaceful end now.”

      Haliden shot him a venomous look. “You just worry about yourself, old man.”

      Instar sat down, wheezing and snorting as bloody mucous clotted around her nostrils.

      Haliden jumped down and knelt beside her. Her eyes were half closed and blood covered her nose and mouth.

      Tears trickled down Haliden’s cheeks. “I’m so sorry, girl.”

      Instar stared off into the distance, a muted death rattle echoing in her chest.

      “Forgive me,” Haliden whispered. “Forgive me.”

      The garron’s head drooped to the ground, a final breath escaping her lungs.

      “Girl?”

      Silence befell the hill as Haliden hugged his friend’s still face. “Don’t go, girl. Please don’t leave me alone here.”

      But she was already gone.

      Evetner wiped tears from his eyes. “She’s gone, Haliden. We have to let her go.”

      Haliden shook his head. “She was the finest garron in all of Alimane.”

      Evetner nodded. “She was.”

      “She deserved better.”

      Evetner looked at the wagons. The lives and histories of two cities now rested inside both. “We’ll have to take what we can carry and leave the rest.”

      Haliden shook his head. “We can’t just abandon the venermin. Not after she died to bring it here.”

      “What do you suppose we do then? We’ve two boys to look out for.”

      “We take everything.” Haliden reached into his pocket and withdrew the jar of coxil weed. “And we keep going until we stand in the Block’s shadow.”

      “By the gods, you’re mad, artist.”

      Haliden tore one of the buds in half and tossed it into his mouth. As he chewed, he handed the jar to Evetner. “You’ll have a hell of a tale to tell your children someday.”

      Evetner shook his head. “And how far do you think we’ll get? Ten… twenty leagues? Then what?”

      Haliden swallowed. “Then we run some more.”

      They removed Instar’s harness and began rigging the ropes over their shoulders. Brendle worked between them, checking the straps and buckles as he donned his own set.

      “We go in five turns,” Evetner said.

      Jonathan and Brandon watched them from the wagon, their pale faces covered in ash.

      Haliden looked up at them and smiled. “You two just keep your heads down, okay?”

      Both brothers nodded.

      Instar lay a few footfalls away, covered in a white blanket Evetner had found in one of the wagons. Haliden glanced at her one last time as he tugged on his harness. Goodbye, friend.

      Evetner stretched his legs, groaning as the newly formed muscles twitched and ached. “Bloody hell, let’s go! I can’t stand still anymore.”

      “All right.” Haliden leaned into the ropes, pulling up the slack behind him. “Ready, Brendle?”

      The old man tugged at his harness and laughed. “Would be if I had a drink.”

      Haliden turned back to the road. The rutty trail was obscured by ash and sagging, ash-covered pines.

      “Right then,” he said. “Together… and… pull!”

      The trio grunted as the wagons slowly inched forward.

      Haliden’s heart raced. He could feel the coxil weed coursing through his veins, feeding his every muscle. We need to go faster, though, he thought.

      After one sloping turn, they passed the body of a young man lying half-covered in ash. His throat had been cut ear to ear, blood pooled around him in a large crescent. Haliden glanced at his lifeless eyes and quickly turned back to the road. That will be us if we stop.

      More bodies soon appeared. Some lay beside the road, their backs bristling with arrows, others dangling from distant trees, their eerie silhouettes swaying in the breeze.

      Haliden shivered. They were the desperate and unwanted, the enfeebled and elderly. And they had all run in search of shelter… just like us, he thought.

      Jonathan and Brandon watched nervously as the dead drifted past. They had said little since Instar’s death, keeping close to Evetner’s side. And it will be a miracle if they ever speak again, Haliden thought.

      Plumes of smoke rose above the northern horizon. At first Haliden thought it was smoke from distant chimneys. But as they drew closer, the plumes grew larger, and soon he realized what they were.

      Villages. Three of them, to be exact, every structure completely ablaze.

      “Work of firewalkers?” Evetner asked.

      Haliden nodded. “More than likely.”

      Screams echoed to their right as dozens of figures emerged from a burning stand of pines.

      “Take us! Please take us!” a female voice cried.

      Haliden’s eyes widened. They were all women, their bodies bloody and torn, their hair on fire.

      The closest girl reached out to them. But before Haliden or Evetner could grab her, an arrow took her in the head and she collapsed violently behind them.

      Cheers and laughter echoed from inside the burning forest.

      “What the fuck is this!” Haliden shouted as an arrow whipped past his head.

      “Madness,” Evetner spat. “Keep going!”

      The remaining women were quickly cut down, their screams fading beneath the marauders’ laughter.

      The trio picked up speed. In the distance, three burning farmsteads illuminated the night sky, the flames tickling the clouds like golden, devil fingers.

      “Take the easterly road!” Evetner shouted. “We need to avoid any more towns!”

      A hundred footfalls ahead, four bodies swayed from the branches of a massive willow tree. Haliden’s stomach turned as they passed beneath them. Crude signs had been wired to their bloated chests, all with the same message: HEATHENS’ JUSTICE.

      “Turn away, boys!” Evetner’s shouted at the brothers.

      Haliden swallowed. Would they end up the same, five corpses hanging from some ash-covered tree?

      To the north, the sky was a deep purple, crisscrossed with bands of pink and red.

      Sky, Haliden thought, his heart alighting. A clear sky free of ash and smoke. By the gods, there may still be hope.

      As they crested a small rise, tall grass and brush spread out before them.

      “Rumnay Fields,” Evetner’s gasped. “It’s only another five or six leagues till the Stretch.”

      Behind them, great clouds of ash sprawled across the sky, casting the realm into purgatorial gray. Every now and then flashes lit up the gray underbelly.

      “What is that?” Haliden asked.

      “Sulfur beacons,” Evetner said. “Set by villages and cities to warn of the Breath’s approach.”

      Brendle stumbled, his right knee skipping off the ground before he righted his gate.

      “You okay?” Haliden shouted.

      Brendle nodded. But after only a few more footfalls, he collapsed onto both knees and was dragged across the rocky ground

      “Stop!” Haliden shouted to Evetner.

      Both men dug their heels into the ground, plowing mini trenches through the ash as the wagons ground to a halt behind them.

      When the dust cleared, Brendle slumped in his harness, pale and barely conscious.

      “Just give me a moment,” he breathed. “I can keep going!”

      Haliden glanced at his knees. They were soaked in blood, several strips of flesh hanging loose like wet paper.

      “Get me some rags,” Brendle grunted.

      “You’re mad,” Haliden said. “Look at you! We’ll put you in the wagon with the boys.”

      “I ain’t riding to the Block in the back of some godsdamn wagon,” he spat. “I may be a drunk old bastard, but I pull my weight. Either I run or you can just leave me here.”

      Evetner reached under his breastplate and tore off a piece of his sweat soaked tunic. “You know you’ll only slow us down,” he said as he began wrapping it around the man’s wounds.

      “If I do, cut me loose.”

      Haliden turned to the boys. “Jonathan. Get me one of those bottles under the seat. The red one.”

      The older boy shuffled amongst the clutter until he found a wax-sealed bottle.

      Brendle laughed as Haliden cracked the seal. “You know how much that’s worth?”

      “Twenty leagues?” Haliden replied. “Maybe more if you hurry.”

      Brendle took the bottle of amber colored wine and smiled. “Willow Whisper. The finest wine in all of the seven continents.” He closed his eyes and took a sip. “By the gods… that’s good.” He then poured the rest onto his destroyed knees.

      His cry tore across the desolate forest, startling several crows from their ashy perches. When he was done, he dropped the bottle and finished tying off the rags.

      “You sure you can do this?” Haliden asked.

      The old guard nodded. “Sure as shit.”
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      They ran through the night, even as their lungs burned and blood and pus squished between their blistered toes.

      Find me, Haliden, the familiar voice whispered. If you love me, come find me at world’s end.

      Haliden winced as pieces of burning debris whipped against his face. The zealots had burnt just about every village to the ground and everywhere one looked, flames and smoke tickled the sky.

      “We have company,” Evetner said, gesturing toward their left.

      Several horse-drawn wagons moved through the forest beside them, all heaped high with crates and valuables. A few forlorn figures sat silent atop them, watching as their wagon drifted alongside. One man shouted a prayer to them, tossing a skin of water to the brothers as they passed. But the other riders watched them defiantly, tossing the occasional rock or curse at the trio’s feet as they vanished into the night.

      “You feel that?” Evetner said as they exited the forest and entered a sprawling, rocky plain.

      Brendle nodded. The old guard had grown pale and gaunt, his eyes sunken in pools of charcoal black. “Cold,” he wheezed. “Felt it a few leagues back. Thought it was just Father Death breathing down my neck.”

      A riderless horse slowly approached from the north. Its saddle hung loose and its body was covered in blood and frost.

      “By the gods,” Brendle said as it staggered past them.

      Soon, enormous snowflakes began drifting down, clinging to their clothes like hungry parasites.

      “What in the hells is this?” Brendle wheezed. “Winter is still months away.”

      Evetner nodded. “Elementals. Someone must be laying them to slow the fire. Won’t work, though.”

      Haliden closed his eyes and sucked in a chilled breath. It’s all ending, he thought. He’d only seen such weather once before, far across the Acid on a trip to Denway Keep. He remembered watching children mold the white ice into fat little men, using coal and carrots for eyes and noses. Some had even borrowed shields from the Keep’s drunken quartermaster and used them to slide down the snow covered hillside.

      Brendle stumbled beside him, gasping. The bandages were soaked in blood and his face was as pale as milk.

      “You need rest,” Haliden said.

      Brendle shook his head. “I’m fine.”

      Haliden looked down. The old guard was leaving bloody footprints in his wake. He’ll never make it like this, he told himself.

      “Enough!” Haliden shouted.

      The three men brought the wagons to a stop.

      Brendle fell to the ground, his legs trembling violently.

      Haliden and Evetner untied their harnesses then did the same for the old guard.

      “Think I best find me a drink now,” Brendle said as he looked down at his feet. The soles of his boots were completely gone, as was much of the flesh on his feet. “Doubt they’ll have much on tap where I’m going.”

      Back in the cart, Jonathan and Brandon watched nervously beneath the warmth of a tattered blanket.

      Brendle noticed them and forced a smile. “It’s okay, boys. I’m just gonna wait here for some friends.”

      “But what about the fire?” Jonathan asked, his small voice quivering.

      Brendle dug into his pocket and withdrew a rolled corn husk. “I’ll be fine. Just run along with the others and do as you’re told.”

      Evetner carefully lifted Brendle’s blood-soaked bandages. The man’s kneecap was almost entirely exposed, the bloody gray bone ground down and covered in dirt. “Perhaps the weed will numb it more,” Evetner said.

      Brendle laughed. “Can’t plug a leaking dike with a finger.” He raised the husk to his lips and laughed. “All this bloody fire nipping at our heels, yet not a spark for a smoke.” Disgusted, he tossed the husk into the snow and closed his eyes.

      “Just ride in the cart,” Haliden said.

      Brendle smiled. “I think I’m just gonna sit this one out, gentlemen. Besides, Willem will be waiting for me.” He reached around his neck and withdrew a chain with a small brass medallion. Haliden stared at the tarnished metal as the old guard held it out to him. “My pendant,” Brendle said. The silhouette of Prince Pryln, High Seat Ruler of the Western Realms, was etched onto its worn surface along with just two words written in Algian: Stre Mintok.

      Fleet Prayers.

      “You’re Marigel’s runner now, artist,” Brendle said as he handed it to him. “None but the wearer of this can deliver the venermin to the Block. It’s your charge now, heavy as it may be. Don’t fuck it up, eh?”

      Haliden watched as the medallion twisted back and forth at the end of the chain. Two realms… both my charge now. His stomach turned. “I’ll do my best,” he said as he looped the chain it over his head.

      For a time the trio sat, silently staring at the horizon.

      “Not long now,” Brendle said.

      Evetner stood and extended his hand. “We wouldn’t have made it here without you, friend.”

      Brendle smiled as he shook the boy’s hand. “You got stones, kid. More than most men I’ve met. I hope you see the Block.”

      Haliden rose and wiped ash from his knees. “Farewell.”

      Brendle smiled and waved him off. “Just get going. Else we’ll be seeing each other a lot sooner than we’d like.”

      Haliden nodded. But as he began tugging on his harness, the old man shouted: “Hey Stroke! Maybe you could paint this someday. Call it The Drunkard’s Last Stand.”

      Haliden forced a smile. “I just might.”
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      It wasn’t long before the weed’s effects began to wane.

      “By the gods,” Haliden gasped as white hot daggers sliced up and down his calves. “How much farther?”

      “Don’t know,” Evetner replied. “Just swallow some more. It’ll numb the pain.”

      Haliden opened the jar and tossed half a bud into his mouth. It tasted bitter and dry, but he no longer cared.

      “We’re almost out,” he said as he gnashed the leaves between his teeth. There was enough for maybe twenty or thirty more leagues. But if they weren’t at the Block by then…

      The snow fell thick and heavy, blotting out the landscape. Knee-high drifts choked the road, their crests aswirl with dancing powder.

      In the rear wagon, Jonathan and Brandon huddled silently beneath a snow covered blanket, their eyes blank and distant, their teeth chattering as they frantically rubbed their hands together. But nothing could hold back the unnatural chill washing in from the north.

      Madness, Haliden thought. To think an elemental could hold back the Breath even for a second was pure arrogance. For he had seen similar magic practiced in the court of Gromin on Alg. Their banana crops had contracted an unknown blight and to offset the loss, Pius Gray, ruler of Southern Alg, had contracted a Circle charger to burn ten leagues of jungle for farming. It was one of the most expensive contracts ever to be struck with the Circle. But in the end it was all for naught.

      For less than two months after the spells had been cast, the blight arose again and decimated what remained of the precious crops.

      A snowflake hit Haliden in the eye, snapping him back to the present. It was falling harder, carpeting the entire land in unnatural white. Someone powerful is working this one, he thought.

      Evetner stumbled mid-stride, barely correcting himself as the wagons rolled on behind him. The young man’s clothes and hair were caked in snow, his face beat red. And for the first time since leaving Moss Town, he looked broken and exhausted.

      “Hey,” Haliden said. “You okay?”

      Evetner glanced at him. His eyes were glassy, soulless. “I can’t feel my feet.”

      Haliden began to slow, grinding his heels into the ash and dirt.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We’re stopping,” Haliden replied.

      They halted beside a stand of snow covered pines.

      Evetner slumped in his harness. “I can… go on,” he gasped.

      Haliden huffed. “Like Brendle?”

      The young man looked up. “This is my charge. I won’t sit in a wagon like some cripple.”

      “Would you rather lay silent beneath a mound of snow? Because that’s where you’ll be if you keep this up.”

      The boy shook his head. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. My father… he fought in three battles, killed five men in single combat. He proved himself, earned his sword.” Tears rolled down his filthy cheeks. “When do I get my time? My moment for the legends?”

      Haliden put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “And what’s this? A mere errand?” He glanced at Brandon and Jonathan. “We may be fools on a fool’s quest. But who else is running two cities worth of history to a cliff with the fires of the hells clawing at their backs?” Haliden grabbed Evetner’s sword from its scabbard and slashed the boy’s harness.

      Evetner flinched as the ropes fell to the ground. “What in the hells are you doing?”

      Haliden slammed the blade into the ground. “I won’t let you kill yourself for some self-righteous cause. You want to prove something, take the sword and watch our backs.”

      Evetner looked down at his father’s blade. His reflection was distorted in the rippled steel, haggard. “Do you think we even have a chance?”

      “We’ve come this far.”

      Jonathan stood and shrugged off his blanket. “I’ll help you,” he said.

      Evetner turned to him and smiled. “By the gods, we truly are a gaggle.” He hoisted himself onto the wagon and unfastened his sword belt. Wincing, he picked up the Tritan bow and laid it across his lap. “They can keep me in arrows,” he said.

      At this, both Jonathan and Brandon smiled.

      Haliden tied off the loose rope from Evetner’s harness and adjusted his own. “Let’s get on with it then.”
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      Within two calls, Haliden’s legs began to numb. Fever chills quickly followed, and by dusk his nose began bleeding.

      But still he ran on. Through three footfalls of snow, through encroaching delirium. He pulled and pushed, chewing the last of the coxil weed even as his bloody nose spattered crimson droplets across his chin and chest.

      “This is madness!” Evetner shouted above the rolling wagon wheels. “Take a rest!”

      Haliden heard the boy’s voice, felt it cut through the air like a desperate knife. But he ignored it. Too much adrenaline was coursing through him. To rest would mean seizures as the chemicals overwhelmed his body. No, there was no choice. He had to run it off.

      As the calls came and went, Haliden retreated deeper into his thoughts. It was a place he had come to know well these past few months. A place where his old life lived on, the flickering memories encased in gilt glass and protected from the passing of time. But it wasn’t enough anymore. He needed to see her again. If for no other reason than to just say he was sorry.

      Milane, he thought, you’re all that keeps me going now.

      He ran faster, grinding his teeth as pain washed throughout his body. Blood and pus squished inside his boots as blisters popped. But still he carried on. This was his penance, his punishment for being an arrogant and selfish bastard.

      As the afternoon slowly transformed into dusk, they crested a steep, snow covered hill. Unable to go on, Haliden brought the wagons to a grinding halt.

      An unbroken sea of white spread out before them. The Stretch, he thought as he wiped blood from his lips and nose. Buried beneath the snow would be nothing but black ash for as far as the eye could see. Remnants from the last Breath. In the four hundred turns since it’s passing, bustling cities and fertile farmland should have materialized and flourished here. But the rulers of Alimane had declared it sacred ground, a forbidden zone through which only a single, guarded road now passed: Runners’ Vein.

      “We’re close now,” Haliden breathed as sweat dripped down his face.

      Come find me, the familiar voice whispered. Find me at world’s end, Haliden.

      All the hate suddenly evaporated, along with the bitterness and self-pity that had mired him for so long. Only her face remained. And those parting words.

      Come find me, Haliden. Come find me. Come find me…

      His legs buckled as snow rushed toward his face. When he hit the ground, he felt himself being dragged over rock and ice.

      When the wagons finally stopped, he lay half conscious in the snow, staring at the gray sky.

      “There he is!” a familiar yet distant voice shouted. “I got him.”

      Hands curled around Haliden’s shoulder and chest and rolled him onto his back.

      “You damn fool,” came the familiar voice.

      Evetner and the boys loomed over him, wavering blurs backlit by the graying sky.

      “Help me lift him, boys,” Evetner said.

      Jonathan and Brandon grabbed Haliden’s legs, and with Evetner’s help, lifted him onto the wagon. When he was secure, the boys climbed beside him, eyes wide as Evetner pressed his ear to his chest.

      Haliden wanted to sit up, to end their worrying. But a new instinct was pulling him skyward. Freedom. Freedom from his body and every mortal constraint that had ever bogged him down.

      But then he thought of her and in that instance he wanted nothing more than to live, to go on to the Block. To Milane.

      Evetner tore off Haliden’s soaked tunic and breeches and covered him in dry blankets. He then leaned over Haliden’s face and pressed his mouth to his lips.

      What in the gods? Haliden thought as he watched from above. Was this some strange Moss Town custom that had developed over the turns?

      The boy forced two breaths into Haliden’s mouth then sat up. “One… two… three…” He pressed down on his chest and then leaned back over him, starting the process all over again.

      A strange ache washed over Haliden. Moments later, something dragged him back into the wagon. Back into his cold, wet, miserable shell.

      Come back to me, the voice said.

      Pain washed over him as his nerves fired to back to life. He wanted to cry out, to gasp. But as sensations crept back into his body the world went black.
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      Sunrise.

      A muted, orange band illuminated the snow-choked sky, revealing a small rise a thousand footfalls to the south.

      Atop it, the silhouettes of two wagons slid through the snow before slamming against the stalk of a dead oak.

      Evetner groaned as he rolled onto his back. “Well, that was fun.”

      Two short figures emerged from the wagon.

      “Evetner?”

      Jonathan and Brandon skidded to a halt beside the young man, who lay in a snowdrift tangled in his harness.

      Evetner waved them off. “I’m fine. Just check on the artist.”

      The brothers climbed back aboard the wagon as Evetner wiped snow from his face. “Stupid,” he breathed. He had stumbled over a buried root and lost control of the wagons. Now they sat at the bottom of a small depression, half buried in a massive snowdrift.

      Jonathan and Brandon ran back from the wagons.

      “Well? Is he okay?” Evetner asked.

      “He’s still sleeping,” Jonathan replied.

      Evetner sighed. Luckily they had fixed the crates and venermin in place before departing Marigel. Otherwise the artist would have been crushed.

      Evetner scolded himself as sensation crept back into his legs. Like a fool, he had pressed on for the better half of two leagues without rest. Plenty of time to drift deeper into thought, deeper into his failures instead of paying attention to the road.

      I was to be a Watkarian, he thought as he wiped snow from his breaches. But that was no more. The Breath had seen to that. The pain of it stung hard. Joining the ranks of the renowned order would have been his tribute to his father, to his family name. And now it would all be erased by the fire.

      Gods damn it, he thought as he rose onto warbling legs. He leaned against the tree, exhausted and wracked with fever chills. The weed’s effects were all but gone now; he’d swallowed the last bud two calls earlier and already he could feel his muscles retracting and withering as the adrenaline evaporated from his bloodstream. His vision blurred as he wavered in and out of consciousness. When he tried to walk he fell face first into the snow.

      Jonathan ran to his side.

      “I’m fine,” Evetner gasped. “Go to your brother. I’ll be right there.”

      The boy stared at Evetner’s withered legs, his eyes wide with fright.

      “It’s okay. I’ll be fine.”

      Jonathan hesitantly nodded and ran back to the wagons.

      As the boy’s footfalls faded into the distance, Evetner slowly sat up. The snow was falling harder, burying everything beneath a pristine carpet of white. If I find the godsdamn charger responsible for this…

      A familiar, welcoming sound echoed in the distance.

      Dogs.

      And they were close.

      Hard winds swept in from the south, pushing away the worst of the storm. As the snow cleared, a dome shaped structure appeared in the distance. It was over a hundred yards wide, with eight sides made of interlocking logs and one visible entrance through a single steel-banded doorway.

      Evetner’s heart alighted when he saw a thin ribbon of smoke rising from the building’s sole chimney. For almost two weeks they had lived on nothing but salted fish and jars of pickled beets. What I wouldn’t give for a single mouthful of cooked meat, he thought.

      But it may not be help we find, a voice whispered in the back of his head

      He pulled his sword free of its scabbard and stabbed it into the ground. “Jonathan. Fetch a blanket. And anything long and flat in the back. We need to make a stretcher.”

      The boys quickly climbed into the rear wagon, vanishing amongst the toppled crates and bric-a-brac.

      Evetner slowly stood and stared at the building. There were no flags baring family sigils or crests, no signs indicating if it was an inn or hunting lodge. Just a single, metal door flanked by a set of ragged deer and wolf hides.

      Perhaps we should move on, he thought.

      But then he glanced back at the artist. The man was shivering violently inside the lead wagon, his skin white as milk. If they didn’t get him warm and dry soon, he wouldn’t survive the night.

      “Boys! Stay with the artist and keep low. If there’s trouble, get him back onto the wagon.”

      “What about you?” Jonathan asked.

      Evetner pointed to the bow resting beside the artist. “You know how to use it, right?”

      Jonathan hesitantly nodded. “Mom used to send me hunting around the outskirts of the forest.”

      “Same thing then. Only this time, after you hit your mark, you run. Got it?”

      The boy nodded.

      Evetner approached the door. It was covered in rusted steel plates with a thin slot for a lookout.

      Here goes, he thought as he knocked.

      Inside, the dogs barked wildly, their claws scratching the opposite side of the door.

      But there was no answer.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the boys. “Ten turns. If I’m not back by then, run.”

      The brothers watched wide eyed as he slowly pushed the door open and entered.

      The building’s interior was warm but dim, lit by a handful of torches mounted against deerskin-covered walls. The floor was nothing but dirt and moldy hay covered in crumpled papyrus and adreena butts. But what really caught Evetner’s eye were the dozens of benches encircling a large, wood-paneled pit

      What in the hells in this place? he thought as he stepped toward the center of the room.

      “Hello!”

      The dogs erupted from a back room, snarling and barking as they encircled him. A few nudged his ankles playfully, sniffing and licking his ash-covered boots. But two snarled, revealing their broken, yellow fangs.

      “Uray!” a voice shouted.

      The dogs quickly fell silent, their eyes averted to the floor.

      A large, bearded man stepped from the back room, a loaded crossbow aimed at Evetner’s chest.

      “I’m afraid there’s no games today, friend.”

      Evetner slowly raised his hands. “I’m looking for shelter. For me and my companions.”

      The man approached him, a scowl partially concealed beneath his massive beard. “How many outside?” he asked. “And don’t go lying. I’ll figure it out soon enough.”

      “Three,” Evetner answered. “Two children and a man.”

      This seemed to unsettle him. “Them children yours? Or you selling ’em off!”

      “Selling them off? No, they were stowaways,” Evetner replied. “Didn’t find ’em until we were two days out from Moss Town. We’re taking them with us to the Block.”

      The man sat down on a bench, the bow still aimed at Evetner. For a time he was silent, staring at him, until finally he shook his head. “What in the fuck you doing out here, boy? You know what’s comin’, right?”

      Evetner nodded. “We’re runners.”

      The man laughed. “Bullshit! The last runners I heard of made the Block weeks ago.”

      “We had some… complications.”

      Two of the dogs now sat silent at the man’s feet, panting as their companions prowled about the room. The man stroked one of their chins with his free hand. “What’s your name, boy?”

      “Evetner.”

      “Mind telling me where you got that sword and armor, Evetner?”

      “My father.”

      The man laughed. “Your father… a Watkarian? And he gifted his steel, too? Bullshit.”

      Evetner’s hands curled into fists. “No bullshit.”

      The man stared into Evetner’s eyes as one of the ragged dogs pawed at his side. After a few moments, he lowered the crossbow and sighed.

      “I suppose it don’t matter anymore,” he said. “Won’t save you now.” He placed the crossbow at his side. He wore a thick, fur trimmed vest over a filth-stained leather overcoat and worn leather breeches patched more times than Evetner could count. His brown teeth and leathery skin whispered of hard living far from the comforts of civilization, and his accent betrayed a northerner’s subtle twang.

      Evetner lowered his arms as another dog brushed against his leg. “I have a friend who’s sick,” he said. “Can we take shelter here until morning?”

      The man considered this for a moment then shrugged. “Why not? Got nothing to steal if you’re thieves. And if you try your luck with the dogs you’ll likely end up like them fellas.” He pointed to the pit. “I fear my furry friends weren’t too happy with their old masters’ accommodations.”

      Evetner glanced over his shoulder into the pit. Blood and sinew lay strewn across the floor and walls.

      “Who were they?” he asked.

      The man lifted the smallest dog onto his lap and stroked its filthy fur. It was missing its right hind leg and a long, white scar bisected its right eye socket.

      “Pitmasters,” the man replied. “Gambling whores and slavers. Found ’em pitting the sickest of the dogs against a group of traders they’d captured not far from here.”

      “By the gods,” Evetner said. So it was an Ulkay pit. Every continent had its equivalent. On Tritan it was the acid houses of Zurith; on Alg the jungle mazes of Razomoth; even the Culver was rumored to sport nagra runs, where thieves and murderer were forced to walk through fields of the nesting parasites.

      Barbarism born of boredom and lawlessness, he thought.

      But the Ulkay pits of Alimane were the most notorious. Here, trainers starved and tormented the poor beasts, sometimes crippling or blinding them at birth to hone specific senses for the fights. When they were ready, victims were dropped into the pit with only their bare hands to defend themselves.

      The man nodded as the dog nuzzled his shin. “Given our new situation, I let the pitmaster know how I felt about his practices.” He gestured into the blood-spattered hole.

      Evetner tensed as the enormous dogs prowled the room. They were Gorisgan punchers, the largest breed in all of Retrac Daor, prized beyond measure for their ability to survive in subzero conditions with minimal food and water.

      The man eyed Evetner with a wicked smile. “You think it wrong… that I let them have a go at them bastards?”

      “No.”

      “So what is it then? You a priest or something?”

      Evetner leaned over the pit and spat. “I only wish you had waited so I could’ve watched.”

      The man laughed deep and loud. “Well said, friend. Well said.” He handed Evetner a bottle of amber fluid. “Bring your friends in if it makes you happy. I’ve been long enough alone and could use some two legged companions.”

      Evetner nodded as he accepted the bottle. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. I fart and snore and can smell a liar from a league away.”
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        * * *

      

      His name was Gremin Howel. Trapper, trader, and odd sort of bard. His tools: gossip and whatever news he could scrape or scratch from the many inns and brothels he frequented in his travels.

      “Worked my way here all the way from Ash Port,” he told them as Evetner laid Haliden down beside a roaring fire. They were in the rear of the building now, a kennel-like chamber lined with six enormous steel cages.

      The brothers sat down beside Haliden and Evetner and warmed themselves by the fire. Every now and then the artist whimpered, calling out a single name: Milane… Milane… Milane…

      “Seen a lot things in my life,” the trapper went on as he tossed a fresh log onto the fire. “But nothing like this madness.”

      The boys watched silently as sparks erupted up the chimney. Beside them, several dogs rolled about at play.

      Evetner stood and began removing his father’s armor. It was heavy and slick with snow and ash. He carefully wiped it down and placed it near the fire.

      “Impressive craftsmanship,” the trapper said as he watched. “Castle forged steel, too. Very nice, indeed. You steal it?”

      Evetner frowned. “It was my father’s.”

      “Really? You’re a Watkarian’s son? And he just let you have his blade and armor?”

      Evetner pulled the sword closer. “What are you trying to say?”

      “Nothing. Just never heard of a Watkarian gifting his steel to anyone.”

      Evetner wiped the blade down with a rag and placed it at his side. “Well, times have changed. For everyone.” He glanced around the chamber. “Where in the hells are we, anyway?”

      “Yulith’s Trap,” Gremin said, licking mead from his beard. “At least that’s what one of them fuckers called it before our furry friends had their way with him. A pit house for slavers and gamblers.” He spit into the fire. “Found a handful of the shits still betting on the dogs when I arrived. Had a boy with ’em, too. No older than these two.” He shook his head. “They put him in with the hungriest beasts. Too late by the time I arrived, though.”

      One of the punchers brushed against the trapper’s leg, grunting and howling. Gremin smiled as he scratched its chin.

      “Had to put a few of ’em down,” the trapper said, his expression saddening. “Too damn feral to be around men. Killed me to do it, though.”

      Evetner approached the door and slid back the viewport. Outside the snow had turned to ash, cutting visibility to a few yards. If that charger is still nearby, he thought, his efforts are proving quite pointless. The air had already grown warmer and the horizon was now alit with approaching fire.

      “So what’s your move, son?” Gremin asked.

      Evetner sighed. “Don’t know. We got no horse. Can’t pull two wagons without one.”

      Gremin took another sip from his mug. “You really meant to take them to the Block?”

      Evetner nodded.

      “Dangerous times, fella. Lots of strange folk out here. Suiciders

      drowning themselves in the Mirror. Flesh hunters eating their way through the Pelnor wheat fields. Folks calling themselves fire worshipers and burning themselves alive.”

      “I made a vow to my town that I would take their venermin to the Block,” Evetner said. “Come what may.”

      Gremin nodded. “Mighty valiant of you. But do you know anything of the Block?”

      “Of course,” Evetner replied.

      “So you know of the Guards of the Stretch?”

      Evetner nodded.

      “How about Beggar’s Gate and the Maw?”

      Evetner shook his head.

      Gremin sighed. “You have more to learn than you know then, kid. Bronthius’s Maw stands at the base of the Block, an impenetrable door wrought from six footfalls of Tritan steel. And that’s not even the worst of it. First you have to get through Beggar’s Gate and the two hundred yard tunnel beyond lined with mechanized Tritan crossbows tied to pressure plates buried in the ground.”

      The older man sat back and sipped his mead. “When I was around your age, I apprenticed as a stonemason at the Block. Three turns I spent sweating in the shadow of that beast, repairing cracks and extending the outer wall.” He finished the last sip and tossed the flask into the fire.

      “One month we were on the western face of the wall, sealing a handful of cracks left over from the last blast. Of my crew, I was the smallest, so it fell on me to brick and mortar any openings we came across. On my hands and knees I toiled, back braced to the ceiling, no air, no room. A single candle to see my fucking way.” He laughed again. “I was beginning to seal off an old fissure when something brushed against my arm. Thought nothing of it until I heard metal drop to the ground beside me.” He turned to Evetner and grinned. “What do you suppose I found?”

      Evetner shrugged. “Coinage?”

      Gremin laughed. “If only. No, this was a cogal ring. Solid gold and worth three seasons of good trapping.” He reached into his vest and withdrew a rolled corn husk. With a stick from the fire, he lit it and took a deep, long drag. When he exhaled, his entire body sagged. “Can you guess what else I found in that dark hole, boy?”

      Evetner shook his head.

      “Bones. Thousands upon thousands of bones. Mashed into the cement like hay in a mud hut.”

      Evetner felt the hairs on the nape of his neck prickle.

      “We were always told the Block was a product of Tritan architects. By design, yes. But the blood and sweat was left behind by people like you and me. All of whom were summarily executed and entombed in the very wall they built.”

      “But why?” Evetner asked.

      Gremin took another puff on his smoke and exhaled. “Hide its secrets, of course. Lucky for me I was four centuries late to that shift. Otherwise it might have been me mashed up in that tiny fissure.”

      Evetner shook his head. “By the gods.”

      “No gods, boy. They turned their backs on us long ago. You can blame Tritan and their criminal engineers.”

      Evetner felt a weight settle on his chest. This is what I ride for? What I left all I know and love for? A wall built atop the bones of my ancestors? Would they even honor his pendant if they made it? Doubtfully, he thought.

      “I’m afraid we have little choice, though,” Evetner said.

      Gremin nodded. “Indeed. And if truth be told, I always fancied another glimpse of that beast. But this time from the other side.” He took another drag on his smoke and tossed it into the fire. “That pendant… it grants you and anyone with you entrance. Get me and my new friends inside and we’ll pull those wagons for you.”

      Evetner’s heart lifted. “You get us there and I’ll carry you through the gates myself!”

      Gremin laughed as he exhaled a cloud of green smoke. “We should be leaving soon, then. There’s still a ways to go. And a lot can happen in the leagues between.”

      Evetner stood and held out his hand. “It’s done then. Passage for passage?”

      Gremin shook his hand. “Done. But first we rest. We’ll leave in two calls.”
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        * * *

      

      Evetner stared at the punchers as they slept beside the trapper. They were enormous, two, maybe three times as a large as normal dogs, with black and brown stripes cutting across their fur. What stood out most, though, were their pale white eyes.

      Evetner watched as one of the dogs climbed into the trapper’s lap. The man was its protector now, its new master after turns of torment and abuse. I only wish I had such a person, he thought.

      His heart suddenly ached for his father. He had been the one person Evetner both trusted and looked up to. And I left him, Evetner thought. I could have stayed, but I left.

      His final memory of the man still haunted him: Proust standing at the mouth of the tunnel, dripping wet and resigned to his fate. A pathetic projection of the great man he had once been.

      But Evetner had also seen a smile on his face as the smoke engulfed him. Satisfaction that their line would go on.

      If I survive.

      Evetner turned back to the brothers. Both boys were watching the trapper roll about with the dog. Every now and then Jonathan laughed and betrayed a fleeting smile. Evetner warmed at the sight.

      “When you’re done, we need to figure out how we’re going to harness your friends to the wagons,” Evetner said, gesturing at the dogs.

      One of the punchers playfully nipped at the trapper’s hand. “Now now,” Gremin laughed, rubbing its belly. “Got to warm ’em up first.” He grabbed the largest puncher and scratched behind its hind leg until the dog twitched playfully.

      Brandon let out a little laugh as the dog lolled about. The sound made Evetner’s heart soar; the boy had neither spoken nor smiled since they found him.

      “Want to pet him?” Gremin asked.

      The boy’s smile widened.

      Gremin waved him forward. “Scratch ’em right here behind the ear and he’s your new friend. Scratch ’em behind the leg and he’ll die for you.”

      Brandon knelt down, his eyes beaming with excitement.

      Evetner instinctively stepped forward, but Gremin waved him off. “Let ’em be.”

      The dog rolled onto its back and stared at the boy expectantly. Brandon sat up with baited breath, a hand over his mouth.

      “Go on,” Gremin urged.

      His hand trembling, Brandon slowly touched the dog’s belly. The puncher yelped playfully.

      “Go ahead,” Gremin said. “He’ll love you forever.”

      Laughing, Brandon began tickling the puncher’s belly.

      Jonathan smiled behind a cupped hand, his eyes glimmering with disbelief.

      Gremin patted Brandon on the back, laughing. “He’s yours now, boy. Want to name him?”

      Brandon’s eyes widened with shock. “Really?”

      “I don’t see any other way,” Gremin said. “These dogs were bred with bonding points. Find ’em and you’ve unlocked the key to the puncher’s hearts. And that’s just what you did.”

      Evetner shook his head. “Probably not the best time for this, don’t you think?”

      “Where we’re going, these boys’ll need all the friends they can find,” Gremin replied. “Better one with fangs than fingers, don’t you think?”

      Jonathan moved beside his brother, a hesitant smile on his face. When he petted the dog’s leg, it looked at him and howled playfully.

      “Trust me, boy,” Gremin said. “We’ll need any friends we can find. Fur or flesh, fuck if I care. When we get to that Block, nothing else will matter.” He glanced at Haliden. “That reminds me. Best wake your friend now. Dogs are ready to go.”
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        * * *

      

      Haliden dreamed. Fitful, conflating visions swirling through his fever-racked mind.

      In one, his father sat beside him, his face sullen and cold as a wagon approached down a muddy road.

      Haliden swallowed. He remembered that day clearly. Ice and rain had blown in from the east, driving the bravest farmers back to their families and firesides while flattening the last of the unharvested wheat. The kind of gray autumn day that weighed heavy on both the body and soul.

      The lone driver snapped his reigns atop the horse’s back as rain whipped the road from every direction.

      Haliden swallowed. He was about to leave for his apprenticeship in Alg, one that was supposed to last five turns. Only those five turns would quickly become twenty-five.

      He and his father barely spoke that morning. A strange finality hung in the air, a goodbye too hard to speak or express. It was as if they knew they would never see each other again. I should have told you how much I loved you, Father.

      But he didn’t and now never could.

      The vision suddenly changed. Now he was standing beside the Lake of Bones, the sound of a distant mummers’ show echoing in the still summer air.

      Frener Stroke stood beside him, a single piece of parchment in hand. He shook his head, smiling. “You know she’s fatter,” he observed as sweat from his hands smudged Haliden’s charcoal sketch. “And you flattered her with such a large chest.”

      Haliden looked up, surprised. “I… I wasn’t gonna show anyone, Father.”

      Frener laughed. “A shame. I know some fellas who’d pay good coinage for this.”

      “You’re not mad?”

      Frener shook his head. “Of course not. It’s…” A smile creased his tanned flesh. “It’s beautiful, son.”

      Haliden broke out in a cold sweat as the vision twisted and melted away. One moment he was beside the lake, the next he was standing in a basement, a single torch illuminating an enormous black canvas.

      He reached out and traced a finger across its wet surface, revealing swaths of orange and yellow hidden below. His curiosity peaked, he smeared his palm across the canvas. Globs of thick black paint sloughed off onto the floor, revealing an image below.

      By the gods!

      It was her.

      Milane.

      Only she was on fire, great tendrils of orange and yellow spiraling around her flesh like tentacles.

      It suddenly became hotter in the room. When he looked down, his arms began to bubble and melt, dripping onto the floor with a nauseating slap.

      Find me, Haliden, a voice said as fire engulfed him. At world’s end, if you love me, find me…

      “Haliden?”

      Light crept into the void.

      “Artist… are you all right?”

      Haliden opened his eyes. He was in a room surrounded by wood walls and strange, iron cages. A few footfalls to his left, flames danced within a stone fireplace.

      He took in a hesitant breath. The air smelled of blood and dog shit. “What’s happening?” he asked.

      Evetner knelt beside him. Without his father’s armor on he was nothing but skin and bone, and the first hint of a beard added turns to his once youthful face. “How do you feel?”

      Haliden slowly pushed aside the sweat soaked fur and sat up. His muscles ached, especially his legs. “Like shit,” he replied. “Where are we?”

      “A pit house. We carried you here.”

      Haliden took another slow, deep breath and coughed. A thousand thorns twisted and turned within his lungs as he clutched his chest.

      “You nearly killed yourself,” Evetner said.

      Haliden leaned back and closed his eyes. “How far away are we from the Block?”

      Evetner opened his mouth to answer, but an unfamiliar voice cut him off.

      “Ten leagues… at most.”

      Haliden turned. A brute of a man stood in a doorway a few footfalls behind him. An enormous beard masked most of his face and he had a great barrel of a chest bulging beneath a hunter’s worn fur jacket.

      “And who are you?” Haliden asked.

      “Your salvation,” the man replied. He took a long, deep drag on a corn husk and casually exhaled.

      “We need to move,” Evetner said. “Can you walk?”

      “Yes,” Haliden replied, “but how long have I been out?”

      “Just a few calls,” Evetner replied.

      Haliden rubbed his aching legs. Icy pain rocketed throughout his muscles as they stretched and spasmed. “Gods damn!” he groaned.

      The large man crouched before him and extended his smoke. “It’ll take the edge off.”

      Haliden looked at Evetner. The boy nodded.

      “Smoke it up good and deep,” the bearded man said. “That coxil weed ate up most of your muscle tissue. This’ll stop it from eating more.”

      Haliden accepted the husk and took a small pull. To his surprise, it was adreena weed. And pure! Probably the purest I’ve ever tasted. The pain immediately subsided. “Thanks,” he said as he handed it back.

      The man stubbed the husk out on the floor and pocketed it. “Name’s Gremin.”

      Haliden nodded. “Haliden Stroke.”

      “Your friend says you’re runners headed for the Block. Lost your mare to shit luck and now you got these whelps to care for.” He pointed at Jonathan and Brandon.

      Haliden looked at the boys and forced a smile.

      “They’re safe here,” Gremin said. “My furry friend has already taken to your oldest.” Gremin gestured to an enormous dog lounging in front of the brothers.

      Haliden’s eyes widened. Punchers, he thought, shocked. Their breed was beyond priceless.

      “How far off is it?” Haliden asked.

      “Ten… maybe twelve calls,” Evetner said.

      Haliden shook his head. “All this way… to end here?” Anger washed over him. He wanted to hit something, anything.

      Find me, Haliden… at world’s end, come find me.

      “So what now?” he asked.

      “Now we see if these canines can pull a sled,” Gremin said. He stood and clapped his hands. A dozen dogs flooded into the room, their paws clattering and scraping atop the floor as they circled him.

      Haliden looked at Evetner, but the boy only shrugged.

      “What other choice do we have?” he said.

      Haliden shook his head. “Won’t this be a sight. A fucking gaggle of dregs pulled on a sled by a handful of punchers.”

      Evetner smiled. “Not exactly how I saw it, either.”

      Gremin clapped again. “All right, all right, you mangy fuckers. Time to show me what you got.” The trapper withdrew a bloody rag from his jacket pocket. “Here!” he shouted, shaking the rag in front of their snouts.

      The dogs sniffed and barked, lapping at the rag with their ribbon-like tongues.

      “What in the hells are you doing?” Haliden asked.

      “You’ll see,” the trapper replied. When he was done, he stuffed the rag into a leather satchel slung over his shoulder. “I think our furry friends are finally ready.”

      “You think they’ll be able to pull both wagons?” Evetner asked.

      Gremin huffed. “If they’re motivated enough.” He turned back to the dogs and shouted. “Kaftune!”

      The dogs instantly fell silent.

      Haliden sat up. “How in the hells did you do that?”

      Gremin laughed. “Didn’t you notice the mark on each of their bellies?”

      Haliden looked at the closest puncher. The trapper was right; behind its right hind leg was a black scar in the shape of a trident. “I’ll be damned,” he breathed.

      “They’re Brenewen trained,” the trapper said. “All of ’em. The brand’s clear as day.”

      Haliden petted the dog’s head. Just one Brenewen trained pup was worth a small fortune. Once bonded to a master, their loyalty was absolute.

      “What in the hells are they doing here?” Haliden asked.

      Gremin shrugged. “Some lord or lady probably sent ’em here with bounty hunters, searching for a lost son or daughter.”

      Evetner knelt down and petted one of the smaller dogs. “I heard just one of these is worth upwards of ten thousand coinage.”

      “A lame one perhaps,” Gremin said. “Or a female whelp. A fully trained male fetches more than thirty thousand on most markets. I hear Prince Pryln himself has over a hundred in the Isle kennels.”

      “So what’s with the rag?” Haliden asked.

      Gremin smiled. “Kept me a little souvenir from them bastards that were running this place. Still have more if you want to see.”

      Haliden shrugged. “That depends.”

      Gremin smiled. “Come with me… I think you’ll both appreciate what I got stowed in the back.”
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        * * *

      

      Behind the lodge, trash lay heaped in a fly infested pit.

      The punchers circled the area, snarling and snapping at the ground as Gremin and the others approached.

      The trapper halted beside the pit and stomped on a steel plate jutting half an inch from the ground. “In here we have the owner of this fine establishment,” he said as muffled screams erupted beneath his feet. “Figured I’d save him for last.” He gestured to another plate positioned a few footfalls away. “And there I got the prick who sold out our furry friends here.” He knelt down beside it and pried the lid open.

      “You fucker!” a man cried. He was wedged into a three by six hole, spattered in mud and his own filth. “I’ll cut your fucking balls off!”

      Gremin pressed his finger to his lips and shushed him. “Don’t you know who graces your presence?”

      “Piss off, you backwater scag!”

      Gremin turned to Haliden and shrugged. “So, how would your servants deal with this one, artist?”

      Haliden tensed. “What?”

      “Come, come man. I can see lord’s blood from a thousand leagues away. Your type paid this fucker to come here. Your type paid for these dogs.”

      “I’m no lord. Nor do I own lands or ladies,” Haliden replied. “Was a time I had coinage, but I earned my gold. And not by head hunting or sucking lordlings’ cocks.”

      Gremin reached down and dragged the man from the hole. The lout was naked, save for a shit-stained loincloth, and as he tried to crawl onto his feet, the trapper kicked him in the gut.

      “Okay, here’s what’s gonna happen, fella,” the trapper said. “You’re gonna to run, and we’re gonna see if these dogs can chase you. Simple as that.”

      The prisoner rolled onto his stomach, moaning as the punchers snarled and snapped inches from his face.

      “They catch you, they eat you. They don’t, you got a chance at the Block. Either way, the gods’ll judge you soon enough.”

      The man clutched his ribs, sobbing. “I meant nothing selling ’em. I needed the coinage. Besides, the fop was already dead.”

      “Come, come, fella. You had your laughs in there, tossing coinage at those poor bastards.”

      “I just sold the dogs to the pitmaster,” the man pleaded. “I ain’t no gambling murderer.”

      “Oh, you are,” Gremin said. “And your life was the gamble.”

      The man glanced at Haliden and Evetner, his eyes trembling. “Please! Don’t let him do this! I ain’t deserve to die like this!”

      Haliden shook his head. “This is fucking madness.”

      Gremin slapped the man in the rear and tore off his loincloth. “Come on fella! Show me what these boys got!”

      “Just let him go,” Haliden said. “The fire will take him soon enough.”

      “And how do you expect to get them wagons to the Block?” the trapper asked.

      The punchers snarled at the naked man, their yellow, chipped teeth gleaming in the firelight.

      “You do this, what does that make us?” Haliden shouted.

      “Alive,” the trapper replied as he kicked the man in the back. “Get going, fool!”

      Sobbing, the man stood and turned to the north.

      “Go!” Gremin cried.

      As the man vanished into the distance, Gremin spun the loincloth back and forth around his finger. “I’ll give him a twenty turn lead. Maybe thirty, and then we’ll see if the dogs can find ’im.”

      “And if they don’t?” Haliden asked.

      “They will. These pups got better noses than Culver draba or krill put together.”

      Haliden shook his head. “What about the other one?”

      Gremin walked over to the lid and crouched down. “Oh, he’ll run. I’ll see to it. And then they best look out at that Block, ’cause I’ll shit on anyone who tries to get in our way.”
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        * * *

      

      They rigged harnesses and rope to the excited dogs as gusts of superheated air melted the surrounding snow.

      When they were done, Haliden stepped back and laughed. “Now this would make for a masterpiece. Oil perhaps. On the finest Algian papyrus.”

      Gremin huffed. “The time for your little pictures has come and gone, artist. Best just focus on the run from here on out.”

      Haliden glanced over his shoulder at the horizon. The sky was completely masked behind the massive, ten thousand footfall wall of curling red fire. The color drained from his face. “I fear you may be right.”

      When the dogs were ready, Gremin walked down the line with the man’s loincloth outstretched beneath their noses. “Take it in, fellas,” he said as the punchers worked themselves into a frenzy. “That’s your mark.”

      When the trapper was done, he approached the other metal lid and tore it open.

      “Piss on you you, fucker!” a voice cried.

      The trapper reached into the hole and dragged the man out by his hair.

      “Stop! Stop!” the prisoner screamed as Gremin dumped him in front of the excited punchers. He was young, mid twenties at best, his fine-tailored clothing whispering of status.

      “Now listen close and listen good, fuck face,” Gremin said, “because this just might be your lucky day.”

      The man winced as the punchers snapped and growled inches from his face. “Call them off! For the sake of the gods, call them off!” he screamed. “Do you even know who I am?”

      Gremin stepped on the man’s back and pushed him face to face with the alpha puncher.

      The beast snarled as drool dripped between its incisors.

      “This is heresy! Heresy!”

      the man cried.

      Gremin smiled then whistled at the dog.

      The alpha lunged forward and tore the man’s ear off.

      “AAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!”

      Haliden flushed with anger as blood soaked the man’s face. We’re no better than them now, he thought.

      “Leave him be, for fuck’s sake!” he shouted.

      Gremin rounded on him. “Is there a problem, artist?”

      “He’s no trouble to us anymore.”

      “You’ve a soft heart, artist. Like a woman. But that won’t help us here. You either kill or be killed now. Got it?”

      “No, I don’t ‘got it,’ ” Haliden replied. “Now let him up.”

      The mutilated man nodded. “Yes! Mercy! Please… by the gods…” He tried to rise, but Gremin kicked him in the stomach.

      “Just do it then!” the man gasped. “Kill me now! Oh gods, just kill me now and get it over with!”

      Gremin laughed. “No, no, no, friend. That would be a waste.”

      Another puncher lunged forward, its breath blowing back the man’s hair.

      “Oh, they don’t like you!” Gremin laughed. “Bet they’d love a go at that plump throat of yours. Maybe even that little sausage I wager you got curled up between those legs.”

      “Stop it!” Haliden said.

      The trapper’s smile quickly vanished as he rounded on Haliden.

      “You think to tell me what to do, artist?”

      Evetner stood up, his hand on the pommel of his sword. “Enough, mountain man. You had your fun.”

      Gremin turned back to the wagon and spat at Evetner’s feet. “What is this, a clergy or something? You all gone and chopped off your balls?”

      Evetner jumped down and approached him. “He’ll run. But we won’t toy with him. We have young eyes watching us.”

      Gremin glanced at the wagon. The brothers sat pale and horrified, staring at the bloodied man.

      “Please! I’ll do anything!” the man begged. “Just don’t give me to the dogs.”

      Gremin laughed. “Very well. If it’s mercy you want, it’s mercy you’ll get.” He raised a hand above the dogs and shouted: “Netume!”

      The beasts fell silent.

      Gremin removed a coil of rope from the wagon and pulled the man onto his feet. “But you walk.”

      “Thank you!” the man sobbed as Gremin bound his hands together and tied him to the rear cart. “Thank you!”

      When the trapper was done, he turned back to the dogs and shouted “Jakwani!”

      The punchers quickly stood and took up their respective positions before the wagons.

      Gremin grinned. “Ah! Our friends were trained well. Very well indeed. Even my piss poor Algian gets through to them.”

      Evetner sat back down and sighed. “Shall we be off then?”

      Gremin nodded. “They gots the scent now. Lets just pray that fool runs toward the Block and not the fire.” He turned back to the prisoner. “As for you, best keep up. Lot of leagues to go before we get to the Block. Lot of hard, dark leagues, friend.”
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      The punchers thundered across the snow-covered plain, their footfalls drowning out the wind’s ghostly moan.

      Haliden gripped his seat. They were moving fast now, the terrain a wild blur as branches scraped and slapped the sides of the wagons.

      In the distance, an abandoned farmstead stood at the edge of a burned out village. Behind it, reaching skyward like a great fang, stood a large hill topped with a stone tower, its clean, granite block exterior glowing in the muted daylight.

      Haliden nudged the trapper, who sat dozing beside him.

      “What is it?” Gremin yawned.

      “There’s something on that hill.”

      Gremin looked up and laughed. “That, my friend, is what a million coinage buys you.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “A charger tower, artist. Some wealthy lord probably hired him to lay down this snow hoping it would slow the blaze.”

      “For us?”

      Gremin laughed. “Fuck no! Probably a rich relative of some fop who got stuck here. Maybe even our little friend in the rear.”

      Haliden glanced over his shoulder at the prisoner. The man stumbled behind the wagon, wheezing and gasping as he struggled to keep up.

      “Will the charger run too?” Haliden asked.

      Gremin shook his head. “Doubtfully. That tower is probably meridium wrought. That’s why it’s so costly to hire the fuckers. He’ll sit there even as the fire bears down on him. He might even survive, too, if the Tritan builders didn’t cut any corners.”

      Haliden stared at the tower as it shrunk into the distance. A million coinage! Enough to buy a dozen large farmsteads. “I suppose we should be grateful.”

      Gremin laughed again. “Grateful? It wasn’t for us, you fool. And I’ll wager he’ll go silent soon enough.”

      Evetner sat in the rear with the boys, his sword resting across his lap. He’d been quiet since they left the dog pit, harder. But it didn’t bother the brothers. Both were huddled beside him, indifferent to the enormous blade resting only inches away.

      Gremin cleared his throat, spitting a green wad of phlegm into the night. “We should be on him by now.”

      Haliden picked up the Tritan bow and pressed the scope to his eye. The complex optics quickly locked into place, giving him a stable, magnified view of the horizon.

      An enormous gray cloud stretched east to west. Beneath it, far beyond the hills and snow-covered trees, was a vast stretch of blackened mountains. No trees, no brush or grass, just charred nothingness.

      “By the gods,” Haliden breathed.

      Gremin snatched the bow from his hands and pressed the scope to his eye. He smiled. “Not the gods, friend, the Guards of the Stretch.”

      The punchers snarled as they bore down on a fresh lump in the road.

      Gremin thrust the bow into Haliden’s arms and shouted for the dogs to stop.

      “Wait here,” the trapper said as he jumped down. “If he moves, put one in his back.”

      Haliden nocked an arrow and pressed the scope to his eye. The body lay face down in the snow, its legs and bare feet bloody ruins.

      The dogs barked wildly as the trapper approached it.

      “Hmmm…” Gremin mumbled as he crouched beside it. “I believe we have a fly in our ointment, boys.” He rolled the body onto its back.

      Haliden’s stomach lurched. The man’s face and chest were completely torn open, his intestines sprawled beside him in a steaming, red tangle.

      “Get back here!” Haliden shouted.

      Gremin slowly backed away. “Won’t argue with you there.”

      Evetner stood and raised his sword. “What is it?”

      “He’s dead,” Haliden replied.

      The blond lordling began sobbing. “Please… don’t send me out there!”

      “Shut up!” Evetner hissed.

      Gremin climbed into the wagon. “We’ve an interesting problem.”

      “What in the hells happened to him?” Haliden asked.

      “I saw fresh tracks. Not many… snow covered most of ’em. But they were there.”

      “What kind of tracks?”

      Gremin took a breath as he scanned the horizon. When he spoke, his voice trembled. “A bloody verax. And a big fucker at that.”

      Haliden had been hearing stories of the beasts since he was a child. Ruthless, bipedal predators, verax lived on the outskirts of Dracon’s Wound in the charred waste known as the Pile. Rumor had it they were faster than sand cats and near as smart, too. And their sense of smell and hearing were unrivaled by any creature on Alimane. Some even believed they possessed the ability of basic problem solving.

      “Keep your eyes on the rear,” Gremin shouted above the wagon’s rolling clatter. “Those fuckers won’t be waiting out in the open.”

      Haliden scanned the landscape with the Tritan scope. Shadows were everywhere, twisting and flickering as the wind rocked the snow covered trees from side to side.

      Evetner stood opposite Haliden with his father’s sword drawn. He had tucked the boys amongst the crates and gear surrounding the venermin, sealing them inside a protective igloo of wood and steel.

      As for the prisoner, Gremin had taken matters into his own hands.

      “For fuck’s sake, stop!” the now naked man cried as the wagon wheels spewed slush and mud into his face.

      Gremin smiled as the man coughed and wheezed. He had forced him to chew a small piece of adreena weed in order to keep up with the wagons. But the effects were already waning.

      Haliden shook his head. “This is wrong.”

      Gremin glanced over his shoulder. “What’s that artist?”

      “Paying cruelty with cruelty won’t bring back the dead.”

      Evetner nodded. “You may be right, but justice is still served.”

      Gremin patted Evetner on the shoulder. “You know, I like this knightling. Fresh from the coop but he already gets the world. Unlike you, artist.”

      Jonathan and Brandon hid deep inside their little bunker, their palms pressed to their ears as the man sobbed behind them. The sight made Haliden’s heart sink. This must end, and soon, he thought.

      In the distance, the Block’s silhouette loomed against a semi-clear sky, its sheer, mist-shrouded face stretching for leagues in either direction. Haliden watched it in awe. It was almost double the size of the metal city of Tritan, and easily dwarfed the great pyramid of Nesta Woe in Alg.

      “Something is behind us,” Evetner shouted. “There! By those trees.”

      The prisoner glanced over his shoulder. “Oh gods!” he cried.

      Haliden raised the Tritan scope to his eye. A black figure was running toward them, each of its enormous strides covering at least six yards.

      “Shoot it!” the prisoner cried as he ran faster. “By the gods, shoot it!”

      Haliden leveled the scope’s crosshairs over the creature’s chest. It was black with gray-white stripes and its long ears tapered into sharp, hornlike points above a vulpine snout. A demon, he thought as he knocked an arrow and stared down the shaft. His heart lurched into his throat and his hands trembled. Do it! he told himself. Kill it now!

      Exhaling, he released.

      The arrow struck the verax in the center of its chest. But to Haliden’s surprise, it kept coming.

      “It didn’t do anything!” he cried.

      “Well, shoot it again then!” Gremin replied.

      Haliden nocked another arrow and released. This time he hit the verax directly between the eyes. But instead of stopping, the beast threw back its head and emitted a deafening shriek.

      Haliden dropped the bow and clutched his ears. It felt as if nails were being driven deep into his eardrums.

      Brandon and Jonathan did the same, screaming as the verax continued to shriek.

      Gremin reached into his pocket and withdrew a fist-sized cube of wax. “Ball it up and stuff it into their ears! You too, artist!”

      Evetner quickly took care of the brothers and then did the same for himself. When he was through, he handed the rest to Haliden.

      “Help!” the prisoner cried.

      Haliden withdrew his rusty dagger and climbed toward the rear of the wagon.

      “What are you doing?” Gremin shouted.

      “What I should have done leagues ago!” He lifted the taut rope and placed the dagger against it. But before he could cut, Evetner pushed him aside.

      “Get away, artist!”

      Haliden shook his head. “I’m not leaving him to that thing!”

      The verax was gaining on them, its dead, white eyes widening with feral excitement

      “Move aside!” Evetner shouted.

      Haliden stood his ground. “You’ll have to cut through me!”

      Evetner stared at him, his father’s sword trembling. He took a step closer, but something slammed into the wagon.

      Both he and Haliden fell back into the crates as a shadow climbed aboard the rear wagon.

      Haliden saw it clearly then; a black figure crouched atop the railing, its ten footfall tall body covered in striped, matted fur. Its face was a primitive mix of sand cat and whistle wolf with rotten, black fangs protruding like needles from a scarred, cleft maw. Worst of all, though, were its hornlike ears, for they gave the creature an unholy presence.

      “B-by the gods!” he stammered as the verax rose onto its hind legs. It had two rows of gill-like slits on either side of its chest, which trembled wildly as another shriek blasted forth.

      “Kill it!” Gremin cried.

      Evetner scrambled onto his feet and swung his sword at the beast’s leg. But the blade rebounded off its dense bone with a metallic twang.

      Haliden jumped aside as the verax slashed at his face. One of its footfall-long talons grazed his right cheek and then cleaved a wooden crate in half.

      Gremin dropped the reins and withdrew his bone dagger.

      “Hey!” he shouted at the beast.

      The verax rounded on him, it’s soulless white eyes widening. When it saw the blade, its gills emitted another shriek.

      Gremin inched closer. “Come on, you ugly fucker!”

      With the beast distracted, Haliden turned back to the rope. But the prisoner was gone.

      “Damn it!” he breathed.

      The verax lunged forward, knocking aside the trapper’s dagger and embracing him against its gills.

      “Get this fucker off me!” Gremin cried.

      Evetner jumped over several crates and thrust his sword into one of the beast’s eye sockets.

      The verax dropped the trapper, wailing as black blood flowed down its face.

      Evetner yanked the blade free and cut off its head, splattering blood across Moss Town’s venermin.

      “Gods!” he gasped as the headless body slumped over the side of the wagon, it’s arms and legs spasming wildly.

      Gremin lay motionless atop the toppled crates, blood trickling from his left ear.

      “Is he dead?” Haliden asked.

      Evetner shook his head. “No. But he’s hurt bad.”

      Haliden turned back to the boys. To his relief, both were still safe amongst the crates.

      “Is it gone?” Jonathan asked, his eyes wide and trembling. Brandon crouched behind him, crying uncontrollably.

      Haliden nodded.

      “All of them?”

      “All,” Haliden replied.

      The wagons bucked violently. Without the trapper at the helm, the punchers had begun zigzagging across the snow-covered terrain.

      Evetner quickly knelt beside the trapper and lifted his shirt. Two rows of deep black burns stretched down both sides of his chest.

      “Is it bad?” Haliden asked.

      “As opposed to good?”

      Gremin rolled onto his side, wincing as the burns oozed brown pus. “Piss on it!”

      “What?” Evetner asked.

      “The poison! Piss on it! And be quick!”

      “Is he serious?” Haliden asked.

      Gremin slammed his fist down. “Just fucking do it!”

      Evetner turned to Haliden. “You’re up, artist.”

      “What? Me? Now?”

      “It’ll take me twenty turns just to take off this armor,” Evetner said.

      “Fucking piss on it, artist!” Gremin screamed.

      Haliden reluctantly pulled down his breeches. At first nothing happened, but when he closed his eyes a steady stream finally splashed across the trapper’s back.

      Gremin winced as the urine diffused the toxins. When it was done, he crawled to the front of the wagon and shouted in Algian until the dogs finally straightened their course.

      Evetner tossed him a blanket, which he quickly wrapped around himself.

      “Fucking verax,” the trapper groaned. He then looked at Haliden and nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime,” Haliden replied.

      Evetner stood, his eyes wide. “By the gods!” he whispered, as he pointed north.

      Hundreds of creatures, both big and small, were running across the snow covered plain: coons, vinneren foxes, gray mares, cows, brown and black squirrels, minks, rabbits. There was even a pride of field striders silently bounding into the distance, their enormous legs covering at least twenty footfalls with every step.

      Haliden marveled at the sight; never had he seen so many creatures at once. Flocks of every imaginable bird filled the sky: darters, cockled sparrows, brush pickers, spear wingers. And all were moving north in one giant, undulating flock.

      “What now?” Haliden asked.

      Gremin plopped down atop a crate, groaning as the blanket chafed against his burns. “We join ’em, that’s what.”

      “That?” Evetner spat, pointing at the exodus. “Are you mad?”

      “They’re running. Just like us. Do you think they care who’s beside them?”

      Jonathan and Brandon crawled out from their hiding spot, staring wide eyed at the exodus.

      “Look, Bran!” Jonathan said, pointing to the left side of the valley. “Vine cats!”

      Brandon sat up, wonderment glistening in his wide eyes.

      “There’s at least a hundred of ’em, too!” Jonathan shouted.

      Gremin picked up the bow and followed them with the scope. Yellow spikes made of compacted hair and bone protruded just above their narrow, feline eyes. “Males,” he grumbled. “That’s bad luck for us. Them fuckers are carnivores of the worst kind.”

      “Wonderful,” Haliden said. “And what if they decide to have some lunch while we’re out here?”

      Gremin stood. “You ever hear of the barrow hunters?”

      Haliden shook his head.

      “They’re a tribe in the Culver. Cannibals mostly. They hunt scrappers. Do you know how they do it?”

      “Inform me.”

      “They dress up ambush sites with dummies. Mask their numbers with war drums and cries. Basically make themselves out to be so big that even a Circle patrol would be smart enough to avoid them.”

      “I think we left our dummies back in Marigel,” Evetner commented.

      “Piss off, boy. I’m talkin’ the idea, not the execution. We take down one of them felltowers, skin the fucker, and dress these wagons up like one. We’ll make ourselves look so big, not even a verax will try for us.”

      Evetner turned to Haliden. “Sounds ripe for failure.”

      “I agree,” Haliden replied. “What about the dogs? Won’t it look weird if a felltower is being pulled by a pack of punchers?”

      Gremin laughed. “You give them beasties too much credit. They’ll hunt you down in cold blood, sure enough. But they don’t know a cock from a sausage.”

      Haliden watched as one of the felltowers lumbered along. The beast was the smallest in the herd, yet it still dwarfed anything he’d ever seen.

      “So how do we do this?” Haliden asked.

      Gremin raised the Tritan bow. “Simple. Put one between the lamest beast’s eyes and hope the others keep moving along.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      Gremin laughed. “Just pray you’re damn good with that bow. And quick. Else there won’t be much left of you for the Breath to burn.”
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      “The one on the right, artist?” Evetner whispered as he peered through a hollow, blackened log.

      Haliden lay beside him in the ashy snow, the Tritan scope pressed to his eye. The herd was no more than three hundred footfalls to the north, lumbering silently across the snow-covered landscape. From his count, there were seventeen in all, including five elderly males and two injured females limping at the rear.

      “Godsdamn things are as big as hunting cabins,” Haliden whispered.

      “We’ve got no choice here, artist. Lets just get it done.”

      Jonathan and Brandon watched anxiously as the two men crept back toward the wagons.

      “What are you going to do?” Jonathan asked as Haliden shook snow from his pants.

      “We need one of those felltowers,” Haliden replied. “Just listen to Gremin and stay silent until we get back.”

      Both boys reluctantly nodded.

      The trapper sat up in the rear wagon, wincing. “Just watch your backs out there. And for the sake of the gods, stay downwind. If verax are still about, they’ll be stalking them felltowers same as you. So no farting or chatter, got it? And chew ice to hide your breath.”

      Evetner drew his father’s sword and wiped the blade with a rag. “I’m no stranger to a hunt, trapper.”

      “This ain’t no deer hunt, boy. I’ve seen seasoned woodsmen taken by surprise by verax. Mark my word, you’ll be the hunted today if they catch wind of you.”

      Haliden nodded. “We’ll be careful.”

      Gremin reached into his furs and withdrew his white bone dagger. “Know what this is?”

      Haliden shook his head.

      “Nagra bone. Hardest and sharpest blade there is. If one of them fuckers gets too close, go for the throat. Verax have no softer spot.”

      Haliden took it and nodded. “Thanks. Hopefully it won’t be necessary.”

      Gremin laughed. “I hate to tell you this, artist, but it most likely will.”
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      The pair kept low behind the snow-covered bramble, watching as the felltowers lumbered northward.

      “Look,” Evetner said, pointing to a bloody patch of snow several footfalls to their left. Fur and pieces of rent flesh lay scattered amongst a tangle of steaming innards. “That’s a fresh kill.”

      Haliden swallowed. “How long ago do you think?”

      “Can’t be sure. But it has to be close.”

      Haliden turned back to the herd. An injured female limped along at the rear, her left side scorched and raw. That’s our mark, he thought as he followed its clumsy movements. But even at fifteen footfalls tall, the felltower was still the single largest creature he had ever seen.

      Evetner pointed to a line of snow-covered evergreens on their western flank. “Look… just beneath those trees!”

      Haliden raised the Tritan scope to his eye. Two shadows were milling about beneath the undergrowth, sniffing at the exposed soil. “Just deer,” he whispered.

      A twig snapped several footfalls to their right.

      Both deer froze, their ears perked to attention. They were poised to bolt when a striped form lunged from the brush, tackling the smallest deer to the ground.

      “By the gods!” Haliden breathed.

      The verax’s now familiar black and white form slashed and tore at the struggling deer, splattering blood several footfalls across the snow. As the deer gasped its final breaths, the verax straddled its body and discharged a strange, yellow liquid from the gill slits lining its underbelly.

      “What in the hells is it doing?” Haliden whispered.

      “Just watch.”

      The viscous fluid coated the entire carcass, steaming and popping as it dissolved flesh and bone.

      Haliden knocked an arrow and drew back.

      “Be quick, artist!” Evetner hissed. “While it’s feeding!”

      The verax tore into the steaming corpse, it’s back arched high as it lapped at the steaming remains.

      Haliden took aim and slowly exhaled.

      Hold… breathe… release!

      The arrow whipped through the air, puncturing the creature’s spine with a gentle smack.

      Haliden grinned as the verax slumped over dead. But to his shock, the arrow had passed clean through its body, skipping off into the distance where it pierced the leg of an adult felltower.

      “What the fuck, artist!”

      The enormous beast reared into the sky, its wretched wails filling the air.

      Haliden glanced into the quiver. “Oh shit!” One of the silver Tritan arrows was missing. “I must have grabbed it by mistake.”

      Three of the largest felltowers broke away from the herd and approached the injured male.

      “Go!” Evetner cried. “Get to the wagons! Go!”

      Haliden slung the bow over his shoulder and took off down the rise.

      The felltowers quickly followed, bellowing and snorting as their centipede-like legs thundered atop the snow.

      “Faster!” Evetner shouted. The boy was almost at the top of a small rise, when his right foot slipped on a hidden rock and he fell backward.

      Haliden tried to grab him, but the felltower closed the distance between them and tossed him into the air with one of its legs.

      For an instant, Haliden hung weightless, the ashy wind roaring in his ears. But then he hit the ground with a violent thud.

      The felltower reared up, its dozens of spiky legs flicking blood across his face.

      Evetner scrambled onto his feet. “Shoot it!”

      Gasping, Haliden rolled over and unslung the bow.

      The felltower lunged forward.

      “Do it!” Evetner screamed.

      Haliden grabbed an arrow, drew back, and fired.

      The felltower twisted sideways, gurgling as blood poured from its mouth.

      Haliden tossed the bow aside and tried to roll away. But the beast fell directly on top of him.

      After that all was black.
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      Something stirred in the darkness.

      A memory.

      A presence.

      Haliden opened his eyes. A blue sky stretched before him, arching over a mountain range far off in the distance. He stared at it for some time. How long, he couldn’t say. A turn? A decade? A millennium?

      A flash of light blinded him. When his vision returned, the snow and ash were gone, replaced by dragonflies and mimic gnats darting about atop a sea of windswept willows.

      “My artist,” a voice said behind him.

      He turned.

      Milane stood a few footfalls away, naked and grinning in that knowing way she had. “Are you going to just sit there all day or are you going to fuck me?”

      Haliden stood and took a step toward her. But his foot sank into the ground, anchoring him in place.

      Milane threw her hair back and laughed. “Always keeping me waiting, Haliden. Always wanting more. Well, two can play that game.” She turned and began walking into the distance.

      “Come find me, Stroke,” she whispered over her shoulder. “At world’s end, find me… if you can.”

      Haliden tried to shout, but nothing would come out.

      And then he realized why.

      Something was covering his mouth. Something hairy.

      “Lift!” someone shouted.

      Haliden’s world went black as a foul stench enveloped him. Pressure then mounted atop his chest and something hairy pressed against his face.

      “Again, fool, lift!”

      Gray light cut through the darkness, blinding him. As his eyes slowly adjusted, he saw a man standing at the mouth of a hairy cave.

      “Can you move?” the silhouette shouted.

      Haliden coughed. “What’s going on? Where am I?”

      The man laughed as he extended his hand. “Two steps from the hells unless you crawl your ass outta there.”

      Haliden reached up and took his hand. Moments later, daylight washed over him as the trapper dragged him back into the world.

      “Is he okay?” a familiar voice asked.

      Haliden squinted against the day’s gray light. The trapper stood over him, a smile on his weathered face.

      “By the gods’ grace, he is,” Gremin replied. “But who the fuck knows how.”

      Evetner stood a few footfalls away beside a hulking mass of fur. Flies were everywhere, buzzing and dancing as they worked their way into the felltower’s dead flesh.

      “What in the hells happened?” Haliden asked.

      “You startled the damned herd with that crap shot of yours,” the trapper said, laughing. “Killed that verax, though.” He lifted what looked like a set of ears. “Here. Took a good luck charm for you.” He tossed the pair onto Haliden’s lap.

      Haliden looked down at them. They were covered in black fur that tapered into a sharp, six inch point. A chill danced down his spine. Until now, he didn’t even think the beasts existed.

      “I believe these are yours,” Gremin said, handing the Tritan bow and quiver to Haliden.

      Haliden nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me just yet. We still got work needs doing.”

      Haliden scanned the area. Not a single creature stirred atop the charred landscape. “Have you seen anything else?”

      The trapper laughed. “Sure. Fire. And lots of it, too. And I’m sure we’ll run into more of our furry friends as we get closer to the Block.”

      “Come on then,” Evetner said, driving his sword deep into the felltower’s back. “Let’s skin this thing and be on our way.”
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      The hide stretched the length of both wagons, pieces of wet fat and flesh swaying beneath it as the dogs carried them across the ashen landscape.

      Haliden swallowed back bile as he examined their grisly masterpiece. Preparing it had been backbreaking work and now all three men sat silent in its shadow, covered head-to-toe in blood and fur.

      Jonathan pinched his nose as he stared up at a particularly large piece of dangling fat. “It smells awful,” he said.

      Gremin chuckled. “Be glad we didn’t use a strider or grandem hog. Damn things smell so bad I’ve seen seasoned trappers pass out in their midst.”

      Outside, the punchers ran in silence. Gremin had placed the severed felltower head at the front of the lead wagon, and its hulking presence did little to ease their rattled nerves.

      “Ever see a headless felltower walking about?” the trapper had said after Evetner complained. “Verax ain’t as stupid as you might think.”

      Jonathan and Brandon huddled nervously around an eterna lamp they found in one of the crates. “Are more of those things out there?” the older brother asked.

      Haliden sat down beside them. “If there are they won’t bother us again.”

      Jonathan looked at his quiver. “There’s only ten left, though. What happens when they’re all gone?”

      “We’ll just have to make every shot count, right?”

      Jonathan nodded.

      “We’ll be okay,” Haliden said, ruffling the boy’s hair. “With that scope I could hit an apple off a coon’s s head from a league away.”

      Evetner climbed to the front of the wagon and peered through the felltower’s severed throat. “We’re getting close now.”

      Gremin knelt beside him. “Dogs got the scent of other runners. They’ll take us right in.”

      “You sure?” Evetner asked.

      “Sure as shit. Nothing left for them but the Block now. Wind’s pushing every other scent forward.”

      Within the call, they caught up with a scattering of sick and elderly deer and swamp ox. But nothing more.

      “Where are all the runners?” Evetner asked.

      Gremin sat back and lit an adreena stub. As he exhaled, the smoke curled out through the felltower’s severed throat. “Don’t know. And that’s what worries me.”

      Haliden knelt beside Evetner and peered outside. The landscape was flat and scorched; a few scraggly bushes and patches of fireweed grew here and there, but nothing more. “This is what the rest of Alimane will look like?”

      “I’d wager worse,” Evetner said, his voice sullen.

      Jonathan climbed up beside them and stared at the dogs. “Are they safe out there?”

      Gremin nodded. “Verax won’t come near us as long they think we’re a felltower. They’re what you call mortal enemies, child. Like cats and dogs.”

      Just then a roar echoed in the east, followed by a high pitched scream.

      “What the hells was that?” Evetner asked.

      Gremin pushed Haliden aside and stuck his head through the throat. “Shit!”

      There was another scream, followed by a chorus of shouting. Moments later, something pounded against the hide.

      The punchers broke into a sprint, jarring the wagons as their harness snapped taut.

      “Runners?” Haliden shouted.

      Gremin nodded. “And more than I can count.”

      More shouts broke out on the right side of the wagon.

      “Let us in!” a voice cried. “Stop! For the sake of the gods!”

      Haliden lifted the hide.

      Dozens of men and women were running toward them across the plain. Most had only the clothes on their backs, but a few were pulling horse-drawn carts and wagons.

      Haliden’s stomach turned as they began passing bodies. A few looked as if they had been trampled. But some were torn to pieces.

      “Watch out!” someone cried.

      Several black forms bounded through the exodus, slashing and biting anyone in their path.

      “By the gods! Those things are everywhere!” Haliden cried.

      “Shut that fucking flap!” Gremin growled. “Won’t keep nothing away if them verax see your stupid face!”

      Jonathan and Brandon shuffled deep into their crate bunker. “Why don’t we help them?” the older boy cried.

      Gremin shook his head. “Too many. They’ll only swamp us.”

      Haliden reached for his bow, but Gremin quickly pushed him back. “You shoot any of those things and our little costume party ends, artist!”

      “We can’t just sit here and do nothing!”

      “You lift that hide and we’re dead men! Them boys too!”

      Haliden glanced at Evetner, who had his sword raised and ready.

      “You said you’re your father’s son, right?” Haliden asked.

      Evetner nodded.

      “Then you’re with me?”

      “Of course.”

      Gremin spat. “You’re a bunch of fucking fools! Those things will cut through us like butter!”

      Haliden pushed past him and approached the Throat.

      Gremin spun around and leveled his sword at the artist’s chest. “You’ll kill us all, is that it? Just to give hope where there is none?”

      Haliden stared at the sword’s rusty tip. “I’ve enough guilt to bare already. I won’t carry any more to the Block. Kill me if you must, but I won’t sit here and do nothing.”

      “You’re mad!” Gremin shouted. “The both of you!”

      Haliden turned back to the Throat.

      A woman was running alongside them, her hands outstretched toward

      the railing. “Help!” she pleaded.

      Evetner tore the hide open. “To hells with you, trapper!”

      The woman stumbled alongside them, struggling to keep up.

      “Give me your hand!” Evetner shouted.

      She grabbed the railing with one hand and reached for him with the other. “Help!” she screamed as the wagon began dragging her.

      Haliden pushed past the trapper and leaned over the railing. “Give me your other hand!”

      A verax was ten or fifteen footfalls behind her, its dead, white eyes wide with excitement as it closed in.

      “On three,” Evetner shouted. “One… two…”

      The verax lunged forward, grabbing both of her legs.

      “Shit!” Haliden cried.

      Gremin picked up the Tritan bow and took aim.

      “For the sake of the gods! Kill it!” the woman screamed as it tore her ankles apart.

      The trapper pushed the scope aside and fired.

      The arrow punctured the beast’s forehead, but its dead white eyes widened further with feral rage.

      “Get it off me!”

      Gremin fired again. This time the shaft burrowed into its left eye, but the verax roared even louder

      Jonathan pushed past the trapper, two eterna lamps clutched in his shaking hands.

      “Get back, boy!” Gremin cried.

      Jonathan ignored him and tossed one of the lamps at the verax’s head. The fragile glass shattered, coating the beast in blinding white liquid.

      The verax wailed, releasing one of the woman’s legs.

      “I’ll be damned!” Gremin cried.

      Jonathan quickly tossed the remaining lamp at the beast’s right shoulder, coating its neck and back with the boiling hot chemical.

      The verax yelped before finally releasing the woman and tumbling to the ground.

      Evetner and Haliden quickly dragged the semiconscious woman into the wagon.

      “Well, did you get what you wanted?” Gremin shouted as he pulled the hide back into place.

      The woman lay moaning atop the rattling floorboards, blood pulsing from her shredded ankles. “Thank you, thank you,” she breathed.

      Evetner hacked two strips from a blanket and tied them around her mutilated ankles.

      “By the gods,” Haliden breathed. Blood covered his hands and chest, and the floorboards were slick with gore. “Those things…”

      “Devils,” Gremin spat. “And mark my word, more will be coming now.”

      Evetner placed a folded blanket beneath the woman’s head. She was young, no more than twenty turns, with deep blue eyes and hair like spun gold. “Th-thank you,” she repeated.

      Jonathan and Brandon stood a few footfalls away, staring at what remained of her ankles.

      Haliden snapped his fingers at them. “Go sit by the trapper. Now!”

      The brothers quickly obeyed.

      “What’s your name?” Haliden asked.

      The woman looked deep into his eyes. “Loraine. L-Loraine Cobwell.”

      Haliden smiled. “And where are you from, Loraine?”

      She swallowed back tears. “A-Ash Port.”

      “Ah! A coastal girl. I visited there many times. Beautiful place. And now I know it has beautiful women, too.”

      She forced a smile.

      Evetner tied another strip around her left ankle, but the blood quickly soaked through the fabric. He glanced at Haliden and shook his head.

      Bloody fucking mess, Haliden thought. All of this!

      More screams echoed outside, followed by the telltale snarl of hunting verax.

      “How many more are out there?” Haliden asked.

      Gremin peeked through the felltower’s throat. “A dozen. Maybe more,” he replied. “I swear, I’ve never seen the like.”

      Haliden stepped beside him and gazed outside. Two massive cliffs rose in the distance, a twenty footfall tall palisade cradled between them.

      “Guards of the Stretch?” he asked.

      Gremin nodded. “And they ain’t no friends of ours.”

      The massive palisade was wrought of rusted steel plates and petrified tree trunks. Guarding either side of it were two enormous towers manned by at least twelve guards apiece.

      “But we’re runners!” Haliden shouted. “They have to let us through.”

      “Take a look out there, fool,” Gremin said. “They’re not gonna be checking for brands or pendants with all these refugees banging on their gate. They’ll be shooting as many of us desperate fuckers as they can so we don’t overwhelm them.”

      Haliden picked up the Tritan bow and stared through scope. A mob was already collecting at the base of the gate, a violent tide swelling and shouting even as the guards peppered them with quarrels.

      “How in the hells do we get through that?”

      “You shoot well artist, that’s how. I’ll make a path with the wagons. You deal with the guards in those towers.”

      Evetner tightened his chest plate. “What of me?”

      “You just keep them off us,” Gremin said. “If we get swamped they’ll rip us to pieces.”

      The punchers ran faster as refugees clawed at the sides of the wagon. Those who managed to grab the railing were either dragged along for a handful of footfalls, or crushed beneath the wheels.

      Haliden glanced at the clifftops. Dozens of silhouettes were running across the them: men, women, children, dogs, deer. One man tumbled over the edge, screaming as he crashed into the mob below.

      “Fools!” Gremin said. “There’s nothing but a hundred footfall drop on either side.”

      The wagon slowed as the crush of bodies engulfed them.

      Haliden bent down and stared through the felltower throat. The punchers were barely visible amongst the teeming throngs.

      “We’ll never reach the gate like this!” he shouted.

      A tall silhouette approached the edge of the western cliff, arms outstretched to the sky.

      “Looks like our first jumper,” Gremin said. “Fucking coward.”

      The silhouette raised its arms to the sky in a gesture of supplication. Moments later, a guttural voice echoed across the plain.

      “What in the hells is that?” Haliden asked.

      Gremin chuckled. “Well I’ll be damned!”

      “What?”

      Gremin grabbed the bow from Haliden and pressed the scope to his eye. “That there fool is laying an elemental.”

      “A charger?” Haliden asked.

      Gremin nodded. “But not for long. Look!”

      A hundred footfalls to the south a verax was bounding up the cliff, slashing at anyone in its path.

      Haliden took the bow back and quickly nocked an arrow.

      “What in the hells are you doing, artist?”

      Haliden watched and waited as the scope stabilized the image. He could see everything now: the faces, the tears, the horror. Dozens of men, women, and children running frantically toward certain death.

      When he found the verax, he leveled the crosshairs across its back and took a deep breath.

      One shot… That’s all I’ll get.

      The beast closed in on the charger, it’s gnarled mouth agape.

      Concentrate. Concentrate.

      He loosed.

      In the blink of an eye, the arrow traversed the sixth-league to its target and slammed into the creature’s side.

      “By the gods, artist!” Evetner shouted as the verax tumbled off the cliff.

      Gremin laughed. “Well done. But I hope you got a lot more in that quiver.” He pointed at the towers, from which dozens of guards loosed bolts into the mob.

      Haliden took another deep breath and raised the bow.

      Six guards armed with crossbows and long bows stood atop the western tower.

      “Best shoot now and have feelings about it later!” Gremin shouted.

      Haliden glanced over his shoulder at the brothers. Both were huddled beside Evetner, their faces white and eyes wide.

      “Why aren’t they letting us through?” Jonathan asked.

      “They will,” Haliden replied. He turned back to the tower and fired.

      The arrow pierced the tallest guard’s forehead, pinning him to one of the tower walls.

      He fired again, hitting another guard in the right temple.

      His third shot skewered a man’s throat, but the poor soul didn’t die. Instead, he staggered about like a drunkard, desperately clawing at the arrow shaft as blood pulsed down his neck.

      Haliden swallowed, drew back, and fired again. He continued this way for what felt like an eternity, shooting and moving on to the next target without waiting to see if he hit his mark.

      And finally, when there were no more men left to kill in the western tower, he turned toward the easterly tower and began the process all over again.

      When it was finally over, twenty-five men lay dead or dying atop both towers.

      What have I done? he thought.

      The mob surged against the palisade, howling and screaming as the gates burst inward.

      “Dre Amon!” Gremin shouted.

      The dogs lunged forward, snapping and snarling at anyone in their path.

      Haliden tossed the bow down and knelt beside the woman. She lay where he had left her, but her eyes were wide and lifeless.

      “Damn it all to the hells,” he whispered.

      Brandon and Jonathan watched in confusion, tears trickling down their ash-covered faces.

      “Is she okay?” Jonathan asked.

      Eventer grabbed a sheet and covered her body. “Her pain is over now, boys.”

      Disheartened, Haliden crawled to the severed throat and peered outside. The Block loomed a sixth-league in the distance, a colossal granite wall with one sole entrance at its base.

      Beggar’s Gate, he thought. Their last bastion of hope.

      The surrounding landscape was black and bare, save for a few charred tree stumps and gnarled roots. The only signs of humanity: a handful of abandoned carts and wagons toppled across the plain, their owners’ bloated, arrow-filled corpses sprawled beside them.

      As they passed a large rock outcropping, Haliden noticed a torn tent flapping in the breeze. Inside, several bodies lay side by side, their black, bloated hands clasped over empty glass vials.

      Suiciders. Haliden shook his head. To give up so close… so near to salvation. It was unthinkable.

      As the smog ebbed, several stragglers appeared in the distance. They were mostly elderly or touched souls abandoned by families and friends.

      “We should help them,” Haliden said.

      Gremin huffed. “Help one and we’ll have to help them all. Forget it, artist. We’ve barely enough room for ourselves.”

      Evetner frowned as the figures vanished behind them. “This is shameful,” he said. “To abandon one’s elders… I can think of nothing that’s more an affront to the gods.”

      The Block covered the entire horizon, a gargantuan granite wall whose shadow stretched almost a sixth of a league from its base.

      At first glance it appeared featureless. But as they drew closer, Haliden noticed tiny windows and slits carved into the higher recesses.

      “This was a product of man?” he breathed.

      Gremin grunted. “Many men. And women. And boys and slaves. A lot of blood is baked into that rock. All so a handful of lords can cower safely from the fire.”

      At the base of the cliff, less than a league to the east, a man-made tunnel extended a hundred yards into the wasteland. It was fifteen footfalls tall, a miasma of metal and wood wide enough for two wagons to ride abreast.

      Haliden marveled at the amount of steel covering its surface. Pieces of every shape and size had been welded and wedged together over an external web of scaffolding.

      “I hope to the gods you still have that pendant, artist,” Gremin said. “No man’s getting through that thing without one.”

      A thick curtain of snow now swept across the northern expanse, slamming against the Block. To the south, the Breath completely covered the sky.

      The punchers ran on, their fur soaked and ashen, their blistered paws leaving bloody prints into the fresh snow. Behind them screams filled the air as refugees continued to spill through the fallen gate.

      “Slow or we’ll fire!” a voice shouted from atop the tunnel.

      Gremin pulled back on the reins and brought the punchers to stop.

      Half a dozen guards stood atop the tunnel with crossbows in hand.

      “Pendant!” the same voice boomed. “Let’s have it or find elsewhere to die.”

      Haliden drew back his sleeve and raised his arm.

      “What’s that supposed to be?” the guard shouted.

      “My mark!” Haliden replied. “It was branded by my village elder.”

      “Come closer then, fool! And move it. We’re almost done here.”

      Haliden carefully approached the entrance. A set of steel doors sealed the tunnel and death holes were positioned above it on either side.

      “Where’s your venermin?” the man shouted. “And what in the hells is that stretched across your wagon?”

      “Felltower hide. We used it to keep the verax off us,” Haliden replied. “We had no choice. They were everywhere.”

      Some of the guards laughed.

      “Raise your arm higher!” the man shouted.

      Haliden obeyed.

      The man squinted. “A southern runner, eh?”

      Haliden nodded. “Moss Town. But we have another venermin, too. From Marigel.”

      The group of guards noticeably tensed.

      “Bullshit!” the man spat. “Ain’t no fuckin’ venermin coming from that cursed city.”

      Haliden reached into his satchel and withdrew Brendle’s pendant.

      “Marigel’s pendant,” he said. “Their runner gave it to me before he died.”

      “You killed him?”

      “No. He was a… he was a friend. A good man.”

      The man shook his head. “You know I can’t grant you passage. Pendant or no pendant, I ain’t letting that Rot shit in.”

      Haliden gestured over his shoulder. “You do see what’s behind me, right?”

      The man crossed his arms. “Oh, I see it. Been staring at it for days. But look behind me. You think the Breath can penetrate this?” He shook his head. “But that Rot shit sure can. And if it gets going it could make its way all the way across the Acid. Just go, friend. Go somewhere else to die. Your passage is denied.”

      “Fuck this!” Gremin shouted. “No runner can be turned back from the Block!”

      “This ain’t the Block!” the guard replied. “This is Beggar’s Gate and I’m its master! If I say fuck off, you fuck off! Or would you prefer a quarrel in your throat?”

      “Piss on you!” Gremin shouted. “All of you! Ain’t no Rot with us!”

      An arrow whistled past Haliden’s face and slammed into one of the punchers. The pack erupted into a frenzy, jumping and snapping as their companion gurgled its last breath.

      Horrified, Gremin jumped down and ran to its side. The dog spasmed violently, choking on its own blood before finally falling limp in his arms.

      “You fuckers,” he growled. “This dog ran half across Alimane for us!”

      “We can take another off your hands if you like. Or you can turn back. It’s up to you.”

      Gremin stared at him, his eyes trembling. “Let’s go, artist. We’ll find no quarter here.”

      Haliden tossed the pendant at the base of the gate. “May the gods piss on all of you.”

      Gremin unfastened the dead dog’s harness as the other punchers paced nervously around him. When he was done, he lifted the dog and placed him aboard the wagon.

      “We’ll take him somewhere else,” Gremin said. “He deserves that much.”

      As they climbed back onto the wagon, laughter echoed atop the tunnel.

      “Happy trails!” the guard shouted.

      Gremin turned. “We’ll be seeing you soon enough. There’s more than one way to crack this fucker.” And with that, the punchers turned and carried the wagons back into the Stretch.
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      “Where are we going?” Evetner shouted as the wagons bucked and jerked atop the uneven terrain.

      They were moving parallel to the Block on the western side of the tunnel.

      “I worked this section for two turns!” Gremin shouted. “I know every crack and crevasse. If I can find what I’m looking for, we’re in business.”

      “Find what, though?”

      Gremin smiled. “Gremwa tenem!”

      The dogs ground to a halt beside a scattering of petrified stumps.

      As the dust cleared, Gremin jumped down and approached the wall.

      “There’s secret vents hidden by some of the older workers,” he said. “Crawl spaces leading into interior shafts. They were to be filled once work was completed. But we hid one before the overseers could mark it on their prints.”

      Haliden hopped down onto the blackened soil and glanced to the south. The mobs were approaching Beggar’s Gate, a mass of silhouettes running like frightened children. The guard’s voice bellowing through the horn, warning them to stop. But they ignored him.

      “Bastards,” Haliden breathed as the guards fired bolts on the crowd.

      Gremin knelt before a partially concealed handle. “Ah! Here we go.” He took out his knife and began picking away the surrounding cement.

      “That’s it?” Evetner said.

      Gremin shook his head. “What did you expect? A door?” He grabbed the handle and braced his foot against the wall. “All right, get back!”

      The men obeyed, watching as he dragged a four by four square block from the wall. When it was free, they knelt before the opening.

      A shaft extended six or seven footfalls into the Block, ending at a wall covered in crude, metal handholds.

      Haliden got down on all fours and carefully crawled inside. When he reached the wall, he looked up. “By the gods! It’s black as night.”

      Gremin nodded as he yanked a torch from the wagon and knelt down beside Evetner. “It was designed so workers could get to the top without the wind blowing them off the wall.”

      “Have you been up there?” Evetner asked.

      “Only once,” Gremin replied as he crawled inside. “It was forbidden for ground crews, but I snuck up the shaft the last night I was here.”

      “What did you see?” Haliden asked.

      “The Acid. Stretching for as far as the eye could see.” He ignited the torch and watched as the flames licked the tunnel’s granite ceiling. “When I went back to camp later that night, though, my friends were gone. I searched for calls, but every tent I found was empty. The entire repair crew, gone.”

      “What happened to them?” Haliden asked.

      “Executed. To the last man. And anyone who knew about this shaft.”

      “Except you,” Evetner said.

      Gremin nodded. “Except me. But they came close.” He rolled up his sleeve, revealing a large square scar in the torchlight. “This was my death mark,” he said. “Of course I didn’t know that when I took the job. They told us we would be paid according to the brand when the job was through.”

      Haliden stared up the shaft. A tiny pin prick of light loomed far off in the distance. “So how high is it?”

      Gremin grinned. “A thousand footfalls. Straight up.”

      “By the gods,” Evetner breathed.

      “The gatekeeper resides up there,” Gremin went on. “And the Tritan mechanism that controls the gates.”

      Haliden’s heart quickened. “How many men are we talking about?”

      Gremin shrugged. “A hundred… a handful… Who knows? But I heard it only takes two to operate the mechanism and one to hold the key.”

      Evetner unfastened his sword belt and chest plate. “I’ll go.”

      Gremin nodded. “Good. I don’t think I have the stones for it again. Damn near fell last time.”

      Jonathan and Brandon tensed as Evetner stripped off his armor.

      “Where are you going?” Jonathan asked.

      “Got to open that gate.”

      Jonathan glanced up at the top of the Block. A pair of draba birds circled above, cawing ominously. “Don’t go!” he pleaded.

      Evetner placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m the youngest and most able,” he said.

      “Don’t let him go!” Brandon pleaded as he clutched his older brother’s arm. It was the first time anyone had heard him speak.

      Haliden sighed as he turned back to the shaft. The air was stagnant, still, the darkness infinite. I don’t know if I can do this, he thought.

      But then her voice said to him.

      Come find me, Haliden. At world’s end, find me if you still love me.

      “I’ll go,” he blurted.

      Gremin turned to him, his brows furrowed. “You think all that painting strengthened your arms enough for this, artist?”

      Haliden shrugged. “Only one way to find out, right?”

      Evetner shook his head. “This is my job, Stroke. Not yours.”

      “So what happens when the gate opens? You think they’ll just let us in without a fight?” Haliden pointed to the trapper. “He can handle a blade, as can you. But I’m worse than useless with a sword. Stay with the boys. You can protect them better than any of us.”

      Evetner glanced at the brothers. Both were staring at him, silently pleading for him to stay. “And you’re sure you’re up for this?”

      “No, but it’s the best way.”

      Evetner hesitantly shook his head. “Very well then. The climb is yours.”

      Haliden nodded. “I won’t let you down.”

      “Perhaps down is not the best word to use,” Gremin said.

      Haliden glanced up at the Block. “Perhaps you’re right.”
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      It was silent in the shaft. Stifling and cramped, with a five hundred footfall drop yawning below.

      “I should have kept my mouth shut,” Haliden grunted as he grabbed another rung. Since beginning his ascent, he had counted over five hundred, most of which were either rusted or broken. And hundreds more still extended up the shaft.

      As he climbed, Gremin’s dagger rubbed against the small of his back, a silent reminder of the job to come. But can I do it? he wondered. Cut a man’s throat in cold blood?

      “You’ll find out soon enough,” he mumbled aloud.

      A warm breeze poured down the shaft, stinking of sulfur and burning pine. Haliden closed his eyes as it cooled his sweaty flesh. Almost there, he told himself.

      When he finally reached the source of light, he braced his back against the wall and withdrew the trapper’s dagger. A steel grate was mounted to the right side of the shaft. But the bolts were old and rusty and it only took a few twists of the bone dagger to break it loose.

      With a groan, the grate swung open. Haliden winced as the sound echoed down the shaft. When it was gone, he climbed from the shaft and closed the grate behind him.

      Smoke and ash swirled across the Block, cutting visibility to just a few footfalls.

      The gatehouse, Haliden thought as he scanned the area. Where in the hells is it? He could feel the fire on his face now, a throbbing presence drawing ever closer. He had to hurry.

      With the dagger in hand, he crept eastward toward the center of the Block. From his vantage point, he could now see the Acid stretching across the northern horizon, an endless green expanse of steaming death perpetually blocked by the wall.

      But it wasn’t the sea that impressed him. It was the thousands of ships anchored atop it.

      “Never could I dare imagine such a sight,” he whispered aloud.

      The armada stretched for as far as the eye could see. Every known vessel on Retrac Daor was represented: Culver cogs, Circle skiffs, three masted Algian whalers, Nefrefel corsairs, Dro Wat pleasure barges. And many others he didn’t recognize.

      It was an inspiring yet forbidding sight. For they weren’t there for him; these were scavengers circling their prey like draba birds hovering over a rotten carcass. The wealthy and powerful would find quarter aboard any number of vessels. And perhaps even a few runners.

      But most of us are on our own, he reminded himself.

      A superheated gale blasted over the wall. Haliden took cover behind a pile of rocks as embers streaked past. When it died down, he peered toward the southern horizon.

      The Breath arched leagues into the sky, a great tidal wave of flame and fury illuminating the bellies of several low-lying clouds.

      I hope the others are all right, he thought as the fire revealed hundreds of ant-sized shadows flooding across the Stretch.

      Laughter suddenly echoed to his left.

      Haliden ducked. The smoke had lifted, revealing a small shack about a hundred footfalls away. A massive wooden crane stood beside it, guarded by two armored men.

      One of the men peered over the southern side of the wall, laughing hysterically as his partner sat silent beside the crane’s controls.

      Haliden’s heart quickened. The machine was enormous, a complicated miasma of interlocking sprockets and metal pistons. I’ll never figure that thing out on my own, he thought as he crept closer. Which meant he needed one of those fools to do it for him.

      “Look at them fuckers!” the man by the crenellation shouted. He was short and skinny, a single dagger sheathed in a frayed leather belt. “Every one of ’em dead men. And still they bang at them doors.” Chuckling, he leaned over the edge and let a stringer of drool drip below.

      “Wouldn’t you?” the other guard asked. He was enormous, his arms bulging like tree trunks beneath several layers of rusted chainmail.

      Another figure stepped out of the shack. He was middle aged and wore a mail coif and rusted scale armor over a ragged black tunic. “It’s time,” he said. “Fifty counts, then close it. Understand, Dren?”

      The brute nodded.

      “And Jarnen…”

      The lout spun around lazily and snapped to mocking attention. “At your disposal, sir.”

      “Get on with it.”

      The spitter bowed. “Very well.” He approached a metal tripod where a large, C-shaped piece of bronze dangled from its center. He then picked up a rusty, footfall long bar and slammed it against the bell.

      The guttural call echoed far across the Stretch, bouncing back at them from the distant cliffs.

      Moments later, another bell tolled below.

      Haliden’s pulse raced as the brute pulled back on a rusted, metal handle mounted to the crane’s gearbox. There was a loud click, followed by a strange whir as the crane swung out over the side of the Block. When it stopped, he pushed the lever all the way to the floor, dropping the counterbalance over the side. The chain snapped taut.

      The brute quickly slid a metal bar through an opening in one of the cogs. When it was secure, he released the lever and stepped back as the gears bit into the rod.

      “Fifty seconds!” the armored man shouted.

      The spitter leaned over the side. “Best make it twenty! They’re rushing her again!”

      Another superheated gust blasted across the walkway. The brute ducked behind the mechanism as embers exploded over him.

      Haliden tensed. This is it. He stepped from cover and crept toward the crane. Smoke and sparks pounded his body, burning his exposed face and hands. But he kept moving.

      The armored man turned to him.

      “Kyle? Is that you?”

      Haliden ignored him as he rushed forward.

      “Stop!”

      But it was too late. Haliden tackled the man against one of the crenellations.

      “Jenner?” It was the spitter. And he was already running at them with a dagger in hand.

      Haliden quickly pushed the man between the crenellations, inching him toward the edge.

      “Who in the fuck are you?” the man grunted as he clawed at the wall.

      But he never got an answer.

      Haliden grabbed both his legs and pushed him over the side.

      The brute named Dren turned as his comrade’s screams echoed across the Stretch. “What the f—” But before he could finish, Haliden rushed forward and slammed his head against the side of the crane.

      “We didn’t want this!” Haliden yelled as he turned on the spitter. “We just wanted quarter!”

      The spitter halted a few footfalls away. “And let a bunch of beggars and diseased louts flood across the Acid? Piss on you and your rabble!” He lunged forward and slashed at Haliden’s chest.

      Haliden sidestepped the attack and rushed forward, locking arm in arm with the man.

      “You fucking scag!” the spitter growled. He grabbed a fistful of Haliden’s hair and yanked his head back. But Haliden stomped on his boot and slammed his fist into the man’s nose.

      “Mother fucker!” the spitter growled as blood dripped down chest.

      “Just open the gate,” Haliden said.

      The man smiled, his teeth bloody and chipped. “Go to the hells!” He turned around and pulled the metal pin from the mechanism.

      The crane retracted the counterbalance and slammed the inner gate shut below.

      Laughing, the spitter tossed the pin over the wall. “I hope you’ve settled your debts with the gods.”

      A bell began frantically ringing below.

      Haliden rushed forward and grabbed the man’s throat.

      “Fuck you… scag!” the spitter gasped as he clawed at the artist’s hands. When that didn’t work, he began kicking the ground, desperation widening his bulging eyes.

      Haliden squeezed harder, his fingernails cutting into flesh as the man’s body slowly went limp.

      When it was finally over, Haliden rolled the man aside and crawled to the Tritan gearbox. The mechanism consisted of a dense cluster of odd metal gears and springs covered in ash and rust. But without the pin, there would be no way to lock the counterbalance into position once the gate was raised.

      “Damn it!” He scanned the ground for anything he could use in its place. But there was nothing.

      Nothing save for the spitter’s corpse.

      Haliden approached the body and lifted the man’s arm. It was thin and emaciated. Just the right size to fit through the slot, he realized.

      His stomach turned as he dragged the corpse to the base of the mechanism. When he was in position he pulled the lever, lowering the counterbalance over the wall.

      A bell began ringing below.

      Haliden ignored it and forced the spitter’s arm through the slot. When it was secure, he released the lever, dropping the counterbalance several inches as the locking gear bit into the spitter’s flesh.

      Blood oozed down the man’s arm as metal ground against muscle and bone. But miraculously the counterbalance held.

      Exhausted, Haliden ran to the edge of the wall and looked down.

      Mobs were now surging against Beggar’s Gate, shouting and throwing stones even as the guards peppered them with bolts.

      Damn it! he thought. As long as Beggar’s Gate remained shut, the refugees, himself included, were as good as dead.

      Haliden turned back to the vent. It was a hundred footfalls south of the guardhouse, hidden behind a stack of crates. But as he approached it, he noticed a plume of oily black smoke coiling from the shaft.

      “Damn!”

      The only other way off the roof was through a door on the opposite side of the guardhouse. But it was locked with a Tritan crusher seal.

      Desperate, he turned back to the counterbalance. Its steel cable stretched all the way to the tunnel roof. An eight hundred footfall drop straight over the edge. Even if I make it down, he thought. I’ll be stranded atop the tunnel surrounded by dozens of guards.

      But there were no other options.

      Trembling, he tore two strips from his shirt and wound them tight around his palms. He then climbed onto one of the crenellations and grabbed the cable with both hands.

      “If anyone is listening up there, watch over me,” he whispered as he transferred his weight onto the cable and dropped.

      The friction quickly burned through his rags and singed his palms as wind roared past his ears.

      I tried, my love, he thought as his life flashed before his eyes.

      And what a life it had been. Self-centered and insulated from the realities surrounding him. Choosing work over family and friends. And for what? A few stretched pieces of canvas covered in paint spatterings? Some gold in his pocket and the winks of lords and ladies who would forget his name as quickly as their own servants’?

      When he hit the bottom, he was tossed across the tunnel rooftop. His ankles and wrists throbbed from the impact, and for a time he lay silent, drifting in and out of consciousness as voices echoed beneath him.

      “Ember,” he moaned as he rolled over and stared across the scorched plain. He squinted as the light burned into his retinas. The distant cliffs were now completely gone, engulfed by the Breath.

      There’s no more time!

      A bell frantically rang beneath him. Moments later a trapdoor opened a few dozen footfalls to his right.

      Haliden froze as a man turned toward him.

      “We got one on the roof!” the guard cried.

      Haliden quickly crawled toward the tunnel’s edge. But two more trapdoors opened to his left, revealing a pair of archers with arrows drawn.

      An arrow grazed his arm, another his hand. He cried out, clutching the wounds. But more followed, the shafts exploding beside him and casting fragments into his exposed flesh.

      With nowhere else to go, he slid over the side of the tunnel.

      Weightlessness embraced him as he tumbled into the void. But instead of hitting ash and rock, he landed atop flesh and bone.

      “You fucker!” a woman screamed as he sank into the undulating mob. “My children! You’d let them die?”

      Someone yanked his hair back and punched him in the spine.

      “Cut his throat!” a voice shouted.

      “Fucking kill him!”

      A wall of terrified faces and clawing hands engulfed him, clamoring for his flesh. Every now and again, an arrow pierced someone’s arm or chest beside him, spraying blood across his face. But whenever someone fell, another took his or her place.

      “I’m a runner!” Haliden screamed with what little breath he had. But his voice was drowned out by the chaos.

      “Kill him!” a man shouted. “He’s a guard! Kill ’em all!”

      Someone dragged him onto his feet. Nails scraped his exposed flesh and fists pounded his back.

      “Watch out!” a voice screamed.

      There was a loud thud, followed by a horrid gurgling.

      Haliden fell to the ground. Not more than three footfalls away, a woman lay crushed beneath a massive boulder, blood pulsing from her mouth as she stared at him.

      A pair of hands curled around his chest and lifted him onto someone’s shoulder.

      “He’s a bloody runner, you animals!”

      He was being spirited through the chaos, the world upside down as a boy no older than Evetner ran alongside him.

      “Who is he?” the boy asked.

      “Our last hope,” Haliden’s savior replied.

      When they were beyond the archers’ reach, the man knelt down and lowered Haliden onto the ground.

      “Look,” he said, drawing back Haliden’s sleeve.

      The boy’s eyes widened at the sight of the scar. “By the gods! Where did you find him?”

      “He was up top!” the man replied. “The god’s only know why, though. Saw him fall from the crane onto the tunnel.”

      The boy inched closer. He was completely bald—even his eyebrows and eyelashes were gone—and blisters covered his face. But his blue eyes sparkled with hope. “So where’s the venermin?”

      “You heard him, speak up!” the other man shouted. “There’s little time left!”

      Haliden coughed. His lungs felt as if they were filled with glass and his back and chest throbbed. “Haliden,” he said. “I’m a runner… we have… two venermin.”

      His savior’s face loomed over him, wrinkled and weathered. And like the boy, he, too, was completely bald. “Two venermin, you say?”

      Haliden nodded.

      “Why were you atop the gate then?”

      “We found a shaft. I climbed to the top to open the Maw.”

      The man shook his head. “Bullshit!”

      Several arrows splintered beside them as men and women retreated across the Stretch.

      “Why would I lie?”

      “Decker… you see these wagons he’s spoke of?”

      The boy shook his head. “Nothing but catamarans and broken down carts.”

      The older man withdrew a water skin from his satchel and handed it to Haliden.

      Haliden quickly drank it down.

      “We need to find your friends,” the man said.

      Haliden noted his use of “we” and bristled. “And why should I trust you?”

      “Because I’m trying to save my son,” the man replied. “If you don’t trust me, take my boy here instead. He’ll do whatever has to be done to get through.”

      Haliden was taken aback by this. He doesn’t even know me, yet he’ll entrust his son’s life to me?

      “How many are you?” Haliden asked.

      “Just us.”

      “Look!” Decker cried, pointing eastward. “Wagons! Over there!”

      Haliden turned. A tiny silhouette was indeed approaching. But before he could celebrate, a verax ran past toward the wall, its fur engulfed in flames.

      Haliden watched as the living fireball bounded toward Beggar’s Gate, snarling and snapping as refugees scattered out of the way.

      “This is madness!” the old man spat.

      Haliden held his breath as the wagons approached. “Here!” he cried, waving. “Over here!”

      The wagons drew up alongside the three men and ground to a halt. When the dust cleared, Gremin’s head popped out of the felltower’s severed throat.

      “Artist?”

      Haliden slowly stood and nodded.

      “You know you created quite a mess over there.”

      A section of hide flipped back and Evetner and the boys looked down at him.

      Gremin turned to Decker and the old man. “And who are these two?”

      The man pulled his son behind him and bowed. “Denelby Sabon. And this is my boy, Decker.”

      Gremin sighed. “I suppose you’ll be needing a ride too?”

      “That would be kind of you,” the man said.

      Haliden limped past the punchers and climbed aboard the lead wagon. “Come on then,” he said. “We’re almost out of time.”

      Gremin stared at the tunnel and shook his head. “You do know even if we get past Beggar’s Gate, they’ll just prickle us with bolts, artist. And them boys are good shots, too. Damn near crushed us with a rock while you were fucking around up top.”

      “You have a better idea?” Haliden asked.

      The man and his son sat down opposite the brothers.

      Jonathan waved at Decker, but Brandon ignored them.

      “We need cover,” Evetner said. “Something we can carry to the gate and use as a shield while we figure out a way in.”

      Haliden nodded. “There’s scrap everywhere. We could fashion something with it.”

      “Very well,” Gremin said. “But what of the dogs?”

      “We’ll put them in the rear wagon,” Evetner said. “Along with the boys and the other two.”

      “And how in the hells do you suppose we move the wagons then?”

      Haliden gestured to the harnesses. “That’s on us now.”

      Gremin laughed. “You’re fucking joking, right?”

      “Do I look like I am?”

      Gremin shook his head. “You got balls, artist. You’re a fool, but you got balls.”

      Haliden sighed. “I guess we’ll see. “
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      The night succumbed to unnatural day as the Breath swallowed the plain.

      Haliden ignored it, hammering the final plank into place with a fist-sized rock. “All right. That about does it.”

      They had covered the rear wagon with pieces of broken crates and scrap wood scrounged from the surrounding area. Much of it was riddled with dry rot and termite damage. But it will have to do.

      “She sure ain’t pretty,” Gremin said.

      Haliden shielded his eyes as he scanned the plain. To the west, a circle of refugees lay dead atop the scorched ground, draba birds plucking at their pallid flesh. He had seen them earlier, sitting hard at prayer as a fire priest passed out vials of clear liquid. And now they’re dead to a man, he thought. Rotting in the shadow of the Block.

      To the east, a fight had broken out between two opposing clans unfortunate enough to meet in the chaos. Tribesmen from both sides lay dead at the edge of the scuffle, women and children lamenting beside their corpses as the Breath cast their shadows onto the Block.

      Evetner adjusted his armor and sheathed his sword. “We need to go.”

      Gremin slapped the wagon. “You ready, artist?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “All right then.” Gremin lifted the last of the punchers into the wagon and smiled.

      “What in the hells are you so happy about?” Evetner asked.

      Gremin shrugged. “Never thought I’d meet my maker like this. Men in my profession normally come to their end in the belly of a verax, or broken at the bottom of some lonely ravine. Not pushing two venermin before the Breath.”

      Haliden raised the Tritan scope to his eye and scanned Beggar’s Gate.

      A handful of refugees wielding shields and scrap wood probed the entrance. But something else caught Haliden’s eye.

      A large metal sheet had opened above the main gate, revealing three guards with an unarmored man kneeling before them.

      One of the men shouted something unintelligible before kicking the kneeling man over the side.

      Haliden watched as the refugees swarmed around the man’s body.

      “I wonder what that’s all about,” he said.

      Without a word, Gremin drew his dagger and marched toward the mob.

      “Well where in the hells are you going?”

      “Bet my life he’s a mutineer, artist,” Gremin shouted over his shoulder. “And that means he knows the gate. And possibly her weak spots.”

      Haliden took off after him. Bodies lay everywhere, quarrels jutting from chests and backs like porcupine quills.

      “This is a bad idea, friend,” he said as he negotiated the mess.

      The trapper ignored him. When he reached the edge of the mob he pushed his way forward. Several men tried to encircle him, but when he raised the nagra blade they quickly backed off.

      The armored man lay only a few dozen footfalls away, surrounded by a handful of shouting refugees.

      “Kill him!” a woman cried as she kicked the man in the stomach. “Send his head back to ’em!”

      Gremin pushed past them and knelt beside the guard.

      “And who the fuck are you?” the woman shouted.

      A man grabbed the trapper by the shoulder, but Gremin tossed him against the gate. Another man tried to hook his arm around his throat, but Gremin twisted free and stabbed him in the side for his troubles.

      “Watch out!” someone cried.

      Haliden ground to a halt a few dozen footfalls from the trapper.

      The guards were loosing another volley.

      “Run!” someone cried.

      Haliden was too close to flee. So in his great wisdom he did the next best thing and ran for the side of the tunnel.

      Refugees collapsed before him, their meager shields useless against the volley of arrows and crossbow bolts.

      So now what, fool? he thought as he pressed his back against the cold steel. If he tried to rejoin the wagons, he’d be an easy target. But if I stay here I burn. He cursed himself for following the trapper. But isn’t this how you always get yourself into trouble? Running headfirst into the void, chasing after everything that tastes so much better before it’s chewed?

      It was how I lost you, too, wasn’t it, Milane? How I lost everything.

      “Why the fuck did you do it, Grel?” a voice shouted above him.

      Haliden stood still, his breath held as voices argued above him.

      “He was going to open the fucking gate, you tart!” the man named Grel replied. “Would you have every rotter and beggar flood the Block? You don’t think they’d toss us next?”

      “He was doing the right thing,” the younger voice said. “Them folks deserve sanctuary as much as them rich fuckers nestled up inside the wall.”

      Grel chuckled. “Is that what you think, Drenden?”

      “The others agree,” the man named Drenden replied. “Even if they’re too fuckin’ yellow to admit it.”

      Haliden leaned away from the wall and peeked at the roof. Two men stood inches apart a few footfalls beyond one of the death ports.

      “I killed that fucker to save your yellow ass, you little clown!” Grel said. “No pendant, no entry. That’s the order!”

      “And what of the runners?”

      “A bunch of Marigel rotters? You want to spread that shit across the Acid?”

      “Two venermin you turned back!” the man named Drenden spat. “A runner with two godsdamn venermin and two pendants, and still you refused him!”

      “They came from Marigel! You know what’s happened there, right? You know what the Rot will do if takes hold again?”

      “The Rot’s been dead for turns!” Drenden spat.

      Other voices mumbled in agreement.

      “He’s right, Grel!” someone shouted. “Them runners got a place here. More than anyone. More than you, even!”

      The metallic screech of a sword being drawn echoed off the wall.

      Haliden’s heart quickened. At least someone has sense up there.

      “Cross my orders and your guts will know this shit steel. That goes for all of you!”

      Feet shuffled as voices hooted and hollered. Moments later, a cry echoed across the plain, followed by a hollow thud.

      Haliden hugged the wall as a body toppled over the edge, splashing into the mud a few footfalls from his feet.

      “You fucking twit!” Grel shouted as the scuffle continued. There was a wet thwack, followed by an awful wheezing sound.

      And then silence.

      Haliden looked up. Blood trickled down the wall.

      “Get back! All of you!” Grel shouted. “Or I’ll cut that counterweight and we can all burn.”

      Something slowly scraped atop the tunnel, a din that sent chills down Haliden’s spine. Seconds later, another guard fell into the mud beside him.

      Haliden’s heart sank as the guard rolled over and reached for him, a small, brass key trembling in his bloody palm.

      “He’s gonna k-kill all of you.”

      Haliden knelt down and pulled the man toward the wall. For a brief moment they stared into each other’s eyes.

      “Get them in, runner,” the guard said. “Don’t let… don’t let them all burn.”

      Haliden squeezed his hand and nodded.

      Seconds later, the man was gone.

      Haliden placed the man’s bloody hand across his chest. “Damn this hell,” he whispered as he looked at the mud and blood encrusted key.

      “Back to posts!” a voice shouted above. “We stand for another half a call and then it’s inside we go. Unless anyone else objects?”

      Haliden stood silent, his breath held as a cloud of ash and sparks slammed against him. The heat was agonizing, the smoke thick and black. But it was the cover he had been praying for.

      “Hey! Hey, we got one!” a voice shouted.

      Haliden bolted into the open, quarrels snapping and splashing at his heels. But after a few footfalls the smoke completely engulfed him.

      “Let him go!” Grel shouted from behind him. “The Breath will find him soon enough.”

      Haliden ran on, stumbling over bodies and rocks like a blind fool.

      Just find them, he told himself, gripping the key. Find them and then we’ll crack this gate. Crack it wide open.
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      The trapper leaned over him, grinning. “There he is now. Our famous fool!”

      Haliden coughed violently as a single candle swayed above him.

      He was back in the wagon, the felltower’s foul stench enveloping him.

      The trapper grabbed his hands and pulled him upright.

      “I said follow me, artist. Not run toward the fucking wall.”

      Haliden clutched his aching head and chest. “What happened?”

      “You came staggering out of that smoke like a walking corpse,” Gremin said. “Scared the boy so much he nearly put an arrow through your chest.”

      “I… I was following you,” he said.

      Gremin laughed. “Apparently not very well.”

      Jonathan and Brandon sat opposite him, nestled amongst the punchers.

      Haliden smiled. He reached up to wipe the mud from his forehead, but realized he still had the bloody key clutched in his palm.

      “Where’s Evetner?” he asked.

      “He’s having a talk with our new friend,” Gremin replied.

      Something slammed against the wagon, accompanied by a groan.

      Haliden crawled to the back and flipped open the hide.

      “You’re lying!” Evetner shouted. “There’s got to be another way!”

      The boy had an armored man pressed up against the railing, his hands curled around the poor soul’s throat.

      “What in the hells are you doing?” Haliden asked.

      Evetner glanced at him. “Stay out of this, artist.”

      Haliden jumped down and pushed Evetner off the man.

      “What the fuck, artist!”

      The guard slumped to the ground, gasping.

      “We’re not murderers!” Haliden shouted.

      “I’m just trying to find a way in. He’s one of them. He must know something.”

      Haliden shook his head. “They tossed him out.”

      “Bullshit,” Evetner replied. “The unlucky fool fell, that’s all.” He drew his sword and leveled it at the cringing man’s throat. “Now he either talks or bleeds!”

      Haliden stepped in front of the guard. “I just watched some of his comrades die trying to help us.”

      “You don’t know what you saw. When we found you, you were half dead, remember?”

      “For the sake of the gods, I was there, Evetner. They tossed him over the fucking wall for trying to help us.”

      Sparks blasted over them, millions of firefly-like embers that burned their skin and hair.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Haliden warned. He held up the key and turned to the man. “One of your friends gave me this. What is it?”

      The guard glanced at it, his eyes widening.

      “Well, what is it?”

      “The fail-safe key for the main gate,” the guard said. “But only one man held that. Warden Krel. My friend.”

      “Your friend is dead,” Haliden said. “Your brothers stuck him with a dagger and tossed him over the wall.”

      The man’s eyes trembled.

      “So there it is, artist,” Evetner said. “Let’s just be done with him so we can be on our way.”

      Haliden shook his head. “Not like this.”

      “Then how? Bring him with us?”

      “Why not? He knows the men in there. He knows the gates and how it all works.”

      Evetner tossed his sword down in disgust. “Fuck it all then!” He turned as if to leave, but then spun on his heels and punched the man in the nose.

      The man crumpled to the ground, groaning as blood dripped down his face.

      Gremin lifted the hide and frowned. “We about done here?”

      Evetner nodded. “It’s his show now.” With that said, he picked up his sword and climbed back into the wagon.

      Haliden held the key out before the guard. “You know where the lock is? I mean exactly where it is?”

      The man shook his head. “Only Krel knew. It was done that way on purpose… In case any of us were captured on the outside. Or if we deserted.”

      “Fuck it all to the hells, then!” Gremin barked. “Let’s just ram the bitch already.”

      “Won’t work,” the guard said. “Beggar’s Gate is wrought from Tritan steel. Five inches of it! Ain’t nothing getting through that. Not even the Breath.”

      “Just get me to that tunnel and I’ll find the fail-safe,” Haliden said. “But we need to keep the archers off us.”

      Gremin laughed. “How? With sticks and rocks? Because that’s about all we got out here. And that scraped together shielding won’t hold long. Not with them archers raining bolts and rocks on our heads.”

      “Well it’ll just have to do!” Haliden snapped. “But if you have something better, I’m all ears.”

      The guard sat up and spit a wad of bloody phlegm onto the ground. “The Maw is open,” he said. “The counterweight broke up top. Get through Beggar’s Gate and you have a chance.”

      

      Gremin laughed. “Didn’t break, friend. That was our artist’s work.”

      The man looked at Haliden incredulously. “You did that?”

      Haliden shrugged. “Wasn’t fun.”

      The guard laughed. “Bloody hells.”

      “So what do we do with him?” Gremin asked.

      “We bring him. He can help us.”

      The guard nodded. “I didn’t sign on to kill women and children. Fuck ’em all to the hells.”

      Haliden pocketed the key and extended his hand. “Haliden Stroke.”

      The man accepted it. “Jenner. Jenner Waxguard.”

      “Enough!” said Gremin. “It’s time.”

      Haliden nodded. “Right. Let’s go.”
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      Howls echoed across the dead plain. Desperate, feral calls unlike anything Haliden had heard before.

      “What in the hells is that?” he asked.

      “You damn well know what that is, artist.”

      They had finished most of the coxil weed before heading off, along with two drags each from one of Gremin’s adreena butts. But it still wasn’t enough. Even the guard, Jenner, gasped as he pushed alongside them, his armor all but discarded.

      Several shadows darted past the left side of the wagon, vanishing into the dense smoke.

      “They’re coming closer,” Gremin said. “I think they figured out our little ruse.”

      Evetner threw back part of the shielding and raised the Tritan bow. He had wanted to push alongside them, but the brothers insisted he stay with them in the wagon.

      Someone screamed to their left, followed by a strange, high pitched growl. Moments later a figure staggered out of the smoke.

      “P-please…”

      Haliden’s heart sank.

      It was a woman. Or what was left of one. Her right arm hung limp like a broken twig and her left arm was completely torn off.

      “D-don’t let it… take me!”

      Another howl resonated behind her. Louder. Closer.

      “Oh, gods, it’s coming!”

      Several shadows appeared alongside the wagon, quadrupeds darting about in the smoke like excited children.

      Evetner drew back an arrow and waited as the scope adjusted. When it was set, he took a deep breath and released.

      One of the beasts tumbled into the ash and vanished behind them.

      “Help!”

      Haliden turned to Gremin. “Give me your blade.”

      “What for?”

      “We can’t just leave her!”

      “And me and this fool can’t push this fucker on our own!” the trapper cried.

      “I won’t go to the Block with another life on my conscience. Give it to me!”

      Gremin grudgingly withdrew his nagra blade and slapped it into Haliden’s hand. “You got balls, artist. No brains, but lots of balls.”

      Haliden tucked the blade in his belt. “I’ll see you in the tunnel.”

      “Good luck, Stroke.”

      The artist broke away from the wagons and backtracked to the woman.

      She lay on her stomach, a blood trail smeared in the ash behind her.

      “Help,” she groaned.

      Haliden slid down beside her and curled an arm around her shoulders.

      “Can you walk?”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Don’t try—do it! They’re right behind us.”

      With Haliden’s help, she got to her feet and limped beside him.

      Are we even heading the right way? Haliden wondered as heat from the fire singed his neck and arms.

      “Wh-where are we going?” the woman stammered.

      “The tunnel.”

      “But the archers!”

      Haliden shook his head. “No choice! The fire is almost here.”

      A massive shadow cut them off. As it drew closer, two vulpine eyes glittered in the firelight.

      “By the gods!” the woman exclaimed.

      Haliden squeezed the nagra blade. The verax’s back bristled with arrows and one of its ears hung by a bloody thread.

      “Get behind me,” Haliden whispered.

      The verax sniffed the air, its sole ear twitching with excitement.

      Haliden’s heart slammed against his chest. Find me, Haliden. Find me…

      The beast lunged forward, its needle-like teeth bared.

      Haliden pushed the woman down and rushed it.

      When they met, the verax pinned him to the ground, slashing at his face as Haliden plunged the blade into its gills.

      “Die, you son of bitch!” he screamed.

      The verax howled in agony, its feline eyes wide with feral rage. Several of its gills opened as Haliden tore at them, the deadly acid trickling onto his hands and chest.

      Haliden screamed as the beast pressed down on him. He could feel the liquid burning through his tunic and onto skin.

      “You bastard!”

      His life flashed before his eyes: every selfish thing he had ever done, every friend and family member he had ever hurt or forgotten.

      And Milane. Most of all Milane.

      Find me, Haliden… find me…

      He was about to close his eyes when something large raced at them through the smoke.

      The verax turned just as the shadow slammed into its head, snapping it back at an unnatural angle.

      Haliden cringed as the wagon’s undercarriage rolled overhead, the wheels grinding dirt inches from his face.

      When it passed, the woman fell beside him. “Help us!” she screamed.

      The wagon turned in a great arch and then ground to a stop a few footfalls beside them.

      “Damn fool!” the trapper shouted. “Get them both in here.”

      Evetner, Jenner, and Denelby scrambled to their side and dragged them into the wagons.

      “Do you have a death wish or something?” Gremin shouted as he helped pull Haliden aboard.

      Haliden rolled onto his back, his shoulder throbbing as blood soaked through his shirt. “I abandoned one woman already this week. I wasn’t about to do it again.”

      “Save the chivalry for later,” the trapper spat. “Can you run?”

      Haliden nodded.

      Evetner laid the woman beside him. “Thank you! Thank you!” she kept repeating.

      Haliden tore two strips from his shredded tunic and fashioned tourniquets for both of her arms. When he was done, he staggered onto his feet and handed the bloody nagra blade back to the trapper. “Thank you.”

      Gremin looked at it and shook his head. “Take it. You earned it. Even if you are a damn fool.”

      “Can we go now?” Evetner shouted as he placed a rolled up blanket under the woman’s head.

      Haliden nodded. “No stopping until we get inside.”

      “You’re damn right,” Gremin shouted. And with that, they began the final approach.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A bell rang atop Beggar’s Gate, followed by a guttural horn.

      “Get ready!” Jenner gasped.

      Gremin, Jenner, and Haliden were running at full speed, pushing the wagons through smoke and embers like a giant battering ram.

      “They’ll be using the crossbows first!” Jenner shouted.

      As if on cue, a bolt slammed into the makeshift roof, the tip jutting inches from Haliden’s head.

      “Stay down boys!” Gremin cried.

      Denelby and his son dragged the woman into the front of the wagon, where Jonathan and Brandon hid inside their little crate bunker. The woman groaned as she slowly slipped into shock.

      Evetner lifted a plank and peered outside. “We got company!”

      Hundreds of shadows ran alongside them: men, women, deer, dogs, wolves, trench cats. Many were on fire, screeching and howling as they ran for the Block.

      “Watch the left!” Gremin shouted.

      An enormous shadow charged them, snarling and grunting. But at the last second it turned and charged the Block.

      “By the gods!” Haliden breathed.

      It was a magnus felltower, the largest breed in all of Alimane. It stood at least twenty footfalls tall, its hundreds of insect-like legs pounding the ground as it thundered across the plain.

      “It thinks we’re one of them!” Haliden cried.

      As it approached the tunnel, the guards began loosing bolts into its hide.

      Enraged, the beast reared up on its centipede legs and spit a stream of saliva across them.

      Haliden watched one poor soul dance about screaming, his armor and flesh dissolving in a cloud of noxious smoke.

      “Keep going!” Gremin shouted.

      Bolts slammed into the makeshift roof, one grazing Haliden’s right arm, another his leg. But before he registered the pain, the lead wagon smashed into Beggar’s Gate, tossing him face first into the rear planks.

      For a time, he lay half-conscious on the ground, a loud ringing echoing through his ears. When he finally opened his eyes, he saw Gremin and Jenner dragging themselves beneath the wagon.

      “The boys…” he groaned. “Are they okay?”

      “They’re safe!” Gremin shouted. “Lost the man and his son, though. Both of them snapped their damn necks.”

      Haliden crawled beside them and grabbed Jenner by the collar. “The fail-safe! Where is it?”

      Jenner pointed to their left. “It’s buried at the foot of the tunnel… fifty paces down.”

      “In the open?”

      Jenner nodded. “And that’s not the worst of it. Death holes line the roof. As soon as they see you they’ll either dump rocks on your head or coat you in boiling oil.”

      Haliden sighed. “We need some kind of a distraction.”

      Several large rocks slammed against the makeshift roof, rattling the wagon’s Tritan shocks.

      “Fuckin’ scags!” Gremin growled. “We’ll eat your damn livers!”

      Haliden scanned the immediate area. A dead felltower lay a dozen footfalls to their left, a bitter smell wafting off its corpse.

      “Damn that’s awful,” Jenner mumbled.

      Haliden sat up. ”Gremin… they use felltower glands for hunting, right?”

      “What in the hells does that have to do with anyth—” His eyes widened. “You can’t be serious.”

      Haliden nodded. “What better distraction is there?” He first heard about the glands as a boy from his father. They were said to contain powerful pheromones used to attract mates. Pheromones that could travel hundreds of leagues if the winds were just right.

      Just enough to draw every creature for leagues around.

      “It’ll be a shitstorm,” Gremin said.

      Haliden nodded. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      “All right, then, artist. Since I’m fresh out of ideas, draw their fire when I say. And don’t fuck this up, got it?”

      Haliden nodded.
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      The land was afire, blanketed beneath a wall of smoke and sparks.

      Haliden rubbed his charred hair as he hunkered down inside the wagon. Embers had burned most of it off, leaving a few scattered patches of tangled gray. But he no longer cared. He had other things on his mind now. Like the pair of verax fighting over a woman’s bloody corpse fifty footfalls to their right.

      The beasts snarled and snapped, ripping flesh from bone as a verax dissolved what remained of the woman’s torso beneath its gills.

      Jenner crawled beside Haliden and peered out through the hide. “You know what will happen when they’re done over there, right?”

      “So go keep them busy then,” Evetner spat.

      Jenner glanced at him. “Want to make me, boy?”

      Evetner went for his sword, but Haliden grabbed his arm. “Are you mad?”

      “He shouldn’t be here,” the boy grumbled.

      “You’re right,” Jenner said. He grabbed his sleeve and tore it back. “See this!” He thrust a horseshoe-shaped scar into Evetner’s face. “That’s the mark of a master breeder. I was apprenticed to Galaway Thren, the greatest breeder in all of Alimane. I was to take over Thren Stables when I came of age. But instead, I was conscripted into the Block guard.” He covered the scar and spat at Evetner’s feet. “No goodbyes to family or friends. No nothing! They came in the night and dragged me to this godsforsaken rock. And here I’ve lived, for nigh on three turns now. So piss on your judgement, boy.”

      Evetner fumed, but kept his mouth shut.

      “None of us chose this,” Jenner went on. “So let’s just get this done and be on our way before the fire roasts us all.”

      A blast of searing wind peeled back the hide.

      Haliden grabbed the loose corner and tucked it down. But not before he saw dozens of human torches running toward them.

      “By the gods!”

      Some were half-burnt and blackened, others completely on fire as the flames coiled around their writhing, howling bodies.

      The punchers went wild, snarling and scratching the side of the wagon.

      Haliden turned back to the south. Gremin was running to them, a bloody object swinging in his grip.

      “Get ready!” then trapper cried. When he was in range, he punctured the gland with a stick and hurled it against the right side of the tunnel.

      “They’re coming,” he gasped, his hands and face soaked with felltower blood.

      Moments later, an eerie howl echoed across the plain.

      Haliden lifted part of the shielding. Three verax and a pair of enormous felltowers were running directly at them.

      Gremin dived into the wagon as the beasts ran past. “They’ll have their hands full now,” he gasped.

      Jenner looked to Haliden and thrust out his hand. “Give me the damn key!”

      “What?”

      “Come on!” the man said. “My people put us here. Let me try to right it.”

      Reluctantly, Haliden handed it over.

      Jenner nodded. “See you inside.”

      Haliden followed Jenner to the edge of the gate and watched as the guard crept along the base of the tunnel.

      Brandon lifted the hide and squinted at the golden light. “Who are those people?”

      Haliden turned. A group of laptane-clad figures were stumbling toward them from the south.

      Evetner drew his sword. “Stay down, boys.”

      The group collapsed beside the wagon, gasping and coughing as they tore off their laptane masks.

      “Please!” a man said. “If not us, then at least take the girls.” He was old, possibly seventy turns or more. An arrow jutted from his chest and blood covered most of his laptane suit. Beside him stood two trembling teenage girls.

      Evetner looked at Haliden and shook his head. “There’s no room.”

      “Forget that.” Haliden ran over and extended his hand to one of the girls. She was red-haired and freckled, her green eyes trembling and wide.

      “What the fuck are you doing, artist?”

      “I’m not going to leave them to the fire!” Haliden shouted as he lifted her into the wagon. “Not while there’s still a chance!”

      “You forget there’s hundreds more. You plan on letting them aboard as well?”

      “If need be!” Haliden jumped into the wagon and grabbed an armload of his paintings. “We’ll make room.” He tossed them over the side, the frames cracking and splintering atop the rocky ground.

      “Come on!” Haliden shouted. “Help me!”

      Evetner shook his head. “This is madness.”

      As the men cleared out the paintings, the girls helped the wounded man aboard.

      “By the gods,” the older man wept, collapsing beside the woman. His face was pale and he was shivering violently.

      “Be still, Father,” the red-haired girl said as she wiped ash from his face and knotty beard.

      A metallic shriek echoed across the plain.

      “It’s opening!” a voice shouted from atop the tunnel.

      Haliden lifted the hide. The gate was swinging inward, revealing the deadly stretch of booby-trapped tunnel beyond.

      “They’re right!” he cried. “Beggar’s Gate is opening!”

      A bell began tolling in the distance.

      Gremin smiled. “He did it. That fucker did it!”

      “Go!” one of the girls screamed.

      Haliden jumped off the wagon and peered around the tunnel. Jenner stood a hundred footfalls away, surrounded by three drooling verax.

      “Forget him!” Gremin shouted. “Nothing we can do now.”

      Haliden ran back to the wagon and grabbed his bow. But by the time he returned, the verax were already tearing the guard to pieces.

      “Damn it!” Haliden cried. He ran back to the wagon and lifted the hide. “Evetner?”

      The boy turned from the mutilated woman, his eyes sunken and sad. “She’s gone.”

      Haliden sighed. “Keep the boys close.”

      “What’s happening?”

      “Someone has to keep them off us. I’ll watch the rear, you watch the front.”

      “I should be out there. Let me do it.”

      Haliden pointed to the brothers. “They need you more than me. Just get them inside.”

      Evetner slowly nodded. “There’s more to you than I expected, artist.”

      “We’ll see. I still have time to fuck this up.”

      Gremin jumped onto the ground and crouched behind the wagons. “We ready?”

      Haliden nocked an arrow and nodded. “Can you handle it alone?”

      “Depends. Got any more of that weed?”

      Haliden reached into his pocket and tossed him the jar. Some bits and pieces remained, but nothing more.

      Gremin popped it into his mouth and swallowed. “Here’s to one last run, eh, artist?”

      Haliden nodded. “I’ll watch our backs while you push. Just don’t stop until we’re in.”

      Gremin nodded. “Not until we’re in.”

      Dozens of giant, mechanized Tritan crossbows lined either side of the tunnel, each bearing spring-activated reloaders connected to pressure plates hidden beneath the tunnel floor. One false step, and they would be showered with bolts.

      All this just to keep us out? Haliden thought as he scanned the tunnel floor.

      Several refugees ran past. One was halfway down the tunnel when a loud click reverberated beneath his feet.

      “Watch out!” Haliden shouted.

      The Tritan crossbows turned on the man and fired. Within seconds, he and is companions were skewered with dozens of bolts.

      Several slammed into the wagons as they entered the field of fire. Haliden kept close to the trapper, even as steel heads cracked through the makeshift shielding they’d hung over the back.

      When the assault was over, the crossbows clicked back into their initial positions.

      Haliden sighed. But his relief was short-lived. Moments later, a guttural howl resonated at the far end of the tunnel.

      “We have a problem,” Evetner said.

      Haliden peeked around the wagon. Thirty yards ahead a lone matron verax tore into one of the dead men.

      “What is it?” Gremin grunted.

      “Verax. Ahead of us.”

      “How in the hells did it get in there?” Gremin shouted.

      The beast spotted the wagons and stepped out into the center of the tunnel. As its dead, white eyes widened, three more male verax jumped down from a port in the upper left side of the tunnel.

      “I’ll take the big one!” Haliden shouted. “Evetner! You have the other two!”

      “I don’t think I can,” the boy said. A bolt jutted from his armored shoulder, the tip peaking through his back.

      “Jonathan…” he said. “He can take the shot.”

      Jonathan stood at his side, his hands trembling as he gripped a bow.

      “Are you mad?” Haliden cried.

      “I can do it,” Jonathan said. He raised the bow and nocked an arrow.

      Haliden cringed as the boy drew back the bowstring with trembling arms.

      “Go for the one on the left,” Evetner said, wincing as he knelt beside him.

      Jonathan nodded, the bowstring warbling clumsily as he stared down the shaft.

      “Ready?”

      “Yes,” the little boy replied.

      “Okay. Take it down!”

      The arrow hissed through the air, hitting the beast’s right shoulder with a thud. But it kept coming.

      “Again!” Evetner cried.

      Jonathan drew back, hesitated, and then released.

      This time the verax stumbled and fell, the arrow jutting from its skull.

      Haliden raised the Tritan bow, ignoring the scope as he drew back and loosed.

      The arrow punctured the matron verax just below its throat. But like the other, it kept coming, it’s black fangs glistening in the Breath’s flickering light.

      A loud crack filled the air.

      The matron ground to a halt as pieces of wood and steel crashed down around it.

      “Watch out!” Evetner screamed.

      Gremin paled. An enormous shadow was passing over a fresh hole gouged in the tunnel roof. “In the name of all things good and mighty…”

      A colossal, fur covered claw smashed through the hole, crushing the matron verax like an ant.

      “A dyran!” Jonathan cried. “Look, Bran—a dyran!”

      Fire-blasted scales drifted past their eyes as the titan dragged the verax back through the hole.

      Haliden’s jaw dropped as the giant devoured the verax whole. “Impossible,” he muttered.

      The strange, sloth-like monstrosity stood almost four hundred footfalls tall, a sackcloth black mane running down it’s arched, scale-encrusted spine.

      Evetner’s eyes widened. “It’s almost as tall as the bloody wall!”

      Haliden stood in awe of it. Until now, the creatures had been nothing but myth, a tale whispered to children at bedtime.

      But no longer.

      A strange, piping call echoed from the massive beast’s mouth.

      “Look! There’s another!” Jonathan shouted.

      Haliden turned just as an enormous leg smashed through the tunnel behind them. Steel and wood scaffolding entangled around its massive ankles. But the dyran walked on, kicking the detritus aside as if they were pestering weeds.

      Haliden’s heart stopped. The dyran’s black, fur-covered face was flat like the face of a cliff, its single, cyclopean eye white and lifeless. It had neither ears nor nostrils, and its teeth resembled cracked pillars covered in spotted ivy.

      “By the gods!” Evetner shouted. “It has a bloody baby, too!”

      A cub clung to one of the dyran’s bellies, its claws wedged between creases in the mother’s scaly hide.

      A beam fell a few footfalls from Haliden, casting splinters into his face. Rubble lay everywhere, a maze of razor-sharp steel and flaming wood.

      Evetner jumped off the wagon and, with his good arm, began dragging debris from their path.

      Jonathan quickly joined him, his little arms straining as he lifted pieces of twisted scaffolding.

      Gremin turned to Haliden. “Keep anyone and anything off us. I can handle the pushing for now.”

      “Hells no!” Haliden replied. “I run with you.”

      Gremin grabbed his arm. “Men will need killing if we’re to get inside. You’d leave that to a child?”

      Haliden looked at Jonathan and reluctantly shook his head.

      “Then go, artist. Paint us your masterpiece. In blood.”

      The three new refugees sat silent in the wagon beside Denelby and Decker, watching Haliden through the torn hide.

      “What’s happening?” the red-headed girl asked.

      “Just stay put,” Haliden told her. He raised the bow and scanned the tunnel. They were more than halfway to the Maw, but debris blocked them in on both sides.

      And then there was the Breath. It was close enough that much of the rear tunnel was on fire. Wooden beams cracked and fell as hundreds of refugees made a final push through Beggar’s Gate.

      “Hurry!” Haliden shouted at Evetner. “It’s right behind us!”

      Gremin glanced over his shoulder. Men and women were crashing through the debris, many screaming and crying as their clothes and hair burst into flames.

      At the Maw, a line of guards blocked the way, slashing and stabbing anyone who tried to pass.

      Gremin leaned into the rear wagon, his adreena infused muscles throbbing as he pushed.

      Haliden ran alongside him, watching the dyran as they climbed the eastern portion of the Block. Their claws tore massive grooves into its charred, granite face, knocking house-sized chunks to the ground.

      “Artist!” Gremin cried. “Above the gate!”

      Haliden turned toward the Maw. Two guards were climbing a ladder beside it.

      “Where in the hells are they…?” But then he realized.

      The counterbalance!

      Haliden quickly raised the bow. But by the time the scope locked on them, both men had vanished behind a piece of low-hanging steel.

      “If they shut that door we’re all dead men!” Gremin cried.

      Desperate, Haliden grabbed the last Tritan arrow and sighted on where he guessed they might be.

      Hold… Hold… Hold…

      Exhaling, he let loose.

      Moments later, two men tumbled to the ground, one clutching his chest.

      Haliden lowered the scope. The arrow would still be traveling, burrowing through the Block’s granite and cement walls. If he’d had eyes on it, he would have seen it cut across a stairwell, slicing a surprised woman’s cheek before puncturing a guard’s stomach and passing into an adjacent store room. He would have then seen it cut through several water barrels, until finally punching through the outer wall and skidding to a slow stop aboard a bobbing cog anchored a thousand yards off shore.

      Gremin looked at him and smiled. “Good fucking shot, Stroke!”

      Haliden squinted as the fire illuminated every facet of the tunnel. It was as if the sun itself were rising directly behind them. His clothing began to char and crisp, and what remained of his hair curled and fell away. Even the punchers cowered before light, whimpering as they hid deeper inside the wagons.

      “Get ready to get off!” Evetner shouted.

      Up ahead, the Maw had become a bottleneck. Some of the refugees trickled past the guards, but most kept back, unwilling to be skewered at the end of a sword.

      “We’re runners!” Gremin shouted. “We request sanctuary for our venermin!”

      Some of the refugees stepped aside. But many more ignored them or deliberately blocked their path.

      “We have two venermin!” Gremin shouted again. “Runner’s rights! Let us pass!”

      Guards lay bloodied on the ground, crushed and torn by the mob. Some pleaded for mercy as the wagons rolled past, but they kept going.

      “It’s all falling apart!” Haliden shouted.

      “Fuck it, then! Run through ’em!”

      Haliden glanced at the trapper. “Are you mad?”

      “We came all this way, boy! I won’t die in sight of it!”

      Evetner drew his sword and braced himself between a pair of crates. The brothers sat huddled beside the excited punchers, staring wide eyed at the Breath’s growing light.

      A blast of superheated air exploded down the tunnel.

      “Down!” Haliden shouted.

      A huge section of the tunnel collapsed behind them, molten steel and flame exploding in every direction like a wave.

      A man jumped onto the right side of the wagon, his face burnt and bloody.

      Evetner raised his father’s sword and swung at the man’s chest. But the refugee jumped back, dodging the blow. As Evetner recovered, the man raised a rusty dagger and lunged forward. Evetner was quicker, though, and hacked off the man’s arm.

      Dark, arterial blood pulsed from the man’s stump, splashing across the wagon floor. But he rushed forward anyway and punched Eventer in the face.

      Haliden scrambled onto the wagon. But before he could do anything, the man spun around and kicked him in the chest.

      Haliden gasped, the wind knocked from his lungs. He tried to move, but the man tossed him onto the floor.

      “See you on the other side, runner,” he growled as he stepped on Haliden’s throat.

      Haliden clumsily clawed at the man’s filthy boot, black spots blossoming before his eyes.

      Not… like… this! He was about to lose consciousness when the man suddenly trembled violently.

      “What the…” He staggered backward, staring at something sticking out of his chest.

      “Bastards,” he slurred as he touched the tip of a massive crossbow bolt. He then collapsed over the side of the wagon.

      Flames exploded above them as another section of tunnel splashed down in a wave of sparks.

      Evetner picked Haliden up and handed him the bow.

      “Let’s go!”

      Gremin leaned into the wagon, muttering curses as Haliden dropped down beside him.

      “What the fuck are you doing, artist?” he shouted. “You’re supposed to be clearing our path!”

      “With what? An empty quiver?”

      A hundred yards ahead, the inner sanctum was chaos, a dense tangle of screaming humanity crashing against itself like a trapped wave. Two staircases lined either side of the vast room, forbidding steel doors partially ajar atop each. But the runners would have to clear a path through the crowd if they ever hoped to reach them.

      “Close the bloody gate!” someone screamed. “It’s too close!”

      Gremin glanced at Haliden. “Forget the wagons—we have to go!” He tore the hide open. “Boys! Out! Out!”

      Jonathan and Brandon jumped off the wagon, followed by the punchers. The two girls kissed their father’s still face and joined them.

      “What now?” Evetner cried.

      “I’m not just leaving everything to burn,” Haliden said. He pointed to one of the stairwells. “I’ll get help.”

      “You do that, artist. Me and the boy here will get this group inside.”

      Haliden nodded. “This is goodbye then.”

      Evetner nodded. “Good luck, Stroke.”

      Haliden knelt down before the brothers. “Stay close to him. He’ll keep you safe.”

      Both boys nodded, their faces pale and streaked with tears.

      Screams filled the inner sanctum as the Breath’s blinding light illuminated the walls. A sea of people pushed and punched their way toward the staircases, held back by only a handful of guards.

      Haliden found an opening and squeezed his way toward the staircase on the right, where a single guard stood before a large, wagon-sized steel hatch.

      “We have two venermin!” he gasped.

      The guard drew his blade. “Come any closer and I’ll cut you open.”

      Haliden raised his hands. “I’ve come too far to let it all burn. Please, friend.”

      The guard glanced past Haliden and the mobs at the two wagons marooned in the entranceway.

      “Y-your mark?” the young man stammered.

      Haliden lifted his sleeve, revealing the raw brand.

      The guard stared at it for a couple of moments then pounded on the steel door three times. Seconds later, a large wheel spun in its center, followed by a rusty screech as it slowly opened.

      A nervous looking man peered from the crack. He looked between Haliden and the wagons. “You’re serious, Stent?”

      “We’ve got two more,” the guard replied. “Get things ready. And tell the others to get out here.”

      “Piss on that!”

      The young guard reached through the crack and grabbed his companion by the throat. “You’ll do it now, or you can roast outside with the others!”

      “Okay! Okay!” the man spat. “For fuck’s sake!”

      Moments later, the door opened and a line of men clad in thick black armor poured out. Several pushed past the crowds and took up positions behind the rear wagon, while the rest lined up in front of them.

      “Get ready!” the young guard cried.

      The armored men rushed forward, plowing a path through the refugees.

      “Faster! Damn it, faster!” Haliden cried as he pushed alongside them.

      Screams erupted behind them as the tunnel completely collapsed.

      “Seal the Maw or we all die!” someone shouted.

      Haliden and the guards pushed the wagons through the steel door into a torchlit chamber beyond. They were moving so fast, though, the wagons slammed into a stack of crates, shattering them to pieces.

      “It’s done,” the young guard cried as colored parchments and feathers drifted to the ground. “Let’s go! Let’s go!”

      Haliden fell to his knees, gasping as the armor clad men fled past. Thousand of crates and steel chests were stacked all around him, many branded with identifying house marks: Hem Town, The Fells, Breeders Nook, Garim Way. Places he had neither heard of nor seen. Even the primitive tribal clans of Delwin and the Wavering Stretch were represented by handmade stone boxes.

      And then there were the garna-barra chambers. Dozens stood in the center of the room, enormous, gleaming boxes encapsulated in Tritan crusher seals and covered in meridium infused glyphs. These had come all the way from Alimane’s great cities and treasuries, where they would eventually be returned once the Breath petered out.

      But there were lesser models as well, the garna-barras of the poor. Unlike the larger chambers, these were simple four by four boxes wrought from shoddy steel and welded together in primitive forges. Most wouldn’t survive a brush fire, let alone the Breath.

      But someone carried them all the way here, Haliden thought. People who thought them important enough to risk their lives for.

      “Let’s go!” a guard yelled behind him. Two of his companions were already sealing the steel door.

      “Wait!” Haliden cried. He ran over and thrust his arm through the shrinking crack.

      A scrawny guard stood on the opposite side, pushing against him.

      “Stop, for fuck’s sake!” Haliden cried.

      The boy shook his head. “There’s no time. I’m sorry!”

      “Wait! Please!” Haliden cried.

      The boy met his eyes for an instant, but then turned and fled into the dark.

      Desperate, Haliden tried to push with his legs and arms. But the door wouldn’t budge.

      Something clicked outside, followed by a loud, metallic groan.

      “Try now!” a frightened voice said through the crack.

      Haliden pushed again and, to his relief, the door slowly opened.

      “Harder!”

      Haliden grunted and strained until he finally slipped through and fell to the ground outside.

      “Fool,” the guard said.

      Exhausted, Haliden slowly looked up at his savior. It was the young guard who had first opened the door.

      “Thank you.”

      The boy nodded. “We still need to reseal it.”

      The two strained and grunted, inching the door forward until it finally clicked shut and locked.

      “If you want to live, follow me,” the boy said.

      Haliden followed him up the flight of stairs, leaping over bodies and discarded belongings.

      Beneath them, refugees pushed past the remaining guards and stormed the stairs.

      “Go! Go!” the boy shouted.

      Haliden glanced over his shoulder. A handful of refugees were clustered by the counterweight system, manually pulling down the Maw.

      Moments later, the massive gate slammed shut, crushing several people.

      Elated cheers erupted across the chamber as darkness engulfed them. But the celebration was short-lived.

      Small patches of orange, glowing light blossomed across the massive gate.

      It’s not going to hold, Haliden thought. Molten steel was already dripping in several spots, sizzling and popping as it touched the damp ground.

      Other people saw this too and rushed the staircases.

      “Keep going!” the boy cried.

      

      A thick, iron door stood ajar a hundred steps above, a single guard standing beside it.

      “I’m closing it!” the man screamed.

      Haliden struggled up the remaining steps, his lungs and leg muscles on fire.

      Behind him, rays of light began shooting through the Maw. One hit a man and woman running behind him, slicing them both clean in half. Another cut a man down mid stride, his severed torso spilling organs across the ground.

      Dozens more soon erupted through the gate, eviscerating a group of women huddled behind a pile of overturned crates and beheading several people on the left stairwell.

      Haliden pushed past the stunned guard and fell into the room beyond.

      “Look!” someone yelled behind him.

      Haliden turned. The entire Maw now glowed bright orange, buckling inward at its center.

      “Shut the damn door!” Haliden shouted.

      The guard stood frozen, staring at the light. “This is devils’ work!”

      Haliden scrambled onto his feet and grabbed the guard. “On three we shut it or we die!”

      The man nodded. “Okay, okay!”

      “One, two… three!”

      The heavy door inched forward, its ancient, rusty hinges squealing as red rust drizzled onto the floor.

      “Harder!” Haliden growled.

      Muted screams blossomed on the opposite side, an ocean of horror and desperation crashing over them as the Maw collapsed like melted wax.

      “Come on, damn it! Close!”

      There was a loud click, followed by a sudden drop in air pressure.

      And then the chamber fell silent.

      Haliden stumbled away from the door, exhausted and dazed. His face and back were covered in burns, and a large ball of light hovered in his vision.

      “What now?” someone asked.

      Haliden blinked until his eyes slowly adjusted to the room’s meager torchlight. Dozens of faces surrounding him, all tear streaked and burnt.

      “We wait,” he said.

      “For what?”

      Haliden sighed. “I really don’t know.”
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      Haliden wept, staring at his bloody hands. He could still hear the screams outside as men and woman melted or burst into flames. But there was nothing anyone could do for them.

      A handful of survivors stood in the flickering torchlight behind him. They were a mix of women and children lucky enough to have reached the stairs before the Maw succumbed.

      “What did we do to deserve this?” Haliden breathed.

      An elderly woman covered in soot and burns stepped forward. “Be silent!” she said, gesturing at the handful of children clustered behind her. “They need hope now, not tears.”

      Haliden turned away, ashamed.

      “How will we know when it’s over?” a man asked.

      Haliden shook his head. “We won’t.”

      The elderly woman approached the door. “Be silent, you two! Do you hear that?”

      “W-what?” the man asked.

      There was a sudden gasp, like a thousand souls sucking in their last breath.

      Haliden winced as his ears popped.

      It had grown eerily silent outside the door.

      “Get back!” the elderly woman said.

      Patches of white light began blossoming across the steel door.

      “Oh, gods! Oh, gods!” the man whimpered.

      “Move!” Haliden screamed. “All of you! Get out of here!”

      The refugees scrambled to the rear of the chamber, stumbling over each other as tiny light rays erupted through the door.

      One hit the elderly woman in the face, punching a two inch hole clean through her skull; another sliced a man’s leg off, the severed limb cauterized and smoldering beside him.

      Haliden dived to the ground just as one erupted over his head. It was the purest white he had ever seen, blast furnace hot and burning anything it touched.

      His head down, Haliden made his way to a stairwell situated at the back of the room.

      The gates… they’ve all failed.

      A man rushed past, his right arm dangling by a thread as blood splattered the stairs. More rays cut through the door and walls behind him, some reaching as far as the small landing forty steps up, where a woman lay against the wall with a coin-sized hole burned clean through her forehead.

      “Milane!” Haliden cried as he took the steps two at a time. “Milane, I’m here!” His voice rebounded off the granite walls, unfamiliar, uncontrolled.

      “Milane!”

      When he finally reached the top, he found himself standing at the head of a long, torchlit corridor. The eerie blue meridium flames reflected off the wet granite walls, highlighting the dozens of steel doors lining either side.

      Haliden pushed on the closest one but it was locked. He checked three more until he finally found one that opened.

      He froze in the doorway, chilled by what he saw.

      A dozen bodies lay side by side on the floor, black veils draped over their pallid, sagging faces. Beside each lay an empty vial, the seal cracked and dotted with viscous yellow fluid.

      Haliden quickly shut the door. But the next two chambers were the same: men, women, and children, all laid out atop straw mattresses, their eyes cloudy and gray, yellow fluid dripping from bloody nostrils and gaping mouths.

      Farther down the line, he came upon a large banquet room with three enormous tables covered in exotic foods: broiled duckling with marmalade glaze, cured laptane flanks seared and peppered with shoots of sweet-sing and dried blueberries, smoked venison wrapped in bacon and thyme. All picked over and eaten before the great leap into the unknown.

      There were also rows and rows of priceless wine bottles, each bearing the mark of master vintages: Algian berry, Isle white merlot, Crown Chesin melon blended with cinnamon and true-grass. A king’s ransom, Haliden thought.

      “What a waste,” he mumbled. To make the journey all the way here only to commit suicide in the Block’s embrace?

      Madness.

      Dazed, he stumbled into the hall.

      “Milane!”

      Steam now filled the air, an acrid vapor that burned both his eyes and lungs.

      “Milane, I’m here!”

      Footfalls echoed behind him, followed by indiscernible shouting.

      Haliden’s heart pounded in his throat. The voices were growing louder, closer.

      “Stop!”

      Haliden froze.

      A man stood behind him. “What are you doing here?”

      Haliden turned. The man was middle aged and chubby, dressed in a lavish silken tunic with gold bands wrapped around his forearms and throat. His pants were made of some exotic, gleaming fiber and his shoes were cut from the finest laptane skin Haliden had ever seen.

      Royalty, he thought.

      “Answer me!” the man shouted.

      “I’m a runner.”

      “Show me your mark then!”

      Haliden pulled up his sleeve.

      The man stared at the brand and shook his head. “You shouldn’t be here. This is the Trenemy Gulch. Only statesmen and their families are allowed here.”

      “Dead statesmen, you mean.”

      The man nodded. “A privilege they paid well for.”

      Haliden stared at him, shocked.

      “Ten thousand coinage, Circle mint,” the man continued. “And all I had to do was prepare a simple cocktail of arsenic and lemon water.”

      Haliden lowered his sleeve. “I—I need to find someone. A woman.”

      The man laughed. “Don’t we all.” He turned to leave. “I suggest you find a quiet corner and die as best as you can, runner. The Block is failing.” And with that, he was gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Haliden walked for what felt like calls, navigating the dense warren of chambers and tunnels as steam and smoke nipped at his heels.

      He found more bodies, many suicides hanging from wall sconces or lying prone beside empty vials of arsenic laced juice. But some had blades jutting from their chests and skulls.

      Of the living, though, he found none; the claustrophobic tunnels were silent, every chamber still and abandoned. His mind swirled with possibilities: had his section been cut off from the rest? Was he buried alive somewhere deep inside the Block? Perhaps he was dead already, cursed to wander the Block for all eternity.

      “Milane!” he cried again and again as he ran.

      An acrid, hot breeze rushed down the tunnel, followed by a blinding orange light.

      “By the gods!”

      A pillar of fire ran at him, howling and clawing at the coiling flames.

      Haliden pressed his back against the wall as the figure passed. Pieces of burning clothing and flesh trailed in the man’s wake, vanishing into the distance.

      Haliden fell to his knees and vomited. For a time he did nothing but stare at it, his final meal splashed across the granite floor.

      But then a sound rose above his breaths: whimpering.

      Haliden slowly stood, his heart pounding in his ears.

      Another whimper, followed by a groan.

      He limped toward it. As the sound grew louder, the smoke thinned, revealing a door standing slightly ajar at the end of the tunnel.

      His breath held, Haliden pushed it open.

      The air inside was cool and damp, the smell of cinnamon incense lingering like a fading dream. In the center of the chamber stood a small altar covered in coins and empty wine glasses.

      Haliden froze.

      Behind it, two figures lay silent and still, covered in silken death shrouds.

      Slowly, he knelt down and pulled the veil from the closest figure’s face.

      I am wrath, he thought, the words echoing over and over in his soul.

      For it was him. The bastard. The knight.

      Yumen.

      Fear quickly gave way to blind rage as he stared at the man.

      My enemy.

      The dead knight’s skin was pale as milk, his lifeless eyes wide and foggy.

      “You got off easy,” Haliden whispered. He withdrew his blade and raised it above the knight’s chest. But before he could bring it down, a hand touched his ankle.

      “I knew it,” a voice whispered.

      Haliden dropped the knife.

      Her eyes were wide and bloodshot, her skin white and covered in sores. But it was her. His Milane. And she was alive.

      “How?” she said.

      Haliden stared at her, his breath held. This can’t be. Her cheeks had been dimpled and supple, but this woman’s were sallow and covered in oozing sores. And of her once black, silken hair, only a few patches remained, revealing a scalp covered in scars and blisters.

      Tears rolled down Haliden’s cheeks. “World’s end,” he whispered. He cupped her face. Was she even real?

      I no longer care…

      Her eyes trembled. “World’s end.”

      The air grew hotter as smoke and ash flowed through the open door.

      “I’m sorry,” she wept, blood trembling on her lower lip.

      Haliden caressed her emaciated body into his chest. “There’s nothing to forgive.”

      She looked deep into his eyes, weeping.

      Haliden kissed her. The past three turns dissolved in that moment, taking with it all his anger and resentment.

      For they were one again, a long lost key opening a forgotten door. He had forgotten how gentle her touch could be, how mad it drove him whenever she grasped his shoulders and neck. Everything came alive again, his passion, his inspiration, hope and love.

      And then, as quickly as it began, Milane broke away and coughed.

      Haliden took her hand and squeezed. “If only you knew how much I missed you.”

      She forced a pained smile. “I shouldn’t have listened to him. But it was all ending. All of it.”

      Haliden’s heart ached. After everything he’d been through, every awful footfall to get here, she was leaving him again. And this time to a place where he could not follow.

      “Be still,” he whispered. His throat closed up as tears rolled down his cheeks.

      She gently laughed. “We blew it, didn’t we?”

      Haliden forced a smile. “Me with my brush and you with your knight.”

      She squeezed his hand harder. “It was a wonderful ride, though.”

      Haliden nodded. “It was.”

      She smiled. “I would ask how you got here, but time is not a luxury I posses.”

      Haliden wiped his eyes. “You might not believe me if I told you.”

      She tensed as a spasm rippled across her body.

      Haliden gripped her helplessly as foam bubbled through her clenched teeth.

      She stared at him, pain and regret trembling behind her eyes.

      “Go,” she slurred. “Make all this… worth something.”

      Haliden shook his head. “It won’t be worth anything without you.”

      She arched her back as another spasm gripped her. When it passed, she took a deep, labored breath and touched his cheek. “I love you, Haliden. I always have.” She closed her eyes and kissed his lips.

      And then she fell silent.

      “Milane?” Haliden whispered. “Baby, don’t go! Don’t leave me again.”

      But she was already gone.

      Time stopped as he squeezed her lifeless hand. He couldn’t leave her. Not like this. So much unsaid, he thought, weeping. So much.

      Bitter smoke filled the chamber, snuffing out the torches.

      I’ll see you again, he thought as darkness swallowed him.
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      She glanced at him over her shoulder, smiling.

      I love you, Haliden.

      She climbed onto Instar, stroking the garron’s flowing mane. I always will.

      The two turned and slowly vanished into the night.

      Wait! Haliden cried into the darkness.

      But they were already gone.

      Golden light rushed in, sweeping away the darkness. It grew brighter and brighter, revealing a horizon stretching east to west for as far as the eye could see.

      Haliden smiled as his pain and anger drifted away.

      There was life again. Millions of souls writhing and dancing in the glorious nether.

      Live your life, Milane said. For both of us. It’s not over yet.”
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        * * *

      

      Haliden coughed.

      “You are one lucky son of a bitch,” a voice said.

      The artist slowly opened his eyes.

      Muted gray sunlight splashed across a rusted railing.

      There was a cough behind him, followed by the slap of water against a metal hull.

      Haliden turned to find a scraggly, soot covered man pumping away at a set of laptane covered oars.

      “He awakens!” the man said. “Figured we’d be tossing you to the currents before nightfall.”

      Haliden sat up, wincing as his withered muscles protested.

      “Take it easy,” came a familiar voice.

      Haliden turned. Evetner sat behind him at the bow, bald and unarmored, his undergarments scorched and covered in ash. “Welcome back,” the boy said, smiling.

      Haliden stared at him. Is this real? Are we real?

      “It’s done?” he asked.

      Evetner nodded. “Done.”

      The once barren shoreline stood a hundred yards to port, bustling with activity. Lines of men unloaded crates from landing sloops moored at ancient docks, horse-drawn wagons weighed heavy with food stores and crates rolled up and down the beach. And all under the watchful eyes of armored sellswords freshly arrived from the various cogs anchored offshore.

      An enormous flock of seagulls squawked and swooped above the rocky shore, their scorched beaks plucking up whatever scraps the freshly arrived humans dropped.

      “What is happening?” Haliden breathed. “Who are all these people?”

      “Lot owners,” Evetner said. “Come to claim land sold before the Breath.”

      Haliden squinted as a ray of sunlight washed over him. When he took in a deep breath, his lungs felt like two sagging bags of hot coals.

      He glanced about the inside of the boat. Boxes and sacks lined the hull, some stacked three layers deep.

      Haliden tensed. “Wait—the boys! Where are they?”

      “Safe,” Evetner replied.

      “Where?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Haliden sat back against the hull. Burns covered his scalp, face, and neck and his muscles trembled as the coxil weed lingered in his bloodstream.

      “How… how did you find me?”

      Evetner laughed. “Wasn’t hard. You were the only corpse that coughed when they dragged you out of the third wing.”

      “There was a woman with me,” Haliden said. “Where did they take her?”

      “Don’t know,” Evetner said. “If she was gone, they’re burning the bodies up shore.”

      Haliden’s heart dropped. So I failed, he thought. There would be no second chance now. A thousand leagues… through the hells and back, he thought. And for what?

      “Who was she?” Evetner asked.

      Haliden stared westward, where an enormous pillar of black smoke coiled up behind the Block.

      “My world,” he breathed.

      “Well I’ll tell ya, fellow,” the oarsman cut in. “You’re one lucky bastard.”

      Haliden looked at him. “You a runner, too?”

      The man laughed. “Not quite.” He raised his arm. A single word had been burned into his flesh: Pagan. “Makwa City didn’t take too kindly to the presence of a runner. This here was my parting gift before I escaped.”

      Haliden shook his head. What’s happened to us? It was as if the fire had sucked every ounce of humanity from Alimane.

      “I hooked up with a group of runners out of Seckwa Downs,” the man continued. “But we were lucky. A lot of others were killed along the road.”

      “Godsdamn vultures,” Evetner spat.

      The oarsman laughed. “And more are coming. You know how fertile the land will be in a few turns? Just twenty acres will be worth a knightship. These armored fools know that, and now they come to stake their claim.”

      Evetner huffed. “Where were they when the Breath was riding up our asses?”

      “Waiting,” the oarsman said, “for turns of investment to finally come to fruition.”

      Dozens of rowboats drifted alongside them. Some were so weighed down with crates and provisions their hulls were barely visible above the water.

      “Where are the boys?” Haliden asked again.

      The oarsman pointed at a massive cog bobbing a few hundred footfalls to port. Its hull was covered in gray laptane flesh and its sails glistened with flame retardant oil. Atop the tallest mast, a single white flag emblazoned with a gold candle snapped in the acrid breeze.

      Haliden sat up and watched as dozens of small silhouettes ran across the deck.

      “Orphans,” the oarsman said. “Going to Ithliad.”

      Playful laughter echoed from the ship, an almost alien sound after the months of misery and turmoil they had endured.

      “They’re with them,” Evetner said. “I saw to it.”

      “And that makes them the luckiest bunch to escape this godless rock,” the oarsman commented. “Most of us will be lucky to end up in Alg or the Culver.”

      Ithliad, Haliden thought. His heart swelled. The land of milk and honey. It was one of the few empires to know relative peace these last thirty turns. A place Haliden had always dreamt of visiting.

      Two silhouettes suddenly midship accompanied by a group of dogs.

      “There… look!” Evetner said, pointing at them.

      Haliden stood. He could just make out Bran and Jon waving at him from the railing as the punchers barked and jumped beside them.

      “They’ll be well cared for now,” Evetner said as the cog slowly raised its massive anchor.

      “I’d hope so,” the oarsman laughed. “You could have choked a verax with that sack of gold you gave the captain.”

      Haliden turned to Evetner. “Gold?”

      “Two venermin… two thousand coinage.”

      Haliden’s jaw dropped.

      “You mean to tell me you didn’t know?” Evetner said.

      Haliden shook his head.

      “And here I thought you were just in it for the coinage.”

      “What of the trapper?”

      “Going with them, punchers and all,” Evetner replied, nodding at the ship. “I paid his way from my share. He earned it as much as us.”

      “They’ll know happiness now,” the oarsman said. “The orphanages of Ithliad are tended by the Priun Order. Mothers of the deceased. They’ll find the life they deserve there.”

      A horn echoed aboard the cog. Moments later, oars extended from dozens of small ports lining its hull.

      Haliden waved at the brothers as the ship slowly drifted out to sea.

      “Goodbye,” he whispered.

      The boys ran along the deck, keeping in sight of Haliden and Evetner until the cog finally dipped below the horizon line.

      Haliden stood silent for a time after.

      “I’ll miss them,” Evetner said.

      Haliden nodded. “Me too.”

      The oarsman hocked a wad of phlegm into the Acid’s deadly currents. “Well… it’s about that time, gentlemen. The Verax’s Bitch awaits.”

      Evetner huffed. “Fitting name for our ride, don’t you think?”

      Haliden lay back atop the skiff’s clutter, exhausted and aching. Above them, a single seagull drifted back and forth on an invisible air current.

      Evetner looked down at him and smiled. “So what will you do with your new life?”

      Haliden sighed. “Start over.”

      Cotton-like clouds expanded and dissolved across the blue sky, each filled with hope and possibilities.

      Evetner nodded, his hand resting on his father’s sword. “A blank canvas.”

      At this, Haliden smiled.

      “A blank canvas indeed.”
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      But when I write I am who I want to be: the good, the bad, the heinous and everything else in between. That's why I do it. That's why I love it. 

      But writing isn't my only bag of tricks. I'm also a videographer and editor with a successful business I run out of my home town in NJ. Also, when the desire hits me, I enjoy exploring and photographing abandoned buildings and institutions.  You can check out some of my adventures here! 

      I'm also an enormous fan of cinema (I went to SVA and majored in film/video editing). If you have free time be sure to check out my thesis film and documentary, both of which I produced and directed.
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        Thank you again for taking the journey with me.  If you

        enjoyed the book visit me below for future giveaways and news on upcoming releases

        www.chrissendrowski.com
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