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			One

			Bonded by Blood

			“By the bells that hurts!” hissed Huni, trying his best to keep the tears that welled in his eyes from spilling out. The boy watched in growing horror as Tober, his longest and best friend of all, pulled a splinter the size of a large roofing nail from his forearm.

			“Sorry,” Tober said as he manoeuvred the last of the wood out of his friend’s flesh. The wound did not bleed, not even a little. It did, however, hurt like a bastard! Huni had to bite his lip to stop himself from wailing in pain.

			“That was a cracker!” said Tober as he discarded the splinter.

			“Humph,” Huni agreed, sucking at the nasty puncture. “I’ve had it with this place!”

			“Aye, right,” scoffed Tober. “I hear those words tumble from your mouth at least once a week. You piss, moan, and sulk, but at the end of the day you’re still here. Honestly, I’m sick of hearing it.”

			“I mean it,” a blaze of anger flashed within Huni’s green eyes. The crimson flush that blossomed upon his cheeks only highlighted the swathe of freckles that spread across his pale face. With an exasperated breath he blew at the shock of wild red hair that fell about his shoulders in thick, untamed curls. “I have my things packed and ready to go!”

			“Aye.” Tober nodded. “That rucksack has been packed and ready to go for months! You’re all mouth, man!”

			“And you’re all arse!” Huni said, throwing a good-natured punch at his friend’s arm.

			The pair were standing in the middle of the old smithy floor, sweating in their small clothes due to the perpetual heat of the forge. They had been feeding the great fire that powered the furnace when Huni had impaled himself on a piece of firewood.

			They had been working for hours already, and the sun had yet to even fully rise for the new day. It was work that demanded constant, mind-numbingly monotonous labour. It was hot, boring, pathetically paid, and often dangerous, but at least they had each other’s company to help share the misery and pass the time.

			Tober pushed the smaller boy back and dropped into a wide-legged crouch. He had spent the entirety of the last winter playing Rover’s ball with some older lads and had developed quite a lethal tackling technique. Huni aped his friend’s posture as best he could, a knowing grin quickly spreading across his face.

			Tober had a good twenty pounds on him, if not more. His extra bulk and accompanying strength were because of his extra six months of age, or at least, that was what Huni told himself. He would never admit, not even to himself, that he was a scrawny whelp by nature, and would likely never rival his mate’s imposing body weight.

			“Come ahead, ya nonce!” Huni laughed.

			Tober feinted to his left, dropping his shoulder, and making as if to catapult at the other lad. Huni was not about to fall for that kind of foolery, and besides, he had noticed the tell-tale glint in Tober’s dark eyes that always signalled he was up to trickery.

			Huni made a crude feint of his own and stuck his tongue out for good measure. He kicked up a thick cloud of dust from the ground, pushed his fingers to his temples to make horns, and snorted in his best bull impression.

			“You are a dead man!” Tober yelled in mock rage. The older lads of the village had taken to calling him the bull due to his excessive enthusiasm for tackling, and the moniker had been a thorn in his arse since.

			Huni laughed as Tober charged.

			The pair of boys collided with a wet slap of ruddy, sweat-sodden skin. Tober’s shoulder rammed into Huni’s gut with practised authority. The smaller boy was carried from his feet, despite his bull-like stance, and propelled backwards at a great speed. A smack resounded throughout the smithy as Huni crashed into the rear wall. The impact punched the wind from his lungs and he fell, as if lifeless, when Tober released his hold.

			“Oh, shit! You alright? I didn’t mean to hit you so hard.”

			Huni rolled onto his side, stuck his tongue even further out of his mouth, and crossed his eyes in an impish mockery of a corpse.

			“Bastard!” Tober laughed. The older lad bent down and pulled his friend back to his feet with non-too gentle hands.

			“By the bells! Just what are you two up to now?” a deep voice ricocheted around the walls of the smithy. It was Nahuel, the blacksmith, and he sounded to be in a fouler mood than usual, if that was even possible.

			“Nothing, sir,” Tober replied instantly. He had suffered at the hands of Nahuel’s black disposition many times and did not want a beating so early in the morning.

			“What’s all this ruckus?” Nahuel’s fat, bald head was beaded with sweat. The man was monstrous. A bear of a man with arms the size of ale barrels, legs like tree trunks, and a chest that was truly formidable. His form had been forged by countless hours at the anvil, like all else within the smithy, and caused him to be feared and shunned by the folk of the surrounding hamlet.

			It appeared his temper had been forged within the fires of the furnace as well. Quick to ignite, and difficult to tamper down.

			“Sorry, sir,” piped up Huni. He, too, had felt the back of the huge blacksmith’s hand more than once.

			“Look at this mess,” Nahuel raged.

			As far as the Huni could tell, the smithy looked to be in its normal state of disarray, no more or less untidy than before their roughhousing. “Sir?” he squeaked.

			Nahuel lashed out a meaty hand and slapped the lad across his cheek. The blow sent Huni crashing to the ground once more, this time, in genuine distress.

			Tober stepped in and grabbed Nahuel’s arm as he readied himself to deliver another slap. The youth pulled at the blacksmith’s arms with all his strength, but it was useless. Nahuel turned and cast Tober off as if he were shooing away an irksome fly.

			Both boys scrambled to regain their feet, expecting to be struck again at any moment. After a long moment of silence, they first looked at each other, then slowly over to where Nahuel stood.

			The blacksmith did not look well at all. He had moved back a pace or two and was bracing himself against the rear wall with a steadying hand. His face, normally red and filled with barely contained fury, was death-white. His free hand clutched at his chest, pumping his left breast with forceful squeezes.

			“What is wrong?” Tober asked.

			Nahuel did not answer. By his look, Huni doubted that he would have been able to even if he wanted. The man’s eyes were wild, bulging within their sockets, frantically roaming about the smithy as if searching for something precious.

			Both lads watched, mouths agape, as their master gradually sunk to the filthy ground. He did not make a sound, but looked like a man slowly drowning in the river. His mouth sucked in huge mouthfuls of air, and bubbles of spit collected at the corner of his lips. His tongue lolled within his mouth, somehow suddenly swollen and grotesque looking.

			“What the fuck is happening?” Tober shouted into the air.

			“He’s dying,” Huni said simply.

			Piss seeped from under Nahuel’s rump and across the floor.

			“By the bells!” Tober cursed.

			Huni bent low to get a better look at Nahuel, making certain to keep his bare feet clear of the puddle that was slowly but surely soaking everything on the ground.

			“He’s done for,” he said after completing his inspection.

			“How would you know? You’re no menderman!”

			“Aye, that’s true enough,” agreed Huni, “but I’ve seen death before, and it’s here, now. No mistake!”

			“Shit.”

			The boys watched in silence as the blacksmith struggled to breathe. Each breath was a hard labour that never seemed to satisfy his needs. After a few haggard moments, the man’s lips started to turn blue. A few moments more, and the blue tinge had migrated down his neck and up onto his cheeks. Finally, spit-foaming, piss-reeking, blue-faced and panicked, Nahuel the blacksmith, the ostracised and foul tempered bastard, took his last breath.

			“Fuck you,” Huni whispered into the dead man’s slack face. “You deserve to die!”

			“This is not good!” Tober whispered.

			“He was a dog—” 

			“No, it’s not what you said,” interrupted Tober. “But it’s that he is dead. That he died here, now. We’ll get the blame for this. There’ll be a storm, and we’ll have to ride the winds!”

			“Shit,” Huni said bitterly. “Why couldn’t he have died in bed, or in the alehouse, or on the street? Anywhere but here!”

			While it was true that Nahuel was largely despised by the folk of the village, he was the only smith for miles around, and his expertise and skills would be sorely missed. The villagers would look to blame someone for his death, undoubtedly, that blame would land on Huni and Tober.

			“We need to leave.” 

			“What?” Huni replied.

			“Come on.” Tober pulled his friend back to his feet. “We need to move, get some distance between us and here before anyone comes looking.”

			“Wait—” 

			“No,” insisted Tober. The older boy steered the smaller lad across the smithy floor to where the pegs that held their clothes were. “Get dressed,” he instructed. “Quickly.”

			“We can’t just tuck tail and run,” Huni’s eyes were wide with fear.

			“What? You want to stay? Face the crowd that will come looking for answers and folk to blame?”

			Huni shook his head but slowly started to dress himself.

			“We can’t just leave. Not without saying goodbye first.”

			“Are you cracked, man?” Tober asked. “If we delay long enough to say farewell, we may as well stay for dinner and let them all come for us!”

			“Well …” Huni had a sheepish grin on his face.

			Tober raised a brow. “What?”

			“It’s just Marjorie. She’d be awfully upset if I left without saying goodbye.”

			“Marjorie, eh?” Tober pretended to squeeze a giant set of breasts.

			Huni’s cheeks crimsoned. “Aye, well … we have become … close these past few weeks.”

			“Close?” Tober sniggered. “No,” he continued, suddenly serious. “I am sorry, but we need to leave now!”

			Huni looked back at the slumped corpse propped up against the smithy’s rear wall. “I know. Just let me get my rucksack.”
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			The rain seemed as if it would never stop. On and on it went, hour after hour, one day into the next. It had started the very hour they left the village and not let up since. That had been three days ago.

			At first Huni had been glad for the downpour. It had been many weeks since the last rainfall, and the feeling of the fat droplets upon his face as he marched along the road was a welcome distraction. It did not take long, however, for the pleasant little drops to form into a persistent downpour, which swiftly turned the rutted road into a boot-sucking nightmare. 

			“By the bells!” Huni cursed, shaking his head and sending a torrent of water down his back. “This is miserable.”

			“Aye,” grunted Tober from beneath a dark and sodden hood. The older boy was a pace or two behind his friend, struggling with his extra weight to keep up, and about as miserable and sorry for himself as he could ever remember being.

			“Think we should stop for the evening?” asked Huni, trying to look into the gloom that blanketed everything that was more than thirty or so feet away from them. “I think there’s trees that way.” He pointed somewhere off the road to the right.

			“Where are you looking, man?” Tober said as he came to Huni’s shoulder. His voice was almost completely lost amid the drumming of the raindrops falling into the mud. “I can’t see a thing.”

			“There. Just off the road, where it turns away to the left. I can make out trees. That’s the best shelter we’ve seen all day.”

			Tober had to admit, locations for shelter had been pretty slim on the ground, and if there were trees out there in the gloom, he would welcome their protection for the coming night. He was wet and cold, hungry and bone tired. While he doubted they would be able to get a fire going, or cook anything hot to eat, at least a good canopy of trees would hold back the worst of the rain.

			“Alright,” the older lad agreed. “I’m all in anyway. I feel like my legs are going to fall off as it is.”

			Huni smiled at that. For once, his slighter frame was proving to be a boon. He could negotiate the sucking slop of the road slightly better than his larger friend, and as a result, had managed to husband his energy. While he was also tired, he felt strong enough to continue for some time.

			“Or we could push on a little more?” he said with a wicked smirk.

			“No, I’m done.”

			“Well, come on then.” Huni smiled. Without waiting for his friend to reply, he strode off toward the promised coppice, the squelching of his boots making enough noise to be heard even above the drumming of the rain.

			Tober followed as swiftly as he could manage. He really was spent, and the final, will-sapping few steps of the day were proving to be utter bastards! His thighs burned with effort, and he was sweating despite the cold. Even if there weren’t any trees to be found off the road, he would be glad to be stopping the slog through the mud for a spell.

			“You smell that?” Huni whispered. They had moved off the road where it snaked away to the left and were moving through the scrubland that pushed up right to the road’s edge. Now, as well as the sucking mud and relentless rain, they had to deal with snagging roots under foot, and sharp nettles catching at their cloth and flesh as they passed. If anything, it was more miserable than the road, and they had reduced their progress to a pitifully slow march.

			Tober looked up from under his hood and filled his nostrils. He was glad that his friend had paused for a moment and relished the chance to catch his wind. There was something on the air. A faint smell of … cooking! “Aye,” Tober breathed quietly. “Someone is cooking somewhere close.”

			Huni nodded and held a finger to his lips. “I think they are in the trees, about one hundred yards over there,” he hissed as Tober leaned in close. “What should we do?”

			They had not encountered a single person since setting out on their forced pilgrimage. There had been signs of folk, discarded bits of rubbish at the side of the road, heavy cart ruts, signs of horses passing and the like. But actual living, breathing people, they had not seen since … well, since Nahuel.

			“I’m not sure,” whispered Tober, stroking at the wispy black hairs on his chin, which were the pitiful sum of weeks’ worth of attempted beard growth. “They can’t be looking for us, surely. They’d never have passed without us noticing, right?”

			Huni shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe, at night? Who knows?”

			“Come on,” hissed Tober. “Let’s get closer, try to get a better look.”

			“Aye, alright.”

			Together, the boys crept forward through the scrub, keeping themselves as low to the ground as they could. The gloom that shrouded everything more than a stone’s throw away in a murky blanket was, if anything, getting worse. Eerie, smoke-like tendrils stole up out of the ground off in the middle distance, groping at the surrounding shrubs and outcroppings of rock.

			“I don’t like this,” Huni whispered, pulling his friend to a stop just before what looked like a little thicket of skinny birch trees. The smell of meat was stronger now, unmistakable and delicious. The younger lad squinted his eyes in an attempt to look further into the trees.

			There were dark shapes under what could be trees, but at such a distance, he could not be sure who, or what they might be.

			“Alright,” whispered Tober, moving forward and freeing the small knife he had pilfered from the smithy before they left. “Let’s get a proper look, eh?”

			“Be careful,” hissed Huni as he followed behind.

			As they moved, the smell grew stronger, and something else, above the noise of the falling rain. Could it be … singing?

			“You hear that?” Tober asked.

			Huni strained his ears to hear. “Aye. Someone is singing, ‘The Sinful Daughter.’”

			Tober pressed a finger to his lips. With silent gestures, he indicated he would break left and try to get behind the coppice, while Huni should keep approaching from their current position.

			Huni nodded and watched as his friend slipped away, noiselessly disappearing into the gloom. His heart pounded as he moved through the brush toward whatever was making the music and the delicious aromas.

			He was unarmed, cold, wet to the bone, and starting to seriously question the wisdom of coming upon a strange camp as the night crept in.

			With a silent curse, he swallowed the lump of fear in his throat and moved himself forward. There was no point driving himself crazy, thinking over the ifs and buts of life. Much better to face them square on, regardless of what they turned out to be. Even if his knees trembled, his hands shook, and his guts felt as if they may drop at any moment.

			Without Tober being close enough to add support and generate at least a little noise, the silence closed in around Huni, bringing with it a sense of unnatural heaviness.

			The lad moved as quickly as he could, trying to keep any din he made to a bare minimum. He always had been a great creeper. He could always beat the other kinders as they had played their various games of fox and hen, or hunter’s folly. He had been the village champion, much to Tober’s chagrin.

			Now, as he moved, every skill or trick he had learned as a kinder came rushing back to his mind, making sure that he made next to no sound.

			There was a four-wheeled wagon ahead, below the canopy of trees. Next to it, a pair of grey-brown horses were hobbled and lazily chewing on the grass underfoot. A great tarpaulin stretched out from the tray of the wagon, and a small yellow fire merrily danced and swayed beneath it. Hunched around the fire, poking a stick into a pot that was undoubtedly the source of the wonderful smell, a solitary figure sang into the oncoming night.

			It did not look to be a large person, or from what Huni could tell, particularly menacing. Yet, there was something very odd about the whole thing that tickled at the lad’s mind like a persistent gnat.

			“Why don’t you come in?” a cheerful voice broke Huni’s musing. It belonged to the stranger by the fire. “Stop lurking about in the bushes and join me by the warmth of my fire.”

			Just how the stranger had noticed him moving as quietly as he had been, hunkering low to the ground, with the amount of rain and gloom in the air, was beyond Huni’s understanding. But he had, and there was little point in trying to pretend that he wasn’t there. 

			“Alright,” Huni called out, making his voice clear above the rain. As he moved from the scrub, the lad raised a hand to show that he meant no harm. “I’ve been travelling this blasted road,” he continued when he got a little closer. “I smelled your cooking and couldn’t help but come closer.”

			“That’s alright, my friend.” The stranger beamed from across the small fire. His teeth were a blaze of gold and sparkled in the firelight like nothing Huni had ever seen before. His eyes too, sparkled with a dark dazzle. Other than that, the stranger was unremarkable. He was a man of middle age, maybe just entering his declining seasons. He possessed a little grey at the temples of his lank, muddy-brown hair, a few lines upon his face and crow’s feet at his eyes.

			“I thought perhaps my singing had enraptured you.” The stranger laughed. The sound of the man’s mirth set Huni’s teeth on edge and sent a shiver tracing down his spine.

			“No,” he said flatly. “It was the smell of the food.”

			“Well then.” The man continued to smile. “Why don’t you ask your companion to join us, and we’ll eat.”
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			Huni had to admit, the last few days riding with “Toran the Golden” as he insisted on being called, upon his rickety old wagon had been a great deal better than when they had been slogging on foot through the muck and mire.

			Huni and Tober had filled their bellies that first night, and each night since. It had been excellent fare too, well cooked and delicious. The rain had even eased off and finally settled. Overall, the youth judged that their lot had improved quite a bit since meeting the queer little man under the trees. The initial feelings of unease had slowly evaporated, and now, whenever Toran made an odd comment or cast him a queer look, Huni just brushed it off as harmless eccentricities.

			Besides, Tober still had his knife and could settle any trouble if the stranger decided to try it on.

			Apart from his incessant singing, mindless chatter, and unnerving cheeriness, the man was not bad company. At the very least, his store of food and dry makings for fire were excellent, and a great improvement on what the lads had on hand themselves.

			Huni had even become accustomed to the rocking motion of the wagon and would often catch himself napping in the back tray, warm and comfortable, amid the sacks of foodstuffs and other supplies, happy to let the world pass by as Toran steered them onwards.

			“How much further do we have to go?” he asked from the rear of the wagon. They had been moving non-stop since morning. While the horses did not look to be flagging or otherwise distressed, Huni was certain that they could not carry on much longer without some sort of respite.

			There was maybe an hour or two of daylight left and, seeing as it took them nearly an hour to sort their little camp out each night, the lad judged that their journey for the day would soon be over.

			“We just need to crest this little rise,” Toran sang back from his seat at the front of the wagon. “There should be a clearing just off the road. We will camp there tonight and should be at the gates by midmorning tomorrow.”

			Huni could not help Toran’s cheery tone infect his own mood, and soon he found himself smiling away, rocking along with the jolts and jostling of the wagon, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

			“That sounds grand,” he called back to the peculiar little man.

			“That sounds grand,” Tober mocked from next to his friend. The older lad had been just as keen to eat the stranger’s good food and ride comfortably in his wagon, but had not warmed to him like Huni had.

			Tober kicked Huni in his shin and poked out his tongue. Both lads erupted with laughter.

			“That is good, my young friends,” Toran called again. “Soon our journey will be at an end, and we will come to miss this time we have shared upon this road.”

			“Aye, alright,” Huni yelled back. “I’ll just be glad to get there!”
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			There was a tickle … a wet tickle in his ear. A hot, harried breath, and sucking at his lobe. Huni’s hand tapped across his head to dislodge whatever beastie might be trying to burrow its way into his ear. He had been sleeping soundly for hours and did not wish to be disturbed by having to dig out a night-creeper from his earwax.

			The tickling ceased, and Huni rolled onto his side. Just as sleep was about to claim him once more, a strange sensation took his abdomen. Not so much a tickle this time, but more of a … grope! At first Huni thought that it was Tober reaching out to him as part of some joke or other, but as sleep slowly shed from his mind, he realized his friend was still snoring off to his left.

			A pair of hands were snaking their way down, over his belly and under the belt that held his trousers up. Before he could stir himself, the hands were down his pants and firmly gripping his cock.

			“What the fuck?” he murmured, still groggy.

			“Quiet now,” a hot breath hissed into his ear. It was Toran’s voice. His tone was not its normal sing-song self, but a thick, deep whisper that instantly turned Huni’s blood to ice.

			“Get off me,” the lad protested, trying his best to break Toran’s hold and get to his feet.

			“I said, be quiet!” Toran growled. The strange older man freed a hand from Huni’s crotch and pressed it firmly over the boy’s mouth. He was powerful for a man of such slight build, and no matter how Huni tried to break himself free, he could not.

			Toran pressed his tongue against the nape of Huni’s neck and traced a long, salivary trail down his spine. The man’s tongue was hot and caused an instant wave of revulsion to spasm in the lad’s gut as he squirmed to free himself.

			Toran held him firm and soon had his trousers down around his knees. Suddenly, Huni felt a hard poke slide up between his arse cheeks. It was Toran’s prick!

			Panic gripped the lad like a vice. Sometimes, back at the smithy, when Nahuel’s temper had been stirred to a tempest, and the beatings were rough, Huni had felt a sense of panic. Back then, amid the heat of the forge, as Nahuel’s fists pounded into his face and body, an odd sense of dread and alarm took his mind, slowing his movements and rendering speech next to impossible. Although he did not recognise it at the time, the anxiety he had suffered back then had been only the slightest taste of what real panic could bring.

			Now, with this strange little man doing his utmost to fuck him, Huni understood what real panic meant. He could not get his limbs to move even in the slightest. He could not get his mouth to produce more sound than a whimper, which was stifled by Toran’s hand tight against his lips.

			Huni knew what was coming next. He was no stranger to the workings between man and woman. He had bedded his first girl late last season and had accomplished the feat twice since. While he was no expert, he had no illusions as to the nature of fucking. He definitely had no desire to be made into a woman by this strange man, his sing-song voice, and his cock.

			He knew he should be fighting with all his strength. Railing and thrashing, biting and cursing, spitting and scratching. Yet … yet, he was as still and compliant as a lamb.

			“Good,” Toran breathed into his ear from behind.

			Huni wept.

			Toran tensed and shuddered violently. A soft keening replaced his hot breathing and a wet gurgling sound rose from his throat.

			It took Huni a good few moments to realize that the hand that forced his mouth shut was no longer holding him, nor was the hand that pulled his pants down.

			The lad blinked, struggling to comprehend just what was occurring.

			Suddenly, Huni felt a tide of warm and sticky fluid cascade over his back. As if slapped from a nightmare, he found he could move. He pulled himself up and bent over on hands and knees. Sobbing like a babe, he scuttled away and spun around to face the rapist.

			The scene that greeted his eyes when he was finally able to make sense of what had happened to him caused Huni to back away even further than he already had.

			Tober was standing over Toran, the older man’s hair clutched between a white-knuckled fist, pulled back, while the pilfered knife sawed away at his throat. Blood rushed out of the growing hole, like a ruptured water jug, the air wet with fat droplets.

			The older man twitched once, kicking out his legs before he finally went limp. Tober did not stop his attack. The sound of the knife blade tearing through flesh and crunching against bone was loud in the air.

			“Tober!” Huni squeaked. His trousers were still around his knees, but he was too shocked by the sight of his best friend killing a man to dress.

			Tober seemed possessed. His eyes bored into the rear of Toran’s skull with an intensity that Huni had never witnessed before. The lad grunted with the effort of hacking his knife through flesh, cartilage and bone, until he pulled the head free.

			As if displaying a treasured trophy, Tober held the severed head up for Huni to see. Toran’s limp body slumped over and fell sideways to lay, oozing dark blood onto the sacks of grain and other goods that littered the tray of the old wagon. As for the head … Huni could not look at it.

			“Tober,” he whispered, turning his face away from his friend and retching over the wooden side of the wagon. The sun was just peaking over the horizon, casting a pleasant pink hue and banishing the last of the night’s darkness.

			Tober stood and threw the severed head out into a thicket of nearby trees. “You’d better cover yourself,” he said in a hoarse voice, pointing at his younger friend’s trousers.

			Huni hastily pulled his pants over his hips and secured the belt tight. “We’ve really done it now,” he said, wide-eyed and trembling.

			“Aye,” agreed Tober.

			Huni rose and moved to stand next to his friend. With a gentle hand on Tober’s shoulder, he asked, “What do we do now?”

			Tober let the knife fall from his blood-soaked fingers. The metal blade clattered as it struck Toran’s body, bounced off, and hit one of the iron studs that held the timber boards of the wagon’s tray together.

			“We,” Tober began with a thick voice. He paused for a moment to clear his throat before continuing. “We dump this piece of shit and keep moving.”

			“Aye, alright, but—”

			“Look,” Tober interrupted his friend.

			Huni looked to where Tober pointed his bloodied finger. On the horizon, growing more distinct with the rising sun, was a dark, soot-like smudge.

			“Kraven,” Tober said.

		

	
		
			Two

			The Low Road

			Scum lay upon the surface of the water, collecting in greasy little eddies where the tension was broken by a toe, or knee or other body part. Fat fingers of steam rose lazily up from the hot bath, scented by soap, relaxing to the point of intoxication.

			Reelum Hangs luxuriated in his own filth. It was a rare treat to bathe, as normally his meagre income was entirely consumed by his efforts to find drink, food, and the occasional smoke. Maybe once a season, he would find himself in a position to afford to scrub the muck away from his body and lay like a piece of stewing meat in the deliciously warm water.

			The Falconer’s Fist tavern was a squalid stain, it was true, but the bathhouse at the rear was among the finest that could be found in all of Kraven city. Well, the finest that Reelum could even hope to afford. While the tavern itself was a dark and often dangerous place, frequented by all manner of unsavoury and objectionable folk, the bathhouse was an entirely different story. For a little over a full gold monarch, while a small fortune, a man could bathe for as long as he required, have his belongings cleaned, thoroughly deloused and mended, and most wonderful of all, have grog delivered right to the bath from the tavern.

			To be warm, clean, and well lubricated was … delightful. Reelum detested the cold that seemed to plague his existence. It made his chest hurt and his joints swell. Sometimes his hands trembled so badly that he could scarcely bring a drink to his lips. And he, if nothing else, enjoyed bringing a drink to his lips.

			The old beggar let out a heavy sigh as the warmth of the water worked to ease his mind. As if on cue, there was the creak of the bathhouse door opening. It was the serving lass with his rum.

			“Everything alright?” asked a chirpy female voice from somewhere within the clouds of steam.

			“Yes, lass,” Reelum replied, almost as cheerfully.

			“I’m just here to pick up your clothes and deliver your drink.”

			Reelum’s clothes, as filthy and tattered as a collection of rags ever could be, were in a heap next to his tub. The reek that wafted up from them was sour, polluting the nearby air with a truly impressive stink. “Over here,” he guided the girl to his little pile of clothing. He snatched at the pot of grog as soon as the serving girl was within reach. He paid her no more mind than he did the host of critters that infested his smallclothes. The rum within the pot was terrible and the water it was cut with was little better than latrine muck. It was, however, better than nothing.

			Content for the moment, Reelum sucked at his pot. A small grin made an ugly crease along his weathered face. Crooked yellow teeth poked out from beneath a wet grey beard. Each tooth was chipped and cracked, rotten in places, replete with swollen gums. The fact that the few teeth he retained only accented the many gaps in his maw did not cause the old man any concern. He knew that he was not pretty, far from it. Whatever looks he may have possessed in youth had long since retreated, along with the firmness of his back, the lustre of his hair, and the constitution of his bladder. His body had been fighting a losing battle against the ravages of age for many seasons.

			Aches and pains, worries and concerns of life beyond the bath melted away along with layers of grime from his body. If death were to finally claim him, right there amid the unadulterated pleasure of the water, Reelum judged that he would go along willingly.

			Slowly, invading the edges of awareness, sleep came for the old beggar.

			[image: ]

			Reelum woke with a start, sloshing water over the side of the iron tub and onto the floor with a kick of his leg. His bath had cooled, and his teeth chattered as he drew in a ragged breath. He had no idea how long he had spent sleeping but it was clearly long enough for the fire that heated the bathhouse to burn out. Absently, he wondered if he had caught his death here after all.

			His pot of rum lay on its side on the rim of the tub, the liquor long since merged into the fetid water. Regardless, Reelum picked up the cup and licked at the rim, trying desperately to find some hidden pocket of liquor.

			Giving up, he heaved himself out of the bath and stood shivering on the cold stones of the floor. Water pooled around his feet as he sought to locate his clothing in the dying light of the bathhouse. Suppressing a silent curse, he bent and groped at his feet, shuffling forward and trembling with each step.

			Finally, all the way into the corner, neatly folded and waiting upon a small stool, Reelum located his clothes. They had been cleaned of all but the most stubborn of stains, eradicated of all lice, mended with care and skill, and smelling, not clean, but not outrightly rank either.

			With his clothes back on Reelum soon began to feel better. The thing he really needed was a drink. Luckily, the Fist was no more than a few strides away. His bones ached as he willed himself to move through the small door that joined the bathhouse to the tavern.

			Inside, haze was heavy in the air, treacle thick and oppressive. Reelum wrinkled his nose. Despite the fire in the hearth in the corner of the room, the place was chilly and damp. Shadows lingered in every direction, deep and cheerless pits that sucked in light. Crude oil-burning lamps festooned the rotted walls at odd and haphazard intervals, never actually pooling enough light to properly illuminate the place.

			 Voices broke the still and darkness of the evening. Hoarse voices of coarse men and women, harsh at the ear and well suited to the earth-floored taproom.

			Thieves, murderers, whores, drunkards, and beggars peopled the Fist. The collected reek of unwashed bodies, filthy clothes, rotten teeth, diseased guts, spoiled food, shit, piss, sweat, blood, and vomit was almost choking.

			Reelum moved as quickly as he could manage and found himself somewhere to sit. His fingers gripped the empty pot of rum as tightly as a lover. They were hands that had done many things. The callouses and scars were pitiful reminders of deeds done. Deeds now mostly lost to vast oceans of time, drink, and bitter regrets. 

			With a sigh, Reelum let his hooded eyes fall to the other patrons of the Fist. He knew how to look without being noticed. It was a skill he had perfected long ago. It was a common enough knack amid the scum of the city, the broken souls, the dangerous, black-hearted killers, the cold scammers, or the simply broken-minded.

			It was a modest crowd, as the evening was still young. Of those present, only a few ignited any real interest. In the very rear, almost completely swallowed by a particularly deep pool of darkness, Reelum noticed a familiar collection of shapes. It almost looked as though someone had emptied a pile of rubbish onto the floor and attempted to fashion crude man-like dolls to sit at a small table. The old beggar let a chuckle escape his mouth as he recognised a pair of fellow vagrants from around town. They, like him, kept to themselves, quiet and utterly unremarkable.

			It was not unheard of for the rougher elements that frequented the Fist to make drunken sport of the local beggars. Sport, which inevitably turned to violence. As if on cue, the angry red scar above his left temple itched. The scar was a memento left from his last scrape with a viciously drunk baker’s boy who had thought it a great idea to flatten his head with a jug of black ale. Reelum judged himself fortunate to have pulled himself away before a more severe injury was dealt out. Unfortunately, it was becoming increasingly frequent that he was forced to nurse wounds inflicted by liquored-up bullies. Occasional beatings were part of the trade.

			Turning his eyes away from the darkened rear corner, Reelum regarded the crude wooden bar. A few burly dockers propped up the far end. The stink of their sweat and seawater-sodden clothing added a sharp note to the already pungent air. They did not look to be in a very boisterous mood. With short, sharp glances as to not draw attention, Reelum noticed that almost every man sported evidence of recent injury. Together, they were a sorry collection of blackened eyes, torn lips, bent and broken noses. One of them even looked to be missing an eye entirely. They did not talk to each other, or anyone else. Rather, they appeared to be draining their various measures of grog. There was an air of cheer about them as of a tomb. 

			Reelum made a note not to bother them.

			In contrast to the dockers, Maggie the whore was in fine form. The middling-aged slag was well into her spirits by the look of things. Deep notes of intoxication were apparent upon her cheeks, even under the layers of paint applied to mask the lines of age. Her dark and curly wig, normally worn in a more or less passable attempt at the fashion, was askew upon her brow. Errant strands of glossy horsehair fell loose with the grey-flecked ringlets of her real hair to form a less than flattering finish. This did not seem to hamper her work, however. Maggie had snared her third John for the evening. The pair were packed close into one of the decrepit booths at the far end of the common room. The steady, rhythmic stroking that Maggie administered was visible to any who cared to look. The face of the lad being fondled had a tickle of recognition to it. His features were fine and oddly clean. From what he could see, Reelum noted that his clothing was of simple cut, unadorned and unremarkable, but very well-tailored. Maybe a gentleman’s son, slumming it for the evening?

			Nodding to himself, the old beggar had to credit the lad’s choice of satisfaction. He himself would not have ventured near Maggie’s cunt for a fortune. The whore had a reputation. She was a malicious gossip, drunken wretch, and unclean.

			Tearing his eyes away before his gaze turned into a stare, Reelum noticed something odd. There was a man seated near the entrance. He had not noticed him before. Something about his manner sent a slither of unease down his spine. The stranger at the door was, for want of a better word … intense. He sat alone, back to the wall, watching.

			The stranger was well enough dressed to stand out somewhat against the motley collection of tattered, old thread-bare and ill-fitting hand-me-down garments of clothing that predominantly outfitted the other patrons of the tavern. His good quality and mostly clean leggings and leather jerkin were obviously tailor made, and his heavy black boots while scuffed and slightly worn looking were of top quality. The man was enormous. In fact, he was gigantic! He had the proportions of a fighter, broad-shouldered, and thick of the chest and arm. He was the biggest man Reelum had ever set his eyes upon. Queerly, the others within the Fist did not seem to notice him at all. Hooded in a heavy dark-coloured cloak, the stranger’s face was all but indiscernible.

			Reelum could feel the giant man’s eyes from across the room.

			The vagabond gulped. His rheumy eyes burned, and he had to fight hard to suppress a wretch from his gut, forcing him to look away. He started to sweat. Something was wrong … very wrong!

			Despite the cold and damp of the Fist, droplets of perspiration lashed at Reelum’s brow, beading up almost instantly at the greasy hair at his temples. He felt sick! 

			Nephilaclia!

			The old beggar dropped his head into his hands. With eyes pressed shut, he compelled his thoughts to settle. A truly dizzying kaleidoscope of memories and feverished dreams attacked him, crushing the air within his lungs, and causing his entire body to tremble. If he could not master the nausea rising swiftly from his gullet, he would surely be sick.

			Raising on unsteady legs, Reelum sought the refuge of the bar.

			“What now, Hangs?” a voice greeted the beggar as he reached his destination. It belonged to Horan, the keep. While not openly hostile, there was certainly no warmth in the man’s tone. Without a word, Reelum produced a copper bit from one of the matted folds of his cloak. Horan turned, equally as silent, and fetched a battered jug from the crooked wooden shelf at his shoulder. The barkeep had built the Fist almost twenty seasons past, and to Reelum’s eye had never once mastered carpentry or the art of achieving right or level angles. There was not a straight line or correct joining in the entire structure. Turning back to the bar, Horan refilled the pot that Reelum clutched like a talisman.

			The old beggar pressed in close and whispered, “Do you see that man at the door?”

			Horan recoiled at the reek of Reelum’s breath but looked toward the entrance. Meaty hands rubbed at a long days’ worth of stubble on his chin as he looked. “I see no one.”

			“By the door,” Reelum insisted.

			Horan squinted his slate eyes against the gloom. His eyesight was not what it used to be, not by a long shot, and he had been known to miss things in the darkness. Slowly, the barkeep crossed his arms over his stained hide apron. “Look,” he said in barely checked anger. “I’ll have none of your fucking tomfoolery today!”

			Reelum shook his head. “No, no, my oath on this. There is nothing afoot. Please look at the door again.”

			Horan’s eyes narrowed.

			“Please,” Reelum pleaded.

			With an expression of deep irritation, Horan looked again. For the life of him, he could see nothing where the drunkard insisted he look. The keep’s patience had run dry. His gout was in full bloom again, and he had no time for moronic games devised by a pathetic drunk. Perhaps a little too roughly, he pushed the vagabond from the bar. With a measure of satisfaction, he watched as the pile of disgusting rags and wild hair fell backwards and sprawled out upon the dirt floor.

			“Get out of here, fool!” the keep growled.

			Reelum rolled painfully onto his side. He struggled to catch his wind. Down amid the muck, slop, spit, and other nastiness, he groaned. With shaking hands, he pulled his dirt-smeared hair away from his eyes. Despite himself, he looked.

			The giant man-thing seated at the door looked back. Instantly, Reelum’s innards turned to ice. Terror gripped his being as his low groan slowly turned into a bestial scream. He could not pull his eyes away as the thing seated at the door lowered its hood. Its face was not human! Scaled and angular, the face was reptilian, with wickedly pointed fangs and a flicking forked tongue, and the eyes … the eyes were mere slits!

			The Falconer’s Fist descended into a cacophony of screams as the thing rose from its seat.

		

	
		
			Three

			A Meeting at the Bazaar

			It was the eyes … always the eyes. Never the same eyes, though. Sometimes dark … sometimes green … sometimes blue. The panic in those eyes. Pain … always pain. They were always so close … every detail picked out in stark relief … sometimes shock before the pain … sometimes not. Then … then … the slow creeping dilation of pupils. Accusations … and … the cold reflection of death … creeping.

			Sharrock woke with a jolt. For long moments, panic gripped his mind, causing his dark, bloodshot eyes to bulge. His mouth was agape, drool leaking out of the corner of his lips, with a bloody, terror-filled scream stifled in his throat. His unkempt, salt-and-pepper beard was wet with saliva, and slim fingers of spit swayed as he trembled, dangling like a glistening necklace above his chest. Naked and covered in sweat, the chill in the air brought a shiver to his powerful and heavily scarred shoulders. He tried to rally his wits against the black tide of fear that utterly consumed him. Breath lurched into his lungs, ragged and hostile, filled with cold and unfamiliar smells. The shadows that danced within the surrounding darkness were whipped to frenzy by irrational thoughts. Slowly, painfully, Sharrock forced himself to settle his breathing. With heroic effort, he wrestled his thoughts away from the precipice of the abyss to focus on the rhythm of his breaths. Inhale … one … two … three. Exhale … one … two … three.

			Creeping like a reluctant wolf at the edge of a campfire, recognition gradually dawned.

			The dreams are getting worse!

			Pulling the coarse woollen blanket away with a shrug, Sharrock struggled to rise from his cot. His legs trembled as he moved. He felt as if he had spent many days on the trail, riding hard and sleeping rough. His thighs twitched, and a sickness slowly filled his gullet.

			The dregs of last evening’s grog lingered. The small bunkroom was pitch-black and silent. Well, almost silent. Soft murmurs of others at sleep filtered through the thin walls. There was an obnoxiously loud snorer a few rooms down the hall that was evidently enjoying a deep slumber. Sharrock groped at the tiny wooden table next to the cot. It was the only piece of furniture the bunkroom could accommodate and housed all his belongings. Pushing aside the still damp tunic and breeches that he had cast off the night before, he finally located his quarry. In quick measure, his still trembling hands used a flint to spark the taper of the small lamp sat upon the table.

			The flickering yellow flame that danced from the wick did not bring any comfort. At least in the void, Sharrock could imagine he was anywhere. With light came the undeniable fact that he was situated in a tiny, piss-reeking doss just off the back alley of a butcher shop. Windowless and miserable were the two most apt words that came to his weary and still nightmare-clouded mind.

			It was impossible to decipher the hour. No hint of day or night, or lick of fresh air ever touched the interior of the room. Without the scornful rousting at dawn by the foul-tempered and hideous woman who ran the bunk, Sharrock knew he would oversleep daily.

			Resigned to a lack of sleep, he pulled his pipe close. Shivers still wracked his body, and the sweat was yet to dry upon his skin. Reaching into a small leather pouch, he scooped out a measure of sticky, deep brown gum and pushed it into the bowl. Within moments, he had the pipe roasting. As the gum burned away, a lovely little cherry red ball began to glow and released its smoke. Almost instantly, the cramped room filled with a dense and sweet cloud.

			Heavy thoughts began to ease as the narcotics took effect. The soft familiarity of consciousness slipping away, like syrup through the fingers of a fork, welcomed Sharrock with warmth. Sleep would not come, but something close would. It was not long before Sharrock’s trembling shoulders settled. With heavy eyes, he eased his cumbersome frame back onto the pallet. The lumpy mattress and blanket were still icy with sweat, but they went unnoticed. His breathing became heavy and regular, each breath deeper and more settling than the last. The sweet smoke tickled at the back of his throat as he swallowed. He let his tongue trace slow patterns over his teeth, savouring the taste of the delicious little cloud as he pulled another lungful from the pipe. A profound sense of calm settled like a shroud before Sharrock’s head hit the mattress.
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			Chaos erupted out of nowhere. One moment all had been well, a wholly unremarkable day. Warm enough to be pleasant without causing a man to sweat. A cool breeze flowing in from the east, scenting the air slightly with spice and oils, replete with a light touch of sun peeking through the overcast sky. The next moment, madness ruled.

			Sharrock, however, had not been surprised. He was by nature and hard learned practice alert, suspicious and mistrustful. Never truly at ease, constantly scanning his surroundings for signs of strife. His dark, focused eyes noted likely spots of fermenting trouble. Every cluster of folk, bottleneck, or ripe positions of ambush. It was a habit he had acquired in the north. Up there, beyond the Riven Expanse, where the lands are wild and the folk treacherous and fierce, it was a necessity of survival. In the north, men learned to live in a state of constant apprehension, trusting their instincts without question, and developing a knack for quick and more often than not accurate assessment of danger.

			Sharrock felt the tension like an itch just under his skin. It was a certain texture in the air, an energy that rippled just beyond the normal senses, unseen, unheard or tasted, but there, as tangible as a storm on the horizon. Without doubt, there was trouble brewing, and not all that well concealed.

			Sharrock had been about halfway through his morning rounds. He and his three comrades had made timely progress with their assigned quota, and he had felt confident that they would be finished well before the midday meal. If he could manage it, he liked to get his business done in the mornings, grab an early feed, and leave the afternoon free for his drinking and other less productive activities. As part of their duties, they had collected quite a purse from the local traders and business owners. The collection of motley coins and other tokens of value were lumped together into a fat leather purse that was secured to his breast.

			With the bulk of the shakedowns taken care of, the other men of the little band had allowed themselves to relax. Sharrock knew that his three companions were brutal thugs, each one more than accustomed to the harsher elements of the life. They were very capable when it came to violence, or the threat of violence, but they did not possess his keen sense of fermenting trouble.

			They had moved as a loose group into a ramshackle bazaar overlooked on all sides by towering buildings. As soon as they entered the market, Sharrock’s nose twitched.

			Apart from the almost overwhelming muddle of aromas in the air, from the multitude of spices, the dizzying blooms of every conceivable plant, the musk of animal flesh, coffee, wine and countless other smells, the looming tickle of trouble was clear. The older veteran had lingered at the rear as they moved into the bazaar. Silently, he watched as the others filtered out into the pitiful-looking stalls.

			The folk hereabouts were dirt-poor, and the wares they offered were just as meagre. It mattered little. Sharrock knew there would be no trade bartered, or goods fairly exchanged. The men in his company were not accustomed to purchasing the things they desired. As if to illustrate his thoughts, he watched the youngest of the group accost an old woman who was trying to sell her pitiful collection of vegetables at a stall that looked more akin to a randomly collected pile of rubbish than a stand. No sooner had the crone offered a weak protest at the lad’s handling of her wares than she was nursing a rapidly swelling cheek. Sharrock winced as he heard his young companion’s laughter.

			When it happened, it was viper fast.

			With a smash of crockery upon an unsuspecting head, the madness began.

			It was as if the walls that surrounded the market suddenly spasmed into life. In an instant, the ground of the square filled with bodies. A horde of filthy locals emerged from the shadows, armed with whatever they could lay their hands upon, hostile and out for blood.

			Sharrock watched as his first comrade fell to the ground, his head a mess of blood and shattered pottery. He knew that violence could only be answered in one way.

			The noise of the swarming tide of anger was truly something to hear. He was used to the sounds of battle, men cursing and crying out, spitting out rage and weeping in sorrow. The din that exploded from the horde was something quite different. There was a higher pitch to it, a more feral sound. It took Sharrock a few moments to realise the reason for the difference. There were women and kinders within the mob, and a good measure of them at that.

			With a flash of muted browns and blacks, a roughly human shape slammed in close. The thing flailed its limbs, wild-eyed and brandishing a crude weapon. Sharrock stepped forward and slightly to his right to get a better look at it. Thankfully, this one was male, or at least looked it. Not that it truly mattered much. He had dealt with male, female and kinder alike in his time in the north. He was glad that he faced a man, although it was difficult to be certain. Dark hair clung around a dirt-caked head in ropes of greasy ringlets, framing a face that was both ugly and unshaven. Either this was a man, or the nastiest woman he had ever seen. When he bared his broken and brown teeth in a snarl, the stench of rot that cascaded out of his mouth was almost overpowering. He said something as he advanced, but Sharrock could not make out his words in the ruckus of the greater crowd. He motioned for the man to come ahead. With a glint of madness and pure hate, the filthy man attacked with a wild, blind leap. With one smooth motion, Sharrock brought his heavy cudgel up, allowing the momentum of the man’s body to add devastating weight to his blow. With a grimace he heard a shriek, as an eye-socket was obliterated, and the man fell away. 

			Continuing to wheel right, he caught a second dark figure as it thundered in. This new attacker was much heavier than the first and pounded in with a force that sent both of them reeling backwards. Blows rained around Sharrock’s midriff, painful but thankfully not weapon enforced. He found that his breath had fled his lungs, and when he tried to summon the strength to wrestle the flailing man away, he could not. He had never been much of a wrestler anyway, always too eager to finish his opponent quickly to learn the finer points of technique. No, Sharrock worked much better with a weapon in hand. He had always felt it sounder to finish a man as swiftly as possible. 

			It took a few moments before Sharrock could manoeuvre himself into anything like an aggressive posture. By the time he had his man turned and positioned, he was panting hard and lathered in sweat. It was high time to end the merry little tussle. With a sickening crunch of bone, the cudgel found a home. Blood, almost blue-black, exploded in the air, and wet the front of Sharrock’s tunic. The figure fell away with little further effort.

			The hemmed in market heaved with commotion. As it looked, over two full scores of hostile folks seemed determined to pummel Sharrock and his group. screams of rage dominated the air. His comrades were suffering a horrendous beating. The two still standing were not faring well at all. The furthest man, who also was the tallest, spun about frantically, whirling in mad circles, curses flying from his salivating mouth as he turned. Latched onto each arm, as well as his back, the horde of dark human-shapes sought to pull him to the ground. Once brought down, Sharrock knew it would not be long before the grasping hands and ugly, prodding weapons would go for him. It was a nasty way to die, in a state of panic and pain, confused and impotent against the will of the crowd.

			Sharrock turned his eyes away and knew that there was nothing to be done for him. With a grimace, he looked toward the remainder of his group. The second, slightly closer man was already on his knees. His shrieks bellowed unchecked into the air. His left eye had popped out and the poor sod cradled it like a babe. Momentarily, the mob held back. It was as if they were giving the man a moment to commiserate the loss of his eye. The collection of furious people that gathered just beyond arm’s reach around the injured thug seemed to await some signal, or sign, or some other acknowledgement before they lurched in for the kill. The assortment of ill-fitted clothing, dirty faces, mank hair and wild snarling expressions was truly something to behold.

			Things are getting tasty!

			Pulling a stall over and scattering the pathetic goods everywhere, Sharrock made himself a crude rampart. He watched silently as the throng swelled just beyond the upended bench. The first enthusiastic figure that vaulted the stall was met with a devastating blow. Once more, Sharrock’s hefty cudgel flattened bone and teeth. Once more, dark blood spilled onto the market floor. Once more the mob pulsed with hate. Insults flavoured the otherwise unintelligible din.

			“Dogs!”

			“Dirty thieving bastards!”

			“Cunts!”

			“Fucking arse-lickers!”

			“Horse-buggering cowards!”

			A slight grin appeared on Sharrock’s face. He had known a few horse fanciers in his time, none, however, he would call a coward.

			A rock the size of a fist slammed into the veteran’s chest. His breath snagged, and his eyes watered. The air filled with stony projectiles.

			Time to leave!

			Sharrock pulled himself up. Under a storm of stones, he backed out of the market. A nasty gash opened above his right temple; another blow almost collapsed a knee. With immense will, he kept himself erect. Walking deliberately slowly, showing no sign of panic, he kept his eyes on the mob. One whiff of weakness, and he would be done for.

			A glint of brilliance to the left. Sharrock lashed out, grabbing it with his free hand. It was a green flagon of wine, elaborate and polished. The veteran kept it close to his chest as he continued to back up.

			The crowd, so far at least, seemed content to match his retreat step for step, all the while maintaining the rock barrage. A smear of blood clouded his right eye, causing Sharrock to turn slightly side-face.

			Before he could reach the relative safety of the street beyond the bazaar, a cobble snagged at Sharrock’s boot. With sickening ease, he fell hard on his arse. A surprised look fell upon his face as he watched the crowd close in on all sides. Mercifully, the stones ceased to rain upon him.

			The mob looked to be holding a collective breath. It was as if they were unsure of the next step. Maybe they knew, somewhere at a common core, that an injured dog was most dangerous when cornered. Whatever the reason, they did not attack.

			Sharrock smiled. In one effortless movement, he pulled the cork stopper from the flagon and took a long pull. The wine was strong, full-bodied and … delicious. With a flourish he pushed aside the hem of his dirty burgundy coloured cloak to reveal the still sheathed sword at his belt.

			As one, the mob descended.

		

	
		
			Four

			The Opal Heart

			Incense smouldered in delicate braziers at strategic points around the room, giving the air an unmistakably refined scent. Warm and inviting, every aspect of the bordello had been meticulously selected and placed just so. Every piece of furniture, example of hanging art, and fine sculpture, were perfect. Everything had been carefully considered, thoroughly vetted, and finely incorporated. Hues of gold, deep vermillion, purples, and eye-catching silver coalesced to form a masterpiece. It was truly an oasis. Palatial to the point of sheer extravagance, the Opal Heart was the premier pleasure-house for those of wealth and discerning taste.

			Taboo did not dwell here. Nor did moderation or shame.

			Pia reclined upon a stuffed sofa. She was stunning. Lithe and supple, yet curvy in all the right places. Raven haired and eyed, with a complexion of honey, she was an Opal Heart darling.

			Wisps of satin covered her breasts. An accompanying skirt of Walan, the exotic and outrageously expensive fabric from the far south, completed her outfit. The caress of the skirt against her thighs was smoother than the finest silk, and as light as gossamer. Pia no more owned the clothing she wore than she did any of the other trappings of the bordello that surrounded her.

			Absently toying with a crimson tassel, the lovely young whore worried.

			She was late!

			Not for an elegant dinner, or delightful revelry. Her menses were late. It was not the first time she had been so inflicted. In fact, she had come to develop quite a good relationship with Meera, the resident crone. Meera had perfected the knack of expunging unwanted sprogs. Almost gentle in method, and next to unnoticeable in recovery. It was true, the tea she forced the girls to drink before the procedure was terrible. Horrifically pungent and bitter to the point of being painful, and it had caused Pia to vomit on more than one occasion. But you could not argue with the results, and other than a terrible brewer, she was an expert in her trade. A small price to pay for the services rendered, really.

			“What troubles you, little sprite?”

			The gentle voice of Tallanor pulled Pia from her thoughts. She did not for a moment fall for the timid nature of his voice. Tallanor was a tyrant and ruled over the Opal Heart and his little sprites mercilessly. Pia hated when the vile man called her sprite.

			“No troubles,” Pia lied, a well-practiced smile easing across her fine features.

			Tallanor let a thin smile of his own creep over his clean-shaven face. The man looked like a mummified corpse. Dyed blue-black hair framed his face, trying and failing to draw attention away from his thin, ashen skin, which pulled tight over his sharp bones, giving him the appearance of a talking skull. The daubs of cosmetic paint at his temples and cheeks did nothing to mask the growing hand that time was rendering upon his features, nor did it veil the emaciation of his body. Moving closer, the whoremaster rested a hand upon Pia’s knee. The touch, familiar and gentle, sent a jolt of revulsion through the young girl’s body. She had real trouble hiding her reaction.

			“You are … troubled,” Tallanor insisted.

			Pia’s heart raced. She could feel the vicious little man’s eyes boring into her. They were midnight voids, utterly without pity.

			“You have been … troubled for quite some time now,” he continued. “The other girls have been all aflutter, worrying as to your woe. I swear, the compassion within these walls is heart-warming. Truly, it is all I have been hearing about.”

			Pia could have sworn a forked tongue slithered behind the rows of little white teeth as the man spoke.

			“You know how these hens cluck. There is, after all, very little to do here besides fuck and gossip.”

			He moved even closer to the girl, pressing his body tight against hers. “You have become sullen. Lately your mood has … well, let us just say, you have not been your usual self, sprite.”

			“I swear,” Pia said softly, “there is nothing wrong, no trouble that I can speak of.” The young beauty felt Tallanor’s hand thrust hard into her crotch. Without warning, fingers as strong as steel forced their way inside. “Tell me then,” Tallanor hissed in Pia’s ear, “of the troubles you cannot speak of.”

			“I … I …” Pia struggled to breathe as pain took hold of her. Tallanor pushed his fingers even deeper.

			“Please,” she begged.

			Tallanor locked eyes with the girl. After a few moments of probing and searching Pia’s cunt, he released her. Pulling his hand free, he took a moment to inspect his glistening fingers. With an expression of stern concentration, Tallanor inhaled the scent.

			In one quick move, the souteneur slid his fingers into his mouth and sucked. After a few sickening moments, Tallanor’s eyes became wide.

			“You are with child!”

			Striking fast, Tallanor wrapped his bony hands around the girl’s throat. With expert skill, he applied just enough pressure to cause pain without cutting off Pia’s ability to speak.

			“I thought Meera fixed you so this could not happen?”

			Pia gasped. “So did I.”

			Tallanor’s eyes narrowed. “Whose is it?”

			Through ragged gasps Pia cried, “Please, I can’t!”

			“You can’t?” Tallanor’s smile deepened. “Little sprite,” he cooed almost sweetly. “We must come to an understanding, you, and me. It seems someone has wildly misinformed you as to your choices. Particularly in matters relating to things like can and cannot.”

			Hot tears welled in Pia’s eyes. No matter how she squirmed, she could do nothing to make him stop. She tried to bring her own hands up, to pull his hands away, scratch and rip at the man, but she was powerless. Tallanor had positioned her just so. No matter how she tried, she could do nothing.

			“They … he will …” the girl gasped.

			Tallanor strengthened his grip. “Yes?” he said, brows arching.

			“Kill … me …”

			Tallanor removed one hand from Pia’s throat. With his free hand, he produced a wicked little blade from somewhere within his clothing. In a flash, he had the point of the knife pressed close to Pia’s left eye. “You are right. They, or more pointedly, he, very well may kill you.” Again, the smile. “Trust me little sprite, I will definitely kill you! The only difference, apart from the certainty of the act, is …”

			The blade dropped to Pia’s exposed stomach. “I will not make it quick. You will suffer, long … long hours of pain and degradation you have not yet begun to comprehend!”

			Pia screamed as the tip of the blade pushed against her flesh.

		

	
		
			Five

			Lunch with an Old Friend

			Sharrock stumbled through the doorway, drunk and scarcely able to maintain balance. As usual, the bunk room was pitch dark, only the smell of damp and muffled sounds travelling through the paper-thin walls guided the way. Luckily, no matter which way he fell, he knew he would hit the pallet in some form or other. He might crash into a wall or two, but in the end, he knew he would find his way. First order of business was to rid himself of his rent and sodden clothing.

			The task of disrobing took quite some doing. The slightest motion of his body brought tempest-whipped waves of pain. Somehow, the simple chore of standing upright stripped the wind from his chest. No matter what he tried, the ringing in his ears would not stop. The effort of pulling his clothes from his body unleashed a tide of nausea that just would not settle. Losing the fight, the old brawler loudly vomited down his front and onto his shaking thighs. He coughed hard, hacked up a lump of bile from his throat, and snorted the remaining chunks of puke from his nostrils. He had made quite the mess.

			Tomorrow’s problem!

			Finally, with eyes rolling up behind blackened lids, Sharrock fell into his cot.
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			Words like crapulence or hangover failed to describe the heights of misery the morning ushered in. With the stern words of Mrs Catchlow, the bunkhouse proprietor’s wake-up call ringing in his head like the tolling of a bell, Sharrock wished for death.

			The soulless hag lingered in the doorway. She was droning on about something … something important?

			“… and I will thank your highness to finish with that kind of business well before you return here. Do you hear my words, man?”

			Sharrock grunted. The stench of stale vomit, old wine, and dried blood filled his nose.

			“I have known filth, I have known wicked, and I have known brutes. And you … you are all three! By the Gods, this room reeks!”

			Another grunt.

			“You will scrub that mess, not I. There will be none of this filth, none!”

			“What do you want, woman?” Sharrock barked. “Why do you nag at me? I am not your husband!”

			Even through blurred and battered eyes, Sharrock could see the woman was livid. Mrs Catchlow’s mouth opened and shut again. Her flabby cheeks puffed up as she seethed. “You are a bastard!” she spat.

			“What … do … you … want?” Sharrock asked, deliberately slow.

			With an expression resembling nothing so much as a dying fish, the woman blustered, “You have a message. Arrived this morning, although why I am telling you is beyond me. I should have burned the blasted—”

			“Where?” Sharrock cut the woman off.

			“Here.” Mrs Catchlow threw a small envelope across the room. “I hope it is your death warrant!” With that, the furious landlord stormed away. Sharrock could hear her fuming to herself as she moved. With a groan, he rolled onto his side and reached for the envelope. It was an unadorned piece of parchment, folded twice upon itself and sealed with a blank blue wax stamp. It was not fancy, but it was not cheap either.

			Breaking the seal with his thumb, Sharrock did his best to decipher the text within. His letters were not great at the best of times, and now, as muted as his faculties were, the task of reading almost proved too much. The characters danced upon the page, infuriatingly difficult to hold down long enough to read.

			After a long painful moment, the veteran felt confident he had deciphered the message. Letting the open letter fall to the floor, he groaned again.
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			Dynor Walsh was in an irritatingly fine humour. To Sharrock’s eye anyway, the man looked to be having the time of his life. Consumed with cutting himself yet another serving of reeking cheese from the large wheel before him, and with a more than slightly mocking eye, he offered a segment to his companion.

			“Fuck you,” Sharrock sneered. The smell of the cheese, coupled with the sunlight that poked through the only slightly moth-eaten drapery, was making Sharrock feel ill.

			Dynor beamed. “Oh, come on.” He laughed. “There’s no need for bad manners!”

			“Fuck you and your mother!” Sharrock returned as he reached across the small booth table and poured himself some wine from the flagon between the two men.

			Dynor laughed uproariously. He slapped the table hard, sending a shower of cutlery clattering to the floor. “It is good to see you again, my friend!” he said warmly. “And in such fine fettle!”

			Sharrock eyed the man as he took a long pull on his goblet of wine. Dynor had changed considerably since he had last laid eyes on him. For one thing, he was not bespattered in gore, with a fortnight’s worth of stubble on his cheeks, dressed in full battle regiment. For another, he was not standing over a corpse, trying to rescue his steel from a gaping chest wound.

			“It is good to see you as well,” Sharrock said after swallowing the wine, which was very much like the establishment Dynor had chosen to meet at … fine. Much like the envelope that had been sent, both the Horse Head Inn and the house wine it offered was not fancy, nor was it cheap. Likewise, the semi-private booth at which they sat was … fine. Neither constructed by a master, nor a novice.

			“You are looking well,” Sharrock said, nodding his head. Dynor straightened his back at the comment. He pressed his hand down the front of his tunic, smoothing out any creases that may have been there. Unlike the envelope or Horse Head, Dynor’s clothing was, in fact … fancy. The man sported a deep brown tunic, embroidered finely, and cut to provide comfort and freedom of movement. Equally, the breeches and boots he wore were of top quality. The sword and scabbard that hung at his shoulder on the stirrups of the booth walls were again modestly unadorned, but clearly master-made.

			Even his dark close-cropped beard, while speckled with more salt than last time, was manicured and well oiled.

			“In truth, my friend,” Dynor smiled, taking a sip of his own goblet. “You look like shit!”

			Both men laughed at that.

			“Ah well, we all can’t emerge from the mire smelling of roses, can we?” Sharrock replied.

			“Indeed, but a touch of mire stink is one thing. You look like you have just had the thrashing of an age!”

			“Not quite an age,” Sharrock grinned. “I’ve taken some lumps, true …”

			Dynor snorted. “That gash above your eye-pit looks like it needs sutures.”

			Sharrock waved his hand in dismissal. He had tried his best to clean away the remains of his recent misadventures, but with his head pounding and the need for a drink rising with each passing moment, he may have been less than thorough. “It looks worse than it is,” he grunted, refilling his goblet. “I have suffered graver.”

			“I know that you have,” agreed Dynor. “I heard of quite the set-to yesterday, over in the traders’ sector. That wouldn’t have anything to do with these lumps, by any chance?” he asked.

			“I may have been thereabouts yesterday.”

			 “Were you there in a …”—Dynor cleared his throat—“professional capacity?”

			“I was there with the old collective.”

			The statement hung between the men like a freshly aired turd. “But I think you knew that,” Sharrock continued.

			“I had heard something to that effect,” Dynor acknowledged.

			“I am not proud of it. It is shit work, but what else am I to do?”

			Dynor sipped his wine in silence.

			“Shit work for shit-heels! But the pay is regular and … well, yesterday was a routine shakedown. We had been strong-arming the locals for a few weeks. I must admit, I knew something was brewing.”

			Dynor raised an eyebrow.

			Sharrock said with a sigh, “Ah, fuck, it was a shit show and no mistake!”

			“I’ll say. From what I have heard, half the city militia had to be rousted to deal with it. Four dead and many more injured! How did you ever escape?” A twinkle in his eye betrayed Dynor’s mirth.

			“By the skin of my teeth. If the militia hadn’t shown up when they did … well, who knows?”

			“They just let you go on your merry way afterwards?”

			“No, not quite.”

			“Well, you are not in the stockade, nor swinging at the end of a rope.”

			“No, I’m not, I happened to have the day’s takings still handy. Quite a nice little pot as well. Those young militia lads were more than willing to let me scuttle away after I doled it out among them.”

			“I’d imagine the old collective would not be very impressed with the loss of their hard-earned.”

			Sharrock shook his head. “Likely they have unleashed some thugs to scoop me up. They do not take that kind of thing too lightly.”

			“Wouldn’t imagine,” Dynor said.

			After a few silent moments, Sharrock cleared his throat. “Your message mentioned some work?” 

			“Indeed.” 

			“What’s your game?” Sharrock asked. “Last time I saw you, you were just about dead on your feet. Freezing, covered in shit and blood like the rest of us. What the fuck are you about now?”

			Dynor clucked his tongue. “I’ve come into some advantageous circumstances since we last met.”

			“How?”

			“You remember that last contract? Up north?”

			“That was your last contract,” Sharrock corrected his companion. “I still had three seasons to bear.”

			“Oh, my apologies, you are quite correct. You remember my last contract, up near the Expanse?”

			“Of course, I remember. I can’t fucking forget that place!” An involuntary shiver blasted down Sharrock’s spine at the mention of the cursed tundra. Memories of long, bitter days on the trail and even longer, colder nights came flooding back. 

			“Yes.” Dynor smiled. “It has certainly left its mark on my mind as well. Anyway … you remember those towns we passed through on the way up? Surely you do, they were the only respite on that blasted trail.”

			“Yeah, I remember those towns. Nothing more than shacks to support the mines thereabouts if I recall?”

			“Exactly.” Dynor grinned. “Well, as it happens, I had become acquainted with a lovely enough girl from one of those towns.”

			“What girl? Which town? I don’t remember any trim worth the name anywhere along that trail!” 

			“You remember a place called Sour Hill?”

			Sharrock nodded. “There is nothing there! A handful of squalid little huts, a few mange-ridden cattle …”

			“You are quite right.” Dynor smirked. “A few miles into the hills around there, quite a way off the track, is another settlement.”

			“We were not permitted to range.” Sharrock eyed his old comrade.

			“No, we were not. I did happen to find myself out that way one night. It turns out the folk round that way can be quite accommodating.”

			“You sneaky cur!”

			“As it turned out, the father of one of the lasses out that way was the owner of a large tin-mining operation. In truth, it was a fucking large operation!”

			“Right.”

			“Anyway, after that last contract, my last contract, I was at something of a loose end. With my purse quickly emptying and my prospects somewhat limited, I thought to myself, why not? The girl was comely enough, and her dowry, well …”

			“You latched onto the miner’s daughter’s teat and suckled for your life.” Sharrock laughed.

			“Oh yes.” Dynor joined his companion laughing.

			“That doesn’t answer what you are doing here, or what you want with me!”

			“Well. The wily old sod had some slippery caveats tacked on to the marriage contract. Mainly, one that said I could not derive my source of income directly from his mining concerns.”

			“Alright.” Sharrock motioned his companion should continue.

			“While the marriage came with quite a financial boon, I had to strike out on my own. So, I had to consider, what skills did I possess? What talent, as it were.”

			Sharrock snorted, coughing up some wine he had been attempting to swallow. “Talent?” he roared.

			“Well, yes, you don’t have to sound so doubtful! Is it so far-fetched that a man like me,”—Dynor reached across the table and gripped Sharrock’s arm—“Like us, would have talents?”

			“You mean, apart from violence and general chaos?”

			“No, not entirely,” Dynor mused.

			Sharrock was intrigued.

			“Those are skills for sure, skills that deserve adequate compensation. But men like us are also skilled in other areas. I just had to think of something that would be profitable.”

			“And what have you come up with?” Sharrock was genuinely curious.

			“You have heard of the Enrues Agency, surely?”

			“Of course! Those bastards forced me out of a fine little deal I had simmering by the docks a few seasons back. Not ones to be played with. Once they step in, you step out!”

			“Quite right, but don’t you think it’s unsporting for Enrues to rule the roost unrivalled?”

			“They aren’t exactly unrivalled,” Sharrock said. “There are a few competitors out there, ah … the Samolths, and the new crew … what is the name? I cannot recall.”

			Dynor eased a small, branded leather marker from his chest pocket. Embossed in smart characters, clear and commanding, were the words, ‘Seven Hills Group.’

			Sharrock’s eyes widened. “That’s you?” he hissed.

			“Indeed. For quite a while now, been doing a very nice trade. Snagged a few juicy mandates right from under the Enrues’ noses!”

			“And you have work for me?”

			“Yes.” Dynor smiled again, refilling Sharrock’s goblet.

		

	
		
			Six

			Questions

			The interior of the Falconer’s Fist lay in ruin.

			Sharrock was no stranger to the aftermath of brutality. He had witnessed war, unrestrained by the bounds of law, and the scorched landscapes it would render. The broken bodies, the slaughtered livestock, the butchered countryside that followed the drums of conflict like crows trailing the dead. He had witnessed the misery of lands wracked by famine or plague, witnessed the horrors of pestilence, the bloated bellies of hunger, and the hollow eyes of subjugation. He had witnessed a lot! He had not witnessed in all his life, however, a scene of such total destruction.

			Making his way into the darkness from the open doorway, Sharrock carefully selected his footing. Sunlight trickled in through the broken door, ripped ajar from the lintel, hanging limply by a sole hinge like a broken tooth. The scene that the light picked out was ghastly. There were body parts, broken furniture, smashed glass, shredded pieces of clothing, and what could only be described as random globules of flesh everywhere. It was as if a tornado had torn through the place, leaving nothing untouched or unbroken.

			Moving slow, the veteran made his way over to what he could only guess must once have been the bar. A collection of timber, limbs, and bottles remained of what once was. Curiously, a single eye, complete with brain-stalk, looked out cold from the remaining shelf. The dead green iris regarded Sharrock with a strangely accusing expression.

			“Who is out there?” came a voice from a room beyond. It was a female voice, attempting to sound confident, but coming off as nothing but terrified.

			Sharrock maintained his silence. He was more than a little alarmed himself. Whatever had ripped this shit-reeking tavern apart was not something he wished to meet.

			Pulling an intact bottle from the rubble of the bar, he manoeuvred carefully toward the voice.

			“Don’t come near,” she demanded, shrill and piercing.

			Using his teeth, Sharrock loosened the stopper at the neck of the bottle. A quick pull, and he nearly gagged. It was rum … horrific rum. Quickly, Sharrock took another pull.

			Slowly, silently, he poked his head into the doorway that led toward the hidden voice. Beyond, in a small backroom, a tiny sleeping pallet filled the space. Upon the cot, unconscious and clearly injured, lay a man of middling seasons. Beside him, on her knees, was a girl. What Sharrock had taken for the voice of a terrified woman was, in fact, that of a kid, no more than twelve.

			“What are you doing here, child?” the old brawler asked, trying his best not to frighten the girl. She looked to have been sobbing. Dirty-faced and clothed, her wild blonde hair fell about her face.

			“This is my place!” 

			“Horse shit!” Sharrock said as he moved into the cramped room. His nose wrinkled. Death was in the air, no mistake.

			“It is!” the girl insisted. “I mean, my father and mine.”

			“This is your dad then?” Sharrock asked, booting the end of the pallet.

			“Yes,” the girl replied, casting an arm over the unconscious man. Her eyes were wide pits of concern.

			“What happened here?” asked Sharrock, stooping low to take a closer look at the man on the cot. He was not in a good way.

			“Madness,” the girl mumbled. Sharrock could well believe it. By the looks of things, it must have been pure insanity within the walls of the Falconer’s Fist.

			“Will he live?” Sharrock nodded his head towards the girl’s father.

			Biting her lip, she replied, “It’s uncertain. They came for him yesterday—”

			“Who came?” Sharrock interrupted

			The girl looked startled for a moment. “The militia. They came to restore peace. They did what they could for Father … they brought him here … they had to amputate his leg!” The girl sobbed.

			Sharrock pulled back the blanket that covered the lower half of the man’s body. Sure enough, an angry stump was all that remained of his right leg. The heavy binding applied to the wound did not stop blood pooling onto the cot. By the cheese stink that wafted up, it had already started to fester.

			“Has he stirred at all?”

			“He comes in and out. He’s never awake for very long, and when he is …” 

			“What, child?”

			“He’s like a madman!”

			“Do you have a method to wake him?” pushed Sharrock. “I need a word.”

			“I can’t.” 

			Sharrock smiled. “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “You don’t have a choice.”

			The girl looked away. Eyes cast down, she cried proper. With a deep breath, she rose to her feet. Producing a small, damp wash cloth, she pressed it against her father’s forehead. “He likes it when I do this. Sometimes, when I talk to him, just like this, he will stir.”

			“What is your name, child?” Sharrock asked, pulling a small stool close to the cot. It was good to get his weight off his feet for a moment, and he let out a sigh as he sat.

			“August.”

			“Talk to your father, August.” Sharrock nodded.

			The girl did as she was bid. Her small voice filled the air with little pleasantries, bits and pieces of flotsam. Clearly, she held her father in great regard.

			Slowly, Sharrock noticed movement behind the man’s dark and swollen eyelids. Little by little, the movement became more pronounced.

			“Good,” encouraged Sharrock. “Keep talking.”

			August sat softly next to her father upon the sleeping pallet. She continued to dab at the man’s forehead as she spoke. Without warning, she began to sing.

			“What is that you sing, child?”

			“It’s a ditty my mother used to sing to me as a babe. It’s called ‘Shadow of the Winter Moon.’”

			To Sharrock’s ear, the girl’s singing was beautiful. The tune was familiar and sweet. Almost instantly, he was swept away by a memory from the dim and faded past. A strange noise pulled Sharrock from his reverie. A gurgling, choking kind of cough. The father was waking!

			“Dad,” August whispered softly. “No, no, don’t try to rise.”

			The girl held a gentle hand on her father’s chest as he sought to get up. After a few moments, hacking up lumps of blood and bile, the man found his voice.

			“By the gods! By the gods!” he bellowed.

			“Father,” August soothed. “All is well. Calm yourself, please.” Concern was clearly woven across her knitted brows.

			The wounded man’s eyes grew wide as he recognised his daughter. “Get away from here, girl!” he screamed.

			Fresh tears streamed down August’s pretty face. “Father, please.”

			Reaching over the pallet, Sharrock took the man by the chin and turned his head away from the girl. He looked deep into his terror-stricken eyes. There was panic, pain for sure, and … comprehension.

			“What is your name, man?” Sharrock asked. He had much experience dealing with men that had seen too much battle, blood, and death. He knew a firm hand was needed.

			Sharrock repeated his question. It looked as though the injured man was occupying his entire faculties, stifling the screams that lay just at the back of his throat.

			“Say something to him,” said Sharrock.

			August began to sing softly once more.

			Slowly, the man’s frantic, searching eyes began to settle. The girl’s lilting tune really did calm her father.

			“Your name?” Sharrock prompted.

			“H-Horan,” came the croaking reply.

			“Good.” Sharrock smiled. “Now, I can see by what remains that you must have had some very interesting customers a few nights back, eh?”

			“Water.” Horan coughed.

			August rose. Sharrock reached across and gripped her by the forearm. “Not just yet.”

			The girl sat back down next to her father. She shot the old veteran a dark look but continued to softly sing.

			“Listen Horan,” Sharrock continued. “There’s a mess of trouble out there, that’s for sure. But I need you to answer a few of my questions. Can you do that?”

			“Ah … ah …” Horan yelled.

			Sharrock leaned close, covering Horan’s mouth with his calloused palm. “There’ll be none of that!” he hissed. “I’ll be asking my questions, and …” He slowly released his grip. “… you’ll be answering them.”

			There was madness in Horan’s eyes, it was true, but there was also a slim glimmer of comprehension. He managed to restrain his cries for the moment, his bloodshot eyes darting frantically in the gloom of the small room.

			“I’m here to find out some things about a particular patron of yours.” 

			“I don’t know who he was!” Horan shrieked. Sharrock motioned as if to stifle the man again, and he settled. “I truly don’t know who he was … who they were.” 

			“You don’t even know who I’m asking after.”

			“The lad,” Horan croaked. “And that fucking monster!” The injured man’s breath caught in his chest, and he coughed violently. Thick globs of blood and phlegm streamed out of his mouth and onto his already bloodied nightshirt.

			Sharrock could see that he had broken his chest, and more than likely ruptured his lungs. He would not last long.

			“I’m not here about a lad, nor a … monster.” Sharrock sighed.

			Horan closed his eyes as he fought to control his fit of hacking.

			“I’m here about an old man,” Sharrock continued, almost gently. “I’ve been told that he is something of a fixture hereabouts.”

			“No.” Horan groaned. “No old men, just the lad and … and … the giant!”

			Sharrock was losing his temper. He moved closer to Horan. “Look, I know what happened here wasn’t pleasant. No doubt. But I truly don’t give a shit about a lad or his monster giant! Now, this old man has been living hard by all accounts, he …”

			“Appeared out of nowhere!” Horan shrieked once again. “One moment not there, the next …” Sharrock placed his hand over the bloodied stump that was Horan’s leg. He squeezed.

			“Please,” begged August. “You’re hurting him!”

			The sudden increase in pain seemed to focus Horan’s mind.

			“He is said to come here almost daily,” Sharrock continued his interrogation. “He is neither a lad, nor a monstrous giant. Most would call him a beggar or fool.”

			“That could be any of a dozen that come here!” said August.

			“Quiet child,” hissed Sharrock.

			“What … is … his … name?” Horan panted.

			“Reelum Hangs.”

		

	
		
			Seven

			An Understanding

			It was like an itch just beyond his reach. A tickle with no particular location that did not go away. It was a feeling that had saved his hide countless times, a trusted friend and staunch ally. Sharrock rubbed at his stubbled jaw with the back of his hand as he casually looked back over his shoulder. He was being followed. He knew without doubt, his tickle told him so.

			The street behind looked harmless enough. Nothing out of the ordinary to see or hear. A handful of folks hurried about their day, neither noticing nor not noticing Sharrock. A few lingered at corner stalls, unenthusiastically poking and prodding at the wares on display, half-heartedly haggling, and generally not accomplishing much. Most strode along, eager to get to whatever destinations awaited them and be about their business.

			Sharrock spat into the street as he thought. If it was the old collective sneaking up on him, he might be in for some trouble. He still felt battered and bruised, and the thought of a scrap with collective cappers was not something he relished. Obviously, he would not run from it, but all things being equal, it was something best avoided.

			As a rule, though, the old collective was very well suited to the shadows, and if indeed it were them on his heels, Sharrock knew they would not be easy to detect. Certainly, harder to spot than your average pickpocket or local troublemaker. Occasionally, drunks with enough liquor under their skins would feel the need to try their hands. Homespun hard men, spurred by the encouragement of their pals, perhaps ignited by the possibilities that lay within a stranger’s purse. More than one had tried, yet none were successful.

			With a roll of his shoulders, Sharrock moved again. As subtle as he could manage, he kept an eye on the street behind. As far as he could tell, nothing was out of the ordinary. Without warning, he ducked into a storefront and found some cavernous shadows within. The startled shopkeeper’s mouth pursed sourly, but a sharp look, accompanied by a finger pressed to his lips, silenced any objections he may have been about to voice.

			Moments dragged by in forced silence. The air inside the shop was stale and hot, with a distinct smell of sweat combined with the almost mouldy pong of the countless bolts of cloth that seemed to cover every available inch of free space. Sharrock’s throat tickled, causing him to focus hard to suppress a spasm of coughing.

			Just when he thought he couldn’t take the heat and the smell any longer, a small, familiar figure passed the storefront. Viper fast, Sharrock struck out from the shadows, bundled up the body in his thick arms, slipped a hand as firm as a vice over a mouth, and returned to the darkness.

			The figure squirmed, thrashed, and railed against Sharrock’s embrace.

			“Calm now,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “By the bells! You are a wild one!” There was no response apart from more thrashing. “Alright now! If you quiet down a little, I will let you go.”

			At that, the thrashing eased off and finally settled. “Now, will you be civil?” 

			Slowly, he eased his hand away from the mouth.

			“Let me go!” August squealed. Tears were flowing over her cheeks, collecting in salted pools on Sharrock’s forearm. He could feel tremors through her shoulders as she sobbed. “What are you doing here?” he demanded, unable to rid his voice of anger.

			“He’s dead!” August cried.

			“I see. I’m sorry, child, but it was only …”

			“You killed him!”

			Sharrock could not help but tense up. The vehemence and loathing in the girl’s voice bit hard and caused the veteran to react almost as if he were being physically struck.

			“That’s not true,” he said. “Your father was one step from the grave when I met him. I did not usher him there.”

			“You hurt him,” August spat. “He was getting better! He would have recovered if you hadn’t come and hurt him more!”

			“That is not the way of it.” Sharrock didn’t know if that was the truth or not. Certainly, the man had been in a very bad way, and to think that he was headed for anything other than the grave was pure folly. But he had to admit, he had witnessed stranger things in his time. Especially in the north. He had seen things he could just not explain. Men recovered from wounds that should have killed three. Men continue to live, and fight, and struggle to the last bitter breath with half a score of arrows in their hides, and only ever succumb to their wounds after the heat of battle had passed. On the other side of the coin, he had seen men die from wounds that looked to be little more than scratches. Powerful men felled by nicks and grazes, claimed by chills and fever, or simply frozen to death in the blasted nights. Truly, the fate of life or death, one man or another, was, as far as Sharrock could tell, largely arbitrary.

			He let out a long breath and loosened his grip on the girl. As soon as he did, she sprang from his arms and spun around to face him. She clutched a fat-bladed kitchen knife in her hand. The hatred within her blue eyes scorched into Sharrock like a cattle-brand.

			“I’ve come to kill you,” August whispered. “For my father!”

			“There will be no killing here,” Sharrock lowered his head to face the girl. His tone was hard, iron-forged by bitter experience. “Come on now, child, do you really think your father would want this? What would he say if he saw you with blood on your hands?”

			“Shut up! Bastard!” August screamed. Tears and snot flew into the air as she raged. Her hands balled up tight, knuckles white as she clutched the handle of the knife.

			The girl trembled uncontrollably. The blade of the knife glinted in the soft light of the store.

			Sharrock eased his hands into the air, palms up in a manner that signalled he was no threat. He kept his eyes on the girl as he spoke. “I will not harm you, child.”

			“You already have! More than you can know! I have lost everything. I have nothing … no one.” The last words came out as one heavy sob.

			“And you think that killing me will remedy that?”

			August dropped her head. With a cry of pain, she let the knife fall from her fingers. Without looking up, she rushed into Sharrock’s chest and bawled. It was as if a dam had ruptured. A torrent of hot tears soon drenched Sharrock’s tunic. Slowly, dumbly, he lowered his arms and embraced the howling girl. Long moments passed. Finally, in fits and starts, the sobs and trembling subsided.

			Sharrock gently pulled the girl away from his chest and raised her chin to look into her eyes. They were wet, ruddy holes peering out of a face rendered scarlet by misery. “I am sorry,” he said as softly as he could manage.

			She did not sob again, but it took quite some time before she could manage any words. Finally, she said, “I have nowhere to go.”

			It was a simple statement. No blame, hatred or pain, only the bitter truth. “I …” Sharrock started. “May … have somewhere.”
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			August tried to snatch her hand away, but Sharrock’s grip was far too strong. The girl twisted and pulled with all her strength, but it was no use.

			“Please don’t,” she pleaded.

			“Hush now, this is for your own good,” Sharrock’s voice was emotionless.

			“I know what this place is,” August screamed. “Father took my sister here! We never saw her again!”

			“I said quiet child,” Sharrock hissed.

			August bit her lip in an attempt to kill the tears that flowed over her ruddy cheeks. She was standing in the foyer of an old stone building. Dark grey slabs of basalt loomed in from the formidable walls, bringing a shiver to her spine. The building had the façade of a school, or maybe a holy convent of some type. Arches and doorways dominated the place.

			“May I assist you?” came a shrill voice from the far side of a vast stone structure that served as an entrance desk. A small man sat perched upon a tall chair behind the desk regarded the pair of newcomers with cool eyes. He was a man approaching his declining seasons, mostly bald save for a few wisps of greasy white hair, pot-bellied and heavy-jowled.

			August remembered the horrid little creature from her last visit. It had been many seasons, and she had been little more than a child, but she remembered … she remembered well.

			This man had given her father some money and taken her sister. She had not understood at the time, but as days turned into weeks, and weeks into months without her beloved sister’s return, she had slowly realised what had occurred. August had hated her father for a very long time. But slowly, as things tend to, life returned to normality. She had eventually forgiven her father, but she had never, not for a single moment, forgotten.

			August shot him a baleful look. If she could have burned her hatred into his dark, piggy eyes, she would have.

			“I hope so,” Sharrock moved closer to the desk. “You are my last hope. We have nowhere else to turn.”

			“I see. Unfortunately, we see many people that have run short of … hope.” He finished with a sour expression.

			“It’s been more than bad luck, and that’s a fact,” said Sharrock. “We are desperate. There’s nothing more I can do. I can barely afford to fill my belly right now. As much as it pains me to admit, I must try to find an employer for my girl. Somewhere she will be fed, clothed, and safe.”

			“Fortunately, we … are always looking for suitable young people. We always have work for fit, supple youngsters.”

			August had to fight against the urge to vomit as the man’s eyes roamed over her. “Quite,” he continued with a barely contained sneer. “We always have work.”

			“She is a good worker,” grunted Sharrock. “Stronger than she looks, and doesn’t eat much …”

			“Has she bled yet?” the little man interrupted.

			“What?” 

			“Moons,” prompted the man behind the desk. “Has the girl taken her moons yet?”

			“I don’t know.” Sharrock knew the realities of what lay in store, but to be confronted with the seedier elements of the trade left a bitter taste upon his tongue. 

			“It affects the price, as well as the work we can secure for her.” 

			“I don’t need any work!” August yelled, finally finding her voice.

			“Silence,” the man at the desk hissed. His cold eyes bored into August, filling her with instant dread. The girl felt her mouth close, and her eyes fall to the dark flagstones of the floor. Suddenly, she didn’t feel rage or hate. All she felt was small and scared.

			“Your daughter needs to learn her place,” the man said.

			“I’m not …” August began. A quick flash of the small man’s dark eyes silenced her.

			“That she does,” agreed Sharrock. “She has a hard will, it is true, but she is an obedient child, strong and reliable. I’m sure she will serve your house well. She can clean, cook, even light labouring at a push.”

			“Oh, I do not think we will be sending this child out for labour. She is comely enough, needs a good scrubbing, but yes, I think she will suffice. Now,” said the man with a click of his tongue. “We only have to come to amicable terms.”

		

	
		
			Eight

			Into the Green

			Wet shit, rotting garbage, filth, and decay produced a foul stench that took his breath away. To call the place a “slum” was to do grave insult to the word. The Green quarter was a festering pit of human misery.

			Sharrock moved as swiftly as he could manage, the muck sucking at his boots like foul, clutching fingers. Every ramshackle dwelling, pile of filth, mound of heaped animal carcasses, or horde of cold-eyed kinders was sickening. He had not been to the Green in many seasons, and the place only looked to have grown more rancid with the passage of time.

			It had always been a rough quarter and attracted a certain element. But in its day, the Green had always been tolerable.

			Now, as Sharrock manoeuvred through the squalid thoroughfare, his skin crawled. He felt many sets of eyes creeping over him as he moved. He knew they were just beyond sight, lurking in the shadows. His presence in the Green had been noticed from the very moment he arrived in the horrid little quarter. He was clearly above the station of the locals here, alone and out of place. Even the kinders here, at least the odd ones he spotted here and there amid the garbage and filth, had the look of seasoned killers.

			Streets spiralled off the thoroughfare in a maddeningly random pattern. Like a spider web, the quarter had been thrown up with little or no thought at all for order or design. Although, to be fair, calling the mud-packed ruts “streets” was a stretch. Just how he was expected to find any one hovel amongst the masses of hovels was anyone’s guess. 

			Sharrock watched as a girl of only five or six scoured a nearby pile of horrors, in search of only the gods knew what. The girl was filthy. Not an inch of her skin, rags, or matted hair was free of muck. 

			Sharrock whistled gently, and the urchin turned to face him. Her face, while filthy, was charming. Under different circumstances, she would have been a very bright-looking youngster.

			“What are you looking at?” she spat at him. Sharrock was taken aback slightly at the venom in her voice. 

			“What’s your name?” he asked, forcing a smile.

			“Fuck off, ya nonce!” She turned her attention back to the pile of rubbish.

			“Come on, child,” Sharrock laughed. “There might be some coin in it for you if you talk to me.”

			“My brothers are just round the way,” the little girl said, suspiciously eyeing the stranger. With a phlegmy hack, she spat on the ground. “They are big and drunk!”

			“There’s no need for fear, little sister. I just have a few questions,” Sharrock continued. In one fluid motion, he tossed a copper penny towards the girl. With lightning reflex, she snatched the spinning coin out of the air. A quick test bite and the coin disappeared within the folds of her sodden rags.

			“What you wanna knows?” the girl asked.

			Sharrock winked. “Tell me, little one, what do you know?”

			The girl seemed to consider the question for a moment before answering. “I knows what I am able!” 

			“I wager you do,” Sharrock kept his smile. He produced another copper, but kept it in his fist, out of reach of the girl. “I wager you are able to know a good many things that happen around these parts. Comings and goings, capers and … people.”

			The girl held out her hand for the second coin. “Not just yet. First, you need to tell me a few things.”

			“What things?” asked the girl.
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			What manner of man would allow themselves to live in such squalor?

			The question resounded in Sharrock’s mind like a clarion as he stood within the walls of the putrid little shack. The air was close and pungent, even compared to the reek outside. Constructed of what looked to be a collection of flotsam, the one-roomed hovel was simple yet served well enough to keep the elements at bay. The dirty-faced kinder on the street had driven a hard bargain, forcing him to part with a further two copper bits, but she had finally offered up directions to the place. She had assured Sharrock that his man had indeed spent his nights here, and that if he had any belongings that were not on his body, they would be somewhere within this wretched hut.

			Pawing through the remaining belongings of a beggar was not something he relished. Pulling a small flask from his tunic, Sharrock took a deep pull. The warmth of the spirit soon settled upon his chest. Absently, he ran his calloused thumb over the metal container as his eyes scanned the room.

			If I was a piss-reeking scoundrel living in perpetual excrement, where … would … I … hide … my … treasures?

			Really, there was nothing of importance within the room. A rank cot, undoubtedly lice-infested, a small stool, and an old wax-encrusted altar was all there was. It was the dregs of a truly pitiful existence.

			Sharrock clucked his tongue as he mused. The only thing of any note at all was the altar. It was little more than a crude plinth. A tiny representation of Gilmi, the seer god, sat almost completely drowned in wax. The unpainted clay figure was a mix of man and eagle.

			Sharrock had never suffered from an overly religious bend of mind. He had long ago left that path. He did, however, possess a healthy respect for the unknowable. He would not willingly piss off the powers above. With a little grunt at himself for being a superstitious fool, he stooped to pick up the simple idol. The veteran wracked his memory to produce a passable veneration for the seer.

			A metallic clink filled the air.

			Something had fallen from beneath Gilmi as Sharrock picked it up. A small metal key was nestled amid the grime of the floor.

			“Well now.” 

		

	
		
			Nine

			Welcoming a Brother

			Blood followed the arc of a slender blade. The doe-eyed girl did not so much as flinch. In fast moments, the fine white robe she wore turned a deep crimson as her life’s blood flowed away.

			If it were not for the pair of acolytes holding her upright, she would have collapsed. A goblet was hastened into place under her chin. It was richly adorned, deep and rounded, specifically designed to catch the precious liquid that cascaded from her opened throat.

			A third acolyte held the goblet firm. His hands soon crimsoned, along with all else as blood pulsed out in throbbing arcs. The girl’s dark eyes lost focus. She was in a drug-induced stupor, and the third acolyte watched intently as the girl’s pupils widened.

			Death was near.

			A hum spread within the room. The gathered mass knew what was to follow. Another flash of the blade, and the blood-sodden robe fell away. The dying girl possessed a perfect figure. Unblemished and fine, she was a beauty. Brooks of blood meandered over her breasts to pool upon her dark pubic down.

			The hum from the mass assumed a quicker tempo. They started to chant, intent and driving. Old words, long erased from the lips of man were cast into the air, spoken feverishly, harsh and insistent. Almost as one, the throng of darkly clad watchers closed in on the platform. They observed in rapture as the three acolytes worked.

			With growing urgency, the men manoeuvred the girl onto a pedestal. Time was short. A naked man emerged from within the chanting throng. He was fully engorged, with a look of lust heavy upon his face. A tendril of milky-white fluid swung from the head of his prick, glistening in the torchlight as he approached.

			The acolytes positioned the dying girl upon the pedestal, spread-eagled and face-up. She no more resisted the movement of her body than she had the touch of the blade.

			The chanting elevated once more. Almost frenzied, incantations crashed about the ancient room, reverberating back on themselves until all was lost to the cacophony.

			The naked man moved closer to the pedestal. The acolytes made way as he situated himself. Before him, the girl was nearing the end. Her blood-smeared chest rose and fell in short shallow breaths. He locked eyes with the girl. With a free hand, he positioned his cock just before the folds of her vulva.

			Just as he saw the girl’s pupils completely relax to the void, he thrust, tearing the hymen. A roar erupted from the mass. Like a beast, he continued to thrust. Now lifeless, the girl’s body quivered under him. Long moments passed. Finally, lathered in sweat and blood, the naked man climaxed. Utterly spent, he rolled away from the pedestal and girl.

			Another figure approached from the crowd of watchers. Hooded in a cloak, the man carried a small wooden box in aged-wrinkled hands. The naked man knelt. Folding back his hood, the man carrying the box revealed his ancient face. Clean shaven and almost completely bald, he possessed the features of a corpse. Dark pits protected iceberg eyes that seemed to burn with intensity. Regarding the scene before him, he smiled.

			“Salute,” the old man said.

			As he spoke, the chanting stopped. “It pleases the Accord to welcome a new brother tonight,” he continued in a reed voice. “Let all who have witnessed acknowledge.”

			“So witnessed,” the gathered mass said as one. “So acknowledged,” they finished.

			“Who is this one before me?” asked the old man.

			“I am no one, master. I am here to be reborn,” the naked man cast his eyes down to the foot of the pedestal.

			“Then you shall be!” announced the old man as he placed the small wooden box down. He opened the box before the naked man and took a step back. Within, a dark pulsing or writhing was visible in the torchlight. Wet looking scaled skin coiled upon itself in a tight, dark knot.

			Without hesitation, the naked man thrust his hands into the box. He pulled a thick-bodied viper free of the wooden container and held it aloft. A hush settled over the watchers.

			The flicker of the forked tongue danced in the air. It entranced the naked man. His eyes became enormous, unfocused, as they lazily followed the curves and coils of the snake within his palms. The viper was beautiful. Deadly, immensely powerful, and cold, but undeniably beautiful.

			The old man incanted. Once again, the tomb filled with ancient words. Soon, he was accompanied by the collective voice of the mass. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the naked man swayed. As if compelled by the pulse of the archaic utterances resounding off the walls, he started to dance, still clutching the viper at his chest. It was a chaotic dance, harsh and jarring. He worked himself into a frenzy. The man began to whirl and spin. He pulled the viper close as he turned.

			The tempo of the chanting built and built, pushing the naked dancer to further heights. Finally, as if preordained to coincide with the chanting’s crescendo, the viper struck.

			With a look of pure ecstasy, the naked dancer collapsed. Lashes of sweat covered his body as the mass closed in. Hands grabbed him. In quick concession, he was lifted high and transported to the pedestal. They placed him alongside the corpse of the girl. Silently, the old master reached into the wooden box and produced a small acorn-looking object, carved in the most perfect onyx. The carving was not, in fact, an acorn. It was an exquisite viper’s head. “Now. We shall see if we have a true brother born here tonight!”

		

	
		
			Ten

			Friend to Man and Beast

			The mastiff’s growl was low. Without doubt, the beast meant business. Sharrock did not need to turn around to know that. Besides, he was thoroughly occupied with emptying his bladder. With forehead and arms braced against the rough-hewn timber wall of the smithy, or bakery, or … whatever the damn place was, he had been pissing with great pleasure. Until, that was, the growling had started. 

			“No, please Sharrock, take your time,” came a voice in a broad, common accent, above the rumble of the dog.

			“Whaaat now,” Sharrock slurred without raising his head. He had been drinking for some hours, and his words were becoming difficult to form. His tongue felt fat and unwieldy within his mouth, like a slug swimming in a pool of saliva. The drink had gotten the upper hand. Not that he hadn’t put up a fight. Battled tooth and nail against the dreaded bottle, but in the end, like most days, he had finished second best for his efforts. A little slurred-mouthed and cloud-headed.

			“Sheath your worm and turn around,” the voice answered.

			“Alriiight,” Sharrock said with a spit. Without the slightest hint of hurry or haste, he finished his business, buttoned the front of his breeches, and turned. The alley snaked between two buildings, so it was dark despite the hour of the day. Sharrock found he had to squint to make out the man that addressed him. Just another of the many indignities that age seemed to revel in dishing out. Failing eyesight was just the crowning gem in the ageing wreath of shit that accompanied the advance of seasons. It was a highly contested bet which of his many ailments would be the first to completely give out and render his body useless once and for all. By the maddening length of time it took to focus his eyes, Sharrock would have bet a heavy purse that it would be his sight that was the first to go. Finally, the blurred, vaguely man-shaped blob before him came into focus.

			It was Jiro “I’d rape my mother for a poxy halfpenny” Addison. He was an old collective enforcer with a nasty disposition and an even nastier reputation. The man wore a scowl like a badge of honour, his beady, darting eyes peering out from beneath furrowed brows, Thankfully, Sharrock could count on one hand the interactions he had had with him, as their respective crews did not share a great deal of overlapping ground. 

			Besides the unpleasant personal encounters, Sharrock, of course, had heard the rumours that surrounded the man and his crew. While not one to normally give credence to gossip or innuendo, he had to admit there was something … off about him.

			Sharrock looked as Jiro’s pox-scarred face sneered as he struggled to contain the big dog’s attempts to attack. He assumed the beast had been brought along to add weight to his argument, although now he struggled to find the spectacle of the thin enforcer battling to control his dog as anything other than hilarious. His ridiculous attire did nothing to help the display. His clothes were at least a couple of decades out of date, and even when they might have been considered fashionable, they looked to Sharrock’s eye at least, the results of what a child might come up with in an attempt to ape the dress of the wealthy.

			“What do you waant with me, Jiro?” Sharrock asked as he eased himself backwards, leaning against the freshly pissed on wall. With a free hand, he casually lifted his flask to his lips and drank.

			“Where is the purse?” asked Jiro. The enforcer’s voice was ice.

			“What purse?” asked Sharrock, belching as he finished the question. He knew fine well what purse Jiro was after, but damned if he would give the little shit the satisfaction of acknowledgment.

			“Don’t mess about,” hissed Jiro. “I should kill you where you stand!”

			“But.” Sharrock smiled. “You will not.”

			“Not right away,” said Jiro. “These boys would want to have their sport first.” The enforcer tilted his head toward the pair of thugs at his shoulder. “I promised them some fun, and I am a man of my word!”

			“You’re no man.” Sharrock laughed. He let his eyes fall onto the beefy men at Jiro’s back. Somehow their presence had completely slipped his attention. “And the duuucks that trail behind you are still fucking wet!”

			“Careful,” Jiro snarled. “I’ll loose Daisy here. She’ll make a glorious mess of you! Well … more of a mess than you’ve already made of yourself.”

			Sharrock kissed his lips together. “She looks sweet.” He smiled.

			“She won’t look so sweet when she’s chewing on yer balls!” yelled one of the thugs. Jiro shot the man a quick, curt look, and he instantly fell back into silence.

			“Look,” said Sharrock softly. “I don’t have it. I gave it to the militia lads. All of it! If I had it, do you think I’d be here?”

			“That was very foolish. That purse wasn’t yours to give.”

			“Weeell, it wasn’t really a choice. If I wanted to keep my skin, I was always going to part with the coin.”

			“That puts you in a bad position. A very you owe us kind of stance.” With a quick nod, Jiro signalled to his thugs, and instantly, the men stepped forward. They were both brutes, clearly no strangers to violence and the like.

			Sharrock watched as one of the bullyboys let a heavy cudgel slip into his meaty hands. “Alright,” he said with a deep sigh, returning the flask to the small pocket at his breast. “Let’s be having it!”

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Reception

			The city was immense. Stretching in every direction across all horizons, the array of buildings, streets, markets, dockyards, slums, places of worship, and countless other constructions broiled together to form one brown-black clump. Well, to Huni’s eye, at least.

			Kraven city might be the most powerful trading nexus in the known realms, home to the wealthy and mighty, the spiritual leaders and traders and innumerable thousands, but it was undeniably … ugly.

			“What’s that smell?” Tober asked, covering his nose with the back of his hand. The pair of lads had moved through the city to the nearest high point to get a good view of the place and attempt to fix their surroundings. The hill they chose to ascend overlooked the tanning quarter. The reek of rotting meat and heavy brines assaulted their nostrils as they struggled to ascertain their whereabouts.

			“It’s that.” Huni pointed toward the quarter below. “That’s the smell of money!”

			Both lads laughed. So far, Kraven had been living up to every one of their expectations. It was a wondrous place, filled with strange and exotic sights, sounds, smells, and interactions at every glance. Already, in half a single morning, they had witnessed more strange folk doing strange things in strange locations than they could have witnessed in a lifetime back at the old smithy.

			“Just look at this place. I’d bet we could talk to someone new every day for the rest of our lives and not even scratch the surface of strangers here.”

			“Aye, you’re right,” agreed Tober. “And each of them would probably turn your pockets out as soon as they look at you.”

			“Maybe. But they’ll not get these beauties!” Huni jingled the small leather purse they had traded for the old wagon in one of the large markets on the outskirts of the city. The lads had haggled hard and negotiated four full quarter monarchs from the trader, finally satisfied that they had gotten the upper hand of the exchange. First order of business after selling the wagon had been to find something to fill their bellies.

			It did not take long to find a place that was selling the most enticingly aromatic meat that Huni had ever smelled. It was known as kah-bab and was thick globs of meat impaled upon wooden skewers, seasoned with exotic spices, and roasted over a flame. The meat was strange, and ignited unusual tastes upon his tongue, but Huni found it utterly delicious.

			“Put that away,” Tober hissed, poking a finger at the pouch of coins. “Anyone could be watching!”

			“Alright. Where do you think we should start to look?”

			“What?” replied Tober.

			“For your uncle and cousin. What quarter did you say they were staying in?”

			“I’m not really sure,” Tober admitted. “I haven’t heard a word from either of them in about three seasons. Last I heard, they were somewhere near the docks. I suppose that’s as good a place as any to start.”

			“Alright. What direction are the docks?”

			“Buggered if I know, man! I’m just as new here as you!”

			“Aye, alright.” Huni laughed at his friend’s crimsoning face. He enjoyed winding him up, especially when he was being sullen. In the market, where they had bought the food, he had turned his head away from the sight of a woman chopping the heads off chickens with a cleaver. He looked sick then, hollow-eyed and pale.

			“Look,” Huni continued. “There are gulls in the sky that way. I reckon there must be water there. Let’s get moving. If we’re mistaken, we can always ask for directions. The folk around here seem friendly enough.”

			“Aye, right!” scoffed Tober. ‘Friendly’ was certainly not the word he would have chosen to describe the folk that they had encountered within Kraven so far. While none had been openly hostile or threatening, not one had been welcoming either.

			The tanning quarter was even more smelly up close. The tang of curing hides attacked the lads’ noses as they hurried to move through and get clear of the place as swiftly as possible. Mercifully, the streets were not too busy, and they were able to maintain a good pace. All around, tradespeople worked at their craft, stretching freshly skinned hides over elaborate racks, stripping away fat and errant segments of flesh, working crude pelts and hides into useful and sometimes beautiful objects.

			Just as they were nearing the edge of the quarter, Tober stopped. “By the bells!” he cursed as Huni pulled up by his shoulder.

			The younger lad looked toward what had caught his friend’s eye. Off the main thoroughfare, pushed to the side of the street, was a pair of hideously beaten and disfigured corpses, which were shackled to a thick iron loop set into the stones of the road. Huni watched in horror as a passer-by casually kicked one of the cadavers.

			“What is this?” Huni’s mouth gaped open.

			“I do not know, man!” Tober was equally disturbed by the display. “What could they have done to warrant this?”

			“They are heretics,” a voice said from the front of a nearby shop.

			“Say again?” Huni said, turning toward the voice. The speaker was a large bald man, sweating from his labours and seemingly taking a break out on the street. He wore a thick leather apron, which covered his body from breast to ankle, and a sour expression.

			“I said they were heretics. Spreading filth against Accord teaching. They deserved everything they got!” The man finished his sentence with a spit of phlegm in the dead bodies’ general direction. Without further comment, he turned and disappeared back into his shop.

			“Charming,” said Huni to the man’s back.

			“We need to be careful here,” Tober said quietly. “Come on, let’s keep moving.”
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			Huni was spent. They hadn’t managed to find the docks. They had moved closer though, he was certain. The smell of sea salt was thick in the air, and the cry of the circling gulls had been, during the daylight at least, a constant drone.

			The lads had found a place to stop for a while and rest their weary feet. They had also secured a good hot meal for themselves and a couple of jars of bitter black ale.

			Tober let out a burp as he finished the last of his ale. His chin was greasy from the meal he had just eaten, and his eyelids had grown heavy with fatigue.

			“We need to find somewhere to stay for the night,” Huni said to his friend.

			“Why not here?”  A contented smile spread across Tober’s greasy face. “I am satisfied with this place.”

			“Oh, really? Lord Tober!” Huni laughed. The tavern they had stopped at to eat was far nicer than anything they had experienced back home. It was warm and dry, and the furniture of the common room was well made and designed with flair. It even had a large tapestry covering most of the rear wall. The scene depicted a major battle of ages gone. It was dulled by time and dirt, and it was not particularly well lit within the tavern, but in Huni’s eyes, it was magnificent. “I don’t think we can afford a room here.”

			“Aye,” agreed Tober. “Get another round in, and we’ll think on it.”

			Huni smiled at his friend. “Alright, I’ll get them in.”

			As he got up from the table to make his way to the bar that ran the length of the room, he noticed he was being watched. It wasn’t a hard eye from a troublemaker, nor a flirting glance from some young lovely. He was being watched, not all that subtly by a trio of kinders that had snuck into the common room and hid themselves into a back corner.

			Huni shot the group a smile as he made his way over to the bar and keep.

			“Seen an end to those already?” The barkeep nodded toward the empty jars in Huni’s hands as he approached. She was a cheerful woman, round and buxom.

			“We have. Could I trouble you for another belt of the black stuff?”

			The big woman let out a pleasantly hearty chuckle. “No trouble lad.” She smiled. “It’s nice to see some youngsters remember their manners.”

			Huni returned her smile. “The food was delicious. Really, one of the best meals I’ve had in ages.”

			“I will have to tell the cook,” she said with a wink.

			“Tell me. Is there a place hereabouts where a pair of travellers could get their heads down for the night? On the cheap like?”

			The barkeep continued to smile good-naturedly. “You two running out of coin?”

			“Just about.” Huni nodded.

			The woman let out a sharp tutt-tutt-tutt, but she continued to smile. “That’s not good, lad. Most places around here will charge you a pretty sum to stay overnight.”

			“Aye,” agreed Huni. “I thought as much. Is there no place that’s cheap? We don’t mind if it’s rough.”

			“Well,” said the woman thoughtfully. “There’s a stable round the back for customers’ horses and the like. I could let you and your friend stay there if you’d be willing to muck out a few stalls in return?”

			“I reckon that’s something we can manage.” Huni beamed as he took the refilled jars of ale from the bar top.

			“Alright, when you are ready, I’ll show you the way,” the keep said warmly.
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			The smell of horseflesh and hay was strong but not wholly unpleasant. After mucking out the six stalls at the rear of the stable, they found a quiet place to get their heads down. Finally settling in, sleep had not been hard to find.

			Huni had slumbered long and well. The soft snoring of his friend at his side had been a gentle reassurance during the night, showing that he was getting some good rest as well. Just as dawn trickled into the night sky and creeped into the stable, a strange, soft sound roused him from his sleep. At first, Huni was sure that he had imagined the sound. It was an odd little tinkling, and if he was not mistaken, soft footfalls. After his last rude awakening upon the road, he was not about to brush the sound off as make believe.

			Rolling onto his side, Huni poked his head over the ledge of the loft that they had bedded down in. From the elevated position, he could just about see every part of the stable. The handful of horses that occupied the stalls were calm, either gently grazing the fodder or dozing where they stood.

			Shadows lingered at the edges of the stable, providing ample locations for all manner of hidden threats to lurk.

			With eyes still clouded by sleep, Huni strained to see as best as he could. The queer sound continued to tickle at his ears, but maddeningly, defied his efforts to locate.

			“What is happening?” Tober yawned as he stretched and moved to join his friend at the loft’s edge.

			“Shush,” Huni hissed, pressing a finger to his lips. “I think someone is moving about down there,” he whispered.

			Tober rubbed crusts of sleep from his eyes and peered over the ledge down into the stable. “I can’t see anything.” 

			“Just listen.” 

			Tober listened. After a few moments, he started to nod his head. “Toward the doors at the front,” he hissed. “In the first stall. Someone is whispering and moving about.”

			As soon as Tober had located the noise, Huni had no trouble finding it himself. “Aye, what are we to do?”

			“Well. I reckon we should go down and welcome our guests.”

			Huni watched as Tober eased the stolen knife from his trouser belt and placed it between his teeth. With surprisingly nimble movements for someone who had just woken from their slumber, the older lad eased himself over the ledge and dropped onto the stable floor without making a sound.

			With a silent curse, Huni followed his friend over the side. He did not land as well as Tober had and twisted his ankle as he tried to gain his balance.

			“Quiet!” Tober hissed, lending the younger lad a steadying hand for support. “Come on.” He signalled forward with a curt nod.

			Huni followed Tober toward the sound, one step behind his right shoulder. He held his breath as he moved, wanting to make as little noise as possible.

			Together, the pair crept forward. As they moved through the lingering gloom of the morning, the strange tinkling sound became more pronounced. Along with the soft metallic jingling, unmistakable voices whispered to one another.

			“Bastards,” Huni cursed softly into Tober’s ear.

			“What?”

			“Those are kinder voices! I’ll wager anything you like, it’s those little shits that were staring at me last night.”

			Huni’s anger caused his voice to rise in tone and volume.

			Tober rushed forward and dashed into the first stall near the entrance with as much vigour and brash action as he could muster. Huni hurried to follow his friend.

			Clumped near the rear wall of the empty stall, as Huni had suspected, the three kinders from the night before were huddled together, occupied with whatever it was they clutched between them.

			“Alright you little shits!” Tober’s voice boomed. “Just what are you doing?”

			The closest kid, a brute of a boy, spun on his heel at the sound of Tober’s voice. Baring his teeth in a snarl, he lunged without hesitation.

			A chain tinkled in his hands as he flailed it at Tober’s head.

			Huni moved to the side of the stall to block any chance of escape the other two might have sought.

			Tober ducked the swinging chain with ease and caught the rushing boy with his free hand, turned him in a tight bear hug and brought his knife to his throat.

			“Calm down now,” Tober grunted as the boy thrashed to get free.

			“Let him go!” one of the other kinders screamed. It was a girl, slighter older than the other two boys, with a dirty face and dark eyes. She held a small oil lamp that had been partially shuttered. Clearly, it had been the lamp that had caused the odd sounds that had alerted Huni to their presence. The last boy, the slightest of the three, lingered behind the girl’s back, frantic eyes darting about in all directions.

			“What are you lot doing here?” Huni asked.

			“Fuck you! Let me go!” the boy in Tober’s embrace spat.

			“Shut up,” Tober said, gently tapping the boy on the head with the flat of his blade. The action seemed to settle the boy, and he stopped thrashing.

			“You are here to rob us, aren’t you?” Huni accused.

			The smallest boy nodded solemnly from behind the girl.

			Tober chuckled. “By the bells! Just what is it you think we have that is worth robbing?”

			“Let him go!” the girl screamed again.

			“Come on,” said Huni, extending a hand out to the two kinders backed into the corner of the stall. “You’re not going to rob us, you may as well—”

			Before Huni could finish his sentence, the girl flung the lamp at him. He was barely able to dodge to one side before the thing crashed into his legs. Behind him, almost instantly, the hay on the floor and the timber wall ignited into flames.

			The speed and vehemence of the flames took Huni and Tober by surprise. Huni dashed away from the sudden heat, and Tober absently let the boy free of his grip. As one, the kinders made a break for the stable entrance. Like rats scurrying from a sinking ship, the kids ran out into the crisp air of the morning.

			“Shit!” Tober swore.

			“Quick,” hissed Huni. “Get something to douse those flames!”

			The lads cast about the stable, desperately searching for anything they could use to kill the rapidly growing fire. After a few moments, the horses grew alarmed by the thickening smoke in the air, so Huni made a decision.

			“Alright,” he called to his friend. “You grab those horses from the back. I’ll round up those here. We need to get away fast!”

			“Aye,” agreed Tober, smoke from the blaze stinging his eyes. “Let’s move!”

		

	
		
			Twelve

			Requiem

			It was a merry little tune to be sure, although the way the girl sang it, it sounded more like a lament than a ditty. Her voice was sweet and clear, with a seasoning of melancholy. It was something that demanded hours of refinement to master and was a talent that she took great pride in.

			“That is delightful,” Pia said softly as she lowered herself onto the twin settee that dominated the small room. She slipped an arm around the girl with the charming voice. A smile crept into the edges of her mouth, but she continued to sing her peculiarly forlorn song.

			“I think I remember this from home,” Pia continued. “Although the way my ma sang, it was not quite so … beautiful.” Without thought, she had slipped back to her natural manner of speech. A more guttural, common way of talking that was not permitted within the Opal Heart. She had learned very early, under stern instruction, to rid herself of such crass language in favour of adopting a more cultured tongue that was better suited to the establishment. She had thought the customs of her youth were well and truly banished from her mind, utterly crushed under the weight of beatings that she had been forced to endure. Reflexively, she brought a finger to her lips as if to pinch off the words that came unbidden from her mouth.

			“Thank you,” the girl said.

			“Oh no. I did not mean for you to stop. It was lovely, truly, I—”

			“I think I have had enough for the moment. I need to husband my voice for … this evening.” the girl said with swiftly crimsoning cheeks as she lowered her eyes to the floor.

			“Of course,” Pia replied.

			The girl was clearly struggling to come to terms with her situation. She had not been with the Heart for long, and Pia could see that she still clung to the notion of herself that she had before being sold. She knew that road led down a dark path and ultimately brought a person to a very sobering reality. Memories of her own bitter struggle against the transition from free to slave flooded back. “Come here Florence,” she said softly, motioning that the girl should lean back into her arms.

			Florence regarded Pia for a moment. Her muted blue eyes were wide, and she looked to be working herself up to say something. Pia reached out a hand. “It is alright, you do not need to fear me, not now, not here.”

			“I’m sorry.” Florence blushed. 

			Pia nodded. She knew that some of the girls at the Heart were nasty pieces of garbage that belonged on the docks, sucking cocks for a penny a time and trying to fleece the sailors as they came ashore, rather than in residence of one of the most refined and exclusive houses of pleasure in all of Kraven. She had run afoul of them from time to time. It had forced her to dish out a measure of her own nastiness to find peace. She also knew for certain that these girls would have seen Florence, her wide-eyed innocence, and sweet voice, as a great opportunity to intimidate, harass, threaten, and outright steal from what they considered an easy mark. “I am not like the others,” she whispered.

			“I hate it here. I never thought, never dreamed, anything could be like, like … this.”

			“I know, but believe me, it gets better. You must find your feet and let go of any childish notions that you may be harbouring. It might seem impossible now, but it is absolutely something that you must come to terms with.”

			“They are relentless,” Florence almost sobbed.

			“Who?” Pia arched her brows. “Vera and her cronies? I’ll—”

			Florence bit her lip as tears welled in her eyes. “No, not them. The … others.”

			“Oh, them. Well, yes, they can be insistent, but once again, even with them, it gets easier. There are many techniques and strategies that you can use to better deal with their enthusiasm.”

			“I have known nothing like it. Before I came here, I didn’t even know the actual difference in the private areas between men and women. I thought we were all the same. By the bells, I was wrong!”

			A giggle escaped Pia’s lips. “Yes, there is quite a measure of differences between the sexes. And more besides just what is swinging between their legs!”

			Florence giggled as well, despite the tears that were bubbling in her eyes. “My cunny hurts,” she whispered after a moment to compose herself. The young girl instantly looked mortified by her own words and turned her head away.

			Pia reached across the settee and gently turned Florence’s face toward hers once more. Her smile was warm and broad as she said, “There are things you can do for that as well. You have yet to meet Meera, haven’t you? She is wonderful and will show you many wondrous things that can enhance your life here. She will also show you the many ways to bring a man to his fall. You will learn to use every part of your body. It’s not just your folds that can enrapture a man. And then there are those clients that require none of that. Some will sit and watch as you bring yourself to climax. Watch and work themselves as you, in turn, set to work. Whether a man is inside you, next to you, or watching from across the room, it matters not. Being able to make them believe you are in the throes of passion is paramount. Meera will show you all of it.”

			“I think I would like that.” Florence smiled. “I had been starting to believe that I could not survive here.”

			Pia pulled the girl close and hugged her to her breast. She could feel her tremble slightly as they embraced. She would have given anything when she had first arrived at the Heart to have someone offer warmth or compassion; someone to show her how the communal baths worked, or where to source soothing balms, or scented waters, or even a bar of soap or any of a thousand things that she had been forced to work out, mostly by trial and error, for herself.

			The early seasons had been a misery. Pia spent days lonely and bewildered, pining for a home and life that she knew would never see again. In a new and dazzling world, filled with sights, smells, tastes and sensation, she had only felt cold, confused, and hurt. If she could do anything to ease this girl’s transition from one life to the other, then she certainly would.

			Warmly Pia said, “We all must find our way here. The trick is to do it quickly before this place sets its talons into you too deeply.”

			Florence nodded and wiped at her eyes with the back of a hand. There was a look of understanding within those eyes. It was a start, if nothing else. The girl was beautiful in her way. Gentle golden locks fell about a face still plump with youth, and well-proportioned features, complimented with a slight dusting of freckles upon the nose. She was far from homely. Coupled with her delightful singing voice, ensured that she would never want for clients.

			The sound of a throat firmly being cleared from the doorway snapped both girls’ attentions. Tallanor had been standing there for the gods knew how long, regarding the pair with cold eyes.

			“I am not interrupting you, am I?” he asked.

			Florence sprang to her feet, a look of shock and guilt spread across her face.

			“Of course not. We were just talking.”

			Tallanor let loose his wicked smile. “Of course,” he breathed. “How have you been settling in, Florence? Everything to your liking here?”

			Florence looked at Tallanor with barely contained fear. “Yes,” she murmured. “It is wonderful here, and I am settling in very well.” 

			“Good. Now, I must steal away your friend. Pia, if you would be so good as to join me?”

			Pia rose to her feet and straightened her gown over her belly. “Of course,” she said, and she followed the whoremaster out of the room.

			[image: ]

			It took all of Pia’s will not to vomit. She felt the hot tide of blood cascade over her fist, which caused a savage glut of revulsion to attack her stomach. Her fingers, which clung onto the hilt of a wickedly sharp dagger, was buried deep into Tallanor’s gut. The eyes of the vicious little man were wide with disbelief and shock.

			Pia forced herself to twist the blade. She held her breath, eyes watering as she felt his life slip away. Tallanor could not summon breath to cry out. Silently, he crumpled to the cushion-strewn floor.

			He looked like a landed fish, his maw working but producing no sounds. Pia watched as crimson bubbles appeared in the corners of his mouth. “This is your doing!” she whispered harshly. “Why did you do it?” she asked, dark eyes pleading with the dying man for answers. “Why did you betray me? You didn’t have to. I wouldn’t have caused any trouble! Why would you let them in?”

			As if commanded by her words, the door to the room opened. Pia instinctively pulled back from Tallanor. The blade remained in the man’s gut.

			A pair of large men burst into the room. They were unlike any men Pia had ever seen. Gooseflesh prickled the nape of the young woman’s neck. She retreated another pace back.

			The way the men moved into the room was very … odd. Something utterly unnatural about their movements caused Pia to catch her breath. They also looked strange. They seemed to be made of pale wax, slightly melted pale wax. In addition, neither man had a single hair between them. No hair on their heads, brows, or chins, as if they were scarless burn victims. The men wore simple black robes. The darkness of the fabric served to enhance the deathly pale aspects of the skin.

			One man regarded Pia with cold, almost black eyes. “You are the one?” The tone of the stranger’s voice was madness! It was a voice from the void. Ice took Pia’s mind, and she replied, “I am.”

			“Then,” said the pale-skinned man. “You will come with us.”

			Pia nodded her head.

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			The Puppet Master

			The room was lavishly appointed. Everything, down to the smallest cup at the side of the armchair, was selected with great consideration. Even though the air was cool and pleasant, smelling slightly of vanilla, Dynor Walsh was sweating.

			He had been seated, waiting alone for almost an hour. Dressed in his finest clothes, perfumed, and freshly bathed, the increasingly anxious entrepreneur was … uncomfortable.

			Just when he was wondering if he might have been forgotten, the ornate door leading into the apartment eased open.

			Like a fresh breeze, a lovely young woman almost danced into the room. Dynor’s breath caught in his chest as he regarded the creature that moved toward him. She was beautiful, flawless.

			Her pale, almost translucent hair tumbled about her slender shoulders, framing a lovely heart-shaped face. Additionally, the woman’s body was magnificent. Of what Dynor could discern through the layers of fine robes, she was … perfect.

			“If it would please, I ask you to walk with me.” Her voice was as sweet and refined as her appearance.

			Dynor was on his feet in an instant, brushing his hands at his tunic. He would follow this woman anywhere!

			With a slight smile, the beauty turned on her heel. Dynor watched, completely enraptured, as the woman’s arse wiggled as she walked.

			As if being slapped from a daydream, Dynor found himself standing before a large wooden desk at the centre of a palatial office. Seated at the desk, festooned on all sides by yellowed parchments and various business detritus, was a small old man.

			The old man did not look up from his work. Where and when the beautiful young woman had disappeared escaped his comprehension. For a moment, he was at a loss what to do. Thinking of nothing else to be done, he cleared his throat.

			With no hurry, after pointedly finishing the parchment he was reading, the old man at the desk raised his languid eyes. “Ah yes,” he croaked. “Mister Walsh, please take a seat.” He indicated to the chair in front of the desk with a bony hand. Dynor hastily took the offered seat. “Thank you for coming at such short notice,” the old man continued before Dynor managed to speak. “I know that your time is precious.”

			“Of course,” Dynor said somewhat stiffly.

			There was not a reality conceived where he would refuse a call from the Accord.

			The thought alone sufficed to send a cold blast down Dynor’s spine. He knew that this apartment, the girl, and the old man were not true Accord. They were intermediaries. Wildly affluent and powerful, but intermediaries. Still, Dynor was no one’s fool.

			The old man coughed for a moment. Deep hacking spasms wracked his chest in a painful sounding attack. As quickly as it had started, the coughing ceased. “Quite,” he said after he recovered his breath. By the sound of it, the man was a grey-lunger. Dynor wondered if he had spent much time below ground in his past.

			“My name is Lothar, I thought it high time that we, you and I that is, met. While our contract is newly settled and the humours are still aligning, I thought a face-to-face would be beneficial.”

			“Certainly,” agreed Dynor. “Glad to make your acquaintance.”

			“I have been examining our manifests and so forth, and as you can see, we do accumulate a heavy tide of paperwork,” Lothar said, flicking his wrist toward the pile of parchments. Dynor detected a slight tremor in the man’s hands.

			“Your firm is thorough.” Dynor smiled.

			The old man did not return the expression. “That we are.” He nodded. “Ah, I see here that you, well, your company, has recently arrived from the north.”

			“That is correct.” Dynor forced his warmest smile. He was aware of the prejudice held against northern folk by those of the southern regions. While it was true, the north bred a stern type, more suited to the harsher climate and conditions found there, he felt the prevailing sentiments of those below the Riven Expanse were largely unfounded. As if to illustrate his thoughts, Dynor watched as the old man adopted a decidedly sour expression.

			“I would hear a little of your time there,” Lothar said.

			“What would you like to know?” Dynor asked with a slightly nervous quavering to his tone. Most of his history up north was not something to boast about.

			“I understand the Seven Hills Group has carved out quite a respectable reputation for itself in a tiny measure of time. I would like to hear your telling of this rise.”

			Dynor was not sure he was not being made sport of. “We normally do business with the Enrues Agency, and we have never had cause to complain,” Lothar continued.

			What is the old coot getting at? Seven Hills had already secured the contract, or more accurately, contracts. Why did this meeting feel like a vetting process?

			“You can imagine. It represented quite a leap of faith to retain your group.”

			“Right. We, the group that is, worked to secure the outlying mines. Petty debt collection, shipment and property protection, labour enforcement, and the like. Rough work for certain. It can be … harsh, north of the Expanse.”

			Lothar gave a slight nod, a distinct twinkle of recognition in his eyes. Now, Dynor was certain the old man had spent time in the northern mines, below ground, breathing in the filth and misery. “Of course,” he went on. “It was also rewarding work. It did not take long for our repute to build. Good solid work, solid results.” Dynor could not help letting a measure of pride infect his speech.

			“There must have been rather a good deal of ‘solid work,’ as you put it. For an upstart firm to force the Enrues to cede territory … it must have been messy.”

			Dynor recalled the period with no fondness. The Enrues Agency had fought against the Seven Hills encroachment. There were many cracked heads, broken limbs, and more than a few bodies stacked for the pyres’ flame. But, inch by bloody inch, they had won their ground. “It was not without difficulties,” he said.

			“Well,” smiled Lothar for the first time. It was a smile without warmth. A predator smile. “You must have done something right. You and your group have won the favour of many powerful factions in the south. Here in Kraven and elsewhere.”

			“We endeavour to please.” Dynor grinned.

			“Tell me then,” said the old man. “What news of our special little assignment?”

			Dynor’s smile remained as warm as he could manage. “I have deployed one of our most trusted agents. He is working toward a resolution as we speak.”

			Lothar’s eyes narrowed to slits as he said, “I hope so, Mr. Walsh, for your sake.”

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			A Morning After

			Waveforms lapping at a desolate shore. 
Pain … hollow … remote.

			No longer silence, no longer stillness.

			Softly, thinly, delicate … notes. A voice, beautiful.

			Sharrock roused slowly. Sleep lingered, reluctant to release its sullen grip. There was pain, to be certain, although it seemed to be held at bay by something. There was a foul taste, bitter and acrid, which caused his tongue to retreat to the back of his mouth. And there was a smell, something odd, familiar yet intangible. The old brawler tried to open his eyes. Slow as a lame mule, his black and swollen lids parted. A soft singing pulled him from his slumber, as if a siren from the depths of the void had visited him.

			“There you are,” said a somewhat familiar female voice. “I thought you might have passed over.”

			Sharrock struggled to rise, but a small hand on his chest eased him back down. “Stop that now. You will rupture your fixings.”

			It took a moment to catch his wind and gather his surroundings. He was in a room. A small dark room. On a cot. His vision swam, but Sharrock soon recognised the place. He was in the old dosshouse. Home.

			“… quite a thing. Mrs. Catchlow was in a state for truth! It was she that summoned the menderman. He braced you up tight, stitched your face. They cut you up something fierce, and he also knitted the bones of your wrist.”

			Sharrock forced himself to focus on the source of the sweet voice.

			“August? By the bells! What are you doing here?” he panted.

			“Father has passed,” said the girl solemnly, as if the statement answered the question. Sharrock could see the tears collecting in her eyes. 

			“Alright,” he mumbled. “I remember you telling me that. I also remember sending you off to secure work. How—”

			“I followed you,” blurted the girl. She cast her eyes down as if deeply shamed. “I did not know what else to do. I could not stay at that place. They wanted to know things … to do things. That man, that horrid pig-eyed monster! He wanted to know all manner of things. He wanted to touch me, to, ‘assess the quality of the goods.’ I could not remain there!”

			Sharrock regarded the girl. Sitting as she was, cross legged on the bare floor of his room. She looked very … young.

			“Alright,” Sharrock muttered again. “How did you find me?”

			“It wasn’t difficult. I knew where you were headed. All I had to do was wait for you to emerge from the Green. After that, you were not that concerned about covering your trail. In fact, I’d say your greatest concern was emptying as many cups as you could. I spent nearly the entire day following you from one drinking house to another. You seemed quite determined to drown yourself in a tide of grog!”

			Sharrock grunted at that last comment. “I do not recall leaving the slum.”

			“I am not surprised. I witnessed the thrashing those men dished out. They were waiting to ambush you in the alley. I have seen nothing like it! I was certain they meant to end you!”

			“No,” sighed Sharrock. “I owe them. It wouldn’t do to outright kill me.”

			“I thought you had no memory?” 

			“Bits and pieces are coming back to me now.” Sharrock tested his right hand with a few ginger attempts to make a fist. “You say I broke this?”

			August nodded. “The wrist. The menderman said you’ll be needing to rest it a good while before you will regain the proper use of it. Those … men, the ones that waylaid you. They did a good job, no mistake.”

			“They were associates of mine. We have had a disagreement, and they were just letting their position be known. It is their business to make good jobs of that type of thing.”

			“It was a terrible thing. Truly shocking. Although it was not entirely one-sided. You gave an excellent account of yourself.”

			Sharrock let out a chuckle. “Good.” He sighed.

			“You had one of their eyes out! Popped right out like a turnip pulled from the dirt!” August said in disgust.

			“That would have put him right off his work.” Sharrock smiled as he reached for the pipe on his nightstand. That was until the pain of his broken wrist kicked in. 

			“Shit!” he muttered as he pulled the pipe close.

			At least he still commanded the movement of the limb. He carefully tapped out the cold dottle left from his last smoke and refilled the bowl. The cramped room quickly filled with a heavy, sickly-sweet smoke.

			“You need to be careful with that,” August cautioned. “The menderman filled you with quite the load already to keep the hurt at bay. He said the dose should be sufficient to keep you comfortable for a good old while. Days he said.”

			“I could do with a measure more.” Sharrock breathed a large plume of smoke. The familiar touch of narcotic fingers soon soothed his mind. “How did I get here?” he asked after a long moment.

			“With great difficulty,” August said as she gently took the clay pipe from Sharrock’s hand. “After they had … finished with you, I tried to raise you. It was no easy task.”

			“I would wager not,” Sharrock agreed.

			“You were not quite asleep. You were very close to be sure, but you managed to form some words as well as groans. I have witnessed no one take such a beating and not lose their wits. It was something to see, that is for certain.”

			“Hard head.” Sharrock laughed, tapping his temple softly.

			“Anyway,” August continued. “I could work out that you wanted to be here among your mumbling and groaning. You were surprisingly good at giving directions. Getting you here was … difficult. But once I got you here, the landlady took over. She was very upset at you.”

			Sharrock raised an eyebrow at that. A deep lethargy had set into his bones. With a weary sigh, he said, “I’m sorry, child, but I must sleep now.”

		

	
		
			Fifteen

			Below the Ziggurat

			Curate Myer lay as still as he could. Weakness dominated him, and any movement he made resulted in pain and sickness, and a redoubling of the fatigue that assailed him. Death had been courting him, brushing up close enough to gift its kiss. The man lingered between realms, neither truly dead, nor strictly alive, like a wraith. His physical body had been wracked with a fever and spasms, twisting his spine, thrashing his limbs, and leeching out a river of perspiration. For long hours, he had floated between the realities, buffeted by powers well beyond his control. But eventually, signs of improvement started to manifest. Like a crashing wave, the fever had broken, and with it, his delirium slowly subsided.

			Now, he lay utterly spent and broken, but alive. He did not even possess the will to open his eyes. Every inch of his body ached like he had been on the end of a thousand pummelling fists, and his blood pulsed within his veins like burr-infused soup.

			“Curate Myer,” an icy voice slithered into his ear.

			Myer did not respond. In truth, he did not comprehend that he was being addressed at all.

			“Curate Myer,” the voice continued from the world beyond Myer’s closed eyes. “You must wake now. You must rise. We have important work to do.”

			Myer’s eyes flickered slightly. “Good. Come now, you really must be up.”

			Myer struggled to open his eyes. Light cascaded through the slowly opening lids, somehow hot and unnatural. His skin prickled as he took a moment to look about a little. He was situated in an austere room, utterly devoid of furniture, apart from the cot he currently lay upon. The source of the cold voice was standing to his side. It was a man of middling age, with a pleasant face, and robed in the fashion of an Accord Master. Myer did not recognise him.

			“Ahh, that’s it, Curate Myer, that’s it.”

			“Who are you?” Myer asked in a hoarse whisper, his voice sounding odd to his own ears, like something that had not been used in a millennium. “Why do you call for me so?”

			The robed man smiled. It was the most bowel-loosening expression Myer had ever seen. A jolt of terror blasted through his body, causing a great shudder to ripple from head to toe. Outwardly, it was a normal smile, good teeth, lips parted, yet somehow, the emotion it conveyed was … horror.

			“Oh, my boy, you will have to excuse me. I forget sometimes. Of course, you would not remember, of course, of course. Here,” said the stranger, holding out a small tin cup. “Drink this.”

			Myer found he was brutally thirsty. With an unsteady hand, he grasped the cup and gulped down the contents. It was cool and bitter, almost like beer and not wholly unpleasant. Almost instantly, he felt better.

			“My name is Prelate Draycian.” The robed figure continued with his horrific smile. “It is my task this morning to guide you into our fold. You are … Curate Myer, newly born and tested.”

			Comprehension settled over Myer like a shroud. “I passed?” he squeaked. “My last memory was within the tomb … the girl … the serpent.”

			“Yes,” breathed Draycian. “That is correct. You were initiated. The mask that you have previously worn is now worthless. You are no more related to the creature you were before than the moth is to the caterpillar. It is a great thing, a mighty holy rendering!”

			“I am no longer Saeem?” Myer asked.

			Prelate Draycian shook his head, eyes ablaze. “No, my boy. The insect that was Saeem is dead. I will not hear that name spoken again!”

			Myer tried to rise. Draycian moved to provide a steadying arm as he struggled. “Easy, my friend,” he said as Myer finally came to his feet.

			“My head swims.”

			“That will pass. The elixir you drank will help. Your body is still trying to expel the venom.”

			“Venom?” Myer’s eyes grew wide. Slowly, memories returned. The chanting mass, the dead girl under him, his seed congealing with her blood, the viper, the bite, then … then … the darkness.

			Draycian clucked his tongue. “Oh yes, my boy, there is no other way. We must determine if you are a suitable candidate. Let the cold-bloods decide.”

			Myer traced the sign of the sky-dwellers upon his chest at the mention of the cold-bloods. He noticed, for the first time, that he was completely naked. Apart from that, there was a small acorn-shaped pendant hanging from his throat on a delicate chain of gold. Myer looked down at his body. He was far thinner than normal, gaunt in fact, and his cock lay lifeless against his thigh, a blackened and bruised slug. Just above his pelvis, there were a pair of angry puncture wounds.

			Venom.

			“Come,” said Prelate Draycian. “We have much to do!”

		

	
		
			Sixteen

			Where He Belongs

			Sharrock spat into the cart-ruts of the thoroughfare. He leaned on August’s shoulder as he took some rest. His body was a symphony of pain. Even with the heavy dose of medicine the menderman had loaded him up with, and the additional helping he self-administered by way of his pipe, the pain would not let him be. He felt halfway crippled, terribly old, and generally very sorry for himself. The fact that he could not walk more than a handful of paces unassisted without having to pause and settle his wind only added fire to the already raging inferno that was his temper. The day was well into morning, and he felt that he had achieved nothing.

			The pleasantly blue sky hung over the rooftops and peeked between the cracks and outcroppings of walls and buildings. If there was any justice to be had in the world, the skies surely should be ladened with thunderheads and rains to complement the foulness of his mood. He had business to be about. Lurching, half blinded by intoxicants, bound up tight by hurt and leaning pitifully upon the shoulders of a kinder, was not a great start to a new job. Sharrock regarded August as he took as deep a breath as he could manage. He had to admit, he was grateful that the girl had found, helped, and assisted him. The pair had only travelled, more correctly, stumbled, less than half a dozen blocks. Each step was a bitter fight to complete, but he knew that without her assistance, he probably would still be unconscious in his cot … or worse.

			Sharrock looked up and stared at the imposing blue obelisk that dominated the centre of road. He was lettered, just barely, but the array of picture-words carved into the stone column were alien to him. The hope of deciphering some idea as to the distance to their destination seemed a futile and forlorn fantasy. He could make no more sense of the huge signpost before him than he could a rock.

			“Come on,” he said sourly.

			“What is it?” asked August.

			“Nothing. I was hoping my old brain had suddenly gained the ability to extrapolate from those bastard needles.”

			August held her tongue.

			“It’s this way, I think,” Sharrock grunted, motioning for August to get moving once more. Thankfully, the local traffic was light. Only a handful of folks could be seen out of doors, conducting whatever business the day held for them. 

			The veteran was sweating despite the pleasant coolness of the day. The pain was a ragged wound at the core of his mind, pulling and nagging at him for attention. He had been better at dealing with injuries as a youth, more able to weather the tide of pain and illness.

			Memory was a tricky bastard, often uncooperative and vague about the nicer elements of the past, say the look of his pet, or the scent of his mother’s stew, or even the name of that lass up north, the one with the golden eyes, and her charming smile and magnificent tits. It was more than willing to blot out those reflections, but would merrily impart the bitter memories, the hostile ones, the ones of darkness and blood, strife, and slaying. These were the memories that kept a man awake at night and blackened his dreams.  

			With a grimace, Sharrock unplugged the stopper of his old and battered flask. He drank, savouring the dulling effect of the spirit. He was already more than halfway addled.

			“This is pitiful! Girl, I need you to hire us a wagon. It will take us a week at this rate!”

			“I have no money,” August said.

			With no small measure of pain Sharrock pulled a copper penny from within his tunic. Quickly, the girl snatched the coin and hid it away. It was never wise to flash currency in public.

			“Alright. You remain here. I will secure us a cab of some sort.”

			Sharrock allowed the girl to assist him over to the edge of the thoroughfare. It had been quite some time since he had wallowed in muck at the side of the road, but unfortunately, it looked as though that was exactly what he would be forced to do.

			August did her best to ease Sharrock onto his rump. “Stay here,” she breathed. “I will return as quickly as I can. You shouldn’t be troubled too much here.”

			Sharrock chuckled. “I will survive.” Thankfully, August had deposited him just left of a pile of horseshit. “Right where I belong.” Sharrock smiled.

		

	
		
			Seventeen

			Even Deeper

			“Behold.”

			Curate Myer could scarcely believe his eyes. Nothing, not even his most fevered dreams, could compare to the sights that lay before him. His head was swimming, and he had to fight against the will of his quaking knees to buckle.

			“Come now Myer,” continued Draycian. “Enter the sacred hall.”

			With a bony hand, the Prelate led the bewildered Curate into the high-vaulted hall.

			The men were deep within the bowels of the Accord’s central ziggurat. They had travelled for some time, twisting through narrow passageways and stairs, through grand arcades of wondrous design, across many bridgings, spires, and causeways. They had moved swiftly, without ever slowing or stopping, maintaining a rapid cadence with their footfalls, always descending. Myer had quickly become lost. The initial halls and passages had been adorned in standard Accord fashion. These were often stern-looking depictions of past scions of the order, leaders, architects, prophets, and scholars. Each one of the portraits was seemingly rendered by the same artist, or if not, at least drawn by the same school. Slowly, however, as they descended, the decor mellowed until eventually, they found themselves travelling through halls of unrendered masonry.

			Still further, the pair had descended. Myer had believed that the journey down would never finish. A heavy shroud of fatigue had overtaken his mind. With each level they dropped, an extra measure of malaise seemed to creep in. His world closed into a pinprick. All outside elements reduced, tunnelled in upon themselves until the sole focus of his existence became the task of keeping in a relentless lock-stepped march exactly two paces behind Draycian.  

			Finally, after what seemed like a lifespan descending into the underworld, Myer was roused by the voice.

			Now, standing with Draycian’s hand urging him to move, the naked Curate had to compel his legs to walk.

			The sacred hall was immense. It was clear to Myer that the structure was eons old and obviously was not constructed by the hands of man. A place of the gods!

			His mind struggled to internalize the spectacle that lay before him. He did not possess the vocabulary to identify the dazzling array of forms and structures that stretched in every direction as far as he could see.

			“What … is … this … place?” he whispered.

			“This,” replied Draycian with a tinge of awe. “Is their place. It has always been. Made by their hand, engineered by their majesty. We simply … well, you will see.”

			Truly, it was a place of cold wonder.

			Gargantuan pillars towered high into the air. The staggeringly beautiful things were constructed of a blue-flecked stone and carved with intricate runes and symbols. Myer stood, mouth agape, and marvelled at the nearest column. Rendered upon the stone were the most impossibly complex and lifelike carvings he had ever witnessed. It was as if they had captured a living moment for eternity within the stone. Yet, almost as arresting as the skill of the craftsmanship on display was the stark feeling of … otherness.

			All around, other mystifying constructs filled the area. Panels, plinths, causeways, shrines, self-contained rooms, cloistered tombs, and other less identifiable buildings were all present. On each was the same, blue-streaked stone, replete with magnificent carvings. Myer tried his best to interpret the displays, but he did not possess the mental ability to reconcile what he beheld.

			“This way.” 

			The wonder-struck Curate moved once more. Curiously, once within the hall, the air seemed to settle heavily about his shoulders, muted and muffled, as if a great invisible blanket had been cast over everything. Sounds were faint, as if issued from some place in the far distance. It was a peculiar sensation that did not sit easily upon the ear. For long moments, the pair of Accord disciples moved through the maze of eerie wonders in silence.

			Finally, they arrived at a curious slab surrounded on three sides by tall panels. Upon the panels were all manner of carved wonders, yet oddly, in stark contrast to all else Myer had so far witnessed, it did not look to be embellished at all. Waiting by the structure was a strikingly tall dark-robed figure.

			Without any acknowledgment of their arrival, the robed and hooded figure moved to a panel and worked at handles and rods carved into the surface. A soft hum permeated the air.

			Myer could feel it in his body. Hair stood on end at the nape of his neck and gooseflesh prickled his arms. Something very … odd was occurring. The humming built with each passing moment. Deeper and deeper, more pronounced and heavier, until Myer could feel his bones shake. Just as he thought he was about to lose his mind, it ceased.

			Myer watched in disbelief as the stone slab, undoubtedly many tonnes of weight, moved silently. With unnatural ease, a crack opened, growing with each breath until there was a clear opening. Soft yellow light spilled out from within the stone. Suddenly, there was a lid. The figure at the panel pulled the levers into a new configuration, and the lid effortlessly slipped open without a hint of sound.

			With his work complete, the robed figure turned toward the pair of newcomers and lowered his hood. Myer was taken aback. The face that was revealed danced and swayed, eluding any attempt to properly perceive. It was as though Myer was attempting to recognise the man’s features from the far side of a gushing spigot. No matter how hard he tried, he could not fix the face.

			“Come now, Curate Myer,” said Draycian softly. “It is time.”

			“Time?”  Myer was having real difficulty maintaining a train of thought.

			“Come by the pool.” The Prelate motioned. He was standing next to the newly opened slab, right arm extended toward Myer. “Look,” he said, tilting his head.

			Myer moved closer to the stone slab with more than a little hesitation. Easing his head over the opening, he looked deep into the interior. There was liquid inside. The inside of the slab was illuminated by an unseen source, causing the liquid within to pulse with an eerie purple glow.

			“Get in,” said Draycian flatly.

			“Prelate?” Myer asked.

			“Get in now!”

			Without further thought, Myer braced himself upon the queerly warm stonework. With one simple movement, he eased himself in. The liquid within was thick and warm, and somehow, comfortingly familiar. With a long sigh, he lowered himself completely into the fluids. Warmth and a steady pulse quickly enveloped his waning consciousness.

		

	
		
			Eighteen

			Acquaintances, 
Old and New

			Dynor Walsh waited with growing impatience. While it had not been too long since he had been seated, he was certain that folk who had clearly arrived after him were being served. Line-jumpers were a particular annoyance, one that he grouped along with round-dodgers, blow-hards, and pale-faced liars. His temper was not soothed in the slightest by the fact that he was hungry.

			Neither was he placated any by the conversational skills of his companion. It seemed that the portly grain merchant that sprawled across the table thought his business affairs would make for riveting discourse. Dynor had lost interest in his conversation long ago and rarely responded to his drivel.

			The upmarket eating house was jammed with the well-to-do of the surrounding quarters. Preened, perfumed, and pampered folk jostled almost cheek-to-jowl for the privilege of dining at The Watermark.

			Within spitting distance of his bench, Dynor could see all manner of outlandish delicacies. Meat, plants, and fruits that otherwise would never be served, were on display at almost every table. The Watermark was outrageously expensive, and unnecessarily pompous. The food, however, was exquisite, and he had to admit that he was finding himself more and more accustomed to the finer things his new life afforded him.

			Dynor snorted as he mused what a younger version of himself might have had to say about the establishment and its patrons.

			“I’m sorry,” said his companion, mistaking his snort for conversation.

			“Oh, it’s nothing Blassenor,” replied Dynor casually. “I was just admiring the view.”

			“It is pretty.” Blassenor nodded in agreement. Dynor watched as the man’s chin wobbled as his head moved. The restaurant was on a serene part of the river Clady, which was the waterway that snaked through most of the quarters of Kraven. Its deep blue, almost black, waters idled by, setting a very picturesque scene indeed.

			A good portion of Blassenor’s chin and thick fingers were already covered in grease. The overweight merchant had been wolfing down the horrific looking crustaceans they served as appetizers between breaths as he droned on. Even though he was famished, Dynor would not have touched the evil-looking spider things if his life had depended on it.

			“As I was saying, those ship rats wanted to underwrite my mandate.”

			“Hmmm,” said Dynor, already drifting back into daydream. Suddenly, he snapped back into the moment by the arrival of their main meal. Three servers carried heavily laden trays above their heads as they expertly moved around the table. Dynor nearly clapped in appreciation as they lifted the lid from his plate. A mouth-watering aroma filled the air, stoking his already whipped appetite. There was roasted meat, roasted vegetables, and the deepest, most rich gravy imaginable. Just as he was about to attack his plate, he made the mistake of glancing over to see what lay before Blassenor.

			Presented on a steaming bed of what looked to be potato was a boiled and splayed-out ox cock and balls. The giant phallus was curled around the edge of the plate like a coiled serpent. Dynor’s gut instantly constricted in revulsion. Jumping to his feet, he made for the exit.

			“My good man!” Blassenor blurted as he watched his companion blast into the crowd. Dynor did not even turn his head to reply. He needed air, fresh air, urgently.

			The kiss of the breeze outside the eatery was wonderful. It took a good few moments of deep breathing before Dynor was satisfied that he would not bring up the meagre contents of his gullet. With eyes still watering, he took a spell to survey his surroundings. Rarely did he find himself in such an affluent quarter. The folk hereabout were of a different breed.

			Across the way, his eyes met something that held a flicker of recognition. Dynor moved, swift as a storm. Within a heartbeat, he was across the small street and into the thin group of people. With a practiced hand, he drew his dagger from his belt. Striking fast, he pulled a man from within the crowd and hustled him into a nearby alley. Drawing the blade up close to the man’s throat, he smiled. “Gallen, fancy seeing you here.”

			[image: ]

			The sound of dripping was incessant. Mountjaar Gallen sat slumped in a chair, bound, gagged, and blindfolded. The stocky man was stripped to his underclothes. Quite an impressive collection of scars canvassed most of his exposed flesh, silently betraying a life of hard living and harder fighting.

			Across the vast room, waiting patiently, Dynor Walsh smiled.

			Mountjaar had been out for a good spell, so long, in fact, Dynor had been toying with the notion of drenching him with ice water. That would’ve certainly washed away the dregs of a bashed head.

			“Wakey, wakey, old friend,” he sang cheerily as he crossed the room toward the bound and blindfolded man. His mood had improved significantly since earlier that afternoon. He had filled his gut, settled his business with that tub of lard, Blassenor, and now … now, he would spend the evening catching up with an old acquaintance.

			With swift, almost silent steps, Dynor maneuverer himself behind his captive. He had to admit, old Gallen was holding up very well. He always had been a staunch warrior. It was good to see that he had lost none of his fortitude.

			Even when he placed a hand on Mountjaar’s shoulder, the man did not so much as flinch. Good sport.

			With his free hand, Dynor eased his dagger close to Mountjaar’s cheek and cut away the binding that gagged him. A long tendril of spit followed the wadded ball of rags that fell to the floorboards.

			Still, the captive remained silent.

			Dynor could not help but grin. It truly was an impressive display. “Oh, come now!” He laughed gently. “There is no reason to be sullen.”

			“Dynor?” Mountjaar finally said in a somewhat slurred voice.

			“Who else?”

			“Curse you man! I think you’ve cracked my skull!”

			“You might be right, old friend,” Dynor conceded.

			“Why have you taken me?” Mountjaar asked flatly.

			Dynor clucked his tongue as he moved to face his guest. “It was the only thing to do, really. You see—”

			“Fuck me!” Mountjaar spat. “You always loved to run your mouth, didn’t you?”

			“I do like a good … chat!” Dynor swung a booted foot into the space between Mountjaar’s thighs. The man did not so much as flinch.

			“If it’s murder you intend, I’ll be having it now, if you please,” Mountjaar said as calmly as if he were ordering a pint of ale.

			“No one is here for murder. It would hardly do to splatter your innards all over Blassenor’s lovely warehouse, now, would it?”

			“So, it’s torture then? You know I do not possess a loose tongue,” Mountjaar replied.

			“No, that is one fact I know well.”  Flashes of distant memories from north of the Expanse came flooding back. Memories of a desperate time, when his entire company had been compromised, and save for the grace of Mountjaar’s firm tongue and resilience to torture, would have been the end for them all. Dynor knew that his once comrade had lost teeth, a finger, and toenails for his trouble.

			Other memories lingered as well. Memories of nights drinking and whoring, gambling and brawling. Good times.

			One memory stood proud among the slew of others. One night, a handful of comrades, a wanderer’s tent, a soothsayer woman, and the profound effect that the witch-woman’s elixir had wrought upon old Mountjaar. Dynor had witnessed nothing quite like it. Once the foul-smelling tea had settled in the man’s gullet, he had utterly lost all trace of inhibition. Mountjaar Gallen had relayed his entire life’s tale in a torrent of rambling words. The man told all, every single element of his being, from his first memories at his mother’s teat, to childhood play and struggles, to adolescent fumbling and burgeoning sexual awareness, right along the twisted path of his life up to the moment he set foot in the wanderer’s tent. 

			Dynor never forgot the spectacle. He had returned to the camp after his comrades returned to their billets. He would know the contents of the elixir. The wanderer-woman had not given up her secrets easily, but in the end, just like all the rest, she divulged to him the recipe. It had taken Dynor quite some time to source the bitter fungi and other bits and pieces that comprised the drink, but once he had, he made certain that his personal supply never ran dry.

			Dynor signalled sharply with a flick of his wrist. At his instruction, the two waiting pions, which had lingered in the shadows until that moment, pounced on Mountjaar. The pair were seasoned brawlers. Quickly, their hands forced the bound man’s head back and opened his jaw. With a vicious twist, Mountjaar turned his head against their grip. He found a hand with his mouth and bit into their fingers. The startled capper let out a strangled cry and pulled his fist free. Blood gushed from the stumps that remained of his index and middle fingers. The thug fell to the floor, whimpering as he clutched his hand to his chest.

			Dynor signalled once again. Two more men materialized from the shadows. One helped move the wounded capper away, while the second took his place at Mountjaar’s shoulder. Taking extra care to keep clear of the gnashing teeth, he forced the now gore-spattered mouth open once more.

			“It’s time to take your medicine.” Dynor poured the contents of a little glass tube into Mountjaar’s mouth. Instantly, the pair of thugs forced Mountjaar’s jaw shut, closing off his nasal airway for good measure.

			Moments dragged without Mountjaar allowing the liquid to pass his throat. Again, Dynor had to marvel at the man’s will. Finally, after reaching the point where Dynor thought he might pass out for lack of air, he swallowed the bitter concoction.

			“Good,” smiled Dynor. “That wasn’t so terrible, was it?”

			Mountjaar was silent. The men at his shoulders released their grip and returned to the shadows. “We had some good times, you, and I, eh?” Dynor continued. “Up there, back when we were both young.” His question was greeted with more silence. Almost tenderly, he reached across and untied the blindfold. It was wet where blood had seeped through from the head wound. Dynor let it fall to the floor.

			It was clear by the glaze in Mountjaar’s deep blue eyes that the pernicious little elixir had worked its magic. Dynor noticed he did not look about or blink, another sign that he was becoming polluted.

			“Don’t you feel better?” Dynor asked.

			“I do,” sighed Mountjaar. His face had become slack, and his shoulders slumped forward. If it weren’t for the restraints, Dynor was certain the hefty man would have pitched over onto his face.

			“There was a time when we were brothers. We had a bond, forged in blood and tears.”

			“We did,” agreed Mountjaar, as if from within a dream.

			“How many days did we fight side by side? How many days of marching, sweat, hunger, and misery?”

			Mountjaar’s head lolled to one side. Blood-tinged drool escaped his slack mouth as he regarded his captor.

			“How many nights did we spend side by side? Drinking, and fucking, and fighting.”

			“A … great … many …” Mountjaar replied.

			Dynor knew that the initial dazing phase of the potion had taken hold. It would not be long before Mountjaar’s thoughts would clear somewhat, and he would be bursting to talk, filled with an intense compulsion to rid himself of all deceits or forbidden desires. “Tell me, my friend. Do you ever think of our time north? I know well, trust me, that it was a hard time for us, bitter and savage. But isn’t there a place within, a place closest to your heart, that remembers our cadre with pride? We had something special, a bond, a … brotherhood.”

			Mountjaar’s eyes narrowed, as if he were trying to picture the distant days Dynor described. Little by little, the mist retreated from his eyes. A small smile creased his face.

			“You remember, don’t you?” Dynor asked.

			“I do,” replied Mountjaar, his speech greatly improved.

			“It is a regret of mine, after my time beyond the Expanse. That I lost touch with so many of my comrades. Have you kept in touch with many of the lads?”

			Mountjaar took a moment to consider. “No. For a handful of seasons after my last contract, I roamed with a couple here and there. I drifted for quite a spell. Alas, I have not kept abreast of any recently.”

			Dynor was glad to see the Mountjaar’s thoughts to be returning to normal. 

			Time to strip some meat from those bones!

			“What has become of you since our time together?”

			“I still had two seasons left of my contract after your tour was complete. So, as you might imagine, life hardly changed in those days.”

			Dynor inclined his head.

			 “Nothing significant happened in those seasons. A few minor skirmishes, a fair bit of marching and picket duty. One frozen night, we came across a wanderer caravan. They had some very handsome womenfolk amongst their troop.”

			“Alright.” Dynor gestured with his hand that Mountjaar should continue.

			“I fell in with the boys. Rape and murder true. It was a bloody thing. After, we set a pyre—”

			“What about when your contract was up?”

			“As I said.” Mountjaar grimaced. “I roamed for a good spell. I came south. Finding work here and there.”

			“What manner of work?” Dynor pressed.

			“Dog work! Shit work! It was nothing fit for a man. I was miserable. Truly, I was a wretched, angry sod. I made any excuse to hurt or maim. Animals at first, but soon, men and women, the young and old alike. I found the bottle. I also found a rope and contemplated stringing myself from the nearest tree.”

			“You found something to do, though, did you not?”

			Mountjaar nodded his head. “A family acquaintance reached out. At the lowest point of my life, he found me. He had an offer of work, meaningful work. He represented the Enrues Agency. I was to be an agent.”

			So far, Mountjaar had revealed nothing Dynor did not already know. He had many informants placed all over, even some minor scribes that occasionally worked for the Enrues. It cost him a heavy purse to ensure the scribes talked, but he was confident that he was aware of most of the employees and company actions of one of his firm’s major rivals. He knew that old Gallen Mountjaar had been working for the agency for a while. He had not been aware, however, that he had been ordered to track his movements. It was a curious position for such a junior agent, but Dynor could recognise the wisdom in it. He himself would have almost certainly used an operator with such a personal connection. It was prudent business.

			“How long have you followed me?” Dynor asked.

			“Only a few days. They tasked me to keep you under surveillance and report any suspicious activity.”

			Dynor was impressed. Mountjaar had a clear talent for tracking and spying. If he had not stumbled into the man on the street, he would have had no inkling that he was being followed. “What did you see?” Dynor asked with narrowed eyes.

			“I saw it all. You have been very busy.”

			“When did you pick up my trail?”

			“Four days ago,” Mountjaar breathed a sigh. “I first found you as you were finishing up a meeting with what I could only judge was a gaggle of merchants. They were not best pleased when you wrapped up your business.”

			“I’ll wager they were not!” Dynor snorted. He recalled the ease at which he had whipped the small business owners into a furore. A few well-placed suggestions, a hint of honour and pride, and a final push with a firm call to action had done the job nicely.

			“After that, I followed as you went about your day. After a long mid-morning meal, you made your way over to a city militia barracks. I could not get close, and I was forced to wait in the street.”

			“Continue,” said Dynor.

			“You were in the barracks for quite some time. I had wondered if you had slipped away. But eventually, you reappeared. For the next day or so, you did nothing of real importance, save for a brief visit to the Minuace building.”

			“Minuace? You mean the Accord?” Dynor asked, cursing himself for having a loose tongue.

			“Accord? No, they are not the Accord, although many do have that misunderstanding.”

			“Who are they?” 

			“I do not know,” Mountjaar replied simply.

			Dynor knew the man could not be lying. “How was it you let yourself be seen like you did? That was very … sloppy.”

			“So it was,” agreed Mountjaar. “It was you yourself. I hardly expected you to be on the road so soon after you had retired for your meal.”

			Dynor grinned. Thank the bells for his squeamish gut. “Alright, my old friend.” He smiled. “Now tell me, why have the Enrues tasked you to spy on me?”

			“That is another fact I do not know. They instructed me to observe and report, that is all.”

			Dynor let his fingers drum on his chin as he considered. After a long moment, he reached out and took Mountjaar by his bloodstained face. “One last question for you, my old friend.”

			Mountjaar Gallen looked up at his captor without any emotion.

			Dynor whispered, “What am I to do with you now?”

		

	
		
			Nineteen

			The Cosmic Sea

			Myer floated, an aimless speck on an eternal horizon. Time was a meaningless notion amid the gentle lapping waves that filled his awareness. He did not know how he was floating amid a warm and tranquil sea, but the soothing rocking of the waters, the tenderness of its all-consuming caress, and the familiarity of the sensation were wonderful.

			It did not matter how it had come to be; he was at peace.

			A gradual change eased in at the very edge of perception. As a dawn, thin fingers of light enveloped all from afar. Irresistible, the brilliant and warm glow beckoned him closer. Myer could not help but let himself be drawn towards the glow.

			As gentle as a lover, the warmth embraced the Curate. Myer had never known such a pure feeling of … oneness.

			His sense of individuality evaporated. He was all things, spanning all time. It was right. At his core, he knew he was finally home. He had been a wanderer, lost and diluted by naivety. This collection, this pulling back to the fold, was … the best thing he had ever experienced.

			Something pulled at Myer. Something under the gentle rocking of the waves, a sound … a voice?

			Definitely a voice!

			Myer tried to focus. It was no simple task. His thoughts wanted to drift free amid the warm and welcoming waters, untethered by ridiculous things like attention or priority, wants or desires.

			With tremendous will, Myer was able to rally his focus. It was more than a simple voice. There were words.

			“Come, little one,” breathed a sexless voice from beneath the waters. “We welcome you here.”

			Welcome me where? 

			“Everywhere,” came the reply.

			That cannot be so.

			“Do not doubt, little one. Treachery does not reside here.”

			Myer contemplated for a moment, or for an eon, who could tell.

			I am here to learn. What will be my lesson?

			“I have brought you here to see the truth of our histories and your place there within.”

			How?

			A cascade of images burst into Myer’s mind. A rush of kaleidoscopic colours swirled amid a tempest of shapes and contours. As quickly as they appeared, the explosion of vision solidified and settled.

			Myer stood on the precipice of a vast structure. He was high, very high. The building that spanned out on all sides under his feet was colossal. It was many times larger than any construction he had ever seen, or even heard of. Whoever had constructed the place had employed methods and expertise well beyond the masters of his knowing. Beyond the building, far below, stretching out to all horizons, slumbered a city. A dizzying display of architecture and engineering greeted Myer wherever his eye happened to fall.

			What is this place?

			“Halleon,” came the voice. “The eternal city. This is our home. Look …”

			Myer trained his vision on the vast city below. In increments, as if materializing from the ether, tiny figures coalesced in the distance. They appeared to be ordinary folk, fine figured, hale, and clean. They displayed all the hues of man, from the most obsidian black to the palest of white. Apart from their somewhat unusual dress, Myer doubted that the folk that scuttled about on the streets below would have raised so much as an eyebrow from the citizens of Kraven by their appearance.

			No matter where he looked, Myer could see no sign of toil, or waste, or any form of strife or misery. The population below were, to an individual, magnificent.

			Is this paradise?

			“No little one, this is not what you call paradise. This is our place.”

			It is wonderful!

			“There is more yet to witness.”

		

	
		
			Twenty

			A Song for Your Troubles

			“Make way! Make way!”

			The wagon driver pulled sharply on the reins, forcing his oft-stubborn mule into a dingy side alley. “Just what in the good fuck is all this now?” He spat, craning his head over his shoulder to see what was causing such a commotion on the street.

			Sharrock grimaced in the back of the wagon. The sudden jolt had sent fresh spasms of pain through his body, just as the most recent belt of narcotics had eased his torment. He too spat as he twisted his neck to look back towards the street.

			An alarming clattering of bells grew louder.

			“What is it?” asked August, straining to see from her position next to Sharrock in the wagon’s bed. The girl shifted some of the mouldy-looking sacks of grain that were their companions in the wagon and lifted herself above the wooden walls of the tray to look.

			A flash of colour and movement blasted past the opening of the alley. A three-horse carriage thundered at breakneck speed on the thin and heavily rutted street. Screams of panicked bystanders mingled with the bells and harsh yells of the carriage driver to produce a monstrous din. Half a dozen men clung on to the bulky iron cylinder that was strapped to the back of the speeding carriage for all their worth.

			“Oh, is that all?” Sharrock shrugged his shoulders as he eased himself back down onto the wagon tray.

			“Is what all?” said the wagon driver. “What in the fuck was that thing?”

			“There must be a blaze somewhere. Those fools are off to save us all.” The sarcasm in Sharrock’s voice was unmistakable.

			“They must be very brave,” said August.

			“They’re a pain in the arse!” bellowed the wagon driver. “Forcing honest folk from the road like rats. Racing around in their death wagons. Maniacs! The lot of ‘em! If I had …” the man trailed off into mutters and generally indecipherable curses as he worked to manoeuvre his wagon back to the street.

			“Is it much further?” August asked Sharrock as she found her seat next to him.

			“No, child, it should not be too much longer.”

			“It is getting late,” said the girl.

			Sharrock sniffed the air. It was difficult to tell the hour, hemmed in as they were by the alleyway and the surrounding buildings, but he had to agree. “We should reach there just before closing. It will be tight, but we will make it.” He gave August a quick wink.

			A snap of the leather reins and they were back underway. The street beyond the alley was still trying to regain its composure after the shock of the passing carriage. The good citizens of the quarter hurried to right the disarray that had suddenly befallen them. Thankfully, Sharrock noted that the wagon driver did not waste any time getting them moving. Soon they were travelling at a good pace, not troubled by the normal press of bodies.

			Sharrock tried to settle his mind with a pull from his trusted flask. The pain eased, as the familiar caress took hold. Even the jostling of the wagon did not possess the bite that it once had. He gave his injured hand a test pump and winced at the resulting bolts of pain that shot up his arm and all the way to his shoulder. Maybe he wasn’t quite as healed as he thought.

			In an attempt to distract himself, he hummed a merry melody.

			“What is that?” August asked.

			“Just a little ditty child.” Sharrock smiled. With a startling amount of enthusiasm, the increasingly polluted veteran belted out a tune. August did not recognise the song, but soon, the wagon driver joined Sharrock in a hearty rendition.

			“That’ll just about do it,” said the driver. “Service fairly paid for, and so delivered.”

			“So it is,” agreed Sharrock, tossing the driver an extra coin. “That’s for the song!” He laughed.

			“Thank you kindly.” The driver smiled as his pair of passengers dismounted.

			August offered Sharrock a hand as he struggled to find the ground.

			“No need for that, child. I am a quick healer.”

			August eyed the man with no small measure of scepticism. Their destination lay just beyond the thoroughfare itself, somewhat protected from the hustle and bustle of the traffic.

			The office of the Central Collection Bureau was impressive. It was three stories tall, constructed of stone and timber. Hawk-faced scribes hurried about their business, coming and going from the central entrance like a swarm of gnats.

			Sharrock hated interacting with government types. As far as he was concerned, any level of bureaucracy that interfered with a man’s life was too much. 

			“This way,” he growled to August, his distaste infecting his tone.

		

	
		
			Twenty-One

			Creature of Clay

			The room was vast, cold, and grey. Row after row of strange metallic containers lined the floor, illuminated by a soft yet unseen light source from somewhere high above. The unending forest of containers were small, almost almond in shape, with tubes and ropes collecting at points like sea anemones. Emblazoned across them were a baffling array of glyphs and symbols, which seemed to glow of their own accord.

			A shiver traced down Pia’s spine. Apart from a low, persistent hum, there was not a sound. She was very aware of her own breathing and heartbeat. The constant swirling sound of her own waterways within her ears was unnaturally loud, and somehow very disturbing.

			On either side, her escorts were as silent as the room. The two men, or things, or whatever they were had said very little in the time they had accompanied her. What they had said had done nothing to settle Pia’s unease at their profound … strangeness.

			She had known many odd men in her time. She had long ago rid herself of any shame for these men. The activities that took place in a man’s bedchamber or within the walls of a bordello were strictly private. Pia had personal experience or had heard tell of all manner of sexual tastes. That was one kind of odd. The kind of odd her pair of captors possessed was something entirely different, something much more frightening.

			Pia believed that the pair of men were imposters, although the longer she spent in their company the less inclined she was to call them men. While she couldn’t place exactly where the notion had come from, the thought that these men were somehow … new would not let her be. They had a feel of uncomfortableness about themselves that was almost tangible. Like they were strangers visiting their bodies for the first time. The peculiar thought gnawed at her mind.

			After a long time walking, the manling to her right suddenly stopped moving. He turned his wax face towards Pia and smiled. It was forced, hollow, and completely devoid of life.

			“Please,” he said in monotone. “We have arrived. You will be seated.”

			They were standing amid the rows of canisters, seemingly no different to the scores of others they had passed. Pia looked to where the man indicated and saw a thin metal cot, four feet or so above the stone floor. 

			“Disrobe,” the other said. Pia was a little taken aback, but she unfastened the clasps that held up her dress. The pair of men watched as she disrobed in silence. Their faces held no more emotion than the flagstones at their feet. 

			“Now,” said the first one once more. “Be seated.”

			Pia positioned herself onto the cot. The cold surface produced gooseflesh all over her skin. Embossed within the cot were deep grooves where legs should go, almost acting as stirrups. The design forced Pia’s legs apart, shattering any sense of modesty.

			The man that had first spoken placed a hand on Pia’s forehead, forcing her down onto the cot. It was cold and clammy. 

			Suddenly, she was aware of another presence. Beyond her vision, she could sense movement. The two men-things retreated into the background. Pia held her breath.

			A tall, hooded figure materialised out of the darkness beyond the rows of canisters. Already nervous, Pia slipped into outright dread as the figure lowered its hood. It was a man. His features were impossibly fine, easily the most exquisitely beautiful creature she had ever seen. His eyes, however, were … death.

			Under the hood, the man wore simple clothes. A plain tunic and breeches. The man did not smile or seem to acknowledge Pia at all as he approached the cot. Panic gripped her as the stranger’s eyes roamed over her naked form.

			There was hunger in those eyes. Not lust, but the hunger of a predator stalking injured prey. He was inspecting her, as if selecting a slab of meat at the butchers.

			A glint of light caught Pia’s eye. The stranger was holding a thin metal tube in his right hand. The end of the tube terminated in a very thin, almost delicate point.

			The stranger spoke.

			Although he did not open his mouth, Pia heard his words.

			Creature of clay, the words came into Pia’s mind like smoke. A choosing has been wrought. The paradigm must be maintained.

			Pia did not know what the stranger meant. She could no longer stifle her fear and screamed. She found that her voice had fled, along with her ability to move. She was powerless as the stranger ran cool fingers over her exposed belly.

			Pia felt the man locate a mark just above her pubic bone. He plunged the thin point of the tube deep into the flesh. Pain exploded in the girl as the instrument dug into her. After long agonising moments, the stranger made a tugging motion with his hands and pulled the tube free. Pia watched as he turned and deposited the contents of the tube into a waiting canister. Hot tears flowed as the stranger retreated into the shadows once more.

			Pia was certain she was no longer with child.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Two

			Inside the Bureau

			“By the fucking bells! This is ridiculous!” Sharrock raged. He had tried his level best to manage his temper, but the last hour of his life had proven to be well beyond his admittedly shallow reserves of courtesy. Going in, he had been aware the Collection Bureau was a nest of officious little twats that wouldn’t know an honest day’s labour if it smacked them in the face, but the levels of arrogance and pigheaded stubbornness he had encountered since entering the building was dumbfounding. Luckily, his weapons had been confiscated at the entrance, or else he was sure he would have disembowelled the man that seemed to relish stymying his every turn.

			“I say,” the round scribe said after Sharrock’s outburst. “I will stand for none of that business! I am the Keeper of Seals! If you can’t remain calm and civil of tongue, I will summon the guards!”

			This was the third official that they had instructed him to consult with, and by far, he was proving to be the most obstinate. Sharrock clenched his jaw and moved a step closer to the seated man and his pompous looking desk. Everything about him, his oversized desk, his ridiculous piles of papers, large pen and ink well, irritated him no end.

			“Please sir,” said August. “It is growing late. We are not asking much. We just need to access the deposit chest that belongs with that key.”

			“As I have told your hot-headed friend here—” 

			“Father,” August interrupted.

			“I beg your pardon?” the scribe replied.

			“He is my father.” 

			Nodding his head, the scribe continued, “As I told your hot-headed father, I cannot simply let you into the collection vaults to rifle through trusted stores just because you have a key! There are requirements that must be satisfied, identity proven, forms completed. It is no simple matter.”

			“Please,” August pleaded. “It is Grandfather’s account. He is gravely ill, and his one last concern is for us to claim his belongings here and return them to him before he passes.”

			Sharrock was surprised at the girl. They had not spoken about what to do or say once within the bureau building, and he was impressed by her nimble mind, if a little concerned at how easily lies seemed to roll off her tongue.

			“He has the black lung. Every breath is painful for him, but he holds on for now, in hope.” With the last, August moved close to the scribe’s desk, almost within touching distance. Her eyes welled with tears.

			“That is unfortunate,” said the scribe. Instinctively, he pulled the collar of his tunic close to his throat.

			August let out a little cough. Her head pointed at the seated official. The man recoiled as if he had been slapped.

			“It would mean everything to bring an old man a small measure of comfort in his last moments.” 

			The scribe licked his lips. Sharrock thought the man resembled a toad as he squirmed at the girl with a sick grandfather. August pressed even closer. She gave a sniffle and wiped her nose with the back of her hand.

			The scribe looked ill.

			“Pullson!” he cried after clearing his throat. Moments later, a guard appeared at the door. Seeing the man, the scribe continued, “See these folk to the collection vault, they have a key to an account chest. Take them at once!”

			The guard clicked his boot heels together and spun around to stride away in the direction he had come. Sharrock couldn’t help letting a small grin spread across his face as he followed the guard out of the office, away from the fat scribe, his stupid fucking desk, and infuriating self-righteous attitude.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Three

			A Dressing Down

			Jiro Addison had not been spoken to in such a harsh manner in a very long time. If it had been any other to address him in such a way, there would have been blood.  As it was, all the enforcer could do was bare the dressing down as best he could, and hope that it was nearing an end.

			Across the room, flanked by a pair of brutes, was Cordelia Orrick. She was the beautiful and utterly ruthless governor of the old collective. She sat on a simple wooden chair at the very centre of the room. Apart from the chair, the room was empty. Located deep within the warehouse district of the Merchant Trading quarter, it was a nameless building amid a sea of others. It was a place of secreted killing. Cordelia held a small goblet of wine in her left hand, delicately twirling the stem of the glass as she tore verbal strips from Jiro’s hide.

			It was not the tone that was so biting, or even the volume of her voice. It was the relentless, driving demands and accusations, questions and personal barbs that stung like a wasp. Quite young for one in such a position of power, Cordelia still possessed the unlined skin of youth. Her ebony hair fell long and loose around her shoulders. Deep brown, almost black, eyes looked out from beneath full lashes. Her figure was slight, small-breasted, and thin hipped, but not, Jiro noted, at all uncomely. Her voice, when not tearing apart underperforming subordinates, was sweet. “I will ask you again, Jiro,” she said as she swirled the wine in the goblet. “Where is he now?”

			Jiro swallowed a cold lump of fear. He knew his answer would be the same as the other two times she had asked. He also knew that his response would not be enough for the governor. He felt like a little boy, exposed in front of a mistress.

			“He is working to collect the purse, governor.” A sneer crept across his pocked face as a tide of sour displeasure assaulted his mouth.

			“That is the third time you have skirted my question, Jiro.”

			His temple twitched. “I am not sure of his precise location, ma’am.” 

			“Finally.” Cordelia smiled. “A hint of progress. Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

			Jiro was not about to answer that. 

			“What do you know of the man? He has worked for me for quite a few seasons now, but I am at a loss to place this trickster.” Cordelia looked bored. Her expression gave off an air that spoke of greater things to be doing with her time and her irritation at having to deal with such a worm.

			“He’s not a trickster, ma’am. He is a brute, nothing more. He is a seasoned killer from the north, muscle and violence, little else.”

			“You know the man well, then?” asked Cordelia.

			Jiro swallowed once more. He knew Sharrock, not well personally, but he knew his type. Many men had made their way into the collective fold after serving contracts in the North. They were great to have around, a good example to the other men, well used to following orders and not averse to dishing out some pain. This man from the North came with a heavy reputation. One that spoke of horrific deeds of violence, a brutal ill-temper, and a great capacity for fighting. As a whole, though, such whispers tended to be overstated, if not outright embellishments. Jiro thought that they might have been a little too zealous in their last encounter, and the man had scuttled off to some nameless shit-heap to die.

			“I know him well enough,” he said flatly. If he had in fact died somewhere, Jiro knew Cordelia would aim for his head to replace that of the big Northman’s. 

			Cordelia took a long sip of her wine. Jiro felt every passing moment like a hammer striking against an anvil. Cordelia’s killers were notorious for their skill at making their victims suffer before death. Waiting with the implied threat looming in the air like an exposed blade did not suit his tastes at all.

			“Tell me of him,” the governor said.

			Jiro’s mind scrambled. He needed facts. He knew Sharrock had spent much time in the North up past the Riven Expanse, although he had not spoken greatly about his experience there, Jiro knew many of the men that had. 

			“He was a contractor in the Northlands before he came to us.”

			“Go on,” Cordelia said.

			“By all accounts, he was something of a leader up there, not in command, mind you, just among the men.”

			“So, he is more than just muscle?”

			Jiro’s temple twitched again. Obvious and impossible to mask, it plagued his nights around the gaming table with his crew. “Jiro?” Cordelia prompted.

			“No,” said the enforcer. “Well, ma’am, I mean yes, he is more than just muscle. He has a decent head on his shoulders to go with it.”

			“Ah. And in what capacity have you been employing this brute-thinker?”

			“We put him in charge of a modest pack. He was doing well. No issues to speak of.”

			“Until!” Cordelia suddenly screeched, smashing her goblet onto the floor. “He took off with an entire quarter’s purse!” Like a mongoose, she sprang to her feet. Within a breath, she had crossed the space between herself and her very unsettled enforcer. Before Jiro could register what was occurring, Cordelia seized him by the balls and squeezed. “I don’t care what it takes,” she whispered into Jiro’s ear. “You find this man! Even if you must set half of Kraven ablaze, you find him and bring him to me!”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Four

			Know a Man 
by His Works

			The plate heaved with steaming vegetables and thick chunks of meat dripping in a rich, aromatic gravy. The expression on the little boy’s face as he reached for the plate of food was one of gratitude. His dirt-smeared cheeks were soon wet with tears as he hurried off to join the other urchins that crammed shoulder to shoulder at the long trellis table. In all there were thirty, scruffy, starving, and orphaned kinders who were wolfing down their meals. For some, it was the first decent meal they’d had in days.

			Tol Helvig watched as the last little person made off with their plate. The stew was his personal recipe, and he felt the warmth of pride spread over him as he witnessed the joy and relief on the faces of the urchins as they ate. They would go to bed tonight with bellies full, at least for a while. It wasn’t much in the grander picture, but it was something that Tol could do, so he did.

			Tol let his ladle fall back into the large iron pot before him and crossed his arms over his barrelled chest. His blond beard fell across his chest and tangled in his forearms, intertwining like the knots of tattoos that covered the skin of his arms. He was a beast of a man, well over six feet tall, an impressive frame, accompanied by an equally impressive belly. His sky-blue eyes looked out from beneath thick brows, which in turn, were framed by a bald and intricately inked scalp. When the man smiled, and here among the kinders, it was quite often, rows of striking gold teeth peeked out from his lips.

			Out from beneath the table, a tiny figure dashed toward the man. It was a blur of dirty rags and wild red hair that culminated in a bear hug on Tol’s thigh. The girl had quite a grip for one so small. “Please. Can Sampson have a taste? He is very, very hungry.” The little girl was holding an ancient and filthy looking toy bear. The stuffing had been reduced to a shadow of what it once must have been, and one eye had been lost. It was a thing that had been clearly loved.

			“Why, of course, little one!” Tol bellowed with a laugh, flashing his golden smile. “He does indeed look very hungry.” The little girl giggled as Tol raised his ladle once more and fed the toy a helping.

			At a polite cough at his shoulder, Tol turned from the girl and her bear.

			“It is time, chief. The others are waiting without.” It was the voice of Wendal, his second. With a sigh, Tol let the ladle drop and pulled the heavy pot from the flame. Was it too much to ask to be left alone for one morning?

			Tol followed Wendal out of the small hall and onto the street, where a double-horse carriage awaited. Without a word, the pair of men mounted the side-steps and entered the black-lacquered vehicle. Almost before the carriage doors had closed, they were underway, thundering down the street at an alarming pace. The happy din of the hall of kinders disappeared into the distance in a matter of moments, leaving Tol feeling more than a little annoyed.

			Tol knew the driver at the head of the carriage was an expert. Additionally, he knew that thoughts of rousing the city militia would not hinder the man. The small crimson crests of the Accord embossed on each of the carriage’s doors ensured they would not be troubled as they went about their business. He also knew that the pair of marksmen in the archer’s nest atop the roof of the carriage had instructions to kill anything that looked like it might cause a nuisance. Not that there was much on the street at the present hour to cause any trouble.

			Before long, they reached their destination.

			They had travelled through three separate quarters in no more time than it would have taken a drunk to down a pint of ale. Dark shapes had flashed by on either side of the speeding vehicle, dangerously close. Had an unsuspecting citizen stepped from their doorway, or not had the sense to look about before crossing the street, they surely would have paid with their lives. They were a menace on the streets, but a necessary one.

			The carriage stopped under one of the huge support pillars of the Sky-dwellers’ Causeway. As he stepped from the wagon, Tol could not help looking up at the massive structure that towered above his head. Constructed of gigantic stone slabs, the causeway latticed the entirety of Kraven city like an immense spiderweb. Its original purpose was long lost to time, but whoever had constructed it possessed a mastery of stonework and design well beyond anything currently possible.

			The enormous stone blocks were fit together so close, and quarried so exactly, that it was impossible to define even the thinnest of gaps between the megalithic slabs.

			It gave Tol chills every time he thought about the folk that might have possessed the power to make such a thing.

			Turning his back on the mighty pillars, he strode toward his destination. Nestled right into the shoulder of the pillars was one of the many Accord outposts that were scattered all around the city. Like all such outposts, the building was nothing to look at from the street. In fact, unless a person had prior knowledge, it would not have been possible to identify it as Accord property, as it had no signage, nor did it stand out from the multitude of other dwellings that cramped the area.

			Bustling through the door, Tol nodded a brief greeting to the man that sat sentry. The man shot to his feet, but Tol was past him and into the building before he could finish his salute.

			Beyond the street facing façade, a labyrinth of connected rooms and halls stretched out in all directions. Tol knew the layout like the back of his hand. Without delay, he manoeuvred through the initial complex of rooms and antechambers until he came to the locked door of his office. A quick turn of his iron key and he was in.

			The room was small and simple. A sturdy wooden work desk sat at the centre, filled to the point of ridiculousness, with lists and ledgers and many things that needed his attention. Beyond the desk and the towering piles of paperwork, the room was sparsely adorned. A modest chair to accompany the desk, a handful of pegs at the door to accommodate clothing, and looming upon the rear-facing wall, simple and unadorned like all else, hung a double-bladed war-axe.

			Tol’s arse had barely touched the leather of his chair when a knock at the door disturbed his thoughts.

			“Chief?” It was Wendal.

			“I know, I know. I will be right there.”

			The ever-growing pile of papers would have to wait a little while longer.

			With a heavy sigh, Tol pushed himself up, turned, and unfastened the axe from its mount. He ran a thumb over the moons of the blades as he inspected them with an expert eye. The edges were clean and razor sharp. There was not a single imperfection to be found anywhere upon the blades, as it should be. Hours of maintenance made sure that anything otherwise would be impossible.

			Without a word, Tol followed his second in command out of the room. Deeper into the maze of connecting rooms and corridors, the pair went. Occasionally, he could hear muffled voices from within the complex, sometimes heavy thumps and crashes, sometimes dampened and distant sounding screams, sometimes silence.

			Before long, they moved through a small arched doorway that led into an open courtyard.

			Like an oasis of light and air within the dingy outpost, the small but pleasant yard was one of Tol’s favourite places. They had stripped the roof back long ago, exposing the yard to the elements. Small, white-washed pebbles littered the ground, giving off satisfying crunches with every step.

			Six wooden stockades were built into the outer perimeter. Of the six, three were occupied.

			The trio of captives were a sorry-looking collection of human misery. Two men and a woman were hunched at a painful angle, stripped to the waist, with head and hands fettered by the stocks. Tol knew they had been in the courtyard for many days now from their sun-blistered skin.

			“What’s the count?” Tol asked as he hefted the axe from his shoulder.

			Wendal took a quick glance at the ledger in his hands. “The men are to lose a hand each, the crone, her head.”

			Tol nodded once and stepped toward the closest prisoner.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Five

			Reunion

			“What is that, you reckon?” Huni asked, squinting up at the massive structure that towered above his head. He had seen nothing like it before, not even close. He noticed it, or some things that closely resembled it, all over the city as he moved about. It was a giant stone bridge or road or something, suspended high above all else in Kraven city, snaking its way through every quarter. From what he could tell, no one dared to actually use the thing, and most folk that passed by one of its many massive supporting structures paid it very little notice.

			“I don’t have a clue,” said Tober. He was finishing off his half of the green apple they had managed to pilfer from an absent-minded merchant as he brought his wagon of goods to market earlier that morning. Huni had already wolfed down his portion, and his belly still grumbled.

			“Who do you think built it?” he asked.

			Tober scratched at his chin as he looked up at the colossal stone construction. “Whoever it was. They were masters. Look.” He nodded toward the nearest stone pillar. “You can’t even fit a piece of parchment between those stones. They’ve been quarried and set into place by folk that certainly knew what they were about.”

			“Aye.” 

			“Come on. We can’t just sit here admiring the sights. We got to find the docks.”

			“Right,” agreed Huni, pulling his eyes from the bewildering stonework above his head to cast his gaze over the street that snaked away into the distance. He thought they were making their way in general toward the docks. The whiff of salt was stronger than ever, and the gulls circled overhead in massive hosts, but he was not sure.

			“It’s got to be around here somewhere,” he shouted as he jumped to catch up with the purposely striding Tober.

			Certainly, the folk that crammed the street, swarming in far too much of a rush, looked as though they very well might be dock workers or the like. Men jostled about the place, their plain and well-used clothing, mostly unkempt hair, and more than a fair smattering of tattoos resembled what might be expected to be crawling about a busy trading port. But any sign of sails, boats, or actual water was nowhere to be seen.

			“How much coin do we have left?” asked Tober after they had made their way a fair distance down the street.

			Huni fingered the pouch he kept in his front trouser pocket. “Not much. Why?”

			“I’m starving!”

			“Aye, me as well. That apple only made me hungrier.”

			“This is useless!” Tober grunted. “Why don’t we just ask someone where the blasted docks are?”

			“After you.” Huni bowed low, mocking his older friend with a sly grin.

			Tober eyed up the potential helpers from the mass of folk that hurried by on all sides. None of the locals looked all that inclined to offer assistance to anything other than that which got their own business dealt with. In fact, one actually spat at their feet in a sure sign of hostility.

			“Excuse me,” Tober said cheerily to the first person who crossed his path that looked even remotely congenial. It was a thin woman, clutching at a heavy shawl as she walked at a rapid pace. She didn’t even look up at Tober’s words, she side-stepped the lad with ease and continued on her way without even breaking her cadence.

			Tober threw his hands up. “Alright,” he grunted to himself. “Hello there friend,” he tried on a man bustling toward him with his arms loaded with many rolled parchments and scrolls.

			“Get out of the way, boy!” the man yelled as he approached. “Can’t you see I’ve places to be?”

			“By the bells!” Tober cursed, watching the man hurry on his way. His face was reddening by the moment, and Huni knew he wasn’t too far removed from losing his temper.

			Deciding to help his friend before he started to rage, the younger lad tried his luck on the next man to pass them by. “Greetings.” He smiled. “I am awfully sorry to disturb you, but could you guide me toward the docks by any chance?”

			“Get the fuck out of my way,” growled the man. “Can’t you read, boy?”

			“Read?” 

			“There,” the man pointed toward a thin, needle like construction jutting out of the ground that towered above them. Without a word, he bustled past Huni and Tober, swinging his arms in a comical display of annoyance.

			“Read?” asked Tober, glancing up at the very thin tower. “That thing?”

			“Aye. Apparently.”

			Both lads were lettered, barely. The odd scribbled measurement here or word or two there, but the strange mixture of pictures and symbols carved into the dark stone of the needle was utterly alien to them. Tober scratched at his temple as he slowly circled the thing. “Maybe. This thing here means …”

			“Well, would you look at that! Two mangy dogs trying to cypher a lisk.” A mocking voice just off to his left cut Tober’s words off.

			Both lads spun in the voice’s direction, Tober’s hand going to his knife instinctively.

			“By the bells!” Huni cursed.

			“Davey?” Tober almost squealed.

			“Hello cousin. Come, give me a hug, you big Jessie!”

			[image: ]

			Huni groaned, unbuckled his belt, and let out a belch that positively reeked of onions and garlic. With a grease-smeared grin, he laughed at his friend. “This is alright, isn’t it?”

			“Aye,” agreed Tober, finishing the last mouthful of soup from the fat bowl he had been handed only a moment before. “I could get used to this!”

			“This is us every day,” beamed Davey.

			“This is great.” Huni smiled. “Really grand! You’ve done well for yourself, Davey.”

			Cousin Davey had ushered Tober and Huni away from the outskirts of the docks where he had found them, through many other quarters, down dingy back allies, through hollow and seemingly abandoned buildings, over many doors and other passageways, even onto rooftops and under bridges, until finally, they had stopped. The first thing Huni noticed about the place they had been brought to, apart from the complex series of buildings they had travelled through to get to it, was the smell in the air. Inside the one-room dwelling, the delicious aroma of cooked meat filled every breath.

			Without having to be asked, a small girl stirred a large pot and dished out three more helpings into large bowls.

			Huni’s stomach felt like it may burst. He could not remember the last time he had felt as full. “Where are we, Davey?” he asked, looking about the small room as if for the first time. It was a cramped room, filled with piles of this and that. A collection of what looked like old bric-à-brac clumped in one corner.

			Cousin Davey slurped down his own portion of soup. “Ahh. This is our place.”

			“Ours?” asked Tober.

			“Aye.” Davey nodded, absently pulling a stray lock of his long sandy brown hair from his eyes. “I’ve thrown in with a band here. Good folk who look out for each other.”

			Tober eyed the girl who had dished out the soup. “What of Uncle Berty? Where is he?”

			“He’s here as well. In fact, he was the one that brought us both into the fold.”

			“What are you talking about, man?” Huni asked, perplexed. “What fold?”

			Davey smiled as he took a seat upon one of the piles of this or that. “We’re like a big family. Everyone around here knows us … respects us. If anyone tries to play some nonsense on us, they get this!” Davey reached under the pile he was sitting on and produced a large and wickedly sharp looking machete. He gave the blade a swing in the air for good measure.

			“By the bells!” Tober hissed. “Put that away before you have someone’s eye out!”

			“Alright. Don’t piss your party dress, man!”

			“You lot are thieves?” asked Huni.

			Davey nodded his head once more. “We take a few things here and there. But we are a lot more than just that. Honestly lads, you should see all the things we get up to. You’d scarcely believe it if I told you.”

			“And Uncle Berty got you involved?” Tober knew his uncle was the black sheep of the family and had a chequered past to be sure, but to bring his only son into a den of thieves was not something he could credit him doing.

			“Aye, he made the introductions.” 

			“I don’t know about this, man,” Tober said solemnly.

			“Come on lads.” Davey smiled. “Why don’t you come with me, meet some of the folks, get to see what we’re about a little?”

			“Aye,” said Tober. “Alright.”

			[image: ]

			Below, the floor of the vast warehouse pulsed with life. Huni and Tober watched from one of the high catwalks that criss crossed just below the roof of the place. Both lads had never been so high in their lives. The trip up the rickety stairs to get to the catwalks had caused Huni’s legs to tremble, and his guts to churn like the morning after a heavy night on the grog.

			He had come to the certain understanding that he did not possess a head for heights. Tober, on the other hand, did not look troubled by his position in the slightest.

			The older lad’s eyes were wide as dinner plates as he drank in the sights below, a large grin plastered across his face. The warehouse was the epicentre of a vast collection of other buildings, all connected in a way that was positively bewildering to those that weren’t familiar with the layout. The warehouse and connected structures occupied many hectares of land with its maddening array of passageways, corridors, dormitories, messes, caches, and countless other buildings.

			“Isn’t this grand, man?” he whispered into Huni’s ear.

			“Aye, grand.” Huni nodded, swallowing a cold hard lump that had suddenly formed in his throat. “What is going on down there?” he asked Davey in an attempt to distract himself.

			“Nothing unusual. We’re always busy here. Always some mischievous capers going on.”

			“Aye.” Tober scratched at the still meagre results of his beard growth. “But what are they actually doing?”

			“Well …” Davey moved closer to his younger cousin. “You see those folk there?” He pointed down toward a small group of four standing somewhat idly by one of the far walls. “They have just returned from a lark. Now, it looks as though they are waiting for one of the cappers to come and talk with them. Depending on how it went, they’ll either be done for the day, or get sent right back out to chase up some more trouble.”

			“Cappers? What in blazes is a capper?” Huni asked.

			“They are the bosses, the head-crackers, the hard men. They are folk you don’t want to get on the wrong side of.”

			“Right. What about them?” Tober pointed toward two men that were moving a large wooden crate through the warehouse. By the look of it, whatever lay inside weighed a tonne. “What are they doing?”

			“Are you daft?” Davey laughed. “They are moving a box!”

			“Aye, alright,” said Huni sourly.

			“But they are doing it stupidly.” Davey admitted. “There are jigs and pullies all over this place. They should have rigged it to a hook or something.”

			“How many people come here?” Tober asked.

			“I’m not rightly sure,” said Davey. “A good many, that is for certain. We have all types coming and going. A proper community.”

			“Aye,” agreed Huni. “It’s a grand little family of villains you’ve got here.”

			“Come on,” Davey said brightly. “There’s some folk you should meet.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Six

			Floating

			Myer felt small. It wasn’t just that his physical body was underdeveloped compared to the other beings in his presence; it was a deep-seated notion of insignificance. Somehow, he knew in his bones that he was … less, truly below the creatures that populated this world. It was not a spoken understanding, or even a true feeling, it was just a fact, something that he … knew.

			He found himself standing at the shoulder of a mighty throne. The chair of the kings was breathtaking. Rendered from metal, it shone as if made from the finest of gems. Almost a white-blue in colour, Myer marvelled at its complex and beautiful construction. The metal that folded itself into the elements of the chair looked to be melted, as if the red-hot metal had been encouraged to take shape on its own rather than beaten or forced by a forge.

			Seated on the throne, equally resplendent, was the king. There was no doubt regarding the creature’s royalty. His form was immense. Easily the most powerful being Myer had ever witnessed. By comparison, his own figure represented a crude forgery.

			Without being told, Myer knew he was in the presence of the Sky-dwellers.

			Do you see? The disembodied voice spoke again.

			Myer nodded his head in amazement. Below, stretching out as far as he could perceive, was what looked to be a grand hall or cathedral. At the foot of the podium that supported the king and his throne, a sea of others jostled for attention. To an individual, they were magnificent. All over nine feet in height, they were perfect representations of beauty. Male and female, every hue of skin, all types of breathtaking beauty.

			Wherever Myer’s eyes fell, he beheld wonders beyond his comprehension. From the exquisite and odd-looking clothing on display to the hyper-realistic statues and art that littered the hall, everything was master quality and brilliant. Strange symbols and signs were etched into every surface, impossibly perfect and defined. Many animals were represented, from humble beasts to wild and fantastic curiosities.

			For long moments, Myer let his eyes drink in the spectacle below him. “What is happening here?” he whispered to the voice that seemed to be everywhere.

			This is a representation of a time long ago. Decisions are needed. Important courses need to be set.

			“I do not understand.”

			You are not expected to … yet.

			Myer could see that the beings gathered at the foot of the throne were engaged in what looked to be a lively discourse. Some of them gesticulated in quick, almost aggressive motions. Obviously, there was a measure of dispute among the crowd.

			Slowly, an understanding enveloped his mind. The beings below were discussing him! Well, not him personally, but certainly his race. While he could not understand their language, the reasoning behind it gradually became apparent.

			There was more than a quiet discordance within the crowd. Tempers were ragged on both sides of the divide. As far as Myer could make out, this level of friction was not something they were accustomed to.

			At the centre of the problem, it seemed, there had been a betrayal of confidence. Or more accurately, actions taken without consultation. Impressions formed within Myer’s mind.

			A manipulation of things held sacred … A defilement of the tree of life … A neglecting of duties and responsibilities … Corruption and greed … and finally, a reckoning.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Seven

			Dark Reflections

			The facets of the little cube caught the light every time Sharrock moved it in his palm. It was a maddening little thing, intricate and delicate, and beyond his understanding. Runes had been etched into its black faces, and it seemed to dance and shimmer every time he tried to fix them with his eye, as if they acted of their own accord to stymie his efforts. He had never known a thing to be so black yet catch the light and dazzle the way this thing did. The box, or whatever the thing was, was just as perplexing as when he had first retrieved it from the locked room within the Collection Bureau’s vault. He had inspected it over and over again, looking as closely as his old eyes could manage, yet still he did not have the slightest inkling of what the object might be.

			“Still no clue?” August asked.

			Sharrock pulled his eyes away from the cube for a moment to regard the girl that sat across the table. Her eyes were wide as usual, and their blue pupils took in the cube with apparent wonder. “No.” 

			“This blasted thing defies my ability to comprehend. But … it is pretty, is it not?”

			“It is,” August whispered.

			“Come here, child. Closer.” Sharrock motioned to her. Once August had scrapped her chair around the table and was close enough to see the little object in his hand clearly, he continued, “See how it catches the light, as piss-poor as it is in here?”

			Sharrock gave a quick glance over his shoulder. The place was as shabby as any of a dozen other spots he had known, filled with the familiar sights, sounds and smells of common folk. The furniture was rudimentary, and the straw that covered the ground had not been changed out in a good while. Unlike the other places he knew, this spot had a queerness that was new. Not a drop of alcohol was served here, not so much as a glass of ale. How a place could turn a business on food alone was a concept that struck him as very odd.

			“See,” Sharrock insisted. He turned the cube in his hand to allow the facets to catch the meagre light provided by the handful of low-burning lamps set into the corners and placed on high shelves about the room.

			“Does that not hurt you?” August asked, nodding at the binding that still covered Sharrock’s wrist. The wrappings were much dirtier than when the menderman had first set them, sodden with grime and muck, and more than a few spots of blood, but looked to be holding up.

			“It’s a strange thing. It feels good when I hold this thing, a little tingling, and a sensation of heat, but … good.”

			“It causes you no pain to move your hand like that?”

			“No. In fact, when I do, there is a marked reduction in all my aches. Just like a good lungful of smoke.”

			August leaned in close to get a good look at the cube.

			“It is as light as a feather,” Sharrock continued. “But look here.” The veteran placed the cube on the table. Pulling the cudgel from his belt, he gave the object a powerful wrap with the weapon. The table shook from the blow, and the crude wooden cutlery went flying. “Not a scratch,” Sharrock whispered.

			It was true, the peculiar little object looked to be untouched. It sat upon the table, unblemished, gleaming at all angles, just as it had before Sharrock struck it.

			“How does it do that?” August asked, mouth agape.

			“I do not know, child.”

			Further inspection of the cube was interrupted by a plump, rosy-cheeked waitress that carried two large plates upon her forearms. Each plate was filled with food, piping hot and issuing tendrils of steam.

			Sharrock swiftly hid the cube before the serving wench got too close. She approached the table with a pleasant little jiggle in her walk, placed a plate in front of each of them, and quickly went about her business. While the place was not busy, she did not look to be keen to waste any time on mindless pleasantries with the patrons.

			August’s stomach grumbled. Her eyes took in the prestigious amount of fare upon the plate. Without warning, tears tumbled from her eyes and landed upon the food below her face.

			“What is it? The eel? Do you not care for them?”

			August shook her head and sniffed. “No. It’s not that.”

			“Then what is it, child?”

			The girl bit her lip. Despite her efforts, a sob escaped her mouth. “This … was my father’s favourite meal. He loved eel and would take us out for a meal like this every fortnight or so, whenever he could afford it.”

			“Alright,” Sharrock replied in a hushed tone.

			“He would make me laugh as he ate. He knew these fish scared me as a kinder, and because he loved them so, would make a jest out of it, so it became something we would do together.”

			Sharrock did not know how to comfort the girl. After a moment, he said, “You know, I used to play such games with my own little girl.”

			“What? You have a little girl?”

			“No, not anymore.”

			“What happened?”

			Sharrock cleared his throat of a lump that had somehow suddenly formed. “Plague took both her and her mother many, many seasons past.”

			“Her ma as well?”

			“The very same night.” Sharrock took a deep breath. He had not thought of that night in a very long time. That night that seemed to stretch on forever. His desperate hopes and outright ludicrous prayers. The look in his girls’ eyes when one, then the other, finally passed. Never to laugh, or love, or brighten the world again. The pair of graves he had filled come the morning, or the long weeks of desolation that followed when he had wished for the touch of death himself.

			August reached across the table and took Sharrock’s meaty hand in her own. The old brawler winced a little when she gave it a gentle squeeze. “Oh sorry. I did not mean …”

			“It is fine, child,” Sharrock smiled, giving August’s delicate hand a squeeze of his own. “I am no stranger to pain.”

			For a long moment, the pair sat, silently holding hands as the food cooled upon the plates. “Come now, eat,” Sharrock said, breaking the spell.

			August did as she was told. The girl attacked her meal with the gusto of a man who had not eaten in a week. With a wooden spoon acting as a trowel, she shovelled chunks of eel and vegetables into her mouth, hardly even taking the time to chew before she swallowed. Sharrock was happy to see that she had not lost her appetite.

			“This is good,” she said with a mouthful of stew.

			Sharrock had a taste of his own serving. It was very good. Rich and flavoursome, bursting with wonderful aromas that enhanced the meal. He grunted in approval as slops of the fish and gravy fell from his mouth and drenched the upper part of his beard.

			“We need to find out just what that little thing is,” he said after sloshing his way through more than half of his serving. “No matter how I twist it, or look at those runes, I cannot make any sense of the thing.”

			“What are we to do, then?” August asked.

			“I know someone who might be able to help. Come now, collect your things, it is not that far from here.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-Eight

			A Fitting Send Off

			The lad fumbled at the corset with growing desperation. He was clearly aroused, and in his haste, could not disarm the binds of the undergarment.

			Lydia May could not help letting a small smile crease her lips at the display of youthful incompetence. “Here,” she said softly, guiding the boy’s hand to the fasteners just above her navel.

			Even with guidance, the lad had trouble releasing the busk studs that ran from chest to pelvis. Finally, after a long moment of groping, he released her from the contraption.

			Lydia’s smile broadened as she regarded the effect her breasts had on the young man. She knew that she was no longer the full flower of beauty. Her seasons of youth were well behind her, yet she also knew that she was still an attractive woman. Her chest was as full as ever, if a little lower, her hips shapely, buttocks well rounded, and her stomach flat. The flaxen hair that framed her face was yet to show signs of age, and her face remained unlined. She could still turn heads, and she knew it.

			“Oh my,” the lad said. His eyes were glazed with lust as he reached out to clasp a breast in each hand. The small sleeping pallet groaned as the youth shifted above the semi-naked woman. He was growing bolder. Still fully clothed, Lydia could feel his cock press into her thigh through his britches as he manoeuvred a nipple into his mouth.

			She let out a little sigh and reached between her legs. Without a word, she started to stroke the lad’s bulge.

			“Take off your pants,” Lydia commanded.

			The young man stopped his frantic sucking and began unfastening his belt. As he struggled to disrobe, Lydia eased her own stockings down. Her pubic area was shaven and recently washed, and her scent soon became apparent in the close confines of the small bedchamber.

			She was far from a prude, and the lad, in truth, was rather handsome. “Now,” she breathed, as she lay back on the pallet, spreading her legs. “Come here.”

			The lad did not have to be asked twice. With a flourish, he stripped himself of the last of his clothing, revealing quite a muscular and hairy chest. Lydia let out a delighted squeal as he pounced on her, his cock leaving a slick trail along her thigh.

			Lydia quickly got a hand between her legs and guided his entry. He was powerful, and if she weren’t careful, this endeavour could play out unpleasantly. Thankfully, she ushered the lad into her folds without too much bother.

			Soon, the pair were writhing together, building into a steady and driving rhythm. Lydia held the boy close as he thrusted into her. His hot breath tickled her ear as she returned each drive.

			The sound of their coupling filled the room with a pleasant din. Lydia could tell by the heavy breathing that it would not be long before the youth was spent. His thrusts had become ragged, and the noises that escaped his mouth were almost bestial.

			“Are ... you … ready?” Lydia asked between heavy moans.

			“I am! I am!” the lad shouted.

			With swift, practiced actions, Lydia steered the boy away from her crotch and took him directly into her mouth. Continuing to pump, he exploded within moments.

			“Well now.” Lydia laughed sweetly. “That was certainly something!”

			The lad’s face crimsoned. “I am so sorry. I really did not intent to … I am terribly sorry.”

			Lydia smiled at the boy. “There’s no need for apologies, love, you only did what comes naturally.”

			“I know but …” The boy struggled to dress as quickly as he could. His eyes would not meet hers. “I really have to be away!”

			Lydia waved from the pallet as the youth charged out of her chamber. She chuckled as she heard him crash into some piece of furniture or other as he rushed to be away.

		

	
		
			Twenty-Nine

			Someone Known

			The door opened before Sharrock had the chance to knock. Coming through the entrance was a young man, hastily sliding a boot onto his foot as he moved. He looked flushed and somewhat dishevelled.

			Sharrock grabbed the boy by the collar before they collided. “Easy on there, sweetheart,” he said as he arrested the boy. “You better be careful, or you’ll cause yourself a mischief.”

			“My apologies. I need to be going. I’ve got business to attend to.”

			“Hold on. I have business of my own. Tell me, is this still the abode of Miss May? It has been quite a while since …”

			“Yes, yes,” interrupted the boy. “She is in the back. Now please, unhand me!”

			Sharrock released his grip and watched as the youth rushed away.

			“What was that about?” asked August from behind Sharrock’s shoulder.

			“No clue,” he grunted as he made his way over the doorstep. The place was just as he remembered. A small shop front with modest wares on dusty looking shelves and cabinets. Sharrock knew that the inventory on display was pure rubbish, and no one in their right mind would pay for any of it. He also knew that the shop was a front in the truest sense of the word, and that the actual business was conducted behind closed doors.

			He let his boots strike the old wooden floorboards as he crossed to the middle of the room. When he reached the centre of the mock shop, and he loudly cleared his throat.

			“Who goes there?” came a female voice from a room somewhere beyond.

			“Get your arse out here Lydia. And bring your best grog!”

			“Sharrock?”

			“Who else?”

			“Give me a moment.”

			Sharrock spun on his heels and shot August a quick wink. The sound of movement and muffled curses drifted through the shop as the pair waited. After only a very brief amount of time, the curtain that separated the shopfront from the other rooms was pulled back with a flutter.

			Lydia May moved into her shop with all the grace of a trained dancer. In her hands, she carried a bottle and a pair of fine glass cups. She wore a simple shift over stockings. She was barefoot, with her hair down and unadorned.

			Sharrock noted she looked about as flushed and dishevelled as the fleeing young man had been. He raised an eyebrow and smiled. “I think we have interrupted you while attending to … business. Sorry.”

			“Not at all.”

			Both Sharrock and Lydia laughed. The old brawler bent down and embraced the woman in a bear hug. “It has been far too long.” 

			“So it has,” agreed Lydia. “You look like shit!”

			“Why thank you, my dear,” Sharrock snorted as he released the woman from his hold. “You look as beautiful as ever.”

			“Who is the kinder?” Lydia cocked her head toward August.

			“She’s with me. Her name is August, she’s alright.”

			“Well August,” Lydia said. “Close and bolt that front door, and then come and join us.”

			August rushed to do as she was told as Lydia ushered Sharrock over to a little table toward the rear of the room and poured some wine from the bottle she held.

			“Tell me Sharrock,” Lydia said once the pair were seated. “Are you still running with those curs of the old collective?” The woman’s distaste was obvious by her tone.

			“It would seem not.”

			Lydia nodded. “That is for the best, I think.”

			Sharrock drained the wine in his cup. “Wasn’t really up for discussion.” 

			“No?” Lydia said with an arched brow. “And why are you running with this child now?”

			“Ha! I could ask you the same question.”

			“How?”

			“The boy. The one that was running out of here as fast as his legs could carry him. Come on, who is he?”

			“Oh, him?” Lydia smiled. “He is no one. Really, he is the son of an … acquaintance. The boy has signed his first contract up north. He leaves next week …”

			Sharrock grinned. “And you thought you’d add his pelt to your collection before he left?”

			“If you like.” Lydia tilted her cup towards the veteran. “Both his father and I thought it would be to his benefit not to travel north as a cherry.”

			“Sound reasoning.” Sharrock returned Lydia’s smile. “At least he was in expert hands.”

			“Who was in expert hands?” August asked as she seated herself next to Sharrock.

			“Never you mind, child,” Sharrock said sharply.

			August scowled as she took her seat. Without a word, Lydia produced a third cup and poured another measure of wine. August hastily grabbed at the glass before Sharrock could protest.

			“What?” she asked as he cast a sharp look her way. “Father often let me.”

			“That’s your own concern then,” said Sharrock, swallowing almost half his own cup in one huge gulp. He wiped the dregs from his chin with the back of his hand and let out a hearty belch.

			Lydia laughed. “Tell me. Not that your charming company is not reason enough for a visit, but you must have a purpose to be darkening my doorstep.”

			“That there is,” said Sharrock. After draining his cup, he reached into a pocket secreted within the breast of his tunic. After a moment, he produced the small black cube and dropped it onto the table before him. “I need to know what this is,” he said with a grin.

			Lydia reached across the table and picked up the cool object with slim fingers. She let her eyes soak up the little metal box, turning it this way and that.

			“What’s inside?” she asked after a moment.

			“Dunno. It does not feel like anything could be inside. It has no weight to it at all.”

			“It belongs to a man named Reelum. We’re looking for him,” added August. Sharrock shot the girl a quick look that quietened her tongue.

			“He’s an old friend of mine,” Sharrock said. “I’m trying to find him, thought the contents of this cube might be useful. I take it you are still in the trade?”

			“I may be at the right price. Can you pay?”

			“Do this and consider us … square,” Sharrock said flatly.

			“Hmmm.” Lydia continued to examine the little mystery. “I will have to fetch my tools. But … yes, I should be able to crack this little beastie.”

			Sharrock reached across the table and helped himself to some more wine. “Best fetch up your tools then.” He winked.

			Lydia let the cube fall from her tapered fingers and rose from the table. A curious expression took her face as she moved back into the shop to collect her old kit.

			In her prime, Sharrock knew she was unrivalled in the method of lock-breaking and the art of the chiseller. She could tickle the binds loose of even the most complex of mechanisms, outwit the most carefully layered snares. It had, though, been a good while since the days of her prime.

			Silently, Lydia collected the small purse that housed her kit. Inside the soft leather bag, an array of fine instruments lay untouched for too long.

			When Lydia returned to the table, August would not take her eyes from her. It was as if the older woman had cast a spell on the girl. She watched intently as Lydia seated herself once more and spread her tools of the trade on the table.

			Needles and pliers, rods and hooks of every description tumbled from the little leather purse and soon made an impressive collection upon the table. “Now, said Lydia softly as she scooped up the small metal object. “Let’s see what we are dealing with here.”

			With swift, skilful movements, Lydia had the thing upturned, and quickly tinkered with one instrument, then another. August watched in amazement as the woman worked at the box. Occasionally, the girl took silent sips at her wine, but otherwise remained motionless.

			Sharrock had witnessed Lydia work many times in the past, yet every time he saw her prodding and poking into a lock, it was always impressive. The woman was a genius, true.

			In what seemed no time at all, Lydia turned the cube in her hands, its dark facets catching the light, bent a small rod into a notch, and heard a tiny yet distinct clink!

			“Ah,” she sighed. With a flourish, she set the metal container back on the table. Sharrock and August watched as the device unfolded itself, moving upon the wooden surface as if it possessed a will of its own. After four bewildering twists, it quadrupled its size.

			“What the …” Sharrock blasted from his seat.

			“Calm yourself, you old Jessie!” Lydia laughed. “There’s no sorcery here. This is just a cleverly designed mechanism. A very cleverly designed mechanism!”

			Sharrock slowly sunk back into his seat.

			“Now. You may open it if you wish.”

			Sharrock realised that his heart was slamming in his chest. Instinctively, he rubbed the stubble at his chin with the back of his hand.

			“It won’t bite,” Lydia said with a smirk.

			Sharrock’s eyes narrowed at the comment. He reached over the table and grasped the now no-so-small container with both hands. “How?” he asked.

			“There’s a small latch on the side.”

			Sharrock felt the thing with calloused fingers. There was a small nub along the left side. With an undeniable feeling of unease, he pressed it. Immediately, he felt a metallic vibration, and he returned the box to the table without delay.

			All eyes were on the thing as a hidden lid opened of its own accord. A moment later, the contents of the cube were on display.

			Sharrock inched closer. He could see two small cylindrical scrolls and what looked to be a small stone acorn. He focused his eyes as best he could. It was not an acorn. It was a beautifully carved viper’s head. “What is it,” he whispered.

			“I do not know,” Lydia said.

			“Shit!” Sharrock slammed his fist into the table, rattling the bottle and causing Lydia’s cup to tumble onto its side. “What about the scrolls? Do you recognise the script?”

			“No.” Lydia turned the pair of thin tubes in her hands. “There is a man,” she continued slowly. “A cypherman. I have worked with him before. He is a genius for this type of thing.”

			“Where can I find him?” Sharrock asked, refilling his glass with wine.

		

	
		
			Thirty

			The Knowing

			There was a time, long ago, when the waters of the abyss ruled over all.

			There was only darkness, eternal darkness. Even time, that wily old trickster, was … aloof.

			It is difficult to determine how many eons wended their ways, aimless amid the night. It is not for us to know.

			What is known, without doubt, is that somewhere, some … time, a recession grew. Single motes of light gradually collected, and after a period of time, a tide was turned.

			We toiled against the dark, strived and raged against it. Finally, it retreated.

			Our time was birthed, kicking and screaming. We were few at first, children scattered in the winds. Innocent, we played amid the growing light, dancing within the chaos.

			Curate Myer reeled. It seemed as though the voice had been talking for as long as he could remember. His mind felt like a murky soup of thoughts and impressions, overwhelmed by the deluge of consciousness. He had no sense of time or place, no notion of body-awareness, but drifted, rudderless, upon the cold cosmic ocean.

			After a time, we developed. Grew both mentally and spiritually. Became masters of this plane. We are the gods of creation, the spark of all.

			Myer could not recollect exactly when he had ceased to be within the other reality. He retained the essence of those memories, the force of what they represented, but could no longer associate himself with ever being there. It was undoubtedly an odd sensation, but so was all else.

			We peopled our home, a vast expanse of will. Eons orbited the construct. We were content. Our sciences bloomed; our wisdom spread. But alas … our home grew weak, sickly.

			We strove to right the ailment, realign the natural harmonies. It, however, was not to be.

			A wasting sickness consumed mother-home. A remedy was sought, and a remedy was found.

			We realised another wanderer, another world, a world rich beyond measure, verdant in all things our mother lacked.

			A manipulation was wrought. A mixing of essential vortices, power, and flesh. A die was cast, a breed apart. A new race was birthed into this new world. A cold race.

			A horrific image blazed across Myer’s mind. A sickening impression of the serpent given limbs, the walking drake, the abomination that was the cold-bloods!

			Yes, indeed. We raised the Nephilaclia. They were … are our children. It was an unrefined render, crude by our later efforts. Ultimately, while useful for a time, our children proved unsuitable for our needs. They retained too much of their primitive self.

			No, no, they were entirely unsuitable.

			For that initial purpose, anyway. They have assumed a more complimentary role, attuned to their nature.

			There was a second rendering, a more subtle covalence vastly more suited to our needs.

			Myer was aware of another memory, something below the surface of what he was being shown or permitted to experience. A mistake, an even cruder render than the Nephilaclia. Something unexpected had occurred with this base render, something that still carried an element of anger and shame. It was far from clear, but the feeling of failure manifested as strong as any other element within Myer’s new perception.

		

	
		
			Thirty-One

			Echoes of Descent

			Lothar’s temples throbbed along with the pulse of his laboured heartbeat. He felt light-headed and slightly sick. He could not remember when he had last been able to snatch more than a few hours’ sleep. His last meal was a long-forgotten figment of many days’ past, and his bowels … well, his bowels were an atrocity best left undisturbed. This recent descent into the entrails of his past was, if nothing else, reaping a heavy punishment on his health and wellbeing.

			Why he hadn’t burned his archives long ago was a mystery even to himself. In every page, written in his own hand, was clear evidence of collusion, conspiracy, corruption, murder, blackmail, and a host of other equally damning deeds. Back in the days of his youth, when his head had been filled with the rhetoric of the righteous and just, he had been certain that his words committed to the page would one day prove to be the canon of a better future. Little did he know, many seasons later, he would be raking over the coals of the past, reading the words written by his past self, sweating in barely contained panic.

			Lothar cradled his head in his hands and reread the last passage one more time. The words upon the page, his words upon the page, were heresy, pure and simple. Each passage of text, scrawled in his own neat script, was a cauldron of fire. If nothing else, it was clear that he had not been one to mince his words or dilute his rage. The words that screamed at his eyes from the old parchment were hostile, damning and utterly relentless.

			It felt to Lothar as if the walls of his office were slowly creeping in to suffocate him. Inch by inch, cutting off the space and air within, tightening a grip upon his throat. With a trembling hand, he clawed at his collar to ease the constriction of his air.

			Why couldn’t Reelum bloody Hangs have stayed buried? Out of sight … out of mind … and certainly out of the storm his resurfacing had whipped up.

			“This is not good!” Lothar muttered to no one.

			“Sir?” came a reply from the corner of the office.

			Lothar blinked, dumbfounded for the moment. He had completely forgotten that his assistant had stationed himself in the corner to service his needs at a moment’s notice. The man had been standing so still and silently that Lothar had believed that he was alone. Once he cleared his throat, he spoke as if he had every intention of addressing the man standing ready to serve him. “I said, this is not good. Not good at all!”

			“No, sir,” replied the man from the corner.

			Lothar let the leather-bound journal fall from his fingers. It landed onto the desktop with an unsettling thud. Its weight was considerable, no doubt due to the themes it outlined within its old pages. Lothar gripped the bridge of his nose between his thumb and index finger. He needed some air, and possibly a drink.

			“Why don’t you open a window in here?”  He waved at the servant with a flapping arm. “The air is fixed, and I cannot breathe.”

			“At once,” said the man from the corner. Without delay, he set about opening the heavy drapes that closed off the large, triple-paned windows. Clouds of dust and detritus filled the air as the heavy fabric was cast back for the first time in months. This was not Lothar’s main office, or even his well-used subsidiary space. This place, these walls, doors, windows, rooms and especially the records kept within was a secret kept and shared by only a very select and trusted few.

			“Emil,” Lothar said after he had watched the servant open the last of the drapes. “Come, join me at the table.”

			“Of course, sir,” Emil replied.

			Lothar regarded the man as he approached. Slim built, but strong and surefooted, he was a deceptively capable creature of early middle age. His sandy blonde hair was worn in a respectable knot that was fastened at his nape, as was the fashion among the city’s younger men, and his bright green eyes shone out from his face, keen with unmistakable intellect. His clothes, while far from fine or the least part ostentatious, were well-made and cared for. As well they should be, as Lothar had paid for them himself, and would have portioned out swift punishment if he found his man in any measure of disarray.

			“Tell me, Emil,” Lothar muttered as the servant took a chair across the table. “What is there to know?” He had known his man since he had been little more than a bare-faced youth. Careful indoctrination, training, and tutoring of a naturally furtive character had produced what Lothar judged to be one of the finest intelligence operatives Kraven had ever seen. The man’s ability to collate disparate scraps of information, whispers, rumours, drunken tall-tales and the like, mash them together in his mind and paint them into a grand picture never failed to impress. His memory was flawless, and his capacity to retain names, numbers, locations, and connections was a genuine wonder to witness. His slight frame, pleasant face, and unassuming good nature ensured that he had many friends across all walks of life, and through them, access to almost every stratum of Kraven society. If there was anything to know, surely Emil was the individual to ask.

			“There are many things stirring in the city. I have never seen such a widespread level of disturbances. But I am at a loss to piece this puzzle together.” Emil looked genuinely saddened as he finished his sentence.

			“Tell me of these stirrings,” Lothar said softly. He knew the servant sometimes required a little prompting to get the wheels of his mind working properly, and often all it took to ignite the furnace of his inner machinations was a little talk.

			“It is strange. I’ve had many discussions over the last few days with many people, and they have all been concerned about recent events. There is a feeling in the city … unease and something … else.”

			Lothar could see that Emil was struggling to collect his thoughts. “What events?” he prompted.

			“All manner of things, really. Strange business transactions that have materialised clear out of the blue. Accounts of long standing suddenly evaporated overnight, while others bloom into life as if out of the ether. My friends in the mercantile sector are troubled by what has occurred to their market over the last few days. It’s as if a giant hidden dice has been rolled and the results are settling down to the streets. Not only that, but trouble has also erupted in more than a few locations. More than the normal portion of deaths and suffering, to be sure. Probably the most notable being that folk have been … disappearing.”

			Lothar raised his eyebrows at the last comment. “Gone?”

			Emil nodded. “Quite so. We have seen some hastened away in the company of others, some packed up in the night and vanished, others … simply gone.”

			“Who are these missing people? Is there any connection?”

			“None that I can see, sir. At least, not at the moment.”

			“Tell me of them. Perhaps together we might draw the strings of connection taunt.” Lothar said.

			“Well, there has been your usual allotment of missing folk, mostly kinders. Nothing really to warrant interest. Disgruntled apprentice boys run off to search out a better lot. That kind of thing. But also, there have been others, less usual and more worthy of note.”

			“Go on.”

			“Quite a few folks have vanished without rhyme or reason. Women, mostly. Now, it’s not unusual for the odd whore to disappear from time to time. It is an unsavoury part of the profession that sometimes they do. At least a couple per month turn up floating in the waters by the docks. While it is unfortunate for those tasked with fishing the bodies from the brine, what with the attention of the crabs and other beasts that fresh meat attracts—”

			“Yes, yes,” Lothar said flatly. 

			Emil cleared his throat. “Apart from the usual crop of floaters, six females have vanished in the last three days. And a more eclectic group of girls I can scarcely imagine. I was first made aware of a miller’s daughter. Nothing remarkable about the father or family. Solid workers all, diligent in their debts, and fairly resourceful. No outstanding quarrels or feuds, no bad blood to be found at all. Yet, upon raising to start his day’s work, and looking to rouse his daughter as was his normal routine, the miller found the girl missing. Her sleeping pallet was cold, her evening candle burned to the wick, and her belongings untouched. This miller assured me that his daughter was not the sort to run off. She had no suitors that he was aware of, no desires to be away, and this sudden absence was completely out of character. The man was distraught, and I have no doubts that his account is truthful.”

			“Alright,” Lothar said as a spasm of coughing took his lungs.

			Emil ignored his master’s fits of hacking. “Soon after speaking with the miller, I had lunch with an old friend of mine who has many associates within the trading quarter. He was bursting with a tale to tell and could not wait for me to hear it. As he told it, an acquaintance of his, a very wealthy textile merchant, had recently suffered a very personal loss.”

			“Go on,” Lothar said once his lungs had ceased to torment him. He could see Emil working through his thoughts as he talked.

			“Right, sir.” The servant nodded. “It seems this textile merchant was the proud father of a pair of very comely twin girls. Well, young women, to be precise. Anyway, two nights ago, while returning from an evening meal with his daughters, he was accosted by armed men. They were not robbers, nor were they interested in his purse. They did not threaten or otherwise molest the man. What they were interested in, and ultimately took, was the girls.”

			Lothar let the statement hang in the air between them for a moment. His temples still throbbed with each heartbeat, and his collar had become no less constricted than before. It felt as if he were slowly sinking, drowning in a tide of shit that was largely his own creation. With a slightly trembling voice, he asked, “What did they do to the girls?”

			“Took them. To where is not known.”

			“And there are others?” Lothar asked, almost dreading the answer.

			“Indeed. A young scullery assistant of a big house up on the Ansty Hill Mile has vanished. Once again, she left her belongings and disappeared into the dead of night. And also, a couple of high-end whores have been removed from the pleasure districts. One of them, from the Opal Heart, I believe, has been associated with the bloody murder of the resident proprietor. But both whores have disappeared, just like the other girls.”

			A shiver lanced down Lothar’s spine despite the warmth of his office. “And what else of these six young women?” he asked, barely able to contain a shudder. “Are there no parallels to examine? No areas of overlay or intersection?”

			“Well, apart from the fact that they are all young …” There was a look of slow comprehension in the servant’s eyes. “And very attractive! Yes indeed! Every one of the girls is attractive, pretty, if not outright beautiful!”

			“I see. Six beautiful young women … gone. With no signs or reasons given, apart from the merchant’s twins, of course. And even then, motives are less than clear. Am I about on the mark?”

			“Yes, sir,” Emil said solemnly.

			“As well as a storm of other queerness befalling the city. Violence and death, mayhems of the market. It’s sounds like chaos!”

			“I may have painted a bleak picture …”

			“With the colours of your pallet, I can hardly see any other options.”

			“No,” Emil agreed.

			“Is there more?”

			Emil swallowed. “Well, sir, there has been a lot of talk of unusual Accord activities.”

			“Unusual? How?” Even the mention of the Accord brought a sour taste to Lothar’s tongue.

			“Something has stirred them up. Something fierce. From the tales I have been hearing, the organisation is as worked up as a kicked hive. I cannot find a single soul that claims to know the reason why, the only thing that is known is that they are searching for something.”

			Lothar let his servant’s words sink in for a moment. A heavy, falling sensation filled his gut. With a sigh, he said, “I know why.”

			“Yes sir,” replied Emil, not willing to push the subject.

			Moments stretched out between the two. Silence lingered in the air, Lothar in deep contemplation as Emil awaited instruction. Finally, Lothar waved his hand in dismissal. “That will be all for now. You are free for the afternoon to conduct whatever business you have. Please return one hour before the evening meal, and we will further our discussion.”

			“Certainly, sir,” Emil said, dipping with a curt little bow.

			Lothar watched as his man left the office in his usual efficient manner. With a heavy hand, he closed the tome of his incendiary writing, which had fallen open when he had dropped it and pushed the book away. Underneath it lay an envelope that a bonded courier had delivered that morning. It was a simple thing with no identifiable elements on either the wax seal or the paper itself. Apart from his name upon the face, the message contained only a single word written in neat, black-inked letters.

			Alcon.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Two

			Omen

			The gimp shambled four paces forward, seemed to stare into space, slack-eyed and mute for a long measure, then pivoted upon his one good leg and returned, mewing like a gelded bull to his original position. Time and again he repeated the procedure, four paces forward, a long moment lost in thought, then the painfully awkward return steps. Never for a moment did he deviate from his ritual, over and over, maddeningly uniform in action and manner.

			Dynor watched in silence as he waited. He picked absently at a loose thread that dangled from his sleeve as he observed the idiot’s bizarre little performance.

			Why was this simpleton always here?

			A polite cough at the door that led away into the building interrupted Dynor’s train of thought. His pulse quickened as he shot to his feet and turned toward the sound.

			Waiting on the threshold, languid as a resting predator, was a strikingly beautiful woman. She was clad, head to toe, in a leather suit, fastened tight by bindings that laced their way down her right side, over the torso, and all the way to her mid-thigh. The black outfit looked breathtaking in every way.

			Madam Rosemerta, as she demanded to be addressed, was … spectacular. Her raven hair was the very mirror of her leather garb, thick and vibrant, spilling to the small of her back. Her eyes and lips were painted a similar dark colour, accenting her immaculate white smile perfectly.

			Dynor almost stumbled in his haste to approach. He found his throat was dry and beads of sweat were forming on his brow.

			“Madam,” he said in a coarse voice.

			“With me now!” the madam replied. Without further comment, she walked back the way she had come, raised boot-heels striking like hammers on the wooden floor.

			Dynor knew the way well and eagerly followed the woman like a smitten pup. He was breathing hard, working himself into quite a lather. It had been a long time since his last visit. Stark visions of what transpired then danced within his mind, beautiful and cherished, but somehow gossamer and flavourless compared to the real thing.

			“In here,” Rosemerta said once she had reached her destination. “On your knees.”

			The pair had moved through the establishment, deep into the bowels of the building, until they had come to one of the many private rooms. Dynor’s heart was slamming in his chest now. He started to salivate in anticipation.

			Waiting in the private chamber, dressed much like madam Rosemerta, were a pair of twins. Apart from the joining that fused the girls’ upper torso, each would have been unrivalled in looks. Curiously, the left twin was as raven-haired as the madam, yet her sister, on the right, was as pale-haired as moonlight.

			Together they were the embodiment of night and day, shade and shine, coal and gold. Dynor could not help but wonder at the difficulty of wrangling the pair into the restrictive leather garb that they must face each day.

			Dynor’s smile as he lowered himself to the floor below the twins was wide and unabashed. He was on his knees, abasing himself before the unimpressed looking girls.

			Madam Rosemerta moved in close. He could barely suppress a shiver of delight as the madam’s leg came within inches of his own flesh.

			“Look at this creature, girls,” Rosemerta said, coming to a position at their side. “Doesn’t he just resemble the most loathsome of dogs?”

			“He does!” squealed the left twin.

			“He is hideous!” added the sister.

			“And what do we do to hideous little dogs that bother us?” the madam enquired with a tilt of her head.

			“We punish them,” the twins said in unison.

			“That is correct. What punitive measure does this cur deserve, girls?”

			“My boots are filthy!” replied the left twin.

			“You heard her, clean those boots!” demanded the madam.

			Dynor was happy to oblige. He eagerly lowered himself even further and began licking at one of the twins’ black leather boots.

			As the man degraded himself, Rosemerta slowly made her way around to his rear. 

			“Look at you! You truly are a pathetic little beast! I am trying to remember when I have ever seen such a wretched sight, and for the life of me, I cannot!”

			“Yes, madam,” Dynor breathed around mouthfuls of boot. “I am … a pathetic … dog.”

			Rosemerta let the tips of her fingers trail across Dynor’s back as she manoeuvred close behind his almost completely prostrate form. She could see that he was breathing hard, trembling slightly with each breath. The madam let her hands trace their way lower down his torso until they reached the belt of his breeches. She quickly had his belt unbuckled and his breeches around his ankles.

			“You are a filthy, filthy dog!” she spat. “What am I to do with you?”

			Dynor slightly turned his head away from the now glistening boot. “Your will, madam,” he said.

			With a curt nod, Rosemerta signalled the blonde twin. Without hesitation, the girl flashed her own boot down and drove Dynor’s face back into her sister’s boot.

			“Silence! You really are a troublesome pup!” Rosemerta positioned herself directly between Dynor’s legs and pushed her knees against the backs of his thighs. With firm driving pressure, she forced apart the man’s legs, exposing his arse and genitals. He was clean shaven, and the balls that sagged before her resembled a pair of freshly laid eggs.

			Taking her time, the madam measured herself against the dangling bollocks and took them almost gently into her palm. She placed her free hand upon Dynor’s buttock and drummed her tapered fingers as if in deep contemplation. With a sharp click of her tongue, she called to someone who was awaiting her in the small antechamber toward the rear of the room.

			“Willow, could you join us please, and bring Omen with you,” Rosemerta called out.

			Dynor felt anticipation building in his mouth like a flood tide. He could no longer taste the bite of the leather boot as he continued to lick. His eyes strained over toward the door to the antechamber, to see whoever Willow might be, as well as what or who Omen was.

			Fortunately, he did not have to wait long. In a flourish of refined movements and precisely measured steps that would not have been out of place amongst the most skilled of dance-troupes, Willow entered the room, and Dynor’s breath caught in his throat. The girl, while undoubtedly attractive in a skittish, wholesome manner, with cute, bobbed hair and attire just revealing enough to promise a comely body beneath was not the cause of Dynor’s shock. All other aspects of the young woman paled in comparison with what she cradled in her arms like a treasure. Clearly, this thing was Omen and by the looks of it, it wasn’t a good augury.

			“Ah,” said Rosemerta as she noticed the girl enter. “Please bring him to me.”

			Dynor nodded his head. Omen was without doubt a him. And one of the largest hims he had ever seen. A full two and a half feet of phallic-shaped ivory nested into Willow’s breast. It sported a head as thick as a fist, carved and shaped to resemble the face of a leering beast, with a body only slightly thinner, which twisted toward the middle of the shaft, and finished with an array of straps and buckles at one end. It was both a thing of beauty and terror.

			Dynor tried to wet his lips, but he found that his mouth had suddenly become a desert. “What is that?” he croaked.

			“Why, this is Omen. And he will make you acquaintance today.” Rosemerta’s heel clicked from behind Dynor.

			Willow moved with surprising speed and delivered the hulking instrument to her mistress. With smooth motions, she had it strapped into place over Rosemerta’s hips so that Omen’s head pushed out and brushed up against Dynor’s quivering arse.

			Madame Rosemerta leaned close. “He is exquisite, made with the finest Walrus penis bone, and shaped especially for pleasure.”

			Without warning, the madame thrust her hips and Dynor let out a cry.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Three

			Cold-Bloods

			Prelate Draycian toyed with the scraps of his midday meal. The cold vegetables and tiny bones of the bird’s carcass offered little sport, and he soon dumped his fork back onto the metal plate in disgust.

			His mood was foul and did not look to be improving any time soon. Before him, upon his old and slightly battered desk, were three stacks of paperwork, piled tall and tottering, each vying for attention. The Prelate knew that the stacks contained countless forms of written banality, each more mind-numbingly tedious than the last. The aging cleric hated the dross that accompanied his position, and it appeared a crushing measure of administration would prove to be his life’s lot of suffering to bear.

			It could be worse! It could be much worse!

			At least his private office was comfortable, if somewhat modest. Other Prelates of his age and experience had been able to connive their ways into much more palatial accommodation, forcing their snouts firmly into the Accord trough and gorging for all their worth.

			Draycian, however, took pride in the fact that he had never grovelled for favour, or forced his tongue into the arses of those in true positions of influence. Everything that he acquired had materialised by dint of toil, and skill, and genuine aptitude for the work. He took great comfort in the fact that he was not stuffed in anyone’s pocket, which was more than could be said for most of his rank.

			With a small sigh, the weary Prelate reached out and took the nearest sheaf of paper from a stack. His eyes watered as he attempted to focus on the tight, messy script on the page.

			Suddenly, without any announcement, or so much as a polite knock, the stout door to his office swung open. The hinges on the door squealed as a figure strode into the room. No words were spoken, nor gestures given, as the man closed the door behind him, pulled a chair out from under the desk, and took a seat.

			Draycian was stunned. The chair the stranger took protested under his weight, which struck the Prelate as odd for one so slight. A peculiar, slightly offensive odour made itself known. Draycian’s nose wrinkled at the increasingly acrid whiff that was growing by the moment.

			“Excuse me!” the Prelate bleated after he found his voice. Cold eyes bore into him from across the desk. Panic built from somewhere deep within. Something is not right here!

			Prelate Draycian was just about to repeat himself when he noticed something very unusual about his uninvited guest.

			The stranger’s face, while common and utterly unremarkable, was … shimmering!

			It was as if Draycian was trying to define the man’s features from the far side of a waterfall. No matter how he tried, he could not fix his appearance. The stranger’s eyes, however, were another matter entirely. They, in stark contrast to the rest of his face, were clear, focused, and hateful. The Prelate watched, horrified, as the pair of eyes slowly transformed into something utterly alien. Pupils contracted, elongated, and formed into slits. Once blue irises changed into a deep crimson, flecked with gold.

			Draycian’s panic was fit to burst. Instinctively, he rose, hands gripped into claws on the arms of his own chair. He watched aghast as the stranger traced a design into the air with a finger. Suddenly, the shimmering stopped.

			What sat across his desk after the scintillating and transformation had run its course caused Draycian’s throat to almost completely close over. The thing was not a man! Was not human!

			The creature was at least nine feet tall, powerfully built, and menacing. Its chest alone was easily the most impressive slab of raw muscle the cleric had ever seen. The shoulders, arms and hands were all to an equally imposing scale. The thing was a reptile, a serpent or drake given human form.

			Nephilaclia!

			Obviously, Draycian had heard the tales of such creatures. Their existence and exploits were the foundations of the Accord canon and had thus been drilled into his head as part of his early training. He had never truly believed the old fables though, never really gave them much credence at all … until now.

			A stillness filled the office. A near complete silence. The only noise Draycian could detect was a deep rattle emanating from the creature with the rise and fall of its chest. It was a low rumble, almost a bass reptilian purr.

			“Calm yourself,” the creature said after a long moment. Its voice was deep, like rolling thunder. It spoke in the common tongue, but Draycian could see that it took great pains to form the words carefully and correctly. 

			Slowly, the startled Prelate lowered himself back into his chair and eased his grip on the cushioned arms. His heart still pounded within his temples. The sense of panic and dread had not settled at all. “Cold-blood!” Draycian blurted out before he could stop himself.

			The constant purring from the creature assumed a lower timbre. This new sound was vastly more unsettling than the previous, only adding weight to the already oppressive mood within the room.

			The creature flashed a forked tongue. “Keep that word from your mouth.” 

			Draycian swallowed a lump of pure fear. He felt sick to his stomach, and the room seemed to spin. “My … my apologies,” he stammered.

			“I have no need for your apologies. I have other business to press.”

			“Of course. Anything you need, I am your humble servant.”

			“Correct.” The reptilian creature excreted a coldness that was as palpable as a striking fist. For long moments, the Prelate sat, locked eye to slitted eye, utterly gripped by fear, unable to move.

			“We have become aware of some disorder,” the creature spoke once more. “We have observed certain actions. Actions that are to remain concealed. Our masters have become concerned. Their gaze falls upon us.”

			Draycian wept. Hot tears streamed down his cheeks. He felt like a child, unable to wake from a nightmare, his mother nowhere close to comfort him.

			“So, as things go. My gaze falls on you.”

			“Please,” Draycian sobbed.

			The reptile purring deepened. “Delicious.” Once again, a wicked forked tongue flashed over pointed teeth. “I understand that you have been instructed to locate a certain individual?”

			“Yes, that is correct. A Reelum Hangs.”

			“I have been tasked with making sure that you do not mistake the gravity of your instruction. This … individual has the potential to cause a great measure of turmoil. He needs to be rendered forth without delay.”

			“Yes, of course. I have already loosed some men … I have a man going through the cycle right at this moment.”

			“I do not care what measures you have taken. I want you to put every asset on this task. Spare nothing and no one!”

			“Certainly,” Draycian nodded, mind reeling.

		

	
		
			Thirty-Four

			Psychosurgery

			The man hummed a happy little tune as he worked, as he was a happy little man. D’arom Nassir loved his work. He had studied very hard to gain his position, trained for decades, and upon appointment had, for the most part, achieved his dream. His apprenticeship had been arduous, both mentally and physically, for the ultimate position was one of great esteem and coveted by many. For a long time now, he had enjoyed the role of master, with none above or below his position that had the right, or inclination, to interfere with his methods. As long as he garnered results, those above were not worried as to the how, and those below … well.

			Initially, the methods and suppositions taught by the school at the hands of the old masters were more than sufficient to propel him through the first period of training and testing. He had breezed through those early enforcement cycles, absorbing the theories and techniques like a sponge, and always topped his classes. By the second season, he had toyed with his own thoughts and procedures, and because of his natural talent for the work, coupled with his ever-curious mind, he had come to dominate his classmates, and even show up some of his ancient lecturers. The freedom enabled him to develop his skills and techniques to the point where they could be regarded as art.

			Sometimes, although rarely, his work allowed him to practice on particularly fine specimens, and the young lady laying upon his bench, lolling, content in her stupor, was definitely that.

			Among the finest!

			D’arom let his hands fall from the girl’s temples. He quickly opened the heavy lower eyelids to inspect the pupils. They were slow, and unresponsive to his actions, indicating that the stupefying effect of the agent he had administered had taken its full hold.

			Next to his workbench, in neat, ordered rows, were his tools. Needles, pliers, and sponges of every size and shape were present. Every instrument selected with great care, modified, and refined by his own hand, and placed exactly where it needed to be.

			With great care, he selected a very thin metal needle, about seven inches in length. The point of the needle tapered into a tiny hook, serrated at the edges. It did not have a name, or identifying number, or symbol of any kind, but the master would have known it anywhere by touch alone.

			“Now then, my dear,” D’arom said softly as he took Pia’s head into his age-spotted hands. “You will feel a little tickle at the back of your throat, nothing more.”

			Pia did not respond.

			With well-practiced movements, the little man eased his instrument close to Pia’s left eye. A single firm push, a quick few taps with a small mallet, and the needle was up, deeply embedded in the girl’s skull. D’arom’s merry tune increased in volume as he scraped the needle back and forth. There was little resistance to the blade, and D’arom traced his patterns inside the skull without any thought. He had executed hundreds, maybe thousands of such procedures, and the required brain-scrape technique came as naturally as breathing.

			Soon, a pink-tinged slime flowed from Pia’s nostrils, collecting in pools on the sponges that D’arom had placed upon her cheeks. 

			“Good girl.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-Five

			The Alcon

			The architecture within the bowels of the Alcon never failed to inspire. Epic, arching domes dominated the surroundings, built with gigantic slabs of dolomite stone, quarried at mines many hundreds of leagues distant.

			The off-white slabs glimmered in the soft torchlight, the yellow flames dancing pleasantly, reflecting off a multitude of tiny crystal fragments. The entire building was designed solely for the housing of written records. Row after row of tall stone cabinets, each filled to bursting with books, scrolls, parchments, documents, and even ancient clay tablets.

			All written languages were represented here. From the dead to the utterly incomprehensible. Lothar was far from an uneducated dolt, but some texts on hand here were utterly mystifying. The Alcon was one of his favourite places. He had spent many hours ensconced within the mighty surrounds, chasing down one avenue of research or another. The amount of knowledge within the walls was truly staggering.

			Lothar felt his love for the Alcon was a double-edged sword. It was right at the heart of the Accord’s power. Many Accord disciples congregated within the dome daily, scurrying about their tasks, scheming, and plotting their black business. Evil little shits, all corrupted by the illusion of power, and seduced by carnal gratification.

			Lothar knew because he was once one of them. He had been initiated into Accord ranks long ago, and their inner practices were of intimate knowledge. He looked back on his early days within the order with equal measures of shame, regret, and anger.

			Initially, he had revelled in all Accord customs and rituals. Bathed in the lore, drank in the blood and the fear, the fucking and the killing. In youth, Lothar had been the very picture of initiate learning and discipline. An exemplary acolyte and beyond that, Curate, and then Prelate.

			His work within the Accord eventually set his tongue to sour, though. He grew weary of the constant internal bickering and the hypocrisy displayed by many of his peers. The more he delved into the order, the further he had felt the current cadre of adepts were straying from the path.

			It was at this time, he had met Reelum Hangs. He felt he had discovered a kindred soul, an Accord Prelate, equally dismayed and sickened by the order.

			The pair had become friends. Even though Hangs was older than himself, Lothar found much in common with the man. 

			A new way of doing things was sorely needed, a new order developed. Thus, the Venin Congress was born. The Venin slowly gathered strength in the shadows. Little by little, they toiled to collect scraps of truth, evidence of Accord falsehoods and betrayal. Reelum Hangs took to the task like a fish to water. Working as they were from within the core of the Accord beast, the pair were forced into a state of constant fear and suspicion.

			Compared to what they would become, the initial generation of the Venin were modest, few, and timid. However, the morsels of knowledge they could gather were more than sufficient to prove the Congress’ worth and fuel the desire to forge ahead regardless of the risk.

			Reelum had proven to possess a unique skill at wedding cryptic, seemingly diverse crumbs of detail, deciphering the knots and connections that joined them, and providing a clear, concise summation. It was as if some hidden voice was whispering secrets directly into his ear.

			Before long, the fledgling Congress attracted attention. They had been very selective about who they allowed into their fold. Like a spreading fungus, the order swelled. Benefactors of real wealth and influence were attracted, and with their backing, the Venin had done works of actual substance.

			It was then, with a measure of protection shielding his actions, Reelum had plunged headlong into his quest for the truth behind the Accord. Days, weeks, and even months were lost within the spectacular dome of Alcon. 

			Lothar had witnessed his friend slowly descending, falling into the open arms of madness. It had not been instant, far from it. For a long while, Reelum had appeared, for want of a better word … normal. Their meetings, although steadily becoming rarer, were as they always had been. Productive, occulted, and vibrant, even invigorated by the fresh blood within their ranks.

			Reelum had spoken of many things, passionate as always. He had held court in those days, filled with new knowledge, new lies uncovered. His words had inspired many, and terrified more than a few.

			A darkness took root, acquired undoubtedly within the walls of the Alcon, pernicious as the plague. It festered, sinking deep into Reelum’s very being. He spoke of things utterly unbelievable. Wild, horrific things that simply could not be.

			It came to a point where he could speak of nothing else. Babbling like a loon to anyone who would indulge his ravings. He spent more and more time within the Alcon searching for his truths, utterly neglecting all else in his life.

			It had become such a problem that Lothar felt, if left alone, Reelum would expose the Venin and endanger all. With a heavy heart, he had determined to put an end to the threat Reelum represented. Action had to be taken.

			It was not to be, however. Backed by a pair of Venin students, stiffened by resolve, Lothar could not find his old friend. Reelum Hangs had vanished. It was as if a chasm had swallowed the man whole, leaving no trace that he had ever existed.

			Initially, Lothar suspected the Accord had snatched him up and spirited him to some nightmare, where he would be tickled until he produced all his secrets. He had spent time in those holes and did not wish that fate on anyone.

			A few discreet enquiries revealed that Reelum was not in fact a guest of Accord torturers. He had simply disappeared.

			That had been many seasons ago, and Lothar had come to the bitter conclusion that his friend had passed, returned to dust like all must. He had made peace with the loss and tried as best he could to assume the mantle his absence left. Over time, he had severed ties completely with the Accord and focused all his efforts toward the Venin Congress. Thoughts of his old friend had faded, diminished by age, and those that did come were few and far between. He had not thought about his co-conspirator and one-time mentor in a very long time. Until word came that he had resurfaced.

			Without hesitation, Lothar put agents into the field to find his friend, pulled strings and greased palms aplenty. He knew that all over Kraven, peace was being broken, heads were being cracked, apple carts upturned, and arms twisted, all to support his search. So far, his efforts were less than fruitful.

			So, Lothar van Zuul, head goya of the Venin Congress, found himself lured into the heart of his sworn enemy’s stronghold. Entreated to dare the tempest by the note from an old and deeply trusted agent still within the Accord, who in times past had proven his worth beyond doubt. Lothar knew that his discovery below the domes of the Alcon would be his demise. He would not be risking his neck for any other than Reelum Hangs. He owed his old friend that much, at least.

			The hour was getting late, though. It was well past the appointed time of rendezvous, and Lothar was struggling to contain a rising feeling of panic. He could feel his shoulders hunching up, his neck muscles tightening. It had been many seasons since he had been where he now stood, and the place seemed like the faded memories of a jilted lover. Feeling every inch the fool that he was to have risked so much to come, Lothar made ready to leave. A barely discernible “pssst” caused him to pause a moment.

			From within the elaborately carved stone shelves, trying his level best to keep to the shadows, was a figure dressed in black. Sombrely dressed figures were not something to raise eyebrows among the Accord, but this figure was clearly taking great measures not to be noticed.

			“Mirek?” Lothar hissed.

			“Come, come,” the shadowy figure implored. Without another word, he slipped deeper into the shade of the giant shelves, almost disappearing completely into the gloom.

			Lothar had to decide. With a click of his tongue, and a silent prayer for eternal fools, he followed the man into the darkness.

			It took a few moments for Lothar’s eyes to adjust to the dim conditions between the towering shelves. When they finally came to a stop, he could detect a vaguely human shape deep in the dark.

			It was his agent, Mirek. The little man was twitching and casting his eyes toward every small sound that caught his ear. Lothar knew the man to be a highly experienced and reliable operator, not one easily put to fright.

			“Mirek,” he whispered as he came within touching distance.

			The man pulled back hard against the stone shelving at the mention of his name. Bony, pale hands clutched at the collar of his hood, pulling it close, obscuring his face. “Hush now,” he said. 

			“You are late,” said Lothar.

			“I came when I could,” replied Mirek. He was sweating despite the coolness of the Alcon interior. Lothar had never seen him so nervous.

			Placing a hand upon his agent’s shoulder, Lothar pushed him toward a bank of deep alcoves that he remembered being close by. If memory did not betray, the banks of little nooks, replete with carved benches and tables for study work, should be deserted at this hour.

			Lothar was glad to find his judgment sound, and was soon ushering Mirek into a secluded alcove. Once the pair were seated, and they had taken a moment to let the air settle, Lothar spoke. “Alright, I am here. Now what is so damned important? Why do you insist I come here?”

			Mirek grimaced as he lowered the cowl of the dark shawl he wore. The coarse fabric was stained with sweat and was more than a little pungent. Mirek’s dark hair was slicked back against his scalp in a greasy mass, and a few days’ worth of stubble darkened his jaw. It was a stark contrast to the normally impeccably presented agent Lothar was used to dealing with.

			“Look, I have got little time,” Mirek said in a rush of words. “I am positive they have been following my movements. I can feel their eyes everywhere!”

			“Calm yourself, man.”

			“Fuck your calm! I’ve seen what they do to traitors. No, thank you. No, thank you, sir.”

			“Why did you summon me?” Lothar asked as gently as he could manage. He was far from happy about being so exposed himself, and Mirek’s skittish behaviour was irritating.

			“Something major is afoot!” Lothar noticed deep shadows under the agent’s eyes as he spoke. Clearly, it had been quite some time since the man had rested.

			“Alright,” Lothar replied.

			“Couple days back. I was working as a secretary to one of the Prelates. Nothing interesting, quite a dull assignment, to be honest.”

			“Alright,” said Lothar once again.

			“Normal business really, scheduling meetings, taking minutes, that kind of thing. I was keeping my ear out for anything useful, as always, any word about our missing friend. Anyway, a couple days back, like I said, this Prelate had a guest visit unannounced. Demanded entry immediately.”

			“Alright.”

			“Whatever they spoke of really disturbed the Prelate. Like nothing I have ever seen. Afterwards, he was like a madman. Ordering all manner of things, all manner of things to do with finding Hangs. He was feral. He was issuing rants more than orders, really. I pulled him aside. We had developed quite a rapport, and I felt comfortable trying to converse with him. I asked him what had startled him so much, and who the man was that had visited him. The Prelate had two words for me. Cold-blood.”

			“Ha!” Lothar snorted. He could not help himself. “Next, you’ll be telling me about Grimbals, or Saynarks, or some other fucking bedtime story!” He was enraged. Not only did he feel he was being made slight of, but he also felt he had been lured into a trap. With a sneer, Lothar rose.

			Mirek shot a hand across the stone table and gripped at Lothar’s sleeve before he could finish standing. “Wait,” he hissed. Desperation shone like beacons within his wet eyes. “I … saw it”

			“What?” demanded Lothar.

			“When he came out after the meeting. Only for a moment, and I disregarded it. I thought my eyes were playing tricks, that my mind had run off on a fancy. But when the Prelate said those words—”

			“What did you see?”

			“He, it … changed. For only the briefest moment, a flicker, no more, but it was enough for me to recognise.”

			“What? Damn it, man! Spit it out, would you?”

			“A walking, talking … reptilian!

		

	
		
			Thirty-Six

			Apologies

			Sharrock inhaled, held his lungs for as long as he could, and let out an impressive cloud of white, saccharine smoke with a sigh. While it was not his usual narcotic fare, it was quality tobacco, pleasantly flavoured and powerful. The smoke, combined with a liberal portion of rum, was conspiring to elicit a merry disposition, which was a good thing, because the reeking little grog-house he was situated in was anything but merry.

			The place didn’t even have a name, at least none that Sharrock was aware of. Named places tended to have a basic level of refinement. This place, on the other hand, seemed to have been slapped together by a careless drunk out of whatever was at hand. He doubted there was a square angle, level surface or finished section of render to be found in the entire drinking-house.

			“Must we stay here?” asked August with a sniff. “It stinks, and it’s cold!”

			“That it does, and that it is.” Sharrock winked. “But we must stay, child. For a while yet, at least.”

			August pushed a dirty fork into the grey meat that covered more than half of the plate before her. The rest was filled, brimming with some kind of mashed vegetables. The food stank just as much as everything else. A rancid little fart floated up from the plate with each prod of the fork. While she had been hungry, the arrival of the meal had somehow killed her appetite.

			The pair were seated within the common room. Or what would have been the common room of a proper establishment. 

			Sharrock pulled a long splinter from the tabletop and used the sharp end to ash the bowl of his pipe. Apart from the fat owner, whose grey skin and sunken eyes made him look to be about a week shy of the grave, there were only two other patrons.

			One, a ragged little street urchin with his back to the wall, wolfed down a steaming plate of misery like he had not eaten in a week. His eyes did not leave the others within the room for a moment, darting about like little scurrying rats in the night as he ate. The other was a drunk, passed out, or possibly dead man, head-down and slumped on a stool in the far corner. By the look and smell of it, he had lost control of his bowels some time ago. 

			Sharrock took a pull at his tin cup. The rum was rough, even as watered as it was. But the burn of the spirit as it traced its way down to his gullet was pleasant enough. He was hard pressed to recall if he had ever been in a more miserable dive. Up north, maybe beyond the expanse. Nothing came readily to mind though.

			What some folk will put up with for cheap grog!
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			Sharrock woke up with a start. A clattering of cutlery was accompanied by the din of raucous voices and the bustling of drunken men. He was not upset by the disruption of his peace. The men that swept through the door were just the fellows he had been waiting for.

			They were seafarers by their look, ruddy-faced, unshaven, and dirty. The group consisted of four, all well into their drinking session, boisterous and crude.

			“Keep! Keep!” one man yelled as he approached the bar. “A round of rum for me mates!”

			“Is this them?” August whispered.

			“It is, child, I’ll just give them a few moments to settle before I interrupt them.” 

			The pair watched as the group of men clambered about the bar for a while. Jostling like wrestlers, they vied to get their hands on the pots of rum the keep was frantically dishing out. Curses and insults blackened the air as they cavorted.

			Sharrock let a little chuckle escape his lips. “They are in a much better mood than last time I saw those bastards.”

			“What do you mean?” asked August, brows arching.

			“Doesn’t matter.” Sharrock righted his tin cup that had knocked onto its side in his slumber. “I need another drink.”

			Easing himself from the table, he snatched the cup up in his meaty hand and made his way toward the bar. His gait was slightly wobbly, slightly exaggerated to give off an air of inebriation.

			The stink that wafted off the men crowded around the bar was sharp as Sharrock approached. Salt, sweat, old smoke and unwashed clothes all mingled together to produce a powerful reek. Anything that could distinguish itself here, amongst the layers of other awful smells, was truly a formidable thing.

			With just enough force to get him through, he crashed into the group of men. It took a few moments for them to realise the added commotion was not coming from one of their group, and he was able to slip past a broad-shouldered ginger-haired man and gain a foothold at the bar. The ginger spun to face Sharrock. His features contorted in anger as he realised it was not one of his companions that had shouldered in next to him.

			“Hang on there a moment,” the ginger said, with a stench of gum-rot and cheap rum on his breath. “Just what do you think you are doing, mate?”

			Sharrock turned to face the man. It took a moment, but before long, a slow dawn of recognition slipped over the ginger’s striking green eyes. Up close, Sharrock noticed the man had been burned by the sun, his cheeks and exposed forearms were an angry shade of red. The look of displeasure that accompanied recognition only reddened the man’s face even more.

			“You! You’re one of them!”

			Sharrock smiled as warmly as he could manage. “One of who?”

			“One of those bully boys that broke us. Here lads!” the ginger almost screamed. “It’s one of those cunts from the picket!”

			Sharrock could feel the mood in the air plummet like an anchor. 

			Hands gripped his shoulders and spun him, so his back pressed up against the wooden bar. He was surrounded by the group of men.

			“It is! It is!” one of them said. “I saw him bustin’ ol’ Jakko’s head like a melon!”

			“Bastard!” another spat.

			The smallest man of the group stepped forward one pace, a vicious grimace on his rat-featured face. The man was terribly pockmarked and possessed a pair of ears that looked at least three sizes too large. To add to his already unappealing appearance, a scar ran down the length of his face, tracing a pink ravine down his right eye, across his large, crooked nose, and onto his left cheek.

			Sharrock had known many angry little men in his time. Something about not measuring up to average, must fuel a powerful rage within, because to a man, they had been trouble-making shits. He had learned to always watch the smallest of any group. Inevitably, they would prove to be instigators, the mouthpieces and, left unchecked, could cause a whole mess of trouble.

			“Easy now, lads,” Sharrock said, palms up to show that he was not hostile. “I haven’t come here for trouble.”

			“The fuck you didn’t!” said the little man.

			Sharrock watched as the man eased a mace from the small of his back. It was a brutal thing, about a foot long, as round as a large table leg, made of old hardwood, and studded with black iron hobnails.

			“Where are your cappers now? What do you say, lads? Should we see how tough he is when the odds are turned?”

			Sounds of agreement filled the air. Sharrock’s smile remained as warm as he could make it. “Why is it always the little ones?”

			“What?” Rat-face demanded.

			“Doesn’t matter,” Sharrock replied. Before the little man could move any closer, he lashed out. Teeth, blood, and flesh wet the air as Sharrock’s fist crashed into the pockmarked rat-face. Bones snapped and consciousness fled in an instant. The little man fell to the dirt-packed floor without so much as a word, folding up at the knees and collapsing into a neat little pile.

			It took a good moment for any of his companions to react. When they did, it was all at once. The three remaining men could not reach Sharrock quickly enough, and thrashed and wailed at each other in their haste, stymying each other’s efforts.

			Sharrock braced himself on a wide stance and let his fists fly again. He caught the nearest man with a punch to his midsection. The air rushed out of the poor sod in a great breath, and Sharrock heard the distinctly satisfying crack of a rib. He followed up the blow with a vicious jab at the man’s temple. A stunned blink, a gargling groan, the rolling of eyes, and he joined his friend on the dirty floor.

			The remaining pair pressed the attack with a fury that took even Sharrock aback for a moment. Fists flew in wild, windmilling arcs. Sharrock rolled and swayed as the pair of men threw everything they had at him. The frenzy of the assault could not be maintained for long, and sure enough, after only a brief period dodging sloppy haymakers and wild double-handed strikes, the intensity waned.

			White wool blossomed upon Sharrock’s breast, just above his overcoat’s right chest pocket. The rent fabric took the veteran by surprise. He watched as a dark stain crept out from the cut until he realised what must have happened. One of those sneaky bastards had palmed a blade!

			Sharrock could not see a weapon. He would have to deal with them both quickly and cleanly. Real bloodshed was something he could do without.

			Ignoring the pain that was spreading across his chest like wildfire, he launched himself at the two remaining men. The ferocity and speed of his actions made it clear playtime was over.

			Before either man could react, Sharrock was among them, fists driving like sledgehammers, forcing them both back with a flurry of blows. Swiftly, the closer of the two was forced to his knees, a shattered eye socket bleeding out through his fingers for his troubles. That left a single man, the ginger.

			“We meet again,” Sharrock snarled.

			The ginger’s green eyes darted about the place. He was sweating. With a few timid steps, he retreated a little.

			“Oh no. You aren’t going anywhere. I’ve got business with you.”

			“Get to fuck!” the ginger spat.

			Now Sharrock could see the little blade within the man’s left hand. It was only a few inches long, curved, and serrated. It might be small, but he knew its bite was strong enough. “I’m serious.” He smiled. “I have business with you. Things have gotten out of hand here a little—”

			“Business?” snorted the ginger. “What business could I want with you? You’re a collective head-cracker, scum!”

			“True enough,” Sharrock admitted. “At least, it was true enough. I no longer run with them.”

			“What? So? The fuck do I care if you are running with them? You are still a cunt! No mistake!”

			“True enough, but I’m the cunt here, with business to be done. Now, we can do this in one of two ways. We can continue the way we have been, with me knocking more and more lumps out of you boys until one of you comes to your senses and listens to what I have to say, or …”

			“Or what?”

			“Or,” continued Sharrock. “You can do the smart thing, drop your steel and attitude, and come over and join me for a pleasant drink.”

			The ginger cast a quick glance over Sharrock’s shoulder to the table where August silently observed them. The girl had not moved a muscle during the scuffle.

			“I promise you, what I have to say is a damn sight more pleasant than anything else we could be doing.” Sharrock’s smile was as warm as a summer kiss. As he talked, he positioned himself to cut off access to the only door. “Now, why don’t you join us?”.

			After a long pause, the ginger offered his hands up in a sign of peace. “Alright.” 

			“Good,” said Sharrock. With a quick nod of his head, he indicated the docker should lead the way back to the table. He had watched closely as the man returned his steel to its hidden home somewhere within his jacket.

			The ginger sat down with a grimace. August pulled back a little as the man sat.

			“Not to fret, child,” Sharrock said warmly as he took a chair of his own. “Our new friend will not bite, not now.”

			The ginger grunted and hocked up a weighty gob of spit into the nearby corner.

			Sharrock relaxed his hands. Heavy thumps sounded off the tabletop as iron knuckle-dusters dropped from his fists. The dusters, still wet with gore, glistened in the dull lamplight.

			“August,” he said after a moment. “Why don’t you go out and see if you can scare up a menderman? I think those men will need some attention soon, and … I may need a stitch or two myself.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-Seven

			To be Welcomed

			Tol never enjoyed being summoned. It always left a bitter taste. It was part of his nature to bristle at authority. As a youth, he had been a nightmare for his parents. Poor hard-working folk, ran into despair by his foolery, and so, he had soon found himself cast out. He was little more than a child, alone in the city, with only his wits and will to survive to fall back on.

			In time, he had learned to stifle his distaste, swallow a measure of authority without choking in return for a measure of security. He had never been one for the militia, or the gangs, or the armies, but he had found a home with the Accord.

			Their brand of order and authority did not seem as offensive as all the others. Undoubtedly, discipline was strict and harshly enforced, but Tol had always seen it as necessary, somehow holy.

			Even after long seasons, countless days, and bitter nights, Tol still felt the sting of the choker. He had not been waiting long to be fair, and the little antechamber was comfortable enough. Still, he was unsettled and annoyed.

			Thankfully, the times that he was forced to heel were becoming fewer and further between.

			“Ah Tol, my friend, please come in,” a voice called from the office beyond the antechamber. It was Draycian’s voice, that familiar voice. Yet something was … off. Never, not once, in all the time he had known the man, had he called him “friend.”

			Tol eased his weight up from the chair and slowly approached the office. Beyond the doorway, it was dark. Only a few small candles illuminated the room, and even they were weak and close to guttering. It took Tol’s eyes a moment to adjust to the gloom as he entered. Draycian looked like he hadn’t slept in days. Heavy circles were clearly visible under hooded eyes. His skin was pale, and a patchy outcropping of stubble covered his chin and jawline.

			“You summoned me, Prelate?” Tol asked flatly.

			“Indeed, I did. Please come in, take a seat.”

			Tol entered the office and closed the door behind him. He did not like the smell in the air. It was a mixture of stale sweat, vinegar, and cat piss. Fear, unmistakable.

			He took the offered chair, not taking his eyes from the Prelate for a moment. The man looked twitchy, unsettled, constantly fiddling with this or that, eyes darting about as if unable to hold focus on anything for more than an instant.

			“How can I serve?”

			“What?” Draycian said. He looked as though he had been pulled from a dream. His eyes narrowed as he cleared his throat. “My apologies, of course. I have a very important mission for you, and I want you to drop all other duties and focus on what I am about to tell you.”

			“Your will, Prelate.” Tol nodded.

			“I have heard excellent things about you,” Prelate Draycian almost whispered. “It seems you are a man that can get things done. A very capable man.”

			Tol inclined his head but remained silent.

			“I need a very capable man. A man not easily put off the task, or prone to flight.”

			“I am not easily distracted, and I haven’t run from a single thing in my entire life.” 

			Draycian’s eyes flickered up and held Tol’s gaze for a moment. “Good. I currently have a man undergoing initiation, a good man. I have been told that he will be the recipient of specialist knowledge. Things deeply connected to the core of the Accord.”

			Tol leaned forward in his chair a little. He could remember his own indoctrination. The sense of dislocation, the depth of lore and canon levered into his mind. 

			“Specialist knowledge?” he asked, brows arching.

			“Quite. I want you to assist this man in whatever endeavour he undertakes. No limits. I don’t care if he wants you to strip down and bathe naked in the Font of the Chosen on the highest of holy days. You are to obey!”

			“To what end?”

			“You will obey!” screeched Draycian. His voice cracked under the strain, and Tol thought he might lash out. “I do not care for your questions. You will obey him, that is all.”

			Tol sat dumbfounded. He opened his mouth to reply, but Draycian cut him off. “I said, that is all.”
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			There was a chill in the air that brought gooseflesh to the nape of Tol’s neck as soon as he entered the room. It was always the same below the central ziggurat, cool and sombre. No matter what the conditions were above, be it blasting heat or perishing cold, the catacombs below never changed. It was probably connected to the mighty stone works above and the depth of the tunnels, or some other unfathomable feat of engineering long lost to the minds of men. Whatever the cause, the result was always a prickle along the neck. Tol absently rubbed at his exposed skin as he moved into the room. He had to stifle a shiver that threatened to overwhelm his body.

			He had never been permitted to travel as deep before. He had witnessed many wonders and riches as he descended, religious spectacles and relics, rich trinkets of faith, and oddities that defied Tol’s best attempts to identify. He had been led past the wonderfully adorned sanctums and vaults, and through beautiful nooks, filled at every turn with precious items, and down long descending hallways festooned with elaborate tapestries and hangings. The wealth on display could have fed every mouth in Kraven for a decade, or more even.

			The thought left a bitter taste on Tol’s tongue.

			He had done many good works with his little kitchen, filled many hungry bellies and influenced countless kinders’ lives for the better. His place stirring the cook pot or leading a group of little ones in a game of rounders brought great joy. It had taken many seasons to win the trust of the quarter-folk. Little by little, Tol and his modest band of men had won the neighbourhood over. What he and his men could accomplish with even the smallest fraction of the wealth here boggled the mind.

			With a silent curse, Tol pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind. There is a job to do!

			Before him, at the centre of the stone-walled room, was a pallet. Atop the pallet, unconscious and covered with a heavy woollen blanket, was the man he was to obey. To look at, the man was nothing. He was slightly underweight, pale, with basic everyman features. Why Prelate Draycian was putting so much faith in the newly indoctrinated man was a mystery. But then again, it was not for Tol to judge. Especially while the man was unconscious. Next to the pallet, a simple wooden shelf sat silent sentinel. Neatly piled upon the unfinished timbers were a small heap of folded clothes, a little food, and a flask. Within the flask, Tol knew there would be wine. He recalled the fog that lingered in his head after his own indoctrination. The only thing that seemed to banish the unsettling feeling of the dream was a stout belt of wine.

			It was strange to think that one needed a measure of alcohol to clear the head after the ritual, but it was the truth of the matter.

			With a soft chuckle, Tol reached out and took the flask. The porcelain was smooth and cool, the liquid within adding weight to his hands. He popped the stopper out of the end of the flask and took a swig. The wine within was pure fire. His lips tingled and a warmth flooded his innards in a pleasant and welcoming tide.

			Another quick sip brought on a feeling that was similar to a lover’s embrace.

			Tol could not help but let a sigh escape his lips.

			A soft groan floated up from the pallet, almost as if in reply to his sigh. Tol quickly returned the flask to the shelf. 

		

	
		
			Thirty-Eight

			Machinations

			“I do not trust the slug, or his abilities to follow through with the things he has promised.” Cordelia was more than a little drunk, yet, to her great pride, the liquor did not affect her speech. Well, not to the extent that any of her guests could comment. Not that they would dare, even if she was as drunk as a sot.

			“He is as slippery as he is ugly,” said Igor Ironside.

			Cordelia smiled at that. She could always count on Igor to cut through to the core. “Yes, he is an objectionable looking piece of filth, is he not?”

			A hearty round of claps and clattering tableware greeted her question. “But it is not his looks, or lack thereof, that really puts my teeth on edge. I know, I KNOW!” Cordelia accented her words with a sharp thrust of her fist, which resulted in her spilling more than half of her goblet onto the dinner table that spread out before her like the deck of some vast ship. “That he and his crew are conspiring against me. Against us!”

			A rumble of disapproval rose from around the table, building in tone and temper until it reached a deep throated crescendo. The men gathered were to a man … hers.

			Each face that turned toward her from across the table belonged to a trusted and tried member of her inner circle. Men who had walked the fire with her, bled and killed, suffered and struggled, and proved themselves loyal over and over again.

			Men like Temper Cullen, the grey-haired schemer from her grandfather’s time. A man who had recognised potential in a girl with big dreams of one day ruling the collective and branding her own style of order and cohesion upon the fractured and squabbling rabble that once was. A man who had provided introductions and connections, smoothed over bumpy relations with a steady hand, and mediated sensitive transactions until eventually, she had cobbled together a true collective. In the days before her reign, the old collective were warring crews, joined in name only. The level of actual cooperation and coordination rarely rose above the rudimentary.

			Temper had proven himself a master negotiator in those early days and had forever earned himself a seat at Cordelia’s table.

			Or men like Domino, so called because once his humour was lost, men would fall like dominos all around. Unlike many other brutes in her service, Domino was not a large man, or even a very intimidating man to look at. Indeed, if you did not know better, you could have guessed the man more suited to a life of quiet reflection, lost somewhere in some priory’s dusty archives. Certainly not acting as head enforcer for the old collective, equally at home wading through a tide of blood and guts as he was sitting on his favourite chair. Domino had been with Cordelia nearly as long as Temper and had proven himself countless times over. He too would always be welcomed at her table.

			Then there were men like Igor Ironside, Gareth Oak and his younger brother Paul, Samuel Breck, and the imp known simply as “Large.” These men were more recent additions to the circle but had proven their fealty in no uncertain terms.

			“His crew has grown large and wealthy,” she continued to rant. “Fattened at the teat of my good will. He thinks himself a king over there amongst the shit that he calls home.”

			“He thinks himself untouchable,” put in Gareth Oak.

			“He does,” agreed his brother.

			“Oh, he can be touched, my friends,” Cordelia hissed.

			“He has grand desires!” yelled Breck. “He wants it all! He wants your chair!”

			Another rumble of anger infected the table like a plague. Finally, just when she thought she might have to douse her guests with water to restore some order, the voice of Igor Ironside broke over the din.

			“It is worse than just that!”

			The rumble of angry voices faltered, then petered out like a wave crashing against a storm-break. All eyes turned to Ironside to hear what he had to say.

			“I have heard stories of him and his crew, and the dark things they do at that rat’s nest of theirs. It is true, I think he has grand plans for himself, and I think he is building up his cappers to someday push for the top seat, but there is more than that.”

			“So, tell us,” Cordelia instructed him.

			“They have strayed from our path and are looking to forge a new way of their own. I think Jiro believes he has harnessed the old powers and uses them to take over.”

			“What old powers are you talking of?” Cordelia asked.

			Igor shook his head and gulped down a huge mouthful of wine. His eyes watered as the drink worked its way to his gut, but he held his tongue.

			“Speak, man!” Cordelia demanded.

			“He is an eater of flesh, human flesh! He believes doing so will unlock the old powers within. He feeds his whole depraved crew!”

			Cordelia blinked, snorted, and let her mouth gape open. “He does what?”

			“He eats folk. All of them do, and more are joining their flock every day. They have scores of foot soldiers now. Hundreds maybe.”

			“Hundreds? Is this right?” Cordelia cast her eyes to the others around the table.

			The Oak brothers nodded in silence. Large, the imp, shrugged his shoulders, and Domino grunted, “I have heard similar stories, ma’am.”

			“And you fools are only bringing this to my attention now?! No, this will not do! That dog must be brought to heel. Even if it means open war!”

			“Ma’am,” Temper said softly. “Currently, we do not possess the required numbers to battle hundreds. Even if we called all our cappers and soldiers, we would barely cover half that number.”

			“I know,” Cordelia sighed, resting her forehead in her hands. “I need options. Where do we find an army?”

			The glum expressions of the men gathered around the table were all the answers the old collective governor needed to illustrate the depth of the trouble she faced. Finally, after long moments of thought, Domino piped up from across the table.

			“I know of a man, recently arrived in Kraven, who is attempting to set himself up in competition with the Enrues.”

			“Go on,” said Cordelia.

			“He is still very much establishing himself a foothold here in Kraven and has not as yet secured his stance. He has come south with the backing of an investor with resources, and he has quite a good number of men at his disposal. I believe we could come to some sort of arrangement with him before he feels above the need of our … assistance.”

			Cordelia smiled. “Excellent suggestion Domino. Please arrange for a meeting.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-Nine

			By the Sky-dwellers Blessings

			Sharrock could not help but be a little impressed. The small man sat before him was not at all like he had imagined.

			For one, he was not filthy and reeking like the others of his band. In fact, he had the look of someone more used to the indoors than the rough and tumble of the trading docks. For another, the eyes that glimmered behind the thick, wire-rimmed spectacles spoke of a deep well of knowledge. While Sharrock had expected him to know his business, he had not anticipated quite as sharp a wit. 

			“Oh yes, by the Sky-dwellers’ blessing,” the little man chirped. “I have knowledge from every corner of this world. Oh yes, every corner!”

			“So you mentioned,” Sharrock said. The small man had been rambling in his peculiar bird-like voice for quite some time.

			“I have travelled to all the lands, learned many, many things. By the grace of the dwellers, by the guidance of the stars. Oh yes, by the blessings.”

			“So you mentioned. But have you ever seen writing like this?” he asked for maybe the fourth time. His finger pointed firmly at the viper head idol before them and the pair of thin scrolls that accompanied it. The air was close in the room, crammed as it was with piles of maps and parchment, and all kinds of trinkets. Sharrock wiped at his brow with the back of a hand. He was perspiring.

			“Oh yes, by the blessings, yes.”

			“Yes? You have seen this before?”

			“Oh, yes … well, no, not exactly that.”

			“By the bells!” Sharrock swore.

			“Indeed,” agreed the strange little man. “By the bells, and the light and the grace. Oh yes, and by the Sky-dwellers’ blessings.”

			“Is he alright?” asked August in a whisper. “In the head?”

			“Quiet child,” Sharrock snapped.

			“It is very similar to a glyph used by the folk beyond the Amerstall Sea. Oh yes, very similar.” 

			“You have been beyond the Amerstall?” August asked, wide-eyed.

			“Oh yes, by the grace of the dwellers, yes. My work as a navigator, cartographer, and cypher has allowed old Amik to travel to many wonderful realms. Oh, yes.”

			“Amik?” repeated Sharrock. “I thought your name was Heptin?”

			“Amik is our ship,” replied Con, the ginger docker. After the brawl, and the ensuing negotiations, a bitter-peace had been settled. For quite a hefty price, the bruised and battered, and in one case almost certainly concussed quartet of dockers had agreed to make introductions to their company’s cypherman. They had escorted Sharrock and August through the bustling trade sector, to their home slip, and into a set of high-rising warehouses. At the rear, they had been shown into the cramped office that served as the company’s headquarters. Now, Con was all that remained of the group of four that had taken the thrashing. “His name is Heptin. He was talking about the ship.”

			Sharrock inclined his head. “I see. Well, Heptin, tell me straight. Do you know what this is?”

			The cypherman squinted. “Oh, yes!”

			“No lies now, man,” Sharrock warned gruffly.

			“Oh no, by the blessings.”

			A heavy silence settled upon the room as Sharrock watched the little cypherman peer at the viper head. He could see the man’s brow furrow in concentration. His lips moved silently as he worked his fingers across the idol. His eyes seemed to scan the entire thing, back and forth, back and forth, as if they were hungry beasts devouring the sculpture. Finally, with a grin fit for a cat that had pilfered the baker’s best pie, he spoke. The sounds that escaped the man’s mouth were nothing that Sharrock had ever heard before. They were blunt, almost hostile sounding and sent the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end.

			“What is that you speak?” he hissed, almost pulling away from the table in disgust.

			Heptin’s eyes seemed to sparkle in the lamplight. His grin, already wide and toothy, only grew as he chuckled. “Ah. It is an old tongue, almost dead. Oh yes, by the blessings. Few at all can still cypher this language. I first became aware of this, well not exactly this, but a very close cousin—”

			“What … does … it … say?” Sharrock had reached the limits of his temper.

			“It’s a memory. Oh yes. Well, more accurately, it will be a memory. Oh yes.”

			“What?” Sharrock asked.

			“I cannot tell you any more than that, as I know no more. This thing is ancient, and—”

			Sharrock inched forward. “What?”

			“It is theirs,” the little man pointed to the ceiling. “The Sky-dwellers, oh yes.”

			“How—”

			“There is a man who may be able to help with this. He is difficult to reach, but I can tell you where to look.”

			Sharrock blinked. He had come for answers and had been served tales. “Where do I look?” He sighed as he returned the little viper head to his tunic pocket.

		

	
		
			Forty

			Awakening

			Myer fidgeted in his chair. No matter how he positioned himself, weight on one arse cheek or the other, legs crossed or spread, arms loose or folded, he could not find comfort. His lower back ached, the joints of his limbs throbbed, and he felt ill at ease within his own skin. His head, like a crowning beacon upon the summit of his other ills, was a tempest of fire. His thoughts were unfocused and seemed to be somehow out of order.

			“I’m sorry,” he muttered. “Can you repeat that last part?”

			Tol, the brother who had welcomed his awakening within the catacombs, had been saying something. To be fair, the man had been talking almost without pause for quite some time. It would have strained a man with fully functional faculties to keep abreast, let alone someone who was struggling to maintain focus.

			“I was saying,” Tol said in a knowing tone. “We are ready. My team has been fully briefed, outfitted, and provisioned. I have vetted each member. We have fought and bled together. I can count on each man, and have done so many times, to get the job done. We are ready.”

			“That is excellent,” Myer said. He raised a slightly trembling hand to his face and pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “We have much to accomplish. I am having a little difficulty collecting my thoughts at the moment, but I am certain there will be much to do, and a brief time to do it.”

			“No doubt,” agreed Tol. The barrel-chested holy man sat across the small room with a look of concern on his face. He did not like that Myer was taking so long to rid himself of the dregs of the indoctrination ritual. While he was no expert in the business, he knew from his own experience that the mental fog should have well and truly dissipated by now. “Here,” he said, offering Myer another pull from the porcelain flask he had pilfered from below.

			Myer took the flask. He gulped at it, letting long hot streams roll down his throat without protest. It did little to clear his thoughts but settled his hands somewhat.

			“My thanks,” he said after three long pulls. Myer closed his eyes and tried his best to order his mind. Images and notions collapsed around each other, scraps of knowledge scattered here and there, snippets of conversations and memories all mixed, blown hopelessly askew by vicious mental tempests.

			“It will pass,” Tol offered. “Try not to fight it. You have endured quite a procedure.”

			Myer opened his eyes. He was exhausted. He almost let the flask slip from his fingers as he sat. Slowly, he lowered the fragile container and let it ease to the floor. “Was it the same for you?” 

			Tol smiled and rubbed the stubble at his jaw with the back of his hand. “Not entirely. My indoctrination ritual was much more basic than yours, I think. It is my understanding that they have gifted you with something much more complex. I’m not entirely sure what you must be feeling now, but I can tell you that my ritual was rough, to be sure, it was … unlike anything I had experienced before. It certainly left a mark.”

			Myer snorted. “I’d say”

			Tol let his grin widen. “It took a good while to rid myself of the feeling of …”

			“Weirdness?” Myer offered.

			“Exactly! It took a good spell to overcome that feeling.”

			“I feel hollow,” Myer admitted. “I know things now … things I did not know before. I know them, feel them, yet … they are not my own memories.”

			“Like a dream.” Tol nodded.

			“Like a fever, like my own thoughts and memories have been put aside, thinned out almost, and these new other thoughts have been forced in. But these new impressions are not logical, not ordered. My mind feels shattered!”

			“Well, I’m here to help you reassemble the pieces. Come on now, we need to get moving. I’ve got my boys waiting above. They are eager to get things rolling.”

			Myer looked about, blinking profusely. It looked as though he had only just noticed his surroundings. “Where are we?”

			“We are still below the central ziggurat.” Tol said. “We’ve come up a fair way, but we still have a journey to make before we will reach the surface again. Come on, let’s get you moving.”

		

	
		
			Forty-One

			A Game of Chance

			Dynor Walsh sat slumped in his chair, feet up on the table, content and dangerously close to slumber. The other three gathered around the table were also at ease. Either moments away from, or actively, sleeping.

			It had been a long session. A long, and in his case, very enriching session. A stout leather purse, filled to the point of bursting, nestled at his breast. Proof, if he needed it, that his skill at games of chance had not diminished since his last efforts. His companions had learned a hard lesson. But, thankfully, none of them had proven to be sore losers, and Dynor had enjoyed spending a little of his winnings trying to soften their losses with liberal rounds of wine and whiskey. He had not gutted them so much that they would not welcome him again to their circle, but he knew through hard won experience that they would be much more wary the second time.

			Problems for another day.

			Just as sleep was about to fully embrace him, Dynor heard the unmistakable sound of a chair being drawn from under the table and a person, a heavy person, taking a seat. Just who would be bold enough to take such a liberty pricked his curiosity. Begrudgingly, he opened a weary eye.

			The person who had sat themselves at his table without so much as a by-your-leave was a woman. It was maybe the largest, most mannish woman Dynor had ever beheld, but unmistakably it was a woman.

			She was hideous. Her face was a wreck of scars, odd lumps, and mismatched features. One eye was wild, vivid blue like glacial ice, bloodshot and darting, while the other was fake. Bulging, dark glass painted a crude green-blue and unmoving. 

			The woman blasted away the fatigue Dynor had only moments before been enjoying. With a jolt of ice lancing down his spine, he quickly sat up and pulled his booted feet from the tabletop.

			“Ca—can I help you?”

			The woman smiled, revealing a battlefield of yellow, crooked, and missing teeth. “Certainly,” she breathed, wafting a cloud of foulness across the table with her words.

			Dynor narrowed his eyes. On closer inspection, he noticed a thin coat of stubble covered her cheeks and chin, despite a liberal dusting of powder, and under that, a distinct lump was visible just below her jaw.

			“I was told I could find a game or two here,” she continued, only causing Dynor more suspicions by the bass tone of her voice. “Is that correct?”

			Dynor inclined his head. “It was, however, I fear you are a little late. As you can see, the games have run their course, and the enthusiasm for such has waned.”

			The woman let her good eye cast over the dozing men at the table. “So it would seem,” she agreed.

			“I am sorry, my … lady. Perhaps another time—”

			“It is a shame,” the woman interrupted. “I had the notion of spending an enjoyable time in the company of nice men and a drink or two.” She flashed another broken smile. In one quick movement, she let her purse drop onto the table with a healthy thump and clink from the coins within. “Oh well,” she sighed dramatically. “I suppose I could find another group of likely lads to while away the hours with.”

			Dynor’s left eye twitched at the sight of currency on his table. Perhaps he could extend his run of luck a little longer.

			“It would be rude to turn a lady away without a little hospitality. Please help yourself with some wine. And please join us in our game.”

			The woman inclined her head. Dynor kicked the leg of the table sharply. His slumbering companions roused in a start. “Wlad, if you would be so kind as to deal our new friend in.”

			[image: ]

			It was dark, almost completely. A soft amber haze lingered at the edges of his vision, tickling and teasing, only just keeping the void at bay. There was water as well. Not a drip, or sounds in the distance, but the feel of water. 

			Dynor Walsh struggled to raise his head. As soon as he tried to move, a symphony of pain exploded from everywhere. There was not a single inch of his body that did not scream. From the lancing fire in his toes, to the lightning storm at his temples and everywhere in between, pain coalesced like an inferno within his body.

			Dynor screamed. Savage and prolonged, the noise of his broken voice reverberated off walls hidden in the semi-gloom. Wherever he was, whatever lay beyond his ability to see was big. Large enough to cause a disturbing echo of his cry. Dynor could taste blood.

			A slow, low laugh meandered out of the shadows. There was a prickle of recognition to the sound. Dynor had definitely heard that chuckle somewhere. Before he could place the owner of the laugh in his mind, sudden stark light blasted into his eyes. It was as if something had set ablaze the world, and he had a front-row seat.

			It took Dynor a good long moment to blink away the brightness in his eyes before he could make sense of his surroundings. What greeted his gaze after the final dazzling fire faded was nothing like he had been anticipating. In his mind, Dynor had conjured all manner of nastiness awaiting him. He had worked himself into quite a panic. Tremendous pain still cascaded through his body, every bit as sharp and focused as before, but now, after finally being able to see what surrounded him, Dynor could not help but feel a small measure of relief.

			That was until his eyes fell on the source of the laughter. Seated, little more than a score of paces away, was a man Dynor Walsh had truly hoped never to set eyes on again.

			“Damn it.”

			“Well, hello to you too.” The seated man smiled warmly. Two rows of perfect white teeth flashed, splitting a face that Dynor had to admit had not aged at all badly over the ten or so seasons since he had seen it last. “Really, that is no way to greet an old friend,” the man continued, as warm as a summer’s day.

			“Where am I?” Dynor demanded through clenched teeth. The pain was still raging through his body with tremendous force. “What is this place?”

			“Both perfectly reasonable questions, but I am afraid to tell you, old friend, you are not in a position to be asking … questions.”

			The ice tone of the seated man’s voice left Dynor with no doubt as to the validity of his words. “I have a good many questions for you. Questions that, and I can’t stress this part enough, you really should consider answering promptly, and above all else, truthfully.”

			Dynor’s eyes darted about, trying with little success to see if he could decipher any clues to his whereabouts from the walls and furnishings of the room that surrounded him. It was a stark place. Austere, white-rendered walls stared back at the very edge of his vision. Utterly unadorned and cold. Apart from, that was, the occasional splattering of the brown stains of blood. The sole piece of furniture, apart from the bath he was situated in, was the seat his old friend reclined in. 

			Dynor could see a mass of thin tubes snaking out over the edges of his bath and onto the floor and away into the room somewhere. He tried to move his arms and legs that were submerged below the thick water, and soon discovered that they were manacled tightly in place. Only his eyes, nose, and mouth were above the strangely viscous liquid.

			“Let’s start things relatively straightforward.” the voice snapped Dynor from his thoughts like a slap. “How long have you been in Kraven?”

			“What?” Dynor croaked. His eyes blinked rapidly as he sought to comprehend the situation.

			“Oh dear,” sighed the seated man. “Do you know something, my friend? I have been in this wonderful city for over six seasons now. Six long and productive seasons to be sure. But sometimes, not often, mind, but on the rare occasion, I think back on the time I spent north, with old friends like your good self, fondly.” Once again, the seated man began to softly chuckle. “Isn’t it wonderful how the mind so easily blocks out the hurt, and the hardships, and the shit, and shines upon the good and pleasant? Sometimes I find myself thinking with great warmth of my time spent up there. My work …”

			Dynor could not repress the shudder that lanced down his spine. He remembered the man’s work in the north. Good and pleasant were not the first words that sprang to mind.

			“It was hard work though,” the man continued. “Sometimes brutally so, but at its conclusion, very satisfying. I am extremely happy to have been able to continue in a similar vein here, extend my work and expertise among the southern folk. I must admit, they have some strange notions, though, strange ways of doing things.”

			Dynor remained as still and silent as he could manage. He could not, however, keep the tears from welling in his eyes.

			The seated man’s laughter washed over him once more. “They have some nice new toys for me to play with, toys that assist me in my endeavours. Take this little beauty, for example.” The man showed him a little metal box cradle in his left hand. Dynor suddenly noticed that more than a few of the tubes leading out of his bath were attached to the box.

			“This … instrument is a piece of art. Truly. It really takes most of the busy work away from my projects.” The man stood and advanced a few paces toward the bath. “You see, at the moment, this device is working at minimal output. Almost like a kettle at a soft simmer, yet I’m willing to wager, you can definitely feel its touch.”

			Dynor bared his teeth in a grimace.

			“I can see that you can.” The man’s smile did not drop for an instant. “And at this soft simmer, I know that your levels of discomfort are … shall we say, high, but not yet intolerable. However, with only the slightest adjustment here.” The man made a show of twisting an elaborate knob on the side of the box. “The most exquisite elevation of discomfort is rendered at your end.”

			Dynor reeled. What he had thought had been unrivalled peaks of pain were shown to be pathetically modest, almost innocent, compared to the new heights of suffering he was now exposed to. Dynor was right at the precipice, balancing like an acrobat upon the razor divide between crushing pain, and the cool release of unconsciousness.

			The thick liquid within the tub began to gently stir. At the surface, little eddies coalesced, spinning in unison as if operating under the guidance of a hidden hand.

			“Good. I believe you are starting to understand.”

			Dynor could not even summon the breath to respond.

			“You must see now,” the man continued. “How this little toy makes my work much more efficient. I no longer have to wade through the often very tedious waters of breaking men. Believe me, I have explored every avenue, tried every method and manipulation. They all, however, are very time-consuming and … bloody.”

			The eddies along the surface of the water developed into tiny whirlpools, dancing in lockstep with one another. If Dynor had not been so utterly consumed by agony, he undoubtedly would have marvelled at the show.

			“This little beauty is a real time-saver!” The man laughed again. “You see, with this, I can dive to the core of a man almost instantly. Really dig into his … what’s the right word? Ah yes … spirit. I can do away with all those hours of stripping and peeling back, reducing a man’s will layer by layer. With this device, I can usher a man, or woman, or kinder right to where I need them. I am sure this is something you are now more than aware of. Yes?”

			Dynor could not respond.

			“Oh my, how absent-minded of me. Of course, your attention will be elsewhere at the moment,” the man said, quickly twisting the knob back to its original position.

			Instantly, the world of pain returned to an uncomfortable, though wholly preferable, level. Dynor dragged a ragged breath of air into his screaming lungs. The surface whirls settled as his body relaxed.

			“Now, it is time for my second question. And this time, my friend, I suggest a prompt and truthful response.”

			Dynor grimaced.

			“I need to know about this man you have recruited into your little flock. I need to know his name, his whereabouts, and the nature of his assignment. These are not hard questions; they will not tax your mind. Not like this dial will. Now, my friend … speak.”

		

	
		
			Forty-Two

			One for the Road

			“Just one more, only one, then we’ll be away, child,” Sharrock said. It had been many hours since they had stopped in the tavern to quickly check if anything could be found to help their search. So far, as best as August could tell, the only thing they had checked was the quality of the liquor. And the only thing they had found was a dirty table in a dark corner, half a heel of mouldering bread, and a host of scornful looks from the locals. With growing impatience, the girl had sat and watched as the candle at the centre of their table burned itself more than halfway down. All the while, Sharrock continued to drink. 

			“We really should get moving,” she said, almost under her breath.

			“That we should,” Sharrock replied, more than a little watery-eyed. “But first, we need to make sure that we have questioned everyone. Now that we have spent a little time here, and not to mention, parted with a little coin, we should find that we are among friends,” he finished with a wink.

			August looked about the small drinking-room. The looks from the folk clustered about the place were no more warm than when they had first entered. In fact, a few of them looked to be even worse than before. “I don’t think we should linger here much longer,” she breathed.

			Sharrock took a long look about the room and let out a heavy sigh. The reek of grog on his breath was powerful, but once again, nothing the girl wasn’t used to. She reached across the small wooden table between them and took the veteran’s hand in her own. She gave the big man’s palm a gentle squeeze.

			“Alright child, just let me settle with the keep, and we’re out the door.”

			August watched Sharrock rise slowly to his feet and plod somewhat unsteadily over to the bar. Propped up at one end, aimlessly running a rag over the surface, was a sour-looking barkeep. He was a large man with a bald pate and shaggy beard. His exposed forearms were thick from labour and completely covered in a complex of intertwining blue-black tattoos. August noticed that although he tried to maintain a casual appearance, he eyed Sharrock as he approached.

			There were no other customers at the bar, and Sharrock headed his course right for the keep. The men spoke a few words. They were too soft to be heard properly at such a distance, bleeding into the general din of the place.

			August did not like it. Something was off.  With quick, aggressive motions, the girl ripped the last of the bread in two and popped a section into her mouth. The taste was just as terrible as the other mouthfuls she had tried.

			“Right. It really is time to leave!” With one last gulp of the heavily watered down wine she had been nursing, she got to her feet and made her way over to join the men talking at the bar.

			“… and why would you be interested in a thing like that?” the big barkeeper said as she approached. His voice was much higher than she had expected. She could not help but let a little titter escape and had to shield her mirth with the back of a hand as she reached Sharrock’s shoulder.

			“He is a friend of mine, and I am worried.” Sharrock said to the keep. Noticing the girl, he made room at the bar and grunted. “In fact, I have something for him, an old debt that needs paying.”

			“Really?” the keep said, raising the pitch of his voice even higher along with the level of his eyebrows. “What kind of debt? Do you carry coin for him?”

			“Well, I really can’t say,” Sharrock replied with a greasy grin. “I do have to find him, though. I really am fretting terribly.”

			“Oh aye, I can see that. He must be a very close friend, eh? I’ll tell you what,” the keep said, leaning in close and lowering his voice. “Why don’t you stick around for a while? I’ll have a word with a few folks, ask about for you, see what I can shake loose.”

			“There we go, I told you the folk round here weren’t so bad.”

			“We must go. It’s getting late,” August replied.

			“We will, child, we will,” Sharrock smiled. Turning back to the barkeep, he said, “This one here is terrible for worry. Always needling away at some knot or other.”

			The tattooed barkeeper shot August a filthy look. “Aye, kinders do tend to be dramatic.”

			“Please,” August insisted, pulling at Sharrock’s tunic.

			“No, no, stay, stay,” said the keep, filling Sharrock’s cup while it was still in his hand. “Here, this one is on the house.”

			“Thank you, my friend,” Sharrock returned the man’s grin. A look of relief washed over the keep’s face as Sharrock took a long pull at the liquor. August couldn’t be sure, but she thought she glimpsed a twitch at the corner of the man’s right eye. The girl watched as a fat bead of sweat welled up upon the skin of his head and trickled down to the bridge of his nose.

			“Good,” said the keep. “I’ll have one of my lads come round and ask about for you.” He motioned with his hand toward a dark corner. “It won’t take long at all, and I’m sure we can keep you in hale spirits in the meantime.”

			Sharrock let out a belch and slapped his empty cup down on the bar. “I don’t think so, friend, the girl is right. It is high time we were away.”

			“No stay. Here, look, have another drink, go on.”

			Sharrock shook his head as he moved toward the door. August trailed close behind, pushing him forward with a gentle hand on his back.

			“Alright,” the keep called after them. “Be seeing you.”

			The air outside the tavern tasted fresh and crisp as August followed Sharrock onto the street. Hopefully, the bracing air would work to sober the man up. In the pit of her stomach, she knew they had disturbed a mess of trouble.

			“You know,” Sharrock said as he paused to face her. “I believe that man intended to rob me.”

			“The thought occurred to me as well. He may still … come on, we need to keep moving!”

			“Yes, child.”

		

	
		
			Forty-Three

			The Face

			Colm “The Face” Fernsby had not always been a wicked man. In fact, there was a time, many seasons past, when more than a few folks would have regarded him as a good, even proper, man. It was his dear old, departed mother that had first noticed what she called the darkness within him. With his father’s corpse rotting cold and abandoned somewhere north of the expanse, it was his mother’s duty alone to raise him correctly. To her credit, the woman had tried her very best to bless, curse, and eventually beat the sin out of him. Her love and concern for her only son had driven her to carve his back flesh with a vicious leather belt his mother named Justice.

			Ten … twenty … thirty licks at a time, depending on the severity of his youthful sins. It got to the point, somewhere along the protracted line of beatings, where he had relished in the torment inflicted by his mother. Colm did not rightly know why he craved the pain and attention that being bad wrought. It was sweeter than any drink, drug, or woman he had ever known and consumed him as a youth. It brought the death of his dear old mother, with the shame of his misdeeds proving too heavy a burden for her heart to bear. He shed no tears over her grave or paid any other measure of respect to her shade.

			Instead, Colm had thrown himself headlong into the life he had chosen. With a relatively aimless recklessness, he allowed his darkness to consume him. Season after season rolled by without too much effort, with the toll of his black life steadily piling onto his shoulders as surely as a tide. Back then, they did not know him as The Face. That moniker and accompanying horrific reputation would come after a long night spent gambling and drinking with a group of very unsavoury men. That night, as it had a want to do occasionally, Colm’s luck had been red hot. It was as if the dice were his to control, and control them he did. 

			By the break of dawn, he had gutted his three companions as thoroughly as any butcher and left the trio without a coin between them. He had been arrogant, boastful, and ultimately careless. He had failed to see the hatred in his companions’ eyes as he bled them white. Failed, or refused, to see the danger in their sideways glances as the hours slipped by. The grog had been flowing like a torrent that night, it was true, but he should have been more vigilant, more alert to the predators that circled his table.

			When they came for him, it was a complete shock. Two of them restrained and held him down while the third held a blade over the flame of the open brazier in the corner of the gaming room. At that moment, Colm knew what was coming next. He could feel the blackened flesh drip from his face, smell it in his nostrils, and knew that he should be in agony … but he had felt nothing.

			It had not taken long for his assailants to notice his queer reaction. The brute holding the knife slowly backed away, his eyes wide, a look of growing fear spreading across his fat face. The others soon followed fat-face’s lead, releasing their grip on Colm’s shoulders and backing away, the horde of contested coins and baubles forgotten.

			Even if offered a diamond the size of his bollocks for the details of exactly what transpired next, Colm would not have been able to say. All that he knew was a white rage had taken him like nothing he had experienced before. When he regained his senses, Colm found himself seated at the table once more, surrounded by his companions, each one of them utterly befouled by gore and quite dead. It took some time for him to notice that he was equally bespattered in blood and viscera as his company. 

			He hadn’t just killed the men seated around the dice table, he had desecrated them.

			Eyeballs had been forced out of sockets, lips had been ripped from faces, ears slashed and torn, fingers ripped apart. All three scalps had been peeled away, exposing crimson plates of bone. 

			Sitting there, as the dawn slowly settled upon the new day, bewildered and foul, Colm had felt sick to his stomach. If this was the destination that his darkness led to, the culmination of all his misdeeds, then he wanted no part of it.

			He vowed that morning to change his ways, become a better man, maybe even become the good man his mother had always wished for.

			And he became better. Some would indeed have said a proper man, upright and honest, an asset to both friends and community. In the seasons that followed, he managed to rid himself entirely of his former life. Even found himself a good woman and started a family.

			For quite a time, he had lived a simple life, content with his modest home, wife, and growing brood of kinders.

			The fates, however, were not finished with him. Little by little, the vices of his past worked their way back into his mind. A sly game of chance here, a quick tumble with a whore there, the odd flagon of grog. It was mostly harmless fun, or at least, that was what Colm whispered every time he slunk home in the small hours, reeking of shame and feeling an equal measure of regret. The lies he told his wife, the pain in his kinders’ eyes as he found excuses to leave come the evening all started to grind.

			It wasn’t long at all before Colm had amassed a tower of debt. It seemed somewhere in the intervening seasons he had lost his head for the game. He overplayed his position, stayed in games well beyond the point of reason, and made poor decisions. Initially, he had held off his creditors with the measly profits that his daily theft and burglary produced. However, the losses he continued to suffer at night soon put him in a very untenable position. Threats followed by beatings did nothing to improve the issue. Finally, they made threats against his family. Threats, which turned into reality one misty autumn night while Colm was out losing more coin to the gaming table.

			The scene that awaited his return in the early hours would forever be burned into his mind, fuelling his nightmares every night since. His home had turned to a charnel house, his family, butchered and displayed in a stomach-turning exhibition of overkill.

			Colm turned to ice.

			After that morning, that slaying of his kin, that violation of his home, he had harboured no thoughts of his vices, no need for liquor, or gaming, or the embrace of whores. The sole need that fuelled his body with fire was revenge. Brutal, merciless revenge.

			It was at this time, with his head full of darkness, Colm made the acquaintance of Jiro Addison and his brothers of the old collective. Jiro had whispered words of revenge, rivers of blood to be unleashed, and wrongs righted, if only he would join his cause. Jiro promised the location of the men responsible for the slaughter of his family, as well as any help he may need to get next to them in their most vulnerable hours. Promised also, that Colm would have a free hand as to the method and execution of any revenge he desired, no matter how foul or depraved.

			The offer of assistance was too enticing to refuse, and before he could spit, Colm took the strange oaths and other rituals of the old collective binding ceremony. It mattered little what words he muttered, or over which idol he bled. He would have sworn his soul into eternal damnation if it would have brought him to his enemies.

			And good to his word, Jiro had led him to the men responsible. The orgy of blood and ungodly rampage that followed was something truly shocking. Colm opened himself completely to his darkness, and the results were … appalling.

			After it all, after the desire for retribution had abated and the fire within his chest simmered down to a dull heat, Colm Fernsby no longer recognised himself. He had become The Face.

			The Face was a man capable of the most horrific acts imaginable, a cold and utterly ruthless killer. Just the sort of man Jiro needed.

			Colm had become a tool, an instrument of violence, which Jiro and the old collective used to great effect. The troubles that followed, the clan wars as they had come to be known, had wedded Colm and the collective more secure than a mere blood oath or ritual.

			The Face was old collective through and through, and more pointedly, Jiro’s man until his last breath. And so, it was at times of great importance, he above all others, ahead of the legion of cappers that backed Jiro’s plays was afforded the honour of firsts.

			It was his honour to sample the first ladle full of every stew Jiro prepared. Initially, it had taken Colm a spell to steel himself to eat human flesh. But, like most other things in life, he soon developed quite a taste for it.

			Now, standing patiently as Jiro stirred his wooden ladle through the stew simmering in the black-iron cauldron, his mouth watered with the aroma. Bellies were grumbling in the gathered crowd below the small dais where the meal was being prepared.

			“Is it almost ready, boss?” The Face asked in a voice that was close to a whisper. His gut twisted into knots, forcing a peculiar wrinkle into the ruin of flesh upon his cheek.

			Jiro grinned. “Yes,” he said in a voice powerful enough to carry across the hall. “It is time to feast!”

			The Face pushed forward and watched eagerly as Jiro heaped a heavy portion of the casserole into his bowl. The scent of spices and other flavours hit his nose like the finest bouquet, flooding his already salivating mouth, almost causing him to drool.

			“Thank you,” he said as he moved away to make room for the crowd waiting. Guarding the contents of his bowl, he moved clear of the throng as swiftly as he could manage. The first mouthful was fantastic. Easily the best stew yet.

		

	
		
			Forty-Four

			Merger and Acquisitions

			Cordelia let the smile die upon her painted lips. The meal set before her was all but finished, with only a few scraps of meat and half-consumed vegetables remaining upon the fine porcelain plate. Her guest for the evening was a truly sorry sight to behold.

			Across the large wooden table, slump-shouldered and barely conscious, Dynor Walsh silently stared down at his own untouched plate of food.

			Cordelia had to give credit to her tickler. He had done an outstanding job extracting the information she needed. Dynor had proven to be very receptive to the treatment and had divulged every single secret he had to keep in the end, almost tripping over himself to tell his tales.

			With slow, deliberate movements, Cordelia let her fork fall onto her plate. Dynor flinched. His hollow eyes tracked the source of the noise, finally settling on the woman across the table. His pupils did not focus. His expression was slack, an ill-fitted mask of swollen and bruised flesh. Ever since the man had been cleaned up and moved upstairs, he had not uttered a word. Nor had he focused his sight on anything or even seemed to have noticed his surroundings at all. To Cordelia’s eye, it looked as though Dynor was utterly consumed with a far-off vista, somewhere beyond the normal realm.

			Irritated, she snapped her fingers together, and a silent tear welled in Dynor’s left eye and slowly rolled down his battered cheek.

			“Really,” Cordelia hissed. “This will not do!”

			Dynor’s eyes snapped up to Cordelia’s face. Finally, there was a focus in those eyes. It was as though a lingering mist had been burned away by the sun.

			Dynor cleared his throat and wiped at his wet cheek with the back of his hand. He noticed, somewhat puzzled, that his hand trembled slightly.

			“I…” he squeaked, his voice as jagged as broken glass.

			“You would be well advised to remain silent. For the time being, at least. We have much to discuss, well … more truthfully, I have much to tell you.” The woman’s voice was light, almost pleasant. “I believe you have done quite a measure of talking already.”

			Dynor remained silent.

			“Good.” Cordelia nodded. “I hope you are a little more comfortable now. It was an unfortunate thing, what I had done, but … it was necessary. I needed to know of your little web of secrets. I did not know you had your fingers in so many pies.”

			Dynor’s newly focused eyes bore into the woman sitting across the table. She was beautiful, unmistakably so, yet there was a definite coldness to her, a chill around her dark eyes. A dangerous and pitiless beauty, with what looked like painted blood upon her lips. Despite himself, Dynor felt that familiar stirring in his britches. With a still trembling hand, he adjusted his swiftly stiffening cock under the welcome concealment of the table. “I have never experienced pain like I did today.” 

			Cordelia let the smile return to her lips. “That was quite the point.”

			“Well, I believe I understand your point.”

			“Good, I’d hate to have to repeat myself.”

			“You don’t.”

			“Then, I suggest you pay attention to what I am about to say.” She paused for a moment, letting her words sink in. “As you may or may not know, my name is Cordelia.” She waved a casual wrist in the air. “And this is my place.”

			“Charmed to meet you,” Dynor said sourly.

			Cordelia inclined her head. “And you, Mr. Walsh. As I said a moment ago, I did not know just how busy a man you are. Now, I admire a focused and strong working man, I do … I have many such men in my employ. Hardworking men with a drive can be truly something to witness.”

			“I don’t understand,” Dynor said flatly.

			“No, I wouldn’t expect you to … not yet. My organisation is a very complex vessel, with many moving parts and facets of interest. And as you might expect, I have men and women in key positions to manage the daily humdrum and keep this good ship on course.”

			Dynor held his tongue. The woman had a great deal to say, and he felt he had already talked enough for one day.

			“And my ship runs smoothly. That’s not to say, though, that occasionally, we do not encounter the odd stormy sea.”

			The sea metaphor was really irking Dynor, and he cleared his sore throat pointedly.

			Cordelia raised an eyebrow, a tickle of a smile upon her lips. With a flick of her tongue over her perfect white teeth, she continued to talk. “I run a strict regime here. This is not a business that allows you to show any measure of leniency and continue at the top. It has forced a certain measure of ruthlessness into my life, and I am afraid to say, ruined more than one good friendship.”

			Dynor snorted. “I’ll wager!”

			“Indeed, it has forced me to punish quite a few people who have not been as loyal as I might have wished.”

			The mention of punishment made Dynor’s cock twitch with a fresh pulse of blood. As subtle as he could manage, he repositioned himself, doing what he could to ease the throb. “I cannot see what this has to do with me,” he said flatly.

			Cordelia eased an errant strand of hair over her ear, her delicately tapered fingers finding a home for the lock as she regarded her dinner guest. “Well, it seems I have a very unhappy capper under my employ. This man has, until recently, been one of my best. Someone who I could and have relied on. He has under him a substantial cohort of thieves and cutthroats that, if the whispers I’ve been hearing are accurate, will do anything for him.”

			“Alright,” Dynor said, still unsure as to the woman’s point.

			“In short, I fear this man is very close to revolt. At this stage, I am bracing for a coup at any moment.”

			“Again, I fail to see …”

			“You are a man of great, and to be honest, quite surprising resources. As I said earlier, you seem to have your dirty little fingers in many dirty little pies. To be very blunt, Mr. Walsh, under these very troubling circumstances, I need you and your network of pies.”

			“You jest surely!”

			“I assure you, I do not. My business is something that I never joke about.”

			“How can you expect me to work with you, offer my connections, and manpower after—”

			“Come now!” Cordelia laughed softly. The sound was light and musical. “Do you think this is a negotiation? Do you really believe that you are able to refuse my requests?”

			Dynor swallowed hard. “What exactly is it you want?”

			Cordelia smiled once more. “Good, I see that your wits and capacity for reasoned thinking have not left you entirely. To put it simply, Mr. Walsh, I want it all.”

			“By the bells!” Dynor sighed. “Is that all? Shouldn’t I also offer you my severed balls? This is ridiculous! Why is this happening? Why me?”

			“That is a fair question, I suppose. To be honest, if it weren’t for certain actions you have undertaken lately, certain meddling in affairs, which are clearly not your own, you most likely would have remained below my sphere of interest.”

			“What actions? What meddling?”

			“Ah, finally, some questions of substance. As I told you earlier, I run a tight organisation here. We have rules and consequences. For quite a good few seasons now, I have employed an old friend of yours. I am sure you know who I mean?”

			Dynor nodded his head in silence.

			“Good, our mutual friend was an excellent worker. Certainly, he did nothing to warrant my attention or cause me to call for any disciplinary action. In fact, he was one of my very top earners.”

			“He always had a knack for it.” Dynor could not help but grin. “A true people person.”

			“That was until there was an incident while he was out collecting his weekly rounds. It seems he ran into quite a hostile reception while out, which, I must tell you, is not the normal state of affairs.”

			“I … don’t …”

			“I would advise you to keep any lies you might brew behind your teeth. Ugly words make for ugly tongues. I have no time for such ugliness. I cut it away. My dogs enjoy the results, though.” Cordelia let the threat hang in the air for a moment before continuing. “It seems this hostility was whipped up by an individual whispering into ears, sewing discontent, and working up some mischief.”

			“I … needed …”

			“You needed?”

			“I needed an excuse.”

			Cordelia’s left brow rose.

			“I needed a reason for him to come work for me. I knew that without a push, he would not leave such a well-suited employer. I needed him to be in no position to refuse me.”

			“I see.”

			“I thought that with him out of favour here, in debt and hunted, he would be much more amenable to my offer. It looks as though I may have overplayed my hand.”

			“Why did you need this man so badly? Surely there are others that you could have called upon?”

			Dynor shook his head slowly. His swollen face smarted with the movements and he grimaced as he spoke. “Not here, not in Kraven. Our mutual friend is one of a very few men that I can trust down here. Plus, he is utterly relentless. Truly, he is like a dog with a bone, once set on the trail of a quarry. It really is something to behold.”

			“Alright,” Cordelia breathed. “I can see why you would want such a man. Now tell me of your other men, assets, and services you will provide me.”

		

	
		
			Forty-Five

			Wisdom of the Ancients

			If he had to guess, Sharrock reckoned the man had been dead for a good while. Days, if not weeks. The smell, while not exactly pleasant, did not possess the pungent tang of the newly deceased.

			This body, this dead person, had spent quite a good while stewing in the sun. Ripening under the sky, yellowing and bloating like a fish, but had mellowed, just slightly, from the truly offensive. Mellowed in odour maybe, but Sharrock had to admit, it was difficult to look at. What the man had looked like in life was hard to guess.

			“What did he do?” August whispered as she closed in on Sharrock’s shoulder.

			“I am not certain, child. He was a criminal of some sort.”

			“Look!” August motioned toward the corpse.

			Sharrock let his eyes follow to where the girl’s finger pointed. Strapped around the dead man’s neck, almost lost amid the bloated flesh, was a small, bloodied, and weather-beaten card. Sharrock squinted hard at the small script barely visible upon the card.

			“Right,” he snorted.

			“What does it say?” asked August.

			“It says they have found this man guilty of the most heinous crime imaginable, a crime that is not pardonable, and has been set here for all to witness his justice.”

			“What crime?”

			“Blasphemy.” 

			“The Accord?” the girl asked.

			“The Accord. This is the work they are best at. Animals, the lot of ‘em!”

			“Quiet,” August hissed. “You don’t want to end up like our friend here.”

			Sharrock hawked up a large ball of phlegm and spat out his displeasure. “Dead is dead, child, it doesn’t bother me much what happens to me after I’m done.”

			“That is true enough, dead is dead, but I think the manner in which we are ushered there matters greatly.”

			“Fair point, come on.” He pulled his eyes away from the dead man. “We need to keep moving.”

			Without waiting for a reply, he moved away from the corpse. A moment later, he heard August’s feet scrape against the ground as she scrambled to keep up. Even though he was not moving at full stride, he knew it was still a formidable pace for the girl to maintain.

			“Wait,” she called, almost breathless.

			“The day is moving, child, and so must we.”

			The crash came out of nowhere.

			A storm of blinding lights accompanied the sound of smashing crockery and more than a little measure of pain. Sharrock could taste the iron of blood in his mouth as he fell.

			Sharrock tuned and watched as August tried to scream, but a rough hand covered her mouth and choked away the sound. The girl was bundled from her feet, a coarse hessian hood forced over her eyes, and dragged bodily into a nearby alley.

			Similarly, Sharrock was manhandled toward the alley, his swollen eyes rolling back into his head as he went.

			“Quickly, bind them. Bring them.”

			Their hands and feet were forced into loops of rope, filthy rags were balled into their mouths, and fixed tight.

			Sharrock had to admit, even through the haze the blow to the head had brought, he could recognise professional work when he saw it. Amateurs may have been careless enough to allow a quick glimpse at their faces. Not these men.

		

	
		
			Forty-Six

			An Ancient One

			The trapdoor did not rise easily. Even though Algust DeTollmas had steeled himself in anticipation, the squealing of hinges still came as an unwelcome assault upon his ears. He muttered old dark curses to himself as he closed the bolt of the door’s locking mechanism, securing the trap open, revealing a flight of steep stairs cut into the ancient flagstones.

			He had descended the stairs countless times over the seasons. Clear evidence of his path was visible by the worn-down trail at the centre of each stone step, testament to the many hundreds of miles he must have travelled over those two dozen steps into the darkness and back. With a slight sigh of resignation, he willed his old knees to start yet another journey. Sometimes, he mused on the times he had enjoyed as a youth, a golden time when aches and pains were not a known thing, and the entire world seemed open for his leisure. He had been glorious then, firm limbed and keen eyed, with an acid wit and burning intellect. He had been a fool then as well. 

			His father had warned him so long ago. Warned and raged, threatened and reasoned. Finally, his father had cast him out. Severed the bloodline and spat upon his shadow. But he had known better than his father, better than the sacred teaching, better than the generations before. He truly had been a fool.

			And he had surely paid a hefty price for such folly. He had not communicated with his own kind in decades, nor had he felt the presence of the old gods or their minions.

			The absence of the divine bit at his core like an amputated leg. But he survived. Over the tides of time, he constructed a vast and multifaceted empire of liars. Like the jewel-eyed queen at the centre of a hive, he had amassed an unrivalled network, and had control over a legion of informants. The position did, however, require him to dirty his hands.

			So, Algust DeTollmas willed his ancient bones to make the journey one more time.

		

	
		
			Forty-Seven

			Depths

			Old black birds circled on the wind. Ravens … mocking with laughter and gleaming, knowing eyes.

			The eyes were alarming. They gleamed like precious stones, cold … hostile.

			A tapping … slow… measured … rhythmic.

			Sharrock stirred … slowly. He clung to his slumber like a petulant child fighting against a call to morning chores.

			Just a moment or two longer, please, the chores can wait.

			The tapping was relentless. There was a peculiar smell in the air of damp, stale earth, as well as something else he could not name. Almost like blood, yet not quite. Fighting against the urge to cough, Sharrock opened his eyes.

			With a groan, the veteran closed his eyes once more. It felt as though grit had been forced under his lids. The smell in his nose had turned into a reek. It was blood! Old blood, mixed with earth. It was the reek of a grave after a battle. 

			Sharrock rolled onto his back and tried to get some air into his lungs. The tickle at his throat only got worse as the air passed, forcing him to hack. 

			“By the fucking bells!” he cursed.

			The sound of August murmuring could be heard off somewhere over his right shoulder. The girl sounded very groggy, as if she was struggling to rouse herself from a deep slumber.

			Wherever he was, Sharrock could see that it was dark. The air had a closed in feel, like the inside of a cell, or a cramped chamber. 

			“Please, do not stress yourself. There is nothing of danger here.” The voice in the darkness startled Sharrock. His cheeks crimsoned quickly as he realised the accompanying squeal of shock that filled the air was his own.

			The voice that had unmanned him so easily was deep, like the distant rumble of war drums. Sharrock had never heard a voice like it in his life. If mountains could talk, he well imagined their voices would be something akin to what he was hearing.

			“W-where am I?” he stammered. 

			“Why you are here, little one,” came the voice. “We are … all here. You, and I, and the other.”

			He sensed that someone was moving just beyond his vision. Whoever owned this voice was slowly moving within the darkness.

			“Why am I here? Why have you brought me to this pit? Why am I in shackles?”

			Laughter washed over Sharrock from the darkness. “So many questions. You are here because I wish it so. You and your companion have been rooting your noses through muck you have no business with, no doubt searching for what you deem prize truffles, yes?”

			Sharrock twisted his head round as far as possible to where the sound of August’s groans were coming from. “If you have harmed her! I will—”

			“The child is no more harmed than yourself. It just seems that she is less well seasoned to the rigours of life that sometimes befall the journeyman.”

			“What?” Sharrock spat. His head throbbed mercilessly and the feeling of sickness that dominated his gut would not settle. “What … do you want with us?”

			“I am, by nature, a curious creature. I have learned over time to police my mind, my thirst for answers. Occasionally, however, I let my curiosity be sated.”

			“I don’t understand.” Sharrock said, his mouth like a rancid soup.

			“I do not expect that you would, little one.”

			“Stop calling me that!” 

			Deep rolling laughter hit Sharrock’s ears like a slow-moving wave. No matter which way he twisted his head, he could not escape the noise. It was everywhere and for a reason he could not place, profoundly unsettling.

			“Why would I stop calling you what you are? You are, by your very nature, small … insignificant … pathetic. But please, do not fret, little one, it is beyond your control. It has always been such.”

			“By the bells, you like to run your mouth, don’t you?” Sharrock could feel the rage building. Heat coiled within his gut, that old familiar feeling of hate, as intimate as any lover, a welcome conqueror to banish the fear. “If you plan on killing us, can’t we just get to it?”

			“As I said, there is no danger here.”

			Sharrock let the words hang in the air for a moment. “Then what is it you want?”

			Silence descended as the thing within the darkness seemed to consider the question.

			“I want to know some of your truths.”

			“What truths?” Sharrock snorted. “I don’t have any fucking secrets to spill! You’ve got the wrong man here. I know nothing!”

			“Ah … but I rather think that you do. You see, little one, I have been observing you for quite a while now.”

			“You have been observing me?”

			“Quite so.”

			“To what end?” Sharrock demanded.

			“It is my way to observe. Especially when the focus of my observations reflects upon my greater interests. I have a vast array of … interests. And I have my little watchers in almost every corner of this great city. Very little goes unnoticed.”

			“Good for you,” Sharrock sneered. His arms twisted and burned mercilessly as he worked against the shackles that bound his wrists and ankles. It was useless. The iron of the fetters was old and rusted, but just as strong as the day it had been forged. No matter how he strained, the blasted things would not loosen even a little.

			“It is good for me,” the voice in the shadows continued. “It allows me to keep abreast of things, keep my head above the waters. Allows me to see things, connections, and coincidences.”

			“And I am one of your connections or coincidences?”

			Again, the laughter seeped out of the darkness. “No, little one, you are not. You are merely here to answer my questions.”

			“What questions?”

			“Kings, queens, princes, and paupers. The mighty, and the slugs that attach themselves to power. Everyman, common man as well as utterly unique and refined specimens, all these men I have known and known of. And now I would know a little of you.”

			“Well, ask your blasted questions! ” Sharrock growled.

			“As you wish. First, I would like to know why you have been making the enquiries that you have. What is your purpose?”

			“What enquiries?” Sharrock curled his lip, feigning ignorance.

			“Oh, I think you know, little one. You have been asking after an individual, a certain human. I believe you have been enquiring about the nature of the … man, and where he may be?”

			“By the bells! Is that what this is about? Reelum fucking Hangs? The drunk? It’s a job, nothing more!”

			“And what would you do with this man should you find him? You plan to render him some harm? Usher some manner of mischief upon his person?”

			“I have no such plans. My instructions are merely to find him, make sure that he is well, and bring him in.”

			“Bring him where?” the voice asked in an almost impossibly low tone.

			“In. Just bring him into safety. I guess he has kicked up some mess of trouble somewhere, pissed in the wrong pockets or something, and now his friends are looking to reel him in before someone does him a mischief.”

			“These friends of whom you speak, who are they? What is their purpose?”

			“Huh? What is the purpose of any friends? I suppose—”

			“My meaning,” the voice from the black interrupted. “Is, why do you suppose these friends have set you in motion? Why do they care about the wellbeing of this Reelum Hangs?”

			“I cannot answer that. I do not know.”

			“Alright little one, do not trouble yourself on that. I know you are not weaving threads of deceit around this matter. Let us talk of things that you know then, yes?”

			Sharrock nodded his head silently.

			“Good,” the thing from the shadows continued.

			An icy chill trickled down his spine and collected as a cold slab of unease in his gut as the thing resumed its questioning.

			“Who are your employers?”

			It was a simple question, and normally would have garnered a simple response. Sharrock wished he could offer up his usual answer to such questions. Why, it’s the old collective that fills my purse. 

			Under normal circumstances, the mere mention of the old collective would have been enough to silence further questions or grumbles. The collective’s reputation had been a handy cloak to wear in times of strife, almost an added layer of armour that had saved his hide more than once. If he said those words now, it would be a lie, and somehow, Sharrock knew the thing would taste his false words. He let out a long breath and said, “I am currently employed by the Seven Hills Group.”

			“I have knowledge of these men. They are not long to Kraven. I understand until recently the group has focused their attention further north. How is it that you come to be under their employ?”

			“I know the owner. He is an old companion of mine.”

			“And who is his employer?”

			Sharrock laughed despite himself. “I don’t have a clue. Wasn’t really a concern of mine when I was offered the job!”

			“Fair enough. Tell me, then, of this companion of yours that owns the group.”

			“Dynor? What would you know?”

			“Just as much as you have to tell.”

			“He is a man I have known for many seasons. A friend, in truth. He is a good man. Well … if not exactly good, then at least … true. I have never known him to—”

			“What of his worship? At whose altar does he abase?”

			“What?” Sharrock was taken aback.

			“Is he a religious man?”

			“No, in all the time I have spent with him, the one thing I can say is that he has shown no interest in the divine.”

			“Has this man ever mentioned the Accord?”

			“Those plate-lickers? No, other than to curse their names and spit at their shadows!”

			“Is that so?” The voice trailed off to a low rumble.

			Silence settled around Sharrock.

			Finally, the voice stirred once more. “I have some knowledge of the man you seek. He has been one thing for a time, and then another for a longer time. He is known.”

			“Alright,” Sharrock replied.

			“As far as I can ascertain, the man you seek will be at one of two locations. But I warn you, little one, both are difficult to access.”

			“Tell me.” 

		

	
		
			Forty-Eight

			Exhortation

			Myer followed close behind as best he could manage. He found that if he focused purely on the shoulders of the man leading the way, his vision did not swim as badly, and his thoughts, although still chaotic, settled somewhat. For the life of him, he could not shift the sour taste that had plagued his mouth from the moment he had woken below the ziggurat. He had consumed a mighty measure of both water and wine, but nothing he did could rid him of it. 

			Luckily, Tol had assured him they did not have far to travel.

			At present, Kraven’s twisting streets and back-alley cutaways were flowing under his feet at an alarming pace. Already they had travelled quite a way. Twisting and turning at random, scurrying down this path or that, ducking under doorways and overhangs until he had become totally lost.

			Tol did not rush through the streets, but he set a formidable cadence. Myer’s legs burned with the effort of keeping pace. It was obvious the large man leading the way knew the route well. Not for a moment did he stop to ponder the next turn or track, nor did he look about to reconnoitre his position, instead he propelled forward without delay, effortlessly negotiating the correct course.

			Myer realised he had very little choice other than to trust the man and his capabilities. He was, after all, an Accord brother, and must have been chosen to help usher him to his mission for a reason. From what he could tell from the few conversations they had shared, he seemed to be intelligent, a little stern, if anything, but focused and sober.

			Suddenly, Myer found that Tol had stopped moving. He had only just been able to pull himself up before crashing into the man. They had come to the nexus point of three streets. A small ramshackle market pocked the perimeter of the junction, bringing an untidiness to the area, which was already heavily blemished by poverty and waste. At the centre of the square, suspended by heavy chains some thirty feet into the air, were a brace of iron cages. Inside each cage was a collection of rags and vaguely human shapes.

			Myer noticed Tol was standing still, craning his eyes up to observe the cages with what could only be described as intense concentration. “What is it?” Myer asked, a little out of breath.

			Tol answered without shifting his gaze from the pair of cages. “These are my gibbets. I set them last week. I’m just trying to determine if it is time to bring them down yet.”

			Myer grimaced as he regarded the cages and the bodies within. Without doubt, it was a brutal way to die, slowly succumbing to thirst, the wind, and the cold, all the while trapped in a cage too small to stand or sit. To add insult to the experience, the baying of the passing crowds meant the unfortunate sods above were never able to sleep or find even the smallest measure of relief.

			“I wonder,” Tol mused as he bent low to pick up a rock at his feet. With keen accuracy, he sent the stone slamming into the side of the nearest cage. A dull ringing resounded around the ruddy little market, accompanied by a low, pitiful moan. “Ah.” Tol smiled. “Another few days, at least, I think.”

			Myer could not help but notice the reaction Tol’s presence attracted among the folk on the street. Many people hurried away from him, suddenly needing to be elsewhere. Others cursed at him or tried to bless themselves with wards hastily traced into the air before their faces. 

			“Come now, brother,” Myer said, placing a hand upon Tol’s shoulder. “We need to be away. There are many things we need to do!”

		

	
		
			Forty-Nine

			Intermediary

			Jiro did not like the taste of the air, not one little bit. To his nose, the place positively reeked of accusations and betrayal. He had not wanted to come to the moot in the first place. Such meetings always made his arse twitch. But he was not able to refuse, not yet at least anyway.

			To add to the feeling of unease, the hatchet-faced thug had been forced to wait for well over an hour with his two cappers. The stink of the trio’s sweat was gathering in strength and offensiveness with each passing moment. Not that the surrounds themselves were altogether unwelcoming, far from it, in fact. Jiro was hard pressed to remember when he had been in such a fine place. He knew that his two companions had experienced nothing like it. He doubted whether they had set foot in the Chequers quarter at all before this very morning. Situated almost in the shadow of the very grand and imposing Harkon ziggurat, the Cloistered Sisters was certainly not a place used to accommodating their brand of scum. Indeed, it didn’t stretch Jiro’s imagination at all to see the place, under normal circumstances, filled with the good and the great of the city. High gentlemen, all individuals of wealth and influence, relaxing here after a long day of … Well Jiro didn’t really know what. Regardless, he could easily see the power brokers of Kraven idling away their time here.

			It was a gentleman’s club, whatever that meant, but as far as Jiro could tell, the place was run entirely by women. Jiro’s mouth watered as his thoughts drifted to the big girl that guarded the door. She looked delicious, with exactly the right amount of fat to render into a truly sweet stew. A loud rumble from Jiro’s stomach accompanied his silent musing.

			In an attempt to distract from his grumbling gut, he toyed with a loose thread from the inside leg of his pants. Suddenly, very aware of his opulent surroundings and the very shabby clothing, Jiro’s cheeks crimsoned. Hot shame quickly developed into bubbling anger.

			Who in blazes were these people to make folk feel ashamed?

			With a quick flick, Jiro slapped away the thread.

			“Everything alright boss?” one of his cappers asked, pulling his thoughts away from his irritation.

			“Quiet,” Jiro hissed. The last thing he needed was his two thick-headed companions to shoot off at the mouth. 

			Without warning, a door at the far end of the chamber flung open, and a man flanked by three brutes entered. Following at their heels, the stern-looking madame that had shown Jiro in earlier struggled to keep up, her legs moving frantically, restricted by the lavish cut of her long dress.

			“Please remain seated, gentlemen,” the man at the head of the group said.

			Jiro had not made even the slightest attempt to rise. Neither had either of his cappers. This man that flounced into the room like a floral-scented zephyr looked almost as preened and finely attired as the madame. He wore powder on his face, a great measure of it. Jiro would not have been surprised in the least if he had spent more on his magnificent clothes and other trinkets that festooned his outfit than the lady had on hers.

			“Who the fuck are you?” Jiro demanded.

			The man smiled, flicking a signal to his thugs to remain calm. “Charming. You may call me Mr. Walsh if you please.”

			Jiro watched as Mr. Walsh selected an overstuffed armchair and lowered himself into it with a loud, satisfied sigh.

			“What the fuck is going on here? Where is the governor?” Jiro said, his eyes darting between the newly seated man, his three guards, and the madame.

			Mr. Walsh’s smile did not fade even for a moment. With ease, he slowly reached into a breast pocket of his immaculately tailored vest and produced a fat cigar the length of a finger. Without a word, the madame glided over, lit a taper from the flame of a nearby lamp, and held the burning end close for use.

			Soon, the room filled with a sweet smoke as Mr. Walsh puffed away.

			After he had made certain the tobacco was lit correctly and burning just so, he turned his attention to the men seated across the room with a languid gaze.

			His attitude made Jiro’s hackles rise. Just as he was about to spit out his irritation, the pretentious little twat spoke once more.

			“Mistress Cordelia will not be joining us today.” His tone was as cheery as if he were ordering a round of drinks for some chums. This man, this powdered and pampered buffoon, needed a good thrashing to take the starch out of his sails. Jiro swallowed his rage with some difficulty. “What?” he hissed through clenched teeth.

			“I said, the governor will not be joining us today. She has given me authority to speak on her behalf. I believe she has grown rather tired of your … disrespect.”

			Jiro blinked, momentarily dumbfounded. “What?” he finally managed.

			“You can consider this meeting a warning, if you like. We are aware of your aspirations, and we do not welcome them.”

			“We?” snorted Jiro. “We? I have not set eyes upon you before now! You are not one of us!”

			Mr. Walsh smiled. “While I am new to the fold, I can assure you that I am one of you.”

			“Balls!” hissed one of Jiro’s cappers.

			An icy look from the boss silenced the man before he had the chance to say anything else.

			“Quite. Anyway, apart from the warning about your recent activities and attitudes, I have been told to relay some new instructions. It seems the game has changed somewhat.”

			“What instructions? Who do you think you are? Coming here—”

			“I have explained to you, my name is Mr. Walsh, and I have come on the behest of—”

			“Your name is shit and I don’t care who sent you here!” Jiro’s eyes blazed as he spat out his words.

			“Look, I am not here to win your friendship, or court for your affections. I am here to give warning and instruct you to abandon the quarry we have set you. There is a greater game to be played now, and Sharrock is not to be harmed or distracted from his business. His debt is forgiven.”

			If Jiro could murder from looks alone, his expression would have killed the man daring to order him around like a dog. How could this smug, puffed up, and preened little turd assume the authority to talk and act as if he were untouchable. Glide in here, without so much as a nod of respect and talk of warnings, and orders, and debts forgiven. It would not stand!

			“I will take your warning under advisement, Mr. Walsh,” Jiro said in a cool tone. “But you should know this. Me and my crew don’t take kindly to being ordered about. Especially by powdered little fools like yourself. We are a proud group, easily offended. But, once we take on a job, we do the fucking job! Sharrock will be delivered, as promised, then … then we will talk of this warning.”

			Mr. Walsh inclined his head slightly as he rose from his chair. “As you wish.” 

		

	
		
			Fifty

			Hidden Treasures

			The fixings that held the windowpane fast were stubborn bastards. Sharrock cursed under his breath as he willed his fat fingers to free the pane from the window frame. It had been many seasons since he had last tried to sneak his way into a joint, and he was not sure that he hadn’t lost the knack for it.

			“Is it working?” August whispered into his ear. The girl was huddled close to his back, low, and pressed in against the window ledge. Getting her up the three stories to the roof had been no simple task. For one so young, she was a terrible climber.

			“Almost,” Sharrock hissed.

			Slowly, the thick sheet of glass pulled free of its fixings. 

			“That’s got it,” August said with a little squeal.

			Sharrock grunted as he lay the pane down on to the crushed pebbles of the roof. The building they were on top of was immense. The directions that Algust had given them were precise and led deep into the heart of the Old quarter. Every building hereabouts was enormous, constructed of ancient stone, to a design and skill of ages past.

			Thankfully, this building looked to be empty. No light shone through the many windows, and the three grand entrances were held shut by ropes of iron, rusted orange-brown by decades of weather.

			“Come,” Sharrock whispered. “I will lower you in.”

			August regarded the open window and yawning chasm of darkness within. Her eyes were wide, and she bit her lip to prevent it from trembling, but she nodded her head and moved closer to the ledge.

			Sharrock positioned himself behind the girl and, taking her under each arm, lifted her into the building and lowered her down.

			It was not a long drop. August dangled from Sharrock’s grip for a moment before dropping the final two feet to land on a plush carpeted floor. Looking back up to the open window, she could see Sharrock’s head peering in from the rooftop.

			With a wave of her arm, she indicated he should join her.

			A few moments of scraping and cursing, and Sharrock was standing next to the girl in the dark room. He panted in the darkness, obviously far less suited to the rigours of larceny than when he was as a youth.

			“Come on,” he whispered after catching his wind. “We need to keep moving.”

			“I can’t see anything,” August replied.

			Sharrock had to agree with the girl. The interior of the building was almost pitch black. Even after waiting a few moments for his eyes to adjust, he still could see nothing more than a foot from his face. Biting into the binding on his wrist, he quickly stripped a thin ribbon from the bandage. After a few moments of fumbling to secure a flint from his trouser pocket, he had the material burning merrily.

			“Alright,” he whispered. “At least we can see a little now.”

			The room that surrounded them was devoid of furniture. On the walls were grimy outlines of rectangular shapes that would have been where magnificent portraits, or other such works of art, must have once hung. Clearly, this room had not been used in quite some time.

			Sharrock moved. Quickly and quietly, he made his way out of the room, into a vast corridor that stretched away into darkness in both directions. On nothing more than a whim, he spun on his heel and headed down the corridor that led away to the left.

			Soon, after moving down the corridor without even so much as a simple door to break up the monotony of stark wall and floor, they came to a truly immense hall.

			After taking a few tentative steps into the hall, Sharrock stopped.

			“What is this place?” August whispered, her breath catching in her throat as she spoke.

			“I do not know, child.” Before them, lined up in neat rows, were countless cots. Each cot was occupied with a sleeping person, bound at the ankles, wrists, chest and, curiously enough, forehead. Sharrock reached out and, as gently as he could manage, took August by the wrist. “Come on,” he hissed between his teeth. Her eyes were as wide as a doll’s, damp and darting from one cot to the next. 

			Thankfully, August did not protest as she was ushered along.

			Their footfalls sounded like the tolling of a bell upon the cold flagstones of the hall as the pair moved down the rows of slumbering people. Realisation struck Sharrock like lightning. Every single one of the sleepers was female. 

			“Something is amiss here.” 

			“Why do they all sleep … like that?” August gripped Sharrock’s hand tightly.

			He gave the girl’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “I do not know, but whatever the reason, I know we need not linger here.”

			The light seeping in from the small windows high above bathed everything within the hall in an unsettling blue-white glow. The shadows and pools of candlelight reminded Sharrock of a particularly harrowing night he had spent inside an ancient crypt, fumbling blindly at girdle straps and a bodice in a desperate adolescent attempt to bed a village girl. That night, many, many seasons ago, had been very confusing. Equal parts excitement and pleasure, thoroughly mixed with unease, and toward the end, barely contained terror.

			Despite himself, Sharrock smiled.

			“What is amusing?” August asked.

			“Nothing, child.” He smirked. He had not thought of that night, or that lass, in an age. For the life of him, he could not remember her name, but he recalled her warmth and kindness … and taste for the macabre. “Come on, there is a light ahead.”

			Sharrock guided August toward the light up ahead with a firm grip. He wanted to be away from the unconscious women as swiftly as possible and moved as quickly and silently as he could manage.

			Suddenly, August froze. Her hand fell away from Sharrock’s, and she stood as still as a statue.

			Sharrock turned to face the girl. “What is it?” he whispered.

			August’s face was a mask, deathly white and unmoving. Sharrock moved closer and placed his hand on her shoulder. He could feel tremors wracking her body as if she had just emerged from ice water. Fat tears wet her cheeks as she finally spoke. “There.” 

			Sharrock’s eyes followed to where the girl pointed with a trembling finger.

			“I don’t see,” he said flatly. To his eyes, the cot the girl pointed at was identical to all the others. The woman, restrained head, wrist, and ankles, looked just as all the others did. Albeit, she was a very attractive woman, but he could not see why she would warrant such a reaction.

			 “What is it, child?” Sharrock asked.

			“This is Pia … my sister.”

			“By the bells!” Sharrock cursed.

			There was a likeness between the girls. A look of the face, the set of the eyes. 

			“Why is she here? What has happened to her?”

			“I do not know, child,” Sharrock replied, casting his eyes once more to the myriad of cots. “But something is terribly wrong here.”

			Without another word, he handed the burning taper to August. After long moments, working to free the restraints and buckles of the cot, he scooped low and picked up the unconscious girl from her cot. “Hangs is not here. He more than likely never was.”

			August nodded, pushing an errant strand of hair from her sister’s face. “She is beautiful,” she whispered.

			“I must get to the second address without delay,” Sharrock continued, as if he had not heard August’s words. “We will get back to the street, and then we will wake your sister. Once she has awoken, you will take her back to my bunk room. You remember the way?”

			August bit her lip and nodded.

			“Good. Wait there for my return.”

		

	
		
			Fifty-One

			Tooth and Talon

			Violence pulsed in vicious but spasmodic bursts. Horrific cries of pain and low growls accented the episodes of savagery. Blood wet the air as long fingers of saliva cast out of snarled mouths.

			With every clash, the crowd pulsed in a concert of pleasure, amazement, and bloodlust. It was a booming crowd for so late in the season. Normally all the prized fighting animals from the north had already found a home to sleep away the winter months, and the pits were reduced to offering only dog verse dog contests. With the decline in the variety of fights came the inevitable decline of bystanders.

			Today’s event was something special and had drawn in a much larger crowd. A rare animal had been touted about the lower quarters for weeks as a once in a lifetime spectacle.

			So far, this animal, this odd-looking creature known as “Wolverine,” had more than lived up to its reputation. The carcasses of three large and powerful mongrels, bred and trained for the pits, were piled next to their owner, a silent testimonial to the killing prowess of the northern curiosity. 

			Jiro leaned forward onto the wooden railing that encircled the pit to get a better look at the strange animal that had already spilled so much blood. It wasn’t much to look at to Jiro’s eyes. No bigger than a medium-sized mutt, with a smallish head and paws. It had a dark fur, but apart from that, it looked no more dangerous than a lamb. It was the level of aggression the beast displayed that tipped the ledger in its favour and caused the crowd to swoon and marvel. More than that, the baying mass placed wager after wager with the mob of bookmakers that swarmed through the throng like flies on dung.

			That Jiro had a sticky little finger in the purse of every scoundrel that made a bet only sweetened what was proving to be a delightful morning.

			“Boss.” 

			“What is it?” Jiro hissed, not taking his eyes from the action below.

			“I bring word from the worm,” answered the voice with a tone of urgency.

			Jiro pulled away from the wooden railing and regarded the man who had interrupted his enjoyable morning. It was one of his cappers, a trustworthy runner, but an ugly fucker, no mistake. An angry scar sat upon his cheek, destroying any pleasantness his face might once had. With a curt nod, Jiro signalled for him to continue.

			“He came back in this morning,” the capper said, pulling in close to keep his words from the ears of the folk nearest. “He said he had sat in on a meeting that went all night. And by the look of him, boss, I’d say he wasn’t lying.”

			“Just ‘cause that piece of shit looks worn out after a long night does not mean he’s telling the truth. He is a born liar, and a man-sized pile of slithering snake treacherous bastard scum!” Jiro spat over the rail into the fighting pit. “What did he have to say for himself?”

			“Well, he said that there is a storm brewing up at the house, and the governor has called in her heads to remedy it before it gets out of hand. The worm was all riled up, eyes all wide, talking about how she knows, and that he shouldn’t never have cast in with our lot.”

			“Fucking coward!” Jiro growled.

			“He was sure that she knows what we’re up to, and he was shitting himself that he’ll be found out with the rest of us.”

			“I tell you now, that bitch knows nothing! If she did, her boys would have kicked down my doors already, and we’d all be floating in the bay. No, no, she might suspect something, might even have our scent in her bitch nose, but she knows nothing for certain.”

			“Agreed.” The capper nodded.

			“But if she suspects something, that has got to be because we have a rat in our midst. Or a fucking worm that is playing on both sides of the fence!”

			As if to accent the point, a roar of approval boomed into the air. Jiro turned his attention back to the pit just as the wolverine caught one dog by the throat. The second dog, already wounded, did nothing to help its mate, instead choosing to slink away toward the far end of the enclosure.

			“We continue as planned,” Jiro said over the baying of the mob. “Nothing has changed as far as I can see. Just because that snivelling little parasite is getting the sweats means nothing. In fact, the only thing that it has shown us is that the worm has outgrown his usefulness.”

			“That was my thinking as well, boss.”

			“Where is he now?”

			“Tucked up safe n’ sound.”

			“I think I need a word with him,” Jiro said.

			“I’m sure he’ll like that!”

			Both men laughed as the wolverine below finally tore the throat from the struggling mongrel and brought its suffering to an end. The cries and cheers from the crowd peaked as the creature turned its attention to the last opponent still alive in the pit.

		

	
		
			Fifty-Two

			Time Waits

			“We cannot do this,” Tol insisted. “He is one of … them!”

			Myer watched the steam billow out of the iron kettle. Taking great care not to burn his hands, he retrieved the pot from above the fire and brought it to the table at the centre of the room.

			Before him, sitting atop the table, was a pair of porcelain cups, with saucers and merry little decorations. Both cups showed scenes of kinders at play. Although crude in execution, Myer had to admit they were charming. “We can do this,” he said gently. “We must, this creature has not been one of them for a very long time!”

			Tol sighed. “I do not like this.’

			“Even so, brother, he is a relic from a long-forgotten past. I know many things about him, his works, and his less than glorious legacy. He long ago cast aside any fealty to the masters, turned his back on kith and kin, and chose a singular path. As far as they are concerned, he is little more than a pitiful reminder of mistakes made many, many seasons ago.”

			“Mistakes?” asked Tol.

			“Do you think we are the first to be raised up by the masters?”

			“What? No, I suppose I have never thought upon that notion.”

			“We are not the first.” Myer smiled as he filled his little cup and watched the tea leaves dance upon the surface of the boiling water. “We are an evolution. A refinement upon a cruder base, made very long ago by our master-creators.”

			“And Algust DeTollmas is—”

			“A crude first attempt, nothing more. My … memories are quite clear.”

			Myer still had trouble reconciling the vast amount of new-old memories and ancient knowledge that his initiation had brought. He had trouble defining what was his own natural thoughts and recollections from those that were the other. There was a lingering feeling of unease. Expectation weighed heavily upon his shoulders, accompanied by the ever-present feeling of dread.

			“Are you saying that this thing is immortal?” Tol asked, interrupting Myer’s train of thought.

			“No, not immortal. He can very much die, but compared to us, he is a very long-lived individual. For a long time, they have tolerated his presence here, to a point, and his … sympathies were allowed to flow where they may. He has amassed a wealth of connections both here in Kraven and well beyond. But he has come to the limit of toleration. We need to press him. If anyone knows where our friend might be hiding, it is him.”

			“We have permission to do this. Really?” Tol still could not believe what he was hearing. The Ulikia had been off limits for as long as he could remember. From the very moment he had been initiated, he had known of the presence, even somewhere deep within, and accepted the reality of its existence. It was a pillar of his core beliefs, just something that he accepted without question. Now, with this newly processed brother speaking of what only days before Tol would have considered blasphemy, he just couldn’t collect himself.

			“I know it is hard for you and goes against everything that you may have been taught or shown. But, brother, believe me, this is their will. They have shown me, I have seen,” Myer said as he handed Tol a cup of tea to settle his nerves. “Believe me, it was not easy for me either, this … knowledge that they have infused me with is something that is tearing my mind. I have become their living conduit.”

			“I cannot even think this way.”

			“Ah, but you must.”

			“I don’t know where to look—”

			“Do not fret.” Myer smiled. “I have all the knowledge we need. This creature cannot remain hidden for long. He can only be in one of a very few places within the city. All we need to do is overturn a few rocks, kick a few rats’ nests, and see where the trail lead.

		

	
		
			Fifty-Three

			Back at the Bunkhouse

			Jiro stood and silently trembled. He could taste the anger, bitter as the plague in his mouth. Closing a nostril with his thumb, he hawked up a glob of phlegm and spat it out onto the floor.

			“Well, this is disappointing.” He was standing shoulder to shoulder with a pair of his cappers within a small, squalid bunk room.

			Sharrock’s fucking room!

			The room reeked of old smoke, stale whiskey, and unwashed clothing. Apart from the little bedside table and the sleeping pallet itself, there was nothing of note to be found. There were no parchments tucked into a corner, no hidden cases of treasure, not even a favoured trinket under a pillow. Save for the smell, it was as if the room was unoccupied.

			Jiro was uncertain what he had expected to find, but it was more than what greeted his eyes.

			“Is this man a monk?” he barked.

			“I don’t think so chief,” one of his cappers replied. It was Lagos, a strapping brute of a lad but not a great thinker.

			“Tear this room apart. There must be something here!” Jiro’s eyes narrowed as his cheeks flushed crimson.

			Instantly the two cappers set to work, tearing into the cramped bunk room. The sound of destruction as the pallet and table were demolished was quite loud, so much so that Jiro was forced to retreat a step or two out of the room.

			Yellowed plaster fell from the slanted lintel as a particularly heavy blow shook the walls. The enforcer could hear one of his men curse under his breath followed by a chuckle from the other. A more pronounced curse followed, a moment of silence, and then the sounds of carnage recommenced.

			Dogs will occasionally snap at each other.

			After a few more moments of ruckus, the sounds from within the bunk room settled, and finally stopped. Lagos poked his head out of the doorway with a grim expression. “We could only find this chief,” he said, holding out an ivory-handled dagger. “It was strapped to the underside of the pallet.”

			“That’s it?” Jiro demanded.

			“I’m ‘fraid so. Who is the bitch?” he asked, tilting his head back to look over Jiro’s shoulder.

			Jiro spun on his heel and was confronted by an open-mouthed, wide-eyed woman of advancing seasons. The woman looked to be frozen in shock, or possibly outrage. Either way, Jiro advanced a pace or two toward her. “Greetings, my lady.” He smiled.

			It took a few moments for the woman to register that she was being addressed. With a blink, a swallow, and a shake of her head, she replied, “Lady? I’m no one’s lady! I work for a living!”

			“My apologies.” 

			“By the bells!” the woman swore. “What are you bastards doing here making such a noise? What are you doing in that room? Get out of there!”

			Jiro raised his hands, palms up, to settle the woman. “Come now,” he said softly. “There’s no need to be like that, missus ...?”

			“My name is Mrs Catchlow. I am the proprietor here,” the woman said with pride.

			“Mrs Catchlow, of course.” Jiro offered her his warmest smile. “How wonderful for you. A businesswoman, a pillar of our community.”

			“I’ll stand for none of your cheek.” 

			Jiro’s expression suddenly snapped to ice. “No,” he hissed. “You won’t be fucking standing at all if you don’t do what I say!”

			“What?” Mrs Catchlow squeaked as she retreated a pace back down the hall.

			“What?” Jiro mocked.

			Mrs Catchlow stopped moving. She had started to sweat and tremble. “What … do you want?” she managed with great effort.

			“It’s nothing, truly.” Jiro shook his head slowly. “I just need you to cluck into my ear, just like the good old hen you are. You can do that, surely?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I need some information, that is all. Not so much now, is it?”

			“What do you want to know?”

			“I need to know about the man that rents this room here. I need to know about his comings and goings. I need to know about his friends and associates. In short, I need to know every little thing about the fucker that rests his head in that room.”

			Mrs Catchlow swallowed hard again. Her eyes darted between Jiro and the men that loomed like wraiths at his shoulder. She bit her lip and tried to summon her most commanding tone. “I really don’t …”

			“Yes, you do,” snapped Jiro.

			“I really couldn’t …”

			“Yes, you could. You will!”

			Mrs Catchlow raised her hands in front of her face. “Honestly, I know nothing.”

			“Then you are of no use to me,” Jiro spat. His voice made Mrs Catchlow recoil as if she had been physically struck.

			“Boss,” one of Jiro’s cappers interrupted.

			“What is it?” 

			“Someone has come, well, two people. Two girls looking to gain entry into this room. Should I turn them out, boss?”

			“Well now, that’s an interesting turn of events, isn’t it? Show them in.”

		

	
		
			Fifty-Four

			Out on a Lark

			The lads stuck to the shadows of the alley as best as they could. They had been out on the street for hours, wandering pretty much aimlessly, not entirely sure how they were meant to achieve the task they had been set.

			The folk that Davey had wanted them to meet had turned out to be a pair of cappers. 

			The pair of hard cases had, after a fashion, welcomed them, spoke a little about their areas of concern, then, as they put it, for part of the ‘getting to know you process,’ had instructed them to go out and generate some income.

			The actual details of how they were to generate this income were never relayed. Cousin Davey wasn’t any help either. As soon as they had finished meeting with the cappers, Davey disappeared into the warehouse.

			Suddenly alone, Huni and Tober did not linger. Without so much as a single word to anyone, they had stolen out a nearby doorway and were out onto the street to consider their next move.

			“I’m not so sure, man. This is risky,” Huni whispered.

			“I know,” Tober said. “But what choice do we have? You want to go another night hungry and on the street?”

			“I do not!” 

			“Come on, man, we’ve been out here for an age. We must do something.”

			“Aye, I know, I just don’t know if your plan is all that sound.”

			“I’m open for other suggestions,” said Tober, without any humour.

			It was getting late. Only a few more hours of sunlight remained in the day, and if they were going to lift some coin off some poor sod, both lads judged it would be far better to get it done before nightfall.

			While Huni was fairly certain he could retrace his steps back to the massive warehouse during the day, he was not so sure come the dark of night.

			“Alright,” he whispered. “Let’s get this thing done.”

			“Alright.”  Tober nodded.

			Without delay, the older lad pushed away from the shadow he had been lurking in and strode out into the street. His pace was quick, his strides purposeful and focused.

			“Hold on a moment!” Huni struggled to catch up. The plan that Tober had come up with was simple. First, it involved hiding out in a dingy alley just removed from a tavern, which they had done to great effect. Hide in the shadows and watch. In particular, watch the patrons of the tavern. Those that came and went, those that didn’t stay long, and those that lingered.

			One patron piqued the lads’ interest right away. He was a man of advanced seasons, slow in movements, but quite well dressed and presented. Other than the evidence of age and a disposition to take care of his appearance, the man possessed one other striking feature. He had the biggest, blackest nose Huni had ever set eyes on. It stood out like a whore at the temple against his otherwise pale features. He had taken up residency in the tavern many hours earlier and only come out again a few moments ago. He was the target of Tober’s hasty pursuit.

			For someone so bent by age, the man propelled himself with a fearsome cadence. Huni and Tober followed as close as they dared. The lads did not want to get so close that the old man noticed them, nor did they want to hang back so far that they lost him. It was a fine balancing act that Tober judged with a vigilant eye and cautious steps.

			The stooped old man looked to be heading somewhere with great determination. As the man continued to move away from the tavern and the bustling street it was situated on, through other smaller streets, to an area that was much less busy, Huni felt certain he was returning to his home.

			Little buildings pressed in close to the street on both sides. Cheerful looking dwellings that supported quite a measure of folk that lounged in open doorways, or worked at hanging clothes in windows, or swept at messes here and there.

			The old man hurried past them all, not stopping to talk with anyone, or even looking up from the street under his feet. Finally, after what seemed an age to the lads that followed like trailing ducks, the old man with the blackened nose slowed, retrieved a set of heavy keys secured to a large iron ring from a trouser pocket, unlocked a door to one of the dwellings set just off the street, and entered.

			“Right,” whispered Tober as he pulled Huni to a stop on the far side of the little street. “This is it, man. When we get in there, I don’t want any soft nonsense. You hear me?”

			Huni nodded his head. Suddenly, his throat felt as dry as sand, and he could feel his racing heartbeat at his temples. “Don’t mind about me, just look after yourself,” he said as heartily as he could manage.

			“Alright, let’s get to it.”

			Without another word, the pair of lads moved across the street. At the doorway of the old, black-nosed man’s home, Huni and Tober paused for a moment. “Here goes,” whispered Tober with a wink as he tried the handle.

			The chunky iron knob at the centre of the wooden door squealed a little, but turned and freed its hold on the locking mechanism.

			“It’s not locked?” Huni asked, eyes wide.

			“It would seem not.” With a free hand, Tober eased the door open. 

			Within, the house looked dark, still, and silent. If he had not witnessed the old man enter only moments before, Huni would have sworn the place was deserted. “After you.” 

			Tober gingerly entered the house with Huni close at his back. The older lad clutched his trusty knife in a white-knuckled fist as he groped into the darkness. “I can’t see a thing,” he whispered in hot breaths just beyond the threshold.

			“Keep moving forward,” encouraged Huni. “The old coot has to be back here somewhere.”

			With a hand that only trembled slightly, he pushed his friend further into the darkness beyond the doorway. As quietly as he could, he shut the door at his back.  With clumsy, faltering movements, the lads crept forward. Immediately beyond the threshold, a long passageway led into the house. A rich carpet covered the wooden floorboards, muffling any noise their boots might have made. There was not a single sign of life within the house. It was as cold and dark as the interior of a tomb.

			“Keep going,” Huni whispered from behind his friend. “He’s got to be—”

			A sharp point dug into his back where his shoulder blades met and cut the words from Huni’s mouth.

			“Pleasant afternoon for a stroll, isn’t it, boys?” A voice said from behind the point, deep and marked with a lisp.

			“It’s a lovely afternoon,” Huni squeaked out.

			“No sudden movements now. You wouldn’t want to accidentally stab yourself.”

			“What is happening?” Tober hissed.

			“I’ve got a blade at my spine,” Huni said.

			“You certainly do,” agreed the voice. “Now, up ahead, you will find a little table to your left. On it, there is a lamp and flint. If you would be so kind as to light it, we can then continue our discussion.”

			Tober let his hand fish out into the darkness to his left. Sure enough, there was a small table there with a stout lamp and little flint. In moments, he had the lamp lit and held up to light the air.

			“That’s better,” the voice said. “Now, if you two young men would move into the next room, we can sit.”

			Huni felt the point of the blade press into his back as if to accentuate the suggestion to move. “Alright,” he said, lifting his arms above his head. “Come on, Tober, get moving, man!”

			Tober let out a hiss through clenched teeth but turned and entered the room. Inside, the room proved to be a very pleasant sitting area with two pairs of overstuffed leather armchairs facing each other atop a lavish rug at the centre of the room. 

			“Sit,” the old man commanded.

			Huni and Tober obeyed without protest, each taking a seat on the furthest pair of armchairs.

			“Sit on your hands please,” the man said.

			Again, the lads obeyed silently. Taking his time, the old man sat in a chair opposite and rested his weapon on his knees. The sword was a bit larger than a big knife. Its blade shone a dull blue-black in the lamplight, leaving no question as to the keenness of its killing edge. 

			“You will have to excuse me,” the old man said as he settled into the chair. “I was not expecting company this afternoon and do not have any refreshments at hand to offer.”

			“Look, mister, we’re sorry. Honestly—”

			“Normally, I would prepare a little something,” the old man continued, as if he hadn’t heard Huni’s words. “Something savoury perhaps?”

			Huni looked hard at the old man’s face, trying his best to determine his temper. The lines on his face spoke of many seasons under the sun, as did the dark spots covering the backs of his hands that gripped the blade across his knees. Most striking of all, however, putting every other aspect about the old man in its shade was the very peculiar looking black nose. Huni could not help himself and stared at the thing. Without thinking, he freed a hand from under his buttock and tapped his own nose.

			“Ahh, I forget I’m wearing it sometimes.”

			“Sorry,” said Huni. “It’s just—”

			“Maybe I should remove it, so we can talk without distraction.” The old man moved one of his weathered hands up from the blade at his lap and gripped the black nose in a pinch between thumb and forefinger. After a few moments of fiddling, a queer wet sound somewhat akin to a latch unlocking and a final half-twist, the nose and good portion of the surrounding face pulled free.

			Huni and Tober sat, mouths agape.

			“By the bells!” both lads cursed in unison as the old man deposited his nose onto a side table with a weighty metallic clunk.

			What faced the lads from across the small sitting room was a horror birthed from the foulest of nightmare. Where the old man should have had a nose, cheekbones, and upper lip, only a hole remained. Skin, flesh, and a good portion of the man’s skull had been eaten away, revealing the inner workings of his face.

			“That’s better now, isn’t it?” the old man breathed cheerily.

			“I’m gonna be sick!” Huni blurted out before he could stop himself.

			“Quiet man,” Tober hissed.

			“Now,” the old man continued. “Let us get to know each other a little, eh?”

			“Look,” started Tober. “We’re sorry. We made a mistake today—”

			“I’m sorry, young man. But in my day, it was considered polite to introduce yourself before you converse with someone.”

			Tober opened his mouth and licked his dry lips but did not utter a sound.

			“My name is Huruk. I am a menderman.” 

			“His name is Tober, and my name is Huni. We … ah. We—”

			“You are here to rob me.” Huruk smiled with a sickening display of blistered gum, missing flesh and blackened, desiccated bone.

			“You’re a menderman?” Tober asked. “By the bells man! What’s going on with your face?”

			Huruk let out a chuckle. “Yes, I have been touched quite vigorously by the lover’s hex.”

			“The sight of you would give the kinders nightmares!” Tober said.

			“Enough,” grunted Huni, kicking his friend’s shin with a boot.

			“Yes, it is quite the sight, I know.”

			“We are sorry,” Huni said. “Look, just let us go, and we’ll be about—”

			“You know, this quarter used to be lovely. A proper community here, families … businesses, schools, and places of worship. Everyone knew each other and looked after our own.”

			“Sounds grand,” Tober said.

			“Yes,” agreed Huruk, the light of the lamp glistening upon his dark eyes. “It was. That was before the gangs moved in and brought all the scum along with them.”

			“Right.” Huni smiled. “If you would just put that blade away—”

			“Slowly by slowly, they squeezed the good folk from the quarter. Taking a little here, a little more there, until they broke everyone, or drove them off entirely. Now, those that have stayed are not the same. Everyone here is a stranger.”

			“Alright,” said Huni softly.

			“And then we get those that come here, uninvited, to stir up mischief.” Huruk eyed his guests with a baleful stare. “Follow folk home and bring woe to their door!”

			Huni flinched at the vehemence in the old man’s voice. Menderman or not, there was no doubt in his mind that he meant bodily harm to his intruders.

			“Is this your work?” Huruk spat. “Robbing folk of their hard-earned wealth?”

			“No,” said Huni. “Honestly, man. This is not us. We are out on a lark. I think we are in over our heads. In truth, I don’t know why we’re here.”

			“You are here to steal from me, and who knows what else!”

			“Aye,” said Tober. “You are right. We were here to rob you. We need to return with coin or else we’ll be shown out onto the streets again. We never had it in mind to harm you though.”

			The old man chuckled once more. “You two are certainly not the most proficient pair of thieves I’ve known. By the look of you, I’d say you two could foul up a fuck at a brothel.”

			“Easy now!” Huni laughed despite the seriousness of having a blade less than a few feet from his body. “We get business done.”

			“Well lads, I’m afraid to tell you, there’ll be no business for you here today.” The old man lifted the short sword from his lap as if to accentuate his point and jabbed into the air between the two sets of chairs. “The only business we’ll be conducting—”

			As Huruk drove the sword into the air to highlight his point, his grip faltered, and the blade slipped from his fingers and tumbled to the floor at Huni’s feet.

			Tober locked eyes with the old man as Huni, as fast as lightning, scooped up the sword and bolted to his feet.

			“Right, Tober, let’s get the fuck out of here, man!”
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			The warehouse was even more active than when they had last seen it. It was as if someone had kicked the hive, and all the little ants were scurrying about, doing this or that, seeing to whatever business they were about.

			Tober and Huni had been shown through the multiple check-stops and guardhouses before the warehouse with little bother at all. Once they had explained they were returned from a job, and more particularly, who had sent them on the job, no one sought to hinder them in any way.

			Just inside a pair of impressive looking doors that lead to the warehouse floor, the lads almost barrelled into the back of a large man who was resting on the haft of a fearsome-looking axe. The big man spun on his heel, a look of irritation plastered across big red cheeks.

			“Uncle Berty?” Tober said, a little too high-pitched for comfort.

			“Tober? Ah lad! Davey said you had come to town! By the bells you’ve grown!” Berty embraced Tober with a fearsome hug that lifted him from his feet. Tober was set back down with a hearty laugh. With a meaty hand, Berty gripped Huni by the shoulder. “And this must be young Huni? How long has it been, lads?”

			“Too long, uncle!” Tober laughed.

			“Aye, you are right. Does Davey have it right? You are set on joining us here?”

			“We’re just back from an errand, and we’ve returned with a nice prize,” Huni said, half pulling the stolen short sword from his belt.

			Berty took a moment to eye the blade. “Ah, that’s a fine little poker. Come on lads.” He pulled Huni by his shoulder. “I’ve got a little job you can help me with for a moment.”

			“Alright uncle.” Tober smiled, following his friend as he was half dragged further into the bustling warehouse.

		

	
		
			Fifty-Five

			From the Ashes

			Embers floated on the wind over the heads of the crowd, up into the night sky. The acrid stink of smoke lingered over the wreckage of the bunkhouse, thick in the air as Sharrock shouldered his way to the front of the gathered mass. His ears were deaf to the collection of gripes and protests as he barged his way through. The little alley that backed off Strickland’s butcher shop was jammed with folk trying to get a view of the destruction.

			Fortunately for the locals, the blaze had been extinguished before it could spread to the surrounding areas. The damage looked to have been limited to the doss itself. That damage, though, had been total. There was nothing left that could be recognised. All that remained was a twisted shell of a building, charred and pitiful. That and the pair of human-sized lumps that lay amid the ruin, blackened and burnt. Without having to be told, Sharrock knew the lumps to be Mrs Catchlow and her long-suffering husband.

			He tasted ashes within his mouth as if he were being force-fed by the cruel hand of some hidden giant. An old, familiar sensation swelled within his gut, a knot as tight as any fetter. 

			With a snarl, he broke free of the crowd and strode out toward the smouldering ruin of his former residence. “What has happened here?” he bellowed.

			Those nearest tried to back away and melt into the seething mass of bodies. Not a single person held his gaze.

			“I … SAID … WHAT … HAPPENED … HERE?” Sharrock screamed. His spittle wet the air as he spun around to face the crowd. More than a few onlookers suddenly lost interest in the spectacle and moved away to go on about their normal business. None met his eyes.

			Wheeling on his heel, Sharrock grabbed hold of the nearest onlooker by the straps of a greasy apron and pulled the man close. The look of fright upon the fat and reddening face was something just shy of terror.

			“You! You must know what happened here!”

			“I do not!” squealed the man as he desperately tried to free himself from Sharrock’s grip.

			“I know you,” Sharrock pressed. “I have seen you here.” He nodded toward the butcher shop. “Working every day. You must have seen what happened!”

			“I promise you, I did not see a thing! I was late to work this morning on account of my little one being poorly–”

			Sharrock threw the man away in disgust. He turned and faced as many in the crowd as he could, demanding answers of those he caught an eye.

			“You! What about you! What did you see?” he shouted at a dark-haired youth no more than three strides away.

			“Nothing sir, I just followed the smell of smoke.”

			“And you?” Sharrock turned to face a woman holding a babe at her hip. 

			“I saw naught. Flames were high as taxes by the time I got here.”

			“You did not see the bastard who started it?”

			The woman shook her head fervently as she slipped back into the throng.

			Sharrock glared at the crowd once more. Before he could find the right words to speak, another voice cracked through the air like a whip. It was the shrill, mocking voice of a female. A female Sharrock knew well.

			“Oh dear, oh my, has your little house had an accident?” the voice sneered from somewhere within the mass of bodies.

			Sharrock’s rage exploded triple-fold. He bared his teeth with a maniacal grimace, bestial and savage, as he turned to face the voice.

			“And look,” it continued to mock. “Some lovely, roasted hog!”

			“Get out here, Morana!” Sharrock growled.

			“Oh, come now,” the woman sang from within the crowd. “There’s no need to be a bad sport.”

			“Get out here now and account for your actions!”

			Half a dozen burly cappers suddenly appeared out of the mass of bodies and fanned out on either side, corralling Sharrock against the smoking ruin of the bunkhouse. Each of the men had the look of a seasoned killer.

			Parting the crowd like the prow of a ship through the waves, Morana stepped out behind the row of brutes and laughed.

			The sound of the woman’s laughter set Sharrock’s teeth on edge. He had run afoul of her and her cronies many times in the past, knew all about her ill temper, cruelty, and fox-like cunning. Even the look of her hawk-nose, gaudy dress, and chin tattoos were enough to sour his mood.

			“What have you done here?” Sharrock spat.

			“Me? I have not done a thing. The men before you, on the other hand—”

			“Where are they?” Sharrock demanded.

			“Who?” 

			“Do not push me, woman!”

			“Oh, the girls? Jiro has decided to have them for a while.”

			“What?” Sharrock hissed. “They have nothing to do with this!”

			“That may be so, but I rather think their disappearance has collected your attention. No? You are, of course, invited to join us.” Morana smiled, displaying her motley collection of silver-capped teeth. “If you would be so kind as to give your weapon to my man.”

			Sharrock grimaced as the closest capper approached.

		

	
		
			Fifty-Six

			Sisters Swing

			August could taste blood upon her tongue. She must have bitten her lip in the commotion. Those brutes had kidnapped her, tied her up hand and foot, and hoisted her on a jig like a slab of beef at the butcher’s shop. Her shoulders burned terribly, arms wracked back over her head, supporting her full weight on the restraints that held her to the hook.

			Mercifully though, she was neither blindfolded, nor gagged, and seemed to have a fair view of her surroundings. She and her sister had not been hurt since being forced to accompany the group of thugs, and after being tied and strung up, had been left alone.

			August could see that Pia was trussed up on a hook, just as she was. She swayed gently, unconscious again by the looks of it, suspended on a chain that was secured somewhere high above, hidden in the shadows.

			August scanned the room. They seemed to be in amongst storage of some kind. Wooden boxes littered the floor in every direction, cobwebbed and covered in dust. There was also a single chair, upturned with a broken leg, a chest of drawers, missing handles and sporting a large rent in the side timber. A lonely-looking table was in the corner.

			The air tickled at August’s nose. The dust was heavy, stale, and smelly. Despite her determination not to, a fit of sneezing wracked her body.

			The sound of her sneezes must have stirred something in Pia, as once she had managed to still the tickle in her nose, August noticed that her sister was making noises of her own.

			“Pia?” Her voice sounded alarmingly loud in the room.

			A soft groaning was the only answer August received.

			“Pia?” August hissed once more. She could see that Pia was trying to open her eyes. Her eyelids fluttered wildly, and her brows knitted together as if she were fighting hard to solve some mighty puzzle.

			“Come on,” August encouraged her sister. “You can do it! Open your eyes!”

			Pia seemed to hear her words. She bobbed her head from side to side and pulled her lips into a small grimace. Just as she was certain her sister would wake and fully open her eyes, the squeal of door hinges opening pulled at her attention.

			“Alright, in here.” 

			The sound of bodies filing into the room quickly followed. A trio of men manoeuvred in front of August and her sister, their faces locked in shadows. It looked to be a pair of younger men, and an older, much larger leader.

			“I need you two in here for a spell,” the older man said. “Keep an eye on these two, make certain they don’t get up to any mischief.”

			“Alright,” one of the younger ones said.

			August tried her best to see the faces of the men before her. The two closest were definitely young. The smaller of the two looked to be a little older than herself, ginger and skinny. The larger, dark-haired one to his left looked to be an elder brother. His facial hair, even in the poor lighting of the room, looked nothing other than juvenile. The oldest of the trio, on the other hand, looked well-seasoned and hard. A large axe hung at his belt.

			“See they don’t wriggle loose of those bindings. Right, stay here until someone comes to relieve you, got it?”

			August watched as the younger men nodded. Without another word, the older man left the room, leaving the pair of youths standing, staring at her in silence.

			After a few long moments, swinging on her jig, August decided it was time to break her silence. “You have to let us go. My father will be looking for us. He is not a man to cross!”

			“She’s awake,” grunted the older one with the wispy facial hair.

			“Aye, what of it?”

			“Didn’t know they’d be awake.”

			“Aye, well they are. Or at least she is.”

			August tried to push herself closer to the pair of guards. “I am awake,” she breathed hard with effort. “Please let us go. We have done nothing to harm or insult you.”

			“She’s talkative too.” The older one smirked.

			“Look at the other one though, man,” the ginger said. “She’s a true beauty!”

			“Aye, that she is.” The other one said as he lifted some of Pia’s hair from her face to get a better look.

			“Leave her alone!” August hissed. “If you touch her, I’ll … I’ll—”

			“Calm yourself, girl,” said the ginger almost softly. “We’re not here to harm you. We’re just here to mind you.”

			“Please,” August locked eyes with the younger of the pair. “You can let us go. Just release my binds—”

			“We can’t do that.,” He lowered his green eyes from her gaze. “Why don’t you just be quiet now, eh?”

			“Let us go!” 

			“By the bells,” the ginger cursed. “She’s like a dog with a bone!”

			“Well, wouldn’t you be as well?” 

			“Aye, I suppose.”

			August switched her gaze to the dark-haired young man. “Please, release us. You can do that, can’t you?”

			“I’m sorry, little sister,” he said, taking his ease against a nearby box. The creaking of the wooden joints under the weight of his arse filled the small storeroom. “We have been given explicit instructions.”

			“Can you at least ease up the binds? My wrists are agony!”

			“No,” the older guard said flatly.

			August dropped her head.

			“Oh, come on, man,” said the younger one. “We can at least loosen them a little. They look painful.”

			August watched as the ginger approached. He had a look of concern on his face as he reached up to examine the knots that held her tight. With a quick twist of her torso, August raised her knees to her chest, planted her feet upon the ginger’s belly, and pushed herself up and free of the jig that held her aloft.

			Before he could react, the ginger guard found August suddenly free of the jig and standing before him. As quick as she could blink, the girl reached out and took hold of the handle of the short sword that poked out of his belt. On instinct, the young guard grabbed at the blade.

			With a crisp ripping sound, August pulled the sword toward herself. Three fingers of the ginger’s left hand tumbled into the air after the blade.

			The guard shrieked and fell to his knees. His slightly older companion bolted to his feet and pulled a blade of his own. August turned her body to face the dark-haired guard square on, her hands still bound in front of her belly. The short sword trembled in her hands as she stood, defiant but wholly terrified.

			A sharp crack … a sickening tilt to the world … blinding flash behind the eyes … pain, and August crumpled to the filthy floor. The girl had been struck to the back of the head with the butt end of a heavy mace. She lingered at the edge of awareness, dangerously close to the void. The man that wielded the mace had entered the room without being noticed and struck August mercilessly. At his shoulder, a pair of rough-looking men crammed into the room.

			“Lucky, I came when I did, eh?” the mace-sporting man said to the dark-haired guard. A hideous scar upon his cheek highlighting the sinister nature of his voice. “Take this one away,” he kicked at August as she sprawled on the ground. “We’ll take this other one to the boss. He likes ‘em pretty!”

			Moving into the room, the man with the scarred face inspected Pia closely. “She is a looker,” he said with a smile. “Very … tasty!”

			His words brought a round of laughter from his two mates. The ginger guard let out a mournful whimper as he desperately sought to staunch the blood that pulsed from his wounded hand.

			“You had better see to your friend,” scarface said, looking at the older youth.

			“Aye,” he breathed. After a moment, he ducked low and gathered up his companion. “Come on, man.” He pushed past the men that blocked the doorway. “We are getting out of here!

		

	
		
			Fifty-Seven

			Odd Duck

			There was something very peculiar about the way the beautiful young girl twitched every time Jiro brought his blade to bear. It wasn’t the usual fear, or pain, or the fear of pain. It wasn’t pleading or threats, nor was it denial. If Jiro hadn’t known better, he would have sworn the girl was enjoying the torture.

			To be fair, what Jiro was doing could not strictly be described as torture. He was not an expert tickler, and his work was not designed to glean information or inflict suffering. Compared to a genuine artist, his efforts were crude. One thing could be said for his efforts though, they were effective. Normally.

			This girl, however, was proving to be a very odd duck. While she had not issued a single sound, not even the briefest of whimpers, in fact, she looked to be at the edge of ecstasy every time Jiro cut her. Every … single … time!

			No matter how deep the blade went, how long the strips of flesh were that dropped away, or how much blood was spilled, her reaction was the same.

			Jiro pulled his gaze away from the girl for a moment. A headache was brewing behind his eyes. He would have to wrap this up quickly and get his head down in a cool dark place for a while.

			With a silent signal, he pulled back a little, making room for one of his cappers who approached from behind. The capper was grim-faced. In a single fluid motion, the girl’s throat was opened, and blood flooded onto the floor before him. It wasn’t good to play with the meat for too long before you butchered it anyway, spoiled the flavour.

			Jiro danced back a few paces as the tide of blood threatened to stain his boots. The enforcer watched as the girl gave a few frantic kicks and violent shakes of the head, and finally, an elongated, oddly satisfied sounding gurgle.

			What an odd duck!

			“Alright,” Jiro said, pinching the bridge of his nose between thumb and fingers. “Wrap this up, I want this place spick and span.”

			“What cuts, boss?” the waiting capper asked.

			“Liver, heart, lungs, and kidneys this time, I reckon. What do you say? You feel like a nice old pie?” Jiro said with a chuckle.

			The capper smacked his lips. “Too right boss!”

			“Right, well, get at it. Have Sam and Gareth give you a hand with whatever is left over. We eat tonight, pass the word to the crew.”

			The capper gave another curt nod.

			Jiro had had enough. His head was blazing, and he felt as if he might be sick. With a quick wipe of his mouth to settle the bile in his throat, he moved.

			The complex of squalid little buildings they occupied was damp, cold, and dilapidated to the point of ruin, but it was home. His crew, his own little army within the greater army of the old collective, controlled the entire block. They had constructed a fortress here. The block was a warren of cut-outs and dead drops, strong points and slaughterhouses, weapon caches and storage areas. All manner of villainy dwelled within, sometimes as many as fifty people, all crammed together, working, and living in relative peace, enforced brutally by his cappers.

			All around folk knew that this place was theirs, and no one came around looking for mischief.

			The weekly mass feeding nights had become a lynchpin of crew cohesion. Only a select cadre of highly trusted cappers knew the truth about the weekly bonding meals.

			It was something Jiro had picked up many years ago. An old tradition taught at the knee of a wise and impossibly old grandfather. To eat the flesh of your enemies, to consume their power, was, according to his grandfather, the closest thing to the immortal a man could get. Flesh and the hidden powers within were sacred. There was near unlimited potential once a man became a devourer.

			Little by little, admittedly more than likely against their wishes, Jiro was making his crew strong. Someday they, and by proxy, he, would be strong enough to force that bitch Cordelia from her throne. With a horde of devourers at his back, he would sweep aside any resistance and claim the spoils.

			Jiro could almost taste the satisfaction that knocking Cordelia from her pedestal would bring. It was sweet.

			That would have to wait.

			Jiro’s first order of business was to get his head down. If he didn’t manage to rest soon, he knew the following hours would be spent in blinding agony. By the time he reached his quarters at the centre of the little compound, Jiro’s hands were trembling. The feeling of nausea was almost too strong to suppress. As soon as the door closed behind him, the illness took control, and he doubled over, retching, and heaved his guts into his chamber pot.

			Finally, mercifully, the heaving settled. Jiro pulled himself onto his sleeping pallet and closed his eyes. He did not possess the energy to slop out the muck in the pot and would have to suffer through the stench in his chamber as he took his rest. For tonight, after the meal, Jiro knew there would be a reckoning, and he would need his strength.

		

	
		
			Fifty-Eight

			The Belly of the Beast

			Sharrock felt the eyes upon him. Unmistakably hostile, they burned out from shadows and hidden places with a vehemence that was palpable. Every one of the eyes hated him and meant him harm. They were the eyes of human rats, vermin, the absolute scum at the bottom of the pit.

			“Where is Jiro?” he growled. His voice echoed off the high vaulted wooden rafters, resounding around the room with biting authority. An ugly murmur rippled amongst the hidden rat-folk. Sharrock spat his disgust onto the timbers of the floor.

			“Get him the fuck out here now!”

			“Come on, now, Sharrock.” Jiro’s voice slithered in from somewhere within the darkness. “There is no need for rudeness.”

			Sharrock felt his jaw clench at the sound of his voice. He could taste the hatred thick upon his tongue, powerful enough to choke. “Get out here and account for what you have wrought!”

			Jiro’s laughter greeted him. “Why would I do something as foolish as that? I have many friends here, many brothers. And yet here you are, killing our peace and making demands. No, I think I’ll stay where I am for the time being.”

			The place absolutely reeked of corruption. The stink in the air caught at Sharrock’s throat. It was something that he could not quite place, a sickly-sweet stench that was faintly familiar yet utterly disagreeable. Hawking up a large ball of snot from his nose, he snorted out his distaste onto the floor.

			“Get out here or I’ll kill this!”

			Sharrock kicked the feet out from under his captive, sending the already gagged, bloodied, and bruised woman sprawling onto her knees.

			So far, the threat of ending Morana’s miserable life had proven to be a powerful card. With it, he had passed through more than a dozen outlying checkpoints and stations, past the warren of ramshackle buildings and shanties, until he had been allowed entry into the beating heart of Jiro’s crew. The warehouse that served as their own rancid little fiefdom.

			“Alright,” Jiro called. “Release her, and we will talk.”

			“Where are my girls?” Sharrock asked.

			“Where are the rest of my men?” Jiro returned. “I remember sending six to collect you.”

			“They decided to remain and help rebuild my mother’s business.”

			“Mother?” Jiro asked, his high-pitched tone giving away his surprise. “You mean Mrs—”

			“Where are the girls?” Sharrock cut him off.

			“Unfortunately, we have already had one as our dinner guest,” Jiro called. laughter rippled out from the shadows. “It seems we only have one left. I hope you didn’t have favourites?”

			“What?”

			“We can part with this one,” Jiro continued. “A fair trade, I think.”

			A shriek shattered the air within the old warehouse. A girl’s shriek. August’s shriek.

			“Send her to me.” Sharrock’s voice was stone.

			In no more time than it would take a man to spit, August ran from the darkness to Sharrock’s right and sprinted towards him. The girl sprang at him, nearly knocking him from his feet. Other than a look of terror upon her tear-streaked face, she seemed to be unharmed.

			At the same moment Morana took the opportunity to scuttle away from Sharrock toward the safety of the darkness. The veteran only had eyes for August.

			“Are you hurt?” 

			“They killed Pia!” August sobbed. “They butchered her! They ate her!”

			Sharrock’s blood turned to ice. 

			“They ate her! They ate her! They ate her!” August screamed.

			Sharrock took the girl’s chin in his free hand and forced her to look into his eyes. “You must listen to me, child.” August’s screaming stopped. “You will leave this place and never return. I need you to be away from here now.” Sharrock paused to make certain the girl was listening to his words. “I need you to take this to our friend. Make sure that you go to no other place. Do you understand?”

			August nodded.

			Sharrock placed a small purse into the girl’s fist. “Take this and make sure. Go nowhere else!”

			“But—”

			“I need you to go now.”

			August pulled away from Sharrock slowly,

			“Go now,” he insisted.

		

	
		
			Fifty-Nine

			A Butcher’s Business

			Carrots! No matter how long it has been since a man had last eaten the damn things, every puddle of puke contained carrots. Tol regarded the contents of his stomach, glistening on the ground no more than two feet away with an expression of queasy contempt. It had been a long time since he had last wretched his guts up, a long, enjoyable time. The experience had proven to be every bit as harsh and gut-twisting as he remembered. With a silent curse, he sloshed around a mouthful of water from his old and dented canteen and shot two cold jets through his nose to clear his nostrils. 

			“I would say that went well,” said Myer in a bewilderingly cheerful voice as he joined Tol on the far side of the street. After what the man had just witnessed and ultimately participated in, Tol was amazed that he was not doubled up next to him.

			“Well? That, in there.” He pointed back to the small dwelling they had just vacated. “Was a fucking nightmare!”

			“I admit, it had its moments of … unpleasantness. But as they say, the dawn always follows the darkest night, and nightmares will end. And this particular nightmare has produced some very promising results.”

			Tol took another long pull at his canteen. The taste of vomit lingered in his mouth like an unwelcome houseguest. “That wasn’t right,” he said. “We took it too far.”

			“Too far? No, we are just beginning, brother.”

			Tol shook his head. “I can’t believe that.”

			“Look.” Myer placed a brotherly hand upon Tol’s shoulder. “You did good work in there. You and your men should be proud of what we have achieved today. It was a dirty task, but you all bared up to the charge like men, like … brothers.”

			Myer’s touch brought little warmth to Tol, and his hollow words even less. “This is a black business … a butcher’s business.”

			 “And you were just the butcher for the job!”

			Tol turned to look over his shoulder to watch Wendal usher the last of his men from the house across the street. The expressions upon his second’s face as he moved into the sunlight out in the street spoke of his unease as well. “They will not soon forget this.” Tol nodded toward his men.

			“Good,” replied Myer. “They should remember what happened here. They should tell others, tell anyone who will listen what fate awaits those that go against our will.”

			Tol did not like the tone of Myer’s voice, nor the look in his eyes when he spoke. Myer burned with a fire that Tol had not yet seen from the newly initiated brother. “He was an ancient one,” he said softly.

			“That he was,” agreed Myer. “And now he is dust.”

			“That was not a good passing.” Tol could not shake the feeling of wrongness that clawed at his heart.

			“True, that creature did not part with its secrets easily, nor it’s life. You would think, after so very long alive, it would have been easier to convince it to make the crossing. Strange, don’t you think?”

			Tol regarded Myer in silence. “I think,” he said after careful consideration. “That we need to make this count. This … whatever the fuck this was, ought not have been for nothing.”

			Myer shook his head. “Oh no, brother. What we achieved here is of great importance. Indeed, we now have access to this creature’s network of informants and other assets. It is a great acquisition and will complement our works magnificently. The information as to our quarry’s location should prove valuable.”

			“As long as it was worth something. Which location should we try first?”

			“Of the two,” Myer said with a smug little smile. “Only one is of use. The first location that thing coughed up is a known site. Little more than a dumping ground, really, which we can disregard. The second place, on the other hand, is very promising. We need to get there as quickly as possible!”

			Myer did not wait for Tol to reply before striding back toward the dwelling they had just ransacked, issuing orders to make perpetrators leave as he went.

			Tol ran the back of his hand along the stubble upon his chin, snorted out a breath, and finally, reluctantly, followed his Accord brother.

		

	
		
			Sixty

			The Dance

			Sharrock turned quickly as the flash of a swinging blade caught his eye. He could barely duck his head under the blow before the steel of the killing-edge buried itself into the wood of a nearby support pillar. Long jagged splinters danced into the air right next to Sharrock’s cheek, biting painfully into his flesh where they caught his face.

			Dropping his shoulder and continuing to move with the momentum of his body, he brought his own sword up. His attacker had overextended himself. Three quick jabs into his flank were sufficient payment for his folly. Sharrock watched his blade push through the man all the way up to the hilt, in and out and back in again. Three times over. One jab must have severed the spine because before he could spit, Sharrock watched the man fold up like an old campaign chair. His snarls were replaced by a high-pitched keening and a gurgle.

			Sharrock backed away a pace to find the space the scimitar-welder had occupied filled by three more men. They stepped over their fallen comrade with no more concern than if they were stepping over a pile of filth on the street. Each man carried well used and cared for weapons. Two long swords and a mace. While they were not armoured, their expression left no doubt to the strength of their resolve to do him harm. The man in the centre, armed with the shorter of the two swords, pressed forward with a saliva-dripping growl, while the other two fanned out on each side. They looked to be practiced fighters who knew their business.

			Three against one were not great odds, but he had faced worse before. The key to fighting superior numbers was—

			Sharrock felt the air at his back suddenly become close. With a turn of his head, he looked over his shoulder. Another three men stepped from the shadows there, equally armed and intent on violence as the others.

			“Alright,” he spat, turning in a large circle to eye each man as they slowly approached.

			The air filled with cheers and sneers from within the shadows. Harsh voices pushed to the limits of straining vocal cords, shrill cries of women folk, higher still shrieks of kinders, and buried somewhere within the black din, almost lost, but still barely audible was the guttural barking of mastiffs. It was not a merry tune in Sharrock’s ears.

			The first to try his hand was a man from behind. With a leap and a war cry, he launched himself forward like a madman. He looked young and certainly attacked with all the enthusiasm of youth. The lad carried a machete in his wildly swinging hands. It did not take much for Sharrock to stymie the attack by slightly stepping to the side and allowing the boy to rush past in a flurry of blind fury. He watched as he crashed onto his knees and was encouraged to trip by an outstretched boot. The clatter of the machete as it tumbled from the youth’s hands resounded with a little clank as it hit the boards of the floor.

			Before he could bring his sword to bear, Sharrock was forced to adopt a harried defence by the pair of swordsmen who closed the ground from the other direction. These men were not youths and pressed their attack with well-drilled blows.

			They were quick too, almost quick enough to catch Sharrock short. He lost step after step to the pair, backing dangerously close to the men that approached from the rear of the hall. He momentarily lost sight of the man armed with the mace. 

			Fire erupted upon his right flank. Sharrock looked down to see the bloody tip of a lance burst through the front of his tunic. One of the bastards from behind must have stuck him with it. The veteran twisted his body, wrenching the shaft from the hands of the man who had stabbed him. The look of shock upon his face was almost worth the injury as Sharrock swiped him with his sword. His blade caught the man square in the jaw, neatly separating the lower half from his stunned face, and sent a shower of blood into the air. The man fell to his knees, clutching at the ruin that once was his mouth. Another back hand swipe of Sharrock’s sword cut the long pole that protruded from his back, leaving behind only a hand’s length of wood. Blood was flowing fast from the wound, making both his tunic and britches sodden and heavy.

			The pair of swordsmen seemed to falter at the sight of one of their own, losing half his face before their eyes. With the jawless man’s howls of pain ringing in their ears, Sharrock pressed back at the pair with a storm of heavy blows. Patterns and modes drilled into him as a youth blossomed into life within his mind. His muscles sprang into action almost as if they possessed a will of their own, rending attacking arcs into the air, the weapons, and the flesh of the two men that faced him. The first of the pair to feel the full force of Sharrock’s steel as it bit into his flesh was the smaller, rat-faced man with the smaller sword, and smaller skill. He had fallen for a classic feint, and being too slow to recover, found himself suddenly encumbered with over a foot of cold steel in his belly. A pull of Sharrock’s wrist unleashed the contents of the man’s gut onto the already blood-soaked timbers of the floor.

			Before he could untangle his blade from the freshly eviscerated gut, Sharrock pulled away from the poking blade of the other swordsman. He was not quite swift enough and watched as the tip of the steel slipped three inches into his left shoulder with ease. There was no pain, not yet, but dark blood welled up almost immediately. Just another damp spot for his long-suffering tunic to deal with.

			The man that had skewered his sword into Sharrock’s shoulder looked stunned. Wide-eyed, mouth agape like he could not believe what he had just accomplished. A slow, sly smile crept onto his ruddy, unshaven face. A fat tongue lolled out of his mouth as he sought to twist the blade in Sharrock’s flesh. Suddenly, the man’s look of satisfaction turned to a pain-filled grimace. Sharrock had managed to free his sword and force it into the man’s exposed thigh. The shriek of pain almost rivalled that of the man with half his face resting upon the floor. With a violent shudder, the two combatants pulled free of each other, twin gouts of blood rushing from their wounds as the blades released their bites.

			Sharrock noticed that the man limped as he pulled away. His blade had cut a deep furrow into the muscle of his thigh, which bled a crimson river down his trousers. A quick flash of the limping man’s eyes left and right confirmed Sharrock’s musing. His adversary wanted out of this fight as swiftly as possible!

			Time to hit him where he lives!

			With a fiendishly executed jab somewhere between a flick and a full-blooded thrust, Sharrock drove the point of his sword into the gap between his opponent’s chin and collarbone, let the blade dwell there for only a moment before returning the steel to its original defensive guard. It was a very light attack, almost gentle compared to the blows that had preceded it, but lethal. The man, caught by surprise, opened his mouth as if to speak. An unstoppable tide of blood filled his flapping maw, welled out over his chin, and down onto his chest. The man adopted a look of dumb incomprehension as he fell away, dropping his weapon as he clutched desperately at his throat. 

			A dull thud at his back caused Sharrock to turn. He drew air into his painful and hollow chest. It was as if a hidden hand gripped his lung from within, and was squeezing the breath from his body. His mouth tasted of copper, and he knew he was pulling blood into his airways.

			Sharrock watched the blood drip from the blade of the axe. His blood. 

		

	
		
			Sixty-One

			The Cavalry

			The signs were clear to see for those that knew where to look. Daubs of paint secreted into the corners of windows, glyphs scrawled above doorways, and even obscene graffiti murals all warned of the ownership of the area.

			Dynor Walsh knew what to look for and let the symbols and signs guide his path. He strode with purpose at the head of a good-sized band of men, sure-footed and undeterred.

			Each of the men that followed close in his wake were tried and trusted. Hard men, well used to the unsavoury work. His personal pack of dogs were well paid and as loyal as any men of their ilk could be.

			As they travelled through the cramped streets, passing crumbling dwellings and ramshackle businesses, Dynor could feel the eyes upon them. His skin rippled with the sensation of being watched. Watched by hidden eyes, deep within the shadows, observing as he and his men passed like filthy, black-hearted rats.

			Thankfully, judging by the tell-tale signs, they were nearing the end of their journey. Dynor had led his group into what could only be described as a dirty, foul-smelling back alley. The walls of the buildings that surrounded the alley loomed in close, arching high overhead until their roofs almost touched. Very little of the day’s light or warmth ever touched the ground here, and the air was wet, slicking every surface with a slimy sheen. His men bunched in close as he strode toward his destination.

			At the head of the alley, where the buildings fully joined and brought an end to the little street, a large, dark painted door jutted out from a wall. It was an ugly thing, very large and supported on six heavy-cast hinges that looked as though they could withstand a battering ram. A head of a monstrous semi-reptilian creature had been carved into the door’s centre, clearly designed to intimidate, and turn away, unwanted visitors.

			Dynor approached without hesitation. His gloved knuckles rapped on the wood of the door three times.

			The group of men waited in silence. The following moments were uncomfortably long. One of the waiting men coughed under his breath while another adjusted his smalls as he stood. Just as Dynor’s patience started to run dry, and he was about to beat his knuckles into the door once more, a crack of light bloomed from its corners.

			“Who goes there?”

			“Open the fucking door!” Dynor said, pushing his face close to the crack of light so the person behind the door could better see him. The sound of heavy deadbolts releasing their binds brought a smile of satisfaction to his partially illuminated face. After a moment of grinding, the crack of light grew, and a dark figure could be discerned peering out from within. “That is better,” he said. 

			Despite his show of confidence with his men, Dynor wanted to get off the street as swiftly as possible. With a shoulder, he pushed into the door, clearing the way for his companions to enter. After the last of his men had passed over the threshold, he entered and closed the heavy door at his back.

			A solitary figure stood amid a semi-circle of his men. He was a stout man of middle age, unremarkable apart from two glaring features. First, the man cradled a heavy mace between his arms. It was a weapon of war, no mistake. Probably more noteworthy than the mace, the man sported one of the nastier facial scars Dynor had ever seen. An angry red brand had been seared into the flesh of his left cheek at some point in time, leaving his face a horror to behold.

			“Colm?” Dynor asked.

			“Face.” The man nodded. “Dynor Walsh?”

			Dynor nodded.

			“You’re late,” the Face said.

			“I am nothing of the sort!” Dynor snorted. A few of his men guffawed before a quick look silenced their mirth. “I am here just as quickly as could be managed. Your directions have had us traipsing up and down all over this piss-reeking quarter!”

			“Very well, they are gathered, hurry.”

			“I hope that thing is not for us?” Dynor asked, nodding his head toward the mace.

			“No, don’t fret. Come on now, we must hurry!”

		

	
		
			Sixty-Two

			The Dance Continues

			A breath. A single, clean, lung-filling breath. What Sharrock would have given for a good breath. The jagged little agonies that issued from his lungs were pitiful mockeries of the real thing. His wheezing seemed to be completely beyond his control. As was the blood that pooled in his mouth, on his shoulder, his chest and undoubtedly down his back.

			The grip on his blade, on the other hand, was something he could control. The strikes coming at him were more damaging. The brute that had come from behind pushed his attack with a barrage of blows, hammering high and low, chopping at Sharrock’s body like he was attempting to fell a tree.

			Sparks flew into the air as Sharrock’s blade turned away the axe time and again. 

			The man who brandished the axe moved with surprising speed and grace for one so heavy. Or maybe it was the fact that Sharrock was slower than when he had first entered the floor. Either way, he found each successive blow harder to counter. The floor was slick with blood and Sharrock found himself slipping more than once.

			“Is this it?” the large axe-wielder bellowed as he advanced for another flurry of strikes. “I am disappointed! I have heard such tales of Sharrock from the North!”

			Sharrock did not waste breath trying to respond. If the idiot wanted to blather, he was more than happy to let him. After all, the more time he spent running his mouth, the less time he would be swinging that bastard of an axe at his head.

			“You are nothing! I’ve beaten better men in my sleep!”

			A roar from the shadows accompanied the brute’s insults. A twitch of his eye and a quick flicker to his left gave away the attack. The youth, recovered from his embarrassing fall on his arse, lunged from over Sharrock’s shoulder. He would have been successful too, had the big rubbish-drivelling axeman not tipped his hand.

			Sharrock dropped to his haunches to duck the flailing machete and let the boy come ahead. Without having to do much more than raise his sword into an upright position, he watched as the youth impaled himself through the chest, took a shuddering breath, flapped his mouth, and finally slumped forward.

			The blade had taken the youth through the heart, and death was almost instant.

			“No!” howled the axeman. The man flung himself at Sharrock, blindly swinging his axe in front of his face. With no time to free his sword, Sharrock was forced to roll away from the dead youth and scuttle backward on his rump.

			The axe slammed down into the wooden floor, no more than three inches from his foot. A shower of splinters cast into the air as the big man attempted to free it from the wood.

			“You’ll fucking pay!” he raged through tears.

			Moving in a fashion like a crab, Sharrock backed up as fast as he could manage. The pain from his many wounds was tremendous, but the need to put some distance between himself and his attacker numbed any discomfort.

			As he moved across the filthy floor, Sharrock bumped into the fallen machete that had tumbled into the air as the youth died.

			“By the bells!” he grunted as he scooped up the weapon and struggled to regain his feet. His vision swam as he righted himself, using the point of the machete as a makeshift brace to help with the last few inches to stand.

			The time it took to heave his body from the floor was enough for the axeman to free his weapon. He regarded Sharrock with eyes burning, and a snarl upon his lips. “I … will … kill … you!” he panted heavily.

			Sharrock did not doubt the man. Although he was finding it increasingly difficult to see him. Focus would not come to his eyes as he watched his opponent advance. His once vivid face was now a blur of crude shapes.

			Sharrock felt more than saw the axe head coming at him and moved on instinct. He wasn’t quite swift enough, and the wickedly keen blade shaved an inch of flesh from the top of his left shoulder. 

			Another swipe came, barely parried, then another, and another. Sharrock was running out of floor to retreat to. He was also exhausted and losing more and more energy with each passing moment.

			Birds circling high overhead … ravens calling to each other.

			Clouds, wheeling and broiling … the sound of raindrops upon a parched and dusty landscape.

			The axeman closed his ground. Sharrock could feel his breath and smell his sweat. The man no longer possessed a face. All that was left untouched by the growing tunnel was the axe, its two fearsome blades, and a vague dark mass that brandished it. Every second step that Sharrock took now slipped or snagged at something. His arms were so heavy. Impossibly heavy.

			Faces long diminished by time, forming within the storm … rain, torrential, turning slowly to the sound of locusts.

			Eyes within those faces … hostile and cold.

			Pain burst into Sharrock’s awareness, utterly obliterating all other points of attention. It took a few moments to realise that it was his pain. Somehow, he thought it might have been pain allotted to some other poor sod that was of no concern to him.

			Looking down, Sharrock saw the axe, that big bastard of an axe. How it had come to be lodged between his ribs was beyond him.

			With a heavy sigh, he said, “Alright.”

		

	
		
			Sixty-Three

			Needs Must

			The Face hurried along the darkened path between buildings. Those that followed were close, crunching the gravel under heavy iron-shod boots. Fortunately, the commotion coming from within the warehouse was more than enough to mask whatever noise they made on the path.

			Hoots and hollers, wild screams and demands for blood tainted the clamour that rattled the walls of the vast warehouse as they passed.

			“What the fuck is happening in there?” Dynor called from behind.

			“There’s going to be a killing,” the Face replied.

			“Sounds more like a circus!”

			“Things can get out of hand sometimes.”

			The opening was only thirty feet ahead, and if stumbled upon by accident, it would not have betrayed its purpose at all. The doorway accommodated three men abreast and had been carved into the side wall of the warehouse to resemble nothing more than the joining of timbers. As the group of armed men closed around his shoulders, he worked at the secreted locks to open the door. A series of twists and pulls, weighted pins dropping into nooks, and the thing yawned open.

			“Impressive,” Dynor said as he signalled for his men to move forward. Without hesitation, the men moved into the darkness beyond the opening.

			“I take it you’ll be wanting to retrieve your man before we start the proceedings?” the Face asked Dynor as the last of his men ducked into the warehouse.

			“What?” 

			“We’ve got that bastard Igor Ironside trussed up in the back. He’s been spilling your secrets for quite a good while now. I image you’d want to have a word with him before we start.”

			“Why would I give a shit about who you’ve got in the back? We are here to kill Jiro, that is all!” Dynor hissed.

			“As you wish.”

			The Face closed the locking mechanism behind him as the last of the group pushed past. Over two scores of men, armed to the teeth, and looking ready to do battle were crammed into the hot and humid space between the walls and warehouse floor. Dust and detritus danced and swirled around their boots, tickling at noses and scratching at throats.

			Dynor suppressed a cough with the back of his hand. “Which way?” He struggled to make himself heard over the volume of commotion that was coming from the warehouse floor. By the sounds of it, a full-scale battle was raging.

			The Face indicated they should move to the left and follow the access space around and skirt to the centre of the building.

			Dynor nodded and the first of his men moved off. The unmistakable sound of steel striking steel only grew as the men moved closer to the warehouse floor.

			The men moved in silence, slogging their way around to encompass all sides of the floor. After they had come a good way, the Face signalled that they should come to a halt.

			“From here, you and your men should be able to move unnoticed into position. Look, see how these boards part?” He gently removed a board that supported the main dividing wall between where they were situated and the warehouse.

			Dynor did see. He inched closer and dared a quick look at the floor. It was indeed a battle. By the looks of it, a bloody—

			“Sharrock?” Dynor blurted in a voice just below a yell. The tide of others consumed his voice within the general cacophony.

			“You stay here until your men are in position,” the Face said into Dynor’s ear. “I best be getting back before my boss notices my absence.”

		

	
		
			Sixty-Four

			The Sweet Song 
of the Shadow 
of the Winter Moon

			His fingers felt weak. They were heavy, useless lumps of flesh that would not obey his will in the slightest. He had lost grip on the hilt of his weapon. Or was it some other weapon? He had lost it, one way or the other. He knew there was a task he should attend to. Was he moving somewhere? No, that couldn’t be it. He was on his knees. 

			A crisp dawn … Slow warm pink light lapping in after the night.

			Was that a voice? Yes, definitely a voice. “… belong with your stinking gut-ropes spilling out onto the floor. Now you will pay for Davey!”

			Whoever that voice belonged to sounded … angry. No matter how he tried to rally his wits, he could not place his location. He must have found himself a mighty helping of grog, or smoke, or both. He needed to find a place to sit and rest for a spell, or better yet, lay down.

			[image: ]

			Jiro smiled like the cat that got the cream as he watched the axe head bury itself deep into Sharrock’s guts. The sound carried over the distance between them like the sweetest music to his ears, and the sight of the body slumping forward and onto its knees was a magnificent cherry on top of the cream.

			There had been a while there, when the big man from the north had been cutting his way through his cappers one after another, that he thought they could not bring him down. It had sorely tempted Jiro to order the dogs onto him and suffer any damage that may have fallen any of his men unfortunate enough to get in their way.

			Thankfully, it looked as though big Berty had done the job nicely, without the need of any assistance from the salivating mastiffs that circled the floor, straining to be loosed from their chains.

			There was murder in Berty’s eyes, no mistake. Once he managed to free his axe from Sharrock’s side, he would aim his next blow at his head for certain.

			“That’s enough,” Jiro raised his voice to be heard above the din. It was quite an effort because of the level of excited noise that the action on the floor had stirred up amongst his crew. They really could be a rabid bunch when the smell of blood hit the air.

			It took Berty a good measure before he reacted. At first, all the man did was blink in confusion. Then, as comprehension settled, his face folded into an ugly snarl.

			“No.” He shook his head. “This man must pay!”

			Jiro moved from his position and quickly made his way toward the body-littered floor. He needed to get the situation under control before Berty took Sharrock’s head from his shoulders and ruined all the fun.

			“He will, my friend, he will,” Jiro called as he approached. “But we need a few things from this man first. Stand down, Berty.”

			“He killed Davey, boss!” Berty yelled at the top of his lungs. “He must die!”

			“He will, big Berty, he will.” Jiro smiled as he stepped out from the shadows and walked onto the floor of the warehouse. The reek of his dead and injured cappers filled the air with the unmistakable pong of opened bodies. Jiro motioned, and a pair of men formed out of the darkness at Berty’s rear and stood on either side of him.

			“I will take it from here,” Jiro said.

			Defeated, big Berty let his shoulders collapse. “Fuck it,” he muttered. “You can have him.” Berty spat onto Sharrock’s chest as he spun on his heel. The glistening white gob of saliva melted into his tunic almost immediately.
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			Cool night falling into day … a morning abed, warmth … comfort … the aroma of sizzling bacon … black coffee … black sausage … a morning …

			Sharrock’s eyes cracked open, squinting against the light. His face felt … strange. Distant somehow, as if his head had been placed under the ice to freeze for the winter. He could not see clearly. Anything more than about two feet was little more than an inky smudge. His breath also felt odd. It appeared more air escaped his lungs when he exhaled than he could inhale. There was no pain, though. But there was always pain.

			Someone was speaking off in the distance. Passionate words, hot with fire, like a sermon. If Sharrock concentrated, he could just about make them out.

			“… can have him.”

			There was movement somewhere out beyond the horizon. Possibly a brewing storm. There was a wind, a gentle zephyr that lapped playfully at his face, stirred the whiskers of his beard, and tickled at his nose.

			There was a sweet scent upon the breeze, something familiar, something that stirred the warmth of times long turned to dust.

			Swirls of dust, lazy low loops ebbing and flowing along with the wind. A slow coalescence of motes, teasing at a form, yet stubbornly shying away at the last moment, falling away like so much sand through fingers.

			A crudely rendered face upon the storm emerged that possessed the briefest hint of recognition. The storm, no longer in the distance, crackled with energy, enough to prickle the skin and raise hair. 

			“Hello, Jiro,” Sharrock breathed into the storm.
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			The air had taken on the fervour of a festival. Albeit, a festival of slaughter and mayhem, where the patrons whooped and cheered for blood, cried out for violence, and erupted into spasms of delight at the sight of death. Jiro rode upon the charnel currents as easily as a skiff upon the waves. The swell of voices were his to command, and like the drummer at the head of an army, he knew how to keep the cadence of hate moving forward.

			He was a showman really, and the killing floor of his warehouse was the stage. His baying crew were the audience, and the show itself … the show would end in triumph.

			That bitch Cordelia had ordered this man delivered, the order had all but castrated him before his men and added tremendous insult to his pride by using that strutting cock of an intermediary, Dynor fucking Walsh! Well, they would deliver Sharrock, just as ordered, but first, they would have their show. Anything that remained after they were finished, and their pot refilled, would, with all diligence, be delivered to the governor as she demanded.

			Jiro watched closely as big Berty slinked into the darkness. A grievance was festering there without doubt, and, without careful handling, could prove to be an issue in the future. And the future did not accommodate vendettas within his ranks. Indeed, in the coming days, he would be forced to husband every one of his assets, rally every one of his troops, if he expected to carry through on his plans.

			This display, this … show of strength, would foster the spirit of defiance and revolt against Cordelia already brewing within his crew. His blatant nose-thumbing at her rule, and especially her new lapdog Walsh would ferment the need for change in the minds of his horde. But first, he had to set an example.

			Jiro peered close at the display upon the floor. Sharrock had given a damn good account of himself. For once, the stories had been more than just doe-eyed whispers and drunken tall-tales. The man possessed a deep understanding of violence and skill at killing, and maybe most impressive of all, a fortitude of will that was…

			Did he just speak?

			Jiro had assumed Sharrock well beyond the realms of proper consciousness.  The amount of gore that flooded from his body suggested that he should have long since passed to the beyond.

			“You should have just given me the purse,” Jiro said as he circled Sharrock’s bent and broken body. He could see that the man was struggling with each breath.

			Sharrock grunted something. The sound was more akin to gurgling. 

			“I know,” he continued, talking to Sharrock as if he were a babe. “It is not truly your fault. It seems you have wound up in the middle of something a lot bigger than just your petty little purse.”

			“Fuck you and that purse,” Sharrock spat.

			Jiro smiled as he continued to circle. As he rounded Sharrock’s right shoulder, the Face joined him from the darkness. Jiro grunted in acknowledgement of his capper but kept his eyes firmly upon Sharrock.

			“It’s nothing personal, you know, just unlucky, for you.”

			There was no sympathy in his words. Compassion, or kindness, or even the basic understanding of others’ suffering had long since departed Jiro’s mind. It had been beaten out, kicked out, burned away, betrayed, raped and ruined away and cast out as a hollow shell by bitter experience. Bosses did not have the luxury of softer sides, especially ones that coveted the highest seat at the table.

			Jiro reached out and let his hand rest upon Sharrock’s shoulder. Sharrock’s breaths were ragged within his chest. His shoulders were slumped, his back bowed forward, and the pool of his blood that collected around his knees was growing with each passing moment.

			It would not be long now.
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			Dynor watched the last of his men slip into position. The task had been much simpler than he had anticipated, without so much as a word of challenge or even a curious look to impede their work. While it appeared every member of Jiro’s crew was in the old warehouse, their attention was wholly occupied with the action on the floor.

			That turncoat Face, or whatever he called himself, had slunk back into his place beside his boss without giving himself away. By the looks of things, they were getting ready to open Sharrock’s throat for the pleasure of the baying crowd. He would have to get onto the floor without delay.
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			Sun on the skin … opening skies after a long and destructive deluge … vast calm waters … impossibly blue … circling gulls.

			Sharrock focused. His eyes seemed to have a will of their own, unable to fix upon the men around him.

			At best, he could define rude impressions of form and distance, just enough to know that he was not alone.

			He could feel a hand on his shoulder.

			“Come ahead, Jiro,” Sharrock growled. “Let’s finish it.”

			Jiro’s face twitched at Sharrock’s words. His grip tightened. Leaning in close to Sharrock’s ear, Jiro whispered, “You do not command me. I am king here. I give the orders!”

			A small grin turned the edge of Sharrock’s lip.

			A glint of steel caught the light with a brief flash. Jiro turned his head toward it. Sharrock had a blade in his hand, next to his thigh.

			“Face,” Jiro grunted.

			Colm the Face Fernsby acted on instinct. Too many seasons spent as Jiro’s bodyguard and protector had eliminated the possibility of anything else. With a crunch, he brought his boot down on Sharrock’s wrist and pinned it to the floor. An even heavier crunch filled the air as the Face’s mace crashed into the fist clutching the blade. Skin, bone, and metal were all destroyed under the ball of the mace. The Face had driven his weapon home with such force that it lodged itself deep in the floorboards.

			Sharrock did not make a sound.

			Jiro bent his knee to keep his mouth close to the old brawler’s ear. “Now, I say when it is time to finish!”

			A queer wet sound filled the air, as if a chicken was being cut for dinner. It was the sound of snapping bones and rending flesh, stark and unmistakable.

			With a blinding turn of speed, Sharrock drove his fist into Jiro’s face. The blow took the shocked killer under the chin and drove up through the windpipe and into his jaw. As Sharrock pulled back, a geyser of blood jetted into the air from Jiro’s face.

			Falling back onto his haunches, Sharrock cradled the ruin that was his hand. A jaggedly torn lump of flesh surrounding a lance of bone was all that survived from the mace blow. Long arcs of blood spurted out of his opened wrist, flooding out his strength with the beating of his heart.

			Jiro staggered back a pace, his face slack, eyes round and white. He tried to speak, to summon help, but all that he could produce was a wet murmur. The Face lunged across the slick floor to assist his boss. Jiro fell into his arms as he approached. By the time he fell to the ground, Jiro Addison was dead.
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			Dynor moved in as Sharrock toppled over.

			As gently as he could, he eased his old friend down the last few inches and nested his head on his lap. The sound of his men working somewhere in the darkness to suppress Jiro’s crew lapped at his senses as he pulled a strand of hair from eyes that were almost completely closed.

			“All is well,” he whispered. “I am here. All will be well.”

			Dynor’s lies sounded hollow even to himself. He had to say something, though. He could not sit in silence and watch his old friend bleed out without at least trying to bring him some comfort. 

			“You made a grand account of yourself here; I’ll wager these curs had seen nothing like it.”

			The only response was the sound of Sharrock’s laboured breathing, ragged, wet, and shallow. “They are finished now. We have taken them to heel. No need to fret. Your debt to the collective is paid.”

			Again, silence.

			“That worm Jiro died like a dog. Drowned in his own piss before he went. Showed his true nature at the end.”

			Moments lingered, and Dynor fell silent. He could think of naught else to say and contented himself with cradling his friend’s head.

			With a heavy sigh, Sharrock let his eyes close.

			A gentle voice calling from the other place … waking warm and rested, a peaceful beauty …the notes of a melody … the voice of purest loveliness … August’s sweet voice … we will walk, hand in hand, under that blessed sky … Just the two of us … under … the shadow of … a … winter … moon.

		

	
		
			Sixty-Five

			Sanctuary

			Lydia May let the numbers turn within her mind. Slowly, almost painfully, the figures corrected themselves and behaved in a manner that was, if not happy, at least accurate. Letters, and especially numbers, did not come easily to her. Try as she might to gain a better understanding of ciphers and codes, the forms beyond the very rudimentary continued to elude her efforts.

			With a sigh, and a final stroke of her nib, Lydia let the pages of her well-worn ledger close. The gentle hiss of the papers joining as the book closed always brought a faint smile to her lips. It signalled the end of her mental torture for the day. With a merry little tune, she pulled the bottle of Verion wine from across the table. It was good wine, and much like a lover, it was not something she was willing to compromise on.

			With swift, well-practiced motions, she had the cork binding loose and the bottle open. In a show of great patience, Lydia let the wine breathe before pouring herself a cup. In the meantime, she busied herself by cutting into the wedge of cheese she had been saving and portioned out dainty, bite-sized segments onto her small but exquisitely made serving tray. The cheese, along with the selection of cured meats already upon the tray, was something she had been looking forward to all day.

			As if to accent her anticipation, her stomach let out a deep grumble. Lydia couldn’t help but let out a little giggle as she patted her belly. “Not long now,” she chortled.

			A knocking at the shop’s front door startled her. It was not the knocking of a customer disappointed to find the business closed for the day. Neither was it the knocking of a neighbour on some quest to borrow this or that. The blows sounded like thunder. 

			Rising to her feet with a sigh, Lydia took a quick swig from the waiting bottle. The wine was excellent, full-bodied, and bursting with tastes of fruit and flowers. Quickly, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and reached over the table to a cupboard. After a moment of rummaging through a drawer, she pulled a wicked little dirk from beneath a pile of forgotten paperwork and secreted the blade into her bodice. 

			With one last mournful look toward her little untouched feast, she headed toward the front door and the pounding coming from the other side. It was getting louder, more frantic.

			Lydia pulled the slide of her peephole aside and peered out into the gathering gloom of the street beyond her threshold. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust, but mercifully, the pounding stopped. 

			“Who goes there?” she hissed through the tiny opening. Lydia knew her door was stout, much more so than appearances may have suggested, and would withstand quite a beating before betraying its hold.

			A hooded figure stood on the far side of the door; their face submerged in shadow. There was something familiar about the small person, but Lydia could not put her finger on where she might know them from. “I said who goes there,” she said, summoning her most intimidating voice.

			“Lydia?” 

			“August?” She knew the girl would not be on her doorstep unless something was terribly amiss. “Where is Sharrock?”

			“He is not with me. Please, will you let me in?”

			Lydia bit her lip and considered for a moment. With swift precision, she twisted the locks of her door to release a small half-opening. A cool gust of air shot into the store as the half-door released and pushed back. “Come in,” Lydia said, moving the dirk from her bodice to the folds of a gusset upon her left thigh. “Quickly now.”

			August did not hesitate and ducked her head under the low opening.

			“Tell me,” Lydia demanded as soon as she shut the door at August’s back. “What has happened?”

			August opened her mouth but could not form any words. Her eyes welled with tears and her chin trembled. Lydia placed an arm around the girl’s shoulder and guided her gently back toward the rear of the store. “Come on, take your time. You are safe here now.”

			The older woman situated her young guest at the table and filled a pair of goblets with wine. August readily took the offered drink and gulped down more than half the measure in a single swallow.

			“Easy now,” Lydia said, reaching across to place her hand upon August’s forearm.

			“It’s terrible!” she blurted after finishing the wine. “They will kill him for certain. Just like they killed Pia! Just like they were going to kill me!”

			“Who will kill him? Who is Pia?”

			“Pia is my sister … was my sister.   I don’t know who they are, or why they wanted us, or why they did what they did.”

			“What did they do?” 

			“They are beasts! They did … unthinkable things!”

			“Alright,” said Lydia as she refilled the girl’s goblet.

			“They butchered my sister, cooked her in a pot and ate her!”

			Lydia blinked, mouth slowly opening like some trout at the market.

			“They were set on doing the same for me, but Sharrock come. He made them let me go.”

			“By the bells!” Lydia cursed, taking a hefty belt of her own wine.

			“I was so scared.”

			Lydia squeezed the girl’s arm. “Tell me what happened.”

			“They were there, waiting for us. There wasn’t anything I could do. I tried my best to fight them. I … I … I just couldn’t.”

			“Just tell me what you can. When did you collect your sister? She wasn’t with you when we met?”

			“No,” sniffed August. “We found her after …”

			“After what?”

			“After that thing decided he would assist us. I don’t know who, or what he was, but he helped us after the cypherman told us to look for him. Anyway, he said that we would find the man we were looking for at one of two places. The first one we searched was where we found Pia. They had done things to her. She was not the same.”

			“Alright,” Lydia said softly, utterly confused.

			“Sharrock told me to take Pia back to his bunkhouse and wait. That he would scout the second one by himself and join us later. They were waiting for us.”

			“I see.” Lydia took a moment to consider.

			“He gave me this.” August reached into her pocket to retrieve something. “Told me to give it to you.”

			Lydia reached across the table and took what August held in her hand. It was the little black viperhead idol. The thing was just as odd as when she last set eyes upon it. “Did the cypherman not have any clue what this is?”

			“He did.” August nodded. “But he sent us away to talk to the other … thing. The cypherman said it was a memory. I don’t know what he meant?”

			“A memory?”

			“Yes, a recollection, or it would be?”

			“Alright,” Lydia replied, bringing the dark carving closer to her eyes.

			“The cypherman said that it was or could be very valuable.”

			“I see. Well then, I think we better find out just what this thing really is!”

		

	
		
			Sixty-Six

			The High Road

			Tol let his hand run over the rope as he inspected the tension. It was perfect. Just so, in fact. The little tremors that lanced their way down the thick cords in satisfying ripples indicated a binding job well done. His fingers drummed a merry cadence along the rope, strumming absently in concert with the twitches of the hawser. Sometimes, on the rare occasion that all elements were administered to, and every detail skilfully handled, his work brought him genuine pleasure. Tol was happy for the first time in quite a while. 

			The same could not be said about the poor fool that was trussed up like a hog before the butcher and suspended three feet above the floor, gagged, barely conscious, and dripping blood onto the ground. Tol had worked the man over a little before setting the bindings and raising him up. Just a little, just enough to set fear upon him, but not enough to truly damage. That would come, as sure as the sun rose each morn.

			Reelum Hangs was quite a specimen. By looks alone, Tol had thought he would crumble to dust at the smallest touch. He had witnessed it many times before. Men reduced to blubbering shambles within moments of receiving his attention. It happened to all manner of folk. Big or small, hard, or slovenly natured, hero or coward, every walk of life had dissolved right before his eyes, soiling themselves almost before he had the chance to begin his work. Reelum, however, was another kind of creature.

			Luckily, though, Tol had much experience dealing with the more stubborn folk as well. He knew every trick of troubling the flesh and mind, every method of torment, and every tool of torture devised by man. It was his trade, and when rendered correctly, his joy.

			“Will he talk?” Myer asked from across the room.

			Tol did not turn to answer, instead keeping his eyes firmly upon his handiwork. “Oh yes, they all talk in the end. One way or another, they always answer my questions.”

			“Then why have you gagged him? He can’t talk now, no matter how much he may wish.”

			“He is gagged now because I can see in his eyes that he is not ready to tell his truths. He is still very much within himself. Our old friend here needs some time to think, to swing,” 

			With the last word, Tol pushed Reelum’s bound body and sent him swinging in the air. The sounds of the ropes groaning as they supported the shifting weight were soon accompanied by Reelum’s own stifled groans. 

			“He needs time to think about a few things, consider the circumstances of life and what he now faces. Our friend has yet to understand that he is now in my world. He is still out there somewhere, out there with concerns and worries. He hasn’t yet come to accept that there is no more out there, and all that remains for him is here.”

			Tol could hear Myer move closer. “The gag is in place,” he spoke softly as Reelum swung past his face like a broken and bleeding pendulum. “Because I am not willing to hear the lies our friend has concocted within that mind of his. Also, it was wearying to listen to his gibberish.”

			“It is precisely his gibberish that I need to hear. He has valuable information somewhere inside his head. Although now undoubtedly pickled in cheap booze. We must work swiftly!”

			Tol nodded his head. “Of course, brother, but we just need to have a little patience. Whatever spews from this man’s mouth now will be nothing but deceit. We must guide him to the truth, show him that the only way forward for him is through the answers to our questions. We must supply sufficient motivation for him to see that there is no other way.”

			“Well, be as prompt as you can.” 

			“Of course. I have a few tricks that might speed up the transition somewhat.”

			Tol moved away to collect a little leather bag that had been placed on a nearby bench. Inside, he found the tools that would assist him in bringing Reelum to heel. Pliers first, then heat, then steel, then more heat … on and on and on they would dance.

			“Now,” Tol said, soft as if he were talking to an infant. “I will start with a series of questions. They will not be hard, nor will there be many, but they will be very important questions for you.”

			Reelum swayed, his soft whimpers the only sound to escape that gag.

			“The first question,” Tol continued. “Where is the current location of the Loci Head that you stole so long ago? My brother here has been tasked with its safe recovery, and he is keen to be about his mission.”

			Reelum continued to hang in silence.

			“Alright.” Tol smiled. He placed the pincers of his pliers into the tender flesh of the inner thigh.

			Reelum Hangs screamed out into the gag.
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