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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daros turned up the collar of his woolen surcoat and scowled at the day. It was cold, the sky a tattered gray blanket, the sun rapidly disappearing over the horizon. Flurries of snow fell intermittently, whipped by a cutting wind. Here and there in the folds of the land the snow gathered in sullen drifts. 
 
    He was already dreading the long hours of lying on the cold, iron-hard ground, waiting for the grim promise of daybreak. Insomnia was a bitch in the best of times. Knowing he was marching to almost certain death made it a hundred times worse. 
 
    His gaze fell on Captain Maksim Garaki, a hundred paces ahead, marching at the head of the scraggly column of mercenaries, the once-proud men and women of Badger Company, now reduced to a shadow of their former selves. Are you sure there’s no other way? He wanted to tackle the man, force him to see reason. Marching to Idon (EYE-don) to fight in the Torashad War? Had the man lost his mind? 
 
    But Daros knew it wasn’t the Captain’s fault. After the disaster at Fell’s Keep, Badger Company had precious few choices left and all of them bad. No one would sign a mercenary company carrying the kind of stain they did. 
 
    No one, that is, except the priests prosecuting the Torashad War. The Torashad War had been going on for centuries and the priests were always in need of fresh bodies to throw into the fray. They didn’t care much what those bodies had been up to before they arrived in Idon. Convicted murderer or the third son of a nobleman, all that mattered was the ability to wield a weapon and fight. 
 
    And if there was one thing Badger Company knew how to do, it was fight. 
 
    Years ago, Daros had told the Captain he’d follow him to Barthon’s Pit if that was where he led. Now it looked like that vow was being tested. 
 
    In front of Daros, Zoro, Gorev’s swayback yellow donkey, lifted his tail and deposited a steaming offering on the road. Daros stepped sourly over it, thinking that nothing could be more appropriate on this day. 
 
    As he so often did, Gorev was arguing with Zoro. 
 
    “No! I’m not going through this again with you. I said no, and no it is.” 
 
    Gorev was Inkali. Everyone knew the Inkali were crazy, but Gorev took crazy and raised it to a whole new level. In a mercenary company filled with lunatics, Gorev managed to stand out, no small feat. 
 
    He was also their only cook, since the other two, sisters by the name of An and Kan, deserted along with most of the Badgers once the Captain announced what their next job would be. Daros never liked An and Kan’s cooking—they could make a man think seriously about eating his belt rather than dinner—but compared to Gorev they were master chefs. Eating Gorev’s food took a brave spirit and a cast-iron stomach. Daros had seen soldiers offer to take night patrol rather than face the latest fare he’d cooked up. 
 
    “I know, I know, Zoro,” Gorev whined. “You don’t have to keep reminding me. I’m no dummy. I know they’re all jealous of me. Can I help it? My natural abilities combined with my rare masculine beauty. How could they not be jealous? I try to hide it, but it does no good.” 
 
    Daros shook his head. Gorev was a bent, withered little man with a cadaverous face and teeth far too large for his weirdly small mouth. A peculiar odor hung about him constantly, an odor Daros thought of as sour cheese left to rot in an old shoe. Though everyone described the odor differently. Many late-night arguments had turned to blows over the most accurate way to describe it. 
 
    Suddenly Gorev gave a cry of delight. Dropping the donkey’s lead rope, he darted out into the countryside, heading for a haggard shrub growing out of a small rock pile. He waved his arms as he ran and yelled. 
 
    Clustered about the base of the shrub were a half dozen gorse ravens. They turned malevolent red eyes on the approaching figure, and for a long moment it looked like they wouldn’t give up without a fight. 
 
    But then, with angry squawks they trundled heavily into the air and flapped away. 
 
    Gorev picked up whatever it was they’d been clustered about and came skipping back to the road. His eyes fell on Daros and a huge grin split his ugly face. He held up his prize. 
 
    “Dinner!” 
 
    Daros put up his hand. “No. We’re not eating that.” 
 
    The little man’s face twisted in confusion. He held out his hand out so Daros could see what he was carrying: a rat-like thing with a curiously hairless face. Daros had never seen anything like it. But then, he’d seen plenty of things while traveling across the Greveil—as the lands around Idon were known—that he’d never seen before. The Greveil was known for its bizarre wildlife and intense unpredictable weather, a byproduct of its proximity to the Rift, which was the opening to Shologog, the demon realm. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s disgusting,” Daros said. “That’s why.” 
 
    “Come on, Sarge. It’s only a little bloated.” Gorev gave it a little squeeze as he spoke, causing the release of built up gas, foul enough that Daros felt bile rise in the back of his throat. “Put a little salt on it and you won’t even notice.” 
 
    “You’re going to make us all sick again if you try to serve that. Remember what happened after you cooked up that skunk you found?” 
 
    “That wasn’t my fault! I thought I removed the glands. It slipped my mind is all. Could have happened to anyone.” 
 
    Daros was unmoved. “Throw it out. Right now.” 
 
    “Aw, Sarge…” 
 
    “Now.” He crossed his arms and gave Gorev his best sergeant scowl. 
 
    Grumbling, Gorev tossed the dead thing. The gorse ravens squawked and descended happily on it almost as soon as it hit the ground. 
 
    “Another perfectly good meal ruined,” Gorev said to Zoro. “I’m surrounded by the small minded and unimaginative. It’s my curse.” 
 
    He picked up the lead rope and continued on. “I thought mercs were supposed to be tough, but all I ever hear is, ‘My tummy hurts’ and ‘I have diarrhea again.’” He made a dismissive sound. “Like a little diarrhea ever hurt anybody. Cleans a body out, that’s what it does.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daros moved up to walk beside the Lieutenant. Aksia was a good officer, hard driving, ruthless, yet protective of the men and women who served under her. She’d been in Badger Company as long as Daros had. They were the first two members. 
 
    Daros remembered the day Badger Company was formed. He was General Maksim Garaki’s aide and the General had summoned him to his tent. 
 
    The General wasted no time getting to the point. “Parris is on the throne.” 
 
    With those words, Daros knew his life had changed forever. Parris was the late king’s brother. After the king’s death, General Garaki had backed his daughter and only heir for the throne, honoring a promise he’d made to the king when he was on his deathbed. 
 
    “Are they coming to arrest you?” 
 
    “Not yet, but they will. Unless I get out of Cardona and never come back.” The General pulled off the sash signifying his rank and threw it on the ground. “I’ve already been stripped of my rank and titles and all my family’s lands have been seized.” 
 
    Daros didn’t need to spend time pondering his next move. “I’m with you, General. Wherever you go. To the depths of Barthon’s Pit, if that’s what it takes.” 
 
    To his credit, Garaki didn’t question Daros’ decision, but simply said, “Thank you.” 
 
    “What will you do now?” 
 
    “The only thing I really know is soldiering. I’ll start a mercenary company. There’s plenty of work.” 
 
    “Then I’m your first recruit.” 
 
    Garaki clapped him on the shoulder. “I knew I could count on you. How’d you like to be a lieutenant?” 
 
    Daros shook his head. “I’m not officer material.”  
 
    “The hell you’re not. You’ve got a better head in battle than almost any man I ever met.” 
 
    “I’m a dock rat from the Bilges, born and bred. People like me don’t become officers. It’s not natural.” 
 
    “Dammit, Daros. This is a mercenary company I’m talking about, not some royal army overstuffed with prancing noble brats. Rank in my company will be earned, not handed down to fools whose only credit is what womb they sprang from.” Though a nobleman himself—the head of House Garaki—he had nothing but disdain for most of his class. 
 
    “I know that. Still don’t want it. Too much weight to carry around.” 
 
    Garaki ground his teeth. “You’re a hardheaded bastard. I’ve always said that. I should have left you in the Snaptisha’s dungeon.” 
 
    “And you’re too softhearted. I’ve always said that.” 
 
    “Sergeant, at least? Will you take that?” 
 
    “Sarge, eh? I don’t mind the sound of that. Someone’s got to keep the knuckle draggers in line. Better if it’s one of their own.” 
 
    But he wanted something else that day. “One condition, General.” 
 
    “I’m not a general anymore, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Then what do I call you?” 
 
    “Captain.” 
 
    Daros wasn’t surprised. It wasn’t unusual for mercenary leaders to give themselves all kinds of fancy titles, but that wasn’t Garaki’s style. He’d never been one for flash. But still he had to try. “You sure you won’t stick with General? There’s no question that you earned it.” 
 
    That was an understatement. Garaki earned it the day he rallied the Cardonan army at the battle of Danker’s Crossing and snatched victory from the jaws of defeat. 
 
    “General Maksim Garaki is dead. Let him rest in peace. It’s Captain Maksim Garaki now.” 
 
    “Aksia.” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “You’re looking for officers. She should be an officer.” 
 
    The Captain fixed him with one of his penetrating stares, the one that could make even hard-bitten veterans shift uneasily in their boots. Then he shook his head. “She’s reckless.” 
 
    “Only when she needs to be. Make her an officer. You won’t regret it. Also, I’ll resign if you don’t.” 
 
    Maksim gestured at the empty tent. Outside were the sounds of the Cardonan army rousing itself to move. Without them. “What’s there to resign from?” 
 
    “Do we have a deal?” 
 
    The Captain agreed, like Daros had known he would. He’d fetched Aksia and the three of them sat in the former general’s tent drinking brandy while the Cardonan army trudged away, taking everything they’d ever known with it. 
 
    “It’s just us now. Here’s to it,” the Captain said, holding up his cup. 
 
    Except that it wasn’t just them. Over the following days men and women turned up, deserters from the Cardonan army, come to swear allegiance to the man many of them thought of as a father. Thus was Badger Company born. 
 
    “I still don’t like it,” Lieutenant Aksia said, jolting Daros out of his memories. “We should have gone to Tarcer. They’re always fighting the hill tribes on their border.” 
 
    “We’ve been through this,” Daros said, shaking his head. Every day of this march Aksia went back to the same argument. And every time he had the same reply for her. “You know General Pretor is there, commanding the Tarcerian forces. You know how much he hates the Captain from the old days.” 
 
    Long before, when Maksim was still a favored son in the Cardonan army, rising fast, his future wide open, he and Pretor were rivals for the same woman, a sloe-eyed beauty from the wealthy island kingdom of Karjaana. Maksim won. The beauty died six months later from a fever. And Pretor never forgot. 
 
    “Pretor would make things hot for us,” Daros added. 
 
    “Not with a knife in his ribs, he wouldn’t,” Aksia said, scowling. 
 
    That was Aksia. She liked to cut straight to the heart of things. Preferably with a sharp blade. 
 
    “What’s done is done. The Captain has decided to go to Idon. That’s where we’re going.” 
 
    The Lieutenant stared at the sharp, rocky mountain range shadowing them on the south. “We could still turn back. We haven’t signed anything yet.” 
 
     “Have you ever known the Captain to change his mind once it’s made up?” 
 
    Aksia sagged a bit then. She scratched at a fleck of rust that marred her chain mail and bit her lip. “I got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “We’re going to Idon and that’s all you have? A bad feeling? Every night I have nightmares that we’re all going to die horribly, screaming as the demons tear us apart. Bad feelings would be a step up.” 
 
    “I’m worried about the Captain. He’s drinking too much.” 
 
    “I’ve known him for over twenty years, Ax, and you almost as long. When has he ever not drank too much?” 
 
    “I heard him yelling in his sleep last night.” Aksia always pitched her tent right beside the Captain’s. 
 
    Daros gave her a rough smile. “You sure that wasn’t me?” Gods, but he’d had some bad dreams lately. 
 
    “It didn’t sound like a little girl, so it wasn’t you,” she shot back, but the grim look in her eyes never lessened. “There’s a blackness around him.” 
 
    “There’s a blackness around all of us. Probably has something to do with marching off to die in the Torashad War.” 
 
    She gave him a dour look. “I ought to slug you right now.” It was no idle threat. She’d laid into him with her fists more than once over the years. It wouldn’t be so bad if she didn’t wear steel gauntlets all the time. Cracked his cheekbone once. It hurt sometimes when the weather was threatening. Like now. 
 
    “We’ll get through this. Just like we always do. And after, we’ll have gold and our good name back.” 
 
    It was what the Captain said every time the Lieutenant tried to talk him out of this course. The priests of the four main holy orders of Eremus, Verasa, Ro’kesh, and Stolvas ran the Torashad War. They made the same offer to everybody: Come fight the Holy War against the demons. Afterwards, you’ll be pure, all past sins forgotten and forgiven, along with your worldly crimes. On top of that, guaranteed salvation in the afterlife and enough gold to enjoy the material world while waiting. 
 
    “Sure. Except most likely we’ll be dead,” she said. “Or insane. Cursed. Mutilated.” Everything she said was true. Even those lucky and smart enough to survive came away marked. The Torashad War left no one unscarred. 
 
    “You know what I like about you, Ax? It’s your sunny disposition. The way you can light up the darkest night and make it seem like day.” 
 
    She fixed him with a gimlet eye. “There’s nothing I like about you. Always trying to put lipstick on the pig. I’m telling you, this time it can’t be done. Not when it’s a demon pig out to eat you.” 
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    Daros left Aksia behind and moved up beside the Captain, who nodded in greeting. Maksim’s eyes were bloodshot and there was a tremor in his hand when he swept his hair back out of his face, but he still looked largely the same as he had all those years ago when Daros first met him. 
 
    An angular, patrician face that looked carved by a master sculptor. Strong jaw, commanding forehead. Piercing, hawk-gray eyes. The kind of face you saw on statues of long-dead heroes. There was more silver in the Captain’s hair now, but it only served to make him look more distinguished. 
 
    The Captain was past sixty, but you couldn’t tell by looking at him. Age had not bent him at all. He was taller than most, broad of shoulder and deep of chest, and lacking the extra padding in the gut that most men his age acquired. 
 
    There was something about the man that inspired loyalty. Sure, they’d lost over half their people once he’d announced they were marching to Idon, but any normal commander would have lost everybody. 
 
    “She’s still unhappy,” Daros said. 
 
    The Captain knew instantly who he was talking about. “She wouldn’t be Aksia if she wasn’t.” 
 
    “You think we’ll get there tomorrow?” 
 
    “If we get a good start in the morning.” 
 
    “You sure about this, Cap?” 
 
    The Captain sighed. “You too? I thought sergeants were supposed to follow orders without question.” 
 
    “You must be thinking of some other sergeant.” 
 
    The Captain rubbed the back of his neck. “Hell no, I’m not sure. But I don’t see any other way out. Do you?” 
 
    And there was the crux of it. They really had no other choices. After Fell’s Keep, they’d be lucky to get hired on as caravan guards. 
 
    “What if we went into farming? I hear there’s lots of good land being offered in Lower Cledonia, now that they cleaned the Lisenc savages out of the peninsula.” 
 
    The Captain chuckled, a deep, resonant sound. It was disgusting, really, how everything the man did was regal. Even blind drunk and throwing up he came off better than Daros did on his best day. 
 
    “Could you see us as farmers? You wouldn’t know which end of the plow to put in the ground.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s the pointy end. Just like soldiering.” 
 
    “Two hitches in Torashad,” the Captain said, referring to the massive fortress built on the demon side of the Rift. “That’s all we have to survive. Then the past is wiped away, the future laid with gold.” 
 
    “Won’t do us any good if we’re all dead.” 
 
    The Captain nodded. “Not much does.” 
 
    Daros gave off then. They’d had this same conversation too many times already and it always led to the same place. 
 
    “I talked to Gorev. There’s no rations left after tonight’s meal,” Daros said. 
 
    “We’ve marched on empty stomachs before.” 
 
    “None of the hunters I sent out have returned with game. One of them brought down a deer, but he said it was crawling with some kind of burrowing slug, so he left it there.” The closer they got to Idon, the worse the countryside got. There was something leaking from the place, poisoning the air and the water. Plants and beasts were few and far between. The only thing there was a lot of were crows. 
 
    A half-smile crooked the Captain’s lips. “Thank the Bloody God for that. Gorev would have cooked it up for sure.” 
 
    “That’s the only good thing about joining the war. We won’t have to eat his cooking anymore. It was bound to kill us sooner or later.” 
 
    “Any more desertions last night?” 
 
    “Only one. I expect that’s the last.” There’d been a steady trickle of desertions all along their march. Normally, the Captain dealt harshly with deserters. They were only a merc company, but once you put your mark on the parchment, you were in the Company until you died or finished your term. 
 
    But the Captain had made it clear when he told them where they were going that they were free to leave. He wouldn’t force anyone to fight in the Torashad War against their will. 
 
    “I’m concerned about Yazir. He’s not eating,” the Captain said. 
 
    Yazir was their sapper and explosives specialist. He was the best sapper in the business. He had an uncanny knack for knowing just where to dig and just how much bang to put in the hole to get the job done. 
 
    He was also utterly unpredictable. And in his case, unpredictable meant dangerous. 
 
    “You know how he gets when he’s working on a new formula,” Daros said. 
 
    When Yazir was working on a new formula to improve the potency of his explosives, he tended to forget everything else. Like eating. Basic hygiene. Speech. 
 
    “He’s not much but skin and bones anymore. We can’t have him dying on us.” 
 
    Daros winced. He’d known all along where the Captain was heading. “Understood. I’ll make sure he eats his rations tonight. Maybe I’ll get lucky and he’ll kill me this time.” 
 
    Several months ago, before the incident at Fell’s Keep, Daros had gone to Yazir’s tent to find out how many crackers they had left. He surprised the man and Yazir tossed a snapper at him. A snapper was a much smaller explosive than a cracker, but still powerful enough to take off a hand. Fortunately for Daros, it misfired and all it did was light his breeches on fire. 
 
    The Captain gave him a weary smile. “We’ve been over this. You’re not getting out of this company that easily, Sarge.” 
 
    The worst part was that he was right. Daros was a lifer. Being a soldier was all he knew. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Daros groaned when Gorev rang the bell that night to let the mercenaries know dinner was ready. He wasn’t the only one. They’d been marching for weeks on tight rations, but eating Gorev’s food was like playing traps with loaded dice. There was always the chance—lately a much better chance—of spending most of the night squatting over the latrine pit. At least with starvation you knew what you were getting. 
 
    They’d stopped shortly before dark, setting up camp on a low knoll with steep sides. A good, defensible position. Though there weren’t supposed to be any enemies in this area, it never hurt to be careful. Careful kept people alive. 
 
    A few of the soldiers had already built fires with wood they’d scavenged during the day. There was precious little wood in the Greveil. No trees at all, only thorny scrub and harsh grasses. The only thing that grew well in that blasted, cold wasteland was a thick, fibrous vine that produced rock-hard, yellow gourds. They’d learned the first night not to burn the vines. Breathing the smoke meant a couple of days of coughing, some of it bloody. 
 
    Osra Brazglava, Badger Company’s other sergeant, was crouched around a tiny fire along with Citra Mulyadi and Dionas Litullian, their two remaining company mages. Osra had something on a stick she was holding in the flames. It was some kind of lizard, but with a wicked fringe of sharp points around its neck and running down its back. 
 
    “You really going to eat that?” Daros said, stopping to look. 
 
    “Damn sure going to try.” 
 
    The lizard’s skin split in the heat and blood that was almost black sprayed onto the fire, causing it to spark. 
 
    “You know it’s poisonous, right?” Daros said. 
 
    “So is Gorev’s cooking. I spent all last night spraying shit everywhere. I’m not eating that Inkali bastard’s food ever again.” Osra was a big woman with a bellow that could cut through the din of battle better than a horn, a flat face that looked like it had been mashed with a spade too many times, and no discernible neck at all. In other words, a perfect sergeant. 
 
    Daros looked at the two mages. “Are you going to eat some too?” 
 
    “Not sure yet,” Citra said. “But I’ll tell you this. It doesn’t smell nearly as bad as Gorev’s slop.” 
 
    Citra was a former Nassari Blademage, deadly mage-warriors that worked as assassins and bodyguards in her homeland of Karjaana. Her leather jerkin, made from the hides of the saltwater crocodiles that plagued the coasts and waterways of Karjaana, was cut to expose the arcane glyphs that were tattooed all over her hands and arms. More glyphs ran up the sides of her neck and spilled onto her upper chest. There were even a few on her face. 
 
    As Daros understood it, those tattoos were the foundation of her power. Somehow she used them to store and focus sorcerous energies. That was all he knew about it, and all he wanted to know. Like most soldiers he distrusted mages, even while he understood how vital they were to a company. 
 
    Litullien patted his pack, lying on the ground beside him. “I’ve still got some pressleaf left. Pressleaf will fix most any natural poison.” Litullien—who most called Little—wasn’t really a mage in the normal sense. Technically, he was a Lusaid Plantkin. The Plantkin derived their power from the Eltainn, which was a giant mushroom or fungus that was supposed to grow underneath their entire nation. Which sounded really weird to Daros. 
 
    The Lusaid weren’t even completely human, but a hybrid of human and the Eltainn. According to what the Captain had told Daros, thousands of years ago the Eltainn, in a fit of godlike whimsy or loneliness, took human form and mated with the savage people living on the land above it. 
 
    From that union sprang the Lusaid, a small people that grew no larger than a human ten-year-old. They looked mostly human except for what looked like mossy patches growing under their eyes and down their cheeks. 
 
    Daros didn’t know Little very well. He’d only been with the Company for a few months. But the Captain said the size of his mossy patches indicated he was of high rank. Why he would leave the Eltainn to join their mercenary company was anyone’s guess. Lots of Badgers had joined the Company to flee something in their past. It was the Captain’s policy to never ask. He believed every soldier should be judged based on what they did once they joined, not what they did in their past. 
 
    “Natural poisons, sure. But how many days has it been since we saw anything natural?” Daros asked. 
 
    “Nothing natural about any of this,” Osra said. “It’s time to get used to it and stop talking about it. It’s the new normal now.” 
 
    There wasn’t much Daros could say to that. Not that Osra would have listened to him anyway. He had seniority on her, but that didn’t carry much weight with her unless he felt like backing it up and doing that was always painful. Her punches hit like falling rocks. 
 
    He settled for “Try not to kill yourselves, okay? We’re down too much as it is.” 
 
    Further on, hunkered down in a nest of rocks, were Drrod and Zerat. They were Drazats, a reptilian race from far to the east, huge, hulking creatures a head taller than Daros and twice as wide. 
 
    They’d been with the Company for almost a year and still Daros wasn’t certain who was who. He wasn’t even sure if they were male or female. They were hairless, and the only clothing either wore was a battle harness. Their skin was so tough they didn’t need armor. 
 
    As Daros approached, one of them spun on him, hissing. He saw the reason for the hissing a moment later. The one who hadn’t hissed—he thought of her as female because she was slightly shorter than the other—was holding the egg. They were damned protective of that egg. Anyone who got too close to it was liable to come away missing body parts. Literally. Pim, the one everyone called Kid, had a finger bitten off the first day after it was laid. 
 
    The egg appeared out of nowhere about two months ago, a leathery, oblong thing twice the size of a man’s head. Speculation as to which one of them had laid it was fierce. As was the betting. But then, the men and women of Badger Company bet on everything. It was their favorite pastime after drinking. 
 
    Daros stopped, put up his hands. “Easy. It’s Sergeant Daros.” 
 
    “Sergeant,” the bigger one said. Daros thought of him as Drrod. “I did not hear you approach.” Drrod had an odd way of pronouncing words, drawing out certain syllables, while compressing others, and his inflection was alien, the emphasis in all the wrong places. 
 
    “I’m a sneaky one.” 
 
    “Yes. Sneaky.” The other one, the one he thought of as Zerat, spoke this time. For some reason, the way she said it gave him a chill. 
 
    “How’s the egg? Still okay?” 
 
    “The egg is good,” Zerat said, setting it down gently amongst the rocks. “Soon. Very soon.” 
 
    That was alarming. Even though the thing was bound to hatch sometime, Daros preferred to think of that as an event far in the future. 
 
    “Then it’s probably good we’re almost to Idon.” He didn’t know what else to say. Were congratulations in order? Very little was known about the Drazats. 
 
    “Why is this?” Drrod asked. 
 
    “Um…because we’ll be in a barracks, not out in the field?” 
 
    “I still do not understand.” 
 
    “You know, a baby, in this environment. Could be rough is all.” 
 
    An odd sound came from the two of them. It took Daros a few moments to realize it was what passed for laughter with their race. He’d only heard the sound twice before, the last time during the slaughter at Fell’s Keep, both of them making it as they hewed down Maranti militia like wheat. 
 
    “Did I say something funny?” Daros asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Daros waited. When no explanation was forthcoming, he said, “What?” 
 
    “Drazat hatchlings are not like human young. They do not come out soft and tasty—excuse, I mean defenseless, it is the same word in our tongue—like human young do. They need no protection.” 
 
    That was a chilling thought. “How many are we talking about?” 
 
    “Eight to ten. But not to worry. They will not need to be fed. They will feed themselves.” 
 
    Daros swallowed. He wanted to ask what they ate, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. “Okay, then. Well, let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    They cocked their heads, studying him. He wondered how much they could see in the dark. “We never do,” one said at last. He couldn’t tell which one. 
 
    He walked away, wondering for the hundredth time whether they’d made a mistake signing those two on. They were heavies—heavy infantry—the anchors that held the center of the line in battle. None of the other heavies could match their ferocity in battle. They’d never broken, even during the mess at Fell’s Keep when most of the other heavies were wiped out. Stood on that little hillock and piled up the bodies like they could keep it up until the end of the world. Saved the Company that day. 
 
    “Better to have them fighting for us than against us,” the Captain had said shortly after they’d signed with the company. 
 
    “But why are they here? I’ve never heard of Drazats signing on with mercs. Hell, I’ve never even heard of them leaving their homeland.” Drazatch was a land of swamps and bogs. The Drazats kept to themselves. They didn’t trade. They didn’t invade. They didn’t travel. And yet here were two of them. 
 
    “Maybe they just wanted to get out and see the world,” Aksia said. “You know, get some culture.” 
 
    A year later and still none of them had any idea what the Drazats were doing with them. The Captain might not worry about the why of it, but Daros did. The Drazats had no interest in loot. They took their pay without comment but never spent it on anything. None of it made any sense. 
 
    He missed the days when things made sense, though if he was being honest with himself, he knew there never was such a day. Life was a series of bewildering disasters connected by a story line dreamed up by the gods for their entertainment. 
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    Fylkhad had his own fire and was sitting very close to it, hunched over, working on an arrow by the meager light. Everyone called him Fletcher. He was the company’s best archer, an absolute dead shot. Daros had seen him take out an enemy sentry at a hundred paces in a driving rain. 
 
    Daros sat down. He and Fletcher went way back. 
 
    “What’s the word, Sarge?” Fletcher asked without looking up. He was attaching fletching to the arrow, wrapping fine string around and around to hold it in place. He spent a great deal of time making sure the fletching was just right, the arrows perfectly straight. 
 
    “Trying to put off something the Captain ordered me to do.” 
 
    “And that is…?” 
 
    “The Captain is worried that Yazir isn’t eating.” 
 
    Fletcher finished winding, tied it off and bit the string. He rolled the arrow in his hands and looked at Daros for the first time. “He wants you to take him his chow.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “After what happened to Harper?” Harper was a young man who joined the Company last year. The Captain sent him to Yazir’s tent one night to tell the sapper he wanted to see him. Yazir got spooked and Harper ended up with a disabled payment and went home missing a foot. 
 
    “That’s why he wants me to do it.” 
 
    “You should take Citra with you. A sorcerous shield is what you need.” 
 
    “Thought about it. But you know how much she hates Yazir since that time he lit her hair on fire.” 
 
    Fletcher grunted in agreement. “She really went off on him. You really think she could turn a person into a toad?” 
 
    “Blademages can’t turn people into toads.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Mostly.” 
 
    “What’s Yazir working on?” 
 
    “It’s Yazir we’re talking about. Who knows? Something to make things blow higher or burn faster I guess.” 
 
    Yazir was always experimenting, the endless quest for the perfect explosive, the ultimate incendiary. The thing was, he was good at it. Genius-level good. But he was also quite clearly insane. He’d saved the company’s asses more than once, but he’d also almost killed them twice. 
 
    Fletcher looked him over. “I’d wear a helmet, was I you.” 
 
    Daros’ hand went to his head. “You think that would help?” 
 
    “Make it easier to identify the body anyway. And at least we wouldn’t have to look at that damned thing anymore.” 
 
    Everyone gave Daros a hard time about his helmet, even the Captain. He’d had the helmet for better than ten years now. It was an ugly thing, one side kind of mashed in, covered in rusty patches, even though he scoured it with sand every chance he got. Something about the metal it was made of seemed to attract rust for some reason. It even rusted when they were fighting for the Sand Lords of Al-shazar on their blasted sand dunes. 
 
    But it wasn’t the rust that made the others ridicule him. It was the metal crest on top. Daros thought it looked like a dragon, but everyone else insisted it was a chicken. And not a noble chicken either, but a bedraggled, wretched thing. 
 
    As Aksia put it “It looks like someone wrung that damned chicken’s neck.” 
 
    Daros didn’t care what they said about it. It was his lucky helmet. He took it off a dead Karjaanan soldier in the middle of a battle when his was lost. There were still two dents in the helmet from hits he took to the head that day. Either one would have killed him. Since then it had saved his life twice more. He didn’t care if that thing on top was a chicken. He was going to keep wearing it. 
 
    “Still plenty left, you dogs!” Gorev bellowed suddenly from the cook fire. “Come get it before it hardens.” 
 
    Daros stood up. “Guess I better get to it.” He’d been stalling, hoping Gorev would run out of food and he wouldn’t have to do this. “Wish me luck.” 
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    Crossing the camp, and suddenly Hagen was there, like he popped up out of the ground itself. And maybe he did. No one knew for sure how Hagen did what he did. Half the company was sure he was a shapeshifter. The other half thought he was a shadow walker. There were even a few who thought he could teleport, but the mages all said that was foolish, that if he was throwing around that kind of magic, they’d know about it. 
 
    The one thing all agreed on was that no one could scout like Hagen. The man was a ghost. He came and went as he pleased. 
 
    Daros remembered a night a few years ago, when Hagen had been with the Company for only a short time. Hagen returned from scouting the tunnels underneath the stronghold of the self-styled Necromancer King and in his eyes was a disturbing haunted look. His report was bleak—the experiments the Necromancer King was conducting down there were the kind to give even hardened veterans nightmares—and Daros thought that was why he looked so gray. 
 
    After reporting to the Captain, Hagen sat down by a dying fire and got drunk, very drunk. Then, he started talking. 
 
    “You can’t imagine what it’s like in there.” 
 
    “Are you talking about the tunnels?” Daros asked. 
 
    “The tunnels! Ha!” Hagen’s voice was hoarse, cracked. “They’re a child’s playroom compared to Oblivion.” 
 
    “What’s Oblivion?” 
 
    Hagen slumped lower. It looked like he was about to topple into the fire. “I trained with the Shadow Monks.” 
 
    Daros gaped at him. “You were a Shadow Monk?” The Shadow Monks were basically a legend. Many people didn’t even believe they existed. They were very secretive, their monastery hidden somewhere in the blasted volcanic peaks of the Godfist Mountains. They were supposed to possess near-mythical abilities of combat and movement. 
 
    Hagen’s laugh was tortured. “Sort of.” 
 
    “I didn’t know anyone was allowed to leave the Shadow Monks. I thought it was a lifelong hitch.” 
 
    “Normally, they don’t. But they made an exception for me. Don’t ask why. I won’t tell you.” 
 
    “Is that where you learned about Oblivion?” 
 
    “Aye, it is.” Hagen ran a shaking hand through his thinning hair. At that moment Daros realized Hagen was a lot younger than he’d thought, closer to thirty than fifty. 
 
    “What is Oblivion?” 
 
    Hagen took another long drink from the bottle in his fist. “It’s the place where everything connects.” 
 
    Daros waited, and when Hagen didn’t add to that, said, “I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    Hagen sighed. “I don’t either. It’s a shadow place and the monks say it borders every world, every reality.” He swallowed hard. “People aren’t meant to go there. The place…it changes you.” 
 
    “You went there tonight.” 
 
    “I couldn’t get in otherwise. Too many traps, too many wards.” Another long drink. “There are…things living in there. Wardens. To them, suffering is a delicacy. They almost caught me tonight.” 
 
    “Wardens?” 
 
    But Hagen would say no more after that. He drank until he was unconscious, and when he woke up the next day, he drank a lot more. It was several days until he was himself again. 
 
    The look in Hagen’s eyes tonight reminded Daros of that night. 
 
    “You’ve been scouting,” Daros said. 
 
    “I wanted to see the Rift.” 
 
    “But to do that, you didn’t go…there, did you?” Other than the Captain and the Lieutenant, Daros had never told anyone what Hagen had said about Oblivion. He didn’t like even saying the name. 
 
    Hagen shook his head. “No need. Now, if I wanted to see into the Rift…” 
 
    “Don’t do that. It sounds like a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Going to Idon is a terrible idea. Passing over to Shologog is even worse.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “It’s going to be bad, Sarge.” 
 
    “‘Bad is what we do.’” It was the unofficial slogan of Badger Company. They took the jobs no one else wanted. 
 
    “There’s bad and then there’s bad. This is the second kind.” Hagen sniffed the air, turned toward the cook fire. “Is there still chow left?” 
 
    “If you can call it that.” 
 
    Hagen wandered off, patting dust out of the faded leathers he always wore, and was replaced by the man they called Crawler. Daros couldn’t even remember Crawler’s real name. He wasn’t much to look at, all of five foot nothing, with oddly mottled skin that looked gray in certain light. To Daros he looked like a scrawny, mummified squirrel, everything shrunken and dried out. His eyes bulged like someone had squeezed his neck too tight. 
 
    “Sounds like Shologog is quite the vacation spot,” Crawler said. 
 
    He didn’t sound troubled by it, but then, nothing much ever troubled Crawler. He had the emotional range of a rock. Daros had watched him calmly eat an apple in the middle of the battle at Karn’s Reach, with dragons and wyverns circling all around as thick as flies on a corpse, belching fire, snatching soldiers in their claws and dashing them on the rocks. 
 
    “Not the way I’d describe it,” Daros replied. 
 
    Crawler shrugged. “Every man sees it differently.” 
 
    “You do know there’s a good chance you’ll die there, right?” 
 
    “Don’t care.” Crawler took a bite out of something he was holding in his hand. 
 
    “Is that tonight’s chow?” Daros asked. “How bad is it?” 
 
    Crawler shrugged again and took another bite. “Won’t know till I see if it comes back up. Or out.” 
 
    “Talking to you is pointless, you know that?” 
 
    Another shrug and Crawler wandered off. 
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    As always, Yazir’s tent was off by itself. No one with half a brain would pitch theirs within fifty paces of his. Daros paused and called out when he was a dozen or so paces away. It was best not to surprise Yazir. There was no telling what the man would do. 
 
    “Yazir, it’s Daros! I’m coming in!” He waited. 
 
    Mutterings from inside the tent. What sounded like a child’s giggle, quickly cut off. That was from Yazir. When he was excited, his voice rose a few notches. 
 
    “Yazir?” 
 
    More mutterings. It sounded like he was arguing with himself. There was a sudden screech, followed by a flash of brilliant orange light. 
 
    Then whump! and the sides of the tent blew outward. 
 
    Remarkably, the tent remained standing, though it did have a noticeable tilt. The canvas was left smoldering in several places. 
 
    Cautiously, Daros approached, tin plate gripped firmly in his hand. “I’m coming in, Yazir! Don’t blow me up, damn your eyes.” 
 
    He pulled aside the tent flap, stooped, and entered. Yazir was just coming to his feet, coughing and swatting at the flames on his coat. His eyes looked oddly white against the scorched backdrop of his face. The hair on the front of his scalp was burned away to a stubble, along with his eyebrows and chin beard. 
 
    “You okay?” Daros asked. 
 
    “Never better,” he replied breezily. He spit out something that might have been a tooth. “Looks like my luck still holds.” 
 
    It was debatable whether luck was the right word, but the simple fact that he was still alive argued powerfully for it. 
 
    “Do I want to know what you’re working on?” 
 
    “I’m glad you asked.” Yazir turned to the room’s lone table, a battle-scarred veteran of many experiments, and began pawing through the charred debris scattered across it. “I discovered that one of the local species of scorpion—you know the red ones that make your face turn purple if they sting you?—its venom has some interesting properties when you distill it down.” 
 
    Yazir found what he was looking for, a clay jar with a wooden stopper, and turned toward Daros. “Look.” 
 
    Daros quickly took a step back. “I can see fine from here.” 
 
    “Probably for the best. I’m not sure what it would do to human skin, but I’m thinking it wouldn’t be pretty.” He picked a stick off the ground and set it on the table. “Watch this.” 
 
    Uncorking the clay jar, he carefully poured a drop of a viscous, yellow liquid onto the stick, which began to sizzle. A wisp of smoke rose from the stick. When he picked it up, it broke in half. 
 
    “See?” 
 
    “That will come in handy if we’re ever attacked by sticks.” 
 
    Yazir’s smile disappeared abruptly. “Was that a joke?” 
 
    Daros held up his free hand. “Just trying to lighten the mood.” Yazir was mercurial. There was no telling how he’d respond to anything. 
 
    “Don’t you see what this means?” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “This stuff will eat through flesh. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I got that.” 
 
    “If I put it into a cracker, think of the possibilities.” 
 
    “I am. That’s what worries me.” Daros was envisioning getting sprayed by the stuff, his skin peeling off, his flesh sizzling. 
 
    “You have to learn to see the big picture.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    “Imagine setting this off in the middle of a battle.” 
 
    Daros definitely could. “Maybe you ought to run this one by the Captain first. See what he thinks of it.” 
 
    “It’s too soon. Every time I mix it with boom powder, it blows up. I’m going to have to fix that.” 
 
    Daros secretly hoped he never did. It was hard enough not getting killed by the enemy. He didn’t want to have to worry about having their sapper kill him. He knew better than to try and order Yazir to stop his experiments. Once he got his teeth into something, he was like the lockjaw lizard. You’d have to kill him to get him to let it go. 
 
    Daros held out the tin plate. “Captain’s worried you’re not eating.” 
 
    Yazir waved him off. “No time for it. Too much to do.” 
 
    Daros sighed. He’d known it would go this way. Why didn’t the Captain pick someone else to do this? 
 
    “It’s an order. Straight from the big man himself.” 
 
    Yazir spun on him. “An order?” There was an unhealthy glint in his eye. 
 
    “A friendly order. He just doesn’t want you wasting away to nothing.” Which wasn’t that far off. Yazir weighed about as much as a mangy street dog. Smelled about the same too. Eating wasn’t the only thing he forgot to do when he was experimenting. 
 
    The tension that had gripped the man released and he smiled again. “Well, then I refuse. In a friendly fashion. Genius does not wait for food nor drink, you know.” 
 
    “Why not try at least a bite? You never know…” 
 
    Yazir came over and peered at the plate. On it was a grayish scrap of meat that was mostly gristle, soaking in some kind of turgid sauce that was already clumping badly. He sniffed, then turned up his nose. “Not in the mood. Sorry.” 
 
    “You’re putting me in a bad spot.” 
 
    “Why don’t you eat it? The Captain won’t know.” 
 
    “I already ate,” Daros lied. He rubbed his stomach. “It was surprisingly good. You can taste the exotic spices Gorev gathered today.” 
 
    Yazir didn’t look convinced. He prodded the scrap of meat with a yellowed fingernail. “Might be able to use it in an experiment, though.” He scratched the back of his head vigorously. “These fleas are really getting to me. Could be it would make a good repellent.” 
 
    You’re sure enough going to repel something, Daros thought, but didn’t say. Well, he’d tried. He walked over and set the plate on the table. “Maybe you’ll get hungry later.” 
 
    Yazir didn’t reply. He appeared to have already forgotten Daros and was arguing with himself, something about using another dram of the boom powder next time but heating it first. Daros beat a hasty retreat. 
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    One by one the men and women of the Company crested the final ridge and stopped to stare, jaws dropping. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Osra whispered softly. 
 
    “We’re all damned,” Gorev said. “This just makes it official.” 
 
    In the distance, perhaps two leagues away, was the city of Idon, perched on a rugged stretch of coast overlooking Ardanay Bay, low-hanging clouds obscuring much of it. 
 
    But it wasn’t the city that caused jaws to drop. It was what loomed over it. 
 
    High above the city was a rip in the sky. It was huge, large enough to swallow the city whole. Crimson light spilled from it, tinting the sky with blood. Inky-black shadows cavorted in its depths, demons in a ceaseless quest to break through. 
 
    The Rift. The doorway to Shologog, home to Go’ath, the Lord of Destruction and his demonic host. Just looking at it made Daros’ skin crawl. His very bones ached as something deep and instinctive wailed in fear. 
 
    The only thing standing between their world and annihilation was the very thing that had stopped Go’ath when first he opened the Rift. 
 
    The Blade. 
 
    At least a league long, Eremus’ Blade rose from the ground in the center of Idon and pierced the Rift, a gargantuan needle pinning a hellish butterfly. 
 
    “What’s it made out of, Sarge?” Squat asked. Squat was a half-ogre from the deep, primeval forests of Rajakahm. His name wasn’t really Squat, but that’s what they called him, his real name an incomprehensible string of guttural sounds. He was shaped a little like an eggplant with stubby legs and thick arms and had an insatiable curiosity about the world that belied the ogre half of his ancestry. 
 
    “I don’t know. God metal?” 
 
    Squat squinted at him suspiciously, picking at something stuck to one of his yellowed tusks. “Is that a thing?” 
 
    “Could be. I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know much.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I can’t see any rust at all. You’d think it would be rusty after all this time.” 
 
    “Like I said, god metal.” 
 
    Squat pointed. “Did you see that? There’s another one.” It looked like lightning traveling up the length of the Blade. “But I thought lightning always went down.” 
 
    “It’s not lightning. The Captain says that it’s troops and equipment being transported to Shologog.” 
 
    Squat’s eyes went very wide. “We’re going to travel in lightning?” 
 
    “It’s not normal lightning. It’s sorcerous.” 
 
    Squat shook his big head in disbelief. “Wait until I tell Maw-maw about this.” He was speaking of his mother, who still lived back in Rajakahm. He brought her up regularly, and it was a source of endless teasing by the other Badgers. Not that he seemed to mind. His unrelenting cheerfulness was another un-ogre-like trait. 
 
    “It’s enough to make a woman convert,” Osra said. “Never had much use for gods. But the god who made that…” There was awe in her voice. 
 
    “Eremus did,” the Captain said. “The Aegis Knights call the Blade Go’ath’s Doom. When Go’ath opened the Rift, Eremus was waiting for him. He speared the demon and forced him to pull back.” That was the Captain. He seemed to know something about everything. 
 
    “What happened then?” Squat asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Eremus passed through the Rift, vowing not to return until he had defeated Go’ath once and for all.” 
 
    “Did he?” Squat wanted to know. 
 
    “What do you think?” Winter asked. She was a wiry woman with hair gone prematurely gray. “We’re here, aren’t we? If Eremus had done his job, we wouldn’t have to.” 
 
    “Maybe Eremus killed Go’ath and then died of his wounds before he could kill the rest of the demons,” Squat said. 
 
    The Lieutenant spoke up for the first time. “You’re wasting your time. That stuff is for the priests to argue about. We’re soldiers. Our job is to stab what they tell us to stab.” 
 
    “Is it too late to desert?” Citra asked. The glyphs tattooed into her skin seemed angry, inflamed this morning, as if triggered by proximity to the Rift. “Not me, of course. I’m asking for a friend.” 
 
    “You had your chance,” the Lieutenant said. “Standing here isn’t going to get us any closer. Badger Company, move out!” 
 
    Still stealing looks at the sight, the soldiers resumed their march. Looking around, Daros saw a lot of worried looks. Would they lose more soldiers tonight, now that they’d actually seen what they were up against? 
 
    Not that he didn’t want to run himself. He’d been feeling increasingly anxious over the last few days as they drew closer to Idon, but now that he was here, what he felt was a lot more like raw terror. Were they really going to do this? Were they actually going to pass through that maelstrom and enter the demon realm? This couldn’t be happening, could it? 
 
    Lieutenant Aksia moved up beside him. In a low voice, she said, “Knock it off. People are watching you.” 
 
    Daros blinked, looked at her. “What?” 
 
    “You look like a little kid going alone into the cellar at night.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “If I can see it, others can. You want to scare off the rest of the Company? Get it together.” 
 
    She was right. He took a deep breath. “Okay.” He made an effort to stand straighter. Another effort not to look at the Blade or the Rift. It’s just another job, he told himself. Don’t get all hysterical about it. 
 
    “Better,” she told him. “Keep working on it.” 
 
    “What about you? Don’t you feel it at all?” 
 
    “What do you think? I’m this close to shitting myself. But I’ll be damned if I’ll show it.” 
 
    Daros glanced over at the Captain. The man was staring at the Blade as he walked. He didn’t look terrified. He looked…what? Interested? Thoughtful? 
 
    Gods, was the Captain actually looking forward to this? 
 
    That was an unsettling thought. 
 
    “I want a raise,” someone said behind him. Daros turned. It was Pim, the one they called the Kid, even though he was in his late thirties. He just had that kind of face. “I definitely need to be paid more to do this.” 
 
    “What was that?” Aksia said. “I didn’t hear you ask for a raise, did I? Because what I think I heard is a soldier asking to spend the rest of his life on latrine duty.” 
 
    Pim shook his head vigorously. “I didn’t say anything. I think it might have been Lead-Fist.” 
 
    Lead-Fist, an older man about as big around as he was tall, with gnarled muscles and scars distorting his face, casually elbowed Pim in the gut, bending the young man over. “Don’t put words in my mouth.” 
 
    “Get back in line,” Aksia told them. 
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    It was late afternoon when they reached the city. Or rather, reached the sprawling shanty town known as Offal that had grown up around it. Offal was a tangled sprawl of makeshift shelters, tents, dens, burrows, ratholes and whatever else its denizens could take shelter in, dotted here and there with open pits reeking of garbage and death. 
 
    Thousands of people lived in Offal, a mix of those too poor to afford space inside the city and those deemed unfit for dwelling there by its rulers. Some were soldiers who were too injured to fight anymore but too poor to leave for greener pastures after losing their pensions to alcohol, drugs, gambling or the scores of swindlers who specialized in relieving traumatized soldiers of their gold. 
 
    Some were camp followers who’d followed companies of soldiers here and then had nowhere to go. Mixed in with them were an astonishing number and variety of criminals specializing in every decadent art from pickpocketing to extortion, kidnapping and murder-for-hire. 
 
    They were human driftwood, washed up on the shore by the storms of life and left to rot in the shadow of the Rift. 
 
    Running through the middle of Offal like an arrow pointed at the heart of the city was the road. It was curiously clear of garbage, both the animate and inanimate kinds. The powers that ran the city tolerated the rabble, but only so long as they stayed off the road and didn’t interfere with the steady line of wagons and wains on their way to supply the city. 
 
    “There’s an open area to the south I think will work,” Aksia said to the Captain, pointing. “We could camp there.” 
 
    “Are you sure we don’t have enough coin left to rent a place inside the city?” the Captain asked. “It seems poor treatment to come this far and then tell them to sleep in the dirt.” 
 
    “There might be enough,” she conceded. “But only for one night. And then what?” 
 
    “I thought there was more.” 
 
    She shook her head firmly. “There isn’t.” That was Aksia, unofficial treasurer to Badger Company. She hung onto their cash like a miser on his death bed. Not one copper was spent without her watching over it with her eagle eye. Even the Captain couldn’t dip in and come away unscathed. 
 
    “It won’t be for long,” the Captain said, sounding like he was talking to himself. “We’ll find a contract tomorrow and move into barracks in the city.” 
 
    Daros and Osra shouted orders and the Company peeled off the road and headed for the open area. Not without a great deal of grumbling and longing looks at the city, though. 
 
    “The Captain will give us leave to go into town, won’t he, Sarge?” Pim asked. “It’d be cruel to come this far and make us stay out here.” 
 
    “That’s for the Captain to decide.” 
 
    “You could ask him, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “Since when did I become your message boy?” 
 
    Pim’s expression grew alarmed. “I never said that, Sarge. I swear, I didn’t even think it.” 
 
    Daros waved him off. Pim was a good man, steady in even the thickest fight. It wasn’t his fault he couldn’t seem to stop himself from blurting out whatever popped into his head. 
 
    Daros moved along the line, shouting at a couple of stragglers who’d stopped to gawk at an elderly woman who had her eyes rolled back in her head and was babbling about portents and doom and the fools who would heed neither. 
 
    “You think she was talking about us?” Shirk asked. Shirk was a mongrel, an unidentifiable mix of species from ogre to human, with a yellow cast to his skin that spoke of some goblin in his ancestry as well, though he took particular offense when others suggested as much. He was also the laziest person Daros had ever met. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Daros said. “You were doomed when you signed up. Didn’t you know that?” 
 
    There was a horse carcass in the open area, sporting a thick coat of crows and swarms of flies, which helped explain its relative emptiness. Osra put four privates on its removal, which turned out to be more difficult than anticipated. The horse was in an advanced state of decomposition and the ropes they tied to it showed a marked tendency to slide off, taking a quantity of rotting flesh and skin with them each time. 
 
    When they finally dragged it away—losing pieces the whole way—they were startled to discover the corpse of a man underneath it. 
 
    “What do we do with him, Sarge?” Pim asked Osra. “Should we tell someone?” 
 
    “No one’s telling anyone anything. If he was someone important, they would’ve found him already. Drag him off with the horse.” That was Osra. Sentimentality wasn’t one of her obvious traits. 
 
    “Should we say a few words over him, or what?” 
 
    “Why are we still talking about this? I don’t care what you do. Sing him a love song if you want. Only get his carcass out of here.” 
 
    Daros detailed soldiers to dig a latrine and set others to maintain a perimeter, then went off to find the Captain. 
 
    The soldiers setting up the Captain’s tent were just finishing when he got there, Aksia standing nearby, watching with a critical eye. Woe to the soldier who failed to set the guy lines in perfect symmetry or who didn’t pull the coarse oiled canvas tight enough to remove all the folds where rainwater could gather and leak through. 
 
    The Captain was standing in front of the tent, staring intently at the city. 
 
    “Some of the soldiers were asking if they would be allowed leave to go into the city tonight.” 
 
    The Captain didn’t respond right away. He was stroking his chin, a pensive look on his face. Daros waited. He tried never to disturb the Captain when he was thinking. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” the Captain said finally. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Aksia said, walking up. “They’ll get into trouble. Mark my words.” 
 
    The Captain was still staring at the city. “I don’t doubt that, Lieutenant. But I also know they need a chance to blow off a little steam. I say we let half have leave tonight and the other half tomorrow night.” 
 
    From her expression, it was clear Aksia didn’t like the answer, but she didn’t argue with it either. She turned to Daros. 
 
    “You go with them. Stay together. Keep them out of trouble.” 
 
    “Request permission to go with Sergeant Daros. I believe he will need my help,” Sergeant Osra said. She’d taken her helmet off and had it under her arm. Her short, curly hair was plastered to her scalp. 
 
    Aksia gave her a gimlet eye. “If there’s trouble, it’s on the two of you. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The two sergeants walked away. “Don’t forget. You owe me a drink from the cockroach races,” Osra said. 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten,” he replied. He’d been hoping she had. His coin purse was awfully thin. 
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    The two sergeants headed for the city a short while later, followed by half the Company, their faces rinsed off with the remainder of their water, wearing somewhat less filthy shirts dug out of packs, laughing and pushing each other. 
 
    The other half watched them go sullenly. A few curses were flung their way. 
 
    “We’re sticking together,” Osra said. “No wandering off. If I have to come looking for you, you’ll have so many boot prints on your backside a cobbler couldn’t fix you.” 
 
    Assorted grunts of agreement met her words. 
 
    “What’s that mean, anyway?” Daros asked. “You always use that expression, but it doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. Something my grandma used to say. She meant it too. She was a mean one.” 
 
    They drew close to the gates. Traffic was thinning this late in the day and the line was short. Ahead of them was a man carrying a struggling piglet. When it was his turn to be questioned by the guards, the piglet squirmed free and raced off into the welter of hovels crowded against the walls, disappearing in moments. The man swore at the guards and took off after it. 
 
    “Sloppy,” Osra said. As a sergeant, she felt comfortable passing judgment on the professionalism of other soldiers. 
 
    Daros wasn’t listening. He was staring at a priest standing off to the side of the open gateway. The priest was wearing heavy, loose-fitting black robes trimmed in silver, along with woolen wraps around his legs, arms, and neck to keep out the biting cold. The holy symbol embroidered across his chest—a trinity of gems woven together with a silver cord—marked him as a Verasite priest. The black robes meant he was a Justicar, a member of the order of Verasite priests dedicated to enforcing Verasa’s laws. They were common enough in Daros’ homeland. 
 
    But then the priest turned and what Daros saw chilled his blood. 
 
    His right eye was gone, the empty socket sewed shut. His right ear was also gone. 
 
    A Truthseeker. 
 
    Truthseekers were inquisitors, sworn to purge heretics from the faith. It was said that they gave an ear to Verasa so that they could hear her will, and an eye so they could see beyond the corruption of the realm of mortals. Daros didn’t know if they could actually do either of those, but he had seen first-hand what they were capable of. 
 
    As a young man, a friend of his had been brought before a Truthseeker for vandalizing Hierarchy property one night when drunk. His friend tried to lie to the Truthseeker, but the false words couldn't leave his lips. He kept trying until his gums and tongue began to split and bleed. It had been all the evidence they needed to hang him. 
 
    What was a Truthseeker doing here? 
 
    “Are you even listening to me?” Osra demanded. 
 
    Daros looked at her, trying to remember what she’d said. “What’s sloppy?” 
 
    She pointed. “They let Offal grow right up to the wall. How are they supposed to defend the wall with all this mess in the way? There’s no clear lines of fire.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Right then, Daros didn’t care. He was still thinking about the Truthseeker. 
 
    Citra overheard and leaned in. “You’re thinking about this all wrong. Who in their right mind would besiege this place? That wall isn’t for keeping enemies out of the city. It’s for keeping them in.” 
 
    Osra gave her a blank look. Daros was confused too, but he did a better job of hiding it. 
 
    “Think about it,” Citra added. “There’s a fortress on the other side of the Rift, Torashad. Its job is to keep the fight, and the enemy, on the other side of the Rift. But what about when a demon slips through?” 
 
    Osra nodded. “The wall keeps them in.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “That explains those, then,” Daros said, pointing at the wall. Glyphs made of iron, copper and silver were set into the sloped stone every few spans. “I was wondering what they were.” 
 
    Citra nodded. “Protection against evil.” 
 
    Then it was their turn. Daros stepped up. The soldier who approached him was wearing standard Verasite soldier attire, a scale mail vest over reinforced leather and a mail skirt. But over it was a green and black surcoat with an unusual copper pin attached to the breast, a blade pointing skyward, surrounded by a twelve-pointed star. All the soldiers manning the gate were wearing the same surcoat and pin, though only some of them were wearing Verasite armor. 
 
    “Have you ever practiced dark sorceries, renounced the Divine, or consorted with demons or sinister spirits?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “The only spirits I consort with come in brown bottles,” Citra piped up. “In fact, I hear a couple of them calling to me now.” 
 
    The soldier frowned, clearly not amused by her weak attempt at humor. “You look new here, so I’ll give you a piece of free advice. See this?” He gestured at the green and black surcoat. “This means we’re Sentinels. It’s our job to keep Idon safe. Don’t interfere with us while we are carrying out our duties.” He leaned closer to her. “We have no tolerance for foolishness. Unless you want a broken head and a stint in the lockup, you’ll keep your mouth shut and stay out of our way.” 
 
    “It won’t happen again,” Daros said, scowling at the Blademage. Fortunately, Citra closed her mouth without making the matter worse. “No, I have never consorted with demons. None of us have.” 
 
    When he was done speaking, the Sentinel looked over at the Truthseeker. The priest nodded, and the soldier said to Daros, “You can go.” 
 
    Daros waited off to the side as the rest of the Badgers went through the same questioning. Osra soon joined him, followed by Citra. 
 
    “Who put a spear up his butt?” Citra said. “Where does he get off threatening me like that?” 
 
    “You got the point, right?” Daros asked her. “That’s the important thing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got it,” she said sullenly. 
 
    “There’s something wrong with the light in this place,” Osra said. Daros had noticed it too, a faint, reddish tinge. It was much stronger inside the city than outside. 
 
    “It’s the Rift,” Citra said. “It leaks through.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about this place,” Osra remarked. 
 
    “We studied the Rift when I was training to be a Blademage.” 
 
    That surprised Daros. Not that she’d learned about the Rift during her training, but that she’d spoken of her training at all. She was inordinately touchy about her past and never spoke of it. Whenever someone asked her anything about it, Citra’s expression went black and she clammed up. All he knew was that she’d been kicked out of the order. 
 
    Beyond the gates, Idon’s main street was packed with taverns and drinking establishments of every sort, from canvas booths with open tubs of liquor where the patrons brought their own cups, to stately, multi-story buildings with permanent, sorcerous lights out front and well-armed doormen. The street itself was filling up fast as the day drew to a close. Many of the expectant revelers were soldiers drinking away the horrors of Torashad, but there were plenty of laborers just off the day’s work, merchants looking to unwind and shopkeepers still wearing aprons. 
 
    Osra clapped Daros on the back. “I think it’s about time to collect on that drink, don’t you?” 
 
    “Sure, the drink,” Daros said. “How about this place?” 
 
    He gestured at a nearby stall. It was a simple stall, four wooden posts supporting a frayed canvas roof. There was no furniture inside, nothing but a large, open, wooden tub filled with a brownish liquid. Day laborers—scarred, beaten-down men and women with gnarled knuckles and corded muscles—crowded around the tub, dipping whatever cup or mug they had into the liquid and slurping it down. One of the men was drinking from his hat. 
 
    “Come in, come in!” yelled a fat-bellied man in a badly-stained tunic, motioning them over. “Only two coppers and you can drink and drown.” 
 
    “Looks like he already is,” Osra said. One of the stall’s patrons was slumped over the edge of the tub, unmoving. 
 
    “Hey! None of that!” the proprietor yelled, grabbing the man’s belt, dragging him outside and dumping him on the street. “This is a respectable establishment.” 
 
    “No chance,” Osra said, turning to Daros. “You owe me a real drink, not whatever poison he’s selling.” 
 
    “It was worth a try.” 
 
    “I think that place looks good.” Without waiting for a response, she waded back into the sea of people, angling her way across the street. 
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    The Happy Pig Inn and Tavern consisted of a long, three-story building wrapping in a U around a covered courtyard. Guards stationed at the door relieved them of their swords and axes—common practice in establishments that served soldiers—and they went inside. 
 
    Open balconies connected the rooms on the upper floors. The courtyard was filled with long wooden benches packed in closely together, most of them already full. A score of servers were hurrying back and forth through the swinging doors that led to the kitchens, carrying pitchers of foaming ale and platters laden with food. 
 
    Most of the patrons were soldiers. A fair number were Verasites, but Daros also saw soldiers in iron cuirasses, gauntlets and pauldrons, their wool tabards bearing a golden eye stitched in yellow thread. Those would be the Heralds of the Radiant Prophet, followers of Stolvas, the Lady of the Dawn. 
 
    Though there weren’t many of them, the most noticeable soldiers in the crowd were the Aegis Knights, the followers of Eremus, the first to take up the war against Go’ath, the demon lord. The Aegis Knights were legendary. When small children played at war, bashing each other with sticks imagined as swords, everyone wanted to be an Aegis Knight. 
 
    But it was the mercs that Daros focused on. Badger Company had bad blood with quite a few mercenary companies and he could see the colors of at least two of them mixed into the crowd. He didn’t really want a fight tonight. 
 
    “Maybe this isn’t the best place,” he said to Osra, but she was already charging toward an empty section, the other Badgers following behind her. 
 
    Citra grabbed one of the servers as he hurried by, a squirrely looking man with no discernible chin wearing a tunic with a cavorting pig on it. “Ale! And keep it coming!” 
 
    Osra cut in before the man could hurry away. “And a bottle of kvarka for me.” Kvarka was an Uskovic liquor, stronger than a mad bull and with a bitter aftertaste. 
 
    “I’m not buying you a whole bottle,” Daros said. “That wasn’t the deal. You shouldn’t drink that crap anyway. You know how you get.” 
 
    “Bugger off,” she retorted. “I don’t need another mother. One is enough.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we have any,” the server said, shifting from one foot to the other uneasily. 
 
    “I didn’t hear that,” Osra said. “And a good thing, too, because if you’d actually said that, I’d have to carve you up.” 
 
    The man paled and darted off. 
 
    “Don’t torment the help, Osra,” Daros said. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you? When did you get so old?” 
 
    “I’ve always been old. It’s the job.” 
 
    “Not this old.” 
 
    “I’m still not paying for the whole bottle.” 
 
    Osra dug a fat gold coin out of her pouch and flipped it onto the table. “That should cover the rest.” 
 
    Daros picked it up and peered at it. “This is real.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “Where’d you get this?” 
 
    Osra batted her eyes at him in a thoroughly unconvincing display of coquettishness. “A woman has her ways.” 
 
    “So you beat some guy up and took this from him.” 
 
    She snatched the coin back with a look of fake outrage. “At worst it fell out of his pocket while I was banging his head on the ground.” 
 
    “I should never have recommended you for sergeant.” 
 
    “I told you that you would regret it. Some people aren’t meant for power.” 
 
     The server returned, carrying ale and a bottle of kvarka. 
 
    Osra took the bottle and caressed it. “You beautiful, beautiful man,” she told him. “I think I love you now.” 
 
    The server got an alarmed look on his face. For which, Daros didn’t blame him at all. Having Osra express her ardor for you was only slightly less frightening than if a cave bear had done so. 
 
    “The help isn’t supposed to fraternize with the guests, ma’am,” he yelped, taking a step back. When he did, he stepped on a soldier’s foot. The man shoved him back, he tripped and fell into Osra’s lap. 
 
    Osra looked down at him. “Well, aren’t you the eager one? Can’t wait until I get properly liquored up, can you?” 
 
    The server thrashed around ineffectively for a bit. Just as Daros was about to tell Osra to ease off on the guy, she let him go. He staggered to his feet, his uniform awry. 
 
    “I have to go on break!” he blurted and scurried away. General laughter arose from the Badgers. 
 
    “A toast!” someone yelled. “Here’s to Badger Company!” 
 
    “Badger Company!” they all yelled, raising their mugs and slamming them together. 
 
    “Mangy dog company would make more sense,” a soldier at the next table said loudly, causing his companions to laugh. “What a mess.” 
 
    Osra was on her feet instantly, facing the table, her hands bunching into fists. “Who said that?” she yelled. 
 
    Laughter and mockery greeted her. Osra’s face went dark, but before she could do anything foolish, Daros pulled her back down. 
 
    “Easy,” he said. “Those are Aegis Knights. See the holy symbols?” 
 
    Her lip curled. “So?” 
 
    “So we need a contract. There are only four possible employers in this city, and the Aegis Knights are one of them. We don’t need trouble with them.” 
 
    “Not sure I want to tangle with them,” Pim said, eying them. “Why are they all so tall and muscular and…and…” 
 
    “Beautiful?” Winter said. She was resting her chin on her hand, admiring them. 
 
    “Not the word I was going to use,” Pim said hastily. 
 
    The Aegis Knights were imposing figures, to be sure. Every one of them looked chiseled from granite, with strong jaws and burly muscles. Even the women. And it was clear their armor had seen hard use. These were tough, veteran soldiers. 
 
    The Badgers were a poor contrast to the Knights. Their armor was dented, rusty and random, their clothes filthy, hair matted. If the Knights were lions, the Badgers were a pack of stray curs. 
 
    “I don’t care if they eat rainbows and shit golden eggs,” Osra grumbled. “If he says that again, I’m taking a piece out of him.” 
 
    Daros sighed. “Can I just sit here and enjoy my ale in peace?” 
 
    “I’m surprised at you,” she said. “Where’s your pride?” 
 
    “I left it at Fell’s Keep. All that’s left is a tired soldier who wants some ale and food that hasn’t been poisoned by Gorev.” Osra still looked like she was going to charge them. “Here. Have some of your krapka.” He pulled the cork from the bottle and pushed it over to her. 
 
    “It’s kvarka, you unwashed heathen.” 
 
    “Is that what it’s called?” he said innocently. “My mistake.” 
 
    “You know damn well what it’s called.” She took the bottle and downed a long swallow. When she finished, she looked more cheerful. 
 
    “Have some,” she said, holding it out. “It’s the nectar of my homeland. Nothing like that Cardonan horse piss you’re always going on about.” 
 
    Daros tried to refuse, but she wouldn’t let up so finally he took a swallow. 
 
    And immediately started gagging. “Oh, gods, that’s awful.” 
 
    “That’s because you have no taste,” she said, snatching it away from him. 
 
    “Not anymore. I think it burned part of my tongue off. How do you stomach that stuff?” He put his hand on this stomach. “Holy shit...I think it’s dissolving my insides now.” 
 
    “That means it’s good! Drink up, it will keep you warm tonight when you are sleeping alone!” Osra laughed and took another drink. 
 
    Daros spat on the ground. “What’s it made out of?” 
 
    “Bees and bark.” 
 
    He frowned at her. “Did you say bees?” 
 
    “Bees. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Their venom gives it that extra bite.” 
 
    “Why would you drink…? You know what? Never mind. I don’t want to know. Enjoy your bee venom.” 
 
    “I will.” She held out the bottle. “Want some more?” 
 
    Daros pushed the bottle away and reached for his mug. A little ale would fix him up. The ale went down quickly and he realized that the only thing better than a little ale was a lot of ale. He grabbed the rapidly-dwindling pitcher and filled his mug again. 
 
    More ale followed that, and Daros began to relax and enjoy himself. Darkness settled in. Servers scattered to light lanterns throughout the courtyard. A big fire was built in the central fire pit. The place filled up, turning into a swarming melee of shouting, laughing, cursing soldiers. There were a few fights, and though they were nothing serious, it was obvious why the owners of the establishment made the soldiers hand over their long weapons before entering. Sure, they all still had their belt knives and daggers, but a few stabbings weren’t anything to get worked up over. 
 
    Daros finished yet another mug and reached for a pitcher but found it empty. Where was that chinless server? He should order some food too. The ale was going to his head a lot faster than it should. But when he pulled out his coin purse, he found it empty. When did that happen? 
 
    “Sergeant Daros! Just the man I’ve been looking for!” Citra forced her way through the crowd and came stumbling up to their table. “And Osra too!? What’s got you in such a good mood, you big grumpy botang?” 
 
    Botang were humped pack animals used all over the Imperial Isles of Karjaana. Citra liked to call Osra that, knowing how much it angered her, even though the Uskovan had never heard of such a creature before Citra described one to her. 
 
    “This,” Osra said, holding up the bottle of kvarka, a big, foolish grin on her face. 
 
    Citra weaved as she peered at it. “I’ve had that before. It’s complete shit.” 
 
    Osra pulled the bottle back and scowled. “Who asked you anyway?” 
 
    Citra laughed and sat down. “Who wants to play some cards?” 
 
    Most of the Badgers who were still sitting there groaned and shook their heads. Citra was lucky at cards. And she was good at cheating. A lot of their extra coin had been lost to her on the march here. 
 
    “How about you gents?” Citra asked a pair of mercenaries in ratty furs and stained leathers who’d taken up seats at a nearby table. “You want to earn some easy coin?” She gave them a big, friendly smile, while surreptitiously elbowing Daros. 
 
    “I’ll play,” one of them said, a heavyset, squat man with no neck and a knife crudely tattooed on his cheek. A couple of the others nodded their agreement as well. 
 
    “Excellent!” Citra bellowed. “Let’s clear some of this mess out of the way.” With one arm she swept a whole section of table clear, mugs and plates clattering to the ground. 
 
    She was taking out a deck of cards when Daros grabbed her arm. “Those are Yalkari Sellswords. We don’t need trouble with them.” 
 
    Yalkar was a mountainous kingdom on the edges of the Al-Shazar desert. It was a rough, barren place, not much good at raising anything besides goats and nettles. And Yalkari. There were god-knows how many tribes of them living in that place. They loved fighting and blood feuds more than anything. 
 
    She gave Daros an innocent smile that was marred by the evil gleam in her eye. “What makes you think we’ll have trouble?” 
 
    He sighed. “Because it’s you. We both know you’re going to cheat. What happens when they find out?” 
 
    “Look at them,” she said dismissively. “They’re animals.” To be fair, they did look like animals, being mostly long, matted hair and animal skins. “They’re far too dumb to catch me.” 
 
    “You know what your problem is, Citra?” 
 
    “No, but I bet you’re going to tell me.” 
 
    “You think you’re smarter than everyone else.” 
 
    “In the Badgers, that doesn’t count for much.” 
 
    “Hey!” Pim said. “We can hear you.” 
 
    Citra gave him a look. “You want to argue with me about it?” 
 
    Pim shook his head and stuck his nose in his mug. 
 
    “Just be careful,” Daros said. “I don’t feel like pulling your ass out of the fire tonight.” 
 
    “Why don’t you play too? You can keep an eye on me that way.” 
 
    “Don’t have a copper to my name.” Daros patted himself down in search of anything valuable on his person. He pulled out the only things he could find in his pockets. “Think I can bet a bent nail and some pocket sand?” 
 
    “I’ll loan you some.” Citra produced a silver kopeck out of nowhere and flipped it onto the table in front of him. “You can pay me back from your winnings!” 
 
    Daros picked up the coin. His guess was it was the same silver kopeck he’d lost to her a few weeks back. “Maybe a few hands.” Luckily, kopecks spent the same as any other coin in Idon. 
 
    A few other Badgers decided to join in as well. As the game was getting started, a haughty-looking Cardonan soldier in splinted mail and a Shazarian man wearing puffy shalwar pants and a long, curved dagger at his hip sat down. The Cardonan soldier was about his age and looked somewhat familiar, but Daros couldn’t place her right then. Someone he’d served with back before the Captain was driven into exile. 
 
    “Husqer Gut’s the game, folks!” Citra announced and started dealing. 
 
    Daros had always been good with numbers, even as a boy growing up on the docks of Tarcer. It was the reason Captain Maksim often had him act as quartermaster for the Company, but he had learned long ago that it was very useful for gambling. 
 
    The problem was that when he was drunk as a dog—which he was now—all that went away. He could barely remember what his cards were. 
 
    To his surprise, his luck was good that night. Coins began to gather in front of him, lots of copper and silver and even a gold coin. He paid back Citra and bought more ale for his fellow Badgers. The courtyard got louder. 
 
    Citra was winning too. By then she was locked in a feud with the neckless Yalkari. Every now and then she yelled at him that she would see him penniless by the end of the night, and he yelled back in his own tongue. Daros didn’t know the exact words, but he knew insults when he heard them. They only made Citra laugh, which in turn made the Yalkari even angrier and he was already angry because he was losing. Sooner or later this was going to get ugly. 
 
    Daros began thinking about how to extricate himself and the rest of the Badgers before things went too far. First, he looked for Osra. He’d need the burly sergeant’s help to wrangle the Badgers out of here. But, to his dismay, he couldn’t see her anywhere. He could only see a few Badgers mixed in with the crowd here and there. 
 
    Then he saw something that disturbed him even more. 
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    A half-dozen more Yalkari had come in at some point and were sitting at the table behind Daros, watching the game closely. His blood ran cold when he saw they weren’t drinking. In his experience, the only time Yalkari didn’t drink was when they were expecting trouble. 
 
    But that wasn’t all, he saw as he looked around, trying to spot a friendly face. Opposite the Yalkari was a contingent of Cardonan soldiers, all giving him hard looks. At least one of them looked familiar. It had been a long time since he was in the Cardonan army, but clearly not long enough for his enemies to forget about him. He cursed himself for not paying more attention to his surroundings, and he cursed the rest of the Badgers who weren’t there to back him and Citra up. Where did they all go? 
 
    Next to him, Citra won another large hand, and her Yalkari rival threw his cards down in rage. He stood and pointed at her. “Gods be damned, woman! No one is that lucky!” 
 
    Citra gave him an ear-to-ear grin as she scooped up the pot. “Maybe you just suck at cards. Ever think of that?” 
 
    “You’re a damned cheater!” the man bellowed. 
 
    The Cardonan soldier who’d been playing cards with them finally spoke up. “What can you expect from Maksim Garaki’s dogs? A man with no honor or decency is sure to form an army of backstabbers and cheaters!” The bitterness in her voice went deeper than any card game. She’d been nursing this grudge for a long time. 
 
    Daros had been hoping to leave without trouble, but all that went out the window with her words. No one was allowed to badmouth the Captain. He stood up. “What did you just say?” 
 
    Her face was red, and she was trembling with rage. “Maksim Garaki is a traitor to Cardona and so are you, Daros Merkator. Yes, I know you too. You and all the Badgers are nothing but lousy traitors and cowards.” 
 
    “The Bloody Badgers?” the neckless Yalkari said. “You lot killed the Boyar of Barstok while you were under contract! Your captain is an honorless dog.” His face creased in a sinister grin, and he cracked his knuckles. “It’s time to get bloody!” 
 
    His next words were cut short as a ceramic mug struck the side of his head. Shards and ale sprayed everywhere. The man collapsed bonelessly onto the table. 
 
    Osra was standing there, the broken handle still gripped in her hand. She looked down at him. “How’s that? You feeling bloody yet?” 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence as drunk and angry people tried to understand what had just happened. Then Osra was bellowing and launching herself into their midst, fists flying. 
 
    “Sometimes I love that crazy bitch,” Citra said, before jumping onto the table and aiming a kick at a Yalkari head. He tried to grab her foot, missed, and caught a steel-shod boot toe right in the teeth instead. 
 
    A few moments of frenzied activity followed and then Daros found himself with the bench he’d been sitting on in his hands, swinging it at a Cardonan soldier. He wasn’t sure how the bench got there. Battle was often like that for him. He did things that he had no memory of doing, his body seemingly reacting on its own. 
 
    The bench connected solidly, and the soldier went down. 
 
    But there were a whole lot of Cardonans behind that one, all howling for his blood. He threw the bench at them and then jumped into their midst. Dimly, he heard himself laughing hysterically. Another strange thing that often happened to him when fighting. Other Badgers had complained about it in the past, said it curled their hair when they heard it. 
 
    The Cardonans closed in around him. Someone hit him in the face. Someone else got hold of one of his arms and twisted it behind him. More blows followed. 
 
    But Daros was dealing out as well. A finger came at his face and he bit down hard. He got his arm free and elbowed someone in the face, feeling the satisfying crunch as something broke. He never got tired of that. 
 
    Osra was in the midst of a knot of swearing, struggling Yalkari, giving as good as she got. Her face was a bloody mess, but it wasn’t slowing her down any. Osra was a bear when she got going. She wouldn’t stop while she was still conscious. 
 
    Citra was still on the table, the strange glyphs that covered her arms and neck glowing brightly with eldritch light. Yalkari and Cardonans were clustered around her in a tight pack. Right as it looked like they would overwhelm her, she howled something in a foreign tongue. Jagged light spilled out around her and they were all thrown back. 
 
    But the three of them were losing ground. There were just too many Yalkari and Cardonans. The raging, drunken brawl was spreading, which was only to be expected in a courtyard filled with men and women who’d been training their entire lives to solve problems with violence. Some of the new combatants attacked the Yalkari or the Cardonans, but most were coming after the three Badgers. Who knew they had so many enemies? 
 
    Well, Daros did, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still surprised at how eager they all were to tear off their own piece. 
 
    About the time Daros was thinking that this time they might have jumped into the deep end of the latrine, Squat showed up, along with reinforcements. 
 
    There was no sign of Squat’s usual cheerfulness. On his face instead was the fierce look he got when there was mauling to be done, a look that said finally his ogre half got a chance to come out and play. 
 
    Squat bulled his way into the knot of Cardonans around Daros. The other Badgers spread out and laid into the enemies surrounding Citra and Osra. With one ham-sized fist, Squat clubbed a Cardonan on the ear, dropping the man. With his other hand he grabbed another around the neck and tossed him like a farmer throwing a chicken. 
 
    Daros didn’t see any more than that, as a mercenary with long, braided hair and cheek piercings had gotten his hands around Daros’ throat and was squeezing enthusiastically. Daros stomped down, aiming for the arch of the mercenary’s foot while simultaneously trying to hook his thumb in his eye, but the man was too wily, and both attacks missed. He was strong, too. Daros tried to pry his fingers loose but got nowhere. 
 
    The situation was becoming alarming—Daros had been strangled before and recognized the creeping blackness as impending death—when the man’s hands went limp suddenly and he went to the ground. Gasping, Daros looked up to see Squat, who saluted. He caught hold of Daros’ arm when he sagged. 
 
    “You okay, Sarge? I hope you don’t mind me butting in like that, but it looked like you were having a spot of trouble.” 
 
    “I hereby give you permission to do whatever you think needs doing when someone is choking me to death.” 
 
    Squat glanced down at the man he’d just dropped. “I hope I didn’t hit him too hard.” 
 
    Despite the fearsomeness of his appearance—gray, pebbled skin, tusks curling down over his lower lip, poisonous green eyes—Squat was a mild-mannered soul who preferred talking to fighting. 
 
    “I think you hit him just hard enough.” 
 
    Someone hit Squat from behind with a stool. Wood chips flew. Squat barely flinched. He turned. 
 
    The man who’d hit him stared at him in shock, broken pieces of wood still in his hands. Squat reached for him, but he dove into the melee and disappeared. 
 
    A new wave surged over the two of them and Daros lost sight of Squat. For a while Daros turned into an animal, lashing out at everyone he saw who wasn’t a Badger. He took blows and gave them. One eye swelled mostly shut, making it hard to see, but he didn’t need to see all that much anyway. Not with so many enemies around. All he had to do was lash out. 
 
    Suddenly there was an ear-splitting, cacophonous sound. It seemed to come from every angle and was loud enough to bring many of the brawlers to their knees. Even jamming his fingers in his ears did nothing to spare Daros’ ears. 
 
    The sound continued on for some time before suddenly ending, leaving only a high-pitched whine in Daros’ ears. Blinking, he looked around, unsure what was happening. 
 
    A voice boomed, making itself heard in every ear. “Cease fighting this instant or be struck down!” 
 
    Looking around, Daros saw a woman flanked by a dozen Sentinels in black and green surcoats standing at the exit. The woman was wearing a long, flared green coat slashed with black and had the same copper pin on her breast. She was wearing no armor, carrying no weapons. 
 
    Which meant she was a mage. 
 
    That was the end of the brawl. Even drunken soldiers in a fighting mood understood that fists and knives didn’t hold up well against a mage and a squad of Sentinels. 
 
    At least, most of them did. 
 
    Two soldiers, both so drunk they could barely see, were still going at it. The mage held out one hand, palm out and facing the fighters. Glowing lines appeared on her palm. 
 
    Both men slowed, their blows losing force as their muscles began to bind and stiffen. One collapsed to the floor immediately, stiff as a board, while the other fought so hard that his face turned a deep red before he toppled as well. 
 
    Daros realized Citra was still standing on the table. She raised one hand and opened her mouth. Before she could speak, he swept her legs out from under her. 
 
    “Shut up!” he growled at her as she climbed to her feet. “Don’t say a single word.” 
 
    “I was only going to ask—” 
 
    “Stow it. All you want to do now is keep your head down and your mouth shut. Don’t make this any worse than it already is.” 
 
    She nodded. “That’s probably a good idea.” 
 
    Something about the way she said it made Daros suspicious. “What are you up to?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she told him innocently. 
 
    “I told you not to cheat.” 
 
    “Actually, you didn’t. You only claimed I was going to cheat.” 
 
    “Which you did.” 
 
    “Which I did.” 
 
    “Why, Citra? You don’t need the money.” Which she didn’t. He wasn’t sure how she came by it, but Citra always had plenty of money. Maybe her parents were rich. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “It’s fun?” 
 
    “We’ll see how much fun it is once the Lieutenant hears about this.” 
 
    For the first time her flippant exterior slipped. She winced. “Does she have to know?” 
 
    “I could not tell her. But when she found out, and she will find out, then I’d be stuck in the same sinking barge as you. This is one ship I’m not going down with.” 
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    They got arrested. Along with most of the Yalkari and a handful of Cardonan soldiers. The Sentinels applied a few clubs here and there to make sure the culprits were paying attention, then marched them down to the city lockup, a sprawling tangle of buildings with pitted black walls and sullen guard towers. 
 
    Inside, it was typical jail ambiance, dimly-lit corridors, rusty bars, and sadistic jailers. Laid over everything was the sharp tang of urine. As sergeants, Daros and Osra were put in their own cell. The rest were shoved into one of the holding pens. 
 
    Osra took a rag that was tucked into her armor and began dabbing at the blood on her face. There was a lot of it. “Do I look as bad as I feel?” she asked him. 
 
    “You look like I feel.” 
 
    She looked him up and down. “That’s a terrible thing to say to a lady.” 
 
    “Since when are you a lady?” 
 
    “I’ve always been a lady!” 
 
    “Most ladies don’t enjoy brawling like you do.” 
 
    “What makes you think I enjoy brawling?” 
 
    “The big smile on your face. It’s there right now.” 
 
    She nodded. “I do enjoy a brawl. You know, fighting with your fellow Badgers is okay. If there’s no one else who can make do. Fighting with random strangers isn’t too bad either. But nothing beats a good, bloody knockdown with a mess of professional fighters.” She touched a lump on her forehead. “They know how to show a lady a good time.” 
 
    “There’s something wrong with you, you know that?” 
 
    She stopped dabbing and gave him a hurt look. “What happened to make you so bitter?” 
 
    The door at the end of the hall opened and someone entered. Daros knew who it was from the footsteps right away. 
 
    “It took the last of our coin to bail you knuckleheads out,” Lieutenant Aksia snapped at Daros and Osra. “I should take it out of your pay.” 
 
    “I think we have to have pay before you can dock it,” Daros replied. None of the Badgers had been paid in over a month. He immediately regretted saying it. Why make Aksia even angrier? “Why did I say that? What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “I’ve been asking myself that the whole way here.” She was gritting her teeth so hard he was surprised she could get the words out. “You’re sergeants. You’re supposed to be smarter than this. Brawling in a tavern? What were you thinking?” 
 
    “Not much of anything,” Daros admitted. 
 
    Osra chimed in. “Citra was cheating. That’s what started it.” 
 
    Aksia’s nostrils flared and she descended on Osra like an eagle on a lamb. “You sound like a six-year-old. ‘She started it.’” 
 
    “It’s true.” 
 
    “You know what’s also true?” Aksia was pressed in so close they were breathing the same air. “Citra’s a damned cheater!” 
 
    Spittle flecked Osra’s face, but she didn’t move to wipe it off. 
 
    “You know she cheats. I know she cheats. Hell, the boy who drives the water wagon knows she cheats.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t yessir me. I’m not done yet. My point is—in case you’re still too drunk to figure it out—that you knew going in that she cheats. Yet you let her play anyway. Can you see why that’s a problem?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” both sergeants said in unison. 
 
    Aksia put her face in her hands. Daros could see she was fighting to get herself under control. He braced himself for the worst. 
 
    Instead, she raised her face and said simply, “This is Idon. Bad things happen here, even when you’re careful. When you’re stupid…” She sighed. “You two have to be better than this.” 
 
    With that, she turned on her heel and stomped away. The sergeants exchanged looks and followed her. 
 
    Shortly thereafter, they were all back out on the street, the Badgers looking contrite. Squat couldn’t stop apologizing to the Lieutenant, who finally told him to shut up and get away from her. She scanned the lot of them. 
 
    “Where’s Citra?” 
 
    Abashed looks from the Badgers. None were brave enough to meet her eye. 
 
    “Where’s Citra?” she yelled. 
 
    “Apologies,” Squat said. “But she…” The rest of what he said was lost, he spoke so quietly. 
 
    “Say that again.” 
 
    Clearly regretting that he’d opened his mouth at all, Squat repeated. “She bailed herself out and left. She said she was…” 
 
    He paled at the look on the Lieutenant’s face and once again, the rest of the sentence was lost. Aksia grabbed him by the collar. “Speak! What did she say?” 
 
    “She said she was going to find another game.” 
 
    Aksia spun toward Daros. “Sergeant, make note that we have a deserter.” 
 
    That put Daros in a bad spot. He didn’t want her yelling at him any more than Squat did. He looked at Osra. No help there. Nothing to do but take it then. He squared up his shoulders. 
 
    “Sir, I’d like to point out that leave was granted until sunrise. So long as she’s back by then, she’s not a deserter.” 
 
    “You want to go back in that cell?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Then stop arguing with me!” 
 
    Which he did. Aksia had a bad temper, especially when she was woken up in the middle of the night, but once she calmed down, she’d see reason. 
 
    At least, he surely hoped so. 
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    They started down the street, headed for camp. A few were limping. All of them were dragging. The combination of the aftereffects of the alcohol, the pain from their injuries, and their dread at what punishment the Lieutenant was going to mete out, meant that none of them were in a very good mood. 
 
    “That light makes it worse,” Pim said, squinting up at the Rift. The crimson light spilling from it bathed the city in eerie hues, much more noticeable now that it was dark. It appeared to be pulsing slowly. “I swear my head is throbbing in time with it.” 
 
    “Silence in the ranks,” the Lieutenant snapped. Pim lowered his head and shut his mouth with a snap. 
 
    A large squad of mounted soldiers came around a corner and headed toward them at a trot. 
 
    “Shit,” Osra said. “More Sentinels. This city is lousy with them. What did we do now?” 
 
    “They can’t arrest us again, can they?” Squat asked. 
 
    “This doesn’t have anything to do with us,” the Lieutenant said. “Get out of the street before they run you over.” 
 
    The Badgers had to scramble when it became clear the Sentinels weren’t slowing down. Shirk, who was last as usual, was almost run down. 
 
    “Are you trying to get another hole in your head?” Daros asked him. “Isn’t one enough?” 
 
    Shirk was badly injured a year or so ago, his head split open when a Hussar’s horse kicked him when they were fighting in Uskov. When he finally healed, he was left with a soft spot on the back of his head about the size of a fist that, while the source of much amusement amongst the other Badgers, didn’t seem to have any lasting effect on him. 
 
    It wasn’t the only major injury Daros had known the man to suffer and survive. He’d taken a lance in the chest that went all the way through while fighting against Argen heavy cavalry. When they pulled the lance out, half his insides came with it. Another time he had his leg nearly severed. The healer said there was no chance he’d keep the leg, but he did. 
 
    Probably due to his mongrel ancestry, Daros supposed. Something mixed in there gave him an incredible durability. Maybe some troll blood? Whatever it was, the little man was nearly impossible to kill. 
 
    “What are they doing here?” Squat asked. 
 
    “Looks like we’re going to find out,” Osra said. 
 
    The Sentinels were already coming to a stop in front of a nondescript two-story building a half block down the street. Some peeled off and went around the sides to secure the rear. The others dismounted and took up positions facing the front door. 
 
    Standing in the middle of the line was a priest, though not a Truthseeker. This holy man wore white robes and a pallium that was embroidered with no small amount of golden thread draped over his shoulders. On his head was a white fur kalpak, the sun-like symbol of Stolvas’s Golden Eye set into it. A Stolvanite priest then. 
 
    “Someone’s about to have a bad night,” Daros said. 
 
    A command came. The priest shouted a few words in a harsh language that Daros recognized. He’d picked up a little Uskovic over the years, though he’d never managed to get his tongue to produce most of the sounds necessary to speak the language. As he shouted, the priest grabbed his heart with one hand and thrust his other fist towards the building. 
 
    “Close your eyes!” Osra shouted—Uskovic being her native tongue—but her warning came too late. 
 
    There was an explosion of light within the building, bright enough to burn spots in Daros’ vision. The front door and every shutter blew off their hinges. The soldiers ran inside. Shrieks and screams of pain split the night. 
 
    Soon Sentinels began to emerge, dragging struggling people. Flames appeared inside the building and spread quickly. 
 
    As the Sentinels lined people up in the street and forced them to their knees, the priest produced a scroll from his robes. He stood before them and read their crimes from the scroll. 
 
    Conspiring and dealing with demons. Performing dark sacrifices and rituals. Smuggling demonic artifacts. 
 
    The prisoners wailed and pled innocence. One of the Sentinels produced a box brought from the building, opened it and showed its contents to the priest. 
 
    The verdict was swift and lethal. Shortly thereafter, the Sentinels carried off a dozen fresh corpses, severed heads and all, to be incinerated. 
 
    Sentinels gone, the Lieutenant turned a harsh look on the Badgers. “I’d like to think you lot understand what you just saw, but after what you did tonight, I don’t know that I can make that assumption, so let me spell it out for you. Don’t get involved with demons. That gets you killed.” 
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    The Captain, the Lieutenant and Daros were in the Captain’s tent the next morning. The Captain was wearing his dress uniform, engraved leather armor studded with silver over a linen jupon, a burgundy cloak tied into the left pauldron. Somehow, Aksia had managed to get most of the wrinkles out of the jupon and the cloak and they looked freshly cleaned, but there was no hiding how faded the fabric was and how frayed it was around the edges. Despite all that, though, Captain Maksim Garaki managed to make it look surprisingly regal. Yet another thing about the Captain that Daros could never figure out. 
 
    “Let’s go find a job,” the Captain said. 
 
    Like the Captain and Lieutenant Aksia, Daros was wearing his dress uniform, although in his case it was nothing more than a long, felt coat with silver buttons over his normal leather armor. One of the buttons was missing and moths had eaten a hole in the shoulder. On the breast was sewn the company badge, a badger on a background of crossed swords. 
 
    “If you won’t agree to an armed escort, at least let me bring a mage,” Aksia said. 
 
    Daros didn’t have the courage to tell her that Citra still hadn’t reappeared in camp. That meant their only mage was Little. While Little was very skilled, he didn’t inspire fear in others the way Citra did with her Nassari Blademage tattoos. 
 
    “Do you really think we need one?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “You haven’t been in the city yet,” she said. “I don’t like the idea of you being without proper protection.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. I have you and Daros,” the Captain said with a smile. “What more do I need?” 
 
    “Not sure what good we’d do you if someone tossed a fireball at us,” she retorted. 
 
    “No mage,” the Captain said, and that was that. 
 
    They stepped out of the tent. Daros looked up at the bruised sky and remembered their days on the sand dunes of Al-Shazar, when they fought for whichever of the Scorched Cities payed the most. How he’d come to hate the sun during that time. Always there, a merciless, blistering orb. 
 
    Now he wished for that same sun to burn away the reddish gloom that hung over Idon, instead of the pale thing hanging timidly in the eastern sky. 
 
    The Sentinels manning the gates looked them over dismissively while questioning them. Daros heard one of them mutter something about “ragged imposters” under his breath. The Lieutenant heard also. She started to turn on them, but the Captain stopped her with a shake of his head. 
 
    “This is not the time,” he said softly as they entered the city. 
 
    “I don’t care what they say about me,” she said bitterly. “But I won’t abide them disrespecting you or Badger Company.” 
 
    “And yet, what else did you expect?” he asked mildly. “We are a disgraced and diminished company, our reputation in tatters.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t our fault.” 
 
    “Be patient. This is our chance to redeem ourselves, and I am confident we will. Tattered we might be, but our fighting spirit is second to none. And much of that is a credit to you.” 
 
    The Lieutenant always had difficulty handling praise from the Captain, and this time was no exception. She stuttered and turned her face down, pride and shame and something else flitting across her features. 
 
    The street was crowded with the usual mix of races and species wearing a bewildering variety of uniforms and clothing. Most of the citizens were human, but a number of other races were mixed in. 
 
    “Where to first?” Aksia asked. 
 
    The Captain pointed to a cluster of three spires visible above the stone buildings that clogged their horizon. “We’ll start there.” 
 
    “What temple is that?” she asked. 
 
    “It is the Temple of Ro’kesh.” 
 
    “Keshites?” Aksia said. Her tone clearly conveyed how she felt about them. Daros felt the same way. He’d more than gotten his fill of Keshites while fighting for the Sand Lords of Al-Shazar. 
 
    “We’re not signing, only talking,” the Captain said. “There can be no harm in that.” 
 
    “As long as they don’t ban alcohol for the mercenaries,” Aksia said sourly. She’d been in a foul mood all morning. Still angry over the brawl from the night before. “It’s hard enough keeping these animals in line. If they can’t drink…” 
 
    “Why go there first?” Daros asked. 
 
    The Captain straightened his cloak. “It looks less…fouled than everything else.” 
 
    All the buildings around them, even those that looked like they’d been whitewashed or painted recently, had a layer of gray on them, like they were infested with a creeping mold bent on bringing the whole city down. In contrast, the spires gleamed, the brass they were coated in seeming almost to give off its own light. 
 
    “It takes some magic to keep those spires looking so clean,” the Captain continued. “Magic like that costs gold. Maybe they pay better than the others.” 
 
    “And maybe they just have more gold because they pay their soldiers less,” Aksia countered. She really was in a bad mood today. She didn’t normally brace the Captain like this. 
 
    “That’s my Aksia,” the Captain said affably. “Always looking on the bright side.” 
 
    She snorted. “I haven’t seen a bright side in two years. If there is one, you can bet your last damn scrip that there’s a snake on the other side waiting to bite you.” 
 
    They made their way toward the distant spires, the Captain leading. As he had so many times before, Daros marveled at the way people seemed to melt out of the Captain’s path. 
 
    Part of it was how distinguished he looked with his full head of thick, white hair, immaculately trimmed at all times. The patrician features and wise, world-weary eyes. And he was still a broad-shouldered, imposing figure. 
 
    But it went beyond how he looked. There was an air about him that made most people deferential toward him. He seemed to carry himself above it all, not as though he looked down on those around him, but as though he stood high enough that he could see distances that no one else could. Women tended to fall in love with him. Men wanted to follow him. 
 
    Daros wondered if the Captain was truly aware of the effect he had on other people. He didn’t act like it. 
 
    The spires were attached to huge domes also sheathed in brass. The domes sat atop a massive, sprawling complex of white quartz laced with veins of red, a dazzling array of minarets, multi-foil arches, and intricately carved passageways. Statues crowded the rooflines, somber-faced men and women in robes or military garb, their empty eyes staring at a past everyone else had forgotten.  
 
    The Captain came to a stop and looked up admiringly. “Behold the temple of Ro’kesh, the Scarlet Conqueror. Eons ago, Ro’kesh brought his teachings to the realm of mortals with a sword. His empire spanned several continents at its height. What do either of you know about Ishtafa?” 
 
    “I know the Keshites like to shout about it before battle,” Aksia said. 
 
    “I know they’ll go on and on about it if you let them,” Daros added. “They’re tiresome and that’s putting it nicely.” Daros had never understood Ishtafa, but it seemed to him all they ever thought about. No conversation with a Keshite ever went very long without one of them mentioning it. 
 
    “Ishtafa is best translated as perfection or strength, but it’s not simply physical strength,” the Captain said. “It is also strength and resilience of spirit. It is the Keshites’ holiest virtue. Everything the faithful do is supposed to be in pursuit of Ishtafa. They believe in embracing deprivation and conflict, rather than shying away from it. Discipline, meditation and prayer are their primary weapons.” 
 
    Typical Captain. He believed his officers and soldiers should enlighten themselves with knowledge and rarely passed up an opportunity to teach them. 
 
    “But what’s the point?” Aksia asked. 
 
    The Captain continued. “I was getting to that. Keshites believe all mortals are reborn again and again. Only after achieving Ishtafa over the course of countless lifetimes can a soul end the cycle and join Ro’kesh. Those who have broken the cycle wait for the great cataclysm at the end of time, when their souls will return once again to fight alongside Ro’kesh in the final war.” 
 
    “Not sure I like the sound of that,” Daros said. “One lifetime is enough for me.” 
 
    The Captain continued. “According to their beliefs, there is a shortcut. By joining the Crimson Circle Pact and dedicating their lives to the fight in Shologog, believers can achieve Ishtafa in one lifetime.” 
 
    “Sounds like typical priest nonsense,” Aksia snorted. “Anything to get the rubes to die for them.” 
 
    The Captain gave her a look that made her bite her lip and turn her head away. “Don’t be so quick to dismiss them. It is said that those who have taken the Oath of the Crimson Circle Compact are incredibly difficult to kill, often sustaining enough injuries to kill them several times over. They wear white in battle so that the blood they have spilled can be seen, hence the nickname Bleeders. A pejorative nickname, I might add. Do not use it around them.” 
 
    Daros wasn’t really listening by then. He’d noticed something. “Do either of you see that?” 
 
    “See what?” Aksia asked. 
 
    “Lines of force or something, outlining everything.” He squinted at the temple. “And laid over them, but really faint, some weird glyphs. Lots of them.” 
 
    The other two looked. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Aksia said. 
 
    “Nor do I. I’ve always said you missed your calling,” Maksim said to Daros. “You should have been a mage. You’re sensitive to the arcane.” 
 
    Which was true. Daros could usually feel it when someone was using, or about to use, magic nearby. It made his bones itch. Often he could see auras around enchanted items. 
 
    But it didn’t mean he liked it. 
 
    “I imagine that is how they keep the temple looking so clean,” the Captain said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if all the great temples are warded here, along with the important government buildings and the residences of the top priests and generals.” 
 
    Abruptly, the Captain switched topics. “There are wards everywhere in Idon. I’m sure you noticed the ones on the outer walls. Though the Rift is strictly controlled, demonic presences still seep through now and then. There’s also the ever-present concern about illegal artifacts.” 
 
    “Artifacts?” 
 
    “Beyond the Rift, in Shologog, there are many artifacts, talismans and weapons, some recovered from the bodies of dead demons, others from raids. There is always the risk of one being smuggled back into our world.” 
 
    “People smuggle demonic talismans?” Daros said. “Why would anyone do something so stupid?” 
 
    “For gold, obviously,” Aksia said. “Why else?” 
 
    “While Aksia is correct, there is more to it than that,” the Captain said. “Some smuggle items back strictly for financial gain, it is true, but others who engage in the trade do so for what they see as a larger purpose. There are secret cults and societies in this city, adherents of various demon lords, seeking to bring their masters through to our world. The priesthood is very diligent about hunting down those who try. The punishment for any trade in the demonic is swiftly and permanently punished, as you saw last night. But there is too much traffic back and forth to stamp it out forever.” 
 
    “People are crazy,” Daros said. “Why would anyone want to bring demons into the world? How does that end any way but bad?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As a man who’d seen more than his share of the ugly side of the world, Daros didn’t have much use for gods. Temples made him nervous, priests even more so. Too many people telling him how he needed to live his life, how much suffering he was in for if he didn’t change his mind. If it had been up to him, he never would have set foot in the Ro’kesh temple, much less consider working for them. 
 
    But, as with so many other things, it was not up to him. Which was also okay, since he didn’t much like the idea of being in charge. He’d rather leave that up to the Captain. Too many headaches. Much easier to carry out the orders than to make them. 
 
    The bad feeling in his gut didn’t get any better when they walked up to the main entrance of the temple, a set of huge bronze-sheathed doors guarded by two sentries wearing laminated armor made from blackwood, highly valued throughout the Scorched Cities for having the strength of steel at a fraction of the weight. On their breastplates were engraved the symbol of their order, nine interlocking pieces that came together to form a ring around a single flame. Over this they wore crimson keffiyehs, long shawls that could be wrapped around the body and head to block sun and blowing sand. 
 
    The sentries drew long, curved swords as they approached, crossing them to block the way. 
 
    “State your purpose,” one of the guards said with a thick Sulayan accent. With their faces partially concealed by their keffiyehs, it was impossible to tell who was speaking, but the tone was unmistakably hostile. 
 
    But if the Captain was offended, he showed no sign. “We represent a mercenary company seeking to join the fight,” he said mildly. “Who do we speak to?” 
 
    “You are Badger Company,” one of the guards sneered. “The Crimson Circle Pact has no use for betrayers. Get lost.” 
 
    Aksia tensed. “You keep a respectful tongue when you speak to the Captain or I’ll cut it out of your head,” she growled, putting her hand on her sword. 
 
    The heads of the guards swiveled toward her. “You go too far, gutter trash.” 
 
    “Easy,” the Captain said calmly. “There’s no need for trouble. May we speak to someone in charge of recruiting?” 
 
    The guard laughed harshly. “The Crimson Circle Pact does not recruit. Only Keshites may enter the Circle and only if they are found worthy.” 
 
    “I apologize for the misunderstanding,” the Captain said, still friendly. “We would never presume as much. We seek only a paid contract.” 
 
    No response as the guard looked him up and down, like a man looking at a stray dog, trying to decide whether to kick him or not. 
 
    “The hell with it,” Aksia said. “We don’t need this. Let’s rub their shiny armor in the dirt and go elsewhere.” 
 
    The only response from the Captain was an almost imperceptible shake of his head. To the guard, he said, “What will it be?” 
 
    “You may enter,” the guard said finally. 
 
    “There,” the Captain said. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    “As soon as morning prayers are over,” the guard added. 
 
    “Morning prayers?” Daros asked. 
 
    The guard nodded. “Every morning, noon and night. Except holy days. Then it is twice that.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of praying,” Daros said. 
 
    “Spoken like an ignorant dog.” 
 
    Aksia said it before Daros could. “This isn’t right for us, Captain.” 
 
    In response, the Captain gave her a look. That was all. A single look. When she saw that, the woman who’d once faced down a bear that was trying to steal her dinner simply closed her mouth on whatever she’d been about to say. 
 
    A series of bells rang out. “You can go in now,” the guard said. “Leave your weapons here.” 
 
    Grumbling the whole time, Aksia unbuckled her sword belt while Daros did the same. He handed over his dirk as well, but didn’t reach for the blade in his boot or the one hanging down the back of his neck. Aksia didn’t hand over any of her hidden weapons either. It was a small victory, but a pointless one. What could they do with hidden blades against soldiers fully armed? 
 
    Once he had their weapons, the guard nodded for his partner to open the door. The bronze door swung open silently. “Head for the building across the courtyard. Speak to the clerk. He will judge your case.” 
 
    They passed through into an open-sided foyer. The door closed behind them. 
 
    “I’d like to judge his case,” Aksia said, “by planting my fist in his belly.” 
 
    “They are not our enemies,” the Captain said. 
 
    “They don’t look much like our friends either,” Daros observed. 
 
    From the foyer they entered a broad, paved courtyard with a large mural painted in the center: A scarlet phoenix made of remarkably intricate geometric patterns pierced through by three spears. 
 
    There were a number of people in the courtyard beyond the doors, hurrying this way and that, bustling with purpose. The bulk of them wore laminated blackwood armor like the two guards, heavy, curved swords swinging at their hips. The smaller number were priests wearing floor-length crimson kaftans with hoods, embroidered in gold and belted at the waist with a thick rope, heavy medallions hanging around their necks. All had their hoods pulled up. 
 
    One thing all the Keshites had in common was that none of them were smiling. It didn’t look like they ever smiled. 
 
    “Grim looking bunch, aren’t they?” Daros said. 
 
    “They take their faith, and the war, very seriously,” the Captain said. 
 
    Dark looks were thrown their way, but no one spoke to them as they crossed the courtyard, heading for a building flanked by colorful quartz minarets with the symbol of the Crimson Circle intricately carved in stone and set above the impressive double doors. 
 
    It was dim inside. A bald clerk wearing a plain white kaftan sat behind a heavy wooden desk, writing on a parchment. He looked up as they approached. 
 
    Right off, Daros didn’t like him. His eyes were too bright, like he had a fever. Which was exactly what he had, Daros realized, only not the kind you recover from. It was the fever of a true zealot. 
 
    “I am Captain Maksim Garaki. I lead a mercenary company. We are interested in joining the fight.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the man said, looking them over like they were horses he was thinking of buying. “The mighty god Ro’kesh is always looking for more brave hearts to take up the fight.” 
 
    From an open doorway across the room came the sound of chanting, interspersed with a heavy bell. 
 
    “Close that,” the clerk said to another man who was standing behind him against the wall. The man hurried to obey. The heavy door muffled most of the sound. 
 
    “Chanting?” Aksia said. 
 
    “Twice a day,” the clerk said. 
 
    “But only for the priests.” 
 
    “Everyone.” 
 
    Aksia groaned audibly. The clerk scowled at her, then was recalled to his duties when the Captain cleared his throat. He opened a drawer and took out a sheaf of papers. 
 
    “This is your contract. I think you’ll find the compensation more than fair.” 
 
    “By compensation you mean gold, right?” Aksia said. 
 
    “Yes, gold,” the clerk said, screwing up his face when he said the words as though they tasted bad. “Though you would be wise to remember that the true reward of your service is the respect of Ro’kesh and the betterment of your soul.” 
 
    “Thanks, but we prefer the spendable kind of reward,” Aksia said. 
 
    The Captain picked up the papers and began to read. Aksia craned her neck to read over his shoulder and, after a moment, Daros did the same. 
 
    Daros was still making his way through the flowery language at the top of the page when Aksia stabbed a spot further down with a thick finger. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    The clerk gave the Captain a look that clearly said he should rein in his noisy subordinate, but instead the Captain said, “Answer her.” 
 
    “Which part are you referring to?” the clerk asked stiffly. 
 
    “This part about shaving our heads.” 
 
    “Of course, you must shave your heads,” the clerk said. “All who enter the service of Ro’kesh do so.” 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s not happening.” She reached across the desk. “Let me borrow that quill. I’m just going to scratch that part out.” 
 
    The clerk snatched the quill away before she could get it. A flush was crawling up his cheeks. “You can’t do that,” he quavered. “The contract is non-negotiable.” 
 
    Daros had been reading the whole time and had finally caught up. Something leapt out at him from the next paragraph. “No alcohol? No sex? Is that really part of the contract?” 
 
    “The warriors of Ro’kesh must be pure of heart and body,” the clerk said. 
 
    “Why?” Aksia wanted to know. 
 
    “Because Ro’kesh demands it!” 
 
    “How do you know?” Daros asked. “Have you spoken to him?” 
 
    “I don’t need a pure heart to kill demons,” Aksia said. “All I need’s my sword. Which your man at the door took away from me.” 
 
    “Enough,” the clerk spluttered, jumping to his feet. He looked at the Captain. “Are you going to speak up, sir? Will you let your subordinates make your decisions?” 
 
    The Captain stepped forward. He made no threatening moves, but the man blanched and shifted back anyway. 
 
    “My subordinates, as you call them, are honest, loyal soldiers whose opinion I place the highest trust in. I would never sign the Company to a contract that they did not agree to.” 
 
    “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” 
 
    “I believe I am.” 
 
    The clerk drew himself up straighter. Not that it made much difference. He still barely came up to the Captain’s chest. 
 
    “Think very carefully before you decide,” he said, pointing at the Captain. “Your immortal soul is at stake. You’re damned if you go anywhere else. We are the only true faith.” 
 
    “This is not the first time I have heard that,” the Captain said mildly. 
 
    “But in this case, it is true.” 
 
    “Look, little man,” Aksia said. “I lost my soul a long time ago. I can’t see that the loss has set me back at all.” 
 
    “By your words you condemn yourself.” 
 
    Aksia looked at Daros. “See? That’s why I leave the talking to others.” To the Captain: “Can I bounce him around a little before we go? He could use a few loose teeth.” 
 
    The clerk got an alarmed look on his face and backed up against the wall. “You wouldn’t dare. I could have a hundred holy warriors here in an instant.” But he sounded uncertain. 
 
    “They won’t get here fast enough for you,” she said, beginning to push up her sleeves. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Lieutenant,” the Captain said. He looked at the clerk. “We were just leaving.” 
 
    “You’ll be sorry!” he yelled after them as they left the room. “Your judgment is coming, and it will be merciless.” 
 
    “I hate the religious pricks the most,” Aksia said. 
 
    “They are often unreasonable,” the Captain said. 
 
    “I don’t think I would have been very good at the praying part,” Daros added. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Weapons retrieved, they went out on the street once again. 
 
    “Where to next?” Aksia asked. 
 
    The Captain stopped in the street, so suddenly that Daros and Aksia walked on past him. They turned back. He was standing there, staring at Aksia in that piercing way he had, like he could see clear inside her soul. 
 
    “What?” she said defensively. 
 
    “Are you going to do that again?” he asked. His voice was soft, not angry, and he sounded more sad than anything, but Aksia flinched as if he’d struck her. 
 
    “I didn’t like the way—” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I asked.” 
 
    She hung her head. “No, sir.” 
 
    “Understand,” he said, “I want your input. I value it. You know that. But you are not the leader of Badger Company. I am.” 
 
    Aksia snapped to attention. “I understand, sir. I won’t do it again, sir.” 
 
    The Captain smiled and nodded. “That’s what I thought. Now, as to your question. I believe our next stop should be the Aegis Knights.” 
 
    That struck both Daros and Aksia into silence. Daros broke it first. 
 
    “Uh…did I hear you right? Did you say the Aegis Knights?” 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “It’s just…” He looked to Aksia for help, but she shook her head. He was on his own here. “The Aegis Knights…well, they’re the Knights. No offense, Captain, but we’re nothing but rabble next to them.” 
 
    “You sell the Company too short,” the Captain said. “We’re better than that.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that at all,” Daros said hastily. “I’d put our men and women up against anyone in a fight. I just…do you think they’d have us?” 
 
    “There is only one way to find out.” 
 
    Aksia finally found her voice again. It always took her awhile to get going again after the Captain chastised her. One time, after the battle at Packerd’s Creek, the Captain was so angry with her that he actually raised his voice. She didn’t speak for a week. 
 
    “I spoke to a Knight last night and he said they aren’t hiring. Not mercs, anyway.” 
 
    “Well,” the Captain said mildly, “let’s hope your information is wrong.” 
 
    And with that he continued walking. Daros and Aksia exchanged looks and hurried after him. 
 
    The Citadel of Eremus was not far away. It stood in the very center of Idon, its walls and towers rising like a venerable tree above the city. Its central tower was the tallest structure in the city. If one ignored the Blade which rose from the ground a short distance from the Citadel. 
 
    “What do you two know about the origins of the Aegis Knights?” the Captain asked as they walked. 
 
    “Not much,” Daros admitted. “What everyone knows, I guess. Their god, Eremus, created the Blade…” Here he glanced upward involuntarily, as he had so many times already, at the massive blade piercing the swirling clouds that shrouded the Rift. “With it he stabbed the demon lord Go’ath after Go’ath opened the Rift. Then he followed Go’ath into Shologog and never returned.” 
 
    “I heard that Go’ath is Eremus’ brother,” Aksia said, “and that Go’ath hates and envies Eremus, which is why he wants so badly to destroy the world that Eremus created.” 
 
    “Which may be true,” the Captain said, glancing around to see that no one was listening in on their conversation, “but it is not something I would speak of when we are at their Citadel. The Knights can be touchy about that subject, and by touchy, I mean prone to outbursts of stabbing.” 
 
    “Noted,” Aksia said. 
 
    “What else do you know?” 
 
    “That’s about it,” Daros said. 
 
    “Then I will acquaint you further as we make our way there. You should know as much as you can.” His voice took on the calm cadence of a natural teacher. He was their wise father, dispensing wisdom, they the children gathered around his feet.  
 
    “As you said, after creating the Blade, Eremus pursued Go’ath into Shologog, determined to slay him no matter what the cost. He has not been seen since.” 
 
    “Some say that Eremus was slain by Go’ath long ago,” Daros said. 
 
    The Captain gave him a sidelong look. “Another thing you should not say around them. Eremus left his herald and prophet, Barthon, behind. It was Barthon who created the Aegis Knights, holy warriors devoted to their lord’s cause. He led the first Knights into Shologog and there they built the Torashad.” 
 
    Daros had heard of the Torashad. It was a fortress, but calling Torashad a fortress was like calling a four-decker warship a rowboat. No fortress in this world could compare to it. It was supposed to be the size of a mountain. And it would have to be in order to survive hundreds of years of demon attacks. 
 
    “What happened to Barthon?” Aksia asked. 
 
    “He stayed too long in Shologog. It drove him insane. Eventually he followed his god into the darkness.” 
 
    No one said anything after that. What was there to say? They were here to fight in an unending war against demons in a place that drove people mad. What could be more fun than that? 
 
    “Are they going to make us shave our heads and pray all day?” Aksia asked. 
 
    “No. The Aegis Knights are disciplined and dedicated, but they’re not ascetics.” 
 
    “Then I say we sign with them. If they’ll take us. I’d rather fight than shave my head any day.” 
 
    “Your support is noted.” The Captain had a glint of amusement in his eye. 
 
    The Citadel was rough, undressed limestone. Blocky gatehouse towers. Crenellated battlements through which sentries could be seen moving. The headquarters of the Aegis Knights were simple and largely unadorned. The point was utility, not beauty. 
 
    Daros liked the Knights already. It was clear they meant business. 
 
    The gates were heavy oak and banded with iron and looked like they’d hold up to a battering ram for days. They were open now, guarded by two men. One of them stepped forward as they approached the gates and held up his hand. 
 
    He was an older man, nearly the Captain’s age, with a large, puckered scar on his forehead and laugh lines around his eyes. “What business have you with the Aegis Knights?” 
 
    There were four deep, parallel gouges in the guard’s breastplate, right over his heart. Daros couldn’t stop looking at them, picturing in his mind the demon that could do such a thing and not liking what he saw. 
 
    “We represent Badger Company. We’re here to fight,” the Captain said simply. 
 
    The Knight shook his head. “Sorry, sir. But the Aegis Knights aren’t hiring mercenaries.” 
 
    “I think in this case you might make an exception,” the Captain replied, taking out a rolled parchment and handing it to the man. 
 
    The guard unrolled it. His eyes widened as he read it. “This is signed by High Councilor Ovis.” He looked at the Captain. “Is this real?” 
 
    “I believe it is.” 
 
    The guard handed the parchment back. “This is highly unusual. Knight-Brother Ovis is retired from fighting for the Order, so it is unlikely you will find him here, though he still maintains an office.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to bother him,” the Captain said. “Nor do I wish preferential treatment. If I could speak with the appropriate officer, I will leave the decision to him or her. I believe our credentials will speak for us.” 
 
    The guard studied him, chewing on the inside of his cheek. Then he stepped aside. “You may enter.” He pointed. “See the officer at the desk in there.” 
 
    There was no attempt to relieve them of their weapons. There was no need. Fully armed and armored Knights were everywhere. If the three of them tried to start any trouble, they wouldn’t last long. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say you had a letter from the High Councilor?” Aksia asked the Captain in a low voice as they crossed the compound. 
 
    A faint smile appeared on the Captain’s face. “I thought it better to surprise you.” 
 
    “You know I hate surprises.” 
 
    “I will keep that in mind.” 
 
    The officer looked up as they entered. Her gray-blond hair was cut very short. One arm was missing. Her eyes had a lot of years in them. 
 
    “I’m Captain Maksim Garaki of Badger Company. We seek a contract.” 
 
    If she recognized the name of the Company or had any thoughts about them, it didn’t show on her face. Instead, she looked interested. She leaned forward, looking them all over intently. 
 
    “The Order is not in the habit of hiring mercenaries.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” the Captain replied. “But I have been told that due to recent losses the Knights have suffered that there may be some openings.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “How did you know that? It is not common knowledge.” 
 
    The Captain took out the parchment and handed it to her. Before he could explain further, a door opened and a man came through. Unlike everyone else they’d seen since entering the Citadel, he was not wearing Knights’ attire. His black and green uniform marked him as a Sentinel, and the braid on the shoulders said he was a high-ranking one. 
 
    He was about the Captain’s age, but stooped by the years in a way the Captain wasn’t and thicker around the middle. On his chin was a tiny, pointed mustache. His eyes were shifty. 
 
    He pulled up short when he recognized the Captain, and the corner of his mouth turned down. “Garaki,” he grated. 
 
    “Hello, Pretor,” the Captain replied. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
    Daros shot a look at the Captain when he heard the name. This was the Captain’s old rival, the one who’d loved the same woman. But what was he doing here? Though the Captain hid it well, Daros could see the tightening around his eyes. The Captain was surprised to see Pretor as well. 
 
    “It is Under Marshall Pretor to you,” Pretor said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I seek a contract with the Knights.” 
 
    “The Knights have no use for dishonorable scum. Leave now, before I have you put in chains.” 
 
    The officer behind the desk finished reading the parchment and stood up to leave. Pretor turned on her. “Where are you going?” he snapped. 
 
    “I was going to speak with High Councilor Ovis.” She held up the parchment. “This purports to be from him. I would know its authenticity.” 
 
    “You will do no such thing.” 
 
    She stiffened. “With the greatest respect, Under Marshall, but you have no authority here in the Citadel. You do not give orders here.” 
 
    “You dare challenge me?” 
 
    “No, sir. I only remind you of what you doubtless know.” With that, she turned on her heel and left the room. 
 
    Daros thought he might be in love. 
 
    “Do not speak to me of treason,” the Captain said, and there was steel in his voice now. “Princess Loreia was the rightful heir to the Cardonan throne and you know it. She was King Tithus’s only surviving child.” 
 
    “Loreia? She was practically a child!” Pretor scoffed. “Cardona has enemies. It needs a strong hand. Tithus’s brother was the only sensible choice.” 
 
    “Traitors always have reasons that sound good to them. It changes nothing,” the Captain shot back. 
 
    Pretor gritted his teeth. “Leave now, before I have you arrested and beaten.” 
 
    That was too much for Aksia. Her jaw clamped and she started to step forward. But then she glanced over at the Captain and stopped, though it clearly cost her. 
 
    “High Councilor Ovis has no time to waste on you. You’ve made a mistake coming here.” 
 
    “We shall see about that,” the Captain said, his mild tone returning. 
 
    The one-armed officer returned, holding the door for a man wearing blue robes embroidered with sigils and a deep hood. He was a good ten years older than the Captain, with a giant, gray beard and thick, meaty hands. Though bent from the years, he did not appear feeble in any way. 
 
    “High Councilor,” Pretor said. “This man is—” 
 
    “I know who this man is, Under Marshall. I invited him.” 
 
    Pretor’s mouth dropped open. “But, but he’s a traitor, sir.”  
 
    “I know what happened in Cardona. That was twenty years ago or more. People come to us to redeem themselves, and backing the wrong claimant to the throne is in no way irredeemable.” 
 
    “I still don’t think—” 
 
    “I didn’t ask what you think, Under Marshall,” he said, giving Pretor a dark look. “Maksim Garaki is one of the finest men I’ve ever known. He saved my life in the Border Wars.” He looked at the Captain. “Was it twice?” 
 
    The Captain shrugged. “I don’t remember, sir.” 
 
    Pretor tried to say something else, but Ovis gave him another look and he subsided. “Captain Garaki is welcome here, along with any soldiers he deems worthy. Besides, after that mess last month, we need all the warm bodies we can get.” 
 
    “Mess?” Daros said without thinking, then cursed himself for it. He needed to learn to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    But if the High Councilor was annoyed at the interruption, he didn’t show it. “We’ve been seeing demons unlike any before. Things got ugly. One of our companies broke and it slaughtered the lot of them.” 
 
    All that did was bring up new questions for Daros, but he managed to keep them to himself. He tried not to think about a demon that could slaughter an entire company of Aegis Knights. 
 
    Ovis gave Pretor a look. “Don’t you have duties to attend to?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Pretor said. He gave Maksim a last, poisonous look, then stalked away. 
 
    “Come with me,” Ovis said. He led them down a hall and into an office. Aegis Knight battle standards and weapons covered the walls. 
 
    He took a seat and motioned for the Captain to do the same. Daros and Aksia remained standing and tried to blend into the furniture. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure you’d come,” Ovis said, taking a bottle and two glasses out of a drawer and setting them on the desk. 
 
    The Captain gave him a wistful smile. “I’m short on options these days.”  
 
    Ovis nodded. “That ugly business at Fell’s Keep.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the Captain’s fault,” Aksia blurted out. She flinched when both men turned to look at her, muttered, “They betrayed us.” She lowered her head. “My apologies, sir.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I never believed the official story,” Ovis said. 
 
    “It’s all in the past,” the Captain said. “I’ve moved on.” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised you’d say that? You never were one for holding a grudge.” 
 
    “It takes too much effort.” 
 
    Ovis opened a drawer and pulled out a sheaf of papers, pushed them across the desk to the Captain. “Here’s your contract. It’s a standard mercenary contract. One of our scribes copied it from the one the Verasites use.” 
 
    The Captain reached for the quill and dipped it into the ink pot. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to read it first?” 
 
    “I trust you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry the money isn’t better. I argued that Badger Company should be paid more than the going rate for mercs, but the top brass wasn’t having it. They heard about Fell’s Keep too. Between you and me, I don’t think that’s the reason, though. Gold is increasingly hard to come by.”  
 
    “The war isn’t going well?” 
 
    “No. And making it worse, half the kingdoms, city-states, duchies, satrapies, what have you are late with their payments or never pay at all. Or they send a handful of criminals from their prisons and call them soldiers.” His face twisted. “You never saw such a miserable lot. Half of them don’t know what end of the sword to hold. I swear by Eremus, there are times I just want to give the whole business up. Let the demons overrun their lands. See if they feel any different then.” 
 
    “It’s the soldier’s lot,” the Captain said. “Unless the wolves are actually at the gates, they’d just as soon forget we exist.” 
 
    “Before you sign,” Ovis said, “you should know that there is no way to break the contract before your hitches are complete. The penalty for desertion is hanging.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I know that you do. I just wanted to make sure. Things get pretty bad in Shologog. It’s words than you think. A lot of people get there and wish they’d never signed up.” 
 
    “Those who couldn’t stomach it have already left Badger Company. There were many. I’m sorry, old friend. I’m afraid you find me showing up with a shadow of my old force.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize. From what I hear, one Bloody Badger is worth four of anyone else.” 
 
    The Captain signed and pushed the parchment back. 
 
    “It’s done then,” Ovis said, taking a blank sheet out and writing on it. “Take this to the quartermaster. He’ll get you whatever you need. Unfortunately, we don’t have barracks space for you, but at most it’ll be a few days before you ship out. Also, you’ll want to make sure each soldier gets one of these.” 
 
    He reached into his robe and drew forth a small amulet on a chain. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s a protection talisman. You’ll need it in Shologog. It helps keep the demons out of your mind.” He put it away. “They don’t work perfectly. Most people still can’t stay in the demon realm for more than a few weeks. You’re going to have some ugly dreams and a lot of thoughts you don’t recognize as yours, but it’s a whole lot better than nothing.” 
 
    The Captain stood up and held out his hand. “Thank you, my friend. I promise you, Badger Company won’t let you down.” 
 
    Ovis stood and they clasped forearms. “I don’t doubt that for a moment.” 
 
    “I won’t forget this. I owe you one.” 
 
    Ovis snorted. “It’s me who owes you, ten times over. How many times did you pull me out of trouble? I just wish I could do more.” He paused, clearly not sure how to say the next part. “I want you to know that if you’re in a bind and need a little coin to tide you over—” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” the Captain cut in. “We’re fine.” 
 
    Daros heard Aksia exhale loudly through her nose and knew what she was thinking. The truth was, the Company was in bad shape. But she knew, as he did, that the Captain refused to be beholden to anyone. His sense of honor wouldn’t allow it. He’d starve in a gutter before he took a single copper he didn’t earn. 
 
    Ovis nodded as if he’d expected that response. “I’ll have my aide show you to the quartermaster’s.” He rang a small bell on his desk. The door opened promptly. “Take the Captain to the quartermaster’s.” He looked at the Captain again. “Would you be my guest at dinner tonight? I could do with some catching up.” When the Captain hesitated, he added, “I wouldn’t mind hearing about the outside world. It’s been too long since I got out there. You’d be doing me a favor.” 
 
    The Captain nodded and they left. 
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    The quartermaster had a long, pointed nose and a way of holding his head that made it look like he was looking down on the world. Which was strange because he was one of the shortest men Daros had ever seen. He sat on a stool behind a heavy metal screen in a dimly-lit room. Visible behind him were long racks of equipment and materiel, stretching out of sight into the blackness. 
 
    He didn’t look up when they entered, continuing to stare at the heavy, leather-bound journal lying open on the counter before him. 
 
    The Captain set the signed order from the High Councilor down on the counter. Long moments passed. The Captain cleared his throat. Still the man didn’t look up. 
 
    Abruptly, Aksia stepped forward and banged on the screen with her fist. “Oy! The Captain needs your attention.” 
 
    One long finger settled on the journal, marking his place. His head raised slowly. He frowned at them. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Mind your tongue,” she growled. “You’ll speak to the Captain respectfully or I’ll—” 
 
    “You’ll what?” He leaned forward, his interest perking for the first time. “Do tell. I’m breathless with anticipation. What is it you’ll do?” 
 
    “I’ll wring your scrawny little chicken neck. How’s that for starters?” 
 
    The quartermaster sat back, disappointment on his face. “Predictable. Unoriginal.” He went back to staring at the journal. 
 
    “You want original? How about I drag you out of there and feed you to a Hiponese jackal, one piece at a time?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not terrible. But I’ve heard better. Still not impressed.” 
 
    “Why you…” Aksia grabbed the metal screen and shook it hard, but it was firmly fastened into place and didn’t move. 
 
    “You couldn’t get through that with a ram,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    At the end of the counter was a heavy wooden door. Aksia grabbed the handle and found it locked. Frustrated, she kicked it. 
 
    “Lieutenant,” the Captain said softly. 
 
    Instantly, Aksia gave off. She stepped back and came to attention. The Captain turned back to the quartermaster. 
 
    “Perhaps we got off on the wrong foot, sir,” he said. 
 
    The quartermaster eyed him up and down. “What are you doing here? You’re not Knights.” 
 
    “This is true. But, as of a short while ago, we have been retained by the Knights to aid in the war against the demons.” 
 
    The quartermaster let out a bored sigh. 
 
    “I can see you are busy, and I don’t wish to keep you any longer than I have to. If you could just take care of our needs, we will be on our way.” 
 
    The quartermaster reached under the counter and produced a thick sheaf of parchments. “Fill out the forms. In triplicate. Have them signed by your commanding officer. In three to five days you’ll have your answer.” 
 
    “Do you mean to tell me it will take as much as five days to receive our supplies?” 
 
    “No. I mean to tell you it will take that long for your request to be approved or denied. Actual delivery will take longer.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t wait that long. We will be shipping out in several days.” The Captain tapped the note. “This is signed by High Councilor Ovis himself.” 
 
    The quartermaster barely glanced at it. “High Councilor or not, we have procedures around here and procedures must be followed.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Aksia said. “I’m breaking this door down. Once I twist off an arm or two, he’ll listen to reason.” 
 
    “Yes, try that. See what happens.” Turning, the quartermaster pulled something off a shelf behind him. 
 
    It was a fat, ivory tube. The sides were covered in runes. Set into the tube near one end was a button. The quartermaster put his thumb on the button and pointed the tube at Aksia. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready,” he said. 
 
    She looked at it uneasily. “What is that thing?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It doesn’t really have a name. Let’s call it my boom stick. I push this button. There’s a boom. You’re nothing but a greasy smear on the wall.” 
 
    Aksia took a step back. “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t? Look at the wall.” 
 
    They all looked. On the wall behind her was a roughly human-shaped darkened patch. 
 
    “You’re not the only one to come in here with an attitude.” 
 
    “You slimy little bastard,” she hissed. “I will—” 
 
    “Lieutenant,” the Captain said. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Wait outside. You too, Sergeant.” 
 
    Outside, she said, “He just made an enemy. One of these days I’ll catch him out in the open.” 
 
    “You really need to get a handle on that temper,” Daros said. “It’s going to bite you in the ass one day.” 
 
    She sighed and leaned against the wall. “You’re right, damn you. I just can’t stand to see anyone disrespect the Captain.” 
 
    “I don’t think he needs you to fight his battles for him.” 
 
    She turned her glare on him. “How do you know what he needs?” 
 
    Sensing danger, he said, “Forget I said anything.” 
 
    “I don’t know why he lets people talk to him like he does. He’s noble blood! Being stripped of his title doesn’t change that.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “People should bow to him. He’s better than any of them.” Her wave encompassed the whole headquarters, maybe the whole city. “I’m sick of seeing him eat dirt when men who aren’t fit to hold his shoes rise to high places.” 
 
    “I feel the same way.” 
 
    “But you don’t do anything.” 
 
    “That’s not fair. You know where my loyalty lies. I’ve proven it too many times.” 
 
    She sagged. “You’re right. I’m sorry. It makes me so angry is all.” She rubbed her face. “How many times is the world going to kick him down? He should have a title and big estates somewhere. He shouldn’t be out here in the asshole of the world leading a ragged band of mercs. It’s not right.” 
 
    “Again, I feel the same way.” 
 
    “And it doesn’t make you angry?” 
 
    “It does. But I follow his lead. Like you should do.” 
 
    “Humpf. Not if he’s trying to walk over a cliff, I won’t. He needs someone to watch out for him.” 
 
    “And that’s you.” 
 
    “That’s me.” 
 
    The door opened and the Captain emerged. He was carrying a cloth sack. “I got the protection amulets at least,” he said. “The other equipment, it might take a while.” 
 
    “That little bastard,” Aksia said. “I should—” 
 
    “You will do nothing,” the Captain said sternly. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Daros said. “It just came to me.” 
 
    “What is it?” the Captain asked. Daros told him. When he was finished, the Captain had a glint of humor in his eye. “You know, Sergeant, I do believe that would work. Why don’t you return later and give it a try?” 
 
    As they returned to their camp, Aksia asked a question that had clearly been bugging her. 
 
    “With that letter you had, why did we go to the Ro’kesh temple first?” 
 
    The Captain smiled. “It never hurts to look around. Who knows? Maybe they would have made a better offer.” 
 
    “No disrespect, sir, but that’s horseshit.” 
 
    “You’re saying…?” 
 
    “You knew going in that we’d have to shave our heads and give up booze and sex and everything, something no one would go along with.” 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    “You know everything. There’s no way you didn’t know that.” 
 
    “I don’t know everything.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but you knew that. Yet still we went there. Why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I was curious.” 
 
    “Curious?” 
 
    “While we were in Al-Shazar I was fortunate enough to make the acquaintance of a Keshite holy man. He was the one who told me about the Crimson Circle Pact and how it was a short cut to achieve Ishtafa. It was a fascinating discussion, I must say. Once we decided to come here, I saw that I would have a chance to see the Pact firsthand. I could not pass that up.” 
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    Back at the camp, the Captain told them to follow him into his tent. Once there, he went to his footlocker, dug around in it for a few moments, and pulled out a piece of velvet wrapped around something. He handed it to Aksia. 
 
    “Take this and get whatever you can for it. Use the money to find us lodging inside the city.” 
 
    Frowning, Aksia peeled back the velvet. Gasped at what she saw, a fat ring set with diamonds encircling a rearing horse in gold. 
 
    “Sir, I can’t sell this.” 
 
    “You can and you will.” 
 
    “But it’s your family signet ring.” 
 
    “The Garaki family is no more.” 
 
    “But…what if you have children someday? You should save this for them.” 
 
    His smile was sad. “I already have children. Better than fifty of them at last count.” 
 
    “That’s not the same.” 
 
    “I’ve made my decision, Aksia.” At the use of her given name, she stiffened. The Captain only used it when the discussion was truly over. “We’ve just finished a long, difficult march. We’re about to ship off to Shologog. Many of us won’t return. I want my soldiers to enjoy their time here as much as they can. That doesn’t include sleeping in the dirt.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I won’t let you down, sir.” 
 
    He grinned at her and suddenly looked twenty years younger. “I know you won’t.” 
 
    Daros followed her out of the tent. He saw what he thought were tears in her eyes, but he knew better than to say anything about it. Before he could walk away, she grabbed his arm and jerked him back. 
 
    “He’s going into Shologog to die, isn’t he?” 
 
    “What makes you say that?”  
 
    She held up the cloth. “He wouldn’t get rid of this if he planned to live.” 
 
    “Or he got rid of it for the exact reason he said. How many times has he told us he never plans to return to Cardona? He needs nothing from there.” 
 
    She wiped angrily at her eyes. “Damn him. I won’t let him.” She jabbed Daros with a thick finger. “Whatever it takes, we’re bringing him back alive.” 
 
    Daros blinked, surprised at how quickly she roped him into her plans. “I don’t get a say in this, do I?” 
 
    Her answer was a look. 
 
    He held up his hands. “I didn’t think so. Sure, whatever it takes.” 
 
    “I’m going to go find a jewelry shop.” 
 
    “Be careful. Those places like to prey on soldiers.” As soon as he said it, he felt dumb. 
 
    “They will be sorry if they do.” Then she was off, stomping across the camp, soldiers falling over themselves to get out of her way. 
 
    Daros found Drrod and Zerat sitting in a nest of rocks at the edge of a sharp gully, the egg between them. They were staring at it in that unnerving, unblinking way they had. 
 
    “I have a little chore for you two.” 
 
    Two heads swiveled toward him. Yellow eyes bored into him. The smaller one—most likely Zerat—said, “Yesss.” The word was drawn out and sounded like a rasp drawn across metal. 
 
    Drrod swiftly stacked rocks around the egg while Zerat packed dirt into the gaps. He noticed that she moistened the dirt with her saliva. 
 
    “Why are you doing that?” he asked. 
 
    “Protection,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It burns soft skin. Like yours.” 
 
    So they have acid in their saliva, he thought as they picked their way through the scattered huts and debris of Offal toward the front gates of Idon. He hoped Yazir didn’t find out about it. The sapper would want to turn it into some kind of weapon, and Daros had a feeling the Drazats wouldn’t take kindly when he tried to collect a sample to experiment with. 
 
    The Sentinels posted at the gates goggled at the three of them as they approached. Daros wasn’t surprised. Wherever the two Drazats went, they created a stir. 
 
     One of the Sentinels ran inside the gatehouse, emerging moments later with an officer who turned pale when he saw what was approaching. He turned to a sergeant, spoke briefly to her, then went back inside. The sergeant saluted, squared her shoulders, issued an order to the other Sentinels, then strode out to meet them. Daros had to give her credit. She barely showed her fear at all. 
 
    “What’s your business in Idon?” 
 
    “Sergeant Merkator of Badger Company. We’re under contract to the Aegis Knights.” The Captain had given him the contract and he showed it to her. “These privates and I are on our way there to pick up supplies.” 
 
    She scanned the document and handed it back. She leaned close and spoke in a low voice, her eyes flicking to the two motionless Drazat over and over. “Where did you get them? I thought the Drazats never left their swamps.” 
 
    He shrugged like it was nothing. “They heard the legends of Badger Company and couldn’t help themselves.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Yeah. Complete bullshit. The truth is, I don’t know. No one does. You can ask them if you like.” 
 
    “No, no. That’s okay.” She chewed her lip, thinking. “No trouble, right? You’ll vouch for them?” 
 
    “No trouble.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to them again. “Damn. If I had a squad of those…” 
 
    “I know.” The Drazats stood there like statues, paying no attention to the humans gossiping about them only a couple of paces away. 
 
    The Sentinel remembered herself then and straightened. “Have you ever consorted with demons, spirits, or dark sorceries?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She looked at the waiting Truthseeker, who nodded. Then she swallowed visibly and walked up to the two Drazat and asked them the same question. Zerat ignored her. Drrod turned his head slightly to look down at her. She gulped and looked at the priest, who nodded. 
 
    Now that it was approaching midday, the streets were even more crowded. Yet, as if by magic, a path opened up for them. No one so much as jostled them. People stopped what they were doing and turned to stare. 
 
    After they’d walked a couple of blocks, Daros said, “So much for sneaking around, eh?” 
 
    “You chose the wrong soldiers. Drazats do not sneak,” Drrod said. 
 
    “It was a joke.” 
 
    “A joke.” Drrod said something to Zerat in their tongue, an incomprehensible morass of clicks and hisses. She replied. Drrod looked back at Daros. “Words meant to cause human laughter. Drazats do not laugh.” 
 
    “Really? I hadn’t noticed.” Now why did he say that? Was he trying to provoke them? “Sorry. I get sarcastic when I’m stressed.” 
 
    “Sarcasm. Something else the Drazats do not do.” 
 
    This was already the most he’d ever heard them talk before in one stretch, so he went with it. “What is it that you do do? Exactly.” 
 
    Zerat showed unsettlingly sharp teeth. “We hunt. Not always for food.” 
 
    Now it was Daros’ turn to gulp. “Forget I said anything.” 
 
    The Knights didn’t look alarmed the way the Sentinels did. But then, they fought demons on a regular basis. Probably not much alarmed them anymore. 
 
    However, it was clear they weren’t taking the sudden appearance of two Drazats at their headquarters lightly. Reinforcements were coming at a trot. Movement was visible in the arrow slits in the wall. Daros thought he could hear the bows creaking as tension was applied. 
 
    Glancing over at the Drazats, he saw that they’d noticed as well, though their faces betrayed no emotion. But then, as far as he knew, they were incapable of emotions. 
 
    “What brings you back again?” the guard asked. It was the same man as before, with the puckered scar and the gouged breastplate. Though he was talking to Daros, his eyes kept sliding over to the Drazats. 
 
    “We’re here to pick up supplies from the quartermaster,” he told the Knight. 
 
    For the first time the man looked straight at Daros. “You got supplies out of Skimpy on the first day?” He shook his head in disbelief. “No one does that. I snapped a lance and had to wait almost a week.” 
 
    “I think it was my winning personality that convinced him.” 
 
    The guard snorted. “When it comes to Skimpy, there’s no such thing. Eremus himself wouldn’t get a wooden nickel out of him.” 
 
    “Yet here I am.” 
 
    Glancing back at the Drazats, the guard said, “What did you bring them for?” 
 
    “I need some help carrying everything.” 
 
    “Most people would use a cart or a wagon.” 
 
    “The wheels fell off ours a few days ago.” That was actually true. It was in such bad shape they hadn’t even bothered fixing it, but simply burned the scraps in the fire that night. 
 
    “They’re on our side?” 
 
    Daros nodded. “The demons won’t know what hit them.” 
 
    “Go on in, then. You won’t mind if I detach a squad to follow?” 
 
    “The more the merrier.” 
 
    “I know why you really brought them, by the way.” 
 
    Daros raised an eyebrow. “You do?” 
 
    “I hate that little rat. I only wish I could be there to see the look on his face.” 
 
    “Does every quartermaster in the world think the stuff he’s in charge of belongs to him?” Daros asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the guard said firmly. “If you ask me, they aren’t human. Some kind of subspecies that only looks like human.” 
 
    Along with the guard, a full squad of Knights followed them across the compound, rattling and clanking with every step. Most were in field plate. All of them were heavily armed. The Knights weren’t taking any chances. 
 
    Daros and the Drazats walked into the quartermaster’s office. “I’m back for the supplies you promised us,” Daros said brightly. 
 
    The little man looked up with his usual insolent sneer, but whatever he’d been about to say died on his lips as all the color drained from his face. “What the…? Are those Drazats?” 
 
    “In the flesh. Now, about our supplies. If you’d just hand them over, we’ll be on our way and trouble you no more today.” 
 
    Daros had to give the little man credit. He was braver than he looked, and he recovered quickly. He shook his head. 
 
    “Absolutely not. Not without the proper paperwork. There are channels.” 
 
    “Stuff your channels,” Daros said cheerfully. He was starting to be glad he’d gotten this assignment. Nothing beat putting some petty tyrant in his place. 
 
    Daros stepped aside and motioned the Drazats forward. “Privates, please show the good quartermaster our paperwork.” 
 
    Drrod moved fast for such a big creature. In two long strides he was at the heavy metal screen. There was a screech of tortured metal as he ripped it free. He flung it aside. 
 
    The quartermaster was already scrabbling for the weapon he’d brandished at them earlier, but Zerat was moving too. As he raised it, she took it from him—casually, like a mother taking a sharp knife from her child—with one hand. With the other, she latched onto his throat, lifted him into the air and pressed him to the ceiling. 
 
    “You can’t do this!” he wailed. 
 
    “I’d say we already did,” Daros said. “Do you want to open the door, or should I have them do it?” 
 
    “My superiors will hear of this!” 
 
    “I hope so. Tell them Sergeant Daros Merkator is the culprit when you do. Do you want me to spell that for you?” 
 
    Zerat shook the man the way a terrier shakes a rat, and a ring of keys fell and clattered to the floor. 
 
    A short while later, Daros and the two Drazats emerged from the quartermaster’s office. The Drazats each carried a huge, tarp-wrapped bundle bulging with armor and weapons. Daros had the boom stick in a sack slung over his shoulder, reasoning that surely he needed it more than the quartermaster did. He was going to fight demons, after all. 
 
    The quartermaster ran out after them. “Help!” he yelled, gesturing at the squad that had followed Daros in. “Stop them! They’re stealing!” 
 
    The guard gave Daros a look of mock severity. “Did you not follow proper channels?” 
 
    Daros held up his hands. “I lost my paperwork. Sorry.” 
 
    “Well, then.” The guard looked at the quartermaster. “He said he was sorry. Why don’t we let it go this time?” 
 
    The quartermaster was still squalling as they walked away. 
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    “I found us a place.” Aksia still looked unhappy with the task she’d been given. “And there is coin left over.” She held up a small cloth bag. 
 
    “Well done,” the Captain said. “I knew I could count on you.” He looked at Daros. “Roust the Company and break camp. If we hurry, we should be able to get to our new quarters before nightfall.” 
 
    Daros left the Captain’s tent and found Osra, the Company’s other sergeant, sprawled by her tent, taking a nap. She was using a rock as a pillow. The woman could sleep anywhere. “Good news. We’re moving into town. No sleeping in the dirt tonight.” 
 
    “I won’t know how to act,” the big woman said, hauling herself to her feet and dusting herself off. “Going to turn into a fancy woman. Maybe get my hair done.” What little hair she had was thin and plastered to her scalp with old sweat and dirt. After weeks of marching, all of them were filthy. 
 
    He and Osra fanned out. The news was well-received and spread quickly. He noticed Citra’s tent off by itself and walked over to tell her. He had to call her twice before the Nassari Blademage emerged. She looked more disheveled than normal, her eyes red, her tunic stained with something red he hoped wasn’t blood. 
 
    “You look terrible.” 
 
    “Well, you look like a bleeding fairy tale prince,” she growled, hawking and spitting. 
 
    “Rough night?” 
 
    “I didn’t get back to the camp until first light.” 
 
    “The game went that long?” 
 
    “It was still going when I left.” 
 
    “How’d you do?” 
 
    “Don’t ask. Did you see any rich nobles in the city I can rob?” 
 
    “They hang thieves here.” 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    “I take it the Lieutenant already chewed on you? Or do I need to?” 
 
    She gave him a sullen look. “She was waiting when I got here. She wasn’t happy.” 
 
    In short order the camp was packed and Badger Company headed into Idon. Aksia led them down a side street that grew narrower and darker. The few people out and about hurried along with their heads down, eager to get home while there was still light. Daros saw a cloaked man on top of a low building, staring down at them. The man turned and flashed hand signs to someone further along their route. 
 
    “Nice part of town you picked,” he told Aksia. 
 
    “It was cheap.” 
 
    “A body could get his throat cut around here, it looks like.” 
 
    “Then that body should look sharp to his surroundings. I’m not wasting the Captain’s silver on fancy digs.” She looked back over her shoulder at the Captain, a half dozen paces back. The Captain was looking around, his expression pensive. “It’s only a little bit further, sir. You’ll be surprised at how much space there is.” 
 
    Down an even smaller, darker street. Past a few collapsed buildings and a refuse pile two stories high. A pack of wild dogs snarled at them before running away. 
 
    And there it was. 
 
    Daros whistled. “It’s lovely. How long ago did it burn down, do you think?” 
 
    “Stop exaggerating. It’s only a little burned.” 
 
    The place Aksia had rented had once been the manor house of a wealthy merchant or some other influential person. Four stories tall, with wings spread to either side. Columns lining the front. Arched windows. Balconies. Even a winged statue at the peak of the roof. 
 
    One end had burned. The entire place had a noticeable tilt. The windows were broken out. Large pieces of the roof were missing. 
 
    The Captain came up. “I had in mind something a little more…complete, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “It was the best I could do on short notice, sir. There’s a real shortage of housing in the city, especially for this many people. It’s nicer on the inside, you’ll see.” 
 
    It wasn’t. If anything, it was worse. Mold streaked the walls. The ceiling had fallen in in a few places. Racoons had taken over the ground floor dining room. 
 
    But to soldiers who’d spent weeks sleeping on the ground, it looked like the finest inn. They spread out, arguing over rooms, laughing and yelling. 
 
    The Captain stood in the entrance hall looking at the wallpaper hanging in strips, the hole in the middle of the floor. 
 
    “There’s a suite on the second floor that’s in good shape, Captain,” Aksia said. “It has a bed and everything.” 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow we can find something better.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll get on it at first light.” Which Daros knew she had no intention of doing. She led the Captain up the stairs, still talking. “I know it’s a little far from the Citadel, but I’ll detail some soldiers to accompany you when you head out to meet with the High Councilor. Maybe Citra too. Those tattoos should scare off anyone who gets any ideas of causing trouble.” 
 
    But when the Captain was ready to leave, Citra was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “I saw her slip out the back, Lieutenant,” Ezz said. Ezz was the tallest soldier in Badger Company, with an oddly round head, knock knees and feet large enough to support a dozen people. “A little while after we got here.” 
 
    “Did she say where she was going?” 
 
    Ezz’s face took on an alarmed look. “No. She looked angry. You know how she gets when she looks that way. I’m not taking that chance.” 
 
    “Just for that, you’re on escort detail. You’ll be seeing the Captain to his dinner.” 
 
    “But I had watch last night and didn’t get to go out,” Ezz wailed. 
 
    Aksia was unmoved. “Too bad.” Ezz stomped off to get his helmet and sword. 
 
    “You want me to send someone out to look for her?” Daros asked. 
 
    “No. I’ll chew her out later. What the hell ever happened to discipline in this Company? Does everyone just do what they want now?” This was flung as an accusation at Daros. 
 
    “I think it was always this way.” Which it was. The Captain wasn’t one for iron discipline. He’d said many times that he preferred soldiers who could think and plan for themselves. “Everything can’t be dependent on the officers,” he liked to say. “Officers go down in battle. Others need to be able to step up.” 
 
    “It’s a damned poor way to run an army,” Aksia groused. 
 
    “I’ll resume the daily beatings tomorrow. Should I make them random to keep them on their toes?” 
 
    She glared at Daros. “How’d you like to be busted back down to private?” 
 
    “And give up all the perks of my glamorous sergeant lifestyle?” 
 
    “I’ll accompany the Captain myself. While I’m gone, why don’t you see if you can keep the rest of the Company from getting lost? If you can leave off making jokes long enough, that is.” 
 
    Shortly thereafter, the Captain left, accompanied by the Lieutenant and five grumbling soldiers. Once they were gone, Daros cut the rest of the soldiers loose, keeping only a few back to mind their gear so it didn’t get stolen. 
 
    Daros went up to the room he’d claimed for himself on the fourth floor. It was small—probably a maid’s room—but he didn’t have to share it. That suited him just fine. Privacy was hard to come by out in the field. 
 
    The door opened and Osra and Shirk came in. Osra had her good shirt on, which wasn’t saying much, but at least it had all its buttons. Shirk was wearing a yellow tunic that made his mottled skin look even yellower than it normally did. 
 
    “Come with us,” Osra said. “We’re going to get foolishly drunk and stumble home.” 
 
    “While that does sound wonderful, I think I’m going to skip. I’m still feeling pretty green from last night.” 
 
    “You’re making sergeants everywhere look bad,” Osra said. 
 
    Shirk reached into a pouch hanging from his belt. “I have something in here that will help with your problem. I think.” 
 
    “Which is it?” Daros asked. 
 
    Shirk looked confused. “Which is what?” 
 
    “Do you think you have whatever it is you’re looking for? Or is it that you think it will help me? I feel like that’s an important distinction.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Both?” He pulled something out of the pouch and held it up. “Here it is!” It looked like a withered bat wing. 
 
    “No, thanks. Good night.” Daros pushed them both out of the room and closed the door firmly. 
 
    He lay down on his bedroll, thinking it would only be for a moment. There were a couple of things he still wanted to take care of. 
 
    The next thing he knew he was waking up with the sense that several bells had passed. He lay there, wondering what had awakened him. The old manor house was quiet except for some ticking noises that were probably only the foundation settling or the building getting ready to finally collapse for good. 
 
    Then the noise came again. 
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    Daros sat upright, listening. There it was again. A scratching sound, followed by a clicking, like a dog’s claws make on a wooden floor. It was coming from overhead. 
 
    He found a stub of candle in his pack and lit it. More sounds from overhead, coming from more than one place, it sounded like. 
 
    Was someone bedding down in the attic? But the noises didn’t sound like anything a person would make. 
 
    What he wanted was to go back to sleep. But he knew he wouldn’t be able to. Not until he knew what was making those noises. 
 
    Out in the hall, he heard it again. He couldn’t see any light coming from under any of the other doors or from downstairs. Someone downstairs was snoring loudly. Probably Squat. The half-ogre could rattle a foundation. 
 
    A narrow door at the end of the hall revealed dust-caked stairs leading upwards. Daros paused there, uneasy suddenly. Should he go back and get his sword? 
 
    Get ahold of yourself, he scolded himself. It’s rats or something. When was the last time you needed a sword to face some rats? 
 
    The stairs creaked badly under his weight. A whole clutch of spiders ran up the bare wooden wall, fleeing the candlelight. In the distance, a dog howled. Others joined in. 
 
    The attic was low-ceilinged and cluttered with old crates, some of them smashed open. A child’s rag doll sprawled across his path, both eyes torn out. He kicked it aside, not liking the look of it. 
 
    There were dead bugs everywhere. They crunched under his feet as he made his way toward the other end of the attic, the candle held high, its fluttering flame causing bizarre shadows to tail him. 
 
    More clicking sounds and then, something new. A low hiss. 
 
    Now he really wanted to leave. But Daros was a stubborn man and not inclined to give up easily. He was going to have his look around. Whatever it was—rats, racoons, bats—would flee from the light and then he’d go back to bed. 
 
    At the far end of the attic, sitting behind a trunk, was the Drazat egg. 
 
    But it was no longer intact. Shards sprinkled the floor around it. 
 
    “Damn it all,” he swore under his breath. “Why did it have to hatch now?” 
 
    Clicking noises behind him and he spun. 
 
    The candle guttered and nearly went out, but there was enough light to see a small creature with grayish skin dart behind an old chair fallen on its side. He only got a glimpse of it, but enough to see that it wasn’t much bigger than a kitten. 
 
    “See? You didn’t need a sword,” he said aloud, shaking his head at his own foolishness. 
 
    He made his way over to the chair and crouched down. “Hey, little guy. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    He pushed the chair aside. Huddled against the wall was the baby Drazat. Though it stood on two legs like its parents, the resemblance mostly ended there. It had a long, lizard-like tail. Its forelimbs were vestigial, barely formed, with tiny, grasping claws. Its snout was pointed. The yellow eyes watched him intently. 
 
    “God, you’re an ugly little thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    The creature hissed at him, showing a surprising number of needle-sharp teeth. 
 
    “Whoa, easy. You don’t have to be afraid of me. I’m harmless.” 
 
    The clicking of claws behind him made him turn. There were two more of them behind him. Worse, it looked like they were stalking him, one slow step at a time, mouths gaping. 
 
    Suddenly he remembered what Drrod—or was it Zerat?—said. 
 
    They will not need to be fed. They will feed themselves. 
 
    “Oh, damnit.” 
 
    He stood up too fast, cracked his head hard on a rafter and saw stars. When the room stopped spinning, he saw there were more of them, at least half a dozen now. They surrounded him, closing in. 
 
    “Stop right there! I don’t want to hurt any of you.” And what would the parents do to him if he did? He shuddered at the thought. 
 
    “Why don’t you just let me leave and I’ll bring you back a nice, thick steak? How does that sound, huh? It’ll taste better than me, I promise you. I’m sure to be tough as old leather.” 
 
    One of them darted at him. When he turned to face it, several more darted at him from behind. He felt pains as their sharp teeth pierced his skin. 
 
    Daros kicked at them—carefully, he didn’t want to hurt them—but they danced nimbly aside, and he hit only air. More of them rushed him. More bites landed. 
 
    Abandoning all efforts to be gentle, he aimed a hard kick at one but missed badly when it jumped aside. Before he could recover, it sank its teeth into his ankle. 
 
    Daros roared in pain. One latched onto his arm. He yanked it off and threw it, but in doing so the candle went out. 
 
    More bites. More pain. 
 
    Still roaring, Daros gave up the fight and headed for the exit. He banged his head again, then tripped over something in the dark and went to one knee. The little bastards were everywhere, hissing and biting. 
 
    Somehow, he found the stairs. 
 
    And promptly fell down them. 
 
    Others had heard him. There were running feet, cries of alarm. Someone held a lantern over him. It was Gorev, the cook. 
 
    “What the hell happened to you, Sarge?” 
 
    Daros rolled onto his side and got up. “The little bastards attacked me.” 
 
    “What little bastards? I don’t see anything. You’re bleeding, you know that?” 
 
    “Yes, I know that! What kind of stupid question is that?” 
 
    Others were crowding around. Beyond them, Daros saw Drrod and Zerat. He pushed through the others to get to them. 
 
    “It looks like your egg hatched,” he said through gritted teeth. They stared at him unblinking. Fear and pain made him reckless. 
 
    “They tried to eat me!” he yelled furiously. 
 
    Drrod shook his head. “It is not true.” 
 
    “Look at these bites!” He waved his bleeding arm at the Drazats. 
 
    Zerat spoke. “You frightened them. They defended themselves.” 
 
    “They were trying to eat me!” he repeated. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You can see my bites. How can you say that?” 
 
    Drrod’s teeth showed. “You do not taste good to us.” 
 
    Daros’ mouth worked, but no sound came out. Finally, “Whaaa…?” 
 
    “You do not taste good.” 
 
    Gorev said, “Just Daros?” 
 
    Drrod looked at him. “All humans, especially the fully grown ones.” 
 
    “Huh,” Gorev said. “That’s good, I guess. Nothing to worry about then.” 
 
    “I’m still plenty worried,” Daros said. “What’s to stop them coming down and attacking us in our sleep?” 
 
    “They will not.” 
 
    “So we’re just supposed to put up with them living over our heads?” 
 
    Drrod blinked. “No. They will be gone soon. Into the city.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” someone said. Daros couldn’t see who. It could have been him. 
 
    “That’s not going to make us any friends,” Gorev said. 
 
    “Shut up, Gorev. You’re not helping,” Daros snapped. Already he wasn’t looking forward to telling the Captain they’d loosed a dozen vicious creatures on Idon. 
 
    “What about me?” Squat said, pushing his way closer, his expression worried. 
 
    “What about you?” Daros said. 
 
    But Squat was talking to the Drazats. “Do they like half-ogre?” 
 
    Zerat’s lip lifted in what could have been a smile were she not so inhuman. 
 
    “Nothing likes the flavor of ogre.” 
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    “Keep your voice down. He had a hard night,” Aksia said. It was the next morning and Daros had gone to the Captain’s quarters to report about the Drazats’ offspring. 
 
    “He’s not the only one.” Daros eased himself down onto one of the dilapidated chairs Aksia had scrounged somewhere. He was surprised and relieved when it didn’t collapse and put him back on the floor. The bites he’d picked up all hurt terribly—he suspected some kind of venom in the creatures’ saliva, which made sense considering that Zerat had used saliva to help protect the egg before it hatched—and on top of that there were all the assorted bruises and lumps he’d picked up falling down the stairs. 
 
    She really looked at him for the first time. “You don’t look so good.” 
 
    “I feel worse.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “The egg hatched.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    “Oh, no, there’s lots of shit. Wagonloads of it.” 
 
    “Why? Was anyone else hurt?” 
 
    “Not that I know of, but that doesn’t mean anything. I went back up there a little bit ago. They’re gone, just like the parents said they would be.” 
 
    “They’re gone?” 
 
    He made fluttering motions with his hands. “Flew the coop. Out to explore the wide world.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as the implications of what he was saying became clear. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Now you get it. Drrod said they don’t like the taste of humans. But he didn’t see what I saw. Those little bastards were definitely hunting me. Who else are they going to hunt? And what about all the other races living here?” 
 
    She shook her head. “We better hope no one can track them back to us. If they do, we’re going to be a lot less popular here than we already are.” 
 
    The Captain came in then. His hair was combed, his face freshly washed and shaved, his uniform neat, but there was no denying the toll that the night before had taken on him. It was there in the tremor in his hands, the bloodshot eyes, the ginger way he moved. 
 
    Daros started to rise, but the Captain motioned him to stay where he was. 
 
    “It sounds like you had an interesting evening, Sergeant.” 
 
    “That’s one way to look at it.” 
 
    “How many of them are there?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. It all happened pretty fast. Ten or twelve, I think.” 
 
    “Once we’re done here, I want to talk to the Drazats. We need to get on top of this.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Daros stood up gingerly. Was there any part of him that didn’t hurt? “How was your dinner with your friend?” 
 
    The Captain smiled. “It was good. We spent way too long talking about the old days.” 
 
    “And drinking too much,” Aksia interjected. 
 
    “That may be,” he admitted. “But maybe this time it was necessary.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Under Marshall Pretor is a powerful man, commander of the Sentinels and in charge of all security and law enforcement in Idon. He’s going to try and get his revenge on me and, by extension, all of you as well. We need the High Councilor on our side to even things out a bit.” 
 
    “And you two are tight. It sounds to me like we don’t have much to worry about from the Marshall.” 
 
    “The problem is that he’s only one out of nine and four of the nine council members are in the Under Marshall’s pocket. The High Council is the ultimate authority in Idon.” 
 
    Silence as they all considered what this meant. 
 
    “Sounds like we need to hurry up and ship out to Shologog,” Daros said after a while. “Where it’s safe.” 
 
    “Not funny, Sergeant,” Aksia said. 
 
    “No,” he agreed. “But it’s early, and I’m hurting.” 
 
    “Here’s what we’re going to do,” the Captain said. 
 
    But before he could continue, there came a loud banging at the door. 
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    “Enter,” the Captain said. 
 
    It was Osra. She didn’t look good. Either she’d slept out in the yard, or she fell down a few times on the way home. 
 
    “I was on my way to tell you that Citra didn’t return last night, but then I got word from one of the sentries that we have company.” One of the first things Badger Company did whenever they made camp was set sentries and the manor house was no exception. A Badger was posted on the roof at all times. 
 
    “What kind of company?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “Sentinels. They look like they mean business. They’ve got us surrounded.” 
 
    The Captain’s brow furrowed. “I never expected Pretor to move this quickly.” 
 
    “What are your orders?” Aksia asked. What she was really asking was: Do we fight? 
 
    “For now, your orders are to keep things calm. No one does anything. We can’t afford a fight with the Sentinels. I’ll go out and talk to them. Hopefully, it’s only me they are after, though I still don’t know what Pretor could have on me already. If we’re lucky, he’s moving too fast and overplaying his hand. If these are trumped up charges, he’ll lose.” 
 
    They followed the Captain out into the street. Badgers watched from every window, and there were half a dozen on the roof. Daros saw strung bows and bared weapons. The Badgers’ first inclination was always to fight. 
 
    The Captain saw them too. He looked up at them and shook his head. Weapons were lowered, though kept at the ready. 
 
    Leading the watch was a tall, stringy man with a pointed beard and eyebrows so thick they looked like caterpillars trying to swallow his forehead. 
 
    He strode up to the Captain, his expression haughty. Daros hated him instantly. 
 
    “Captain Garaki?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m Commander Chelthin.” He brandished a rolled parchment. “I have here a warrant for your arrest, along with all the officers of your company.” 
 
    “On what charge?” 
 
    A nasty grin crossed his face. “Trafficking in illegal demon artifacts.” 
 
    “That’s an outrage!” Aksia burst out. “We only just got here. You have no proof.” 
 
    “No proof?” His smile got wider. “How about the presence of one of your mages, a certain Nassari Blademage, at the scene of the crime?” 
 
    Dammit, Citra, Daros thought. What did you get yourself into this time? 
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    The guard slammed the cell door shut behind Daros. The cell was dimly lit. Matted straw on the floor. The ancient reek of urine and despair. 
 
    A figure stood up from the back corner of the cell and moved into the weak light spilling from the lantern hanging in the corridor. 
 
    “What the hell happened, Citra? They just arrested the Captain because of you.” 
 
    The runes tracking up her arms glowed faintly. Citra’s face was pale. 
 
    “They arrested the Captain?” 
 
    Daros crossed his arms, used his best sergeant voice and scowl. “Tell me everything, soldier.” 
 
    She hung her head. “I got in a bad spot.” He tapped his foot and waited. “That first night in town, I went a little crazy. After all those weeks on the road—” 
 
    “I’m not interested in excuses. I need to know everything, and I need to know it now. You’ve put the whole Company in danger.” 
 
    Citra came to attention and stared at a spot somewhere over Daros’ shoulder. “I was gambling all night and I lost. A lot. More than I could possibly pay. It turned out the one I lost to is a heavy in the criminal underworld of Idon. He wanted his money and he had the muscle to back it up. But then he said he had a job, a job where they could use someone with my skills, and if I helped him one night, he’d call it even.” 
 
    There was a catch in her voice by the end. Citra was a hard woman, cold and sometimes cruel, but she was loyal to the Company through and through. Knowing she’d endangered all her comrades wasn’t an easy thing. 
 
    “You should have told me, Citra. Badgers stand together. We would have fought for you.” 
 
    “I know. It was stupid. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What was the job?” 
 
    “There was an item that they were handing over to some buyers. I was to help provide security in case there was trouble.” A haunted look came into her eyes. In a barely audible voice she said, “There was trouble. A lot of it.” 
 
    She looked him in the eye for the first time. “I swear I didn’t know it was a demon artifact they were selling. By the time I figured it out, it was too late. It was too late for everybody.” 
 
    Daros sagged. “So it’s true. You got involved in demon artifacts. What were you thinking? Don’t you remember those people we saw executed?” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was an artifact. I thought it was usual black-market stuff.” 
 
    Daros rubbed his eyes and leaned against the bars. “This is bad. This is really bad. This could bring us all down.” 
 
    The last of her resolve crumpled. She slumped to the floor. “I’ll take all the blame. I’ll swear none of you knew anything.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that will make any difference. Tell me the rest of it.” 
 
    “It all seemed normal at first. There were eight of us including the guy in charge, who said his name was Elmo. The handover was happening in an abandoned warehouse. We got there first and took up positions. Then the buyers showed up. There were more of them than we expected, maybe fifteen. They were all wearing robes with hoods pulled up over their heads. Something felt wrong about them right away. 
 
    “They showed the coin, so Elmo gave them the package. That’s when things started to go sideways. Their leader said he wasn’t handing over the money until he verified the item was authentic. That made Elmo mad, but there wasn’t much he could do unless he wanted a bloodbath. 
 
    “It was when they opened the package that I knew I’d made a terrible mistake. Inside was this strange-looking metal box with runes all over it. Once the box was out in the open, you could just feel the evil coming off it.” She shuddered at the memory. 
 
    “Inside the box was something that looked like a withered heart. Their leader held it up over his head and started chanting, some terrible language with sounds I’ve never heard before. The others all joined in. Elmo shouted at them to stop, but it was too late.” 
 
    She paused, struggling with herself. “I’ve seen some terrible things. You know that. You have too. But believe me when I say I’ve never seen anything like that before. It’s going to haunt me for the rest of my life.” She put her head in her hands. 
 
    Daros crouched down beside her. His heart had gone cold. “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t…I don’t really know. The heart started beating. Things came out of it, like tentacles or something. It was hard to see. Everything got blurry. There was a feeling like a doorway opening, a doorway to something vast and evil. Everything after that was chaos. It all happened so fast. Something hit Elmo right in the chest and punched clear through him, almost tearing him in half. He didn’t even scream. 
 
    “The two bodyguards flanking Elmo were killed instantly too. One had his head torn off. The other spilled his guts all over the floor. 
 
    “But it wasn’t just attacking Elmo’s crew. The buyer’s people were getting it too. One of them was lifted into the air, and then got his brains smashed out on the floor. Another one just exploded in a spray of blood and pieces.” 
 
    “What about your magic? Did you manage to hit back?” 
 
    “I tried. But my magic wasn’t responding right. It was like there was something blocking me, making it hard to get to my power. I managed to throw up a protective ward. It was all I could do. Then something hit the post next to me and sheared it off. The last thing I remember is looking up and seeing the ceiling coming down on me. When I woke up there were Sentinels everywhere. They pulled me out of the debris and tossed me in here.” 
 
    For a time neither said anything. Daros’ thoughts were in a whirl. This was even worse than he’d imagined. 
 
    “You sure put your foot in it this time, didn’t you?” he finally said. 
 
    “I’ve let the Captain down,” she moaned. “I’ve let everyone down.” 
 
    “What’s done is done. Now we have to figure out what to do next.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’ve got no bleeding idea.” He sat down. “I was only saying that because I’m your sergeant and I’m supposed to say things like that.” 
 
    A bell passed, maybe two, and then two guards showed up and unlocked the door. Daros and Citra were manacled. 
 
    “This whole jail is a null space,” one of the guards said to Citra. “If you try to use any magic, it will backfire and burn you. You understand?” She nodded. 
 
    He took them to a small room and told them to wait. There were two chairs. Neither of them sat down. 
 
    The door opened. The Captain came in, followed by the Lieutenant and then Ovis of the High Council. Citra snapped to attention and saluted. The Captain gave her an unreadable look and shook his head. He looked a lot older. 
 
    Ovis sat down in one of the chairs and motioned the Captain into the other. Before speaking, he looked at each of them in turn. 
 
    “Under Marshall Pretor wanted to have the entire Badger Company charged for conspiring with demons.” 
 
    “Sir,” Citra said. “It was all me. Only me. They didn’t have anything to do with it.” She was pale but her voice was steady. 
 
    “I believe you,” Ovis said. “Even the Under Marshall believes you, I’m sure. But that’s not really the point, is it?” He gave the Captain a significant look. 
 
    The Captain rubbed his eyes. “The Marshall and I have bad blood that goes back a long way. He sees this as a chance to bring me down.” He looked at his ragged coat ruefully. “Not that I’ve far to go these days.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain! I swear I didn’t know the job had anything to do with demons. I didn’t mean to involve you in—” 
 
    He held up a weary hand and she cut off. “It doesn’t matter now. That horse has already run away. We need to figure out what to do from here.” 
 
    Ovis spoke again. “I couldn’t stop the Marshall. He has four of the Council in his pocket. He only has to sway one more to push through whatever he wants. But I was able to eke out some concessions.” He sat back and folded his hands over his stomach. 
 
    “You have two days. Find the demon that was released and kill it. Everyone walks away.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?” Daros asked. Not that he didn’t already know the answer. But he had a perverse need to hear the worst spelled out. He’d always been that way. 
 
    “Your heads go on spikes as a warning to others. Every one of you.” 
 
    Daros pulled on his collar, which suddenly felt too tight. 
 
    The Captain stood up and held out his hand. Ovis stood as well and they gripped forearms. “Thank you, old friend,” the Captain said. “You didn’t have to stick your neck out like this.” 
 
    “I’m only sorry I couldn’t do more.” 
 
    “You’ve done enough. We’ll fix this.” 
 
    “The city is on lockdown. No one comes in, no one goes out, until the demon is found. You won’t be the only ones looking, either.” 
 
    The Captain nodded in understanding. “Pretor is going to try and find it first.” 
 
    “Yep. Bad for you if he does.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to make sure he doesn’t.” 
 
    “I take it you want to see the scene.” 
 
    “I don’t think ‘want’ is the right word,” the Captain said. He started for the door. 
 
    “Maksim.” The Captain looked back. “Be careful. This is no normal demon. None of our priests or mages have been able to get a lock on it. There’s something…different about it.” 
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    They stood outside the jail. It was late morning already. Time was slipping away fast. Daros looked around. Idon was a big city. The demon could be anywhere. 
 
    “We’re going to need Hagen,” the Captain said. 
 
    “I’m already on it,” Aksia said. “I sent Osra before we met with the High Councilman. He should be meeting us here soon.” 
 
    The Captain nodded, then looked at Citra. “You can find the warehouse again?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Then, out of nowhere, Hagen was there, materializing out of the crowd. He walked up, fixed the Captain with his strange dark eyes. “There’s something you need found?” 
 
    “Come with us.” 
 
    Citra led them to the warehouse. At the door, she got a troubled look on her face. 
 
    “It’s bad in there. Real bad. It’s—” 
 
    “We’ve seen bad before,” Aksia said, pushing past her. It was clear she was still plenty steamed at the Blademage. 
 
    They followed her inside. Stopped and stared. 
 
    There was bad. 
 
    And then there was bad. 
 
    This was the second sort. The smell hit Daros first, like hot copper mixed with sewage. Blood and guts. And wasn’t that basically all people were in the end? 
 
    Light came in through a big hole in the roof. Debris everywhere, pieces of cracked timber, roof tiles. 
 
    And body parts. 
 
    They were scattered everywhere. Daros saw a severed hand perched on a shelf like an offering. Limbs. Torsos. Someone’s guts were strung around the remains of a shattered desk like some horrible holiday decoration. 
 
    So much blood. The outer edges had dried, but the large pools were still wet, with fat, green-backed flies crawling all over them. 
 
    “How many demons were there?” the Lieutenant asked Citra. 
 
    “Only one, I think. But it was hard to tell. It all happened so fast.” 
 
    The Captain looked at Hagen. “You getting anything?” 
 
    Hagen didn’t answer. He was turning slowly, his head tilted back slightly. His eyes were wide and unblinking, but he wasn’t looking at anything they could see. 
 
    Hagen froze. His nostrils flared, as if he were a bloodhound on the scent. Then he blinked and came out of it. 
 
    “There is a trail.” 
 
    “I’ll head back to the house, rally the Company,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    But Hagen shook his head. “I need to follow it on my own first.” 
 
    He walked off into the gloom. Shadows swirled around him, and then he was gone. 
 
    “I wish I knew how in the hell he does that,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    “He told me once,” Daros said. “I’d rather not know.” 
 
    Citra was hugging herself. Daros couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her scared. 
 
    “I don’t want to stay here anymore,” she said. 
 
    The Captain looked at Daros and Aksia. “What do you think?” 
 
    Aksia looked around at the carnage. “When we go after this thing, we better go hard.” 
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    It was midday before Hagen returned. Daros wasn’t sure whether he was glad to see the man or not. Part of him had been hoping Hagen would fail. He didn’t want to go after whatever caused that carnage. He didn’t want anything to do with it. 
 
    “Report,” the Captain said. 
 
    Hagen looked troubled. 
 
    “It was hard to find. It doesn’t leave marks like a demon should.” 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “It’s holed up in the northwest quadrant of the city, in a residential building.” 
 
    “Did you lay eyes on it?” Aksia asked. 
 
    “Not in this world. But I saw it in the shadows.” A shudder passed over him. 
 
    “What did it look like?” 
 
    The dark eyes turned to her. “Things do not look the same in there. I can’t describe it to you. You wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “You have to give us more to go on than that.” 
 
    “I can’t. I can say this, though. It’s bigger than we thought.” 
 
    “We’ve killed big things before.” That was Osra. She had her favorite killing ax over her shoulder, full armor, and battle runes drawn on her cheeks in the Uskovian manner. She looked like a force of nature herself. 
 
    “I’ll muster the troops,” Daros said. 
 
    It didn’t take long. The Badgers were ready for war. They had been since morning, when their officers were arrested and taken away. They were miserable and shrewish, arguing and sniping as they filed out into the street. It was the waiting that caused it. Nothing was harder on a soldier than that time when they knew the violence was coming. 
 
    They were lined up when the Captain emerged. It wasn’t a pretty line like the Aegis Knights made, but they weren’t pretty either. They were ugly and scrappy. They looked like misfits. But there was no one tougher and no one Daros would rather go to war with. 
 
    The Captain stood looking at them for a long moment. He had his gold-chased helmet under his arm, the one Aksia had custom made for him after their contract in the Scorched City of Alikahm was completed successfully. She’d had to fight to get him to take it. He didn’t want anything that set him apart from his soldiers. Said his days of looking fancy were gone forever. 
 
    But Aksia wasn’t one to give up. Somehow, she “accidentally” lost his other helmet, giving him no other options. 
 
    “By now Sergeant Daros has briefed you,” the Captain said. “You have some idea what we’re up against. I wish I could tell you more, but all we know is where it is.” 
 
    “You can count on us, sir,” Osra said. “If it can be killed, we’ll kill it.” She thrust her ax into the air and shouted, “Badgers ho!” They clashed weapons and yelled it back at her. 
 
    They double-timed it over to the building. It was three stories and made of brown stone. Wrought-iron bars on the bottom floor windows. Fancy carvings in the corners. A doorman stood out front, looking at them with alarm. 
 
    Hagen pointed to a window on the second floor. “In there.” 
 
    “We can’t all go in,” Aksia said. All we’ll do is get in each other’s way. 
 
    The Captain nodded. “Lieutenant, Sergeants Daros and Osra, Citra, Squat, Grafton, Rylas, Winter, you’re with me. The rest of you surround the building. Don’t let it get past you.” 
 
    “Sir, maybe it would be best for you to wait out here,” the Lieutenant said. She knew it wasn’t going to work, and it didn’t. 
 
    “No chance,” he replied. “I won’t send any of my soldiers anywhere I won’t go.” With that, he buckled his helmet and strode up to the door. The doorman raised one hand. 
 
    “Sir, you can’t go in there.” 
 
    “We’re chasing a demon.” 
 
    “A demon? Here?” Shock on his face. “I didn’t let it in. I swear.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “You’ll try not to disturb the tenants? I need this job.” 
 
    “No more than we have to.” 
 
    The doorman held the door for them. 
 
    Though they tried to be quiet, there was only so much sneaking around nine armor-clad people could do. Daros hoped whatever they were stalking couldn’t hear very well. 
 
    On the second floor, they headed down the hallway. There were only two doors. They went to the near one and gathered around it. 
 
    “Ready?” the Lieutenant whispered, shifting her weight to kick the door in. 
 
    “Hold on,” Daros said. “Listen.” 
 
    From the other side of the door came soft humming. 
 
    “I didn’t know demons hummed,” Squat whispered. 
 
    “They don’t!” the Lieutenant hissed. “Stop talking.” 
 
    Daros turned the knob. The door swung open. 
 
    The Lieutenant pushed past him and lunged into the room, sword out. The rest poured in after her. 
 
    They were in a good-sized room. Heavy walnut furniture. A large mirror with a table in front of it. Heavy brocade drapes on the windows. 
 
    Sitting on a couch by one of the windows was an old woman, knitting in her lap. She broke off humming and put her hand over her mouth, her eyes very wide. She lowered her hand and composed herself, patting the wrinkles out of her dress. 
 
    “My goodness! I wasn’t expecting so many of you.” 
 
    “You were expecting us?” Daros said. The Badgers were fanning out, weapons ready, searching the room. 
 
    “I’ve been ringing the bell all day.” She nodded at a bell pull on the wall. “I’m disappointed with the management these days, I have to say. They’ve become very lax. It’s something I’ll make sure my husband brings up at the next meeting.” 
 
    Daros looked at the Lieutenant, who shrugged. Around the room the soldiers were signaling all clear, confused looks on their faces. 
 
    “It’s the rats.” The old lady spoke slowly. The look on her face said she thought Daros might be simple-minded. “I’ve been hearing them all day. I want them removed.” 
 
    The Captain moved to stand before her. “My apologies, madam.” He bowed. It looked natural on him, like he was born to it. Which he was. When Daros tried to bow, he always felt like a child who didn’t know one foot from the other. 
 
    The Captain straightened. “We won’t bother you any longer. We’ll leave now.” He motioned to the others, who began moving toward the door. 
 
    An irritable look came onto the old lady’s face. “After all this, and still you won’t help?” She crossed her thin arms. “I’m very disappointed.” 
 
    “It can’t hurt to take a look, Captain,” Daros said. “As long as we’re here.” The Captain nodded. 
 
    “Where did you hear the rats?” 
 
    She pointed at the far end of the room. There was a door there Daros hadn’t seen before. 
 
    “Grafton. Check it out.” Grafton was closest to the door. 
 
    Grafton had only been with the Company for a couple of years. He looked like a shopkeeper and fought like a hell hound. His sword held loosely in one hand, he opened the door and went through. Rylas and Winter, standing nearby, followed. 
 
    For a moment, nothing. Then— 
 
    “Holy shit!” Grafton yelled. 
 
    There was a jagged growling sound, followed by a thud and cracking. 
 
    Grafton hit the wall so hard he was thrown halfway through it and hung there, bleeding. 
 
    Rylas and Winter were already moving through the door as soon as Grafton yelled. Rylas reappeared almost instantly, falling backward, arms pinwheeling. Winter yelled. 
 
    All of this happened in the space of a breath, then the Captain was shouting orders, and everyone was moving. 
 
    Daros made it to the door next. What he saw, he wouldn’t soon forget. 
 
    It was a rat all right. Or at least, it was shaped like one. 
 
    But it was far, far too large. As big as a horse, with long, yellow teeth and murderous red eyes. It had Winter in its mouth. She was struggling feebly. On the floor was the body of an old man, presumably the old woman’s husband. He’d been partially eaten. 
 
    Chaos followed, of the sort that Badger Company excelled at. 
 
    A flurry of weapons and battle cries. Hissing from the rat as it dropped Winter. Flashes of sorcery from Citra. Blood. Some of it human, some demon rat. Mostly human. Cries of pain as soldiers went down. 
 
    In the melee, the rat knocked the Lieutenant down and pinned her with one foot, but before it could bite her, the Captain struck it hard across the face with Bloodmore, the family sword. Blood sprayed. The rat squealed and slashed at him with a clawed foot. 
 
    But the Captain turned the blow and Daros followed up by cutting the foot most of the way off. 
 
    The rat wheeled, scattering soldiers like toys. It slammed into the wall, smashing through into the hall. Squat got one more blow in, and then it was gone, charging down the hallway. 
 
    Osra ran to the window, yelled to the soldiers below, then joined the others in pursuit. If they could flush it outside, maybe they could surround it and kill it. 
 
    But instead it kept to the stairs, smashing through the door that led into the cellar. They pulled up at the cellar door, Daros, the Captain, Squat, Osra and Citra. The Lieutenant was still limping down the stairs. 
 
    “We need some light,” the Captain said. 
 
    “I got it.” Citra held up one fist. A glyph blazed and fierce blue light poured forth. She headed down first. 
 
    Daros managed to get ahead of the Captain, though he almost had to push the older man down to do so. “Sorry, sir,” he muttered. He wasn’t. If he let the Captain go first and something happened to the man, Aksia would kill him. 
 
    The blue light illuminated the cellar, but the shadows were weird and unreliable. Furniture and boxes stacked everywhere. Rusting tools. A dead cat. 
 
    “Why didn’t you blast the thing when you had a chance?” Daros growled at Citra. Almost dying always made him grumpy. 
 
    “And kill half of you while I’m at it? Is that what you want?” 
 
    He pointed. “I think it went that way.” 
 
    “You should be our new tracker. What an eye you have.” A trail of destruction marked the king rat’s path. It would have been nearly impossible to not see it. 
 
    “Just make sure you have something wicked ready. Do that thing where you call up all those blue blades.” 
 
    “Now you want to tell me how to do my job?” 
 
    It was unsettling, following the monster through the debris. It could be anywhere, fall on them at any moment. Daros jumped at a shadow, then another one. 
 
    It was a relief to get to the other end of the cellar and not find the creature. “Nothing but a damned big hole,” he said over his shoulder to the Captain. 
 
    They stood at the lip of the hole looking in. “It’s gotten into the sewers,” the Captain said. 
 
    “You want us to follow, Captain?” Daros hated even asking the question. 
 
    The Captain shook his head. “We’d be at its mercy. Time to regroup.” 
 
    “Fall back!” Osra bellowed. “Move it. Let’s get out of here!” 
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    Back at the house, the Captain slumped in his chair. The bottle sitting on the old desk was almost empty. He eyed it unhappily. 
 
    “Well, that was a shit show,” he said. 
 
    “It was embarrassing, is what it was,” the Lieutenant said. “Goddamned embarrassing.” She’d been tightlipped and angry the whole way back. She took the bottle and moved it to the far end of the desk. 
 
    “We lost Grafton,” Daros said. “Winter is going to be out of action for a while. Rylas has a few deep gashes. There’s a few other wounds, but nothing serious.” 
 
    “We need a better plan next time.” The Captain reached for the liquor, ignoring the Lieutenant’s scowl, and poured the rest of it into his mug. 
 
    “It’s my fault,” the Lieutenant said. “I accept full responsibility.” 
 
    “Because you didn’t know that the demon we were chasing would turn out to be a giant rat?” the Captain said mildly. “When did you become psychic?” 
 
    She was unmoved. “It’s my job to know.” 
 
    He took a drink. “It’s no one’s fault. At least we know more for next time.” 
 
    “Where’s Hagen?” the Lieutenant demanded. “I have some questions for him. Like why he didn’t tell us what we were up against.” 
 
    Making himself scarce, if he’s smart, Daros thought, but kept it to himself. He didn’t need the Lieutenant cracking his jaw. 
 
    “It’s not like Hagen to make such a mistake,” the Captain admitted. 
 
    Daros spoke up. “Remember, the High Councilor said there’s something different about this demon. None of their mages have been able to get any kind of a lock on it. Maybe Hagen couldn’t either.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be in this position if certain people could follow simple orders,” Osra blurted out suddenly, glaring at Citra. 
 
    Citra was drawing herself up to respond when the Captain said, “Enough.” Though he didn’t raise his voice, they both closed their mouths. “I’m the one who made the decision to come here, Sergeant. If you want to blame someone, blame me.” 
 
    A shocked look appeared on Osra’s face. “No, Captain. I never meant…I mean, I had the choice to leave the Company. We all did. I don’t blame you.” She gave Citra a sideways look. “You either. I’m just…shit. We haven’t even gone to Torashad yet and already we’re getting our asses kicked by this…whatever it is.” 
 
    That got their attention. It was the closest Daros had seen Osra to admitting she was scared. 
 
    “We’ll figure this out,” the Captain said. “Just like we always do.” He looked around at each of them in turn. “Ideas?” 
 
    “We need to get that thing out in the open,” Daros said. “Somewhere we can concentrate all our fire on it.” 
 
    “And how do you plan to do that?” the Lieutenant asked. 
 
    “All we need is cheese. A lot of it.” 
 
    None of them were impressed by Daros’ attempt at humor. “This isn’t the time for jokes,” the Lieutenant snapped. 
 
    “He might be onto something, though,” the Captain said. Aksia shot him a disbelieving look, and he added, “We could use bait and lure it out.” 
 
    “That could work.” Aksia gave Daros a speculative look. 
 
    He could see where this was going. “No. No, no, no. I’m not going down into the sewers and using myself as bait.” 
 
    “What made you think I was thinking of you?” 
 
    “The look on your face. I’m too old for that. Too valuable to the Company too.” 
 
    “We’ll discuss it later.” She turned back to the Captain. “Once Daros, I mean the bait, draws it out into the open, we hit it from all sides.” She rubbed her hands together. “We can take it down. I’m sure of it. We saw it bleed. That means we can kill it.” 
 
    “Great plan,” Daros said sarcastically. “Little short on details.” 
 
    “You just get it outside and leave the rest to us.” 
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    In the end, Daros did end up being bait. The Captain and the Lieutenant assured him that he wasn’t really bait, but he wasn’t buying it. As he climbed down into the sewer later that afternoon, it felt like all he was missing was a large block of cheese strapped to his back. 
 
    The plan was actually fairly simple. Hagen had relocated the demon, not far from the southeast corner of the city and still in the sewers. After looking at a map of the city’s sewer system, it was easy to determine why the creature was there. It was clearly looking to escape the city by going under the wall. 
 
    “Why hasn’t it broken out already?” Osra wanted to know. “A thing that size should have no trouble breaking through the metal grate or whatever they have blocking the end of the sewer.” 
 
    “It’s protected by holy symbols and magical wards, just like the city walls,” Citra said. “If it even touches one of them alarms will be set off and it’ll have half the city coming down on it.” 
 
    “The important thing is that it’s close to the grate,” the Lieutenant said, putting her finger on the map. “See this tunnel it’s in? There aren’t any branches between where it is now and that grate. If we get some boots down here in the tunnel upstream from it, all they have to do is drive it down to this point.” She moved her finger to indicate the spot. 
 
    “With the grate protected, it’s got nowhere to go but up through this access hatch. We can have the rest of the Company waiting here and hit it from all sides.” 
 
    “Do I have to guess whose boots those will be?” Daros asked glumly. “I told you I wouldn’t be bait.” 
 
    “Bait is helpless,” the Lieutenant said. “You’ll be armed.” 
 
    “Not once it starts biting them off. Did I mention I was thinking about retiring?” 
 
    “You’re not even in your fifties yet. You’re too young.” 
 
    “I feel old.” 
 
    “That’s because you worry too much.” 
 
    It bothered Daros how much the Lieutenant was enjoying this. “You have a cruel streak. You know that, right?” 
 
    “I told you already. I’d go, but…” She pointed at the bandage on her leg. In fairness, she was limping pretty badly. 
 
    In the end, it was decided that Daros and Citra would go. The Captain offered to send more soldiers, but Daros refused. 
 
    “They’re only going to get in my way when I’m running away,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the Lieutenant said. “Citra can handle the thing.” 
 
    Daros looked at Citra. “Can you?” 
 
    She shrugged. “We’ll find out. I might not be able to kill it, but I should be able to hurt it enough to herd it in the other direction.” 
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” Daros grumbled. 
 
    While getting ready, he got an idea. He went to the room where they’d stashed all the equipment they got from the Knights. There in the corner, where he’d hidden it, was the boom stick he’d taken from the quartermaster. 
 
    “Let’s see what you can do,” he said, slinging it over his shoulder. This bait intended to fight back. 
 
    Now, as he climbed down into darkness, feeling for the next iron rung, he wondered why he’d never become a farmer. It had to be better than being a soldier. How many farmers got killed by turnips? 
 
    He reached the bottom of the ladder and shone his light around. The light came from a cylinder about the size of his finger that was mounted on his helmet. They’d gotten several of them from the Knights. They carried enough magical charge to burn for a few bells before they went dead. 
 
    “How’s it look?” came the Lieutenant’s voice in his ear. A farspeaker. Another handy magical item from the Knights’ stores, the farspeaker looked something like a seashell and hooked onto the ear. According to Citra, once in place it sprouted feelers that grew into the ear, maybe as far as the brain, which was something Daros really didn’t want to know. Magic was tolerable so long as it worked and he didn’t know how. 
 
    “I’m not dead yet. Have you ever heard of a farmer being killed by his turnips?” 
 
    “What the…? Did I hear you right?” 
 
    “I guess if they ate a spoiled one. I’m thinking most crops are pretty safe so long as you don’t eat the bad ones.” 
 
    A pause while she digested his words and decided to ignore them. Daros had something of a reputation for strange flights of fancy when he was facing a dangerous situation. “Sending Citra down now.” 
 
    “You’re going to like it down here,” he told Citra as she reached the bottom. “Lovely place for a bit of rest and relaxation. Mind your step. There’s some floating things behind you could get caught in between your toes.” 
 
    She made a face. “Gods, but it smells worse than Gorev’s cooking down here.” 
 
    They were standing on a narrow ledge that ran alongside a channel carrying what could only be called a river of shit. 
 
    “I wish I could tell you that you’ll get used to it, but you won’t.” 
 
    “Not your first time in a sewer then?” 
 
    “It’s how we took Chepel,” he said, starting to make his way down the tunnel. “Came in at night through the sewers. I could smell it for weeks afterwards. I think it soaked into my skin.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to know that.” 
 
    “At least this sewer has a ledge to walk on.” 
 
    “How about knocking off the idle chat?” the Lieutenant said. Her voice was weaker than before, but still legible. “Keep this line open for the mission.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Daros didn’t bother to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. Let her yell at him after this was over. If he survived. 
 
    They didn’t have far to go before they reached the main channel that the Lieutenant had indicated on the map. It was considerably larger, maybe five good paces across and the same high. Fortunately, it also had a ledge running along the side, because there was considerably more shit flowing down it. 
 
    “I was wrong before, Lieutenant,” Daros said. “That first tunnel wasn’t a river of shit. This one is a river of shit. The first one was no bigger than a creek, at best.” 
 
    “What in the hell are you on about, Sergeant?” she snapped. 
 
    “Nothing. Only making sure this farspeaker still works.” 
 
    When he heard her swearing under her breath, it made him smile. A soldier had to take pleasure from the little things. Nothing like needling an officer to brighten a soldier’s day. 
 
    Unfortunately, the ledge was on the other side of the tunnel. They’d have to wade. 
 
    “How are you at levitation?” he asked Citra over his shoulder. 
 
    She saw what he was talking about and swore. “I could get us across, but it burns a lot of power, especially carrying a second person. I think it’s better to save that power for the demon.” 
 
    “I was afraid you’d say that.” 
 
    Wincing, he stepped down into the channel. Warm water—and other things he didn’t want to think about—filled his boot instantly and soaked his leg. But at least it was only knee deep. He waded out into it. 
 
    “Come on in. The water’s fine.” 
 
    “I hate you,” she said. 
 
    His light fell on something floating in the underground river. “Is that a…?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, I don’t care. Don’t say anything about it.” 
 
    “You never know what you’re going to find down here,” he said. 
 
    He made it to the ledge on the other side and turned to give her a hand. She looked down at her feet ruefully. “I should have worn my old boots.” 
 
    “I thought those were your old boots.” 
 
    Her mouth quirked. “They are. They’re also my only boots.” 
 
    “Hagen says you’re less than a hundred paces from it now. Better load up,” came the Lieutenant’s voice. Scratchy and weak, but still understandable. Maybe this wouldn’t turn into a nightmare. Maybe this plan would actually work. 
 
    “And maybe pigs will fly out my arse,” he said aloud. 
 
    “What was that, Sarge?” Citra asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” He took the boom stick off his shoulder. “Time to beat down the bones and bury the bodies. The Lieutenant says it’s only a hundred paces ahead.” 
 
    The light from their headlamps was suddenly augmented by the odd blue glow of several of the Blademage’s runes. 
 
    “I suggest you use the blade tornado,” Daros said. He’d only seen her use it once, but it was impressive. Thousands of glowing, ethereal blades whirling faster than the eye could follow. “You can go first too.” 
 
    “You know that’s a bad idea. If I try to use that in an enclosed place like this, I don’t know for sure what would happen. But likely scenarios include you and I being diced up into little pieces. And if something bad doesn’t happen, I’d be mostly worthless afterwards. You know that too.” 
 
    “I know. A fellow can hope, can’t he?” 
 
    “We’re in a sewer with a giant demon rat that will most likely eat us. I don’t see what use hope is.” 
 
    More squawking from the farspeaker. 
 
    “Sorry, Lieutenant,” Daros said. He wasn’t. Talking, making bad jokes about horrible death, these were things he did before battle to ease his nerves. Some soldiers got quiet and withdrawn. For some reason it made him talkative. It had gotten him threatened more than once over the years. 
 
    They made their way stealthily down the tunnel. The only sounds were dripping water and an occasional gurgle from the river of sewage. What made the sewage gurgle like that? Daros wondered, before deciding that probably wasn’t a useful line of thought at a time like this. So long as whatever was doing that left them alone. At least until the demon rat was done chewing on them. 
 
    He stroked the discharge stud on the side of the weapon, making sure he knew right where it was. Hopefully this thing would make a greasy spot out of the rat demon too. 
 
    Suddenly, from up ahead, the sound of wild squeaking. 
 
    “Get ready!” Daros hissed, dropping into a crouch. The light from Citra’s tattoos flared a little brighter. 
 
    Closer and closer the sound came. Underneath it could be heard thousands of tiny claws on stone. Sweat trickled down Daros’ back. Had the rat demon already raised an army to fight for it? 
 
    Then they burst into the light, a solid gray, seething mass of rats. Daros was this close to ashing the lot of them. Only years of experience eased his finger off the discharge stud. It would be foolish to waste this thing on rats. Not when he didn’t know how many charges it had. 
 
    And they were only rats. 
 
    Right? 
 
    He tensed as the tide reached them. Citra sucked in a breath. 
 
    But the rats flowed around them without paying them any heed. The rodents seemed more terrified than they were. A few were shoved by their panicking fellows and fell into the river. It took a little while for them all to pass. 
 
    “I almost shat myself,” Citra whispered. 
 
    “At least you wouldn’t have far to go to find a latrine.” 
 
    “Did anyone ever tell you you’re not funny?” 
 
    “More times than you’d think.” 
 
    “I doubt that.” 
 
    “You’re almost there,” the Lieutenant said. “Hold on. It’s moving the other way.” 
 
    “You mean it’s working?” Daros asked in disbelief. To Citra, he said, “It’s moving away from us.” 
 
    “Perfectly,” the Lieutenant said. “Pick up the pace. Establish visual contact with the target.” 
 
    “I’d rather just go home,” Daros muttered. To Citra, he said, “Let’s pick it up.” 
 
    They headed down the tunnel at a trot, lights moving constantly, watching for the surprise attack. Though really, how much of a surprise could an attack from a creature larger than a horse be? 
 
    The rat demon continued moving, drawing ever closer to the ambush point. 
 
    “Once you verify it’s in position, call it in,” the Lieutenant said. “We’ll hit that bastard with everything in our bucket.” 
 
    As if he needed to be reminded. What he wanted to do was call in the strike right now while he headed back the way he’d come. Even another swim in the shit river sounded preferable to facing that thing again. 
 
    “Less than a hundred paces to the ambush point,” the Lieutenant said. “The target has stopped. It looks like it’s in position. All we need now is your visual verify.” 
 
    “Almost there.” 
 
    The tunnel curved gently to the right. He signaled Citra to slow. 
 
    Eased around the bend. 
 
    No sign of the creature. 
 
    He wiped sweaty palms on his shirt. Touched the discharge stud again. Took a few deep breaths. Moved forward a few more steps. 
 
    Still no sign. Where was it? He could see the ambush point up ahead—a large, circular chamber—but it was empty. 
 
    “Status,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    “No visual.” Another two steps forward. 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense. It has to be there. Maybe—” 
 
    A sound of voices in the background, then the Lieutenant was back. 
 
    “Target is headed your way! Repeat. Target is headed your way! Fast!” 
 
    A dozen paces ahead, seemingly appearing out of a blank wall, the rat demon appeared, red eyes the size of lanterns, yellow teeth gleaming wickedly. 
 
    It charged at them, surprisingly fast for such a large creature. Two leaps and it would be on them, rending them limb from limb. 
 
    But Daros and Citra hadn’t survived this long by being easy to surprise. Even as the Lieutenant was speaking the words, Daros was already swinging the boom stick around and pressing the stud— 
 
    From the weapon there came a horrid crackling sound like claws on slate that was, nevertheless, the sweetest sound Daros had ever heard. 
 
    A flashing, coruscating ball of pure magic burst from the end of the weapon, smashing into the rat demon’s face, chewing and rending as it spent its charge. 
 
    Almost simultaneously, Citra howled and launched her attack as well. Four of the glyphs on one arm blazed brightly, an electric blue color. She flung out a hand and from it came a stream of hissing, coruscating points of light. After each one struck, it burrowed in under the monster’s flesh, detonating an instant later, blowing holes in its flesh. 
 
    The rat demon came on, as Daros hit the discharge stud over and over, knowing it was futile, knowing the weapon needed time to build up its next charge… 
 
    Then, skidding to a halt, throwing up a bow wave of sewage water. The rat demon spun and took off in the other direction. 
 
    “Target is heading for the ambush point,” Daros said, running after it. “We’re in pursuit.” 
 
    The thing reached the ambush point and took the only route left to it, straight up the side, heading for the surface. 
 
    “It’s coming for you!” Daros yelled. 
 
    He and Citra reached the chamber a moment later. Looked up. Saw the rat demon, streaming black ichor and sparks, climbing swiftly up the stone wall toward the light coming in through the sewer cover. 
 
    It slammed its head into the cover, sending the metal disc spinning. 
 
    There was an eruption from aboveground, followed quickly by another. Two of Yazir’s crackers, no doubt. The blasts were strong enough that a few pieces of stone fell out of the walls and ceiling and splashed into the sewage. Daros and Citra had to hold onto the wall to keep from being knocked down. 
 
    And here came the rat demon, right back at them. 
 
    Daros raised the weapon, realized a moment later he didn’t need it. 
 
    Half its head blow away, its fur smoking in multiple places, its body ripped open, the rat demon hit the water, sending up a wave of filth that soaked the two soldiers to the bone. Those crackers were wonderful things. They solved all kinds of problems. 
 
    “Is it dead?” Citra said. 
 
    “It better be. I’m not fighting anything that can live without a head.” Daros still held the weapon at the ready. But the demon wasn’t moving. It looked bad. 
 
    “Status!” the Lieutenant barked. 
 
    “Target is dispatched.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Through the farspeaker came a distant cheer. 
 
    “Good work, Sergeant. Come on up.” 
 
    Daros looked at Citra. “You ready to get out of here?” 
 
    “Ladies first,” she replied, heading for the ladder. Her tattoos went dark and she started climbing the metal rungs. 
 
    Daros stopped at the bottom to take a last look at the rat demon, slumped in the sewage. 
 
    “That’s what you get for tangling with Badger Company,” he told it. 
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    “I can’t wait to see the Under Marshall’s face when we drop this on him,” Aksia gloated. The Lieutenant was rubbing her hands together, a big smile on her face. “Let him see how Badger Company takes care of problems.” 
 
    A handful of the mercenaries were pulling on ropes that went down into the hole. With another surge, the head of the monster appeared. An appreciative sound came from the Badgers. A shouted command, another pull. 
 
    Abruptly, the head parted from the body. The soldiers went down in a heap. The body fell back into the sewer. 
 
    Aksia and the Captain walked over to look at the head, or what was left of it. “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “We have the head. We don’t need the rest anyway.” 
 
    “My congratulations, Lieutenant,” the Captain said. “That was finely executed.” 
 
    Aksia swelled with pride. Daros thought maybe her helmet would burst, her head was getting so big. 
 
    The Captain turned to Daros. “Well done, Sergeant. Exemplary.” 
 
    Daros felt himself swelling with pride as well. He had to admit it was a great feeling. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    As the Captain was commending Citra, Aksia clapped Daros on the shoulder. “See? I told you that you worry too much. No problem. No problem at all.” 
 
    “You’re not standing here with your boots full of shit.” 
 
    She looked down at his feet and her face wrinkled. She moved a step away. “No, no, I’m not. You should really do something about that. You smell bad.” 
 
    “We got lucky. If it would have come hard at us, I don’t think we could have stopped it.” 
 
    “But you did, and that’s what counts. I can’t wait to see Pretor’s stupid face.” 
 
    “You said that already.” 
 
    “And I may say it a few more times. Lieutenant’s prerogative, you know.” 
 
    They wrapped the creature’s head in a tarp and tied it to a long pole. Dismissing the bulk of the Company to return to their quarters, the Captain headed for the Citadel, accompanied by the Lieutenant, Daros and Osra. Drrod and Zerat were detailed to carry the head. 
 
    They attracted a lot of attention as they made their way through the city. Word of what they’d done spread fast and people turned out to see. The Lieutenant made sure they knew it was Badger Company who’d done the deed. 
 
    The way she preened and strutted worried Daros, awakening the superstitious streak that every soldier carries. Bragging too loudly brings the attention of the gods, and that is never a good thing. But when he conveyed his fear to the Captain in a look, the Captain shook his head. 
 
    “Let her have it.” 
 
    In due time they reached the gates of the Citadel. The guards stopped them. One of them disappeared into the gatehouse and a few moments later the guard with the gouges on his breastplate emerged. He looked them over, a hint of a smile on his face. 
 
    “You’re back. What is it this time?” His eyes went to the dripping tarp the Drazats carried. The blood was black and already eating a hole through the tarp. 
 
    “We brought you a present,” Daros said. 
 
    “Thanks, but I prefer my meat cooked just a little bit longer.” 
 
    The Captain moved up to the front of their little company. The guard captain saluted him. “Captain Garaki. Welcome, sir. I didn’t see you back there.” 
 
    “It’s all right. We killed the demon. Permission to bring it inside.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened. “You got the demon? That’s it?” 
 
    “Only the head,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    He whistled. “It’s a big one, then. Biggest one to make it through in the last couple centuries. Congratulations, Captain Garaki. That’s no mean feat.” 
 
    “Badger Company has the greatest fighting men and women in the world, of that I’m convinced,” the Captain replied. 
 
    “You’ll get no argument from me, sir.” He stepped aside. “Permission to enter granted. I’ll send someone to Sentinel Headquarters to fetch the Under Marshall.” He gestured at a slate-covered building on the far side of the square the Citadel fronted. “I’m sure he’ll want to see this too.” 
 
    The gates swung open and they proceeded inside. 
 
    “Where should we take it?” the Lieutenant asked the guard captain. 
 
    “Set it over there.” 
 
    The tarp split open before the Drazats could set the head down. It made a wet sound when it hit, rolling to lie with one eye pointing sightlessly at the sky. The flesh was rapidly sloughing off the skull. By nightfall there’d be nothing left but the bone. 
 
    Out here in the light of day, it looked a lot less like a rat. It had too many eyes, for one thing. At least three that Daros could see on this side, spaced irregularly across its face. The skull was shaped wrong too, the lower jaw far too large, pocked with weird bulges. Its teeth were unnaturally long and grew in wild directions, some piercing the cheek. 
 
    Those Knights passing through the courtyard all stopped to look at it. Then they looked at the soldiers who’d brought it in. Daros caught more than one eye that gave him a respectful nod. He suspected Badger Company was going to be on people’s lips after this. 
 
    They didn’t have to wait long. The copper doors of the Sentinel Headquarters opened and the Under Marshall came striding out, followed by several aides. 
 
    “As you requested, Under Marshall,” the Captain said when he got there, “here is the monster.” 
 
    Pretor walked slowly around it, examining it carefully. He prodded it with his boot, exposing a long canine. He completely ignored the Lieutenant, who was busy staring daggers at him. 
 
    “It’s a rat,” he said finally. “Only a rat.” 
 
    “Only?” the Captain said. “One might say unusually large.” 
 
    Pretor nodded grudgingly, as if conceding a point in an argument. “So you’re claiming this is the demon you people unleashed on Idon?” 
 
    “We didn’t unleash the demon!” the Lieutenant blurted out. “But we sure enough—” 
 
    The words died on her lips as the Captain held up his hand. 
 
    The Captain turned back to the Under Marshall. “I trust this resolves our difficulty?” 
 
    Pretor gave him a haughty look. “I will have my people investigate it. The city will remain in lockdown until the investigation is complete, and you will remain under house arrest until then.” 
 
    The Captain nodded, apparently unperturbed. “As you wish.” 
 
    Outside the headquarters, Aksia could scarcely contain her fury. “That miserable twit!” she fumed. “I’d like to—” 
 
    “Lieutenant.” 
 
    The Captain said the word mildly, but it was like an electric shock to her. She went rigid. 
 
    “You are an officer, remember? Try to comport yourself as one.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.” 
 
    “This is only a temporary delay. No doubt the investigation will be hastily completed.” 
 
    “Begging your pardon, sir, but we don’t know that. Pretor—” 
 
    She broke off at his look, then started again. 
 
    “The Under Marshall isn’t going to let this rest.” 
 
    “But he cannot keep the city locked down without good reason. Rest easy, Lieutenant. Soon we will be in Torashad and beyond his reach.” 
 
    Torashad, Daros thought. Out of the frying pan and into the fire. I can hardly wait. 
 
    Osra spoke up for the first time. “Sir?” The Captain looked at her. “The Company isn’t going to be happy when they find out they can’t go out and celebrate their victory.” 
 
    “No, they will not.” 
 
    “Maybe we could ease that a bit.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Perhaps we should pick up some food and drink on the way. Make our own party, sir.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea.” He turned to the Lieutenant. “Make it happen, Lieutenant.” 
 
    She made a strangled sound. “Sir, our finances are perilously low as it is and—” 
 
    “That’s a problem for another day, Lieutenant. The Company deserves this in recognition of a job well done.” He moved closer to her and lowered his voice. Daros barely heard what he said next. 
 
    “I know you’ve squirreled some coin away. Don’t be so miserly. Officers should be generous with their men.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aksia didn’t like it, but she couldn’t very well deny the Captain’s direct order. She dug reluctantly into the Company’s meager cash reserves, but, as in everything else, once she decided to do it, she did a good job. 
 
    Daros actually pitied the merchants Aksia purchased the party supplies from. He had a good idea how much coin she’d spent, and he had to admit that he was impressed by how much food and drink she came up with. Two sides of beef, several young pigs and a dozen chickens appeared at the manor house by sunset. By then the pit barbecue had been dug in the back yard—with more alacrity than Daros had ever seen soldiers dig before—and there was a good bed of coals well under way. 
 
    When the drink arrived a short while later—two kegs of ale, a cask of wine, and a score of bottles of liquor—the party really got under way. The alcohol was set up in the old ballroom, the kegs quickly broached and drink passed out to the thirsty soldiers. 
 
    A few instruments appeared. Music. Dancing. Shouts and laughter. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Daros told Aksia, who grunted and looked on sourly. 
 
    “We’re broke now,” she said. “This place is only paid up for two more nights. If we don’t ship out soon, we’ll be living in the street and begging.” 
 
    “That’s a problem for tomorrow,” Daros said, taking a long drink off his mug. “Why not just enjoy it for now?” 
 
    “You say that because it’s not your problem.” 
 
    “Let it go, Aksia. We did it. We killed the rat demon. We saved the day. Let’s just enjoy it while we can.” 
 
    She grumbled and stalked away. Daros shrugged and turned his attention back to his drink. She could be as grumpy as she wanted. He intended to get foolishly drunk and celebrate. 
 
    Darkness fell. The pits were dug up and meat thrown onto makeshift platters consisting of wooden planks torn from the kitchen walls. The alcohol flowed. The noise level increased so that conversation in the old ballroom became nearly impossible. Not that it mattered much anyway. By then almost everyone was too drunk to pay attention to whatever anyone else was saying. Daros and Osra had been shouting at each other for some time, punctuated by toasts to Badger Company and tearful hugs mixed with declarations of eternal loyalty and friendship, and he couldn’t remember a single thing she’d said. Couldn’t remember much of what he’d said, either. 
 
    Finally, he stumbled out back. It was quieter out there, only a handful of people standing around the open pits, glowing with coals. Daros wandered off into the overgrown garden to relieve himself, caught his foot on a hidden vine and fell on his face. 
 
    Gorev came lurching up. Daros shifted his position to stay upwind of him. It didn’t help that much. 
 
    “A tragic waste,” Gorev mumbled. His words were hard to make out, he was slurring so badly. Liquor sloshed over the edge of his mug. 
 
    Daros had a feeling he wasn’t going to like where this was going, but what could he do? Being sergeant meant listening to his soldiers. 
 
    He took another long drink and wiped his mouth. “What is?” 
 
    “Didn’t need to buy all this meat.” Gorev waved his mug in the direction of the dinner remains. 
 
    “That’s interesting.” It wasn’t. Daros looked around for someone to extricate him from this. 
 
    “No need at all.” Gorev shook his head vigorously, his sparse white hair flailing with the motion. 
 
    Daros winced. “Why not?” 
 
    Gorev leaned in close like he had an important secret. “The rat.” 
 
    At first Daros didn’t follow. “What rat?” 
 
    “The big one. The one you all killed. We coulda ate that. Saved a whole lot of coin.” 
 
    Daros gaped at him. Did he just hear what he thought he did? “You wanted to eat the demon rat?” 
 
    Gorev nodded. “Lot of meat on that sucker. Could fed us all for a couple of days.” 
 
    “You do know it wasn’t a real rat, right?” 
 
    Gorev waved this off as unimportant. Some of his ale splashed onto his feet, which were oddly bare. “Meat is meat. What I saw was a whole pile of it, just gone to waste.” He shook his head sadly. “Don’t know what the world’s coming to.” 
 
    “It was demon meat.” 
 
    “It was meat.” 
 
    “It was rotting fast, too. You saw that, didn’t you?” 
 
    Gorev wasn’t perturbed. “A little spoilage is to be expected.” 
 
    “A little? It was falling apart in front of my eyes!” 
 
    Gorev licked his lips, his tongue like a gray slug. “That only means it’s tender.” 
 
    Daros just gaped at him for a bit. Was the old man serious? He looked serious. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Daros said. “Maybe cooking isn’t for you. Have you ever thought about that?” 
 
    Gorev shrugged. “It’s a calling.” 
 
    “Maybe you heard it wrong.” 
 
    “It does me good to know I’m doing my part in the Company, sending you all off to battle with full stomachs.” 
 
    With the trots was more like it. 
 
    “It’s been hard since we got here, though,” Gorev continued. 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Scrounging is thin. Not enough rats and pigeons and such. Especially since those lizard babies showed up.” 
 
    “You mean the Drazats young?” 
 
    Gorev nodded. “Little bastards ate all the rats and mice and such, along with the pigeons that were roosting in the attic. How am I supposed to feed this crew now?” He sounded very sad. “They even got most of the cockroaches.” 
 
    “You remember what I told you about putting cockroaches in the food, don’t you?” 
 
    Gorev’s brow furrowed. “Not really. Something about chopping up the big ones?” 
 
    “No! I said don’t put them in the food at all!” 
 
    “Really? I don’t recall that.” 
 
    “I’ve told you ten times if I’ve told you once.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Gorev scratched his neck with filthy fingernails. “You need to learn to be clearer.” 
 
    “I said, ‘Don’t put cockroaches in the food!’ How much clearer do I need to be?” 
 
    “Why don’t we let it go for now? We can talk about what you did or didn’t say later. It’s a party!” 
 
    Daros grumbled and stomped off. “We’ll catch up later!” Gorev called after him. 
 
    Daros found Aksia sitting by herself on the stairs. He dropped down beside her. “What were you thinking?” he groused. “Why did you ever hire him?” 
 
    “Hire who?” 
 
    “That Inkalmin bastard. Gorev.” 
 
    She frowned. “I didn’t hire him. I thought you did.” 
 
    “Not me.” 
 
    “Then who did? It wasn’t the Captain, I know that. Maybe Osra?” 
 
    “Osra hates him more than anyone. She’s threatened to kill him more times than I can count.” 
 
    Aksia thought about this. “You know, now that I think about it, I don’t remember ever seeing his name on the payroll.” 
 
    “Are you saying…?” 
 
    “No one hired him.” 
 
    Daros rubbed his face. “You’re saying he’s doing this for free?” 
 
    “That’s what it looks like.” 
 
    “But that’s crazy.” 
 
    “We’re talking about Gorev, remember?” 
 
    Daros finished his ale. “Do we fire him?” 
 
    “We never hired him.” 
 
    “We’ll leave him behind. There’s no need for him in Torashad.” 
 
    “The Captain won’t like that. You know how he feels about leaving people behind.” 
 
    “But he’s not our people.” 
 
    “It’s been months. He is now.” 
 
    Daros stood up. “I need another drink.” 
 
    But before he could head back to the ballroom, there came a loud banging at the front door. 
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    Daros opened the door. It was Commander Chelthin. With him were four Sentinels. 
 
    “We don’t need a rat catcher. We already got them all.” Daros tried to close the door, but Chelthin put his foot in it. 
 
    “What do you want?” Aksia growled. 
 
    He looked down at her dismissively “I demand to speak to your captain. Go fetch him.” 
 
    Aksia swelled up and Daros was sure she was about to tear a few pieces out of the man, but the Captain came up then. 
 
    “How can I help you, Commander?” Daros knew the Captain was impressively drunk—it was there in the slight burring of his speech and the extra careful way he carried himself—but it hardly showed. Even drunk, the Captain was more elegant than any of them. 
 
    Chelthin smiled. Daros thought if a vulture could smile, it would look just like that. “Actually, it is I who have come to help you.” 
 
    Aksia crossed her arms. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Lieutenant,” the Captain said without looking at her. 
 
    Aksia dropped her head and stepped back a half step. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “A reminder that you now have only one more day to resolve the mess you created, or you and your entire Company will be charged with consorting with demons.” His smile got wider. “And you will be found guilty.” He practically licked his lips at the thought. 
 
    “But we killed the demon rat,” Daros said. “You saw it.” 
 
    “I saw something dead.” 
 
    “It was a demon.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain this night’s events?” 
 
    “To what are you referring?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “There was another slaughter.” 
 
    Daros’ heart dropped. Damn. And things were finally going right, too. 
 
    Chelthin continued. “The eastern postern gate. The entire squad on duty was found dead less than a bell ago. They were torn to pieces.” 
 
    The Captain’s look grew somber. “Did it manage to flee the city?” 
 
    “Fortunately for you, it did not. There are magic locks on the gate that automatically seal in the event of an attack. The demon is still loose in the city.” 
 
    “Thank the gods for that.” 
 
    Chelthin held up one finger. “One more day. One more chance.” 
 
    “We will dispose of this creature,” the Captain said. “You have my word on it.” 
 
    “Better do so. Or it’s decapitation for the lot of you.” 
 
    Motioning to his men, Chelthin spun and marched off into the darkness. 
 
    The door closed, the Captain looked at the two of them. “How did this happen?” 
 
    “I have no idea, sir,” Aksia said. 
 
    Daros shifted uneasily. The Captain looked at him. “What’s on your mind, Sergeant?” 
 
    “There has to be another one,” he said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with you, Sergeant.” 
 
    “How?” Aksia asked, putting a hand over her face. 
 
    “My guess is there were two all along,” the Captain said. 
 
    “It’s not just that,” she said. “It’s only been here for what, about a day now total? You remember how big it was?” 
 
    “I have some idea,” Daros said, thinking of that thing looming over him in the sewer. 
 
    “So, in one day it not only grew tremendously, but it split and now there’s two of them?” 
 
    “Hopefully, only two,” Daros said, then wished he hadn’t. He didn’t like the thought of a pack of them underfoot somewhere. 
 
    “Ovis said this was no normal demon,” the Captain said. 
 
    “I think that’s an understatement,” Aksia said. “What if there are five of them? What if there are ten?” 
 
    “Then we have to kill ten,” Daros said. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    Aksia glared at him. “This is no time to be funny.” 
 
    “I thought about running around screaming, but I felt it would be counterproductive.” 
 
    “Before we get too far down that river, let’s take care of what’s in front of us,” the Captain said. “First thing we do is go after the one responsible for the attack and kill it. Then we’ll find out if there are more.” He looked around. “Have you seen Hagen lately?” 
 
    “I tripped over him by the back step earlier,” Daros said. “He’s not going to be any help until morning.” 
 
    The Captain rubbed his chin. “Then it appears there is nothing we can do until morning at the earliest. Sergeant, if you would make sure our tracker drinks no more this night.” 
 
    “What about everyone else?” Aksia asked. “Should we spread the word?” 
 
    The Captain considered it, then shook his head. “No. The liquor is almost gone now. Let them have their fun. Morning will come soon enough.” 
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    Early the next morning, the Captain, the Lieutenant and Daros went back to the Citadel to see Councilman Ovis. The Captain’s old friend had dark circles under his eyes and was unshaven. 
 
    “What a holy bleeding mess,” he growled when they came in. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the Captain told him. “I thought we took care of it.” 
 
    Ovis waved him to a chair. “It’s not your fault, Maksim. How were you supposed to know there was more than one of them? None of us did.” 
 
    “We’ll finish this thing. I give you my word.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, but I don’t know if you can.” Ovis got up heavily and walked over to the sideboard, where he poured each of them generous quantities of brandy. “Whatever it is, it’s moving fast. There were three more attacks early this morning.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Ovis rubbed his eyes. “The demon came right up through the floor into someone’s living room. From there it smashed its way through the wall into the next apartment and the next.” His gaze was haunted. “It wiped out the entire tenement. No one escaped.” 
 
    “How many dead?” 
 
    “Thirty to forty. We can’t be sure. Just like the attack on the guard post, there weren’t any bodies.” 
 
    “No bodies? Chelthin didn’t say anything about that.” 
 
    Ovis slumped in his seat. “Not a single one. Just lots and lots of blood.” 
 
    The Captain set his brandy down. Daros noticed he hadn’t had any of it. That meant the Captain was worried. “What happened to the bodies, then?” 
 
    Ovis took another drink off his brandy. “It took them. Down into the sewer.” 
 
    Daros stifled an urge to swear loudly and often. There went any hopes he had about staying out of the sewer. 
 
    “Where did the attacks happen?” the Captain asked. 
 
    Ovis pulled a map out of the desk drawer and spread it out. He pointed to an area by the wall. “This is where the guard post is.” Pointed to another area. “This is where the tenement is. The other two attacks happened here and here.” He pointed to two other locations. All four were spread out in different areas of the city. “The third attack was a tavern that was illegally ignoring the curfew. That one had a survivor, a serving maid who hid in a closet, but we haven’t been able to get her to speak yet. The final attack was the home of a ranking Verasite priest. The whole family and all the servants are gone.” 
 
    They stood there, looking down at the map. “Any idea on the times?” the Captain asked. “Could one demon have been behind all of them?” 
 
    “As near as we can tell, none of them happened at the same time, so it’s possible. Or we could be looking at four different demons. There’s just too much we don’t know.” 
 
    “The other big question is, what does the demon want with so many bodies?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “Maybe it’s feeding its children,” Daros blurted out before remembering himself and adding a belated “sir.” 
 
    Ovis looked at him. “I hope to Eremus you’re wrong. If it’s spawning that fast, how long before we’re overrun? There’s already talk on the Council of bringing back some of the troops from Torashad. I don’t need to tell you what a disaster it would be if these things break out and spread across the countryside. We might never manage to hunt them all down.” 
 
    “If it’s spawning,” the Captain said, “then that means there’s a nest down there somewhere in the sewers.” 
 
    He looked at the Lieutenant. She said, “We’ll find it, sir. And once we do, we’ll burn it out.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt your abilities,” Ovis said, “but it’s gone beyond that. The Sentinels have mustered every warm body and they’re on high alert. The Aegis Knights are loaning them everyone we can spare, and so are the other three Orders. If you find this nest, you let us know before you act. We need to go in in force.” 
 
    He started to say something else, but an aide rushed in. 
 
    “They caught it, sir!” 
 
    Ovis leapt up from his desk, his whole face brightening. “Is this true?” 
 
    “They’re bringing it in right now.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Aksia asked. “Did you say caught?” The aide looked at her in surprise, nodded. 
 
    “For the record, I was against it,” Ovis said. “I wanted it killed. But I was overruled. This is different from any demon we’ve encountered so far. There are those who want to take it apart and learn more about it first.” 
 
    “That’s madness,” she said. 
 
    “That’s what I said. But it is what it is. Let’s hope our mage-priests know what they’re doing.” 
 
    They left his office and headed out to the courtyard. 
 
    “They’re bringing it here?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “We have a pit, specially constructed. Hardened walls. Wards of every kind. This isn’t the first time we’ve had to contain a demon in order to take a closer look.” Ovis pointed to a corner of the courtyard where a dozen men were pulling on chains attached to large eye bolts stuck in the ground. There was a large, circular stone set in the ground there that Daros hadn’t noticed before. The men pulled on the chains and the stone began to slide off to the side. 
 
    “All we have to do is get it in there.” 
 
    They left the Citadel and walked out into the square it fronted. Several squads of Sentinels were already forming up in the square, the officers barking commands. Not just Sentinels, either. Two squads of Aegis Knights were forming up as well. 
 
    “Why do I have a feeling this is going to go bad?” Aksia said in a low voice to Daros. 
 
    “Because it is.” Daros was already scanning the square, mapping out escape routes, judging the disposition of the soldiers, noting high points, fields of fire and so on. He’d been a soldier too long, been in too many desperate scrapes, to do anything else. If being a soldier had taught him one thing, it was that any situation, no matter how in control it appeared, could suddenly blow up. In fact, he’d be willing to bet it did more often than not. 
 
    Aksia waited until Ovis had turned away to speak to a soldier before stepping up close to the Captain. “Sir. It’s my opinion that we should get you out of here.” 
 
    “I can’t go. I have to see this through.” 
 
    “Why don’t I stay and see it through? Or Daros? We can report to you later.” 
 
    “Do you have so little faith in these soldiers to handle the creature?” 
 
    “It’s not that, sir. If anyone can handle the demon, it’s them. But if this goes wrong, I’d feel a lot better knowing you were safe.” 
 
    “Thank you for your concern, Lieutenant, but I have to stay. Honor demands it.” 
 
    She clearly wanted to argue, but she also knew it wouldn’t do any good. She stepped back. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    She moved back over to Daros. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” she asked him in a low voice. 
 
    “If what you’re thinking is how do we get the Captain out of here when this blows up, then yes.” 
 
    “Good. No matter what happens, we get him safely out of here. Even if we have to carry him.” 
 
    “I recommend that narrow alley over there.” He gestured with his chin. “If this demon is as big as the last one, it won’t be able to get through there.” 
 
    She glanced over and nodded. “Agreed. You’re responsible for getting him out. I’ll provide cover.” She gave him a hard look. “I’m serious about carrying him if it comes to that.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    They took up positions a pace behind the Captain, slightly flanking him. 
 
    They didn’t have to wait long. A commotion appeared in one of the streets that led into the square, a mass of Sentinels clustered around something, many of them pulling on chains. 
 
    Even though Daros was prepared for it, he was still surprised at the sheer bulk of the thing. It was even larger than the rat demon, the size of a small house. 
 
    Unlike the rat demon, this one didn’t look much like anything natural. It was covered in ratty fur that made Daros think of a bear, but there the similarities ended. Its legs were too long, for one thing and they were jointed like a cockroach’s. Clawed arms jutted out from random places, at least six of them. Red eyes ringed a gaping mouth that encompassed most of its head. 
 
    It was bound by three bands of crackling emerald power. Each band was being maintained by a Sentinel mage. The bands had burned into the demon’s sides. 
 
    It was clear right away that the mages were struggling. All of them were pale and one was visibly staggering, being propped up by soldier. Fortunately, the bands of power were steady. 
 
    Daros looked back at the Citadel, gauging the distance they still had to go to get to the pit. A hundred paces or less. He started to hope that this was going to work. They only had to hold it together for a little bit longer. 
 
    It was as if the creature realized the same thing then, for it suddenly redoubled its efforts to escape, thrashing madly. 
 
    The weakest mage cried out, a high, thin sound, and stumbled, going to one knee. The band he was maintaining flickered. 
 
    That was all the opening the demon required. With a mighty heave, it lunged toward the hapless mage. The man looked up and had only time for a single, terrified squeak, before the demon landed on him, crushing him. The band went out. 
 
    With a roar, the demon broke the other two bands and turned on the remaining mages. The old man was crushed against the wall of a building by the demon’s flailing tail. The woman was flung skidding across the square. 
 
    The demon reared up on its high legs. Dozens of crossbow bolts were loosed, plunging deep into the creature, but to no effect. 
 
    Daros didn’t see much then. He was too busy hustling the Captain toward the narrow alley. Aksia had her sword out and was providing rear guard. 
 
    Shouted orders and Sentinels and Knights closed in around the monster. Swords flashed. The demon’s claws were a blur. Soldiers were tossed like rag dolls. More crossbow bolts buried themselves in its hide. 
 
    It was close. The demon almost escaped. It fought its way through the press of cursing, screaming soldiers to the edge of the square. 
 
    Then the lone remaining mage got back on her feet. She cried out the words of a spell and a column of fire burst from her hands. 
 
    Struck hard, the demon staggered, tried to catch itself on the side of the building. She hit it again, driving it back against the wall. Its arms waved feebly. 
 
    Her final attack punched clear through the demon. It slumped to the ground, clearly dying. 
 
    As life left it, it gave off an unearthly howl that raised the hair on the back of Daros’ neck. 
 
    “That was close,” Aksia breathed. She looked at the Captain. “Are you okay, sir?” 
 
    “A little bruised from Daros’ rough handling, but that’s all.” He gave Daros a stern look. “I may be old, but I can still carry myself, thank you.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I got a little excited.” 
 
    “You meant well. Shall we go? I’d like to have a closer look.” 
 
    Aksia stepped aside and sheathed her sword. The Captain started to walk by her. But Daros grabbed his arm. 
 
    “What now, Sergeant?” the Captain sounded exasperated. “You can’t still be worried about it. It’s clearly dead.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” Daros said. “It’s just…I have a feeling.” 
 
    The Captain and Aksia both stopped and turned to him. They’d learned long ago to listen to Daros when he had one of his feelings. He didn’t know where they came from, only that he’d always had them, even as a child. Now and then he’d get a sort of premonition of danger. It was never anything he could put his finger on. There were no details. Only a sick feeling in the pit of his guts. 
 
    But he’d learned long ago to trust it, as had those around him. 
 
    “What is it, Sergeant?” the Captain asked. 
 
    Daros shook his head. “I don’t know. But there’s something…wrong.” He clenched his fists, frustrated at his inability to put his finger on it. 
 
    Then it hit him. 
 
    “That howl the demon made as it died.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    He grabbed the Captain’s arm. “It wasn’t just a dying scream.” 
 
    “What was it then?” 
 
    “It was a call. It was calling for help.” 
 
    Their eyes widened as they realized what he was saying. Aksia started to push the Captain toward the alley again. 
 
    And all hell broke loose. 
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    The side of the Sentinels’ headquarters blew out suddenly in a spray of shattered rock. Lunging through the hole was another demon, nearly as big as the last, though this one was sheathed in bony plates from which splayed a dozen armored legs and huge mandibles, like some kind of rampaging demon beetle. 
 
    It leapt into the midst of a squad of Sentinels, crushing a half dozen of them. Others it ripped in half with its clawed appendages, spewing body parts all over the square. 
 
    The remaining Sentinels were retreating. Knights were rushing to join them, but their weapons looked small and feeble against the monster’s bulk. Crossbow bolts and arrows skipped off its plates without even leaving a scratch. 
 
    Daros and Aksia were once again hustling the Captain to the narrow alley. Daros looked back to see if the demon was pursuing. At that moment there was a break in the battle as survivors fell back to regroup and reinforcements got into place. 
 
    To his surprise, instead of pushing its attack, the demon changed directions and headed for its dead comrade. Two Sentinels were flanking the dead demon, and when they saw the beetle demon coming, they broke and ran. 
 
    The beetle demon latched onto the dead demon with two clawed feet and began dragging it toward the hole in the Sentinels’ headquarters. 
 
    “Let go,” the Captain said, trying to pull away from Aksia, his gaze fixed on the retreating demon. “I wonder why it’s doing that.” 
 
    “I’d really feel better if you’d let us get you out of here,” Aksia said. “We don’t know how many more of those things there are.” 
 
    The beetle demon disappeared into the hole, dragging the dead one with it. In moments there was no sign of either of them, only the settling dust and the moans of the wounded. A few broken stones fell from the damaged wall and crashed to the ground. 
 
    “That didn’t go so well,” Daros said. 
 
    “Sir, it’s time to leave,” Aksia said to the Captain. Reluctantly, he let her pull him away. 
 
    But before they could leave the square, the Under Marshall arrived. He surveyed the damage—the sagging wall, the dozens of dead and wounded Sentinels, the two dead mages—with mounting rage. Then he turned on the Captain. 
 
    “This!” he yelled. “This is your doing!” He stomped toward them and shoved his finger into the Captain’s chest. 
 
    “Sunset,” he said through gritted teeth. “It’s dead, or you are.” 
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    Aksia was already yelling for Hagen before they’d even made it through the front door. He emerged, blinking, from one of the back rooms, looking a little green around the gills. He pulled himself straighter when he saw the looks on their faces. 
 
    “We need your help again,” the Captain said. 
 
    “There’s another demon, isn’t there?” he asked. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Aksia asked. 
 
    His expression clouded. “When I was searching for it yesterday, I kept getting echoes.” 
 
    “What do you mean, echoes?” 
 
    “Like I was picking it up in two places at the same time.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to say anything about it?” Aksia looked like she wouldn’t mind biting him. Daros knew she wasn’t really angry at Hagen. She was upset at the situation. He was just a handy focus. 
 
    “That’s the thing about echoes. They sound exactly the same, you know?” He could see that they didn’t understand and tried to explain it differently. “Normally, if there were two demons, I would pick up two different patterns. But that wasn’t like this. It was the same pattern, but in a different place. It only happened a couple of times and only briefly. Every time I tried to chase down the echo, it wasn’t there. In the end, I decided that something was interfering with my ability, probably because of how close we are to the Rift. But now I see I was wrong. I’m sorry, Captain.” 
 
    The Captain waved off his apology. “You couldn’t have known. As the High Councilor said, this demon is unlike any they’ve ever encountered. This must be part of its abilities.” 
 
    Hagen’s words triggered something for Daros. “Sir?” The Captain nodded for him to continue. “I really don’t want to say this but…” 
 
    “Spit it out already,” Aksia snapped. 
 
    “What if there’s not a second demon? Or a third?” 
 
    The Captain frowned. “I’m not following.” 
 
    “What if it’s all the same demon?” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Aksia said. “They all looked completely different.” 
 
    “Looked different, yes. But what if they’re all part of the same demon?” 
 
    Aksia froze as the realization of what he was saying hit her. Hagen started nodding. 
 
    “That makes sense. It would explain a lot of things,” he said. 
 
    “Are you saying you think the demon can split into pieces?” Aksia asked. 
 
    “That would explain why the beetle demon came to carry away the dead one,” the Captain said. “It’s going to be reabsorbed into the whole.” 
 
    “Oh, gods,” Aksia said, leaning against the Captain’s desk as if all the strength had left her legs suddenly. “That means somewhere there’s a queen demon. We have to kill her.” She glared at Daros as if blaming him for everything. 
 
    “You’re going to have to look deeper,” the Captain told Hagen. “We need to find the queen. Can you do it?” 
 
    Hagen’s expression was grim. “I have to.” 
 
    “How soon can you leave?” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Right now.” 
 
    Hagen closed his eyes and stood very still. When he opened his eyes again, they were solid black. 
 
    All of them took a step back. For Daros, the movement was involuntary, his muscles responding to ancient, primal instincts of self-preservation. It wasn’t that there was anything frightening about Hagen himself. 
 
    No, it was the feeling that the world had just shifted around Daros. Like some veil he’d never known existed had been pulled back, revealing something deeper and a whole lot darker. 
 
    And that darkness? 
 
    It hungered. 
 
    “How do you do it?” Daros gasped. “How do you go in there?” 
 
    Hagen’s smile was bleak. “The difficulty is in staying out.” 
 
    “I don’t think I want to know what that means.” 
 
    “No. You don’t.” 
 
    He turned and began walking away from them. With each step, he rapidly grew smaller. It was like watching someone walk away down a road, getting smaller and smaller as if receding into the distance, though it was only a few steps. 
 
    Shadows flowed up around him and he was gone. 
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    Once Hagen was gone, the others readied themselves for battle. It was decided that a small group stood the best chance in the tight quarters they were likely to wage this fight in. That meant both mages and Osra accompanying Daros, the Captain and the Lieutenant, along with the Drazats and several others. 
 
    It didn’t take Daros long to get ready. Over his leather armor he pulled the new suit of chain mail he’d gotten from the Knights. He put on his lucky helmet and strapped it down tight. Vambraces and heavy gauntlets followed. His sword at his waist, buckler strapped to his wrist. 
 
    Last was the boom stick. He patted it and slung it over his shoulder. 
 
    They gathered in the library. Osra looked fearsome in her plated mail armor, the grim ax she favored slung on her back. Citra had added a coat of sleeveless chain mail over her standard crocodile hide jerkin. The glyphs on her arms were glowing slightly. The Captain was wearing his old steel cuirass, greaves and a mail skirt. 
 
    The Drazats wore no armor, only their standard weapon harnesses, but they’d dug into the new weapons and now each carried a huge yataghan with a jagged, saw-toothed blade. 
 
    The door opened and Yazir came in. The alchemist had a bulging satchel slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “No, no,” Daros said right away when he saw him. “You’re not coming with us. I don’t want to be entombed forever down there.” 
 
    “Tsk. So little faith.” 
 
    “This doesn’t have anything to do with faith. Even an idiot can see that explosives and sewers don’t mix.” 
 
    The Captain cut in. “I called him here.” 
 
    “Why? I’m pretty certain the demon isn’t holed up behind a castle wall.” 
 
    “Because this is a battle we can’t afford to lose.” 
 
    Daros let it go then. He didn’t want to think about what the Captain meant by that. Thinking too much only complicated things 
 
    Then it was time to wait. The soldiers’ eternal enemy. Empty time with nothing to do but think about all the terrible things that could happen soon. Everyone dealt with it in their own way. 
 
    The Drazats stood there like statues. Daros didn’t think they even blinked. The only time one of them moved was when they heard the sound of clawed feet scurrying inside the wall. Drrod turned his head and looked in that direction. Was it one of her children? Daros wondered. 
 
    Yazir went through his satchel, taking the explosives out of the bag one at a time, laying them in a row, mumbling to himself, then putting them back in the bag. Over and over. After the fourth time, Aksia yelled at him to stop. 
 
    Osra sat down on the floor and went to sleep leaning against the old bookshelves. Citra sat cross-legged on the floor, eyes closed, hands on knees. Aksia paced, her armor clanking with every step. The Captain sat in one of the old chairs and stared out the cobwebbed window. The others played cards with silent intensity. 
 
    All at once Hagen was there, stepping out of a shadow where there’d been none before. 
 
    Hagen stood for a few seconds with his eyes closed. When he opened his eyes, the blackness was gone. 
 
    In its place was alarm. 
 
    “Report,” the Captain said, standing and walking over to him. 
 
    “We have to go. Right now.” 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    “It’s underneath the Blade.” 
 
    The Lieutenant frowned. “Under the Blade? But how? It comes right out of the ground.” 
 
    “There’s a secret cavern deep underground. The Blade originates there, generated by a magical construct of some kind. I couldn’t get close enough to see.” 
 
    He turned a haunted gaze on the Captain. 
 
    “The demon has broken into the cavern. I think it’s trying to destroy the Blade itself.” 
 
    Daros groaned. “Of course. The Blade stands flawlessly for hundreds of years but a couple of days after we get here, it’s in danger. Nothing like flooding the world with demons to make us a whole bunch of new friends.” 
 
    “Is that helping, Sergeant?” the Captain said. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. It slipped out. Won’t happen again.” 
 
    The Captain stroked his chin. “Lieutenant, I want runners heading for the Citadel and Sentinel headquarters. We need to coordinate with them. Tell them we will meet them at—” 
 
    “Please, sir,” Hagen said. The Captain turned back to him. “You have to understand. The demon is already there. There isn’t time. We have to go now.” 
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    “I’m starting to really hate this city,” Daros said. 
 
    The little group was standing in one of the main sewer lines. In the tunnel wall was a gaping hole with numerous drag marks leading to it, along with a thick trail of blood. 
 
    The Captain looked at Hagen, who nodded. The tracker looked green, but maybe that was just the mage lights causing that. All of the Badgers had one attached to their helmets. 
 
    More than anything Daros didn’t want to go through that hole. He wanted to run to the nearest tavern and drink himself blind. Instead, he heard himself offer to take point. He winced. This was no time to be a hero. But then, no time was. 
 
    Daros stepped up to the hole. Citra fell in behind him. He could feel the hum of her power vibrating down the length of his sword. 
 
    “Here we go again,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’d like to say again that I’m sorry. You know, in case I don’t…” 
 
    He waved off her words. “Just blast everything that moves.” 
 
    She nodded. “Blast everything. You got it.” 
 
    The Lieutenant followed Citra. After her was the Captain, then Hagen, Little, Osra and Squat. Behind Squat came Shirk, Pim and Iker. Bringing up the rear were the Drazats. They alone showed no sign of nerves.  
 
    Who knows? Daros thought. Maybe they did this sort of thing all the time when they were growing up. If he survived this, he’d ask them. 
 
    They passed through the hole into a natural cavern. Water dripped from the ceiling. Mud squelched underfoot. On one side was a silent pool. 
 
    It was easy to tell where the demon had gone. Besides the drag marks on the floor, the far side of the cavern, where it narrowed to a crack, had been torn open by something big. 
 
    Past the crack was a steep slope covered in loose rock. At the foot of the slope was a larger cavern filled with bizarre rock formations, spires, mushroom formations, convoluted brain-like shapes. Daros paused at the edge of the cavern. He didn’t like this at all. There were way too many ambush points, too many places the demon could come at them. Single file like this, they’d be easy to pick off. 
 
    “You’d know if there was a demon hiding in here, right, Hagen?” Daros asked. 
 
    “There’s nothing here.” 
 
    “Keep moving,” the Captain said. 
 
    Passing through the cavern, their heads swiveled as they tried to watch in every direction.  
 
    More tunnels and cracks and caverns came after that, always leading down. They were deep beneath the city, crossing a long chamber, when they came to something even stranger. 
 
    “What is it?” the Lieutenant asked. “Is that stone?” 
 
    She started to reach for it, but Daros pushed her hand away. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    She blinked. “Yeah. You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    The cavern ended abruptly, sealed off by a wall of some kind. But it was no ordinary wall. It looked like glass. From its depths there came a slow, pulsing, emerald light. 
 
    There was a huge, roughly circular hole in the wall. 
 
    “Looks like the demon melted its way through,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    “So the demon can melt rocks too. Is there anything it can’t do?” Daros said. 
 
    “It’s not rock,” Citra said, holding her hand near it. A moment later she jerked her hand back with an oath. “It’s a magical construct of some kind.” She rubbed her fingertips. “Far and away the most powerful one I’ve ever seen. I don’t think any mage living today could duplicate this. Not every mage working together.” 
 
    “Likely it was constructed by Eremus himself,” the Captain said, “when he created the Blade.” He looked like a scholar who has just made a significant discovery, rather than a soldier following a powerful demon to its lair. “Scholars have long debated the question of what powers the Blade. Most agree that the Blade must have a power source, but no one has ever been able to find it. Until now.” 
 
    “And now the demon has that power,” Daros said. “Great. Just great.” 
 
    “It does not have the power yet,” Hagen said. “The source has many powerful wards woven around it.” 
 
    “The first good news I’ve heard all day,” Daros said. 
 
    “But they are weakening rapidly,” Hagen added. “If we don’t stop it soon, it will not only succeed in destroying the Blade—” 
 
    “It will have all that power for itself,” the Lieutenant finished. 
 
    They all stood there in stunned silence, imagining demons spewing through the Rift, spreading everywhere across the world, led by one with the power of the Blade in its hand. 
 
    The Captain looked them over one by one. “We can’t fail. Whatever it takes, whatever it costs us, we have to kill this thing.” 
 
    “Captain, sir?” Squat asked. The Captain nodded. “What if it can’t be brought down?” 
 
    “That’s what I brought Yazir for.” The Captain turned to Yazir. “Start placing the charges. If this goes bad, bring it down. Bring it all down.”  
 
    Yazir nodded and hurried off, pawing through his satchel as he did. 
 
    “You know, I was just thinking this morning that it had been too long since we had a good suicide mission,” Daros said. 
 
    “Shut up, Sergeant,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    Daros and Citra passed through the hole into a round tunnel or passage. They’d only gone a few steps when Citra said, “What in the holy hell are we walking on?” 
 
    Daros had noticed it too. There was no longer stone underfoot. Instead, the ground had turned soft and mushy. He pointed his light down at his feet and began cursing. 
 
    “What is it?” the Lieutenant asked, passing through the hole and moving up beside him. 
 
    “You tell me. And I don’t want to hear that it’s what it looks like.” 
 
    “It looks like flesh,” she said. 
 
    “I said I didn’t want to hear that.” 
 
    Daros shone his light around. Everything, floor, walls, ceiling, was thickly covered in raw, glistening flesh. Sinews ran across it like ropes. As he watched, a whole section of wall twitched, muscle responding to an unseen signal. 
 
    The Captain entered and played his light around. “Fascinating.” 
 
    “Not the word I would have chosen,” Daros said. “I was going to go with disgusting.” 
 
    “This must be what the demon needed all those people for,” the Captain said, ignoring Daros. 
 
    “Is that a hand?” Citra asked. “What’s it holding?” 
 
    Daros looked where she was pointing. Protruding from the wall was a small, child-sized hand. The fingers were curled around a doll that had been torn in half. 
 
    There were other body parts in the wall as well. Daros saw teeth, what he was pretty sure was a heart, most of a leg. Mixed in were scraps of clothing, here a flutter of yellow cloth, curiously clean, there a boot with the sole torn off. 
 
    “That looks like a face,” Squat said, peering at something set into the ceiling. “But it don’t look right at all.” The face was distorted, the mouth off-center, the forehead sunken. The eyes were wide and unseeing. 
 
    Squat poked the face with his sword. When he did, the face recoiled, receding partway into the ceiling. At the same time, a shiver passed down the tunnel, like a vast muscle contracting. 
 
    “What the hell did you do that for?” Osra said. “Now it knows we’re here.” 
 
    “No,” Hagen said. He was looking even worse. “It already knew. We can’t hide from it. We’re inside it.” 
 
    The Badgers looked around uneasily. 
 
    Hagen froze suddenly, listening to something only he could hear. “We can’t tarry here,” he said. “It has broken through to the last ward. We’re out of time.” 
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    They had to cut their way down the fleshy tunnel. It was crisscrossed with sinewy growths like spiderwebs, too thick to get through without chopping away. Unnervingly, the sinewy webs regrew behind them. 
 
    “It’s going to be better in Shologog, right?” Osra muttered. “Surely it’s not worse.” 
 
    “You want to bet on that?” Daros asked. He reached to touch the boom stick slung over his shoulder, reassuring himself it was still there. 
 
    Daros saw a lipless mouth on the wall, opening and closing. The teeth were black, with a clear fluid dripping from them, hanging in slimy strands that reached the floor. 
 
    Past that was what looked like a large lung, slowly inflating and deflating. White, gauzy stuff sheathed it. An arm with too many fingers hung down from the ceiling. Daros had to duck to get by it. When he did, the fingers reached for him. He slapped at the thing with his sword and it recoiled. 
 
    “We should have brought more magic,” Osra said. 
 
    “You always say that.” 
 
    “Have I ever been wrong? Why don’t you have the boom stick out? What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Citra told me she thinks it only has one charge remaining.” 
 
    “Won’t do you any good to hold back if you’re dead.” 
 
    Like he needed being told that, Daros thought. He was already second-guessing himself. He wanted to save the charge for whatever waited for them at the heart of this, but he’d be willing to lay all his future paychecks that it wasn’t going to just let them walk there unhindered. 
 
    Fifty paces on, each footstep making sucking noises, and Squat said, “Is it me, or is the tunnel getting smaller?” He had his head bent to the side, trying not to touch the ceiling. 
 
    “You idiot. I was hoping I was imagining it,” Osra said. 
 
    “Why am I an idiot? I only said what we were all thinking.” 
 
    “Then there was no need to say it, was there?” 
 
    What would they do if it kept getting smaller? Daros wondered. What if they ended up crawling? 
 
    It was a relief when the claustrophobic tunnel opened up into a sizable circular chamber, big enough that a few patches of underlying stone showed through the floor. The rest was a glistening mass of tissue and partially-formed parts. On the far side was a large, lidless eye. The eye tracked them as they started across the chamber. 
 
    “Can I put an arrow in that, Sarge?” Shirk asked. He had his bow out, an arrow nocked. “I don’t like it looking at me.” 
 
    “Negative,” Daros said quickly. “Don’t do anything. Not until it does.” 
 
    “Be too late then,” the soldier grumbled, keeping his arrow trained on it. 
 
    While looking at the eye, Daros felt something wrap around his ankle. He hacked downward without looking, twisting to the side at the same time. He looked down, saw a coil of intestine writhing on the ground. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Osra said. “Don’t have the guts for this job?” 
 
    “No,” he said firmly. “Bad jokes are my job.” 
 
    On the far side of the chamber were two tunnels. Daros looked at Hagen. “Which way?” 
 
    Hagen closed his eyes. 
 
    Before he could reply, something rushed out of the tunnel on the left and charged them. 
 
    The size of a horse, it had three wolf-like heads. The heads snarled and snapped as the demon came lumbering toward them. Extra legs sticking out its sides jerked and kicked. 
 
    “Get down!” Citra yelled. 
 
    Daros and Osra dropped to the floor instantly and not a moment too soon. 
 
    Daros felt a flood of heat wash over him. He peeked and saw the monster surrounded by flaming blades, a dozen or more of them, hacking, carving burning furrows in its flesh. It screamed and tried to fight back, but there was nothing to fight against. Its blows passed through the ethereal blades without effect. 
 
    The demon squealed and ran back into the tunnel. 
 
    “Score one for the good guys,” Citra said. 
 
    Daros stood up, wiped at some sticky stuff that coated the front of his armor. “When did you learn to do that? I never saw that attack before.” 
 
    “I’m full of mysteries,” she replied. 
 
    “At least now we know which way to go,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    “Hold,” the Captain said. They all paused, turned to him. “Where is Litullien?” 
 
    They all looked around, as if the small mage most called Little might simply be lost behind someone. The Lieutenant swore. “He was right behind me a moment ago.” 
 
    “What are your orders, sir?” Daros asked. “Do we go back and look for him?” The Badgers had a strict code: no soldier left behind. It was one of the few things the Captain was inflexible on. 
 
    The Captain thought for a moment. “No.” He forestalled the Lieutenant’s next words with an upraised hand. “The demon has to be stopped. No one person is more important than that.” He fixed them all one at a time with his stare. “Do you understand me? No one person. Not even me. This is bigger than us. We can’t fail, no matter what it costs.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Lieutenant said. She looked at Daros. “Lead on.” 
 
    They entered the next tunnel, weapons ready, trying to look in all directions at once. At least it was larger than the last one. 
 
    Their only warning was a squelching sound from behind. The company whirled to see two demons climbing out of the walls. Except that they didn’t climb out of the wall. To Daros it looked as though the monsters grew from it, raw forms created on the spot. 
 
    In moments the demons had finished forming and were attacking. One had a vaguely human head with bulging eyes and snake fangs. The arms were rubbery appendages ending in fanged mouths. 
 
    The other was completely bestial, with two heads. The one on top was reptilian. The other, sprouting from the mid-section of the demon, had the fat cheeks of a baby. 
 
    With shrieks, chitters and what sounded like insane laughter, the demons threw themselves at the company. 
 
    But they hadn’t counted on the Drazats in the rear. When the demons charged, they didn’t flinch or step back, but simply strode forward, wading into the creatures. 
 
    The huge, saw-toothed yataghans lashed again and again. Pieces of the demons fell to the floor, misshapen limbs, extra heads. Soon one was down. Shortly afterwards, the other one joined it. 
 
    “Again, good thing to have them on our side,” Osra said softly to Daros. “Do you think we can recruit the kids?” 
 
    The Captain was looking at the spot where one of the demons had emerged from the wall. “It’s as I feared.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    He turned to look at the rest of them. “This is all raw material. The demon can animate it as it wills.” 
 
    Muttered curses met his words. “How are we supposed to fight it?” Pim cried. 
 
    “I hate to say this, but maybe we should consider retreating,” the Lieutenant said. “Let Yazir blow the whole place.” 
 
    “Only as a last resort,” the Captain replied. “We don’t know for sure that blowing the place will kill the demon and it might destroy the power source for the Blade.” 
 
    “Your orders?” 
 
    “Keep moving. Get to the heart. Kill the heart.” 
 
    Daros exchanged a look with Osra, saw the same thing in her eyes that he felt. 
 
    We’re not getting out of this alive. 
 
    Oh well. 
 
    He hefted his blade. “Anybody here want to live forever?” he yelled. It was one of the Company’s battle cries and the soldiers responded as he’d known they would. 
 
    A chorus of negative cries greeted his words, along with clashing weapons and banging on armor. 
 
    “Then let’s move!” He plunged into the next tunnel, moving faster. It was speed they needed now, not stealth. 
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    The attacks came thick and fast after that. Demons spawned from the walls at every turn, shrieking, misshapen creatures out of the blackest nightmares. 
 
    Tentacles. Jointed limbs. Clawed feet. Wings. Heads of every description, from rats to pigeons to things that had never existed. Some were covered in fur, some in scales. Others were bare, wrinkled. 
 
    But two things they all had in common: lots of teeth and claws. 
 
    Something tore itself from the ceiling just ahead of Daros, dropping to the floor and charging him. It ran on four hairy spider-like legs. It was wearing a Sentinel’s helmet, but the head inside was an open sore of ruined flesh seething with worms. He shoved his sword clear through the thing’s head, blocked an attack by a barbed leg, then kicked the thing in the face to get it off his blade. 
 
    From a side tunnel came a seething mass of winged creatures, like bats but with oddly pink faces like demonic children and long, needle-sharp teeth. 
 
    Citra flung forked lightning at them. It arced from one to the next, dropping half of them instantly, charred little corpses fluttering on the ground. 
 
    At one point, the tunnel behind them suddenly collapsed, the entire thing turning into a swarming mass of creatures the size of a hand, like giant maggots, but with eyes on the ends of stalks and round mouths filled with teeth. 
 
    The fighting got thick for a while then, every Badger for themselves, hacking and stabbing. Daros stomped on one, swept two more aside with his sword, blocked a toothy face with his buckler. 
 
    One got onto his neck. He felt sharp teeth bite into vulnerable flesh. He grabbed the thing and snapped it in his mailed fist. 
 
    “Keep moving!” the Captain shouted, deftly sidestepping a three-armed demon that launched itself at him and cutting it neatly in half with one precise blow from his sword. “We have to keep moving!” 
 
    Daros gave up fighting and charged down the passage, blocking with the buckler, kicking them out of his way, glad for the armor that blocked most of their bites. 
 
    Finally, the tide receded behind them and they paused, breathing hard. 
 
    “Status,” the Captain ordered. 
 
    Daros did a quick head count. “We’re down one.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Iker,” Shirk said. “She was right beside me. I didn’t see her go down.” He started back the way they’d come. 
 
    “Stop,” the Captain ordered. “There’s no time. The attacks are getting more desperate. That means we’re getting close and we’re scaring it. We still have a chance to do this, but we have to stick together and keep moving.” 
 
    The wall spasmed and three more of the demons spawned and charged at them. At the same moment, two disgorged from the roof and dropped into their midst. 
 
    Daros chopped the head off something that looked vaguely like a snake but with eyes that looked human. Another swiped at him with a bear’s paw. Unable to move fast enough, he took the swipe on his chest. The metal rings of the chain mail parted under the attack, but they kept the claws from scoring deeply. He hacked twice and the creature was in enough pieces to no longer be a threat. 
 
    They came charging around a corner to see the way blocked by a solid mass of writhing creatures, beaks, claws, teeth and fangs hungry for their blood. 
 
    Daros started to slow, but the Lieutenant surged by him, yelling, “Badger Company!” and flung herself into their midst. 
 
    And what was he to do then, but charge right in after her? 
 
    The mass closed in around him. Claws and teeth scrabbling at his armor. Biting at his weak points. He swung his sword wildly, fighting to keep his feet. 
 
    Then, miraculously it seemed, he was through and out the other side. Bleeding from a score of minor wounds. There was the Lieutenant as well, looking surprised. 
 
    “Didn’t think that would work,” she said, and turned back to hack at the mass of creatures some more. 
 
    With the rest of their party extricated from the mass, they ran on. The Captain spoke to Hagan, who said something back. The Captain raised his voice. 
 
    “We’re close now. Be ready.” 
 
    Then, responding to some signal they couldn’t hear, their attackers pulled back, losing several more in the progress. They melded into the walls and in moments the Badgers were alone, spattered in blood and gore, breathing hard. 
 
    “Maybe we beat it?” Squat said. 
 
    “Really?” Osra asked him. “You really think that?” 
 
    “I can hope, can’t I?” 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    “Good idea,” Daros said. “Where?” 
 
    They all saw it then. There was no exit from the chamber. 
 
    “It’s a trap,” Citra said. 
 
    “This whole place is a trap. We’ve been doomed the whole time,” Shirk said. 
 
    “Knock it off,” the Lieutenant growled. “I won’t hear that kind of talk.” 
 
    Suddenly, there were too many openings. A score or more opened simultaneously, disgorging a solid mass of misshapen creatures. They poured onto the Badgers from all sides, a chittering, howling, squeaking mob of horrors. 
 
    They had time to fall back into a tight ring, weapons outward, and then the demons hit. 
 
    There was no time for thought. No time for anything except reaction. Instincts he’d honed his entire life took over for Daros. His sword was an extension of his thoughts, leaping here, slashing there, carving a swath through the mass. 
 
    It was hopeless. As fast as he cut them down, more filled their place. He knew with certainty he was dead, but it didn’t slow him. His muscles acted seemingly of their own accord. 
 
    He heard cries around him and knew some of his comrades had gone down, but he couldn’t spare a moment to help them. It was a miracle he’d managed to stay up this long. 
 
    Suddenly there was an unbearable pressure in his ears. A brilliant flash of light and it was like the floor dropped out from under him. 
 
    The next thing he knew, he was lying on the ground. He hurt everywhere and everything was black. 
 
    He rolled onto his knees, blinking hard. Light and thought returned slowly. He staggered to his feet. The Lieutenant was already up, bending to help the Captain. Osra was on her knees, groaning. The floor was covered with burned scraps of warped flesh. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “It was Citra,” Osra mumbled. “Something she did.” 
 
    Citra was flat on her back, her face blackened as if she’d been through a fire. With Squat’s help—most of Daros’ muscles still weren’t answering the call—Daros got her up. 
 
    She opened her eyes and winced. 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    She looked around in wonder. “What do you know? It really did work. And we’re not all dead.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “It’s called a Soulburn.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen it before.” 
 
    She shook her head and winced at the motion. “It’s the sort of thing you do when everything is lost. And when you’re alone. Basically, it kills everything. Usually the caster too.” She shrugged off their hands. “I can stand now.”  
 
    “I guess I should thank you, but mostly I want to know why we’re not dead.” 
 
    “I sort of modified it a little. On the fly. Pushed it outward a bit before I let it go.” 
 
    “You have my gratitude,” the Captain said, coming closer. 
 
    “I’m glad it worked. It’s the least I can do after causing this…” She gave him a rueful look. “But I don’t think I’ll be good for much after this. I’m almost completely burned out.” None of her tattoos were glowing. They had faded almost to invisibility. 
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    The Captain turned to Hagen. “Which way?” 
 
    Hagen closed his eyes, turned slowly, pointed at a blank wall of flesh. 
 
    “There’s no opening there,” Osra pointed out. 
 
    “So we carve one,” the Captain said. “Drrod. Zerat. Would you mind?” 
 
    The two Drazats moved to the wall and began hacking at it. As soon as the first blow landed, Daros flinched. They all did. 
 
    “Did anybody else hear that scream?” Squat asked. 
 
    “Pay no attention to it. It’s all in your head,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    The screams continued as the Drazats cut their way through the flesh. It wasn’t long before they cut clear through. The Badgers poured after them into another chamber, weapons up and ready. 
 
    “Look at that,” someone said in awe. 
 
    They were in a huge cavern, the ceiling so high their lights couldn’t reach it. In the center of the floor was a large crystal that glowed like the sun. Emerging from the crystal was the Blade, shining, radiant. Power radiated from it like heat from a forge. The Blade rose into darkness, piercing the ceiling somewhere overhead. 
 
    Crouched next to the crystal was the demon. It looked like a man. Mostly. The features weren’t quite right. The eyes especially were clearly not human, too close together, too small. There were other problems, body parts out of proportion. Its head was too big, its feet too small. It was a child’s drawing, a sculpture by an artist trying the human form for the first time. 
 
    The demon stood, gestured at its body. 
 
    “What do you think? I believe I mimic your forms quite well.” 
 
    “You’d look better headless,” Osra said, hefting her ax. “Why don’t we try it?” 
 
    The demon nodded. “Sure. Let’s do that.” It beckoned them forward. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Fan out,” the Captain said. “Attack on my order.” 
 
    “You’re too late,” the demon said, putting one hand on the crystal. “The power of the Blade is already mine.” 
 
    The Badgers spread out and advanced. Osra tightened her helmet. Squat rolled his shoulders and shifted his grip. The Drazats strode straight toward the thing, their huge blades dropping gobbets of flesh as they went. 
 
    “Attack!” the Captain shouted and charged. 
 
    They rushed at it in a howling wave, weapons flashing. The demon simply stood there, unmoving. 
 
    Daros’ first attack landed solidly, his sword biting deep into the demon’s side with a satisfying crunch. 
 
    The demon staggered back under the force of the assault. A Drazat yataghan took an arm off. The Lieutenant’s sword went in under its ribcage and out its back. Squat’s blow struck its neck, causing its head to flop to the side. Osra cut one leg off at the knee, dropping it to the ground. 
 
    The Badgers fell back panting. The demon was a shredded mass, missing an arm and a leg, its head nearly severed, numerous gashes and puncture wounds riddling the torso. 
 
    “Is that it?” Pim asked. “Did we kill it?” 
 
    “I think we killed it,” Squat said. He frowned. “I thought it would be harder.” He started forward, but Daros stopped him. 
 
    “This isn’t over. Look.” 
 
    The flesh on the walls and underfoot began to move, flowing toward the fallen demon with wet squelching sounds. 
 
    “That can’t be good,” Squat said. 
 
    The demon’s body twitched as raw flesh flowed over it. The demon sat up, its head flopping over to the side. A stream of flesh was running up its torso, filling in the gaps. With its remaining hand it lifted its head upright, held it there for a moment until it was whole. The leg was next. 
 
    The demon stood. Bent over to pick up its arm and reattached it. 
 
    “Nice try,” it said. “But not good enough.” 
 
    Daros had seen enough. Sheathing his sword, he swung the boom stick around and pointed it at the demon. 
 
    “See how you like this,” Daros grunted and pressed the discharge stud. 
 
    The ball of crackling power hit the demon square in the chest, throwing it backwards and down, shredding it, tearing off huge chunks of flesh and opening gaping holes. 
 
    Osra looked at the weapon in awe. “We definitely need to get more of those things.” 
 
    But the demon was already stirring again, flesh flowing in, repairing the damage. It sat up. 
 
    “Hit it again,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    Daros pressed the discharge stud. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The demon stood up. It was bigger now and growing larger by the moment as more and more raw flesh streamed over it. It was twice their height now and growing rapidly. 
 
    “You see how powerful I am,” the demon said. “And that was before I took power from the Blade. Observe.” 
 
    A tentacle-like appendage sprouted from its stomach, shot out and attached to the crystal. 
 
    Drrod was already moving. The appendage had only just touched the crystal when his yataghan came down— 
 
    There was a burst of light and a loud explosion. Drrod was lifted off his feet and thrown backwards. The blade of his weapon was little more than melted slag now. 
 
    “That was foolish on your part,” the demon said. “Do you have any idea how much power is in that stone? Far too much for a mortal form, that’s for sure.” 
 
    With a groan, Drrod sat up. His arms were blackened. 
 
    “If you were human,” the demon said, “you’d be in pieces right now.” 
 
    The appendage began to pulse with light as power flowed through it to the demon. The demon swelled, its lanky body filling out with muscles, growing taller by the moment. It was three times their height now and still growing fast. 
 
    The crystal was whining. A crack appeared in it. The Blade flickered. 
 
    “Imagine what I can do with such power.” 
 
    The demon laughed and stretched its arms to the sky. Its whole body was glowing brightly. The Badgers were backing away, but there was nowhere to go, nothing they could do against such power. 
 
    “Behind me!” Citra yelled, moving forward. 
 
    Instantly, the other Badgers fell in behind her as all the runes on her body began glowing brightly. 
 
    The demon brought its hands together. A brilliant ball of light appeared between its hands, so bright they had to turn their faces away. 
 
    An instant before it released its attack, Citra’s shield blazed into life, an electric blue hemisphere. 
 
    The attack struck with the power of a tidal wave. Citra’s shield held, but the power was eating away at it fast, the edges visibly burning as it was devoured. The Badgers pressed closer together as their shelter shrank rapidly. 
 
    Then Citra cried out and fell to the ground. Even as the demon’s attack faded, her shield collapsed. The remainder of the power knocked them all sprawling. 
 
    Daros lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling. He felt like he’d been run over by a bull. He tried to get up, to find his weapon, but nothing seemed to be working. 
 
    The demon looked down at them and smiled. 
 
    “I told you that you were too late. I have drunk too deeply of the Blade’s power. Nothing you do can touch me. No weapon you possess is powerful enough.” It snapped its wrists and fiery weapons appeared in each hand. 
 
    It pointed a flaming sword at the Captain. “You will be the first to die.” 
 
    It started for the Captain, but the Lieutenant sat up, holding up her sword. “You’ll have to go through me first.” 
 
    The demon shrugged. “I care little which order you die in.” 
 
    The Captain had managed to sit up by then. He tapped his farspeaker. “Yazir! Blow it! Bring it all down!” 
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    Then something strange happened. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Little was there, walking through them calmly. Daros had the impression he’d come from behind the demon, but that didn’t make sense. Little knelt by the Captain. 
 
    “Belay that order, Yazir,” he said. 
 
    Yazir’s voice came through. “Captain? Which is it?” 
 
    The Captain looked at Little, who shook his head. “Belay.” 
 
    “Where did you come from?” the demon asked, a puzzled expression on its inhuman face. “What are you? I can’t sense you at all.” 
 
    Little stood up and walked toward the demon. He looked positively tiny against its bulk. The odd furry patches on his face appeared to be glowing slightly. 
 
    “I’ve been exploring your little world,” he said, gesturing at the mass around him. “I’ve learned some very interesting things.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the demon said, beginning to gather power from the crystal yet again. “You will die too, I assure you.” 
 
    Little cocked his head to the side. “Not if you die first.” 
 
    The demon laughed. “You are so small. What can you do?” 
 
    “Not much, I admit,” Little replied. He held out his hands. “I carry no weapons. I am not strong.” He was advancing on the demon the whole time. 
 
    “Enough,” the demon said. “You will delay me no longer.” One long arm reached out, the hand wrapped around Little and lifted him into the air. 
 
    “I have something for you.” Little held out one hand and opened it. 
 
    “What?” the demon asked, bringing him closer to peer at it. 
 
    Little blew on his palm. What looked like black dust blew off in a cloud into the demon’s face. 
 
    The demon sneezed. “What was that?” 
 
    “Your death.” 
 
    “What did you do to me?” 
 
    “Not much. Just gave you the rot. Flesh has its disadvantages. How do you like it?” 
 
    Now Daros could see the black stain on the demon’s face, like a mold. The stain was spreading quickly, already moving down its neck and over its skull. 
 
    The demon clawed at its face. “I can’t…” 
 
    “Struggling only makes it go faster,” Little said. “I’m not sure why.” 
 
    The stain had reached the demon’s torso and was heading down its arms. It was spreading inward as well. Daros saw writhing things in the patches on the demon’s face, like oversized maggots, each larger than a thumb. They were burrowing into its flesh. 
 
    “You can’t do this to me!” the demon raged. “I was made for this! I cannot be stopped!” 
 
    Chunks of flesh were now sloughing off. One arm went limp. The rot had eaten almost clear through it. 
 
    The demon sagged to its knees. Little freed himself from the limp hand and moved away from it. “Even if you kill me, you still lose.” It coughed. Pieces of its face fell off. “There is more to me than you know. So long as even one part lives, I live.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” Little said mildly. “I spent some time spreading it around.” 
 
    Looking around, Daros saw that the rot was everywhere, spreading up the fleshy walls, across the floor. Large slabs were starting to peel away in the tunnel they’d just emerged from. 
 
    The demon slumped to the side. “You’ve changed nothing. Your end is still certain. This is only the first attack.” 
 
    “Shut up and die already,” the Lieutenant said. 
 
    The demon toppled over. Its form was only vaguely recognizable now. “Too late,” it whispered. “Too…” 
 
    The Badgers gathered around it. Except for Little, all of them were injured. Citra looked barely conscious and there were large blisters on her face and hands. 
 
    “I could kiss you, Little,” Osra said. 
 
    For the first time, Little looked alarmed. “Uh…best you don’t. I may be contagious.” 
 
    “You’ve done well, Litullien,” the Captain said. “You have my gratitude.” 
 
    “Only doing my job, Captain.” But the little man was beaming. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us you could do that?” Daros asked. “You could have saved us a whole lot of hurt.” 
 
    “I couldn’t at first,” he admitted. “I needed some time to familiarize myself, and then I had to modify the spores. Even then, I wasn’t sure it would work.”  
 
    “I don’t care how you did it,” the Lieutenant said. “I’m just glad you did. I believe a commendation is in order.” 
 
    “Well, you are the Lieutenant,” Little said modestly. 
 
    “I think the demons just learned that some of the mortal realms’ smallest inhabitants are also its deadliest,” the Captain said. 
 
    “Let’s hear it for Little!” Daros shouted. 
 
    They crowded around him, congratulating him, though Daros noticed that everyone was careful not to touch him. 
 
    The Lieutenant and the Captain walked over to look at the crystal. The crack was still there. “What about that?” the Lieutenant asked. 
 
    “That,” the Captain said, “is a problem for the High Council. We did our job.” He turned to the soldiers. “Badgers, let’s move out.” 
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