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“Fifteen years ago, I was a part of the greatest Kaveri team Sadras has ever known. You ever hear of the Blue Diamond Ballers?”
The pot bellied man leaned so far back on his stool that for a hopeful second I thought he’d crash. Somehow the little toad maintained his balance. My dreams dashed, I turned back to the counter and took a swig from the tankard sitting in front of me. A shot of fire burned down my throat. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back, almost sinking into enjoyment when something hard and knobby pressed against my shoulder. 
My eyes shot open. “Don’t touch me.”
That idiot smile reemerged on the toad’s face. “Hey, did you hear me? I was the defensive end on the Blue Diamond Ballers.”
“Never heard of ‘em.”
The toad scowled. He was an unimpressive specimen, well advanced into middle age with an unkept beard that was more salt than pepper and a belly that bent his spine forward, shaving off a few critical inches. Enough to take him from average to short. I refocused on my drink and the bar, though I kept the drunk in the corner of my vision.
I raised my hand out flat, palm out. “Barkeep.” 
“What can I get ya?” He didn’t raise his head from the cut-glass mug he was rinsing. 
“Do you have any blackvine wine?” 
“No, but I’m expecting a shipment later tonight. I’ll let you know when it arrives.”
“Many thanks.” I inclined my head.
He grunted in response.
I took a swig from my tankard, before scanning the bar. It was rectangular with an empty center from which the barkeep worked. That meant I had four sides to patrol, to say nothing of the booths and tables squished up against the walls. Another slug of ale burned hot and satisfying down my throat. Little tendrils of warmth spread out through my body, soothing my aching muscles and quelling the minor scrapes and wounds across my extremities. Last night’s mission had taken me to a gravel yard and I’d shredded a good pair of gloves and boots in the capture. My skin was still raw and pink in patches, but it wasn’t serious enough to warrant a healing potion. The wounds would reknit themselves by first light.
I slumped forward onto the bar. Anyone watching would assume I was deep into my cups. My hand crept beneath the table and stroked the rope covered haft of my knife. The rough textured string, worn down by a thousand such strokes brought me some measure of comfort. No matter how many times I’d done this, I’d never quite managed to rid myself of the rising tension. That great nervy fog bank that settled over my stomach prior to a capture. 
No, it couldn’t be dismissed. But, it could be harnessed. Transmuted. Nerves and excitement were little more than two sides of the same coin, and so I set my mental alchemy to transforming anxiety into eagerness.
The bar was lightly occupied. A pair of Zenitheans were huddled in a booth by the corner. One kept looking back at the room, his expansive, black eyes crunched and furtive. To my left, a broad chested workman was kissing a cyan skinned nymph. Their lips parted and she caught my eye over his shoulder. She winked. I looked away. The last thing I needed tonight was to get into a fight with some ironworker.
The door creaked open behind me, and it took everything in my willpower not to turn around. The barkeep looked up lazily, before returning to his glass. My heart beat three, four, five times. He sighed and set down his glass. Reaching under the counter, he brought up a thin glass bottle. Flicking its top open with thoughtless expertise, he drained a small portion into a thin glass flute.
“Just remembered I had some blackvine under the counter,” he grumbled as he set the drink in front of me. The bones in his beard clattered together gently, like a wind chime shaking in the breeze. I studied the bits of white hanging in that mass of scraggly brown. They were human more likely than not. The barkeep was a karsman, a rarity among that profession. Most of those mounted devils were better for little more than foundry work. 
I tossed it back. A warming buzz slithered down my throat. The nerves had long since become an overweening excitement. I gave my knife handle another stroke for good luck.
“Many thanks.”
A harsh grunt issued across the counter, but I’d already turned my back on the karsman- a dangerous proposition in most settings- and my eyes were locked across the room on the Black Dahlia, the Midnight Rose; she’d garnered quite a few nicknames in the broadsheets that were allowed to publish in Baron Azara’s quarter.
She was instantly recognizable from the charcoal sketches I’d been given earlier that day.
“Hey, what’s that?” 
I turned and saw the toad eyeing my drink. His face was flushed and he looked about ready to crash off his stool.
“I took the Blue Diamonds to the Salt Cup.” He hiccuped. “Beat the Red Scorpions 42-17. Best damn game of my life. So, you gonna buy me a round or what?”
I pushed my stool back and stood up, facing the bar. Keeping one eye on the lady in black lace as she flirted with a young foundryman in the corner and one eye on the toad, I bent back ever so slightly on my right ankle.
“Hey, I’m talking to-”
The satisfying crunch of bone on bone filled the room. Like a wisp of smoke, a smile curled up the side of my face.
Little bugger couldn’t have gotten more ugly. If anything, I did him a favor.
Every eye in the room had landed squarely on my back. I snorted and gave a half wave. The stares dissipated like fog before a fire, though they were soon replaced by wary darting glances. 
No matter.
I’d shone a limestone light on myself, but in a karsman’s bar such occurrences were to be expected.
One pair of eyes did not leave me, however.
The lady in black dropped her hands from around the foundryman’s throat and stood up.
“What do you think you’re doing?” he said angrily. “You think I don’t got money? I got plenty of money. Whore.”
He spat into the wood shavings that were scattered across the bar floor as he made to grab her. A second later his blood mingled with the spittle. This drew more than wide eyes. The rasp of steel on leather and the sound of nail reinforced boots clamping on the floorboards filled the cramped room, but I had no eyes for the other patrons. In a flash, I was darting towards the door. I made the sign of the sun as I leapt over the rivulet of blood formed from the foundryman’s throat. Superstition though it may be, crossing flowing blood was bad luck. 
I grimaced as a burst of crushed jasmine assaulted my nostrils. 
Then I was out the open door and in the alleyway. Tall stone buildings stretched off to either side. The street was lit by two lameraei lamps, but they did little to illuminate the night. The larvae must be almost done pupating.
Damn cheapskate Azara.
In the wealthier neighborhoods lameraei larvae were switched out every two weeks. I scanned the building tops. Faint light penetrated the greyling sky. I was old enough to remember what the moon and stars looked like. The younger generations thought them myths, dreamed up by their elders to adorn their bedtime stories. Now, the only evidence of their existence came from the dim nightglow. I closed my eyes and sniffed. 
It was fainter outside, but I could still pick out traces of jasmine riding faintly on the wind, overlaid by heavy wafts of smog and offal. 
A surge of gratitude flowed through me and I felt like laughing. This must be the first time anyone has ever been grateful for the absence of air scrubbers. Azara’s miserliness was proving an unexpected boon.
. I followed the scent for a few yards before it abruptly ended. I cocked my head back and looked up at the night sky, momentarily confused. 
Where could she’ve gone?
A silhouette, the flap of silk and the scurry of slippered feet. I crouched and leapt into the air. For a handful of dizzying seconds I was weightless. A shiver ran up my spine. The uncovered windows were staring pits of darkness. 
I landed with a thud atop the apartment block. My seven league boots absorbed most of the blow. I stood up and sprinted across the rooftop. A black lace bodice and matching skirt camouflaged her against the night. Flashes of milky white skin and moonspun hair flashed bright enough for me to track her. 
Not that I needed the visibility. The traces of crushed jasmine drew me along strongly enough that I could’ve traced her path with my eyes shut. She glanced over her shoulder, her eyes wide and nervous. My seven league boots were doing their work and despite her extra-human speed, I was rapidly closing the distance between us.
A comfortable sweat poured down my body, lubricating my joints. I was a loping mountain cat ready to mount its prey. I fingered the bundled rope at my belt. 
It was almost disappointing how easy this was going to be.
The lip of the roof was fast approaching. I slowed down just a hair. With the momentum we both had behind us, catching her here would likely send us both tumbling into space. Better to catch her on the next roof. 
Without breaking stride, she bunched up at the edge of the roof and launched herself into space. A half second later I was pushing off too. 
My heart caught in my throat. No matter how many times I did this, it still shook me being this high off the ground. We were at the midpoint when she twisted around. Her hand emerged from a pouch. A triumphant smile flashed across her face as she turned something small and translucent towards me.
What the hell is that?
My question was answered a moment later when a furious gust of wind crashed across my chest and sent me hurtling away.
I smacked against the stone side of the building I’d been running on just moments earlier, landing with enough force to kill a normal man. Instead of dying, I fell ignobly to the ground, landing in a heap of discarded ashes.
A puff of cinders plumed around me, causing me to sneeze. I wiped my nose and quietly swore as I fought back a wicked headache. Black dots crossed my field of vision and for a second I feared I would lose consciousness. 
I heaved in a deep breath and forced myself to my feet.
The game had changed. This was no harmless succubus. Someone had armed her. Someone with enough money to buy an elemental. Or she’d stolen it. Even as the idea popped into my head, I dismissed it. Anyone powerful enough to own an elemental was also dangerous enough to guard it against a street level succubus with a penchant for murder.
I shook my head. There’d be time enough to worry about that later. I stood up and crouched down. Then I jumped, letting the boots do the work as I soared back up to the neighboring apartment block. I closed my eyes and sniffed. Nothing. 
The wind must’ve been strong enough to carry away her scent. I glanced up at the sky. There was enough light. Bringing my right forearm up to my face, I peered down at the small, glass orb that sat fastened to the leather band around my wrist.
“Where did she go?” I whispered.
A narrow blob of white bobbed up from the inky black liquid that filled most of the sphere. I waited impatiently as the knuckle bone slowly morphed into a narrow needle. It swung in a broad half-circle, skimming the dark surface before finally settling straight ahead.
I lowered my arm and ran in the direction the bone indicated. I gritted my teeth as a new collection of aches and pains asserted themselves. With how much Baron Azara was offering for the Black Dahlia, I could afford to take a few days, hell a few weeks if I really wanted, after her capture to rest up.
Anyways, the seven league boots were doing most of the work. My strides lengthened and soon each step was a blur, the objects to the side of my vision stretching into disjointed puddles of color as the boots transported me further and further. There was a danger here. I could easily overshoot my target if I wasn’t careful. 
I slowed back into a jog and then stopped.
Lifting my head, I inhaled deeply through my nostrils.
Crushed jasmine. 
I lifted the persei to my face and repeated my question. The knuckle bone elongated, twisted and pointed to the side and slightly down. I wet my lips. She was close.
The apartment blocks I’d been running across were roughly a hundred yards wide by two hundred long. With that much space available, the denizens had taken it upon themselves to set up workshops, roosteries, rooftop gardens and even a miniature kaveri court, though it looked far from regulation.
I unfastened the rope from my belt and stalked on. The scent of crushed jasmine strengthened until it was all I could smell. A smile flitted across my face. Up ahead was a low wall, beyond which was a greenhouse. She must be hiding in the narrow confines between the two.
I made my way over, quiet as a room full of feathers until I was directly at the wall. I held the rope in one hand and kept the other open. Her little blitz with the elemental orb had put me on edge. 
The wall only came up to my chest. Briefly, the thought of consulting the persei skipped across my mind, but I immediately dismissed it. The smell was far too strong to ignore, besides which even a whisper at this distance would be audible. 
Instead, I padded silently to the wall in a crouch. It only took a moment to find where the smell was strongest and then I pounced. Leaping to my feet, I looked over the wall and saw a wadded up bundle of clothing.
“Expecting someone?”
I swore as I turned around and came face to face with the succubi. She was far more visible without her black, lace coverings.But, it wasn’t her perky breasts with their strawberry nippples that I was looking at: Nor was it her smooth stomach, taut, athletic thighs, nor her neatly shaven slit that my eyes were drawn to.
No, it was the smooth glass orb she held twisted between two fingers. It was no bigger than one of the marbles that street urchins played with in the alleys below. But, this was obviously no toy. Bursts of angry crimson light shot out of the sphere at irregular intervals.
The corners of her lips tugged up into a saucy, half-smile.
“Should’ve stayed home tonight, hun,” she said.
I dodged to the side. My shoulder made contact with the stony rooftop. I stifled a cry as I rolled back onto my feet. Whatever pain the contact had caused was overpowered by a sudden burst of broiling heat that shot past me, missing my body by mere inches.
I crouched and burst forward, focusing all of my concentration on the seven league boots. 
She twisted towards me, but it was too late. I collided against the wayward demon. Soft flesh pressed against mine and before she could fire again, I knocked her right hand violently against the ground. Two glass orbs scattered away. One burned a fiery red, the other stirring with the barely suppressed force of a hurricane.
Pale violet eyes found mine. She spat in my face. 
I shook my head, letting the spit run down the side of my cheek. Succubus saliva was hardly dangerous, though much else about them was.
“Who gave you those spheres?” I said.
Her mouth widened into a sickly smile. “Isn’t there something else I can interest you in, handsome?”
She pressed her body up against mine. My muscles stiffened, certain that she was trying to break free. Then her crotch rubbed seductively against mine and my mind snapped back into focus. 
Of course, she was a succubus pinned down by a superior force. Different tactics were in order.
Now, it came time for another part of my body to stiffen. I sighed, and briefly considered the logistics of getting her back into her clothes before I took her to the barbican. 
She arched her back, allowing her breasts to push gently against my ribcage. I locked eyes with the demon.
“This is going to hurt you more than it’s going to hurt me,” I said.
Before she had a chance to respond, I snapped my head forward. Our skulls collided with a crack. The temptress went limp in my arms. Hurriedly, I turned the demon onto her back and got to work tying together her wrists and ankles. It only took a minute before I had her hogtied. 
I tested the ropes twice to make sure they were securely fastened. Stepping to the side, I leaned down and reached to pick up the orbs. 
A heavy leather boot stepped onto the nearest glass sphere, missing my finger by mere inches.
My hand shot back as I stumbled to my feet. Looking down from beneath a finely woven spider-silk cowl was a narrow, lean face. A faint white scar ran from the tip of his right temple straight down to where his scraggly black beard began.
“What are you doing in Baron Azara’s quarter?” Elias said.
My eyes narrowed. “No reason not to be. You think you can waltz in and take over a whole section of the city for yourself.”
“Not for himself.” A new figure emerged from behind a nearby roostery. The soft snapping of the wrestrels and the smell of their shit obscured her approach. Still, I would’ve known that voice anywhere.
“Nice to see you Anna. So, this is a family affair?” I stepped back until I was straddling the Black Dahlia. Her eyes fluttered. That headbutt would’ve put a normal human into a coma at minimum, but she already appeared to be coming to her senses.
“You could say that.” Elias smirked.
I whipped my wrist up. “Where is he?”
The knucklebone elongated and a pit of dread formed in my stomach as it pointed right behind me. A whiff of vinegar filled my nose. Twisting on my heel, I brought my leg around in a whip like motion. It connected heavily with what felt like a sandbag. I watched with no small satisfaction as Mikael Taran, by far the heftiest of the clan Taran, skidded on his backside across the rooftop.
“This is my bounty. I captured her fair and square.” With a flourish, I unsheathed the twin crescent swords that rested crosswise over my back.
Elias wrinkled his nose. Looking at that narrow face half-hidden beneath his cowl, you would never guess that he controlled one of the most powerful bounty hunting syndicates in Sadras. 
And that wasn’t the half of it.
If even a tenth of the rumors were true, their activities which delved into the other side of the law were lucrative enough to bring their family into the aristocracy of Sadras’s criminal underbelly.
Elias spat on the ground. “Very well, this harlot is hardly worth our notice. However, we must be compensated for our time in some manner. These spheres will do. Anna” his voice rose, “fetch the elementals and then see to your oaf of a brother.”
Lifting his foot, he kicked the marble-like orb back to the girl in the shadows. She leaned down to pick it up and for a moment the bright blue of her irises flashed in the shadows. Then, she straightened up.
I held my breath. Those orbs were worth a small fortune all on their own. 
As if reading my mind, Elias shouted back, “There’s one behind me too.” Anna veered off and picked up the other elemental orb, itself no more than a pinprick of reflected light.
Elias never took his eyes off mine the entire time. When he spoke again, his voice had dropped to a whisper. “You’ve been warned. Baron Azara’s quarter belongs to the clan Taran now. Enter at your own peril.”
I raised my swords and took a half-step forward, mindful of the nude and delirious devil woman I was straddling. “Yeah, yeah, shove it up your ass.”
Elias didn’t bother to acknowledge my last remark. With a flourish of his cloak, he turned and made his way to the balcony. From behind, the sounds of Mikael’s panting filled the air as he heaved himself up.
I didn’t bother looking back. Mikael was a fearsome fighter under the right circumstances, but he wasn’t exactly gifted in the brains department. That was the purview of Elias. Mikael was a classic grunt, a foot soldier who could be relied upon to follow orders and little else. Wearily, Mikael dragged himself towards the edge of the roof, shooting daggers at me the whole way. 
I gave him a friendly wave. He made a rude hand gesture.
Elias tensed at the edge of the roof, before leaping softly to the ground below. Anna took hold of a rope and kicked herself out into the night air, but not before her eyes connected with mine. Mikael followed shortly after. 
I stood for a minute, staring off into space as I thought over what had just occurred. I rubbed my thumb in nervous half-circles around the outside of my fist. 
What could be compelling the Tarans to act so boldly as to claim an entire Baron’s quarter for themselves?
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“Everything go okay tonight?”
I grunted.
“Okay, Mr. Congeniality.”
“I’m sorry,” I sighed. “I got her, but there were complications.”
Jezzie raised an eyebrow as I settled into the wooden kitchen chair she kept wedged between the door and the stove. I kicked my feet out and leaned back against its stiff back. 
A pewter mug found its way into my hands. “Tell me about it.” 
“Well, first off I had to crack a skull before I even started the chase.” I took a swig of foamy ale and felt my spirits lift just a smidge. “You follow kaveri, have you ever heard of a team called the Blue Diamond Ballers?”
Jezzie’s face grew thoughtful. “No, I don’t believe I ever have. Unless,” she trailed off. “I think there was a foundry league by that name playing prior to the Declension. Oh yes, now I remember. It was quite the fracas. Somehow they made it to the Salt Cup. The broadsheets were all over them at the time.”
“Really,” I said, leaning forward. 
“They were beaten pretty badly by the Red Scorpions. It was such an embarrassment that the king ordered half their roster sacrificed. Any reason why you bring it up?” she said.
“I met their star player tonight,” I said dryly.
“Oh, what was he like?” 
“He was better before I found him. Circumstance compelled me to give him a facial rearrangement,” I said.
“Oh my,” Jezzie said, clutching her hands below her bosoms. 
I had to say, I liked that pose. It pushed up her already ample breasts, amplifying her charm.
“Anyways, she took me on a merry chase across the rooftops. Here’s where it gets interesting. She had an elemental orb.”
Jezzie arched an eyebrow and turned from the stovetop where she’d been stirring a big pot. “Where’d she get that?”
“Beats me,” I said, shrugging.
“You didn’t ask her?”
I flashed back to the embarrassing struggle that had consisted of me dragging her bare ass naked halfway across the quarter to Azara’s barbican. The dungeon staff were not amused, and had almost tried to arrest me for my troubles. In the end, a modest kickback had been arranged. 
I was still smarting from the loss.
“She wasn’t exactly cooperative,” I said. 
“Well, where are they? Show me the orbs!” 
“That’s the other thing.” I took a heavy swig before I continued. “The clan Taran showed up and stole them before I could lay hands on ‘em.”
“Oh, you poor thing.” Jezzie delicately pulled my mug away from me and put it on a nearby table. I leaned further back as she draped herself across my lap. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath of her perfumed scent.
Not for the first time, I was grateful to have taken Jezzie as my first. It was hard to imagine there’d been a time when a man was limited to only one wife. Despite all the other troubles brought about by the Declension, at least it had done away with that archaic tradition.
The new law of the land, promulgated separately but uniformly by the Barons stipulated that a man could take as many wives as he was capable of maintaining. At the moment, that meant just Jezzie.
But, I had high hopes for myself. I may have been lowborn, just another refugee from the countryside. But, the gap between my origins and my present circumstances was as wide as the gap between the sun and the ground.
Jezzie giggled as I nuzzled my face tighter into the crook between her head and her shoulder.
Sadras was many things. A fractured hive teeming with millions of disparate souls, drawn from across the broad sweep of the Cracked Empire like iron filings to a magnet. A filthy sty for the poorer classes and a pleasure garden for the wealthy merchants and barons. Misery for some, ecstasy for others.
For me, it represented one thing and one thing only: opportunity.
In Sadras alone a man could forge himself into the mold of his ambition. 
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I sniffed. “Smells like that cheapskate Azara finally paid for air scrubbers.”
“I prefer the air as is,” Albion said. “Ho’ gentlemen, fine day for a game.”
He raised his arm in a friendly salute towards a group of ash gremlins. They hissed, looking up suspiciously through reptilian eyes. But, Albion’s attention had already shifted elsewhere.
“Why do you insist on doing that?” I hissed. 
“Doing what? Being a good neighbor? Dear Matheus, if a Taran or, providence forbid, an inspector general were to come creeping around, who do you think these fine folk would be more likely to inform on: the scowling ice-cicle or the man with a smile on his face?”
I snorted. “He’ll inform on whoever he’s paid to inform on.”
A twinkle shone out of the corner of Albion’s eye. “Good answer.”
With a switch of his wrist, he brought up a bag of coins and tossed it up underhand through the air, before expertly catching it on the descent. With a bare flourish, he hid the bag back in his pockets. 
“But, that’s only half the picture. You’re much too cynical.”
“Hard not to be when you live in an ash heap.” I wrinkled my nose and stepped over the splayed out body of a karsman.
“Dead or drunk?” I said. The question had become a favorite game of the street urchins who haunted the back alleys of Sadras.
Albion peered over his shoulder and down. “Dead, I’d say by the size of the hole in his back.”
I looked back to confirm his answer, though I’d already guessed as much. No drunk looked that pale.
“You can take the karsman out of the plains, but you can’t take the plains out of the karsman,” I said.
“What a terrible stereotype,” Albion said. 
I grunted.
“So, what was this job you wanted to speak with me about?” I said.
“Have you been following the baron’s war between Zhila and Dhanmark?” 
“On and off,” I said, creasing my forehead. A baron’s war wasn’t something that got reported on in the broadsheets. They were waged at night, on rooftops, through assassinations and subterfuge. Zhila and Dhanmark were two minor Barons, twin brothers born in the provinces but they’d each laid down a stake in Sadras early enough that their slim quarters constituted some of the best prime real estate in all the valley. It was rumored Zhila had been born first, while Dhanmark had come close behind clinging to Zhila’s heel. Regardless of the birth order, they’d spent the past two decades in near constant squabbles before all out war had broken out between the two a few years past. Things had gotten so bad that the two sides had stopped recognizing each other’s internal passports. Suddenly, crossing the street had become a crime punishable by death. I’d seen the hastily erected barricades separating the two quarters. A mess of bricks and stone, sloppily mortared together. Glass shards studded the top.
“Baron Rhu has won,” Albion said. His tone took on a grave cast. “The night before last, his forces swept over Baron Dhanmark’s mansion.”
“How’s the good baron faring?” I said.
“He’s been stuffed,” Albion said.
I shuddered. 
“That isn’t going to make things any easier.”
“No,” Albion said. He was quiet for a moment. “No, it’s not.”
“Got a light?” A green-grey scaled goblin poked a stout pipe in my face. I swatted it away. 
“Bugger off,” I scowled.
Anger shone in the goblin’s reddish eyes, but he slunk off. I kept my eyes on the miscreant until he’d disappeared into a side alley. Like most goblins, he was short and wiry, no taller than my shoulder. But, the sickle shaped claws that hung from his fingers and toes were every bit as sharp as a freshly whetted knife, and I knew from experience those knotted muscles could generate a surprising amount of force.
“The job,” I said sharply. The sudden intrusion had annoyed me more than it should have.
“You’re not going to like this,” Albion said, tugging at his silvery beard.
“Try me.”
“Her name is Alice. She’s a changeling, a one time agent of Baron Rhu,” Albion said.
“A changeling, that’ll be tricky. Who’s paying?”
“Well, as I said, she was formerly in the employ of Rhu.”
“No.”
“Matheus, you must listen to the rest of what I have to say.”
I cast the old man a stony glance, before deliberately turning my back to him. I sauntered off into a side alley. It was a shortcut home, one I’d taken many times before.
“Come to me when you have a mark worth chasing.” I said, not bothering to turn around.
A hand gripped my shoulder. I spun around. Sallow lines wrinkled Albion’s face, which had taken on a distinctly serious cast. 
“I’m not working for Rhu. Not for all the marks in the empire.”
“This goes beyond a simple job. Alice is special, she has important information about the inner machinations of Rhu’s court.”
“So?” I lifted an eyebrow.
Albion lifted two fingers. “One, there’s no reason we can’t extract some information of our own before we turn her over. Two, she’s a high level operative. Rhu will be in debt to you. If you don’t gain his trust, you’ll at least have an in to his court. To other jobs that will bring you closer to the man.”
“What are you proposing?” 
“In a week’s time, Rhu will have control of Zhila’s quarter as well. The scales of power are tipping dangerously in his favor. It won’t be long before a new king rules in Sadras.”
“He wouldn’t dare crown himself.” I frowned. 
“He might.” Albion shrugged. “Or, he might prefer to rule from the shadows. A stuffed man can linger for years and years. An eternity maybe? Who knows?”
“So what, I do this job, gain access to his inner circle and kill him? That’s far easier said than done. Rhu isn’t going to extend that sort of privilege to a bounty hunter, no matter how good he may be.”
“What’s the alternative,” Albion said. “The man is wresting control of the city block by block, quarter by quarter. Changes are coming whether you want them or not.”
My shoulders rose as I suppressed a sigh.
“I’ll consider it,” I said. “There’s something else I need to speak to you about.”
“I’m listening,” Albion said.
Quickly, I filled him in on the incident with the Taran clan. When I finished, he paused and looked at me for a moment with his lips pursed. 
“This complicates things,” he said. “I’m too old to come back out, but I think I know someone who could be of assistance to you.”
“Hold up,” I said, extending a hand, palm out. “I’m looking for tactical advice here. I work alone, remember.”
Albion rolled his eyes. “I’m well aware of your aversion to partnering. That’s why I’m proposing an apprenticeship.”
“Not interested,” I said.
“I’m asking this as a personal favor. She’s my niece, a good girl from the provinces. She’s been trained as a ranger. I’ve requested her reports and they all confirm she’s skilled in the arts of stealth and tracking,” Albion said.
“You would let your own niece exchange the safety of a ranger position for the danger and uncertainty of life as a bounty hunter?” I said.
“Since the Declension, funding for the rangers has dried to a trickle even as the forests have receded,” Albion said.
“So, she doesn’t have a job,” I said.
“Before my brother died, he asked me to take her on if anything should ever happen to him and his wife. I’d convinced him to let me enroll her in the ranger academy instead, but with the proviso that I would take her on if that failed. You don’t know how bad things have gotten in the provinces. The Declension eats away at the last remaining patches of fertile ground, swallowing up more and more by the year. There’s no work for her out there, and I’m much too old to train up a new apprentice,” Albion said.
The old man’s wrinkles lent his face a somber cast. 
“I can’t say no, can I?” I said.
“You can always say no,” Albion said. “But, it would be the wrong thing to do. After all, I remember a stripling come in from the provinces not so long ago who didn’t have a copper daric to his name.”
“Yes, yes, alright, I’ll take her on,” I said. I wrinkled my nose. “When does she arrive?”
“Kim is waiting for us back at my workshop,” Albion said.
“So, this was the plan all along?” I said.
Albion clapped me on the back, a merry chuckle escaping his lips. “You two will get along fine.”
[image: image-placeholder]A wall of eyes stared back at me, blank and brightly colored. I shivered. No matter how many times I saw them, they’d never not be creepy.
“I have a pot of tea on the stove. I’ll leave you two to acquaint yourselves,” Albion said.
He retreated down the corridor, leaving me with Kim. Her svelte form was covered by a dark green tunic; her leggings were a shade lighter. A pile of deep auburn hair was tied back in a neat ponytail. She sat with her knees together and her lips pressed into a tight line. Bright emerald eyes roamed the room.
“So, you want to be a bounty hunter?” I took the lead.  We’d taken care of introductions under the auspices of Albion. Now, it was time to get down to brass tacks.
Kim glanced my way, a good natured grin lighting up her face. “If you’ll have me.”
“What do you know about capturing live prey?” I said.
“I can set a snare, if that’s what you mean. Plenty of opportunity for that in the service. It’s not so common since the Declension, but the barons still love to hunt. They pay us to capture wild cats and deer. Much else besides. We keep logs and map their territory.”
My ears perked up at the last bit. “You can read and write?”
“Aye, and do figures. Simple stuff really.”
“That could come in handy,” I said. “Truth be told, I don’t have much say in the matter.”
“And what matter is that?” she said.
“Taking you on.”
“That’s not true?” A stubborn look crossed her face. “My mom said we always get to choose. Life’s full of choices and all.”
I snorted. “That’s a novel take on the situation. But, seeing as your uncle trained up me, it would be rather unseemly of me to reject you.”
“He trained you? In what, glass blowing? Painting eyes on prosthetics?” Confusion had spread across her face.
“Are you being flip with me?”
Kim bit her lip. “My uncle’s not just a craftsman, is he?”
My stomach burned with frustration.
Why had he left this up for me to explain?
“He is now. Mostly.” I drew in a deep breath. “At one time your uncle was the most feared bounty hunter in all of Sadras. He took me under his wing when I was little more than a boy, set me up and taught me everything I know. Now, I get to return the favor.”
“I don’t understand why he wouldn’t tell me this himself?” Kim said.
I shrugged. “Who knows, he’s always been a secretive bugger.”
“Pray tell, who are you calling a bugger?” Albion said as he reentered the room, a tray filled with three steaming mugs balanced expertly on one hand. In his master craftsman robe and with his slender oval eyeglasses perched atop his steep, ridge-like nose, he looked every inch the doting grandfather. I shook my head, bemused at his disarming appearance. Anyone who’d seen him in combat, anyone who’d seen him rip an arm from a still-living goblin with his bare hands, would have a seizure trying to reconcile the two.
I took the mug from his tray and inhaled a deep draft of steam. It cleared my nostrils of the muck and filth that’d begun to accumulate from the street air. Across the room, Albion crouched beside Kim who graciously took a mug. He then set the tray down on a nearby table, before taking the last cup for himself.
“Uncle, you never told me you were a bounty hunter!” Kim said.
“You never asked.”
I rolled my eyes and interjected before the line of questioning could grow even more absurd.
“I’ve agreed to take her on. It sounds like she knows some of the basics. Enough that she won’t be too much of a headache.” Kim bristled. I ignored her. “Before we go any further, she’ll have to be outfitted. Do you still keep in touch with Oranus?”
Albion set his mug of tea down on the table and clapped his hands. 
“Excellent,” he said. “Well, I haven’t kept up with the lad, but I’d be surprised if he’s moved on from his old place.”
Kim held up a hand in front of her chest.
“Hold on, before we go any further, let’s get one thing clear. I’m grateful and all, but if you think I’m just some useless sidekick you’re taking on as a favor to my uncle then I don’t need to be here.”
“How valuable do you think you are to my operation and myself?”
Kim opened her mouth, no doubt to let loose with some angry rejoinder when Albion stepped between us and extended his arms in a peacemaking gesture. 
“Kim, you will apologize for your outburst.” 
Kim spluttered, seemingly in shock that her beloved uncle was taking my side. A grin began to curve up the sides of my face. “Matheus, you will not antagonize your new ward. Have I made myself clear?”
My smile drooped and hardened into a thin line.
“Very well,” I said.
A second later, Kim responded, “Fine, I’m sorry.”
In that moment, she sounded like a sulky teenager, though she had to be well past her twentieth year. 
“Now Math, I think you’ll find that Kim has a few tricks up her sleeve. Yes, that girl will surprise you,” he chuckled. “And Kim, Matheus is one of the finest bounty hunters currently working the streets of Sadras. You’re in capable hands.”
He took a long draught of his tea.
“Alright, enough of that mushy wrestrel waste. Young lady, it’s time we got some weapons in your hands.”
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The road to the sunken city wound through four different baronies. We could’ve shrunk it down to three, but that would’ve involved a quarter day’s journey through some particularly circuitous streets twisting along the Eastern edge of the great crevasse wall. 
The last quarter we entered before Rhu’s was the recently conquered Dhanmark territory. We crossed the river Gol by one of the highbridges. After the Declension, most had gone into a state of perennial disrepair, the tolls were siphoned away, spent on whores and pleasure gardens: The two great luxuries of every baron.
The Eastern edge was held by Baron Vardis. Of the nine barons, he was generally considered to be the most upright and honorable. He was also the last baron to make extended trips to his landed estate. Rival broadsheets claimed it was little more than a dust bowl. 
They were likely right.
At the western edge of the bridge, I flashed my medallion. The bridgeman stepped forward to inspect it. He reminded me of nothing so much as an aging sow. His nose was stuck two thirds of the way up his face and it jutted abruptly out. 
He stuck his piggy snout needlessly close to my medallion, inspecting it as if he actually cared about his job. Finally, he straightened up. Disgust ran through his manure brown eyes.
“Bounty hunter, ‘eh? Couldn’t make it in one of the respectable professions,” he said.
I resisted the urge to skewer a sausage. “Nothing so fine as bridgeman to a stuffed lord.”
Porky stiffened.
“Is you callin’ me lord stuffed?”
“It’s what’s being printed in the broadsheets. You’ve read the reports?”
He glared at me.
“I’m sorry, it was presumptuous of me to assume you could read.”
He opened and closed his mouth, a dull anger growing in his shit-stained eyes as the full import of my words washed over him. I stepped around him. By law and by writ there was nothing he could do to me. Regardless of his low regard for the profession, bounty hunters were afforded special privileges, freedom of travel being one of the key ones.
“Passports,” he barked.
I turned and waited for Albion and Kim to finish. The bridgeman snatched Albion’s passport from his hand and briefly held it upside down before returning it to the old man.
“Business?” he snorted.
“I’m accompanying my niece to the market in Baron Rhu’s quarter down yonder,” Albion said.
The bridgeman narrowed his eyes.
“Are ye companion to this crock ‘a’ shit.”
He flicked a thumb towards me.
“Oh my gracious no,” Albion said. “We merely happened to get stuck behind the rapscallion at the last checkpoint.”
The bridgeman made a flatulent noise with his mouth and handed the passport back to Albion. 
“You’re clear. And the misses?”
I shifted my weight from heel to heel as Kim passed over a slim copper coated book. The bridgeman flipped through it suspiciously.
“You’re a provincial,” he said, without looking up. “I’ll need your writ of entry.”
“What’s that?” Kim said.
The porcine guard looked up, a baleful idiocy lighting his stare.
“A letter of invitation bearing your lord baron’s stamp. It’s to keep more provincials from flooding the city. Too many people clogging up the streets as is,” he grunted.
My hand crept towards the hilt of my knife. 
Since when did Dhanmark require a writ of entry?
The whole thing smelled of a shakedown.
“But, the last guard didn’t ask for one,” Kim said.
“Seems Baron Vardis is a bit lax,” the bridgeman sniffed. “No doubt seeing as he spends half his time in the provinces, hanging around dirt grubbers like yourself.”
All it took was a second, and my knife was held flat to the bridgeman’s throat. I’d twisted his arm around his back and had him bent half forward. From across the bridge, Vardis’s man looked on in amusement. It seemed the bridgeman wasn’t a popular sort.
“You have a choice,” I whispered in the shaking man’s ear. “You can continue with your little shakedown artistry and I’ll paint the bridge red, using the stump of your neck as a brush. Or,” I let the word linger on the man’s ear. “You can recognize the validity of my young companion’s passport and let her through. Which will it be?”
“I- I could have you executed for this,” he gasped.
“And what will soliciting a bribe earn you?” 
The smell of urine soaked the air. Wrinkling my nose in disgust, I shoved the bridgeman to the ground where he collapsed in a puddle of shivering flesh.
I rolled my eyes.
“Call out to the other side, we need to go,” I said.
“Roll down the gate,” the bridgeman moaned.
The sound of a heavy winch filled the air. I gave the bridgeman another kick in the side for comfort and turned as the drawbridge connecting the final section of the bridge to Dhanmark’s bank drew parallel with the river below.
I strode over the heavy oak, nodding to the pair of guards as I passed.
“Afternoon gentlemen.”
I was on the far side of the bank by the time Kim and Albion caught up with me. Kim glanced back nervously.
“We need to run,” she hissed. “Won’t they chase after us once they find out what we did?”
“What I did,” I corrected her, “And no. For one thing, I can’t imagine that particular fellow is well liked by his colleagues. For another, there’s no way in Hell’s seven gates that he’ll ever admit anything happened. He knows as well as I do that if it came to a trial, I’d have two witnesses to back up my accusations of soliciting a bribe. And last I checked, that was a hanging offense in Dhanmark’s quarter. New management be damned, I doubt Rhu’s stuffed lord is going to be changing that particular law anytime soon.”
“What you did was an exercise in foolishness,” Albion said in an icy tone. “There were gentler ways to defuse the situation.”
I snorted. “Why? So, he could pull the same trick on the next rube that passed his way. Think of it this way, I’m doing the public a valuable service.”
“Hey! I am not a rube!” Kim said. 
I executed a sarcastic half-bow. “My apologies, miss.”
Dhanmark’s quarter was staid, the effects of the past year’s war obvious in the huddled shoulders, furtive movements and half-empty streets. Baron wars might be secretive affairs, undertaken primarily in the darkness of night. But, that didn’t mean civilians were free from danger.
Despite their role as noncombatants- or, more likely because of their role as noncombatants- civilian deaths tended to number higher than non civilian casualties. At least, that’s what I read in the pan-Sadras underground broadsheets. With matters being the way they were, it was unlikely I’d ever know for certain.
Still, my gut instinct told me to trust the broadsheets. I’d seen enough collateral damage on my own night romps, to know their reports were hardly exaggerated. 
A tentative hand reached out and touched my elbow. Kim’s face was overcast. Nervous.
“How did you know he was trying to get a bribe from me?” she said.
“With a provincial passport, I’m surprised the other bridgemen didn’t try to take you for a ride,” I said.
I held her gaze, expecting another outburst. When it didn’t come, I softened. 
What was I doing, provoking a young apprentice and a niece of Albion to boot? 
I resented the intrusion. Long experience told me I worked best alone. But still, I remembered being in her shoes. I’d been about a decade younger than her, merely in my 13th year when Albion had taken me on so long ago.
I pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t expect you to know these things. First off, internal gatemen do not collect writs of entry. Second off, the whole program was scrapped years ago. It never got off the ground. Trying to enforce internal passports is enough work as is, not to mention the foundry owners balked when they found out their never ending supply of cheap labor was coming to a halt.”
“Oh, thanks,” Kim said. She drifted silently off behind me.
A muffled cheer went off somewhere to our right. I wondered what kaveri teams were playing today. 
It didn’t take long before we’d reached the end of Baron Dhanmark’s domain. It was hardly an hour’s walk from end to end, although it extended much further up the cliff side. I glanced up at the patchwork of staring holes dotting the sheer rock face that bounded the Western half of the city. Despite the small size of his quarter, Dhanmark had the good fortune of being located on some of the richest ore veins in the whole valley. 
I turned away from the crevasse side and looked North. The wall separating Rhu’s quarter from the rest of Sadras was far larger than any of the other internal walls. A thick bramble studded with millions of thorny vines, it stretched to twice my height. Rumor had it Rhu had grown it overnight using black magic. 
Knowing the baron, the rumors were likely true.
Two solidly built guardsmen stepped out to check our documents. This time, banter was neither offered nor received. Their eyes were piercing red, lidless and fierce. 
What devil had taken Rhu to hire nemphil guardsmen?
“Thank you kind sir,” Albion said brightly as he received his passport.
Kim was silent. A grimace sprouted on her face as she caught sight of the thick globule of translucent mucus that’d detached from the nemphil onto her copper backed passport. She carefully wiped the case clean against a handkerchief before tucking it away in her traveling pouch.
We passed inside. 
Stark half-timber construction lined the streets. A stiff rectangular grid system proceeded away from the wall of brambles. I eyed the bustling roads ahead of us. Long experience taught me this was a facade. Rhu maintained a healthy business district and fine looking houses for his elite, but the further away you twisted from the river and into the hills, the more destitute it became. 
Rhu’s quarter was unique in several ways, the first being that unlike any of the other eight quarters it splayed out over both banks of the river Gol. Because of this, and because it occupied the Northern end of the valley, it only abutted two quarters despite its immense size: Dhanmark on the Southwest and Vardis on the Southeast.
Whereas the other quarters were bound by the cliff sides that marked the edge of the great crevasse in which Sardis had been built, the Northern half of Rhu’s quarter opened up onto rugged foothills that gradually increased in size until they terminated in a cluster of mountains. At the very far end was the great lake from which the river Gol sprung and beyond that Mt. Sisth and the now vacant palace complex.
With his home at the headwaters of the river Gol, Rhu already enjoyed de facto control over the city’s water supply and it was only through heavy payments and a lingering threat of all out war from the other barons that he allowed the water to flow.
I stepped onto the street and raised my hand to hail a carriage.
Two coaches passed by before one finally stopped. 
“Fancy a lift?” the cabman said.
“We’re going to the sunken city,” I said.
He scowled. “A bit out of the way that is. Won’t be able to pick up a charge on the way back most likely.”
“A gold daric and two coppers should be more than enough to ease your troubles.”
He tilted his head to consider the proposal, though I knew his mind was already made up. A gold daric by itself constituted a half day’s wages for a cabman, and a good half day at that.
“Very well,” he sighed. “I’ll be taking a loss on ye three, but me mum always said I had a soft heart.”
I resisted the urge to roll my eyes as I opened the door to the carriage. It was small, rounded at the corners and jet-black.
“Ladies first,” I said, gesturing towards the velvet bench that lined the back wall. Kim slid inside, an uncertain cast to her eyes as though this was her first carriage ride. It probably was, I thought with a start. Cabs like this were a common mode of transportation for all but the poorest of Sadras’s citizens. Out on the provincial estates, however, they were the preserve of the upper classes.
Albion doffed his cap before entering and I slid in last. No sooner had I secured the door then the cabman whipped his reins and we were off. I stifled a grin. Kim’s face was glued to the far window.
“Everything’s so big,” she breathed. She turned, wrinkles lining her brow. “How do you manage it? Living so close together without any trees? Without the quiet hum of the wind?”
I leaned into the velvet backrest and took in a deep lungful of air. This close to the headwaters, the river Gol lacked the sewage smell it’d pick up further downstream. The river air wafted cool and refreshing over the neatly airscrubbed road.
For a moment, I was a wiry thirteen year old hidden beneath a pile of turnips as I passed through the city gates. Wandering through the smog filled city, my eyes never touching the ground as I took in the stone behemoths rising like giants from some storybook tale around me. Terror shook me with each guardsmen I passed. I had been so certain they’d find out I didn’t have a passport. That I was a fugitive.
“You get used to it,” I said.
Kim accepted the answer. Her nose was already pressed back against the window as she took in the sights and sounds of Rhu’s quarter. Albion pointed out landmarks and the houses of notables.
It was hard to believe that was only fourteen years ago. It felt like a lifetime.
[image: image-placeholder]The sunken city was a bit of a misnomer. For one thing, it wasn’t a city. Rather it was a collection of buildings connected by bridges and walkways. At worst, it was a compound, at best it constituted a tenth quarter, albeit one much smaller than the others. 
For another thing, only parts of it were sunken. The buildings rose from the great lake like the fabled mirages of the Eastern desert. They were proud and palatial, most one or two stories with white marble siding that glowed dimly in the wan light.
Prior to the Declension, this was where the king had housed his imperial bureaucracy. After the barons had seized power for themselves, they’d sacked the complex. Now, it sat abandoned.
For the most part.
“Why are we here again?” Kim said.
“Hold on,” I grunted. I dropped to the ground and flicked the driver his payment. He caught the coins with a flourish and tipped his hat before snapping his reins. The coach wobbled off down the cobblestone path back the way it’d come.
“Do you see any buildings around here? Any people?” I said.
She glanced around, though the answer was obvious. This far out the valley was little more than scrubland. “No.”
“Exactly, this is about as isolated a place as you’ll find in Sadras. That’s why every crank who doesn’t want to abide by the laws of the barons, every merchant who balks at paying taxes and every criminal on the run are holed up right over there.”
I inclined my head towards the center of the lake.
“Baron Rhu just lets them live there?” she said.
“Oh, he’s tried rooting them out on a few occasions. Never successfully,” Albion chuckled. “They’re like rats. No sooner do you drive them off, then they come pouring right back in. The last purge was perhaps a decade past. So long as they don’t intrude on Rhu’s territory, he lets them live in peace.”
Kim tapped the bottom of her chin. “Interesting. By the way, how are we getting back?”
I stifled a grin. “You’ll see when we’re done.”
We walked to the edge of the lake. Hidden in the reeds was a rowboat. The paint was chipped and the oarlocks were broken, but it would take us to where we needed to go. Once there’d been long causeways linking the sunken city to shore, but those had been burnt on the eve of the Declension. Ironically, it had been the bureaucrats and scholars who’d done the burning as a last ditch effort to save themselves. 
Not that it’d done them much good.
“Watch out, a snagglefish might jump out and eat your face,” I said.
Kim drew back from the edge of the boat. I snickered, while Albion cast a dirty look in my direction.
“I wouldn’t worry, dear,” he said dryly. “Snagglefish are better known for being eaten than for being eaters.”
Kim glared at me, but she didn’t look back out over the edge of the boat. Drawing her legs to her chest, she clustered near the front and looked out towards the rapidly approaching city.
“It’s so beautiful,” she said softly. 
I didn’t respond, though it was hard to miss her meaning. Aside from the mansions of the barony, there were no buildings of such splendor in the rest of Sadras. The elegant lines and noble marble finishings that’d somehow survived the long years of the Declension. Even in decline, the complex bespoke a grandeur that was impossible to ignore.
“Who are we going to see?” she said.
I looked at her sharply. “Oranus- weren’t you listening back at the shop?”
“Yes, I remember, but who is he?” she said.
“You’ll see,” I said.
“Ugh,” she replied, rolling her eyes.
We docked and exited the boat. I didn’t bother tying it to the pilings. 
“Hey, it’s drifting away!” Kim said, as the boat floated away.
“Don’t worry, the current will bring it back to shore,” I said.
“But, how are we going to get back?” she said.
“You’ll see.” I flashed her a smile. The by now common refrain had taken on the rhythm of a joke in my mind. Kim answered with a groan that somehow only accentuated her natural beauty.
You’re going to have to watch yourself around this one. She is Albion’s niece, after all.
We made our way around the edge of the complex, traveling inwards. Smashed warehouses the size of temples sunk half in-half out of the lake. This close to Mt. Sisth, the water was muddied by ash flows.
Cat eyes glowed from empty doorways.
“We’re being watched,” Kim said, huddling closer to Albion and I.
“Yes, we are,” I said, keeping my voice light and airy. “I wouldn’t worry about it.”
Up ahead, a short, arched bridge led to a narrow warehouse. We crossed the bridge and stepped inside. Scattered light drifted in through skylights and broken windows set high atop the wall.
Stepping around puddles of rainwater and piles of broken trash, I led us to the back wall. Planting my palms against the wood, I let them glide over its expanse. I closed my eyes and focused on the sensation.
“What are you doing?” Genuine curiosity colored Kim’s voice. 
“You’ll see,” I grunted as my skin met a hairline crack.
Tensing against the wall, I pushed. It resisted for a moment, before sighing in defeat. It fell inwards and I was met with an inky black rectangle.
“Let’s go,” I said.
The cellar stairwell was dark and dank. My numerous past trips had taught me to feel out each step as I walked. The edges cut off sharply and it was a long trip down. 
A soft radiance burst from behind me.
Squinting, I shaded my eyes with the flat of my hand.
“Still breeding lameraei?” I said.
“Old men need hobbies,” Albion said.
I stepped to the side. “Why don’t you go first then?”
“I’d be delighted.” Albion stepped past me. In his hand, he held an elongated glass bulb. Two lameraei larvae squirmed inside, their fat abdomens flicking irritably against their glass prison.
The stair seemed to go on for an interminable distance. Idly, I wondered how far below the lake we were now. If the walls were to fail, we’d be buried under a crushing wave. Albion was right about the snagglefish, they were hardly a threat. But, other, more sinister creatures haunted the deeper sections of the lake. For them, our corpses would make tasty morsels.
I shivered and shook off the dark thoughts just as Albion’s glowing orb illuminated the final stair and the hall beyond. 
Finally, I thought.
We took off down the dark hallway which was nothing more than a smelly tube of dead air sandwiched between a dirt floor and a low ceiling that I bumped my head against one too many times.
The hall terminated at a rusted iron door. A broad hatch dominated its center. 
“Hold on,” Albion said. He executed an elaborate rap against the door that could only be a code of some kind. 
Silence greeted his knock. Albion stood stock still, a perfect statue. I fingered the haft of my knife. I didn’t like being in confined spaces like this. It made me feel trapped. The anger rose in my chest. As unobtrusively as I could manage, I removed the vial from my purse and tapped out a few slivers of dried ironleaf. I ran my hand up to my mouth and dropped the curled leaves between my lips. The delicate plant matter tore apart instantly in my saliva.
Three heartbeats passed and the tight muscles in my chest relaxed. I let out a barely concealed sigh. Kim looked curiously towards me, but I kept my eyes drilled straight ahead. Albion gave no sign that he’d noticed. Not that I would’ve minded if he had. After all, he’d been the one to introduce me to the herb.
I winced as a rusty creak filled the low hallway. The door swung open and a shadowy tentacle unfolded into the hallway. It drifted gently over Albion’s shoulders, before rising up to his face.
“Old friend,” a cracked voice murmured. “I am pleased you’ve come to see me. Enter.”
Albion executed a half-bow, a bare grin lighting up his face. “It’s been too long.”
He walked into the chamber. Kim followed, a ghost of hesitation in her step. I brought up the rear. The ironleaf had done its work, but I continued to stroke my knife handle.
The inside of Oranus’s workshop was a mess of half collapsed shelves and work tables swamped beneath a hodgepodge of intricate metal work. As always, Oranus was soaking in the wide, glass tub that dominated the center of the room. 
I’d only ever seen him- more properly it. Something made me doubt gender played any role in Oranus’s species- outside of its tub once. It was an experience I did not care to repeat.
“You’ve brought a guest,” it boomed.
“I’ve taken on an apprentice. We’d appreciate it if you’d help us outfit her,” I said.
“Matheus, it’s been far too long. Let me feel you.”
I stiffened as two tentacles made their way around my body, then my neck and head. This was all part of the show. That didn’t make the experience any more comfortable. Had it been anyone- or anything- other than Oranus, my swords would already be in my hand, slashing and swinging.
“Yes, you’ve grown into yourself. I feel a confidence that was absent upon our last visit,” Oranus said.
“It’s good to see you too,” I said through clenched jaws.
“You’ve brought a gift?”
Albion rummaged in his satchel. “I think I have something, let me see.” He pursed his lips as he produced a frog shaped trellis. Glowing green and blue jewels studded its length.
“Will this do?” he said, a barely concealed grin lighting his face.
The shadowy tentacle reached down and grabbed hold of the craftwork. It was obviously enchanted, though to what purpose it was impossible to say.
“Yes,” Oranus purred. “That will do nicely.”
Without explanation nor inquiry, the tentacle shuffled the talisman onto a nearby shelf.
“What does the girl require?”
“Do you have seven league boots?” 
“For you, always.”
The tentacle plucked a pair of raggedy leather boots from a low shelf and plopped them in front of Kim.
“Try them on.”
Kim looked warily from her uncle to me.
“These won’t fit,” she said.
“Try them, you might be surprised,” I said.
With a dubious look plastered across her face, Kim stepped into the boots. Her eyes widened as the boots instantly shrunk to accommodate her feet. The leather glistened as a fresh coat of polish washed over it.
Albion clapped her on the shoulder and laughed.
“You don’t know how happy this makes me, seeing my own niece taking up the boots of my trade,” he said.
“How do these work?” she said.
“Don’t worry about that,” Albion said. “We’ll show you outside.”
“Okay,” she said.
“What else can I get for you?” Oranus said.
I lifted an eyebrow. How valuable could that talisman be?
“Show me what you’ve accumulated,” Albion said laughing. “You know I’m fond of looking over your wares. There’s always a new surprise, isn’t there?”
“Good answer. A downsizing mage stopped in not too long ago. I cut him quite the bargain for a collection of trinkets. Take a look.”
The tentacle swept across the room and wrapped around a weathered looking crate. With a crash, it brought the crate down onto the floor.
Albion waved Kim and I over. He bent down and began to rummage through the crate. Kim hesitated for a second before she joined him. 
“Come along,” Albion said. Not deigning to turn back, he waved over his shoulder. “She’s your apprentice.”
I grimaced. He was right. As much as I might not like it, I had a responsibility.
Advancing on the crate, I felt a tightening in my chest. The residual ironleaf surged like a fire and the knotted muscle relaxed.
“You’ll want a weapon, first off,” I said.
“I have my bow,” Kim protested. 
“A bow is a fine weapon for hunting and war. But, there are drawbacks to bounty hunting. A bow must be kept strung. In my- in our,” I shot Albion a death glare as he grinned at my hasty correction, “line of work, fighting is often sudden, at close quarters and unexpected. While no one will blame you for killing a mark, you may find your pockets noticeably lighter for having done so.”
I could tell she wasn’t one hundred percent sold on the idea, but she lifted her chin in a sort of sullen half nod. “What will I use then?”
“How proficient are you with a sword?” I said.
“Not much use for them as a ranger. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but deer are hardly close quarter combatants,” she said.
I ignored the sarcasm. A dull glint rose from the bottom corner of the crate.
“What’s this now?” I said. Grabbing hold of a canvas bandolier, a triumphant smile split my face as I lifted it from the crate.
“Knives? I reckon I can handle those. Why so many though?”
“These are throwing knives. Fantastic ranged weapon to use in a pinch, perfect for city fighting. Best of all, they’re rarely lethal. Unless you want them to be,” I said.
“I’ve tossed a knife here and there with the other rangers on feast days,” Kim said. “Not saying I’m an expert or anything, but I think I can get a handle on it.”
“Excellent,” Albion said, clapping his hands together. “You’ll need more than just that, of course. But, it’s a good start.”
“What’s this?” Kim lifted a wooden handle with a leather strap attached from the box. She eyed it critically. “Seems to be a whip of some kind.”
“It’s more than that- catch.” One of Oranus’s shadow tentacles suddenly whipsawed as it swept a glass bottle up from a lower shelf and sent it hurtling towards Kim.
Reflexively, she darted out. The whip seemed to move of its own accord, a pit viper striking eagerly into the air. To my surprise, the whip wrapped gently around the glass bottle, arresting its movement mid-flight.
It descended gently towards Kim, ending by gingerly placing the bottle in her hand.
“That was incredible,” Kim breathed. Her eyes looked like they were about to tear out of their sockets. “How did it do that?”
“Magic dear,” Albion said dryly. “Something you should get used to as you’ll be seeing quite a bit more of it in the future.”
“Are these what I think they are?” I said, lifting a pair of gloves from the crate.
“Climbing gauntlets, yes. Would you like them?” Oranus said.
“That and the whip. The throwing knives too of course,” I said.
“Hey, shouldn’t I get to pick what I’m getting,” Kim protested.
“Not when you’re my apprentice,” I said.
“Excellent, well that balances your earlier gift. Unless you have further business you’d like to conduct, you may leave now,” Oranus said.
I rolled my eyes. With Oranus, you never bartered. It was always an ‘exchange’ of “gifts”. 
“No, that will be all for today,” I said. 
“Excellent, it was so good to see you again. Until next time,” Oranus said. Its tentacle slithered past my foot, extending to the doorway before wrapping gently against the inner clasp.
Albion and I bowed stiffly. Kim followed a moment later, a sheepish look on her face. As Albion straightened up, he said something in a harsh, guttural language. Oranus answered in what I presumed was the same tongue, its speech no more than a series of harsh barks, grunts and wheezes.
As we reached the stairs, and the tentacle began to draw the door closed behind us, I turned to Albion. “What was that?”
“What was what?” he said, wide-eyed.
“I’ve never heard you speak like that to Oranus before,” I said.
“Well, now you have,” he said primly, as he stepped around me to walk up the stairs. Three steps up, he paused and turned. “I was inquiring after his family, if you must know.”
Though I sent up a barrage of questions, on that matter he would speak no more.
[image: image-placeholder]“So, how are we getting home?” Kim said.
“It’s simple. We jump,” I said.
We’d reached the edge of the pier facing out towards shore. I turned towards my apprentice. A grim cast had settled over her eyes as the realization of what was likely to soon be happening settled over her.
“No way,” she said softly. “We must be several hundred yards from shore.”
“Don’t worry dear,” Albion said, stepping forward. He laid a reassuring hand on her elbow. “You’ll be assisted in this endeavor.”
“The seven league boots,” she said. It was a statement, not a question.
“Don’t be intimidated,” I said. “They’re easier to use than they look. If you’re making a big leap, it works best if you have a clear picture of where you’re going in your head. Close your eyes and picture the far shore. Do you have that saved up in your memory?”
Kim shut her eyes tight and nodded stiffly.
In spite of myself, I had to stifle a grin. She was so darn cute.
“Okay, now take my hand,” I said. 
Her warm hand folded into mine. 
“On the count of three we’re going to jump. Okay?” I said.
Another stiff nod.
“I want to hear you say yes. It’s no good if only one of us jumps,” I said.
“What’ll happen?” she gulped.
“Nothing too bad,” I chuckled. “But, someone will be taking a bath and I have to warn you, seven league boots don’t work underwater.”
“Okay,” she said.
“Alright, one, two,” I glanced at Kim, her mouth had turned down in an inverted U. Her knees were trembling, but her face was a mask of iron. Albion could’ve done worse. “Three.”
Our legs exploded as one and then we were soaring through the air. The familiar exhilaration flowed through me. Damn, I love flying. 
“Eyes open, you don’t want to miss the view from up here,” I said.
Kim lifted her eyelids just a hair, and immediately shut them again. She looked like she was about to puke. I briefly wondered if I’d ever been that bad. Then, we were landing in the soft mud by the lakeside. The boots softened the blow, making it feel as though we’d only stepped off a curb. Albion thudded beside us a moment later.
“Excellent work dear,” he said.
“Oh please, it was nothing,” I said.
Kim chuckled softly at the exchange. To my surprise, a feeling of elation rose in my chest.
“That was fun uncle,” Kim said.
“You liked it?” he said, flashing a toothy smile. “Good, because this is how we’re getting home.”
“You mean we can jump around the city like this?” she said.
“This is the only way a bounty hunter travels,” I said. 
“What about the gates?” she said.
I glanced up at the failing light that sifted through the volcanic ash clouds. 
“Fuck the gates, no one can stop you in seven league boots,” I said.
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“Why aren’t we going after Alice?” Kim said.
“Turns out changelings are tougher to track than you’d think. I have my contacts throughout the city looking out for her. Until then, we’ve got to put food on the table somehow,” I said.
I refocused my attention on the building in front of us. That last part wasn’t strictly true. The last job had left me flush. But, the prospect of sitting around the house was hardly appealing. Besides, there was a part of me that itched for this. The hunt. The thrill.
On the menu tonight was Iron Tony, a one time tsarze hand-fighting champion and wannabe high roller who’d gotten in too deep with the goblin mafia.
“Remember, tonight is about watching and learning. You leave the heavy lifting to me,” I said.
“What if you get in trouble?” she said.
“I won’t,” I said. “But, if I do, I don’t want you interfering unless I explicitly ask. Understood?”
“Yes sir,” Kim said.
Her creamy white face had settled into a serious cast beneath her piles of auburn hair. She’d changed into a tight black leotard for tonight, and the fabric hugged her every curve. 
I tore my eyes off Kim.
Without another word, I leapt from the top of the warehouse landing with nary a whisper in the shadows. Kim dropped beside me, uncomfortably close. She stumbled into the streetlight. 
“Hey, you entertainment? You dancing lady?” A heavyset karsman set off for Kim. His heavily muscled torso was covered only by a light, leather vest. Acting fast, I stepped out from the shadows and slipped my arm under hers.
“Yes, my good man. I am the magnificent Matheus and this here is my top dancer,” I said, beaming up at the dull eyed mountain of muscle standing before me.
“You pimp. She whore,” he jabbed a heavy finger in my direction. Kim bristled and I briefly considered reaching out and breaking every bone in his upper body, before thinking better of it. I still had a target to take out. I could come back for Grug later.
“You’ve elucidated the truth of the matter most beautifully sir,” I said, executing a slight bow.
“Now, we must be off,” I added.
The karsman held out an arm, barring our way. A stupid smile spread across his face.
“No, me doorman. You give money. Or you give girl. No picky,” he said.
I gently let go of Kim’s arm. She let out a light protest that I silenced with a look.
“Of course, how could I have forgotten,” I said.
Grug’s eyes opened greedily as I reached for my belt. A moment later his face took on a completely different cast as my dagger sprouted from his liver. His scream was cut short by a vicious uppercut to the chin. 
He tottered back. His head thunked against the stony building side loud enough that I thought it unlikely he’d be rising again tonight- or on any other for that matter.
“You just killed that man,” Kim said.
“Best get used to it,” I said, my voice taking on a gruffer tone. “That’s not the last dead body you’re going to see tonight.”
I quickly dragged the idiot karsman into the shadows before returning to the entrance. A staircase that opened up on the side of the building led down about eight feet towards the basement where Iron Tony was more likely than not gambling away the last of his loan money.
I opened the door and was greeted by a den of debauchery. Thick clouds of smoke wafted into the frigid night air. 
“Shut the damn door,” someone shouted angrily.
I stepped inside, taking my own good time as I moved. Kim slipped in behind me and then circled around to the side, just as we’d discussed beforehand.
I held up the palm silver and concentrated on the name Iron Tony. The metal filings rustled and a second later a mishappen image of the ugly goblin’s face had appeared on the disc.
I looked up and across the room. Sighting the target, I slipped the disc back into my pocket and started walking. The pocket silver was a cool bit of magic. It was too bad that I’d have to give it back to the goblin mafia along with Tony.
Speaking of which, the iron thug was seated at a wraparound booth in the back of the room. On either side of him sat green satin skinned dryads while two intimidating looking orcs guarded either end of the booth. 
I stiffened at the sight of the orcs. Their presence was strictly prohibited within Sadras. It was pan-baron law to keep the tusked savages out of the city. Unlike the karsmen, who, though ferocious in their own way, were hard workers and generally kept their violence within their own communities, the orcs had zero redeeming features. That is, unless you were a budding warlord. 
The shorter of the two stood a full seven feet and he wore a necklace of shrunken heads around his neck. He twirled a rough looking mace in his fingers as he scanned the crowd. The orc appeared bored, though it was hard to say with his dull eyes, ashy complexion and tearing mandibles.
I shook my head. The amount of money to hire a pair of orcs for a single night was staggering, to say nothing of what it would take to smuggle them into the city. As porous as the borders of Sadras were, few guards were foolish enough to accept a bribe- no matter how big- for an orc.
And I had the good fortune of facing off against two of them. 
One of the dryads slipped a finger into her mouth before playfully slithering it out. She dragged the wet appendage across Iron Tony’s cheek. Hunger rose in his reptilian eyes.
Gross.
I was coming up on the orcs now and I’d have to think fast. My past experience with the beasts wasn’t extensive, but they didn’t strike me as the type to stop or engage in prolonged discussion. A fit of anxiety bloomed in my belly. Without looking, I reached for the vial of dried ironleaf and tapped out a few slivers onto my fingers. I brought it up to my lips and swallowed. 
A dry, bitter taste filled my mouth. A moment later, the familiar warmth blossomed in my chest, quelling the nerves. 
Keep a lid on it. The last thing you need to do is lose control.
I waited until I was a dozen feet or so from the orcs before I launched my assault. A wide, empty circle had opened up around Tony’s booth, no doubt courtesy of the behemoths he had on guard for himself, and I intended to take full advantage of it. 
Dropping into a quarter squat, I tensed at the knees before shooting off towards the right hand guard. An alien hiss escaped his throat as my knees slammed full on into his chest, knocking the bug faced cretin back against the table. My ears rang. Someone was screaming and holy hell was it loud. My knife was already out and across the orc’s throat before he could take a swipe at me. Then I was tumbling off his body and onto the floor.
Not a moment too soon. A solid thwack sounded from the orc I’d vacated just moments earlier. I looked up and saw orc number two struggling to pull his mace out of his erstwhile companion’s chest.
I crouched and shot off for the second time that night, using my seven league boots to propel me forward with all the force of an arquebus bolt into the hulking demon’s chest.
I sent him toppling backwards and brought my knife around for a repeat performance. But, this kill was not to be so easily had. A scaly hand enveloped my forearm. I pushed down with all my not so inconsiderable strength, but it was like a child playing against a strongman.
With a violent shove, he forced me back across the room. All the air in my lungs flew out at once and my vision blackened as the stone wall broke my fall.
Through half closed eyelids, I watched Iron Tony shove the crying dryads away from him as he rushed towards the back door along with most of the other patrons. The gambling den was rapidly emptying out. In the confusion, it would be all too easy for Iron Tony to escape. 
I cursed. Then I cursed again as I took in the sight of orc number two. His bog green eyes burned with hate as he advanced on me. I staggered to my feet. My back had transformed into one gigantic bruise, but remarkably I was still able to move all of my fingers and toes.
I’d always been a tough son of a bitch. Hard to keep down. Harder to kill. Something that came in handy in the trade, but never something to dwell on.
I unsheathed both swords in one fluid motion and charged the beast head on. He lifted his mace and roared. I’d already calculated my next move, slipping in and under his blow, only to come up behind him for an attack from the rear.
None of that came to fruition, because the very next second I was dodging half-haphazardly to the right as the orc came crashing down face first onto the floor. I stopped, my whole body going stiff as I swept the room. A slender leather cord wrapped around the orc’s ankle. It extended towards a small figure huddled against the far wall. A mix of sheepishness and worry covered her face.
“I told you not to interfere,” I growled.
“You were in trouble.”
“I had it under control.”
“You could at least be grateful- unnamed gods, watch out!”
Moving with a limber grace that belied his great size, the orc had pushed himself into a crouching position. His eyes locked on mine and he shot forward. Instinct alone saved me. I twirled to the side and brought my swords up in a fanning motion. Grisled flesh slowed my advance. A moment later, thick spurts of blood painted the room red.
Orc number two dropped to the floor. Twice. I punted his severed head to the far wall.
“Here’s a souvenir, if you want something to remember your first job by,” I said.
Kim wrinkled her nose. “I’ll pass.”
“Suit yourself.” I was already slow jogging to the back door as I lifted the persei to my face. The pale knucklebone bobbed gently to the surface, riding a black wave.
“Where did Tony go?” I said.
“I don’t know,” Kim said.
“Not you.”
I held my breath. Perseis had several major drawbacks, the largest being distance. If Tony had already gotten out of range, then I’d be shit out of luck. I exhaled as the knuckle elongated, transforming into an oblong shape. The tip narrowed until it struck a point as fine as any compass needle.
I slammed open the back door and passed through a hastily abandoned kitchen. Then I was onto the next passage. It was low enough that I had to bend at the waist as I shuffled through. Doors led off to either side at irregular intervals, but those I ignored. The compass pointed straight ahead.
A door opened and a goblin tumbled out into the hallway. It turned towards me and blanched. Its grey-green face drained to an absurd bloodless white before it darted back into the room.
That’s right bitch.
The ghost of a smile twisted its way up my face as the familiar thrill of the hunt took over. The ground sloped up ever so slightly before suddenly turning into a ramp set into the floor at a 45 degree angle. I charged up the ramp. A wood plank door was set into the wall on the other side. Putting my shoulder down, I slammed open the door and barreled out into an alleyway. 
The pitter-patter of striking feet and heavy breathing told me Kim wasn’t far behind. I consulted the persei, bringing it close to my face in the dim light of the lameraei. It swung slowly and deliberately to the left. 
I glanced over at the orb, annoyed. Half the lameraei inside had already begun pupating. I sniffed. It’d been a long while since this alleyway had paid witness to an air scrubber. 
Kim barreled out of the tunnel. She planted both hands on her knees as she drew in ragged breaths.
“Are you using your boots?” I asked sharply.
She looked up at me, a blank stare in her eyes.
“You’re not doing yourself any favors by running yourself into the ground like this. When you run, think of the boots on your feet. Let them do the heavy lifting. Come on, we have to go,” I said.
With that, I bounded down the alleyway in the direction the persei had pointed just moments before.
I came out onto a main arterial. I scanned the traffic left and right. Now that nightfall was upon the city, the roads were packed. Baron Azara only allowed heavy traffic after sunfall. Unlike many of the baron’s proclamations, this was well intentioned. 
The great sobal that were used to transport goods across the city were three times the size of a full grown horse. With their great scaly tails and massive claws, it was pitifully easy for one to crush a wayward pedestrian. 
Unfortunately, their nocturnal presence also made crossing any of the larger roads after nightfall a dangerous proposition. I bent into a crouch and hopped over the oncoming traffic. I caught sight of a few pointed fingers. A laugh erupted from my belly at the wide-eyed cartmen. If only they knew what was going on around them.
I landed in a soft plume of dust on the far side. A moment later, Kim dropped beside me.
“Nice work,” I said.
“Thanks,” she said, caught off guard by the compliment.
I didn’t linger to let it sink in. We were already behind. Shooting off into the alleyway, we raced down a maze of back alleys and side streets. The parsei maintained its needle point shape, swinging in slow parabolic arcs leading from the heart of the city away to the cliff side.
I exited a side street and came out into a public square. A well-maintained garden surrounded a rectangular compound. A low slung soot stained marble wall marked its exterior. Ivy clambered up its walls, illuminated by a row of lameraei powered lamps.
The needle came to a rest towards a section of the wall where the ivy was in tatters. My heart sank as the realization of what I was about to have to do sunk in.
“What is this place?” Kim said.
“Baron Azara’s private zoo,” I said.
She cast me an inquisitive glance. “What’s that?”
“A compound for wild animals. Usually those of the more exotic varieties.”
“A nature preserve in the city?”
“Something like that, though the baron doesn’t hunt the creatures here. At least, I don’t think he does.”
“What’s the purpose then?”
“Entertainment, to impress houseguests.”
“Seems like a waste of money.”
I tilted my head to the side. She continued: “That money would be far more efficiently spent in the nature reserves.”
“He’s a baron. For their kind, wasting money is a sport,” I said dryly.
She shook her head as I stood up. 
“Let’s go,” I said. “But, be careful. Stay close to me.”
Before she had a chance to reply, I dropped into a crouch before shooting over the side of the zoo’s wall. Kim followed a heartbeat after. 
We dropped into an outer corridor, open to the sky. Off to our right was the marble wall we’d just leapt over. To our left was a succession of dark, iron barred cages. A shiver ran down my spine. I didn’t like this place. It reminded me far too much of a prison. 
The needle pointed straight ahead, deeper into the complex. 
“Come on, it’s this way,” I said, as I began walking.
The absence of footfalls behind me rang in my ears. I turned around. “I thought I told you to stay close to me. You have no idea how much danger you’re in right now.”
“Oh, isn’t he the cutest though?” Kim said. She was transfixed by a small darting creature inside one of the cages.
I rubbed two fingers over my forehead. “We don’t have time for this.”
She glanced up at me. “I’m sorry, you’re right. I’m not being a very good apprentice, am I?”
I let the question hang as I walked back towards the inner entrance to the zoo.
“Oh no!”
I turned around again, hopefully for the last time. “What is it now?” 
“We have to save him,” she said, her eyes wide. 
“Save who?” I said. 
She ignored my question as she rushed back to her original position, a slender knife in hand. Taking hold of the lock, she jammed the knife inside and began to fish it around.
“We really don’t have time-,” I began to repeat myself before being interrupted mid-sentence by a low roar. My eyes widened as I glanced to the side. Its midnight blue skin had hidden it from initial view. My skeleton almost hopped out of my skin as I took in the enormity of the cat in the cage.
“Do you see the hatch between the two cages? They’re going to feed this poor twizel to the wildcat,” she said.
I hesitated. What she was doing was both dumb and counterproductive. Any good master would’ve long since dragged his apprentice off by the ear. The faint light caught Kim’s piled auburn hair. Her face turned towards me and a look of pure concern shone through her features, casting the girl in an almost angelic glow.
I sighed and walked over to help. 
I recoiled as something that looked like a mix between a monkey and a ferret hopped onto the bars. Two big black eyes implored me, its brow furrowed in tiny ridges.
“Yeah, yeah, don’t get your panties in a bunch,” I muttered.
The twizel dropped to the floor and rubbed his hands in anticipation. 
Had he really understood what I’d said?
Taking the knife from Kim’s hand, I slowly twisted it in the lock until it popped open. I handed the knife back to Kim by the handle. She accepted it wordlessly, wiping both sides on the edge of her tunic before slipping it back into her belt.
I let the door swing open and the twizel leapt out. It glanced around the hallway, eeked twice and then jumped back in.
“Looks like it’s made up its mind. We can’t afford to stay here any longer,” I said.
Kim was crestfallen, but she made no further protests. As we passed the internal wall separating the twizel from the wildcat, I gave the hatch a second look. It was bigger than what seemed strictly necessary for allowing the twizel into the other cage. In fact, it looked like it was big enough that the wildcat could come into the twizel’s cage if it wanted.
I turned into the hall and all thoughts of the wildcat and the twizel were lost as we continued further into the darkness of the corridor. A soft hand wrapped around mine.
“I feel safer this way,” Kim explained.
I didn’t know how to respond. So, I didn’t.
To my left, a splotch of glowing green pierced through the night. I gave it a cursory stare. It looked like nothing more than a patch of lichen. Then it started to move.
Kim let out a frightened squeal as the carpet slowly slid up its bars.
“Don’t worry, it can’t get you,” I said.
“Right, I’m sorry.”
I gripped her hand. “Hey, don’t apologize.”
Up ahead, twinkles of light shone out through a closed door. As I placed my hand on the door knob, a disconcerting vibration traveled through the brass and up my forearm. 
I gritted my teeth and pushed my shoulder into the door. It swung open and I  was greeted by twin rows of lameraei orbs hovering over glass sided cages built into the sides of both walls. Kim let out a soft gasp, her lower lip tucked beneath her front row of teeth.
Inside of the glass cases was a confusion of whirring insects, arachnids, and bright feathered birds. Despite the late hour, the twin cages were whirlwinds of violence. A bird of paradise let out a pathetic squawk before it exploded in a cloud of feathers as a squadron of spiders each the size of my outstretched hand jumped onto its back.
A shiver ran down my spine as I hustled to the end of the corridor.
I tore open the oak paneled door and came out onto a circular enclosure. 
“By the gods,” Kim muttered.
With my free hand, I pinched my nose. A fetid rot rose from the ground. How Baron Azara was able to stand the smell, I couldn’t even begin to imagine. Then again, after witnessing the mayhem in the last room, I’d begun to suspect that Baron Azara’s tastes hardly ran to the ordinary. 
The roof extended two thirds of the way, leaving the center open to the sky. Only a few scattered lameraei lamps lit the air, casting most of the enclosure in shadows. The dim yellow light reflected off of murky water. Scattered trees dotted the landscape. Faint outlines of vines criss-crossed the air.
I lifted the persei. My lips pressed together into a thin line as the knuckle bone swung sharply up. I lifted my head just in time to see the soles of two boots slam into my chest.
I shot back into the door and collapsed in a heap, for the second time that night dizzied and confused. Kim stood stock still, her hand outstretched to where it’d gripped mine just moments earlier.
A grey-green reptilian face filled my field of vision, and boy was this goblin angry. Cold hands wrapped around my throat and the waves of dizziness rolling over me intensified.
Willing myself into action, my hands shot up and wrapped around Tony’s wrists. Spots danced before my eyes. His grip was like iron. Beads of sweat sprung onto my skin. 
“Kim,” I squeaked out. “The knives.”
“Right, just a second,” Kim said. Panic ran through her voice as she audibly fumbled through her bandolier. Tony’s head swung around to assess the threat.
And just in time too.
The one time tsarze champion shrieked as blood spurted from his snout. I took advantage of his loosened grip and forced him off of me. Tony flew back a short distance. He landed heavily on his ass. In a flash, he was back on his feet. 
But, that was all the time I needed. Launching myself forward, I slammed my shoulder into his chest and sent him sprawling. Grabbing hold of my rope, I covered his body with mine and seized his wrist.
A growl that sounded like cascading gravel shook the room. As one, Tony and I turned to the right. We were on a muddy bank and not more than a few yards distant, two horn rimmed eyes poked above the water.
But, it wasn’t the eyes that were concerning. No, it was the cavernous mouth filled with hundreds of piercing teeth that gave me pause. I scrambled off Tony, the fight forgotten. The goblin sprinted away.
The eyes regarded me for a few moments more from the murky waters, before sinking back into its depths.
I swore. Glancing around, I was greeted by shadows upon shadows. I couldn’t even see the parsei where I was standing- the nearest light orb was on the other side of the room. 
Reaching into my satchel, I dug around until I found what I was looking for. All the while, I scanned the room. Bringing the vial up to my lips, I unstoppered it with my teeth. 
Just a few grains will do the trick.
Naw, fuck that. I dumped half the vial into my hand and threw it as powerfully as I could onto the ground in front of me.
A wall of flames rose up, casting the room in brilliant illumination. 
Tony let out another of his hissy squeaks as his forearm shot up to cover his eyes. I backed up before leaping over the flames. This time Tony got the bottoms of both of my boots in his chest.
The wiry goblin flew backwards, crashing through a far set of doors and into a darkened hallway. I drew in a breath: Finally. Grabbing hold of my rope, I advanced on the black rectangle. 
Wrestrel waste, if it wasn’t dark in here.
Slender fingers wrapped around my neck from behind. I grabbed hold of his wrists and tugged desperately, but his grip was like iron. Multihued splotches splashed across my vision as I wrestled in the cavernous enclosure. I threw myself backwards onto the floor. The fall must’ve stunned him, because the fingers loosened for a crucial second. That was all I needed. Tearing Tony’s hands off my neck, I leapt to my feet and turned to face my assailant.
I went pale as the blood drained away from my face.
Tony grunted as he rose to his feet. He sneered, “Scared?”
I didn’t respond. The sneer turned to a scowl and then a roar shook the air and Tony finally turned around and saw what I’d been looking at. 
“Son of the Stormgod,” he whispered.
A jet black wildcat stood in the doorway. It snarled, revealing a brace of ivory daggers. Sitting across the base of its neck was the twizel I’d uncaged earlier. It clutched the wildcat’s thick mane in either hand, like a man riding a horse.
I shook my head in disbelief. The monkey-like creature wasn’t food at all. He was the wildcat’s companion. Years of long practice asserted itself automatically, and my knees bent into a quarter squat as I braced myself for an onslaught that never came.
The wildcat launched itself at Tony. The one time tsarze champion fell screaming to the floor. I watched grimly from a distance. Tsarze was a brutal martial art. I’d seen what a skilled practitioner could do in the ring and it wasn’t pretty. But, for all of his skill, Tony was helpless against the tearing claws and ripping teeth of the wildcat.
I drew my swords and crouched into a combat stance as I waited to see what would happen. For all its ferocity, the wildcat ignored me. Finally, when it’d had its fill and Tony stopped twitching, it grabbed the goblin by the ankle and made to drag him back to its cage.
I stepped forward and, without letting go of either sword, I raised my right palm in a peace signal. 
“Please,” I said. “You may take the body, but I need the head.”
For the first time, the wildcat glanced up at me. Its pitch black eyes were inscrutable. The twizel chattered and knelt against the side of the cat’s head. He rubbed its maw softly and the wildcat loosened its grip on the goblin’s body. The twizel took hold of its mane and pulled ever so slightly towards his body. The wildcat took several steps back, stopping at the door.
I eyed the duo, not sure what to make of them. Trash monkeys weren’t unheard of in some of the dirtier neighborhoods, though their fierce reputation precluded their status as pets. I’d never considered them to be particularly intelligent. Then again, Kim had said this was a twizel. Whatever that was.
I stepped forward. Keeping one eye on the wildcat, I slashed down with a practiced motion. It only took one stroke for Tony’s head to pop off. I sheathed my left hand sword and slowly crouched down. Plucking it up like a kaveri ball, I tucked the head beneath my shoulder. Then, I backed up.
The twizel released the wildcat’s mane and in a flash it was back on top of the body. Seizing the headless corpse in its mouth, the cat shook it from side to side like a rag doll before retreating with it into the room beyond. I followed its progress as it dragged Tony’s body past a horrified Kim and through the open door into the hallway beyond.
I walked up to Kim. “Why did you let it in?” 
She shivered.  “I didn’t. The twizel opened the door. I had no idea they were capable of anything like this.”
Her eyes alit on the head in the crook of my arm. She looked about ready to vomit. She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath.
“By the gods, let’s get out of this place,” she said.
I raised an eyebrow. “Don’t like the zoo?”
If she’d been capable of it, I’m sure she would’ve cursed me further. Instead, she set off down the hallway. I smirked as I followed close behind, head in one hand and my sword in the other.
For whatever reason, the wildcat didn’t seem interested in either Kim or I. Still, that didn’t mean I was willing to take any unnecessary risks. After passing through the creepy insect and bird room, we entered the dark tunnel with the crawling lichen before exiting back into the exterior corridor. 
“Let’s go,” I said, settling into a crouch.
“Wait, I want to see something,” Kim said.
I hesitated. There was nothing more that I wanted to do than get out of this charnel house. But, something in Kim’s voice, a tugging insistence made me wait. She walked along the edge of the interior wall until she came to the wildcat’s cage. I followed close behind. Miraculously, the cat was locked up safely inside. It was licking contentedly at something that was probably Tony’s headless body. I didn’t bother getting close enough to confirm my suspicions.
Kim was standing by the twizel cage. “Look over here.”
I peered inside. It was hard to see in the dim light, but I couldn’t see the little monkey creature anywhere. The interior door was up and locked, but the exterior door was partially open.
I frowned and put a hand on Kim’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”
Her eyes caught mine and this time she nodded. Without further ado, I bent at the knees and launched myself at the wall. I came down in the garden outside the zoo’s walls. Kim touched down beside me a moment after.
Then, we were racing off into the night.
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“This girl sounds like quite the firecracker.”
I grunted. “Could be worse, I suppose.”
“You keep telling me that you’re doing Albion a favor by taking her on. But, from everything you’ve told me, it sounds like he’s done you a favor,” Jezzie said.
“I need an apprentice like I need a cancerous toe,” I said.
“If you ask me-,” Jezzie began.
“I didn’t,” I interjected.
“I think you like her. I think there might be a second warming our bed soon enough,” Jezzie said.
I leaned back in my chair as Jezzie tidied up the kitchen. That was one of the good things about Jezzie. Besides her rich brown hair, warm mahogany eyes and ample derriere and breasts, she was open to the idea of me taking other wives. Hell, open was hardly the right word. She was downright eager. And it wasn’t just for the extra help around the house. I noticed the way she looked at other women when we were out on the streets.
“Jealous?” I said, arching an eyebrow.
“If she’s half as pretty as you say she is, then yes. I’m jealous that she’s spending all day with you and not me.” Jezzie flashed her eyelashes in an exaggeratedly seductive move.
“I never said she was pretty,” I said.
Jezzie snorted. “Trust me, the less you talk about a woman’s looks, the more beautiful she is. I should call that something: Matheus’s law, maybe. From the way you’ve studiously avoided telling anything about her appearance, I can only conclude that she’s the most fetching woman in all of Sadras.”
She turned away from me as she spoke, probably so I couldn’t see the big smirk lighting up her face. I half-stood out of my chair and gave her butt a sharp swat. She giggled as she took a mincing half-step forward.
“Fine, she looks okay. She also happens to be Albion’s niece,” I said.
“Don’t you consider Albion family? Why not make it official?” Jezzie said, a teasing note in her voice.
“I’ll take that under consideration. For now, I have more important things to do,” I said.
“Like what?”
“If you have to know, I’m currently in the midst of an investigation.”
She swiveled around, eyes sparkling. “Ooh, I love mysteries. What are you investigating?”
A wide smile spread across my lips as I stood up and advanced towards Jezzie. My hands fell to her waist as my heart began to beat a little faster. I nuzzled her face against mine, before sharply turning my head to whisper into her ear.
“I’m investigating the mystery of what’s beneath this dress.”
She giggled. “That’s a good mystery. Let’s find out.”
She wore a simple house dress, simple and easy to move. I slowly pulled it up, gathering it in fat handfuls until the hemline was flush with her waist. Her black lace panties peeked out shyly from below. 
My blood burned hot as I tore the dress off her. She collapsed into me. Her mouth met mine in an explosion of hot lust. My fingers ran over her soft white skin. gods. It didn’t matter how many times we were together- with Jezzie everytime felt like the first. 
I unbuckled her bra and slid down her panties. I slipped my hand in hers and guided her gently towards the table. The air filled with the sound of her heavy breathing and the warm, sweet smells of the kitchen.
She laid backwards across the table and I dipped my head between her thighs. As good of a cook as she was, there was nothing Jezzie was capable of preparing that quite matched the feast I had begun. 
My tongue darted out in quick strokes, pulsing in and out of her wetness. She quivered as waves of ecstasy rolled through her body. The taste of her filled me, as I worked my tongue in sure, deft strokes.
“Oh yes, baby. That’s it. Right there.” She half sat up as her hands laced over the back of my head as she pressed me closer against her crotch. 
“That’s it, right there- unnamed gods!”
She fell back with a deep moan as she came against my mouth. I exulted in her orgasm, licking away her juices until I could stand it no more.
I unbuckled my belt and stepped out of my pants. Jezzie slid off the table and dropped to her knees before. Taking my cock in her hands, she slid her sweet mouth over the shaft in a worshipful embrace. I leaned my head back and moaned. Jezzie had a way of working her mouth that combined a ballerina’s grace with a barely contained lust. She was masterful, running her lips and tongue up and down the length of my manhood. 
I thrust forward, pushing myself all the way into the back of her throat. When I could finally take no more, I took a half step back. It was a signal we’d agreed on long ago, to ensure that the fun didn’t end prematurely.
She slowly stood up. A fire burned in her eyes, an eagerness for what would come next.
“Where do you want me?” she said.
In response, I put one hand on her hip and the other on her shoulder. “Against the table love.”
She obediently turned. The feel of her warm flesh beneath my fingers was delicious. I looked down and devoured her fat ass with my eyes.
“Do you want it?”
“Yes please,” she moaned.
I slapped her ass and leaned forward.
“Do you think you can take it all?” 
“Mhmm,” she murmured, evidently not trusting herself to speak.
“Good,” I said. My voice took on a harsh tone as I slipped into her waiting wetness. I thrusted forward with my hips and Jezzie let out a deep moan of pleasure as I moved through her. 
I closed my eyes and leaned back, biting my lower lip. It was almost too much. Her tight warmth fit squeezed me in a tantalizing embrace. My heart racing, I picked up the pace. Opening my eyes, I let my gaze wander over the milky expanse of her back, broken only by the flowing curtain of long brown hair.
I pushed in and out, gaining speed and power. Pulses of ecstasy ran over me with each thrust. My hands roamed her back, tracing random shapes in her skin.
I let out a primal groan as I leaned forward and slapped her ass again. I smiled as small ripples spread out across her body. I slowed down, a wicked grin crossed my face.
“Let’s try something else,” I said.
She stood up and turned around. I guided her back to the table. This time, I guided my cock deep into her waiting pussy. Her lower back arched as I entered and her eyes blossomed with excitement as I pushed deeper into her waiting body. Her breasts bounced in excited waves as I moved within her.
Leaning down, I planted my lips against hers and drew her in for a deep kiss. She tasted sweet and strong. Her tongue wrapped around mine. I slowed my thrusts, letting my cock rest deep within her. I parted my lips from hers and lifted my head an inch from her mouth. Warm breath danced over my lips.
“I love you,” I said.
“I love you so much,” she whispered.
I pulled back and renewed my thrusting, as she pushed her crotch desperately against mine.
She stiffened as she came. My back arched as I followed a moment after.
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The glass eyes stared back at me. Without meaning to, I crossed my arms over my chest and hugged myself tightly. 
“How do you make it through the day?” I said.
“Three cups of coffee, two spoons of cream and a generous helping of sugar,” Albion answered, not bothering to look up from his desk.
“Very funny,” I said. “You know what I mean.”
The glass eyes had been a near constant source of jibes, practically since he’d opened the workshop after sinking into semi-retirement. 
“I like to think of it in a positive light. They’re watching my back. You know Matheus, having friends isn’t a bad thing,” Albion said.
“Those are hardly friends,” I said. A small shiver of revulsion shook my frame before I turned from the eyes and crossed the room to where Albion was seated.
“So, you’ve received word on Alice?” I said.
“Yes, one of my informants in Baron Dilhelm’s quarter picked up something from a bartender. He said there was a conwoman who’d recently set up shop nearby. She approached him, offering to pay him on commission for every patron with more coins than sense she sent his way,” Albion said.
I grunted. “That’s a thin lead. There must be a million conwomen in this city.”
“Yes, but how many in Baron Dilhelm’s quarter? And how many are willing to pay Rhu stamped gold darics?” Albion said. He flicked up a coin, holding it between his thumb and forefinger. I stiffened at the sight of the baron’s face.
I stopped to consider the implications. Baron Dilhelm’s quarter was far and away the poorest in the city. Any conwoman worth her salt would be operating in one of the wealthier districts higher up the valley. Dilhelm’s quarter also happened to be the furthest from Rhu’s. His was a sprawling section of the city, only half of which was inside the crevasse proper. The rest spilled out onto the low coastal plains surrounding the sea of Amog.
If you were on the run from Rhu, it was the perfect place to hide out. Still, there was nothing specifically about this woman that made her a likely match. Then again, with a changeling involved-- and one with a history of subterfuge at that- it was unlikely we’d do any better.
“How’d Kim do on the last run?” Albion said.
“Not too bad,” I said. “She managed to make it home in one piece, didn’t she?”
“Hardly a ringing endorsement.” I moved off to the side, so I could inspect Albion’s work more closely. He was painting a thin emerald green ring around the edge of a glass eye. That would eventually be the iris.
“What do you want me to say? It was her first run. The kid has guts, I’ll tell you that.”
“Do tell.”
I grimaced as I recalled the orc bull-rushing forward, his mace at the ready. The fury and shock on his face as he tumbled to the floor, the end of Kim’s whip looped around his ankle.
“She did okay,” I said. I paused, then continued. “She assaulted an orc. Against my orders, I might add.”
“An orc?” Albion pushed away from the table. His eyebrows were raised in confusion. “What in the seven hells was an orc doing there?”
“Iron Tony had hired two of them as bodyguards,” I said.
Albion shook his head in disbelief. Or maybe it was disgust. Orcs generally evinced both feelings in normal folk.
“Orc bodyguards, for a low life like Tony. He must’ve been bleeding money,” Albion said.
“Well, it’s no mystery why he wasn’t able to pay his debts,” I said.
“Back to Kim, I think she should go with you on this one,” Albion said.
I shook my head slowly from side to side.
“I’m all for helping out, but this is surveillance plain and simple. The only thing Kim could do here is mess things up,” I said.
“The only thing she could do is learn,” Albion said sternly.
I met his gaze and sighed. As harsh as he might’ve been at times, during my own apprenticeship he’d made a strong effort to take me along on his routine missions, only leaving me at home when there’d been a clear and present danger to my safety. 
And when it came to teachers, there was no substitute for experience.
“Where is she anyways?” I said.
“Out back throwing knives. She told me they came in handy with a certain goblin friend of ours,” he said.
“I’ll go bring her up to speed,” I said.
“Please do, and while you’re there, give her this.” He rummaged in a bag near his desk and produced a brown paper wrapped parcel. He held it up to his nose and sniffed before handing it off to me.
“Some sort of poison?” I said.
“After a sort,” he said absentmindedly as he turned back to his work. 
I snorted and turned to walk through the back of his studio. That was all the explanation I was likely to receive. Albion had always been funny like that. If he had something he didn’t want to talk about, well, his mind was sterner than any strong box I’d ever come across in the field.
I passed the small room that served double duty as a larder and a kitchen and pushed through his backdoor into the small garden behind his house. High walls stood off to either side. The far wall was the East crevasse face. 
A solid thwunk met my ears as a knife sank deeply into the straw target set up against the base of the crevasse. Two more flashing silver blurs followed. Kim stood tall, shoulders back. A flicker of long, red hair fell between her eyes. It stuck there, matted by the beads of sweat dripping down her forehead. 
“Hey, your uncle said you could use this.” I moved over to give her the paper package. Her eyes went wide as their trance-like stare was broken.
“Hello, sorry I didn’t see you there. I was distracted,” she said, as she simultaneously tried to execute a bow while waving her arm towards the target.
 A good natured grin crept over my face.
“Don’t sweat it,” I said, handing her the package. “I haven’t been here long.”
She ripped it open, revealing a piece of flatbread folded over in a V shape. Chunks of rich looking brown meat were mixed with some white puffy substance.
“By the gods,” she whispered. “Virinil. But how?”
I chuckled. “Oh, your uncle has his ways. There isn’t much of anything he can’t scrounge up. But, what’s virinil?”
“It’s a speciality from my province. It’s quite delicious, would you like a taste?” she said.
A rolling wave of fetid air rolled off the sandwich. 
“That’s okay,” I said. “He said that it was especially for you.”
Kim shrugged and began to chow down. 
“We’re going on another job,” I said.
Kim’s eyes widened. “Already?”
“That’s the way this works. Never a dull moment. We’re going after a changeling,” I began.
“Oh, Alice,” Kim swallowed. “Yeah, uncle was talking about her last night. Said she’s supposed to be really important.”
“She is,” I said. “Apparently, she used to be pretty high up in Baron Rhu’s command structure.”
“Oh geez,” Kim said. She nibbled at the virinil and swallowed. “He’s not someone I’d like to tangle with.”
I twisted my mouth into a wry smile. 
“Unfortunately for you, that’s exactly what we’re going to be doing,” I said.
More to get away from the smell that for any other reason, I walked up to the target and plucked out the knives. The menial task was a relief from the burdens that lay ahead of me.
“Well, if it’s part of the job,” she said.
“Why do you want this job?” I said. 
“What do you mean? I already told you, I can’t be a ranger anymore. Since the Declension there just hasn’t been work in the provinces, and I don’t know anyone else in Sadras besides uncle,” she said.
“You could find something else?” I said, annoyance rising in my chest as I walked back towards the girl. Not a girl, she was well into her twenties now. A woman. She was a beautiful, red-headed woman. Someone I'd rather be courting than teaching.
“I’m a fighter,” she said softly, lowering the virinil. “I had to be, ever since ma and pa died. And uncle Albion has always been good to me. He used to send money to the provinces to pay for my upkeep. I could’ve ended up in the orphanage. Instead, I got to go to school.”
“Why didn’t he bring you here,” I said. I wrinkled my nose as I came back into virinil range.
She shrugged. “Said Sadras wasn’t a place to raise young ones. Said it was too dangerous. Having seen the city, I’m inclined to agree with him.”
“Surely, it can’t be worse than the provinces,” I said.
“Things weren’t always this bad,” Kim said. A wistful note entered her voice. “Even just ten years ago the farms were still producing and the forests stretched on for acres and acres beneath the feet of the mountains. It’s getting worse with each passing year. What about you? You don’t have a Sadras accent. You must’ve grown up outside the city somewhere.”
The question took me off guard.
People screaming. Flames. Uneven ground beneath my feet and tearing brambles.
I popped open the vial and absentmindedly brought a sliver of ironleaf to my lips. Kim looked on, a question mark on her lips. 
“We should get going,” I said, abruptly changing direction as my voice took on a gruffer cast. “By all accounts, Alice is a wiley one. Dangerous too. Your job is to sit in the corner and watch.”
“What if you’re in danger?” she said.
“I won’t be,” I said, flatly. “This is just a reconnaissance mission. But, should anything happen. Well, you acquitted yourself well enough last time. And it looks like you’re getting the hang of these knives.” I handed them back to her. “Just don’t get in my way.”
I turned and walked back into the shop without sparing Kim a second glance. All behind me was silence, then the soft pitter patter of footfalls started up as my new apprentice fell into line.
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That was probably why he’d been stuck with the remote maritime quarter. Prior to the Declension, it’d been among the wealthiest districts in the city. But, with the provinces drying up, so had much of the trade.
Now, it was little better than a filth lined warren. Fortunately, that meant passport controls were lax and unofficial border crossings common. We made it through without harassment, although after our encounter with the bridgeman leading into Baron Dhanmark’s territory, I was determined to get Kim a medallion.
One thing at a time.
The tavern we were supposed to find our contact at was an unimpressive one story hovel three blocks from the water. Sluggish sea air filled the winding side roads with the smell of salt and decay. 
I wrinkled my nose as I entered the tavern. Somehow, it managed to smell even worse. The man behind the counter was a big lug in an apron that had probably once been white. 
Two dockworkers bickered quietly in a corner, while a karsman lay slumped over beside the bar. I took a seat and ordered two tankards of ale. The barman grunted as he reached under the counter. He pulled out a vile looking pitcher filled two thirds of the way with a brownish liquid.
“I believe we have a mutual friend,” I said, quietly so the dockworkers couldn’t hear us. 
The barkeep looked up blankly from his task.
“So?” he said.
This was obviously going nowhere, so I decided to change tack. “I’m a friend of Albion. Do you know a changeling by the name of Alice?”
“I might,” he said.
I fished out a silver daric from my pocket. He looked disinterestedly back at the drinks as he finished pouring. 
I sighed as I slipped the silver daric away and replaced it with a gold one. His eyes creased as he took the yellow disc from my hand. He held it up to the light, then put it between his teeth and bit down ever so slightly.
The barman grunted as he pushed it deep into his baggy, canvas pants.
“Outside,” he said.
I nodded and stood up from the bar. Kim looked at me expectantly.
“Stay here, keep watch,” I said.
“I want to go,” she hissed.
I gave her a level stare. “I know.”
I left her at the bar and followed the barkeep to the back. A discordant hum rose from my right. I grimaced. The dockworkers had apparently drank through their feud, having lapsed into an off-key anthem whose words were indiscernible through their alcohol soaked speech.
The barkeep opened the back door and stepped into a side alley. I walked to the side and let him close the door behind me. 
“Where can I find Alice? I said.
The barkeep answered with a tight right cross that sent me reeling. I shook my head, tasting blood. Then, I darted down as he followed with a left and an uppercut, both of which whizzed mere inches from my body.
How did he punch so hard? That hand felt like it was made of stone. Had the barkeep suddenly grown taller?
The questions floated in my head like a flurry of autumn leaves, drifting without aim. I ran my tongue over my top and bottom teeth. Nothing loose. Good. I was ducking, bobbing and weaving down the alleyway, letting my instincts take over. His arm whipped out in another right cross, but this time there was something distinctly wrong about his anatomy.
It took me a second to realize his hand and the lower portion of his forearm had been replaced by a sweeping scythe blade. 
“Why won’t you die,” the barkeep grunted. Its voice had lost its hard masculine edge, becoming distinctly female. 
I shot back, opening up a blessed few yards of breathing space. Launching myself into the air, I executed a backflip while simultaneously unsheathing the twin, crescent blades from across my back.
I landed on my feet and bit my lower lip. The anger was growing. I could feel it seeping up from the ground. I hadn’t taken ironleaf before coming. After all, it was supposed to be a simple reconnaissance mission.
I shook my head. I was getting sloppy.
The changeling had morphed into something extra-human. It must’ve been eight feet tall. Cleaving machetes extending dangerously outwards from both arms. 
I should regroup. Replan. Rethink.
The anger caught fire in my belly. My eyes widened. I needed ironleaf now, or I’d lose myself.
The changeling reared back her head and roared, more beast than human.
Then she charged.
We met in a clash of blades in the center of the alley. Alice let out a howl as my swords caught in her bony appendages. Changelings couldn’t shift into nonorganic matter. I forced her arms down, shoving as hard as I could into the dirt road. My blades sunk deep, pinning her arms and forcing her head close to the ground.
My foot connected with her chin, landing with all the force of a champion kaveri player kicking a winning goal. The blow would’ve cleaved any normal human head clean from their shoulders. Instead, the neck stretched back, extending into a snake-like appendage. The head bounced against the nearby stone walls, before landing against the ground with a solid thud.
Fury take me.
My blood boiled. Suddenly, I was thirteen again. Dancing flames and armed men rushed past me. Screams. Men and women lost in their death throes. Cries for help, and the stench of burning flesh.
And my body burned with a pain that could not be salved.
I grabbed hold of the changeling, lifting her from the ground and over my head. She let out a piercing shriek as the swords shredded through her bony bladed appendages. 
This shouldn’t be possible. 
Some terrible fury animated my movements. I twisted and sent her hurtling into the side of the tavern. The wall caved in, along with a generous portion of the ceiling.
In a flash, I was on top of the changeling. My fists sunk into her soft flesh; by now she was little more than pink jelly. The creature’s body had distended into a shapeless mass. 
A deep gurgling sound flew from its mouth as my punches connected repeatedly with its midsection. Each punch seemed to fly a little further. Somewhere in my fury-addled brain, I realized it was shrinking and growing harder as it did so.
I growled and grabbed for the changeling with both hands. As if sensing my change in tactics, her contraction accelerated and then she was gone. I stared at the rubble in front of me, my anger growing dangerously without an outlet for release.
A pinprick of color rose to the top of the debris. I knelt down and watched a ladybug crawl to the top of the rubbish heap. It spread its wings and buzzed away. I leaned forward to snatch it, but it was already out of reach.
It zipped violently to the side and disappeared into a hairline crack between two buildings. I let out a roar and leapt towards the far building. My foot slammed against the stone wall with enough force to cause a spiderweb of cracks to spread. My fists followed and the spider web deepened and grew wider.
“Are you okay?”
I turned and caught sight of Kim. Concern was plastered across her face. I growled and stalked forward.
“It’s alright,” she said softly. “Alice is gone, but I’m here. I’m not going to hurt you. We’re on the same team, remember?”
With that, she took three big steps forward and laid her hand on my forehead. I closed my eyes as the fury leaked away into the cool flesh of her palm.
“You’re okay,” she whispered softly. “Here, take this.”
She pressed something to my lips. I opened my mouth and the dry relief of ironleaf filled me. It sank into my belly and the familiar warmth spread through my body. The fury turned to lead and sank.
Suddenly, I was so, so tired.
“How did you,” I croaked.
Kim threaded my arm over her shoulder, helping to support me.
“Albion told me. He said to give you this if you ever needed it,” she said.
I glanced over at the stone building I’d just pummeled into submission. 
How could human flesh do that?
It was a question I’d never managed to answer. A question that up until today, I thankfully hadn’t had to ask for quite a long time.
A figure in a white spider silk cloak entered the periphery of my field of vision. He landed atop the roof of the building I’d just pummeled and shot off.
I stiffened. “I have to go.”
“You’re not going anywhere,” Kim said firmly. “You’re exhausted. Please, we can hunt Alice another time.”
“You don’t understand,” I said.
Kim’s arm felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. Cold beads of sweat popped onto my forehead as I tried to lift it off my shoulder. I succeeded and dropped into a crouch. I could let the seven-league boots do the work until my body was healed. I made to jump and instead fell into a kneeling position.
“You don’t have the strength,” Kim said.
“Mikael Taran, he’s after her. He’s going to take my prize,” I said.
“The Tarans.” Kim frowned. “Uncle told me about them. Still, there’s nothing we can do. Not now.”
I opened my mouth to protest, and immediately shut it again. All of my instincts were fighting against it, but I knew she was right.
“Let’s get you home before anyone notices the mess we made,” Kim said. 
She knelt beside me and helped me to my feet.
“We’ll take a carriage back,” she said.
I grunted in assent. Great waves of exhaustion swept over me. I couldn’t believe I’d let myself get so out of hand, after all these years.
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“Maybe it’s time you learned to use it.”
I inhaled deeply on the woodwort pipe and let out two long streams of blue-grey smoke from my nostrils. A creeping relaxation spread down my spine.
“You know as well as I do how dangerous that is,” I said.
“It’s dangerous because you haven’t learned how to handle it. There’ll come a time when you won’t have ironleaf on hand.” Albion gestured impatiently and I passed the pipe to him. He took a deep drag and coughed up a mouthful of smoke.
I stifled a grin.
“Looks like I’m not the only one who needs to learn control,” I said.
Albion grumbled as he passed the pipe back.
I continued: “Look, if I couldn’t control myself before, who’s to say that I can learn now? Besides, that’s the point of the ironleaf- to give me control. Moving on, what was Mikael doing there?”
Albion pounded his chest and an errant puff of smoke exited his nostrils. When he spoke again, his voice had taken on a dry, scratchy tone. “How do you know it was Mikael and not one of the others?” 
“The jumper had seven league boots, and he’s the only Taran with those boots. I doubt he’d trust one of his kiddos with them.”
Albion grunted and stared at the crevasse wall as the woodwort smoke properly hit.
“He was probably doing the same thing you were. Alice is quite the commodity,” Albion said.
“But, how did he know she was there?” I said. Exasperation seeped through me. “Has he been following me?”
“Possibly, yet somehow I doubt it. Mikael strikes me as the sort of man who has better things to do than mope around his competition,” Albion said.
I formed my hand into a fist. The woodwort wasn’t nearly strong enough to save me from this frustration. “I have to raid their complex.”
Albion raised an eyebrow. “That seems a little extreme. Do you even know where that is?”
“No, but I can find out.”
“And if they don’t have Alice?”
“Forget Alice- I want to know how he was able to find me.”
“It sounds like you’d be better off just talking to the man,” Albion said.
I rolled my eyes. “Mikael isn’t exactly known for being gregarious nor trustworthy.”
“Set a trap. If he’s found you before, he’ll find you again.”
I pondered that for a moment. The succubus and now the changeling. Both had drawn the Tarans out. But, not Iron Tony. Was it all a coincidence?
Possibly, but there was only one way to find out.
“Alright,” I said. “Let’s do this.”
“Excellent, as it just so happens a job came down the pipeline earlier this morning. My man at Baron Dhanmark’s office assured me I had an exclusive on it,” Albion said.
I gave him a skeptical look. “Working for a stuffed man? Not to mention he’s controlled by Rhu.”
“Beggars can’t be choosers. Besides, for now you’ll be insulated from Rhu. The job is important, but considering Dhanmark’s, errr, condition it’s entirely possible you won’t even see the good baron.”
“Fine, fine, get out with it already. What’s the job?”
Albion leaned forward and wiggled his eyebrows in a conspiratorial manner. “Dhanmark’s daughter has been kidnapped by the karsmen trash mafia. It’s going to be your job to rescue her.”
“How is this a trap?” I said.
“It’s not,” Albion said, spreading his hands out palms up. “Dhanmark is offering quite the reward however, and I’ve made a few strategic leaks. I’d say your chances of encountering the Tarans on this mission are above average.”
“Fine. Not exactly a job for a bounty hunter though, is it?” I said dryly.
Albion waved his hand dismissively. “Rescue reward or bounty, it’s all the same. If you manage to catch the ringleaders, that’ll net you a healthy bonus as well.”
“I assume you’ll take your normal finder’s fee?” I said.
“Knock off a couple silver darics and give it to the girl, will you? She could use some spending money.”
“If you wish,” I said.
Apprentices normally weren’t paid out of the bounties they worked. Instead, they were given a bare stipend just large enough to survive on. As it was, Albion had been paying for the girl’s living expenses, although if she were to continue in her apprenticeship eventually she would come to live with me. 
I dismissed the thought. If such a thing did come to pass, it was still months away at least. A thought suddenly came to me.
“You expect me to take her on this mission as well?” I said.
Albion sighed. “Must we have this discussion every single time? Of course I do. She is your apprentice. In case you’ve forgotten, that’s how the system works.”
“This time will be different. We’re infiltrating the karsmen mafia.”
“Mafia schmafia, she’ll be with you the whole time.”
“I can’t do it.”
“I seem to remember a former apprentice of mine who went on missions far more dangerous than busting into the headquarters of some overly secretive trash disposal union,” Albion said.
“You also denied me permission to accompany you on plenty of missions,” I said.
“When you were fourteen. If you haven’t noticed, she’s four and twenty. Not to mention her ranger background leaves her a force to be reckoned with, a fact I’m sure you’ll attest to,” he said.
I pursed my lips. While she’d never shown the least indication of cowardice, Kim also hadn’t exactly shown herself to be a force to be reckoned with. Then again, that probably had something to do with my preemptive restrictions on her fighting in the field.
Maybe it was time to take Kim off the leash and see what all that ranger training was good for.
“She is your niece.” I gave him a wry smile. “Let’s hope the apple fell far from the tree.”
“Excellent, here are the orders,” he gestured to a crinkled yellow folder on his lap. “And I’ve already briefed Kim thoroughly on the project. She’ll be able to answer any question that you have as well as I. Probably better,” he said.
That gave me pause. Albion was really putting all his weight behind this. I’d always wondered if he regretted not having kids or a wife. Maybe this was his way of making up for it. Then again, with all the help he’d given me I really shouldn’t be so surprised he’d go to the same lengths for his own flesh and blood.
“Sounds like you trust that girl quite a bit.”
“With my life,” he said. He held my gaze for a moment. Finally, I broke eye contact.
 “Alright, let me hit that one more time before I leave,” I said.
Albion rolled his eyes as he passed back the pipe. I inhaled deeply before shooting twin plumes of smoke through my nostrils. I passed the pipe back and clapped the old man on the shoulder.
“Alright, gotta go,” I said. 
He held up the yellow folder and I took it from his hands.
“She’s upstairs,” he said.
I opened the doorway and walked over to the staircase that led up to the second floor of Albion’s house slash craft shop. I was intimately familiar with the area, having lived there for the five years of my own apprenticeship.
I wrinkled my nose as I walked up the balcony. Albion had made me polish the wooden bannister gods knew how many times. I walked to the top of the stairs and knocked on the door leading into the apprentice’s quarters.
“Getting ready uncle, I’ll be out in a minute,” Kim said.
“It’s me,” I said.
“Oh, come in,” Kim said.
I slid open the door and stepped into the room. Albion’s apprenticing quarters were an odd mixture of spartan and luxurious. While Albion had forbidden me from owning many creature comforts- he had confined me to a straw mattress, a spindly wooden chair that bit into your ass and a lopsided table, he’d also seen fit to provide me with a private privy. Given that many newer houses had just one privy and many of the lower classes defecated on the roadside or in the large communal toilets that could be found on each neighborhood block, this was a rare luxury indeed. In addition to the toilet and sink, the privy possessed a gravity fed shower linked to the roof cistern. It provided a generous helping of clear, clean water.
That it was frequently icy cold was simply a fact of nature. Something hardly worth being upset over.
The door to the privy was closed now. It was little more than a thin cedar screen. The sound of splashing water indicated that she was in the midst of taking a shower. I sat down on the hard wooden chair and waited for Kim to finish.
The water stopped. Rustling came from inside the privy and then the door opened. Kim stepped out naked as the day she was born. My eyes swept from the base of her slender pale neck down to her compact breasts, perky and topped each with a strawberry pink nipple. Her stomach was taut and flat and led smoothly down to a neatly shaven V between her slender yet athletic thighs.
She flashed me a smile.
“Just a second, let me put something on before we leave,” she said.
I tried not to stare at my nude apprentice as she absentmindedly rubbed the last water droplets from her body. Her clothes hung from a wire strewn up along the side of the wall. She flicked through several tunics, giving me an excellent profile view.
I coughed and glanced away. She looked over, a flash of concern in her eyes. 
“Is something wrong?” she said.
“You’re naked.”
“Well yes, I just took a shower,” she said, confused. “Did I do something wrong?”
“In Sadras, women and men bathe separately,” I said.
 Putting a hand on her hips she turned, flashing every inch of her lithe curves in my direction. She hardly seemed embarrassed.
“Oh, we could never spare enough water to put up two separate showers. With the rangers, we did everything together. It’s just the way things were out in the provinces,” she said.
“If you say so, carry on,” I said.
She turned back to her wardrobe and began to dress as she told me more about the karsmen trash union. I had a difficult time paying attention as she slid on her undergarments, then a tight pair of leggings and a tunic.
“-so, the karsmen somehow managed to get a stranglehold on five of the baronies. Rhu is the biggest holdout, and not even the karsmen will mess with him. Dhanmark was in talks with the karsmen prior to his kin-war with Zhila. It’s only speculation, but I think it was the fighting that put him over the edge. The karsmen are more intelligent than we give them credit for. The amount of trash this city produces is astounding, and it only grows larger by the year. The karsmen were the first to see an opportunity. Prior to the formation of their union, trash collection was mostly handled by scroungers and beggars. 
The karsmen promised low prices, regularity and efficiency. They delivered on all three at first. Then, as time wore on they slowly increased their prices. At the same time, they figured out that they could use bands of thugs to dissuade any upstart competition,” she said.
Fully dressed, she turned to the door. I stood up and followed her out into the hall and down the stairs. Having just seen her naked made the switch of her hips as she walked all the more tantalizing.
I thought back to her warm touch and Jezzie’s teasing, then shook my head.
I had a job to do. There were plenty of women in Sadras fit to be my second. I didn’t have to pick my apprentice.
At the bottom of the stairs, she opened the door then stood back holding it open for me. A warm smile lit her face; her gentle auburn locks wisped over her pale eyes.
In spite of myself, I returned her smile as I walked out the door.
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“I’m sorry, but we have no record of communication from Baron Dilhelm’s office,” the sibilant said.
“No record? I am the record!” I slapped a letter on the table. 
The sibilant carefully examined the envelope, turning it over in his fingers.
“That is Dilhelm’s seal,” the sibilant said, though doubt colored his voice. He retrieved a brass paper knife from the cup on his table and opened the envelope before pulling out several thick white papers folded together.
A pair of spectacles on a chain hung around his neck. He perched the glasses atop the bridge of his nose and began to read, making small noises as he went. I leaned back in my chair and made a steeple with my fingers.
Albion had written the letter, of course. Not only was he a master forger, but he also possessed the wax seals of every baron, even Rhu.
Finally, the sibilant put down the letter and peered over the table at me. His vast black eyes dwarfed his tiny glasses, producing quite the comical contrast. I would’ve laughed, had the stakes not been so high.
“I must say, these are not quite the terms we’re looking for,” he said.
“So, make me an offer,” I said, carelessly waving my hand in what I hoped was a valid impression of a petty bureaucratic lord.
The sibilant named an eye watering figure. I turned my head slowly from side to side as if I were lost in consideration.
“Excuse me, may I use your privy?” Kim said.
The sibilant looked towards my apprentice, eyes blank. “Outside, down the hall and to the left.”
“Thanks,” she said, springing to her feet. The creak of the office door opening and closing, then the soft padding of her footsteps filled the room.
“I’m authorized to offer you no more than half of that figure,” I said.
The sibilant shuffled some papers on his desk. “Then, I’m afraid we’ll have to ask you to come back another time. Perhaps when your lord has taken greater stock of what he stands to gain from this transaction.”
I held up my hand. “Now, that’s what I’ve been authorized to do. But, I gotta tell you, I want this to work. You have no idea the problems we’ve been having. The stench alone from my front porch,” I waved my hand in front of my face. “But, you’ve gotta work with me on this. Throw in something to sweeten the pot, and I’ll do what I can back at court.”
I flashed the sibilant a conspiratorial wink. His face remained blank. Could sibilants blink? For that matter, was it a he? 
“Why am I speaking to you?” I blurted out.
That finally broke the sibilant’s inscrutable stare.
“Beg pardon,” he said, thin eyebrows scrunching together between his ocean sized eyes.
“This is the karsmen’s trash union, so why am I speaking to you and not a karsman?” I said.
He stiffened. “My employers find certain elements of society less than receptive. They prefer to work through intermediaries in the name of harmony.”
I interpreted that as karsmen scare the living shit out of anyone who has two brain cells to rub together, thereby necessitating all negotiations be undertaken by a race of pygmy island dwellers. 
“Very well,” I said. “So, back to the question at hand.”
“Yes, well we can offer you a month of free service when you sign our eighteen month contract,” he said. “Beyond that, you can expect ten percent of payments collected on all reclaimed glass, metal, and wood.”
He held his hands flat on the table, palm up.
“Now, that is the very best offer I can give you without authorization from my employers,” he said.
“Interesting,” I said.
I leaned back in my chair and stared at the ceiling, doing my best to stall for time. After an interminable pause, I sat up.
“Yes, I believe I can make something work,” I said. “Now, how about this. What if I offer you-”
The door slammed open. I turned around and came face to face with two massive karsmen. Kim stood looking sheepish between the two hulking figures.
“We caught the girl lurking in the back hallways. Said she was here with the Dilhelm delegation,” the taller of the two said.
“I wasn’t lurking!” Kim stomped her foot. “I told you I was trying to find the bathroom.”
“I’m sorry my directions were so complicated, miss,” the sibilant said.
I couldn’t tell if he- it, whatever- was being sarcastic or not. It suddenly dawned on me that I didn’t even know its name.
“Excuse me, Mr.,” I gestured vaguely in front of me.
“Sibilants are not gifted names in the same manner as mainlanders. For purposes of identification and efficiency, we are numbered. If you wish, you may refer to me as 41,” the sibilant said.
“Well Mr. 41, the woman your goons are so roughly handling happens to be Baron Dilhelm’s niece,” I said.
“We’re not roughly handling her,” the far karsman said.
“Yeah, we’re not even touching her,” the near karsman said.
“They’re not touching me,” Kim said.
41 and I ignored them. Finally, we’d settled on some common ground.
“I wasn’t aware that Baron Dilhelm had a niece,” 41 said.
“Yes, well she’s visiting from the provinces,” I said.
“That’s quite the miracle, considering that Baron Dilhelm was an only child,” 41 said.
A blush rose over my face. From the doorway, Kim shot daggers at me.
“Of course, when I say niece, I really meant god niece. She’s practically family,” I said.
The karsmen exchanged a look.
“Yes, well this has been a fascinating look into the good baron’s family tree, but I’m afraid that unless you have further concessions you’re willing to make, I must call a close to our meeting,” he looked pointedly at me. “Rest assured, however, that this is not the end of talks. I will consult with my superiors and, gods willing, I will bring a proposal to your master’s office by next week.”
“Sounds like a plan,” I said. 
I stood up and grabbed hold of my papers. As I passed out of the room, I caught an unmistakable waft of sewage rising from the two karsmen. One made what would’ve been a fearsome face, were the smell not so sickening.
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“Are you sure about this?” I said.
“Not really, no,” Kim said. She bit her bottom lip and shook her head absentmindedly. “But, it was the most suspicious thing I came across before those two goons caught me.”
I grunted as I slid back the section of the skylight I’d just cut out. It was a thirty foot drop to the atrium floor. I leapt feet first, confident the seven league boots would cushion my fall. They did their work and Kim dropped silently behind me.
I licked my lips, the bitter aftertaste of ironleaf still on my tongue.
Despite Albion’s suggestion, I was far from keen on repeating my experience in the alleyway. Moving down the dimly lit hallway, I let Kim take the lead. This late at night, it was unlikely there’d be more than a guard or two, if that. The karsmen union’s fierce reputation would more likely than not be security enough.
Still, I wasn’t about to let myself be taken unawares. 
“Over here,” she hissed. 
She’d opened a small side door, plain and unmarked. A shiver ran down my spine as I took in the black, staring rectangle that greeted me. 
“Are you sure this leads down to the sewers?” I said.
“I’m not sure about anything. I told you, I barely had a chance to peek inside before I had to run. But it certainly smells like it leads to the sewers. Take a whiff for yourself,” she said.
I leaned my head in and received immediate confirmation.
“Westrel waste,” I swore.
“That would smell better than this.”
I plucked two handkerchiefs from my belt and doused the front of each with a liberal helping of stormwort essence. I passed one of the handkerchiefs over to Kim and she gave me a grateful nod before wrapping it around the lower half of her face. I did the same with mine. 
Immediately, the smell drifted away and was replaced by the sharp scent of stormwort. I plucked my lameraei lamp from my satchel. Only one fat larvae wiggled around in the thin sided glass orb. I gripped the brass ring that jutted out from the top and swung the sphere into the darkened stairwell.
Chipped, stone stairs led down at a steep diagonal.
“Might as well get to it,” I said. “Close the door behind you.”
With that, we began our descent into the underworld. 
[image: image-placeholder]“How far below ground do you think we are?” Kim said.
“I’ve heard that some of the tunnels extend a full quarter mile down. Maybe more. Who knows?” I said.
Kim wrapped her cloak tighter around herself. “What I do know is it’s too damn cold down here.”
“You’re going to let a little cold bother you?” 
“I’d rather have you keep me warm,” Kim blurted out.
I turned and raised an eyebrow. In the wan lameraei light, I could just make out a faint rising red blush on Kim’s cheek. We proceeded in silence the rest of the way down the staircase. 
It led out onto a stone walkway. Gushing nearby was a fetid smelling river that took up the center of the cylindrical tunnel. Raising the persei to chest height, I watched as the old chimera knucklebone drifted to the top of its inky prison.
“Where can we find Baron Dhanmark’s daughter?” I asked.
The knucklebone swung slowly from side to side, like a compass needle finding its course. It elongated, but only partially. Finally, it settled straight ahead, aiming at the far stone wall. 
I sighed. She was out of range. I looked down both ends of the tunnel. Darkness greeted me in either direction.
“Where are the nearest karsmen?” I asked. 
The knuckle bone morphed into a needle point and oscillated for a moment, before swinging down to the far end of the tunnel. I touched Kim’s elbow and gestured with my chin in the direction we needed to go.
She gave me a quick nod, her cheeks still ever so slightly flushed. I flashed back to our earlier encounter after she’d taken her shower.
If I’m not careful, I’m going to let her become a distraction.
I took the lead as we made our way through the tunnel. Getting out ahead allowed me to temporarily banish thoughts of Kim from my mind. Instead, I focused on the task at hand. The karsmen trash union members were a secretive bunch, but Albion had managed to dig up quite a bit of information in the dossier he’d prepared. Apparently the karsmen used the tunnels to transport their trash heaps to scrap yards where they salvaged out everything worth taking. The truly unredeemable garbage was shipped out by ferry to dumps along the coastal plains where it was burned. Or sometimes it was simply dropped in the ocean.
I had to give them credit. For a group that was largely looked down upon for their supposed brainlessness, they’d managed to build up a pretty significant empire. A trash empire sure, but an empire nonetheless.
Something skittered across the wall. Kim’s soft body shrunk against mine as she stifled a shriek. I raised the lantern and two bright bulbous orange eyes stared back at me.
They were attached to a gelatinous head that sprouted from the center of a chitinous coated body. Slender insect legs clung to the wall. Far too many legs. The creature was about the size of a ten week old puppy.
I drew my knife and the eyes bugged out of its head. Kim let out a gasp, squeezing my torso as the head snapped into its body. The now headless creature skitter-skattered across the wall and out of sight.
“It’s nothing,” I said.
Kim gave my chest another squeeze, before disengaging. We continued on down the hallway.
Up ahead, dim glowing sheets lit up the cavernous tunnel. I slowed our advance, wrapping the lameraei orb in its light sealing bag. I drew one of my swords.
“Be ready,” I warned Kim. 
The lights began to move. They wrapped up the sides and ceiling of the tunnel, bathing everything in a soft green glow. 
“It’s like that creature from the zoo,” I said.
Kim stifled a giggle. I turned and raised an eyebrow.
“It’s nothing,” she whispered. “Just the thought of the baron and his rich friends paying all that money to look at a sewer monster.”
A grin curved up the side of my face. It was pretty funny, I thought. The barons were widely known for their decadence. That it extended to their collection of exotic animals should be no surprise.
We continued on, passing beneath the slow moving lichen-like carpets. It occurred to me that it’d behoove me to pay less attention to my sense of sight and more attention to my sense of hearing, given the nature of the dimly lit tunnels.
I closed my eyes and let the sound of moving water wash over me. I furrowed my brow and opened my eyes. The tunnel curved ahead and the clang of metal on metal assaulted my ears. 
I held out a hand and caught hold of Kim’s arm. She stopped.
Her eyes met mine. I put a finger up to my lips and she nodded in understanding. I crept up to the corner and peeked around the edge. An oblong cut widened out on the side of the tunnel. A great heap of trash stood in its center.
Scattered fires burned from rusted out metal barrels. A small contingent of karsmen were hard at work rustling through the trash heap, picking out pieces of salvageable material and placing them in different piles.
A karsman smaller than the rest, barely taller than me, stalked around the edge of the group.
“Work faster dogs,” he spat. 
He turned in the firelight, revealing a short leather whip by his side. The other karsmen picked up the pace when he came into view. 
I retreated back to Kim. She looked up at me expectantly. 
“It’s a refuse pile,” I said. “A small group of karsmen is sorting through the trash. I’ve identified their leader. He might know where the girl is.”
“So, what are we going to do?” she said.
I took a deep breath. “We’re going to take him hostage.”
Excitement danced across her eyes. 
“Let’s get ‘em,” she said.
“That’s my girl.”
“Your girl.”
The words lingered on the air. I turned and made for the end of the hall, grateful for the half-light. Sneaking up on trash island turned out to be easier said than done. There were too many karsmen. We darted forward a few yards at a time, taking cover in shallow inlets carved into the tunnel walls or by laying flat against the floor. 
Finally, we reached the edges of the firelight. Crouching behind a pile of discarded metal, I thought desperately of how to separate the supervisor from his men.
I turned to Kim.
“Got any ideas?” I said.
In response, she picked up a half-rusted pipe and sent it sailing over the massive trash pile in the middle. It clattered somewhere on the opposite side of the tunnel.
The karsmen froze. The short one with the whip snapped.
“It’s nothing, back to work,” he said. 
The karsmen reluctantly returned to their tasks. Kim and I exchanged glances. She picked up an old brass door knob and threw it over the trash pile. This time, the clatter was softer, but the response more pronounced. Every karsman stopped and lifted their head to listen.
The supervisor swore.
“It’s nothing,” he screamed, his voice rising an octave. “Nothing!”
It would’ve been comical, had the other karsmen not been so afraid. Kim picked up another length of pipe and sent it soaring. This time, the clatter could not be ignored. The karsman supervisor stomped his feet.
“Out, out, all of you out. Go see whatever in the seven hells that damn noise is,” he screeched.
The karsmen silently obeyed, moving around the edge of the trash pile and leaving the clearing open. Save for the supervisor who, still sputtering, walked off into a side tunnel that led away from the trash heap area.
Perfect.
In a moment, I was on my feet. Then, Kim and were racing through the half-light towards the side tunnel. The supervisor was well along. Here the tunnel was lit by torches set into sconces. Like most karsman, he was bare chested, wearing a leather breechclout. His long, dirty hair hung shoulder length.
Unlike most karsmen, who tended to be barrel chested with powerful builds, he was lean and wiry. Combined with his short stature and comically high pitched voice, I could only assume he was a fierce combatant for the other karsmen to fear him so. 
Or he was well-connected. 
I hoped for the latter. I sheathed my sword and grabbed my rope. Kim brandished her whip. I gave her a tight smile and gave the go ahead gesture.
Albion wanted her to get some practice in the field? Well, this was about as good as it came.
I trailed behind Kim as she advanced on the karsman. Up ahead, the tunnel split. The karsman turned the corner and Kim pounced. Moving with a fluid grace, she shot out with her whip. It wrapped tightly around the karsman’s ankle and he fell heavily to the floor. 
Before he could scream, Kim was on top of him. The sharp edge of a throwing knife digging into his throat.
“Say one word and it’ll be your last,” Kim said softly.
I came close enough to help, but far enough away to allow Kim room to operate. 
Impressive.
This was a far cry from the uncertainty I’d seen during our Iron Tony operation. Then again, I’d explicitly told her to stay back then. Maybe I’d made an error in doing so. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time.
“You’re going to lead us to Baron Dhanmark’s daughter,” she said. 
The karsman was silent. I rolled my eyes as a yellow stream trickled away from his pant legs. 
It looked like I could retire the fearsome warrior theory.
“You need to tell him he can speak,” I said.
“Oh, right,” Kim said, slightly flustered. “Answer me.”
“I don’t know where she is,” the karsman whined. 
“Wrong answer,” Kim said.
She pressed the knife deeper against his throat. A single pin prick of blood appeared.
“Okay, I’ll help you!” he said. 
“Good boy,” Kim said.
She patted him fondly on his greased down hair before standing up. I moved in and patted him down, relieving him of two knives and a cudgel before I secured his wrists. Then, I tied a hobble between his knees. He’d be able to walk, but at nothing more than a weak shuffle.
“I didn’t have anything to do with it,” the karsman said.
“Shut up,” I growled.
His lips tightened as a look of pure terror spread across his eyes. It was always the bullies who turned into the worst cowards at the first sign of danger.
“What’s your name?” I said.
He twisted his head so he was facing the dank, lichen coated wall. “Merhet,” he spat out.
“Nice to meet you Merhet, now before we head out let’s get one thing clear. If you try to betray us. If you make any loud noises, if you try to escape, I’ll dismember you and use your arms as clubs to fight off whatever reinforcements you can summon.”
Merhet blanched.
“Let’s get going,” I said cheerfully. I prodded his back with the tip of my knife and he stumbled forward.
He led us down a long hallway, which led into another long hallway, which led into a third long hallway. In fact, the underground seemed to be composed of nothing but long, dank hallways.
Muffled voices sounded from up ahead. I grabbed Merhet by the shoulder, stopping him dead in his tracks.
“Hide us,” I said.
He glanced around nervously, before pointing to a side corridor up ahead.“Here.” 
I walked over briskly to inspect it. Several large crates made up a low barrier that’d provide us with some measure of privacy. I nodded, and waved the other two over.
We’d just settled in to our hiding spots, when the voices became audible. 
“Have you prepared the Dilhelm presentation yet?”
“You really believe those buffoons were legitimate?”
I started. The first voice obviously belonged to a karsman, but the second was more familiar. It was 41, the sibilant I’d met just earlier that day.
“If the baron’s staff are on the same level of competency as he, then more likely than not yes. Regardless, we need Dilhelm’s account.”
“Very well, I’ll compile a proposal. But, the numbers they gave were simply absurd,” 41 said.
“They’re opening negotiations. It’s your job to jack the price up,” the karsman growled.
The sibilant sniffed. “Anyone with a modicum of sense would balk at the numbers they gave me. But yes, I will compile a report.”
The voices had become louder. I briefly considered hopping out and teaching the sibilant some manners. As if sensing my temptation, Kim reached out and settled her hand on my shoulder.
I looked over and she shook her head no. 
It was probably for the best.
The two stopped talking and their footsteps drifted away down the hall. I waited for the sound of their footsteps to recede and then I counted backwards from ten. As I hit zero, I stepped out from around the boxes and continued on my way.
“It’s not too far from here,” Merhet said. “They’re in the dungeon.”
“Your union has a dungeon?” I said.
“Doesn’t every union?” Merhet said. His tone registered genuine bewilderment. 
“What are we going to do if the Tarans show up down here,” Kim said. 
“Follow the plan,” I said.
“Refresh my memory.”
“We kick their asses.”
“Solid plan.”
“Thanks, I spent all night thinking it up.”
A drone-like buzzing sounded from up ahead. I squinted. The tunnel terminated in a thick, steel door. A wheel dominated its center in lieu of a handle.
“What’s that?” I said.
“The furnace room,” Merhet said. He sounded reluctant.
“What does it heat?” I said.
“Parts of Baron Dhanmark’s, Zila’s and Azara’s quarters,” he said.
I scratched my chin. “Interesting.”
“We’ll have to put on body suits before we enter. The heat will be too great otherwise.”
“Are there people inside?” I asked, absentmindedly poking Merhet in the back with my knife. 
He gulped. “Always, but the suits will keep you from being recognized.”
“Good enough for me,” I said.
The suits were stored inside of a closet just outside the door. I had to untie Merhet to allow him to open the combination lock. 
“You’ll need to undo the hobbles, too,” he said.
“Beg pardon?”
“I can’t wear them under the suit. If I wore them over the suit, they’d attract attention. Besides, they’re made of rope. There’s a good chance they’ll burst into flames,” he said.
I gave him the side-eye, but he had a point. I knelt down and undid the hobbles. He let out a sigh as he rubbed the sides of his wrists.
“Just because you’re not tied up doesn’t mean you’re free,” I warned him. “I don’t need a knife to hurt you.”
“I wouldn’t dream of doing anything.”
His voice had taken on a snarky undertone and he spoke and moved with an unsettling confidence. I turned and examined the neat line of suits that were hung up on the side of the wall. They were made of a thick, silvery material. I took a pinch in my hands and rubbed it between my thumb and forefinger. To my surprise, it was smooth and soft- almost of a cottony texture.
“Kilhart spider silk,” Merhet said. “Each suit is worth ten times its weight in gold.”
Kim’s eyes went wide. “They breed kilhart spiders in Sadras?”
Merhet nodded. His face took on a grim cast. “We do some for the barons, but most have a private hatch they breed in house. Usually in the dungeons. Makes it easier on ‘em.”
“How so?” I asked.
“Keeps ‘em closer to their food supply of course,” he said.
I turned to the side and spat. As if there weren’t enough reasons to hate the barons. 
“Pick out whichever you like,” Merhet continued. “They’re stretchy. What’ll fit on the largest karsman will fit the lass here just as well.”
“I’ll go first,” I said. “Keep an eye on him.”
In response, Kim plucked a throwing knife from her bandolier and brandished her whip in her other hand. Confident that I was in good hands, I picked a suit at random and put it on over my boots.
Just as Merhet had said, the suit fit perfectly and soon I was completely encased in a mesh of kilhart spider silk. A sense of unease rose through me. Despite the fabric’s comfort, I couldn’t help but picture myself trapped in a web, a kilhart the size of a hunting dog sprinting towards me, ichorous fangs extended and ready.
Merhet and Kim followed. I didn’t like being cut off from weapons and tools. My only saving grace was the knowledge that whatever foes I might encounter inside will be similarly handicapped.
A thought struck me as Kim finished suiting up. “What will they think of her?”
“What do you mean?” Merhet said, still in the process of sliding his sleeves over his arms.
“She’s much too small to be a karsman,” I said.
Merhet finished putting on the suit and waved his hand dismissively. “They’ll take her for a sibilant.”
I looked Kim up and down and decided that yes, she probably was just about the right size to be mistaken for one of those otherworldly creatures. 
Some sort of complex ventilation system sat right over the mouth. The way that it worked was that it didn’t. I became incredibly aware of the stench of my own breath and decided that it was time to up my oral hygiene habits. That would have to wait, however. The best I could do now was just go.
“Lead the way,” I said, gesturing to the doorway. 
At least the eye-plates worked. Whatever type of glass they used, it appeared about ten times thicker and stronger than any I’d seen in Albion’s workshop.
Merhet opened the door and a blast of hot air shot into the hallway. Even through my supposedly impervious suit, the heat still managed to raise a healthy herd of sweat beads across my body.
gods, I hadn’t even entered and I was already ready to be out. 
Merhet entered and Kim and I followed after him. We stepped out onto a metal grillwork catwalk that ran above a vast pit of garbage. Four massive furnaces dominated each corner of the room. In the pit below, a collection of poor karsmen heaped shovelful after shovelful of garbage into the open face of each furnace.
The catwalk spread out in a spiderweb around the room. Branches cut off diagonally at periodic intervals. A collection of guardsmen patrolled the upper reaches. Heavy metal bows hung from their shoulders. On their backs were quivers filled with narrow, steel arrows.
I eyed them curiously, wondering how effective those strange weapons might be. 
“You didn’t tell us there’d be armed guards here,” I said.
“You didn’t ask,” Merhet said.
I really wasn’t liking this new attitude of his.
“Why would they need armed guards for their own workers?” I said.
“Relax,” he said. “The arrows are blunted, they have rubber tips. The worst it’ll leave is a bruise.”
“That doesn’t answer my question,” I said.
“Lazy gits don’t work hard enough,” Merhet said.
Perhaps the karsmen weren’t so fortunate after all.
A guard approached our position. “Hail visitors, what is the purpose of this intrusion.”
In a flash, Merhet bounded behind the much bulkier guard. Pointing over his shoulder, he shouted, “Help, those two have taken me captive! Intruders! Help!”
I rolled my eyes. Things can never just be simple. I lowered my shoulder and bounded forward, driving off my heel with the force of the seven league boots. I body slammed the guard full on while he was still fumbling with his bow. The bulky karsman tumbled off the catwalk. He landed with a solid thunk on a pile of trash. 
I straightened, looking for Merhet but the rat had already sprinted further down the walkway. I reeled to the right and collapsed against the wire guardrail. My left deltoid was on fire. I turned and saw a guard aim his bow at me from across the room.
I gritted my teeth, as the familiar anger rose within me.
Fires. Screams. Not impersonal screams, but the grinding, pain drenched screams of those you’d known your whole life. Those you loved dearest.
I stifled it. I’d never found a proper explanation for the anger. Albion was the only person I’d ever spoken to about it. After my first incident with the rock troll, Albion had kept me supplied with ironleaf. 
It used to be enough to take a few dried leaf crumbs before setting out on a mission. But, those days were long over. The anger was growing, it was changing. I took more and more of the ironleaf and it did less and less.
And now I was trapped without even that.
I scrambled to my feet and leapt to the opposite ledge, doing everything in my power to tamp the anger down. I landed feet first into the chest of the archer. He fell heavily. Not wasting a moment, I leaned back and pummeled him with a classic ground and pound. His head bounced sharply against the metal catwalk, causing the whole thing to shake. 
It took me a moment to realize the shakes weren’t just coming from the catwalk. The guard was having a seizure. I grunted as I picked up his bow and quickly stripped him of his quiver, then I cast about for Kim.
An arrow whipped past my head, missing me by inches. I slung the quiver over my shoulder before grabbing hold of the guard and propping him up as a shield. Just in the nick of time too. Three arrows slammed against his convulsing body, one after the other. I let out an oomph as it pushed against me.
Where the hell was Kim?
I threw down the corpse and dropped into a crouch. I shouldn’t have bothered. Two of the guards were lost in a kerfuffle and the last remaining guard was hurrying over to help.
I grabbed hold of a handful of arrows and ripped the soft, rubber blobs off the ends. Then, I took aim and fired off five arrows in rapid succession. The two guards fell to a heap on the floor. 
I reached back for another arrow, but the quiver was empty. A diminutive form stood over the two felled guards. Kim scratched her head.
The third guard was almost there. I wasn’t about to let him get to my apprentice. Dropping into a crouch, I launched towards the sprinting karsman. As I descended, I brought the bow down in a vicious slashing motion.
Steel crashed against the guard’s skull and the satisfying crunch of shattered bone filled the room. The guard pitched forward onto the catwalk. For good measure, I picked him up, taking large handfuls of cloth around his shoulder and belt and tossed him over the side.
A frown flickered over my face. The other guard had disappeared from the trash heap I’d tossed him on at the beginning of the melee. Had he rejoined the fight?
My question was answered a moment later as two karsmen workers walked over and picked up the guard I’d so recently whacked over the head. Grabbing him roughly by both arms, they dragged the corpse over to the closest furnace.
A hand shot to my mouth as the guard began to twitch. A low moan escaped his mouth. Without hesitation, the workers tossed the guard into the furnace. 
They turned and saluted me. I returned their salute. A girlish scream filled the air. I turned and the anger pulsed hotter in my blood. Kim was wrestling a karsman. It seems I hadn’t taken care of everyone.
The karsman fighting Kim was small by their standards, and fought without much skill or strategy. Still, his superior size and strength was enabling him to slowly dominate Kim and force her to the edge of the guardrail.
The anger tore through me.
I no longer thought. I acted. I reacted. I crouched and leapt. I crashed behind Merhet. He spun around, aiming a clumsy haymaker for my head. I grabbed hold of his wrist and with a single motion snapped it. Shards of white bone tore through the heat-proof suit. Thin jets of blood splattered crimson rays across the catwalk.
The man sounded like a dying animal. I slapped him across the jaw to shut him up. His head spun. A satisfying crack sounded as several of his vertebrae snapped. 
I tore off his hood. His eyes rolled in their sockets, a trembling horror. He was paralyzed. Not dead. Good.
His pale skin took on a lovely shade of red as the heat began to overwhelm him. I wouldn’t give it a chance. Lifting Merhet above my head, I cast him down at a sharp angle into the furnace at the far side of the room. 
My only regret was that he did not scream as the flames consumed him.
I crouched into a half-squat and extended my hand to Kim. After lifting her to her feet, I turned to survey the room. Every worker on the floor was staring up at me. They extended their arms, palms facing up in some sort of karsman salute. I returned the gesture, then walked to the middle platform where a collapsible metal ladder hung from a central pillar.
With a kick, I broke the locking device and sent the ladder hurtling to the floor of the furnace room. The fury was cooling. Cognition reasserted itself and it no longer felt as though I were a stranger in my own body. 
I rejoined Kim and made for the exit on the far wall.
“Was that wise?” she hissed.
“To cause chaos by releasing a group of pissed off karsmen who really don’t want to be here or by saving you from Merhet?” I said.
“I- I’m sorry. Thank you. You saved my life.” She was quiet for a moment as we reached the far door. “But, the karsmen union is our enemy,” she said.
“Does it look like those men want to be on the floor sifting trash? If the karsmen need to use armed guards to keep their workers in line, then they aren’t workers anymore. They’re slaves, and nothing causes more chaos than a slave rebellion,” I said.
I opened the door and we passed into a stonelined hallway. 
“Anyways, we’ve lost our guide which means we’ll have to figure something else out,” I said.
This hall was nicer than the one before. Tapestries lined the wall, intersped with copper ornaments. An embroidered red and green rug covered the end of the hallway. 
We quickly shed our heat costumes, though I took care to store them beneath a nearby full length wall tapestry. I had no idea if there was another way out of this section, and if we needed to beat a hasty retreat we’d be dead without them. I stopped for a moment to admire the artwork on the tapestry. It depicted a traditional karsmen hunt. A collection of massive grey and white stallions thundered over a herd of deer. Atop every other horse was a karsman, tall, proud and erect as he fired upon the helpless prey animals.
I reached out and touched the soft felt. The warriors were fierce, proud, noble and independent. I saw echoes of those traits in the men I’d seen earlier scrounging for trash, but nothing like what was depicted in the tapestry on the wall.
Sadras had truly ruined their people.
There were two doors on the left, one on the right, and one straight ahead.
“Please, help me!”
I perked up. The voice was of a young woman. 
“It’s her,” Kim said. “It has to be.”
The voice seemed to be coming from the door up and to the right. I whipped my swords off my back. To my side, Kim grabbed her whip from her belt and twirled a throwing knife between her fingers.
We set off down the hallway. The door that opened onto the room at the end of the hall swung open.
“Come in Matheus,” a voice called out. “You may bring your apprentice.”
I stiffened. A trap. I looked back at the door we’d just come from, but it was thankfully closed tight. 
“This is no ambush. I merely have a proposition for your consideration. Please, do come in,” the voice drifted out into the hallway.
I turned to Kim. “Stay sharp and follow my lead.”
I walked through the doorway and came into a small office. A broad wooden desk dominated the room. Behind it sat a figure dressed all in black. Calfskin gloves rested on the desk. His fingers beat an irregular tattoo. In stark contrast to his cloak and tunic, the mask covering his face was carved of pale ivory.
“I hope your journey wasn’t too uncomfortable,” the man said.
“How did you know we’d be down here? Did Rhu set you up to this?” I said.
The figure chuckled.
“It’s nice to meet you too. No, Rhu doesn’t know about our little clandestine meeting. I doubt he would be much pleased to find out,” he said. “Please, sit down.”
He gestured to the chairs in front of him.
“No, thank you. We prefer to stand,” I said stiffly.
“What’s your name?” Kim said.
“I go by many names, young one. For you, you may refer to me as the attendant for that is my position,” he said.
“Did you kidnap Baron Dhanmark’s daughter?” I said.
The attendant clapped his hands together. “Excellent guess, but not quite there. I merely suggested to the karsmen union that they might have a better chance of attaining Dhanmark’s business if they had a stronger bargaining position. As for Dhanmark’s office of justice, well, their long-standing connection with Albion was already known to me. Truth be told, the pieces came together of their own accord.”
“What is your proposition?” I said.
“I represent a group of individuals who are tired of the petty bickering between the barons, we’re tired of the ashy air and the creeping desert. We want to reverse the desolation. We want to put a new king on the throne,” he said.
“And you want me to help?”
“Exactly.”
I grunted. “Sorry, I don’t do politics. I’m a bounty hunter. If you have a job for me, something that pays good darics, I’m all ears. Otherwise, someone’s waiting for me in the other room.”
“You don’t do politics, yet you’ve gone out of your way to accept a job that’ll put you close to Baron Rhu.” The figure leaned forward, propping his forearms on the table. “We’re on the same team. We want to see that miserable pile of westrel waste thrown out on his rear end as badly as you.”
“How do you know about that?” I said softly.
“We’ve been following you for quite some time. I have to say, I was quite fond of the way you handled yourself in your fight with Alice,” the attendant said. “Here, take this.”
He passed over a bronze rectangle the rough size and shape of the calling cards some of the wealthier merchants liked to use. More out of curiosity than anything else, I reached across the desk and took the card. It was slightly slippery to the touch, as if it were laminated. 
I lifted it up to the light. A single black dot no bigger than a blueberry occupied its center. I flipped it over. The backside was blank.
“When you choose to assist us in our cause, use the card. It will take you to where you need to go,” he said.
“We still haven’t discussed pay.” I looked up from the card. “Not to mention disposing of the barons would effectively ruin my most lucrative client base. I’d be replacing nine paying pockets with one.”
“Think it over. The time will come when you’ll see the wisdom in my words.”
With that, he gestured to the doorway. As I walked out of the room, Kim close behind, I shot one last distrustful glance over my shoulder. The attendant remained seated, arms clasped gently in front of him. Stock still, he looked like a statue.
A shiver ran down my spine.
Why do I always seem to attract the weirdos?
“Help, I’m in here!” 
I winced. Boy, that girl had a pair of lungs on her.
“I think she’s in here, boss,” Kim said dryly.
“Hold on, we’re coming,” I said as I opened the door to the next room. 
Tied to a chair in the center of the room was a frantic looking girl who couldn’t have been out of her early twenties. She wore a fine silk dress, although the numerous smudges, tears and blood stains had ruined it beyond repair. 
Hope radiated from her eyes. “Oh gods, are you here to save me?”
I flashed her a wink. “That’s the plan.”
It only took a few minutes to saw through the ropes binding her, and then she was on her feet. Her arms flew around me. Under the sweat and grime, the sweet scent of perfume reached my nose. 
“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you,” she gushed. “Those idiot karsmen were so terrifying, I was afraid they were going to eat me.”
She pressed her face tightly against my chest. Looking over her head, I rolled my eyes at Kim. She smiled sympathetically. Karsmen had a well-earned reputation for ferocity, but even for them cannibalism was a bridge too far.
“Let’s get you out of here,” I said, gently disengaging from the sobbing girl. “Your father is worried sick.”
At the word father, the girl grew still.
“He’s not my father anymore,” she said softly. “Oh, what they’ve done to daddy.”
The sobbing started up again. I’d obviously said the wrong thing. Apparently she knew all about her father’s transformation into a stuffed man. That would be enough to demolish any child. 
I wrapped the girl in a tight hug, keeping one eye on the door. So far, it looked as though this wing was empty aside from the attendant and, after our little discussion, I’d taken it for granted that he’d cleared this area of karsmen prior to our meeting. Still, it never hurt to be ready.
Finally, when her tears had quelled from a storm to a light mist, I again disengaged. 
“How do we get out of here?” I asked.
“I don’t know, they blindfolded me,” she said.
I gave her a gentle nod, and looked down at my wrist. The question hadn’t been directed at her, although I didn’t fault her for thinking that. The persei elongated into a compass needle and pointed straight ahead towards the door at the back of the room. 
Simple enough. I unsheathed one sword. “Get behind me. Kim, you bring up the rear. Make sure no one sneaks up on us.”
“Aye aye captain,” Kim said.
I walked across the room and opened the door. I frowned and lifted my wrist to check the persei for a second time. It pointed straight ahead, into the closet I’d just opened.
That was strange. The persei had never been wrong before. But, this wood paneled room had no obvious exits and it was scarcely big enough for four people to fit comfortably.
I stepped inside and the persei pointed straight up. I lifted my sword and hacked away at the ceiling, opening up a small square. I stepped aside as the square fell to the floor and then I stepped back to examine the hole I’d made. An empty darkness filled the space where the ceiling panel had been. It looked as though we were in a chute of some kind.
Huh. I looked back down and then I saw it. Hiding in plain sight on the inside right hand portion of the wall. A big red button. Next to it was a yellow painted arrow pointing up.
“Get inside,” I said.
Kim shot me a quizzical glance, but otherwise hastened to obey the order. Dhanmark’s daughter was too distraught to do much of anything, besides move forward. Once both were inside, I stepped forward and pressed the button. A loud ringing sound echoed through the shaft.
“What was that?” Kim whispered.
She was answered a moment later when the closet started to move. 
“We’re in an elevator,” I said.
She stared at me, wide eyed. Of course, she wouldn’t know about them, she was a provincial. Then again, their existence wasn’t exactly common knowledge among city folk either. 
“Someone at the top is pulling a winch that’s lifting us up,” I said.
“Must be a strong someone,” Kim said.
“It could be a horse or an ox. Only the barons and the wealthiest merchants can afford to have them built,” I said. “I imagine a normal person might have a hard time lifting us, but maybe a few karsmen could do the trick. Regardless, more likely than not there’ll be someone waiting for us at the top.”
“We gonna fight ‘em?” Kim said, brandishing her whip.
I cast a glance at the still sniffling baroness. “Let’s avoid it if we can.”
I paced the elevator floor, a heady anxiety building inside me. We might have to fight our way out of wherever it was we were heading, and I wasn’t about to let the fury take control of me again. I dug out my vial of ironleaf and sucked in a few dry crumbs. Afterwards, I shook the vial. Almost empty. Great. I’d have to pick up some from Albion after I deposited the baroness back home.
The ironleaf dissolved in my stomach and its warmth seeped up through my chest. A steely confidence ran through me. I was back in control.
The black rock face abruptly turned to empty air. The elevator ground to a halt. We were back above ground.
A karsman stepped in front of the elevator. “What in the sparkling Cravakar is this?”
His eyes widened as he took us in. He opened his mouth, but before he could get a sound out I was on top of him. My fist connected solidly with his chin and the karsman was out cold.
I glanced around. We were in the middle of an above ground trash heap. I pinched my nose as a gust of wind blew down a waft of malodorous air. Mounds of garbage rose steeply from the ground, like a miniature mountain chain. Gruff karsmen songs wafted on the air. Up ahead, a worker came into view. I tensed up, but his back was to me. 
He was carrying a massive cart filled with garbage. He brought it up to the edge of a great pit and set to work shoveling it in. I held the persei up. The pickled chimera bone bobbed to the surface.
“Point me to Baron Dhanmark’s mansion,” I said.
I oriented myself in the direction it pointed. 
“Come stand over here,” I said to the baroness.
She stifled a sniffle on her sleeve before walking over. I wrapped my arms around her waist. She giggled.
“We’re going on a little trip. You’ll be perfectly safe, but I need you to hold on tight,” I said.
In response, she nestled her body against mine.
“Thanks again for saving me,” she said in a small voice.
“No problem,” I said. 
I jumped before Kim could see the look creeping over my face. Kim flashed by me a moment later. Weighted down by the baroness, I was slower than normal. I touched down on the roof of a three story tenement building. Kim was waiting for me. I held up the persei and reoriented myself. The next leap took us to a public park in Baron Azara’s quarter. 
“Wow, this is fun!” the baroness said. She wriggled herself closer to me. I bit my lower lip as her tight butt ground against my lap.
“Uhm, yes, quite,” I said.
Kim caught my gaze. Damn her. A smile danced across her eyes as she took in my situation. 
I reoriented myself for the last time. I didn’t need the parsei, but I consulted it anyway. Better safe than sorry.
“Look mom, heroes,” a little boy said, pointing towards my companions and I.
I grimaced. Of late, captioned pictures depicting flying men and women imbued with supernatural powers had become popular with both children and adults alike in many of the broadsheets distributed around the city.
The boy’s mother, a plain looking woman who herself was engrossed in a broadsheet, didn’t bother to look up.
“That’s nice, dear,” she said.
“No really,” said the boy. “They were flying.”
“I’m sure they were,” the mother said.
I gave the boy an awkward salute before leaping away. There was no use in prolonging what could only be a stilted interaction. I wasn’t good with kids.
The city passed beneath us in a blur and then we were in front of Baron Dhanmark’s mansion. It was relatively modest by the standards of the baronry. Only two stories, it was elegant but far from overawing. Marble blocks that’d once been white made up the base, while columns in the ancient Orithian classical style lined the front.
I went up to the front door and knocked. 
Soft footfalls padded down the hallway. A tall manservant in yellow velvet livery opened the door. I wanted to tell him he looked like a sunflower. I didn’t. Instead, what I said was, “I’ve rescued the baron’s daughter from the karsmen waste disposal labor union. I’ve come to collect my reward.”
The steward appeared decidedly nonplussed as he looked over my shoulder at the baroness. She gave him a small wave.
“I will inform the baron,” he said.
He entered the great hall, but did not invite me after him. I followed anyway, holding the door open for Kim and the baroness. The latter curtsied as she entered. A slight blush rose on her cheeks when she looked at me.
I forced myself to turn away. It wouldn’t do to flirt with the woman I’d just saved from a group of jumped up trashmen. 
Baron Dhanmark’s great hall wasn’t that great. A row of unremarkable marble busts lined the far wall. Two long, twisting staircases led up to the second story balcony. Sunflower reappeared at the top of the staircase.
“The good baron requests the presence of his daughter and the brave heroes who saved them,” the steward said in the same emotionless tone in which he’d spoken earlier.
Looks like the hero thing is sticking.
I guess I didn’t mind too much. It was kind of cool in a way. Hero of Sadras. Maybe I could draw a comic starring myself for one of the local broadsheets.
I climbed the stairs alongside my two companions and then I followed the steward down the hall to the baron’s chambers. Between his robotic voice and stilted emotions, the steward could very well have been a stuffed man, I thought.
Then, the steward opened the door to the baron’s throne room and I immediately revised my opinion as I came face to face with Baron Dhanmark.
None of the nightmare rumors surrounding stuffed men could do them justice. The air inside the throne chamber was stultifying. Heavy drapes covered the windows and the only light came from a chandelier two thirds of the way to the throne. Eight miniature orbs each held a lameraei larvae.
“Daughter,” Dhanmark’s corpse croaked. “You’ve been freed from captivity. Come here and give me a kiss.”
“Uhm, I’d rather not. My feet hurt,” the baroness said.
“Nonsense, I’ll have none of that,” Dhanmark said, in a tone that was probably meant to be playful, but which in fact sounded like a dead squirrel being slowly ground into a paste in a whirlpool of gravel. 
The baroness reluctantly climbed to the top of the throne room and planted a light peck against the dead man’s cheek.
He chuckled.
“Good girl, please sit,” he gestured to the smaller throne chair off to his right. 
She sat with all the enthusiasm of a prisoner marching to the gallows.
“Steward, bring in the reward money,” he shouted.
Sunflower swept off, his face inscrutable though I got the sense that even he didn’t want to be in the presence of this abomination a moment longer than he had to.
“Bounty hunter, give me your name,” he said.
“I am called Matheus, and this is my apprentice Kim,” I said.
“Wonderful, come closer so I can get a better look at you, Matheus,” he said.
I winced. The sound of my name coming from his mouth was equivalent to eating chalk.
I walked up to the throne. Kim trailed behind.
“Ah yes,” he said. Cold hands shot out and grabbed hold of the sides of my face. It took everything in my power not to break free. His milky brown eyes searched mine. 
I wondered what he was looking for.
“Matheus,” he murmured. “We’ve done business before. You assisted me with Rupert the bowel stringer.”
I nodded. That’d been a particularly grisly case. I’d turned Rupert in straight to the baron’s ministry of justice. That was the standard protocol in most criminal apprehensions. The upshot being I hadn’t gotten the chance to meet Dhanmark prior to his being stuffed. 
It was probably for the best I hadn’t. The situation was creepy enough as is.
“Yes,” I said. Dhanmark continued to hold onto my face as he scrutinized me. For a second, his eyes became a rich crimson. They focused into a hard, piercing stare that seemed to drill down into my very soul. 
Just as suddenly, they reverted to the cataract lined weak brown they’d been just a moment earlier. 
Had I imagined that? It had come and gone so suddenly, it felt more like an illusion than reality.
The silence had gone on too long.
“Rubert enjoyed his bowels,” I said.
“He did,” Dhanmark said, letting go of my face. He slumped back into his chair and the eyes that were not his grew distant. “I suppose that’s why he strung so many of them together.”
“Hence the moniker,” I finished, taking a step back before he could touch my face again with his cold, wrinkly hands.
“Your payment sir,” the steward said. I turned and brightened, glad to have him back. 
“Thank you,” I said, accepting the box. I did a quick tally of the darics, before carefully closing and latching the case. I stuffed it under my arm. 
I backed down the stairs. “Well, we’d best be on our way.”
Dhanmark didn’t respond. He suddenly looked so small and crumpled. All the life in his body having long since left him little more than a shell of a man. 
I turned and exited. As I did, I glanced over my shoulder. But, this time I didn’t look at Dhanmark. 
The baroness gave me a pleading stare. I wondered if I had really done her a favor by freeing her.
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“Why can’t you just work with the Tarans?” 
I gave Kim a curious stare. “Hasn’t Albion told you about his partnership with Mikael?”
“Uncle used to work with the Tarans?” she said.
“It wasn’t the Tarans back then. Just, the Taran singular, and yeah, Mikael was Albion’s first apprentice. At the time, Albion wasn’t much older than I am now,” I said.
“So, what happened?” Genuine curiosity tinged her voice.
“Mikael betrayed him on some sort of joint mission. I don’t know, Albion would never go into detail. Afterwards, Mikael splintered off and not too long after that he started popping out little devil spawn to help him launch his evil empire,” I said.
“The kids can’t be all bad,” Kim said.
I flashed back to Anna and sighed.
“They say the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, but when the tree’s been shading the apple its whole life, you can’t expect it not to,” I said.
“That’s an interesting way of looking at things. And how about you?” she said.
“Albion was the shade I grew up in,” I said.
“And your parents?”
I grew silent. Kim padded along beside me for a few moments longer.
“I’m sorry, if this is a sensitive topic,” she said.
I waved my hand. “No, it’s fine. But, as far as I’m concerned my life begins with Sadras and Albion,” I said.
The wind was clean and damp. The air scrubbers must’ve visited the streets while we were gone. I glanced up. No amount of scrubbing would clear the sky of those thick ash clouds.
I thought about the attendant. He’d spoken as if he had a credible plan to reverse the Declension. It was almost comical- reversing the Declension was the unspoken wish of every man, woman, child and creature in Sadras. If it could be done, surely it would’ve happened long before now.
I dug into my pouch and let my fingers play over the metallic sides of the card he’d handed me. I wasn’t in the habit of joining conspiratorial schemes orchestrated by masked men in backrooms.
Still, he’d spoken with such surety.
Kim gasped. I glanced to the side where she’d been standing a moment earlier. But, she’d already rushed away. A moment later, I was running after her.
Albion’s front window had been smashed. Shattered glass littered the ground. I stepped gingerly through the gaping hole and into his front room, the one that had doubled as his craft studio and his storefront.
“Who could’ve done this?” Kim said.
I swept through the room. Nothing had been stolen. Something sticky pulled against the bottom of my shoe. A frown crossed my face as I realized I was standing in a patch of blood. 
“Look at this,” Kim cried. She held up Albion’s cloak. It was shredded at the edges and more blood splatters stained its length.
“Albion,” I bellowed.
I hadn’t expected an answer. I was still disappointed when I didn’t get one. 
“Check upstairs. I’ll get the kitchen and the back,” I said.
“He’s gone,” Kim sobbed. “They took him.”
“We don’t know that,” I barked. I softened my tone as she looked at me with tear strewn eyes. “I’m sorry, but there’s a very good chance that he’s alive right now at this very moment. And every second that we delay is one second that he comes closer to death.”
“You’re right,” she said.
I walked over and wrapped her in a tight hug.
“Stay strong,” I said. “We’ll find him.”
We parted and she went upstairs while I searched the kitchen and the back. A few minutes gave me all the confirmation I needed. The assailants hadn’t gone beyond the front room. So far as I could tell, they’d taken nothing but Albion.
Knowing their motivation winnowed down the list of possible suspects, but there were still quite a few people out there who’d want to see my old boss in the ground. Albion had always done a good job of separating his civilian identity from his former life as a bounty hunter. No one should’ve known about this shop. After he’d retired, he’d taken great pains to change his appearance, going so far as to shave his head and grow out his beard. Of course, he still maintained key contacts in every quarter of the city. And in this business, it was impossible to ever truly disappear.
I stared at the glass eye case.
For once those buggers weren’t the most creepy thing in the room. And now, they were going to help me out.
I popped open the case and plucked the third eye from the right on the second to top shelf. Palming the eye, I walked over to the shattered window.
“Find anything?” I shouted up the stairs.
“No,” Kim shouted back, clearly frustrated. She’d been up there a while, which was a bad sign. It’s unlikely whoever had broken in had even climbed the staircase. Sometimes useless action felt right, but that didn’t make it worthwhile.
“Come downstairs, I have something to show you,” I said.
The sound of rummaging stopped and a moment later Kim was sliding down the stairs.
“You found him?” A barely contained glee was threaded through her voice.
“I didn’t say that,” I said. 
Her face fell. I wrapped an arm around her waist and drew her closer to me so we were both facing the same direction. She shrunk into my body, seeking comfort in my warmth. Her eyes drifted over to the glass eye in my hand.
“What is it?” she said.
“Watch this,” I said.
I lifted the glass eye up and tapped softly three times against the back of the orb. A slender beam of light projected out from its pupil and hit the far wall. It expanded into a rectangle roughly as tall as I was. The light diffused, changing colors and forming fuzzy pictures that slowly resolved into clarity.
“What is it?” she said.
“One of Oranus’s charms,” I said. I snorted. “I can’t even imagine what Albion paid for it.”
A figure had appeared in the light. His back was to the viewer, but it was unmistakably Albion seated at his desk.
“Uncle!” Kim shrieked. She started to rush forward, but I held her back.
“It’s merely a verisimilitude. It’s not real. Just watch,” I said.
The window broke and a heavyset white cloaked figure sailed into the room feet first. He caught Albion on the shoulder, sending the old man hurtling to the ground.
“Elias,” I muttered. The sheep brained fool could skip his next visit to the dentist. After I got through with him, he’d finally be able to count the number of teeth in his mouth, assuming of course he could get to zero.
Albion flipped over and shot up, bull rushing the youthful Taran. He caught the still staggering bounty hunter by surprise and managed to pin him up against the wall. Elias’s mouth opened in a silent O. The eye didn’t record sound, though at that moment I would’ve given a hundred golden diracs to hear him scream.
A second white cloaked figure flitted through the open window. Tall and wiry, he turned briefly towards the eye and a faint white scar came into focus.
In three quick strides, he crossed the room. He raised a short club and I let out a cry as he brought it down heavily against Albion’s head. The old man slumped to the floor.
The two men stopped to have a short conversation, though their words were lost to time. Then, Mikael took hold of Albion’s feet and Elias grabbed his head and the two left the building.
I tapped the eyeball and the light flickered and died out.
“We need to find them, now,” Kim said. 
“Soon,” I said. “Grab everything that you need from upstairs.”
“Why?” she said.
“It isn’t safe here anymore. You’re moving in with me,” I said.
“But,” she began.
“One thing at a time. Grab your stuff.”
She rushed upstairs. Meanwhile, I pulled down the front blinds. Then, I went into the kitchen and made a paste from flour and water. Grabbing an old blanket from a chest in the corner, I used it and the makeshift glue to patch the hole in the glass.
I stood back and surveyed my work. It wasn’t great, but it’d do for now.
Kim rushed downstairs. A canvas pack bounced off her back.
“Let’s go,” I said.
I locked the door on the way out, and then we took off down the street for my house. Not only did Kim need a safe haven, but it was entirely possible the Tarans had found out where I lived as well.
If they had, well, the thought of Elias laying his fat sausage fingers on my Jezzie sent the fury racing past the ironleaf I’d ingested earlier.
Either way, the Tarans were dead. I’d tolerated their interference for far too long. 
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This time we didn’t have to bother with the internal passports, porcine bridgeman nor the brambles and the mucus coated nemphil. I shuddered at the thought of the latter. Trust Baron Rhu to pick out the grossest, most sinister monsters he could find.
Kim and I strode across the city in our seven-league boots and in no time at all we were back at the sunken city. 
“Keep your eyes peeled. All types of undesirables make this place their home,” I said.
Kim nodded, wiping away a silent tear before plucking her whip from her belt. Just as before, I felt eyes fall upon me from the dark places. I drew one sword and kept it close to my side.
I’d never been attacked here, but that didn’t mean the possibility didn’t exist. After what had happened to Albion, I wasn’t taking any chances. I walked quickly. At least Jezzie was safe. If the Tarans knew where I was located, they’d given no indication of it. Still, I was internally debating whether or not to move my home to another location. It might be safer. Then again, it could prove a distraction.
We reached Oranus’s chambers without incident. I took a deep breath as I opened the door to his sanctum. There was something deeply unsettling about the place that I’d never quite gotten past.
“Matheus, what a surprise. Back again so soon?”
Oranus didn’t sound surprised. It never sounded like much of anything.
“I need your help. The Tarans have kidnapped Albion,” I said.
“Hmmm, yes that is a problem.” It was silent for a moment. “Albion has long been one of my favorite customers. I will see what I can do. What do you require?”
I let out a sigh.
“I don’t know where the Tarans are headquartered,” I said.
“You have a persei,” Oranus said.
“True, but its range is limited. I don’t want to go jumping all around the city to try and find where they’re hiding out,” I said. “I don’t have time.”
“Why not draw them into a trap?” Kim said. “That was the whole point of getting the baroness, wasn’t it?”
“But, it didn’t work. It looks like the first two times I ran into them was just a coincidence,” I said.
“Those were no coincidences,” Oranus said. “The Tarans have been tracking incidents of magic across the city.”
“How do you know?” I said.
“Because I sold them the talisman that allows them to do so,” Oranus said.
That would explain how they’d tracked down the succubus. Those elemental orbs must’ve lit up the night like a lightning bolt.
“But, Kim and I have been using our seven league boots to jump every which way. And I’ve been using the persei,” I said.
“Well, obviously they can’t see you or anyone in your immediate vicinity,” Oranus said. 
I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean obviously?”
For the first time since we’d met, Oranus’s voice took on a doubtful tone. “Your berserker blood is like a void into which magic seeps. It covers up the aura of your seven league boots, and if your partner is standing next to you it should cover her aura as well.”
“My what blood?” I said.
“You are a berserker. Surely, you know this?” Oranus said.
I shook my head. “I knew something was wrong with me, but I’ve never heard of this berserker thing before.”
“It’s a rare breed of man,” Oranus said. “I suppose I should not be surprised that you didn’t know, though I’m sure Albion must’ve had an inkling.”
I bit my lip. Ever since the first incident, I’d known there was something about me that was different. That was wrong. But, to give it a name. To imply that there were others out there like me- that there had been others in the past.
Why hadn’t Albion told me?
I’d been so grateful for the ironleaf and the effects it’d had on my body that I’d overlooked Albion’s elusive answers to my questions about the rage.
“Can I control it?” I said. I blinked. I’d meant to ask about the talisman. Somehow, the question had just popped out. “Without the ironleaf.”
“In time, perhaps? It’s an open question. The histories aren’t clear. The mutation is such a rarity, the class of berserker belongs more to myth than fact,” Oranus said.
I sucked in a breath. Fingers twined against mine. I looked over in surprise and Kim flashed me a warm smile. 
“Thank you for telling me this,” I said. “Back to the matter at hand. How can we trap the Tarans?”
“Alice is still on the loose.”
“Mikael didn’t catch her?”
 Oranus chuckled, a bizarre burbling sound that set my teeth on edge. “She’s a sly devil.”
“So, I’m guessing you have a gadget that’ll help us catch her,” I said.
“Your guess is incorrect. The hard work of catching Alice falls on you alone. However, I can assist you in luring her out,” he said.
A tentacle reached over to a low shelf and wrapped around a small object. It brought it into the light and gently set it on the palm of my hand.
Disappointment welled within me. It was a crystal cut perfume bottle.
“I was expecting something a little more heavy duty,” I said.
“Sometimes the best weapons are the ones we expect least,” Oranus burbled. “Now, hold still.” 
I started as a needle pierced the skin on my upper arm. My head swiveled. Blood seeped into a glass syringe, filling the small tube slowly but surely. 
“What are you doing?” I said.
“Hold still,” Oranus said. 
The syringe now filled with blood, a tentacle gingerly unwrapped the top of the perfume bottle. Then another tentacle released the blood from the syringe into the container. Oranus carefully screwed the top back on.
“Shake it,” it said.
I eyed the tube suspiciously.  A viscous black liquid lined the bottom, while my blood floated closer to the top. I gave it a great shake and the two liquids mixed. Fat black bubbles drifted up through the crimson blood before bursting apart at the crystalline walls. In a minute, the perfume container held an even red-black substance.
“Spray that on Alice and she’ll lose the ability to change forms for a full day,” Oranus said.
“I thought we were supposed to lure the Tarans in with Alice’s magic?” Kim said. “If she’s not changing then how is that supposed to work?”
“She’ll have to change at least once. And she’ll have to do it near you,” I said.
Kim gave a start. “Why does it have to be me?”
“I’ll mask her magic if I’m too close,” I said. “Don’t worry, I’ll be nearby watching.”
I flashed back to my last fight against Alice. I’d been in relatively close proximity to her for most of the fight. As long as I wasn’t standing right next to her, my berserker blood shield shouldn’t be too much of a problem.
“Excellent,” I said. “Now, we just need to find her.”
“I believe you already possess the answer to that question,” Oranus said.
I raised an eyebrow. “I wish you wouldn’t speak in riddles.”
“It’s hardly a riddle. Kim, open your satchel.”
I turned to Kim. Her face had gone a bright red.
“Promise you won’t be mad at me,” she said in a soft voice.
I frowned. 
“Oh, alright.” She opened her bag. 
“It’s okay,” she cooed. “You can come out now. You’re safe.”
A fuzzy head the size of a kaveri ball peeked out of the bag. 
“You stole him from Baron Azara’s private zoo?” I said.
She shrank from my incredulous stare. 
“I didn’t mean to. He followed us home. I found him out back the next morning. What was I going to do? Let this poor guy wander around in the big, dangerous city all by himself?
“The girl chose wisely,” Oranus interjected. “Twizels are expert trackers. In the southern reaches, they’re often employed on hunts.”
The twizel scampered out of the bag. Kim giggled as he crawled up her torso, before finally settling along her shoulders. I rolled my eyes at the spectacle.
“Does he have a name?” I said.
“I call him Twiz,” Kim said.
“Original. How are we going to use Twiz to track Alice?” I said.
A tentacle plucked a dirty rag from a shelf.
“Smell this.”
Oranus lifted the rag until it was mere inches away from the twizel. He poked his head forward and took a deep sniff.
“How did you come across a piece of Alice’s clothing?” I said.
“This doesn’t belong to Alice. Its owner died quite some time ago,” Oranus said. “Fortunately, all changelings possess the same smell. It’s faint, but distinctive. To an animal like your twizel, following this smell will be as easy as picking out a rose from a puddle of ashes.”
“What do we owe you for all this?” I said.
“This time, nothing,” Oranus said. “Albion has always been a stalwart customer.”
A tentacle slithered over my shoulder and beneath my armpit. It gave me a tight squeeze.
“Thank you,” I said, executing a half bow.
Kim followed suit a moment later. The twizel let out a shriek as he clambered onto her back.
I stifled a chuckle as I headed for the doorway. Though, by the time I’d gained the stairs I’d already grown somber.
I could only hope that the Tarans were keeping Albion alive. Their purpose in abducting him was still murky. Were they out for a ransom? Did they think he had information they needed? Or was this simply a way to strike at me?
But, if it was the former or the latter, surely they would’ve left a note.
All I knew was a pit was slowly gnawing away at my stomach. I wouldn’t be content until my fingers were wrapped around Mikael Taran’s throat.
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“I’ll be right here,” I said. “Once she changes, hit her with the spray bottle. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“Okay,” Kim said. She bit her lower lip. 
I could tell she was nervous. Barely a week on the job and she was already being sent on a solo mission. Except, I’d be sitting across the street, watching the whole time. 
Still, I had to admire the balls on that girl. 
I stifled a grin. Maybe that was the wrong metaphor to use. After all, I’d seen that region for myself and balls were conspicuously absent.
She let Twiz lead the way across the street. I sat down on a bench and opened a satchel full of dead silkworm larvae. I cast a few on the ground. A few minutes later, a sizable crowd of wrestrels had gathered in front of me. They squeaked as they vied with one another for the rotting bugs.
I kept one eye on the flying serpents as they stalked the perimeter of my food waste and one eye on Kim as she strolled between stalls selling meat and produce. A few pedestrians flashed me angry glares as they walked past.
I paid them no mind. Feeding the wrestrels was mainly a pastime for the old and for drunks whose minds were too far gone for work, but not so far gone that they couldn’t enjoy simple pleasures.
I fed them to ward off other people from my bench. Besides, the little monsters possessed a fierce beauty, with their iridescent scales and hooked beaks
Kim was slowing down. 
“Where is Alice?” I raised my wrist and the persei again elongated as it pointed towards the wizened woman at the bare booth towards the end of the market. 
She’d taken on the guise of a fortune teller- why?
It was a sensible disguise. Fortune telling was seen by the more enlightened population as a way for old women to keep themselves from starving without resorting to begging.
Few actually believed the crones had any sort of magical abilities, but it was a fun diversion and cheap entertainment. It’s also an excellent way for a fugitive to hide in plain sight. 
I tore my eyes away from the westrels as Kim engaged the crone in conversation. From where I was sitting, I couldn’t make out the words, but it was clear that their conversation was heated.
Suddenly, Kim jumped atop the crone’s table. She brandished a rope in both hands. The crone leapt to her feet and a second later, a wrestrel was soaring away from my apprentice.
Don’t let her go!
Kim didn’t disappoint. Quick as a flash, she dropped the rope and grabbed her whip. A thunderous crack split the air and then the wrestrel was nose diving towards the ground. If the market goers weren’t paying attention before, they were now.
Kim leapt off the table, grabbing for the spray bottle in mid-air. It was difficult to see what was going on as the crowd between us had grown dense, but a flurry of cries set my heart beating double time.
Stay back for just a little longer. You need to make the Tarans get a good read on Alice’s magic.
A terrible cry rose from the crowd as the market dissolved into a cacophony of confusion. 
A lumbering, scaled creature briefly rose above the crowd. A slender leather cord wrapped around its throat and then it disappeared from view again.
That was it. I bounded forward, using my seven league boots to clear the top of the rapidly thinning crowd and then I was sinking down beside Kim. Beads of sweat clouded her forehead and her chest rose and fell in ragged gasps, but she appeared unharmed.
At her feet lay what I presumed was Alice. A curved westrel beak sat beneath twin pools of black. 
It stared glassy eyed at the sky.
“Nice job,” I said.
“Psssh, it was nothing.” Kim tossed her head back.
“And modest to boot,” I said dryly.
The thing moved with a start. I swung my sword free from its sheath. Its tip dug gently just under the beast’s throat. 
“Don’t move,” I said.
“What’s happening,” Alice croaked. 
“You’ve been captured. If you play nice, things will go smoothly for you. If you make things hard for me, they’ll go hard for you,” I said.
“The transformation- it stopped.” Its eyes scrunched uncomfortably. “That’s never happened before.”
That would explain the bizarre, seven foot tall half-westrel lying before me. Alice turned her head to the side and looked out over the grass.
Now that I was closer, I was able to make a better study of her body.
“You were turning into an orc,” I said.
Alice didn’t respond, but it was obviously the truth. Her bulging muscles were coated in a wrestrel’s scales, with glistening reptilian eyes, and a beak. Two stunted wings sprouted from her back. 
“Watch out!” Kim screamed.
I turned just as Kim body slammed me to the ground. My sword clattered out of my hand. 
Everything turned to chaos.
A heavyset figure thudded to the same spot where I’d been standing just moments earlier. The silver flash of a knife arced through the air, followed by a curse. Kim had gotten to me in the nick of time.
Spotting the opportunity, Alice jumped to her feet.  Kim rolled off of me and I staggered to my feet. Elias Taran stood up from his crouch. Murder shone in his eyes.
“Get Alice, I’ll deal with this bozo,” I said.
Elias grunted as he leapt forward, slashing with his knife. Without time to draw a weapon of my own, I grabbed hold of my robe and shifted it into the thrust. His blade caught in the soft fabric of my cloak and with a single, hard twist I sprung it from his hand.
At the same time, I stepped into the blow leveling my left shoulder just below his collar bone. He stumbled back, losing his balance in the process before crashing into the crone’s fortune telling table.
I pulled out my rope and prepared to tie him up. Suddenly, all of the air left my chest.  The world turned upside down and my nearly heart stopped as I rolled out of the spin.
Lying on the ground before me was Kim. A trickle of blood ran down the corner of her mouth. Across the field, a black-green reptilian was lumbering away as quickly as its monstrous bulk would allow it.
The fury was back and no amount of ironleaf could quell its fire.
Action without thought. My legs moved in a steady pinwheel motion towards the beast. I slammed my fist against its head and it fell heavily to the grass covered ground. I pounced atop the downed creature and wrapped both hands around its neck.
“Please, don’t,” it croaked. 
I growled as I tightened my grip. Two clawed hands planted themselves against my chest. Rivulets of blood streamed down my torso, but of that I was scarcely cognisant. Every thought, every emotion and every sensation: all were dulled by the rage that burned my blood.
“Don’t damage the goods!”
A hard leather boot slammed into my side. I loosened my grip and Alice spotted her opening. She gave a last, desperate shove and sent me flying several yards back. I landed on my back and was up a moment later.
Alice lay still on the grass. She was breathing shallow and fast, like she’d just run a race. Looming over her was a figure in white. He turned towards me and glared.
“My family has a lot of money riding on this bitch.”
I replied with a punch to the jaw that sent him shooting backwards. An explosion of white specks flew past me as his mouth divested itself of his teeth. I darted out with my other arm and grabbed hold of the front of his shirt and then I pulled him back towards me. I stepped to the side and let him stagger forward. He fell flat on his face into the dirt.
The fury subsided, though it did not disappear completely. I knelt beside the fallen Taran and felt for his neck. A faint pulse met my fingers.
I straightened up. Without another thought, I dashed back across the market towards Kim. 
Please be okay. Please be okay.
Kim had propped herself up against the broken remains of Alice’s fortune telling booth. She flashed me a pained smile.
“Are you hurt?” I said.
“Nope, I am a-okay.” She mustered a weak smile.
I ignored her, kneeling next to her. I ran my hands lightly over her body. A few minor breaks, some contusions, but nothing that felt too serious.
“You stay here,” I said. “I’ll be close by. Here, drink this.”
I fished a vial out of my pocket and unstoppered the cap before handing it over. She took one sniff and drew her head back. A look of disgust crawled over her face. 
“What’s that?” she said.
“A healing potion. It won’t get everything, but it’ll put you back in fighting shape,” I said.
She eyed it warily.
“You haven’t taken out a large insurance policy on me recently, have you?” she asked.
I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be a baby. It tastes better than it smells.”
“Just checking.” She sniffed as she took the vial.
I got back to my feet and glanced around. The marketplace was still clear, though I couldn’t expect it to stay that way for long. Already, the clanging brass bells of the guard wagon sounded distantly. I raced over to Alice.
The changeling was staggering across the field towards the relative safety of the back alleyways that lined the row of buildings ahead. Before I got halfway across the field, she collapsed in a heap of tired flesh.
I stood over her and frowned. The fury had mostly subsided and now I was more worried about her dying than enraged by her presence. I knelt beside her.
“You put me through a lot of trouble,” I said. 
She turned towards me. Pain reflected in her inky eyes.
“Please,” she said. “Don’t take me to Rhu. I’ll do anything. Just don’t leave me alone with that beast.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” I said softly.
Damn, was I really feeling sorry for this monster of a woman. This same monster who’d so recently smacked my apprentice into another dimension. Then again, I’d have done the same in her shoes.
“If you have a single shred of decency in your body, you’ll kill me right now,” she said.
I hesitated and glanced over my shoulder at Elias. He was still unconscious on the ground. There was no telling when he’d pull out of that. And even if he did, I doubted he’d hardly be the most cooperative hostage.
“Tell me what you know about the Tarans,” I said.
Alice squinted. “You mean the tall man with the scar who kidnapped me?”
I looked at her sharply. “Mikael captured you? Then why are you out here?”
“I escaped.” She coughed up a mouthful of dark blood. 
A new plan ran through my mind. “Okay, here’s the deal. You lead me to their hideout, you show me where I need to go once we get there and otherwise help me out as needed on this job. If you can do all that, I’ll let you go.”
“You won’t come after me again?” she said.
“No,” I shook my head. “If you help me with this job, you’re free to go. That’s it. No strings attached.”
Alice nodded slowly. 
“I can live with that,” she said.
One scaly hand reached up. I stared at it for a minute, before I recognized her intent. I grasped the scaled paw and gave it a hearty shake.
The guard wagon’s bells rang closer. I pulled Alice up to her feet. 
“Stay here, I’ll be back in a second,” I turned to run after Kim, but she was already there. 
“Hey boss, that potion stuff works pretty well,” she said, handing me back the vial. I stuffed it in my satchel.
“Perfect timing,” I said. “We’ve picked up a new friend.”
Kim gave me a quizzical look.
“Alice here is going to lead us to Albion,” I said.
Her face exploded with joy like sunlight after a storm. The way she looked at Alice, you would’ve never guessed that just moments before the reptilian hybrid had sent my young apprentice knocking on death’s door.
“We’ll carry her between us,” I said. “Don’t carry too much of her weight- the potion takes a while to settle in. I just need you to stabilize her, provide some balance.”
“Yes sir,” she said. 
She looped her arm around Alice’s left upper arm while I took the right. 
“Where are we going?” she said.
I looked over the skyline. 
“Over there.” I pointed to a nearby tenement building. “We’ll land on the roof and then figure out where we’re going from there.”
“On the count of three,” Kim began.
“Two,” I said.
“One.”
Together we sprang into the sky.
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The Tarans had made their hideout in the cliff side along Baron Vardis’s territory. We had to exit Sadras itself, jumping up into the deadlands with our seven league boots. 
That would’ve been a challenge in and of itself, but balancing Alice between us made it nigh impossible. By the time we crested the top of the canyon, my clothes were soaked through with sweat. Oranus had said the spray would work for a full day. That meant we still had most of a day before she could transform again. 
I wouldn’t have minded carrying a ladybug up the cliffside, although she wouldn’t have been much use when it came to directions. 
“Lead the way,” I said.
Alice peered around the top of the ridge. “I think it was that way.”
“You think?” I said.
“I escaped under cover of darkness,” she said. She squinted. “Yes, over here.”
In her half-orc, half-wrestrel form, Alice was incapable of quick movement, making it easy for us to keep up with her. Not that I was worried about her escaping. Returning to Sadras involved a sheer drop for her, while the only other space to run was out into the deadlands.
Somehow, I doubted even a being like Alice would survive for long out there.
“Here,” she whispered. 
She was standing beside a large rock, at the base of which sat a number of smaller rocks. Squatting down, she lifted a stone the size of a pumpkin and an even larger rock to the side shifted to the left, opening up a squarish, black hole leading straight into the ground.
“You’ll have to do something about the kessler,” she said.
I stiffened. “Mikael has a kessler?”
“He uses it to guard the entrance,” Alice said.
“What’s a kessler?” Kim asked.
“Imagine a dog the size of a wolfhound, but more heavily built with a mouthful of strong, tearing teeth and a carapace thicker than battle armor covering its back, legs, and head,” I said.
“Oh,” Kim said.
“That’s to say nothing of the poisonous quivers extending from its backside,” Alice added.
“They were originally bred by the goblin mafia for their turf wars and to protect the smokebark trade. They’re illegal to breed in all of the baronies, but that hasn’t stopped them proliferating,” I said.
“Well, how are we going to get past it?” said Kim.
“Let me look,” I said. I knelt down by the side of the cavern opening and looked inside. The kessler was hunched in the corner. The light from the entrance barely illuminated it, but if you knew what you were looking for you could find its outline in the darkness. As I looked, I stroked my satchel. Something hard and bulbous pushed against my fingers.
“Hmmm, I don’t suppose we could sneak past it,” I said.
Alice shook her head. “Kessler’s have weak vision, but their sense of smell is supposedly unparalleled in the animal world,” she said.
As if on cue, a gust of wind blew past us and into the hole. An echoing growl leaked from the cavern and a moment later we were scrambling back as what I could only describe as the physical manifestation of death shot forward. 
I gripped both swords tightly in my hands. But, the kessler didn’t emerge from the hole. Instead, the slithering clank of chain on chain signalled the guardian had reached the end of its tether.
Still, none of us returned to the mouth of the cave.
I stopped fingering the ball and let my fingers rest against it gently. I turned to Kim. 
“You’re not going to like this,” I said.
“What is it?” she said.
A wicked grin expanded over my face. “Cover your noses.”
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I dropped the metal casing back into my bag, before turning back to the hole. I lobbed it softly overhand into the dark space. A moment later, a cloud of green dust emerged from the hole.
“Now,” I said. 
As one we rushed into the hole, tunics held over our noses. My eyes stung and I quickly grew lightheaded, but from the looks of things the kessler had the worst of it. The chitinous creature lay curled up in a fetal position against the back of the cave.
I spared it a pitying glance, before we rounded the corner. Up ahead was a steel plated door. I tried pushing it inwards. Locked.
“By the seven hells,” I grunted. I reached into my satchel and plucked out a long, slender knife. Jamming it into the lock, I tooled it around, but to no avail. The poisoned air was beginning to dissipate. A low whining moan echoed from the other chamber and my heart beat a little faster.
I didn’t know if the kessler’s chain would stretch far enough for it to reach us here. But, I didn’t want to find out.
“Let me,” Kim said, stepping up.
“We don’t have time for this,” I said. “What would a provincial know about lock picking, anyways?”
Kim huffed. “That provincial just might be the reason her squad of rangers was able to make it into the barracks every Saturday night after curfew for two years.”
“Fine,” I stepped to the side, putting my back to the door. I drew my swords. If the kessler were to come, I wanted to be the first person it saw. The door clicked.
“Got it,” Kim said.
I turned around. Kim and Alice laughed as one when they saw the look of astonishment on my face. Their mirth turned to terror a moment later.
“Go, go, go,” Kim said.
The slither of metal chains rasped against the stony floor. I bolted for the doorway. Compact, powerful legs beat the ground behind. Moist breath touched my ankle and the next moment I was through the door. Alice slammed it shut the second after I passed through. The metal door rang heavily against the stone and the seven foot tall orc-westrel pushed with all of her strength against it.
A grunt left her lungs. I turned and shoved my shoulder up against its metal expanse. unnamed gods, what I wouldn’t give for the fury right now. Instead, all I had was anxiety. Hardly a help.
My eyes opened a little wider as the door actually slid back against us. 
How strong is this thing?
Alice and I redoubled our efforts and with a massive push, we slammed the door shut. A moment later, Kim locked it.
A low whining sound penetrated through the door and into our room, followed by an ear rending scratch. A moment later, it gave up and padded away.
I slumped to the ground and wiped away a curtain of sweat that’d begun to drip into my eyes.
“If that wasn’t close,” I said. 
A colossal figure slid down beside me. I looked at Alice in surprise. 
“You saved me,” I said. 
“What do you mean?” she said, between pants.
“You could’ve closed the door on me.”
“You think so little of me?” She spared me a withering glare.
“It wasn’t so long ago that you were trying to kill my partner and I.”
“That was different. I was merely fleeing an assailant. Now, we are bonded. I made a promise to assist you, and I am nothing if not a woman of my word,” she said.
I looked at the creature sitting beside me curiously. I genuinely didn’t know what to make of her. I’d never met a changeling before. They were far from common.
“Why did you leave Baron Rhu’s employ?” I said.
A distant look sprung into her pitch black eyes. “The man has gone mad with his lust for power.”
A shiver wracked her body and for a moment the seven foot, scaled body she inhabited became a costume. Inside, the real Alice had shrunk into something small and vulnerable.
“What is he planning?” I said.
Alice snapped back. Of a sudden, she reinhabited her warrior’s body and the vulnerability receded into nothingness. She stood. “Another time.”
I followed suit, rising to my feet. She was right. There would be better times than now. After all, we were now well within enemy territory and our objective was yet to be met.
Lameraei orbs lined the walls. The larvae wiggled spryly in their cages, well-kept and young. Taran had never been a penny pincher. The stone tunnel twisted sinuously ahead, downward at a slope. 
We started walking. I noted with approval that Kim was brandishing her whip. Alice, on the other hand, needed no weapon. In her current form, her entire body functioned as one. As we made our way down the hall, rocky cells began to appear at irregular intervals. I stopped to examine each one, but they were all empty. 
“Why do the Tarans keep their bounties imprisoned here?” I said. Standard protocol was to transport the fugitive directly to whomever had hired you out.
“I’ve wondered that as well,” Alice murmured. 
The tunnel opened up onto a larger room abutting the cliff wall. Light streamed in from narrow glass windows, illuminating a faded wooden table and several stout chairs. Against the wall was a stove and below that an oven. Immediately adjacent was a counter over which hung a frightening array of knives, among other kitchen utensils. A door opened up off this room. I opened it and was confronted by sacks of grain, barrels and thick glass jars filled with pickled vegetables.
Kim peeked in over my shoulder.
“gods,” she said. “There’s enough food in there to feed an army. How many prisoners were they planning on keeping down here?”
“Knowing the Tarans, they’re probably just well-prepared. Mikael has always had a paranoid streak. In this industry, it’s more an asset than a liability,” I said.
The room narrowed into another hallway, although the windows remained. Occasionally, I stole glimpses of the city. It looked so different from up here. So much smaller and grimier than I remembered.
Up ahead, the hall widened. A dim figure sat in a chair facing the wall, a book held loosely on his lap. Light from a lameraei chandelier spilled over him.
“Elias, is that you? Did you bring the prisoners?” 
“You have a lot to answer for.” 
Mikael started, pushing back his chair and leapt to his feet. A look of surprise flashed over his face. The words had come to my mouth unbidden, without thought. But, passing through my lips they felt so right.
“How did you get here?” Mikael said.
He threw down the book and started to move towards the far wall. 
“Stop right there,” Kim barked. She held a throwing knife in one hand. Her entire body was taut, ready to kill.
That’s my girl.
“Where’s Albion?” I said, stepping forward.
Mikael spat. “What right do you have to come into my house and steal my bounty?”
“If you hadn’t noticed, Alice escaped all on her own. Fair’s fair,” I said, momentarily befuddled.
Why would he accuse me of sneaking in to take Alice anyways? He’d already sent Elias out to recapture her. Unless...
“I wasn’t talking about the changeling, fool. Your old master has run afoul of some powerful individuals,” he said.
“Westrel waste,” I said. “Even if there was a bounty on Albion’s head, that’s pretty low of you to kidnap your old master.”
Mikael’s eyes narrowed. “He may have been my master once, but no longer. I have no master.”
His hand slipped into his pocket and reemerged a moment later holding something small, glassy and round. My eyes widened. 
“Elemental orb!” I shouted. “Watch out.”
A gust of wind shot through the hallway. I dropped to the ground as the force of a hurricane whirred above me. Kim flicked her wrist, while dodging to the side. The twirling silver blade sank into the white cloaked figure at the end of the hallway. 
Mikael let out an angry cry and the wind stopped as suddenly as it had started. The sound of glass bouncing on stone filled the hallway.
“Get him,” I yelled, stumbling to my feet. I barreled down the hall towards the tall, wiry figure. He was bent over, cursing as he frantically searched the ground for the missing orb.
I hit him at full speed. He let out an oomph and fell over backwards. Fortunately for him, his head hit a full carpet or that would likely have been the last breath Mikael ever took. As it was, the clan leader was stunned. 
I straddled his body, towering over him.
“Where is Albion?” I said.
His eyes refocused. Amazingly, he laughed at me. I hit him square on the jaw. His head bounced back and a low moan issued from his chest. A trickle of blood leaked out from the corner of his mouth.
I leaned back, breathing harder than I should have. The fury was rising and it took every ounce of energy in my body to tamp it down. I’d hit hard enough to hurt, but not hard enough to knock him unconscious.
I wrapped both hands around his neck and applied pressure, slowly but surely. His eyes bugged out. 
“I’m going to ask you this one more time- where is Albion?”
I released the pressure just enough to allow him to speak. Mikael took a deep breath.
“I sold him to Baron Dhanmark,” he said.
I leaned back, puzzled. “Why?”
“Dhanmark said he’d stolen something on his recent visit to the palace,” Mikael said. 
“But, Albion didn’t go to Dhanmark’s palace,” I said.
“Not that you know of.”
He could be lying. I scanned the room. Rows of books lined the far walls. Two more tunnels spiderwebbed out from the main chamber. 
“Go look into those tunnels,” I said. “Kim, you take the one on the left. Alice, you take the right.”
“Got it,” Kim said.
Alice nodded, and the two set off. I took my hands completely off his throat and Mikael seemed to regain some of his former confidence. That didn’t last for long. 
I drew my knife. His eyes widened as I used its wide blade to idly cut my fingernails. 
Kim came back a minute later.
“Nothing down there boss. Just a bunch of empty cells,” she said.
I looked down at Mikael. “What are you doing with those prison cells anyway?”
He looked to the side and for a moment I thought he wasn’t going to answer me. “Best business practices.” He coughed. I pressed my knees a little tighter against his chest, compressing his lungs in the process. “It pays to hold onto your prey. If you knew anything at all about business, you’d understand the advantage leverage gives you in negotiations.”
“So, you hold people here to squeeze out more money from your victims,” I said, unimpressed. 
“That’s one way of putting things.”
The outline of a hulking figure strode down the hallway. It was Alice. The outline of a smaller figure stood out in front of her body. I squinted. 
That wasn’t Albion.
“I found this one in the back room,” Alice said.
“How’re you doing, Anna?” I said.
She flashed me a wide-eyed stare. I cocked my head. 
“What are you doing here?” Anna said.
“Taking back what rightfully belongs to me,” I said. “Kim, find the elemental orb Mikael dropped earlier.”
“What’s that?” she said.
“It looks like a little glass ball,” I said.
“Got it,” she said.
“Good,” I grunted. I turned back to Mikael. “That reminds me. You owe me from the other night. Fortunately for you, I don’t charge interest. All I need is that second orb.”
“I don’t have it,” Mikael said.
His eyes were uncertain, searching.
“Don’t lie to me,” I said.
“I’m not lying. I sold it to a merchant in Baron Zhila’s district the day before last,” he said.
“Kim, go check his drawers,” I said. I shrugged, as if it was no big deal. “In that case, you can compensate me in other ways. I visited Oranus the other day. He told me you had a gadget I might be interested in taking off your hands. Supposedly it shows incidents of magic throughout the city.”
“I gave it to Elias,” Mikael said, spreading his arms in a conciliatory manner. 
I sighed. “Is there anything you won’t lie about?” 
I dug the tip of my blade into Mikael’s throat. Anna gave a start, moving forward as a bead of blood dribbled out. Alice tightened her grip on the girl.
“It’s on my desk,” he said. 
“Kim?”
“Already on it.”
Kim carefully wrapped up a piece of age yellowed paper.
“You could remove the knife from my throat. I’ve given you everything you want.”
“Not everything: the orb.”
“I swear on my daughter’s life I sold it. Have your flunky search the top drawer of my desk. She’ll find the receipt in there.”
I jerked my head towards Kim. She rummaged through the top drawer.
“It’s here boss.”
“How many darics did he get for it?” I asked.
She read off an eye-watering sum.
I clambered off of Mikael. He hesitated for a moment, before climbing gingerly to his feet. He pressed his arms close to his chest, hugging himself.
“You’re going to take us to where you keep your money and you’re going to reimburse me for the stolen orb,” I said.
Mikael’s eyes widened. “This is highway robbery.”
“This is justice,” I said. “Go. Now.”
The clan leader glared at me. The silvery scar running down the side of his face creased as he did so. He walked over to a bookshelf against the far wall and leaned against its wooden bulk, shoving it to the side. A dull iron safe came into view. He gave the combination lock a few turns and pulled it open. 
With some difficulty, he pulled out a tan canvas bag. 
“Alice, would you mind taking that for us?” I said.
A flicker of surprise passed over Alice’s face as she let go of Anna and walked over to the bounty hunter clan leader. She took hold of the proffered bag and opened it.
 Her jaw just about dropped to the floor.
“Looks good?” I said.
“Very.”
“All right then, you have the honor of getting us out safely,” I said.
“What do you mean?” he said.
“The kessler,” I said. “I don’t want it biting my balls off.”
“Just use the sally port,” he said.
I glanced between Alice and Kim. “Did either of you see a sally port?”
“There’s a door leading outside from one of the rooms,” Alice said.
I nodded. “Alright, good enough.” I turned to Mikael. “Turn around now, I’m going to tie you up.”
Mikael’s face darkened and he began to splutter out obscenities, but he turned as I advanced on him. I brandished a length of rope. 
“Put your hands behind your back.”
His arms shifted, and his whole body moved with it. He twisted on his ankle and his fist drove out and landed against my temple with a thunderous crack. I fell to the stone floor, stunned by the blow. Chaos erupted as Kim leapt towards him. With an almost contemptuous ease, he drove her back with a side kick. The fury pulsed in my veins. Alice charged and he pivoted, swinging his leg down in a low sweeping motion. Alice’s eyes widened in surprise as her feet were swept out from beneath her and then Mikael was on top of me.
I yanked my knife free from its sheath and pulled it up in a long arc. The butt smashed into Mikael’s head and he slumped to the side. I flipped the knife around and pulled it back so the blade was positioned over his heart. I was the fury.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw something hurtling towards me. I twitched up and my eyes caught Anna’s. She threw her shoulder against my chest, sending me stumbling back. I righted myself, preparing for another assault. But, none came. Anna had draped herself over Mikael’s body.
“Please,” she murmured. “Don’t hurt my father.”
I stood up. The fury buzzed within me. I stalked forward, then stopped. 
“Bah.” I threw my knife to the floor. A hollow ring echoed through the chamber. I pinched the soft skin of my forehead between my thumb and index finger. Kim walked silently to my side. She reached down and plucked my knife from the floor, before depositing it into my sheath.
Anna’s gaze bore a hole in my back as I walked away. I turned the corner and for a blessed moment I was alone.
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“Move along or I’ll move you myself.”
“Sorry, I’ll be just a moment longer. My friend is pissing off his last few pints of ale.” I smiled and waved to the guard. He eyed me suspiciously and pounded his halberd against the ground.
“This is a common street. Respectable, working folk walk here,” he said.
I rolled my eyes. “I’m not looking for smokebark if that’s what you’re insinuating.” 
“gods damn you, you smokies all look the same.” He spat on the roadside. 
My hand moved to my hip. If there was one thing I couldn’t stand, it was dirty roads. A woman screamed somewhere up the road. The guard perked up, his head swiveling to the side. I stifled a grin. The owl-like resemblance was too strong.
“I better not see you here when I get back,” he said.
“And a good day to you,” I said, executing a flourishing half-bow.
I looked up, and he was already gone. Good. The street was dirty enough as is with his spittle. I didn’t need to add blood to the mix. 
“Got it boss.”
“You might’ve warned me. I could’ve pitched a tent.” I stifled a yawn as I turned to the alley. 
Merri looked fit to blush, if his species were capable of it. The annoyance that’d grown in my chest quelled itself. I could never be mad at Merri. There was something about him that repelled the emotion. 
I took the yellowed paper from his claw and examined it in the wan mid-afternoon sunlight.
“Looks accurate, but I don’t suppose I’ll know until I’m inside. Speaking of which, here’s the first half of your payment.” I passed over three silver darics. “You’ll get the rest after the job is completed.”
“Ah, come on mate. Why not make it easier on us both. Just give me the rest now,” he said.
“And if the map’s a forgery?” I snorted. “You’re a good guy, for a goblin.” A flash of chagrin passed over his eyes. “Hey, don’t take that the wrong way. You know what I mean. But, there’s no way in the seven hells I’m paying a cent more than I have to until I have to. You know the rules of the game, same as me.”
Merri shrugged. “Ah, can’t blame a bloke for asking.”
I appraised the little fellow. And he was little. Even by goblin standards, he stood a full head shorter than average. His silver grey scales twisted together into an approximation of a smile. 
“Until next time,” I said. I fluttered my eyelids.
Goblins have such strange customs.
Merri returned the gesture. I turned and started off for home. I was halfway there when I noticed the woman following me. She was slightly taller than average, with long blonde hair that flowed over her shoulders and down her back.
Not the worst person in the world to have as a tail. I briefly considered making a run for it. With my boots, it would be trivially easy to get away from the woman. Assuming, of course, that’s all that she was.
But, then I would never know who she was. 
More importantly, I’d never know who’d sent her or why.
“Flatcakes! Get your flatcakes, here! You sir, you look like you could use a flatcake.”
I locked eyes with the rotund merchant.
“You know, a flatcake does sound good right about now,” I said. 
I fished in my pocket for a half-copper and passed it over to the flatcake seller. Without looking, he stuffed the daric into a pocket in his grease stained apron with one hand, while he used the other hand to slip a warm flatcake from his griddle onto an old broadsheet. He grabbed hold of a ladle and drizzled syrup over the confectionary. Then, he tossed a handful of nuts over the syrup.
I took it from his hand, turned and faced the direction of the woman. A slight blush crept over her cheeks, but she didn’t turn or run off. Not that I expected her to. 
What I didn’t expect her to do was come up and talk to me, which is what she did next. 
“You have no idea how hard it is to find you,” she said, panting ever so slightly.
“It’s nice to meet you too,” I said. I took a bite of the flatcake and choked it down. Much too sweet. I threw the rest in the gutter.
“Hey, mind doing that somewhere else?” the flatcake merchant glared at me.
I ignored him. The woman put her hand on my shoulder and my whole body tensed. 
Who the hell does she think she is?
“We have a lot to discuss,” she said. “You probably don’t recognize me, but you know who I am. It wasn’t long ago that we said goodbye.”
“Alice?” I said, incredulous.
“At your service,” she said.
A melancholy smile spread across her face, simultaneously sweet and sad. I put my arm over her shoulder and pulled us into the fast moving stream of pedestrian traffic and away from the spurned flatcake merchant.
“What are you doing back here?” I said.
“I want to help you,” she said.
“Do what?”
“Find Albion.”
I glanced cautiously to either side. The other passerbyers were caught up in their own conversations. Still, I didn’t want to take any chances. I pulled us into a nearby alleyway.
“I don’t understand,” I said. “I gave you your freedom. You don’t have to help me anymore.”
“But, I want to,” she said softly. 
“Why?”
She bit her lower lip. “I’m not sure. Except, you’re the first man who’s kept his word to me. And, I think you can protect me.”
“Protect you?” I raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think I would do that? What makes you think I can do that?”
She put her hand on my chest. My heart beat a little faster. “I can sense it. There’s a power inside of you: Something unique and unexplainable. If there’s anyone in this city who can safeguard me from Rhu, it’s you.”
I covered her hand with mine and pushed it down gently. “The answer is no. How do I know this isn’t all some elaborate plot? I’m not exactly a popular guy. Any number of people might have paid you off. Besides, even if you’re telling the truth, the last thing I need right now is another apprentice under my wing. If you want my advice, get lost.”
Despite myself, I studied her eyes. Incredibly, tears beaded at the corners.
It’s all an act, I thought. Though somehow, I was unable to convince myself that was the truth.
“Go as far away from Sadras as you can.”
 I turned and left without waiting for a response. 
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“Pssh,” Kim said. A smile danced in her eyes. “It’s no biggie. The guard sure was pissed when he found out I’d just stubbed my toe.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’re really taking to this whole bounty hunter thing.”
“Well, I have the best teacher,” Kim said.
“Are you ready for tonight’s job?” I said. 
She nodded. “I got the last of my stuff packed while you were making your way home.”
“Good, now let me inspect your pack.”
Kim arched an eyebrow as she tossed me her pack. “You don’t believe me?”
“Everything seems in order.” I turned and looked out the window. “I’d say we have at least an hour before we can move out.”
 Kim settled down on the bed which dominated the center of the room. Taking a cue from her, I sat on the chair by the door. 
“Thank you for doing this,” Kim said. “Albion means the world to me.”
I snorted. “You think it’s any different for me? The old man practically raised me.”
A lull entered the conversation. Kim gave me a nervous glance before awkwardly standing.
“There’s something I’ve been wanting to do,” she said. Her eyes flickered from me to the door. A bead of sweat formed high on her forehead. “I hope you don’t mind.”
“What’s that?” I said.
She answered by crossing the room in three big strides. Without hesitation, she bent stiffly at the waist and planted a fat kiss against my lips. A smile teased at the corner of my mouth. After what seemed like an eternity, she parted.
I gave her a smirk.
“Did Jezzie put you up to this?” 
Her eyes widened. “How did you know?”
“We’ve been talking about adding a second for an eternity. Once she heard Albion had saddled me with an attractive, young apprentice- well, I’ve yet to hear the end of it.”
Kim blushed at the compliment.
“I mean, it wasn’t entirely her,” she said. “You can’t imagine how long I’ve been wanting to do that. But, I’d never dare to do that in another woman’s home, unless she gave me permission of course.”
“Unless she was the one pushing you into it, you mean.” I cracked a smile.
Kim returned it, wavering at first, then slowly growing in confidence.
“Hey, I don’t need someone to make my decisions for me. I’m plenty capable of doing that myself,” she said.
She mustered up her best seductive stare as she draped a leg across my lap. A moment later she dropped her other leg and then she was straddling me. Her hips ground softly against my crotch and I let out a breath.
Her eyes locked against mine.
“You know, I was lying earlier when you came to my room,” she whispered.
“You mean about men and women bathing together in the rangers corps?” I said.
She let out a soft peal of laughter. “Did I have you fooled?”
I returned her laughter with a soft chuckle. “You have quite the imagination.”
I reached over and casually gave her ass a spanking. Her eyes widened as she bit her lip.
“Did you like it?” I growled.
“Mhhm hmm,” she moaned.
I plunged my head forward and planted another kiss against her lips. She pressed her head against mine and my mouth filled with her breath. Her hands roamed against my back. A shiver of excitement passed through her as she felt me up.
I thrust up with my crotch, and she let out an excited moan. 
Grabbing hold of the edges of her tunic, I lifted it over her head. Her perky breasts bounced in my face. I took her right nipple in my mouth. She let out a moan as my tongue swirled over its pink expanse. 
I moved to the left nipple and repeated the performance. 
Kim arched her head and moaned deeply. 
I continued to play with her nipples, biting and teasing with my tongue while I roamed her back with my hands. Her warm skin moved deliciously under my hands. Finally, I could take it no more.
I lifted my head and planted a kiss on her lips. She closed her eyes as my tongue danced with hers. Bursts of lilac and lily sweetness entered my mouth. I parted my lips from hers, twisted my head and grazed her cheek with my lips until they were at her ear.
“Get up,” I said.
She stood, her eyes glowing with expectation. I knelt and grabbed hold of her pants and slowly began to tug them down. The lines of her crotch came into view and then her neatly shaven pussy was staring back at me.
Unable to help myself, I leaned over and planted a damp kiss against her crotch. She let out a giggle. Scooping her up with one arm beneath her legs and one beneath her shoulder, I carried her to the bed where I deposited her.
Spreading her legs out with my hands, I planted my face between her thighs and began to lick. My tongue darted out in quick, furtive strokes. She pressed her head back against the bed and moaned.
“Oh yes, please gods yes,” she said.
I eagerly lapped at her juices, pushing and playing with my tongue across her most intimate areas. Her body shook as the first orgasm rolled over her like a wave of thunder. 
I redoubled my efforts, darting out with my tongue across her supple flesh until she came hard against my face. Her hands reached out and scooped my head into her pussy, where I luxuriated in her warmth.
I stood up. Kim locked eyes with me and a smile crept over her face. 
“My turn,” she said.
I laid down on the bed and Kim sprang to her knees. A moment later my pants were around my ankles and her mouth had closed over my cock. Her fiery locks tumbled down in glistening cascades as her head bobbed up and down in luxurious strokes.
Her mouth parted ever so slightly from my cock, her head tilted up and she locked eyes with me. A slight grin curved up her face. She leaned forward and planted a kiss against the tip of my cock.
Then she was back, letting her tongue slide around the length of my cock, kissing and teasing as she swirled her tongue along the shaft and over the tip. An aching pleasure ran up through my cock and across my body. I bit my lower lip as a heat rose within me.
She planted a teasing peck against my cock as she drew her head away. Then, she turned and presented herself to me. Her butt bobbed gently in the air. I took hold of her generous ass cheeks and stroked her smooth skin.
gods, she was gorgeous.
I guided my cock into her waiting wetness. A gasp escaped my lips. Slowly, then picking up steam I began to rocket back and forth with my hips. She let out a light gasp as I filled her with my fullness. 
She turned her head back. Her eyes rolled with lust and she called my name. I pushed myself as deeply as I could into her, and pressed my lips to hers. Her pussy pressed tightly around my cock and for a single, sacred moment all was bliss, all was glory.
I pulled back and resumed my pounding. My hips shot forward, pulsing in and out of her most secret places. Just as I neared completion, I pulled back slipping out of her.
“What is it baby?” she murmured.
“Climb on top,” I said.
She turned around and obediently clambered on top of my body. With a grin on her face, she grabbed hold of my cock and fitted it expertly inside of her. Then, she was bouncing on my crotch. 
It was hard to believe that this auburn haired beauty bouncing, swiveling and grinding over me was my apprentice. I planted my hands firmly on her hips and moved in rhythm with her. 
Her wetness ran down over me and my eyes flickered from her gently bouncing chest to her angelic face, turned back towards the ceiling. I planted one arm around her lower back and brought her in, closer to me. With my other hand I drew back a lock of her hair. 
She leaned in and kissed me. Then I was pulling her tighter as I pounded away at her firm ass. Her whole body stiffened and she cried out as she came. A moment later, I was coming deep inside of her.
She stayed on my cock a moment later, then she tumbled off and cuddled beside me. I leaned over and planted a damp kiss on her forehead.
“I love you,” she gasped.
“I love you, too.”
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Dhanmark’s palace was creepier at night.
“Remember, stick close by me the entire time we're here. If you see anything at all, let me know immediately,” I said.
“Aye aye captain,” Kim whispered.
Getting in was easier than I’d thought it’d be. Kim had used her climbing gauntlets to reach a high window on the second floor. Afterwards, she’d strolled down and opened up a side door we’d identified using Merri’s map during our prep.
That was merely the beginning.
As it turned out, Dhanmark’s palace extended deep into the cliff side. What appeared to be a rather unassuming mansion from the outside was just the tip of the iceberg.
The dungeons were at the far back of the complex, because why wouldn’t they be? A long red velvet carpet covered the floor- perfect for stifling footsteps. A faint buzzing sounded in my ear.
“Do you hear that?” I whispered.
“Hear what?” Kim said.
I stopped and closed my eyes, concentrating on what was going on around me. Silence greeted me. I opened my eyes and started moving again.
“It was nothing.”
A glint of silver shone in the hallway up ahead. I squinted, and a suit of armor revealed itself as we passed by. Another one loomed from across the hall. I shivered. With their halberds and peaked helms, they looked less like ornamentation and more like stern reminders of Baron Dhanmark’s martial prowess.
The sound of crinkling paper filled the hallway.
“It should be right up ahead here,” Kim said, studying the map. 
I nodded absentmindedly. 
Something didn’t feel right. The short hairs on the back of my neck rose. We were being watched. I was sure of it. But, by whom or how?
The dull clang of iron against stone sounded behind us. Instinctively, I dropped into a crouch as I turned around and drew my sword. I stuck my left arm out, barring Kim’s advance. If there was trouble, I didn’t want her to have any part of it.
The hallway behind us shone with a greyling light. Moonbeams and starshine filtered through a heavy screen of volcanic ash, before being sifted through glass window panes.
The hallway was empty. A polished steel helm glared at me through a black slot. I shivered.
“Look out!” Kim yanked me roughly to the floor. I spun downwards. As I did, I turned just in time to watch a halberd swish overhead. My eyes bugged out of their sockets.
Reflexes took over and I shot out of my crouch, one hand balled into a fist. At the last second, I opened my hand and slammed my palm into the front breastplate of a walking suit of armor, forcing it back.
Kim!
I glanced over and sighed a breath of relief. Kim was perched high near the top of the wall. She must’ve used her seven league boots to jump up, while she used her sticky gloves to maintain her position above the fray.
The sound of more rattling metal shook the hallway. I did a quick 360 degree spin. Metal clad knights were descending from their daises along either side of the hall. 
I was surrounded.
But, my apprentice was safe. I liked these odds.
I’d only passed two of the metal plated soldiers behind me, while a solid ten or so were marching slowly, but surely from down the hallway. I knelt down, then shot off to the left just as one of the armor suits surged forward, halberd at the ready.
I landed feet first against the wall and ricocheted away. I straightened my legs into a flying kick. The heel of my boot collided with an empty helm and I let out a gasp. The helm had offered barely any resistance.
It flew off the cuirass and clattered down the hallway. My momentum broken by the unexpectedly light resistance, I careened into the floor, landing in a slump. 
“What in the seven hells?” I groaned.
The crack of a whip sounded, and I scooched back. Poised over the area I’d landed in was a halberd. The headless soldier’s halberd was suspended in mid-air. A sinuous strip of leather was wrapped around the haft just below the base.
I scrambled to my feet, and retreated back down the hallway. At least the advancing suits of armor were all in front of me now. I glanced up at the empty space where a head should be and grimaced. 
It was obvious these suits of armor were animated by some fell wizardry. Ordinary attacks were useless against the thick steel plates. But, that kick had at least done some damage. 
I tightened every muscle in my body, before driving off the ground. I metered out just enough extra power to turn my leg into a battering ram as I leapt into a flying kick. I hit true, and the sole of my boot sunk into the back of the cuirass.
For the second time in this fight, confusion ran through me. What should’ve been hard steel turned out to be something soft and fleshy. The suit of armor pitched forward and scattered into a dozen smaller pieces. Greaves, pauldrons, and bracers slid across the floor. I landed awkwardly, and pulled my foot out.
Something wet and hot covered the bottom and sides of my boot. I made a face, before shooting backwards. The other animated suits had reached me, and I narrowly dodged two swinging halberds as I made my escape.
I plucked my knife from my belt and straightened up. “There’s something on their backs. It looks like,” I glimpsed down and wrinkled my nose, “a human heart. Try to hit that.”
“You got it,” Kim said.
A flash of silver in the greyling light and three animated suits burst apart. I flashed Kim a wolfish grin, before getting to work. Once I knew where to hit, everything fell into place. 
I darted around to the sides and backs of the armor suits, ducking and weaving beneath a storm of halberds, broad swords and battle axes. A steady sweat built up on the surface of my skin. I felt light and flexible, like a dancer executing a series of practiced steps.
With each plunge of my knife, another suit of armor burst into pieces until I was surrounded by a turgid sea of inanimate parts.
“You can come down now.”
Kim dropped to the floor, before padding over quietly to me. 
“By the gods that was terrifying,” she said. 
I knelt down and picked up a cuirass. Flipping it over, I inspected the back plate. A raw, bloody hole gaped back at me. My mouth twisted down into a frown.
“I don’t know what sort of vile sorcery is entailed when a man’s heart is placed inside a suit of armor, but whatever the source Rhu has much to answer for,” I said.
Kim stiffened. I turned with a question in my eyes as she placed her hand on my shoulder.
“Do you hear it?” she hissed.
“Hear what?”
“Listen.” The terror of a rabbit racing through the briar lit up her eyes. 
A moment later, I heard it too. A dull scraping sound echoed through the stony halls. 
I froze. Down the hall, a hoarse voice had called out something indistinct. The words were indecipherable, but the voice’s owner was unmistakable. 
“Dhanmark,” I whispered.
“Do we stay and face him,” Kim said. False bravado dripped from her words.
I shook my head. My knowledge of stuffed men was murky. Rumors mixed with facts in a morass of misinformation. But, there was one universal truth that most seemed to agree upon. 
Stuffed men were dangerous.
Incredibly so.
“Let’s go,” I said. 
Grabbing hold of her hand, I pulled her down the hallway. A rectangular door built of sturdy wooden beams opened up to the left. A heavy black iron lock poked out about two thirds of the way up. There was no handle.
Frantically, I shoved my shoulder against it and pushed as hard as I could. It didn’t budge. I gritted my teeth and tried again.
“Maybe I could try picking the lock?” Kim said.
I took a step back and cast my eyes down the hallway. The dull scraping had grown louder, and a long shadow fell faintly across the far wall. 
“Who has come into my demesnes unannounced?”
The voice was no longer Dhanmark’s. It’d become harsher, stronger. 
It had to be Rhu.
The fury bubbled within me. Years of patiently awaiting my vengeance had come to this. It would be a battle by proxy, but with the blood thumping heavily in my ears that hardly mattered.
An ear rending clangor sounded from further up the hall. I spun around and came face to face with an animated suit of armor. It had broken into a trot and was bearing down straight on me with a battle ax hefted high in its hands.
“Get back,” I said. My voice was low and even. The fury hadn’t completely taken hold yet.
The suit overextended as it slashed at my torso. I stepped forward, effortlessly ducking below the blade. With one hand, I grabbed the thing’s forearm and with the other I took hold of its pleated skirt. I pivoted on my heel and swung through at the waist. It was a tsarze throw that used the advancing foe’s own momentum against them. The suit of armor crashed heavily into the door. The helm popped off and clattered distantly down the hallway, while the cuirass crumpled against the sturdy wood with a sickening crunch.
A loud snapping sound filled the hall, and the door swung inwards. I dropped the remains of the animated armor suit. Before it could escape, I knelt down and stabbed through the blackened, ichor coated organ that pulsated out of its backplate.
I straightened and rushed into the corridor. Kim was hot on my heels.
Balls of peach colored lights hung cheerfully along either side of the ceiling at regular intervals. They shone with a soft brilliance.
“What are these lights?” Kim said.
I frowned. “They’re witchlights- will o’ the wisps that’ve been taken captive by a powerful mage. It’s not light magic. Nor is it weak. They’re being held by force.”
“They?” Kim arched an eyebrow.
“Will o’ the wisps are a type of spirit. Supposedly, they’re sentient. Or at least, they have a limited sort of intelligence,” I said. 
“Oh,” Kim replied.
“Then again, with all that Baron Rhu has done, I’ll count this among the least of his crimes,” I said, panting slightly as I jogged forward.
Kim became silent and the steady inhale and exhale of her breathing filled the corridor. Up ahead, the stone walls gave way to iron grating. Kim drew in a surprised gasp.
“If that numbers among the least of his crimes, then what’s this?” she said.
All emotion drained from my face. “Something else the baron will have to answer for.”
Off to the left, a man lay sprawled across a marble slab. His legs and left arm had been amputated. In their place, monstrous grey-green tentacles had been sewn onto his body. They wiggled sluggishly. The man gurgled and turned his head. I forced myself to look away from his vacant stare. Only to come face to face with another set of blank eyes, these staring back from the center of a cart wheel sized kilhart spider. I winced as I watched the thing scuttle over its cell walls.
I wrapped my arm around Kim’s shoulder and pushed forward.
More monstrosities peered out from along the cell lined hall. Some cried in vaguely human tongues, while others stared mutely through the metal latticework that confined them.
“What is this?” Kim muttered.
I looked at her with concern. Her face had turned a pale shade of green. 
“I don’t know,” I said. I shook my head. “I knew Rhu to be a demon, but this…”
I trailed off, lacking the vocabulary to appropriately condemn the monstrosities keening from the innumerable cages that lined both sides of the corridor.
I refocused on the hallway before us.
“We have to find Albion, and fast,” I said.
“Do you think he could be,” Kim broke off with a dry sob.
“By all the gods named and unnamed I hope not,” I said.
“Uncle,” Kim shouted. “Uncle Albion, are you there?”
I winced at the sudden explosion of noise. All of my instincts told me to quiet her. I fought against them. With Dhanmark- or what was left of the baron- hot on our tails, our cover was already blown. Time, not secrecy, was the most important element at hand.
I joined in her cries. Kim grabbed hold of my upper arm. Her eyes sparkled. 
“Can you hear it?” she said.
I stopped shouting and cocked my head. A sound faint and rasping, like two old broadsides rubbing together in the wind, floated down the hallway.
“I’m here.”
My eyes widened. It was Albion.
“This could be a trap,” I said, drawing my sword as I hastened towards the source of the noise. But, in my heart of hearts I knew that wasn’t the truth. I’d spent too many years under his tutelage, working for the old man day in and day out, not to recognize his tone and cadence. 
Up ahead, two blocky stone walls pushed out from the corridor, separating the section we were in from a further section beyond. Along the wall was a set of brass hooks. An iron skeleton key dangled from the far hook. I grabbed it as I ran past. 
With any luck, it’d unlock Albion’s cell.
As the cries of the damned souls in the cells we’d just passed receded, a humming sound rattled in my ear. I furrowed my brow.
“Help, please,” Albion croaked. 
I sped up, passing through to the other side of the hallway. Here the cages were spread further apart. Instead of wire mesh, tall iron bars ran parallel from floor to ceiling along the outer perimeter of each cell. 
I glanced wildly from side to side. Most of the cells were empty. A figure in red turned towards me. I started. Two black pits stared expressionlessly outwards. A bent, oblong smile streaked cruelly across a pasty white face. It took me a moment to realize that I was staring at a mask.
The figure raised a crescent knife. “Come no further or-.”
He cut off with a terrible gurgling noise as a throwing knife sprouted from his neck. A widening blossom of blood streaked out from the point of contact. The figure slumped face forward onto the stone floor.
My eyes flicked up from the dying man to the marble slab that he’d hid behind his body. Thin legs, atrophied by age, faced towards me. Heavy leather cuffs bound the ankles.
“Is that you, Mat?” Albion said.
“Yes, Kim’s here too,” I said.
Albion coughed. My heart sank. He sounded so weak, so old.
“You must hurry and get me out of these damnable restraints,” he said, hacking off another wheezing cough as he spoke.
“Already on it,” I said, racing around to the front of his cell. A thick padlock connected the door to the wall.
Taking hold of the key, I jammed it into the narrow keyhole. It bounced away.
“It’s too big,” I said in frustration.
“Let me at it,” Kim said.
I stepped aside, absentmindedly slipping the key into my pocket, and Kim got to work. A scowl flitted over my face as I glanced down the hallway. Striding towards me was Baron Dhanmark. Or, what had once been Baron Dhanmark. 
Even from a distance, it was obvious that the old Dhanmark was gone. Glowing red eyes burned like twin fires against his wrinkled skin. He walked with a shuffling gait. A thick ermine cape dragged behind him.
“Matheus, it’s such a pleasure to see you again,” he said. His mouth twisted into a ghoulish smile. “And you brought your pretty, young apprentice. Yes, her head will fit wonderfully on a kessler. For you,” he tapped one finger against his desiccated lips, “well, I’ll have to think on that a while longer.”
The lock clicked behind me. The door scraped open and Kim rushed over to Albion’s side.
“Uncle, what have they done to you,” she cried. “Hold on, I’ll get you out of here as soon as I can. Just hold on for me.”
Every fiber of my being wanted to turn and help Kim. But, I couldn’t. I had a separate task laid out for me. I unsheathed both of my swords and held them low in front of me. Their curved blades met at the tips.
“Come any closer and I’ll remove your head from your body,” I said, doing my best to keep my tone even. The fury bubbled within my chest. I’d taken the last of my ironleaf prior to entry. It had barely subdued the fury during my fight with the animated suits.
What would happen if I lost myself completely?
I steeled my nerves. The stuffed man entered the stony tunnel between the two corridors. He didn’t appear to be anything other than a feeble old man. But, that didn’t explain why my stomach was sinking as I watched him advance.
I raised my right sword high, pointing towards Dhanmark, while I kept my left low and parallel to the ground. A classic stance that combined a cautious mixture of offense and defense.
His skin was like paper. Each blood vessel was visible in runny greens and ruddy blues. I shot forward, twisting my right blade down and around in a powerful slashing motion. The old man ducked effortlessly beneath the sweeping blow, moved into my guard and slammed down my left blade with his forearm.
My left hand went numb as the sword dropped from my hand. Icy flesh wrapped around my neck in an iron vise grip. Without apparent effort, the elderly baron lifted me into the air.
“Did you really think you could break into my palace and get away with it?” the baron whispered in a voice that wasn’t his.
“What is this place?” I said. “What kind of sick freak are you?”
The red glow faded from his eyes and an eerily serene expression spread across Dhanmark’s face.
“This is my laboratory and I am a man of science. You, my boy, will help me achieve great wonders. Think of what’s to come not as a punishment, but a sacrifice for a greater tomorrow,” he said.
“Mat!” Kim’s voice echoed behind me.
With a casual wave, Dhanmark flicked his wrist. Clanging iron sounded behind me.
“He’s locked us in,” Kim said. Desperation tinged her voice.
I locked eyes with Dhanmark. Somewhere in that hard, fiery stare was Rhu. Leaning back, I summoned all of the power left in me and spat directly into the hellish baron’s face.
Surprise quickly turned to fury, and for a moment I thought he’d choke me to death then and there. Instead, the creepy smile reappeared and he chuckled, a sound like crunching autumn leaves.
I winced as a sharp buzz filled my ears. A fly flew past my ear and over Dhanmark’s shoulder.
“Remember, I’m not here,” he whispered.
A flurry of colors exploded behind Dhanmark. For a split second, confusion registered in his crimson eyes. Two bone white blades cleaved together and sent the old man’s head flying across the room. A spurt of blood shot up from the stump of his neck and Dhanmark collapsed.
I fell heavily, and gaped at the hulking figure that’d sprung up behind Dahnmark. It looked as though someone had combined the worst attributes of an orc with a nemphil, and at the end they’d thrown in two butcher knives in lieu of hands.
“Told you you’d need me,” the creature grumbled.
I raised an eyebrow. “Alice, is that you?”
The figure shimmered as it shrunk, finally resolving into a svelte blonde. She cracked a sweet smile and inclined her head towards Albion’s cage.
“You should probably go help your friend there,” she said.
I started. “Right,” I said, turning around. 
Albion was still in trouble. Spinning around, I kicked in the cell door. Whatever magic Dhanmark had used to bind it shut had faded, and the door swung easily. 
“You’ve got to help,” Kim said, rushing towards me. Concern lined her face.
“What did they do?” I said. 
“His hand,” she whimpered.
I scanned Albion from head to toe. He looked like he’d been through a rough night, but was otherwise unscathed. Except, for his left hand.
“By the unnamed gods,” I whispered. “What did they do to you?”
“Please, get me out of here,” Albion said. He didn’t open his eyes. 
I drew my knife and got to work. Kim had managed to cut through one of the ankle constraints. I quickly sawed through the other one while Kim took care of the band covering his right wrist. 
That just left the left forearm.
“Don’t move,” I cautioned Albion as I got to work sawing around the dull scarlet claw that had emerged from his left arm.
I gritted my teeth, and tried to focus on the task at hand. It shouldn’t have been so hard. Beads of cold sweat erupted across my forehead. The leather restraint snapped. Albion let out a low sigh, as if he were settling into an armchair after a long day’s work.
“You get his other side, we’ll lift him on the count of three,” I said.
Kim nodded, as she looped her arm beneath his armpit. I mirrored her actions and counted off. Albion moved obediently into place, his body offering no resistance.
“Albion, can you walk,” I said in a too loud voice.
Albion’s eyes fluttered. His mouth opened and closed several times, before he rasped a dry, “yes.”
I met Kim’s eyes and shook my head.
“That’s okay, I’m going to carry you out of here,” I said.
I turned so my back was facing my former master. Kim helped her uncle clamber on for a piggyback ride. His crustacean claw folded over my shoulder, coming to rest on my chest. 
I bit back a grimace.
“Let’s get out of here,” I said, exchanging looks with Alice and Kim. 
The two nodded and we started off for the door. As we passed through the stony middle section, I braced myself for the monstrosities we’d find on the other side. 
A soft touch brushed against my upper arm. I turned and took in Kim’s face, unnaturally pale in the even light.
“Can’t we help them?” she said, inclining her head towards the rows of cages beyond.
“We can’t save them,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m sorry, I wish I could. But, it’s too risky. These creatures are so far gone, more likely than not they’d attack us rather than thank us.”
“But, what can we do?” Kim said.
I fingered something small and hard through the fabric of my satchel. “I’ll do something. Once we’re outside.”
Kim accepted this and we continued our retreat to the door. I kept my eyes on the path straight ahead. Monsters loomed from every side, and it took everything in my power to drown out the all-too human noises that echoed off the dank walls.
Alice was the first out. In her human form, it was difficult to believe she’d ever been that avenging angel with the bone sword hands who’d put down Dhanmark so savagely. Kim followed and I brought up the rear.
“Get back,” I said, flashing a stern glance at both of the girls. 
Kim’s eyes widened. “What are you going to do?” 
I removed a small, metal ball. I twisted the two hemispheres apart, and pitched it back into the hallway. It rolled about halfway down, before coming to a stop. Then, I slammed the door shut.
“That’ll produce enough toxic gas to kill everything in that damned hallway,” I said. “Now, it’ll behoove us to get on our way before some of that gas seeps under the door.”
We scattered out of Dhanmark’s palace. From behind, the shrieks of the monstrosities rose and pitched to a crescendo of terror. The wave broke and collapsed into an aching hush.
The silence of a freshly fallen snow on a winter’s night permeated the palace as we absconded through the front door.
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“How’s he doing?” I said.
Kim leaned against the bookshelf. The skin below her eyes formed two half-circles of exhaustion. “Better.”
I placed my hand against her shoulder. “Thank you for all your hard work. You’ve done more than enough, go get some rest.”
“It’s okay, my uncle needs me,” she protested.
“And you need to sleep,” I took a step forward and slid my arm further around her shoulders as I walked her to the stairs. “Jezzie and Alice are in the kitchen helping out. I’ll be in with them shortly.”
I turned to face her. Her torso slumped and I was afraid if she didn’t get into bed soon, she’d pass out on the floor. “You’re a good niece. The best.” That brought a smile to her face. “But, you can’t do everything. Your uncle’s in good hands. Now, go get some rest.”
She nodded reluctantly. I leaned over and planted a kiss on her lips. Her mouth twisted into a small smile.
“You always know what to say,” she whispered.
“Just for you,” I said.
I led her up to her bedroom. Once she was tucked away, I went back downstairs to the kitchen where Albion was being ministered to by Jezzie. Alice was on the rooftop, taking a turn at guard duty.
“You really gave us a scare there,” I said, clapping Albion on the shoulder as I entered the room.
He looked up, a wry smile on his face.
“All thanks to the help of your lovely wife,” he said.
Jezzie tittered. “Oh, you’re too much.”
I lifted an eyebrow. “I better watch out. It looks like I have some competition.”
That brought a hearty chuckle from Albion. The sound warmed my heart, and soon Jezzie and I were laughing too, our mirth lit by the contagion of the old man’s spirit.
I caught sight of the oven mit that enveloped Albion’s left hand and stopped.
“What were you doing in there?” I said.
All at once, the mirth fell away from Albion’s face. His aged skin collapsed into a puddle of wrinkles.
“What do you mean?” he said, a twinkle sparkled in his eye.
“You know exactly what I mean,” I said. “You’re much too old to be going on solo missions, let alone to rob a baron. Speaking of which, we’re not thieves. You owe me an explanation.”
Albion sighed. “You’re right. It was a damn foolish thing I did. One of the drawbacks to growing old is that it takes a while for your mind to catch up to your body. It’s easy to think you’re still the man you were three decades ago, when it didn’t hurt to stand up and use the privy.
“Take a seat. Both of you,” he nodded to Jezzie. “This will take some time.”
“I’ll get us snacks then,” Jezzie said brightly. She swept off towards the pantry. 
Albion shrugged. “Suit yourself.”
Jezzie returned a moment later with a cured ham and a block of cheese. She placed the two on a wooden platter, and decorated the edges with pickled olives and torn pieces of flatbread.
She placed the platter in the center of the table and beamed at us. A pitcher of diluted wine already dominated the center of the table, and from the looks of it Albion wasn’t on his first cup.
“Thanks love,” I said.
Jezzie leaned over and planted a kiss on my lips. She smiled absentmindedly as she pulled up a chair to my side. Sitting thigh to thigh, she leaned her head against my shoulder and closed her eyes.
“Alright, let’s hear it,” I said. 
I plucked a pickled olive from the platter and popped it into my mouth.
“First off, you have to understand that rumors of Dhanmark’s abominations have been swirling around the underground since well before he became stuffed,” Albion said.
Confusion flickered through my mind.
“So, you’re saying what we saw in there wasn’t Rhu’s doing?” I said.
Albion pressed his mouth into a thin line. “Yes and no. From the intel I’ve gathered, Dhanmark began the experiments to give him a leg up in his turf war with Zhila. That caught the attention of Baron Rhu.”
“So, Rhu stuffing Dhanmark wasn’t just a land grab?” I said.
Albion shook his head. “No, it’s far more sinister than that. Dhanmark has been experimenting with powers far beyond his ken.” His face turned sour. “He’s been using black magic. A magic so terrible it could shake the very foundation of Sadras itself.”
A revelation swept over me. “You were behind the kidnapping of Dhanmark’s daughter,” I said.
Jezzie lifted her head and shot me a quizzical glance, but I ignored her. Albion’s face told me everything I needed to know.
“Yes,” he said. “It was a necessity to gain entrance to the palace. While you were off looking for her, I paid a visit to Dhanmark’s steward to haggle over the price of his daughter’s return.”
“Why didn’t you tell us,” I said. The initial shock had faded, only to be replaced by anger. “I would’ve helped you.”
Albion shook his head, a sputtering cough emitted from his lungs. “I’m sorry, perhaps I should’ve. You have to understand, you were only kept in the dark to protect you. Ignorance can be a powerful shield.”
I gave him a significant look. After a while, the old man continued: “I belong to a loose organization of those who would see the baronry deposed. For the longest time, we did little more than whisper. The power of the barons was too strong, we were too weak. But, if I’m being honest our greatest obstacle was our own inertia. Since the Declension, our quality of life plummeted swiftly, but it stabilized just as swiftly. Until now.”
“The man who gave me this.” I plucked the rectangular, bronze card from my pocket. “Is he a part of your organization?”
Albion took the card and held it up to the light. A scowl flickered across his face. “Thomas was supposed to wait until after the operation. Should’ve known I couldn’t trust the damn fool to keep a lid on things.”
He returned the card. I stuffed it back into my pocket. As I did, my fingers brushed up against the skeleton key I’d stolen from Dhanmark’s palace. I’d have to dispose of that when I got up from the table.
“The man you spoke to is a collaborator,” Albion continued. “Obviously, we have different ideas of how this operation should be run.”
“So, what exactly is the operation?” I said.
“It appears Dhanmark was attempting to create some sort of human-animal hybrid to act as shock troops in his offensive against Zhila. Rhu’s coup was performed with the aim of continuing Dhanmark’s experiments and getting those very same shock troops under his control. He plans to strike down the other barons and install himself as the new king,” Albion said.
“If he could move against Dhanmark without the monsters, what does he need them for? Rhu is already the most powerful baron by far,” I said.
“Dhanmark was an easy target. He and Rhu were always closer than the other barons. That facilitated an easy betrayal. It won’t be so easy to entrap the others, especially now that word of Dhanmark’s transformation has leaked out,” Albion said.
“What about his murder?” I said.
Albion gave a start. “The baron’s dead?”
“I thought you knew that?” I said.
“I was fading in and out of consciousness as you arrived. Past a certain point, there’s nothing more than a black curtain draped over my memory,” he said.
“Alice killed him,” I said.
“The changeling? I’ve been meaning to talk to you about her,” Albion said.
“You don’t think I should trust her?”
“On the contrary, I think she’s the person most deserving of your trust. While she was aiding me earlier, she told me that she’d asked to work with you. Your days as an apprentice might be far behind you, but if you want the advice of an old master I wholeheartedly suggest that you take her on,” he said.
“She used to work for Rhu!” I said.
“And no longer does,” he said. “That should tell you everything you need to know. Besides which she killed a stuffed man. One who happened to be controlled by that very same man. That should tell you two things. One, she’s far too powerful to ignore. Two, she’s most definitely not working for the baron any longer.”
I pursed my lips. “I’ll consider it.”
Albion nodded gravely. “You do that. Now, I may as well tell you the rest of the story. In order to create his monstrosities, Dhanmark has been making use of a very old instrument of power. I don’t know where or how such a minor power as Dhanmark got hold of it.” He scrunched his eyebrows together.
“What is it?” I said.
“A key, but not one for the physical world. Whoever should hold this instrument can open and close the door to the spirit realm. Dhanmark was using this power to imbue his monstrosities with the demonic energy necessary to keep them alive, to animate them with life, force and purpose,” Albion said.
“Hold on a second,” I said. I fished in my pockets and pulled out the skeleton key I’d grabbed from the wall. “It wouldn’t happen to be this key, would it?”
“By the unnamed gods,” Albion gasped. “May I?”
I proffered the key and Albion took hold of it with reverence. He looked up at me.
“How did you know?”
I shrugged. “I didn’t. I thought it’d unlock your cell door. When it didn’t, I stuffed it in my pocket and forgot all about it. To be honest, I was going to throw it away after our conversation.”
“I’m glad you didn’t,” Albion said. He held the key up to the light, marveling at it. 
It looked like an ordinary key. 
“Can it fix your hand?” Jezzie said in a soft tone.
Albion broke away from the key.
“Possibly,” he said. “Though, I wouldn’t try it. An unskilled practitioner could just as easily flood me with dark power as drain it from me.”
“Then you’re imbued with demonic energy?” I said.
“I’m afraid so,” he said. “You saved me before they could finish the job, but I’m afraid that even still the effects are irreversible.”
He raised his head and locked eyes with me. “Eventually, you will have to kill me.”
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A wall of flames burned in a solid line from North to South.
Icy pinpricks burned my tongue, my throat, my lungs and I wanted to vomit, but when I bent double nothing came up. The screams had yet to die off. If I stopped and concentrated, I could differentiate them.
Here was Ms. Helen, the spinster who gave me half-ripe tomatoes in the early summer. There was Mr. Thompson, the blacksmith. I used to spin tops with his son. His screams scoured my ears and I wanted nothing more than to flee. 
I couldn’t. I had to find ma. Pa was dead. His brains had splattered under the soldier’s ax. Light pink noodles twisting in the grey half-light. I saw them and felt something die within me. I broke and ran. The soldier hadn’t chased me. Or maybe he had and I was too fast.
I hadn’t looked back.
I had to get ma and I had to go. I crept around the edge of the trees and peered into the inferno. Dark figures moved between the houses. Some dragged figures through the dead autumn leaves behind them.
A deep anxiety built up within me. It was dangerous here, but I couldn’t leave. I had to find her.
“Ma!” I yelled.
Silence greeted me. I stood rooted to the spot, incapable of moving.
“Ma!”
A shadow detached itself from a flaming house. He was too big to be ma, too mean looking to be a villager. A double sided battle ax swung loosely from his right hand.
“Ma! We have to go!” 
The soldier advanced silently towards me. When he was ten yards away, I turned and ran. I was fast, tall and lanky for my age, and I moved like a jackrabbit. I could beat all the other boys at the field races held on the village green during feast days.
I ran and ran, but when I looked over my shoulder the soldier was closing the distance with each step. My heart beat in my throat. As I turned back, my ankle caught on a root and I went flying forward.
I landed with a thud. All of the air flew from my chest, and a sharp stinging pain opened up from my palms and chin. I rolled onto my back, barely missing the blade of the battle ax that whooshed by my head.
I crab walked back. The man who’d killed my father calmly lifted his ax and prepared for a second strike.
I tried to look everywhere, but the ax blade. My eyes alit on his beard. It was long, curly and blond with streaks of grey. Reddish tinges were smattered randomly throughout.
My eyes widened. Those weren’t red hairs- they were splotches of blood. I began to make out small pieces of gore embedded deep within the beard.
My father’s blood. My father’s brains.
Terror transmuted to a hot and fiery anger. An indescribable rage tore through my veins. The soldier smiled and swung his ax again, but I was already on my feet shooting forward. 
With all the force my body could muster, I slammed into his midsection. The soldier let out a surprised oomph and crumpled.
There’s no way I should’ve been able to hit that hard, I thought.
But, I was no longer completely in control of my body. Some terrible instinct had taken over and my limbs moved with a reflexive beauty, a flexible dancer’s grace. I reached for the soldier’s belt and plucked out a dagger. 
In a fluid motion, I drew it back and slammed it up into the soldier’s belly. I yanked it hard to the side and a steaming puddle of organs spilled onto the ground before me.
I sprinted away and ran deeper into the village, dodging between the burning buildings. There were no more screams. A deep part of me understood my ma was gone, they’d taken her just as they’d taken my father, my neighbors, and everyone else I’d ever loved.
I rounded the corner and came face to face with two soldiers. One was tall and lanky, the other short and broad across the shoulders and chest. Between them they carried a wooden trunk, no doubt stuffed with valuables they’d pilfered before the village had been set afire.
The shorter one dropped his side of the chest.
“What’s this runt still doing here,” he grunted.
He reached for the short sword buckled to his belt, but before he could draw I’d buried my dagger hilt deep into the base of his throat. His companion’s eyes widened. He dropped his end of the chest and stumbled backwards, fumbling for his weapon. I was on top of him before he could unsheathe his sword.
I ran through the flaming village in an ecstasy of rage. I was the avenging angel. The unnamed gods rising from the seventh hell to exact their divine retribution upon the world.
I slashed, stabbed, and slaughtered. Each disemboweled soldier brought me closer to absolution. Just when I thought I’d run out of prey, a horrific scream pierced the air.
I turned and saw my house. 
It stood alone and unburnt beneath a stand of maple trees. Their bare boughs creaked stiffly in the wind. A carpet of rich amber leaves surrounded their base. 
Something wasn’t right. My house wasn’t here. My house was in the village.
I turned and saw only trees behind me. The burning buildings, the carnage- it had all disappeared. I was alone in a forest, and only my house stood out among the trees. I advanced on it.
When did we get a window there? Is that glass? How could we afford that much glass?
I felt like I was in someone else’s body. My legs moved of their own accord as I walked to the window. A bundle of faded red cloth lay on the floor. Blonde hair spun out like a rag doll cast on the floor. Standing over her was a soldier. He was doing up his pants.
I looked to her chest, hoping to see the tell-tale rise and fall. There was no movement. The blood had drained away from her hands and face, leaving her pale as porcelain. The man turned to the window. A cruel smile twisted his lips up.
I let out a wordless yell as I smashed my shoulder against the door. It swung open easily. I launched myself at the soldier. My fist connected heavily with his chin and he fell onto the moss covered forest floor.
The walls and floor had fallen away. The house had disappeared, but to that I paid no mind. The soldier scrambled away from me across the forest floor on his hands and knees. 
I drew my sword and- 
Where did I get a sword?
-slashed down at the crawling man. I frowned. How could I miss at this distance?
I struck and was rewarded by a puff of dirt. The sky darkened and the trees dissipated. Only I and the crawling soldier occupied this valley of the night. No matter how many times I struck out, I hit only dirt.
I leaned my head back and roared. The fury took me and I threw the sword straight ahead. The sound of shattering glass split the night air. A tall, rectangular mirror appeared in front of me. The sword had landed dead center, shattering its center. Enough glass remained that I could see myself in the mirror’s top half.
 I stumbled backwards, my body growing numb. 
With a trembling hand, I reached for my face. Something warm and sticky met my fingers. A moment later, I felt it oozing over me. Dripping down my legs, seeping into my shirt.
“It can’t be,” I whispered.
“It is,” an icy voice split the air. 
I looked down. The soldier had turned over. He still lay on the ground, but now he was facing me. His eyes burned a powerful crimson, a sneer covered his face.
“You’ve caused me enough trouble, boy,” he said.
I stumbled back. All the energy drained from my body and suddenly, I felt so, so tired. I was barely cognisant as I fell heavily backwards. The soldier stood up. His face twisted and morphed.
Baron Rhu stared back at me through blood red eyes.
He seemed to grow impossibly large against the pitch black backdrop. A double sided ax sprung from his hand. Blood and gore decorated either edge.
“No,” I whispered. 
I tried to scramble back. To stand up and fight. But, the exhaustion was pervasive and all consuming. My limbs felt as though they were fettered with iron shackles and I collapsed to the ground.
Baron Rhu loomed over me. A monstrous smile split his face.
“Time to die,” he said as he raised the ax.
I woke with a start. 
“Baby, what is it?” Jezzie said.
I stared straight ahead into the darkness. Beads of sweat stung my eyes and crowded the corners of my mouth. Warm flesh pressed against my side.
“Did you have the dream again?” she said.
I nodded yes, before realizing she couldn’t see me in the pitch blackness of the room. I swallowed, moistening my dry mouth.
“Yes,” I said.
“Oh baby,” Jezzie murmured.
She wrapped her arms around me and for a moment I felt safe, though nothing could quell the storm in my head.
“Do you want to talk about it,” she said.
“No.” I paused. “No thank you. I- I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep for a while. I’m going up to the roof to get some air.”
“Do you want me to come with you,” she prodded gently.
I sighed. “No baby, you get some sleep. I just need time.”
I wiped the sweat away from my eyes.
“I’ll be fine,” I added.
“All right love,” Jezzie said. 
She pressed tighter against me, then let go. I stood up and slipped on some pants and a tunic, before exiting the room.
As I climbed the stairs, I pondered the meaning of my dream. It wasn’t new by any means. Recurring variations on that particular dream had haunted me since I was 13.
But, the red glowing eyes and the soldier’s face twisting into Baron Rhu was new. I swung open the hatch to outside and took in a deep gulp of brisk air. It clung fresh and sweet to my throat. The air scrubbers must’ve come by recently. 
I looked up and saw only the dim canopy of volcanic ash that’d stolen the stars and the moon from the night sky.
Someday, they would return. The world would be put to right and the Declension reversed. I closed my eyes and let the wind pass over me, cooling my overheated skin.
“Couldn’t sleep?”
“Albion?”
“At your service.”
I opened my eyes and walked towards the source of the noise. The old man had dragged up one of the chairs from the kitchen and was sitting near the edge of the roof, where the building faced out towards the river Gol.
“What are you doing up here? You should be resting,” I chided him gently.
“I am resting. What does it look like I’m doing?” 
“I had the dream again.”
“Really, and after all this time,” he trailed off.
“Why didn’t you tell me about this conspiracy? You know how I feel about Rhu, I would’ve been on your side from the start.”
Albion sighed. “I do know how you feel about Rhu, and that’s exactly why I didn’t bring you on earlier. My aspirations have always outstripped my abilities. I joined knowing that it was unlikely we’d ever be able to achieve our aims. From the start, I knew that an assault would practically be suicide. I didn’t want you to get hurt.”
“But, you also knew it was in the cards. It always has been, since the day you took me under your wing. By the seven hells, we were planning to get Rhu even before you told me about this whole conspiracy thing,” I said.
“I know, I know. I just wanted it to happen later. When we were better prepared,” Albion said.
I followed the sluggish flow of the river Gol. Lights from the lameraei lamps along the bridges and the riverside splashed onto the slow moving water like reverse shadows. “You were procrastinating.”
“I was,” Albion stopped. “Yes, I was procrastinating. You were the closest thing I’ve ever had to a son.”
“And what about Kim?” 
“I said son.”
“Right.”
“I see the way she watches you when she thinks I’m not looking.”
“Oh?”
“And I see the way you look at her.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“I’m not blind. If you’d like to take her on as your second, you have my blessing. There’s nothing I want more for Kim than to find a good man. Someone who will take care of her, protect her and treat her right.”
I looked away, hoping the darkness would camouflage my features.
“I know how precious she is to you. I’ll do everything in my power to keep her safe,” I said.
“I know you will, boy. That’s why I entrusted her to you,” he said.
I shot him a glance. Had this whole apprentice scheme been a gambit to get us together?
No, even for Albion that was convoluted. 
“I’ll never forgive him for what he did to my people and I.” I bit my lip. The words had come unbidden, though they’d been boiling just beneath the surface ever since I’d woken up.
“I don’t expect you to. No sane man would. Fortunately, you’ll soon have a chance to do something about it,” Albion said.
“Your people will back us up on this?” I said.
Albion croaked out a cough, before nodding enthusiastically. 
“Thomas has long been advocating for a strike against Rhu. He is far and away the strongest of the barons. Thomas believes if we eliminate Rhu, the others will fall to infighting to fill the void. Whoever isn’t killed in the resulting chaos will be easy pickings for our assassins,” he said.
“Do you also believe this?”
“I don’t know,” Albion said. “But, at this point something must be done. Rhu has simply grown too dangerous to be allowed to live.”
“Agreed,” I said. A thought crossed my mind. “Oranus told me I was a berserker. Do you know anything about this?”
Albion sighed. “Little more than you. Only fragments of legends survive about the mysterious warriors.”
“But, you recognized me as one. And you knew enough to supply me with ironleaf,” I said.
“Like I said, fragments of legends. Never enough to construct a whole picture,” he said. “For the longest time, I hoped it would go away. Once I realized what you were, I read everything I could get my hands on about the curse.”
“It’s a curse?” 
“You hardly think it’s a blessing, do you? The legends are replete with warriors losing themselves to the fury. Men who became monsters in the heat of battle. Soldiers who surrendered their identity to rage, who killed indiscriminately sometimes going so far as to attack their own friends,” he said.
“What if I could control it?” I said.
He snorted. “A risky proposition- what makes you think you can control it when so many others couldn’t?”
I pursed my lips. “I don’t know. But, I’m not those men and I won’t always have access to ironleaf. My supply has been dwindling. Besides, it seems too potent a weapon to ignore.”
“Yes, I’ve been meaning to speak to you about that. My supplier has folded. His arboretum has succumbed to the Declension. The last of his ironleaf trees was covered by sand weeks ago,” he said.
“Exactly my point,” I said.
He waved his hand angrily. “Nonsense, I’ll find you a new supplier. If nothing else, I can grow more myself. I asked him to send me two of the saplings he’d managed to save.”
“Nonetheless, that’ll take time,” I said. “I may as well learn to deal with my powers now.”
“Yes, well, you have a point,” Albion said unhappily. He looked out into the night. I pondered this man, so bold and daring he’d once been the most powerful bounty hunter in all of Sadras. The man the barons called in when no one else could do the job. Yet, he’d taken such pains to protect me. I shook my head and decided to change the topic.
“Now, what about your hand?” I said.
“Nothing has changed. I can feel the demon biting up my arm inch by inch.” Pain entered his voice. “It was foolish of me to enter alone, and now I must pay the price. I’m just glad you came when you did.”
“I can use the key,” I said.
“Don’t you dare.”
“What difference does it make? You already told me you’re going to die anyway.”
“There are things worse than death,” Albion said darkly. “Besides, whatever power that key is capable of unlocking could just as easily overwhelm you as it could me. You could set off a catastrophe of unknown proportions. The whole city might burn.”
“So, what should I do with it then?”
“Cast it into the fires of Mt. Sisth.”
I looked off in the direction of Mt. Sisth. During the day, the dormant volcano loomed large above the city, visible even from Baron Dilhelm’s quarter. But, the impenetrable night air covered it in a black, velvet cloak.
“And you?” I said.
“I’ll let you know when the time comes,” Albion said.
I pressed my lips into a hard line and watched the river Gol cascade past in its endless march to the sea. After some time, I went downstairs and crawled back into bed.
Sleep found me in the early hours of the morning.
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I stifled a yawn. 
“Are you sure we’re going in the right direction?” Alice said.
“No,” I said. My eyes flicked down to the bronze rectangle wedged into the palm of my hands. The black line twisted between two straight lines that I’m pretty sure represented the street in front of us. 
“Hey, watch where you’re going,” a goblin shouted from the top of a wagon. He lashed his reins and sent his team of sobals careening into the center of the road, almost running down a bleary eyed karsman in the process.
I shook my head. The line twisted ahead, and thankfully I parted from the main road and entered a narrow side alley. Peddlers hawked their wares from either side of the street. The aroma of sweet scented almonds and freshly baked, puffy flatcakes filled the air. My stomach growled.
“Sounds like someone didn’t get enough breakfast this morning,” Kim said. “Want to stop for a flatcake?”
“We don’t have time,” I said.
“There’s always time for a flatcake,” Alice said. She turned to a rotund merchant. “One please.”
“Sure thing, that’ll be-,” he looked up and his eyes narrowed. “Will this flatcake be for your gentleman companion?” 
My stomach dropped. He was the same peddler I’d bought from a few days before.
“Uhm, yes,” Alice said.
“Bah! No flatcake for you. You do not respect the flatcake! Go, shoo, begone!” He waved out with both hands, palm outwards as if to ward us away.
Alice looked as though she were about to argue the point, but I grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her away. “It’s okay, I’m not that hungry.”
“Geez, what did you do to the poor guy?” Kim said.
“Why are you siding with him?”
She side-eyed me. 
“I threw away a half-eaten flatcake,” I said.
“Monster.” 
“It’s not even a-,”
Kim flounced ahead, a half small crawling across her face. I groaned, and looked back at the bronze map. The line terminated at a finely drawn square straight ahead. I looked up from the map. The alleyway bled out into a public square at the center of which loomed a tall guard tower made of stone.
“We’re meeting in there,” I said, pointing to the tower.
Alice arched an eyebrow. “This attendant figure has a flair for the dramatic.”
“Just wait till you see him,” I said.
We caught up with Kim as we entered the public square. 
“Where are we meeting this guy?” she said.
“Up there,” I said, pointing to the tower. 
“And how are we getting up there?” she said.
“I assume through the front door,” I said. “Let me check first.”
I lifted the persei up to my chest. “Where is the attendant?”
The chimera bone stretched into a compass needle and pointed up at a diagonal towards the top of the watchtower. 
“So, that checks out,” I muttered. 
I walked over to the wood plank door at the base of the tower and pulled on the rusted iron ring. It didn’t budge. I pressed my shoulder to the door and pushed in. Nothing.
I stepped back and wiped a few errant beads of sweat from my forehead. I should’ve known it wouldn’t be this easy. A few of the passerbyers had stopped to stare. Hardly a good start to our meeting.
“Allow me,” Alice said.
The changeling strode up to the door and gave it a few heavy knocks. 
Nothing.
I grabbed Alice by the crook of the arm and pulled her back. “We’re attracting attention now.”
“Damn conspirators couldn’t just make things easy. What’s wrong with an abandoned warehouse?” she grumbled.
“I could climb up the wall and go in through that window,” Kim said.
I shook my head. “Way too many people around.”
“Then what are we going to do?” Alice said.
“Hi, can I help you folk?”
We turned as one. An earnest looking young man in a scaled hauberk stood before us. He blushed as we greeted him with silence.
“I saw you trying to gain entrance to the tower from across the way and figured you must be the new guards. Allow me to help,” he said.
The young man stumbled over his own feet to get to the base of the tower. I didn’t like this. Whoever this guy was, he was entirely too green. Overeager. The door to the tower swung open and the man gestured for us to enter. 
“Who are you?” I said, walking over.
“Name’s Sael,” he said, bobbing his head in what might have been a partial bow. “Of course, I already know who you are.”
He flashed a toothy grin. I wanted to smack it off his face. 
Instead, I nodded curtly towards the entranceway. The smile fell away from his face and without another word he entered the tower. I followed and my girls came in after me. Kim closed the door behind us, casting us into musty darkness. 
Lameraei lamps lit the spiral staircase at regular intervals. Up ahead, Sael climbed the stairs at a hurried pace. My stomach churned with suspicion. 
I didn’t like this guy and I didn’t like the setup. 
It was all too conspicuous, unpolished and dramatic, like a serialized story you’d read in a broadsheet.
We reached the top of the stairs, and Sael pushed heavily against the wood plank trapdoor. It slid up and out. He clambered into the top chamber and a moment later I was there too.
The attendant stood with his back to me, looking out from one of the windows that lined the perimeter.
“I’m glad you finally decided to join me,” he said.
“You couldn’t have picked a less conspicuous meeting spot,” I grumbled, walking over to join him. 
“We’re meeting here for a reason. Look,” he said, gesturing expansively with one calfskin gloved hand towards the horizon.
I frowned as I turned to where he’d pointed. A massive, star shaped keep dominated the top of a foothill.
“Baron Rhu’s fortress,” I said.
“Yes, we strike later today,” he said.
I looked sharply at his masked face. “You’re prepared to move that early?”
I stiffened as the attendant clapped me on the shoulder. “We’ve been ready, my friend. All we’ve been waiting for is the right opportunity, and it looks as if that’s just landed in our lap.”
“Who’s he?” I jerked my head towards Sael.
“Haven’t you already been acquainted?” The attendant sounded confused.
“I meant in terms of our arrangement,” I said.
Sael rushed over and drew himself up ramrod straight. “I’m going to get you into the castle.”
I ignored the boy. 
“Sael works as a delivery driver. He’s brought food to Rhu’s kitchen for the past year,” the attendant said. “He’ll sneak you and your companions in while my forces  draw off most of the guards with a diversionary attack. The baron will be wide open.”
 A breeze blew in; it chilled my bones. I wondered how the guards here fared on winter nights. 
“Simple,” I said. “Good, those are the best types of plans. Do you have a map of the castle grounds?” 
“Sael will give you one before you leave,” the attendant said.
“That won’t be needed,” Alice said curtly. 
I shot her a curious glance. “Do you know the palace well enough to guide us?”
“I’ve lived as a ward of Baron Rhu since I was a child,” Alice said. A dark cloud swept across her eyes. “I’m intimately familiar with the place.”
It struck me that despite taking her into my inner circle, the changeling was still an enigma. That would have to change if our partnership was to continue.
 I turned to the attendant and tried to banish thoughts of Alice from my head.
“You understand that I’m only here because Albion has vouched for you,” I said. “And, I’m only going to help with this one mission. I want Rhu gone, I don’t really care about your monarchist ambitions or anything beyond the scope of killing that bastard.”
The attendant turned to me. His masked face was inscrutable.
“So be it,” he said. “If you change your mind, however, you know how to contact us.”
I turned back to the window. A smoggy gust of wind peppered my face with ashy cinders. I sneezed into the crook of my arm.
“Let’s just get this job taken care of,” I said. “The future will take care of itself.”
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The wagon jolted and my teeth clacked together making a hollow, unpleasant sound. I lifted my ass from the crate’s wooden bottom and gave it a soft massage. The sound of muffled voices penetrated from outside. 
I vaguely recognized Sael’s voice. I wondered who he could be talking to. Nemphils seemed to understand humans just fine, but their alien vocal cords precluded human speech. They communicated amongst one another in their croaking tongue, and with their human masters and confederates through writing or hand signs.
Perhaps it was the quartermaster. Or maybe one of the attendant’s goons had swung by for a last briefing before Sael hit the point of no return. 
I still wasn’t sure what to make of all this. I had a tenuous respect for the attendant, if for no other reason than Albion trusted the man and Albion’s trust was a rare commodity. 
But, Sael put me on edge. He was too eager. A job like this required a steady hand. Someone who could remain cool under pressure. 
The voices stopped and the wagon began to roll again. I pushed my teeth together. Was there a less comfortable way to travel? The cart jostled and I fell sideways into Kim. She caught me before my head could bang against the side of the crate. She rubbed her hand over my hair.
I closed my eyes and let my body sink into hers.
Sael had initially suggested that we all ride in different crates, but I nixed that idea from the get go. I wasn’t about to let myself get separated from Kim. Not on a dangerous mission like this. I owed it to her, Albion, and myself to make sure no harm came to her.
Something warm and furry crawled up my leg. Kim had begged me to allow her to bring Twiz on our mission. I’d only relented after Alice had transformed herself into a twizel. She’d had a chat with the monkey-like creature and the two had come to an understanding.
What Twiz lacked in size and strength, he more than made up for in intelligence, dexterity, and speed. Moreover, he’d already saved our lives once. Not to mention the aid he’d rendered when it came to tracking down Alice.
What use he’d be inside the palace, I didn’t know. But, given that we were coming after Rhu, I figured we could use all the help we could get. A second furball tumbled over my leg, and I stifled back a noise.
Alice had changed into a twizel for the duration of the journey to save on space, although I suspected the changeling enjoyed playing with her new friend. I wondered what it’d be like to change one’s form on command. 
It was an incredible power. At the same time, I couldn’t help but feel that not having a permanent form would have its downsides as well. Like living a transient life, a changeling might never have a true sense of belonging or a real home.
Did Alice feel that way? She’d mentioned being a ward of Rhu much in the same way I’d been a ward of Albion. Although, her experience seems to have been significantly more dismal than mine.
What had caused her to flee the baron’s service? I suddenly wished I’d taken more time to speak with her. After everything we’d been through together, I found myself trusting her deeply, despite barely knowing the girl. 
Then again, the events of the past several days had been a flurry of unending excitement with barely an opportunity to stop and catch my breath. 
The wagon hit another bump and a clump of fur shot up and landed on my chest. It scurried off a moment later.
Had it been Alice or the twizel?
If we both survived this insane mission, I’d have to sit down with Alice and have a real conversation with her. For more reasons than one. She’d proven herself both dangerous and canny.
I had little intention of stopping at two wives. Jezzie was already on board with a third, and I doubted Kim would need much convincing.
As for Alice- well, I had a feeling about her.
The wagon stopped. I stuck my ear against the side of the crate and listened for more voices, but nothing came. Instead, the sound of the back tarpaulin as it rolled up filled the wagon’s interior. The scrape of wood on wood followed, and I braced myself as I prepared to be lifted out of the wagon.
Sure enough, a moment later Kim and I were jostled together as someone, or more likely someones, lifted us into the air. My back fell heavily against the wood plank siding and a puff of air left my lungs.
We didn’t go far before the crate fell with an inauspicious thud against the ground. Pain blossomed in the back of my head as it cracked sharply against the box.
My stomach filled with dread.
Something’s wrong.
I unsheathed my knife and placed an arm protectively in front of Kim. A crack of light sank through the edge of the crate where the wall and the ceiling formed a lip. From outside, a great mucus filled hack sounded and then the front of the crate was torn away and I was left staring at the puke green lower half of a nemphil.
It made a series of guttural, amphibious croaks before crouching down. Two crimson eyes flashed menacingly. A moment later, one of those eyes exploded in a burst of blood. 
The nemphil tottered back, a piercing screech emanating from its lungs. I exchanged a wide eyed stare with Kim. She gestured with her chin for me to move.
I snapped out of it, my sense of shock transforming to fury as the full import of what’d just occurred passed through me.
We’d been betrayed.
I shot out of the box, bull rushing the staggering nemphil. With a vicious downward thrust, I planted my knife into the base of its throat. The frogman fell backwards, my knife caught in its flesh by the thick mucus that coated the warrior.
The sharp whoosh of air was my only warning. 
I ducked a fraction of a second before a mace cleared the space just above my head. Shooting to the side, I tackled the nemphil’s knees. A sickening crunch signalled both had shattered as the amphibious giant tottered backwards.
I stood up and took a bounding step back, unsheathing both swords as I moved. A half-circle of nemphils closed in. Sael was nowhere to be seen. That was probably for the best. I would’ve been far too distracted hacking the traitor apart to pay proper attention to the monstrous guard unit surrounding me.
A whirl of flashing steel shot out from the box. More followed in quick succession. Two steel blades sprouted from one of the lead nemphill’s eyes. It let out a raucous cry as it sank to its knees. 
The third knife plunged into the belly of a nemphil on the left. It grimaced, but remarkably stayed on its feet. 
In all the confusion, I’d barely registered where I was. Baron Rhu’s palace loomed large behind us, a forbidding black granite fortress that seemed to suck in ambient light like a sponge. I appeared to be in a side lawn. A stand of trees surrounded me on two sides, the fortress on the third and a road bounded the rectangle.
Two furballs streaked out of the box and across the short grass. The nemphils didn’t pay them any mind. Not until one of the twizels had crawled up to a nemphil’s shoulders and began to bite at its throat did they realize the danger they were in.
One of the close-by nemphils dropped its mace and went to help its fellow. The twizel ducked around to the back, and the other nemphil’s vicious claws tore into his fellow’s throat instead.
The first nemphil cried out in pain. Before its fellow could release its grip, the twizel scampered across its arm and launched itself at the second nemphil’s throat. The second nemphil panicked, stumbling backwards with pinwheeling arms.
A moment later it was beheaded. A ghoulish figure with two bladed arms had appeared out of nowhere.
I grinned. The fight was finally starting to even up. Two nemphils raised their maces and slow jogged towards me. I ran for the space between them. As they swung their maces down, I slid forward on my knees harmlessly sliding beneath the swishing metal clubs. Two powerful slashes of my sword later and the nemphils were on the ground. Deep wounds had opened up on their thighs; thick spurts of blood burbled out.
I stood up, turned around and sprinted back to the disabled pair. It only took a few strokes to relieve them of their heads. I turned and ducked beneath a spear thrust. Dropping one sword, I grabbed hold of the spear haft and violently yanked it towards me. The nemphil stumbled forward and I drove the tip of my other sword up and into its belly.
Thick curtains of viscera spilled out from the gaping cavity I’d opened up. But, I didn’t stop to examine my work. I was already moving on to the next target. A heavyset nemphil swung down in a diagonal slashing motion with a two-sided battle ax. I ducked to the side and drove my sword up through the nemphil’s mouth. It stiffened and grew motionless as the tip of my sword pierced the monster’s brain.
It crumpled like an old broadsheet on fire.
An all too human shriek met my ears. I spun around and felt my heart stop.
“Kim!” I bellowed.
My apprentice lay on the ground before a truly monstrous specimen. This nemphil must’ve been eight feet tall with the musculature of a bull. It raised its spear over Kim’s body. Murder danced in its eyes as it prepared to strike. 
I’m too late.
The nemphil let out a shriek. Murderous rage turned to shock as it hopped back. Something small, brown and hairy clung to its ankle. The nemphil spun about, trying to brush the twizel off its leg but to no avail. The monkey was too fast, twisting, jumping and climbing with incredible speed up and down the monster’s body.
I tensed and shot across the battlefield, trusting my seven league boots to speed me to my destination. My left shoulder slammed against the softness of its stomach, knocking the nemphil to the ground. It landed heavily on its back and cried out as its head whipsawed back. 
I sat back on the creature’s chest and began to pummel its moist, inhuman face with both fists. I’d taken no ironleaf before the melee and my rage flew unchecked. Soon, the nemphil’s face had turned to a mash of broken bone and pulverized flesh. The battle raged distantly around me, but my universe had contracted to the crushed thing puddled before me.
Firm hands gripped my shoulders and pulled me back. I swung around, fire rising in my heart as I prepared to face this new foe. Alice stared back at me; concern lined her orcish face.
The fury faded and it felt like my mind was swimming through a sea of cream. Alice’s bone blade appendages had transformed into hands.
“Kim is okay. The nemphil are dead. You can stop,” Alice said.
The short, staccato sentences punctured my brain like arquebus bolts through a pig carcass. I shook my head. The fury had turned my thoughts sluggish as it drained away.
“Kim,” I croaked.
Alice turned my shoulders. She was sitting against the side of the wooden crate. Her eyes were open, and though she was daubing at a small cut across her forehead, she otherwise seemed fine.
The last of the fury vanished and I got to my feet. I walked over and extended a hand to Kim. She stuffed her handkerchief back into her satchel and allowed me to help her up.
“Are you okay?” I said, frowning.
“Right as rain,” she replied.
“Let’s go then.”
We made our way across the grass towards a narrow side door that opened out onto the yard. There were no windows on the first level of the keep. Unlike some of the more ornamental mansions that the other barons kept, Rhu’s palace was a fortress first and foremost.
I kicked open the door and found myself in a kitchen. It was small for such a large castle. An overweight man in a chef’s hat tended a fire over which hung a great copper kettle.
“Smells tasty,” I said, a touch too loudly.
“Huh,” the chef said. He turned around, swinging a brown bottle in one hand. I wrinkled my nose. I could smell the booze from across the room.
“Never mind, carry on soldier,” I said, saluting.
“Ya uhm grmng,” he mumbled ineptly, turning back to the fire.
“Lead the way,” I said.
Alice nodded and started forward. Her right hand had transformed back into a wide wing shaped blade, while she’d maintained her left hand. It was with this hand that she opened the door.
A few servants bustled through the corridor. One was dusting a bust, while another mopped the tiled floor. All in all, it was a picture of perfect order.
Then the unmistakable sound of a steam cannon shook the walls and all seven hells broke loose.
The servants looked up, resembling nothing so much as a herd of deer caught in a hunter’s sight. The screaming began and the hall broke into a stampede. 
I exchanged glances with Alice. She rolled her eyes.
We continued onward.
The castle had dissolved into total chaos as the melee unfolded outside. Of course, there was no way to see said melee given the lack of ground floor windows, but the steady rattle of masonry, the howling steam cannon and the screams of the dying were sufficient evidence to indicate that that aspect of the plan had gone through. 
At least the attendant hadn’t betrayed us. Now, if only I could get my hands on Sael.
A servant rushed by, clutching a mother of pearl lined jewelry box to his chest. Another sprinted past with a dozen silk dresses tossed over his shoulders.
I stifled a grin. All it took was a little bloodshed and the baron’s servants were robbing the place blind. I had to admire them. It took balls to rip off a guy like Baron Rhu. These servants were betting pretty heavily that their master was going down. Or that he’d at least be too inconvenienced to search them out after the whole mess was over. 
Of course, if all went according to plan, it would be the former rather than the latter. Alice led us through the palace with an easy familiarity. 
We climbed a long staircase, walked past a crying jester and stopped before a pair of regal looking double doors painted a light, summer green.
“Rhu’s private chambers are beyond these doors,” Alice said. She took a deep breath. “Are you ready?”
“Got your whip ready?” I said to Kim. 
She nodded gravely. I clutched my sword more tightly. This is what it’d all been leading up to.
“Open the door,” I said.
Alice set her shoulder to the door and gave it a strong push. The door swung open without resistance. I stepped past Alice into the room and saw why.
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Even from the back, there was no mistaking what the figure standing by the window was. With four arms, a chitinous carapace of mottled brown and a collection of gently wafting antennae that swung and swayed behind two sharp, pointed horns, the creature standing at Baron Rhu’s window was in a word: monstrous.
“Where is Rhu,” I demanded sharply.
The creature let out a haunting sound. Like dry air forced through a series of too small tubes, it was distinctly inhuman.
It turned to face me. I took a step back, as disgust rushed through me. Staring back at me from the center of the thing’s belly was a human face. Faded blue eyes clouded by madness and pain roamed the room. Its mouth twisted mechanically, opening and closing in a never ending loop of suffering.
The creature took a step forward and I forced myself to look up at its other face. This was hardly more palatable. A pair of oversized insect eyes stared back at me. Tar like ichor beaded in its mouth.
“Stay back,” I said in a low voice.
“You need our help,” Alice said.
“Back,” I said more loudly. 
The rage flowed through me. What evil could create such a thing?
Fire was needed. A deep, cleansing fire to burn away all that was wrong and evil to ashes.
I swept my swords to the side and charged. The insectoid extended its bottom two swords like fans, while it raised its top two swords. I leapt when I was several yards away, somersaulting in the air I slashed both of my swords together in a pincer towards its neck.
It parried my strike, casting up a cascade of sparks. I spun and landed behind it. Pivoting on my ankle, I turned and dashed towards its exposed back. It turned just in time to parry first my right, then my left blade.
I gritted my teeth as our swords clashed together in a cyclone of steel. Bursts of brightness marked the most powerful collisions, while my hands and arms steadily grew numb. 
I was faster than the insectoid by a hair. But, with four swords against two, it was hardly an even contest and the creature was steadily pushing me back towards the window.
A crack split the hall and a brown leather cord wrapped itself around one of the insectoid’s feet. It fell to the ground with a surprised oomph. For a second, I was free from those haunting blue eyes. 
I dove forward, ready to part the creature’s head from its neck. It twisted up and parried my blade, forcing me to the side. Another blade struck down, broad and white as Alice entered the fray. 
The insectoid flipped onto its back and caught Alice’s sword arm between its two right swords. I darted in to occupy its left side, while Alice freed herself. Then, it jerked its leg to its chest, and Kim’s whip shot out of her hand and went flying across the room.
“Come on, just die,” I said through gritted teeth as I prevented the creature from rising to its feet. While its mobility was impaired, it was hardly less dangerous on its back than it was standing up. 
Alice had extricated herself and was darting in from the side, but it still wasn’t enough. With both of its legs now pulled tight to its chest, the creature had effectively cut off all openings. 
I rained down blow after blow, only to be turned away by the monstrosity’s expertly moving blades. With a sudden exertion, it forced Alice and I back before springing to its feet. 
I let out a hoarse breath.
How was it able to move like this?
A flicker of silver twirled through the air and planted itself squarely in the human’s forehead. Blood trickled past the faded blue eyes and a look of relief spread across his face. 
The insectoid froze, then spasmed dropping its swords as its hands clutched violently at the empty air. I sprinted forward and launched a flying kick at its midsection. The force of the blow sent the creature sailing out the picture window and onto the yard below. 
Exhaustion flooded through me. We’d done it, yet I felt so hollow inside. I walked up to the window and looked out at the grounds below. The insectoid lay in a misshapen mess, its carapace split and cracked. Green goo oozed out from between its chitinous layers and several of its arms had broken off like dead branches.
The booming thunder of the steam cannon died away. 
I looked away from the insectoid and saw the cannon laying further out on the lawn, abandoned. The last of the conspirators were fleeing before a disciplined line of nemphil guardsmen. Just below the window were gathered a smaller band of human soldiers clad in glittering scale hauberks, overlaid with red velvet robes.
They were turned to the broken insectoid. Two faced up towards the window. Steel masks covered their faces. One of the men placed a hand on another guard, and he gestured towards me.
My stomach dropped as the guard nocked an arrow to his short bow and aimed it at the window. I drew back a moment before he fired. The dart shot through the open window and the sharp thud of steel on wood filled the room.
“We need to get out of here,” I said.
Kim nodded gravely, cradling something in her arms. It took me a minute to realize it was Twiz. 
“You can carry me, boss,” Alice said.
She shimmered and a moment later another twizel was racing across the floor. It leapt into my arms.
“We jump as far as we can and we don’t stop until we’re home. Got it?” I said.
“Yes sir,” Kim replied softly.
I turned and got a running start before I jumped from the window. Kim followed a moment later. 
A hailstorm of arrows assaulted the empty space we’d occupied just moments earlier, but they were too late. 
We were already gone.
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Alice slammed her balled up fist against the table top. “He knew we were coming.”
“We should’ve guessed as much- it was a set up after all,” Albion said.
I ran my fingers through my hair. “You told me we could trust this attendant guy.”
“You can,” Albion said. His voice was even. “I’m terribly sorry this happened, but know that it wasn’t just you who were betrayed. The attendant lost many good men in the raid.”
“He should vet his informants more carefully,” I grumbled.
I took a swig of whisky and tilted my head back. I focused on the burning sensation the alcohol made as it rushed down my throat. 
“Sael was vetted,” Albion said. “I spoke to the attendant. Sael has been a part of the group for two years. He was invited in by an inner circle member. There are some things you simply can’t control. Once an organization reaches a certain size, the risk of these events occurring multiplies.”
I leaned back against the counter and closed my eyes. The whiskey tingled as it spread out from my belly and moved through my body like a warm, rising tide.
“Well, we’re back at square one,” Alice said. 
“Worse,” I said. “Before he didn’t know we were after him. Now, he does. We’ve moved into the negatives.”
“What’s a negative?” Kim said.
I opened my eyes. “They didn’t teach you about negative numbers in ranger school?”
She blushed. “The focus was more on practical skills. Arithmetic wasn’t emphasized beyond simple adding and subtracting. I learned a little about multiplication and division from uncle.”
“A negative is less than nothing,” I said.
“You can’t have less than nothing though!” Kim protested.
“Imagine you’re digging a hole in the ground. The ground represents zero and every inch you dig is an inch less than zero,” I said.
“But, couldn’t you measure from the bottom of the hole?” Kim said.
“You could,” I admitted. “But, that’s not the point.”
“I don’t see what the point is,” Kim said.
“Okay, imagine you owe me ten darics. That means you have negative ten darics,” I said.
A wary look entered Kim’s eyes. “Okay, I think I understand this thing. But, the concept is quite suspect.”
“It’s just another way of thinking about numbers. It’s not important,” Alice interjected.
“Right,” I said. Now wasn’t the time to get side-tracked by an impromptu math lesson. Or maybe it was. Unnamed gods, I could use another drink.
“Where would Rhu go?” I said.
“He’s a man who would be king. Where do all kings reside?” Albion said.
“Mount Sisth,” Alice said.
The door swung open. “Can I get you anything?” Jezzie said.
I shook my head silently no. Jezzie sashayed across the room. I extended my right arm and rolled her up into a side hug. Her body pressed warm and soft against mine. I sniffed her hair.
“Is that a new perfume?” I said.
She giggled. “River lily. The gal at the market said it was a limited time offer- they only bloom once a year.” She snuggled closer to me. “I’m glad you noticed.”
“Of course love,” I said softly.
“So, we’re launching an assault on Mt. Sisth?” Kim said.
“That’s the plan,” I said. “I’ll run reconnaissance to make sure he’s there. While I’m gone, I want you all to prep for tomorrow. I’ll help you finish when I get back.”
“When do we leave?” Alice said.
“Tomorrow. Early. I want everyone to get a good rest tonight, we’ll need it,” I said grimly. “Any questions?”
I looked around the room and met each of their eyes in turn. Jezzie snuggled up closer to my arm.
“Be careful,” she whispered.
“I’ll try.”
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I slipped in through the roof entrance and climbed down the ladder to the armory I kept on the second floor. Kim and Alice were hard at work packing for tomorrow.
Kim caught my eye as I entered the room. “How’d it go?” 
“He’s there,” I said.
I’d used my seven league boots to jump to the base of the mountain. From there, I used my persei to confirm that Rhu was somewhere above in the ruined palace. The whole trip had taken little more than a half hour.
I got to work assisting Kim with one of the satchels.
“What’s this?” she said, holding up a small copper ball. I took it from her and kneaded it between my fingers before passing it back.
“Steam powered explosive. A fire demon is trapped in a small filament in the center of the sphere. The rest of it’s filled with water. You twist the sphere sharply clockwise then counterclockwise to break the filament. From there, you have about seven seconds before the whole thing bursts apart,” I said.
“Oh,” she said. “Sounds dangerous.”
“It is,” I said. “As a matter of fact.” I took the ball from her and placed it in my satchel. “I’ll show you how to use it another time. For now, I’m going to keep it safe. I don’t want you blowing your hands off.”
“Fair enough,” Kim said. “Why don’t you like Rhu?”
She swept a lock of auburn hair away from where it’d fallen between her eyes. Her hand twitched as it moved. 
“I don’t think you’ll find a person in this city who genuinely likes the man,” I said.
“Right, but with you it’s something more. I can tell by the way you talk about him that you hold a grudge,” she said.
I was silent as I continued to pack my satchel.
“I’m sorry I shouldn’t have asked,” she said a little too quickly.
I placed my hand on her forearm. “It’s okay. I grew up in the royal environs.”
A quizzical look passed over her face. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
“No, you wouldn’t. It was before your time. Few talk about it,” I said. “This was in the early days of the Declension, before things got so bad. The land around Sadras used to be under the direct control of the king. After the conspirators killed him, they moved in almost immediately afterwards to take his land. The other barons allowed the people living there to continue their existence. From what I hear, it was a painless transition. The peasants went from paying their taxes to the king to paying their taxes to whatever baron had taken control of their village. But, not for Rhu. You see, this represented a prime opportunity for him. By eliminating the peasants who lived in his section of the former royal environs, he could take direct control of their land and sell it or mete it out to his supporters.”
“That’s not right!” Kim said.
“It wasn’t, which is why the people of my village banded together and filed a petition asking for compensation. When Rhu returned their petition with an order to immediately vacate the area my people had occupied for decades, you can guess what path they chose,” I said.
“What happened?” Alice said.
I looked over at the blonde. She’d been silent for so long I’d almost forgotten she was there.
“He sent in his soldiers to slaughter the entire village. They raped the women and looted the stores and houses before setting fire to the whole lot. I was out in the forest when it happened, playing. I returned to fire and ashes,” I said.
Kim slipped her arm out from underneath my hand and placed her hand over mine, meshing our fingers together. I felt the steady thrum of her heartbeat through the palm of her hand and for a moment we were still. 
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“It’s not your fault,” I said.
“I’m still sorry,” she said.
I squeezed her hand and returned to my work. 
“I always knew Rhu was a bastard,” Alice said. “But, even I didn’t think he was capable of such heinous acts.”
“Why did you leave his service?” I said.
Alice wrinkled her nose. “The good baron became very insistent that I share his bed. You must understand, Rhu took me in at an early age. I couldn’t have been older than four when his agents discovered me.”
“What do you mean discovered?” I said, my curiosity piqued.
“I was a foundling. Or more precisely, the fae had swapped me for a foundling at an orphanage. It’s a despicable practice, and one I had little choice in,” she said.
“That happens?” Kim said. “I always assumed those were fairy tales dreamed up to scare children.”
“No,” Alice said. “Those stories are very real. Seven hells, I am the story.”
“You say his agents found you- what do you mean?” I said.
“Rhu is the sort of man to look for shortcuts and he’s long been enamored by so called dark magic. He sent his men looking for a changeling, preferably one young enough to be molded into a tool for spy and espionage,” she said.
“Are there others?” I said. I’d already seen the type of destruction Alice could do. If Rhu had an army of them, our mission would be virtually impossible.
Alice shook her head. “No, I’m the only one he ever managed to lay his hands on. For that matter, I’m the only changeling I’ve ever met. At least, that I know of.”
“Good,” I said. “Wait, you said Rhu raised you. How closely involved was he?”
“Very,” Alice said. “He was the closest thing I ever had to a father.”
“And he wanted you to sleep with him?” Kim said, her voice dripping with disgust.
“Even knowing his proclivities, I could barely believe it once I heard.” Alice looked down. “I opened my bedroom window, turned into a wrestrel and flew away.”
“Damn, this guy sounds like a real piece of garbage,” Kim said.
“You have no idea,” Alice whispered.
“And you’ve been on the run ever since?” I asked.
“I had to,” Alice said. A note of bitterness entered her voice. “There’s nowhere in Sadras you can hide from Rhu.”
“I promise I’ll find that bastard and I’ll kill him. When I’m done, you’ll be able to walk down any street in Sadras without worry,” I said.
A fire lit in Alice’s eyes. She crossed the room in three clipped steps. Grabbing hold of both sides of my head, she planted a heavy kiss against my lips. It ended almost before it began, leaving me with the lingering aftertaste of lilac and cinnamon.
My heart jolted.
“You have no idea how I’ve longed to hear those words,” Alice said, breathing heavily.
“I’ll say them too, if you want,” Kim said, a sly smile crept over her face.
Alice’s eyes narrowed. A moment later, she broke out in raucous laughter. 
“Hey, I’m being serious,” Kim pouted. 
“I know you are,” Alice said, wiping a tear onto her sleeve. “That’s what made it so cute.”
She leaned over and planted a kiss on Kim’s lips. Her face lit up. Alice parted from Kim’s face and flashed her a teasing smile.
“Want more?” she said.
Kim responded by throwing her arms around Alice’s shoulders and warmly embracing her. Their lips met for a second time and this time Alice let her hands drop to Kim’s waist. 
My heart skipped a beat as Alice slipped her hands beneath the hemline of Kim’s shirt. They ran sensuously over her torso, providing tantalizing glimpses of her soft, flat belly.
Alice dipped her head back ever so slightly. Kim pouted in response, but her pout soon turned to a flurry of giggles as Alice lifted her shirt off her head.
“Stop it, what are you doing,” Kim laughed.
Her laughter turned to a series of low moans a moment later as Alice slipped her head low over Kim’s exposed chest. I bit my lip as the blonde’s tongue expertly darted out, playing and teasing with the auburn haired beauty’s nipples.
Kim arched her head and let out a cry. 
“Yes, please. Don’t stop,” she moaned.
Alice stopped. She turned and gave me a saucy smile. “Care to join?”
I didn’t need to be asked twice. I crossed the room and bent at the knees so my face was flush with Kim’s right breast. Alice was back, hard at work on her left breast. Together we enveloped my young apprentice in a symphony of pleasure.
Her low, rolling moans crashed over my ears like a series of ocean waves. I reached out and twined my fingers around Alice’s. She gripped my hand enthusiastically. Turning at the same moment as her, our lips met in a cacophony of pleasure. A heady scent overcame me as our tongues danced together.
I parted and turned back to Kim. Planting a trail of kisses from the bottom of her breasts, down her stomach I eventually came to her waistband. Taking hold of the sides of her pants, I tugged them down to her ankles in a single, swift movement.
Pressing my head against her crotch, I planted a warm, damp kiss on neatly shaven pussy lips. Kim let out a gasp. Overcome, I pressed my tongue deeper into her most secret place, reveling in the touch of her soft flesh.
I straightened up. Turning to Alice, I let her help me out of my clothes. I went to return the favor, and Alice batted my hand away. A smile spread over her face.
“I’m a changeling, remember?” she said in a soft voice.
My eyes widened as her tunic and leggings shimmered and disappeared, leaving her completely denuded. Firm, taut skin stretched over an athletic frame. Generous breasts protruded over a flat stomach and just a single wisp of hair extended up from the base of her pussy lips.
Alice turned and grabbed Kim’s hand. The two made eye contact, exchanging a smile. Then Alice sank to her knees. Kim followed a moment later. I bit my lower lip. A headiness had overtaken me.
A moment later, soft lips folded over my hard cock and all the air left my lungs in a terrible moan. Below my waist, Alice’s golden haired head bobbed alluringly over my shaft. Kim looked on, lust burning in her eyes. Moving her head tentatively forward, she planted her lips against my balls and began to suck, tease and please.
A shiver ran up my thighs at the sight of these two beautiful women taking turns with my hard cock. I stiffened, and just as I was about to come Alice pulled her head away. Kim followed her lead, looking uncertainly at the changeling.
Alice smirked up at me. “You don’t think I’m about to let you have all the fun, do you? Come on big boy.”
She twisted around and planted her hands on my work table. A smile lit up Kim’s face, and a moment later she was in the same position. 
I drew near and slapped my cock against Kim’s bare ass. She let out a low moan. A smile flitted up my face.
“Do you want it?” I said.
“Mhmm hmm,” Kim said, unable to form words. 
I leaned over her naked body, allowing my hard cock to press tightly against her right ass cheek.
“Beg for it,” I whispered in her ear.
“Oh please, please fuck me,” she moaned. “I want your hard cock inside of me. I want to feel you moving inside of me.”
A smirk drew back my lips. I leaned over and planted a damp kiss against the side of her face. Then I drew back and slipped my hard cock into her waiting pussy.
“Unnamed Gods.” She let out a sharp cry as I began to pulse back and forth through her most intimate areas. I ran my cock teasingly in and out, pausing at the bottom before rushing back in.
My eyes roamed the milky white expanse of her blemishless back. Each thrust of my cock sent a tidal wave of ripples expanding across her firm ass. Just as she reached the brink of orgasm, I slipped out and turned to Alice.
“Ready for your turn?” I said, my voice low and teasing.
“Don’t you dare,” Kim said.
I planted my hand against her left ass cheek, rubbing it before twisting my wrist back to give it a generous spanking. She let out a low moan of pleasure.
“Don’t you worry.” My voice dropped an octave. “I’m not finished with you yet.”
In comparison to Kim, Alice was a little more filled out. Whereas Kim was svelte, lithe with the grace of a dancer’s body, Alice was curvier with well defined hips, a spreading waist and a classic hourglass figure. Her ass was generous, firm and feminine. 
“Are you going to stare at it all day, or are you going to fuck me?” Alice said.
I leaned forward and gave Alice’s ass a sharp spanking. 
“By the Gods,” she whispered. She pressed her ass backwards, rubbing against my crotch. “Yes please,” she breathed. “Fill me.”
I didn’t need to be asked twice. 
Her waiting wetness embraced me, and then I was pushing in and out of her. Sweat coated my body in a light sheen as ecstatic pleasure ran up my body. My muscles quivered and then Alice was stiffening against me as the first orgasm shot through her body.
She pushed her ass deeply against my waist, letting my hard cock fill every inch of her pussy. 
“Oh fuck yes,” she moaned.
I silently slipped out of her and returned to Kim. This time, I went more slowly, moving at a rhythmic pace as I pulsed in and out of her. I watched her smooth back slip back and forth in front of me.
Her whole body stiffened as she let out a raucous cry.
A moment later, I came deep inside of her.
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“Did you really have to bring him with you?” I said.
Kim crossed her arms. “Twizel goes wherever I go.”
“As long as he doesn’t get in the way.”
“He won’t.”
We stood at the edge of the lake. Ahead of us lay the sunken city. If you craned your neck, you could make out the ruins of the old castle. It was in good shape, considering how long it’d been abandoned.
“So, how do we get up there?” Alice said.
“We could jump,” Kim said.
I shook my head. “Too conspicuous.” I laid out the map Albion had scrounged up for me and pointed to a thin line leading from the sunken city to the base of the mountain. 
“There’s an underground tunnel that goes below the lake bed. We’ll take that to the lower reaches of the volcano,” I said. I looked up at the black behemoth and pointed towards its base. “The whole front side is hollowed out. We’ll make our way up from the basement all the way to the castle itself.”
“And you’re sure Rhu is there?” Alice said.
I raised my persei to chest level. “Where is Baron Rhu.”
The pickled chimera bone elongated until a narrow bone compass needle bobbed on the inky black surface. It pointed through the glass bubble straight towards the castle.
“Pretty sure,” I said.
“Let’s get going then,” Alice said.
A pair of gigantic bat wings sprouted from her back and she leapt into the air. I let out a low whistle as I watched her skim the water. 
“She’s really something, isn’t she?” Kim said. A wolfish grin covered her face.
“She sure is,” I said.
“Just don’t forget to share,” she said, a tone of mock seriousness entered her voice and she wagged a finger at me. 
“Oh, believe me, I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said, backing up. I sprang into the air, propelling myself forward with my seven league boots. I landed atop the sunken city boardwalk with a thud. A moment later, Kim plopped down beside me. Alice swept up beside us with a whisper.
“Hmmm,” I said. “According to the map, the tunnel extends from Oranus’s cavern. That’s a good enough reason for a visit.”
“Something doesn’t feel right,” Alice said.
I glanced around. The derelict village was empty, as per usual. “What is it?”
“I can’t say, I just feel like we’re being watched,” she said.
I bit my lower lip. “That’s normal. There are a lot of vagabonds who make their homes in the dark places here.”
“No, it’s not that,” she said.
“Mat, look!” Kim grabbed my arm and pointed towards a nearby doorway. A pair of glowing yellow eyes stared out from the darkness.
I raised my hand, palm outwards in a friendly sign. 
“It’s okay,” I said loudly. “We’re just passing through.”
A growl shook the half-rotten timbers beneath my feet. I gently plucked Kim’s hand away and drew my swords. The growl intensified and was joined by a low chorus of others from around the abandoned complex.
“More on your left,” Alice said.
“You take the left flank, I guard right. Kim, you stick close to me,” I said.
“Got it,” Alice said.
“Aye aye captain,” Kim said.
A massive black leopard leapt from the shadows. Its ivory claws gleamed white against its stormy black paws. Tortured brown eyes stared straight ahead from the creature’s chest. 
My blood surged hot and quick as I ducked to the right, missing the pouncing wildcat by a hair’s breadth. I swung up with my sword as I moved and cut clean through the creature’s neck.
A pained scream split the air. I winced. It was human, all too human. 
I twisted as the headless creature charged towards me, its sewn in human face crinkled in misery. I twisted to the side, letting it pass within an inch of my body and planted my blade just below the rib cage.
Another howl split the air and it collapsed in a heap of dying flesh. I spared a glance for Alice. The elegant blonde had transformed into her usual engine of destruction. A wildcat writhed and moaned as she hefted it into the air on one of her sword arms. Twisting on her heel, she sent the monstrous hybrid sailing into the lake.
I turned back to the abandoned building the first wildcat had sprung from, just as two more darted out. A whirling blade twisted through the air and sunk deeply into the first cat’s nose, splitting it down the middle. It let out a yowl, as it swiped up with one paw to dislodge the knife from its face. 
I took advantage of the momentary distraction to leap forward and sink my sword deeply into its chest. The wildcat spasmed and slumped to its side.
The crack of a whip split the air. I twisted around and my heart stopped. Kim was keeping the second wildcat at bay with her whip. It snarled as it circled her, padding first this way then that.
Faint worry lines creased her face, which was otherwise a mask of total concentration. She moved with steady reflexes born of long practice and tempered bravery, but that didn’t stop her hands from trembling ever so faintly.
The wildcat snarled and sat back on its haunches, preparing to jump. A small, darting figure detached itself from Kim’s side and launched itself at the hybrid. The wildcat let out a yowl as Twiz sank his teeth into its foreleg. It shook and twisted mightily. Twiz made a heroic effort to hang on, but a moment later it’d broken free and then he was rocketing through the air. I cringed as he smacked against a nearby building. 
“Twiz!” Kim let out a cry as she rushed over to the fallen animal.
Without a moment to spare, I leapt adding a small boost to my jump with my seven league boots. 
I dropped onto the beast’s back with a solid thwump, and drove the creature to the wooden floor. Its head whipsawed down and up. Before it could regain its balance, I stabbed downwards through its back. Thin spurts of blood erupted, painting my tunic and breeches scarlet. 
I stood up, and turned back towards the sunken city. The attack was over, at least for now. 
Alice was surrounded by a small mountain of fur.
“By the seven hells,” I said. “How many did you take?”
“Just four,” she said.
I raised an eyebrow.
“Don’t tell me your standards are so low,” she laughed, shimmering as she returned to her human shape.
“You might want to change back,” I said.
“You’d be the first man to prefer my war form to my human one,” she said.
“It’s not that,” I looked suspiciously around the platform. “I doubt Rhu’s entire defense strategy was placed in those seven panthers.”
Alice shrugged and transformed back into her hulking, sword-handed form. I turned and walked towards Kim. She cradled Twiz in her lap. A bolt of concern shot through me. The monkey looked so small and vulnerable. Two fat tears slid silently down her cheeks.
I wrapped a comforting arm around her. “It’ll be okay.”
As if on cue, Twiz’s eyes fluttered open. He chattered softly in his simian language as he crawled up Kim’s arms and onto her shoulders. Her tears turned to giggles and then she was back on her feet.
“I hope Oranus is fine,” Kim said.
“He will be, he’s a tough old fellow,” I said.
Despite my words, a chill panic twisted in my stomach. Rhu was playing with dark magic. I wondered what other surprises lay in store for us.
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The abandoned buildings lay scattered like skeletons. Darkened windows and vacant doorways lent the sunken city an air of decrepitude and abandon. We made it to Oranus’s hideout without incident, though I expected to see the flash of those savage yellow eyes with every step we took down to his lair. 
I swung open the door to his chamber and let out a low oath that was instantly muffled by the stale air. Oranus sunk in his tub, his tentacles shriveled tight against his body. I rushed over and placed a hand against his bulbous forehead. A wan warmth spread over my palm. He was alive, but barely.
I began to shake.
Kim placed a hand on my shoulder. “Is everything okay?” 
I shook my head mutely.
“Let’s go,” Alice said, her voice a low rumble. “We’ll skewer the bastards who did this.”
“When I’m through with Rhu-,” I trailed off, unable to complete the threat. I was surprised by the venom that had come through in my voice. “Let’s go.”
I held the lameraei lamp up to the map. The tunnel that led to the base of the volcano extended straight from the back of the cavern. I peered ahead into the darkness.
Lighting my way with the lameraei lamp, I glanced down at the map and then straight ahead. A broken wooden shelf stood where the tunnel was supposed to be. I went to the side and pushed the shelf out of the way, revealing a small tunnel bored straight through the rock wall.
I frowned. It was tight. I’d have to practically bend double at the waist to enter. If we encountered more of those monsters in there- I shuddered to think of the possibilities.
“I’ll go first,” Alice volunteered.
I cast a skeptical look towards her bulky frame.
“If anything goes wrong, I can transform into a brick wall,” she said dryly.
“Okay then,” I said. “Lead the way.”
Alice bent double and crawled into the narrow tunnel. I followed and Kim came close behind. An involuntary shiver ran over my skin. My lungs pumped a little faster in this tight, enclosed space. Damp streaks ran down the walls. 
It was cold, filled with dead air and bounded by ancient stone. I couldn’t wait to get out. My lower back started to ache. It was hard to say if we were going up or down and the tunnel seemed to be slowly narrowing, like a funnel. Abrupt ninety degree turns littered the pathway.
The sight of Alice’s round ass, covered only by her enticingly short dress made it marginally more bearable. Eventually, the tunnel began to widen. The ground tilted up at a sharp incline and I breathed a little more freely.
There was nothing covering this entrance. We stepped into a small cellar with clay daubed walls. A pair of spindly chairs were set against the far wall. Otherwise, it was empty. 
I sniffed the air. It was stagnant, undisturbed. I wondered what purpose this room had served. Whatever it was, at least it seemed likely that Baron Rhu hadn’t used this path as his entrance to the palace.
I walked over to the far wall and opened the door. I wrinkled my nose as the smell of rotten eggs mixed with about twenty years of dust filled my nostrils. At least I could stand up.
I motioned for the girls to come along and started off. 
“What do you think this is?” Kim said.
“I don’t know,” I said, looking around. “It looks like a root cellar, or some kind of storage area. But, I don’t see anything.”
The ground and walls were bare. Another door opened off to the right and I peered in, holding up my lameraei lamp for illumination. Dusty jars filled with sluggish looking green and red hues stared back at me. A purplish, blackish something caught my eye. The smell hit a moment later.
“Oh gods,” I bent to the side and dry heaved. Before I vomited all over the floor, I stumbled away and sank down heavily beside the wall.
“What is it?” Alice said. 
She peered in and frowned. “I don’t understand. Is it the spoiled food that is causing you such distress?”
“Dead body, on the floor,” I said, speaking between gasps.
Her forehead wrinkled. “We have both seen many dead bodies.”
“Not like this,” I handed her the lamp. Alice took it and entered the room. She exited a moment later and silently passed it back. She turned and faced straight ahead.
“I see what you mean,” she said.
“What is it?” Kim said.
She’d wisely chosen to stand away from the doorway, though now curiosity seemed to be getting the better of her.
“There’s a badly decomposed dead body in that room,” Alice said quietly. “It is more maggot than man.”
“I guess people have been down here,” Kim said.
“Not just people. There must be an open door or a vent or something somewhere along here. I don’t see how else the maggots could get in here,” I said. 
“Then we should be on our guard,” Alice said.
“Exactly,” I said. I stood up and stretched out. It felt good to get the blood pumping through my system again. My stomach had calmed, though an unpleasantly sour taste remained in my mouth.  “I’ll go first this time.”
Alice opened her mouth in protest, but I raised a firm hand, palm facing outwards. I narrowed my eyes. “You’re quite the warrior and I have no doubt about your bravery or abilities. But, this is my mission and my responsibility.”
She nodded begrudgingly, before transforming back into her war form. Though, I noticed she made herself a head shorter and the tips of her forearms resembled daggers more than full length swords. That was a smart move. It would give her mobility to work in the tight spaces we’d be operating in.
Kim had her whip at the ready and a throwing star clasped loosely between two fingers. A solemn look had fallen over her face.
I led the way forward. Soon the tunnel branched and I used my persei to lead us in the right direction. This branch opened up onto a set of stairs hewn directly into the stone itself. I wondered how long it must’ve taken to carve them. 
I shook my head. For all of the tragedies that’d befallen the world since the Declension, it was still shocking to see the outlandish expenses of the old potentate. Was installing a new king really the best way forward?
The attendant and Albion seemed to think so. But, wasn’t there an alternative?
I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time for daydreaming- we were in hostile territory and one wrong move could get the lot of us killed. There’d be time enough for dreaming later. 
Soon, thick runnels of sweat were sliding down the side of my face, into my eyes and mouth. I kept up with my exercises, but nothing could compare to this impossibly long flight of stairs.
A thin vertical slant of light peeked out ahead. 
Finally, it took long enough.
The sonorous melody of a flute floated past. I stopped and cocked my head. A fiddle joined in, and then the chanting of something not quite human.
I turned and glanced from Alice to Kim. I planted one finger firmly against my lips, before turning and continuing up to the top of the stairs. I peeked around the corner and froze.
A band of orcs were splayed out on the floor of a room that might have once been a kitchen. Nothing of the food, utensils or wooden furniture remained, but a fireplace abutted one wall and a forlorn pantry huddled in the back corner. A shattered window looked out over the lake. 
A bonfire cackled in the middle of the room. Though it burned fiercely, I was able to make out the remains of a smashed chair and table among the wreckage. 
Sitting closest to the fire was the orc playing the fiddle. His eyes glimmered a hot red from the reflected firelight. Seated opposite, but pressed up against the far wall was the flute player. I cringed. The flute looked to be carved out of bone, a hollowed out and shaved down human femur if my guess was correct. The other three sat or stood at odd intervals, their eyes closed as they chanted in their indecipherable language.
I turned back to the girls and gestured for them to climb down the stairs a safe distance. When we got far enough that we weren’t likely to be overheard, I told them what I’d seen.
Kim blanched. I guess one encounter with a couple of orcs was enough to sour her on the species for life. Alice was more sanguine, though she didn’t appear happy. That didn’t surprise me. In her war form, she essentially was a super-powered orc. I was certain she could take on any orc in a one on one fight. She might be able to fend off two at once, but anything beyond that would likely tax her to her limits.
“What is Rhu doing with orcs,” Kim hissed. “They’re illegal.”
Alice let out a hollow laugh. “Rhu cares little about legality. What he cares about above all else is not being assassinated. That’s why he fills his ranks with outsiders: nemphils, those monstrous hybrid monsters, and orcs. He can’t do away with human troops entirely- there aren’t enough nemphils and orcs are far too expensive and fearsome, but he fills the most important roles in his army and personal guard with the creatures.”
Her explanation gave me a glimmer of hope. 
“Alice, you know Rhu better than anyone. Can you tell us anything else about his personal guard or what we’re likely to encounter?” I said.
“You said there are five orcs in the room above?” she said.
“Yes,” I said.
“Rhu has never been known for his largesse and those five orcs must be costing him a fortune. I doubt he’d keep any other troops around, the last time he tried to pair orcs and humans on one of his secret raids, it ended with one of the orcs growing peckish and devouring two of the humans. They don’t get along with nemphils any better,” she said.
“Good, so it’s likely to just be the five of them then. Here’s the plan,” I said, drawing closer to the two. 
A sinister smile spread over Alice’s face as I laid out what I intended to do. Kim’s eyes, meanwhile, grew bigger and bigger until they looked fit to burst from her head.
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The arrogance it takes to abandon yourself to song on watch duty, I thought.
I shook my head. The seven foot tall demon spawn had a well-deserved reputation for ferocity, but it would seem that reputation had if anything caused their discipline to grow lax. Assuming, of course, the grey-green skinned mammoths had ever possessed discipline to speak of.
I waited until it seemed the music could grow no louder. Then, I twisted the copper ball first one way then the other. I felt a faint resistance as the filament broke. Quickly, I opened the door an extra six inches and bowled the ball towards the bonfire with a soft underhand throw.
The fiddler’s eyes glowed a manic red and though he stared straight ahead, it didn’t seem that he could see anything in the room. The flute player, meanwhile, had closed his eyes alongside the three singers.
So it was that none of the assembled orcs saw the steam bomb hit the fire. I slammed the door shut and sped down the steps. A moment later, an ear grinding explosion rocked the castle. A wall of wind buffeted my head and shoulders as the kitchen door slammed open and a flaming tongue burst forward in a horizontal column. I crouched low and prayed to the gods named and unnamed that my hair wouldn’t catch fire.
They must’ve heard my prayers, because I survived the inferno with only a few singes. I couldn’t say the same for the orcs. 
Half-charred meatcicles were crushed against the walls in odd tangling shapes. There was no sign of the fiddle or flute, though fire damaged weapons lay scattered across the floor. I stepped over a particularly cruel, sickle shaped blade and grimaced.
“How did it do that?” Kim said.
“I thought I explained how the steam bomb worked earlier?” I said.
“No,” Kim said. “I mean, I didn’t expect it to be so powerful.”
“You have the orcs to thank for that. Remember how I said there was a fire spirit trapped inside the filament? Well, set that fire spirit loose in a bonfire and congratulations, you’ve just increased the yield of your explosive device several fold,” I said.
“Clever,” Alice said, more to herself than to anyone else. She was still in her war form, though she walked with the delicate grace I’d come to associate with her normal, human self. Her eyes swept softly over the room, as if she were peering into a memory. A complicated expression twisted across her face.
“Did Baron Rhu make much use of orcs while you were in his employ?” I said.
“They were my guards.” She grew quiet before speaking again. “They were also my teachers. They taught me how to fight. Brutally. Effectively. They showed me things no girl should ever have to see. I gutted two of them before I left.”
Her expression resolved into a deep, sneering revulsion. 
“Well, they’re dead now,” I said.
“That one’s Ifrit,” she said, pointing to the half-charred skeleton pushed into a sitting position against the far wall. “He taught me how to be merciless in my killing. When I was ten, he made me kill my dog, Ariel. I’d owned him since I was seven. Later, I found out the baron had only bought it for me, so I could partake in that single lesson. Rhu’s crafty. He doesn’t think in days, weeks or even months. He plans in years and decades.”
The short hairs on my back rose. She spoke about the baron as if he were a force of nature; as if he were somehow superhuman.
“No use lingering.” I made my way to the back of the room. A narrow rectangular hole opened up onto a varnished wood corridor beyond, the inner edges of which were streaked black. A door lay across the ground several yards ahead.
“This is the long corridor,” Alice said.
I looked back at the hulking demon in surprise. 
“How do you know that?” I said.
“Like I said, Baron Rhu ensured I received a top flight education. Part of that consisted in knowing the ins and outs of Sadras’s history. Already, so much knowledge has been put aside since the Declension. Peripheral details about the late kingdom lost to the fog of time. This walkway was once famed for its beauty and grandeur. Go in and look to your left,” she said.
I obeyed, and stifled a gasp. A floor to ceiling window extended the full length of the corridor. Outside, I could see nearly the whole of Sadras nestled in its cradling crevasse.
The river Gol ran sluggishly from its headwaters near the sunken city as it ran a relatively straight course through the valley.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it? This corridor extends the full length of the castle, stretching from its bottom reaches to the king’s throne room. At the time, the cost of the glass alone was said to be worth a barony,” Alice said. 
We started to climb the ramp. As we rose higher, more of the city came into view and we’d periodically stop to take in the view.
“Sadras is a city both young and old. The earliest remnants of human civilization date back three millennia. Before King Odis was deposed, he’d commissioned a team of specialists to excavate the grounds on the banks of the sunken city. For thousands of years, small farming villages dotted the length of the river Gol. 
Many don’t know the sunken city was the original Sadras. For centuries, it served as the administrative hub of the empire. A tiny, fortified city on a lake home to a coterie of elite bureaucrats, priests, advisors, and academics. It was only in the last century with the advent of foundries that Sadras began to resemble the city it is today.”
The long, sloping corridor reached a hairpin turn. A knot tightened in my stomach. I raised a fist. Alice and Kim stopped as I drew my sword and edged around the corner. The hallway was empty. 
The knot loosened, and I waved the two forward.
“However,” Alice continued. “What many don’t know is that for the longest time, the barons were forbidden from entering Sadras proper. The king ruled over the city like it was his private fiefdom, along with the towns and villages in the royal environs.”
“How do you know all this?” I said sharply.
“The barons might’ve done everything in their power to stamp out the memory of old Sadras from the population, but they keep the histories alive and well in their private libraries,” Alice said.
“This is fascinating. I’d known things were different once, but I’d never suspected…” I trailed off.
“The barons grew jealous of the wealth that was being accumulated here. Freemen and even escaped serfs were growing wealthy as merchants and industrialists. The king was growing fat off their taxes, and soon the barons were worried that if the imbalance continued to grow, they’d be forced off their lands. It took the combined armies of the barony and the threat of civil war for the king to open his gates to the nobility. That was two centuries ago, when Sadras was still only a fraction of the size it is now.
“At first, the barons were restricted from using their wealth to compete with the common folk. They set up fine mansions and spent their time lobbying the king, attending balls and galas, while they skirted the king’s ordinances by setting up businesses through local proxies.”
“Later, the barons grew bolder and the kings more timid. More and more power was wrested into the hands of the baronry. They used the wealth from their great landed estates to set up vast foundries and factories, but still they resented the new wealth of the lower classes. They hated the petty privileges and rights of the common people.”
I looked out through the window. From this high up, I could see all the way to Baron Dilhelm’s quarter. The seawater lapped a turgid blue-grey against the shoreline. 
“What happened to them?” Kim said.
I shot a curious eye towards my apprentice. A slight blush ran up her cheeks as she realized all eyes were on her. 
“I mean, were common folk really rich enough to rival the barons?” she added. Doubt colored her voice.
“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Alice said flatly. “They’re gone now, of course. The day after Rhu and his conspirators killed the king, they rounded up the leading figures of the merchant and industrial classes, along with the whole of the royal bureaucracy, academy, and the high ranking members of the royal guard and police force. 
“They were loaded onto great cargo ships and sent out onto the open ocean. The barons’ cronies anchored the ships before setting them afire and abandoning them,” Alice said. “They killed thousands in the purges.”
She closed her eyes.
“Before the Declension, there were buildings called public libraries. Everyone from the lowest born beggar to the barons themselves could enter one of these buildings and read whatever book they desired.”
“Surely, they must’ve paid for this privilege?” Kim said.
“No, not only was it free, but the king paid for a class of scribes called librarians to catalogue the books and help those people sort through the massive collections,” she said.
“There were many books then?” I said. 
“More than you can imagine,” she said. 
I snorted.
“It sounds like a fantasy,” I said.
Alice’s eyes opened wide. “Oh no, it was very real. Of course, the first thing the barons did was burn those libraries. The second was to take control of the broadsheets. They’ve backed off a touch now, but their censors still read through every line of text that’s printed off the licensed presses.”
She shook her head. “All that was lost in such a short time. A generation has grown up without knowing the sun or the stars, the true history of their people, and the taste of freedom.”
“Did you read about the Declension?” I said. “How we can stop it, how it can be reversed?”
Alice shook her head. “If the barons knew how to stop the Declension, they would’ve done so years ago. Historically, their wealth and power sprung from their vast country estates. Ironically, the Declension has severely reduced the scope and depth of their strength.”
“Rhu was there when it happened,” I persisted. “He must know something.”
She pursed her lips.
“I snuck into his room once, when I was still a child and didn’t fully appreciate the danger. I was only able to look at a few pages of his journal.”
She put a hand on my shoulder. I turned, and her eyes drilled a hole straight into my skull.
“The king was supposedly well-guarded. To get to him, it’s likely Rhu and the other conspirators called upon something they didn’t fully understand.
“Rhu is involved in dark magic. It goes beyond those monstrosities we found in Baron Dhanmark’s castle, and that magic key you found. He’s always been fascinated by the evil and arcane. He had books in his bedroom that were bound in human flesh, and just before I escaped he’d started bringing in necromancers, shamans and warlocks to his inner chambers. Many of them were charlatans, and I saw more than a few executed in the courtyard not even hours after their arrival, but-,” she paused.
“Not all of them,” I finished for her.
She shook her head. 
“No, not all. Rhu was searching for something, and I’m afraid that he found it,” Alice said.
I turned and stared out the window. From so high up on the mountainside, Sadras resembled a child’s toy town. Tiny ant-like figures moved along the streets. A steel grey light filtered through the cloud cover, casting the city in a depressing illumination.
I furrowed my brow. This was all too much. I’d gone into this mission thinking I’d be taking revenge against a man. Now, it seemed I’d be fighting a demon.
I pulled up the map.
“We’re almost at the throne room,” I said.
“What if he’s not there?” Kim said.
It was a plausible question. We’d passed numerous doors leading off into the interior of the mountain as we’d come up the long tunnel. The map itself only showed the front half of the castle, the side facing out towards Sadras. A labyrinthine series of tunnels and rooms extended far into the mountain itself. We could spend days wandering the interior of the castle.
“He’ll be there,” Alice said, her voice filled with certainty. “Don’t ask me how I know, I just do.”
“I believe you, I really do. But, let’s double check to be safe,” I said. 
I raised the persei to my chest. “Where is Baron Rhu?”
My eyes widened as the chimera bone elongated and began to shift uncertainly from side to side. I’d never seen it vacillate before. Finally, it settled, not pointing vertically where I’d expected it to go, but horizontally. The tip of the needle swung straight ahead at the rock face wall.
Alice’s mouth tugged down. “I’ve heard rumors that the palace was littered with secret passageways.”
“You think there might be a hidden tunnel buried in that wall?” I said. 
“Possibly.”
“Even if there was, how would we open it?”
As if in response, Twiz jumped down from Kim’s shoulders and rushed across the corridor. Placing its hands against the stone wall, it beat against it with an irregular tattoo.
“What in the seven hells,” I muttered.
With the breath of a rasping giant, the rock wall slid to the side, opening up a black square tunnel. 
Twiz let out a squeak, and scampered back to Kim climbing up her leg and onto her shoulders.
I shot Kim a glance. She shrugged, her palms facing up.
“We’ll have to talk about that monkey sometime,” I said. I looked back at the hole that’d opened in the wall. “But, not now. We have a baron to kill.”
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“What’s out there? I can’t see,” Kim hissed.
I turned around and put my finger to my lips in the universal sign for by the unnamed gods will you please be quiet. Then I turned around and looked back out the narrow grate that looked into the throne room. 
My blood ran cold.
Baron Rhu stood in the center of a massive pentagram made up of some fine, white powdery substance. Judging by the scarlet clad priests wearing fierce masks, the white stuff was more likely than not powdered human bone. The wildman shamans of the North were notorious for it.
Rhu himself wore a simple set of brown robes. He was otherwise unadorned. If it wasn’t for the distinctive curve of his nose that could be found carved into a goodly portion of the city’s money supply, I wouldn’t have been able to guess his true identity. It was hard to believe the man who was so well known throughout Sadras for his opulence and love of power would so completely eschew finery.
“Hurry up,” Rhu shouted sharply.
A priest whose mask ended with the antlers of a stag looked up from the ground where he was spreading his bone powder and gave Rhu a vacant stare, before silently continuing. 
Rhu looked off to the side, ignoring the insubordinate gesture. Even for a man as powerful as he, the wildman shamans would not bow and scrape.
It was obvious this room had once functioned as a throne room, though the more obvious features had long since been removed. Despite its bareness, the room was grand with a high, domed ceiling and a gargantuan floor to ceiling window fitted with the largest panes of glass I’d ever seen in my life.
I crawled back on my knees and forearms a hair, and turned to Alice and Kim. 
“Rhu is in there alright, and he has a team of shamans with him. What’s more is they’re building a pentagram- a big one,” I said.
Alice’s face turned white. “Since you took the key, he must be trying to summon a demon to give himself the dark powers you’d denied him.”
“Then, we need to stop him,” I said grimly. “I’m going straight in for Rhu. I want you two to hold off the shamans.”
“There’s no way in the seven hells I’m letting that bastard get away without tasting the wrath of my revenge,” Alice said.
I bit my tongue. The pain in her eyes was too real to ignore.
“I know how you feel,” I said. “And I wish I could give you the satisfaction of being the one to cut Rhu’s throat. But, this is my mission and ultimately the responsibility lies with me. Now, I can’t go in there with a bunch of pissed off shamans at my back. Please, I need you.”
I gave her a pleading stare. She held my eyes for a minute, before turning her own downcast.
“Very well,” she said. “But, you make sure that bastard is dead.”
“You don’t need to worry about that,” I said dryly. “I don’t have an ounce of mercy to spare for Rhu.”
She nodded curtly. I turned to Alice.
“You ready?” I said.
“Yes sir,” she whispered.
“I don’t want you getting too close to those shamans. You’re still an apprentice. The northmen are known for their barbarism. They would think nothing of eating the flesh from your body while blood still pumps in your veins,” I said.
Fear flashed across her eyes, but impressively Kim maintained her composure.
“I’ll keep myself safe, for you,” she said. “I just ask that you do the same for me.”
My heart beat a little quicker. I put my hand on her shoulder, before impulsively leaning in for a kiss. I turned and repeated the gesture with Alice. A smile crept up my face.
“Let’s go kick some ass,” I said.
Without waiting for a reply, I shuffled back to the grate and pushed against it with all my strength. The metal mesh fell to the floor with a clamor and a second later I was on the floor.
The room froze. A dozen masked faces whipped in my direction. I crouched and prepared to leap. Pain blossomed along my entire left side.as the world grew topsy turvy.
I skidded across the floor, a heavy weight pressed against the side of my body. I twisted, rolling across the floor and a red lump tumbled off of me. I leapt to my feet and caught the flash of a crescent knife.
The shaman advanced on me, his mask a parody of an agonized face composed entirely of bone shards. He started and slapped his neck, as if he were crushing an insect.  A gleaming silver blade protruded from between his fingers as a geyser of blood spurted onto the floor. I watched with curiosity and then horror as the blood touched the edge of the pentagram and the bone powder burst into flames.
I shielded my eyes against the blaze. A terrible heat roiled off the fire. Thick, oily smoke swept into my eyes. I clapped my hands over my ears as an explosion of shattering glass filled the room. As the sound died down, a terrible chanting asserted itself over the crackling flames.
I stumbled backwards against the wall.
What was going on?
Baron Rhu had dissolved into a pillar of smoke. The fire around him raged hottest and it was difficult to look for more than a second, before the intense light and heat made me turn away.
The fire flared brighter before falling away. I staggered to a standing position, and hacked a wheezing cough from the lungful of smoke I’d taken in. Cold wind thundered through the hall, buffeting me with icy waves.
The wind faded away and all was still. The pentagram was gone, the windows shattered. A towering figure shielded by a shining jet-black carapace dominated the center of the room.
I grunted and drew my swords. This had just gotten a whole lot more interesting. I catapulted myself towards the baron.
Rhu watched me through glittering, compound eyes. His hands hung loosely by his side. He was too calm, too composed. I twisted mid flight and landed a yard off to the side of him. Rhu lunged forward, but I was already rolling on my shoulder. A dull ache shot through where I’d made contact with the ground, but the punishing sound of Rhu’s hand as it made contact with the marble floor a moment later made me glad I’d taken the detour. 
I sprung up behind him and charged forward with slashing blades. He ducked without so much as a look backwards and my blades bit through thin air. I stepped to the side as he sprung towards me like a raging bull. His claws zipped a fraction of an inch away from my body.
I twisted around and with an awkward chop, I sent my right blade swinging for his forearm. It connected. My hand went numb and I almost dropped my sword.
I gritted my teeth together and sprang back before he could launch a counter-attack.
Seven hells, his body must be made of stone.
The demon infested baron turned towards me. His mouth had been replaced by two wicked looking pincers that guarded a circular black hole. They clacked together in an inhuman, chittering sound that made my blood run cold.
After years of dreaming about this encounter, I was shocked to find I didn’t feel a hot fury or even a spark of anger. Cold dread and a nameless terror filled me. What stood before me was not merely inhuman, it was the antithesis of all that it meant to be human.
“Please help!”
My stomach dropped. Alice was in trouble, I turned and saw that Alice was trapped in a bone white pentagram. She knocked ineffectually against the air. Two bone masked shamans surrounded her. 
I started forward, and felt a ferocious tug on the back of my cloak. Then I was flying backwards through the air. My vision grew dark and an explosion of sparks clouded my eyes as I landed against one of the broken window’s iron support beams.
Rain drops lashed out, soaking me through.
How long had I been out?
Alice still shook in her pentagram cage, while across the room Kim warded off several shamans with her whip. Rhu was nearly upon me. I tried to stand up, but all of my strength had left my body.
“Kim,” I croaked. I moistened my lips. Unnamed gods, even my voice had become weak. Rhu was nearly upon me and I had to make sure she was safe. 
“Kim,” I said, using all of my strength. “Get out of here. We lost. Save yourself.”
The auburn haired beauty bit her lips. One of the shamans advanced and she drove him back with a vicious lashing.
“No,” she shouted. “I won’t abandon you.”
“You have to.” I gritted my teeth. At least one of my ribs was broken, more likely several. “Please, better one of us survive than none. You can tell Albion.”
Rhu was almost upon me. Kim let out another rapid fire sequence of lashing blows, before casting an uncertain glance my way.
“Go!” I barked.
The shamans, apparently learning their lesson, had split up and were circling out to surround her. Kim cast a helpless glance towards Alice and then to me. Her face turned red and she let out a frustrated scream as she leapt forward. Her seven league boots sent her sailing through the air.
A crescent bladed knife shot out and slashed at the edge of her cloak, but she eluded real damage. 
“I’m sorry,” she cried, as she hurdled through the empty space overhead. 
I heaved a sigh of relief as the baron’s thick, claw-like fingers grabbed a hold of the front of my tunic. I rose several feet in the air. Every inch of my body clamored to fight, to strike out. Yet I felt paralyzed, all my strength sapped away.
I peered into his insect-like eyes, two glittering grapefruit sized balls composed each of a thousand staring unifaceted bubbles. I expected to see hatred, anger or contempt.
Instead, all I got was a ghostly indifference.
A shiver ran down my spine. It was as if I wasn’t even there.
Alice’s cries of frustration filled my ears as I flew out into the night air. Storm winds buffeted my body, and like a cooling rain thankfully extinguished Alice’s anguished screams.
All of the air flew from my body and another burst of white hot pain shot through me as I landed on something hard and stony. A sound like a snapping branch exploded in my ears and then I was drifting in and out of consciousness. Even the smallest movement brought with them terrible pangs of agony. The only muscles it didn’t hurt to move were my eyelids.
I’d landed on some sort of ledge, maybe twenty or thirty feet downhill from the throne room. A faint light flickered through the broken windows and I half expected the demon Rhu to jump out of the window after me.
But, he didn’t. I don’t know how long I laid on that windswept ledge as the darkness swept in and out of my mind in tidal waves. 
The sky had not yet lightened when the two headed man loomed over me. I cracked my lips and tried to say something, but the ability to form words had long since fled from me and all I managed was a dry croak.
The figure turned, retreating from my field of vision.
No, please don’t go!
“He’s still alive,” a rich baritone sounded.
“So what? He’s probably one of the baron’s flunkies, leave him.”
I tried to muster a protest, but only managed a wheezing groan.
“Nonsense, even one so cruel as the baron wouldn’t batter his own servants so. From an economic utility standpoint, it’s simply illogical,” the first voice said.
A whining sigh carried over the wind.
“Fine, but if he causes trouble, this is on your head.”
“He won’t,” the second voice said. “Now help me lift him.”
A moment later, warm arms looped beneath my shoulder blades. A second set of hands folded over my ankles and then I was being lifted through the air. 
I nearly swallowed my tongue, the pain was so intense. I opened my mouth to scream, but only managed a dry moan. 
Seconds later, darkness claimed me.
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I woke with a groan. 
Has my mattress always been this thin?
The room was pleasantly warm, and a deep wave of drowsiness swept over me. I clawed the blanket up to my chin and shifted onto my side. My eyes had closed and I was slowly drifting back to sleep when an alarming thought shot through my mind.
I don’t have a fireplace in my bedroom.
My eyelids snapped open. A moment later, all of the memories of the night before came flooding back. I sat up, shaking the blanket off of me.
I was in an oval shaped room with a low hanging ceiling. A roaring fireplace hugged the far wall, while the bed I was sitting on was little more than a stone ledge protruding from the wall.
A gust of cool air hit, and I instinctively pulled the blanket tight around me. To my surprise, only a dull pain pulsed through my arm and torso. Then I realized that I hadn’t felt a thing when I’d sat up. 
I stood. Someone had removed my tunic. I ran my fingers over my bare torso, feeling the ridges of scabbed over cuts and scrapes. I gingerly pressed my fingers against my ribs, starting at the bottom of my right side and working my way up before repeating the process on the left. 
Some slight soreness, but nothing appeared to be broken. 
How long had I been out?
I strode out of the room in nothing more than my breeches. A shiver ran over my body as I passed into the night.
I gasped.
Stretching out overhead was a vast sea of shimmering stars. The moon hung heavy and low. Without thinking, I reached out to grab it.
“I don’t think you’ll be very successful in that endeavor, although I admire your ambition.” Someone chuckled.
I swung around, immediately recognizing the rich baritone as the first voice I’d heard the night I’d fallen onto the mountainside.
“How long have I been out?” I said as I swung my head from side to side, trying to locate the source of the voice. It let out another chuckle.
“Up here,” it said.
I turned and looked higher up the mountainside. We were almost at the top. I whipped my head back and looked down. Sure enough, a sea of thick, ashy clouds carpeted the air in every direction perhaps fifty yards down from where I was standing.
I looked back and craned my head. A cloaked figure with two heads sat on a rocky ledge a dozen feet above. He clutched a collapsible brass tube in one hand. I vaguely recognized it as a telescope. It was a tool for spying I’d been trained on during my own apprenticeship, though I’d had scant opportunity to use it in the field given the obvious advantages of my persei and seven league boots.
“What are you?” I said.
“You are very direct, I like that. Come, sit with me,” he patted the ground next to him.
I crouched down, before realizing that whoever had removed my tunic had also taken my boots. I stood up, chagrined.
“There’s a ladder to your left,” the man said.
I turned and found a sturdy wooden ladder propped up against the ledge. I wondered how long it’d been up here. This high up, beyond the clouds and the possibility of water damage, where the air was cool and dry it was entirely possible it’d survived since well before the Declension.
I clambered up and plopped beside the two headed figure. This close up, it was easy to see that one of the heads was that of a goat. Not just the head, but it looked as if the upper left portion of his torso along with his left arm and hand had been exchanged for a goat’s hairy chest, leg and hoof.
The rest of his body was that of a middle aged man, burly and well-kept from a life-time of exertion.
“Do you know how to use a telescope?” he said.
I answered in the affirmative, and he clapped his hands together in delight. 
“Phenomenal, I’d feared it was becoming something of a lost art. Here,” he gestured for me to take it. Gingerly taking hold of the instrument, I held it up to my eye.
“By the unnamed gods,” I murmured. I tilted my head up and took in the fullness of the night sky. “This is incredible.”
“I spend most nights here, studying the stars.” He spoke with the enthusiasm of an aficionado long denied an audience. “There’s so much we can learn from them.”
A wistful note entered his voice.
“Like what?” I said.
“The nature of the stars is cyclical. They shift and change, yet they always return to their regular patterns,” he said. “Humans are much the same. In fact, some believe we can learn about human events from the movement patterns of the stars.”
“Are you one of those people?” I said.
“That was how I found you,” he said.
I tilted the telescope down and passed it back. “Thank you.”
“Anytime,” he said. “Now, to answer your two earlier questions, I am a chimera and you’ve been asleep for three days and two nights. This is the third night since we found you. Name’s Baia, by the way.”
I frowned at the ‘we’. There’d been another person there that night. Someone with a whining voice who’d wanted to leave me behind on the mountainside.
He proffered his hand for a shake, and as I lifted my own hand, I instinctively turned my wrist inwards. It took me a second to realize it’d been the word chimera that’d caused me to do so.
Baia caught me looking, and an easy smile broke over his face as he wrapped my hand in a crushing grip.
“We removed your persei along with your other tools. That’s quite a valuable find, I might mention. Not too many of those on the market today,” he said.
“You’re not upset by it?” I said.
“No,” he said softly. “It is counted as a great honor among our people to be of use after death has brought us low.”
“I’d always thought you were a myth,” I said. He cast a searching glance my way and I hurriedly continued. “I mean, despite the persei I’ve been living in Sadras my whole life and I’ve never seen a chimera. I’ve heard stories, but I’d assumed you were extinct.”
“I don’t blame you, we almost are,” Baia said. “Only a handful remain. We were never numerous to begin with, and since the Declension we’ve dwindled to perilous numbers.”
“What are you doing up here,” I said, gesturing expansively.
“We’ve always lived above the clouds,” he said. “At least some of us. There were oracles, too. They made their dwellings lower down on the mountain in the smoky caves, and then there were the academics who worked in the temples and the university. Of course, they were all killed in the purges following the Declension.”
He picked up a small harp from the ground and began to strum an aimless melody.
“The flower of wisdom cannot take hold in rocky ground,” he said. “And at the risk of stretching a metaphor too far, the takeover by the baronry has transformed Sadras into a desert of ignorance.”
“What about you? Why were you spared from the purges,” I said.
Baia let out another chuckle. Its deep timbre blended with the soft melody of the harp and wrapped over me like a comforting blanket.
“To be honest, I’ve often wondered that myself. My best guess is that we were simply forgotten. After the ash clouds rolled out of Mt. Sisth so many years ago, we’ve effectively been hidden from sight. My guess is the good barons assumed we’d been asphyxiated,” he said. 
He raised a finger and the melody stopped, echoing hollowly into the night. “A not unreasonable assumption, I might add.”
The aimless melody resumed. “So, here we’ve been these long years, studying the stars and pursuing a quiet scholarship high above the clouds.”
I plucked a white flower and held it up to the moonlight. A light blush ringed its outer petals. When was the last time I’d seen such natural beauty in Sadras? “It seems like a lonely existence.”
“It is,” Baia said. “Fortunately, it’s one which will end soon.”
He turned to me and fixed me with his powerful eyes. “The stars have foretold us of the deeds you’ll do, the wrongs you’ll right.”
I bristled.
“The stars don’t know their ass from a hole in the ground,” I said. I pointed at my chest. “Listen, the stars don’t determine my fate. I do.”
Baia shrugged and resumed his strumming.
“Maybe,” he said a moment later. “Nothing is ever certain until time has passed and memory calcifies into history. Let us just say that I have a hunch you may bring certain criminals to justice.”
“Rhu,” I said.
Baia raised an eyebrow. “Baron Rhu resides towards the top of the list, though be assured he is far from the only name on it.”
“Rhu has one of my friends,” I said. “And he’s changed, he’s transformed into some sort of demon.”
Baia nodded solemnly. “It’s as I’d feared. Rhu has long dabbled in forces beyond his understanding. We will help you however we can.” He looked at me curiously. His goat head eyes blinked, eerie yellow marbles each struck through with a horizontal, black bar. “You are of the berserker blood, yet when we rescued you the state was untriggered.”
I pursed my lips. “I took ironleaf before the battle. The rages have been growing stronger, I’m afraid of losing control.”
“If you are to beat Rhu, you will have to lose control,” he said.
I opened my mouth to protest, but he cut me off. “Rhu has bound a powerful demon to his soul, a being far more powerful than I suspect even he knows. Berserker blood is a great gift from Arius, the third of the named gods and the protector of mankind.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Few know of it for it is rare, a gift bestowed by the heavens upon a select few. Did you not wonder why the demon didn’t kill you outright? Your blood is poison to such a creature. Better to throw you from a window and let gravity take care of the rest.”
“My sword bounced off his shell,” I protested.
“I will supply you with the weapon you need,” he said. “Speaking of weapons, I found a peculiar one lying in your satchel.”
Panic ran over me as he lifted the skeleton key into the air.
“Give that to me, I must destroy it,” I said.
Baia sniffed. “You will do nothing of the sort, and let me say it was a damn fool thing to carry this with you. If Rhu had gotten ahold of this...”
He shuddered.
“Rhu already had it,” I said.
Baia stiffened. I quickly relayed the series of events that’d transpired in the dungeons of Baron Dhanmark’s castle. When I finished, Baia tapped his lips. The harp lay forgotten on his lap, and for a moment I wished for the aimless melody to return to distract me from the troubled look on Baia’s face.
“Those monsters you described, the hybrid creatures are a sort of chimera,” he said.
I nodded. Some subconscious part of me had surmised as much, after I’d gotten used to Baia’s bizarre appearance.
“The key you stole rightfully belongs to the chimera high order. They were wiped out in the purges. I’d hoped that the perpetrators of that massacre would remain ignorant about the power they possessed. Apparently not,” he said.
“What does it do?” I said.
Baia twisted the key between his fingers. “It is an artifact of Bartalus, the second named god.”
“God of life, god of change,” I said.
“Very good,” Baia said. A wry smile flickered across his face. “I was afraid worship of the named gods had gone the way of the libraries and university.”
“It mostly has.” I shrugged. “My mom made me memorize their names when I was young.”
The look of disappointment that stretched over Baia’s face made me almost wish I’d lied. 
“Now, Bartalus, like all the named gods, has an unnamed counterpart. An antithesis. How you use the key and which god you call upon will determine the effect,” Baia said.
He slipped the key into his pocket. “Used constructively, this has the potential to unlock the secrets of the universe. By binding man to nature in the name of Bartalus, you elevate the man. On the other hand, invoking the unnamed God who is Bartalus’s dark twin will bring only vile chaos. It will rip away sentience and destroy the capacity for thought.”
He plucked a small canvas bag from his pocket and placed it in my fingers.
“This is salt, lifted from the great Northern fields. It has been blessed thrice in the name of Aretrius, the first named god. God of all creation.” Baia placed a long, iron nail in my other hand. I held it up to the starlight and made out faint runic indentations running up and down its length. “This nail has also been blessed by Rhonius, the fourth named god. God of metallurgy and war. Cast the salt before Rhu and drive the stake through the place where his heart should be. This will cast out the demon within him.”
I bit my lower lip and nodded.
“My master, Albion,” I hesitated, unsure of how to continue. 
“Yes?” Baia said gently.
“He’s been corrupted. A demon lives within him,” I said.
“He was a victim of the key,” Baia said.
“Yes,” I said.
Baia pursed his lips. “I can make no promises, but if you bring him to me, I will see what I can do.”
I bowed. “Thank you.”
I slipped the nail and pouch into my pocket.
“I must go,” I said. “My friend awaits.”
I stood and executed another low bow towards the chimera. Baia clambered to his feet, and returned the gesture. The goat watched me curiously. I wondered how that worked. Did he have two minds or just one? I’d have to ask him some other time.
“Your things are in the cavern below. I’ll show you the pathway back to the castle. Alice is being held in Baron Rhu’s mansion,” Baia said.
“Thank you,” I said.
Baia smiled. “Anytime, friend.”
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The two nemphil guardsmen went down without a struggle. I jumped between them, severing both heads in a single pass. I lifted the persei to my chest.
“Where’s Alice?” I said.
The chimera bone lengthened and pointed straight ahead at the mansion. It tilted up towards a room on the top floor. I crouched and launched myself at the window. I hit it shoulder first, shattering the glass. I rolled into the room and leapt to my feet. I was in a richly furnished bedroom. A four post bed sat wedged against one corner, while bookshelves covered the far wall.
Alice stood in the center of a pentagram. She banged her fists excitedly against the air.
“You came for me!” Alice said.
My heart soared. She was okay. Alice was back in her human form, wearing a mid-thigh red dress.
“I’m going to get you out of there,” I said.
I strode forward and brushed away the powdered bone perimeter. Alice stumbled forward and into my arms. I gripped her tightly. Her hair smelled like fresh lavender. She hugged me warm and tight. I tilted my head back and planted a fat kiss on her lips.
As I parted, she whispered: “I missed you so much. I was afraid-,”
She cut off as the door slammed open. Quickly, I spun her behind me. Standing in the doorway were two nemphil guardsmen. The one on the left gave a bellowing croak and rushed towards me, glaive lowered. 
I shot forward, ducking beneath the lowered blade. I grabbed hold of the shaft and pulled it down, almost yanking it from the gargantuan amphibian’s arms. It lost its balance and stumbled forward right into my knife. 
I shoved it to the floor. A steaming pile of intestines puddled from the gaping hole in its lower abdomen. I turned to the side, and dodged a slashing blade. An animal cry split the air. I clapped my hands to my ears as Alice finished disemboweling the nemphil. 
It tottered and fell backwards in a heap. This time around, Alice had remained human, save for her right forearm which had transformed into the bone white blade she used in her war form. It morphed back into a forearm and hand.
Alice met my eyes. A wide smile split her face.
“You came back for me.”
She leapt forward and wrapped me in another hug. My heart beat faster at the unexpected embrace. Alice parted and glanced nervously at the empty doorway. The hall beyond was empty.
“I’m afraid more might be coming. We need to leave,” she said.
“We will, but first is Baron Rhu here?” I said.
Alice shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“Where would he be?” I said. I furrowed my brow. Rhu wanted to take over the city. To do so, he’d have to dethrone the other barons. Which baron would logically make the most sense to topple after Dhanmark?
“I know where he is,” I said.
I turned back towards the window. The sound of muffled footfalls sounded from down the hall. I ignored them.
“We’re going to save Baron Zhila,” I said.
I reached one arm around her back and another behind her knees before sweeping her up into my arms. Alice giggled.
“Hold on tight,” I said. 
Alice obligingly wrapped her arms around my neck. I jogged towards the broken window. When I was a yard away from the hole I’d smashed coming in, I crouched and took off in a flying leap towards Baron Zhila’s palace, and my destiny.
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Getting in was easier than it should’ve been.
That was the first warning sign. Zhila’s palace was a slate grey construction that eschewed ornamentation in favor of stern lines and grim ambiance. It resembled a rectangular wedding cake with five stories, each smaller than the last. 
“When we get inside, don’t engage Rhu directly,” I said, before quickly running down what Baia had told me. I ended by showing her the satchel of salt and the iron nail.
Alice raised an eyebrow. “You really think that can stop Rhu?”
“I don’t know. But, after the last disaster, it’s worth a shot. Isn’t it?”
Alice was silent. I sighed and turned back to the palace.
“Where is Rhu?” I said, holding the persei up to my chest.
The chimera bone elongated and stretched towards the bottom floor. The palace was set back against the cliffside. A large garden separated it from the other buildings and nearby roads. There should’ve been groups of guards patrolling the grounds. Instead, the outside was eerily empty with not a soul in sight.
I gestured for Alice to follow me, and sprinted towards the side of the castle. A narrow wood plank side door opened out onto the garden. I lowered my shoulder and slammed against it, forcing it in.
A high ceilinged corridor opened out in front of me. Tapestries depicting hunting scenes lined the walls. I held the persei up and it pointed straight ahead. Alice swept in towards the side. She’d taken on her warform.
We crept down the hallway.
A cold sweat broke out on the back of my neck. The silence was deafening. I wanted to shout, just to fill the void.
The persei swiveled and we turned down a different hallway. Rows of rooms lined either side of the hall, but the persei continued to point straight ahead where the hallway terminated in a pair of double doors.
I removed the bag of salt and the iron nail.
“I think he’s behind these doors,” I said. “Remember, don’t engage Rhu directly. I’ll take care of him, you get the lackeys.”
Alice’s head swiveled towards me and she nodded.
A moment later an elderly man in rich, black velvet robes shot through the double doors and went sailing down the hallway. He landed with a sickening crunch. 
I cast Alice a wary glance. “Was that Baron Zhila?”
“Looks like it,” she grunted. 
I didn’t need to look back to know he wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon, if ever. I charged forward through the open double doors. The fury twisted in my stomach like a cornered wildcat. My limbs felt loose and free.
I was ready to kick some demon ass.
Rhu stood in the center of the ball room surrounded by a coterie of orcs, nemphil guards, and masked shamans. I launched myself forward with the seven league boots and sent myself sailing towards the baron.
He leapt backwards, and his guards formed up in front of me. I let out an oath. Quickly, before I could land, I stuffed my nail and salt in my pockets and drew my blades. As I descended to the ground, I twisted in mid flight, dodging an orc’s ax and a nemphil’s glaive. Twirling in the air like a children’s toy, I swept around with my curved blades slicing off the glaive’s head and the orc’s hand in a single swift motion.
The orc let out a pained cry as I dropped to the ground, but of that I was scarcely cognisant. The heat of battle burned bright in my blood. I wanted only to kill, to maim, to dismember and destroy.
Power and strength swept through my veins. The time for death had arrived. I surged forth, separating limb from limb as I moved. A bloody mist filled the air, gristle and bone flew like twigs blown in a storm. 
The fury moved through me and it was I and I was it. A shaman stepped forward, a ball of green glowing light in his hand. He plunged towards me, palm outstretched. It collided with my chest in an explosion of emerald flames.
A faint numbness spread over my torso. I glanced idly down and saw a plate sized hole burned into the front of my tunic. The shaman took several hurried steps backwards. His mask was feathered with a bird’s beak attached to the front. 
Fear shone through the eye holes. 
A second later, my sword shot through the bottom of his mouth. It penetrated up through the base of his skull and the fear left his eyes along with his life. Something hard and heavy collided with my shoulder and sent me flying through the air. I landed in a heap on the floor and immediately sprang to my feet. 
Through the berserker rage, I could faintly feel a bruise forming over the entire right half of my upper body. I should’ve been nothing more than a pile of broken bones, yet when I reached out to gingerly feel my right arm it was whole and strong. I’d always been tough, especially in the heat of battle. It was something I’d long prided myself on. 
But, this was something else entirely.
My eyes narrowed and the rage subsumed me. A towering orc stepped through the circle of combatants, a heavy iron mace hung loosely in his hand. I let out a raucous roar as I charged forward, both swords swinging by my side.
Halfway there, I leapt forward using the power of my seven league boots. The orc had already wound up his strike and as I passed overhead his mace swung out wildly, striking only empty air.
Two quick flicks of my blades and the orc’s head dropped to the side. I clattered to the ground behind him and turned around. Alice was busy warding off two nemphils. I watched with no small satisfaction as she took off the first one’s head, before gutting the second. 
Where was Rhu?
On the far side of the room, curtains blew out from an open window. Gone. I gritted my teeth. 
A moment later, I ducked beneath a swinging flail and stretched out with my sword, disemboweling the orc who’d swung it. Only a handful of combatants remained. I dove into the mob and swept through the last of them. Cracking bones and shattering teeth filled the air with a joyful noise and my bloodlust grew deeper with each monster I mowed down.
Finally, only a single shaman was left. Panic filled his eyes. He hastily readjusted his antler horned mask and made for the open window. He made it approximately three feet before I separated his upper and lower halves.
A heady excitement tore through me.
“We have to go. Rhu is still out there,” Alice said.
I shook my head. It sounded like she was a thousand miles away.
“Come on,” frustration laced her tone. “We gotta go now.”
A deliciously tender, aching hunger tore at my heart. My long years of agony were at an end. Rhu would be made to pay.
I sprinted towards the far window, leaping through and out into the palace garden. For once, I didn’t need my persei. Patches of dead grass marked his footfalls. I ran off after the trail. A high pitched scream rang through the air and I doubled my pace. I’d know that scream anywhere.
Kim was in trouble.
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Or she would’ve, had it not been for the white haired man at her side. He moved with an energy that belied his wrinkled skin. The demon advanced and he surged forth, driving Rhu back with the tip of a slender spear.
What was Albion thinking, fighting that thing?
I sheathed my swords and again removed my nail and satchel of salt. The streets had cleared and I had a direct line of sight to the melee enfolding by the river side. It’d been ages since I’d seen Albion in action, and though I felt a growing fear in my chest it did little to detract from the glory I beheld.
I launched myself forward on my seven league boots and set my shoulder low and hard. I slammed into Rhu’s chest and the insectoid monster skidded backwards on the street.
Before it could stand up, I threw the salt before its feet. It convulsed, an agonized sound of dry, hissing air exited its clicking teeth. Summoning all my energy, I took a step forward and plunged the nail through the place where its heart should be.
“Die bitch,” I muttered, as the metal pierced Rhu’s carapace.
Rhu stiffened as life fled from his compound eyes. It was over. He was dead. 
I staggered to my feet, glad to be off the creature. 
“You’re okay!” Kim shouted.
A second later, warm arms wrapped around me. Damp lips met my skin as she planted a heady kiss against me. But, my eyes were fixed firmly on the demon corpse that lay before me.
It had begun to shiver and shake. A moment later, it dissolved as the carapace sloughed off, turning to smoke before slowly drifting away. 
Lying before me was a crumpled up old man in a plain brown robe. A patch of faded crimson emanated from the hole in his chest. I turned and planted a sweet kiss against her lips. I parted and examined her eyes.
“How did you know where to find me?” I said.
“We didn’t, I mean not exactly. Albion and I were staking out Rhu’s palace to save Alice. When you showed up to rescue her, we tried to make contact, but we were too late. We followed you to Zhila’s, but you were already gone by the time we arrived,” Kim said.
A hand clapped lightly against my shoulder. I turned and took in Albion’s smiling eyes. “But, we were just in time to watch Rhu here try to make a run for it.”
By now the fury had subsided and to my shock and Albion’s evident amusement a light blush had crept up my cheeks.
“Kim and I are-,” I began uncertainly.
Albion waved his hand, cutting me off. “She already explained that she was your second. A fine choice, if I say so myself. I couldn’t be happier. Speaking of seconds, your third has arrived.”
He moved aside and nodded towards Alice who was steadily jogging towards me, still in her war form. Instinctively, I opened my mouth to protest, but before I could get a word out Alice was shimmering back into human form and then her arms were wrapped around me with a crushing force.
“Oh Mat, I was so worried,” she said.
She pressed her head into the space between my head and shoulder and held it there. Hot, wet drops fell across my back. 
I pressed myself tight against her.
“Don’t be,” I said fiercely. “As long as I’ve got you, I’ll be fine.”
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“This place has the best meat pies,” Kim said, beaming. 
“Oh really, says who?” I said.
She punched my arm. “I read about it in the broadsheets.”
“It must be true then,” I said, rolling my eyes.
“If it’s a district seven broadsheet, then it probably is,” Alice said.
It was a joke, but like most jokes it was built on a kernel of truth. While the censors were still hard at work in the six remaining baronies, the newly renamed district seven had enjoyed an explosion of press freedom not seen since the days of the king.
The wind blew fiercely. Reflexively, I pressed my scarf to my nose, before making a conscious effort to lower it again. The air was chill and biting, but there was no lingering scent of offal or rotten meat as there had been under the baronry. One of the first acts of the new council had been to increase air scrubber service.
Nowadays, even the back alleyways smelled presentable, if not pleasant. Jezzie stepped in front of the group and opened the door. She beamed as we filed past her. I came up last, grabbing her by the waist and planting a generous smooch on her cheek. She giggled and drew near to me.
Sometimes, I didn’t know who was more excited to have the new girls around, Jezzie or I. I hadn’t realized how lonely she must’ve been, nor how much she enjoyed having an extra gal or two to pal around with in the bedroom.
Kim had already settled into a booth by the wall, while Alice was at the bar placing our order. I slid in on the opposite side, and Jezzie scooched in after me. Alice came over a minute later and sat next to Kim.
“I just placed the order, they’ll be over in a minute,” Alice said.
“Thank you kindly,” I said.
“No, thank you again for killing that bastard,” Alice said.
I snorted. “How long do you think I can milk that thing for?”
“It’s already been long enough,” Kim said dryly.
We shared a laugh. A moment later, a buxom waitress appeared. I tried my best not to keep my eyes away from her chest as she set a flakey looking golden pie in the center of the table. She proceeded to busily pass out plates, forks and knives. 
“I’ll be back in a minute with your coffee,” she said, flashing me a wink.
Jezzie elbowed me.
 “I think she likes you,” she said, a good natured mocking tone to her words.
“I never figured you for the jealous type,” I said. 
“All I’m saying is if you want to add a fourth, I wouldn’t be opposed,” she said.
I chuckled. “Maybe later, right now I have all the company I can handle.”
I reached over and cut up the pie into thick chunks, before serving it out clockwise starting with Alice. The pie looked incredible. Slender slices of beef mingled with cubed potatoes and bits of onion, all baked in a rich, brown gravy sauce. Just as I’d finished serving up Jezzie, the waitress returned with our coffee. As she set the mugs on the table, I noticed Jezzie sneaking a peak at the waitress’s cleavage. 
“Is there anything else you’d like?” the waitress said.
Jezzie grinned as she opened her mouth. I gripped her thigh and cut her off. “No thank you.”
The waitress flashed a smile. After she’d left, Jezzie turned to me. A pouting look clouded her features. “Why do you always have to ruin my fun?”
“Don’t worry,” I said. “There'll be plenty of fun for all of us when we get home.”
I flashed her a saucy smile, and mirth returned to Jezzie’s eyes.
“Eat up everyone,” I said.
I gripped my mug and took a deep draught of piping hot coffee. I closed my eyes and let the bitter liquid splash down my throat. Gods, was that good. It was nice to finally relax.
“You have to try this,” Kim said. 
I opened my eyes and saw her gesture frantically to the pie. I laughed as I grabbed ahold of my fork and tore off a succulent morsel. I brought it to my lips, and my mouth exploded with the taste of savory goodness.
“By the unnamed gods, you’re right,” I said, swallowing. “This is the best damn pie I’ve ever had.”
I turned to Alice. “How do you like it?”
“Hmmm, what?” she said, a distant look in her eye.
“What are you thinking about?” I said.
She sighed. “It’s nothing. Enjoy your food.”
“No, it’s okay,” I said. 
“It’s just, yes we’ve done a lot, but there’s still so much more to do,” she said. 
A solemn silence swept over the table. She was right, and we all knew it.
“Baby steps,” I said. “The world will never be rid of troubles. All we can do is confront them one day at a time. And,” I brightened, “in between our problems we can enjoy the taste of this delicious pie that Kim thoughtfully brought us to.”
Alice’s face lightened. “I suppose so, it’s just all this talk of war has got me down.”
I took another bite of pie, and let it slide down my throat. What a heavenly sensation. “I wouldn’t worry. The barons are scared, sure, but individually no baron can match District 7.”
Alice’s eyes remained doubtful. Truth be told, she had reason to be. District 7 was far less unified than its new government made it out to be. Simmering tensions over the recent border war between Dhanmark and Zhila still flared up on occasion. Meanwhile, even though Rhu’s former district was the wealthiest and most heavily populated in Sadras, its volunteer protection force was a joke. Rhu’s reliance on nemphils and other mercenary groups ensured that those who stepped up to patrol and protect the newly formed district were inexperienced and green. Despite having torn down the old walls and having eliminated the passport system between the three former baronies, some of their citizens retained a perverse attachment to the old borders.
“But, what if the barons united to march on District 7,” Alice persisted. 
“No baron would dare to march on District 7 with Mat at the helm,” Kim said.
“You know dear, it’s not too late to accept the offer,” Jezzie said.
I shook my head. Life as a bounty hunter was pretty fun. I had zero interest in trading it away for ennoblement. I stifled a laugh. Me, a baron. When the newly formed council had floated the idea, I’d initially thought it some sort of joke. I still wasn’t one hundred percent sure they weren’t pulling my leg.
When they’d insisted, even after I’d declined I thought back to Baia and our conversation on the mountaintop. I’d have to return there soon. I’d been up there once more, just for a brief time when I’d accompanied Albion to banish the demon from his body. 
I still didn’t believe in prophecy or destiny, but I did believe that chimera knew more than he was letting on.
I tucked back into my pie, when the tavern door slammed open and a scarecrow skinny, straw haired man burst in.
“Army on the move, everyone out!” he yelled.
The room broke into pandemonium as patrons fled for the doors and windows. I glanced across the table at Kim and Alice, both of whom sat stock still. 
Alice cast a wry expression my way. I shook my head.
“Let’s go outside and see what all the fuss is about,” I said.
We slid out of the booth and headed for the front door. The room had long since emptied out, and the scent of simmering beef and roasted potatoes filled the air. My stomach was full and a warm contentment spread through my body.
We’d have to come back sometime, when this was all over. 
Whatever this was.
I opened the door and stepped outside. The man hadn’t been kidding. Row upon row of plate clad soldiers marched up the street. At their head was a figure in black painted steel armor riding an equally black charger.
I turned to the girls.
“Kim, you take Jezzie home,” I said, hurriedly. “Alice, you’re with me.”
Kim bit her lip and for a second, I thought she might argue. Apparently, she thought better of it, because a moment later she’d grabbed hold of my curvy first and then they were bounding away through the sky.
Alice morphed into her war form, and together we marched down the street to meet the black plated rider. He sighted us and rode out ahead of his men.
“Halt,” he said.
“What are you doing here,” I growled.
The rider flipped up his face plate, revealing a patch of pale white skin marked by a handlebar mustache. Runny green eyes perched above a hawk nose.
“By the united barons of Sadras, I have come to reclaim the lost territories of the Barons Dhanmark, Zhila and Rhu. My authorization includes a proviso for the use of deadly force,” he mouth twisted up in a ghastly smile. 
“So,” he continued. “I suggest you move out of the way.”





Follow me on my author page at Amazon to receive updates on my latest works.
Sign up for my newsletter 
As a token of gratitude, you will receive a short story.

If you enjoyed this novel, and would like to see more like it, please leave a review on Amazon. Writing is a process of trial and error. By leaving a review, you can let me know which books deserve a sequel, and more importantly what I can do to make my writing better for you, the reader.
Want to get in touch with me personally? Email me at AuthorRolandCarlsson@Gmail.com.
Until next time, happy travels fellow wanderers.

Also By Roland Carlsson
Becoming the Paladin 
Summoned: Becoming the Paladin 
The Fire Mage Chronicles
The Portal: The Fire Mage Chronicles 1
The Crystal Sea: The Fire Mage Chronicles 2
Battle for Zamina: The Fire Mage Chronicles 3
Other Works
The Meerling Invasion
Rebirth: Escape from Purgatory






OEBPS/Images/cover00172.jpeg
ROLAND CARLSSON

~F

RERSERKER
BOWLY HUNTER










OEBPS/Images/image00170.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00169.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00168.jpeg











